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			Four original novellas to make you hide under the covers!

			Ah, the carefree, sunny days of childhood. And oh, the terrifying, dark nights. Nights when you closed your eyes tight, afraid to open them and see the painted, eternally leering face of a clown mere inches from your own. Nights when you could look out your bedroom window and watch the scarecrows walk across the lonely cornfields. When every story or fairytale your parents told you seemed to include monsters. And when even the teddy bear by your side had fangs and plans of his own. Travel back to those nights of horror now with four original novellas by four wonderfully macabre authors. And...sleep tight!

		

	
		
			Childhood Fears
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			Dedication

			For Fran Bellerive, who kept Billy’s story alive all these years. And for Pete Stawasz.

		

	
		
			Part One

			Sins of the Father

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			Present and Past

			Will Pallasso stopped at the entrance to Billy’s bedroom. The clown leered up at him. He wanted to smash it to pieces, because it reminded him of his father. 

			Instead he only cinched his bathrobe tighter, protectively, and stepped into the room, bare feet making no sound on the carpet. He stood beside his son’s bed, all the while keeping his eyes focused on the night light. It was in the shape of a clown’s face, glassy white with illuminated red hair and make-up. The blue eyes glowed the brightest, two cold beams reaching across the floor to Billy’s bed. 

			Will wished he’d never noticed the damned thing at the store the other day. But Billy had followed his father’s gaze and grabbed it from the shelf, insisting it would help him sleep better while they were staying in the house. Will tried not to connect the onset of Billy’s nightmares with their arrival here on Saturday, but it was hard not to. They had begun that night and did not stop until the damned clown was plugged in on Tuesday. Nothing else had worked, and Will had been willing to try anything. Unfortunately, the clown’s nightmarish face glaring across the room worked perfectly. Two full nights of peace. Billy fell asleep convinced his nocturnal companion would watch over and protect him from the evil that lived in the house. 

			This house, where Will himself had grown up, and the source of his own nightmares. He had to admit the place was a decided step-up from their apartment in Shiloh. Even so, living—surviving was a better word for it—in a two bedroom hole-in-the-wall on one income, at least until Lisa could get a new teaching gig, was better than spending more than the two weeks he’d managed to get off from PSE&G Power to come up to Massachusetts from New Jersey. It gave him a chance for closure, to wrap up his mother’s affairs in the wake of her death and give him a chance to finally remove their secret from the basement. At the time, bringing along Lisa and Billy seemed like a good idea. Make it a family thing, a working vacation. Too late to change his mind now.

			Will made himself turn away from the illuminated clown face, sure it was watching him now, shining its light across the back of his legs, reaching into his son’s nightmares, and his own. Will had lived here until his blessed exodus to college. He was never free of the fear, of the dreams he’d suffered through every night. A self-inflicted torture. Not for much longer. He would have his closure, at last. They all would.

			Both hands were clenched into painful fists. Will breathed out, silently willing his fingers to relax. His son was convinced that there was something evil here. And he was right, but Will wouldn’t admit to such. Not to his son, nor his wife. Not even, fully, to himself. And so, for the first few days, the boy’s fears infuriated him, fueled by Will’s own lack of sleep as he thought about the basement, trying to calm his son down and never believing his own words of comfort. Lisa’s words, actually. She could wrap her softness around Billy and calm him, keep him safe, while Will would stand in the doorway and clench his fists like he’d been doing tonight and know she was wrong, there was evil here, always had been, but what could he do? What could he say? Late Monday he’d been the first into the room when Billy’s night terrors woke them up. He’d grabbed the boy by the arm, dragging him to every room, every corner both dark and light and said, “Do you see any evil here? I don’t see any!” Never did he say, There is no evil.  There is no monster coming to get you. He would not lie. Only grow angrier, more desperate, questioning the idea of coming to this fucking house instead of burning it to the ground. 

			Burning the house to the ground would only uncover the skeletons buried there.

			Billy had cried, “No, I don’t,” and tried to pull away, hoping his father would let go without breaking his arm. Lisa had scrambled into her robe and followed them, crying and pleading with Will to stop. Billy just needed to adjust, she said, why was he acting like this?

			The shame of seeing how his wife looked at him that night, Will could almost feel his father’s greasepaint seeping into the pores of his own face. This only made him more angry. He’d wiped at his stubble, no white makeup there, no red nose, and ignored her pleas, her tears, as he pulled his son farther along the tour of dark places, intent on convincing Billy there was nothing to be afraid of. It was all in his head.

			But it wasn’t. It was in his soul, and he could not let it hurt his family.

			Like it had done that night, so many years ago.

			Will now carefully rolled the small desk chair next to Billy’s bed and sat. In the old apartment, he would sit in a similar chair and read his son bedtime stories every night. That routine stopped when they arrived here. Too tired, too much to do. Lisa had taken up the story-time reins, but not without a look Will had never known on her face before these past two weeks.

			A look that said, What have you become?

			More like, who was he becoming?

			The damned clown eyes offered just enough light for him to make out his son’s sleeping form and soft, contented face. The boy was snoring softly, having been lulled to sleep by his mother’s voice and the glowing face of the demon on the wall.

			Lisa had been both frightened and furious Monday night after she’d finally managed to get Billy to sleep. Her cheeks were drenched with tears from eyes as sharp and hateful as the night light’s. What the fuck was that, Will? What’s wrong with you? You think scaring your son half to death is going to help him sleep?

			Then, she did something which reminded Will why he loved her so much. Her face softened, the tears stopped. He never talked about his childhood, a part of him they both had agreed to leave buried. She must have remembered. What the hell happened here when you were a kid, Will?

			That had been his moment of salvation, and if he’d accepted it, maybe he wouldn’t be here now, feeling alone and scared: the only two feelings he’d ever known as a child in this place. He hadn’t taken the opportunity to tell her everything, and even as he answered her, he wondered if the right moment would ever come again.

			A lot of bad shit, hon, he’d whispered. I’m sorry, I’ll make it up to you. Both of you.

			She’d curled against him, a little at least, an offer. You have to tell me, if it’s going to do this to you, and us. 

			He’d nodded, having no intention of telling her, at least not yet, not until he’d finished what he had to do, if for no other reason than her protection. No one else should live through that. Maybe, he’d said, soon. I just need time. 

			It was enough, but he knew another outburst like that and it would not be. 

			Will got up, rolled the chair back to the desk, then returned to his own bedroom. He undid the bathrobe and slipped into bed. Almost two o’clock. He’d fallen asleep quickly earlier in the night, but something had woken him. A bad dream of his own, most likely. They came every night, blending together until he no longer remembered details. Assuming it had been Billy, he’d gotten up to check. Now, he slowly rolled over and draped an arm around his wife, hoping sleep would return.

			“He okay?” Lisa whispered. Her arm tightened around his. Will nodded against her shoulder. 

			“Fine, just thought I’d heard something.”

			Another squeeze. “Go back to sleep.”

			And he did.

			Billy! 

			His father’s voice, using the nickname Will had eventually used for his own son. Now he was the child, older than Billy was now, thirteen instead of eight, but in this moment he was the child, awoken by a sound, a soft muffled whoosh of footsteps outside. He scrambled free of the blankets and looked out the window. The clown in the yard walked with large steps into the woods behind their house. It stopped, turned and waved toward Will with a slow sweep of one white-gloved hand. Red painted lips moved in a whisper and though young Will should not have heard, the name came again. Billy. 

			He raised the bug screen and climbed out the window, finding the sensation of floating softly to the ground perfectly normal, like being Superman. He landed lightly on the grass below his window in bare feet. As he did, he realized that he wore his father’s necklace, the near-sacred heirloom the man always wore, sometimes even to bed. A long silver chain which normally hung to his father’s chest, but which reached to Will’s belly button, suspending a polished silver sphere encircled three times in Saturn-like rings. How had he gotten it? He touched the rings self-consciously as the clown turned back toward the woods behind the house and disappeared into the darkness beyond. The ringed sphere shifted against his belly, swung forward as if trying to follow. His father would kill him if he lost it, so Will gently held it in a loose grip and followed. He wore only his pajamas, but the air was warm, the wind wet with a promise of rain. His bare feet pressed onto the old leaf cover when he entered the woods, but Will knew he would be safe, somehow knew there was nothing that could hurt him here. Unless he’d been mistaken, unless he’d misunderstood, like he always seemed to do lately, then his father would punish him for being out here in the middle of the night. 

			But the boy followed the drifting figure, staying hidden tree to tree but never losing sight of the large white blur moving farther and farther into the woods, too far to be the same woods he’d entered. Where was Moody Road? They should have come through already and come up on Mrs. Carlson’s house. 

			Deeper still. 

			No Moody Road. Instead, more trees but not enough to completely block out the moonlight bleeding through. He’d closed the distance between them when the clown stopped walking and only paced back and forth in the center of a clearing. Will slipped forward, quiet as a ghost drifting tree to tree, until he was close enough to see better.

			There was another boy, younger than him, maybe nine or ten, tied to a tree, squirming beneath tight ropes which glistened wet in the murky light. Like Will, he wore pajamas, but only the bottoms. Smudged lipstick kisses on his face and chest, red like the clown’s mouth. The clown stood over the whimpering, squirming boy, rolling the long flat of a knife across his belly, across his chest. Not cutting, just rolling the blade along. The boy moved his head back, away from the knife. Will watched less than twenty feet away, clinging to the tree like the squirrels would do when Mister Panchek’s Labrador ran into his yard. The clown stopped rolling the blade when it reached the boy’s throat, pressed against the bulge of his small Adam’s apple, slid sideways then, slicing quick and deep. Blood spurted onto the leaves, across the clown’s shiny white pants and shirt.

			Will looked around wildly, searching for the light from Mrs. Carlson’s house, any house, but there were only trees everywhere, closing in, and yet the horrible scene was illuminated, as if lit on a stage in the middle of the forest. The thing with the knife looked over its shoulder, knowing it was being watched, and it laughed when its eyes met Will’s. 

			This couldn’t be who he thought it had been. Someone else, something else. But no, even with the blood-spattered greasepaint, Will knew who it was.

			“Daddy?” 

			Will’s eyes jerked open. Darkness, then slow details revealed in the green glow from the clock behind him. His heart was racing so fast he was afraid of waking Lisa. At least he hadn’t screamed. He hadn’t woken this scared in a long time. 

			He waited for his pulse to slow, for the dream to fade from memory as all of them did, eventually. This time, however, it lingered. He closed his eyes and tried not to cry. 

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			Present

			When Billy Pallasso awoke, terror poured into him like black ink. The night light was out. The wall was dark…wait, no, not right. He’d rolled over, was staring at the wall beside his bed. To be sure, he un-snaked his arm from the covers and reached toward the side of the bed that touched the wall, the rough print of flowers on the wallpaper under his fingertips. His mother was planning on stripping off the old paper before they went home, put up a fresh set so, he supposed, someone might want to buy the house. Just as soon as I have time to breathe, she’d said, spoken in a way which worried the eight year-old boy, because it sounded like his mother was always gasping for breath, trying to get too much done. As soon as she caught her breath she’d promised to spend a day with him sightseeing, too, maybe going to a few historic places near Boston. At this point, Billy would settle for seeing a movie somewhere. Anything would be better than peeling off old wallpaper.

			He sighed under the blanket. He would rather be sitting in class with Derek and Steve instead of dragged a million miles away after only a week of school, on this lousy fake vacation in Gram Lucy’s house, a place that smelled like dust and gum drops. Billy missed his grandmother, was sad she was gone. He’d slept here plenty of times before, when his parents would go away for a weekend alone they’d drive him hours and hours to visit so they could have Mom and Dad Time. No nightmares then, just Billy and Gram Lucy and the whispered mumblings which always flitted from her mouth when she wasn’t saying real words like How about some macaroni and cheese, or Oh, I don’t think your mother would want you watching so much television, Billy. Between these normal sentences were the whispers, most of which Billy never understood, except an occasional Hail Mary. She said that prayer a lot. Maybe that was all she said, but she was so old her lips didn’t always work right. Now she was dead. They hadn’t let him go to the funeral, and he was glad about that. But he missed her. She was nice, always baked cookies when she knew he was coming for a visit, always kept the glass bowl in the living room filled with those spicy gum drops.

			Life had suddenly become confusing and scary. Even his dad was different. That was probably the scariest part of all, even worse than the nightmares. 

			Billy reluctantly pulled his fingers from the wall, thinking only of his mother, trying to forget the embarrassment of the other night with Dad. Now that he’d come fully awake, the colors on the wall were painfully obvious. Colors from the clown face across the room. He had acted like a baby. Ooh, it’s too dark, I’m so scared. 

			Baby!

			He wasn’t a baby.

			Billy pulled his arm under the blanket and rolled over to face the room. A tall man was standing with his back to the wall, between the night light and the closed closet door. He wasn’t startled, his brain simply registering that someone was there, nothing more. “Daddy?” he called out. The figure stirred very slightly. The red and yellow of the clown face glowing on the wall illuminated shiny white pants, like pajamas. Must be Dad, he thought, but he was so tall. And skinny.

			Billy propped himself on one elbow, squinted into the dark which covered the figure’s face like a hood. He should be able to see him clearer, but…but no. 

			“Dad,” he said, quieter, more of a question this time, careful to use Dad instead of the childish Daddy, not wanting to sound like a little kid, not after the other night. He deserved what his father had done, dragging him around the house. He didn’t see any monsters that night, because there weren’t any. Staring at the swaying figure, Billy’s face flushed again with the unwanted memory. 

			Why wasn’t he saying anything? Was he mad again? 

			“Dad? I’m not scared. I just woke up, promise.”

			And why did he look so skinny?

			The dark-shrouded head nodded. “That’s good, Billy. You’re a brave boy.” A whisper, dry, not exactly like Dad’s. Billy noticed the outline of hair, tufted to points like limp horns. Horns, he didn’t like that image. His father said, “Brave boy. Brave boy.”

			In the moment the figure lurched forward, away from the wall as if pushed, the night light went out. The dark swallowed the room, but would not save him from the monster—there are monsters there are monsters I’m sorry I said there weren’t—stepping toward his bed, and Billy wanted to scream but his throat wouldn’t work. 

			Then, just as suddenly, the night light was glowing again, reassuring. The man was gone. Billy sat upright, pulling the sheets to his face. Nightmare, bad dream, that’s all, he told himself, over and over, while looking around the empty room, fixing on the smiling clown face on the wall, wanting to scream at it for letting the bad dream come. Two whole days and nothing. Good sleep. Now this. 

			A sob bubbled up, escaped from him like a baby’s spit bubble. Billy swallowed it down, wiped his face. Dry. No tears. He found a pride in that. No tears. No more. There was no way he’d go running into his parents’ room. Not anymore. 

			The monster had called him brave in the dream, which was less and less real the longer he stared into the luminescent clown’s face. It couldn’t hurt him. He closed his eyes and saw the after-image of the night light against his lids, distorted now, moving in time with his pulse so it looked like the mouth was moving. What was it saying? he wondered. He watched it speak in silence until the image faded, finding comfort in its presence as he once had whenever he thought about his dad, before they came here.

			Billy scooted back against the wall, trying to feel the slight rise of the floral prints, to pretend it was his mother rubbing his back, telling him everything was going to be all right. Shush now, there you go.

			Slowly, his lids fell like a curtain over the smiling clown face. Billy slept peacefully the rest of the night, in that half-crouch between the wall and headboard. 

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			Past

			Billy Pallasso’s father used to be called Billy himself when he was a child. No more. These days he preferred Will. Will’s father had been named Jacob.

			Jacob Pallasso had been a tall, ugly man. Thin to a fault. 

			Whenever someone would comment on how much Will looked like his mother—Thank goodness he takes after your side of the family, they would say to her—his father would wince but say nothing. His dad was a quiet man who kept things to himself, but Will recognized the winces because his eyes instantly went to his father’s face every time they said things like that, catching the fleeting grimace that lingered there sometimes.

			His dad’s was one of those faces where you knew something was wrong, a little off, but you couldn’t be sure why. Not at first. His nose was a little too big, his eyes a little too buggy, lips a little too thick for his mouth. Each of these things would have been subtle on their own, but together they added up to a face that wasn’t very pleasant to look at.

			Jacob didn’t interact much with his son, never got very close. Will remembered a lot of things about his father, but never the man kissing him on the cheek or hugging him. Over time he stopped caring about that shit, but it sometimes tugged at him. He knew that his father didn’t love him. Not like Mom did. And if he did have any strong feelings, the man never let them show.

			Lucy Pallasso, however, was warm and affectionate throughout Will’s childhood. Years after Jacob’s death, his mother would fall into an occasional, dreamy remembrance of a man Will could not associate with his father, a funny, laughing man full of the spit of life, as she put it. That might have been so, and Will could almost remember such a person, but that changed when Jacob’s father, Will’s grandfather, passed away. His belongings were shipped up to Hillcrest from the old trailer home in Florida, where the man had drunk himself slowly into oblivion. 

			Will had friends whose fathers drank, and more often than not they’d got mean, but his father was never much of a drinker. Maybe a glass of wine over a holiday, the occasional beer on a hot summer’s day. Jacob Pallasso prided himself on being in control of himself at all times. 

			Over time, however, he developed a cruel streak.

			Once, Jacob set fire to their dog. He swore it was an accident, but Will had watched from his hiding place behind the living room couch and saw though the front window how his father poured kerosene from the yellow bottle, the one used to refill his lighter, across Alfie’s back then light it aflame with his Zippo. The ancient dog ran around the yard yelping. Jacob just stood there, a strange smile on his face. By the time his father put out the flames, Alfie’s fur was burned away. His flesh, especially along his back, was molten and bubbled. The stink of cooking hair and meat filled the air. They had neighbors, but no one saw, or maybe they simply did not speak up. It wasn’t their dog. Alfie died the next day at the vet’s. Will never asked if he’d been put down. The burns were bad, but not enough to kill him.

			That was the only time Will ever shouted at his father. The one time he’d had the nerve to accuse him, scream at him with tears streaming down his face while Jacob calmly claimed the boy didn’t know what he was talking about. That night, when his mother was asleep, Will acquired some burns of his own from the tip of his father’s cigar (circular scars that he still carried and which stung with phantom pain even now), and was told to keep his mouth shut unless he wanted something much worse.

			At least in those days Jacob hadn’t been around much. Either he was at work, on one of his frequent walks, or down in the basement where he took apart old household appliances and radios and put them back together again, whiling his life away. There were entire days when he wouldn’t see his father at all. He liked it that way.

			Jacob worked at “the plant.” Will imagined it was some kind of vast nuclear facility, that his father was one of the men in charge, but he never made much effort to find out. Eventually it didn’t matter. His father was out of work more often than not, and spent more and more time in the basement. Always so far away, his mother would complain.

			So far away. There were times when his father would be sitting in his chair and his eyes would glaze over, like he was somewhere else. Not in his body at all. He could have been on the moon for all Will knew. He’d begun wearing that weird necklace too. The one with the sphere encircled with rings. Something about it scared his mother—hell, scared Will too. It was old, older than his father. The necklace had been in Jacob’s family for generations, a hundred years, maybe more. Passed on from his own father via that crate from Florida. 

			Things changed when Will joined the Scouts. His father suddenly took an interest in him. He didn’t go so far as to become a troop leader, but he would actually have conversations with his son, asking about his friends and what kinds of things they did. Will was eager to connect with his dad and was glad for the interest. It was around this time, too, that his father started dressing as a clown. He’d perform at children’s parties on the weekends. Will thought it was weird, and the other guys teased him mercilessly about it, but it was one of the few things that ever seemed to make the man happy, hiding behind that greasepaint, pretending to be someone else. He didn’t seem as ugly behind the makeup. The stoic man who always seemed so out of place in his own skin would finally become animated, almost human. And always, the necklace would dangle across his chest and shine like some New Age crucifix.

			Maybe one day Dad would have passed it on to him, had he lived. By then Will knew better. 

			Even now the thought of it sent a shudder of revulsion through him. Ten days before Jacob’s death, Will tried the necklace on in front of the bathroom mirror while his mother cooked dinner and his father napped. As he stared at himself, something happened to his eyes, an image superimposed over his own face. When he took it off, the illusion vanished. The sensation had been so sudden, so alien that, regardless of the fear which had begun crawling along his skin, he watched as his arms lifted the chain again, as if he was not in control, only an observer, and laid it over his shoulders. When the ringed amulet rested against his chest that second time, the visions came. Sharp, painful pictures in his head, of his father, then others beyond him, standing farther down along some piss-yellow hallway. First Will’s dead grandfather, then farther along to countless other men Will did not know but who were lost in the past, who were him in many ways. Some stared back with dead eyes, others were bent over and twisted, doing horrible, confusing things to indistinct shapes around them, an indefinable terribleness which Will could not identify but which sent him rigid with a contradicting mix of fear and excitement. 

			He’d found himself unceremoniously pulled from the vision as the metal sphere was lifted from around his neck and his mother stared in horror at him. The fillings in his teeth had ached, he remembered that even now. She had stared without speaking for a few long minutes, holding the necklace as far from herself as possible like a snake.

			What is it, Momma? He’d asked.

			Promise me you’ll never put this on again, she’d said in a breathy reply. It will corrupt you.

			More than the words, which he did not completely understand, her tone had terrified him enough to nod his head and say, Yes, Momma. I promise.

			Ten days later his father was dead. The same night he saw his father in the woods, as the clown, with the boy in pajama bottoms.

			That didn’t happen. That couldn’t have been real. Just a kid’s dream. 

			Some parts had been a dream, maybe, him floating down from the bedroom window. The fact that the woods seemed to go on forever. But Will knew most of it had been real. Because of what happened afterwards, after the clown finished its killing and flopped/skipped across the clearing to where Will stood frozen by the tree. After the smiling monster reached out and lifted the necklace from around his neck, Will found himself suddenly back in his own yard with his mother waiting for him inside the house.

			Now Will lay in bed thinking about his own son, thanking God that Jacob hadn’t lived to see the next sunrise, or witness Billy come into the world over a decade later. Sometimes he wondered if he seemed as cold and distant to Billy as his own father had in those days. Before they came here, Will didn’t think so, but if this place had become a wall separating him from his family, it wouldn’t be an obstacle for much longer.

			He had to come here, but he should have done this alone, not brought his family with him. The closure he needed did not involve them. 

			But they were here and he had work to do. Unfinished business that needed to be attended to.

		

	
		
			Chapter Four

			Present

			The basement was chilly, filled with the lingering odor of dust and mold Will remembered on a level more instinctive than sensory. Here was the world within the foundation of his childhood home. A place of mystery to him as a child. Dark corners, forgotten secrets. A place he feared more than any other, where the nightmare ended almost twenty years earlier, but had been replaced with other, less tangible fears. A place he swore, when he’d left for the chaos of the University of Massachusetts dormitories as an incoming freshman, he would never, ever stand in again. It was a prison his mother had never been able to leave. She’d simply replaced one cage for another. Of course, Will had helped. The sin was both of theirs to share.

			Standing in this place had become a ritual he’d fallen into every morning since they arrived. Or at night, when Billy had settled in and Lisa was brushing her teeth, preparing for a few quiet moments together before bed. This morning he stared down the length of the basement, the space illuminated every ten feet by the exposed, dust-caked bulbs overhead. Will knew he was running out of time, had to begin the two tasks he’d been avoiding all week. 

			The house wasn’t large, a simple one-story ranch, hardly forty feet from the western concrete wall behind him, where the stairs descended from the kitchen, to the eastern wall currently lost in shadow where a final bulb had burned out. A dozen boxes were pushed under the stairs on his left, long-stored memories and knick-knacks collected and shunned by his mother over the decades, mostly crap she’d picked up from her constant yard sale excursions. He would need to go through those soon. The boxes were so saggy and damp, once he opened them they’d likely fall apart. Lining the full length of the wall to his right were newer, sturdier boxes they’d picked up at the U-Haul store on the way up here. Far more would be thrown away than re-boxed, he hoped. So far, this had proven true, what little he’d done. Will stared at the boxes, then up at the webs of dust hanging like old party decorations between the floor studs above him. 

			He looked everywhere, except at the shrine. The candles had long burned out in their red votive glasses, casting the monstrosity they once illuminated into the shadows where it belonged, easy enough to ignore.

			Who was he kidding? Impossible to ignore. Will breathed in the dusty air, let it out, turned to his left and looked at the last vestige of the nightmare. It took up most of the space against the left wall before it narrowed with the final descent of the staircase above. The space surrounding the altar was cleaned and swept, though it had slowly gathered its own drifts of dust from the floor above. It was a sanctuary, constructed by his late mother’s hands so many years ago, where the penitent—specifically Lucy Pallasso—once knelt. The altar was nothing but a folding card table, its simple details hidden under a moth-eaten red spread of velvet. The votive candles formed a semi-circle atop this, dried leaves scattered between them. What these leaves (or perhaps the plant they’d once belonged to, which had probably been tossed in the trash long ago) symbolized, what purpose they served, Will would never know. But this altar, as dramatic as it was even in shadow, more so when the candles were lit, paled in significance compared to the three-foot tall white woman standing on top of it. She faced Will but looked serenely down at the table, or at what lay below the concrete. 

			The Virgin Mary was not meant to be here, hidden from the world in some madwoman’s cellar, standing guard over a dead monster. Her displeasure seemed to emanate from her otherwise kind, alabaster face. I do not wish to be here, she once told him in a hangover-induced nightmare while he was in college. I have other needs in the world than to protect one family from its own terrible sins.

			He remembered waking from that dream and screaming, sending his sleeping and equally hung-over roommate crashing to the floor beside him. In that dream, he’d been staring in the darkened dormitory room to the white Mary standing beside his bed, looking down as she always did, only at him instead of the altar. Perfect, white face, red-painted lips, glistening and full in the dream, not like here in the basement where they had long faded and chipped. 

			I do not wish to be here, those lips told him in the dream. I have other needs in the world than to protect…and as these words came her voice sharpened, grew louder and filled with loathing…one family from its own terrible sins. She’d said nothing else, only stared while Will had lay in his narrow bed, heart pounding, waiting, wondering what he was supposed to do about it. Mary’s face lost its loving softness, hardened like the plaster she truly was and twisted into a grimace of fury. There was the rustle of cloth as her robes spread out, long white arms reaching toward him. She’d snarled and closed her cold fingers across Will’s face.

			That was, naturally, when he’d woken both himself and his roommate, Benny Dziekiewicz, with his screams.

			Now, in the dim, dust-covered light of the overhead bulb, she only looked sad. Maybe she was asleep. The statue was about half the height of an actual human. Even so, she seemed real enough. A beautiful, chipped woman waiting to be freed from sentry duty.

			On Saturday, he’d had no choice but to come down here. Will remained only long enough to leave the empty boxes and scurry back up the bulkhead steps with his back to this hellish makeshift chapel. Each day since, he’d managed to stay a little longer, stare a little longer, always with the fear deep in his chest that she would look up suddenly, grab his face and push it down through the card table. Into the basement floor. See what you have done, boy!

			He gasped, whispered, “Stop it, you idiot. Grow up.”

			There was work to do, loose ends to tie off and throw into the river. But first, this macabre staging had to come down and go away forever.

			Will looked at his watch. No time to start today. He and Lisa had decided this morning to take Billy to Lexington and Concord for an all day field trip. They needed some better family time on this trip. Maybe tonight he’d begin, or tomorrow. Billy was doing better, the glowing image of the happy clown—in Will’s mind, the reminder of his father (though he would never tell his son this) —was helping. But Will doubted he or Lisa could keep the kid from coming down here. One look at his grandmother’s little altar and Billy’s restful nights would be over for a long time.

		

	
		
			Chapter Five

			Past

			Will was thirteen the night his father died. 

			His mother had practically ran into the kitchen when he’d stumbled in from outside through the back door, returning from the dream which was not a dream. Will’s face and feet were scratched and dirty, stained from a return trip out of the impossible woods behind the house, a trip he could not remember because the time between losing the necklace and suddenly looking up from a crouch in his back yard was instantaneous, no different than coming out of a dream. There had to have been a return to the house, no other explanation, but in his mind there had been none between the moment he’d been certain his fate would be like that of the other boy, and seeing his house looming in front of him, every light blazing. 

			In the kitchen, after an initial flood of relief, Lucy Pallasso’s face had tightened and locked in an expressionless mask. Except her eyes, still wide-eyed with relief and a rage Will hadn’t recognized until much later, so alien was it on his mother’s face until that moment. They faced each other for a full minute, neither speaking, not that he had any idea what he could say, still fighting to remember how he’d gotten home. She finally reached out and ran her soft fingers across his streaked tears and nodded, very slightly. In that moment, Will guessed that she knew what he’d seen, maybe had known this secret for some time. Like the rest of her face, her eyes hardened, cold blue even in the murk of the night. They told him she’d had enough.

			“Go to bed, William,” she’d said softly. “Everything will be all right.”

			He was in his bedroom a long time with the door closed, something his mother did not ordinarily permit, trying to shake the image of what he’d seen in the woods. The boy tied to the tree with Will’s father dancing around him, yellow-white clown suit glowing in the moonlight. Shafts of light breaking through the trees into the clearing, highlighting the man toying with his prey before the kill.

			The knife, the blood.

			The clown dancing toward him and lifting the ringed necklace from around his neck.

			Will kept shaking, curled under the covers. He just wanted to disappear, to get sucked into the mattress and the sheets and the pillows, pulled into oblivion. Sleep was a lost hope, unable as he was to shut off the movie reels that played over and over in his mind.

			He had no idea how many hours went by. As he replayed every moment, every image in his head from beneath the sheets, a hand touched him, gently pulled the sheets away to expose his head. His mother, breathing in the dark with ragged breaths like she might be crying. She leaned in, whispered into his ear, “It’s time.”

			Without fully realizing what would happen next, he found the courage and strength to pull himself out of bed and follow his mother into the kitchen. Every sound as he tiptoed past the closed door of his parents’ bedroom, the slightest creak of the floor was a gunshot. His father, if he was in there, did not wake up.

			Dressed in a thick, flowered bathrobe and white socks on her feet, Lucy Pallasso opened the silverware drawer, reached far into the back and produced a black zippered bag. Will watched in silence as she unzipped it, took out the syringe pieces. She put it together with the confident touch of her profession, the cold precision of a nurse doing something she’d done a thousand times before, pressing the needle through the membrane at the end of a small bottle of clear liquid. Will’s heart raced, wondering what kind of shot he would get, what he’d done wrong to deserve it. His stomach hurt, but that was because he was scared. He wasn’t sick. He wanted to say this to her, stop her before she stuck him in the arm, but the silence between them was too urgent. Will watched with quiet fascination and dread as she pulled back the plunger, filled the hypodermic with fluid. 

			“Your father came back. He’s sleeping now,” she whispered, pushing out the air bubbles. “It’s now or never.”

			Will nodded, understanding nothing except that his mother knew what she was doing.

			“I need you to be my strong boy.” 

			Will nodded again, and began to roll up his left sleeve but his mother didn’t notice. She turned and walked with quick but silent steps in her socks back through the living room, down the hallway to her bedroom. Grateful that the darkness hid his embarrassed face, Will followed like a faithful dog. He waited in the open doorway listening to his father snore. The lamp was on, muted by one of his father’s handkerchiefs draped over the top of the shade. Beside this, the necklace with the sphere and rings lay curled like a sleeping snake. The sight of it sent a renewed sense of horror, of unreality, filling Will’s stomach. He looked away from it, toward the man on the bed. Even in the dim light, the remnants of white greasepaint were visible along Jacob’s jaw. Will stepped completely into the room, stopping on the opposite side of the bed from his mother. His parents kept separate twin beds the past few years, a choice which Will hadn’t thought much about when made, but now he wondered if it had something to do with his mother’s suspicions that something awful was going on. 

			“Hold him down,” she said softly. The light from the hallway did not disturb his father’s sleep, nor did her soft voice.

			Will stared with a mix of fear and confusion at the man under the tangle of sheets, stained with the make-up he hadn’t completely cleaned from his neck and forehead. How could someone so close be so alien to him? How could he be able to do such horrible things? 

			A flash of his father in the clown outfit, and it had been his father (there was no questioning that now), face painted over, that strange, inhuman glee dancing beneath. How many more victims had there been?

			No, not possible. Will had imagined it all. He was just a kid, barely a teenager. His father wouldn’t do something so bad. Now Mom was going to do something bad, too, and it would be Will’s fault.

			“Now,” she said. When he hesitated, she looked into his face for what seemed like a long time. Will stared back, mouth slightly open, silently begging her to stop whatever she was doing. As if reading his mind, she whispered, “You didn’t imagine what you saw, William. I promise you, this is not your fault. Hold him, please.” The hardened expression softened, for just a moment, at her final word. She needed him. His father hardly knew he existed, but his mother needed him more than ever.

			Will leaned forward and pressed down upon his father’s shoulders, gently at first, so afraid of waking him. He had to lean over to do this until his face hovered only an inch above the large man’s chest. Smell of sweat and dirty clothes. He was so close that, with every breath his father took, his chest touched the tip of Will’s nose. There was no way he could overpower such a large man, but once contact had been made, he pressed harder, waiting for the eyes to open above him. His father’s sudden snore turned into a near-cough as he surfaced from sleep, but Will’s mother had already jabbed the syringe into his throat and pressed the plunger.

			Jacob Pallasso struggled for no more than a few seconds, in that time his eyes rolled in a half-drunken, half-drugged haze, looking down and connecting momentarily with Will’s upturned face. His lips, bright red in a couple of spots, formed his name, Billy, then the head sank deeper against the pillow and Jacob surrendered to whatever he’d been injected with. His breathing was labored as his body fought to stay alive, losing the battle with every rapid blink. 

			Then he was still. At his mother’s light touch against his back Will straightened and stepped away from the bed.

			Something had changed in her then, as if strings long holding her upright and strong were suddenly cut loose. She bent over, almost draping herself across the dead man in the bed, before she caught herself with fists on either side of him, one hand still holding the syringe which poked into the mattress. She sobbed quietly but without ceasing, even as she rose and covered the needle with a plastic tip and set it down on the night table beside Jacob’s strange necklace. She slid down onto her knees beside the bed, folded both hands together and rested her forehead against them. 

			“Hail Mary,” she whispered. “Full of grace. The Lord is with thee…” She stopped, raised her wet face to Will who only stood on the other side of the bed, not sure what to do.

			“Pray,” his mother said. “Pray for forgiveness.” Her voice was hard. 

			He got down on his knees on his side of the bed and together they prayed the same prayer, over and over, until his mother felt they had done enough. She took in a deep breath as she stood up and began disassembling the syringe. 

			“He was a bad man,” she said as she worked. “A horrible man. We had to stop him. It was God’s will, so that no more children would suffer.”

			Will nodded, staring in fascinated horror as she opened his father’s mouth and pressed the empty vial far down in the back of the throat, then worked the needle and syringe side by side into his mouth. The plunger and the screw-end of the needle poked out like candles on a birthday cake. Will felt his throat constrict, tried to tell himself that his father was already dead and—

			Too much. He had time only to turn so his back was to the bed before vomiting the remnants of the spaghetti and meatballs he’d had for dinner against the wall, grateful that his mother’s bed was on the opposite side of the room. The woman was shouting at him, but he ignored her, focusing everything he had on trying to stop throwing up and get a breath of air into his lungs.

			He leaned one hand ahead of him, spitting out the constant saliva which pooled under his tongue, vaguely aware of thumps and groans behind him. 

			When he finally stood up, hoping he could wait a little bit before cleaning up the mess, she was standing near the door. The rug which had once ran along the feet of both beds had been pulled almost into the hallway. His father lay on top, birthday candle syringe still sticking out of his mouth, hands folded across his chest. 

			All of this was bad enough, but what sent the boy to shivering was the sight of the clown suit—he was still wearing the stupid thing, splashes of red across the shirt and pants, at least in the places the hall light spilled over him where his mother’s shadow hadn’t concealed. 

			No pretending it had been a dream, now or ever. He hadn’t imagined it. 

			His mother waited. Finally, Will looked around the room, vision finally resting on her cold, shadowed face. “We are absolved,” she said. “I know we are, but we can never tell anyone about this. Not even a priest in the confessional. This is just between God and me. God and you. Me and you.”

			Will stared at the unmoving body of his father, mouth full, eyes squinted closed. The body seemed coiled, ready to spring back to life.

			“Now go to bed,” his mother said. “We’ll take care of the rest in the morning.”

			Will said nothing, stepped past the body, waiting for hands to reach out and grab his ankles. They didn’t. He made it into the hall, then his bed. His mouth was sour from the vomit, but he dared do nothing except what he’d been told to do. Go to bed. Go to sleep. The latter took a while, as he lay in bed listening to his mother putter around the kitchen, echoes of her footsteps descending into the basement, then nothing. An occasional scritch of something he almost recognized, but in the context of the night could not place it. At last he tumbled off into the deepest sleep. One without dreams. 

		

	
		
			Chapter Six

			Present

			Lisa flipped the eggs over, enjoying the smell of them mixing with a touch of butter, the greasy scent drifting across her face. She always loved the smell of cooking food, especially in the morning. Her mother, God rest her soul, never let a morning go by without cooking something for Lisa and her two brothers. Now, with a family of her own, it wasn’t a proper start to the day without a real breakfast—eggs, toast, bacon, something to fill the air with the scent of food. The smell of love. She viewed it as a sensory thing, love of a mother was highlighted by the odor of cooking food, and the barest scent of perfume. 

			In her role as teacher, it used to be chalk—though in recent years, before the fine selectman of Shiloh, New Jersey decided to cut her and seven other teachers from their budget, she’d had to settle for fruit-scented whiteboard markers. Gone were the days of tasting yellow chalk at the back of her throat in the elementary school where she’d taught. 

			She slipped the spatula under the eggs and lifted them onto the plate. 

			“Billy!” she called. “Eggs are ready. Get a move on! Your father and I have a surprise for you this morning.”

			He did not respond, nor was there any hurried stomp of feet across the house. Lisa walked through the living room into the small hallway. The bathroom on the right was empty. She opened Billy’s bedroom door at the end of the hall without knocking. He was curled in a half-seated, half-slumped position against the wall, covers pulled around him like a backward cape. Lisa swore under her breath, knowing what she was seeing. Another nightmare. 

			She wandered to the wall beside the door, reached with her left hand under the clown’s chin and pressed the power switch. When the face darkened a wash of cold covered her hand, moved up her arm like gooseflesh. Lisa straightened and rubbed her arm with her right hand, reached below the darkened face again. No breeze. A draft had come from somewhere. She stepped to the windows and flipped the shades up. The room filled with daylight. Billy moaned and curled tighter under the blanket. Lisa pulled one corner free and rubbed his head. 

			“Come on, kiddo. Time to wake up and get going. Eggs are ready. We need to hurry to get an early start for our field trip!”

			Billy mumbled something, then tossed the blanket off himself without looking at her. If he heard her field trip comment he gave no notice. He stared down at his feet a moment before scooting off the bed, bare feet on the hardwood floor, stomping into the hall. Never a word.

			Before he’d reached the bathroom door she said, “Bad dream last night?”

			She had to smile when he only replied, “Don’t want to talk about it,” and closed the door behind himself. He was so serious for a boy his age. On the way back to the kitchen Lisa called toward the door, “We’re going to do some sightseeing today. It’s a long drive so we need to leave as soon as we’re done. Don’t dawdle in front of the mirror.” He would, too, staring at his exhausted reflection, trying to spur himself on but succeeding only in dozing with his eyes open.

			Both of them, Billy and Will, had been acting like basket cases since coming here. Something bad happened in this place when Will was a kid, and she suspected that his own father had had something to do with it. Her first and strongest suspicion, even now, was some kind of abuse. Physical, from the way Will had dragged Billy around the house the other night. She wouldn’t put up with that, post traumatic-stress bullshit or not. And whatever was happening in her husband’s head seemed to be directly affecting their son. Billy had nightmares before; they were a normal part of growing up. But three nights in a row, screaming until they brought home that frightening night light from the Dale Pharmacy. That wasn’t right. Hell, the thing gave her nightmares. But that was all they were. Nightmares.

			Not right, none of this. She lingered at the threshold to the kitchen. The basement door was to her right, just inside the room. Lisa reached up and laid fingertips on the wood. Will had gone down there again this morning, as soon as he’d gotten out of bed. He’d become obsessed with the basement since they got here, specifically Lucy’s creepy altar and statue. On a few occasions over the years Lisa found herself downstairs, getting an extra can of something from the pantry for her mother-in-law since Will refused to go down there himself. He never offered a reason whenever she asked, not that she really blamed him. Each time, the altar was a cyst in her eye, forcing her attention away from the task at hand. When she stared at the scene, at the small table draped in a faded, faux-velvet cloth more suited to an Elvis painting than a tablecloth, candles always alight (or perhaps Lucy only lit them when company was expected, who could know?), the scene felt liquid, moving. The Virgin Mary with hands pressed together in prayer riding the wave of the table top, or drowning in it. In those moments Lisa would have to look away to break the spell. If this had been a lone incident she could have attributed it to a moment of exhaustion. But twice, that she could remember…maybe the lighting, the dust... 

			Either way, it was a section of the basement she did not enjoy being around. The woman’s madness, or perhaps simple loneliness, had been channeled into that altar. On that first night, encountering the shrine, she’d asked Will about it. He said his mother built it the night his father left. The woman had always been very religious. Makes sense, Lisa thought, then and now.

			She lowered her hand from the basement door and put Billy’s eggs into the microwave for twenty seconds. Keeping the thing around now made no sense, especially if they hoped to get anyone rational to buy the place. It bothered Will, bothered her. This morning he’d been downstairs, making plans on how best to dismantle the symbol of whatever darkness swallowed the woman. He understood that darkness, Lisa thought, but had yet to share it with her. She’d wait until he finished, until the reminders of that life had been removed, before she insisted he tell her everything. Maybe things would fall back into normalcy when they returned to Shiloh, but this past week showed her that there was a part of her husband’s life that was now affecting their son, and that had to be corrected, soon, to get her family back to some relative sanity. 

		

	
		
			Chapter Seven

			Past

			The morning after they murdered his father, Will had woken peacefully, staring about his room, the same which his own son, twenty-two years later, would sleep in and suffer his own nightmares. In those first few moments of rising from sleep to wakefulness the world was clean, without worry. These moments came often, still did now, but always fleeting as he came awake, the brain incomplete during its transition between the two worlds. Soon enough, Will came fully awake with the memory of the night. No deception that it had only been a dream. The memory was too sharp, too harsh. As was the smell, the heavy odor of antiseptic that filled the house. To cover the scent of the decay which had already begun. He had not considered this at first, never experiencing death so closely before, only from a distance, like a child watching a murder through the trees. 

			He stepped in his bare feet and long-sleeved blue pajamas into the hall. The master bedroom was empty, his father gone. Will’s own vomit had been cleaned up, a bucket of dirty water with a mop in the corner. The antiseptic smell was especially strong here. Overpowering mixture of Pine Sol and Lysol. He covered his face with one hand and continued into the living room, forsaking his usual morning routine of going first into the bathroom to pee. Rounding the china cabinet on his left, then the kitchen entrance and the open cellar door, the smell was an ocean wave rising over him, threatening to knock him down. 

			Over the years Will remembered this moment in his life, a day that outshined any imagined horror he could muster until that dream in his college dorm room. It wasn’t the odor itself that was so overwhelming as he stood with one hand over his mouth in the kitchen, but that he stared into the yellow-gray face of his dead father. Jacob lay unmoving on the rug in the middle of the floor, birthday candle syringe still poking from the puckered gray lips. 

			The years that followed offered a slow dawning of what the smell of that morning represented. The decomposing of a body, and the desire to cover it up. His father’s eyes were open, staring up to the ceiling, a little to the left, perhaps at the light fixture over the table. Will stared back and waited with growing certainty for the hair to begin growing, graying as it did, for the nails to yellow and curl out from shriveled fingers like worms. 

			When this image did not come to life, Will dropped his hand and shouted, “Mom, his eyes are open!” Nearly screaming as he repeated, “His eyes are open!”

			“Hush.” A hand touched his shoulder. Will jumped back. She’d come up behind him from the basement, still wearing her robe, all of it covered in gray dust and black dirt, as were her feet and ankles. The hand which pulled him back slowly—so tired in every motion—was spotted and stained, though she’d obviously tried to wash them at one point judging by how much more filthy were her wrists. She ignored his reaction and stepped over her husband’s face. The body did not react. Will’s heart slammed against his ribs. He’s alive, he’s alive, and he’s going to kill us like that boy in the woods.

			She returned with a roll of black electrical tape, ripped off two long pieces as she knelt. The face’s pale gray complexion contrasted so much more terribly with the remnants of white greasepaint along his father’s shriveled neck. She reached out, lowered with surprising gentleness the right eyelid with one hand, laid the black tape over it with the other, pressing hard against the forehand and cheek to secure it. Repeated the process with the left eye. 

			Will felt his throat tighten again, reminded himself that there was nothing left in his stomach, and she needed him. Mom needed him! 

			What happened over the next few minutes returned to Will during his life in mere flashes of images, disjointed, non-linear. His mother’s commanding voice; Will’s hands painful from gripping two corners of the rug, avoiding his dead father’s bare feet; the sour whiff of the corpse below him and antiseptic odor lingering everywhere—all of it a steady mist in his nostrils, choking him. Will stepped backward down the steps while she kept a stronger grip on the other end, holding her hands close together so the rug partially obscured his father’s face and its taped, dead eyes. 

			There was a moment of terror as they worked around the corner at the bottom of the stairs into the basement. The body slid along the rug and cold, pliant feet pressed into Will’s chest. No shoes, no big red shoes his father loved to wear. They never found those shoes.

			“Lay it down here, William,” his mother said when they’d fully entered the basement. He did, and they dragged the body across the concrete floor, Will hunched over and stepped backward into the room, dreading what he was approaching, of what he might fall into, because suddenly he understood the scritch noises from last night. The breaking of concrete. Shovel in dirt. He was walking backward toward an open grave.

			Mom said, “Stop.” Will froze, laid his end of the carpet gently onto the floor. His mother unceremoniously let the head drop with a muted thud. Will turned, looked at the scene under the stairway with silent consideration and confusion. There was a hole, but it wasn’t right. Too short, not the perfect rectangle he’d expected.

			One section of flooring was no longer covered in concrete. Will glanced at the pick-axe, the oversized one his father had insisted on buying but which Will had never seen him use for anything, one side of the blade tapered to a wide flat blade. She’d apparently used this and the opposite, pointed end, to break up and pry away a four-by-four section of concrete. He was surprised at how strong his mother had to be to dig this up by herself. Here, almost dead center under the stairs, she’d cleared away the broken concrete and dug a hole; three feet at its widest. Will took two steps forward and looked down, afraid of getting too close, but it didn’t matter. The basement was too dark to see the bottom, so black was the dirt both lining the wall and forming a mound at the far end. At least here the heavy smell of fresh earth and the peppery dusting of broken concrete overshadowed the medicinal, antiseptic smell from upstairs. He barely noticed that smell now, and was grateful for it. 

			The grave his mother had dug was too narrow. Too small to fit…

			When he turned he suddenly understood what his mother meant to do. His lungs filled with fear, like he was sinking in quicksand, too late to be saved, his mouth and throat filling with sand. Lucy hefted the pick axe, wide blade aimed down. Will could not speak, could not move, save to raise his right arm in a slow salute. He wanted it to mean No, wait, please, Mom, no! but her face twisted in exertion and rage and the blade swung down, partially severing Jacob’s left leg at the thigh. Thick, congealed blood leaked slowly from the wound, soaking into the throw rug.

			Will choked on some unknown word trying to escape. Again the blade, up, down, whack! Bone and concrete, the leg separated completely. She dropped the axe, lifted the red and fleshy leg upright—to keep the blood inside the leg, Will remembered thinking in that moment—and carefully laid it into the hole. 

			He raised his left arm, now looking like a statue of some preacher giving a benediction to his congregation, Whack! Whack! It took longer to remove the right leg, but when the bone was separated, she raised the leg in a similar, almost reverent manner and placed it beside the other in the hole.

			The remaining stumps oozed thick blood that was so dark it  looked almost purple, and she was raising the pick axe again and Will found his paralysis at last broken. He ran the two steps separating them and before she could swing and grabbed hold of her forearms.

			“No, Mom, please no, just bury him don’t cut him up any more please, he’s already dead, don’t cut him up any more just bury him please don’t cut him up anymore…” and on like that for a long time, Will falling into a cadence, a mantra, repeating the words, knowing he could not stop because they were working themselves against her furrowed, angry head, not getting inside, but trying, trying, finally breaking through some frightening barrier around his mother. Holding the pick above her, she blinked, moved her eyes just enough that Will knew she recognized him, saw him again. At last. Lips moving, soundless, then, “Fine, okay. Fine. We have to hurry.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Eight

			Present

			Yesterday’s trip to Lexington and Concord had gone well enough. No major crowds on the historic pathways, especially since school was already in session, and it was too early for any busloads of students to crowd what spots they could find from the brochures he’d printed off the web before leaving New Jersey. Not that the two historic towns were all that exciting for Billy, but the boy tried to enjoy it. Will assumed everyone’s good mood sprang more from being together and, for himself at least, out of the house. His son’s mood perked up considerably when they left Lexington but continued farther down the Mass Pike into Boston for a visit to the Museum of Science.

			They’d come home late last night, and Billy had gone to bed without trouble. So had Will and Lisa. Everyone slept soundlessly, and dreamlessly. At least, Billy hadn’t mentioned anything this morning at breakfast. Now Billy and Lisa were gone again, a day of last minute school supply shopping, maybe that movie Billy had wanted to see. Will’s idea, to allow him time to work down here uninterrupted, ostensibly to take down his mother’s altar before Billy wandered down and saw the damned thing. Lisa agreed.

			Now, alone in the basement again, he started taking it all down. The candles were first. He placed them carefully in an empty box, the glass cups clicking against each other like castanets on his fingers. Then he stopped and looked at the statue of Mary. 

			A phantom’s hand rested upon his shoulder now and Will knew it was his mother’s, pushing him down to pray as she once had. He resisted the sensation, instead grasped the statue firmly and lifted it off the table. As he touched it, possibly for the first time in his life, his mother appeared as a tear-blurred shape kneeling before the table, begging for forgiveness in front of the altar every day, sometimes several times a day, muttering her penance. He blinked the image away and put the statue down in the center of the cement floor. 

			It had taken him until this moment to gather the strength to touch it. To move it.

			Will turned back to the card table, relieved to see no further ghosts. He pulled the cloth away, its once-soft texture stiff and caked with age, let it drop into the box atop the glass votives. Then the table, folding the legs one at a time. They offered a weak, neglected screech in protest, then all was silent. Will paid no heed where the table went after that. He let it fall away under the stairs and stared in fascinated terror at the metallic charm nailed into the concrete. A tarnished silver sphere, encircled three times in Saturn-like rings. Aside from this, there was no way to differentiate this section of the floor from any other after so many years. He stared at it, felt a ringing in his ears he hadn’t experienced since that final night. A pain in his teeth. He wanted to turn away.

			Instead, Will hunkered down in front of the spot where his father’s corpse had, by now, rotted away. Were there bones under there? He supposed he’d find out in a few minutes. Will unwrapped the necklace from the nail which had long tarnished to red, felt the cold tongue of its chain along the back of his hand. He had to force himself to look at his hand while he held the thing—something about the necklace made your eyes not notice it, made you look away. Abandoned all these years yet surprisingly free of dust, perhaps protected by the table, its presence was out of place in this shadowed, gray place. 

			The night he’d followed his father into those nonexistent woods he’d found himself wearing the necklace again. Had Jacob put it on him? Had his father gone to that other place so often that he no longer needed the necklace anymore to get there? Maybe he’d actually wanted to be found out. Will doubted that last thought and tossed the necklace behind him, onto the floor beside the box with the candles and cloth. He would throw it away with the other stuff later, when he was done with what he’d truly come down here to do. Right now, he was content only to be rid of its feel on his skin. 

			He looked back down at the floor where it had rested for so long. There was a discolored section of the cement, after all, marking his father’s final resting place. He hadn’t noticed this before, tried not to make a connection with the discarded sphere next to the box. Child’s fantasy. Mother’s guilt. 

			Even so, he could almost hear a beating below the concrete, like the heart in that Edgar Allan Poe story. 

		

	
		
			Chapter Nine

			Past

			Lucy did not heave the blade into Will’s father again. Instead she lowered it to her side, let the handle clatter away, all the while staring at the man she had killed so quickly and efficiently.

			They dragged the maroon-stained carpet toward the hole. Will guided the damp, bloody end as his mother lifted. The remnants of Jacob Pallasso slid into the grave beside his legs.

			The body faced the wall. All the better, Will thought, but it was too high above the floor. Parts of him were still sticking out of the grave. When he saw his mother eyeing the axe again, Will scurried to the hole, forcing the petrified skin and muscles down, bending the body sideways. Even though rigor mortis had set in, he struggled, hearing cracks and crunches as he got the body to bend and twist and without further mutilation from the axe. Not that his father would have minded, not that he could feel anything at that point even if she’d chopped him into a hundred pieces.

			He wasn’t there anymore. He was in Hell, for his terrible sins.

			His mother spoke but Will couldn’t hear. He pulled a load of freshly dug dirt with both hands into the hole, worked it around and into the cracks and fissures made by the bent and twisted body. He must have been doing it right because Mom never stopped him. Sometimes he would get confused, perceptions skewed, seeing legs where they did not belong. He convinced himself that they weren’t legs any longer, just parts. It was funny and he almost laughed. But, before it came, the crying found freedom first. He pulled the dirt, stuffed it under the silky costume adorning his father’s arms and crotch, trying not to touch anything. Everything blurred through tears, snot dripping into his mouth. He licked it away and continued to pack the dirt, pressing his father’s corpse down into the ground under his house. 

			At some point Will had found himself sitting on the landing at the bottom of the steps, head back against the wall and staring up toward the kitchen, daylight so bright and elusive above him. He didn’t know how he got here. His mother’s voice, from somewhere close by, said over and over, Come back, wake up, oh, William, come back, I need you.

			He whispered her name, and she laughed and cried simultaneously in a short, gasping burst of emotion.

			He sat for a long time, hungry, his need to urinate slowly taking prominence but he dared not move, dared not leave his mother alone. It was stupid, but he thought that if he went upstairs, when he came back down they would both be gone, lost in the basement forever. The thought was so vivid that he simply let the piss come, soaking through his pajama pants, running down his thigh—in right about the same spot where his father’s leg was cut away, he thought, in that lonely moment of relief. It scurried in yellow rivulets down the last step to the concrete floor. 

			His mother would later fuss and muss over the whole deal, but the scolding was more reflexive. By then she was beyond exhausted, having covered the body with the bloodied rug, then the rest of the dirt that would fit. She pulled one of the bags of concrete out, hidden in the far end of the room where one of Jacob Pallasso’s ilk would never bother to question its existence—how long she’d had the bags downstairs, and whether she’d intended them for this eventual use would strike Will later in life, but they were questions he chose never to ask—mixing batches and slowly, carefully, patching up the square. At one point she stopped and ran upstairs, not yet noticing Will had wet himself, and called the school to tell them her son was sick and had to stay home. As she returned to the basement in heavy, jagged steps, she’d muttered that he could stay home from school.

			That was one memory, crystal clear in all the years that followed. The sheer absurdity, the normalcy, of her words. He could stay home from school. It was monstrous in its displacement from everything happening that morning, in its implications that he would, in fact, be going to school tomorrow. That things could actually go back to normal.

			The funny thing was, they did. The next day, Will Pallasso only shrugged to his friends when they asked how he was feeling, gave everyone the line his mother made him rehearse again and again until they both passed out with exhaustion on the living room couch at four o’clock in the afternoon. 

			“How come you stayed home, Will?”

			A shrug, eyes downcast to conceal the lie. “My Dad ran away.”

			“No way! For how long?”

			“Forever, I think. Packed his stuff while I was sleeping and Mom was at the hospital. No note. Nothin’…”

			Repeated, with slight variations as he warmed to the story (so much more palatable than the truth) throughout the day. Gratefully spoken to only one teacher who had apparently spread the tale to the rest of the adults, an occasional hand alighted on his shoulder as he bustled down the hall, always looking down at the cracked tile floor. Sad-faced, poor little Will. William to his mother. Billy to his father.

			Poor little Will. Helped to kill his father.

			He laughed in Mrs. Dejasu’s class when he thought this, not from humor but the sheer surprise of having thought it in the first place. Mrs. Dejasu, always ready for a scolding and writing your name in her “book, which I will gladly share with the principle,” though most of them suspected she never did, let it slide. This, more than anything else that day, gave him hope that things might be okay.

			He got home to find his mother had not returned to work as she’d promised. Instead, she had finished her work in the basement, filling the cracks and missed spots her tired eyes had missed the day before. She’d bagged all of his father’s clothes and driven them an hour and a half away, into Boston, and left them in a Goodwill box behind a restaurant. The energy she’d had to get all these things done to cover up their crime, amazed him. Her exhaustion was painfully obvious when he saw her.

			Even so, Will’s hope that their life might be fine, maybe better than it had been, grew a little more each day, like the bean plants in science class. 

			It wilted, then died, the afternoon she showed him the altar.

		

	
		
			Chapter Ten

			Present

			He’d bought the pick and sledgehammer at Cushman’s Hardware, a local shop still clinging to life in the shadow of the newest home goods chain which had opened a few years back. He had no idea how difficult the work would be, whether he could extricate his father’s bones before the others came home, but the need to get everything out of this house was a desperation he knew would only get worse if he waited. He had nothing elaborate planned for disposing of the body: bury it out in the woods behind the house, burn what remained of it in a bonfire. It didn’t matter. He just could not leave this house again, physically or mentally, knowing his father’s was still here, faded and dead as he might be, waiting to be discovered.

			The pick was heavy. The first swing sent its pointed end deep into the concrete, cracking the surface in spider webs. Shards of cement scurried away in every direction. Will raised it a second time and brought it down in a different spot, each time working along the edge of the discolored section, not wanting to shatter the bones too much as he extricated them. More cracks, more shards. Still, this was going to take awhile. He tried not to think of how his mother had done this very thing that night, working to break apart the old concrete. How had she done it, stayed up all night digging the grave of the man she’d murdered? Her husband? Where had that strength come from?

			She’d seemed so fragile to him, and never more so than after that night.

			It took a while before he was able to see any dirt beneath the cement.

			The more he worked, the more frightened Will became. Eventually, he split a loose section of concrete in two. They folded like hands imploring him to stop. (You should never disturb the dead.) But Will closed his eyes and remembered why he was doing this. He raised the pick again.

			“Daddy?”

			Will whirled around, stumbling backward from the pick’s momentum over his shoulder. He hadn’t heard anyone descend the stairs. No one was supposed to be home. But there was Billy, on the bottom step, watching.

			“Daddy, what are you doing? Are you digging something up?”

			“What are you doing home?”

			“The movie’s not playing until suppertime,” the boy said. “Me and Mommy came home. Maybe we could all go back tonight?” His smile, rather than be the contagious grin it had always been, set Will’s teeth to grind.

			Will didn’t say anything at first. He had been caught doing something his son shouldn’t see, but his brain refused to work on an excuse. He’d had one, but what had it been? He took in a breath, set the pick down and leaned on the wooden handle like a cane. The gesture helped him regain some composure. He wasn’t doing anything wrong, in truth. Not now. Not today. 

			Encouraged by the mundane movements of his father, Billy hopped off the stepped and crossed the room. “What are you doing down here, Daddy? How come you’re digging?”

			“Just fixing a few things,” Will said. “Lots to do down here.”

			“What’s that doing down here, Daddy?” Billy pointed to the statue. Will winced. He’d hoped to get rid of it before Billy saw it. 

			“It belonged to Gram,” Will said. “It was something she left behind. Your mother and I need to clean this place up for the people that might buy it some day. Before I do that, I have to clear out a few things.” He glanced regretfully at the broken floor. “And, this, there was a big crack in the floor so I’m going to break it up a little and put more concrete down. That’s all. Boring stuff. Now what did I tell you about coming down here? I told you it was dangerous, didn’t I?”

			“It’s doesn’t look dangerous, Daddy. That looks fun, breaking stuff. Can I help?”

			Will was growing impatient. The concrete was broken behind him, and though he knew it was only his nerves, a terror that Billy might see something, a bony hand poking through the exposed dirt, a skull leering up…stop it!

			“You listen to your Daddy now, and go upstairs.”

			Billy stood there, as if deciding what to do next.

			“Go on. Go upstairs.” His heart was racing; he needed to calm down and not lose his cool. He’d been doing that too much but damn it, Billy had to leave. “Now!”

			The boy looked confused and disappointed, but he turned and went back up the staircase.

			Will turned back and stared for a few minutes at the broken shards of concrete, the gray black dirt exposed beneath. No bones, nothing. He should stop, go back upstairs before his work drew Lisa down here as well. But he wanted so badly to get this over with. They already knew he was down here digging. He couldn’t exhume a body at this point, with his wife and son upstairs, but he could at least get it started.

			Lisa’s light footsteps behind him, coming downstairs.

			“Billy told me you were down here digging.”

			The half-smile he pulled onto his face probably looked more like pain than any sense of casualness, but it was all he could do as he turned to her. She was so beautiful. He was doing this for her. For both of them. “The floor was cracked all along this section, I just wanted to re-lay some cement, smooth it over.” His words sounded as bizarre to him as he imagined they must to Lisa, but he forced himself to stay casual.

			She glanced behind him, narrowed her eyebrows. Shit, not a good sign. “I don’t remember any cracks.” No accusation in her tone. This made him feel more like a jerk than ever. Tell her, tell her everything. Too late for that, too long buried in his life, and under this house. Something he couldn’t spit out in the middle of the day to the woman he loved, tell her he was an accomplice to a murder. 

			With his mind too cluttered to come up with a believable lie, he simply didn’t answer. Will shrugged, feeling like he was falling down a dark well, never to be saved. Not worth saving. 

			“Will,” she said, more tentatively, “why don’t you come upstairs now? I’ll make you some lunch.”

			“I’m not real hungry,” he told her. “Just let me get some work done down here, okay?” Voice tight, wanting to scream.

			“Okay,” she said, then hesitated on the bottom step, as if trying to think of something else to ask. After a minute of watching his back as he turned to the work but doing nothing more than hunkering over the broken concrete, stalling, she went back upstairs.

			“Can you close the door?” he shouted over his shoulder. “I don’t want Billy coming down while I’m working.”

			The door closed above him.

		

	
		
			Chapter Eleven

			Past

			We must sanctify the ground where your father rests, his mother had told him, two weeks after his father’s body had been buried below the house. Perhaps it had taken that long to find a Mary statue with just the right level of eeriness, or it had taken that long for the illusion of her final plans for this place to take hold. She propped the statue onto the old card table which had been covered with a large square of velvet and scattered a half dozen votive candles—which she’d likely bought at the same place as the statue—around it. 

			 Pray with me, she said, pulling him down to his knees beside her. Pray that God keeps him in Hell forever. Lucy Pallasso had looked upon the rest of her life as a burden ordained by God to stop a man who had become pure evil. It had been a burden she accepted, but never recovered from. 

			In those long ago days his father had kept a half dozen boxes of miscellaneous stuff in the cellar. After he was dead Will’s mother was afraid to look through them, terrified at what she would find. The kinds of souvenirs that killers kept. She had no desire to learn any more of her husband’s repulsive secrets. Nor did Will, although from what he had been able to see, the boxes seemed to be filled with the kinds of appliances and old radios his father had liked to take apart down here. She burned everything that could catch fire in a metal garbage barrel later that fall, along with most of whatever clothes she hadn’t already left to Goodwill—after checking all the pockets for unexpected horrors. She found none, at least none she mentioned. 

			Neighbors saw this activity as poor Lucy Pallasso’s way of dealing with her abandonment. Everyone knew Jacob had been a strange sort of man, and they eagerly believed anything she told them about his departure.

			More importantly, and surprisingly, nobody looked into her story, tried to find Will’s father or for that matter ever asked if he’d made contact. It seemed to Will that the world had simply forgotten he’d ever existed. Even Jacob’s victims, none of which were ever found in the years that followed, started getting less press. No one came to the house. No one asked. Aside from Jacob’s long-dead father from Florida, they’d never known of any other family from his side, none living at least. There was simply no one left in the world to question his disappearance.

			Within a month there was no remnant of Jacob Pallasso, no scrap of his existence left. Except the necklace. The night she’d sealed her husband’s grave, Lucy had pressed a nail into the still-damp concrete. It locked into place when the new floor hardened. The chain was then wrapped loosely about it, untouched by anyone for thirty years. If his mother’s ramblings that night after the murder were more than simply mad musings of the bereaved, the necklace had supernatural qualities, some kind of mystical protection bordering on insanity. It had protected him, she’d explained, prevented Jacob from being caught all those years while he killed those poor children, hiding their bodies someplace so remote no one ever found them. All those years, never had he been caught or questioned. Never had he been seen, a too-tall man in nightmarish greasepaint dumping bodies of missing children from the back of his car. At least, that was what she’d always assumed. 

			Will was never as certain. When he’d finally summoned the nerve to search out that elusive place in the woods again, Will could never locate the same spot. He’d found glades, clearings in the woods behind their house that might have been the spot, but there were too many trees, even accounting for the time passed, or not enough trees. He’d invariably come upon the neighboring roads well before the place he’d seen his father. 

			And never a sign of the murdered boy. Had his father disposed of him before coming to bed, or did Will’s mother take care of that too? He had never had the courage to ask.

			That night, watching his father with that other boy, it had felt as if Will had stepped into another version of the woods. A version that could only be accessed with the necklace.

			Maybe it had all been a dream after all.

			Of course, that would mean they’d murdered him for nothing…no. Will spent years rationalizing what he’d seen, or not seen, where he’d been that night or not been. His mother had no such qualms.

			He wanted you to find him, William, she’d said. He could have prevented us from learning the truth as much as he prevented the rest of the world. It was a cry for help—she positioned the card table over the cement grave—and we did what any loving family would do. We helped him. 

			We stopped him. 

			From that point on, the necklace with its dark power to conceal, and the shrine with its sanctified blessing had become interlocked, inseparable; one an instrument of hell and the other of heaven. Like two angels guarding forever the lost Eden with flaming swords. Protecting the Pallasso family from the sins of their father.

		

	
		
			Chapter Twelve

			Present

			Billy was waiting in the kitchen for his lunch as soon as she’d come back upstairs, so Lisa leaned over the counter, held back her fear and made the boy his Fluffernutter. She made the sandwich automatically, spreading the peanut butter and marshmallow Fluff as always, moving automatically in a rhythm born of making the same thing so many times before. She tried to lose herself in the task, but thought only of the silence below her. What the hell was he doing down there? She hadn’t seen any fucking cracks in the floor, nothing worth putting a sledgehammer to. Granted, she couldn’t see what had been under the card table, but to dig up the damned floor for a few cracks! That was crazy.

			Crazy. She didn’t want to think about that word anymore.

			She put the two slices of bread together, went to the fridge, poured Billy a glass of milk and laid his lunch on the table in front of him.

			“Is Daddy going to come with us to the movie?”

			Lisa froze for a moment, glass in her hand hovering an inch from the table. “What?”

			He took a bite from the sandwich and said with peanut butter and Fluff working to seal his tongue to his teeth, “The movie? Is Daddy going to be done in time so he can come?”

			Slowly, she put the glass down, afraid if she didn’t it would end up spilled across the table. Billy saw nothing odd in what his father was doing. Daddy things, that’s all. Her chest constricted more than it already had. This feeling was well past anything like confusion. Nothing made sense. Turning away from her son before he could see all this in her face, she muttered, “We’ll see. We’ll see.”

			Back at the counter, staring out the small window over the sink, Lisa tried to unscramble her thoughts. There must have been some bad cracks, bad enough he might be justified in doing this. Even so, Will was acting so strange with everything else…

			Still no sound below her feet. Nothing but the silence of her husband’s secrets and her growing fear. Will wanted her and Billy out of the house, shopping and a movie, he’d suggested. A good idea. He certainly hadn’t expected them back this soon. Was this what it was like, coming home unexpectedly to find your husband in bed with another woman? That was stupid, he was lying to her, no question, but she’d caught him alone, in the basement, with a fucking sledgehammer. 

			The truth, whatever it might be, was something darker and more frightening if only in its unexpectedness. More than ever, as she wiped the bread crumbs off the counter with the sponge from the side of the sink, her determination to find out the truth and get the hell out of this house as soon as possible took firm hold. 

			Will hadn’t moved since he’d hunkered down in front of the broken concrete which had so long sealed his father’s grave. He half-heartedly pushed a couple of large pieces aside, ran nervous fingers over the exposed dirt, wondering how far he’d have to press those fingers into the earth before they reached the old rug and, beneath that, the man’s skull. Not far, but he had no inclination to test the theory. The rug had likely long ago disintegrated, and the body… No point in finishing today. Bad enough the floor had been broken apart—the crypt opened as it were—no way was he up for smuggling a decomposed corpse past Billy and Lisa. Still, if they stayed upstairs like he asked, he might be able to get the bones into a couple of the large black trash bags waiting on the shelf across the room, seal them up and maybe toss them in the trash. No, stupid idea. They’d come down once already, probably would again if he stayed much longer, and it was noisy work. He needed privacy, time to complete this task and do it right, make it count.

			Now that he was so close to getting it done, he wondered if maybe he shouldn’t have dug the hole at all, if leaving things as they had been might have been more logical. Perhaps no one would have noticed. But logic seemed less and less to a part of the equation. Maybe it was his incredible guilt, or an irrational fear of being found out. But if he was going to sell this house, his father’s bones had to leave here once and for all.

			If he was ever going to move on, it had to be done.

			He knew Lisa was angry, probably worried that he’d flipped his lid. She knew he was lying. He’d broken the seal on more than the grave. The secret was out, or would be soon enough. Two choices remained: tell Lisa the truth and risk her hating him forever, or continue to make her think her husband was insane. 

			Both were likely. She’d probably hate him and think he was nuts, but at this point he could not go back. A silent, urgent voice told him to finish exhuming the body, get it out of the house and far away before he told Lisa anything. In that way she’d have no part in his sin. Until then…. Until then, Will would hope she had a few more drops of patience left.

			Tomorrow he’d come down and finish. Then he’d tell her everything. Tomorrow night, one way or another, they’d be free. All of them. The thought made ascending the stairs to the kitchen easier.

			He never looked back, never saw the newly exposed ground swell upward an inch as if from a compressed bubble of gas, or an exhalation. The earth settled. A few feet away the ringed amulet reflected a sudden flash of light, then settled back into tarnished apathy. The basement stilled. The door at the top of the stairs closed, followed by tentative footfalls across the kitchen, muted voices of those unaware that there would be no tomorrow. 

		

	
		
			Part Two

			The Night the Clown Came Home

		

	
		
			Chapter Thirteen

			Will washed up in the bathroom before joining Lisa and Billy at the table. They ate in silence for a time. Then he asked about their day so far. Lisa’s answers to any questions were short and perfunctory, her face masked in a smile while her eyes bore into Will’s. 

			They spent the rest of afternoon playing mini-golf, then, after they ate, getting ice cream before going to the movie, another computer-animated 3D extravaganza that Billy wanted to see. Will suggested a late dinner at McDonald’s, anything to keep them out of the house. Lisa balked at the idea. It was almost Billy’s bed time, but he was so excited at the prospect of eating cheeseburgers that Lisa didn’t have the heart to say no. Will knew what she wanted. Get the boy safely tucked away, then, when the time was right, tear her husband a new asshole. 

			One more day. A mantra Will played over and over in his mind. 

			Lisa tucked the sheets and two blankets around her son. The night was cool, but Billy insisted that both windows in his room be open a crack. Hence the extra blanket. She’d tucked everything under the mattress so tightly Billy complained he wouldn’t be able to get out. She loosened them a little before moving aside to let Will come forward and kiss the boy on the forehead, say goodnight. 

			“You sleep good tonight,” he said. Billy nodded then looked past him to his mother.

			“Good night, Mommy.”

			“Good night, Pumpkin,” she said. Before closing the door she reached down and turned on the clown light. Its garish colors stabbed Will in the heart, but he said nothing. 

			One more day.

		

	
		
			Chapter Fourteen

			The ground swelled again, then finally burst upward as if releasing gas trapped in the earth. The crater left in its wake wasn’t large, just enough to fit the dirty, painted face pressing itself into the air. Edges of flaking white paint along the cheeks blended with the dirt surrounding it, and fragments of a blackened carpet fell away like a hood, every detail lost in the darkness of the basement. Some of the clown’s skull poked through its face, and the remaining flesh was torn and thin like wet tissue, preserved enough to retain only a semblance of the nightmare visage of Jacob Pallasso, nothing more. The red stains still spotting the thin lips and remnants of white on the exposed cheeks, were enough to remind one of the clown it once was. Eyes, long dead and yellow but preternaturally preserved by the necklace now discarded across the room, stared into the darkness. One long-dried cut of black tape curled over the left eye like a false lash. The creature that had been Jacob Pallasso sensed, more than heard, the couple’s whispered debate on the living room couch one floor above. This made it smile, though the act was less an expression than a quivering of tight flesh around the jaw. The face pressed farther from the gray mixture of dirt and rotted carpet. A chunk of concrete slid across its forehead, tearing loose a swath of tissue-thin skin. No blood, the body too long dried out, only the exposing of white bone. The eyes shifted, the leathery tongue licked shredded lips, and somehow it sensed the small bundle of boy sleeping in the smaller of the two bedrooms overhead. 

			The mouth twitched, opened to a crevice.

			Billy, it whispered, or tried to. No sound, but something like breath escaped the lips, stale and rotted like garbage at the bottom of a dumpster. The single word drifted up as only a thought, seeking an audience. The utterance was followed by a small avalanche of gray soil when the face pushed up farther, squeezed itself slowly from the grave to expose more of the cheeks. The piece of concrete on its forehead fell away. When the mouth moved again, a clod of earth fell into it.

			Billy, it silently repeated, pushing the dirt free with its tongue.

		

	
		
			Chapter Fifteen

			The show on the television was new, a mixture of old-style western, science fiction and romance. They’d watched the premiere episode last week—autumn was inundated with new shows, most of which would be canceled by Christmas. Tonight, however, both Will and Lisa stared at the screen and saw nothing more than distracting flashes of color. The silence swelled, pushed between them like an insistent child, sucking the air from the room. Lisa finally took in a breath and let it out with a whoosh.

			“Will,” she said, staring at the flashing screen. “I don’t know what the hell is going through your head, but I don’t think we should stay here.”

			“We can’t leave yet. I’m not done doing what I have to do. It won’t be much longer.”

			Lisa turned sideways on the couch and pulled one leg under her to face him. Her expression was a dance between anger and surprise. “And just what in hell are you doing down there?” Now that the silent bubble had burst, Lisa was released from her self-imposed paralysis and could not stop moving. She turned a little more, pulling her other leg up until she was kneeling on the cushions. Will knew her well enough to know he needed to remain quiet, for the moment at least. She wasn’t done talking. 

			“Ever since we got here, hell, since we began planning to come here, you’ve been this, this, mental wreck!” Her arm moved up and down, as if conducting her side of the conversation. “We’ve had this discussion before, I know that. You promised to tell me some day what happened when you were a kid and I promised to give you time, but…shit, Will! You’re digging up the cellar floor.” Her words tumbled and rolled over each other like storm waves. “You tell Billy there were big cracks but I don’t remember that, or ever talking about doing anything like this, not to mention you might as well have thrown me up the stairs when I asked about it. What the hell is going on?” She looked into her lap for a few heartbeats, then softened her voice, only a little but enough so Will would take it as a good sign. “Yes, I’m a little pissed. I admit it. We don’t keep secrets from each other, but I’m starting to think you’ve got some whoppers. I’m also scared. Not just for you. Billy’s nightmares are coming back, and I’ll admit…”

			Her posture slumped, caught for the right word, but the silence stretched. What?” he finally said.

			She shook her head, the index finger of her right hand unconsciously touching her mouth. She bit down lightly. “Nothing. Never mind. It’s stupid.”

			Will didn’t push her. This was an opportunity to end the conversation, or at least turn it around. Lisa’s next words escaped like a breath. “I hate that damned clown.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Sixteen

			And it hates me, Lisa wanted to add, but knew she could not say that. She didn’t want this conversation to suddenly be about her. It was about Will acting like a lunatic, chopping up the floor and keeping secrets. Will was lying about something. He needed to remain in the center of this conversation. Not her, not the clown. Just dreams. Stupid, bad dreams. 

			Then why the hell was she so afraid to continue this line of discussion? Because to admit anything strange, more than the behavior of the two most important men in her life, would be to feed whatever delusions they’d fallen under. Billy’s problems were to be expected. He was just a kid. But Will was an adult, older than her by two years. She shouldn’t have to worry about his sanity. 

			She folded her arms under her breasts and forced herself to stare directly at him. “What the hell are you doing down there, Will?”

			She expected him to avoid the question by jumping on her remark about the clown, but he didn’t. Instead, Will turned on the couch to face her, as if this was a prerequisite tonight for speaking. His expression was set, hard but not angry, only serious. They faced each other like two people hunkered over a long-running chess game. He reached up, freed one of her hands and held it between both of his own with a gentleness that belied his current expression.

			“Lisa, I’m going to ask you for one thing, one promise you have no reason to give me, considering how I’ve been acting. But I’m going to ask you to promise it to me anyway. In return, I’ll make a promise too. An oath, if that’ll help. I’ll even swear to God if we can find Mom’s old family Bible.”

			He smiled. It helped. This gave her enough assurance to nod once and say, “What?”

			He scooted sideways a little more. “There’s something I need to do, something so important that I’m going to tell you right now, with no disrespect intended, that I’m going to do it no matter what you say. Tomorrow. And I’d like the two of you to go out and do more fun things while I do. Give me one day alone to finish.”

			She stiffened, felt her hand reflexively begin to pull away. His grip, though still soft, tightened enough in a silent plea: Wait, let me finish. 

			“Then, tomorrow night, once everything is done without either you or Billy taking any part, I’ll tell you everything.” The intensity of his gaze softened, nearly went out as he looked away, stared at the floor. “You may decide it’s too much when you hear what I…what I have to say. You may ask me to leave and never come back. I’ll accept that.” He gazed into her eyes. His own had flecks of brown in otherwise blue pools. “I won’t like it, don’t want that at all, I swear. But I’ll accept it.”

			She almost said, Unless there’s a body in the basement, Will, I can’t imagine what would make me leave you… Those exact words had come to her and just as quickly she bit down on her lip before they could escape. She shivered and mentally tossed the words away because they were absurd. Impossible. 

			All of a sudden she did not want to know the truth. All of a sudden Lisa wanted nothing except for time to stop in this moment, or maybe two seconds earlier, before the errant words had flitted into her brain, before she had to bite them back for reasons she did not understand.

			She was being stupid. 

			Will was silent, searching her face for a reaction. She hadn’t moved, probably hadn’t blinked in these past few seconds. She closed her eyes, let a new thought creep its way through the blanket of cold dread which covered her head and shoulders. Whatever he is up to, it can’t be as bad as that. So you can wait one more day, and realize your imagination is far worse than reality. Life will be good again. Life will be good forever…

			The thought brought comfort, enough to allow her to move at last, nod her head. 

			The cold remained, however, even as Will slid forward and swallowed her in a long, silent hug. One more day, Lisa thought. Then it’ll all be over. 

		

	
		
			Chapter Seventeen

			The room was dark, except for small shafts of moonlight shining through the flapping shade hanging an inch lower than the open sash of the bedroom window. A cold breeze blew across Billy’s face, the only part of him exposed to the air. He stared at the glowing face across the room, having to blink now and then as his eyes dried in the constant breeze. Outside, freshly fallen leaves danced and played among themselves on the lawn. He and Dad would probably rake the yard before they left. Billy loved that. Dad always let him make one big pile back home so Billy could run and dive into it. Feet first, though, Dad’s number one rule. Never hands- or head-first, in case an errant stick might be waiting to poke an eye out or something. Gram Lucy’s yard had more trees than at their house, with woods out back. Plenty of leaves. He could hear them…not just outside. There were sounds of their rustling from the hallway, just outside his closed bedroom door. Wait. That was stupid. The sound had to be coming from outside, bouncing off the door like dolphin clicks, or bats echoing. 

			The night light clown’s face flickered, faded, brightened a moment before fading again. The wind, messing with the power lines, maybe. Last year a squirrel had climbed the pole on their old street, fried itself on the transformer. Billy hadn’t seen it, no charred squirrel corpse on the road the next day, but that’s what his father had said. Maybe the same thing was happening now. Here. 

			Light rustling and taps against the bedroom door. It sure sounded like leaves. Billy, watching the dying, fading face, blinked when it glowed bright only to flicker again. The effect was strangely lulling in this late hour. He didn’t want to check the time, afraid it might be midnight. He’d fallen asleep, hearing his parents’ indistinct voices in the living room, and the sound of the television. Now the house was quiet, except wind and leaves outside. Just outside, though, not in the house. 

			The clown’s face went completely dark. For a few seconds Billy saw its after-image lingering then that, too, faded. He was alone and awake in the middle of the night in total darkness. The power must be out. The thought didn’t frighten him until he noticed the dim line of light under the bedroom door. The light in the hall was still on. The black wall where the clown light used to shine suddenly seemed a lot darker than he liked. 

		

	
		
			Chapter Eighteen

			The thing in the basement moved a little more, dragging itself on elbows thin like fallen branches, clothes all but faded away, skin limp and dead over stringy muscles. Pieces of the tattered throw rug which had been its funeral shroud slid away. All of which, the carpet and the body itself, should never be, should have long decayed and blended with the earth. Still, the body moved, stumps of its thighs dragging behind. The severed legs themselves remained in the hole, abandoned, forgotten like discarded chicken bones. The clown was free, however, and this freedom was an overwhelming sensation. That, and the presence of two things which drove the body forward. 

			First and foremost, the necklace, powerful and having rested for so long mere inches above the clown’s head, never within reach. No longer confined, the creature inched forward, hands once soft and pliable that could do so much to so many children, were now draped with skin hanging like oversized gloves on a little boy’s hands. It reached out, not close enough to touch the chain. It dragged itself farther on elbows of exposed bone. The body hissed in its rags across the floor, sounding like a broom. It reached out again, and dead fingers closed around the rings orbiting the silver ball, felt new life pouring in. The fingers were as thin and dead in their equally dead skin-gloves, but there was an energy in them now, power as it fumbled its fingers to the chain and dragged it along like a toy toward the stairs.

			The second thing urging it forward, less so than the necklace but as important, was the presence of his son in the house. Once-beloved, but turned traitorous, a murderer. Billy—Jacob’s Billy—was an adult now. The creature slid a few more inches closer to the bottom step. The boy still called himself Will, never wanted to use the name his old man had for him. There was another presence, too, the child whom the clown touched for the first time only a few days ago with its sleeping, half-dead mind. Jacob had a grandson. Rather, the thing which used to be Jacob had a grandson. 

			A second chance.

			Lips, once traced with paint but now with the barest remnants of flakes along gray skin, parted. They opened and closed, opened and closed, and in that time one word, like a first, tentative breath, escaped as sound into the darkness. “Billy…” It pulled itself and the necklace along. The hiss of its skin and clothes across the dusty, rubble-strewn floor, an occasional hitch when shriveled lungs attempted to take in air, and the whisper again of one name, “Billy,” were the chorus it moved to, stronger every second. The necklace glowed ever so faintly, offering the slow warmth of its power growing inside the otherwise cold, dead basement, and inside the clown. Strong, it thought. I am strong. I have life. 

			No, the necklace whispered into its shriveled pit of mind, we have life.

			The clown worked its voice, turning it over like a long used engine, parts inside a body unused for so long. Diaphragm weak and quivering, vocal chords the thinnest of membranes like discarded spider webs, tightening, stretching, coming to terms with the world again. The eyes of the clown were always open, since most of the lids had disintegrated below the dried remnants of the black tape, disintegrated like the rest of the body should have done if not for the preserving power of the amulet so close above it—stupid, stupid woman, it thought with growing humor, you should have thrown it away, destroyed it. Then your children, our children, would have been safe. 

			Billy-Now-Will had trashed the altar, shattered any weak powers it might have had over the thing which had once been Jacob Pallasso, over the necklace and all that lived within it. Had that been Will’s own doing, or could the spirits within the necklace control his son as Jacob himself had been so willingly controlled when he was alive, when he was human? Probably. 

			Likely. 

			No matter. Eventually the altar would have been removed by another, and the necklace would have reclaimed its own. Certainly those within wouldn’t have let Jacob rot away, or would have found someone else to carry on their purpose. Now, it thought, as one unfeeling hand reached out and touched fingertips to the dusty wood of the first step, there was an opportunity to mend the severed line. Return the necklace to the path it had been traveling through so many generations of Pallassos, before Will broke the cycle.

			The clown used the step to pull itself up to the bottom landing as the necklace banged against the wood, then the creature rolled sideways along the landing and stared up, toward the basement door. Eyes bulged in their sockets as if something within the skull was inflating them. Nothing else changed, no miraculous healing. Only the eyes, and the strength stored for generations inside the necklace, filled with so much innocent blood. The forces within, coiled like a hundred thousand snakes, had preserved him for this moment. One purpose. Protect the line. 

			Now it was the clown’s turn for redemption. 

			Billy, the younger, the grandson, was waiting to be a true Pallasso. 

			It pulled the necklace to its chest, having to roll farther on its side to do so. The thing that had been Jacob could not put it on, for its life had ended, its time had passed. But the hundred thousand snakes had waited too long and they were hungry. More strength flowed from the talisman, more anger and hatred recycled and used as blood and air in its dead heart and lungs. It—for he was an it now, neither male nor female nor even human—sucked in a deep, dusty breath, felt a sudden sharp pain through every inch of its body. Wonderful pain. It meant life, to touch and feel and now shout, “Billy!” toward the basement door and beyond.

		

	
		
			Chapter Nineteen

			Will opened his eyes. The bedroom was dark, but shapes took form in the corner of the room where the two walls converged over the door, dimly outlined by the light in the hallway. Across everything, like water, pale shapes were cast by the street light outside, remnant shadows of leaves which had stubbornly refused to fall this early in autumn. Like Billy, Lisa had left the window open a crack, cool autumn air blowing in as justification for the comforter draped over them. This early in the season, the nights were cool enough to justify it, providing the window was open. 

			He did not move.

			Something had woken him. Billy, crying out? Will waited, heard nothing more than the rustle of leaves in the hall beyond the door.

			Wait, no. That wasn’t right. Leaves outside the window…but as he listened, the rationale wouldn’t stick. There was a soft tapping against the door, not from the nervous fingers of his son but by something hardly there, conjuring an image of leaves rustling against the door. It had to be something else. Unless they’d left the front door open, but that made no sense. Even if it had been open, the screen door beyond would have kept anything out. 

			There was gentle breathing beside him, Lisa as deep and lost in sleep as always. He envied that in his wife. She could sleep through the most violent storms, never waking until the morning when Will hit the snooze button and gave her a gentle nudge. Unlike him. Will woke two, three times a night. In most cases he could fall back to sleep, temporary as it may be. Sometimes not. In those latter moments he would simply prop himself up with pillows against the headboard, turn on the bedside lamp and read for a half hour. Lisa never woke, not without that nudge she trusted he’d give her in the morning, every morning. 

			Silence, save whatever was making the leaf-rustling noise beyond the door. Billy, then. Maybe his pajamas brushing against it as he waited, afraid to come in and admit another nightmare. Will lay unmoving beneath the weight of the comforter, waiting for Billy to go back to bed on his own, to realize the folly of his terror, see the nightmare he’d probably just woken from for what it was: insubstantial, unimportant.

			The gentle, whispering sound stopped. Outside, the wind which he hadn’t realized had been blowing until it stopped, died away. In those final moments Will felt the slow pull of sleep, hoping Billy had returned to his room on tiptoe, leaving his father to stay in the warmth of his own bed.

			The moment ended when Will heard the sound of his own father’s voice, broken and wailing and unmistakably that of Jacob Pallasso, so loud it echoed throughout the house. The voice did not come from the hallway, or outside the window, but literally through the house, inside the walls and up through the floor. 

			“Billy!” 

			One word, sounding both like cry and a scream directly in Will’s ear. 

			Something inside his head tightened, as if his brain had physically cringed at the sound of a voice it never expected to hear again. A voice it could never hear again.

			Lisa kept sleeping.

			He was dreaming. Had to be dreaming. 

			To prove it, he pulled aside the sheet and comforter and swung his legs over the side of the bed, sitting up. He wore only thin pajama bottoms, the habit of wearing anything the result of so many nights awake with Billy. The cold washed over him like water. 

			He wasn’t asleep. 

			But he hadn’t heard that voice, either. He couldn’t have. It must have been Billy. 

			The leaves outside the bedroom came to life again, the sound unmistakable now that he was so aware of any noise around him. Then a new sound. Footsteps, followed by his son’s voice, his real voice shouting through the bedroom door. 

			“Daddy! Help me, Daddy!” His voice was muted but the terror was clear. Especially when the voice of Will’s father returned from nowhere, and everywhere.

			“Billy, get down here now!” Jacob’s voice again.

			Will whispered, “What the fuck…” and ran for the door as his son screamed for his daddy again. 

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty

			Five minutes earlier, Billy had been curled upon his own bed, coiled and tense in the sudden dark of his bedroom, ready to run for the door. He still stared at the hallway light under the door, flickering as leaves brushed past it. 

			There are no leaves in the hallway, Billy thought. The power’s not out. Just the stupid bulb on the stupid clown light. Grow up, you baby!

			All he would need to do was cross the room, flip on the light and get a new bulb from the stash Dad kept in Billy’s top dresser drawer. But that meant walking across the room in the dark. Maybe if he tossed a pillow toward the switch, he’d get lucky and it would hit just right, turn the light on. The more he considered this, the more it seemed like a stupid idea only a baby afraid of the dark would think of. He was eight. He wasn’t a baby.

			He clenched his teeth and tossed the covers aside, much like his father would do in a couple of minutes. The moment Billy’s feet touched floor, the clown light glowed back to life. Billy gasped, mostly from relieved surprise, until he looked closer at the face shining from the wall. 

			The red around the mouth was too bright, redder than it had ever been before, the white of the face shone with such force it looked yellow, like the sun when he stared too long at it. The image of the face wavered, not content to stay in one place, wobbling, trying to free itself of the plug. The blue in the center of the eyes was as strongly alight as the rest, but the black eyebrows were furrowed into anger, belying the smile in the center of that red-painted mouth. The smile was not happy, no implied laughter between those red lips as before. Under the angry eyes, the clown snarled. Teeth now. Billy could see teeth parting for just a moment before the clown’s face pursed its red, red lips and shouted, “Billy!”

			The volume of the leaves outside his door increased, a hurricane in the hallway. The clown’s voice, that one word, filled the room. No voice, he thought, there was no voice. He was dreaming, like before, nothing else.

			The face changed. The eyebrows leveled, though one continued arching up, just a bit. A questioning look. “Billy?” it said, too-bright lips moving like a high contrast cartoon. “Want to go to the circus?”

			Billy stood and sidestepped toward the door, never taking his eyes off the face glowing from the wall, colors spreading out as if burning, as if bleeding into the wallpaper. He gave no thought to something dark and slimy grabbing at his ankles from under the bed. The evil in the room was before him, lighting the wall and the floor in garish red and blue and white light. 

			The clown opened its mouth wide again, showing pointed teeth. It laughed, sending forth a shower of sparks. That was all Billy could take. He turned and ran to the door. Colored light danced off the knob then his hand as he grabbed hold of it. Any second he expected white-gloved hands to close around his arm. The door opened without resistance. Billy stumbled into the hallway amid a flurry of dry autumn leaves. Red and yellow and orange, all of them a dull rendition of the clown light. 

			 “I would never hurt you, Billy,” the voice said. “I was only playing.”

			The leaves swirled around him. They seemed to whisper, their words imperceptible, but there were voices, like sounds carried in the wind. The leaves whispered for him to listen to the monster that once had been his night light and…

			“Dad!” His parents’ bedroom door was locked. “Daddy!” He pounded on the wood. Leaves tossed and whirled around his hand. They were beginning to scare him more than the face on the wall, more than the clown of his nightmares. The leaves were wrong. They shouldn’t be here. 

			The clown’s voice again filled the house, “Billy!” coming not from his bedroom but beyond the living room. “Get down here now!” 

			Not his father’s voice, but like it, a little, coming from far away but as loud as if he’d been directly behind him.

			Billy looked back into his room. Something dark rose from the far corner beside the bed, then drifted forward, lumbering almost like a man but with odd parts, too-wide feet, too-big hair… was that hair, or horns, like a bull’s, like a devil’s? It was too dark in the room because suddenly Billy realized the night light had gone out again. He tried to open his father’s door again but the knob was frozen, not locked, not like in the past when they’d locked him out but the knob would wiggle. It was frozen, broken. He banged on his father’s door and shouted, “Daddy! Help me, Daddy!”

			“Billy!” the voice shouted again, beside him, behind him, above him. Leaves swarmed like wasps around his head, slapping against his face, his back and legs, pushing him away from his father’s door. He waved his arms, turning to keep them from getting into his eyes. One scraped across his cheek. He looked up to see the too-large shadow thing stepping forward from his room. Billy swatted at the swarm but knew he had no time to try his parents’ door again. He ran from the hall into the living room. The leaves followed, pushing against him, pushing him forward. He prayed the monster from his room had not followed, grateful suddenly that his parents were locked safely in their room. Whatever was coming couldn’t get them… 

			He crossed the living room, urged on by the leaves. The floor under the braided rug was warm, heat radiating up to the soles of his bare feet. Whenever Billy slowed, the leaves pressed against him, pushing him with no more strength than a bug, but their presence was enough, their touch scaring him forward in jerky, spasmodic motions. Glasses in the china cabinet to his left clinked as he passed, along with the rattle of the ornate plates Billy never remembered Gram Lucy ever taking out. 

			The cabinet ended at the entrance to the kitchen. Just past this, the basement door stood open. A stale, dusty wind exhaled from below. Some leaves fluttered past him into the kitchen. That was where they were coming from. Billy risked a glance behind him. Leaves crinkled and slapped his face, but through their distractions he saw the living room and nothing else. No dark monster sneaking up behind him. No Mom or Dad, either. He finally turned back, face scratched from the surreal foliage and flipped on the kitchen light, stepped into the room. The leaves almost giggled, brushing the back of his neck and hair. The floor by the basement doorway was very warm. 

			He moved to the top of the stairs and looked down, then gripped the outer edge of the door 

			Light from the kitchen spilled down the stairs, while from somewhere in the basement, a glow-stick-faint illumination washed back over the creature at the bottom of the stairwell. Billy blinked, first seeing in the passive light a clown, dressed in tattered white and yellow clothes, face painted just like the night light with white face, red outlined mouth. Then the figure reached out and shifted onto the first step leading toward the kitchen and Billy saw the truth. Its head was bald, skin pulled back from the yellow-gray face like a weathered scarecrow’s. Its skinny fingers gripped the next step. They were dead fingers, belonging to a dead thing at the bottom of the stairs, looking up at him and smiling with broken black teeth. 

			Not real, not alive, but nevertheless reaching for the next step, craning its impossible neck closer toward the light. It looked nothing like a clown now, but Billy knew that was exactly what he was seeing. The monster from his dreams had fallen to earth, tumbled into the basement, into real life. Now it was trying to drag itself back into his head. 

			The dead clown crawled on its belly, staring straight up at him. Billy wanted to run but his feet wouldn’t move. All he could do was hold the door and stare down at a face that looked more like it was screaming than smiling. Billy’s body shook. The edge of the door pressed hard against his palm when he tried unsuccessfully to close it. The clown moved like one of those stick insects he’d seen on the Discovery Channel, slowly but with a set determination to reach its destination. Its proportions were wrong. There weren’t any legs.

			The leaves gathered close around him. Go down, Billy, they whispered as they brushed his ears. They pressed against his back, pushing him forward even as he leaned back against their insistence. They wanted him to go down, into the arms of the monster. Thin scars like eyebrows rose along the gray forehead and when it spoke, the clown’s voice was soft and friendly.

			“Billy,” it said, “aren’t you coming down to see me?” The rictus smile grew larger. Did he—it—actually expect an answer? Billy couldn’t talk, though he tried, tried to scream. He shook his head slowly, gripped the door as hard as he could, ready to slam it shut.

			“Now, now, Billy-boy,” the clown said with a deeper, angrier tone this time, eyebrows suddenly downturned in mock seriousness. “If you won’t come down here…”

			It continued crawling up the stairs, pulling its body forward on long, skinny arms. “…I’ll have to come and get you!” 

			It moved quicker than it should have then, like a movie on fast-forward, never turning its pale gaze from the boy at the top of the stairs.

			Billy pulled harder on the door but it wouldn’t move. The leaves pressed against it, fighting him. That was stupid, he knew, they were just leaves!

			The clown was more than halfway up, bringing with it an awful stench, stronger as it drew itself closer. The stairwell smelled of a mixture of dust and rotting garbage. Billy’s entire body had become stone, except for his arm which pulled and pulled at the door, fighting the leaves.

			“Don’t try closing the door on me, Billy.”

			Another step, more stink of death. 

			Billy pulled harder, focusing, concentrating only on the door.

			“That wouldn’t be…”

			The door slammed shut. The momentum sent Billy falling back against the refrigerator. He slumped to the floor, landed hard on his butt. 

			The leaves were gone. The house was engulfed in silence. Billy looked at the closed basement door, expecting to hear a pounding, maybe even a crash as the clown fell backward in surprise. No crash, but there was suddenly a pounding from elsewhere in the house, back where he’d come from. His parents’ room. Instead of getting up and running to them, Billy only listened. Still no sound from beyond the basement door, only that muted thudding from the other end of the house. Billy stared at the knob. 

			The little button to lock the door was out. The door was unlocked. 

			Slowly, he reached out his hand to push it in, to lock the nightmare away forever. When his finger reached the button the door slammed open, knocking his hand away. Perched on its dried, bony arms the clown crawled over the top step, breathing hard through lips that hung like deflated balloons from a face pulled tight against the skull, torn in places. The flesh was thin, like skin peeling from an old sunburn. The eyes were alive, though, bright with life and full of rage. The lips parted and in the same booming voice Billy had heard in the hall, it said, “Next time, Billy, lock the fucking door!”

			It cackled and grabbed his ankle in a bony grip. A dry coldness spread up Billy’s leg. As he was pulled toward the basement stairs he tried to kick out but his leg wouldn’t work. “Now come down, little boy,” the dead thing said. “Time to play!” It scooted backward, bumping down the stairs, pulling Billy along. Too late, Billy tried to wedge his free leg against the door jamb. His butt slammed hard onto the first step as the thing with the cold grip slid farther down the basement stairs. 

			It has no legs, he remembered with a horror hardly felt amid so much other fear and panic rising over him, and it’s going to take mine! 

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty-One

			Will tried to turn the bedroom door’s knob again. Locked. It wouldn’t even jiggle. He pounded against the door, shouting, “Billy! Is that you out there? Open the door!” No, that was ridiculous. The lock was on the inside. Too dark, couldn’t see anything. He fumbled around the knob, found the tiny push-button lock. It was out, nevertheless he pulled on it. Nothing gave. 

			Behind him, Lisa said, “Will, turn on the light for God’s sake!” She’d woken fully as soon as he’d gotten out of bed. He tried the knob again. Still no motion, completely frozen. Something had it wedged shut. Had to be. Lisa’s words finally registered and he banged his palm against the wall beside him, looking for the switch, hitting Lisa’s hand in the process—she’d obviously decided to do it herself. He found the switch and turned it on. The room filled with light. A welcome sensation, clarifying everything. The door wasn’t locked, couldn’t be. Something was blocking it. 

			He knew right away that couldn’t be the case. There was nothing in front of the door except him, and it opened into the room. Still, now he could see, that was better, wasn’t it? Billy’s voice had not returned since his last, frantic cry. And that other voice… No, it was Billy, shouting from his nightmare, nothing else. Lisa didn’t seem so convinced. “Will, someone’s in the house. I think someone’s in the house,” she said, her voice rising with each word. She pressed against his back, not in fear but frustration. “Open the fucking door!”

			He tried again, made a fist and pounded. Something felt different this time. Before, he got nothing for his effort except a hard pain on the side of his hand. This time the door had less resistance. It felt soft, like clay. The sensation was so unexpected he stumbled back a half step, pushing against his wife. Lisa slapped at his shoulder, her panic filling the room. 

			“What the hell are you doing? Get out of the way.” She pushed against him but Will didn’t move.

			Something was wrong with the door. It was moving. 

			The stranger’s voice echoed through the house. “Don’t try closing the door on me, Billy!”

			I know that voice, Will thought. I know that voice and—

			Lisa screamed, “Who the hell is that?” She finally managed to shove Will aside and ran to the door, but she only stopped and stared. 

			The grain in the wood of the door was swirling like ink. The lines meshed then separated, forming into the face of a boy, Billy, it could be Billy, as if they were seeing him through the door. The face contorted in a scream, in silent pain because the eyes were shut tight, the impression denoted by a tightening of the wood grains. Will blinked, waved both hands in front of him to dispel the illusion.

			Lisa whispered in a voice no more than a gasp, “Billy?”

			The face swirled apart, came together and Will understood, more than he wanted to, as the grains atop the head streaked and fragmented into a surreal rendition of a clown’s wig, the kind doffed atop the usual false skull cap his father would wear, always the worst part of the outfit, aside from the terrible red mouth. No color in the wood, but the face was a clown’s, like Billy’s night light. Like Jacob Pallasso’s disguise…no his face, his true face. The one without the make-up was the disguise. 

			Sounds of leaves swirling and tapping against the other side of the door. Lisa turned to Will, grabbed his bare shoulders and squeezed her nails into the skin. “The front door’s open, someone’s in the house, Billy’s in trouble,” each obvious fact brought more pain, more cutting into his flesh, “and we need the get the hell out of this room.”

			He stammered, “I don’t… I need…”

			She leaned toward him until her face almost touched his, like a kiss, except she screamed, “Break the fucking door down!” She shook him. His wife was insane with panic and needed him to act, no matter what the door was doing. “Break the fucking door down now!” She looked up. “Mommy’s coming, Billy! Mommy’s coming!” She stared back with a look half-terror, half-rage. “Now!”

			He shoved her aside, mostly to stop the pain of her nails and did not think about what to do next. Only, break down the door. If it was soft it could bend, could break, never mind that it shouldn’t be soft. Will aimed his right bicep and shoulder toward the grain-drawn clown face, which was now wide and laughing. He ran sideways, slamming his full weight into the impression of the round nose.

			For a moment, one short moment of hope, the door bent outward, the clay it had become failing against his weight. Too late the trap was realized. It folded around him, burying shoulder and arm. The clown was taking a bite. He screamed both in anger and to dispel the image, while trying to pull free. 

			Lisa shouted behind him, “Will!” But whatever she might have said after that was blocked out as two hands stretched from the sides of the door, closed around his head and squeezed. Will screamed, heard a whisper coming from the door—it was the door, talking in his father’s voice. Should’ve left well enough alone, Billy boy. Hands squeezing tighter, grinding his skull, cracking it, caving it in.— Should have let sleeping clowns lie. It laughed. Lisa clawed at the hands, scratching Will’s face in the process. He screamed, shouted, grabbed at his father’s hands—not my father, not my father, he’s dead, he’s dead, he’s dead!—finding Lisa’s hands instead. She was screaming in rage and anger. Sometimes the sounds were nonsensical, sometimes she cried out Billy’s name. The room darkened, splintered like his head must have been doing in that moment, bone collapsing, shattering and stabbing into his brain. They were both screaming, now, and the clown was laughing and—

			Lisa grabbed Will’s head and pulled. They tumbled away from the door. He landed on top of her but Lisa kicked and shoved at him until he got the message and rolled his weight off of her. Something dripped into his eyes, fell in red spots on the floor. The house was shouting something about locking the door and Will knew that it wasn’t the house, but a monster had come for their child. Will was bleeding. Lisa gave him one short, assessing glance, then turned back to the bedroom door.

			It was open. 

			She ran out into the hallway.

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty-Two

			Billy flattened his hands against the walls on either side of the stairs and kicked with his free leg. The other leg remained numb in the grip of the dead, crawling monster below him. The wall on his left disappeared. Billy’s balance tipped and overcompensating to the right, he rolled hard down the last two steps to the landing. The feeling in his right leg returned, shooting pain as it twisted when he slammed against the wall at the bottom of the stairs. Billy kicked with both legs now, not caring about the pain or anything but being free. He stopped when he realized his attacker was gone. For a brief, heart-stopping, wonderful moment of relief, there was no clown, he was alone, bathed in the kitchen light from upstairs and that strange, dull glow from around the corner in the basement where his legs now dangled. Dreaming, he thought. I was only dreaming, sleepwalking. When something moved toward him again, he kicked wildly at it, but like a monstrous spider it jumped on top of his legs. No weight to it, a thin pointy bag of sticks. But it would not let go. It was the clown from his dreams again and none of it could be real, but this was not a dream, this was really happening. 

			Billy lost all sensation in both legs this time, as if they were no longer there. He couldn’t see them past the dead thing crawling toward his belly. Maybe they were gone. Maybe he was paralyzed. He could have broken his neck falling down the stairs. Now it was going to eat him and he couldn’t stop it. 

			His mother called his name from somewhere upstairs. 

			He screamed, “Mom!”

			“Ignore them, Billy,” the thing said, moving closer, still weighing nothing, breath like cabbage and pages from an old book. Billy wanted to curl his legs in disgust but nothing worked below his waist. It lay on his belly now, and pressed an arm against his left shoulder. The other hand dangled something in front of Billy’s face. A necklace, glowing, or maybe just reflecting the light from upstairs. A shining ball hung at the end of the chain, surrounded by rings. He didn’t want to look at it, didn’t know why, only that he had to look away. 

			The clown continued, “They don’t matter. They never did.” Each word echoed like a passing train through the house. He heard it in front of him, but from upstairs too. His mother screamed.

			When it slid closer, the clown let its dead balloon lips fall open, revealing a stinking wide gap in its face filled with a few black and broken teeth. An equally black tongue snaked out then slithered back. Above this hole something that might have been a nose caked in dirt and dried, peeling make-up. A few strands of hair poked from the skin above a bright white forehead. Billy wanted to throw up when he realized the forehead was so white because it was only bone where the skin had peeled away. He focused instead on the dried curl of tape above the left eye. Anywhere other than the necklace glimmering between them. 

			“Do you know who I am, Billy?” 

			“You’re just a bad dream.” His own voice was no more than a whisper. Billy wished he could be tougher, not like a little baby about to cry. He wanted to close his eyes and open them and be back in his room. But if he took his eyes off the thing perched on his lap it would put those rotted teeth to his face and bite and bite. He pressed his hands against the landing to push back against the stairwell wall. “You’re nothing but a bad dream.”

			The thing shook. Was it laughing? The black tongue dripped from its mouth again, snaked back in. “I’m no dream, son. Aren’t you glad to see your old Grampa?” Each word sounded like a hundred voices in his head, a hundred echoes. Billy turned his head side to side, still trying not to puke but this time because of its breath, which smelled like a dead animal.

			It jiggled the chain, drawing Billy’s unwilling eyes back to the necklace with its metal ball and Saturn rings. “I have a present for you, Billy, something that’s been in our family for a very long time.”

			The ball and rings shined before him. He had a dull notion his mother was screaming his name again. This time he did close his eyes and lashed out with the only arm he could get to work, trying to knock the necklace away. The chain became entwined in his fingers even as the hand slammed against the wall. Billy opened his eyes and tried to shake it free but it wouldn’t untangle. 

			“Put it on, Billy. I’ll teach you how to use it. Your father was supposed to show you its power, but he was a disappointment. I had to come back and do this myself. But you will be happy I did. You will be able to do the most amazing things! We both will. We all will.”

			His mother screamed from directly above them a second before she kicked the face away. A blur of motion, his mother in her robe, kicking again and again. As soon as the clown was no longer on top of him, the feeling returned to his legs. Billy curled them up, pressed himself against the wall. 

			From the growing gloom of the basement before him, Mom shouted, “Run, Billy! Get upstairs and run!” 

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty-Three

			Lisa landed on her hands and knees on the concrete floor at the base of the stairs. Pain shot through her body at the impact. She turned, saw Billy scurrying backward against the wall of the landing. He was wearing his pajamas and trying to stand. She began to shake. Rage exploded inside her, sharpening the edge of her vision with a white fury, washing her face in such heat she forgot her initial confusion when she’d looked down the stairs and seen what had been perched atop her son. Her mind retained only one thought—her boy was being molested in some indefinable way by a stranger, and she had to save him. When Billy hesitated, she snarled, “Go, now!” then turned back to his attacker. Sounds of feet up the stairs. Good, she decided, that’s good. He didn’t need to see his mother kill a man. 

			That was what she was going to do. No other thought. Kill the fucking pervert and do it quickly. 

			Lisa’s body tightened and curled like a predator preparing to strike. The intruder was gone. No, there, a brief glimpse of a short old man in the shadows under the stairs. She’d hurt him, then. Good, she thought, be hurt. It won’t last long. Lisa stepped forward, shuffling to her right but never slowing despite the pain from her fall, moving closer toward the shape. She heard something metal drag across the floor. Like a predator she crouched low, peering into the gloom under the stairs, preparing to leap forward.

			The voice returned, but from upstairs, now with a trace of humanity, of normalcy. 

			“Billy!” 

			How could the intruder have gotten upstairs? Lisa turned her gaze back toward the landing, realized it had been Will’s voice this time. He called, “Lisa!” then Billy’s sobbing voice saying Mommy was downstairs with the clown. 

			The clown? 

			She looked back toward the intruder and registered a brief flash of reflected light when the pick Will had been using to smash the floor open sailed into view a half-second before an immense, jarring pressure slammed into the side of her neck. Her throat tightened and the room tilted, spun, collapsed over her. Her shoulder popped when she skidded sideways on the concrete floor. Something heavy pulled against the side of her neck. She tried to move, could not feel her arms or legs, only the weight on her neck, her head pinned to the floor. A thing—thing, no other word, not a costume though it surely must be some kind of costume. It was sliding like a beggar across the dark floor toward her. It reached beyond her line of sight and the pressure on her neck lightened then disappeared completely. Feels so good, she thought, so good. Wet heat spilled across the side of her head. The room darkened, more, more. Warmth filled her skull. My head is filling with blood, or maybe it’s draining. I can’t move my body, can’t feel my body. The dead thing slid around on the floor and as it did, Lisa understood, without caring, that it had no legs. Its face pressed up to hers, peeling nose touching her own. Thunder in her ears, hard to hear. It was talking, “…ruined my visit with my… ” Darker, the room, darker. Hard to see, now. “No more meddling…” then it slid away, dragging the pick with it, disappearing under the stairs. Someone coming downstairs. No, no, watch out, she thought, unsure who she was talking to, then fell forever into the silent dark. 

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty-Four

			“Stay upstairs,” Will said, then flipped on the basement light switch at the top of the stairs and ran down the steps. Billy followed at his heels, not hearing or simply ignoring the command. What the hell was going on? Better not to think, only react. Lisa was right, someone had broken into the house and tried to hurt their son.

			He stopped as soon as he jumped the final step onto the floor of the basement. Billy slammed against him from behind. Will stumbled forward, never taking his eyes from the body of his wife, nightgown riding too high up her legs to expose one thigh. She wasn’t moving. The whole upper part of her body was stained black in the dim light.

			Will forgot what he’d been doing, forgot Billy behind him, only stumbled forward and fell to his knees beside his wife. She lay as if she’d fallen down the stairs, but she was too far from the landing. 

			“Lisa?” He touched the torn hole in her neck, watching as blood covered his fingers. How had she done this? “Lisa?” His hands were thick with her blood. He put one under her shoulders and lifted her from the floor. She coughed, gagged on something before her eyes fluttered open. Then they closed again. 

			“Lisa? Lisa, baby, open your eyes.”

			“Mom?” Billy, behind him. Their situation raced back to him with the sound of his son’s voice. Someone else was down here with them! Still holding Lisa he shouted, “Billy, go upstairs—” 

			But Billy screamed, “Dad, look out!”

			Will turned his head toward the stairs, saw a shuffling blur, a too short man. A thought, no legs, jumped to the front of his brain. Will stared, saw in his peripheral vision Billy backing toward the stairs. The thing cackled in a voice that sounded like a laughing crow, or someone gasping for air. It was a laugh, though. It raised itself on twin stumps and swung Will’s pick with too-thin arms, spinning like a toy as it did so. Will dropped his wife and raised his left arm. The point tore into his wrist, its tip breaking through the muscle. He fell back, kicking wildly. Something broke his fall but he could not think coherently enough to consider what it might be. He was a boy himself again, thrashing against a nightmare. That awful cackling laugh returned. “Come here, Boy!” it shouted. 

			Billy’s voice followed, all panic. “Daddy, Daddy, Daddy!”

			Will regained himself long enough to shout, “Billy, run upstairs!” He choked, jaw not working right. “Call 9-1-1 then get the hell out of the house! Run!”

			He rolled over, tried to force himself up, the point of the pick still impaling his wrist. The wooden handle banged against the floor and twisted. Will screamed at the sudden, lurching pain up his arm.

			The creature was close now.

			“What a mistake you were. Such a weakling. By now, you should have mastered the portal and passed the necklace on to your son. You have dishonored me. Dishonored the ones that came before me.”

			“What are you—aaahh!” Will shouted, tears in his eyes from the pain so the speaker was merely a blur scuttling toward him.

			“That night in the woods was supposed to be the big moment. When I passed the necklace on to you and taught you its power. Did you really think that place was in this world? It is somewhere else entirely. Somewhere where all the dead are buried, never to be found. You would have learned all my secrets. But you were not worthy. Even now.”

			Will heard Billy loitering on the stairs and shouted, “Run!” Quick footsteps up the stairs. The legless body of Jacob Pallasso crawled over him, paralyzing him in its coldness, and went in pursuit. That’s not my father, not my father, not my father. When Will reached down for balance his hand pressed soft flesh. He looked down. Lisa stared up but did not see him. The bottom of her face, the nightgown, all blood. The world went black around her. He screamed and pressed the jagged hole in her neck, tried to push the flaps of skin together as if he could save her by putting her back together like a broken vase. Not working, not working. He began screaming, kept trying to repair his beautiful wife. Was she dead? She couldn’t be. 

			“Lisa!”

			Behind him, his father’s corpse reached the stairs, pulled itself on stick arms up each step, following the child toward the kitchen light. 

			Will could only push the cooling skin of his wife’s throat together and call her name. Call her back from the dead.

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty-Five

			Billy gripped the doorframe and swung himself into the kitchen, toward the phone mounted on the wall. The command from his father was his only thought. Call 9-1-1. Mom was hurt, Daddy would help her. Daddy would also stop the monster. It hurt him, but he could hear his father’s voice shouting downstairs, so he was alive and fighting the clown. He wouldn’t die. Mom wouldn’t die. His parents would always be there to protect him.

			Call 9-1-1. That was Billy’s job. The kitchen was blessedly bright. He leaned against the wall beside the phone, for a terrible few seconds forgetting what it was he was supposed to do. Run outside, away from the house, after I call 9-1-1.

			Billy reached for the handset of the phone on the wall. Gram Lucy had never owned a cell phone The autumn leaves swarmed back and over him. A whirlwind, like an entire tree had been lifted above him and shaken until every leaf fell free. They slapped against his face, arms and hands but he slapped back at them. They kept returning. He waved one arm back and forth in front of his face like a windshield wiper and reached with the other. A leaf fluttered into his mouth. He spit it out but another climbed in. Spitting and waving his left hand Billy’s right connected with the cordless phone in its wall cradle. The necklace was still wrapped around his fingers and he couldn’t get a grip on the handset, which finally fell, landing with a loud plastic crack at his feet. He shouted, “No, no!” into the maelstrom and dropped to his knees. The leaves leaped onto his back like a thousand tiny bats, covering him. He fumbled with both hands now, keeping his mouth closed tight and squinting his eyes, trying to ignore the scratches and slapping on his face and neck. Every time he reached with his right hand, the stupid necklace banged against the floor. He shook his hand but it never came free. No time. Fingers of both hands, opened and closed, finding only leaves, a chair leg, the phone!

			He brought it to his face. He pressed the TALK button and heard the dial tone, as he whispered, “Please, please work, please work.” The numbers glowed. Billy made out the 9, pressed it, then the 1, pressed it once, twice. He tried to put it to his ear but the leaves slapped around it. A distant woman’s voice buzzed through the earpiece, then the phone was out of his hand. Like a mad flock of birds, the whirling leaves carried it away, letting it drop again with another clunk on the floor across the room.

			When he reached for it again, something grabbed his ankle. His leg went numb, then was pulled out from under him.

			“Billy,” the dead thing’s voice said. “Here you are, you naughty boy!” He landed on his side and twisted around, kicking out as hard as he could with his free leg. His bare foot hit something that felt like sticks in a paper bag. Through the fluttering leaves he saw the clown slide across the floor. Feeling returned immediately to his other leg, so he scurried away, crawling backward toward the outside door. The leaves rose like a swarm of bees, blocking the ceiling light and casting the room in a flickering underwater glow. Billy kept sliding backward. The back door, he thought. Escape. He turned around and rushed on hands and knees toward it, but more leaves covered the door handle. They would stop him, he knew that now, like they’d done when he tried to shut the basement door earlier. Keep him from escaping. 

			He turned around and pressed his back against the door. The legless, dried corpse of the bad clown from his nightmares lifted itself on its arms. It was close enough to simply reach out and grab him. Billy pulled his legs under himself and shouted, “Daddy!” but his voice was so weak. His father wouldn’t hear him because he was too busy helping Mom. They’re okay, he thought. They’re okay. 

			The clown’s face stretched, pulling the skin so tight it looked as if it would tear apart. It didn’t. Fingers scurried forward like pale spiders, then the arms pulled the rest of its body forward, a little more, a little more after that. 

			“There’s only one way to escape me, Billy, before it’s too late.”

			The necklace was warm in his hand. He glanced down at it, then lifted it in front of his face. The chain, which had wrapped so tightly around his hand, loosened, then hung like a hypnotist’s watch. 

			“Billy…” the dead thing whispered. It was only a blur beyond the ball, the rings curving around Saturn, humming. Whispers, humming whispers. Some mental connection made—the necklace and the ball surrounded by rings. Rings. Billy, and Frodo Baggins the Hobbit. Billy had watched that long movie, remembered shouting into the pillow he’d held against his mouth at the long-awaited conclusion, telling Frodo to throw the ring into the volcano. But he hadn’t, had he? 

			The clown slid closer, whispered his name again. Heavy footfalls on the stairs. Daddy’s coming. Daddy will save me like he saved Mom. He thought this even as the magic necklace and its rings hummed a song of safety for him and his family. The clown reached out for his curling toes. Billy put the necklace over his head and let it drop.

			The air was dark and clear. Not the burnt autumn smell, but cool summer green. Billy sat against a tree atop a soft bed of grass. The grass was damp, soaking into his pajama bottoms, but that was all right. This was right. This was a special place, where he was safe. The fact that a second earlier he was in his kitchen with a monster crawling toward him was a distant consideration, barely a thought.

			The night wasn’t completely dark. The overhead stars were so bright, they illuminated everything in a soft glow. A tall shadow stood in the woods twenty yards across the clearing in front of him. 

			“That’s right, Billy,” his father said. Was that his father? It sounded a lot like him. The shadow moved from the trees. 

			Not his father. The bark of the tree behind Billy pressed into his back. His heart beat faster, the panic of moments ago finding purchase once again. The clown stepped into the clearing. He was tall, outfitted in baggy gray and white that glimmered in the starlight. The lips turned up in a smile within a dark crescent of makeup. Bushy hair poked from either side of an otherwise bald head, forming horns. Round red nose. When the man reached two white-gloved hands in his direction Billy feared those arms would stretch across the distance between them. The gloves only turned, palm-up.

			“Welcome to my woods,” the clown said, in a voice so much like his father’s Billy stared harder to see if indeed it was his Dad behind all that frightening paint, “to our woods.” It stepped forward in shoes three times too big. Stepped again, and again, stopping only when it reached the center of the clearing. 

			“Your woods, now,” the clown added, tilting its palms toward him. Whispers from the trees, so soft that Billy thought at first it was only wind, but the voices grew louder, more urgent, like the leaves in the house, sometimes laughing, other times speaking in words he couldn’t quite make out, except that they were impatient. The sounds amplified and spread out behind the clown and finally took physical form as shapes moving past the deeper shadows of the woods beyond, moving into the clearing like a hunched pack of wolves. Billy made out no details except their egg-yellow eyes blinking from feral faces black as the rest of their bodies. Sometimes eyes blinked into existence from their shoulders and chests. So hard to tell. They formed up behind the clown like fog, but in outline only. Except the eyes, dozens or hundreds of them. The clown raised its arms to the shining stars and laughed, “Here at last! My heir, our salva—”

			The shadows leaped onto the tall man’s shoulders, weighing him down though they looked no more substantial than the shadows they’d emerged from. Some wrapped around the backs of his legs. The clown’s laughter turned to screams as he fell beneath them, glee sharpened to terror. He spoke no more, too busy thrashing against the black tide. Between the dark bodies, Billy saw glimpses of the clown, his stomach ripped open, spilling a glistening black ooze—blood, he thought, it’s blood because they’re eating him—across the shiny outfit. When one of the shapes buried its snout into the belly and pulled free a long rope of intestine Billy screamed, too, and covered his face. This did not mask the sound of the slaughter, the wet ripping and slathering of a hundred black mouths. He realized he would not know if they turned his way, would have no chance to run if they did. He moved one hand aside, enough to see a large swatch of darkness break free of the pack. Twin yellow eyes glowed with a mad, animalistic frenzy. It stood there, staring at him, and Billy could sense something coming from it. Some kind of anticipation. As if the death of the clown in this place signaled the end of the old, and the beginning of the new. Billy was supposed to do something to acknowledge that.

			The dark, feral thing moved closer, and Billy feared for his life again. It seemed about to leap, when something grabbed Billy from behind, reached around to grip the necklace around his throat and pulled. The chain dug like a blade into the flesh of his neck and then broke free, releasing him, and pulling him out of the dangerous place.

			The kitchen flashed across his vision, bright, smelling of autumn leaves and dust. So dusty. 

			Dad stood over him, the necklace’s broken chain in his good hand. The other hand, bleeding from the wrist, hung by his side. The sphere and its orbiting rings slid free, clanged to the floor beside Billy’s bare feet. His father kicked it away. His eyes were wild with anger. That was good, right? Dad was beating the monster. His father’s arms and pajama pants were smeared in gray dust. Streaks of blood across his bare chest, spots dotting his cheeks. The blood is from the clown monster, Billy thought, Not Mom. Mom’s okay. Mom’s okay.

			“Don’t you ever put that on again, Billy!” 

			Billy nodded, trying not to think how much that voice sounded like the clown’s in the other place. He raised both his arms to the sides of his head, pressed them against his ears while he watched his father turn back to the dead thing in the center of the kitchen. It looked different now, like an old dried out bag. The pick was buried in its back. One of the arms had been pulled free and lay curled around the leg of the kitchen table. Dad pounced onto the dead clown like the black monsters had done in the clearing and tore more pieces free, stomping on it with his feet, shouting things like, “No more, you’re dead! Stay dead! You killed her! You killed her! You’re dead! You killed her!”

			His father’s words—You killed her!—played over and over in Billy’s head, filling him with cement. He couldn’t move. To lower his arms, to move a toe, would be to think about the words’ meaning. You killed her! No! Mom was okay. Everything would be okay.

			Dad never stopped, not even when there was nothing under him but a smear of dust on the floor. Now and then he’d lean over, grab a previously discarded piece of the clown and rip and tear, as Billy watched, frozen. Then the house filled with blue and white lights, and, a little later, red lights too. Men came in, each with one hand on the butt of their guns just like the cops on TV. His father had his good hand open in their direction, to show he didn’t have a weapon, and he was pleading with them. Billy did not move. He watched everything like a statue. Everything would be okay. He knew that was true when one of the policemen ran downstairs, shouted for someone to get an ambulance. Why would they call an ambulance if his mother wasn’t going to be just fine?

			The last he saw of his father that night, he was being dragged into the living room. In that final glimpse the man stared back into the kitchen and into Billy’s eyes, shouted his name, like the monster had done in the basement. But it was a different voice. This one belonged to his father. 

			Then he was gone and Billy tried to think of something to do, but his body wouldn’t move. He had to help his dad, somehow. Help his mom. Then it came to him, a snippet of memory. Gram Lucy. She would always do the same thing if there was a problem in the house. Billy could do what she did, and he would not have to move much at all.

			A fat policeman—he had a gun, too, like the others—stepped around the stain on the kitchen floor and slowly knelt in front of Billy. He moved a hand between them like waving away smoke. 

			He whispered, “Son?”

			Billy stared, then began to whisper Gram Lucy’s prayer, the Hail Mary, at least as much of it as he could remember. The policeman said, “What was that, son?”

			Son? The word reverberated inside his skull, losing all meaning.

			Over and over, Billy prayed. As long as he didn’t stop, everything would be all right. As long as he didn’t stop, the monster could never come back.
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			Chapter One

			It was the ugliest thing I’d ever seen.

			“I don’t want it,” I said, pushing it back at my mother.

			“Now, Josh—be nice. This was your father’s when he was a child, and he really wants you to have it.”

			I folded my arms across my chest as she continued to shove the toy at me. “He’s not my father.”

			My father had died two years ago, when I was only eight. Mom said his heart stopped, which sounded terrifying. How did a person’s heart just…stop? Dad’s heart quit working while he was sleeping, so for a year I didn’t want to go to bed. I was afraid the same thing would happen to me. 

			The only thing I liked less than the ugly toy was Michael, my new stepfather. Oh, he seemed nice enough, I guess, but there was something about him that gave me the creeps. Maybe it was the way his smile never reached his eyes. Or the times I’d caught him staring at me when he thought I wasn’t looking. I couldn’t understand how Mom could love someone like that. My real dad had been so nice. His eyes had crinkled at the corners when he laughed, and he laughed a lot. Michael hardly ever laughed, and when he did, it made me shiver.

			Mom sighed. She tried to hide it, but I noticed her lower lip was trembling. Again. She cried at anything these days, even those sappy commercials about starving kids in the Sudan, wherever that was. “He’s trying, Josh. Can’t you be a little nicer to him? It would mean a lot to me.”

			I didn’t want to see her cry again, so I said sure, I would be nicer. She looked relieved as she pressed the toy into my arms and thanked me. Then she asked me what I would like for dinner, which was a treat. Lately we’d only had Michael’s requests, and Michael wanted weird things like steamed spinach and broccoli soup. What kind of person actually likes broccoli?

			She seemed a bit troubled when I requested macaroni and cheese—she was probably worried Michael wouldn’t like it. She hurried to the kitchen, leaving me alone with the bear.

			A teddy bear. Who gives a ten-year-old boy a teddy bear? I was into The Incredible Hulk and riding my bike. A teddy bear was a little kid’s toy.

			I turned the bear over in my hands. Even its fur felt nasty, matted and a bit greasy. I guess it was supposed to be a panda, even though it wasn’t like any panda I’d ever seen. Its body was mostly black, and it had black patches over both eyes. Around its neck was a tattered yellow ribbon. 

			Its eyes were beady, the kind of eyes you see in scary cartoon paintings—the type that seem to follow you around. But the worst was its mouth. It was curled into a vicious snarl so you could see its teeth, and it had huge fangs. What kind of teddy bear has fangs? Nothing about it was soft or cuddly. It was so stiff it was like a piece of wood in my arms.

			The longer I held the bear, the spookier it was. I could swear it was staring back at me, but that was crazy—it was only a toy. It was my imagination playing tricks on me, just like how I was always sure someone was chasing me whenever I ran upstairs from the basement.

			All I knew was that I wanted to put as much space between it and me as possible. I threw it in my closet, under a pile of dirty clothes that smelled so bad even Mom wouldn’t go near them. She might be able to make me take the bear, but she couldn’t force me to play with it.

			I went outside to join my friends and forgot all about the bear—until it was time for bed.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			The second I stepped into my room, I could tell something wasn’t right. It felt like someone was already inside, waiting for me, but I had no brothers or sisters and my friends had gone home.

			Suddenly, for some reason I couldn’t understand, I was scared. I’d been about to turn on the light, but I had this feeling I shouldn’t.

			“Hello?” I said, feeling silly. I had no idea who I was saying hello to, but I really hoped no one would answer me. No one did.

			Before I could stop myself, I flicked on the light. What I saw made me jump. The ugly bear was on my bed! It seemed to be looking at me, its snout twisted into a snarl. I ran to the living room as fast as I could.

			My mother glanced up from the television in surprise. “Josh, what are you still doing up? I thought we agreed it was time for you to go to bed.”

			Michael wasn’t surprised to see me. If anything, he seemed happy. He had a weird smirk on his face that I didn’t like at all.

			“Did you go in my room?” I was asking them both, but my question was really for him.

			“Now, Josh, don’t be silly. Why would we go in your room?” Mom asked, but I ignored her. I was still glaring at Michael, who was staring right back at me.

			“Why do you think someone’s been in your room?” he asked, smooth as silk. I noticed he didn’t deny it. 

			“The bear is on my bed! Someone put him there.”

			“What bear? What on earth are you talking about?” I could tell from the tone of Mom’s voice that she was confused, but she was beginning to get upset too. She always could pick up on my thoughts better than anyone else, and I was breathing so hard she could probably hear it. 

			Michael patted her leg. “It’s nothing to get upset about, Eileen. I believe Josh is referring to the teddy bear I gave him. Isn’t that right, Josh?”

			He smiled, but I imagined that behind his curved lips, he had sharp white fangs like his bear. It was easy enough to believe.

			“Did you put him on my bed?” I demanded. I was so angry I could spit, but plenty scared too. 

			“If he’s on your bed, I’m sure you put him there. You probably got busy playing and forgot.”

			That’s the other thing I didn’t like about Michael. He talked to me like I was a moron instead of a kid. As if I had been stupid enough to leave that bear on my bed and then forget about it. And the worst part was, I could tell he didn’t believe it. I could see it in his face—he knew exactly how the bear got there.

			“You did put him there!”

			“Now, honey, I’m not sure what’s going on,” Mom said, looking warily from Michael to me and back again, “but I’m sure Michael’s right—you just forgot.”

			“I didn’t forget!” I was close to screaming now. I could feel my face getting hot.

			“Okay, okay.” She walked over to me and put her hand on my shoulder. For a second, I was tempted to push her away, but that would have hurt her feelings, and it wasn’t her fault Michael had given me that creepy bear. But it was her fault that Michael was in our lives to start with. A part of me hated her for that. I pulled away. 

			She bent down to look into my eyes. “Where did you leave the bear?” 

			“In my closet. It was under some clothes. There’s no way I forgot and put it on my bed.”

			Mom straightened. Disappointment was written all over her face. I could tell she was unhappy about where I’d left Michael’s gift...

			We both were startled when my stepfather laughed. “Well, that explains it. A closet is no place for a bear. I’m sure Edgar walked out of there and got on the bed himself.”

			My mouth dropped open, but Mom responded before I could say anything. “That’s not funny. Children have very active imaginations, and you have to be careful what you say to them. Talking like that will give him nightmares.”

			“I’m not a child!” I yelled. I was sick and tired of everyone babying me and acting like I was a little kid. If anything, I understood more than they did. How could they not see that bear was creepy?

			“Exactly. He’s not a child, Eileen. He isn’t scared of my little teddy bear—are you, Josh? The boy knows I’m just kidding around.”

			They both waited for my response. Mom still seemed concerned, but hesitant, perhaps wondering if this was worth making a big deal over. The only people who appeared to be upset by this conversation were the two of us. Michael continued to smile, showing off his shark-like teeth.

			As for me, I was in a tough spot. If I wanted to be treated like a big boy—and I did—I could hardly admit that I was scared of a little teddy bear. More than anything, I wished for a moment alone with my mother. I wished I could tell her that there was no way I could sleep in that room with Edgar. (Who names a teddy bear Edgar, anyway? How creepy is that?) But if I admitted it in front of Michael, I’d never hear the end of it. He’d been nicer when he was just dating my mother. Now that they were married, I was getting the idea that he was the kind of person who said cruel things and then claimed he was only “teasing”.

			“Well, it’s getting late,” Michael said in a jovial tone, thumping his hand on the armrest. “Why don’t I tuck you in?”

			Panicked, I met my mother’s eyes with my best pleading expression. She immediately understood. 

			“That’s not necessary, honey. He’s ten years old. He’s totally capable of putting himself to bed.”

			“Oh, I don’t mind. It’s no trouble. Come on, Josh. Let’s go.” Michael held out his hand, and I had to take it if I didn’t want to seem rude. His unspoken message was clear—if I was going to act like a child, he was going to treat me like one. His skin was rough against mine, and in that moment, I hated him with a ferocity that spooked me. 

			Somehow it was even worse to see Edgar waiting on my bed when Michael was beside me. They were both on the same team, and I was the odd one out. I knew it was crazy to think that about a teddy bear, but that was the way it felt.

			“Ah, that’s perfect. See how happy the little guy is. That’s definitely the spot for him,” Michael said, and he was right. The bear did seem happier. Viewed from this perspective, his snarling muzzle could have been a smile. I knew then that Michael had put him on my bed, but I wondered how he’d known where to search. Maybe when he was a kid, he’d kept Edgar in the closet too.

			Michael wouldn’t let go of my hand until we reached the bed. He loomed over me, waiting, while I crawled beneath the covers, careful not to touch the bear. I prayed Michael wouldn’t read me a bedtime story. I didn’t think I could handle that, but I needn’t have worried. He bent down so his face was close to mine, so close our noses were almost touching. Oh God, is he going to give me a goodnight kiss? It took every bit of willpower I had not to pull the covers over my face. If I were rude to him, Mom would never let me hear the end of it.

			“Listen, kid, I know you don’t like me, and you’re not exactly my choice for son of the year either.” 

			I was shocked by his words, and suddenly frightened. This was the first time my stepfather had told me how he really felt. The cheerful tone he used around my mother had been replaced by a threatening growl. 

			“But we’re stuck with each other, and if we can’t be father and son, we can at least try to get along and maybe be friends, okay?”

			I cringed back into my pillow in an attempt to put a little more space between his face and mine. Was he crazy? I would never think of him as a friend, ever.

			Satisfied by my response, or maybe just by my fear, Michael straightened. “Edgar means a lot to me, so I hope you treat him well. If you don’t…well…let’s just say I’ll know.”

			He walked to my door and shut off the light, leaving me in the dark.

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			Scuttling to the far side of the bed, I pulled the covers to my chin and closed my eyes. I tried not to think about Edgar sitting on the other side of my pillow, leering into the dark. In a funny way Michael had helped distract me, because he’d given me a lot of other stuff to think about.

			A tear formed in the corner of my eye and trickled over the bridge of my nose onto my pillow. My heart ached for my dad. Dad would never have let anyone talk to me like that, and if he’d still been around, Mom wouldn’t have looked twice at Michael. In a weird way, she’d actually met Michael through Dad—Michael owned the funeral home where we’d held Dad’s service. Even then, I hadn’t liked him. He’d followed Mom around, asking too many questions, and whenever she’d cried and he’d tried to comfort her, his hugs had lasted a little too long.

			But it still hurt to know he didn’t like me. No grown-up had ever said anything like that to me before, and as I thought about it, the tears came faster. I buried my face in the pillow so Michael wouldn’t hear, wouldn’t know how much his words had bugged me. And then something happened that made me stop feeling sorry for myself.

			Something touched the back of my neck.

			I bolted upright with a screech, slapping wildly at my bare skin. There was nothing there, but as I sat up, I’d felt something fall over to rest against my hip. I was pretty sure I knew what it was.

			Flicking on the lamp, I covered my eyes until they stopped stinging. And then I sat that way for a moment longer. I knew what I’d find when I took my hand away. I knew, but I didn’t want to see it.

			Don’t be silly. It’s only a toy, and toys can’t touch you. You were moving, and he fell against you. That’s all.

			I peeked through two fingers and there he was. Edgar was resting against my side like he was snuggled in for the night.

			I could have sworn that damn bear was grinning at me.

			Sliding out of bed, I pinched one of his ears and ran with him to the closet. This time I buried him even deeper under the pile of clothes, and shoved the whole mess far to the back. Michael would have to work harder to find him this time.

			Only when Edgar was safely in the closet could I get back in bed, but I kept the light on. No matter how tightly I gathered the blankets around me, I couldn’t get warm.

			Edgar stayed in the closet for two days, and I was finally able to sleep again. Maybe everything had been my imagination after all. Even Michael acted like nothing had happened between us, like he hadn’t said that terrible thing about not wanting me for a son. He seemed to be in an extra good mood. He cooked pancakes for breakfast, making sure my bacon was crispy, just the way I liked it. The day after he gave me the bear, he came home with a bouquet of yellow roses for my mom. Yellow roses were her favorite, and she was so happy I decided it was only right that I try to be happy too. She’d been so sad after Dad died—why wreck her one little bit of joy? I tried not to think that Michael had probably taken the roses from someone else’s coffin.

			On the third day, I had a friend over to play. His name was Sean. He wasn’t my best friend—that would be Tom, but Tom had been acting weird since my father died. He’d really loved my dad, who used to take us both on fishing and camping trips. Mom said Tom probably didn’t know what to say to me, but that made no sense. He didn’t have to say anything in order to come over and play. He only had to show up.

			If Tom wasn’t around, I hung out with Sean. I liked Sean okay, but I didn’t ask him over much because my mother didn’t approve of what she called “his language”. I think that was because Sean tended to swear. A lot.

			“Holy Judith, Mother of Hell,” Sean cried when he walked into my room. (Most of Sean’s swears didn’t make any sense.) “What in the blazing ass is this?”

			I had no idea what he was talking about, but when I saw he was pointing to my bed, I instantly understood. It was Edgar, glaring at me from my own pillow. The flesh on my arms tightened into goose bumps, and I suppressed a shudder.

			“You’re sleeping with fricking teddy bears now?” Sean’s eyes gleamed, and I knew he thought he’d hit the kids’ version of a jackpot—something he could use to tease and embarrass me for the rest of my life.

			“No, it’s a dumb joke of my stepfather’s,” I said. Thankfully, my pajama top was still lying on the bed. I threw it over Edgar and gathered it around the bear, scooping up the top into a makeshift bag that I threw into my closet. Sean watched me with curiosity. 

			“What was that about?” he asked.

			I shrugged. “I don’t like to touch it, that’s all. I don’t like the way it feels.”

			“Can’t blame you there. That is one ugly-ass bear.”

			I had a great time with Sean that afternoon. He used almost every toy I had, and even some stuff that wasn’t toys, to construct the biggest Matchbox track of all time. The track went around and around my room, guiding the little cars through dominos and a running shoe and even Darth Vader. Even though it was the most fun I’d had in a long time, I was eager for Sean to leave. Finally I pleaded a stomachache so he wouldn’t invite himself over for dinner, as he often did. I wanted to talk to my mom before Michael got home. Usually they were home from work around the same time, but today was Saturday and Michael had a funeral, so I’d be able to talk to her in private.

			“Is it a stabbing pain or an ache?” Mom asked once Sean had left, and for a moment I was confused. Then I realized my friend must have told her about my “stomachache” on the way out. 

			I shrugged. “Just an ache, I guess.”

			She touched my forehead, feeling for fever. It usually drove me crazy when she was overprotective, but now I was grateful for the attention. It had been so long since I’d had her all to myself. 

			“Why don’t you go up and lie down, and I’ll bring you some TUMS.”

			“Mom, I…” I took a deep breath. “I need to talk to you.”

			She smiled faintly, distracted. “Of course. I’ll be up in a minute, and we’ll talk then.”

			I thought of Edgar in the closet, listening to our conversation. My stomach lurched. Maybe I really was sick. 

			“Can we talk here? It’s important.”

			Mom pulled up a chair at the kitchen table. “Of course. What’s this about, Josh?”

			“Well…” I checked the front window, making sure Michael wasn’t strolling up the walk. “It’s Michael. He keeps going in my room.”

			I knew those words would get her attention. My mom was a firm believer in a person’s right to privacy, even if that person was a kid. As long as I made sure my room wasn’t a disaster, Mom had promised she would never go through my stuff. She was pretty cool that way.

			“Are you sure?” 

			“Yeah.”

			“How can you tell?”

			I told her about Edgar, and how I kept hiding him in the closet, only to find him on my pillow. Mom sighed as I spoke, shaking her head slightly. Once I was quiet again, she reached across the table for my hand and gave it a little squeeze.

			“Josh, I know this has been tough on you. It’s been a big adjustment for both of us, having Michael move in. But it’s been hard on Michael too—he just wants to be your friend. I don’t like that he’s been going through your things, and I’ll speak to him about that, but can’t you keep the bear on your bed? It means so much to him, and I’m sure you don’t really care one way or another.”

			The last thing I wanted to do was let her down, but this was my one chance to tell her how I felt without Michael looming over us with his sharky smile. “I really don’t like it, Mom. It creeps me out. I can’t sleep with it—it’ll give me nightmares. Can you get Michael to take it back?”

			She studied my face. Often it seemed like she could read my mind, but not today. “Can’t you give him a chance? He’s trying.”

			“This isn’t about Michael, Mom—it isn’t, I promise. It’s just the bear. I really don’t like the bear. Will you please ask him if he’ll take it back?”

			A strange expression clouded her features, and she too glanced out the window to make sure the coast was clear. That was the trouble with funerals—you never knew how long they were going to last. At any moment, Michael could be home again. 

			I was surprised to see that she seemed nervous. What was she afraid of? Michael was her husband. She loved him…didn’t she? 

			“To be honest,” she said, lowering her voice even though we were the only people in the house, “I don’t like that bear, either. It looks…evil.”

			I gaped at her in shock. My mother was a religious, God-fearing woman. She didn’t use the word evil lightly. In fact, I didn’t think I’d ever heard her say it before.

			She studied me for another moment and then made up her mind. “Okay, I’ll ask him to take it back. I’m not sure what I’m going to say, but I’ll think of something that won’t hurt his feelings too much.” Her brow wrinkled in concern. “You don’t look well. You should rest. Will you be okay with the bear for now, or do you want me to take it until Michael gets home?”

			A ripple of fear coursed through my body. It was so strong that it nearly knocked me to my knees. “No, don’t take it!” I yelled. It was something about the bear, about Edgar and my mother. As crazy as it was, I knew I had to protect her from Edgar. I could never leave her alone with that thing.

			Mom took a step back at my reaction and her face went pale, but she recovered quickly. “All right, then, we’ll leave it where it is. You go lie down now, and I’ll bring you those TUMS.”

			I thought of Edgar and his sinister grin, Edgar’s yellow eyes glowing in the darkness of my closet, and shivered. And what if it was worse? What if the bear was on my bed again? Michael wasn’t here to pin the blame on this time. If I walked into my room and saw Edgar on my bed, I’d die.

			“Can I stay in the living room?”

			It may have been my imagination, but I swear Mom was relieved. “I think that’s a good idea,” she said.

			By the time Michael got home, I was feeling much better. Mom had placed a cold cloth on my forehead and let me drink all the ginger ale I wanted. She’d put on my favorite cartoons too. As long as I didn’t have to be alone with the bear, I was happy.

			When I heard the back door open, I put down my glass and laid my head on the cushions. I could hear Mom talking to Michael in low tones out in the kitchen, and I knew exactly what they were talking about—Edgar. Closing my eyes, I pretended to be asleep. I stayed that way until they were done talking, even when I heard Michael come into the room and walk up to the couch.

			I could hear him breathing. His eyes were burning a hole in my face. I could feel him watching me for a minute, or five, ten—maybe twenty years. Finally I couldn’t stand it any longer, and I let my eyes flutter open, trying to make it seem like I had just woken up.

			Michael’s features were twisted into an expression of hatred so ugly that I gasped. I knew then that he wasn’t trying to be my friend—that he didn’t and had never liked me. At that moment, I wasn’t sure if he liked my mother.

			When he saw I was awake, that terrible sneer vanished so quickly that I wondered if I’d seen it at all. It was replaced by his usual bland expression. “I understand you’ve been having some problems with Edgar,” he said in that cheerful way of his, but it gave me the creeps. Why did he insist on talking about that bear as if it were a person?

			He leaned close to me then, so close I could smell the sourness of cigars on his breath. Michael often enjoyed a smoke with his grieving clients. Mom didn’t approve, but what could she do? Michael insisted the smoking was important for his business. 

			“I told you not to put him in the closet,” he said. “Edgar likes to sleep in a proper bed.”

			I inched away from him, squeezing myself as far into the cushions as I could, trying to put some distance between his stale cigar breath and me. 

			“You shouldn’t have gone through my closet,” I said, hoping I didn’t sound as scared as I felt. “My room is private.”

			He smirked. “I think we both know I didn’t go in your closet. You do know that, don’t you, Josh?”

			Just as I was about to put my hands over my ears and scream, my mother appeared. “Is anything wrong?”

			Michael straightened, giving her one of his big phony smiles. “Of course not. Josh was just telling me he’s feeling much better. Isn’t that right, Josh?”

			I nodded, feeling trapped but not knowing what else to do. 

			“Well, that’s wonderful. Josh, Michael would like Edgar back. Do you think you could go get him?”

			Even my phys-ed teacher had never seen me move so fast. My heart was pounding when I got to the end of the hallway, but when I opened the door, no horrible face stared back at me. Edgar had stayed where I’d left him. 

			I used the T-shirt trick again, wrapping the cotton fabric as if it were a shroud. Holding the bundle out in front of me, I hurried back down the hall, comforted to see that my mother was waiting in the living room with Michael. I felt safer with her there. Michael would never do anything crazy or scary as long as she was a witness.

			Thrusting the wrapped bundle at him, I felt an incredible sense of relief when my stepfather’s hands reached for it and lifted it out of my grasp. 

			Michael gently unwrapped the bear’s face and cradled the teddy in his arms. My stepfather suddenly looked like the world’s biggest toddler.

			As soon as Mom left the room, the sneer returned to my stepfather’s face. “Edgar only wanted to be your friend, but now you’ve gone and made him angry.”

			The bear seemed to tilt in his arms so Edgar’s luminous yellow eyes could remain focused on me. “You really shouldn’t have done that,” Michael said. “When Edgar gets mad, he always gets even.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Four

			I didn’t sleep well that night. I dreamed of a bear with a snarling face and glowing yellow eyes. It lunged for me, its claws real and lethal amid the fuzzy fake fur of its paws. In my nightmare, it didn’t matter how fast I ran. It caught me again and again, latching onto my throat and killing me.

			I’d push the unsettling images out of my head, only to have them start again. The nightmare always began the same way, with the bear whispering my name.

			“Josh…Josh…Jaaawwwwossssh…”

			My eyes flew open. My forehead was slick with sweat, and I was panting like a trapped animal. I pulled the covers up to my nose for protection, my eyes darting this way and that, desperately trying to see in the dark.

			It was just a nightmare, and I’d had many of those since Dad died. I was too curious for my own good—whenever Mom said a movie was too scary or a book too violent, I was driven to seek it out. 

			Nightmares were only bad dreams—they couldn’t hurt me. There was no such thing as monsters, or teddy bears that came alive and grew fangs and claws. But something had woken me up. I waited, barely daring to breathe, my heart pounding loud enough to be heard in the next room.

			I was almost asleep when I heard it again. A faint whisper, nearly drowned out by the hum of the furnace.

			“Josh…” 

			Whimpering, I flung the covers over my head and stayed that way until morning, too terrified to cry out.

			I must have drifted off, because I awakened to my mother calling my name. She sounded furious.

			“Josh Leary, you get down here right now!”

			The tone of her voice made me flinch. Sometimes Mom got frustrated with me, but I couldn’t remember the last time she’d so much as raised her voice. We’d been careful with each other since we’d lost Dad.

			“Josh!”

			“Okay, I’m coming,” I called, pulling back the covers with reluctance. My room was as it had been the day before. Nothing was out of place, at least as far as I could tell. Maybe I’d dreamed all the strange noises in the night. Or maybe Michael had been playing another one of his tricks. 

			I shoved my feet into my slippers and headed downstairs. Mom was in the kitchen—I could hear her voice, accompanied by the low rumble of Michael’s. 

			Unprepared for what I was about to see, I froze in the doorway. A weird noise escaped me before I could stop it, a cross between a gasp and a shriek. The kitchen was a war zone. Mom stood in the middle of an entire week’s worth of groceries. Egg yolks and ketchup streaked the floor, dotted by piles of sugar and squished fruits and vegetables. Glass jars that had once held strawberry jam and horseradish had been smashed to bits. 

			Mom looked like she didn’t know whether to burst into tears or pull her hair out. The wildness in her eyes scared me. Michael was sitting in his usual chair at the kitchen table, smirking.

			“W-what happened?” I asked.

			“How could you do this?” she screamed. Flour and what appeared to be chocolate syrup streaked her face and arms. It would have been funny if I hadn’t been so scared. “What were you thinking? This is hundreds of dollars’ worth of food, Josh! We can’t afford this.”

			I cringed back against the wall, frightened of my mother for the first time I could remember. “I didn’t do it.” Even as I said the words, I knew she wasn’t going to believe me.

			“Well, if you didn’t, I’d sure like to know who did.”

			Instinctively, my eyes flicked to Michael, and that wiped the smirk off his face in a hurry. He got up from his chair, his face reddening. “I hope you’re not going to try to blame this on me, young man.”

			“I-I’m not blaming anyone. I don’t know what happened.”

			Mom was near collapse. When she’d been full of rage, it had given her energy, but now that she’d said her piece, she sagged like a deflating balloon.

			“It’s pretty easy to see what happened. You’ve been trying to cause trouble ever since I moved in,” Michael said. “I realize I can’t replace your father, and I’m not trying to, but you have to accept me as the man of the house, got it? This type of behavior is not going to be tolerated—not by me, and not by your mother.”

			I felt my eyes widen. What was he talking about? I hadn’t done anything to cause trouble. “But I didn’t do this!”

			Michael started to respond, but my mom held up her hand, cutting him off. It seemed to take all the energy she had left. “All right, let’s not fight. Josh has never lied to me, Michael. If he says he didn’t do it, I believe him.”

			Her new husband shot her a look of disbelief, and I can’t say I blamed him. Gratitude for my mother’s loyalty made me feel weak in the knees, and I was glad I was still leaning against the wall.

			“You must be joking, Eileen. Who else could possibly have done this? I certainly hope you don’t think I’d waste my own money this way.”

			“I don’t know who did it, and I don’t want to think about it anymore. All I want is for my kitchen to be put back the way it was.”

			Grabbing a rag from the sink, she filled a bucket with hot soapy water. Even I could see that it was going to take a lot more than a bucket of water and soap to clean up the mess.

			“Are you going to stand there all day?” Michael snapped at me. “Go help your mother.”

			Reluctant to cross his path, I shuffled over to where Mom kneeled on the floor, keeping my back to the wall for as long as I could. As I drew closer to her, I could see her shoulders were shaking. I wanted to hug her, but I didn’t dare in front of Michael. Instead I pulled up the garbage can and started to toss in the bigger pieces of glass and eggshell.

			“I have some rubber gloves under the sink. Put them on. I don’t want you to cut yourself.”

			She still didn’t meet my eyes, and I could feel the weight of her disappointment. I knew then that in spite of how she’d stuck up for me with Michael, she still thought I’d done this. As the only kid in the house, I was the most likely culprit.

			When I walked to the sink, I spotted something that made me shiver. In one of the piles of sugar was a small paw print. 

		

	
		
			Chapter Five

			It got so I was afraid to close my eyes. Every single night, something awful happened. It would start with that eerie whispering.

			“Josh…Josh…Jaaawwwwossssh…”

			I began to wish that it was Michael playing a trick on me, but it didn’t sound like Michael. There was a harshness to the whisper, something inhuman about it.

			Pulling the covers over my head, I would wait, trembling, hoping whatever it was wouldn’t touch me. After a while, it would get bored and I’d hear the soft pad of tiny footsteps, followed by the sound of breaking glass. I flinched at every crash, wondering why my mother never woke up. No one seemed to hear the noise but me, but they sure were able to see the destruction in the morning. 

			Windows were smashed. More food was smeared on the kitchen floor. And even worse, whatever it was had an unerring sense of what was most important to my mother. It destroyed her few precious things, breaking her down a little more each time. It hurt my heart to watch her cry. She begged me to tell her why I was doing such awful things. Was I angry with her? Had she done something to bring this upon herself? I would insist it hadn’t been me, that I would never do that to her. Just when she believed me, Michael would interrupt, sending me to my room without breakfast so they could decide on my punishment.

			When it came to punishment, Michael was becoming more and more creative. Withholding food and toys was the standard, of course, as was grounding me and not allowing me to talk to Sean or any of my other friends. But one time he made me sit in a tub of water so cold that I thought I was going to die. It hurt a lot, and tears streamed down my face as I cried and cried for my mother. I couldn’t believe she would let anyone do this to me, and it was clear she wasn’t happy about Michael’s punishments.

			“Please let him get out. That’s enough,” she said after I’d been in the icy water for ten minutes. 

			“The boy needs a firm hand, Eileen. You’re not helping him by being soft. You’ve already let him get away with far too much.”

			Then he would force her out of the room and lock the door. I could hear her crying all the way down the hallway. At first I yelled for her, but Michael hit me across the face, splitting my lip. I stared at him, sucking on my wound and swallowing my own blood. It tasted like pennies, and I gagged.

			“You know!” I cried. “You know it isn’t me who’s doing this.”

			“Don’t be silly, Josh,” he said, adding more ice cubes to the bath. “Who else could it possibly be?”

			And then he slowly closed one eye and winked at me.

			I knew then, without a doubt, that Michael was a monster.

			Unfortunately for me, he decided the cold-water torture had the best chance of “straightening me out”, and he kept me in the bath longer and longer. My teeth chattered. My fingers and toes and even my nails turned blue. It was extremely painful, like a million tiny knives stabbing me all over my body, but eventually I went numb and drifted away. I imagined I saw Dad during those times. He was dressed in his one good suit, and he was surrounded by light. He held open his arms when he saw me, and his cheek was wet with tears when he pressed it against mine.

			“Hang on, son. You’ll be all right. Just be strong for a little bit longer, okay?”

			I flung my arms around him and held on so tight I would have sworn no one could make me let go, but Michael was getting better at forcing me to come back. He would pinch me under the armpits, where the skin is really tender, and once he hit me in the balls with the shampoo bottle. That made me throw up in the water, which disgusted him enough to let me go. I crawled from the tub, hands cupping my throbbing crotch, and collapsed on the bathmat, sobbing. 

			One time he pushed my head under so I came back choking. The water distorted his face, but I could tell he was still grinning, grinning, grinning. I don’t think he would have let me up that time if Mom hadn’t pounded on the door. 

			He knew that something was taking me away from him and the torture, that something was comforting me, and he didn’t like it one bit. It made him furious. I wished he would go too far one day, and then I’d be with my dad forever. But Dad had made me promise to hold on, and so I did. I wondered what would happen if I were gone and Michael focused his cruelty on my mother.

			Sometimes, in the rare moments when we were alone, Mom would hold out her arms for me. She would rest her cheek against my head and cry for ages, asking me to forgive her. I soaked up those little drops of love as if they were food for a starving man. Gone was the independent boy I’d once been, the one who’d felt he was too old for such motherly affection. Now I’d take what I could get.

			Other days, she’d sit in her wicker chair in the corner, staring into space, some bit of mending or crocheting lying forgotten in her lap. It was more and more difficult to rouse her from that state, and as I shook her by the shoulders, I realized how thin and light she was. We were changing together, our cheekbones growing sharp against our skin, our eyes hollow and surrounded by shadows. 

			The more we wasted away, the happier Michael seemed. In spite of his diet, he was rotund as always, the swell of his stomach pressing against his proper white shirt. He was all smiles as he sat down to dinner each evening, while me and Mom (if I was allowed to eat that night) only picked at our food and said nothing.

			My teachers soon noticed that something was very different about me. When I fell asleep in class for the third time in as many days, Mrs. Brinklemeir took me aside. I’d expected her to be angry with me, maybe even to hit me. Some part of me knew that teachers weren’t allowed to hit their students, but such punishment had become second nature to me, to the point that I was beginning to expect it.

			“Is there anything you want to tell me?” Mrs. Brinklemeir asked, her lovely face filled with concern. 

			Overcome with emotion, I could only shake my head. I didn’t trust myself to speak.

			“What’s keeping you from sleeping at home? You can talk to me. You’re safe here.”

			That was the moment I realized my beloved teacher, who I’d always thought was so smart, didn’t know anything at all. School wasn’t safe—no place was safe. If I told her what was happening at home, she’d call the police. And the police would go to Michael and tell him everything I’d said. Michael would lie. He’d tell them I’d gotten out of control, that I was acting out each night by breaking my mother’s most prized possessions. He was trying to teach me a lesson, he’d say. He was trying to take a firm hand. The police would listen to him, and then they’d talk to my mother. She would back up Michael’s story, because that’s what she had to do. It was her way of surviving the nightmare our lives had become. And the police would believe her, if they didn’t believe her husband, and they’d leave. There might be something—the suggestion of an inappropriate smirk, perhaps, or the sad condition of my mother, who had begun to resemble a prisoner of war—that would make them pause on their way out. Maybe they’d glance at each other with uncertainty, suspecting there was more to the story, but unsure of what it was. Even so, this vague niggling feeling might keep them awake that night, and for several nights to come, but it wouldn’t be enough to get them to remove me from that awful house, to take me someplace safe. Or better yet, to lock Michael away somewhere so we’d never have to see him again.

			The police would leave, and I’d be left with a man even angrier than before. So no, there was no place safe. Not for me, at least.

			A few days after Mrs. Brinklemeir pulled me aside, something happened that changed everything. Whatever was responsible for the destruction in our house finally went too far. 

			It went after my mother’s cookie jar.

			The jar was very old. It had been my great-grandmother’s, and Mom had told me that she thought it must have been made in the 1930s, maybe even the ’20s. But it wasn’t its age that made it special—it was the memories it contained.

			Mom had spent her childhood summers on her grandmother’s farm. As a young girl, she had been fascinated with the jar, which was decorated with the most amazing painted cookies. She used to stare at them for hours, imagining what those cookies would taste like if they were inside the jar instead of her grandmother’s usual oatmeal raisin or chocolate chip. And I completely understood, because I used to do the same thing. 

			When it came time to get a real cookie, though, Mom insisted on being the one who retrieved it from the jar. Time had made the ceramic brittle, and she worried that I would break it, destroying her childhood memories in one fell swoop.

			That morning, I was woken up by a strange noise. As I strained to hear what had awakened me, it happened again. It was the sound of hysterical sobbing. 

			I leapt out of bed and tore from the room, taking the stairs to the main floor two at a time. “Mom! Mom, are you okay?”

			I stopped short when I got to the kitchen. Mom was cradling a broken bit of pottery to her chest. She was wailing.

			I wanted to go to her, but Michael blocked my path. “I hope you’re happy now. I hope you got what you wanted, because you are going to be punished within an inch of your life.”

			At his words, my mother stopped crying. Her head shot up and her eyes narrowed as she glared at him. “No! Enough is enough. You leave him alone.”

			The shocked expression on his face was the best thing I’d seen in a long time. 

			“You’re still going to protect him? You’ve got to be joking, Eileen. He destroyed the thing you love most in the world.” Underneath his words lurked that threat I’d heard so much of lately. My mother didn’t flinch.

			“The thing I love most is my son, Michael. I was wrong to let you discipline him. You’re not his father, and I think your punishments have driven a bigger wedge between you.”

			A bigger wedge? If Michael and I stood on either side of the Grand Canyon, we couldn’t be farther apart.

			Michael’s face turned red, then purple. His skin got so dark I thought his head would explode. He stood there, unclenching and clenching his fists. “Fine,” he said, spitting each word from between gritted teeth. “Have it your way, but you deserve everything you get. I’m going out.”

			He stormed out of the kitchen and was gone in a matter of minutes, slamming the door. For once Mom didn’t run after him. She wept, letting the broken piece of porcelain slip from her fingers. I crept over to her, unsure of her reaction. I didn’t think she would slap me, but who knew? I was so used to being the scapegoat that I jumped if a car backfired.

			When I was close enough to touch, she hugged me with a ferocity that nearly knocked me off my feet. I pressed my cheek against her shoulder and she leaned her head against mine. We stayed like that for a long time. 

			“I’ve gotten us into quite a mess, haven’t I?” Her eyes were unbearably sad.

			“I didn’t do it, Mom. You have to believe me! I would never break your cookie jar.” 

			I thought I saw a faint glimmer of hope flicker in her eyes. “I didn’t think so,” she said, her words slow and careful. “I didn’t think you would do a thing like that.” She seized me by the shoulders suddenly, startling me so I gasped. “But who did, Josh? Who is doing this? Please tell me.”

			I felt the sensation of something sneaking up behind me, creeping closer and closer on silent feet. The urge to look over my shoulder was overwhelming, but equally strong was the instinct that told me it was better not to know. “Is Michael back?” I whispered.

			She frowned, but shook her head. “No, we’re alone. Please tell me. Who is doing this?”

			Squeezing my eyes shut, I told her the truth. “Edgar.”

			Mom wrapped her arms around me and held me for a long time. She didn’t say another word. Eventually she sent me off to play while she cleaned up the broken china. Michael came home later that night with reddened eyes, smelling of beer. He went to bed without speaking to either of us.

			The next day, Mom told me I was going to see a doctor.

		

	
		
			Chapter Six

			“Your mother tells me there’s been some problems at home.”

			Dr. Harvey seemed nice. He was a little old man with lots of white hair and a little white goatee. He wore a pale blue sweater and smelled of mint. I’d bet he was someone’s grandpa. 

			“Are you going to give me a needle?”

			He laughed, but it was in a kind way, not in that mean kids-say-the-stupidest-things way some adults have. “Nope, no needles, and I won’t listen to your heart, either. I’m not that type of doctor, Josh.”

			I narrowed my eyes. “Then what type of doctor are you?” I couldn’t understand why I had to spend a Saturday in Dr. Harvey’s office, as nice as he was. I wasn’t sick. And no doctor in the world would be able to stop Edgar.

			“I’m more interested with what’s going on in here,” he said, tapping the side of his head. “I want to know what you’re thinking, what you’re feeling.”

			“Why?”

			“Your mother thinks you might need someone to talk to. Do you think you need someone to talk to?”

			“No,” I said. I leaned back against the chair and crossed my arms. This is stupid.

			“What do you think of your stepfather?”

			I kicked my feet, thunking my heels against the chair. It made a satisfying sound. Tha-thunk. Tha-thunk. Tha-thunk. I silently dared Dr. Harvey to tell me to stop, but he didn’t notice. He was still waiting for me to answer. I shrugged. “He’s okay.” For a monster.

			“Is he? Your mother thinks you don’t like him very much.”

			I shrugged again. Dr. Harvey leaned toward me, gripping the arms of my chair. I had to stop kicking if I didn’t want to hurt him, so I did. “Josh, there’s something I need you to know. Anything you tell me is confidential. Do you know what that means?”

			“Yep. You won’t tell anyone.”

			“That’s right. I’m your doctor, and I’d like to be your friend. You can tell me anything you like, and I won’t repeat it to a single soul.”

			“But I don’t need a doctor. I’m not sick.”

			Dr. Harvey smiled. “Of course you’re not sick. You seem to me to be a very healthy young man. People come to see me when something is bothering them. Maybe they’re having bad thoughts, or they have nightmares all the time. Maybe someone is picking on them, or being mean to them.”

			A tiny spark of interest was growing in my mind. “Do you help those people?” I asked. Behind his wire-rimmed glasses, Dr. Harvey’s eyes were blue and very kind. I could tell he was a man who smiled a lot. 

			“I’d like to think so. Sometimes it helps people to talk to someone who they can trust. And you can trust me. I’m on your side.”

			“And you won’t tell Michael anything I say?”

			He made a zipping motion across his lips. “Not a word.”

			I thought for a moment. I was old enough to know that the things Michael had been doing to me were very, very wrong. If anyone found out, he would be in a lot of trouble, maybe even go to jail. And then what would happen to Mom? Would she hate me? Would we lose our house and have to live on the street? Maybe I’d have to quit school and get a job. But who would hire a ten-year-old kid?

			Dr. Harvey continued to study me, waiting. I squirmed in the seat, wishing I were invisible. What if I told the truth and Michael found out somehow? What if they didn’t do anything to him, and he was still in the house with Mom and me? What if he tried to really hurt me?

			“Are you afraid of your stepfather, Josh?”

			After a minute, I nodded. Nodding wasn’t really saying anything, after all. I couldn’t get in trouble for nodding.

			“Can you tell me what he does that frightens you?”

			More uncomfortable minutes passed. I could feel Dr. Harvey’s eyes on me as he waited for me to say something. He seemed to be willing to wait for as long as it took.

			“Remember, Josh—you can tell me anything, and Michael will never find out. I won’t even tell your mother. I promise.”

			“I think he hates me,” I mumbled, staring at my hands. There was something about Dr. Harvey that made me scared to meet his eyes. What if he could tell what I was thinking?

			“Why do you think that?” Dr. Harvey asked. He was the first adult who didn’t insist on arguing with me. I didn’t want to hear that Michael didn’t hate me, because I knew he did.

			He had to hate me to give me that bear.

			I said nothing. Dr. Harvey was leaning back in his own chair now, so I resumed kicking. Tha-thunk. Tha-thunk. Tha-thunk.

			“Does he say mean things to you?”

			I nodded.

			“Does he ever hit you?”

			“Not really,” I whispered. If I told the truth, he’d report it, and then Michael would know what I’d done.

			“Josh, does Michael…does he ever touch you in an inappropriate way?”

			My eyes widened, but Dr. Harvey wasn’t disgusted or angry; he looked just as he had when he’d asked me the other questions. My stomach churned—I knew exactly what he was getting at, and the very thought made me sick. “No, never.”

			The doctor wrote something down on his clipboard. “How long has Michael been saying mean things to you?”

			“Since he gave me Edgar.”

			The thought of the bear and its twisted snout and evil yellow eyes made me feel cold.

			“And Edgar is the teddy bear, correct?”

			I nodded.

			“Josh, why do you think Michael gave you Edgar?”

			“Because he hates me,” I said.

		

	
		
			Chapter Seven

			Meeting Dr. Harvey was one of the best things that could have happened to me. Just knowing that there was someone I could talk to every week who would listen gave me courage.

			The one thing I could not talk about was Edgar. Every week, Dr. Harvey asked about him, and every week I managed to change the subject. Telling my mom the truth was one thing, but I knew I could never tell another adult. Not unless I wanted to be hauled off to the place where crazy people go.

			The bolder I got, the weaker Michael became. Ever since I started seeing Dr. Harvey, Michael didn’t hit me anymore. The ice-water baths stopped. He rarely raised his voice. Instead, he simply avoided me. It was an uneasy peace, but much better than how things had been before.

			The destruction stopped too. I know Mom suspected that talking to Dr. Harvey was letting me express my anger in a healthy way. It hurt that she didn’t believe me, but maybe it was better. I was a kid and I could barely handle it. The truth would probably be enough to drive Mom crazy.

			As for Edgar, I hardly saw him anymore. Sometimes I thought I caught a glimpse of him out of the corner of my eye, and other times I was awakened by something painful but half-remembered, only to find a strange bruise on my cheek or a red mark on my arm. After a while, even that stopped happening. I thought I’d finally seen the last of Edgar.

			Sadly, I was wrong.

			About a month after I started seeing Dr. Harvey, it happened again. Someone whispering my name startled me out of a deep sleep.

			“Josh…Josh…Jaaawwwwossssh…”

			This time, instead of cowering under the covers and praying for morning to come, I snapped on the light. Wincing at the sudden brightness, I looked around the room, darting quick glances at every shadowy corner. 

			Nothing.

			I was alone.

			“Who’s there?” I demanded, knowing once and for all that the whisperer wasn’t Michael. There was no way he would have been able to find a place to hide so quickly.

			Crossing my arms, I prepared to wait. Within a few short minutes, I heard it again.

			“Josh…Josh…Jaaawwwwossssh…”

			I leapt out of bed. “Where are you?” I yelled, not caring who I woke up. Seizing my Yoda flashlight, I shined it under the bed. I searched in my closet and in my toy chest. Nothing.

			By the time I climbed back into bed, my pajama top was sticking to my sweat-soaked skin. I was determined to stay up the rest of the night, to catch Edgar in the act and to prove once and for all, even to myself, that he was the one who tormented me.

			But the excitement of the search had gotten to me, and soon enough, my eyes closed. I fell asleep with the lights on, my Yoda flashlight clutched in one hand.

			I was standing in a field. The sun beat warm against my face, and I could smell the rich soil and the faint perfume of wildflowers. A man headed toward me from across the field—slower at first, and then faster and faster. I wasn’t surprised to see the man was my father, because I knew I was dreaming. He was much the same, except there were streaks of silver in his blond hair, and more smile lines around his eyes.

			He held out his arms for me, and I ran to embrace him.

			“Dad!”

			I buried my face in his shoulder, breathing in the familiar scent of his cologne. I never wanted to let him go, but all too soon Dad pulled back from me. Rather than being thrilled to see me, he looked worried. “Your mother is in trouble, Josh.”

			“What? Why?”

			“You have to save her.”

			Mom, in trouble? I knew she hadn’t been happy lately, but it wasn’t as if she was the one who had her head pushed under water. 

			“What’s wrong with Mom?”

			“It’s the bear. You have to get rid of the bear, Josh. You have to get rid of Edgar.”

			At the mention of his name, it was as if the sun went behind a cloud. “But how? I don’t even know where he is anymore.”

			“He’s never far from you. All you have to do is keep your eyes open, and you’ll see him. You must destroy him.”

			A sharp, stabbing pain in my foot made me cry out. My father reached out a hand to steady me. “What is it, son? What’s wrong?”

			“I don’t know,” I said, hopping on one leg as I clutched my injured foot. “I think something bit me!”

			Another shot of intense pain, this time in my other foot, made me scream. I collapsed to the ground, rocking back and forth. Lightning traveled through my nerve endings, pain so intense I could barely stand it. My dad bent to gather me in his arms.

			“He knows you’re with me. He can see us. Nowhere is safe right now, Josh, not even in your head. Every time you come to me you will be punished, do you understand? If you want to keep visiting me, you’ll have to destroy the bear. Can you promise? Promise me you’ll destroy it.”

			I shrieked as my left foot was the victim of another vicious bite. Curling into the fetal position, I moaned as Dad tried to comfort me.

			“Go back, son,” he said. “Go back, and he won’t hurt you anymore.”

			I opened my eyes. The field of wildflowers was gone. In its place was only darkness. Why was it so dark? I was sure I’d left the light on. My feet still throbbed with pain, but it wasn’t as bad as it had been in the dream. I pushed on the switch of my Yoda flashlight. Click-click. Click-click. The battery was dead. I must have fallen asleep before I could turn the flashlight off.

			I reached for the lamp, but before I could touch the switch, something soft grazed my hand. I bit my lip to keep from crying out. Waiting in the dark, I held my breath, my eyes squeezed shut. I didn’t want to see the yellow eyes that I knew would be staring back at me. Finally I got up the nerve to fumble for the lamp again. This time nothing touched me. 

			Slowly, I risked a peek. My room was empty again. I was alone.

			But embedded in my feet were three brass tacks.

		

	
		
			Chapter Eight

			Sean sounded surprised to hear from me that weekend. I guess I couldn’t blame him; we hadn’t really spoken in weeks. Either I was grounded or I was too ashamed over the latest punishment to want to see anyone. 

			“What do you want to do?” he asked as we sat in my backyard, popping the heads off the dandelions. It was Saturday afternoon, a sunny June day that held a promise of the summer to come. I was determined Edgar would be out of our lives before school was out. There was no way I could handle being in the house with him all week.

			“Let’s go treasure hunting.” The weather had definitely worked in my favor. If it had been raining, Sean would never have agreed to my plan. 

			“Asstastic! Where do you want to go? The train tracks?” There was always plenty of treasure to be found at the rail yards. We both had an impressive collection of rusty iron spikes.

			“Nah, let’s go to the dump. Do you know how to get there?”

			Sean’s eyes widened. The town dump was a half-day ride on our bikes, easy. It also required sneaking past Mr. McGilvery, who stood guard at the huge gate and charged people money for the privilege of getting rid of their old junk. Scavenging in the dump was strictly forbidden. We both knew kids who had done it successfully, but we also knew more kids who had gotten caught. 

			“Sure, I guess I do, but that’s pretty far. What about the lake?”

			The lake was about ten blocks from my house. Some people liked to sit on the small bit of sand that surrounded it and pretend it was a beach. As a result, it was a good place to find treasure too—lost earrings, bits of change, keys. Sean had found a dirty magazine there once, and was always hoping that lightning would strike twice.

			“Nah, we went there last time. Besides, I wanna drop something off.”

			Sean’s eyes gleamed. The guy was a walking radar detector when it came to mischief. “Whatcha got, Josh?”

			I shrugged, being careful to stay casual. If I gave Sean any reason to suspect how scared I was, one of two things would happen—he’d get freaked out and refuse to go, or he’d tease me so bad I’d never hear the end of it. Neither were great options. “Just that ugly bear of my stepfather’s. I want to get rid of it.”

			I needn’t have worried. Sean threw his head back and laughed, a long, high cackle. “Asstastic! We’ll be pirates, and the ugly-ass bear can be our prisoner.”

			I liked the thought of Edgar being at our mercy. I was glad Sean had agreed, because one thing was for sure—I wouldn’t have had the guts to go without him.

			Finding Edgar had been a challenge. Once I made sure my mom was working in her garden, I crept into her bedroom. Since Michael had moved in, they’d been keeping it locked, but I could open it easily with my plastic library card. My pulse pounding in my throat, I hurriedly searched their closet and dresser drawers. I even looked under their bed, cold sweat running along the tip of my nose. But I didn’t find anything, much less that dreaded teddy bear. I wondered why Michael was so determined to keep me out of his room. He certainly didn’t have anything worth hiding.

			Where was that damn bear?

			I remembered my dad’s words from last night’s dream. My hands were trembling as I left Mom’s room, careful to lock the door behind me. With a sinking heart, I tiptoed into my own room, cursing myself for being silly. What was I trying to sneak up on?

			I didn’t bother to answer my own unspoken question. I knew exactly why I was being sneaky.

			Edgar was in the first place I looked, lying in my closet underneath the pile of clothes. I was expecting to see him, but I still had to bite my lip to keep from yelling when I saw him in the gloom, leering up at me.

			Before I could lose my nerve, I threw an old blanket over the bear and wrapped him in it as tightly as I could, tying the bundle with an old skipping rope. Then I stuffed Edgar, blanket and all, into my backpack. I hadn’t had the guts to put the backpack on yet, and as Sean and I talked, I kept glancing over at it, expecting to see it move.

			“Well, what are you waiting for? Let’s go!” Sean was practically hopping from foot to foot with excitement. I knew it was going to be hard to keep up with him. On a normal day, he was a faster rider than I was, but with an adventure ahead, he’d take off like a rocket.

			“Just a minute,” I said. “I need to tell my mom we’re going.”

			Mom was bent over her flowerbed. With a sad little pang, I saw there were strands of gray in her light brown hair. Just like Dad in Heaven or wherever he was, she was getting older. 

			I had to call her name a few times before she answered. She looked around with a puzzled expression, almost as if she didn’t know where she was. Purple shadows circled her eyes, so dark they were like bruises.

			“Did you call me, Josh?”

			“Yeah. Sean and I are going to go on a treasure hunt. Is that okay?”

			She squinted up at me, using one gloved hand to shield her eyes from the sun. “I guess so. Are you going to the lake?”

			Crap. I hadn’t expected her to ask me where we were going. Usually she only needed to know what I was doing and with whom. “Yeah, and a couple other places.” I felt heavy with the guilt of lying to her.

			“You’ll be back before dinner?”

			“Well, here’s the thing. Sean’s mom is ordering pizza, and she asked me if I could go over there for dinner. Is that okay?”

			Mom’s face relaxed. She appeared relieved that I’d be someone else’s problem that evening, and I knew what she was thinking—the less time Michael and I spent in each other’s company, the better.

			“I don’t see why not. It’s good to see you spending time with your friends again.”

			“Yeah. Hey, Mom, can I borrow one of those shovel things?”

			She was confused until she saw that I was pointing to the garden tool she held. “You mean a spade? Why on earth would you need a spade?”

			I rolled my eyes, trying to seem as exasperated as possible. “Geez, Mom! How are we supposed to dig for buried treasure if we don’t have a shovel?”

			Mom smiled, the first real smile I’d seen from her in a while. It didn’t erase the sadness in her eyes, but at least it was a start. “Of course. I should have realized.” She handed me the tool, its business end already coated in dirt. “You better wash that off first, or you’ll get your things all mucky.”

			I agreed, but I had no intention of cleaning it. Let Edgar get a bit dirty—it would serve him right. 

			That bike ride was the strangest of my life, and I hope never to repeat it. Sean grinned when he heard my story of the pizza supper at his house.

			“That’s perfect! That will give us the time we need to get there and back.” He threw his leg over his bike and sighed. “I kinda wish we were going to the lake and eating pizza at my house. It would be a lot easier.”

			“You don’t have to come if you don’t want to,” I said, knowing full well that Sean wouldn’t be able to resist the challenge. “I can go by myself.”

			As we soon learned, Sean was right to have reservations. We hadn’t been pedaling for more than twenty minutes before thick, dark storm clouds clustered above us. 

			“Well, I’ll be a monkey’s vagina! Where in the ever lovin’ crap did those come from? It’s supposed to be sunny all day.”

			Before I could answer, lightning flashed from one cloud to the next, bright enough to blind us. I swerved, nearly hitting a rock and toppling my bike. I had an unsettling feeling, but I kept pedaling as fast as I could. “Come on! If we hurry, we can make it there before it rains.”

			Sean grumbled, but he was soon hard on my heels. The chrome of our spokes flashed with every lightning strike. When the thunder came, it was powerful enough to make the ground vibrate under our wheels. I wobbled again, the original uneasy rider.

			“Holy kumquat sheeeit!” Sean cried, fighting to keep his balance. And then the rain came.

			I’d been caught in the rain before. Sometimes I’d intentionally sought it out. But never before had I felt anything like this. Every droplet of water was a tiny knife, stabbing at any inch of bare skin. We bent our heads over our handlebars and worked the pedals like we were in the Tour de France, crying out as the rain struck a particularly vulnerable part. It was like getting slapped a million times, or stung by an army of tiny hornets.

			“Is this all you got, Edgar?” I spat the words from between gritted teeth, confident Sean couldn’t hear me over the storm. “A little rain isn’t going to stop us.”

			We were able to take the trail along McGiver’s Forest most of the way. The trees offered us some protection from the storm, but eventually we ran out of options. It was either the street or the sidewalk. We paused, surveying the crosswalk that ran across Seventh Avenue, one of the busiest streets in town. Seen through the sheet of rain, the lights of the cars were blurred smears of red and gold.

			“Should we cross?” Sean asked. The other side of the avenue was more sheltered, but I shook my head. I had a vision of a car trying to stop in time, but unable to, its tires shrieking on the wet pavement, the horrified face of the driver right before he hit us…

			“Let’s stay on this side.”

			We lowered our heads again and pushed off, the rain striking our necks and backs and legs. Our clothing was soaked, but it made me feel better to think that Edgar was probably soaked too, as my backpack wasn’t waterproof. Let him drown in there, I thought, and as I did, I felt my pack jostle against my back. I panicked, nearly losing my balance. My hands tightened on the handlebars.

			It’s only your imagination. 

			But I knew it hadn’t been.

			We’d gotten out of the forest just in time. There was a loud cracking noise, and another blinding flash behind us. We both skidded to a stop and turned to watch.

			“Holy assbat Jesus.” Sean whistled. “Did you see that?”

			I was too stunned to reply. Lightning was hitting the trees. One by one they caught fire and fell. Soon a steady stream of chipmunks, squirrels, and birds was fleeing the forest. We even saw a deer run past.

			The lightning continued to flash, every strike a direct hit. With each crackle and hiss, we both jumped. Our shoulders were so hunched they almost touched our ears. Sean stared at me, wincing into the rain, his eyes wide with fear. “This isn’t right, man.”

			“Let’s get out of here.” I didn’t need to ask him twice. Soon we were moving away from McGiver’s Forest as fast as we could go, fighting for purchase on the slick sidewalk.

			We hadn’t gone much farther, maybe another mile or two, when we saw the worms. They covered the path ahead in thick, pink ropes. I could almost hear the squelching. One thing I’d never told Sean is that I was afraid of worms. It wasn’t something a boy my age would ever admit to his buddies, unless he wanted to find a few worms in his sleeping bag on the next camping trip.

			My chest tightened as I saw their disgusting, slimy bodies. They were night crawlers, the biggest of the big, and they were everywhere. My mouth went as dry as dust. I couldn’t swallow. 

			I could hear Sean swearing up ahead. The scene was enough to gross him out, and as far as I knew, he wasn’t afraid of worms. Apparently deciding that the best thing to do was get it over with, my friend picked up speed. Cold worm guts splashed me in the face. My stomach clenched with the need to puke, but I kept on going, focusing on my friend’s broad back.

			I could avoid seeing them, but I couldn’t stop hearing the sickening splat they made as our tires ran over them, crushing them into the concrete. Still, we were nearly past. My spirits rose, and even the rain seemed to be letting up. We could do this! We would do this.

			And then Sean braked so suddenly I almost crashed into him.

			“Jesus Jumping Liversnaps!” he screamed. “Holy monkey ass cock knocker!” 

			I pulled alongside, careful not to see the ground. I didn’t want to stop, because I’d have to put my feet down, so I circled in front. “What’s—” I started to ask, but then I saw.

			Sean’s face was as white as milk. He was staring at his front tire, and his eyes were so big I was worried they would burst from his face. Curled through his spokes was a snake.

			Garter snakes were pretty common in the fields nearby, and neither of us had a problem with them. We’d both kept them as pets and used them to scare girls. But garter snakes were harmless. Garter snakes didn’t hiss or spit. We knew this wasn’t a garter snake.

			The creature reared back as if to strike, and Sean screamed. “Josh, what do I do? What do I do? It’s going to bite me.”

			He was paralyzed with fear—otherwise he would have thrown down his bike and ran to safety, worms or no worms. I could see that if he continued sitting there, the snake was going to bite him, and maybe even kill him. So I said the only thing I could think of.

			“Pedal, Sean! Pedal! It’ll fall off.”

			I wasn’t sure if it would or not, but I figured anything was better than sitting there in the rain, waiting for the snake to bite. Sean took off with a yell, moving faster than ever before, pedaling as if his life depended on it. Which I guess it did, in a way. I could barely keep up, and soon it was hard to make out his yellow bike through the rain, but I could still hear him cussing. 

			Then I was riding over splotches of blood and bits of snake flesh, and I knew something had cut the grotesque reptile, slicing it to ribbons. I called for Sean to slow down—I knew our speed was dangerous, especially so close to the road, but the storm stole the words from my mouth and carried them in the opposite direction.

			I went another mile without seeing a glimpse of my friend. Cold fear gripped my heart, and I worked harder. I’d never forgive myself if something had happened to Sean, but suddenly there he was, straddling his bike on the sidewalk. Seeing him gave me new energy, and I picked up speed, circling in front of him once more.

			His red hair was nearly black from the rain and plastered to his poor pale face. Every clash of thunder made him tremble.

			“Are you all right?” I asked, aware that the pack on my back had gained weight and was growing heavier by the second. We didn’t have much time. Lightning lit up the sky, making his freckles stand out in stark relief.

			“I—I think so,” he said, and I could see in his eyes that he was truly terrified. Guilt added to the weight on my shoulders. I’d never told my friend that Edgar was much more than your average teddy bear. He’d had no idea what we were in for, but then again, neither had I. “How much farther, do you think?”

			Peering through the driving rain, I saw that we were no longer in the town center. We’d been so concerned with the storm, the worms, and the snake that we hadn’t realized how far we’d come. Warehouses and factories with their bleak smokestacks rose out of the gloom. 

			“Not far. Maybe half an hour?” I guessed.

			My heart leapt with hope. We were so close, and soon Edgar would be buried deep in the town dump, never to be seen again. The storm had been fierce enough that Mr. McGilvery was certain to have gone inside instead of waiting at his post by the gate. That would make sneaking in so much easier. 

			By unspoken agreement, we continued to cycle, and somehow the rain didn’t bother me as much anymore. It was like that moment in a race when you first glimpse the finish line. We had the wind at our backs and nothing was going to stop us. 

			We were flying past the town limits, leaving the storm behind us, our spirits soaring. Even Sean seemed to understand that we had passed some terrible test. He pumped his fist in the air and yodeled, turning back to flash me one of his trademark grins. 

			Before I could return the gesture, I heard it. The sound of tires screeching as they turned a corner, a car’s engine roaring as it chased after us. My fingers tightened on the handlebars again, and I picked up my pace, determined to close the distance between Sean and me.

			I was convinced the car was behind me, so I wasn’t prepared for what came next. A black sedan that was all too familiar lurched out of the grayness of the afternoon, jumped the curb, and pulled onto the sidewalk in front of Sean. I screamed to warn my friend, but the storm had stolen my voice. I braked and watched in horror as the bike and the sedan careened toward each other. Sean managed to stop just seconds short of collision.

			My heart leapt into my throat hard enough to choke me. I could have sworn something shifted in my pack again. By the time I’d recovered enough to join my friend, Sean was off his bike and yelling at the car, using his best swears and the most obscene gestures he could think of. I tugged his sleeve, knowing what was to come, and hoping we could get far, far away before it happened. 

			It was too late.

			The driver’s side door popped open. My stepfather got out of the car and towered over us, glaring.

			“Oh sheeeit,” I heard Sean mutter under his breath. 

			“What are you boys doing all the way out here? This is no place for children.” If he’d meant to sound concerned, he was failing horribly.

			“Just going for a ride,” I said, fighting to keep my voice steady. He continued to stare at me in that spooky way he had, oblivious to the beads of rain that formed on his suit lapels and the pools of water on his good shoes.

			“For a ride? In Industrial Park? Does your mother know you come all the way out here? I don’t think she’d approve.” He took a threatening step toward me. “I certainly don’t.”

			Sean hurried to get between us. “We’re good cyclists, sir. And we need the practice if we’re going to be allowed to participate in the big charity cycle in August.”

			I never failed to be amazed by my friend’s smarts. The charity cycle was a long-distance bike ride that raised money for some disease or the starving kids in the Sudan or something. No kids had participated before, but there was no reason we couldn’t be the first.

			“That’s an honorable goal, boys, but do you really think it’s a good idea to be practicing in this?” Michael gestured to the sky so the rain thrummed against his palm, water running through his fingers like blood. 

			“We can’t miss a one, sir. The charity cycle will be here before we know it.” When I saw the expression on Michael’s face, it was all I could do not to seize my friend by his collar and haul him safely out of striking distance. 

			“It’s too dangerous.” My stepfather took another step closer, the leather of his good shoes soaked and turning darker. “I’m sorry, boys, but I’m afraid you’re going to have to turn back. It’s not safe for you to be out in this. Your mothers would have my head if I let you continue.”

			His thick, hammy fingers tightened into fists as he waited to see what I would do. My backpack gave a huge lurch, as if Edgar was trying to claw his way out. Michael’s eyes widened, but not as much as Sean’s. 

			“What on earth do you have in that bag?” Michael asked, but I could see in his eyes that he knew exactly what was in my pack. I nodded at Sean—it was just the slightest tip of my chin, but my friend understood. Without another word to Michael, I bent low over my handlebars and took off as fast as I could, swerving off the sidewalk and cutting into the concrete jungle of parking lots that surrounded us.

			I guided my bike around orange pylons and the huge Road Closed signs that were like small fences. Anytime I spotted an obstacle that would make it impossible for a car to follow us, I headed in that direction. By the time we reached the dump, Michael and his black sedan were nowhere to be seen. 

			The rain had quieted to a gentle drizzle as we stashed our bikes in a nearby ditch and sprinted for the hole in the chain-link fence. The torn and twisted metal reached out to restrain us, snagging our shirts and jeans and tearing a large patch from one of Sean’s socks, but we pushed on, our hands and knees slick with cold mud as we slid through the opening.

			As suspected, Mr. McGilvery was nowhere to be found. We stayed low to the ground as we scurried through the dump, searching for a hiding place where we could rest. Finally we found an old truck that still had a working door and climbed inside, pressing our backs gratefully against the seat, which was leaking yellow stuffing and had a funny smell. I tossed my pack outside, where it landed in the mud. Edgar didn’t deserve shelter. 

			Sean let out a low whistle. “That was close,” he said, causing us both to collapse into helpless giggles. We laughed until we were nearly sick, clutching our sides and our sore stomachs. “Your stepfather is one scary-ass monkey weasel.”

			I was too weak from laughing to speak. My friend was quiet for a moment while we both calmed down. “That bear…it isn’t just a toy, is it?”

			I shook my head. I had no proof, but I was willing to bet that everything that had happened so far was Edgar’s doing, from the storm to the sudden appearance of my stepfather.

			“Well, then let’s get rid of the ugly mofo. I don’t know about you, but I don’t want to spend the rest of my weekend hanging around here.”

			We climbed out of the truck as quietly as we could, scanning the piles of garbage for any sign of McGilvery. Our spirits had lightened along with the storm and soon we made it into a game, acting like G.I. Joe on a mission as we crept among the piles of garbage. I was glad I was staying over at Sean’s that night—there would be no explaining the unsavory mess I was making of my jeans. Not to mention how awesome it would be to have a full evening without Michael.

			Sean wrinkled his nose as we passed one particularly ripe pile of trash. “Nasty.”

			“Let’s stop here. This is perfect.”

			“Here?” 

			“Trust me, this is where Edgar belongs.”

			“Edgar?” My friend’s eyes lit up like they always did when he saw an opportunity to taunt someone, but he still took a step back when I unzipped my pack.

			“What is it, Sean? Scared of a little teddy bear?” Snickering, I reached into the bag, only to yank my hand back with a yelp. Several drops of blood appeared at the tip of my index finger. 

			“W-what happened?” The color had returned to my friend’s cheeks during our little landfill adventure, but now he was that sickly white again. He retreated another step.

			“I-I think it bit me.” Before Sean could burst into another round of laughter, I held up my hand. Blood from the wound trickled down my finger in a race to my wrist. There wasn’t a lot of it, but it hurt like hell. My entire hand throbbed in sympathy.

			“That’s sincerely messed up.” He looked askance at the bag as if it contained a bomb rather than a teddy bear. “What are we going to do?”

			As I sucked my finger to numb the pain and stop the bleeding, I felt something unusual—rage. The anger started in my stomach as a hot coal, and grew and grew, until I could taste fire in my throat. I grabbed my backpack by the strap and, flipping it over, shook it as hard as I could. Mom’s spade fell to the ground with a clunk, narrowly missing my toes. Edgar failed to make an appearance, but that was okay. I didn’t need to see him in order to bury him.

			Throwing my pack to the ground, I started to dig. My eyes watered from the stench of years and years’ worth of garbage. Old diapers, rotten vegetables, cans crusted over with dried gunk that looked like boogers—I had to breathe through my mouth to keep from retching. The more frantically I swung the little shovel, the more Sean retreated, until he was standing several feet away.

			“That’s good enough! Toss it in, and let’s get the hell out of here.” 

			I knew he was right. I was up to my knees in trash, and the hole I’d dug was so deep that the ground underneath me was feeling soft. One wrong move and I’d slide down into the sinkhole I’d created.

			Reaching into my bag for Edgar again was more than I could handle, but the thought of staring into that darkness at his snarling face was almost worse. I knew it was crazy, but what if his expression had changed? What if he was grinning at me? What if he attacked me again? 

			My foot shot out and kicked the bag as if it were a soccer ball. I put everything I had into that kick, and my backpack went flying, landing with a whump at the bottom of the hole. Mom would be furious when she saw the bag was missing—it was almost new, and like she never tired of reminding me, we weren’t made of money. But she would forgive me eventually. It was better this way, even if I had to carry my books in a paper bag next year. Once Edgar was gone, things would return to normal in our house, and that was worth sacrificing a backpack.

			We filled that hole in record time. Scrambling through the junkyard, we hurried to the fence and freedom. The trip back to Sean’s was a lot faster than getting to the landfill had been. We lifted our butts off our seats and pedaled like mad. Only when we’d reached the intersection of Willow Street and Forty-Fifth did we stop to catch our breath. Sean grinned.

			“That was craptastic!” 

			I felt better than I had in a long time. My smile was so wide it threatened to split my face. Popping a wheelie, I tore off down the sidewalk, knowing that Sean would not be far behind. Soon he was popping wheelies too, as we competed to see who could stay aloft the longest.

			We almost passed his house, barely able to skid to a stop. Our tortured tires left black, rubbery streaks on his driveway. 

			“Wow…we’re really going to catch it,” Sean said. He was staring at my pants, which were covered by a wide variety of the most foul-smelling garbage on the planet. Fortunately, his mom was still working the weekend shift, and we were able to slip inside the house without anyone noticing. While music blared through Sean’s brothers’ bedroom door, we scrubbed and lathered and repeated, hoping to rid ourselves of the smell that had followed us home from the landfill.

			We found some rubbing alcohol under the bathroom sink, and Sean poured it over my finger, hoping to prevent an infection. Now that I was safely away from Edgar, I could give my injuries some attention. 

			Deep purple rings surrounded the punctures on my finger. 

			“That’s pretty bad, man. Maybe you should see a doctor.”

			I knew Sean was serious when he didn’t swear. But I shook my head and instead took the Band-Aid he offered, wrapping it tightly around my finger so all I could feel was the throbbing of my own blood as it fought to get through. 

			When Sean’s mother got home, she wrinkled her nose in spite of the showers we had taken. 

			“What’s that awful smell? What have you boys been up to?”

			“Nothing, Mom, just fooling around, you know.”

			“Well, whatever you were doing, please don’t do it again. You both reek. You’ll have to wash up before dinner or you’ll stink us all out of the kitchen.”

			With some good-natured grumbling, we raced upstairs to take second showers. I’m not sure about Sean, but my grumbling was mostly for show. I was more than happy to be free of the smell of the landfill.

			The rest of the evening was a blast. With very little arm-twisting, Sean’s mom agreed to order pizza for dinner. When the food arrived, we headed downstairs with most of the booty, some cold cans of Coke, and Sean’s two little brothers. We challenged each other to games of Super Mario and watched silly movies until our sides hurt from laughing and Sean’s mom sent us to bed.

			This was usually the moment we held flashlights under our chins and told our best ghost stories until we were both completely freaked out, but neither of us felt like telling scary stories that night. Instead we lay in our sleeping bags on Sean’s bed. (It felt more like camping if we were in our sleeping bags.) I stared at the glow-in-the-dark stars on Sean’s ceiling, tucking my arms behind my head. I watched them until my eyelids got heavy and I could feel myself drift.

			“Josh?”

			Sean’s whisper startled me awake. “Yeah?”

			“That stuff today…it really happened, didn’t it?”

			I’d been trying not to think about it. “Yeah.”

			“That—that thing. It really bit you.”

			“Yeah,” I said, swallowing hard.

			It was quiet for a while, and just when I thought he’d fallen asleep, he whispered another question into the dark.

			“So what is it, anyway?”

			“I don’t know.”

			My answer hung heavy in the room, and Sean asked no more questions.

			After everything that had happened, I expected to have nightmares. Instead, I slept better than I had in a long time. Edgar was gone—he couldn’t get me in trouble anymore. And at Sean’s house I was safe from Michael too. I only hoped he hadn’t taken his foul mood out on my mom.

			At some point in the middle of the night, I could have sworn I heard someone whispering my name. 

			I decided it was a dream.

		

	
		
			Chapter Nine

			The next day I was scared to go home. Edgar may have been gone, but I still had to deal with Michael, who would be furious at how we’d taken off on him. I shuddered at the thought of what would happen if he caught me home alone.

			Sean understood my plight without my saying a word. He started his campaign at breakfast, begging his mother to let me stay another night.

			“Well, I don’t mind, but won’t your mother want you home, Josh?”

			Remembering the relief in her eyes when I mentioned I’d be staying with Sean, I shook my head.

			“I don’t think so. I think she’s glad to get me out of her hair.”

			Sean’s mom laughed and leaned across the table to rumple my own. “I doubt that. I’ll have to give her a call, but if it’s all right with your mother, it’s all right with me.”

			The possibility of being able to avoid Michael for one more day awakened my appetite, and I piled more pancakes on my plate. Sean nudged me under the table, and I glanced up to see him grinning at me. He winked, and I grinned back. Maybe his parents would adopt me, and then I could live there forever and ever. They already had three boys—what was one more? I would keep my room clean and do all the dishes. I’d be so neat they’d never know I was there. And then I wouldn’t have to see Michael or worry about Edgar again.

			It was a nice fantasy, but I knew it couldn’t work. I couldn’t leave my mother alone with him. Two days was one thing, but a lifetime? Never.

			Sean’s mother called for him when we were up in his tree house, drinking Kool-Aid and reading about the latest adventures of Spider-Man. My friend poked his head through the trapdoor.

			“No moms allowed!” he roared. Ordinarily this made her smile, but not today.

			“I’m sorry, boys,” she said, and she really did sound sorry, “but you’re going to have to come down. Josh’s mother wants him home right away.”

			Goose bumps broke out on my arms in spite of the warmth of the day. 

			“But why?” Sean said in his best whiny voice. When it came to getting his way, he was an expert.

			“That’s what I want to talk to you about. I need you to come down here right now.”

			“But—”

			“Now, Sean.”

			Resigned, we slumped down the ladder to the ground. By that point, my legs were trembling so badly that my sneakers kept slipping on the rungs. I almost fell twice. With our heads bowed, we dragged ourselves to where Mrs. Barry was waiting in the kitchen. She was frowning. I had never seen her so angry before.

			“Is it true you were rude to Josh’s stepfather?” She glared at Sean. We both started at the question. We hadn’t been expecting it.

			“No,” Sean said, his eyes widening until he was the picture of innocence. “No, Mom. I wasn’t rude to him.”

			“Well, Josh’s mother tells it differently. She says Michael told you both to go home, and that you deliberately disobeyed him. He says that you rode off on your bicycles while he was still talking to you, and not only that—he says you went to the landfill.”

			Sean and I stared at each other, shocked. How did he know?

			“Sean, you know the landfill is off-limits. How many times must I repeat myself?”

			My friend hung his head, not bothering to lie. “Sorry Mom,” he mumbled.

			“You’re lucky Josh was able to stay over here last night. His stepfather is furious. He was of half a mind to come over here and drag Josh home.”

			My hands went cold. I could think of nothing worse than being alone with Michael in his hearse.

			“But we didn’t do anything wrong! He’s lying,” Sean blurted. I could see the color rising in his cheeks. Soon his face would be the same shade of red as his hair. Sean was never one to stay quiet when confronted with injustice. He was kind of like a superhero that way.

			“Sean…” Mrs. Barry said in her warning voice. She didn’t get angry often, but when she did, she was more than a match for her son’s temper. “You shouldn’t say such things about Josh’s stepfather.”

			“Yes I should! You don’t know what he’s like, Mom. He’s…he’s…” Sean struggled to find the words. “He’s evil.”

			“Okay, that’s enough. You need to treat Josh’s parents with respect if you want to keep playing together.”

			I was sure Sean’s look of horror matched my own. If we wanted to keep playing together? Would Michael really try to keep us apart? Would my mother actually let him do it?

			Mrs. Barry ran a hand through her curly hair and sighed. She wasn’t happy about the situation, but I didn’t think she was angry with us anymore. “Josh, your stepfather was going to come over and get you…”

			I inched toward the door. I’d already decided that I was not getting into that hearse. Michael could search all over town for me if he wanted. Maybe I’d run away. I didn’t want to leave my mom, but it had been her choice to let that monster into our lives.

			“…But I insisted on bringing you myself, so I’m going to drive you. We can put your bike on the rack. Sean, you’re going to stay here and take care of your brothers, okay?”

			If I’d been facing a firing squad, I could not have felt any more doomed. I dragged myself upstairs to Sean’s room. I did not want to go home. I didn’t want to deal with whatever punishment Michael might be planning.

			Sean patted my shoulder. “Hey man, don’t worry. It’ll be okay. Your mom won’t let him do anything too bad.”

			I hadn’t told him about the beatings, or the ice-water baths. I hadn’t told anyone.

			Mrs. Barry was quiet as we loaded my bike onto the rack on the roof of the family station wagon. I gave Sean one last goodbye. I had this awful feeling I wasn’t going to see him again. I held out my hand, and he seized it, pumping it wildly. 

			“I’ll see you tomorrow,” he said, and the words had weight, like a promise. I nodded, though I wasn’t at all sure that I would.

			“Yeah, see you tomorrow. Thanks.”

			Sitting in the front seat beside Sean’s mom was a little awkward. I’d known her for pretty much all my life, but Sean always sat in the front, filling the car with his chatter and jokes. All that filled it now was an uncomfortable silence.

			Mrs. Barry seemed tense. Her lips were drawn into a thin line, and she was holding the steering wheel so tightly her knuckles were white. She must have been really mad at us.

			We were a few blocks away from my house when she pulled into the parking lot of the local McDonald’s, surprising me. We’d just eaten a gazillion pancakes, which were now a heavy lump in my stomach. I didn’t think I could manage anything else.

			I was about to ask if she was still hungry when she turned to me with a serious expression on her face. Usually Sean’s mom was like my friend—always joking around. I’d never seen her so upset.

			“Josh, is something going on at home?” Her voice was soft and careful, as if I were a deer that would spook at the slightest hint of danger. I couldn’t have been more startled if she’d struck me.

			“W-what do you mean?”

			“I’ve known you since you were a wee one, Josh Leary, and I can tell something’s wrong. Something’s changed.”

			What could I say? I never expected her to ask me this question. I couldn’t tell anyone about Michael and his punishments—not her, not Dr. Harvey, not my teacher. Not even Sean.

			“I’m fine. I just don’t want to go home, is all.”

			She stared out the windshield at the parking lot. Her hands still gripped the steering wheel. 

			“Your mother’s acting different too. When I talked to her on the phone, she said you had to come home, but I had this feeling she really wanted me to keep you at our place. Do you know what I mean?”

			Her sharp green eyes examined my face. Sean had told me that you couldn’t hide things from his mother. I was really scared. What if she figured out my secret? What would happen to our family then? I lowered my gaze to my lap, unable to meet her eyes.

			“Not really,” I mumbled.

			Mrs. Barry took my chin in her hand and lifted it so I was forced to look at her. “It’s that stepfather of yours, isn’t it? What is he doing to you?”

			Ashamed, I pulled away from her and brushed the tears from my eyes with the back of my hand. “Nothing.”

			“Josh, you’re not going to get in trouble. I want to help you, but you have to talk to me. Does your stepfather hurt you? Is he hurting your mom?”

			As she spoke, I stole a glance at her and realized something amazing. Sean’s mom didn’t like Michael. She didn’t like him at all.

			I could feel the words bubbling up in my chest, threatening to escape. I wanted to tell her. I could picture the police coming for Michael and taking him away so he would never hurt us again. But what would happen afterward? Mom had told me often enough that without Michael’s money, we’d be in the poorhouse. I didn’t know where the poorhouse was, but Mom seemed terrified of it. It had to be pretty bad if it was worse than living with Michael.

			And what if the police didn’t come for my stepfather? Or worse, what if they only gave him a warning? He would kill me. No, as nice as Mrs. Barry was, I couldn’t tell her.

			“No, he’s okay,” I said.

			She waited for another long moment, and then patted my hand. “If you ever decide you want to talk about it, you can call me. Anytime, day or night, do you understand?”

			I nodded, not able to speak over the lump that had formed in my throat.

			“And in the meantime, you can stay with us. As much as you like, as much as your mom will let you, okay?”

			She started the car then, and I was relieved. Even though I really didn’t want to go home, I wasn’t sure I could have kept quiet much longer. 

			“I’m going to tell you something important, and I don’t want you to forget it. If something happens at home and you need to get away, I want you to come over as fast as you can. Run straight to our house. Don’t bother calling, just come. It doesn’t matter how early it is, or how late. Okay?”

			Surprised, I nodded again. Only when she was satisfied that I’d understood did she pull out of the parking lot. I could have sworn she muttered, “Poor little lad.” Thoughts raced through my head as she drove closer and closer to my house. How had she known something was wrong? What had given it away? Michael had always been careful not to leave any marks. What had she seen? Did Sean know?

			When she pulled into my driveway, she patted my leg briskly. She was back to her no-nonsense self. The softness she’d shown in the McDonald’s parking lot was gone. 

			She didn’t say much as she helped me get my bike off the rack. By the time we were finished, my mother had opened the front door. My heart sank as I saw how sad she looked. She was thinner than ever. Her face was pale, and there were dark smudges under her eyes. As she stood in the driveway, wringing her hands and apologizing to Sean’s mother again and again for the inconvenience, I realized it was obvious there was something wrong. We might as well have posted signs in the yard. 

			Mrs. Barry turned to my mother then, her eyes flashing. Mom took a step back, and I didn’t blame her. 

			“Now, I don’t mean to tell you your business, Eileen. But I talked to the boys, and they said they didn’t do anything wrong. I have to say I believe them. That man of yours scared the bejesus out of them. I think they’ve been punished enough, don’t you?”

			I wasn’t sure what she meant. Up to that point, we hadn’t been punished at all, unless taking me home was our punishment. And we had disobeyed my stepfather. 

			There was a threat to her words. I heard it, and I knew my mom heard it too. She put a hand on my shoulder, and I could feel how unsteady it was. “Yes,” she said in this choked little voice that didn’t sound like my mother at all. She couldn’t meet Mrs. Barry’s eyes either.

			Sean’s mom watched us for a moment. I could tell she didn’t want to leave. For a minute, I thought she’d tell my mom to get in the car. Maybe Mom would agree, and Mrs. Barry would whisk us away from here. We’d live at her house and never have to see Michael again.

			But that didn’t happen. Instead Mrs. Barry sighed, an exasperated sound. “Well, have a good day, then. Josh, I hope I’ll see you tomorrow?”

			I glanced up at my mom, knowing she was being put on the spot and hoping that she’d cave. “We’ll see,” she said. “He has some chores to do, and he needs to apologize to his stepfather first.”

			Apologize to Michael? I could think of nothing I’d rather do less. But the answer seemed to satisfy Sean’s mom, because she told us goodbye and got in her car. As she backed down our driveway, it took every inch of willpower not to run after her.

			Once she was gone, I asked my mom the question I’d been dreading. “Is—is he really mad?”

			“I don’t think so. But he thought that you should come home, and I agree.” She knelt down in front of me then, holding me by the arms. “Josh, I want us to be a family. A happy family. Michael has promised to never, ever hurt you again, but I need you to show him some respect. Do you think you can do that? Can you do it for me?”

			I said I would, although I knew I’d never respect that monster, no matter what he did. And as for never hurting me again, I’d believe it when I saw it.

			We walked into the house together, her arm wrapped tightly across my shoulders. If she’d noticed I no longer had a backpack or her spade, she didn’t mention it.

			Michael was in the living room reading a newspaper. He was sitting in my dad’s recliner, and the sight of him in that chair made me furious. I wanted to hit him, to hurt him. I didn’t want him anywhere near my dad’s things.

			He put down his paper as we came in, acting like he just realized I was home, although he must have heard Mrs. Barry’s car in the driveway. Maybe he’d even heard what she’d said.

			“Hello, Josh. How was the sleepover?” He flashed one of his shark-like smiles.

			“Fine.”

			“Glad to hear it. Your little friend there, he seems like he has lots of energy.”

			I could feel my cheeks getting hot. “His name is Sean.”

			“Ah yes, that’s right—Sean. He’s a jumpy fellow, isn’t he?”

			I didn’t know what to say. I’d thought Michael would be furious about the way we’d taken off on him. What was with this phony nice-guy act? It was even creepier than when he was holding me under water.

			“Well,” he said, shaking out his newspaper when I didn’t respond, “I guess you better get going. You have a lot of work to do before you can see your friend again.”

			I stared at Mom in confusion. What was he talking about? I had chores to do now and then, but nothing too serious. Nothing that couldn’t be finished in an hour or two.

			“It’s your room,” she told me. “I don’t know what you’ve done in there, but it stinks to high heaven.”

			My room? My room had been fine when I’d left for my adventure with Sean. Suspicious, I immediately looked over at Michael, and of course he was smirking at me.

			“You have to learn to take better care of your things,” he said. “Unless you want to be grounded for life.”

			With a sinking feeling, I ran for my room. As soon as I yanked the door open, it hit me. The smell was overpowering. Still clinging to the doorknob, I stumbled back a few steps.

			My entire room was filled with the stench of ripe, rotting garbage. But that wasn’t the worst of it.

			There on my pillow, still covered in coffee grounds, egg shells, and God knows what else, was Edgar.

			And he was grinning at me.

		

	
		
			Chapter Ten

			“But that’s impossible! You’re shitting me, right?”

			“No,” I whispered into the phone, glancing over my shoulder even though my bedroom door was closed. I’d opened the windows to let the cool air in, but the room still smelled. I was getting used to it, though. “He’s definitely back.”

			“B-but how?” Sean’s voice cracked, and I could tell he was scared. 

			“Michael must have followed us. He must have seen what we did, and then dug Edgar up after we left.”

			“That’s impossible,” Sean said again. “We lost him, remember? He wasn’t following us. There’s no way he could have turned around in time to see where we went.”

			“Then maybe he guessed. In a car, he could have caught up to us easy.”

			I shuddered at the thought of Michael waiting in the trees, watching everything we did. 

			“How would he have known we were going to the dump? It doesn’t make sense.”

			“It’s the only thing that makes sense,” I insisted, and Sean must have understood, because he stopped arguing with me. The idea of Michael spying on us was creepy, but neither one of us wanted to consider the alternative.

			“Where is he?” Now Sean was whispering too.

			“Who, Michael?”

			“The bear, you idiot. Where is that butt-sucking bear?”

			“In the washing machine. He was all covered with crap.” I wrinkled my nose at the memory. Mom had been all too happy to see that I was finally doing some laundry. Thankfully she hadn’t seen what I was washing. She would not have been impressed by Edgar’s current state.

			“He didn’t bite you or anything?”

			“I didn’t give him a chance.” I’d thrown a sheet over the bear, much like I’d throw a butterfly net over a frog. What if he struggled? What if I saw him struggle? Seeing something like that would make me lose my mind. But Edgar hadn’t stirred. He’d acted like any other dumb teddy bear, even when I threw the laundry soap in his face.

			“Good. Maybe the little piss-arse will drown.”

			“I don’t think so,” I said, but I hoped the same. Every time I thought of Edgar down there in the basement, going through the spin cycle, I pictured that terrible sneer. Edgar was still alive, all right. Alive and planning his revenge.

			“So we’ll drown him. You’re not grounded anymore, right? Your room is clean now, right?”

			The smell of garbage had been so strong that I doubted it would go away. I’d borrowed some of Mom’s lavender potpourri, but that had only made it worse. Now my room stunk of rot and flowers. In spite of the stench, it was as clean as it had ever been. My clothes and toys were picked up, and the floor sparkled. “Yeah.”

			“Meet me tomorrow at the lake. And bring Edgar. Be prepared to say goodbye to that bastard bear.”

			I couldn’t help hoping that my friend’s plan would work. But even then, I had my doubts.

			Edgar more than survived his laundry room experience—he thrived. With his fur all fluffy and clean, he seemed new again. If it weren’t for the snarl that twisted his snout, he would have been almost cute. He still stunk, though. 

			I was tempted to throw him in the closet where Michael kept all of his things, but if Sean’s plan was going to work, I’d need the bear first thing tomorrow morning. However, that wasn’t the only reason I kept Edgar with me. I didn’t want him anywhere near my mother.

			Still, I wasn’t taking any chances. The entire time Edgar had been in the wash, I’d been plotting. Now that he was back in my room, I worked fast. I wrapped a skipping rope around the teddy bear, pinning its arms to its sides. I wound duct tape around his snout, feeling a little guilty. I knew it was silly, but what if Edgar needed to breathe? What if I was killing him? I saw fear in the teddy bear’s eyes and almost released him before I remembered the tacks in my feet. I had to be strong. When it came to Edgar, it was definitely a case of kill or be killed. Besides, he was just a teddy bear. It wasn’t like he was alive or anything. No living creature could survive over an hour in the washing machine and dryer.

			Once everything that could hurt me was either tied down or covered, I threw the teddy bear into a pillowcase, which I knotted at the top. Then I grabbed my dad’s big metal toolbox, which was so heavy I could barely lift it. I’d emptied the tools into a drawer in the garage while Edgar was having his bath. The toolbox was perfect, because it had a lock. 

			I stuffed Edgar into the bottom, squeezing and pushing his repulsively soft body until it fit. Sliding the two metal trays into place over him, I slammed the toolbox shut and locked it. I put the key on a piece of twine and tied the twine around my neck like a necklace, tucking the key under my shirt. I wasn’t taking any chances. Even if Michael knew where to look, there was no way he’d be able to rescue Edgar without my noticing.

			I was safe. For that night at least.

			I woke up gasping for air. The room flooded with light. I rolled over on my side, coughing and choking. My throat burned.

			“Josh, are you all right? What’s wrong?”

			I could feel my mother’s hands on my shoulders and hear the fear in her voice. I couldn’t stop coughing, and I couldn’t get enough air.

			“I can’t breathe,” I managed to wheeze. All I knew was that I’d woken up feeling like something was strangling me. I’d tried to inhale, but nothing happened. My hands had flown up to my throat, where they scrabbled at the plastic cord that was embedded deep in my skin, but I couldn’t get it loose. Pinpricks of light exploded in the darkness in front of my eyes, and I knew I was going to die. With my last bit of strength, I punched and kicked as hard as I could, and suddenly the pressure on my throat eased. That’s when I screamed.

			“Oh my God—what happened to your neck? What on earth?” Mom lifted something from my bed. Now that I was somewhat accustomed to the light, I could see what she was holding.

			My blood ran cold.

			It was my skipping rope, the rope I’d tied around Edgar. 

			Edgar, who was now resting on my pillow, grinning, his snout slightly sticky from the duct tape.

			I spent the rest of the night on the couch.

			Sean’s eyes were as big as baseballs when he saw my neck. “What in the bloody blazes of ass happened to you?”

			I wanted to tell him, but Mom was nearby. I couldn’t see her, but I could feel her presence. She’d been hovering over me since last night. She too wanted to know what had happened, but I couldn’t tell her the truth—she’d think I was crazy. The last time I was honest with her, she’d made me see Dr. Harvey.

			I shook my head slightly to let him know I couldn’t talk. Sean understood immediately, and after scanning the living room to make sure the coast was clear, he mouthed, “The bear?”

			I tilted my head toward the duffel bag that rested on the couch. It had been my dad’s, an old bag that he’d used to carry camping gear. I didn’t think anyone would miss it, but I was running out of bags. Hopefully this would be the last one I’d waste on Edgar.

			“Mom! We’re leaving now,” I yelled, trying to make it seem like I actually believed she wasn’t around the corner, listening. Sure enough, she was instantly in the room with us.

			“I’m not sure it’s such a good idea to go out today, Josh. You’re hurt.”

			“I’m fine, Mom,” I said, putting on a big show of acting embarrassed in front of Sean. Don’t baby me, my eyes pleaded. My throat was a bit sore, and my voice sounded funny, but otherwise it was like nothing had happened. As long as you ignored the ugly purple marks on my neck. 

			“Where are you planning to go?” Her eyes flicked from my face to Sean’s. Sean widened his eyes and tried his best to appear innocent, as always. 

			“The lake,” I said, as if it were obvious.

			“The lake again? Weren’t you just there?”

			“We like the lake, Mrs. Leary,” Sean said.

			“Yeah, we like the lake, Mom.”

			Her eyes narrowed in suspicion. “Are you sure you’re going to the lake? Michael said he saw you near the Industrial Park, and that’s nowhere near it.”

			For a moment, my mind went blank. I had absolutely no idea what to tell her, but thankfully Sean piped up. “It was the storm, Mrs. Leary. When it started raining, we decided to go to my friend’s place instead.”

			Mom’s forehead creased in confusion. “What storm? There was no storm that day.”

			Sean and I stared at each other in surprise. “You didn’t hear it? All the thunder and lightning?” I asked.

			“It was pouring, Mrs. Leary,” Sean added.

			“Well, it wasn’t raining here,” Mom said, crossing her arms. I could tell by her expression that she was having a hard time believing us, but why would we lie about a storm? “You know I don’t like you riding in the rain, Josh. If this storm was so bad, why didn’t you come straight home?”

			“My friend’s place was closer,” Sean said.

			The three of us were silent a minute while Mom studied our faces for signs of deception. Finally, she sighed. “All right, you can go to the lake. But I want you to actually go to the lake—nowhere else. And I want you home by dinner, no excuses. Okay?”

			Sean broke into a huge, reassuring grin. “I’ll make sure of it, Mrs. Leary,” he promised, and my mother couldn’t help but smile in return. Sean had that effect on parents, especially mothers.

			A great wave of relief washed over me. If Sean felt confident enough to promise my mother that we’d be back by dinner, that meant his plan wouldn’t take very long. Before the day was over, I’d be rid of Edgar again.

			I hoped.

		

	
		
			Chapter Eleven

			This time we’d come prepared. Though there wasn’t a cloud in the sky, we’d both worn our rain jackets. Sean had his father’s pocketknife tucked into his jeans in case there were more snakes, but we needn’t have worried. The ride to the lake was uneventful. I’d stuffed the duffel bag in my bike basket, but the bear never moved. Maybe he was tired from trying to kill me the night before. Whatever the reason, it was a good sign.

			A blond teenager was skipping stones across the water when we arrived. As soon as he heard us coming, he stalked toward us with a scowl on his face.

			“Where have you been?” he snarled. “You told me you were going to be here half an hour ago.”

			My hands tightened on my handlebars as I prepared to hightail it out of there. The kid seemed like trouble. But Sean wasn’t concerned. 

			“Sorry, man,” he said with a shrug. “We got held up.”

			The teenager glanced at me, and his eyes widened. “What the hell happened to you?”

			“His T-shirt was too tight,” Sean said before I could open my mouth. “What do you care?”

			The guy continued to look me over as if he was afraid I might attack. Then he sneered. “I want to get out of here, okay? I’ve got better things to do. Have you got it?”

			Sean lowered his bike to the ground and walked over to the kid, digging in his pockets as he went. I was shocked when he withdrew a handful of crumpled bills—more money than I’d seen in my life—and thrust it at the stranger, who counted it carefully. 

			“Okay,” he said when he was satisfied. “Where is it?”

			“Can you give us a couple of minutes? Just a couple. It’s not quite ready.”

			“Okay,” the kid said, clearly exasperated with my friend. “But hurry up. I don’t have all day.”

			Sean seized the duffel bag from my basket. “Come on,” he said. “We don’t have much time.”

			As I followed him, my mind was flooded with questions. Who was the kid? What was the money for? What was Sean’s plan? But I could tell my friend wasn’t in the mood for talking. He threw the bag down by a pile of stones and zipped it open. I flinched, but Edgar was still wrapped in one of my old T-shirts. He looked like a bunch of laundry.

			Sean threw stones into the bag as fast as he could. “Take the biggest ones that’ll fit. We gotta make sure this monkey ass-loving mofo sinks.”

			I grabbed the largest stones I could handle and tossed them into the bag. Within a couple of minutes, the duffel was so full that we could barely zip it back up. Edgar was completely covered with rocks. It took both of us to lug the bag to the teenager, who stood there smirking at us.

			“Whatcha got there, a body?”

			“Our deal was no questions.” Sean panted, dropping the bag at the boy’s feet. He seemed as exhausted as I felt. There’d been no time to recover from the other day’s adventure. If this one didn’t work, we were screwed.

			The kid pouted. “I have a right to know what I’m taking. I don’t want to be involved in anything illegal.”

			“It’s not illegal. Just some old stuff of his stepfather’s,” Sean said, gesturing at me. I glared back as the teenager gave me another cold once-over.

			“Your stepfather do that to you?” he asked, pointing to my neck. I nodded. Maybe this guy would be more willing to help us if he knew what kind of man my stepfather was.

			The teen turned his attention back to Sean, the threat clear in his voice. “If this guy comes after you, I don’t want my name mentioned, okay? I want no part of this.”

			“What do we seem like, rats? We’re not going to say anything.” Sean held the older kid’s gaze bravely, but when the teenager finally picked up the duffel bag, my friend’s shoulders sagged with relief. I was pleased to see the older kid could hardly lift it.

			“Jesus Christ! This is overkill, isn’t it?”

			For a minute, I was terrified he would refuse to take it, but he hefted the bag in his arms, muttering something about sinking and how he would make sure Sean paid for it. 

			He walked toward the water with the bag. We followed close behind. Once we’d cleared the trees, I spotted something I hadn’t noticed when we’d first arrived. Sitting on the grass was a bright red canoe. The teenager tossed the bag in the boat, and I got chills when I heard the hollow thunk. 

			“Can I get a little help here?” he said, and we hurried to the back of the canoe, pushing it across the grass to the banks of the lake. Once the boat’s nose was in the water, the teenager took a paddle out of the canoe and climbed inside. Sweat trickled down my spine as I waited to see what would happen.

			The teenager winked at Sean, smiling for the first time. “Pleasure doing business with you, Barry.” He pushed off, his tan arms guiding the paddle smoothly through the water. Sean and I stood on the banks of the lake and watched in horrified fascination.

			“We shouldn’t let him take Edgar, Sean.” I whispered, though the kid was too far away to hear us by now. “What if something happens to him?”

			“It couldn’t happen to a nicer guy. Trust me. Will’s a scumbag.”

			“But what’s he doing? What’s the plan?”

			“He’s taking him to the deepest part of the lake. Even if Edgar can swim, he’s not coming back from that. That bear’s days are over.” He pointed at my neck. “I wish I could say the same for your stepfather, but you heard the kid—no illegal stuff.”

			“You know my stepfather didn’t do this.” I brought my hand self-consciously to my throat. Judging by the looks I was getting, the bruise must have darkened.

			“I know, but it’s his bear. And I think he gave it to you for a reason, you know?”

			The same thing had occurred to me many times. Michael had known exactly what he was doing.

			Will and his canoe were a bright speck in the distance now. He was making good time. Around us, families laughed and chatted, spreading blankets for picnics and playing games of touch football and Frisbee. It was a beautiful sunny day. There was no sign of impending doom, but I couldn’t take my eyes off Will—or the sky. Any moment now, it would happen. The clouds would open up and rain would pour down on us, soaking everyone to the skin. Or maybe Will’s boat would spring a leak. Something had to happen. It couldn’t be this easy.

			“Woo-hoo! I think he’s stopping!” Sean said, peering through a pair of G.I. Joe binoculars. “Yep, he’s got the bag. He’s tossing it over now.”

			“Is everything okay? The boat’s not sinking or anything?”

			He handed me the binoculars. “See for yourself.”

			It took me a second to adjust the focus. Sean was near-sighted but he’d never admit it. He said only nerds wore glasses. By the time I could see Will clearly, he was already on his way back. There was no sign of the duffel bag. “I can’t believe it,” I said, handing the binoculars back to Sean. I was expecting a lake monster to lurch out of the depths and devour Will, canoe and all.

			Sean brushed the dirt from his hands. “Well, that’s done. No need to wait around. What do you want to do now?”

			I looked back at the lake and the red canoe that was getting closer and closer. “Shouldn’t we wait for him?”

			“Nah. He’s got his money; we’re rid of the bear. What else is there to say?”

			“I don’t get it. Why was it so hard for us, and so easy for him?”

			Sean grinned at the crowd around us. A mother smiled back, unable to resist my friend’s charms. “Witnesses, my friend. It’s all about the witnesses.”

			It was true. Whenever Edgar had hurt me or destroyed stuff, no one was around. Sean had seen the worst of him during that terrifying trip to the landfill, but for the most part, Edgar only attacked when I was alone. There was no way he’d do anything to Will with all these people watching.

			“Thanks, Sean.”

			“Hey, no problem, buddy.” He slung an arm around my shoulders. “Let’s celebrate. How about a swim, followed by some ice cream?”

			It was much too soon to celebrate, but we didn’t know that yet.

		

	
		
			Chapter Twelve

			“Well, you’re home early.” My mom stood up from her flowerbed and smiled. I hadn’t seen her this happy in a long time. Maybe she could tell that Edgar was gone. It was like the shadow had lifted from our house. “The sun’s still out.”

			“You wanted me home for dinner.” With the way things had been lately, I only came home when she insisted. I would have much rather eaten dinner at Sean’s.

			“About that…what would you think of hotdogs?”

			“Hotdogs, really?” I felt like I’d won the lottery. Hotdogs were a special treat, especially after Michael had moved in with us. Since he’d started his diet, he shunned anything he considered “junk food”, and hotdogs were definitely on the list.

			“Do you want them with beans or with mac and cheese?”

			“Mac and cheese!” I cried, but I knew she was asking to tease me. I’d eat Kraft Macaroni and Cheese every night if I could.

			“Okay, on one condition.”

			I groaned, but just because it was expected of me. I knew whatever she wanted wouldn’t be so bad. When she was in a good mood, she was easy to please. “I should have known.”

			“You have to wash up. And that means a proper bath, Josh. None of this splashing around in the sink and telling me you’ve cleaned up.”

			“But that is cleaning up,” I protested. What is it about mothers and baths? If they had their way, we’d spend our whole lives in the tub.

			“No deals. Take a bath, or it’s liver and onions for dinner.”

			“You never make liver and onions. You don’t even like liver and onions.” I knew she was still teasing me, but I also knew she’d end up getting me to take a bath. Mom was relentless in her own way.

			“So I’ll start. You better head up,” she said, gesturing to the house with another spade. She hadn’t asked me about the other one yet, the one I’d borrowed. “There’s not much time until dinner.”

			“But Mom…I was just in the lake for hours.”

			“Even more reason to take a bath.” Mom wrinkled her nose. “You don’t know what’s in that water. You know how many kids pee in there?”

			I knew when to accept defeat. Trying not to think of the answer to her question, I broke into a run, making it to the house in record time. I’d have the fastest bath in the history of the world. It wouldn’t be so bad. And even better…

			If we were having hotdogs for dinner, it could only mean one thing. Michael wasn’t home.

			It wasn’t that I hated baths, exactly—it was just that they seemed like such a waste of time. There was always something else I’d much rather do. Mom used to let me take showers until she realized that the two minutes I spent under the water wasn’t enough time to get anything clean. She’d promised me I could go back to showers when I turned thirteen. By then, she said, I’d have gotten the hang of it.

			Our tub was actually kind of cool, for a bathtub. Mom said it had come with the house, so that meant it was over a hundred years old. It had feet like a dragon’s, and it was deeper than some kids’ wading pools. I used to love to sail boats in it when I was little. Now I hated how long it took to fill.

			Grabbing Mom’s bar of pink soap, I scrubbed all of the lake gunk off my skin. The water turned brown around my feet, which were filthy from running on the muddy banks with no shoes. As much as I hated to admit it, maybe Mom did have a point. I slipped beneath the water for a moment, closing my eyes. I wasn’t in a hurry to get out any longer. It would be a few minutes before dinner was ready, and the warm water felt so good. 

			When my chest grew tight from the lack of air, I tried to let myself float back to the surface. But something was wrong. I wasn’t floating…it felt like I was pinned down.

			My pulse was thudding in my ears. My eyes flew open. Edgar was leering down at me from the edge of the tub. I knew it was him, even though he was soaked and covered with slimy lake weeds. My mouth opened to scream, and I choked on the dirty, soapy water.

			I thrashed and struggled, fighting to sit up, but it was like invisible hands were pressing down on my chest. The urge to breathe was irresistible, but I knew that if I took a breath underwater, I would die. My chest grew tight and painful. A snarl twisted Edgar’s muzzle, but his yellow eyes glowed with happiness. I realized he wanted to see me die. Nothing else would satisfy him.

			My legs were growing weak, but I flailed them around as much as I could, hoping Mom would hear the splashing and come to see what was wrong. I was feeling dizzy now. With what was left of my strength, I shot out my hand and knocked Edgar off the side of the tub. Suddenly, the pressure on my chest was gone. I burst out of the water, gasping for air. Soap burned my eyes, and I swiped at them with my hands, only to pull back when I realized something was still wrong. My hands were slimy.

			In a panic, I hurried to get out of the tub. I didn’t know where Edgar was, and for a moment, I didn’t care if I stepped on him. When I got the soap out of my eyes so I could finally see the water, I wanted to puke.

			The tub was full of the same disgusting lake weeds that had been wrapped around the bear. Water worms writhed, along with the occasional leech. Hopping around the room, I swiped at my hair and skin like someone possessed. A fat leech clung to my leg, and with a grimace, I used a tissue to pull it from my skin and flush it down the toilet. Blood ran down my leg where its teeth had sunk in.

			I scanned the room for Edgar, but he was gone. That left the problem of the tub. How on earth was I going to get all that stuff out of there without Mom finding out? I stared at the worms squiggling through the water and shuddered. Using the handle of the toilet plunger, I hammered on the tub’s plug until it released. You couldn’t have paid me to reach into that water.

			“Josh, did you die in there? Dinner is ready.”

			Almost, I thought. I’d almost died. Edgar was playing for keeps, and I might not best him the next time. I couldn’t go to sleep knowing he was in the house somewhere. Somehow, I’d have to end this tonight.

			“I’m okay, but…can you bring me some paper towels? I have to clean out the tub.” I’d been afraid I wouldn’t be able to speak, but I sounded fine, if a little hoarse.

			I could sense Mom’s hesitation from the other side of the door. “Clean the tub? Josh, are you feeling okay?”

			“Yeah. It’s just—I had some lake goo on me and stuff. It’s kind of gross.”

			She sighed. “Now do you understand why I don’t like you swimming in there? God knows what kind of parasites are in that water.”

			“Don’t worry, Mom,” I said, staring at the mess that awaited me at the bottom of the tub. “I don’t think I’ll go swimming there again.”

			“Well, don’t worry about it now. I’ll clean it up after dinner. You should eat while the food’s still hot.”

			“NO!” I sounded more frantic than I’d meant, but I knew I’d never be able to explain the disaster in her bathroom. If she saw this mess, she’d know I couldn’t have carried all that stuff in on my body. And if she found out the truth about Edgar—the real truth—she’d never be able to handle it. “I don’t want you to see it. Please, Mom.”

			She was silent for a moment. I leaned my head against the bathroom door and shut my eyes. I was so tired and weak I could barely stand. I couldn’t keep up the fight much longer. If she insisted on cleaning it up herself…

			“You must be the only ten-year-old boy in the history of the world who’s begged to clean the bathroom. If I get you the paper towels and some cleaner, do you promise me you’ll hurry and come down when you’re done?”

			I exhaled in relief—I hadn’t realized I’d been holding my breath. “Yeah.”

			It took me ten minutes to mop all the squirming goop out of the tub. My stomach churned as I squelched the worms and weeds between wads of paper towel. I used the whole roll and filled the garbage bag. When I was done, I insisted on taking the trash out to the curb—I didn’t want Mom peeking inside.

			She wasn’t pleased when I could hardly choke down any supper, but I’d lost my appetite.

			I had a job to do, and there was no time to waste. I had to get it done before Michael came home.

		

	
		
			Chapter Thirteen

			I should have done this from the start. I’m not sure why I didn’t. 

			Finding Edgar was easy. He was on my pillow, just as I had expected. When I opened my bedroom door, the metallic smell of lake water filled my nose and I gagged. If I never saw the lake again, it would be too soon.

			Edgar’s eyes shone as he watched me cling to the doorframe, coughing and hacking. I could have sworn he was smiling at me. 

			“Go ahead, smile while you still can, you cocksucking mofo,” I growled, using the very best of Sean’s swears. “You and me are done.” 

			I threw a garbage bag over Edgar before I could second-guess myself. This time he fought like a wildcat, kicking and clawing and growling. Scratches and then holes appeared in the bag, which was thrashing around so much I had a hard time holding it. I’d come prepared, though, and threw the bag with Edgar into another, stronger bag.

			I think he knew it was over. He was fighting for his life. 

			Edgar howled, a sickening sound that twisted my insides into knots. I paused for a moment, worried. Surely my mom would hear him, and then what? What could I possibly tell her? But no one came.

			I slipped out the door, carrying the bag. The bag, and a metal container of lighter fluid in one of my pockets. Several books of matches were in the other. I wasn’t taking any chances.

			Like most houses in town, we had a burning barrel in the backyard. We burned what trash we could at home to save on trips to the dump. I should have used it a long time ago, except…

			I guess there was a part of me that shied away from burning something that seemed to be alive, even an evil bear like Edgar.

			I threw everything into the barrel—the bag of mess from the tub and the bag with the bear, which was still going crazy. The adrenaline racing through my body made me shaky, but I managed to empty the entire can of lighter fluid over the bags. My trembling fingers struck a match. It briefly flared to life, but then went out. That was okay. I had more where that came from, and I knew where Mom kept Dad’s old Zippo. 

			The back door creaked open. “Josh, what on earth are you doing? You’re not supposed to…”

			Woosh! The book of matches in my hand caught fire, and I tossed them into the burning barrel. Flames burst high into the sky, and I fell backward onto the grass. It was over. It was finally over.

			Mom ran from the house to help me. “Are you okay?”

			I couldn’t help smiling at her. “I’m great.”

			The fire roared and crackled, sending a shower of sparks sizzling to the ground. Mom pulled me to my feet. Once she had us safely out of range, she turned on me.

			“You know I don’t like you fooling around with matches, Joshua Leary. What on earth did you put in there?”

			I shrugged. “Just some garbage.”

			I was having a nightmare. Someone was screaming. Mom! Mom was screaming. 

			My eyes flew open, but I immediately shut them again. The room was thick with smoke that stung my eyes and hurt my nostrils. I wheezed. I could hear an ominous crackling noise that kept getting louder and louder. 

			Someone pounded hard on my bedroom door, startling me. “Josh! Let us in,” Michael yelled. “Don’t do this, buddy. Let us help you.”

			I knew what to do. We’d been over this in school a hundred times. I rolled out of my bed onto the floor. Pain flared up from my hips and knees when I fell, but I didn’t care. I’d realized the awful truth. My bedroom was on fire. I gasped when I saw the planks of wood nailed across my door, trapping me inside. How had Edgar managed that?

			I’d been exposed to the smoke for too long already. Black spots swam in front of me. I laid my cheek against the floor, which was surprisingly cool. I closed my eyes.

			“Josh, please! I can’t lose you. Please open the door.”

			Mom’s voice broke me out of my trance. I began to crawl toward my art table. I could feel the heat on my skin now. I didn’t have much time. I got what oxygen was left in the room by pressing my face against the floor and inhaling as deeply as I could. 

			At first I was afraid Edgar would have done something to my window too, but it was clear. With my last bit of strength, I threw my desk chair at the glass. The window shattered. I gulped the fresh air gratefully, but I could feel the fire gaining strength right behind me. There was a frightful cracking noise as my door and the floor around it started to give. I couldn’t hear my mom anymore.

			I hoped she had gotten out in time.

			I leaned out over my window. The driveway pulsed with flashing red lights from the fire trucks. The crimson glow made the faces of the firefighters seem demonic, but I recognized Mr. Gillies, the father of a girl in my class. 

			“Hang on, Josh,” he yelled. “We’re getting a ladder for you. Just hang on.”

			My bedroom door gave with an earsplitting crack. It sounded like it had been hit by a giant’s ax. “Please hurry!” I tried to holler, but it came out as a strangled croak. No one could hear me over the roar of the flames. My eyes and throat burned with the smoke. I started coughing, and it felt like I would never stop.

			I could see the firefighters running to my window with a ladder. Mr. Gillies climbed up and stretched out his arms to me. His coat was rough under my hands, but I held on as hard as I could. As we made our way down the ladder, I craned my head to stare at the gathering crowd. Still coughing and choking, I fought for air.

			“Take it easy, Josh. You’re safe now,” Mr. Gillies said. He didn’t put me down until he reached the end of the driveway.

			“But where’s my mom? My mom is in there!” I started to cry, and for once I didn’t care who saw. I couldn’t lose her after what had happened to Dad. 

			“Calm down, son. Your mother is fine. She’s right over there.”

			I saw her running toward me, Michael close behind. I felt my knees buckle, and another firefighter wrapped a blanket around my shoulders. Even though it was a warm night, I was shivering.

			Mom threw her arms around me and crushed me to her, sobbing. I let her hug me, watching in wonder over her shoulders as our family home burned. 

			“Why did you do it, Josh? Why?” 

			I pulled away in shock. “What do you mean? I didn’t do anything!”

			That’s when I noticed the men. They were standing with Michael, speaking in the low tones adults use when they don’t want you to hear. 

			“Mom, I didn’t do this, I swear. You have to believe me!”

			Tears ran down her face. “It’s my fault. Michael told me you were sick, but I didn’t believe it. I didn’t want to believe it. It’s all my fault, honey. I should have gotten you more help.”

			She tried to hug me again, but I pushed her away, which only made her cry harder. “I’m not sick. I didn’t do anything wrong!” I tried to run away, but it was too late. The men surrounded me. 

			“Josh, you need to come with us for a bit, all right?” one of the men said. He knelt so he was at my eye level and smiled. “Don’t worry. We need to take you to the hospital for a bit, make sure you’re okay.”

			I didn’t think. I just reacted. My fist shot out, and I punched that nice man in the face. I got halfway down the street before the men caught up to me. They hauled me back to the driveway while I kicked and screamed. They put me in a van with metal mesh on all the windows. I couldn’t open the door from the inside, but I pounded on the glass.

			“Mom, don’t let them take me! It wasn’t me. It was the bear! It was Edgar—”

			And that’s when I saw him.

			My mother was huddled on the driveway, covering her face with her hands. Some of our neighbors were trying to help her stand, to pick her off the ground, but Michael wasn’t paying any attention to them. 

			He was stroking something he held close to his chest under his coat. Cradling something.

			I saw familiar yellow eyes glow in the night.

			Edgar grinned at me.

		

	
		
			Chapter Fourteen

			I never saw my mother again. The Clear Springs Mental Hospital was my home for the next three years, but Mom never got a chance to visit. It was a freak accident, they said—some genetic time bomb no one could have predicted. Two nights after the fire, my mother’s heart stopped. The doctors could say what they wanted, but I knew the truth. I pictured her opening her eyes on that final night to see Edgar looming over her. I had nightmares about it for years.

			Michael tried to see me once, but Dr. Harvey told him it wasn’t a good idea, and that was that. Once my stepfather got the insurance money from our house and my mother’s death, he closed his funeral home and left town. Last I heard, he was somewhere in the Caribbean. I was grateful to know there was an ocean between Edgar and me.

			“Honey, are you all right?” My wife put her hand on my arm. Her brow was furrowed with concern. I forced a smile.

			“I’m fine. I was thinking that my mother would have loved to meet him.”

			She wrapped her arms around my waist and gave me a squeeze as we watched the newest member of our family. Bradley was our first child, and I was still overwhelmed by the strength of my love for him. I would never let anything bad happen to him, ever.

			“I’m sorry. This is probably so hard for you.” Rachel slipped under my arm and leaned her head against my shoulder. She’d been home from the hospital for only a day and was still exhausted, but true to her nature, she was wasting her time worrying about me.

			“Are you kidding?” I lifted her off the ground and gave her a kiss. “This has been the best moment of my life. Nothing will spoil it for me.”

			I could feel her relax. “I’m glad,” she said. “I was worried for a second.”

			“Well, you don’t have to worry about me. This is what I’ve always wanted—to have a family again. I couldn’t be happier.”

			Rachel smiled, tilting her head to the side as we watched our son sleep. “Isn’t he an angel?”

			“He is.”

			“We should get some sleep while we can. You know he’s going to be awake again soon enough.”

			She walked down the hallway to our bedroom. As I was about to follow, something made me turn. I wanted to look at my son one last time.

			That was when I noticed it.

			There was something in the crib with my baby boy.

			Something black and fluffy with yellow eyes and a sneer on its face.

			Edgar had come home. 
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			Chapter One

			September 29, 1964 

			“Robert, wake up.” 

			He sensed the alarm in Clare’s voice, opened his eyes and sat up quickly.

			“Cathy isn’t in her bed and I can’t find her anywhere. I checked the yard. There’s no sign of her. I called out. She didn’t answer me. I’m worried. Where could she be?” Clare, close to tears and very upset, pleaded with her husband. 

			Robert got up and put his arms around his wife. Resting his head on top of hers, he held her close. Once she calmed down, he took her hands, looked into her eyes, and smiled. “Stop worrying. I’m sure she’s fine. I’ll find her and bring her home.” 

			Clare sat on the bed and fought back the tears. “Yesterday Emily went missing and now Cathy’s gone. Robert, what’s happening?”

			“I’m sure she’s not far away. I’ll find her. I promise.” The man pulled on his clothes and slid his feet into his slippers. After a quick stop at the bathroom, he headed outside. 

			He checked the yard and then crossed the road to the creek. He went down one side and stood at the edge of the shallow stream. Cathy loved to catch frogs. Robert looked up and down the creek. He didn’t see her anywhere. Her obsession with scarecrows could have enticed her into that cornfield. His heart started to pound. The corn stood five feet high. If she was in there, she was lost. 

			Robert stepped over the water, climbed up the side of the creek bed, and stepped into the field. He walked along the north edge of the crop and looked down the furrows between the rows of corn. Several minutes into his search, he noticed a dark lump, about a hundred yards from where he stood. He called Cathy’s name once, again, louder, and got no answer. He moved slowly at first. With recognition, Robert accelerated to a full-out run and dropped to his knees beside the child. 

			He recognized Emily. Her facial features were pressed into the dirt, but wisps of blonde hair stuck out of the bloody tangle on the back of her head.  Deep wounds slashed every inch of her torso and legs. The left arm, nearly severed, ended with a clenched fist—dirt and straw squeezed between the fingers. The other arm lay mangled beside her head. Splintered bone protruded through the bloody pulp. 

			Robert couldn’t draw air into his lungs. A second body lay just beyond Emily. It could be Cathy. He couldn’t look. Dark hair played little tricks in the corner of his eye. He slowly rocked on his knees and looked at the ground. The nausea grew until bile clogged his throat. He quickly crawled into the next row and vomited until only dry heaves racked his body. Leaning back on his heels, Robert sucked in large gulps of air to quell his panic. 

			His respiration settled into long, deliberate breaths. He rose to his feet and carefully stepped back through the corn. He again knelt on the ground next to Emily. The second child lay several feet beyond. Robert couldn’t look and he couldn’t leave. 

			In the morning quiet, he had stained the knees of his jeans with dew and blood. He rubbed his hands together to remove the loose dirt. The sun peeked at him from behind the tops of the cornstalks. He crossed his arms over his chest. The acrid smell of corn, blood and dirt filled his nostrils. The vomit taste lingered on his tongue. The diffused sunlight shone into his eyes and warmed his cheeks. No birds sang, no leaves rustled and no breeze whispered through the stalks. Only a distant train whistle broke the silence. He waited.

			Robert thought he heard a tiny groan. He slowly looked over at the second child. He got up and walked around Emily and dropped gently to his knees beside Cathy. Blood streaked her face and red slime soaked her nightgown. Her head, arms, and legs appeared intact. He laid his hand on her forehead and felt warmth. Then he heard the sleepy moan from deep in her throat, and he smiled through his tears.

			Her blood-covered hands clutched a small hatchet. The one he used to cut kindling. He stared at those hands. Realization hit him hard and he almost fainted. He jumped up, wrung his hands, and gasped for air. He stared down at his daughter. She moved as if asleep. Robert swallowed hard and sucked in a breath. He bent and lifted her off the ground, and the axe fell from her hands. It dropped only inches from Emily. Robert straightened his back and raised his head. Tears filled his eyes. He stepped over the dead girl and carried his child out of the cornfield. 

			Her eyes glazed with tears, Clare stared at her husband and daughter. She felt Cathy’s warm forehead and let out a sigh of relief. 

			“Emily?” Clare whispered the question. 

			“She’s dead,” Robert answered in the same hushed tone. 

			They silently washed the blood and slime off their daughter while she slept. Cathy had no injuries other than a small bruise on one arm. Clare removed the bloody nightgown and redressed her in a clean one. Robert put her into her bed and kissed her forehead. Clare tucked the blankets around Cathy and gently caressed her cheek. They walked together from her room. Clare picked up the phone and called the police.

			Friday, July 22, 1966

			Suit jacket draped over his arm, shirt open at the neck, Robert pulled a handkerchief from his hip pocket and wiped his forehead. The heat and humidity dominated late July. The hour long drive from Windsor to the Ontario Cedarview Childrens’ Hospital School had become second nature to him. Desperately thin, his hunched shoulders made him look shorter than his six-foot frame. 

			Taking a pack of cigarettes from his pocket, he looked up at the façade of the hospital. No lettering identified the building. Everyone knew this asylum housed crazy and retarded children. He lit his cigarette and mouthed a thank-you to any deity who would listen. For the first time, no reporters waited at the front door. 

			He replayed the visits in his head. Cathy always asked when she could come home, and he always told her she’d be home soon. He lied. He knew she would probably never see home again. The twenty-ninth of September would be the second anniversary of the day Cathy, barely six years old, brutally murdered her friend Emily Preston.

			Now his daughter’s entire world existed in a ten by ten room with one barred window, and most of the furniture bolted to the floor. Her file classified her as dangerous and potentially violent.

			Every month, Robert visited Cathy. He brought her coloring books and crayons. When he could afford it, he bought her a new doll or a stuffed toy. The child loved to color and gossip. Their last visit, she talked nonstop and gave him all the coloring books she had finished to take home with him.

			Every week, Mrs. Alexis Keith, the hospital supervisor, met with Cathy. Alexis adjusted and even ignored many rules and guidelines for handling violent patients. Her instincts told her this intelligent little girl couldn’t hurt anyone. Although the policy recommended two nurses, Alexis decided one nurse would be sufficient for the six-year-old. Wendy, a young nursing graduate, became Cathy’s caregiver and companion. 

			The numerous psychiatric doctors who examined Cathy to date, proved to be useless. Robert didn’t want to meet another one. None of them gave a reasonable explanation of her story, and none felt confident she wouldn’t kill again. The chances of her release weakened with each doctor’s report. 

			The dead girl’s parents insisted on Cathy’s permanent incarceration. They involved the press and garnered sympathy. Almost two years had passed, and only recently had the press dropped coverage of the story. 

			The clerk at the main desk smiled. She immediately got up and, with her key, unlocked the elevator. He thanked her, stepped in and pressed the button for the fifth floor. 

			New drugs and therapy methods hit the market with the acceptance by the medical community of mental illness in children. Only a handful of doctors understood the implications. Dr. Diane Wagner, a prominent psychiatrist with a distinguished reputation, arrived from New York to try her newly developed techniques on Cathy.

			Alexis researched this young woman. Dr. Wagner treated difficult child cases involving delusional episodes, and her success rate was very  impressive. Alexis still held hope for Cathy. She needed Robert’s permission to allow this doctor access to the child and her records. 

			Robert stepped off the elevator and hesitated outside the office door. He was in no hurry to engage another doctor. Opening the door, Robert moved from the stuffy hall into a reception area. At this height, the breeze refreshed the air and cut the oppressive heat to almost bearable. He stood at the open window and closed his eyes, allowing the air to brush across his face. The receptionist buzzed the adjoining office, and Alexis opened the office door. 

			“Robert, please come in. We’ve been waiting for you.” She smiled. “It’s a little cooler in here.”

			“Alexis, it’s nice to see you again.” He walked past her into the office. The supervisor stood tall with short blonde hair that frizzed in the high humidity. Both office windows were open, and the cross breeze kept the room comfortable. She sat behind her desk. A slim young woman sat opposite her holding a large file in her lap. Robert hung his suit jacket on the back of another chair and sat down. 

			“This is Dr. Diane Wagner.” Alexis indicated the young woman.

			Robert turned slightly in his chair and faced the new doctor. “What magic potion have you brought us?” 

			She ignored the sarcasm. “I’m very sorry about Cathy. I contacted Mrs. Keith because I know I can help your little girl.”

			“You seem confident. Do you understand her situation?” Robert looked into her eyes and tried to determine her motives. He wondered if her ego and medical reputation were at play or if she really cared about the child.

			“Mr. Millard, I’ve read your daughter’s file.” She nodded to the file in her lap. “I know other doctors have tried to help her. They used old methods, geared to an undefined illness. My new methods of diagnosing and treating children with these types of psychological delusions have shown excellent results.”

			Robert watched her closely and listened to the sales pitch.

			“Cathy appears to be a normal child. To send her home, I need to prove to everyone involved she poses no danger to anyone. I’ll diagnose the disorder and use my most effective therapies.” 

			“If I let you treat my daughter, other things must be considered, and they aren’t in that file.” Robert lit a cigarette and sat back in his chair. “My daughter doesn’t know Emily is dead. She doesn’t understand why she’s here, or why she has to talk to doctors.” 

			“I assure you, Mr. Millard, my direction and ultimate goal will be for her to realize what happened and acknowledge her part in it. Once she knows and accepts the truth, I will help her deal with it.”

			“There’s one other thing.” Robert inhaled smoke from his cigarette. 

			“Perhaps we should let the doctor do her preliminary work before we get to that,” Alexis interrupted. 

			“She needs to know. It affected all of us, but Cathy took it much worse than the other children did. Clare and Cathy had a very close relationship.” 

			“Do you want me to explain?” Alexis asked.

			“No. I’ll take care of it. Maybe you could find us some coffee.” 

			“Sure.” She got up, patted Robert’s shoulder on the way by, and left the office. 

			“Is there a problem?” Dr. Wagner watched Alexis leave.

			Robert ignored her, took a long drag off the cigarette and butted it in the ashtray. “My wife, Clare, turned forty-three the year Cathy came along. She had a difficult pregnancy and birthing. Within a month, the depression started. She struggled with it constantly. The doctor blamed menopause and the pregnancy. They prescribed tranquilizers.” Robert paused and shook his head. “Clare never complained. I knew her depression often overwhelmed her, but it wasn’t something open for discussion. Almost exactly a year after the murder, she overdosed on pills and died.”

			“Did she ever see a psychologist or psychiatric doctor?”

			“The family doctor treated her. He knew Clare. He did the best he could for her.”

			“Do you mind if I note this in my file?” 

			Robert shrugged and continued his story. “Emily’s murder and Cathy being placed here triggered a deep depression for Clare. She took her pills and handled it for a while. The community became the real catalyst for her death. The day Emily’s murder hit the news, friends refused to speak to us, and we became outcasts from our own church. The reporters couldn’t get enough. They camped on the lawn and hounded us.” Robert stopped and closed his eyes, unable to continue. 

			“Take whatever time you need.” Dr. Wagner wrote a few notes down.

			Robert took a couple deep breaths and continued. “We brought Cathy here two days after the murder. We sent our three older children to live with my sister in Toronto. Clare and I stayed at the house and struggled with reporters. After a year, Clare just didn’t have the strength to face them anymore. The kids think their mother died from an accidental overdose. That’s a lie. She swallowed every pill she had and killed herself. ”

			“My God, I’m sorry. I had no idea.” 

			Robert knew she couldn’t understand the devastation his family felt. He lit a cigarette, stood up, and paced the room.

			“Bringing Cathy home and raising her by myself scares the hell out of me, and still I can’t watch her grow up here. I love my daughter and I’ll do…whatever…I can to help her…” Robert stopped talking. He slowly lowered himself into his chair and stared at the floor. 

			Alexis carried three coffee cups on a tray into the quiet office. She handed one cup to the doctor and placed Robert’s cup on the corner of the desk. Alexis sat behind her desk and faced the others, coffee cup in hand. To relieve the tension, the older woman picked up the conversation. 

			“Robert, have your coffee while it’s still hot. Have you explained everything to Dr. Wagner, or do I need to fill in any details?”

			“She knows.” He sat up, picked up the cup, and sipped the coffee. He put the cup back on the desk and stared at the floor again. 

			Alexis turned to the young woman. “You have the file, and Robert explained the other issues. Is there anything else you need?”

			“I’d like to review this file carefully. I should be ready to talk to Cathy shortly.” 

			Dr. Wagner stood up and looked at Robert. She opened her mouth to talk, and closed it again when Alexis caught her eye and shook her head. Dr. Wagner walked out and closed the door behind her. 

			Robert sipped his coffee and smoked his cigarette. 

			Alexis stood at the open window, coffee in hand, and watched the sky begin to cloud. 

			Diane Wagner sat beside the open window in her motel room. She’d read Cathy’s file three times. The previous doctors couldn’t agree on anything. 

			She found Mrs. Keith’s notes particularly helpful. They contained a unique personal insight gleaned from years of working with children and families. The notes opened when Robert and Clare Millard, on the advice of the lead investigator, voluntarily placed their daughter in the facility. The parents hoped for a quick return to a normal life. Mrs. Keith doubted it would happen. She noted all the conversations with the child, her parents, and the doctors, and then added her own thoughts and comments. The file held reports of Cathy’s activities, interactions, and overall health, filed daily by the attending nurses. Everything indicated Cathy to be a normal, healthy child. 

			Alexis included a report of a conversation between herself and the lead investigator in Emily’s murder. The evidence showed Cathy’s fingerprints were the only ones on the murder weapon—a blood-covered small axe owned by her father. Her father found her asleep in the cornfield, beside Emily’s mutilated body. Blood soaked her nightgown and streaked her skin, but she had no injuries. Her age and size mitigated her guilt. The coroner felt the vicious attack would have been difficult, maybe impossible, for a six-year-old.

			Cathy, classified by the hospital as dangerous and potentially violent, would be confined until she could be rehabilitated.  Emily’s murder case continued as an active investigation and without a confession or substantial new evidence, would remain open.

			Cathy’s account of the incident never varied. She repeated exactly the same story to everyone who questioned her. The hallucinations she related created the problem. No one believed scarecrows could walk or talk.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			September 28, 1964

			“What is your name?” The man squatted in front of Cathy. He had on a brown suit and a striped tie. He looked like her father when they went to church. For some reason he frightened her, and Cathy, unable to talk, backed away from him. 

			Clare stepped out onto the porch and called to her daughter. “Cathy, come up here right now.” Cathy felt so relieved to hear her mother’s voice, she turned and bolted up the stairs. She stood behind her and peeked out at the visitor. 

			He stood up in the driveway, took off  his hat, and looked at Clare. 

			“Why are you scaring my daughter? Who are you anyway?” Clare demanded. Short and a bit overweight, she looked the part of the local farmwife in the standard housedress and heavy cardigan. 

			“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to frighten her. I’m Detective Walter Leland of the Provincial Police. A little girl, around your daughter’s age, is missing. I thought your daughter might know her.” The officer pulled his identification from his jacket pocket and held it up.

			“Who’s missing?” Clare immediately showed concern. In the small farming community, everyone knew everyone else. 

			“A six-year-old girl named Emily Preston. She’s been missing since yesterday and we’ve been unable to find her.”

			Clare turned to Cathy. “Is that your friend from the subdivision?” 

			Cathy nodded. 

			“Did you see her today at school or yesterday?” 

			Cathy nodded again. 

			“You know better than to be rude. Open your mouth and talk to this man. Tell him where you saw her and when.” Clare held Cathy by the shoulders in front of her.

			“I saw her playing with Joel at the creek, yesterday. I came outside after lunch, and when I asked to play with them, Emily said no. She didn’t want anyone to play with her except Joel. She called me a hick and told me to go away and not come back.”

			Clare frowned and steered her daughter toward the screen door. “Go in the house and play.”

			“Wait.” The constable put up his hands. “Can she show me where she last saw her?” 

			Cathy looked up at her mother and nodded again.

			“Show him where they were.” Clare walked with her down the porch steps.

			The child took the man’s hand, and led him to the road. Clare followed close behind. They crossed to the other side and walked along the shoulder, beside a wide ditch that separated them from the corn fields The creek measured ten feet deep and almost as wide at the top. The sides, covered with rocks and weeds, sloped toward the narrow bottom. There the water, a few inches deep, and only about a foot wide rippled over smooth stones. 

			Cathy led them down the road about two hundred feet and stopped. She pointed to the creek bed where it turned away from the road and ran into the cornfield. 

			“They were there. See where the water splashes over the bigger rock? It’s the best place to catch baby frogs. That’s what they were doing.”

			Saturday, July 23, 1966

			Robert made a sandwich and grabbed a cold beer. Eating his lunch, he watched TV. He heard a knock and he dropped what was left of his sandwich on the plate. He slid the dish onto the coffee table, got up from the sofa, hit the off button on the TV, and walked to the door. He recognized the young man on the other side of the screen.

			“Good day. I don’t know if you remember me. My partner and I investigated the incident with your daughter two years ago.” He produced a badge, and Robert ignored it.

			“Of course I remember. How could I forget? Your name is Walter and your partner’s name was Lucas, I believe. I appreciated your advice about the hospital for my daughter. She really likes Mrs. Keith.” 

			“I suggested it because I had some experience with the woman. She runs a good facility. With everyone overreacting, it made sense to put Cathy someplace she’d be safe.” 

			“What can I do for you?” 

			“Before I get down to business, how is your little girl doing?”

			“She’s still at the hospital, and to be honest, I don’t ever see her leaving. No one can make sense of her story. I’m sure you remember.” 

			“Oh yes, she told quite a tale. Her being so young, the whole situation must have terrified her. I understand you also lost your wife last year. I’m very sorry. How have you been?”

			Robert opened the screen door. He had lost a lot of weight and hard lines covered his face. Grey took over his dark hair and he looked worn and tired. “I’m holding up all right. Don’t really have a choice. Come on in. I’ll make us some coffee, or would you prefer a cold beer?”

			“As good as the beer sounds, I’m on duty. Coffee would be great.”

			Robert led the young detective into the kitchen. He opened a cupboard and pulled down the coffee and percolator. 

			“What brings you out here today?” Robert busied himself at the counter. Walter found a seat at the kitchen table. 

			“I don’t know how to begin. I have an odd request and I’m hoping you can help me get my bearings.”

			“What kind of bearings?” 

			“A dead body showed up on the edge of the same cornfield. It made me think of Emily’s murder. A hammer, apparently used to kill the victim, lay beside the body. Again, there were no prints and no evidence anywhere.”

			“How can I help?” Robert had no emotional reaction to this murder. He got the coffee percolator to the burner, turned on the gas, and stopped. His back to the detective, Robert closed his eyes and saw Emily’s body clearly. He felt the nausea rising and quickly opened them. He turned and listened to the detective.

			“When Emily died, we investigated. We spent weeks looking for evidence and found nothing. I didn’t know anything about this area or the people who live here. We did interviews, and no one saw or heard a thing. I got the impression most of the neighbors believed Cathy did it, and refused to think about any other possibilities.”

			“They’re farmers. They couldn’t comprehend a murder happening here. They didn’t know what to do or say. How can I help?”

			“I hoped you might explain the area, who lives here, and maybe even introduce me. I need to get these people to talk to me.” 

			“I can do that. I’ve lived in this house my whole life.” Robert jumped into the explanation rather than dwell on murder. “Generations of my family farmed this property. My dad, crippled in an accident, sold off most of the land. The current plot is only about sixty feet by five hundred feet. It meets George Grayson’s wheat field at the back and beyond his land is the housing built by the city after the war. A natural gas distributor bought all our land from west of the house to the highway. ” 

			Robert walked to the kitchen window and Walter got up and followed. The lawn stretched out from the house. The grass stopped at the garden and sported fruit trees and a large patch of rhubarb along the fence on the west side. A wooden shed and fire pit sat at the end of the gravel driveway on the opposite side. A clothesline stretched from the house to a pole at the edge of a large tomato patch. The rest of the property was vegetable garden.

			“That’s quite a variety of food you have growing out there.”

			“I still think of myself as a farmer, even though the city seems to be growing closer all the time. The highway running north used to have fields on both sides and now is all motels and diners. Windsor will take over all this land soon.”

			“It’s growing. That’s for sure.”

			“We always grew our own vegetables. Clare canned and preserved everything she could in the fall and stocked the root cellar for the winter. Leroy, my neighbor, plants it now while I work. He sells the produce at the farmers’ market and we share the profits—it helps both of us. You can see George’s fields out back.”

			“I actually got to talk to Mr. Grayson. Emily’s death really bothered him. I remember he warned me about getting lost in the fields, especially the tall corn.”

			“It’s very easy to get turned around in a full-grown cornfield. He gave you good advice.” Robert smiled and moved to the window over the sink. 

			“On this side is Leroy and Gladys Cutforth’s land. They sold off most of the farmland to Barry Lewiston about ten years ago. They keep honeybees and grow the sunflowers for them. Between the vegetable gardens, his and mine, and the honey, he makes a comfortable living.”

			“I remember I tried to talk to them, and they couldn’t help me.”

			“Leroy’s a good man. He keeps to himself and I’ve never heard her say a word. I know Clare and Gladys got along good. I think the Cutforths are Mormon. The people around here ostracized them for belonging to the wrong church.” Robert checked the coffee and opened a drawer. He took out a pad of paper and a pencil. The two men sat opposite each other at the kitchen table, and he drew a small map.

			Robert pointed to the paper as he spoke. “The road out front runs east past the corn fields to a new subdivision. Going west it stops at the highway. The creek turns into the field just before you get to the highway, and continues directly south from there, through Essex County, all the way to Lake Erie.”

			“I remember that turn. Cathy showed me that bend. It was the last place she saw Emily. It’s not much of a creek.”

			“Sometimes the spring thaw brings deeper water for a few weeks. I’ve seen it almost overflow its banks some years, and other years, nothing happened. On the other side of the creek is Barry Lewiston’s farm. The cornfields belong to him. He owns every cornfield on both sides of the road.” 

			“I spoke to him as well and he seemed completely uninterested.”

			“That sounds like Barry. It’s a big farm and he works all the time.”

			Robert got up, poured two mugs of coffee and set them on the table. He sat down opposite Walter, and watched him slowly test the hot liquid. “I hope you like strong coffee. Did you want sugar or milk?”

			“Black is fine. Thanks.” Walter sat for a minute and then turned to Robert. “Please, tell me about the local things I don’t know.”

			“Okay.” Robert thought for a minute and then went back to his map. “Across the highway is the Canadian Pacific Railway Roundhouse. It’s a transfer station. Long diesel freight trains run in and out of there day and night.”

			“That’s why I keep hearing trains. I drove by the building and never connected it to trains. They must be noisy at times. Does it keep you up at night?”

			“It’s very noisy. You get so used to the whistles, the shunting and the engine noise that you don’t hear it anymore.” Robert took his cigarettes from his pocket and offered one to Walter. 

			“Thanks, I have some.” He lit one of his own. “I’ll have to add that information about the trains to the Preston file. Maybe that’s why no one heard anything.”

			“That’s very possible. I don’t sleep very much these days. The trains are loud and the shunting never stops. I even hear the workers sometimes.” Robert gave it some thought. “I hear it now. I don’t remember hearing it before. It’s funny how something happens, and then everything else becomes referenced as before or after. It’s like time stopped for just that moment and then started again.”

			“I never thought of that. You’re right.”

			Robert shook his head and continued. “The other place you might find interesting is the old Devon racetrack. It sits way back in the bush, on the south side of the cornfield.” He tracked the highway on the map and marked the racetrack. “The highway going south, veers east and goes right by it. The bush is so thick at the road you can’t see the old structures.”

			“I didn’t know a racetrack ever existed here.”

			“It burned down a long time ago. They raced thoroughbreds and built fancy stables and grandstands on the property. The fire destroyed the whole place and killed important people and expensive horses.” 

			“Is anyone using the property now?”

			“No. They never rebuilt it. The bush has grown up around the concrete structures that were left after the fire.” Robert smiled. “I remember being a kid and exploring with my friends. Ghosts haunted the place, and we had to go there. We were no more than ten years old and so spooked after about five minutes, we took off out of there and ran all the way home.” 

			“Sounds like an interesting place to visit. I wonder, with the freight trains and the old racetrack, are transients a problem around here?”

			“I’m sure they probably ride the trains and come through the freight yard. I haven’t seen any in a long time. I remember the Depression and all the bums on the road. They bunked under the grandstands at the old racetrack. My father always felt sorry for them. They would do heavy farm work all day in exchange for one good meal. Times were bad then.” 

			Walter pulled a small notepad from his pocket and flipped the pages.  “I should have checked out that racetrack after Emily’s murder. I wonder if it would have made any difference. I still had no evidence.” He looked back at Robert. “Is there anything else you can think of that might help me?”

			“The pond at the track has quite a history. The stable workers dug a pit and hit an underground spring. They ended up with a thirty-foot-deep hole, about twenty feet across, filled with cold, fresh water. They used it to water the horses. Willow trees completely shaded the pond, and made the water appear black.  Spectators would sit under the trees beside the water on hot days just to cool off. It’s still there.” Robert refilled their coffee cups. 

			“What’s so special about this pond?” 

			“It’s haunted, of course. The story goes that back in the twenties and thirties, gangsters tossed dead rivals into that pond. The ghosts roam the old track, looking for the money buried there by their killers.” 

			They laughed and drank coffee. 

			Robert sobered. “That’s where and why Jimmy Lewiston got hurt. Digging for treasure with his brother, he fell into the pond and ended up with brain damage.”

			“He must have been underwater too long?” 

			“We pulled him out. I didn’t think he’d make it. They revived him at the hospital, but it was too late.”

			The men sat quietly for few minutes. 

			Walter interrupted the silence. “Getting back to this new murder, you just gave me a whole lot of ground to cover and stuff to think about. We want to fine-tune the investigation this time.”

			“What happened?” Robert sipped his coffee and lit a cigartette.

			“I can’t go into a lot of detail since it’s under investigation. What I can tell you is the victim, a fifteen-year-old boy, Brian Cole, died Thursday night. He moved into the subdivision north of here, with his family, about two years ago. He went missing on Thursday night and turned up yesterday morning in the field.”

			“That’s terrible, but how does it resemble Emily’s murder?” 

			“The victims lived two blocks from each other and ended up in the same corn field. This beating with a hammer, and Emily’s beating with an axe, have similar natures. We’re keeping this one quiet. Only the family knows. I only told you because I needed your help. I have police all over the field now, looking for evidence. I’m sure the press will catch on soon enough.” 

			He stared at Walter. “Maybe this sounds optimistic. If these murders are similar, does that mean Cathy might be innocent?” 

			“I can’t say that. Not right now anyway. I’ll definitely let you know if that becomes a possibility.”

			Cool air came with the dark. Robert sat on his front porch, listening to the trains, and thinking about his conversation with the young detective. 

			The chance that Cathy hadn’t murdered Emily filled his thoughts. Despite being hopeful, it still made no sense to him. He carried Cathy out of that field. All the evidence pointed to her. How could he decide between Cathy’s guilt and innocence? His brain told him guilty. His gut told him innocent. 

			Robert drank his beer and listened to the diesels shunting freight cars. A single train whistle sounded, and he took a long, slow drag on his cigarette. He didn’t expect to sleep anytime soon.

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			April 1960

			Lowell believed, during the heyday of gang activity, dead mobsters ended up in the pond at the racetrack. He also believed they buried loot near that pond and ghosts haunted the place. At least once every week during the good weather, he took his younger brother Jimmy and a shovel to the old racetrack. He dug holes everywhere, looking for treasure. 

			Their mother left four years earlier, when Jimmy was eight years old and Lowell twelve. A city girl from Toronto, she just couldn’t take being a farmer’s wife any longer. Their father, Barry, arranged the marriage. He needed sons to take over the family farm. He cared about his wife, but saw the marriage as a good business move. When she left, he agreed to a quick divorce and a healthy settlement for her, as long as she left the boys with him. She left with a check in her hand and never looked back.

			Barry loved his boys but spent very little time with them. He ran a large farm operation and, in his spare time, drank a little too much. Lowell willingly took responsibility for his younger brother.

			The mornings were still cool that April, when the two brothers left for their treasure hunt. Once at the track, Lowell searched for the sticks he used to mark the best spots for potential booty. He pulled an upright twig out of the ground near some bushes and began digging. 

			Jimmy hated that part and usually took off to explore the abandoned racetrack and find ghosts. He wandered toward the pond. Surrounded by willow trees, it sat completely shaded behind the old stables. The twelve-year-old knelt on the edge of the pond and stared into the black water. Jimmy saw something making ripples. 

			“Hey Lowell, come and see. There’s something in the pond. Maybe it’s a ghost,” Jimmy called to his brother. 

			The older brother grabbed his shovel and headed toward the pond. “Do you think it’s a gangster ghost? Can you see anything, Jimmy?” He knew he would hear this line from his brother several times before the day ended. Jimmy always found ghosts and Lowell always played along. 

			“Hurry, I think it’s real this time.” Jimmy saw the movement again and leaned over even farther. He felt himself falling and screamed as he went headfirst into the pond. 

			Lowell heard the scream and splash. He ran to the edge of the pond, but Jimmy had disappeared under the water. 

			Barry stopped and shut off the tractor when Lowell came running across the field, waving his arms in the air. He had tears running down his face when he yelled to his father that Jimmy had fallen into the pond. Barry told him to go to the house and call the neighbors and the fire department for help. He abandoned the tractor and ran south toward the track.

			Robert and Leroy ran to help. They caught up with Lowell at the pond. Barry’s boots and work gloves were in the grass beside the water. The teenager knelt and stared into the pond. After several very tense moments, Barry surfaced and lifted Jimmy’s body up onto the ground. Robert pulled the boy away from the water and dropped to the ground beside him. Unconscious and not breathing, Jimmy didn’t respond to Robert’s attempts to revive him. Lowell stood shaking and crying. Barry crawled from the water and tried to catch his breath. Leroy stood in the laneway and signaled to the arriving volunteer firefighters and their rescue truck. 

			Barry quickly explained what happened, as the volunteers put the boy on a stretcher and gave him oxygen. They lifted him into the truck and raced back to the highway, sirens blaring.

			“They’re taking him to Metro Hospital,” Leroy yelled from the road. “We can take Robert’s pickup.” Barry, wet and cold, ran with the others across the open fields to the Millard yard. Robert drove the pickup as fast as he could, and they arrived at the emergency entrance at the same time the fire truck pulled away.

			One of the volunteers, heading for his car, saw Barry get out of the truck at the entrance. “He’s alive. They got him breathing again.” 

			Barry’s eyes filled with tears. He took a visible breath and nodded to the rescuer. 

			The doctor and nurses did manage to revive Jimmy. Barry and Lowell watched him. Awake under an oxygen mask, the boy smiled at his father and brother. They thought everything would be fine. 

			The doctor pulled Barry out of the room and informed him Jimmy had probably suffered brain damage. He explained that the extent of that damage still had to be determined. Robert and Leroy had been waiting in the hall and heard the doctor’s terrible prognosis. 

			The ordeal upset the entire community, and the safety of the children became a major concern. Cathy proved to be a very curious child. To deter her adventures, Robert and Clare found scaring her seemed to be the only thing that worked. The following fall, they used fear to keep their daughter from injuring herself at the creek or getting lost in the tall corn. In his most serious voice, Robert talked to the three-year-old.

			“Cathy, if you go to the creek, the ghosts in the water will grab you. If you get into that cornfield, you’ll get lost and the scarecrows will get you. You have to promise me you’ll stay in our yard.” 

			She believed every word he said. “I promise, Daddy.” He nodded and she threw her arms around his neck and held on.

			The next month, during the full moon, Cathy told her father the scarecrows walked around in the field during the night. The little girl insisted she saw them from her window in the moonlight. She told him they hurt people in the field. Robert explained to her they couldn’t move and scolded her for telling such wild tales. She refused to believe him. He decided to let it go, hoping to keep her in her own yard.

			Every fall, she claimed the scarecrows walked the field. The year she turned five, she claimed she saw them kill people. He discredited her story, but nothing convinced her. She believed in their powers to move and harm. 

			Robert regretted using those ugly scarecrows to keep her out of the field. Shortly after the harvest, the nightmares began. Almost every night, she ran, terrified, into her parents’ room. Clare often spent hours getting her back to sleep.

			Monday, July 24, 1966

			Diane Wagner arrived midafternoon and entered Cathy’s room, carrying a binder. She sat at the table, in the chair opposite Cathy. The little girl colored a picture of a forest. She looked up at the doctor and then looked over at the nurse. Wendy, seated in a chair in the far corner, nodded and smiled. Normally Wendy left the room when doctors talked to Cathy, but Alexis told the nurse to stay with the child for this first visit. 

			“My name is Diane.” The doctor smiled. 

			Tall and slim for her age, Cathy had a striking resemblance to her father. The dark hair, pulled back into a ponytail, accented her blue eyes. Cathy looked at the woman and put the crayon down. “You’re pretty. I like your haircut and that blouse is nice. Pink is my best color.” The child turned to Wendy. “Can I get my hair cut like that?”

			Wendy shook her head. “You’re too young to cut your hair off. When you grow up, maybe you can cut it that way.”

			“Pink is my favorite color too.” Diane looked around the room.

			“Why are you visiting me? I don’t know you.” 

			“I’m here to help you understand what happened two years ago, and why you need to be here now.” 

			Cathy became very disgusted. “You’re another doctor, aren’t you?” 

			“Yes, I’m a doctor. I study how girls and boys like you think and feel about things. I’m a psychiatrist.” Diane looked at Cathy. The child picked out a new crayon, started coloring again, and ignored her visitor.

			“Please. I’m here to help you. Will you talk to me?”

			“Do I have to talk about that night again?”

			“Yes, Cathy. I’m sorry about that, but I need you to tell me what happened.”

			“I don’t want to tell you. No one ever believes me anyway. Do you promise to believe me and not get mad at me? Everyone thinks I’m a liar, but I’m not.”

			“I’ll believe you and I won’t get angry. Is that okay?”

			“I suppose.”

			“Can I write down some notes while you’re talking?”

			“Sure. Everybody does that.” Cathy watched the doctor put her binder on the table. 

			Opening her binder, the doctor slid her pen from a holder inside. “I’m ready now. Can you tell me the whole story?”

			Dropping her crayon, Cathy grinned and cleared her throat. She held her hands together on the table. “Once upon a time, there lived a beautiful princess…” Cathy laughed. 

			Wendy came over and squatted down to meet the child’s eyes. The nurse smiled and spoke calmly. “The sooner you tell this lady your story, the sooner we can go outside.” 

			Cathy frowned and nodded. Wendy went back to her chair. 

			“She’s right. I just have to hear it and I’ll leave. I promise.” Diane  nodded.

			Cathy looked at the doctor closely and after a few moments started again.

			“I was sleeping and that stupid clock downstairs woke me up when it started dinging. I got out of bed really quiet, so I didn’t wake Helen.”

			“Who’s Helen?”

			“She’s my sister. She gets mad if I wake her. I went to the bathroom and then I came back and looked out the window. I saw the cornfields. The silk on the tops of the corn looked brown and dry. My mom says that’s how you know the corn’s ready. Mr. Lewiston takes down the corn when it’s full-grown like that.”

			“Wasn’t it dark outside? How did you see the corn?”

			“The moon was out. I found it at the corner of the house. When I looked back at the cornfield, I saw right away that the scarecrows left their pegs.”

			“Do you always look for them?” Diane was taking notes.

			Cathy ignored her question. “I found the fat old woman first. She walked toward the road. Then I saw the old man and he followed her. I didn’t see the farmer man. Then I saw the fat woman moving toward my friend. I wondered why Emily got in that field. I forgot at first, and then I remembered she was lost. Anyway, she ran in and out of the corn, and fell down a lot. Her clothes were all dirty. Emily never got dirty like that before. I got scared for her.”

			“Wait, Cathy, who is the fat woman? Do you know her?”

			“She’s a scarecrow.” 

			Diane had read the file, and every account referenced the scarecrow delusions.

			“What about the old man and the farmer—are they scarecrows too?”

			“Yes. They’re all scarecrows.” Cathy leaned forward and stared at Diane. “This is where nobody believes me.”

			“I believe you. Please tell me the rest of the story.”

			Cathy looked at the doctor, but didn’t really believe Diane. Cathy continued, but watched the doctor carefully.

			“The policeman who came to my house said Emily got lost so everyone looked for her. I went to the creek and showed him where Emily and Joel caught frogs.”

			“Did you see her that day?” Diane asked Cathy. 

			“No. She didn’t go to school that day. I saw her on Sunday. She played at the creek like I just told you.”

			“Okay, please go on. You talked about seeing her that night.”

			“I thought if she got lost in that field for a while, she’d be really scared. I’m afraid of those scarecrows, and Emily would be afraid too. I decided to help her get out of the field, before the fat woman hurt her.”

			“Why do you think the fat woman would hurt her?” 

			“It’s what they do. If you’re in their field, they hurt you and carry you away.”

			“I had no idea scarecrows could do that.”

			“See. You don’t believe me.”

			“I believe you. I just didn’t know scarecrows could do that.”

			“They hurt people. I’ve seen them do really bad things. They won’t hurt me, but I’m still afraid of them.” Cathy started to breathe fast and her skin went pale. “I don’t want to talk anymore.” She crossed her arms over her chest and looked at the wall.

			Diane reached across the small table and spoke quietly. 

			“Please give me your hands.” 

			Cathy slowly unfolded her arms and Diane grasped her hands. 

			“You know you’re safe here. No one is going to hurt you.” 

			The little girl looked at Diane and nodded.

			“Please, tell me what happened then.”

			Cathy pulled her hands away, picked up a crayon and started to color again. She talked, but her eyes stayed on the paper. “I ran downstairs and put on my shoes, and then I went out the side door. My dad had chopped some sticks for the fire pit on the side porch. I picked up his little axe. I thought I might need it to help Emily. The scarecrows could hurt her. They didn’t understand that she wouldn’t hurt them or steal from them.”

			“You said you’ve seen them hurt someone before?”

			Cathy looked at the doctor and frowned. “Yes. They hurt people. I told my dad and my mom, but no one would believe me. Jimmy knew about that too. He told his dad, but nobody believed him either. Nobody believes kids.”

			“Who is Jimmy? Is that a friend of yours?”

			“Jimmy is Mr. Lewiston’s son. He fell into the pond a long time ago and now he’s stupid, but he’s my best friend.” 

			“Cathy, can you tell me a little more about Jimmy?”

			“He’s old. He might be sixteen now. I’m not sure. He’s my friend and he knows the scarecrows. He puts them together in the barn and talks to them all the time. Like I said, he’s stupid.” She put the crayon down and thought for a moment. “No, wait, he’s not stupid. Dad says he’s kinda retarded now from being in the water.”

			“Okay, Cathy. Please go on. What happened next?”

			“I ran across the road and crossed over the creek. When I got into the cornfield, it was dark and it took me a couple minutes to find Emily. I told her I knew the way out but she kept yelling at me. Then she grabbed my arm and pushed me. I got up and grabbed her hand, but then the fat woman showed up. She grabbed Emily’s other arm. I hit her hand with the axe and she let Emily go.”

			“This fat woman, did she say anything?

			“She yelled bad words at me, but I held up the axe and she stayed away. Jimmy built her to look like a fat old woman. We thought at first she looked funny.” Cathy grinned and looked at Diane. The doctor ignored her and wrote in her binder.

			“Didn’t they tell you about the scarecrows?” Cathy frowned at the doctor. 

			“Please keep going with your story.”

			Cathy took a big breath and started to talk fast. “Then the old man came up and picked Emily up, so I hit him a bunch of times with the axe until he put her down. Then the farmer-guy showed up. I saw him coming, and I swung the axe at him and before I hit him, he went away. Then the others went away too.” Cathy swung her arms around to show how she chased off the scarecrows.

			Diane wrote another quick note and looked over at the girl. “These are all the scarecrows and Jimmy built them all?”

			“Yeah. That’s his job on the farm. His dad says he’s useless anyway, so he doesn’t care if he builds dumb-looking scarecrows. At least it’s kinda useful.”

			Diane sat back in her chair and put down the pen. “You saved Emily from the scarecrows that would hurt her. Is that right?”

			“That’s what I said.” Cathy rolled her eyes and picked up her crayon. 

			“I heard you. Is there more?”

			The child kept her eyes on the coloring page and shook her head. “After the scarecrows left, I got really tired. I sat down beside Emily. I must have gone to sleep, because I don’t remember anything else. My dad woke me in the morning. I was in bed. I knew I didn’t dream it, because I still had a piece of straw from the field in my hair. ”

			“Cathy, you saw a fat woman, an old man and a farmer. They were the scarecrows. Did they look like anyone you know?”

			“They weren’t people. They were scarecrows. Jimmy built them for his father.” Cathy, spoke slowly and stared at Diane. “I watched them from my window across the road. They walked around the field at night. They chased off the kids who tried to steal corn.”

			Diane wrote more notes and ignored Cathy’s frustration.

			“What did you think they would do to Emily?”

			“You keep asking the same questions. I saw them hurt people before at night. I think they like to hurt people. They think it’s fun. I didn’t want them to hurt Emily. She’s just a little girl and she’s my friend.” 

			Diane kept going. “Weren’t you afraid they would hurt you too? You’re a little girl like Emily.”

			“They wouldn’t hurt me. Jimmy is my friend and they don’t hurt Jimmy or his friends. Jimmy told me that. He said I didn’t need to be afraid of the scarecrows, because they won’t hurt his friends. I was still afraid.”

			“Who is Jimmy again?” 

			“He’s Mr. Lewiston’s son. My father says Jimmy is retarded and I’m not to play with him. Mom told me it’s okay to play with Jimmy, so we’re still best friends.” Cathy glared at the doctor.

			“Is Jimmy the one who built the scarecrows?”

			Cathy screamed at her. “Are you listening to what I say?” 

			Wendy walked to the table and pulled the child around to face her, but the doctor kept talking. “What happened to Emily?”

			“I don’t know.” Cathy screamed again. 

			Wendy quietly spoke. “Please stop screaming.” 

			“I’m sorry, Wendy. Can we still go outside?”

			“This is almost over. Just answer her questions and then I’ll make her leave.” The child slowly calmed and turned back to the table. The nurse stood next to the table and waited.

			“I said I don’t know what happened to Emily. The next day I couldn’t go out of the house, and then I came here. I never saw her again after that night.” She appeared calm. “No one ever believes my story. Do you believe me?” Cathy waited for the answer, daring her to admit the truth.

			“Of course I believe you.” 

			Cathy stared at the doctor. She knew no one ever believed her.

			Wendy approached the table and, picking up the binder, handed it to the doctor. “It’s time for you to go now. Your interview is over.” She placed her hand under the doctor’s elbow, raised her to her feet, and walked her quickly to the door. Diane didn’t resist.

		

	
		
			Chapter Four

			May 1963

			The clock woke her up again. Cathy sat on the floor, elbows on the low sill, her head in her hands, and looked out the open window. The moon cast a dim glow, and she could see across the road and into the cornfield. The field, flat and empty, looked gray. The creek, filled with spring runoff, rushed past. She heard it, and saw only black where the creek ran.

			A light blue car rolled up slowly and stopped in front of the house. Richard, her big brother, got out of the car, walked across the road, and disappeared under the porch roof. The car drove away. She heard the front door open quietly and Richard climbing the stairs. 

			“Hey peanut, why are you up?” Richard stood in her doorway and whispered.

			“The clock woke me up. I like to look out the window.” At four years old, her whisper sounded loud in the quiet house. She saw her sister’s arm move and then Helen rolled over with a groan. Cathy looked up at her brother. He put his finger to his lips and motioned for her to follow him.

			They got to the top of the stairs, and Richard scooped up his sister and carried her on his shoulder, down to the kitchen. He sat her on a chair at the kitchen table.

			“Do you wake up a lot at night?” Richard pulled a glass from the cupboard and went to the fridge. He poured Cathy a glass of milk, and opened a bottle of beer for himself. He watched her closely as he talked.

			“Sometimes I just wake up. I like to look outside. Sometimes I listen to the creek or pretend I’m riding on a train.”

			Richard laughed. “So which did you do tonight?”

			“I didn’t do either one. I saw a couple cars go by and I saw you come home, that’s all. I could see the fields. I listened to the trains and I counted stars. I wish more happened around here.” Cathy took a drink of milk.

			“Lots used to happen. Lots of scary stuff used to happen.”

			“What scary stuff?” Cathy put her glass down and looked at Richard.

			“You’re probably too young to hear about it. Wait until you’re older and I’ll tell you all about the murderers, and the ghosts.”

			“Tell me now, Richard, please.”

			“I don’t know if that’s a good idea.” Richard sat across from her at the table and waited while Cathy talked.

			“I promise I won’t be scared. I just want to know.” Cathy got up, walked over to her brother, crawled onto his lap and hugged him. 

			“You have to promise to go back to bed and right to sleep. Okay?” Richard tickled her neck and she giggled. “Shhh—you’ll wake up Mom.”

			“I promise.” She looked up at her brother. 

			Tall and thin, he looked a lot like her. The dark hair and blue eyes capped a wide smile. Richard would turn eighteen in December. He loved to scare his siblings. He let his imagination run wild and harassed his brother and sisters with far-fetched stories of ghosts and murderers. 

			“Cathy, I really think you’re too young. You’ll have nightmares from the stuff I can tell you.”

			“I won’t, I promise”

			“You also have to be sure you never mention anything I tell you to Mom or Dad. They would be so mad. No one is allowed to talk about this stuff.” 

			She watched her brother and bit her lip. “I won’t tell anybody.”

			Richard continued, “You know how you’re never supposed to go into the basement? Dad always says it’s too dirty. The old coal chute used to be down there. Well, that’s not the reason.” 

			Richard put his nose an inch from his sister’s nose and stared into her eyes. 

			“It’s the coffins in the walls. The people who lived here long ago, killed all their babies and buried them in the basement. Whenever I go down there, I can hear their ghosts scratching at their coffins.” Richard spoke slowly and watched his sister closely.

			Her eyes opened wide and she sat frozen.

			“You’ve probably heard them yourself and never knew where the noise came from.” 

			Cathy sniffled and looked at her brother. “Richard, can we talk about the other stuff now?”

			Richard leaned away and took a drink from his beer. “You’re scared. I knew I shouldn’t have told you any of this.”

			“I’m not scared. I just want to know the rest.”

			“I don’t know. I guess we could talk about the scarecrows.”

			“I’d like to hear about them.”

			Richard pretended to think about it, and then nodded to his sister. “People used to stop on the highway and just steal corn from Mr. Lewiston. That’s why he got those scarecrows, you know. They aren’t just regular scarecrows. They can come alive and take care of those corn thieves.”

			“You mean they can walk and hurt people?”

			“They say it’s really ghosts inside those scarecrows. My friends and I, we’ve seen them at night. Sometimes they stand on the edge of the field, and watch the cars go by. People have gone missing around that field. Those scarecrows killed them and threw them into the pond over at the old racetrack.”

			Cathy never took her eyes off Richard and he never cracked once. His face stern and his jaw set, he watched his little sister.

			“Remember, never, ever, go into that cornfield at night. Those scarecrows will kill you.” 

			Wednesday, July 27, 1966

			Dr. Wagner returned to New York and stayed just long enough to collect her associate, Dr. Steven Webster, and the tests she needed for Cathy. Steven had almost twenty years’ experience dealing with various mental issues in children. He had joined Diane in the hopes of being able to help children. They flew to Windsor and drove to their motel in Chatham. Shortly after seven Wednesday morning, they arrived at Cedarview Hospital armed with a large file, full of tests for their patient. 

			They arrived at administration, and informed Alexis that they would spend most of the day testing Cathy.

			“I don’t know how you handle this in New York. Here in Ontario, we have strict procedures and guidelines for testing patients. Especially those classified as potentially violent. You’re not going to spend an entire day harassing one of my patients.” Alexis stood up and stared at both of them. 

			“We need these results to diagnose the patient. I don’t understand the problem. We’ve done this before without any incident. Most people are thrilled to have us work as quickly as we can.” Diane hated that this woman took control.

			“I follow the guidelines to protect my patients from harm. Every procedure requires approval by the hospital supervisor. That would be me. The tests are booked around the patient’s normal schedule. Speed is not a consideration.” Alexis put her hand out. 

			“This is ridiculous.” The doctors looked at each other and Diane handed Alexis the file that held all the tests.

			“I’ll have to check over the tests, and if I determine they’re pertinent, possibly helpful, and will in no way harm Cathy, I’ll approve them. You also will need to get separate approval from her father for each test. She is a minor.”

			“Mrs. Keith, please be reasonable. We don’t have time to waste on this.”

			“I don’t consider ensuring the health of one of my patients a waste of time. Cathy has lived here almost two years now. A few days won’t make a big difference. You won’t be doing any testing today. I suggest you contact Mr. Millard to sign off on these. Once everything is in place, I’ll schedule the tests.”

			She referred to a file on her desk, scribbled Robert’s address and phone number on a piece of paper, and handed it to Diane. 

			She threw the note onto the desk and stormed out. 

			Dr. Webster shook his head. He picked up the piece of paper, looked at the notation and smiled. He nodded to Alexis on his way out. 

			Alexis sat down and opened the file they left. There were twenty-eight tests. She almost closed the file right then. To be fair to Cathy, she decided to review each one. She couldn’t approve any test until she had checked it. She started with the first one.

			Back at her motel room, Diane phoned Robert’s house and got no answer. 

			“Why don’t we just drive out there? We may be able to interview some of the people mentioned in her story.” Steven had read the case files and reviewed Cathy’s version. Fascinated by the story details, he wanted to see the scene of the murder. He felt meeting the various players in the child’s story could play a role in his diagnosis.

			“It would take a couple hours to drive to Windsor.” Diane wanted to review her notes and references. 

			“I’m going. I need to see, hear and touch the environment. Come with me. You might be surprised how much you’ll learn.”

			“No. I have enough to do here. Go ahead if you think it will help you understand her story better. Do your interviews, since you’re so interested in getting personal with this.” Diane couldn’t believe he thought there a basis for the story. “She’s a child who made up a story to cover her own guilt. It’s that simple. Why complicate things? I’ll work on these. Do whatever you want. If you’re going, get the father to sign off on the tests.”

			Steven returned to his room. He thought about the story while he changed from his suit into casual clothes. It only increased his desire to know more. His experience told him any child’s story was normally grounded in fact. He grabbed his own file on the case and headed for the lobby. He walked up to the counter and smiled at the young clerk.

			“Hi. I wondered if I could arrange for another rental car. 

			“If you want to have an early lunch or coffee in the restaurant over there, I’ll see what I can do for you. It takes about thirty minutes for them to bring the vehicle here from Chatham.” Steven thought a quick lunch sounded good.

			An hour later, he headed to the farming community on the outskirts of Windsor. He turned off the main highway onto Highway 2. All the roads that ran off Highway 2 were unmarked, and most were dirt or gravel. He stopped at a roadside stand to get directions. When he asked for a route to the Millards’ property, he got a vicious stare from the older woman tending the stand. She said nothing and turned her back on him. He went back to the car, knowing he asked the wrong question. He must be close because the woman knew the name. The next stand he stopped at, he tried a different approach. “I would love a basket of those strawberries.” 

			The older man grinned and handed him the berries.

			“These are summer berries. They run fifty cents a basket. You must be American. I know that accent. Besides, I know everyone from around here.” The man looked older, probably retired, and had a nice smile. 

			“Well, then maybe you can help me. I have a cousin by marriage who lives around here somewhere. I met him a couple years ago at a wedding. He grows a lot of corn, and he bragged he owned the biggest farm in the area. I think his son is retarded. I thought of dropping in on him, and I can’t even remember his last name.” 

			“That would be Barry Lewiston. He lives over on the third concession. He owns the biggest farm around here. Just take the highway north to the third. I don’t think it’s marked anywhere. It’s the road across from the railway roundhouse, about a mile north of here. Just stay on the highway. You’ll see the roundhouse and hear the trains.” 

			The man thought for a minute. “Wait. There are several signs pointing you to a new subdivision that’s up at the end of the concession. You won’t need to go that far. When you hear the trains and see the signs, turn right. Barry’s is the first farm on the south side of the road. You’ll see the cornfields.”

			Steven reached into his pocket and pulled out a dollar. “Thank you for the help. I guess I’ll drop in after all. Can I get another basket of those strawberries? Hate to show up empty-handed.” The old man handed him another box of berries and took the money.

			“I don’t know if Barry still eats fruit. I’m sure that boy of his will go for those berries. That’s such a sad story.” The old man looked down and shook he head.

			Steven knew this man had gossip to tell and decided to learn all he could.

			“Is there something I should know?”

			“It’s been five or six years ago now. Jimmy, that’s the boy’s name, he fell in that pond at the old racetrack. By the time they got him out of the water, he had brain damage. He walks and talks okay. Barry took him out of school because he couldn’t learn anything. The boy has no sense at all. His older brother blames himself for the accident. He felt so guilty about his younger brother, he ran off and never came back. Barry drinks a lot now. You’d best catch him early, before he starts tippling.”

			“Thanks again. I’ll keep your advice in mind.” Steven walked back to the car. He smiled as he pulled around and turned north onto the highway. The man grinned and waved with both hands. The pond at a racetrack—there was a question that needed an answer.

		

	
		
			Chapter Five

			May 1964

			“Cathy, we’re going over to the Lewiston farm.” Robert found her playing with her doll on the front porch.

			“Why?” 

			“I need you to see how scarecrows are made.” He had talked to Barry about her fear of his scarecrows. Her visions had turned into nightmares. Clare got up with her almost every night. He had to stop her dreams. 

			“I don’t want to go see them. I‘m scared, Daddy. They hurt people.”

			“They don’t hurt people. I will prove it to you. Let’s go.” Robert took her hand and they headed up to the road. They walked along the creek and enjoyed the beautiful spring weather. The night before brought rain, and the noisy birds crowded the fields. 

			“Cathy, you need to be very polite to Mr. Lewiston, and I don’t want to hear anything about walking scarecrows. He knows you’re afraid of them and he’s going to show you there is no reason to be afraid. Listen and learn, young lady.”

			“I‘ll be good. Will you stay with me?” The child spoke quietly and then looked up at her father. “Please don’t leave me alone with them, please.” She held back tears.

			Robert lifted the child off the ground and hugged her. He spoke to her softly. “I won’t leave you alone. I promise. No crying, okay?” 

			Cathy nodded and he put her down and grasped her hand again. They walked up the lane, and before they were halfway, a teenage boy came out of the large barn behind the house. He ran toward them. 

			Mr. Lewiston came out of the house and called, “Jimmy.” The teenager stopped and turned around. “I told you that you could talk to them, but you have to wait for me.” Barry caught up with Jimmy and patted his shoulder. He turned to greet his neighbors.

			“Hello, Robert. Hi, Cathy.” Barry smiled at her. “You’re growing into a very pretty little girl. You look just like your mama.” 

			She looked carefully at the tall man with the wide shoulders and big stomach. He wore overalls and an undershirt. Barry turned to her father. Jimmy and Cathy watched each other.

			“Jimmy usually does up the scarecrows and he’s doing that now. I told him he could explain what he does. We normally hang them in the fields when we finish seeding.”

			“Thanks, Barry. I know this seems ridiculous. When she was little, I told her the scarecrows would get her, just to keep her out of the fields. Terrified she’d get lost, made me say stupid things. I guess it’s my fault she’s afraid now.”

			“Hey, we do whatever we can to protect our kids. I understand.” Barry turned to Jimmy. “Okay, Jimmy, lead the way.” 

			Jimmy started walking slowly to the barn. He kept turning around, looking at the little girl. They grinned at each other. Once inside the barn, Jimmy led them to the back where bales of straw and a pile of old clothes were sitting on the floor. There were pieces of dowelling and flat wood in a pile next to a small table. Jimmy sat at the table and picked up a wooden cross, made from the flat pieces of wood. Barry started to say something and stopped. He looked at his son.

			“Jimmy, can you tell these people how you make the scarecrows?” 

			Jimmy looked at his father and, with a full smile, nodded. For the next hour, he explained to Cathy what he did to create the scarecrows. The body had to fit over the tall pegs that were already in the field. He used work gloves, old rubber boots, a plaid shirt, and a butcher’s apron to make the first one. When he had the body ready, he pulled a straw-filled burlap bag over the end of the wood and started to paint a face on it. Robert watched Cathy and she watched Jimmy. 

			“Are you all right for a few minutes? I’m going with Mr. Lewiston and have a cigarette.” Enthralled by the process, she simply nodded at her father’s comment and never took her eyes off Jimmy’s project.

			Robert signaled to Barry and the two men went outside. They strolled slowly up the lane and stopped where they could see the empty fields all around them. Each lit a cigarette and stood quiet for a few moments. 

			“I think she’ll be fine. Jimmy isn’t capable of much around here, but he does a good job on those things. It’s interesting, especially to a kid Cathy’s age. I don’t think she’ll be afraid anymore, now she knows they’re just wood and straw.”

			“That would be nice. Last fall she drove us crazy with her stories of wandering scarecrow killers. Then this winter she woke up almost every night with nightmares about them.”

			“Amazing what kids come up with these days. It’s that damn television. Have you watched some of those detective shows? No wonder kids think about killing.”

			“You could be right, but like I said before, I think I can take credit for her fear this time. She already had a pretty active imagination.”

			“Most kids do. If Lowell hadn’t decided he could be rich digging up that racetrack, Jimmy would be fine now. I can’t blame him, mind you. That boy always dreamed big.”

			“Have you heard from Lowell? Has he called you?”

			“Not a word from him since he left last fall. He and Jesse, his girlfriend, just took off. Her mother thinks they’re probably in some hippie commune somewhere. I think I probably agree with her. They even left his car here. Maybe that ‘live off the land’ stuff they were yapping about really took over those two kids.”

			“I guess that’s common for kids to believe in that crap.”

			“Yeah, hard work is just not that exciting.”

			The two men stood in the fresh spring air and caught up on the latest gossip. They didn’t worry about the kids inside the barn as they shared the slow, easy atmosphere of the open country.

			Jimmy finished the first scarecrow. It looked like an old woman. He stuffed the clothes with more straw until it became a very fat old woman. He had painted red lips, brown eyes and black eyelashes on her face and added an old mop head for hair. The little girl laughed when he pulled the scarecrow up to a standing position.

			“Well, what do you think?” 

			“That’s really good, Jimmy. Does she have a hat?” 

			“I almost forgot. Can you hold her up for me?” Cathy stood up, held on to the wood in its back with both hands, and kept it standing. Jimmy nodded and, from behind his table, retrieved a big floppy straw hat with red plastic flowers covering the brim. They both laughed when he placed it on the head and tied the ribbon around its neck several times.

			“She’s very beautiful, isn’t she?” Jimmy took back his art piece. 

			“She sure is. I don’t know how I could ever be afraid of her.” 

			Jimmy laid the scarecrow down and took Cathy’s hand. “You’re afraid because you saw them doing bad things. They won’t hurt you, because you’re my friend now. They don’t hurt me or my friends.”

			Jimmy went back to his table, turned and watched her. She looked at the hat perched on the scarecrow’s head and laughed aloud. “Jimmy, that really is an awful hat.”

			Thursday, July 28, 1966

			Steven found the third concession easily. The train yard spread out and away from the roundhouse. He turned at the dirt road and headed east. On his right sat the cornfields, and on his left a fence with a natural-gas insignia surrounded a grassy area. Rolling slowly down the dirt road, his instincts told him he found the right place. The corn on the south side stood a couple of feet high, and he could see the scarecrows in the field. 

			Just past the fence on the north side, he saw a two-story house. The older home sported white clapboard siding and a wide front porch. The upper floor had two double windows facing the cornfield. He pulled into the driveway and shut off the car. Even though he only had Cathy’s stories to go on, this had to be the Millard homestead. He walked up the steps to the wide porch and knocked on the door. 

			“He’s not home. He’s at work,” a voice called out from the other side of the road. Steven turned and saw a young man standing at the edge of the cornfield. Steven smiled and waved. Moving down the stairs, he walked across the grass toward the road.

			“Hello. Do you know when Robert will be home?” Steven hoped the name reference would confirm his location.

			“He’ll be home soon. Who are you?” 

			“I’m a doctor. I’m here to talk to him about his daughter Cathy.”

			“Do you know her? Do you know where she is? Have you seen her?” The young man jumped into the ditch and pulled himself up the near side. He walked quickly toward Steven. 

			“Cathy’s in the hospital. I haven’t met her myself, but I will be seeing her very soon. I just needed to talk to her father.”

			“Is she sick?”

			“No, she’s not really sick. Cathy needs to stay until we can find out why she is having delusions. When she’s better, she’ll come home”

			“What are delusions?” 

			Steven realized this young man had to be Jimmy. “Are you Jimmy Lewiston?”

			“Cathy is my friend. I miss her. She’s been gone a long time. Can you make her come home?” Jimmy stood right in front of him and stared at the doctor.

			Steven felt unnerved by the boy’s intense stare. He needed to engage this young man. “Do you want to help her come home?” 

			“How?”

			“Answer my questions. Can you do that?” 

			Jimmy nodded. Walking over to his car, Steven grabbed the notebook from the passenger seat. He slowly walked back toward Jimmy and sat down on the grass. The old willow tree in the front yard provided shade, while he waited for Jimmy’s physical response. Steven had spent a lot of time with kids like Jimmy and understood their caution. He waited patiently, and after several minutes, the boy slowly sat beside him.

			“Jimmy, do you know anything about the scarecrows in your fields? Cathy seems to think they can hurt people and that they walk sometimes.” 

			Jimmy became pale and jumped up quickly. “I can’t talk about that.” Jimmy started backing away. He suddenly turned and bolted across the street. He jumped into the ditch and pulled himself up the other side. He turned once, looked back, and then ran into the field. 

			The doctor realized that questions about scarecrows created fear in someone besides Cathy.

			He enjoyed the breeze under the tree and slowly smoked a cigarette. The place reminded him of Illinois and his uncle’s farm. He loved the fresh smell in the air and the sound of birds everywhere. He decided to catch up on his notes while he waited for Robert. He wrote about the woman’s reaction at the fruit stand, the man with the gossip, and Jimmy. 

			Putting his hands behind his head, he lay back under the huge tree. The grass felt cool and the trains chugged and shunted in the freight yard. He closed his eyes and almost dozed off. Steven sat up quickly when a vehicle pulled onto the gravel driveway. He stood up, brushed off his jeans, and walked quickly to Robert with his right hand extended.

			“Mr. Millard, I’m glad to finally meet you. I’m Dr. Steven Webster, Dr. Wagner’s associate.” 

			Robert shook his hand and looked him up and down. This new doctor looked to be in his early forties, slim, sporting a full head of dark hair. His calm, professional attitude made Robert feel comfortable. “I’m surprised you drove all the way out here. What exactly did you want?”

			“Just taking in the countryside and getting a better idea of what Cathy talked about in her story.” Steven looked around and smiled. “It’s beautiful here. It reminds me of being a kid and dozing in the shade on hot afternoons.”

			Robert pointed to the porch. “We could sit up there instead of in the grass. It’s hot for July, but there’s always a nice breeze and plenty of shade.” 

			They walked up the steps and found two old wooden chairs. 

			“Can I get you something to drink? I just got off work and I’m going to grab a beer. I can get you one. They’re cold.”

			“Sure, that sounds good.” 

			Robert opened two beers and came back out to find Steven standing on the porch with a basket of strawberries in each hand.

			“What’s this?” 

			“I needed directions, and I stopped at one of the fruit stands and asked a bunch of questions. I had to buy something.” 

			Robert handed him a beer and took a box of berries. “Eating strawberries and drinking beer. Why not?”

			They enjoyed the cool breeze and took in the view. 

			A huge lilac bush at the west end of the porch hid most of the chain-link fence. On the other side of the driveway, Steven could see a garden thriving quite nicely and, behind the vegetables, a long, wide row of huge sunflowers. Some had blossomed, but most were just starting to open.

			“That’s an odd garden. The vegetables and sunflowers seem a strange mix.”

			“Leroy and Gladys grow vegetables and cultivate honey to sell at the market. They grow even more vegetables in my backyard. The sunflowers are for the bees. There are at least a dozen big hives over behind the house. When he grows sunflowers, the bees pretty well stay on his property. In fact, I don’t think the bees ever stung any of my kids.”

			“Nice people? Good neighbors?”

			“They are very nice people and great neighbors. I have no idea how old those two are. Leroy is tall and very thin and walks around dressed in all black with an old top hat on his head. Gladys wears long black dresses and one of those hats that tie with a ribbon under her chin. I think they’re Mormon or something like that.” Robert used his hands to describe the pair. 

			“They sound like quite the couple.”

			“Clare used to talk to Gladys quite often. She’s very nice and very quiet. I always wave to Leroy, and we’ve talked a fair bit over the years. I like the old guy. He’s very intelligent.” 

			“That must be the cornfield.” Steven stood to get a better idea of the size. He looked up and down the road, and cornfields lined the road on both sides. 

			“That’s the one.”

			“Where you found the girls that morning?” 

			Robert looked beyond the field. “I’ve thought about selling this house and going somewhere else. I hate looking at it. Yes, I found Cathy and Emily out there that morning. I’ll never ever forget that.”

			Steven realized he needed to change the subject. “Jimmy came here earlier, but he ran away when I asked him about the scarecrows.”

			“You can’t talk to Jimmy. He doesn’t understand what happened to his friend. When I drove in, you surprised me by being here. Usually Jimmy waits for me, to see if I bring Cathy home.”

			“He waited. I told him she had to stay at the hospital.”

			They each lit fresh cigarettes and sipped their beers. 

			Robert dropped deep into thought. When he finally spoke, his frustration was obvious. “Jimmy always asks me where Cathy is and when she’s coming home. I talked to his father, but Jimmy’s just…Jimmy. I tell him the same thing every day, and he goes home and tells his father the same thing every day.”

			“That reminds me. The man at the fruit stand talked about a pond and a racetrack. He said Jimmy fell into the pond there and that caused his problems.”

			“You’re good at getting people to talk.” Robert finished his beer and then pointed to the cornfield. “The racetrack is on the other side of the cornfield, in the bush. It burned down fifty-some years ago. There’s a pond there.” He stood and looked across. “Stories of ghosts and treasure attracted kids like Jimmy and his brother to that old racetrack. Their belief in those stupid stories ruined Jimmy’s life.” 

			A cool breeze swept across the porch. Robert went into the house and came back out with fresh beers. He sat back down and related the story of Jimmy’s accident to Steven. 

			“Mr. Millard, do you mind if I ask you about Cathy’s story?”

			“Please call me Robert.” The man hesitated and finally nodded in agreement.

			“Okay, I’ll go grab the file. Please, I’m Steven.”

			Robert lit a cigarette. 

			The doctor got up and walked to his car. Reaching through the window, he retrieved the file and his notepad. After only a couple questions, Steven realized Robert had heard Cathy’s statement many times, and took the blame for his daughter’s obsession with scarecrows. There was nothing new he could learn from this man.

			“Do you mind if I see her room and her window?”

			“Sure. Come on in and we can head upstairs. I’ve already spent hours standing at that window, watching scarecrows. You’ll see exactly what she could see.” Robert walked into the house. On his way up the stairs, he hesitated. “I need to open the windows up there anyway. It’ll be stifling otherwise.” Steven followed him to the second floor.

			The fields and the house proved fascinating. Cathy’s story somehow came to life. From the window, the field and the scarecrows filled his vision. Steven suddenly understood her childhood fears. The scarecrows masked a reality far more frightening to her, than they could ever be.

		

	
		
			Chapter Six

			September 1963

			Lowell and Jesse parked the old Pontiac alongside the building. They heard Jimmy talking to himself inside as they got out of the car. They walked through the side door of the barn. The younger brother sat at the table, rocking back and forth, talking very loud and pulling at his hair. At fifteen, Jimmy stood just shy of six feet with a strong, muscular build. Lowell, four years older, matched the boy’s height, but his build tended more toward a thin frame. 

			“What’s the matter? What are you upset about now?” He grabbed his brother’s hands and stopped him from pulling his own hair. Jimmy looked up at Lowell. 

			“They’re mad at me, and they won’t talk to me anymore.”

			“Jimmy, you can’t keep doing this. Dad’s going to put you away somewhere. Those scarecrows are not talking to you, because they can’t talk. They’ve never talked to you. It’s your imagination.” Lowell gritted his teeth and tried not to lose his temper.

			“I talk to them all the time. Sometimes, when I don’t do everything they want, they get mad at me.” Jimmy glared at Lowell. 

			“No. That’s not true. They just stand there like scarecrows.” He couldn’t argue about this again. He turned away and shook his head. 

			Jesse had no patience with Jimmy anyway, but she especially hated the talking-scarecrows routine. “He’s doing that crazy thing again. Can we just go now?”

			“We’ll go in a minute, Jess. If my dad hears him, he’ll put him away this time. He almost did the last time he carried on about those damn scarecrows.”

			“So what if he puts him away? He’s got no friends and he makes everybody nervous. Even your friends won’t come here anymore. No one cares, Lowell.” 

			“I care, Jess, and if you plan to be with me, you better care too. He’s my brother, and he wouldn’t be nuts like this if I hadn’t taken him to that damn racetrack. I don’t want anything else to hurt him.”

			“Your dad is passed out by now anyway. It’s after midnight. We can leave and he’s safe for now. There is no one sober enough to put him away tonight.” 

			“They’re coming, Lowell. What should I do?” Jimmy got up and paced around the barn. He kept looking around and shaking his hands.

			“Who’s coming? What are you talking about now?”

			“They’re coming and I have to help them or they’ll be really angry.”

			“I don’t know what you’re talking about.” Lowell turned to his girlfriend, shrugged his shoulders and lifted his hands in frustration. “Come on, Jess. I guess we better just go. I’m not getting anywhere with him. Maybe you’re right and my dad should just put him in an institution.”

			“That’s not a good idea. We kinda need your brother.” Lowell spun around quickly and looked at Jimmy. He heard that voice before. He had come up to the barn door one night and heard his brother talking to himself in several different voices. He recognized this one from that night.

			“That’s not funny.” Lowell scowled at his brother and turned back to Jesse. She stood with her mouth open, eyes wide and staring. 

			“What’s up with you? It’s just Jimmy doing his voices again.” 

			Lowell never saw who or what hit him. He went down hard and the smash to his skull left him bleeding and unconscious. 

			Jesse tried to scream as she backed away, but nothing came out. The rough rope came from behind her. It looped over her head and around her throat, cutting off her voice and her air. Her mouth dropped open and her eyes bugged out as the life squeezed out of her. Her body hit the floor beside Lowell. 

			Jimmy picked up Jesse, put her over one shoulder, and walked out of the barn. Short and tiny, she didn’t weigh a hundred pounds. He made his way to the racetrack and dropped her body into the pond. 

			When he got back to the barn, Lowell appeared awake but still lay on the floor. His head split, blood ran down his forehead and into his eyes. He blinked, but couldn’t focus. He tried to get his feet under him, and slid on the bloody straw.

			“I told you, we need your brother. But we don’t need you.” Lowell heard that same voice again. He struggled to get to his feet, and managed to pull up onto all fours when the hammer came down again.

			Jimmy took one of the burlap bags he used for scarecrow heads and pulled it over his brother’s head to absorb the blood. Slinging the body over his shoulder, he walked out to the pond for the second time. He placed the body on the ground and removed his own bloody shirt. He tied it to his brother’s belt. Lowell’s body quietly slid into the black water. Jimmy walked back to the barn. He threw clean straw over the bloodstained floor and sat down. Smiling, he slowly rocked back and forth. They would talk to him now. They were always happy after a kill or two. 

			Wednesday, July 27, 1966

			Steven phoned Diane from his motel room later that evening. He had spoken to Robert and met Jimmy briefly. He had seen the house, Cathy’s window, and the cornfield. He had even seen the scarecrows, and they weren’t moving.

			“I know this sounds ridiculous, but I think we need to check out what Cathy may have seen and how she interpreted it. It’s possible she saw Emily’s killer, but doesn’t really know what she saw. She’s blaming the whole incident on scarecrows. When you see this place, you realize her eyes may have played tricks on her. She is adamant about her story. She believes her story is the truth.”

			“You know, Steven, the last thing I need from you is speculation. This little girl killed her friend and that is fact. You talk like you don’t believe she did it.”

			“I wanted to see the scene for myself. I’m just playing a hunch, I guess.”

			“I don’t care about your hunches. We’re medical professionals and you’re acting like a resident.” 

			Steven stopped listening. He thought about other children he had worked with and how, when stressed, they changed reality to something they could handle. He knew Cathy had seen something. The scarecrows became her answer for things she couldn’t or wouldn’t explain. 

			Wednesday, August 18, 1966

			Three weeks passed and Steven had gone back out to visit Robert several times. He met and talked casually to Cathy and became convinced she didn’t kill anyone. 

			During the same period, Diane became more and more frustrated with the delays. Mrs. Keith approved use of only three of the tests. The rest awaited the opinion of another psychiatric professional.

			Although they had scheduled those three tests for the following week, Diane changed strategy. She spent all day reviewing her file and decided to employ extreme measures. 

			Steven knocked on the open door and walked into the warm room. “Good evening, Diane. Did they approve any more tests or are there more hurdles?” She smiled, and Steven saw that strange look she got when she had some new plan in mind.

			“I know how to get this done quicker. I’ve gone through everything, and I can eliminate the testing completely and still get what we need. I’m going to get permission to hypnotize Cathy.”

			Steven shook his head. He couldn’t believe what he heard. He walked over to the sofa and sat down. “You want to hypnotize a seven-year-old girl? Diane, you can’t do that. It’s not considered safe and the results are questionable at best.” 

			“I think we can decide how accurate and safe it is when we’ve completed the procedure.” 

			“I’ve been skeptical about your methods at times, but you’ve never put a child at risk before. Do you honestly think I’ll go along with this? Hypnosis is serious stuff and not for children. I’ve worked with small children for a long time, and that procedure is unacceptable and considered quite dangerous.”

			“Steven, you need to remember who you work for. Go out and use your many charms to get her father’s permission for hypnosis.”

			“What if he refuses? Hell, what if I refuse?”

			“I still pay your wages and you’ll do what I tell you or you’re fired.”

			“Diane, I won’t pressure this man into anything. I wouldn’t even ask him to give permission for hypnosis. If you fire me, then the whole world will know about your failures. You ride high on your successes, but when things don’t work, you shove the patient off on someone else and let them take the blame.”

			“Are you threatening me?”

			“I promise you, if you go ahead with hypnosis on this child, you won’t be able to practice on chimps when I’m done with you.”

			“Just do what you’re told and things will be just fine.”

			“I don’t think so—not this time.” Steven stood up and walked out the door. Diane slammed her notebook shut, and paced the motel room. The delay with the tests had killed her plans to get the diagnosis done quickly. Now her own associate held her hostage over hypnosis. Her natural impatience quickly turned to nasty temper. 

			“I guess the only way to get things done is to do them myself.” She spoke between gritted teeth, as she grabbed her purse and Cathy’s file. She stormed from the room, slamming the door behind her. She drove to the hospital at breakneck speed and, parking her car in a loading zone, walked quickly into the main entrance.

			“I need to see Mrs. Keith.” Diane addressed the receptionist. 

			The woman sat at the desk in the small office just inside the front door. A metal door and the elevator were the only other access points from the lobby. “I’m sorry, but Mrs. Keith left some time ago. It’s after eight and she leaves at six. Can I help you?” 

			“I have to see her about Cathy Millard. Call her and ask her to come in so I can discuss my patient with her.”

			“I’m sorry, but that’s not possible. You’ll have to come back tomorrow. She’s usually in by seven.”

			“Tell her this is an emergency. I have to see her now.”

			“Like I said, that’s not possible.”

			“How dare you. I’m Dr. Wagner and I need to discuss an issue with her right now. I insist you call her.”

			The clerk picked up the phone. 

			Diane sneered and turned away from the desk. 

			Within a minute, the metal door opened and two orderlies stepped into the lobby. Each taking an arm, they escorted the doctor to the street. 

			Diane walked quickly back to her car. Her anger bubbled under the surface. She needed to hypnotize Cathy, so she could make her diagnosis and perform her treatments. She decided to talk to Robert herself. With his permission, no one could stop her.

			Thursday, August 19, 1966

			Early the next morning, Diane left the motel and drove to the farmlands. None of the side roads had street signs, and she couldn’t find the third concession anywhere. She drove in circles for almost four hours and finally headed back to the motel, angry, hot and upset at Steven for not helping her.

			When she knocked on his door, no one answered. She called the reception desk, and they informed her that he had checked out that morning. 

			When Steven called the previous evening and arranged to meet the next afternoon at the house, Robert worried about taking more time off work. After working together for over twenty years, his boss sympathized with his situation. The manager told Robert to take whatever time he needed, whenever he needed it. Robert still felt guilty about missing work. 

			He sat on the porch, waiting, when Steven pulled into the driveway. “Good afternoon. How did your drive go today?”

			“Not bad at all. I love driving through the country, especially when I know where I’m going.” The doctor sat down. “You wouldn’t have any coffee ready, would you?”

			“I made a pot when you said you were coming out here. Can I get you a cup?”

			“That would be wonderful. I could use it. Thank you”

			Robert returned quickly with two cups of coffee and handed one to Steven. “I hate to be blunt, but why the urgency? Is there a problem with Cathy?”

			“No, Cathy’s fine and I’d like to keep her that way. I came to warn you. Diane intends to hypnotize your daughter. It’s a very dangerous thing to do to a child.” 

			“Mrs. Keith called me about some of the tests she wanted done, but no one mentioned hypnosis.”

			“It’s her latest idea to get her show on the road. The woman is very impatient. Mrs. Keith is frustrating her right now.”

			“Alexis is just protecting my little girl. There’s nothing wrong with that.”

			“I agree with you, and Mrs. Keith. I think Diane is out of control. She wants to prove her abilities so badly, by fixing your daughter, that she’s not thinking straight anymore. Cathy is still just a little girl and needs careful treatment.”

			“So you don’t agree with her?”

			“No. I don’t. Actually, I know she’s wrong. I quit last night and checked out of the motel this morning. I want nothing more to do with her.”

			Robert needed a minute to think. He gulped the coffee. “Where are you staying, or are you going home? I assume you’re from New York too.”

			“I’m staying here. There’s a motel up the highway and I’ll probably stay there for now. I have no intention of leaving until there is some kind of resolution for your daughter.”

			“You can stay here if you want. There’s lots of room.”

			“That would be great if you’re sure you don’t mind.”

			“I’d appreciate the company. What do I do about Dr. Wagner? I don’t want her anywhere near Cathy.”

			“Call Mrs. Keith and tell her to fire her immediately.”

			“I’ll do that right now. Do you want to handle Cathy? Did you plan on taking her on as your patient?”

			“I don’t think Cathy murdered Emily.”

			“Would you treat my daughter? She needs someone who believes her story.”

			“I don’t believe her story. I believe Cathy believes her story. She does know what happened. It buried in her mind right now. She turned the truth she couldn’t deal with into something she could deal with—the scarecrows.”

			“You don’t believe she killed Emily?”

			“No, I don’t. I think she’s innocent.”

			“You need to talk to Walter. He headed the police in the investigation. I think he has some doubts about what happened that night too. I’d like to call him and have him join us. Would you mind talking to him? He can fill you in on what they learned during the investigation.”

			“That’s fine with me. The more information I have, the better for Cathy. I’d like to treat her. I promise you I would never do anything to hurt her. I would need to start working with her as soon as possible. I have talked to her and I built some trust. I went in as a friend of Alexis. I brought a few flowers and just had a visit. I want her to be able to talk about whatever is on her mind. I believe in her innocence.”

			“I’ll definitely arrange for you to see her regularly. First, let me call the detective and see if he can join us. Then I’ll call Alexis and have Dr. Wagner fired and give her instructions for you to treat Cathy.” 

			“That works. I have to admit it. I’m going to enjoy staying here. You will probably have to throw me off the property eventually.” Steven laughed.

			“I’ll find a room for you upstairs. Let me make these phone calls first.” Robert felt a strange relief. Things were happening. In the kitchen, he picked up the receiver and dialed Walter. The detective said to expect him within the hour. He phoned Alexis next.

			“Diane, it’s Alexis Keith calling, from the hospital.” Alexis placed the call immediately after she hung up from Robert. “I need to talk to you and wondered if you could meet me at my office in an hour.”

			“I stopped in last night and did not appreciate the handling I received from your staff. You claim to be concerned about your patients, but are not available when needed.” Diane’s anger came through in her voice.

			“I’m sure we can discuss that issue.”

			“We’ll definitely discuss it. Have you approved my tests?”

			“We’ll talk when you get here.” Alexis hung up the phone. She had no tolerance for anyone who considered using methods that could harm children. She couldn’t wait to fire this arrogant bitch. 

			Steven had visited her and talked to Cathy. He seemed to be a very caring and experienced doctor. He showed interest in his patient, and to Alexis that was important.

		

	
		
			Chapter Seven

			August 1966

			They slid under the concrete canopy of the burned-out grandstands. Heavy rain fell, creating sloppy puddles in the dirt. The old structure provided shelter on three sides and kept the rain off. The two old men sat on crates and unloaded essentials from their duffel bags. In the corner lay a small cache of dry sticks and chunks of wood. Moving under the concrete bunker with practiced precision, they removed wet outer clothing. Within a few minutes, tattered wool blankets wrapped around their shoulders, they held their hands to a warming fire. The rusty rack balanced over the fire, held a small, worn pot. It hissed as outer moisture evaporated in the rising heat. Two used teabags plopped into the pot, and both men waited patiently for the boil. They emptied their bottles a couple hours ago. Their only hope of warmth now simmered over the fire.

			“Wonder what’s keeping Nate and Collins? Those two youngsters usually beat us everywhere. Maybe our old bones move faster in the rain.”

			“I think they were gonna grab a few ears of corn from that field back there. Food wouldn’t hurt right now. I don’t remember the last time I ate. Do you?”

			“Yesterday morning, that guy on the train shared those chocolate bars.”

			“I remember that stale chocolate. It filled the hole anyway.” 

			“Rain could be holding them up, or maybe they decided to wait until dark to steal corn. They’ll be along soon.”

			“I’m happy to sit right here until this weather clears.”

			They stayed warm next to the fire and moved only to pour more hot tea. When they drained the pot, they added rainwater and, using the same teabags, generated more tea. They had been on the road for quite some time, and conversation had played out long ago. 

			The hushed sound of footfalls in the wet grass brought both men to attention. They needed to rally, rather than lose everything to some poacher. It could be their friends, or not. They moved quickly into the near bush with their duffels and crouched to watch their site. The fire burned and the pot boiled. No one came near. Whoever they heard moved away from them. They waited, hidden in the bush. A splash interrupted the sound of rainfall. They looked at each other. Holding silence, they carefully made their way through the bush to a spot not far from the pond. The ground mist and heavy shadows made clear vision impossible.

			The men watched, trying to comprehend what they saw. Collins laid unconscious, facedown on the ground. Three shadowy figures, dressed in strange apparel, stood to one side. A young man lifted the traveler off the ground, and dropped him into the water. The old men watched as the four of them sauntered toward the fields north of the track, and disappeared into the dark.

			The men stayed in place for several minutes and didn’t move. They looked at each other and said nothing. One got up slowly and listened. He heard nothing and signaled his friend to follow him. They lifted their duffel bags and quietly walked back toward the grandstands. Their fire still burned, and the tea still boiled. They whispered to each other and looked around. Nothing looked disturbed.

			“I guess Nate and Collins won’t make it for tea tonight.”

			“What say we get the hell out of here?”

			“I never really minded a bit of rain, and we need a new pot anyway.”

			They moved past the grandstands, watching and listening for the intruders. Nearing the highway, their pace increased from the quiet, cautious walk to a full run. Other derelicts, squatted at the rail yards, watched the two men, wet and winded, run into their midst. The two old men dropped their bags and ducked under a small overhang. They slid down into a sitting position against the wall.

			They related their story to the other travelers and were amazed to find out most of their rail mates already knew about the pond. For several hours that night, they listened to stories about murderous scarecrows roaming the cornfields. Confused and scared, they whispered to each other.

			“Were we watching scarecrows?” 

			“I couldn’t see them very well. They could have been, I guess.” 

			“That’s silly. Scarecrows don’t walk around killing people. These guys are just making up stories to scare us.”

			They saw something, and realized they might have witnessed murder.

			Two constables and a prisoner wagon showed up late that evening and hauled all the transients from the train yard to the local jail. The rain fell heavily and a cold wind kicked up. The travelers, wet and cold, relished the idea of a night in a warm, dry jail and a real meal. The old men shared a cell with six others, and no one complained.

			“You know, we should tell them what happened.”

			“They won’t believe us.” 

			“What are you two talking about anyway?” One of the cell mates, a young man, had a curious look on his face. 

			“Did you say murders were committed by scarecrows?” The second cell mate, a black man about forty, looked serious for a minute, and then all six of the transients burst into near hysteria.

			“It’s one of those farcical stories told by old men around campfires. Sometimes the cold and wet make us a bit senile out there.” The two old men  laughed along with the others. 

			Thursday, August 18, 1966

			Steven and Robert sat on the porch and waited for the detective to arrive. He promised he would be there within the hour, and got to the house right on time.

			“Good day, my friend.”

			“Hello, Walter. I hope I haven’t taken you away from anything important.”

			“This is important. You told me on the phone that you and Cathy’s doctor don’t think she’s guilty of Emily’s murder. Given some new information this morning, I may agree with you.”

			“This is Cathy’s doctor, Steven Webster. He is trying to piece together what happened to Cathy that day. Steven, this is Walter Leland, the lead detective. We need to talk. Let’s head for the kitchen and I’ll brew up some fresh coffee.”

			The men moved to the kitchen table. Robert started the percolator, and soon the smell of coffee filled the room. They reviewed the details of Cathy’s story. 

			“If Cathy is telling the truth, then there are either three scarecrows or three people impersonating scarecrows walking that field.” Walter shook his head.

			“I don’t think the scarecrows are the issue. She witnessed something that scared her, and she turned that fear into one she knew how to handle. She didn’t know how to deal with what she actually saw, and completely suppressed it.” Steven spouted his psychiatric explanation.

			“Somehow that makes sense. She obsessed about those damn scarecrows. She had nightmares almost every night. I took Cathy to the Lewiston farm that spring and she watched Jimmy build the scarecrows. After that visit, the nightmares stopped and she seemed fine. She talked about how silly they looked and then she’d laugh. Maybe a little fear still existed. We didn’t see it and she didn’t talk about it. She spent lots of time at the Lewiston farm after that.” 

			“Why would she spend time there?” Walter asked.

			“Jimmy filled the role of her best friend. I didn’t want her to play with him. A young man, and…well, a little girl?” Robert seemed uncomfortable admitting the friendship between the two children.

			“How did he treat her? Did you see any signs of abuse?” Walter played the cop.

			“No. They treated each other like best friends. They spent time walking, talking, playing tag and catching frogs. One day Cathy brought all her books outside. They sat under that willow tree in the front yard and looked at books for hours. Jimmy loved those books. Everything seemed okay to me, and I watched them closely when they were together. I needed to be sure. I thought the whole relationship seemed off, and Clare thought it worked fine. She knew Cathy needed to have a friend, and Jimmy lived right there.”

			“Your wife went along with it?” Steven appeared to be shocked. “That’s really out of character for a mother.”

			“Clare told me we lived out of the way and Cathy had no friends. The only kids her age lived in the subdivision, and they bullied and made fun of her. Clare hated the kids who lived there. In her mind, brain-damaged Jimmy made a better companion for Cathy. She liked him and trusted him. My wife always went with her instincts.” Robert got up quickly and poured the coffee. He hated talking about Clare.

			“That’s interesting that she preferred Cathy play with Jimmy. I’ve never heard of that situation. Mothers are notoriously overprotective. Apparently she saw less threat in him than in children her daughter’s age.” Steven seemed fascinated by Clare’s behavior.

			Walter decided to relate the story he’d heard that morning. It did lend a slight touch of credibility to Cathy’s story.

			“We arrested the transients at the rail yard last night. The yard supervisor worried that, with the rain and them seeking shelter anywhere, someone could get hurt. We collected every transcient we could find and put them in our holding cells overnight.”

			“Do you roust them often?” Steven asked.

			“Not usually. With the weather and the concern by the yard foreman, it made sense. We picked them up at the railroad yard, and then we checked the old raceway in case some of them had hunkered down there. Jail is a nice treat for the bums. They get a dry bed and a good meal. We do the same thing when it gets really cold and blustery.” 

			“That’s nice that you help them out.” Steven smiled.

			He nodded and continued. “Nobody bunked at the racetrack last night. The rumors of scarecrows roaming the cornfields and dumping dead bodies in the pond keeps the bums away until after the farmers harvest the corn.” Walter stopped talking and looked at the two men. 

			Robert spoke first. “You look a bit worried. Is this story going somewhere?”

			Walter took a deep breath and sipped his coffee before continuing. “This morning, two of our overnight guests asked to see a detective. These two old men waited at the track last night for two friends who never showed up. The men claim a young man killed their one friend and threw his body into the pond. Their other friend may have already been dumped into the water. They had heard a splash, and that’s why they went to check the pond. These poor old guys believed a teenager and three scarecrows did it. Their descriptions  almost matched Jimmy and the Lewiston scarecrows.” 

			“Are you saying my daughter isn’t the only person who sees scarecrows?”

			“Let me finish, Robert. Their description of Jimmy and the scarecrows sounded sketchy at best. These witnesses were old, half-blind and probably drunk when these alleged murders happened. When I talked to others bums about it, they laughed. They admitted tales of roaming scarecrows have been around for years. It comes up every time they arrive in farm country. No one actually believes it. They tell these stories for entertainment, or if they want to scare the new guy.” Walter stopped and let it all sink in. Steven sat quietly drinking coffee, and Robert just stared straight ahead. 

			Steven asked, “You have a report of two murders. What’s the next step?”

			Walter turned to Robert. “I need to talk to Jimmy. Just to clear the matter. Do you think if we went over there, Mr. Lewiston would let me talk to him?”

			“I don’t know. Barry’s very protective of him. Why don’t I talk to Barry on your behalf first? He’s always terrified someone will take Jimmy away from him.” 

			“I’ll leave it with you then. Let me know. The only other thing I can do is drag that pond. With no other evidence at this point, it’s the only way to know if there’s anything to these accusations. I think—” 

			A loud siren blared outside and Walter stopped talking. Robert jumped up and ran over to the phone. He dialed the operator quickly and waited. 

			Steven looked at Walter. “What is that?”

			“Fire…it’s the fire alarm. Most rural communities have volunteer firefighters. They use that loud siren as the alert, and the men call the local operator for the location of the fire.”

			“Thanks, Bonnie.” Robert hung up the phone and ran out the front door. Walter and Steven followed him. They hesitated on the front lawn. Black smoke billowed into the sky. Down the road to the east and behind a modern farmhouse sat a large structure belching smoke and flame. They all ran toward the fire.

			“What is that?” Walter yelled.

			“Lewiston’s barn is burning.” Robert pointed.

			The black smoke engulfed the whole area, and the three men stopped and covered their mouths and noses with handkerchiefs before continuing. Two fire trucks, sirens blaring, sped past them and up the lane to Lewiston’s barn. 

			Robert joined the firefighters. Walter and Steven slowed and stopped in the lane. Flames licked through the walls and windows of the barn, and smoldering ash fluttered from the sky. Given the fire’s progression, nothing could save the barn. The firefighters were worried about the fire spreading to the house. Robert and two other men kept dousing the house roof with water. 

			Two hours later, wood embers and ash covered the scorched equipment and the cement floor of the barn. The firefighters hosed down hot spots in the pile of charred wood, preventing any further flare up. Barry stood in the lane and stared at the destruction. He lost most of his equipment and tools. Barry’s face mirrored a hard punch to the midsection. 

			Robert approached Barry. “What happened? I didn’t realize you had a fire until the alarm sounded.”

			“I don’t know what happened. I went into the fields earlier to check the crops. The corn will be ready soon, and I can’t get it out of the field now. All my equipment sat in that barn.” Barry looked like he would cry. Instead, he turned away from the destruction and spoke quietly to Robert. “Jimmy came and told me about the fire in the barn. I think he set the fire. He seemed happy about it.”

			“Don’t blame Jimmy yet, Barry. You know how mixed-up he gets sometimes. The fire investigators will check it out. Your insurance should be able to replace the equipment right away, and you know the neighbors will help you rebuild the barn.”

			“I don’t feel right about this. Something is very wrong.” 

			“We’ll deal with it. You’re not alone here.” He put his hand on Barry’s shoulder. Barry just nodded and took a deep breath. 

			“I had planned to come over later and talk to you about Cathy’s situation.” Robert motioned for his friends to join him. 

			“That’s still up in the air, isn’t it? What can I do to help?” 

			“This is Walter Leland. He is the lead investigator in her case. This is Cathy’s doctor, Steven Webster.” He suddenly felt stupid asking for anything from Barry. “I’m sorry to bring this up right now. Walter wondered if he could talk to Jimmy. Is there any chance he could do that? It would just be a friendly conversation, whenever you have time.”

			Barry looked the cop up and down and slowly lit a cigarette. He turned and started to walk away and then hesitated, stopped and turned to Robert. “No, Jimmy won’t be talking to anyone.” As he wiped soot from his face, Barry ambled across the lawn and into his cornfield.

			Jimmy sat on the front lawn and watched everyone. His father walked past him and into the field. Jimmy stared at the remains of the barn.

		

	
		
			Chapter Eight

			September 1964

			“Jimmy, you know the scarecrows hurt people.”

			“Why do we have to talk about them? They’re my friends. I don’t have any other friends except you. Most people around here just laugh at me.”

			“You’re my best friend. I would never hurt you.” Cathy smiled at Jimmy and climbed onto a bale of straw. She dangled her legs over the edge. 

			Jimmy sat down at the table in the barn and faced her. “No, you wouldn’t, but lots of other people would. That’s why I let the scarecrows do whatever they want. They like to scare people. They think people deserve it, and so do I.”

			“It has to stop.” Cathy looked at Jimmy and wondered how to convince him.

			He got up and stomped around. “I don’t think people are scared enough yet.” 

			Cathy jumped off the bale and stood in front of him. She grabbed his hands and spoke in a whisper. “I won’t let anyone hurt you again. I’ll make sure they don’t laugh at you or call you names. I promise. Jimmy, we have to stop these scarecrows from hurting anyone else.”

			Jimmy looked sad. “You don’t understand. I don’t know how to stop them. Do you know how to stop them?”

			“How would I know that?” Cathy thought for a minute. “You told me they came out of the pond with you. Tell me about that day.” 

			They sat side by side on the bale. Jimmy looked frightened. Cathy grabbed his hand as he told his story. 

			“I saw a hand under the water. I couldn’t see anyone, just the hand. I leaned over a little to see it better. All of a sudden, this head just popped up. It was a big face with lots of hair.” Jimmy’s breathing became labored and shallow.

			“Jimmy, it’s okay. Tell me about it.”

			Jimmy nodded. “He grinned, and then he laughed at me. It startled me and I tried to yell, but I couldn’t. His hand reached up, grabbed the front of my shirt and pulled me into the pond.” Jimmy began to shake.

			Cathy patted his hand. “It’s okay. You don’t have to be afraid now. We’re just talking. Do you remember what happened after that?”

			“I felt cold and everything looked black, like I had my eyes closed, but I didn’t. I tried to swim, but I couldn’t. It felt like I kept falling. I heard a voice whispering in my head. It told me I died. The voice said it over and over. Then I heard more voices in my head, but they laughed at me. Someone called my name from far away and I thought he would save me. The voices said I had to take them with me or I couldn’t leave. I would just stay right there and be dead forever.”

			Jimmy stopped talking and stared across the barn.

			“What happened then?” 

			“They kept laughing in my head. I felt cold, and I couldn’t move my arms or my legs anymore. It got darker, and colder, and then everything went quiet. I woke up at the hospital.” Jimmy looked at Cathy. “I don’t remember anything before that day. I only know what’s happened since then.” 

			“It’ll be okay. We’ll find a way to stop them.”

			Friday, August 26, 1966

			“He probably thinks you’ve finally lost your mind. What would make you think the superintendent would go along with dragging that old pond when you have no evidence of any crime?” Lucas had been Walter’s partner for four years. 

			“I have a hunch. I think my evidence is in that pond.”

			“Evidence that two old bums were murdered by scarecrows, the same scarecrows that murdered a six-year-old girl a couple years ago.” Lucas felt frustrated and didn’t know what to say anymore. Walter embarrassed him. Lucas continued his rant. “That pond probably has lots of bodies in it. All those stories about gangsters throwing bodies in there, in the twenties, are probably true. You drag out a bunch of useless old bones, and the super will kick us so far down, we’ll be lucky if we make Boy Scout.”

			The superintendent walked into the squad room and crooked his finger at Walter. The detective followed him into his office. 

			“I don’t know how you managed it, but I just got word. I’m to approve your request from last week. You wanted to drag that pond at the old Devon racetrack. You better hope, for your own sake, there’s something there.”

			“I’m sure we’ll find something, sir.”

			“Well, I don’t want a big show. This will be a nice, quiet search with no reporters and no cameras. I want that site completely secure. Any leaks, I’ll have your badge. There is no way I want those asshole reporters making fools of us again. The kid’s murder made us front-page fools. We just got the press settled down on that one after two years.” 

			“Yes, sir. Thank you, sir.” Walter nodded.

			“I’ll let you know when it’s set up. Get out of my office.”

			Tuesday, September 6, 1966 

			The day after Labour Day, the police divers pulled equipment into the old racetrack. The activity brought out the gawkers and even a few reporters. The uniformed officers kept the area closed off from cameras and people. They claimed this special training session required seclusion and sent all of the observers away.

			The divers pulled seven bodies from the water the first day and another two the following day. The nine intact bodies, each covered in dark plastic, left the track headed to the coroner’s office. 

			They found a large cache of human bones and determined that at least twelve skeletons could be extracted, based on the number of skulls retrieved. The bones, along with clothing and personal items, went to the forensic lab for examination and identification. 

			The discoveries shook the police superintendent. The divers reported the pond empty of any further human remains. Once the bodies, the skeletal remains and all items of clothing and other objects left the site, he shut down the operation. The pond held no more secrets. In less than a week, it had given up its dead and the police team had packed up and left. 

			Walter successfully managed to keep the entire operation out of the pubic eye. Forensics quickly determined the skeletal remains were at least thirty to fifty years old, and the archive division received the bones for further investigation. 

			The coroner’s office determined the cold spring water that fed the pond, and the lack of sunlight, given the dense shade over the area, kept the bodies well preserved. They determined death occurred from within a few weeks to a few years. 

			Walter and Lucas got the order to lead the investigation into the recent deaths and, with their team of detectives and forensic specialists, waited patiently for lab results and identifications. They assigned uniformed officers to watch the pond, the racetrack, and the adjoining cornfields. The diving team had obliterated any possible evidence at the pond. Walter and his team needed the victim IDs to begin any real investigations.

			Saturday, September 17, 1966

			Saturday morning dawned sunny but crisp. Robert sat on the front porch, drinking coffee and enjoying the cool weather, when Walter pulled into the driveway at eight in the morning and surprised him.

			“Good morning. How is your investigation going?” 

			“They’ve identified seven of the bodies. Two are still in limbo.”

			“Seven out of nine is good. Can I get you a cup of coffee? It’s ready. I just have to pour it.”

			“That sounds good. I could use coffee.” Walter sat down and looked across the road at the cornfield. He could see the police cruisers on the road and the officers watching the field. 

			“You look unhappy. I thought you had identifications. That’s good, isn’t it?” Robert returned with a mug of coffee and handed it to Walter. 

			“It’s good for our investigation. It’s hard informing people their loved one is dead. It’s worse when you have to tell them they were murdered.” 

			“All of them were murdered?” Robert dropped into his chair.

			Walter nodded, took a drink of his coffee and sat for another minute before he continued. 

			“Remember I told you and Steven about those bums who reported their friends killed and thrown into the pond?”

			“I remember the story, but you thought they were probably drunk.”

			“The two men they saw killed that night, Nathaniel Lassaline and Marvin Collins, their bodies came out of that water. The coroner puts their deaths at about three weeks ago. The timing is perfect. The report they filed had the names of the victims and their hometowns. We had enough information to notify their next of kin.”

			Robert looked at the field and then turned to Walter. “They claimed to have seen scarecrows and a young man. Did they see live scarecrows?”

			“I assume, since they got the murders right, the rest of their report could be accurate.”

			“But, how…” Robert stopped talking. 

			Walter kept talking. “Three other bodies, all killed over a span of five years, matched local missing persons and have been identified by wallet information and clothing . They were all in this area when they disappeared.”

			“I’m sorry, but I don’t understand.” 

			Walter looked at his friend. “I don’t understand it myself. I can’t sit here and admit I’m looking for three murderous scarecrows. I just can’t do it.”

			“It’s ridiculous. You’re right. There has to be an answer.”

			“I understand that for you, it’s about Cathy.”

			Robert nodded. “Please go on. I need to know what’s happening.”

			Walter sipped his coffee before continuing. “There are two other bodies with no identification, and we checked local missing persons and found nothing that fit. We think they were probably transients. Time of death is in that two- to three-year time span. We’ll be sending their information out to other municipalities for possible IDs.” 

			Walter hesitated. “I need your help.”

			“What can I do?” Robert sat on the edge of his chair, staring at the cornfield and holding the porch railing with both hands. “I’m a little confused and frustrated, but whatever you need, I’ll do my best.” 

			“I knew you would help.” Walter took a breath and looked over toward the field. “A wallet found on one of two bodies, both killed three to four years ago, identified a young man as Lowell Lewiston, and a young woman as Mary Jessica Coulter. Photos inside the wallet showed them together. We have a missing persons file on the girl. Her mother claimed in her report her daughter left her house with the Lewiston boy and never came back.” 

			Robert’s face lost all color and he stared straight ahead. “Jesse and Lowell dated.” He thought for a moment. “My God, they killed them. Barry believed those two ran away to go live in a commune somewhere. He thought someday Lowell would come to his senses, come back home, and take over the farm.” 

			“I’m sorry. I don’t do these notifications very well. I never know what to say.”

			Robert, visibly shaken, shook his head as his eyes began to tear. “Barry will be destroyed when he hears this. We’ve known each other all our lives. I know this will be too much for him.” He turned to his friend. “You want me to tell him. Is that it?”

			Walter nodded and hung his head.

			They finished their coffee and walked up the road to Barry’s farm. The report from the fire inspector claimed someone had intentionally torched the barn. Robert found his neighbor outside, trying to get his tractor running. The vehicle had sustained heavy damage in the fire and Barry was trying to repair it. Jimmy sat under the tree in the front yard.

			Robert walked over to the tractor. “Barry, can I talk to you for a minute, please?” 

			“I told you no one talks to Jimmy.” Barry never looked up.

			“This isn’t about him. Please, I need to talk to you.” 

			Barry stepped back from the engine and, taking an old rag from his pocket, wiped grease from his hands. “I’ve got work to do and equipment to get running. What do you and your cop friend want from me? Does the barn need more investigating? By the way, why are all these damn cops surrounding my property?”

			“Barry, I’m sorry I have to tell you this. It’s about Lowell. He and Jesse didn’t move to a commune. They didn’t go anywhere. The police dragged the pond at the track and pulled their bodies out of the water. Someone murdered them.”

			Barry froze and stared at Robert for a moment. He slowly turned and stared at his youngest son. When he turned back, his eyes were wet and his hands shaking. He walked slowly into his house, leaving the two men where they stood. Robert knew he drank, and hoped Barry could drink enough to get through this one. 

			Robert walked back over that evening and found his neighbor standing in the front window, whiskey bottle in hand, staring at the cornfields. 

			“I’m leaving here. I’m going to sell this farm and get out. I’ve had enough. Go home, Robert. You can’t help me. No one can help me now.”

			With the death of Lowell and the other identifications, Walter had grounds for search warrants for the Lewiston farm. He and a forensics team started the tedious task of checking every inch of the property, but they found nothing of any value. 

			The detective believed crucial evidence, needed to make his case, went up in smoke along with the barn. Its demise suddenly seemed very convenient. He wondered if his police car in Robert’s driveway that afternoon had instigated the fire. 

			Walter put a dozen men on surveillance. Young constables watched the scarecrows day and night, but they never moved. More officers watched Jimmy and the farm buildings, but had nothing to report.

			Wednesday, September 21, 1966

			Alexis had the ability to make the decision, but wanted a little time to think. She picked up the phone and called Robert. She explained her plan and he cried. She called Wendy to her office and explained her plan to her. They both went to tell Cathy.

			“The arrangements are all made, and your father is expecting us two days from now for a weekend visit to your home.” She watched the young girl’s face light up and smiled. 

			Cathy’s excitement left her speechless. She ran over to Alexis and hugged her as hard as she could. Wendy stood behind her and grinned. Cathy found the nurse and they shared another hug. 

			“Well, lady, let’s get you ready to go. We leave first thing Friday morning.” Wendy smiled at the child and then turned to her boss. “Thank you.”

			“That’s fine. You two enjoy packing.” Alexis turned in the doorway. 

			Wendy and Cathy were doing a weird dance and laughing. She laughed and closed the door on her way out.

			“I can’t believe I get to go home for a weekend. I want to see my house and my room. We can go to the creek, catch frogs, and sit on the grass in the front yard under the big tree. Oh Wendy, it’s so nice there. It’s neat and there’s always a cool breeze on the front porch.”

			“Slow down. We’ll make a list of everything you want to do when you get there. Then we won’t forget anything.” Wendy watched Cathy run to the desk and start writing. Wendy knew the next two days would be the longest of the child’s life. 

		

	
		
			Chapter Nine

			September 27, 1964

			“Joel, I need to go home. It’s getting late and I’m hungry.” Emily had the can in her hand. She tipped it and dumped the contents into the creek.

			“Why did you do that?” Joel grabbed the can and looked in, but all the tiny frogs were gone. “You’re stupid. I was going to take them home.”

			“I’m not stupid—you’re stupid.” Emily held back her tears. She climbed up the side of the creek, pulling on the grass and balancing her feet on the rocks to get away from the boy. Angry and insulted, she didn’t want to be anywhere near Joel. He jumped over the narrow water in the creek and made his way up the other side. When he got up to the road, he ignored her and headed toward home.

			Emily ended up on the wrong side of the creek and had the cornfield behind her. She sat down on the ground and picked up a piece of straw. “I am not stupid!” she yelled in Joel’s direction. She pulled the straw through her fingers and started to get up when she heard a noise behind her. She turned to see Jimmy standing a few feet away.

			“What do you want?” She got up and brushed off her pants.

			“I heard you yelling.” 

			“Yeah, well, that’s none of your business. Go back and do whatever it is you stupid people do. I’m going home.” Emily waved her hand in dismissal as she spoke and then moved to the edge of the ditch. 

			“You’re the girl who’s always yelling at Cathy?” Jimmy stared at her.

			“She’s a hick, just like you. Why would I be nice to her?” Emily turned away.

			Before she could start down the side, Jimmy grabbed her around the waist and lifted her off the ground. 

			“What are you doing? You let me down. Now!”

			Jimmy started to walk with her into the corn. Emily pulled at his hands, trying to loosen his grip. He only held on tighter. 

			“This isn’t funny. You let me go. I have to go home. If my daddy finds out you did this to me, he’ll have you put in one of those places for stupid people like you. Maybe you should be there now.”

			“Be quiet. You talk too much.” Jimmy spoke softly. After a few minutes of meandering through the tall stalks, listening to her berate him, he dropped her on the ground. Grabbing her by the hair, he dragged her around the field while she screamed at him. Jimmy finally stopped and lifted her to her feet. He punched her in the face and she dropped—an unconscious heap on the ground. 

			Emily awoke in one of the farm buildings. Her face hurt and one eye felt half-closed. A rag covered her mouth. The heavy smell of sweat under her nose, made her gag. A faint light glowed somewhere in the back of the room. In the dim light, she saw straw and fertilizer bags, and recognized the barn. With rope, he had tied her hands together and then tied her feet to a support beam. She sat on the floor and leaned against a partition wall. She wiggled and pulled, and realized she’d never get free unless someone untied her. Through the cracks in the barn walls, she could see the dark outside and started to cry.

			“Shut up, ya fussy little bitch. Just sit there and be quiet.”

			The little girl stopped whimpering and strained to see who spoke. She saw no one there. The voice sounded like a woman’s voice. Emily listened and heard nothing. Pulling up all the bravado she could, she tried to scream through the gag.

			“Honey, we told you to shut up. Now do what you been told. Ain’t nobody gonna save ya now.” This time she heard a different voice, a man’s voice, and Emily started to shake. Then she heard Jimmy’s voice and listened. She heard a conversation going on somewhere in the barn.

			“Now what do I do? She says her daddy will put me away in one of those stupid places. I can’t let her go now.”

			“You’re correct, my dear boy. We need to solve this problem.” Another new voice, and this one sounded louder and very clear, like the reporters on TV. 

			“I say let’s throw the little bitch in the pond. Then our troubles are over.” The woman spoke again.

			“Take it easy. Maybe we can solve our problem, and have a little fun at the same time.” The last voice talked that time.

			“I like that idea. I always like to have fun,” Jimmy chimed in.

			“It’ll be morning soon. We’ll keep her today, and tonight when it’s dark, we’ll let her go. We’ll put her in the middle of the cornfield and see if she can find her way.” The last voice laughed. “She won’t be able to. It’ll be dark out, the corn is high and the field is big. It will be confusing to her tiny brain. She’ll probably run in circles for hours.” The voice laughed louder. Jimmy laughed too. The woman’s voice giggled and snorted, and the other man chuckled. Emily didn’t see the humor. She closed her eyes tight. 

			When she opened them, Jimmy stood in front of her. “You stay quiet now or I’ll have to hit you again.” She nodded and he turned and left. Emily started to cry quietly, and with her head against the wall, she cried herself to sleep.

			She heard scuffling and looked around her. She couldn’t see anything. The child felt hungry and thirsty. Her breathing got faster and harder as panic set in. She heard footsteps moving toward her. She held her breath and listened.

			“…then after watching her run around for a while, we catch her, and then we can throw her into the pond.” They were right in front of her. She felt hands grab at her and pull her away from the stall. Someone yanked off the gag. Before she could get enough breath to scream, someone hit Emily hard, and everything went black.

			Saturday, September 24, 1966

			It happened two years ago, and Walter couldn’t find the solution. He decided to review the case one more time. He talked to Steven and Robert. He dragged the pond. Maybe this time something would jump out at him. He opened the case files. Lucas came in with a giant smile on his face, waving another file around.

			“Walter, we got a confession in the Brian Cole case. A kid came in this morning with his parents and told us what happened.”

			“Are you kidding? I thought that case dead-ended.”

			“He said he couldn’t eat or sleep and he had to tell someone the truth. He told his parents what happened and they brought him in.”

			“What’s the story? Does it work with what we know?”

			“Yes, it works. He and three friends went to the racetrack with Brian. They were wrestling around on the grandstands and Brian fell from the top of the concrete. He landed on his head and there was blood everywhere. When they realized he died, they panicked. They found an old hammer somewhere, hit him with it a couple times, and then carried him to the cornfield. They left the bloody hammer and the body, hoping we would think someone mugged him. This kid and his friends are all fourteen and fifteen. I’m picking them up now.”

			“Need help?”

			“I’ll take a couple uniforms with me. What are you working on?”

			“I’m reviewing the Preston file. It’s that time of year. Now I have a bunch of other cases to go with it.”

			“That case ended two years ago. I’ll wait for the confessions. It’s much easier that way.” Lucas smiled on his way out. 

			Walter had been over the Preston file numerous times. He sat back and thought about Steven’s explanation. Cathy saw what happened, and, completely terrified, she used the scarecrows to deal with her trauma. What could have scared her that badly? With no evidence of anyone else being there, it didn’t make sense. The whole thing had Walter stumped. Now he had nine more files and no human suspects other than a brain-damaged teenager and he couldn’t get permission to even talk to him.

			Just before noon, Alexis pulled into the driveway with Cathy and Wendy. Robert met his daughter at the car. The child flew into his arms, and after a huge hug, they walked together up the steps and into the house. Steven sat on the porch and watched the reunion. Robert visited her last month, but this felt different. Steven got up and walked down the steps. He greeted the women and helped pull their bags out of the trunk of the car.

			“Dr. Webster, I didn’t know you would be here.” 

			“Name is Steven, and I live here. I’m glad to see you again Alexis. As you know, I’ve spent a lot of time with Cathy lately. I’m hoping this trip might initiate a breakthrough for her. We can always hope.” Steven winked and smiled.

			“It could do more harm than good, but I believe it’s worth a try.” Alexis replied.

			“Tell me, firing Diane, how did that go? I never got a chance to ask you about that.” 

			“That proved to be the nastiest thing I’ve ever done and definitely a very satisfying experience. I’ll fill you in on the details later.” Alexis smiled. “I brought Wendy Marshall, Cathy’s nurse with us.”

			“Hi Wendy, it’s nice to see you again. I hope everyone had a good trip?” Steven picked up the two suitcases. “If you beautiful ladies will follow me, I’ll show you to your rooms.”

			Alexis hesitated. “You understand that Wendy will have to be with Cathy constantly. They will need to sleep in the same room.” 

			“Robert explained, and I think you’ll find the accommodations perfect.” 

			He led the way. Wendy hesitated and looked all around. Every detail matched Cathy’s description perfectly. As she turned to follow Steven and Alexis into the house, she noticed the tall young man standing on the edge of the cornfield, watching them. She put her bag down and faced him.

			“Are you Jimmy?”

			“Is Cathy home?” 

			“Yes.”

			“Can I talk to her?”

			“Maybe later you can talk to her.”

			“Okay.” 

			Jimmy turned and walked into the cornfield.

			Wendy picked up her bag, shrugged, and continued into the house.

			Everyone ate lunch, and Cathy insisted they all go for a walk. She wanted to see what had changed. The child held her father’s hand and refused to let go. She gave everyone a running commentary as the group strolled along. They walked up the dirt road to the highway, and watched and listened as the trains whistled and shunted. The big engines dragged freight cars of all descriptions in and out of the yard. “I used to stand right here to watch the trains. They’re really neat.” Cathy grinned and bounced with excitement.

			They checked out the creek. Wendy and Steven climbed down the side to see if there were any frogs around. Once they got back up to the road, the group continued their slow pace. Cathy pointed out the huge sunflowers at the Cutforth farm and told everyone about the bees. Robert looked surprised when she said Gladys had let her taste fresh honey. He had no idea the child spent any time there. When they reached the Lewiston lane, Cathy’s bright smile turned into a loud gasp.

			“Where’s the barn? What happened to it?” She stared at the rubble. She could see the cruisers parked along the lane and the constables walking the fields. 

			“Daddy, why are there police everywhere?” 

			Robert crouched down and turned her to face him. “The police checked the pond at the racetrack and found a lot of dead bodies. They all died because someone killed them, and the police are looking for evidence of who murdered these people. They’re looking here and at the raceway.”

			Cathy frowned and breathed very fast. “What about the barn?”

			“It burned down. Someone set the barn on fire.” She noticed Jimmy sitting on the front lawn under the tree. 

			“Dad, I need to talk to him for a minute.” Robert nodded and she ran over. He stood as Cathy approached and said nothing. She hugged him and told him she would come back in the morning. Jimmy nodded and she slowly walked back to her father.

			“I want to go home now.” The excitement lost, she held his hand as they walked back to the house. 

			The day went by quickly and after supper, just as it started to get dark, Cathy seemed to get nervous. She paced and watched outside until all daylight disappeared. 

			“It’s nice being home, Dad. I want to go to bed now in my own bed. Good night and I love you, Daddy.” Robert kissed her forehead. They held each other for a few minutes and then she ran up the stairs. 

			“I guess that means I’m off to bed too.” Wendy headed upstairs.

			Cathy slipped out of bed after Wendy went to sleep and looked out her window. With the moon full, she could see the cornfield and the scarecrows. She could also see the police watching everything. She needed a plan.

			Cathy walked up the road and into the Lewiston farm lane. She sat down beside Jimmy on the grass. Wendy stayed out on the lane and chatted with the police. She decided she should let the two friends talk. 

			“Hi, Jimmy. How are you?”

			“I don’t know. The barn is gone and Lowell is dead. My dad won’t talk anymore. They told him someone set the fire in the barn and my dad thinks I did it. They told him someone murdered Lowell and Jesse, and my dad thinks I did that too.”

			“Did you set the fire, Jimmy?”

			“No. I didn’t do it. They set the fire. They told me to get out; they were gonna burn down the barn.”

			“Did you murder Lowell and Jesse?”

			“I didn’t do that either. They hit Lowell over the head and then they pulled a rope around Jesse’s neck. I didn’t kill them. I only put them into the pond.” 

			“We have to stop this. I think I know a way to get rid of the scarecrows.” Jimmy sat up and looked at Cathy.

			“What? How can we get rid of them?” 

			“I think we have to put them back into the pond.”

			“How are we gonna do that? They won’t go near the water.”

			“We’ll trick them.” Cathy didn’t say anything for a few minutes. 

			“How do we trick them?” Jimmy looked over at Wendy. She wasn’t paying any attention to the two friends. 

			“I’m thinking you should take them down now and stuff each one into a bag. Tell them you have to do it that way, because the barn is gone and they have to stay in the silo for the winter.”

			“That might work. What do I do with the bags?” Jimmy looked at Cathy.

			“We’ll take them to the pond, and drop them into the water and let them sink.”

			“Do you really think it’ll work?” 

			“I don’t know.”

			“I don’t know either.” Jimmy just kept shaking his head. 

			“You know we have to stop them. I heard about the pond. All those bodies you dropped into the water—the police pulled them all out.”

			“I went over to the track and saw police everywhere. They scared me. I came back and stayed in my room.”

			“I’ll help you. I’ll come back after lunch. You get them ready and we’ll take them to the pond.”

			Jimmy went into the cornfield and approached the first scarecrow. He took it off the peg and began to put everything into a large burlap bag. The voice sounded female.

			“Hey stupid, what are you doing? The corn is still here.”

			“I have to pack you in a bag this time. The barn is gone now and I’ll have to keep you in the silo for the winter. I don’t know about the corn.”

			“The silo sounds awful. Guess it turned out to be a bad idea to burn the barn.”

			“You’ll be fine.” Jimmy kept stuffing the bag and then moved to the next scarecrow. Each made some comments, but accepted his explanation.

			Laying all three bags under the tree in the front yard, he waited.

			When he saw Cathy coming back with Wendy, he stood and put the three bags over one shoulder. 

			“Are they ready?” 

			Jimmy nodded. 

			They walked together to the pond. Wendy followed close behind. Cathy told her they had to put the ghosts back into the water. Wendy assumed this symbolic ritual had great importance to them and went along with it. When they arrived at the pond, Jimmy dropped the bags near the water, and sat down with Cathy under a tree. 

			Wendy looked into the pond and then walked around ignoring Jimmy and Cathy. The old racetrack fascinated her, and she had looked forward to wandering the grounds.

			Cathy and Jimmy talked quietly. “I’m scared. I don’t want to lose my friends. I’ll be all alone.”

			“Jimmy, you’re the only person who can do this.” Cathy looked at him, but Jimmy wouldn’t meet her eyes. “You’re gonna be a hero.”

			Jimmy knew Cathy was right. His friends had to go and he had to do it. “Okay, I’m ready now.”

			“I’m proud of you. You’re being very brave.”

			Jimmy walked to the edge of the pond and lifted the bags off the ground. He gripped the tops of the bags together in both hands and stood holding them over the water. Cathy stood up and smiled at him.

			He met her eyes. “I’ll miss you. You’re my best friend.” 

			He stepped into the pond and disappeared under the black water. 

			Cathy couldn’t believe what he had done. She ran to the water’s edge but he was gone. 

			Wendy ran over and pulled off her shoes. Cathy grabbed her arm to stop her. Wendy pushed the child away and dove into the water. She surfaced several times for air and finally gave up the search. “I can’t see anything down there. The water is black. I’m sorry, I can’t find him.” Wendy pulled herself onto the grass. She took deep breaths and tears ran down her cheeks. 

			“It’s okay. He knew he had to take them. They would never go on their own.” 

			Cathy and Wendy walked back to the house. 

			When they reached the yard, Robert ran down the steps to Cathy. “Are you all right? Wendy, you’re soaked. What happened?”

			Wendy started to cry again. “Jimmy jumped into the pond. He did it on purpose. I tried to get him out. I went down into the pond over and over again, but I couldn’t find him in that black water. It was too dark. He’s gone. There wasn’t anything else I could do.” 

			Robert looked at Cathy. She nodded and started to cry too.

			Steven flew through the front door, towels in hand. He wrapped a towel around Wendy’s shoulders and helped her into the house. “I’ll call for help. I better call Walter too.”

			“Daddy, I have to tell you about the scarecrows.” Cathy and Robert walked to the road and crossed over to the creek. They sat on the grass at the edge of the ditch, and she explained to her father about the ghosts coming up from the pond and entering the scarecrows. She explained how they liked to murder people. She told her father that Jimmy was the only one who could stop them. She told him how they planned to get rid of them, and how Jimmy decided to go with them.

			“Can you tell his father he’s dead? Tell him about his bravery.”

			“I’ll do that.” Robert felt his daughter’s anguish. “We have to call the police and report this. They’ll pull Jimmy’s body out of the pond.”

			Robert knew Jimmy murdered all those people. As much as Cathy believed every word of her story, he simply couldn’t swallow it. Ghosts and scarecrows were too much for him. He knew Cathy needed Steven to help her. She had bigger issues than they ever realized.

			“Cathy, are you all right?” 

			“I’m okay.” Cathy raised her head. “I have to go back to the hospital soon.”

			Robert didn’t answer her. 

			“Maybe I can come home more often now.”

			They walked back to the house and found everyone on the porch. Wendy had dried off and changed her clothes. Steven phoned Walter and explained what happened. The detective was on his way. Robert sat on the steps and waited for him and his team to arrive. Cathy sat down beside him.

			Thirty minutes later, a head gently broke the surface of the water. Wet hair hung down over a pair of searching eyes. Seeing no one around, Jimmy pulled himself onto the bank and dragged the three bags up with him from the pond. He lifted the bags over his shoulder and made his way to the racetrack. He crawled under the remains of the concrete stable at the back of the property. Opening the duffel bags, he heard the familiar voices. 

			“Wow, I thought she’d never leave. What is it with her anyway?”

			“That little shit has some nerve. She tried to drown us.”

			“Are we safe now?” 

			“Be quiet. Can’t you hear the sirens. The police are on their way to find me.” Jimmy quickly closed the bags again. “I’ll deal with you guys later. Right now I have to find somewhere to hide out for a while.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Ten

			September 29, 1964

			The bottle of Canadian Club sat on the table in front of Clare. The prescription bottles sat beside the whiskey. Robert walked behind his wife and kissed her on the top of the head. He stopped in the doorway and turned.

			“I’m heading for bed. Are you coming up soon?” 

			“I’m just relaxing a little before I go to bed. Go get some rest. You have to work tomorrow. Good night, dear.”

			Clare stared at the bottle. She remembered watching her mother drink every night. When menopause hit her, she understood why. She poured four fingers of whiskey into the glass and downed it. She poured another drink and grabbed her pill bottles. Clare dug out several Valium and a couple of Seconal and washed them down with the whiskey. 

			A little after two in the morning, Clare heard Cathy tiptoe into the bathroom and then back to her room. 

			She lay awake—matching her breathing to Robert’s gentle snoring. When the heat started to rise, she turned and lifted her body into a sitting position on the edge of the bed. The heat radiated through the top of her head and then reached down, all the way to her feet. She’d done this many times and still couldn’t get used to it. She took deep breaths and tried to control the panic. The sweating began, and she felt droplets run from every pore until her entire body dripped moisture.

			The sweat mingled with her tears when she walked out of the bedroom and down the stairs. The moonlight lit the kitchen with a dim glow. She pulled the housecoat she used for canning from the pantry. Hanging the wet nightgown over the back of a chair, she wrapped her nude body in the old robe. She headed through the house and out the front door, to the cool air on the porch.

			Clare edged into the chair in the dark corner. She opened the robe and breathed a sigh of relief. The breeze whispered over her body. She let her head fall back and stretched her legs out, enjoying the cool air. The unbearable heat slowly subsided and she felt an acute awareness of her surroundings. 

			She stargazed and breathed slowly. The gravel alongside the house crunched under footfalls and interrupted her. Clare pulled the robe closed and watched. In the moonlight, a small figure entered the yard, and ran across the road. Cathy jumped into the ditch, pulled herself up the other side, and disappeared into the field.

			Clare sat there stunned and thought she’d imagined it, but she couldn’t be sure. Getting up, she followed her daughter. 

			She stopped to get her bearings in the tall corn. Then that terrible inner heat started again. The sweat was rolling down her back. Clare wanted to run, but had no idea of the right direction. A hand gripped her shoulder and she froze.

			October 1970

			Steven poured a cup of coffee. “I’m going to clean out the garden today.”

			Robert sat at the kitchen table with the local paper spread out everywhere. 

			Steven refilled his friend’s cup and sat down across from him. He pulled a section of paper, sipped coffee, and browsed the pages. 

			Robert looked up from the paper. “Did you plan on being around this afternoon? They’re delivering a new bed. Can you help me get it upstairs?” 

			“Sure, just give me a shout.”

			“Thanks, I will.” Robert sipped his coffee. “I thought I’d bring Cathy home again for a couple days. What do you think?”

			“She seems fine right now. Sometimes I wonder if the scarecrows did kill Emily and poor Cathy told the truth all along.” 

			Robert looked at his friend. “I spent a lot of time watching that cornfield. I never saw anything unusual, except for one night. I saw those scarecrows walking around. It happened right after Clare died. I did have a real drunk going at the time, and I hadn’t slept for a couple nights.”

			“Your scarecrow research is admirable and inconclusive.” Steven smiled and continued. “Cathy talked Jimmy into drowning the scarecrows. He committed suicide because he didn’t want to be alone. He knew with Cathy in the hospital, he would have no one.”

			“They were best friends.”

			“Last month, I asked Cathy about Jimmy. She wouldn’t talk about him. I should ask Walter whether Jimmy could be the murderer.”

			“Jimmy had the strength and Emily hated him. She called him names and said someone should lock him up,” Robert added.

			“I’ll see what Walter thinks.”

			“I’ll invite him for Sunday supper.” 

			“That sounds good.”

			Steven finished his coffee and headed out the back door. He needed to clear the garden and do some thinking.

			Robert had just finished his paper when the phone rang. He offered a quick hello and waited for a response.

			“It’s Walter.”

			“We were just talking about you and wondered about supper, tomorrow? Steven has a new theory.”

			“I just did my annual file review again and I’m afraid nothing jumped out at me. I could use some new ideas, and supper sounds great.”

			“Come anytime after lunch. We’ll be here.”

			“I’ll come early and we can talk.”

			The furniture truck arrived just before lunch and two men lifted a wooden double bed frame with a headboard and footboard into the living room. They followed it with a box spring and mattress. 

			“It’s a beauty. Bet that cost a pretty penny?” Steven stroked the dark wood. 

			“My boss got me a hell of a deal from his brother-in-law. I couldn’t afford to turn it down. The old bed is twenty-five, maybe thirty years old.”

			“Then it’s earned its place on the fire pit. Why don’t we haul the old one out now and we can set up this one after lunch?”

			Robert and Steven began the chore of taking down the old bed. Despite the splinters, they managed to tear it down without incident. Once they got everything outside, Steven headed back to the garden. Robert pulled out the Hoover and dragged it upstairs. 

			The carpet looked terrible. It had been five years since Clare died, and he hadn’t vacuumed under the bed in all that time. The dust and cobwebs fluffed up several inches on the rug.

			Robert spotted a shiny object in the dust and picked up an earring belonging to Clare. He put it into her jewelry box. Afraid he might vacuum up something important, he decided to go through the dust and crawled around on his knees, feeling for any other treasures. 

			Where the head of the bed had been, beside the baseboard, he found a piece of paper. He recognized his wife’s writing, sat back on his heels, and unfolded it.

			He read the note and felt his breathing become fast and shallow. He folded the note and shoved it into his pocket. He sat against the wall and cried. He could still hear Clare’s voice and recognize her face in his mind. He got up, vacuumed, and went back downstairs to make lunch.

			After lunch, Steven helped him bring up the new bed and set it up. 

			“I made tea. Would you like a cup before you try that comfortable new bed of yours?” Steven stood at the screen door.

			Robert stood on the front porch and looked out over the yard. He had eaten very little and sat quiet through supper. Steven decided he probably missed Clare. Replacing their marriage bed could be hard on him. “I’m sure tea will help me sleep.”

			“I’ll grab a couple mugs for us and be right out.”

			Steven brought the tea, and they settled on the porch. 

			“Remember that letter you got about expropriating this property? Did you ever hear from them again?” Steven asked.

			“Not yet. All I know is I can’t sell this place, because now they’re going to expropriate it for expansion purposes. I should have sold when Barry did.” Robert lit a cigarette and sipped the hot tea. 

			“He moved right after Jimmy died. I wonder how he’s doing now.” Steven sat back, warming both hands on his mug.

			“He wrote me a letter last year. He lives in Ottawa now. He invited me to his wedding.”

			“Really? What did you tell him?”

			“I wished him well and told him I couldn’t make it. I felt like every time he looked at me, he would remember things he should forget.” Robert sipped his tea.

			“Is Walter coming for supper tomorrow?”

			“Yes. He’s coming.” 

			“Good, I want his opinion.” 

			Robert got up. “Maybe we could have our tea in the living room. It’s getting cold out here.” Robert put out his cigarette and moved inside. Steven followed.

			They each found comfortable chairs and sat down with their tea. 

			Robert spoke quietly. “There’s something I need you to read.” 

			He handed Steven the note.

			A little confused, the doctor unfolded the paper. He read it and Robert watched his face register shock. “This is Clare’s suicide note. Where and when did you find this?”

			“I found it under the bed when I vacuumed today. It must have fallen there the day she died.”

			“I don’t know what to say, Robert. Let’s wait until tomorrow and and when Walter gets here, we can all discuss it.” Robert nodded and Steven handed the note back to his friend.

			It turned out to be a sleepless night and very quiet morning. Both men thought about the contents of the note and all its implications. Walter arrived right after lunch and found both men sitting in the kitchen. Robert poured fresh coffee for everyone. 

			“You two are quiet. Is everything okay?” Walter could see the worry and exhaustion in his friends.

			Steven spoke first and nodded to Robert. “Something’s happened and it should resolve a lot of things.”

			“Okay.” Walter was intrigued.

			“Everything will change.” Robert handed Walter the paper.

			Walter read the note and handed it back. Robert placed the note in the center of the table. He got up and pulled the whiskey bottle and three glasses from the cabinet. He poured three stiff drinks and sat down. Robert lacked all expression when he raised his glass, nodded to his friends and downed the whiskey. Walter and Steven followed his lead. They all read the note again and thought about what to do. 

			The air was cool, but Robert had consumed enough whiskey by this time to fend off the cold. He and his friends discussed everything. He left them in the kitchen, and went to stand on his porch and look once more at the field. He took the note from his pocket and, in the dim porch light, read it one more time. 

			Robert;

			Two days ago, Jimmy told me I was in the field with them the night Emily died. I know I drank a lot that night and I took pills. I thought I couldn’t forget something like that. I decided it was one of Jimmy’s stories. 

			I planned to put up the tomatoes today. I went into the pantry and took down all the empty jars. I remembered I hadn’t done any canning last year because of the murder. I found the old housecoat I wear over my clothes. 

			That housecoat was heavy with dried blood. When I saw it, everything about that night came flooding back. I hated Emily because she bullied my little girl. Cathy watched me murder her with your hatchet. I’m sure she thought I was crazy. My daughter protected me with her scarecrow stories. I can’t let her lie for me anymore.

			I’m sorry I have to do this. I can’t face anyone, and I can’t trust myself. I destroyed my own family. I murdered a child. I am so sorry. 

			I love you. 

			Clare

		

	
		
			Chapter Eleven

			September 29, 1964

			Startled, Clare turned to find Jimmy behind her. Sweat ran down her forehead and neck, and her skin had gone pale. When her legs gave way, she grabbed for Jimmy. The boy placed a hand under each elbow and held her up. After several deep breaths, she steadied herself. 

			Clare straightened her back and looked at Jimmy. “What are you doing out here at this time of night?” 

			“Cathy and Emily are fighting.”

			Clare was confused. “They’re both here? Where are they? Can you show me?”

			She followed Jimmy through several rows of corn and saw the two girls in the moonlight. Cathy tried to take Emily’s hand and Emily kept pushing her away.

			Clare watched Emily grab her daughter’s arm and twist it. Cathy fell, crying, and then Emily kicked her. 

			The anger she felt had her temperature rising far beyond the hot flash. She stumbled to the girls, and shoved Emily to the ground. Clare helped Cathy to stand and then turned back to Emily. She was slowly getting up. 

			“How dare you treat my daughter that way?” Clare pushed her to the ground again. The woman fell to her knees and pushed Emily’s face into the dirt. 

			“Leave me alone, you old hag.” Emily started to get up again.

			Clare saw the small axe lying there and grabbed it. She smashed it into the child’s head and Emily fell, facedown. She swung the axe at her head several times. When Emily finally stopped moving, Clare two-handed the axe and, in a frenzied rage, kept hacking at Emily. Cathy talked to her mother, but Clare didn’t hear her. When Cathy grabbed her mother’s arm, Clare froze. The child gently took the axe from her mother, and laid it on the ground. She tied Clare’s robe and looked at Jimmy.

			“Please take her home.” The boy nodded.

			Clare stood up and stared straight ahead. 

			Jimmy took her by the arm and walked with her out of the field. As he had always done, he rubbed out their footprints as they walked. He helped her across the creek, the road and the yard, and left her standing on her front porch. 

			She walked into the house and back to the kitchen. She removed the robe and pushed it to the back of a shelf in the pantry. She washed away the blood in the kitchen sink and put her damp nightgown back on. She climbed the stairs and crawled into bed. Robert snored softly. She cried silently for a few moments, but any memory quickly faded as she fell asleep.

			Jimmy walked down the road to his house. He climbed back into his room through the window and went to bed.

			Cathy tried to wipe the blood from the axe, and only managed to get it all over her nightgown. She sat a few feet away from Emily. Not knowing what to do, she lay back and fell asleep watching the stars.

			October 1970

			The rain pounded on the car’s roof. Steven didn’t notice the weather. He sat and stared at the wall in front of him. He hadn’t slept and couldn’t wrap his mind around what he had to do.

			Snapping back to reality, he opened the car door, pushed the umbrella open outside the car and grabbed his briefcase. He rushed across the parking lot to the entrance and stood under the canopy. 

			“Come in before you catch your death out there.” Alexis held the door open.

			Steven nodded. “How are you?”

			“I’m fine. You’re a day early. Something must have happened.”

			“Everything’s changed. I’ll see you in your office before I leave, and I’ll explain it to you then.”

			They walked down the hall to the elevator. Steven, serious and quiet, got in and the doors closed. He reached Cathy’s door and knocked. 

			Wendy smiled at the doctor. “We weren’t expecting you until tomorrow. I guess I’ll just have an early lunch.” Wendy grabbed her purse and left, closing the door behind her.

			Steven walked over to the table and sat down across from Cathy.

			“What’s up?” Cathy smiled and looked up from her book. The expression on Steven’s face unnerved her. “What’s the matter?”

			He looked into her eyes and, after a few moments, asked. “Can we talk about your mother?”

			“Why do you want to talk about her?” Cathy blew out a breath. 

			A few moments passed before he responded. “Your father found her suicide note. She wrote out everything that happened in the field that night.”

			“She killed herself?” Shocked, Cathy shook her head. “No. She accidentally took too many pills.”

			“Your father thought it easier for you if you didn’t know. He only found this note two days ago.” Steven pulled the note from his briefcase and handed it to her.

			Cathy unfolded the paper slowly and stared at the writing. She held back her tears. “I wish she hadn’t written this.”

			“Why didn’t you tell us the truth, especially after your mother died?”

			“I loved my mother and I miss her so much.” The tears overflowed. Cathy got up and paced the room, sobbing into her hands. 

			Steven stopped her and put his arms around her. He held her tightly and let her cry. Her body shook, tears streaming down her cheeks. When she seemed to finally calm, Steven handed her a handkerchief and, with his arm still around her shoulders, walked her to the sofa. Sitting beside Steven, she blew her nose and took deep breaths. She leaned her head back and stared at the ceiling.

			“I thought I had it all figured out.” Cathy shook her head. “My dad told us a story once, about how his father and the other farmers had trouble with snakes. Big rattlers had moved into the fields, and they were afraid one might bite one of their kids. The farmers went into the fields together, wearing boots and carrying hoes and rakes, and scoured all the fields. They killed fourteen rattlesnakes that day and never saw another one after that.”

			“Is this part of the real story?”

			“I thought I had to find the answer. I saw scarecrows kill people and I saw them walk around that cornfield. I knew no one believed me. I went into the field that night to help Emily. My mother followed me and killed her. I couldn’t tell anyone what I saw, and the next day, Mom didn’t remember any of it. I thought if I told everyone the scarecrows did it, they would believe me. I thought my father and the other farmers would go into the field and kill them, like the snakes.”

			“You used Emily’s murder to try and get rid of the scarecrows. Do I have that right?” Steven recognized her calculated plan. 

			She nodded and turned toward Steven. “Mom got really sick that summer. She couldn’t take care of me very well and she didn’t want my dad to know how sick she felt. Mrs. Cutforth would come over and help her. She’d cook and clean when my mother couldn’t. Sometimes she took me back to her house. The pills didn’t help Mom very much. Mrs. Cutforth brought her a special tea she made from leaves and roots. It made my mom sleep a lot, and sometimes she’d just forget stuff.”

			Cathy stopped talking and got up. She walked to the window. The rain pelted the glass, obscuring the view. She stared through the pane. “I couldn’t tell anyone about the things she did during that summer. She never wanted my father to think she was crazy.”

			“Were you ever going to tell anyone the truth about Emily’s murder?”

			“I’ve almost told you a couple times. I just couldn’t hurt my father. He adored my mother. He still cries when he talks about her. It just had to wait.”

			“Your father knows the truth now, and he wants you home with him. My only question is about…”

			“You want to know about the scarecrows? I believed they were real. Jimmy committed suicide because I said he had to get rid of them. I told him to put them back into the pond. I thought it solved the problem.” 

			Steven walked to the window and watched the rain with Cathy. “We’ll talk about all this. You’re going home now. I’ll go tell Alexis and complete your release. Wendy can help you pack. We’ll leave in about an hour.” 

			Cathy sniffled back the tears.

			August 1974

			Cathy looked around from the swing on the porch. The city expansion plans had destroyed the old farms, rerouted the creek and filled in the ditch. Blacktop covered the road now and the highway ran four lanes. She could see the framework of a shopping mall sprouting in the fields across the road. The Cutforths’ property became an industrial building. City planners demolished the roundhouse, and only three tracks remained. 

			Cathy crossed the road and made her way around the construction site to the old racetrack. The concrete grandstands and stables had disappeared. She couldn’t find the pond at first, but the three old willow trees finally gave it away. Dirt filled the hole and shoots of grass sprang from the ground where the water had been. 

			It surprised her to find a bench under one of the trees, and she sat down in the shade. This would be her last time here. They were leaving in two days. The city expropriated the house, and her father arranged for the two of them to move to Brantford to live with her brother Richard and his family until they found a place of their own. 

			She sat at Jimmy’s grave. They never did recover his body. She remembered those days when he laughed at her books, and they sang songs, and caught frogs. She closed her eyes and enjoyed the pleasant memories. 

			The hand on her shoulder gave her start, and she jumped up and turned around quickly.

			“I bet you thought you’d never see me again?” Jimmy smiled.

			“I…I thought…how did…” Cathy’s voice left her, and she dropped back onto the bench and stared at him. He sat down beside her.

			“I’m sorry I startled you. I missed you, Cathy.” He sat down beside her. “I’m not really Jimmy. I’m not sure who I am. I came up with him when they pulled him from the pond. He died in the water, and I thought I could just be him for a little while. Then you and I became friends.”

			Cathy’s heart pounded. She listened to his voice.

			“Those murderous thugs that took over the scarecrows, they came up too. I did get rid of them. I threw those sacks onto the bottom of the empty pond and watched truckloads of dirt bury them for good. I wanted you to know I did what you asked me to do.” He looked sad. “I’ll miss you. I have to go now.”

			Cathy sat on the edge of the bench, took a deep breath and slowly reached for his face. As her fingers touched his cheek, Jimmy grinned and disappeared.
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			Winterwood

			Dec. 24, 1911

			Death pursued Anders Bach and his friends through the freezing night.

			“Faster! Faster!”

			Anders needed no urging from his companions to hurry. Not when the Yule Cat had them in its sights. They’d thought the tales of the Jólaköttur nothing but silly bedtime stories, tales to terrify little children.

			They were wrong.

			He sped down the street as if swept along by the winter winds that carried the ice and snow from the mountains. Two of his classmates veered to the left. He couldn’t tell who, thanks to the tears in his eyes from the wind and cold. The rest of them flew as fast as their legs could carry them down the slick cobbled stones of the empty street. Someone shouted for help—“Hilfe! Hilfe mir!”—but to no effect. The words only bounced off the battened shutters and locked doors of the village homes. If anyone inside was awake to hear, they prudently paid no heed. Not during the nights of the Yule when the doors between worlds opened and the monsters roamed the earth.

			Behind them, the Yule Cat roared in anticipation of its kill, and warm liquid dampened Anders’s pants as his bladder let loose. He didn’t let it slow him. Better pants soaked with pisse than eaten alive.

			Somebody cried out, a high-pitched wail of pain and terror. Anders thought it might be Heinrich but he couldn’t be sure, not with his heartbeat pounding in his ears. Anders didn’t slow to find out. To slow or look back meant certain death. Or worse.

			He saw his street coming up and waited until the last second to make his turn, hoping the cat couldn’t stop in time. He twisted his body and cut left, only to have his boots slip on the icy stones. Pain flared in his knees and elbows where they struck the pavement, but he ignored it, pushing himself to his feet and forcing his legs to move again. Another scream, this one cut off midcry.

			That’s two it’s killed. Why won’t it stop?

			He knew the answer, even in his terror. Once the Yule Cat had the taste of human blood, it wouldn’t rest until it got every foolish child who’d dared to tempt fate.

			Three houses down, an open window beckoned to him. His bedroom. Once he got inside, he’d be safe. His papa would know what to—

			A long, wailing yowl so close he pictured the giant cat a step behind him, a massive paw raised and ready to strike. Anders put on a desperate burst of speed, hunching his body forward to make a smaller target. Something tore his hat away, and he prayed it was only the wind.

			Two more strides and he reached his window. He leaped up, grabbing the sill with both hands. He’d made it! He lifted one leg and—

			Agony exploded across his side and the world spun around. His head hit the side of the house and the world went dark.

			When he opened his eyes again, he lay on his back in the snow.

			Staring into the face of hell.

			The Yule Cat towered over him, twice the size of any jungle cat, its glowing, green eyes narrowed to slits and its ears laid back. A snarl rumbled up from its broad chest, and the stench of decayed meat fell on Anders like a foul sheet. The cat raised a paw, exposing claws as long as a boy’s hand. Shreds of bloody cloth hung from two of them.

			An explosion echoed through the street and the cat moved back a step, revealing a most welcome sight. His father, nightgown flapping in the wind, standing at the open window with a rifle in his hands.

			“Go away!” Josef Bach hollered at the cat and then fired the rifle once more. This time the shot had more of an effect. The giant cat roared and swatted at the window. Josef ducked, narrowly avoiding the lethal claws that shattered glass and carved thick gouges through wood. When he reappeared, he held something different in his hands.

			A box wrapped in red ribbon.

			“That’s enough, Cat,” he called out, waving the box. “This is new clothes for the boy.”

			The cat’s eyes narrowed and it looked from the window to Anders, one paw raised to strike again. For a moment, Anders feared the presence of the gift might not be enough to stay the beast’s killing blow, that the old tales were wrong and it really could kill a child who’d received a present of clothing from his family for Christmas.

			Then, with an angry growl still rumbling in its chest, the cat turned and slunk down the road. Anders remained on the ground as he watched it go, unable to believe he’d been spared. Only when it had disappeared into the night did he attempt to stand.

			As soon as he moved, his pain returned a thousand times worse than before. He cried out and grabbed at his wound. Blood, hot against his cold hands, seeped through his fingers. Puddles of it darkened the snow where he’d lain. From far away, his father’s voice called to him, “Anders? Anders!”

			Then the night closed in and claimed him.

			His last thought was that the Jólaköttur had won after all.

			Dec. 23, 1979

			“And that is how I came to have these.” Anders Bach pulled up his shirt, revealing three twisting, white scars that ran diagonally from his back to the tops of his ribs and down almost to his navel.

			His two grandsons let out simultaneous gasps and he nodded. “Ja, I’ve carried the mark of the cat all my life. A reminder that you must be good all year and earn your Christmas presents or the Yule Cat will come for you and eat you alive.”

			Anders formed his hands into claws and lunged at the boys, who yelped and jumped back right on cue.

			Despite the seriousness of his story, Anders had to fight back a grin at their wide-eyed looks. Twins in more than appearance, the boys reacted the same, moved the same and quite often thought the same. Which sometimes led to trouble since it meant neither of them had an opposite to advise caution when it came to making the kinds of bad decisions mischievous nine-year-olds were prone to.

			“What happened next?”

			“Did the Yule Cat ever come back for you?”

			Anders shook his head. “I never saw it again. But then, I never disobeyed my—”

			“What the hell are you telling them now?”

			Anders looked up and saw his daughter, Anna, and her husband, Paul, in the opening between the living room and the kitchen, their arms filled with shopping bags. White flakes of snow decorated their hats and shoulders. He’d been so caught up in his story that he’d never heard them come home.

			“Grandpa says the Yule Cat is coming tonight, Mom.”

			“And it eats children who’ve been bad all year.”

			“Oh, for… That’s enough stories for tonight, I think.” Anna handed her bags to her husband and then pointed at the children. “Nick, Jake. Upstairs. Now. Time for bed. I’ll be up in ten minutes and you both better be under the covers with your teeth brushed.”

			“But Mommm…” they whined in unison.

			“No buts. March.”

			Anna waited until the boys were out of the room before turning to Anders.

			“How many times have I asked you to stop with all that fairy-tale nonsense? Thanks to your stories about Krampus and the Wild Hunt, they were so afraid of Santa last year they wouldn’t even pose for a picture at the mall. I finally had to tell them Santa isn’t real. Not that it mattered. Even after I took away that big chunk of their childhood before I wanted to, they still ended up having nightmares for weeks. Now you’re filling their heads with more bullshit to keep them up at night.”

			“The old tales are important.” Anders knew too well the futility of his argument but couldn’t help himself. “Otherwise, they die out and then people aren’t safe. Besides, they do keep children from misbehaving. Look at you. You never got into trouble as a girl. You parents today, you coddle the children. Too much entitlement leads to spoiled brats and bad grades. And this time of year, that’s not good.”

			“Oh, for the love of…” Anna shook her head and sat down on the arm of the couch across from him. “Did you ever think that maybe all these superstitions aren’t good, either? Look at you. You grew up afraid of your own shadow and did your best to make me the same way. Of course I was good. I had phobias about everything, thanks to your gruesome stories. You know how many times I woke up in the middle of the night from bad dreams when I was their age?” She motioned toward the stairs.

			“Those phobias kept you from harm.”

			Anna’s brows turned down and her lips tightened. She took a deep breath before speaking. “They also made me a laughingstock at school. Other kids got toys at Christmas. I got holiday sweaters and warnings to watch out or the Yule Cat would eat me. Other kids got to trick-or-treat. I had to stay inside so the spirits of the dead wouldn’t steal my soul.”

			Anders opened his mouth but his daughter cut him off, her expression as sharp and cold as the icicles hanging from the gutters outside. “Listen to me. My kids aren’t going to grow up that way. And if you can’t abide by my rules, then maybe next year you shouldn’t come here for Christmas.”

			With a final glare, Anna stood and left the room, leaving Anders speechless.

			Not see the family at Christmas? But they were all he had left, with Willa lost to cancer and Johann, Anna’s brother, killed in Vietnam. The very thought of it drove a spike through his chest and made him want to reach for his heart pills. Why couldn’t Anna see he only had the best intentions? If only she’d get past her own fears, her anger.

			These are different times, Anders. Willa’s voice. How often had she said that to him when she was alive? Different times, yes. But the old dangers still existed. He knew it, even if Willa had never believed. Of course, she’d been born in the United States, raised in a city. My family left those things behind us when they came to this country, she’d always say. You should too. You no longer live in the Black Forest.

			No, he didn’t live in the Schwarzwald anymore, but that meant nothing. The Holly King and his vile creatures could appear anywhere. Just because the Wild Hunt favored the cold lands of Northern Europe didn’t guarantee safety in Pennsylvania, where winters could get mighty cold as well.

			But Anna would never consider that possibility. She’d outgrown the old stories despite how he’d tried to raise her. Gone to college, where they’d taught her about science and turned the legends of her people into fairy tales. And her husband, who’d grown up with stories of jolly old Santa and Rudolph and kindly elves, couldn’t even imagine a dark side to the holidays. No, they would never believe.

			Let’s hope they never have to.

			Anders pushed himself out of the chair, his old bones creaking and popping, and headed for the guest room. He still had things to do before bed. Anna and Paul might not believe, but he still did. Perhaps he couldn’t tell stories to the children anymore.

			That didn’t mean he couldn’t do other things to keep them safe.

			“You know, you were kind of hard on him.”

			Anna Willis sighed and put down her book. She’d been expecting Paul to say something about the argument that had taken place earlier. He wouldn’t be the man she loved if he hadn’t.

			“Yeah, I know. I’ll apologize in the morning. But you can’t imagine what it was like growing up in that house.”

			“You’re right, I can’t. But I’ve heard his stories. Some of them are pretty dark.”

			“Dark isn’t the word for it. My father ruined every holiday with his stupid superstitions. Every single, goddamned holiday. Christmas in the Bach household wasn’t about Santa or parties or presents. Instead, we got tales of the Krampus, who wears red-and-black leather and hunts unwary souls during the nights before Christmas, riding through towns on a giant deer with his wild hounds by his side. And don’t forget the Yule Elf, who spied on you to make sure you weren’t lazy.”

			“I’m sure he didn’t mean any harm. My grandparents used to tell us all sorts of crazy fairy tales too. Some of them were damn scary. Kept me up all night.”

			“Did your parents tell you that the Catholic Church made up Santa so people would forget the old ways?”

			“That’s actually true,” Paul said.

			“I don’t care if it’s true. You’re not supposed to tell little kids that you grew up in the Black Forest surrounded by spirits and demons.”

			Paul propped himself on one arm and gave her one of his half smiles. When he spoke, the minty smell of mouthwash filled the space between them.

			“Those were different times. Your father did the best he could, especially after coming to a new country. He put a roof over your head and food on the table. That’s more than a lot of kids can say.”

			A pang of guilt dug into Anna’s stomach, joining the one already embedded there by her earlier overreaction to her father. He was right, as usual.

			“I know I shouldn’t complain,” she said, placing her hand over his. “But I can’t help it. Maybe nightmares and getting teased at school aren’t the worst things that can happen, but they sure as hell weren’t fun. And I don’t want our kids growing up frightened to go to bed at night. There’s enough in this world to be afraid of. They don’t need sick, twisted holiday stories to make things worse.”

			“Hey, it’s cool. I’m on your side. All I’m saying is maybe banning him from Christmas is overdoing it a bit.” He leaned over and kissed her cheek. “Good night, baby.”

			“Night.” Anna turned the light off and snuggled down farther into the covers, the twin daggers of her guilt digging even deeper into her guts. She’d gone overboard. And she would apologize in the morning.

			Unless my kids wake up screaming at 3:00 a.m. Then he can deal with them. And me.

			Jake Willis came awake in his bed with a gasp. He’d been sure a pair of giant, green eyes hovered over him. The eyes of the Yule Cat. Then the details of the bedroom became clear and he understood it had just been a bad dream, that the giant cat hadn’t been chasing him through the streets, ready to tear him apart and swallow the bloody pieces. What he’d imagined were glowing eyes were just the matching Charlie Brown night-lights across the room.

			A low moan made him jump, thinking maybe he hadn’t been dreaming after all. But it was only Nick, tossing and turning on his bed, caught up in his own dream. A second later, Nick’s eyes opened and he sat up. “No!”

			Jake watched the terror fade from his brother’s face, replaced by relief. “I had a nightmare too,” Jake whispered.

			Nick looked over at him. “The Yule Cat?”

			Jake nodded. “He was gonna eat me.”

			“Me too.”

			Neither of them spoke. Then Jake got up and sat on his brother’s bed. “I don’t think I can go back to sleep.”

			“Me either.”

			Another pause. Jake’s stomach gurgled.

			“I want some cookies.”

			Nick smiled. “Cookies are good. But I’ve got a better idea.”

			“What?”

			“You saw all those bags Mom and Dad came home with. I’ll bet they had presents in them. Wanna see what they got us?”

			“I don’t know.” Jake frowned. “We’re not supposed to. And I really want some cookies.”

			“We can do both. C’mon.” Nick pushed past his brother and stood. Jake hesitated for a second and then joined him.

			After quickly donning the sweaters and jeans they’d been wearing earlier, and checking to make sure the lights were off in their parents’ room, they tiptoed their way down the hall and then descended the stairs, careful to avoid any spots where the floor had a tendency to squeak. It wasn’t the first time they’d made a midnight raid on the kitchen, and they reached the living room faster and quieter than any burglar could have done.

			The raspy sounds of snoring coming from the guest room told them their grandfather was fast asleep.

			“Cookies,” Jake said, pointing at the kitchen.

			“Presents first,” Nick countered. “We can get the cookies after. If we get caught in the kitchen now, Mom and Dad will make us go back to bed and we’ll never get to the presents.”

			“Okay. Where should we start?”

			“The basement.”

			Their slippers shushing on the carpet, the twins crossed the living room, stopping just long enough to pick up and shake the two brightly wrapped boxes under the Christmas tree, boxes that hadn’t been there earlier. The gifts bore matching tags, one To Jake and the other To Nick, both signed with the illegible scrawl they deciphered as From Opa.

			“Another stupid sweater,” Jake whispered.

			“Lame. C’mon, the good stuff has to be downstairs.”

			At the bottom of the basement stairs, Nick flicked the lights on, revealing the long space of the main area, which their father liked to call his hangout. A pool table occupied the center of the room. To one side sat a cabinet that doubled as a bar, brown and green bottles occupying its shelves. Past the pool table, a dartboard hung on the wall and two couches sat in front of a wooden television cabinet. A green shag rug covered most of the floor and a lava lamp sat atop the TV.

			It only took a few minutes of searching to reveal the complete absence of any gifts.

			“Nothing,” Jake said, peering under the couches.

			“Nothing,” Nick repeated, his head inside the cabinet under the bar.

			“Let’s try the laundry room.” But a single glance told them that the small, square utility space contained no surprises except for a fat, brown spider that had somehow survived the first half of winter.

			“Now what?” Jake asked.

			“Now we get some cookies.” They returned to the main room, neither of them talking. In the silence, the humming of the fluorescent lights in the ceiling sounded unusually loud. As they neared the stairs, Jake spoke up.

			“I don’t think Mom likes the stories Grandpa tells us.”

			Before Nick could answer, a loud roar filled the air and made them both jump. Jake cried out and grabbed his brother.

			“The Yule Cat!”

			They turned as one, hearts pounding, expecting to see the ferocious man-eating beast coming toward them.

			And found only an empty room.

			The bellow of the imaginary cat changed into the whoosh of rushing air, and they understood how they’d been fooled.

			“The furnace,” Nick said.

			“Maybe we should go back to bed.” The safety of his bedroom suddenly seemed a lot more appealing to Jake than even a whole plate of cookies.

			“Why? Afraid the Krampus is gonna get you?”

			“That’s not funny. Grandpa says he’s real.”

			“We used to think Santa was real too. So if Santa’s not real, how can any of the other stories be?”

			“I guess.” Jake looked unconvinced. “But Grandpa said—”

			“Grandpa says a lot of stuff because he thinks we’re still little kids. It’s all just made up. You don’t believe in ghosts or closet monsters, do you?”

			“No…but that doesn’t mean he’s always wrong.”

			“Oh yeah? Well, if the Krampus is real, how come nobody at school ever heard of him?”

			“I dunno.” Jake wished his brother would just shut up. “But I still think we should go back to bed. If we get caught, we’ll be in big trouble.”

			“You’re just being a baby. No one’s gonna—”

			“Wait. Did you hear that?”

			“What?” Nick looked around. “I didn’t hear anything.”

			“Shhhh. Listen.”

			Both boys held their breath. Except for the deep hum of the furnace, the basement remained empty of sound. Jake began to wonder if his ears had played tricks on him

			Then he heard it again.

			Bells.

			The cheerful tinkling of Christmas bells, like the ones at the bottom of the tree upstairs and in the cheery Christmas songs that played on the radio every ten minutes.

			Jake glanced at the stairs, but no one was there.

			“It’s coming from outside,” Nick said, pointing at one of the windows. The boys stood up and tried to see out, but the window was too high and the night too dark.

			“Maybe it’s Santa!” Belief surged back to life inside Jake. Their parents had been wrong. Santa did exist.

			“But it’s not Christmas.”

			“So? He came early.”

			Nick shook his head. “Santa doesn’t come early.”

			“Then what is it?”

			Nick shook his head and then stopped. His eyes lit up and he smiled.

			“I’ll bet it’s Mom and Dad putting presents out in the garage. That’s where they’ve been hiding them.”

			“Why would they do it at night?”

			“I don’t know. But they’ll be back any minute. C’mon. We gotta get upstairs before they see us.”

			“Why don’t we just hide here?”

			“You can hide here. And when you get caught, I’ll get all your Christmas presents.” Nick made a face at him and then went up the stairs.

			Jake hesitated then decided he’d rather be grounded with his brother than be alone in the basement, which suddenly seemed very dark and creepy, despite the lights. He tiptoed up the stairs and found Nick standing in the kitchen, frowning in the dim glow from the Christmas tree in the living room. No other lights were on, and the house was just as quiet as earlier.

			“There’s nobody here,” Nick whispered.

			Ring-a-ling-ling.

			Nick turned. The bells were louder now, the jingling right outside the back door. He reached for the knob.

			“Don’t!”

			Nick stopped. “Why not?”

			“What if it’s Krampus?” Saying the word sent a chill down Jake’s neck and made him shiver.

			Nick rolled his eyes. “Krampus is just another dumb, old story. Besides, how could he sneak up on people if he went around ringing bells?”

			Before Jake could object again, Nick opened the door. A gust of freezing wind blew in carrying the last of the night’s snowflakes with it. Nick stepped outside, Jake at his heels, arms crossed over his chest to block the cold. Fresh snow crunched under their slippers.

			Jingle-ling-ding.

			Jake looked to his left just in time to see a large shadow disappear around the corner of the house, leaving him with an empty yard and a fleeting image of an animal with long legs and dark fur and antlers.

			“Did you see—?”

			“A reindeer!” This time Jake led the way, running across the yard, unmindful of the frigid air biting at his face and neck.

			They rounded the corner and came to an abrupt stop at the sight of not a reindeer but a goat, the biggest goat they’d ever seen. Its horns pointed up like twin spikes and its amber eyes glowed in the silver moonlight seeping through the clouds. It shook its head and snorted, and the string of bells around its neck tinkled and chimed.

			“Well, well, how lucky are we? Sneaking out to follow our bells when you should be fast asleep? You two lads must not be right in the head.”

			Nick and Jake turned in unison at the rough, guttural voices. Standing behind them were two figures their own height but heavier. The strangers wore black pants and boots, and green leather coats whose tall, peaked hoods hid their faces.

			“Who are you?” Nick asked.

			One of the strangers laughed and pulled his hood back, revealing a nightmare face, lumpy and misshapen. Ragged tufts of hair sprouted at odd places on his chin and cheeks. His eyes shined yellow like the goat’s.

			“Our names do not matter. But our good fortune does, finding two more fools for the feast.”

			Jake tried to shout for help but something struck him in the back, knocking him into the snow. Strong hands grabbed him and pulled a heavy sack over his head. A muffled gasp and a thud told him the strangers had gotten Nick too. Someone lifted him into the air while he struggled to regain his breath.

			No, not someone. They were elves. But not Santa’s elves. Something much worse.

			He had time for one last thought before a heavy object hit the back of his head.

			Grandpa was right.

			Anders Bach knew something was wrong the moment he opened his eyes. Despite the heat running full blast—he could hear the roar of the furnace through the grate next to his bed—the air had a nasty chill to it. His first thought was that a window had broken during the night. Over the years, he’d seen it happen more than once, old glass no longer able to take the strain of subzero temperatures. With a groan, he tossed the covers back and sat up, his seventy-seven-year-old bones protesting each movement, the way they did every morning before he took his arthritis medicine.

			With his body no longer protected by three layers of blankets, the frosty air roused him to full wakefulness. It struck him that the draft he’d felt was more than chilly. It was downright cold. With the vision of a shattered picture window motivating him to move faster, he donned his robe and slippers and hurried towards the doorway, knowing he’d be the first person to discover the problem. The rest of the family had a tendency to sleep late on the weekends.

			Lazy. The whole verdammt generation. In my day—

			Anders stopped. From where he stood, he could see the entire living room. A dull-gray dawn struggled to get through the frost and snow covering the outside of the windows, leaving most of the room in shadows. However, it illuminated the glass well enough to show none of the panes were broken.

			Yet the air had grown even colder.

			Anders turned in a slow circle, his hands out to feel the direction of the draft.

			The kitchen.

			He paused, wondering if he’d been mistaken about a broken window. Perhaps Anna or Paul had simply gotten up early and stepped outside to get the paper, leaving the back door open in the process.

			“Ah, it’s still a waste of heat. Do they think money grows on trees?” More annoyed now than worried, he entered the kitchen. Sure enough, the back door stood wide open, filling the room with chill winter air. Lazy. He went to close it, his eyes automatically scanning the driveway to see who’d been such a fool.

			He froze before his hand reached the knob.

			Clearly visible in the fresh snow were footprints. Footprints too small to be Anna’s or Paul’s.

			The boys. They went outside. Why?

			A new fear came to life inside him. Footprints leading out, but none coming in. A cold house, much too cold for the door to have been open for only a few minutes.

			How long ago did they leave?

			Anders tracked the twin line of prints. They went across the porch, down the stairs and out into the yard, where they curved around the side of the house and disappeared. He turned to grab his boots from the alcove by the door and his heart gave a painful flutter when he saw two pairs of rubber snow boots sitting on the mat. A cold feeling erupted inside him, one that had nothing to do with the winter wind already carving through the thin cotton of his robe.

			Even more frightened now, he stuck his feet into his boots and hurried outside, not even bothering to buckle them. Ignoring the way the wind burned his cheeks and gnawed at his aching bones, he clutched his robe tighter and followed the tracks to the corner.

			And then stopped when more prints joined them.

			At least two other people. And…

			No. It can’t be.

			A third set of tracks, but not from any human foot.

			Hoofprints.

			Roughly oval in shape. The kind of prints a deer might make.

			Or a goat?

			Dread bloomed into full-blown panic, which only grew worse when he came to the flattened area of snow that told him there’d been a struggle. A struggle from which only one set of prints led away.

			The ones that weren’t human.

			Anders turned and raced for the house, shouting for Anna and Paul to wake up. Fear lent strength to his legs. Fear for the things to come, the things that would have to be done.

			Fear that it might already be too late.

			Anders fumed as he watched the minutes tick by. An entire day wasted while Anna and Paul foolishly concentrated their attention on useless efforts to find Jake and Nick. They’d called the police as soon as they double-checked the house and garage to make sure the boys hadn’t snuck back in, that they weren’t hiding somewhere.

			When the police arrived, an officer had conducted the same search over again while his partner asked a series of questions. As Anders expected, the officer had cut him off the moment he brought up the fact that the only footprints leading away from the trampled-down area were those of the animal.

			“Wind and snow can fill prints in pretty fast, Mr. Bach. That deer probably just walked by afterwards.” The officer, a sleepy-eyed, young man named Billingsley, tapped his notepad with his pen. “Just tell me what you saw and leave the detective work to us, okay?”

			After getting a list of the boys’ friends and the places they frequented to play, the police departed with assurances to do all they could to locate the missing children, including initiating an Amber alert and assigning several officers to search the neighborhood.

			“In the meantime, the best thing you folks can do is sit tight in case the boys come home or call.”

			Turning to his daughter, Anders again tried to bring up the subject of the hoofprints.

			“Don’t start with your superstitions,” Anna had warned. “A goddamned deer ran across our yard. That doesn’t mean magical fucking elves exist. Do me a favor and stay here in case they come back. We’re going back out to look for them.”

			“The police said we should wait,” Paul said and then backed away, hands up in surrender, when Anna turned her fury on him.

			“Our boys are missing. I’m not sitting on my ass when we could be out there trying to find them.”

			That left Anders to spend the rest of the day in an empty house, staring at the clock while the nightmares of his childhood circled his thoughts like vultures, reminding him of the terrible fate that awaited the boys if something wasn’t done. The right something.

			Now, with dusk fast approaching, he knew he couldn’t wait any longer. Time was running out. He had to get them back before it was too late.

			He’d just begun to make a mental list of the things he’d need when the front door opened and Anna walked in, stomping snow off her boots. Paul followed a step behind, his boyish face drawn and tired, the dark circles under his eyes a matched set to his wife’s.

			“Did the police call?” Anna asked.

			Anders shook his head. “Anna, we need to talk. There isn’t much time. Those prints. It was the Jólasveinar, the Yule Lads, I am sure of it. They were here, and the boys must have seen them and gone outside, why I don’t know, but—”

			“Stop it! Stop with the goddamned fairy tales.” Anna threw her hat and scarf on the floor. “My boys—your grandchildren—are missing, and all you can do is talk about fucking make-believe elves and magic animals.”

			“We can get them back tonight. It’s our only chance. When it’s dark and the Krampus leaves Winterwood for the Hunt, we can—”

			“Jesus, Dad, can’t you just shut up?” Tears streaming down her face, Anna ran for the stairs.

			Paul stood there for a moment, watching her, then looked at Anders and shook his head, his eyes as cold as the winter night.

			“What the hell is wrong with you?” Then he crossed the room and followed Anna upstairs. A second later a door slammed.

			They’ve closed me out. His own tears threatened to fall. How could they think he was trying to hurt them, that he didn’t care? He would do anything for the boys, for his family. Sacrifice his life.

			In that moment, he made his decision.

			He would find the boys and bring them back.

			Or die trying.

			A few minutes before ten, Anders opened the back door and placed a steaming bowl of haferbrei on the porch. He’d made the porridge the traditional way, adding cinnamon, sugar and butter to the steaming oatmeal, just as his mother and grandmother used to do. Then he put on his heavy winter coat and sat down at the table, wondering just when the tradition of putting milk and cookies out for Santa had taken the place of leaving a warm dish for the Julenissen, the Yule Elf. Who in their right mind would want cold milk and dry cookies after being out for hours on a freezing night?

			Five minutes passed, and he sighed. He had no idea how long it would take for the elf to show. Bad enough he’d had to wait until night before he could even try. How many fresh bowls would he need to make before—?

			“So, it seems someone still remembers the ways of old. Should it be gratitude or caution I express?”

			Anders jumped and his heart kicked against his ribs. The previously empty porch now held a most amazing sight. A short, thin figure, his red hat just reaching the knob of the door, his coat as green as summer grass. Black pants and boots with buckles of shiny silver completed the outfit. Behind him stood a diminutive goat, not much larger than a medium-sized dog. While the elf appeared cautious but friendly, his Yule Goat glared at Anders with suspicious yellow eyes.

			“Julenissen.”

			“Aye. But if you have something to say, best be quick.” The ruddy-faced elf picked up the bowl and shoveled oatmeal into his mouth as he spoke, “I’ve no time for idle chat.”

			“I’ve need of your help. A minute of your time in return for filling your belly.” Anders rose and scooped more porridge from the pot, placed the second bowl on the table.

			The Yule Elf’s eyes narrowed. “I’ve a long night ahead and few minutes to spare.” His gaze shifted to the hot porridge. “Perhaps just one. Ask what you wish, but I give no promise of answers.”

			Fast as a bird, the elf climbed onto a chair and proceeded to dig into the cereal in voracious fashion.

			Knowing he had little time, Anders launched into his plea. “My grandsons were taken by the Lads. I need to get them back, and only you can show me the way to Winterwood.”

			The elf looked up, his eyes wide. The spoon fell from his hand, the clink of metal on glass loud in the quiet room.

			“Winterwood? You don’t strike me as the foolish type.”

			“Not foolish. Desperate.”

			“Two and the same.” The elf jumped down from his chair. “I’m sorry, I cannot help you. My thanks for the porridge, and now I must go.”

			“No.” Anders slammed the door shut before the elf could reach it. Outside, the goat bleated and kicked at the wood. “Please. Just tell me how to make the crossing. Once there, I’ll find them and bring them back.”

			The elf leaped for the doorknob and Anders grabbed at him. They fell to the floor and rolled back and forth, Anders struggling to keep a grip on the wriggling figure. A chair crashed over and then Anders got his arms wrapped around the elf, pinning him in place.

			“I can’t let you go before you tell me.” Anders gasped out the words. His heart danced a rapid beat, and he prayed it wouldn’t give out before he could bring Nick and Jake back from the other side of winter’s curtain.

			“What the hell is going— Oh my God!”

			Anders looked up, his attention diverted by Anna’s shout. The Yule Elf took advantage of his momentary distraction, slipping free and jumping to his feet. Instead of trying to catch him again, Anders wedged himself against the door, preventing the elf from pulling it open. The door rattled each time the Yule Goat’s hooves struck it, sending painful vibrations up Anders’s back and shoulders, but he kept his weight on it. With a sigh, the elf stepped away.

			“What the fuck is that?”

			Paul Willis had joined his wife at the kitchen’s entrance. Both still wore the same clothes from earlier in the evening. Their faces showed duplicate expressions of shock, wide eyes and open mouths creating dark circles against pale flesh.

			“The Julenissen.” Anders managed to get the word out between deep, wheezing breaths.

			“There’s no such thing,” Anna whispered, staring at the elf, who glowered back with narrowed eyes. Outside, the goat bleated and stamped its hooves in frustration. “No such thing. I must be dreaming.”

			The elf turned his angry gaze back at Anders. “Still, this trip you desire to make.”

			Anders nodded, fighting for breath.

			“Then you shall have your door.” His mouth twisted into a humorless smile, the Yule Elf raised his tiny, gloved hands and a bitter wind roared through the kitchen.

			“But be fair warned, foolish man.” The Yule Elf had to shout to be heard over the miniature storm. “The Holly King will eat your flesh and suck the marrow from your bones if he catches you in his land. So be quick with your task or none might return.”

			The wind increased and the lights went out. Anders heard his daughter call for help and then he was falling backwards, the door behind him gone, everything gone. He cried out, his shouts joining Anna’s and Paul’s, and closed his eyes against the furious wind.

			Which abruptly stopped, replaced by a bitter cold much worse than the winter night he’d just left. He opened his eyes and found he lay on a bed of snow. Evergreen trees, larger than any he’d ever seen, towered over him, painted in silver and black by an enormous moon that seemed close enough to touch. The odors of pine, mountain air and burning wood scented each breath he took and woke an intense homesickness for his childhood. Without even sitting up, he knew he’d reached his goal.

			Winterwood.

			Anders pushed himself to his knees. Every bone ached, but he ignored the pain. Either there’d be time to heal and rest later, or it wouldn’t matter. The important thing now was to get out of the snow and find his way to the boys.

			Someone coughed behind him and he froze, thinking he’d already been caught. Then a muttered curse stole one fear and replaced it with another. He turned, praying to be wrong.

			He wasn’t.

			Anna and Paul lay in the snow, just regaining their senses after their trip through the Veil.

			The elf’s revenge for what I forced him to do. Or maybe not his fault, Anders amended his thought. Perhaps the doorway takes everyone within a certain distance.

			Either way, he now had an additional problem. What to do with his daughter and son-in-law while he searched for Jake and Nick. The urgency of it compounded when he saw that neither of them wore coats. In the frigid temperatures of the forest, their clothes wouldn’t be enough protection. They’d die from exposure before too long.

			At least they’re wearing shoes.

			“Come, we must get you somewhere warm,” he said, helping Anna to her feet.

			Although he wobbled a bit, Paul rose on his own and didn’t pass out as he took in the unexpected sight of the skyscraper-high trees surrounding them.

			“Where are we?” Anna asked, her arms wrapped around her chest.

			“Winterwood,” Anders said, slapping the snow off her back.

			Anna gasped. “That’s not possible. How—”

			“There’s no time for explanations right now.”

			“What the fuck is Winterwood?” Paul’s voice rose with each word, taking on a hysterical note.

			“Quiet!” Anders guided them behind a nearby tree. So far, the noise hadn’t attracted any attention, but that could change at any moment. “We must find shelter before you both freeze to death.” He’d noticed his son-in-law had already started shivering. Unlike Anna, who at least wore a heavy sweater, Paul only had on a cotton turtleneck to protect him from the elements.

			Anders glanced around and saw they’d ended up in the middle of a long, wide road that carved through the forest. A few yards to their left, a wide, shimmering square stretched across the path and stood ten feet high. To their right, the path led deeper into the woods.

			“This way,” Anders said, pointing in the direction away from the Veil. “Hurry. We haven’t much time.”

			Very aware that the clock had begun ticking, Anders headed off, doing his best to kick up the ankle-deep snow as he walked, not only to make it easier for Anna and Paul to walk in their low-cut shoes, but to create a trail they’d be able to follow when they returned. Behind him, Anna and Paul hurried to keep up, their arms wrapped around each other for warmth.

			“Dad, wait. Where are you—?”

			Anders turned and let some of his frustration escape. “Hush, for gottverdammt’s sake. If they find us, they will kill us. And you’ll never see your children again.” He put his back to them and continued walking. Their questions would have to wait. He still had no idea what they’d find at the end of the road, or how he would rescue the children. He only knew that in less than six hours, the Veil would close for another year.

			And that meant certain death for all of them.

			Trudging through the snow, with the trees all around and the night silent as a church, Anders could almost imagine he’d been transported to the Black Forest of his childhood, back to a time when it hadn’t yet devolved into a tourist destination for the rich and arrogant and when winter meant an endless supply of snow to play in and meat pies, sausage and sweet pastries to feast on.

			All good things, but always lurking in the deepest shadows were the dangers to beware of. His hand went automatically to his left side where the scars served as a permanent reminder that what most people called legends or fairy tales were in fact warnings to be heeded.

			And now they were heading right into the heart of those legends.

			Ahead of them, the path widened and angled down a gradual slope. Sitting at the bottom of the slight hill was the most incredible sight. A village, but one like nothing else in the world.

			All the houses and buildings had been carved from living trees whose trunks were wider than a two-car garage. Two stories, three stories tall, the homes had shuttered windows and oval doors and balconies whose intricate woodwork reminded Anders of his childhood home. Towering bonfires placed around the outskirts of the clearing created a mad, flickering glow that illuminated the buildings and made the shadows dance with wild abandon. Similar fires blazed at strategic points throughout the village.

			Closer to the village proper, the tree houses grew less frequent and shops of various kinds took their place. Anders made out stables and a blacksmith and a bakery, all tended by tiny figures in peaked hats. More of the elfin men and women hurried through narrow, muddy streets and alleys between the trees, some laden with sacks or baskets, others herding poorly dressed individuals or dashing from place to place on mysterious errands.

			Smoke rose from thick branches tunneled out to form chimneys and from the numerous fire pits, redolent with the odors of burning wood and cooking food. The ripe stink of manure wove its way through the other smells like an unwanted guest.

			On its own, the village made for an astounding sight. But it paled in comparison to the edifice that loomed over everything, a structure carved from a single, immense trunk, a tree whose twisting, deformed branches rose hundreds of feet in the air, higher than the fires’ glows could reach, and whose width spanned the entire back of the clearing. Lights blazed in dozens of windows and from numerous spires that overlooked balconies and terraces.

			A shiver ran down Anders’s spine, not from the cold but from the aura of foreboding the village and its giant castle gave off. Despite the old-fashioned style of the architecture, the dark wood, with its knots and gnarled branches and lack of color, exuded a feeling of danger rather than hominess. Even the nostalgic smells of roasting meats, baking dough and burnt pine failed to evoke good feelings. The odors arrived greasy and polluted, despoiled in some odd manner, as if contaminated by the malevolent beings who’d created them.

			“What is that place?”

			The quavering voice behind him made Anders jump. With a start, he realized he’d been so focused on the village that he’d forgotten Anna and Paul. Worse, he’d forgotten they were intruders in enemy territory, standing right out in the open for all to see.

			“Paul, look at me.” Anders spoke in a firm voice then waited until he had his son-in-law’s attention. The younger man took a deep breath, and although he still looked shaken, he no longer appeared ready to break down. “I’m going to give you the quick version.”

			“Quick version of what?”

			“Everything you know about Christmas is a lie, a watered-down version of the truth. There is no Santa, no bringing of presents, no Rudolph guiding a sleigh. The reality beneath it all is a legend older than time, the legend of the Holly King who rules Winterwood, the land we’re in now.”

			“It’s all true? The Yule Elf? Winterwood? The Holly King?” Dark circles stood out under Anna’s eyes, giving the appearance she’d gone days without sleep, but Anders knew it was shock. The shock of her boys going missing, and now an added attack on logic as her childhood nightmares came true. It hurt Anders to see her that way; hurt even more to know that in some part, he’d caused it. However, it couldn’t be avoided. Not with the clock ticking down on them.

			“Yes.” Anders wanted to say more, but the fear in his daughter’s eyes stopped him. What good to say “I told you so”? It would only add to her pain.

			“Goddammit, will somebody tell me what’s going on?” Paul looked from his wife to Anders.

			“The celebration of Yule, the three longest nights of the year, is much older than the Christmas you know. It’s the time when the Holly King’s reign over the world comes to its annual end. On each of the three nights of the solstice, Krampus, the Holly King, takes his forces out on the Wild Hunt. He travels the world on an enormous stag, with his hounds and his soldiers by his side. Between the hours of nightfall and dawn, he and his men capture anyone they find and bring them back. At the same time, his sons—the Yule Lads—ride out and kidnap boys and girls who’ve been bad. The Yule Elf, the creature you met at your house, the one who sent us here, it’s his job to make sure good children don’t get taken. Parents are supposed to leave presents for their children under a decorated tree or wreath to show the Yule Elf that their children had been good.”

			“And that’s what happened to Nick and Jake?”

			Anders nodded. “I believe the Yule Lads took them, and they’re being held down there.” He gestured at the village.

			“Then we have to go get them,” Anna said.

			“No. We have to find shelter. You’re not dressed for this weather.”

			But where? Simply hiding behind a tree wouldn’t be good enough. And they certainly couldn’t go down into the village. As he peered out at the forest, Anders noticed several of the tree houses were dark inside.

			Does that mean the owners aren’t home? The village seemed busy enough. Perhaps everyone was hard at work, preparing for…

			The feast. He didn’t want to think about it, but he couldn’t stop the words from appearing in his head. The following night would be the annual festival of the solstice, when the Holly King and his men celebrated the end of another year and enjoyed the spoils of the Hunt, while Winterwood closed itself off from the world until the following fall.

			A festival whose menu included anyone captured during the Wild Hunt or by the Yule Lads.

			No. I won’t let that happen to my grandchildren.

			Anders put a finger to his lips and then motioned for Anna and Paul to follow him. Crouching as low as his age-stiffened back allowed, he moved from the shadows of one tree to the next until they reached the nearest darkened home. He peered into the single window and saw a small room with a lone candle stub burning on a table, its feeble flame nearly gone.

			“Hurry,” he whispered, thumbing the iron latch on the rough-hewn door. It opened easily, and they rushed inside, ducking to pass through the arched entrance. Anders shut the door then frowned. No lock, which meant they weren’t as safe as he’d have liked.

			Anders looked around the small room. The ceiling, although low, allowed them to stand at their full height, with a couple of inches to spare. A fireplace sat cold and dark along one wall, an iron pot hanging over a bed of smoldering embers. A small table occupied the center space, its two chairs the perfect size for children but impossible for an adult to use without risking total collapse. A single pewter mug sat on the table, next to a wooden bowl. The walls were bereft of decorations, save for a few kitchen utensils and animal hides hanging off metal spikes. At the far end, a staircase led up to another level.

			The inside of the tree turned out to be warmer than Anders expected, enough so that he found himself able to take off his hat and gloves. Anna and Paul had stopped shivering, and the color was returning to their cheeks and lips.

			“You’ll be safe here,” Anders said, checking his watch. Not even eleven yet. How had so much happened in less than an hour? Their trek through the snow alone had seemed to take half the night. “I’ve got to get going. I need to find Jake and Nick before the night passes and we end up trapped here forever.”

			“Wait.”

			Anders stopped and looked at Paul, alert for any signs the man was going to freak out, as Anna’s generation liked to say. But despite the frantic look still lingering in his eyes, when he spoke, his voice was calmer, with just a hint of a tremble in it.

			“You said that whoever took our children has them in that village.”

			Anders nodded. “Yes. And if we don’t get them out before dawn, we never will.”

			Paul rubbed his eyes, reddening them even further. With his hair mussed and wet from wind and snow, he appeared more like an escaped lunatic than a bank manager. Next to him, Anna let out a soft moan and put a fist to her mouth. A few tears ran down her cheeks, but she kept control.

			“We’re going with you.”

			Anders shook his head, wishing he could accept the offer. But any potential help would be offset by their having no idea what they were dealing with. He couldn’t rescue the children and babysit his daughter and her husband at the same time. “No, you can’t. It’s too dangerous.”

			“Too dangerous? Those are our kids, Anders. And it can’t be any more dangerous for us than for you.”

			Anders ignored the not-so-subtle reference to his advanced age. “You don’t know what to expect down there. I do.”

			“So, you’ll tell us. Show us. But we’re going.”

			“He’s right,” Anna said, and Anders started to thank her for agreeing with him. Then he saw she was looking at him, was taking Paul’s side.

			So stubborn. I wonder where she gets that from? Willa’s sarcastic voice, in his head. How many times had she said that to him when she was alive? He took a second to appreciate the irony of the situation, then tried another argument.

			“You can’t come. You’ve no coats, no hats. You’ll freeze out there.”

			Paul and Anna went silent. They looked at each other, each hoping the other would have a solution. When neither said anything, Anders knew he’d won.

			Until a voice spoke from above them.

			“Perhaps I can help with that.”

			Anders’s heart banged into high gear as he swung towards the source of the oddly melodic voice. The rush of terror-fueled adrenaline only increased at the sight of a short, stocky figure clad in a green vest and matching pants, descending the stairs. The dwarf-sized man sported a thick, ragged beard that did nothing to hide the lumpy, misshapen face above it. Bushy eyebrows hovered over deep-set, dark eyes. Pointed ears peeked out from between ropes of wild, stringy hair.

			Elf!

			Thoughts and emotions collided inside Anders, creating a mental traffic jam that rendered him immobile. Should they run before the elf sounded the alarm? Or charge him, subdue him? What if he’d already given some kind of silent signal and others of his kind were already on the way? Indecision anchored Anders in place. He heard Anna’s intake of breath, but he couldn’t even turn his head to see what she and Paul were doing.

			“Please don’t be frightened,” the elf said, holding his hands out to the sides. “I have no desire to see you taken captive. In fact, I would like to offer my assistance.”

			Anders found himself captured by the elf’s singsong tones. Each word arrived like a note in a song, a song with no melody yet delivered, with great beauty despite the high pitch of the voice. Only when the elf stopped speaking did Anders’s common sense return.

			Why wasn’t he calling for help? He didn’t even seem upset by the appearance of strangers in his house. His gestures were as calm as his words, his body language relaxed.

			Why wasn’t he alarmed by their presence? And was his composure a good thing or bad?

			It took two tries, but Anders found his voice to ask, “Assistance with what?”

			“Finding your lost children. I heard you talking from my bed. Indeed, my first thought was to call for help. Strangers in Winterwood? Humans in my home? Never has there been such a thing. Then you spoke of children captive in the village. And I knew I couldn’t let you go there on your own.”

			“Why would you help us?” Anders asked, still prepared to run or fight if the elf showed any sign of turning on them. One shout, that’s all it would take, and they’d be as good as dead. Still, a part of him wanted to believe. If the elf really could aid them in some way…

			“Because I was once human like you.”

			For the second time in as many minutes, Anders found himself at a loss for words.

			The creature before them had once been human? No. Not possible.

			“How?” Anna asked. The elf turned his attention towards her and she stared back, confusion and pity pulling down the lines of her face.

			No, Anders’s mind shouted while his mouth remained frozen. Don’t listen to him. It’s a trick so you’ll stay here until help arrives.

			Except Anders had a feeling the elf wasn’t playing a game with them.

			“’Tis the dark magic of this land,” the elf said, his voice now filled with minor chords of sadness. “Years ago, I had the misfortune of being captured by the Hunt. Like many of the humans taken, the King’s men put me to work as soon as we arrived in Winterwood. Only they never told me the awful truth until it was too late.”

			“The awful truth about what?” Anna leaned forward. Despite his misgivings, Anders found himself caught up in the tale as well.

			“The closing of the Veil.” The elf’s tone grew even more somber, and beneath his thick eyebrows his eyes seemed to glisten with the tears of old sorrows. “Any humans in Winterwood when the solstice ends, they are changed by the magic of this land. Into this.” He patted his barrel chest.

			The impact of the statement hit Anders immediately.

			“You mean all of…?”

			The elf nodded. “Aye. All those you see like me, the ones in the village, were once human. Taken from our homes and molded against our will. Pressed and twisted like dough, reshaped into the deformed thing standing before you.”

			No one spoke for a moment, and then a thought came to Anders, one that he was afraid he already knew the answer to but still had to ask.

			“You said those who were taken ended up like you. Do you mean just adults, or children too?”

			The elf shook his head. “It makes no difference, I am sad to say. The moment the Veil closes, your humanity will be ripped from you and you’ll be nothing but an ugly shell of your former self.” He squinted at Anders. “But then, I believe you know this isn’t the greatest danger Winterwood poses.”

			Anders shook his head. He knew well what the elf referred to, but he didn’t want to accept it.

			“Jesus, this is like a bad trip. There’s something worse than being turned into a garden gnome?” Paul ran a hand through his already mussed hair. “I don’t know if I want to hear it.”

			“Quiet,” Anna said to him. “It has something to do with the children, doesn’t it?”

			The elf nodded. “I will tell you all you need to know. But linger too long we cannot. If you truly aim to find your missing kin, it must be done before this night ends.”

			Anders looked at his daughter and Paul, with their red eyes and haggard expressions. While still hesitant to trust the earnest-seeming elf, he owed it to his family to do everything possible to get Jake and Nick back.

			“Tell us.”

			“Lucky you are for choosing my home to hide in.” The elf, who’d introduced himself as Ulaf, sat the table. As he spoke, he twisted and rubbed his stubby finger in nervous fashion. “Had it been any other, prisoners by now you would be.”

			“Thank you for not turning us over to the King’s men.” Anders had already given him a shortened version of how they’d come to be in Winterwood.

			“You must have angered the Julenissen greatly for him to do such a thing,” Ulaf said. “He is an honest jegere, but his temper is not to be tested. Even the trolls and the other jegere fear him.

			“Trolls?” Paul frowned. “I thought we were talking about elves. Aren’t trolls giants, like ogres?”

			Anna squeezed his hand. He shot a glare in her direction and shook his head. “Christ, I can’t believe I’m even having this conversation. Maybe I’m not. Maybe this is all a flashback or something.”

			“It is all real,” Anders said. 

			“What are jegere?” Anna asked.

			“Hunters,” Anders translated, and Ulaf nodded.

			“Here in Winterwood there are three peoples. The jegere, the trolls and the elfin. Jegere and trolls have always been; we elfin are…”

			“Not natural.” The words left Anders’s lips before he could stop them, but Ulaf took no umbrage.

			“Aye. The King, his sons, even the Julenissen, they are jegere, despite how different they look from each other. The trolls serve the King. And we elfin, we serve as well, although not always willingly. Some, like me, endure our fate and after many years earn a status of more than just slave, with a pittance of a wage and a place to live outside the castle. The ones who cannot adjust rarely live to see a second Christmas.”

			Silence filled the room for several seconds as the impact of Ulaf’s words sunk in. Then Anna spoke.

			“What happens to them?”

			Although most of his face remained hidden by his beard, Ulaf’s eyes showed his sorrow at having to deliver grim news. “I’ve told you that some men and women taken by the Hunt become elves when the final night of the Yule meets its end. Those less fortunate will not see the sun rise, as by then they’ll be nothing but meat for stew and pies.”

			Anna put her hands over her face.

			“Pies?” Paul frowned. “What does pie have to do—?”

			“The solstice” Anna said, her voice muffled by her palms. When she looked up, tears stained her cheeks. “You’re talking about the solstice feast, aren’t you?”

			“What’s this feast?” Paul asked.

			Anders answered, his growing dread they might already be too late stealing all emotion from his voice, “When the divide between our world closes, there is a great feast. The Feast of Juul. And many of those who’ve been captured by the Hunt or the Yule Lads…they become part of the meal.”

			Anders paused, watching while Paul digested this new information. He wasn’t sure what to expect. Shouting, perhaps. Or a complete breakdown. Instead, his son-in-law surprised him, putting an arm around Anna and speaking in a calm voice, “Earlier tonight, Anna said something about a Krampus. What—”

			“Hush!” Ulaf waved his hands at them. “’Tis bad luck to speak the King’s true name.”

			“The Holly King has many names,” Anders said, despite Ulaf’s grimace. How much worse could their luck get? “The one you used is his most common, but not his oldest. In different countries he’s known as Father Ice, Jack Frost, Frey and even Odin. After Christianity spread across Europe, he became Saint Nick and then Santa. People forgot the truth, and the legend of the Holly King evolved into just another fairy tale. But some of us, the people who lived in the lands of the North, we remembered. We kept the old stories alive. Even when some refused to believe,” he added, staring at Anna, who looked properly contrite.

			“Children aren’t supposed to be afraid of Santa,” she whispered, wiping away tears.

			Anders sighed. “You’re wrong. They should be afraid. Very afraid.”

			“So now what?” Paul asked. “If all of this is true, what do we do?”

			Ulaf climbed off his chair, a determined look on his face.

			“Now we rescue your children and send you all home.”

			Anders pulled his hood tighter to save his face from the arctic wind. Behind him, Anna and Paul wore jackets made of goat hide, jackets which had magically transformed to the correct size when Ulaf handed them over. Leather boots had performed a similar trick.

			“Winterwood has many magics,” Ulaf had said, not bothering to explain further. Anders wondered if they should be worried about magic being used against them, and then decided to focus on the problems they knew about, rather than what might be.

			At the moment, that meant getting close enough to the village proper without being seen, so they could find out if Jake and Nick were among the elves and children toiling under the watchful eyes of violent-looking ogres or if they were inside the castle.

			“There are only two places boys would be put to work,” Ulaf told them as they made their way down the edge of the clearing, circling through the forest to avoid the glow from the bonfires. “The stables or chopping wood. Since your lads are small, I’ll bet my boots they’ve been sent to the stables.”

			“I still can’t believe this is possible,” Paul whispered. “How can elves and kings and giant reindeer enter our world without being caught on camera? This is the twentieth century, not the Middle Ages.”

			Anders kept his voice low enough to be swept away by the wind after a few feet. “Despite televisions and telephones, the modern world is good at hiding the truth. Some children are missing? They ran away or got kidnapped. Noises outside at night? Turn up the TV, lock the doors, don’t get involved. And with Christmas celebrated around the world, so many houses have trees and gifts the Yule Elf can’t tell the good from the bad unless they get caught outside.”

			“Enough talk.” Ulaf pointed ahead, saving Anders from answering any more questions. Behind a barn carved from a fallen pine the size of a small building, a dozen tethered goats milled about, snorting and huffing in agitated fashion. To Anders’s horror, several children, their faces hidden by darkness and distance, tended to the animals, brushing them and putting down food and water while three ogres armed with knives and spears looked on. A foul odor drifted up, the harsh ammonia reek of urine mixed with feces and moldy hay.

			Ulaf guided them closer, moving from tree to tree until only a narrow strip of snow and mud separated them from the stable. From their vantage point behind a wide pine, they scanned the faces of the captive children, all of whom wore identical coats and headgear that looked to be of native origin. Anders eyed the figures, cursing  distance and shadows for making identification such an impossible chore.

			One of the goats let out an angry bleat, whipped its head around and lunged at the boy brushing it. Before the boy could move, the goat bit into his shoulder and tore away a chunk of cloth and flesh. The injured boy cried out and fell to his knees, clutching at his wound, while the goat swallowed the lump of meat and stamped the ground. One of its hooves struck the fallen boy’s head with a sickening crunch that reached all the way to the hidden onlookers.

			The boy went silent.

			The goat bent down and licked at the blood darkening the snow around the body, lifted its head and gave a satisfied snort.

			“Take him to the kitchen,” one of the ogres ordered. Its two companions, both of them wearing wide grins, grabbed the motionless body by the feet and dragged it away, leaving a dark trail in their wake.

			“Get back to work, all of you. Or you’ll end up in our bellies tomorrow eve.” The ogre gave a wicked laugh and motioned at the slaves with a pointed stick. Doing their best to stay out of biting range, the children returned to their grooming and cleaning.

			“Did you see that?” Paul whispered.

			“Very few escape stable duty unmarked,” Ulaf whispered, pulling up his sleeve to show them a concave, jagged depression on his forearm. The bone-white scar reminded Anders of a shark bite. “In Winterwood, even the animals have a taste for flesh.”

			“I can’t see if the boys are down there. We need to get closer,” Anna said, peering past Anders.

			“’Tis better to wait and—”

			“Look.” Paul pointed at two boys who were shoveling manure into buckets.

			Anders saw it at the same time. Blue pajama bottoms tucked into ankle-high leather boots.

			Pajamas just like the ones Nick and Jake owned.

			One of the boys lifted his head and Anders caught a glimpse of a familiar nose and mouth. A thrill ran through him. Nick. The boys are alive! Now, if they could somehow get their attention—

			“It’s them!” Anna’s soft exclamation right next to his ear made him jump. Her body slammed against his and then she darted past him, heading across the clearing.

			“Verdammt.” Anders took off after her, with Paul a step behind. If they could catch her before anyone saw them…

			One of the goats lifted its head and gave a loud bleat. The others followed its lead, snorting and kicking as they sounded the alarm while staring at the intruders. The lone ogre guarding the children called out for help.

			Too late. No need for stealth anymore.

			“Nick! Jake!” Anna’s shout echoed off the trees and buildings. The boys looked up, their eyes wide and their mouths open. Then shock turned into broad smiles.

			“Mommy!” The boys dropped their shovels and ran to Anna, who grabbed them in her arms.

			Anders pulled her up and turned her towards the woods. “Head for the path. We’ll be—”

			Ulaf stood between them and their freedom, his arms spread.

			“I’m sorry.” He raised his voice. “Come quickly! Over here. Humans are trying to escape!”

			Before Anders could move, shouts erupted from behind them. Several ogres rushed up and surrounded them, weapons at the ready and faces twisted with fury.

			“Intruders!” One of the ogres, a fat man with bushy, gray hair and a bulbous nose covered in moles, jabbed at the humans with his spear. “Make no move or I’ll have your guts for supper.”

			“Aye, we’ll have them anyways once Mother Gryla gets them,” another said, and they all laughed, revealing teeth more deadly than those of the goats.

			An ogre glanced at Ulaf, who stood to one side, his hands folded at his belt and his eyes cast down.

			“What are you still doing here? Move your arse along before you join them in a cell.”

			“Yes.” Ulaf nodded and hurried away, his short form quickly blending in among the other elves busy at their various tasks.

			“Move.” A sharp point poked Anders in the back. Another ogre pushed Paul, who stumbled and landed on his knees in muddy slush. An ogre kicked him in the thigh, forcing a grunt of pain from him, but he managed to regain his feet before further blows came his way. Jake burst into tears. Anna tried to go to him, but an ogre hissed at her and thrust its knife in her direction. Anders kept a firm grip on his daughter’s arm as the ogres herded them down a muddy street towards the King’s castle.

			“Where are you taking us?” Paul asked. An ogre answered by swatting him across the back with a spear. After that, none of the captives said anything. Anders had no desire to speak anyhow. The looming castle held his attention. Up close, it looked even more macabre than it had from the edge of the village.

			Deeply creviced bark, easily an arm’s length thick, created a black, impenetrable shield. A pair of massive doors, each one ten feet tall and just as wide, made up the front entrance. Higher up, where enormous branches split from the trunk to create spires and turrets and battlements, semicircular openings placed at regular intervals indicated rooms or chambers of some kind at every level. Dark smoke, redolent of burning wood and roasting meat, issued from knotholes that served as vents.

			The ogres steered them away from the main doors and down a hill to a smaller side entrance, where a new odor assaulted them: the foul stench of human waste, a thousand times worse than any public restroom. A zone of barren ground circled the base of the castle, bereft of snow and ice. The circle of dark, slushy muck oozed and splattered as the ogres and their captives marched through it.

			“Below!” a voice called, and the ogres all looked up. Several of them dodged out of the way just in time to avoid a stream of brown liquid that splashed to the ground in their midst. The vile stink instantly grew worse, to the point where Anders thought he might be sick. Some of the liquid spattered onto an ogre’s coat and he cursed, while the others snorted laughter, sounding like pigs rooting for food. Anders searched the turrets overhead and saw a female ogre with a large wooden bowl in her hands, standing at a window and laughing along with her kin.

			Chamber pots. His stomach churned at the realization they were walking through decades, maybe centuries, of shit from the castle’s inhabitants. Paul gagged and covered his mouth. Next to him, Anna didn’t fare as well. She doubled over and vomited, followed by a spell of gagging and dry heaving that left the ogres laughing even harder. Anders took advantage of the diversion to put his arms around Nick and Jake.

			“It will be all right,” he whispered. The boys looked at him with teary eyes, but neither acknowledged his words. He didn’t blame them for not believing. He wasn’t sure he believed himself.

			An ogre sidled up to them and waggled a rusty blade attached to a bone handle, causing both boys to duck behind Anders. “Think this is bad, do you? In a few hours, mucking around in the King’s shite will seem like heaven compared to what awaits you in Gryla’s kitchen.”

			Anders barely had time to consider those words before they filed through a simple wooden door into the castle, where musty, mildew-saturated air was a grateful change from the stench outside. A low ceiling forced them to walk slightly hunched over, and Anders’s back protested the uncomfortable posture.

			A few scattered torches provided just enough light to avoid walking into walls as the corridor wound its way downhill, but the ogres navigated the turns without slowing, which told Anders they either knew the way by heart or could see exceptionally well in the dark.

			Their descent ended when they took a sharp turn and entered a wide chamber, half of which was blocked by a series of iron bars set so close together a large person wouldn’t be able to get an arm between them. A short door sat in the middle. One sputtering torch delivered a feeble glow that threatened to go out at any moment. An ogre took a long key from a peg on the wall and opened the door.

			Strong hands pushed Anders forward. Caught off guard, he stumbled and fell into the cage. His family joined him on the floor a second later and the door clanged shut. The ogre turned the lock and then peered in at them.

			“Enjoy your accommodations. We’ll see you at the feast.”

			Snuffling, honking laughter filled the corridor, fading as the ogres filed out.

			In the resulting silence, Anders heard the rustle of bodies shifting. Damp straw stuck to his face and hands, bringing with it the acrid stink of old urine. He sat up and did his best to brush away the soiled detritus, then made a quick inspection of their cell. Longer and wider than his daughter’s living room, with no windows and a ceiling that barely topped six feet. As his eyes adjusted to the near dark, he made out the forms of other people. They lay on the floor, twenty or twenty-five of them. A few looked at him and then put their heads back down.

			Paul got to his knees and helped Anna sit up.

			“I can’t believe Ulaf did that,” Anna said, wiping grime and straw from her hands.

			“It’s my fault. I shouldn’t have trusted him.” Anders wanted to bang his fists against the bars until his bones broke. He’d fallen for the elf’s lies, and now they were paying the price for his stupidity.

			Anna sniffed back tears. “No, the fault’s all mine. If I’d listened to you, believed you—”

			“Mommy, when are we going home?”

			Anders watched his daughter open her mouth and then close it again without answering. She pulled her boys into a hug, and they pressed themselves close to her, burying their faces against her chest. Paul moved around behind them and wrapped his arms around all of them.

			We can’t give up hope. We’re alive. All of us. As much as Anders didn’t want to admit it, he’d had his doubts of ever seeing his grandchildren again. He scooted over and gave both of them a quick hug and a kiss on the head, and then leaned back. Finding them was wonderful, but they still had a bigger problem to solve.

			How to escape and get back home.

			Anders tore his eyes away from the tearful reunion and looked around the room, really seeing it for the first time. Many of the other prisoners were sitting up, staring with wide eyes at the unexpected moment of joy occurring amidst the despair and hopelessness of their situation. A terrible cold, worse than the freezing air of the dungeon, crept through Anders’s bones as he got his first real look at their faces.

			All children.

			Every one of them. Children. All of them of a similar age, between seven and ten. Dressed in threadbare coats and pants over pajamas or undergarments. A few only had slippers to protect their feet. All of them looked bruised and scared.

			Children. Captured for the feast.

			Anders’s heart delivered a sharp jolt but he ignored it and turned back to his family. “We have to get out of here. Now.”

			“No escape,” one of the captives whispered. “No escape from the witch.”

			“We have to find a way.” Anders got to his feet, tugging at Paul to get him to stand. “And fast. We can’t be here when morning comes.”

			Somewhere in the depths of the dungeon a door slammed, the sound echoing from one ancient wooden wall to the next until it seemed to come from everywhere and nowhere at once.

			“Too late,” a child said, and all of them lay down on the piss-soaked, filthy straw, pulling their hoods over their faces. Several of them whimpered or cried into their sleeves.

			Two figures emerged from the darkness, dancing into the chamber with manic glee. Their elongated, misshapen faces peered out from the hoods of their matching green hide coats to show eyes alight with madness.

			“Here, Mother! Here! These are the ones we want next.” The two jegere pointed into the cage, right at Nick and Jake.

			“Don’t let them take us again!”

			The boys pressed themselves tighter against their mother, hiding their faces, and Anders knew instantly who the newcomers were.

			The Yule Lads. The murderous sons of the Holly King.

			The ones who took my grandchildren.

			He placed himself in front of his family, blocking them from the gesturing fiends, just as a third figure entered the dungeon.

			Someone gasped, and more than a few of the captive children moaned at the sight of the old woman. Even Anders backed up a step, despite the bars between them.

			Ancient as the tree surrounding them, she exuded evil like a fetid body odor. Hunched and emaciated, she still projected a sense of power stronger than any man ten times her size. A long nose with a sharp hook at the end dominated her craggy face. Beneath it, her lips were two pallid worms and her chin a jagged spike split by a deep cleft from which sprouted several long whiskers. Wild, stringy, white hair fell haphazardly over her ears and down to her shoulders, giving the impression she’d never learned to use a comb or brush. Her eyes, black as a starless night, glared from under a brow too large for her face. When she opened her mouth to speak, she revealed brown, misshapen teeth with several empty places along her gums.

			“Gryla.” The word escaped Anders lips before he could stop it.

			The crone narrowed her eyes at him. “And who have we here? A human who knows my name? Where are you from, old man?”

			Anders shook his head. “I’ll not speak with you, witch.”

			The ancient woman made a tsk-tsk sound through her crooked teeth. “You don’t need to converse for me to know your secrets.”

			She leaned forward, one hand cupping a pointed ear. She listened for a moment and then lifted her head and took a deep breath through flaring nostrils.

			“Ah, I can smell the strength fading in your blood, which thickens and slows with every beat. You fear for your children and your grandchildren, but your worries should be for yourself before your family. They’re going to die, ’tis true, but you won’t be here to see it. Your clock is ticking, old man, ticking the last of your time away. Can you hear it? Tick…tick…tick…”

			The witch raised her staff and pointed it at Anders. “Oh, too bad. No more minutes.”

			Agony exploded in Anders’s chest, radiating out from his heart to his shoulders and arms and down to his belly. His throat tightened, turning a cry of pain into a wheezing gasp. His legs gave out and he fell, one hand pressed against his sternum. Rank straw and dust filled his nose, but the invisible band around his chest wouldn’t let him cough. Dim light turned to complete darkness. From far away, he heard Anna shouting at him—“Father! Father!”—but he had no strength to respond. Other sounds reached him in his lightless world. The metallic clank of the lock being opened. Voices shouting.

			“Help!”

			“Take them, Mother! We brought them just for you.”

			“Leave them alone!”

			Then the clang of iron striking iron, which grew louder in his head, became a booming thunder reverberating in his skull, drowning everything else out as it beat in time to the tortured pounding behind his ribs.

			My heart. Pills. Must reach them. Can’t let…

			It was no use. He couldn’t speak, couldn’t move. He’d failed. Failed to keep his family safe, failed to return them home. Hopelessness washed through him, bringing the bitter taste of defeat to his mouth. The roaring in his hears faded, taking the pain in his chest with it, until only a final thought remained.

			I’m sorry.

			“Dad?”

			Anders opened his eyes. A blurry, ghostly face hovered in black sky. He blinked and then wondered why he had to.

			I died. Didn’t I?

			He blinked again, and the face resolved into Anna staring at him from a couple of feet away. Tears carved dark streaks through the dirt on her cheeks.

			“Thank God.” She leaned down and kissed his cheek.

			“What—” Anders stopped. The bitter taste in his mouth. Dry lips. A hint of nausea. All too familiar. “My pill. Who?”

			“I knew you had to have them with you. As soon as you collapsed, I searched your pockets. But you didn’t wake up right away, and I thought…I thought I was too late.”

			Anders managed a weak smile. His daughter knew him too well. He never left his bedroom without his nitroglycerin pills stashed in the pocket of his robe or pants, not once in the ten years since he’d developed angina after a mild heart attack.

			“No blockages,” the cardiologist had told him. “But try to avoid stress.”

			If only he could see me now.

			“Help me up.” He let Paul and Anna guide him into a sitting position. As always after one of his episodes, his arms and legs felt weak as a newborn’s, but that would pass in a few minutes. In the meantime, his mind still worked, so he might as well use it.

			“What happened after I…?”

			Anna bit her lip and shook her head.

			“They took Jake and Nick. I tried to stop them, but that old woman, she did something to me. And to Paul. We couldn’t move.”

			“She’s not a woman, she’s a witch.” Anders took a deep breath, then regretted it when the stink of mildew and piss filled his lungs. He tried not to think about all the diseases floating in the air. “We need to get out of here. We have to find them before…”

			“Please don’t say it,” Anna whispered.

			“Say what?” Paul asked.

			The feeling of defeat returned, falling on Anders like a sodden blanket. They were alive, yes, but still trapped. How long had he been unconscious? Long enough for…?

			“Gryla is the Holly King’s wicked bride, the mother of the Yule Lads and the evil sister of Mother Earth. She’s a witch with a fondness for children.”

			“A fondness… Jesus, you don’t mean she—”

			“No.” Anders read the revulsion on Paul’s face, knew he was still thinking in modern terms. Except the reality of the situation was far worse than perversion or molestation. “Do you remember the story of Hansel and Gretel? Like so many others, it’s based on fact. From July to December, Gryla wanders the darkest woods of the Earth at night, looking for children to lure back to Winterwood with promises of candy and treats. But now, with the feast approaching, she’ll be busy in her kitchen, preparing her—”

			“Stop it!” Anna turned to her husband. “She’s going to turn them into fucking pies, Paul. Our children. Cooked and served for dinner, goddammit.”

			“No.” Paul shook his head. “No. I refuse to believe that will happen. We’ll get out of here. We’ll find them. There has to be a way—”

			A door slammed in the distance and someone in the back of the cell sobbed. “Quiet or she’ll take you next,” another voice said.

			A shadow appeared, short and wide, moving along a wall of the corridor.

			“It’s the cat!” The children in the cell moved back against the far wall, cowering in a group. Anders’s heart gave an abrupt bang and his hand went for his pills, but the pain didn’t repeat.

			The shadow grew larger and then resolved into a familiar form.

			Ulaf.

			“Hurry now,” said the elf, taking the key from its peg. “We don’t have much time.” He thrust the key into the lock and pulled the door open.

			The sight of the person who’d betrayed them ignited a fury in Anders, but when he tried to stand a ripple of dizziness sent him back to his knees and forced him to watch while Anna strode forward and slapped Ulaf across the face.

			“You bastard! You left us to die and now my children are gone.”

			Ulaf rubbed his face and effected a distressed expression. “I’m truly sorry for my actions. But what choice did I have? Dead to rights they had you. And what good would I be in helping you escape if I sat behind the bars as well?”

			“Bullshit.” Anna stepped past him and then paused. She glanced in both directions before fixing her gaze on Anders. “We don’t need him. You can find them.”

			Anders took Paul’s proffered arm and slowly got to his feet. He shook his head carefully, wary of bringing on another dizzy spell.

			“Listen to your father. He knows you’ll never find your kin without me,” Ulaf said.

			“Screw you. I’ll find them myself.” She took a few steps to her right and stopped again when neither Anders nor Paul followed. “What are you waiting for?”

			“We need him.” Anders pointed at Ulaf, hating his words but knowing they were true. “Otherwise we could end up wandering the castle until we either get caught again or end up like…”

			“Me,” Ulaf finished. “And then you, too, will be trapped here for eternity.”

			“Paul, they’re our children.” Anna turned her gaze to her husband. The flickering light of the scattered torches turned her into a living corpse. Anders hoped it wasn’t a foreboding of things to come.

			“What if he’s right?” Paul asked.

			“I am,” Ulaf said.

			“Why should we believe you?” Anders felt as torn as his son-in-law looked. The elf had already deceived them once. Or had he? Was he telling the truth?

			“Why would I come back, risk my own neck?” When no one answered, Ulaf sighed. He glanced down the corridor and then continued speaking, “Listen then. I’ve told you a little of how I came to be here. ’Twas the first night of Yule when they caught me. But not just me. They took my brothers as well. Six of us. They put me in the stables and sent the rest to work tending the fires. I never saw them again. Eaten, they were. Cooked into stew by that damn hag. I never knew, not until ’twas too late.”

			Ulaf placed a hand on his belly. Anna’s eyes went wide and she turned away. The horrified look on Paul’s face showed that he, too, understood the ghastly implications of Ulaf’s story.

			“Aye, they’re a part of me forever now. When I found out the truth, I vowed I’d have my vengeance someday. But never did I have an opportunity. Not until now.” He held out his hands to Anders. “Alone, neither of us stands a chance. But together…we can make the witch pay for what she’s done. To all of us.”

			Anders took a moment before speaking. Every word the elf spoke made sense. And were they any worse off casting their lot with a possible traitor than bumbling their way through the castle on their own?

			“All right. We’ll follow you.”

			“No.” Anna shook her head, her eyes pleading with him. Her look cut Anders to the bone. First, he’d let her down by trusting the elf to keep them safe. Now, he was doing it again by siding with Ulaf against her. She might never put her faith in him again, but it didn’t matter. Not as long as they got the boys home safe.

			“I don’t see any other way. We only have until sunup. This is our last chance.”

			Anna’s face hardened but she stayed silent while Ulaf waited for Anders and Paul to exit the cell. He went to shut the door again and Anders put a hand out.

			“Wait. What about them?”

			Ulaf looked at the children huddled against the back wall.

			“’Tis too dangerous. We can’t save them and your lads too.”

			Anders stared at Ulaf until the elf turned away. “Ah, fine then. I hope no one sounds the alarm before our task is done. Hurry yourselves now.” Ulaf motioned to the children to come forward. At first none of them moved; then two of them stood up and exited the cage. A few more followed, and finally the rest grew braver and rushed through the door.

			“That way lies freedom.” Ulaf pointed down the passage in the direction the ogres had taken. “Through the woods to the widest road ye can find, and then look for the Veil. It’s the best I can do.”

			He turned to Anders. “Their escape is in their own hands now.”

			“How will they get home?”

			“The Veil always returns you to where you belong. Come, we’ve a ways to go.”

			Anders fell in step behind the elf, who turned in the opposite direction he’d sent the children. The same direction the witch had come from. As he passed Anna, she turned her head, refusing to meet his eyes.

			Please, God, let us find them before it’s too late. All I want is for my family to be safe and whole.

			If he couldn’t have that, then life wouldn’t matter.

			Only a few minutes into their trek through the castle, Anders was already wondering if he’d made the wrong decision. Ulaf had almost immediately led them out of the main tunnel and down a side branch, explaining he knew a way to the witch’s kitchen far less traveled than the main route.

			“Can’t be seen wandering the castle,” he whispered. “Either the cat or the King’s guards will have our guts for sure.”

			It made sense at the time, but now Anders wasn’t so sure. Ulaf’s back way turned out to be a narrow, tortuous passage through the very roots of the gigantic tree that formed the castle. The only light came from patches of phosphorescent slime whose glow enabled Anders to make out the shadowy form of Ulaf a few steps ahead, but nothing beyond that. The uneven floor threatened to trip a careless foot with every step, and the tiny rootlets sprouting from the walls and ceiling snagged at hair and clothes with evil delight, each unseen touch more frightening than the last while delivering visions of cannibal trolls reaching through the soil to grab unwary intruders.

			Hunched over and with his arms stretched out to guide him, walking quickly became an exercise in torture for Anders. At the same time, the tunnel itself played tricks with the senses. The dirt and wood deadened sounds and twisted them around so that the breathing and occasional frightened gasps of Paul and Anna behind him seemed to come from close by at one moment and then far away the next, so much so that every few yards Anders glanced back to make sure they hadn’t fallen behind.

			A chorus of angry shouts reached them and Ulaf cursed. “Faster,” he urged. “They’ve discovered your escape.”

			“Will they follow us?” Anders asked.

			“’Tis likely they’ll search outside first, as any sane man would make for the forest. But best we not wait around to see.”

			The elf put on more speed, his smaller stature making it easier for him to navigate the narrow space. Anders did his best to follow, but more than once Ulaf turned and motioned at him with an exasperated expression.

			Anders’s knees soon began to ache worse than his back and it became harder to breathe. A nervous tingle ran through him at the thought that there might be something wrong with the air. Then he noticed the upward slant of the tunnel and the cause of his discomfort became apparent.

			We’re climbing uphill.

			The darkness, together with the twists and turns and obstacles to climb over, made it impossible to determine how far they’d gone, but the increasing pain in his legs told him they were moving up through the tree at a fairly steady rate.

			“How much farther?” he asked, his words coming out between panting breaths.

			“Two more levels to the kitchen,” Ulaf said. “But now the danger grows worse.” The elf turned sharply to his left and disappeared. Anders hurried around the corner and almost walked right into the smaller man, who’d come to a stop. Anna and Paul pressed in behind them a moment later.

			With their bodies squeezed against each other in the confined space, Anders experienced true claustrophobia for the first time in his life.

			If someone discovers us now, we’ll be sitting ducks, flapping our wings and quacking while we get taken one by one.

			Anna’s hand found his and squeezed. He felt her arm trembling, and her fear served to calm his anxiety. He needed to be strong for her. For the boys. He squeezed back, hoping his gesture returned some comfort.

			Ulaf put a finger to his lips.

			“Hush now. Through this door is the castle proper, and we must make haste to avoid being seen or scented.”

			“Gryla?” Anders asked.

			Ulaf nodded. “Aye, but not just her. Her cat roams these halls, and soon the King will be back. He’s a nose for human blood, and it won’t be long before he catches a whiff of tasty morsels such as yourselves.”

			With his warning hanging in the air, Ulaf opened a normal-sized door Anders hadn’t been aware of. Light flooded the tunnel, momentarily blinding them. When Anders’s vision cleared, he saw no sign of the elf.

			Where did he go? Once more, unwelcome thoughts of abandonment and betrayal surged through Anders’s head, and he hurried forward through the opening, half expecting to find a line of guards waiting for them.

			Instead, he found an empty corridor illuminated by dozens of blazing torches set along both walls. Unlike the root- and slime-infested warren they’d just traversed or the clammy, putrid dungeon far below, the new hallway was easily twenty feet wide and ten feet high, its wooden floor and walls polished to a gleaming sheen. Intricately carved doorways, none of them marked, were irregularly spaced on both sides. Warmer air, scented heavily with burning pine, produced an almost holiday atmosphere, to the point where Anders felt he could close his eyes and wake up back in his parents’ family room, his brothers and sisters gathered around him on the floor while they listened to Oma tell tales of the Black Forest and the dangerous mystical creatures it held.

			“Nie in den Wald zu gehen, wird die Hexe erhalten Sie.”

			Anders stumbled and put a hand against the wall to steady himself. With a start, he realized he’d been lulled into a half slumber, a walking dream, by his exhaustion.

			You were right, Oma. We went into the woods, and the witch did get us. Now we have to find a way out.

			Cursing himself for letting his guard down, he checked in both directions before motioning for Anna and Paul to join him.

			“Where’s Ulaf?” Paul asked.

			Anders bit his lip, loath to admit he’d been wrong about the damned elf again, that they’d been abandoned, when a nearby door opened and Ulaf peeked out.

			“This way. Make haste.”

			With relief lending new strength to his legs, Anders hurried across the hall and into a dark space filled with shadowy objects. He stepped to one side so Anna and Paul could enter, and then froze when Ulaf shut the door, cutting off the light from the hall.

			“Here we’ll be out of harm’s way while we wait,” Ulaf whispered. Anders heard him moving around and wondered how the elf could see in the complete blackness.

			“Where is here?” Anna asked. “And why are we waiting? We should be looking for my boys.”

			“’Tis one of the witch’s pantries,” Ulaf said. “One level up from the Great Hall. And wait we must, for the King will return shortly from the Hunt. And if we were to be caught in the halls by him or his men, it would be straight into the ovens for us.”

			More rustling sounds reached Anders, and then a spark of light appeared. Ulaf held up a glass jar filled with some of the phosphorescent slime from the burrows they’d traveled through.

			“’Tis too dangerous to risk a torch, but this will stave off the dark just a bit.”

			“How long?” Anders asked, sitting down next to the elf. Anna and Paul did the same, the four of them forming a circle around the tiny glow. With the door blocking the warm air from the hallway, the temperature in the room dropped quickly and Anders pulled his coat tighter around his neck.

			“Too long to stay on our feet, too short to nap,” the elf said. “We can converse, but softly. This room is not used much during the Yule, but better safe than sorry.”

			“Where is the witch?”

			In response to Anders’s question, Ulaf pointed up. “Two sets of stairs to the kitchen.”

			After that, no one spoke for a few minutes; then Paul cleared his throat.

			“That story always terrified me as a kid.”

			Anders frowned. “What story?”

			“Hansel and Gretel. You said before it was based on that old bitch, Gryla or whatever. As a boy, it gave me nightmares. All those Grimm fairy tales did. Cannibal witches, giants, fathers selling their daughters to the devil. They were all bad, but Hansel and Gretel kept me up for weeks after I read it. I don’t know how other kids enjoyed those stories.”

			“The Grimm’s fables were never meant to entertain,” Anders said. “Long before they wrote them down, people throughout the North knew them as cautionary tales, warnings to keep children safe. But over the centuries they became part of folklore. No one believed them anymore, and what once served an important purpose soon became nothing more than bedtime stories.”

			“Like Santa.” Anna’s voice held a note of regret.

			“Yes. The Catholic Church would not permit tales that didn’t promote Christianity in some way. So they changed our fables. Turned demons into jolly elves and Old Man Winter into nothing more than a silly face blowing wind on holiday cards. Easter, Christmas, Halloween—everything has a darker truth if you look deep enough.”

			“How do you know all this?”

			Anna rolled her eyes at her husband’s question, and Anders felt a pang of sadness at her reaction. He imagined her thoughts—oh boy, here goes the old man with another story—and he knew Willa had been right. He’d been a fool to try and raise his daughter the old-fashioned way in a modern world. Still, Paul had asked, and he deserved to know.

			“I come from a small town in the Black Forest of Germany. In those days, everyone believed in the old ways. In the weeks leading up to Weihnachten—Christmas to you—the whole village would prepare for the holiday. Wreaths hung on doors to show belief in the Holly King, and a tree stood in the house to represent Winterwood. Boys and girls would be on their best behavior to make sure they had a gift waiting under the tree so the Yule Cat wouldn’t come for them. The whole town would smell of roasting ham and duck and rabbit. And the desserts—oh, the desserts. Stollen, lebkuchen, plätzchen. Parents would mull wine, and even the children would get a taste on the coldest nights.”

			Anders paused, the memories coming alive after so many years, the sounds and smells real again, as vibrant as they’d been in his childhood.

			Anna cleared her throat, and Anders took a deep breath. “I digress. When I was ten, my friends and I snuck out of our houses on a dare. It was forbidden to walk the streets at night during Yule, but we were foolish, the way young boys usually are. We didn’t believe. We almost made it back, but on an empty street, it came for us.”

			“What?”

			“The Yule Cat. Bigger than a tiger or lion and twice as fast. We had a head start, but it wasn’t enough. It killed two of my friends and then caught me as I climbed into my bedroom window. I would have died right there but my father chased it away with a present.”

			“A cat the size of a lion?” Paul’s eyebrows went up. “Are you for real?”

			Anders lifted his coat and sweater, exposing the three long scars that twisted across his left side.

			“Does this look real? That cat has haunted my dreams all my life. I was lucky. Others were not.”

			“I always thought you made that up just to scare us,” Anna said. “Mom told us you got those scars in the war.”

			“Your mother came from the city. She wasn’t brought up with the same traditions.” Anders pulled his clothes back down, covering flesh already growing chill. “She said the old ways should be left in the Old Country.”

			Paul looked ready to ask another question, but a thunderous trumpeting of horns echoed through the castle, the strident notes amplified and spread by the giant tree’s passages and chambers.

			“The Hunt!”

			Anders caught a glimpse of Ulaf’s eyes widening before the elf covered the jar of glowing mold and darkness took charge of the room again.

			The absence of light only served to emphasize the menacing sounds of the Wild Hunt returning to the castle. A vibration rumbled to life in the floor and grew stronger, a rhythm felt more than heard, yet somehow perfectly in time with the oddly nasal blasts of the horns. An image came to Anders: a hundred enraged elephants stampeding across a plain, their trunks heralding the inevitable arrival of destruction and Death.

			After a few moments, the shuddering of the floor evolved into actual hoofbeats and Anders’s vision of a stampede grew stronger. Soon the sounds of voices calling out reached them through the dense wood. Anders imagined elves and ogres running to and fro outside and inside the castle, preparing the way for their malevolent tyrant’s return.

			The rapid drumming of hooves shook the very air around them, and Anders’s heart sped up in response, taking on the same cadence. In his head, the herd of rampaging elephants gave way to the pictures of the Hunt he’d seen in books as a child, the same pictures that had haunted him in his dreams during the cold winter nights of Yule. The King, his moon-white hair flying madly behind him, his pale hands gripping the reins of a giant stag, grinning madly as he led his men through the woods. The great hounds baying as they raced beside the horned mounts, tongues lolling and eyes red as fire, ready to pounce and rend at their master’s command. Trumpets raised to announce the coming of Death incarnate, a warning to all, in the form of thunder and wind, a living storm ready to capture any foolish enough to venture outside. A vision from a frozen hell, galloping from town to town until they gathered their quota of bodies for the night.

			The discordant song grew to an earsplitting crescendo and then came to an abrupt stop, leaving Anders with a ringing in his ears and an unpleasant tingling in his body, as if the wavelengths of the notes had played the strings of his muscles and nerves like an instrument of flesh, vibrating his cells in unnatural and unhealthy ways.

			“Now what?” Anna asked. Her voice caught Anders by surprise and his heart stuttered for a few beats.

			“Just a few minutes more,” Ulaf said. “Time for the King to return to his throne and his men to bring their captives to the larder, where the witch will be waiting to look them over. We shall need to be quick because she will not be occupied for long. Each year the Hunt returns with fewer victims, as belief dwindles.”

			“Belief dwindles?”

			“Aye.” The elf’s tone made it seem the answer to Anders’s question should be obvious. “The Hunt is guided to places where belief still runs strongest.”

			“No. That makes no sense. It’s not believing that’s the danger. Belief keeps you safe. Following the old ways means staying inside during Yule nights, keeping presents under the tree. It’s those who don’t know the truth who’ll be caught outside by the Hunt.”

			“Those things be true, but ’tis those same convictions that draw the Hunt. The stags and hounds follow the scent of belief, which draws them as a magnet draws iron. Adults who no longer put faith in the tales are hidden from the Hunt. They may hear thunder in the night or see a ghostly shape in the snow, but to the Hunt they are but air, passed through as a man might walk through smoke or fog.”

			“Wait. Do you mean that if my father hadn’t taught us the old tales, my boys might not have been taken?”

			Anna’s words stabbed at Anders, each one an acid-dipped blade cutting through flesh and bone to pierce his heart.

			No. It can’t be. The stories are meant to protect, to—

			“’Tis a sad truth. No man is safer than the fool who knows nothing.”

			“God damn you!” Anna dove at Anders and her hands slapped at him, her nails raking across his hands as he raised them to defend himself. “This is all your fault, not mine! If you’d just kept your mouth shut, lied to us, we wouldn’t be here and my boys would be safe.”

			“Hush! Hush!”

			“Your fault, goddammit. I hate you.”

			“Anna, stop.” Her weight fell away in response to Paul’s voice, and Anders heard her grappling with her husband as he pulled her away. Her curses changed into sobs and then full-out weeping.

			“Quiet, please, or only things we will find are the King’s teeth.”

			Ulaf continued to urge silence, interspersing his pleas with shushing noises, until Anna’s crying finally dwindled down to wet snuffles.

			Leaving Anders alone with his guilt, a guilt that rose up from his stomach like bitter vomit, to fill him.

			All my fault. I thought I was doing the right thing. Since Anna was a child, all I wanted to do was protect her. Instead, I led the danger right to my family.

			All because I believed.

			But how could he not, when he’d seen the truth with his own eyes, bore the scars of it every day? How could he have known the hazards of passing on the legends?

			He couldn’t. The logical part of his mind understood that. But logic counted for nothing, not when weighed against the knowledge that his actions had quite possibly led Death to his family’s doorstep.

			Guilt-driven tears ran down his cheeks and froze, turning the creases in his skin into tiny, ice-filled ravines. He let them stay, each one a burning reminder that all actions have consequences.

			Ulaf rose, the rustle of his clothing unnaturally loud in the pitch black of the room.

			“It is time.”

			“Why bother?” The dull, lifeless tone of Anna’s voice made Anders want to wrap his arms around her and make everything all right. But he couldn’t. Nothing was all right, thanks to him. And it never would be, even if they found the children. She’d never forgive him.

			“They might yet live,” Ulaf said. “Many pies the witch must bake, many cauldrons of stew she must make. You saw the children the Yule Lads brought. But that is not the only dungeon, so who knows how many others wait their turn.”

			“You said only those who believe can be taken,” came Paul’s voice in the darkness. “There can’t be many people in our world who still believe in all this.”

			“Oh, many there are. Especially the children.”

			“This kind of hell isn’t what today’s children believe in,” Paul said. “For them, it’s Christmas and Santa and flying reindeer.”

			“Different words for the same thing. Believing is believing, no matter the name.”

			“So it wouldn’t matter if our kids believed in Santa or your Holly King, the danger would still be the same?”

			The meaning behind Paul’s words was blatant, and Anders appreciated his son-in-law for it. A not-so-subtle attempt to let Anna know it wasn’t her father’s fault. He felt a new respect for Paul, but he also understood something Paul didn’t. Anna had inherited the Bach stubborn streak, and she wouldn’t let go of her anger easily.

			“Children draw the cat and the Lads the way scraps draw crows. Any who venture outside during the nights of the Yule are fair game for them. Now come. Enough talk, if you want to find your boys. The King and his men will be in the throne room, and the witch will be busy looking over the bodies brought to her larder. We may be able to enter the kitchen unseen.”

			“May?” The tingling in Anders’s body settled unpleasantly in his stomach. “You’re not sure?”

			The elf’s voice took on an ominous tone in the dark. “Warned you I have of the dangers. ’Tis likely as not we all end up in the King’s stew tonight.”

			“There’s a comforting thought,” Paul muttered.

			Something brushed against Anders’s arm and he jerked away, belatedly realizing it was only Ulaf’s leg. Anders pushed himself up, hating the way his knees and back popped, the sounds of his age too loud in the quiet room.

			Just hold out a little longer, he told his bones. Once we’re safe at home you can stay in bed for a week.

			Ulaf’s boots pattered across the floor and the click of a latch being turned warned Anders to avert his eyes just in time to avoid being blinded by a narrow beam of light. He stood next to Anna and Paul and watched while Ulaf peered into the hall.

			After a pause that seemed to stretch on forever, Ulaf waved a hand.

			“Come. The stairwell is just around the bend.”

			The door opened wider, illuminating the entire storeroom. As he waited for Anna and Paul to exit the room, Anders glanced back and got his first real look at the frigid space where they’d been hiding.

			And gasped.

			“What is it?” Anna turned towards him.

			“Nothing.” Anders stepped in front of her, blocking her view, and put his hands on her shoulders to turn her around. “Come. Let’s finish this.”

			The moment he stepped into the hall he pulled the door closed behind him. Not that it mattered. He already knew that what he’d seen inside would stay with him forever, visit him in his dreams until the day he died.

			Jars. Row after row of them on wooden shelves that went from top to bottom along the back wall.

			All filled with human organs.

			Hearts, eyes, livers, kidneys. Things he couldn’t identify.

			And on the floor, red sacks stacked atop one another, their bulges suspiciously shaped like human forms.

			Never again would he be able to look at a picture of Santa with his magical bag of presents without feeling the urge to vomit.

			Following the others down the hall, Anders tried to force the abhorrent image from his mind, but it refused to leave, lingering on like the afterimpression from staring at a bright light. Only when they rounded a sharp curve in the hall and he saw the steep staircase ahead of them did his attention shift.

			In his already exhausted state, the stairs represented a monumental task, one he wasn’t sure his legs—or heart—were up to.

			Anders took his nitro pills from his pocket and slipped one under his tongue. He’d just tucked the plastic container away when Paul turned toward him.

			“Do you need help with the stairs?”

			He shook his head and gave the younger man the best smile he could, considering the way the bitter aftertaste of the pill made his lips want to pucker. “Keep moving. I’m fine.”

			I hope. Please, Gott, help me to the top.

			Twenty steps up, the pain in his legs devolved into sharp, fiery needles that stabbed at his calves, and his heart felt like a jazz drummer had hijacked it. He’d begun to think he might have to tell the others to go on without him when the medicine finally kicked in and the pressure in his chest disappeared. With the burden gone, his lungs expanded in normal fashion, sending welcome oxygen to his muscles. His heart slowed to a less alarming rate and the burning in his legs subsided to a dull ache.

			Thank you.

			He completed the rest of the stairs with no further problems and caught up to the others at another door. A new odor reached him, one that sent his stomach rumbling. The aromas of fresh-baked meats, not unlike the holiday roasts he’d grown up with. Marinated and braised, skin crackling and fats rendered down to oils that dripped into pans, waiting to be made into gravy.

			Then he remembered the likely source of the smell and his stomach did a nauseated flip.

			“We are close.” The elf spoke so softly Anders had trouble hearing him over the sound of his own breathing. “Down the hall lies the witch’s kitchen.” He opened the door a crack, and the grisly aroma intensified. Anna coughed and covered her nose with her shirt.

			“’Tis empty.” Ulaf motioned for them to follow him into the hall.

			They hurried along, the tang of roasted flesh stronger than ever, enticing yet loathsome at the same time. Breathing became an odious chore that fouled Anders’s lungs and left an unpleasant sensation in his mouth, as if even his tongue understood the wrongness of it.

			The kitchen lay at the end of the hall, waves of heat emanating from its open doors. Relieved to find no one guarding the entrance, they stepped into a gigantic room the size of a banquet hall. An enormous oven took up half a wall. A thick bed of coals glowed red and orange beneath it, and a second pile smoldered under two bathtub-sized kettles hanging inside a stone hearth as long Anders’s entire kitchen. Rough-hewn wooden tables ran the length of the room, while along the back wall cages of various sizes had been stacked atop each other. Numerous torches provided more than enough light for Anders to see chickens, ducks and even a few pigs in some of the cages.

			But it was the objects on the nearest table that drew his attention.

			Six gigantic pies, each one large enough to feed twenty people, sat in a row, cooling in their iron pans. The thick, greasy aroma of roasted meat filled the room, a morbid reminder of the gruesome fillings hiding beneath the golden-brown pastry tops.

			“No! We’re too late!” Anna tried to run toward the macabre buffet but Paul held her back.

			A sudden squawking and squealing from the back of the room drew everyone’s attention, just in time to see two figures standing up in one of the cages.

			“Mom, Dad! Help!”

			“They’re alive!” Anders ran, his joy and relief lending new strength to his tired legs. He reached the cage only three steps behind Anna and Paul, who cursed when they found the door locked.

			“Let me.” Ulaf produced a metal pin. He poked and prodded at the lock while Anders kept one eye on the kitchen’s entrance and the other on Anna and Paul, who’d reached between the bars to hug their children. The boys were in sorry shape, their faces bruised and their clothing torn, but they had no serious injuries that Anders could see.

			“Faster.”

			“I’m trying,” the elf snapped. “This lock is… Got it!”

			Anders reached past Ulaf and pulled the door open. “Let’s go. Move.”

			The boys hurried out and into the waiting arms of their parents. A little bit of the pressure in Anders’s chest eased up. He’d been so afraid they’d be too late.

			Now comes the hard part. Getting them back—

			“Well, what have we here? I thought I smelled fresh meat.”

			Anders turned, fresh terror coursing through him. He already knew what he’d see, remembered that dry, cracked voice all too well.

			Gryla.

			The witch stood by the door, her wrinkled face twisted in a grin that exposed her irregular jumble of teeth.

			“You should have left when you had the chance.” Gryla aimed her staff at them. “Now it’s the kettle for you.”

			“Mind the rod,” Ulaf called out. “It can stop your heart.”

			Anders ducked behind a table, having no desire to feel the witch’s wrath again. Anna, Paul and the boys crouched next to him, all staring in his direction.

			“Run,” Anders whispered, pointing to his right. “Head for the door. I’ll go the other way.”

			Something landed on top of the table and Anders looked up to find the witch leering down at them, her white, brittle hair sticking out in all directions, her fingers splayed to show black, jagged nails sharp as claws. She leaped at Anders before he could move, scratching at his face. He brought his arms up to protect his eyes and then cursed as she sank her teeth into his hand. Punching and kicking at her had no effect. She wrapped her legs around his waist and attacked like a wild animal. In a desperate attempt to break loose, he jabbed his fingers at her eyes. She twisted to one side and ducked, and he saw his chance.

			Before she could renew her assault, he grabbed her by the hair and swung her head into one of the cages. She fell to the floor and Anders scuttled back, pushing himself away with his feet and hands. His shoulder hit a wall and he realized he’d trapped himself.

			The witch sprang to her feet, much too agile for someone so ancient.

			“I’ll see you quartered and fried.” Her black eyes narrowed in fury. She raised her staff and then let out a yelp as a metal dish struck her arm and spoiled her aim. Inside one of the cages, a chicken exploded, sending feathers and gore in all directions. Anders glanced up and saw Ulaf on the table, his arms filled with utensils and mugs that he proceeded to throw at the witch.

			“Make haste, before she— Aaargh!”

			Ulaf flew off the table, mugs and ladles and dishes falling down around him. With a cackling laugh, she swung her staff back at Anders.

			“Tick, tick, old man,” Gryla said, and Anders took a deep breath, knowing his heart wouldn’t stand another magical jolt.

			A shadow rose behind her and swung something at her head that connected with a dull, metallic clong. The witch fell over, her staff rolling across the floor until it stopped at Anders’ feet.

			Anna stood there, an iron skillet in her hands.

			“Are you okay?”

			Anders exhaled the breath he’d been holding and nodded. He had no idea if he’d suffered any serious injuries—everything hurt so bad that one pain seemed to blend into the next. But his arms and legs still worked, and when he pulled himself to his feet, holding on to the bars of a cage for support, neither his heart nor lungs faltered.

			“Then let’s get the fuck out of here.” Anna headed towards the kitchen’s entrance. Anders followed, a slightly wobbly Ulaf joining him along the way. Paul waited by the kettle hearth with the children, a pointed fireplace poker in one hand. He nodded at Anders, who nodded back, acknowledging both the thank-you and the understanding that things weren’t over yet.

			“How do we get out of here?” Anders asked Ulaf, who shook his head.

			“The castle has many exits, but few will be unguarded now that our escape is known. We need to—”

			“Intruders!”

			Anders swore. Couldn’t anything go right? The two Yule Lads ran at them from the doorway, teeth bared like rabid dogs. He took a step forward but Paul pushed Jake and Nick at him and raised his poker.

			Anna swung her pan at one of the Lads, catching him on the shoulder and sending him stumbling into a table. The other one darted past her and grabbed on to Paul’s leg, biting into his thigh just above the knee while Paul howled and beat at him with the poker. The Lad let go and Paul kicked him in the stomach. He staggered back and doubled over wheezing. Paul strode forward and kicked him again.

			Right into the hearth.

			The Yule Lad let out a high-pitched shriek as he hit the kettle and fell on the hot coals. His wailing grew worse when the kettle tipped, spilling boiling stew across his chest and face.

			“Run!” Ulaf shouted, and they sprinted for the door, Anders herding the boys along and trying not to vomit from the stench of burning flesh.

			“You can’t escape!” came Gryla’s voice. “I’ll eat your hearts for what you’ve done.”

			Anders risked a look back and saw the Yule Lad, his body engulfed in fire, staggering through the kitchen while his brother beat at him with a cloth. Sections of the floor and table were already in flames from scattered coals.

			Then he focused his attention on Ulaf, who waved his arms at them from a different stairwell than the one they’d used before.

			Somewhere deep in the castle, a horn sounded, followed quickly by others. Anders pushed the children faster.

			The King had joined the search.

			Anders gritted his teeth and forced his legs to keep moving. He had both hands against the walls of the stairwell, using them to push himself forward and keep his balance at the same time. Although the elf said nothing, his desperate eyes and sweating face told Anders all he needed to know.

			They were running out of time.

			One flight down, Ulaf stopped on a landing much wider than any they’d seen earlier.

			“This way leads to the Great Hall,” he whispered. Over everyone’s combined panting and gasping, Anders had to strain to hear the words. “’Tis our only hope. If we can cross it to the main doors, a chance there might be of reaching the path that leads out of the village.”

			“Won’t there be guards?” Paul asked. He had his arms around his sons, who both looked as spent as Anders felt.

			“Likely, yes. But perhaps not as many.” Ulaf shrugged his shoulders to emphasize his uncertainty. “Aiding in the search they might be. Let us hope so, for above us are no exits, and below there will be men in the tunnels for sure.”

			Paul looked at Anders, who shrugged. “We don’t have much choice.”

			“Daddy, I don’t want to,” Jake said, clutching at Paul’s leg. “The nasty old lady might be out there.”

			“You have to trust Grandpa.” Anna leaned down, put her face in front of Jake’s. “If he thinks this is the only way to get back home, then we should do it.” She glanced at Anders and gave him a tight-lipped nod that he couldn’t decipher.

			Accusation or apology? He decided it didn’t matter. If by some miracle they made it out of the castle and back to their own reality, they could worry about working things out then.

			“Go ahead,” he told Ulaf, who responded by opening the door just wide enough to slip through. When no alarms were raised, the elf motioned for them to follow him into the Great Hall.

			Anders had no idea what to expect as he stepped into the throne room of the Holly King. As a child, he’d always imagined it would look like the pictures and drawings he’d seen of medieval castles.

			As with so much of Winterwood, his imagination paled in comparison to reality.

			The Great Hall stretched out in all directions, a colossal monument to Death. The mounted heads of slain animals—elk, reindeer, bear, wolves—decorated the walls. Mixed among the grisly trophies were dozens of human heads, but not like any humans who walked the earth. These faces were more beast than man, with tusks jutting out and noses that looked stolen from wild boar. Violent tapestries hung at intervals, depicting graphic scenes of the Wild Hunt and the Feast of Juul, complete with men, women and children being gutted or eaten.

			At one end of the hall, an enormous throne made of leather, bone and antlers perched atop a wide dais. From the width of the throne and the height of stairs leading to it, Anders got the impression the Holly King’s stature had nothing in common with the other inhabitants of Winterwood.

			In fact, it seemed the King might be something of a giant.

			On the opposite side of the room from the throne, a pair of gigantic arched doors made up the main entrance. In between was open space, with no furniture of any kind. Rows of blazing torches ran along the walls, providing ample light to see by.

			“Quickly now.” Ulaf headed carefully towards the doors, glancing back and forth with each step. Anders followed a few paces behind, sweating from the surprising warmth in the room. Although he couldn’t see it, he assumed there had to be a massive fireplace somewhere, perhaps behind the throne, to heat such a large space. The scent of the burning wood lingered in the air, mingling with the sharp odor of kerosene from the torches.

			The idea that someone had carved the entire Great Hall right into the center of the tree stunned him. He leaned back, taking in the domed ceiling at least thirty feet overhead.

			Not just this room. All the rooms and hallways, from the dungeons to the topmost spires. All of it carved by slave labor over the centuries. The millennia. How many millions of lives had the Hunt claimed in that time? How many people changed against their will, forced into servitude?

			How many consumed at the feasts?

			Anders looked back at Anna and Paul, each holding one of their children’s hands and pulling the exhausted boys along. Sweat poured down their faces, which had gone red from exertion.

			There are four lives this place will never get. Not if I can help it.

			They’d covered half the distance to the exit when the brassy croak of a horn sounded outside the castle. Ulaf came to a stop just as the doors swung open and a pack of the largest dogs Anders had ever seen came charging in. Each snarling hound stood as tall as Ulaf at the shoulder, with coats of the purest black. Their eyes whirled yellow and red and orange, like hot coals in a breeze. Steam rose from their mouths and their tongues lolled over teeth that would have sent a wolf cowering in shame.

			The hounds formed a circle around the humans and Ulaf, cutting off any hope of escape. Their growls intensified to a rumbling, felt as well as heard. Strings of saliva hung from black lips pulled back to reveal yellowed fangs, and the rotten meat odor of their combined breath filled the circle.

			Jake cried out and hid his face against Paul’s chest. Nick wrapped his arms around both Paul and Jake, while Paul pulled Anna close.

			Ulaf let out a moan, drawing Anders’s attention back to the doorway in time to see a figure enter the hall. More trumpeting accompanied him, and several of the hounds whined in anticipation.

			“Krampus.” The elf’s voice sounded faint, swept away by the frigid wind coming through the doorway. An involuntary shudder ran through Anders as freezing air met damp skin. He stared at the Holly King, and his last hope of escape shriveled and died inside him.

			Wide as two men and at least seven feet tall, the King looked more fearsome than any tale described him. Ragged white hair fell down to his shoulders, creating a knotted, tangled mane around a narrow, angular face. A wide forehead lined with numerous creases descended to heavy brows that hung over deep-set eyes ringed with reddened flesh. The eyes themselves weren’t human, their yellow color and horizontal pupils reminiscent of a goat’s. A hooked nose with flaring nostrils centered the face and slanted down towards a mouth designed for a carnivore. Thin, red lips surrounded pointed teeth. Oversized tusks protruded out from his top and bottom jaws, overlapping his lips. Below the mouth, the face narrowed to a cleft chin decorated with wispy hairs, which only added to a goatlike countenance.

			The rest of the King’s appearance shouted warrior. Muscular arms and legs, a barrel chest and clothes made of thick hides dyed red and black. Across one shoulder hung a longbow, and in one hand he gripped an immense axe, its iron head permanently stained from centuries of blood.

			“No, this, this is all wrong,” stammered Ulaf. “The Hunt never goes out twice in a night.”

			“Oh, a Hunt there shall be.” The Holly King’s booming voice echoed through the hall. “The stink of human blood has filled my nose since I returned. I thank you for entering my home. I do so enjoy it when my food comes to me.”

			The King swung his axe around, the heavy blade whistling through the air. Ulaf moaned again. One of the hounds snarled and inched forward, forcing the elf back a step.

			“Halt,” Krampus said, and the hound stopped. “It wouldn’t be sporting to kill them this way.” He pointed the axe at the humans. “A count to hundrað I shall give you. Then I will come for your lives.”

			The hounds in front of them licked their chops but stepped to either side, creating an opening in their circle. Anders stared at it.

			“Einn, tveir, þrír…”

			Was the Krampus really counting them a head start?

			Move, you old fool!

			Anders turned to Anna and Paul. “Run for the woods. Hide. Climb a tree if you must. But find your way back to the Veil before sunrise. Go!” he shouted when Anna just shook her head and pressed herself tighter against her husband.

			Anders raised his hands, ready to give them a shove, scream at them, anything to get them moving while they still had a chance.

			“Fire! The castle is burning!” Everyone turned at the cries coming from the stairwell. Gryla, with one of the Yule Lads behind her, ran into the room, her clothes and hair covered in soot. Thick, black smoke chased them from the doorway.

			“Them!” She pointed at the humans. “They did it. Killed one of my Lads and set the kitchen on fire.”

			“Get them!” the King roared, but in that instant other doors, hidden until then, opened and disgorged dozens of elves and ogres, all of them shouting for help. A deafening crack drowned out their voices and a section of ceiling crashed onto the throne in an explosion of flames. Burning timber tumbled away, creating lines of fire that quickly spread across the floor and set the tapestries alight.

			Smoke poured down through the hole and in from the doorways, creating a superheated cloud that rapidly spread through the room. Instead of attacking, the hounds whined and turned in circles, confused by the commotion.

			“Now!” Anders slapped at Paul’s arm. The stunned look fell away from the man’s face and he pushed the boys forward. They ran, following Ulaf.

			Anders waited for Paul and Anna to get moving before bringing up the rear. Smoke and heat burned his eyes and made it impossible to see where he was going. Heavy footsteps pounded the floor near him and the King’s axe carved through the smoke to thud into the wood inches away. The resulting vibration nearly shook him off his feet. Jagged splinters flew in all directions and Anders gasped as several of the tiny daggers pierced through his clothes to stab at his flesh.

			Then the smoke thinned and he saw the doorway ahead, the cold wind from outside creating a zone of clear air. The others had already passed through and Anders ducked his head and ran harder, his lungs fighting for oxygen as he caught up to his family. Together they sprinted across the village square and towards the dirt path beckoning from the other side.

			The moment they reached the path, the woods closed in around them and created a tunnel through which they raced, the bellowing of horns behind them a constant reminder of Death on their heels. The thrumming of hoofbeats a moment later only added to the terror fueling their muscles. In another breath, the baying of the hounds added to the din.

			“How far?” Paul gasped. Anders shook his head. The walk from the Veil to Ulaf’s tree was a blur in his memory. He’d been too intent on finding shelter to pay attention to the distance they’d traveled.

			“A shortcut lies ahead.” Ulaf pointed forward, where the path split. A narrow trail led to the left, while the wide main trail continued forward.

			There was no time to ask questions. Ulaf turned onto the smaller path and they stayed with him, trusting his sense of direction. The snow grew deeper, threatening to drag down their legs. Anders had hoped the narrow trail would slow their pursuers, but the baying only grew louder.

			“The Veil.”

			Anders saw it at the same time. A widening of the trail, and in the center, a shimmering rainbow of color, a diffuse curtain that turned the trees behind it into wavering, distorted shapes.

			“Hurry,” he urged the others. “Don’t stop.”

			It took less than a minute for them to reach the Veil, but in those seconds Anders feared they wouldn’t make it. The pounding of hooves had become a thousand kettledrums, a hundred thunderstorms behind them, the force of it shaking snow from the trees. He refused to turn and look back, his ears telling him all he needed to know. The King was close, the hounds closer.

			He watched the people ahead of him disappear into the Veil; Ulaf, Paul, Anna, the boys swallowed by the divide between the worlds.

			Two steps later he crossed the boundary and all sound and light ceased to exist. For less than a heartbeat, longer than a lifetime, he existed in absolute nothing, a place bereft of matter and energy.

			And then reality returned. His feet came down hard on modern blacktop and he stumbled, his arms windmilling as he fought to regain his balance. Streetlights illuminated a silent, empty Main Street. Up ahead, Ulaf and the others waited for him, relief etched on their faces.

			“Keep going,” Anders said, forcing his legs back into motion. The Hunt would be there any second.

			“Safe we are,” Ulaf raised a fist, a smile pulling up the corners of his beard. “The Hunt cannot return twi—”

			The elf tumbled over in midword, a three-foot arrow protruding from his chest.

			Anders turned. Thirty feet back, the Holly King sat atop a giant reindeer, the points of its antlers sharp as knives and its eyes red as fire. A dozen ogres mounted on smaller deer gathered behind him, all armed with bows or swords. The hounds waited to either side for their master’s command to charge.

			“Ho!” the King roared, his voice echoing up and down the street. The Hunt leaped forward, the King in the lead, his massive axe in hand.

			Anders looked around. They were still blocks away from the house. Darkened stores and restaurants offered no safety. Up ahead, a stoplight swung back and forth in the wind, its green glow—

			A memory rose up in Anders’s mind. Something his father had told him as a child.

			“There are only two ways to defeat the Hunt. Join it or take yourself to a crossroads.”

			A crossroads. Like a four-way intersection?

			“Come on.” Anders pushed the others toward the center of the road, directly under the traffic light.

			“What are you doing?” Anna tried to break free. “We have to run.”

			“No time. Kneel down.”

			“But—”

			“Trust me, please.” He stared into his daughter’s eyes. An arrow struck the ground nearby, the metal head throwing up sparks as it zinged by. Please, daughter…

			“All right.” She knelt, pulling the children down with her. Anders joined them, his knees touching the road just as Paul cried out and grabbed his arm. Blood flowed from between his fingers and he collapsed next to his wife. Anders prayed his father had gotten the old tales right. He put his arms around Anna and Paul and held on tight.

			The thunder of the Hunt reached a deafening crescendo and Anders ducked his head, certain he’d made a mistake, that this was the end…

			Cold enveloped him, worse than any winter wind, worse than falling into a frozen lake. The cold of deep space. He felt his flesh hardening, his blood turning to ice. Ghostly images flashed by, their phosphorescent shapes passing through clothing and bodies, sucking heat and life as they went. Someone screamed. A tremendous pressure built in Anders’s head, like diving too deep in a lake. He cried out and pressed his hands over his ears.

			And then it all stopped.

			Thunder, screams, bitter cold. All of it gone in an instant.

			Anders looked up. A hundred yards down the road, the Holly King glared furiously in their direction, the Hunt lined up behind him. When he made no move to charge again, Anders let out a sigh.

			The old tales had been true after all. Thank you, Vater. That was twice his father had saved him, once as a child and now again. A debt that could never be paid. At least not until the afterlife.

			“Prepare to die, mortals,” the King shouted. The ogres cheered and shook their weapons, but none of them moved forward. Even the hounds remained in place.

			Nick whimpered and Anders put a hand on the boy’s back.

			“Not tonight,” Anders called out. “We’re safe as long as we remain within the crossroads. And we can stay here until morning, while you must return to Winterwood before light strikes the horizon.”

			The Holly King lowered his axe. His eyes narrowed. One of the hounds howled in frustration and the ogres muttered curses.

			“So, you know the old ways. But there will be other Hunts.”

			Anders nodded. “And we’ll be safely inside, with warm drinks and gifts. You’ll never have us on your table, Father Ice.”

			“Perhaps. Perhaps not. Who knows what the future holds?” the King kicked his stag, which reared up on its hind legs and let loose an angry shriek. “Ho!”

			The Hunt stormed forward and Anders ducked. Once more the supernatural cold swept through him as the riders and their mounts turned into harmless phantoms, spectral hooves drumming the ground but impotent against flesh.

			When the last of the riders passed through, Anders turned to watch the flickering Veil fold in on itself behind the Hunt. A brisk wind whistled to life and Anders felt it tugging at him, trying to draw him into the shrinking Veil. Ulaf’s body tumbled down the street and vanished into the metaphysical curtain just before it closed with a pop.

			The wind died away, leaving the five of them alone on the road.

			“Is it over?” Paul lifted his head.

			Anders let out a heavy sigh. “Yes. The Hunt won’t be returning tonight.”

			“Can we go home now?” Jake asked.

			“We sure can.” Paul ruffled his son’s hair, then winced.

			“You’re hurt,” Anna said, taking his arm and pulling back the torn sections of sleeve to reveal a long, deep gash that still bled heavily. Blood stained his pants as well where the Yule Lad had bitten him.

			“Gonna be tough explaining this to a doctor,” Paul said. His face didn’t mirror the humor in his words. In fact, Anders thought, he looked about ready to faint.

			“Keep him steady,” he told Anna. “Let’s get him home.”

			Anders took Jake’s and Nick’s hands and started walking, his mind already on what the morning would bring. The boys—and their parents—would be changed greatly by the events of the night. Would Anna forgive him for everything that happened? Or would she blame him for all the boys’ problems down the road too?

			Did he deserve that blame?

			I did what I promised. I brought them home alive. Whatever happens—

			A long, rumbling growl echoed through the streets. Anders looked back, expecting to find a truck or plow heading toward them.

			Instead, he saw a large shadow slide between two houses across the road. A bloodcurdling wail followed a moment later. No. Not here.

			“Run,” he told the boys, letting go of their hands.

			“Grandpa?” Nick looked up at him, his eyes wide.

			“Run. All of you. Run!”

			Anders swatted Jake in the rear and he let out a yelp.

			“Now! It’s the Jólaköttur.”

			Anna pushed Paul forward. “Listen to him!”

			“What?” He looked around.

			“The Yule Cat.” As if in response to its name, the angry yowling pierced the night again.

			“Take Nick.” She grabbed Jake in her arms and started to run. Paul lifted Nick and followed.

			“Grandpa,” Jake shouted. Anna stopped and glanced back.

			“Go on,” Anders said, waving for her to keep moving. “I’ll lead it a different way and meet you at the house.”

			Anna appeared ready to argue but then nodded and dashed after her husband.

			Anders turned his attention back to where he’d seen the shadow. Where had it gone?

			The cat leaped out from behind a garage, larger than the car in the driveway, larger than Anders remembered it. Six feet tall at the shoulder, decked out in the gray and brown of a common tabby, mouth open to show teeth capable of tearing a man in half. It covered the length of the driveway in one bound and hit the road at full speed, heading towards the street Anna and the others had taken.

			“Over here, katze! Remember me? I’m the one you want.” Anders waved his arms. “Come finish what you started.”

			The cat skidded to a stop and sniffed the air. It turned its head, pinning Anders with eyes that glowed like alien gemstones. It lowered the front half of its body. Anders saw the tail twitching back and forth, the muscles tensing in its forequarter.

			Anders took off down the road, his heart already thumping too hard. Please, not now. Not until they’re safe. The roar of the Yule Cat shook the air and Anders was transported back in time, no longer running down a Pennsylvania street but a cobblestone road in a German village, a young boy sprinting for his life while the demon cat killed his friends.

			For the first time in many years, Anders remembered what it meant to truly be alive, to experience the world with every fiber of his being. The burn of subzero air in his lungs, the crackle of mucous freezing inside his nose. His legs screaming with every stride but nowhere near ready to give up. His pulse pounding in his temples, a liquid drum that drowned out all other sounds except the howling of the beast bearing down on him. He remembered the cat’s foul breath, stinking of blood and raw meat and old, rotten flesh. He remembered the way he’d pissed himself that long-ago night and wondered if he’d do it again.

			Terror heightened his senses to those of an animal. He smelled snow and chimney smoke and gingerbread and his own sweat. He tasted the winter night on his tongue, a taste so very different from any other season, bitter and almost metallic, like gaseous blood. He experienced exquisite needles of pain in individual teeth as freezing air rushed over old fillings and across receding gums.

			Through it all, the diesel-truck growl of the Yule Cat bounding behind him, drawing closer every second. A race he knew he’d never win, but that didn’t matter.

			They just need to get into the house. We have presents there. Anna will remember what to do with them.

			Still, the will to survive remained too strong for him to just stop and let the beast rend him to pieces. Dying was not something he wanted to do, although he’d been prepared for it since the moment he made the decision to summon the Yule Elf and go to Winterwood.

			A wave of hot, putrid air washed over him, letting him know his manner of death was about to be decided for him and it wouldn’t be pleasant. Despite the inevitability of getting caught, he dodged to his right, turning down a side street in the futile hope of finding a house with lights on or someone with an early morning job getting into a car.

			Instead, an icy puddle waited for him.

			His feet slipped away from the road and he went airborne. His body twisted around, giving him an unwanted glimpse of the Yule Cat only ten feet behind him. Then he hit the ground hard on his shoulder and thigh. Explosions of pain went off throughout his body and the air whooshed out of his lungs. Brightly colored stars clouded his vision while he slid across the pavement before coming to a stop against the curb.

			By the time his sight cleared, the Yule Cat stood over him, ears pinned back, eyes narrowed, lips drawn back in a snarl. It held one paw up, and again Anders found himself traveling back in time.

			The cat raising its paw, exposing claws as long as a boy’s hand. Shreds of bloody cloth hanging from them.

			The cloth was brown. I didn’t notice at the time, but now I remember. Only one person had been wearing a brown jacket that night, Otto Spreckels. Although he hadn’t thought of his old friend in more than seven decades, Anders saw him clearly now through the reverse lens of time, a skinny boy with teeth like a horse and hair that refused to stay combed. No one had ever found his body or that of Heinrich Meier. No one had looked for them, either. There’d been no need. Everyone knew what happened.

			There’d been no celebrating in Kappelsbad that year.

			A massive blow to his ribs sent Anders tumbling across the road. So intense was the pain that it constricted his throat, rendering him unable to scream. He grabbed at his side and felt warm liquid already seeping through the torn cloth.

			The Yule Cat lifted its paw again.

			So like a verdammt cat, toying with its food.

			“Finish it, you fotze. I’m not afraid of you, and I’m not afraid to die.” Anders wanted to say more, to antagonize the monster into delivering a merciful death blow, but he couldn’t capture enough air for the rest of his words. Instead, he lay there, sucking in wheezing breaths befouled with the bestial odors of the cat. The paw lifted higher, and Anders closed his eyes.

			Please, Gott, let this be the end.

			“It’s not often I hear those words spoken.” A jingling of bells accompanied the unexpected voice. Anders opened his eyes and found the Yule Elf staring down at him from atop his goat.

			“You.” Anders fought for more air. “So, you’ve come to have the last laugh. Go ahead, say it. You warned me.”

			“Yes, old man, I did, and you didn’t heed it. ’Tis suicide to try and rescue folk from Winterwood. Yet here you are, back from that place, your family safe and warm again. Twice you have saved them on this night.”

			“And now I pay the price.” Anders coughed. “So please, let me die in peace.”

			“I think not,” the Yule Elf said, and Anders groaned. So he’s going to hold a grudge after all. How fitting.

			The elf pointed a tiny finger at the cat. “Leave this one alone. My protection he has.”

			The cat snarled and aimed its paw towards the elf, whose eyes lit up bright red. “Go, or face my wrath.”

			To Anders’s surprise, the cat acquiesced, still growling but slinking back several paces before turning and running down the street, where it disappeared into the dark.

			Anders looked at the elf. “Why?”

			The Julenissen lifted its shirt and vest, exposing a mass of scars that crossed each other on his ribs and back.

			“No love is lost between the King and me. You defeated the Wild Hunt tonight, and so earned your life. Next time, you might not be so lucky.”

			“There won’t be a next time,” Anders said. “We won’t be venturing outside at night to give them—or any from Winterwood—an opportunity.”

			The Yule Elf nodded. “Then I hope our paths never need cross again.” The elf slapped the goat’s neck and it sprang into the air, galloping up into the sky.

			Anders watched his savior shrink to a dot, and then vanish among the twinkling stars, before pushing himself to his knees. His wounds ached something fierce, but after prodding at them, he felt confident the cat’s claws hadn’t even reached bone. He’d have new scars to match those on his other side, but he’d live.

			Moaning with each step, Anders began a slow walk home.

			Dec. 23, Present Day

			“And that’s how we defeated the Wild Hunt and saved both your fathers.” The old man rolled down his sleeve, covering the jagged, white scar that twisted up the loose skin of his upper arm. A matching one still marred his thigh. The three girls sitting on the floor by his feet “oohed” and “ahhed” and covered their mouths, blue eyes wide above their hands.

			Across the room, Kristina Willis shook her head and frowned. “I hate those stories your father tells. He turns every holiday into something dark and gloomy.”

			Tammy Willis nodded her agreement with her sister-in-law’s words. “He scares them. They have nightmares. Can’t you tell him to stop?”

			Nick Willis exchanged a glance with his brother, Jake.

			“No, I can’t. Sometimes being scared is a good thing.”
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			The light of a full moon reveals many secrets.

			Blood and Rain

			© 2015 Glenn Rolfe

			Gilson Creek, Maine. A safe, rural community. Summer is here. School is out and the warm waters of Emerson Lake await. But one man’s terrible secret will unleash a nightmare straight off the silver screen.

			Under the full moon, a night of terror and death re-awakens horrors long sleeping. Sheriff Joe Fischer, a man fighting for the safety of his daughter, his sanity and his community, must confront the sins of his past. Can Sheriff Fischer set Gilson Creek free from the beast hiding in its shadows, or will a small town die under a curse it can’t even comprehend?

			One night can—and will—change everything.

			Enjoy the following excerpt for Blood and Rain:

			Stan Springs stared at the curse in the night sky. His curse. He clenched his jaw, and bit back the grunts that demanded release from within his sweat-covered body. His muscles tightened and took turns throwing fits. He could feel his heartbeat’s thunderous barrage at work inside his heaving chest. It was only a matter of minutes before the changes would come.

			He ripped his gaze from the clouds, moved away from the window and knelt down next to the bed against the concrete wall. He slipped one shaky hand beneath the mattress and found the small incision he’d made when he first arrived at the institution. He had traded a guard, a heavyset fella by the name of Harold Barnes, his prized Ted Williams rookie card in exchange for a copy of the key. Parting with this gold mine had been necessary. Stan Springs had nothing else of value with which to barter. Harold trusted him enough to make the swap; he told Stan there were crazies here by the dozen, but he could tell that Stan was not one of them.

			No, Harold, I’m something far worse.

			Key in hand, Stan stepped to the unlocked door and cracked it open. The hallway was clear. He moved down the corridor, as stealthily as during his heydays working on the force in New York. Hearing footfalls ahead and to his left, he fell back and pressed his large frame against the custodial door. Hidden by the entryway’s shadow, he watched Nurse Collins—a tall, thin woman with a dark complexion—pass fifty feet from where he stood, before she disappeared into the nurses’ break room.

			Barefoot and dressed in only a Red Sox T-shirt and his sleeping shorts, Stan made a break for the staircase across the hall. His breaths were coming faster now. If he didn’t hurry, he wouldn’t make it outside. He crept down the steps leading to the main hallway.

			Through the small window on the stairwell door, he could see Harold Barnes’s haunted jowls illuminated by the laptop screen in front of him. The old man’s eyes were closed, his mouth open. Harold hadn’t even made it an hour into his shift before he was out. Stan knew Harold also ran his own antique shop in the neighboring town of Hallowell. He’d told Stan that working both jobs on the same day, which was sometimes unavoidable, made it difficult for him on the night shift. It was another shared nugget Stan had stored away for nights like this one—the nights the beast in him needed to get out.

			Easing the door open, Stan skulked his way along the shadows on the wall, and tiptoed to the main entrance door. Despite the cramps now rampaging through his calves and thighs, he slipped the procured key into the lock, slow and steady. The door clicked open, and he stepped out into the night.

			As the cool breeze brushed against the sweat of his brow, the tendons and bones in his face began to shift. The rest of his body followed suit. He dropped to one knee and cried out. His skin, his scalp, his eyes, his muscles were all too tight. He reached behind him and managed to push the door shut.

			If you could see me now, Harold.

			The private roads out front were deserted. He launched from the building’s stairs and landed on the lawn below, making a beeline for the woods to the left of the large property.

			He was twenty feet from the forest when the change hit him like a massive wave, crashing him to the ground. His muscles clenched and squeezed and tore, while the bones of his face continued to crack and grow. His teeth began to fall out in place of the monster’s. Down on all fours, he crawled to the tree cover and vomited. A mix of last night’s cafeteria meat loaf, black coffee, loose teeth, and blood splashed the ferns before him. Stan’s fingers extended as his claws dug into the soft soil of spring’s floor. He moaned and grunted his way through the rest of the fluid process.

			In full beast mode, Stan Springs stood and howled at the cloud-covered sky. The creatures of the night became ghosts among the trees. He felt the strength flowing through him and the hunger begging to be sated.

			He burst forward, headed north. Despite Stan’s best effort to control the beast’s killing zone, he found himself heading home.
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