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CHAPTER ONE


 


     Just
before he deliberately stepped in front of the 12:15 express train to Milwaukee,
the soon-to-be dead man turned to Matt Cahill and spoke in a voice not his own.


     “Littleton.
Blackburg. Nickel Mines. Red Lake. Harpers Bay.”


     Matt
started; he’d heard that voice before and the sound of it made his guts churn
with dread.  He’d been standing on the station platform, lost in thought, when
the voice brought him back to the here and now with a sudden jolt.  He glanced
up to find a stranger watching him intently from near the edge of the tracks. 
The man didn’t look all that remarkable at first glance; average build and
height, dressed in the typical corporate uniform of dark-colored suit, white shirt,
red power-tie.  


     But
his eyes...


     Like his
voice, his eyes were not his own.  Gleaming craftily out of bruised and sunken
pits in the midst of a pale, sweat-shined face; they were the eyes of a
demented madman, a madman Matt knew all too well.


     The mysterious
entity known as Mr. Dark.


     The man’s
tongue came out and with a quick, darting lizard-like motion, and he licked his
lips as if to be sure he sucked up every drop of misery that he was squeezing
out of this poor, unfortunate soul. 


     Matt’s
axe was tucked away in the duffle bag at his feet, the end of the handle
sticking out through an opening in the bag’s zippered top.  He resisted the
urge to reach down and pull it out.  Having it in hand would make him feel
better, sure, but the sight of a man wielding a wood-cutter’s axe on a Chicago
subway platform like a crazed Michael Myers might make some of the other
would-be passengers a little jumpy.


     With
my luck, some jackass would whip out a cell phone and ten minutes later the
video would be generating a million hits on YouTube.


     For a man
who was doing his damndest to lay low and not call attention to himself, that
didn’t sound like a good idea.


     More than
a year ago Matt had awoken in a hospital bed after having been frozen to death
in the wake of a massive avalanche. Despite a massive search by the local
sheriff’s office, his body hadn’t been found for three entire months.  By some
miracle his heart had started beating as his body thawed out in the morgue and
he’d nearly given the assistant coroner a heart attack when the man realized
that the “dead guy” he was supposed to autopsy was very much alive.


     After his
revival, it didn’t take long for Matt to discover that he’d been given a second
chance for a reason.  His journey back from the land of the dead had left him
with the ability to see the evil inside of people.  That evil manifested itself
as gaping, open sores on the person’s flesh; sores that spoke of the rot
within, and other equally horrifying things that only Matt could see.  It all started
with his friend, Andy Goodis, whom Matt had eventually been forced to kill in
self-defense with his grandfather’s axe when Goodis had gone on a murderous
killing spree.  Things had continued in the same vein ever since.  His strange
new calling had forced him to leave his lover, Rachel, behind for fear that
something horrible might happen to her as a result of their connection to each
other.  He’d left Deerpark, Oregon, where he had made his home for as long as
he could remember.  He went on the road, hunting for any information that might
help him understand his connection to Mr. Dark or why had had been brought back
to life in the first place.


     After
travelling southeast for awhile, his search took him north through the Great
Plains toward the Windy City.  He had arrived in Chicago less than forty-eight
hours ago and had already decided that he didn’t like it.  Or rather, it wasn’t
necessarily Chicago, actually, that he didn’t like, but cities in general.  The
sights, the sounds, the constant movement and noise that city folk took for
granted unnerved Matt far more than he imagined it would.  He was constantly
looking over his shoulder, trying to deal with a sense of unease and the
feeling that he was constantly being watched by some unknown enemy that was
going to pounce at any moment.


     And
now this.


     The
stranger had yet to look away from him or even to blink, for that matter. 
Along with the never-ending stare, the man was sending off creepy vibes that
would have set a pack of hounds howling in dismay at the sight of him.  Yet
none of the other people standing on the platform seemed to notice anything
unusual.  It was as if Matt and the stranger were bound up in their own little
bubble of reality.  That sense of dislocation had happened before, too, most
notably before his wife, Janey, had succumbed to the cancer that had eaten her
alive and then again after Matt himself had awoken in the hospital in those
first few hours of his new life.  He knew the bubble might burst open at any
minute, but for now, it provided some insulation from those around them.


     “What do
you want?” Matt asked.


     That
horrible voice came again.  “Is that how you greet an old friend?”


     “Fuck
you.  We’re not friends.”


     “But we
could be, Matt.  If you’d give it a chance.”


     Matt said
nothing, just glanced down once at his axe, considering.  He knew that it
wouldn’t do any good, though; all he’d manage to do was get himself locked up
for chopping some poor guy to pieces after Mr. Dark’s influence fled.  Matt
wasn’t about to throw his life away for nothing.


     “I just
wanted to say hello, Matt.  Invite you along for some fun.  If you think you
can handle it, that is.”


     “What are
you talking about?”   


     Mr. Dark
chuckled. “Harpers Bay.  If you hurry, you might still get there in time.” 


     The
stranger grinned then, revealing row after row of oh-so-sharp incisors.


     Matt felt
the platform suddenly begin vibrating beneath his feet.  He’d been in Chicago
long enough to know what that meant; a train was on its way into the station. 
He glanced to his left, saw the locomotive rushing down the tracks toward them,
and turned back to the stranger just in time to see the man take a step
backward, putting him right at the edge of the platform, his heels all but
dangling off into space.   


     Matt realized
at that moment what Mr. Dark intended.


     It was
too late to do anything about it, but that didn’t stop Matt from trying.  


     He ran
forward, his arm outstretched, a shouted, “No!” falling from his lips even as
the roar of the train surrounded them, drowning everything out.  


     The
stranger’s gaze never left Matt’s face as he took that last step backward,
directly into the path of the 12:15 Express as it raced past.


     In that
final second Matt thought he saw the stranger’s eyes clear, thought he saw the
madness replaced with bewilderment as the stranger came back to himself and
tried to understand where he was and what was happening.  


     Then the
train slammed into the man’s unprotected flesh and pulped his body from the
inside out, the kinetic force generated from an object of that size moving with
that much speed smashing bones and organs indiscriminately until the body was
tossed aside haphazardly.


     Matt
staggered to a halt a few steps from the train, fighting against the wake of
its passage, his head bowed, his fists clenched at his sides.  He could hear
the crowd around him screaming in counterpoint to the shriek of the train’s
brakes and Matt fought to keep from screaming himself, though his screams would
have been screams of rage and not of horror.  Dark had once again reached out
and corrupted another life, letting his poison loose in the world to wreak
havoc and destruction in its wake, and Matt was growing weary of it.  He had
vowed to hunt Dark down and destroy him.  This fresh incident only made him
more determined to do so.


     That
man, whoever he was, died just so Dark could send a message.  A message!  


The
very idea of it set Matt’s blood to boiling.  Maybe that man had a family;
maybe there was someone waiting for him at home even now: someone who would
never again see him walking through the door at the end of a hard day’s work. 
The thought of it made his heart ache with righteous sorrow and anger.


     Transit
police were already spreading out on the platform, trying to impose some order
to the chaos, and Matt knew that if he stayed around much longer he would be
caught in their net.  The last thing he wanted to be doing was standing around
answering questions, particularly if some other passenger had seen his
interaction with the victim. 


     Better
to get out now, while I still have a chance.


     Matt
returned to his bag, picked it up, and joined a group of others making their
way toward the street.  


 










CHAPTER TWO


 


     Matt
didn’t go far.  A few blocks away he came upon an Internet café.  With the dead
man’s words ringing in his ears, he went inside.


He
paid with cash at the counter for some time at one of the computers and then
settled in at a station in the back.  He turned the screen slightly to keep
what was on it from being seen by those around him.  The waitress, a
desultory-looking brunette with an expression that looked to Matt as if she’d
just spent the last hour sucking lemons, wandered over to take his order, but
he waved her away.  After what he’d seen, he didn’t think his stomach could
handle anything.


     After
logging in he went to Google and entered each of the terms the dead man had
given him, one at a time.  What came back both horrified and fascinated him.


     Littleton.
Blackberg. Nickel Mines. Red Lake. Harpers Bay.  He thought he’d heard them
before and now he understood why.  They were the names of towns scattered
across the United States, towns that had each endured inexplicable tragedy in
the last several years.


     Littleton,
Colorado was the site of the Columbine Incident, where on April 20, 1999, high
school seniors Eric Harris and Dylan Kiebold had shot and killed twelve people
while wounding another twenty-four before turning their guns on themselves and
ending it all.  


     Blackberg,
Virginia was home to Virginia Tech and the worst school shooting in U.S.
history.  On April 16, 2007, senior Seung-Hui Cho had gone on a shooting
rampage, slaying thirty-two people and wounding twenty-five more before turning
the gun on himself and committing suicide.


     Nickel
Mines was not only the name of the town in Pennsylvania where a shooting
occurred, but also the name of the school itself.  West Nickel Mines was a one-room
Amish schoolhouse and on October 2, 2006, Charles Roberts IV had shown the
world that they have their fair share of crazies down in Amish country, too. He’d
shot five little girls and wounded five others before turning his gun on
himself.  


     Matt was
starting to see a pattern.  He’d have to be a bloody idiot not to, he
thought, when it was standing up, shouting his name and punching him in the
face, all at the same time.


     He knew
what he’d see before the entry for Red Lake, Minnesota came up on the screen.
Another shooting, this one ending with seven dead, five wounded, and another
gunman, Jeffrey Weise, who also decided to take the easy way out rather that
face the music for what he’d done.


     Last, but
not least, came Harpers Bay.


     Except
that’s where the pattern ended.  There was no record of a school shooting in
Harpers Bay.  None at all.  He did find three high schools, one public and two
private, but couldn’t find a record of anything horrific happening at any of
them.


     The dead
man’s voice echoed in his mind. “If you hurry, you can still catch all the
fun.” 


     It
hadn’t happened yet, he realized.  The shooting hadn’t happened.  Dark was
taunting him, daring him to try and put a stop to it, just as he had dared him
in the past.  


     Question
was, did he intend to take him up on it?


     It was a
trap; that was plain to see.  Dark wanted him there for a reason; Matt would be
a fool not to recognize that. 


     And yet
there were reasons to walk into that trap, Matt knew, such as the fact that Mr.
Dark would most likely be monitoring the effectiveness of the trap himself and
would no doubt want to be on hand should Matt finally succumb to his schemes. 
That meant that Matt wouldn’t have to hunt for his nemesis.  For a certain
length of time, he would know exactly where Dark was. 


     Equally
pressing was the moral obligation the situation raised in Matt.  He had
information, in advance, that a horrible act of violence was going to be
committed against a group of innocent school children.  Didn’t that require him
to act in order to prevent the tragedy?  If not, then why else had he been
given the ability to see the hand of evil at work in the world?


     What
was that line from Spider Man?  With great power comes great responsibility? 


     He wouldn’t necessarily
consider his newfound abilities “great power” but that didn’t change the fact
that there was great responsibility attached to them.


     He really
had no choice.


     It was
time to pay a visit to Harpers Bay.


     Of
course, he had to figure out where the heck the town was first.


     A little
more computer time told him all he needed to know.  Harpers Bay was a suburb of
Chicago, located about thirty miles southwest of the city.  Population 25,000
at the 2010 census, according to Wikipedia.  


     The
private high school there was called the Harpers Bay Academy for Academic
Excellence and as soon as he saw the name he knew that was where he was
supposed to go.  He didn’t know how he knew it; he just did.  It was as plain
to him as had been his decision to leave Deerpark behind and dedicate his
second chance at life to stopping Mr. Dark.


     Thoughts
of Deerpark made him think of Rachel Owens, the woman he had left behind.  She’d
been there for him when he’d woken up after being dead for three months and his
heart had died all over again when he’d been forced to leave her behind to in
order to keep her safe.  He stared at the computer in front of him, wondering
what she was up to and fighting the urge to reach out to her.  He could do it,
too; all it would take was an email.  Just one little note to tell her he was
alive and well and still searching for the mysterious thing that had turned his
life upside down...


     In the
end, he couldn’t do it.  Not because he didn’t want to, Lord knew he did, but
because he refused to bring that kind of danger back into her life.  


     Besides,
it had been more than a year now.  She must have moved on; she was too incredible
a woman to remain alone very long.


     Matt
stopped, took a deep breath, bundled all the pain and longing and desire up
into a tight little package and buried it somewhere in the depths of the thing
he called a heart.  He couldn’t afford to let it out right now.  Not until he
had dealt with Mr. Dark.


     Maybe,
just maybe, it was time for a reckoning. 


     A quick
check of the local bus schedule told him that there was a Greyhound that went
from Chicago to Harpers Bay two times a day; once in the morning and once in
the afternoon.  


     If he
hurried, he could catch the last one.










CHAPTER THREE


 


The
Harpers Bay Academy for Academic Excellence turned out to be a private boarding
school on a sprawling two-hundred-acre campus.  It reminded him of someplace in
New England; long rolling lawns, historic-looking architecture, even a white
marble bell tower for heaven’s sake.  It shouted money and lots of it. 


After
arriving at the bus station, Matt walked to the taxi stand and asked to be
taken to the school.  The driver had barely looked at him as he’d climbed into
the cab and didn’t say a word during the fifteen-minute drive to the campus. 
Once there, the cabbie drove through the front gates and dropped Matt off in
front of the administration building as if they received scruffy-looking
visitors from out of town every day of the week.


Matt
hustled inside the administration building, asked a student for directions to
the main office, and quickly found his way there before coming to an abrupt
halt just outside the entrance.  He stood off to one side, pretending to look
at the community bulletin board hanging on the wall next to him as he tried to
get his thoughts in order.  He’d marched in here with some vague intention of
warning the powers-that-be that there was trouble on that way, that at some
point in the near future a student was going to have a psychotic break with
reality and climb into that bell tower with a rifle or something to that effect. 
He had been so caught up in his urgent need to protect those who had no idea
what was coming that he hadn’t stopped to think about how that revelation would
look to those in charge.


They
wouldn’t take it well.  He understood that, understood the reason, too.  If he
were in their shoes, he would have a hard time believing a complete stranger’s
story about a possible massacre if the stranger couldn’t back that story up
with some pertinent information.  Things like the names of those involved or
exactly what they planned to do to carry out such a threat.  Details he didn’t
have.


The
minute they realized who he was, they’d dismiss him immediately, he had no
doubt about that.  In the early days of his revival the news media had gone
crazy, talking about the “man who had cheated Death,” flashing his picture on
the screen so often that sometimes Matt thought every person in the country
knew who he was.  The people who were after him, like the greedy fucks who ran
the university hospital where he’d been revived for example, had picked up the
story and spun it further, painting him as a crazed fugitive who might be a
threat to himself and others.  Everyone knew that if you saw something on the
news it had to be true, right?  He wouldn’t stand a chance of getting anyone to
take him seriously if that information came to light.


He
was standing there, caught in indecision, when a voice intruded on his
thoughts.


“You
must be here about the custodial position.”


Matt
turned to find a woman standing beside him, watching him with a welcoming smile
on her face.   She was good-looking, he decided, though in a severe-kind of
way.  Her corn silk-colored hair was bound up atop her head, accenting the
sharpness of her cheekbones and her piercing blue eyes, and she was tall enough
to look him in the face without straining.  She was dressed conservatively, in
a white blouse buttoned high on her neck under a suit of charcoal grey, both of
which accented her shapely figure in all the right places.  Her high heels only
added to the look.     


For
a moment he was caught flat-footed, having no idea what she was talking about. 
Then his eye caught the headline of a flyer on the bulletin board.


 


Part-time Custodian Wanted


Regular Hours – Good Pay


 


     It seemed
fate was giving him the very opportunity he’d been looking for just moment
before.


     Why
not? he thought.  It would get him on the inside and possibly put him in a
position to do something to thwart Mr. Dark’s plans when the time came.


     He smiled
and put out his hand.  “Matt Cahill.”


     “Julie
Stevens, Acting Principal.”


     The
phrasing struck Matt as odd.  “Acting?”


     Julie
smiled, but there was nothing warm or inviting in it.  “Mr. Denton, our regular
principal, was involved in an accident and had to take the rest of the year
off.”


     “I’m
sorry to hear that.”


     “Yes, we
all were,” she replied, but from her tone Matt suspected she wasn’t sorry at
all.  “Why don’t you come into my office and we’ll see if you’ll be a good fit
for the position.”


     Within
five minutes it was clear to Matt that Stevens didn’t care whether he was a
good fit or not.  All she wanted to do was fill the position as quickly as
possible.  His previous experience, or lack thereof, was pretty much irrelevant. 
She gave him a bunch of forms to fill out for payroll purposes which he fudged
his way through, leaving some of the answer, such as last known address and
personal references, purposefully blank.


     Stevens
explained that it would be a temporary position; their usual janitor, Hal
Williams, was out with a back injury and would be off work for two months. 
They had been very happy with his work at Harpers Bay Academy over the last ten
years and didn’t want to replace him.  They just needed someone to fill in
until his recovery was complete.


     “Since
the custodian is on call twenty-four seven to help with emergencies, the school
provides a furnished apartment.  We would prefer that you live there while you
are employed with us.  We’ve had Mr. Williams’ possessions boxed up and put in
storage for the time being.  Is that going to be a problem for you, Mr.
Cahill?”


     “Not at
all,” Matt replied.  


     In fact,
it answered the question of where he was going to sleep tonight and for that he
was grateful.  The town didn’t seem big enough to have a hotel and while he was
no stranger to sleeping under the stars, this late in the season it was getting
damned cold at night and he rather avoid that option if at all possible.  The
apartment covered that need nicely.  


Matt
was hoping that all of this would be resolved in just a few days and he could
move on, continuing his search for answers.  He figured he had a week, at best,
before the false social security number he’d put down on the form got spit out
as invalid by the system.  


     Stevens
dug around in her desk and produced a big ring of keys. Handing them to him,
she said, “Welcome aboard.  Come on; I’ll show you to your apartment and then
we can visit the rest of the ground. You can get settled tonight and start
first thing in the morning.”


     And just
like that, Matt Cahill became the head of the custodial staff at the Harpers
Bay Academy for Academic Excellence.


     Julia led
him outside to where an electric cart was parked at a charging station on the
side of the building.  “This will be your vehicle for use while you’re working. 
I’ll take you around, show you the campus, and then you can just drop me back
off at the office.  How does that sound?”   


     He told
her it sounded just fine.


     The
apartment turned out to be a one-room bungalow with a tiny kitchenette and a
view of the large brick building next door that Stevens identified as
Facilities Maintenance.  She took him inside the latter, showed him his office,
the supply locker, and the maintenance/repair bay where the more extensive
repairs were carried out.  Ever the dutiful administrator, she showed him where
the radios were kept and got him outfitted with one so that the staff would
have means of reaching him.  


After
that they continued on the tour of the campus, with Stevens driving and
pointing out various landmarks as they went.  The property was arranged like a
giant, four-leaf clover, with each “leaf” containing a set of dorms and
classroom buildings.  At the center of the clover were the common areas, like the
administration building, the student center, and the cafeteria.


“We
have twelve-hundred students here,” Stevens told him, “split almost evenly
between four grades, ninth through twelfth.  Eight hundred of those live on
campus year-round; the rest commute from as far away as Chicago on a daily
basis.  Two hundred and seven faculty members are employed here, including
teachers and general staff.”


She
glanced over at him.  “Two hundred and eight now, I guess,” she said with a
laugh.


Matt
smiled politely.


“We
have one hundred and nine classrooms, twenty-four separate laboratories, a
language lab, a state-of-the-art theatre complex, and even a five-acre
arboretum.”


“Impressive.”


“Within
the last year we’ve built a brand new sports complex with facilities for thirty
different sports, including two swimming pools, a diving pool, a hockey rink,
eight squash courts, two basketball courts, three dance studios, a fitness
center and wrestling room, ten tennis courts, a baseball field, a boathouse for
the crew team, both an indoor and an outdoor track, and of course the
appropriate locker rooms and facilities to support it all.”


Another
large building came into view on their left and Stevens pointed toward it. 
“Over there is the campus library with more than 120,000 volumes on its shelves
and access to millions more through our various electronic databases.  You’ll
be responsible for...”


So
it went.  It took them about forty-five minutes to make their way around the
entire campus and return again to the main office.  Matt’s head was spinning; it
had been a lot of information to take in at one time, but he was confident he
could handle it.  


It
was just for a few days.  Long enough to smoke out what Mr. Dark was up to and
put an end to it as fast as possible.


 



 


      











CHAPTER FOUR


 


     Given the
urgency he’d felt after the subway incident, the next few days proved to be
anti-climatic.  Matt threw himself into his new job, cleaning toilets, washing
windows, sweeping hallways, doing all the little things that were necessary to
keep an operation of this size running, never mind running smoothly.  The blue
jumpsuit he was required to wear on duty made him practically invisible to the
teenagers around him. The janitor?  Totally not cool – but, more
importantly, when combined with the maintenance keys he carried for every
building on campus, it allowed him to go pretty much anywhere he wanted without
interference.  


      After a
bit of trial and error he managed to get the general layout of the campus
memorized.  That made it easier for him to respond to the various calls for
repair or clean up throughout the day with a minimum of stress or delay.  By
the time school let out on Friday, Matt had settled in to life on campus.    


     Saturday
and most of Sunday were spent doing odd jobs here and there while using the
time in between to drive around in the electric cart and keep an eye on the
kids.


     Like
every high school in America, this one had divided itself into class lines that
were as specific and impenetrable as the caste system in colonial India.  Matt
very quickly saw that the jocks hung with the jocks, the geeks with the geeks, and
so on. Heaven forbid there be any interaction between the groups, either.  So
much had changed since he was in school and yet so much had stayed the same; he
didn’t envy any of them.  There were tough years ahead, there was no doubt
about that, especially if Mr. Dark had his way with them.


     And yet,
in more than seventy hours, Matt had seen no sign of his mysterious enemy and
he had to admit that he was starting to get worried.  He’d been here for close
to three days now and hadn’t seen or heard anything to make him suspicious.  No
festering sores, no decaying flesh.  The kids were full of attitude and
braggadocio, using both in equal measure to cover a host of anxieties and insecurities
as they tried to figure out just who they were and what they were going to do
with their lives. In other words, your typical teenagers.  Nowhere had Matt seen
the hand of Mr. Dark at work.


He
was starting to wonder if he had guessed wrong.  There were two other public
high schools in Harpers Bay; perhaps it was one of those?  He’d been watching
the news every night on the little black & white television he’d found in
the custodian’s office, but he hadn’t seen anything that might indicate trouble
brewing elsewhere.  That should have been reassuring, but it wasn’t.  Matt knew
how Mr. Dark operated.  Everything might look perfectly normal on the outside,
but a person could be rotting away on the inside and no one would know it until
it was too late.


     The one
thing that Matt had going for him was his ability to see that rot as it
manifested on a person; to see the evil lurking inside before it revealed
itself full bore to the rest of the world.  But even that seemed to be failing
him.  He’d been watching the students and the staff very carefully, looking for
signs that Mr. Dark had his claws in them, but so far hadn’t seen anything that
alarmed him or even raised his suspicions.  It was extremely frustrating.


     He did as
much student-watching as he could without looking suspicious. Or like some
middle-aged pervert, he thought.  A call came in from a teacher in the
mathematics department with a backed-up toilet, so he had to deal with that. 
That call led to another, which in turn led to a third and before he knew Matt
had spent most of the morning caught up in one task or another.    


     The
weatherman had been predicting rain all weekend and it finally arrived Sunday
afternoon.  To Matt’s surprise, the gentle rainfall that had been forecast soon
turned into a thunderstorm of fearsome proportions.  All afternoon the skies
had been growing darker and the few folks who were out and about on campus quickly
found other places to be.


     The rain
started around one and by three that afternoon it was a torrential downpour,
coming down so hard that Matt would almost swear he could hear it slapping the
ground when it hit.   Having retreated to the maintenance office when the
weather had first turned sour, he stood looking out the front window, cup of
instant coffee in his hands, watching the storm.  The sky, what he could see of
it through the rain at least, was an angry black, the storm clouds churning
wildly in the high winds.  Anything that wasn’t secured down was picked up and tossed
about the school grounds. Matt watched a lawn chair and a bulletin board go
tumbling past and that was just in the few minutes that he’d been standing at
the window.  He suspected there would be a lot more of that kind of thing
before the night was through.  


     He leaned
closer to the window glass in order to see the area to the left of the building
and watched the trees swaying in the wind. 


They
looked like they would hold for now, but if the storm got any worse...


     He turned
away, walked through the office, and out into the repair bay. He’d found an old
Yamaha 750 under a tarp buried at the back of the room earlier that afternoon
and with the weather being so miserable, he figured he’d spend some time and
see if he could get it up and running.  


     Even
if the storm didn’t get worse, he thought as he pulled out his tools and
got to work, there was still going to be a hell of a mess to clean up in the
morning.  He was all too well acquainted with the unlucky bastard who was going
to have to do it.    


 


*    *    *


 


The
watchers stood in the downpour outside, staring in through the maintenance bay
windows with unblinking eyes.  They were as oblivious to the freezing rain and
they were to the repeated clashes of thunder that shook the night sky; nor did
they notice when a slash of lightning split a tree less than a dozen yards
away.


They
stood there in the midst of the storm, oblivious to Nature’s fury around them,
and stared at Matt Cahill.  


 


      


     










CHAPTER FIVE


 


 


Early
the following morning, Matt took the cart out and drove around campus,
surveying the damage.  To his surprise, it wasn’t too serious.  There was
debris everywhere, of course - broken branches were in abundance, as were
uprooted bushes and scattered piles of assorted junk – but aside from a few
cracked windows and the odd sign that had been carried halfway across campus,
that was the worst of it.  A decent-sized tree had come down in the vicinity of
the library, but it had managed to miss the building, thank goodness.  A few
hours with his axe and a decent chainsaw was all it would take him to clear it
away. 


No
time like the present, I guess, he thought, parking the cart and getting his gear
out of the back.


     Matt
started with the stump itself, cutting the rest of the tree completely free and
giving him a natural chopping block as a result of his efforts.  Grabbing a
chain saw out of the back of the cart, he cut the major branches clear of the
trunk and then cut the trunk into sections roughly two feet in length.  At that
point he was ready to start chopping and he set to it with a grin.


Chopping
wood was more ritual than exercise for him at this point in his life.  Sure, it
loosened his muscles up and got his blood pumping, but it was also his way of
getting right with the world, of aligning himself spiritually and emotionally
with everything around him until it was all moving together in harmony like a
well-oiled machine.  


     He
grabbed one of the trunk sections, put it upright on the tree stump, and with
one swing of his grandfather’s axe split the wood in two.  He repeated the
process with each of the two new sections, until he had cut the wood into four,
decent-sized fireplace logs.  He threw them into a pile and moved onto the next
piece of wood.  He kept it up for almost two hours, which wasn’t an uncommon
exercise for him and one reason he had a physique born of physical labor - a
lived-in look, it had once been called.  


     He was
deep into the task when he felt a pair of eyes on him, eyes that didn’t feel
friendly.  The hair on the back of his neck was standing on end as he hefted
the axe over his shoulder and turned to see who was there.


     The
library sat at the base of a long, sloping hill that acted as a natural divider
between this group of buildings and the dorms and classrooms on the other
side.  The two areas were connected by a paved pathway that angled up the hill
and along the crest before heading down the opposite slope.


Matt
saw that an electric cart was parked on the crest of the hill and someone was
standing beside it, looking in his direction.  The distance was great enough
that he couldn’t be sure who it was, but something about the way the individual
stood made him think it might be Principal Stevens.  


Checking
up on the new guy,
Matt thought, as he waved in her direction.


She
didn’t wave back.


He
frowned, then shrugged it off.  Stevens hadn’t struck him as the waving type
anyway.  


No
sense in letting it bother him.


But
that sense of being watched continued even after the watcher drove off, leaving
Matt feeling uneasy for most of the morning.


*    *    *


 


It
took him most of the morning to finish cutting the wood into manageable pieces
and get it stacked neatly for later removal.  He was taking a break, leaning
against the side of the electric cart and staring off into the woods nearby
when he noticed something peculiar.


There
was a gap where several large branches had been knocked down by the storm and
the newly-made gap in the tree line revealed the roof of a building he hadn’t noticed
before.  The rest of the structure was tucked away deep among the trees, all
but invisible from the paved walkway, and if he hadn’t been looking directly at
it he probably would have missed it.


Curious,
he climbed in the cart and drove across the lawn to the edge of the woods.  He
grabbed his flashlight out of the toolbox in the back of the cart in case the
building didn’t have electricity and began moving back and forth along the edge
of the woods, looking for a path.


He’d
only gone a few yards when he found one, half-hidden in the undergrowth.  The
paving had been torn up at some point in the past, but the vegetation was only
just now coming back and it made the path easy to follow.  A few minutes later
he was standing right in front of the mysterious structure.


Which
wasn’t so mysterious once he was up close.  Faded letters above the double
doors read Susan B. Thompson Aquatics Center.  He remembered Stevens saying
something about the new sports center that had recently been built; this was
probably one of the buildings it was designed to replace. 


A
thick chain was threaded through the door handles at some point in the past,
but now it lay discarded beside the door with the lock that had once secured it
a few inches away.


One
of the doors was slightly ajar.


Matt
frowned.  Clearly someone had been inside, but the question was how recently
and were they still in there?


Only
one way to find out. 


The
door creaked as he pulled on it, but it opened without too much resistance. 
The smell of mildew and rot and air that had been trapped too long in a
confined space that came wafting out of the depths of the building nearly made
him gag, but he stifled the reflex and stepped through the doorway.


Matt
flicked on the flashlight and shined it around.


The
place looked like any other high school gymnasium he’d seen over the years; a
wide lobby with trophy cases lining the walls and banners hanging from the
ceiling.  There was nothing in these trophy cases by cobwebs and dust, and the
banners, those few that remained, had long since started to rot in the humid
air.


The
entrances to the locker rooms loomed a short distance ahead of him, the girls’
on the left and the boys’ on the right.  He took a few steps into the boy’s
locker room, playing the beam of the flashlight over the benches and empty
racks where the metal lockers had once hung. 


“Hello? 
Anyone here?” he called, thinking that if someone had come into the place ahead
of him, he or she probably hadn’t gone very far.


His
voice bounced off the walls and echoed around him in the enclosed space but he
didn’t hear anyone respond.


He
stepped back into the main hallway, glanced around, and said, a bit louder this
time, “I’m going lock that outer door back up, so if you’re in here you’d best
come out now.”


No
answer.


He
moved to turn away, intent on getting out of there, when something scuttled
past in the darkness ahead of him.


Matt
spun around, shining the light in that direction.  “Who’s there?” he called.


The
flashlight revealed tht the hallway was empty.


Must
have imagined it.


Still,
something didn’t feel right and he lingered for a moment as a result.


On
the far side of the lobby were two sets of double doors, which he assumed led
to the swimming pool itself. He swung the flashlight over them, considering
going in and taking a look around, but the general condition of the place made
him reconsider.  If the stench was so bad out here, just how much worse would
it be in there, where the pool used to be?  


And
yet…


If
someone had come into the building, then that was the place they would most
likely be, wasn’t it?


He
took a step in that direction and was interrupted by the sound of a horn
honking outside, loud and abrasive, making him jump.  He shook his head,
intending to ignore the sound, but then it came again, except this time whoever
was doing the honking kept their hand down on the horn causing it to emit one
long, drawn-out note and he had no choice but to go investigate.


He
left the decaying building behind, raced down the path and burst through the
trees, only to find Principal Stevens parked outside in a cart identical to his
own, her hand jammed down on her horn looking highly irritated.


     “What
were you doing in there?” she asked, inclining her head in the direction of the
old swimming center.


     The
question, and her tone, made Matt feel guilty for some reason he couldn’t
identify.


     “I found
the door to the swimming center unlocked,” he answered, trying not to sound
defensive.  He’d been doing what any responsible adult would have done,
hadn’t he?  “I went inside to make sure there weren’t any kids fooling
around inside.  I intended to be sure it was locked again behind me.”


     “And?”


     He cocked
his head at her.  “And what?”


     “Did you
find any?  Kids?  Fooling around?”


     “No, the
place seemed to be empty.”


     “Good.”  She
glanced in the direction of the building and then turned away, the irritation
still plain on her face.  “Williams must have gone in there for some reason and
forgotten to lock it up behind him.”


     Matt was
about to ask why she thought it was Williams when she turned to him and said,
“Had to be Williams; he’s the only one with the key.  At any rate, I want you
to lock it up tight again and forget about it.  The place should have been torn
down years ago.”


     Wasn’t
much he could argue with there.  


     “Will do,”
he told her.


     She
pushed the ignition switch, then pointed the same finger in his direction. 
“When you are done here, there’s a problem over at the administration
building.  Check in with Olivia Drake when you get there; she’ll tell you what
to do.”


     With
that, she drove off without another word.


     Shaking
his head at the oddness of the entire morning, Matt returned to the swimming
center, threaded the chain back through the door handles and then used the lock
to secure it in place.  He gave the whole assembly a sharp tug to be certain it
was seated properly, then turned and made his way back to the where he’d parked
the cart.


     As he
went, a single question kept turning itself over and over again in his mind.


     If it
had been Williams, what had he gone in there for in the first place? 










CHAPTER SIX


 


The
administration building was on the other side of campus, a ten-minute ride in
the cart.  He was about halfway there when he came around a bend in the trail
and slowed at the sight before him.


     A crowd
had gathered in the middle of the path and Matt could hear angry shouts as he
drove closer.  A few of the students on the edge of the group saw him
approaching, but apparently the sight of the custodian didn’t cause any of them
alarm the way a member of the faculty probably would have and they turned back
to the excitement in front of them.


     That was
fine with Matt; he wanted to see what was going on, not chase after a flock of
fleeing students.


     He shut
down the cart and stood up behind the wheel, which allowed him to look over the
heads of the crowd to see what was going on in the center of the circle.


     He didn’t
like what he saw.


     Three
large boys wearing the red and blue football jackets that proclaimed them to be
members of the local jock community were standing over a fourth who could never
be mistaken for one of their own.  


The
other boy was tall and lean, with hair dyed jet-black and a face full of
piercings.  His clothes looked like they’d come off a vintage rack in the city,
skin-tight rocker jeans and a Billy Idol t-shirt circa 1986, with black
engineer’s boots on his feet.


As
Matt watched, the latter scrambled to his feet and faced the trio. He gave no
sign that he was particularly worried about being outnumbered; in fact, he was
downright defiant in his attitude as he thrust a finger out before him,
accusingly.


“Touch
me again and I swear I’ll make you regret the day you ever laid eyes on me!” 


The
leader of the trio, a tall blonde-haired linebacker type who was six-two and
two hundred and fifty pounds, if he was anything, threw back his head and
laughed.


“I
already regret the day I laid eyes on you, idiot!” he said, getting a chuckle
out of the audience surrounding the foursome.  “There’s no way I’m going to
spend the next year looking at your sorry mug either.  That’s why I’m going to
kick your ass every day until you transfer somewhere else.”


Blondie
looked back at his cronies, getting nods of encouragement in return.  The crowd
was starting to egg them on as well, a murmured “Fight, fight, fight” growing
louder as the two boys began circling each other.


Matt
had to give Rocker Boy some credit.  He was outweighed by at least a hundred
pounds and his opponents clearly had the crowd on their side, but he wasn’t
going to be anybody’s punching bag.  He was going to get his ass kicked, there
seemed little doubt about that, but he wasn’t going to just stand by and idly
let it happen.  He fully intended to dish out some pain of his own before going
down for the count.


Time
to end this before someone gets hurt, Matt thought.


Matt
hopped down from the electric cart, grabbed his axe from the back, and waded
into the crowd.  The sight of him and his axe silenced any of those who
intended to protest as he shoved his way into the circle and it only took a
moment for Matt to make his way to the front.


He
was just in time to see Blondie land a haymaker to Rocker Boy’s jaw, sending
him staggering back several feet.  But rather than move in and take advantage
of his opponent’s momentary incapacitation, he turned and raised his hands to
the crowd, basking in their cries of encouragement.


Big
mistake.


Rocker
Boy was no one’s bitch, apparently, and he stepped forward without hesitation
and kicked Blondie square in the nuts with those engineer’s boots of his.  The
football player went down like a wet sack of cement.


Silence
fell over the crowd; Matt could see that the onlookers were as stunned that
Rocker Boy had landed a blow against their chosen champion as Blondie himself
was.  That silence grew deeper when Rocker Boy stalked forward and began
shouting at the boy on the ground, punctuating each word with a savage kick
from those heavy boots of his.


“I.
Will. Fucking. Kill. You. If. You…”


Matt
had seen enough.  He walked over and interposed himself between Rocker Boy and
his assailant-turned-victim.


“That’s
enough!” he said sharply, keeping the axe up over his shoulder in plain view
and holding out his other arm toward the enraged youth in front of him in a
stop gesture.


Rocker
Boy charged forward, intent on reaching his attacker no matter what, and Matt
was forced to drop a shoulder into the boy’s chest as he rushed in, knocking
the wind out of him.


The
youth stumbled backward and went down on one knee, trying to get a breath into
his stunned diaphragm, but not having much luck.


The
crowd was quiet, all eyes on Matt at this point, and he didn’t waste any time
in dispersing them before something worse happened.


“Get
out of here!” he shouted, “All of ya, before I call Principal Stevens.”


That
sent them scattering like frightened rabbits and Matt almost laughed to see
it.  Apparently he wasn’t the only one who found the lady intimidating.


Blondie
was trying to push himself up with his hands, and failing, while his buddies
looked on in indecision.  Matt pointed at them and then at the downed student. 
“Get him out of here before I report you all.”


They
hustled to do just that.


Satisfied
that Blondie and the other instigators had been dealt with, Matt turned to
Rocker Boy.  


The
youth had managed to get his breathing under control and was climbing painfully
to his feet, his wary gaze on Matt.


“Who
the fuck are you?” the youth asked.


Nice.


“My
name’s Matt.  I’m the new janitor,” he said, pointing to his blue jumpsuit. 
“You all right?”


“What
the hell do you care?” the boy asked.


Matt
shrugged.  “I don’t like seeing anyone getting their ass kicked.”


“I
can take care of myself!”


After
what he’d just seen, Matt didn’t doubt that he could handle himself against a
single assailant, but he highly doubted the others would restrict themselves to
such.


“Sure,
you were doing fine.  But what would have happened when Blondie’s two friends
joined the fun?  Think you could have held your own against three of them?”


Rocker
Boy didn’t say anything.


“What’s
your name?”


This
time the response was nearly immediate.  “Why?  So you can turn me in for
fighting?”


Matt
laughed; he couldn’t help it.  “You’re tough, but not so smart, I guess.  Would
I have let the other three go if I was going to turn you in?  Now what’s your
name?”


Grudgingly. 
“David.”


“Okay,
David.  Let me give you a word of advice.  You embarrassed those gorillas in
front of all those other students and that’s not going sit well with them. 
They’re going want payback.  If I were you, I wouldn’t wander around on your
own for a few days.”


David
glared at him.  “You have no fuckin’ idea what’s going on around here, do you? 
Open your eyes, Tool Man, before you have an accident of your own, just like
Williams did.”


Our
regular man is out with a back injury… 

     “What
are you talking about?” Matt asked, Stevens’ words still ringing in his head.  “Hal
injured his back.”


David’s
glare was full of scorn as he said, “You really don’t have a clue, do you? 
Wake up, man, before you end up in a boatload of hurt.”


Without
another word, he turned and walked away, leaving Matt standing there in the
middle of the trail, wondering just what the hell David was talking about.


He
was going to call after the kid, get him to explain what he meant, but the
radio on his belt chose that moment to squawk at him in Stevens’ voice.  She
was wondering what was taking him so long to deal with the situation over by
the library, and he had no choice but to file the kid’s comments away until
later.


     










CHAPTER SEVEN


 


     Olivia Drake turned out to
be a good-looking brunette in her mid-thirties, with shoulder-length brown hair
and a trim figure that was nicely highlighted by the grey pantsuit and high
heels she was wearing.  She was standing there, chewing on the stem of her
eyeglasses with one arm crossed beneath the other and a foot tapping in
exasperation when Matt walked up.  


The
sight of her standing there like that, all hot and obviously bothered, caused
every schoolboy fantasy he’d ever had to flash through his head while Van
Halen’s Hot For Teacher blared like a soundtrack in the back of his
mind.  It was so distracting that he didn’t realize she was speaking to him for
a good ten seconds.


“I’m
sorry, can you repeat that?” he said finally, when she realized she was looking
at him in expectation for an answer to whatever it was that she’d asked.


One
eyebrow dipped in annoyance.  “I asked if you were the new custodian.”


He
nodded, then plucked at his blue jumpsuit.  “Custodian, yes, that’s me.”


Smooth
move there, Casanova, real smooth. 


He
put out his hand.  “Matt Cahill.”


“Olivia
Drake,” she replied, shaking it once, perfunctorily.


Right. 



“What
seems to be the problem?”


“There’s
a raccoon in my office.”


He’d
expected some damaged pipes, maybe an errant tree limb.  But a raccoon?


“Seriously?”


“Yes,
seriously.  Do I look like the kind of person who would make something like
that up?”


Uh,
no.  Not even as a joke. 


Recognizing
a rhetorical question when he heard one, Matt chose prudence over valor and
wisely didn’t reply.  Instead, he simply said, “Show me please.”


She
was right.  It was a raccoon.  A damned big one, too.  It sat tucked away on
one of the shelves in her office, shelves it had conveniently cleared of the
books that had once been there.  In fact, given the condition of the room, it
looked like the fat little joker had given her a run for her money when she’d
tried to chase him down herself.


“Is
this going to take long?” she asked, glancing pointedly at her watch as she did
so.


Matt
looked at the raccoon.  The raccoon looked at Matt.


“Probably,”
he said, having noted the challenge in the furry guy’s eyes.  He’d found a nice
warm spot away from the crazy weather and didn’t look like he was going to be
leaving any time soon.  “You might want to grab some lunch while you wait.”


In
the end, it was easier than Matt anticipated.  He’d noted several no-harm traps
in the supply room earlier so he retrieved two of them and put them in the
room, baited with half an apple with one side covered in peanut butter.  When
he checked half an hour later, the raccoon was sitting contentedly in the trap,
munching on his treat.  After that it was a matter of taking him out to the
woods, freeing him, and then returning to repair the broken window through
which he had climbed earlier.


With
the raccoon taken care of, Matt returned to the office and was in the middle of
restacking books on the shelves when Olivia returned.


“Is
it safe?” she asked, glancing around.


Matt
nodded.  “Trapped without injury and returned to his natural habitat,” he said
with a smile.


If
he thought it was going to win him some points, he was sadly mistaken.  “I
meant the room, not the raccoon,” she replied, the unspoken ‘you idiot’
perfectly clear in her tone.  “Shit, I wouldn’t have cared if you’d shot the
furry little bugger.  I just wanted him out of here.”


Matt
kept his smile, though this time it was a little strained.


     “I’ll
just finish with these books and get out of your way,” he said, as he lifted
another stack back into its rightful place.


      Olivia
looked like she was about to respond when the door to the office opened and
Principal Stevens came in, ushering a teenager ahead of her.  It was the same
dark-haired boy that Matt had run into earlier, David something-or-other.  


     Olivia
frowned at the sight.


     “Last I
checked Mr. Bateman didn’t require an escort to be able to find my office,” she
told the administrator.


     “He does
when he’s been caught fighting again, Ms. Drake.”


     As the
youth stepped into the room, Matt caught sight of the shiner just starting to grace
David’s right eye.  


Damn, he thought, that’s one
unpopular kid. 


And
a prime candidate for someone ready to blow as gasket at the rest of the
student body.


David
glared at the principal.  “I wasn’t fighting; I was defending myself.  Not that
I expect YOU to know the difference.”


Matt
tensed; for a minute it looked like the kid was going to physically lash out at
the woman, but then he just threw his hands up in exasperation and flopped down
in one of the chairs next to the door.


Stevens
opened her mouth to reply, but Olivia beat her to the punch.  “I’d be happy to
hear your side of it in session, David,” she said, addressing the youth, “but
for now, perhaps it would be best if you calmed down.”  


She
turned her attention to Stevens.  “Thank you for bringing him here,” she said,
with a smile that Matt noted never reached her eyes.  “I will forward you a
copy of my report once I’m finished speaking to him about the incident.”


The
principal didn’t like being dismissed so abruptly, Matt could see that clearly,
but something in Olivia’s expression must have warned her off for she chose not
to argue with the psychiatrist, she just nodded once and left the room.


Matt
heard David mutter something under his breath but didn’t catch what it was.


Olivia
must have, though, for she shot him a glance that could have frozen a hot
spring and he dutifully shut up.


Shaking
her head, she turned and looked at Matt.


“Are
you finished?”


He
nodded.  “I am.  I don’t think the raccoon will give you too much trouble at
this point, but if it does, give me a call and I’ll come on back to take a
look.”


And
maybe this time they could get off on better footing.










CHAPTER EIGHT


 


     Later
that afternoon Matt was sweeping the hallway in one of the academic buildings
when he felt it again, that unmistakable feeling of being watched, just as he
had that morning.


     He
straightened up and turned around, expecting to see a student or one of the
faculty staff, maybe even Stevens coming to check up on him again, but no one was
there. 


     Shaking
his head, Matt went back to work but stopped again only a few feet farther down
the hall.


     This time
he thought he’d heard the echo of someone’s laughter coming from around the
corner.


Matt
grabbed the push broom and swiftly unscrewed the head, dropping the front
section on the floor and leaving him with a long wooden handle that could
double as a quarterstaff if necessary.  He wished he had his axe with him, but
unfortunately, while the students would ignore many things, the sight of the janitor
wandering the halls carrying an axe like Jason Vorhees wasn’t one of them. 
He’d left his grandfather’s axe with the rest of his tools in the back of the
electric cart outside. 


Cautiously,
he crept to the end of the hall and peered around the corner, the staff held at
the ready.


The
hallway beyond was empty.


But
halfway down its length, one locker hung open a few inches, swinging slightly
in a non-existent breeze as if someone had brushed against it on his or her way
past.  


     Matt
stared at that open locker door.


     It wasn’t
an uncommon occurrence; students failed to close their lockers all the time. 
Any given hallway would have half a dozen or so left open accidentally and Matt
normally just nudged them shut with his foot as he came by with the broom and
thought nothing of them.


     But this
one was different.


     For no
reason he could put his finger on, this locker seemed to give off an air of
menace, as if a wild animal lay in wait in the darkness of its depths and the
minute Matt grew closer it would burst out in a savage frenzy and attempt to
eviscerate him on the spot.


     A chill
ran down Matt’s spine and he found the hair on the back of his arms standing at
attention, as if it could sense something that he couldn’t.


     Come
on, he told himself, trying to laugh at his own sudden nervousness. 
Don’t be a pussy.  It’s a freakin’ locker door for heaven’s sake!


     Then
why is it hanging open? that voice in the back of his head asked and Matt
found he didn’t have a good answer.


     “See?”


     Matt
shook his head, chasing the voice away. No way was he going to let his own
subconscious spook him out.  He marched down the hall and stopped in front of
the locker in question.


     As he
reached out to open the door, his subconscious spoke up again, but this time it
did so in tones that eerily resembled those of his nemesis, Mr. Dark.


     Curiosity
killed the cat, you know.


     Matt’s
hand slowed, then stopped, just an inch or so from the edge of the door.


     The
darkness inside the locker seemed to mock him, daring him to open the door, to
face what he was going to find in there…


     “Fuck
this,” Matt said aloud to the empty hallway around him and wrenched open the
locker door.


      It was
empty except for the single red lollipop, freshly licked, that rested on its
wrapper on the shelf inside.


     Matt
jerked back away from the locker, staring at the lollipop the way one might
stare at a particularly large and poisonous breed of spider as it scuttles
across your pillow, his heart trip-hammering in his chest.


     He
whirled around, his gaze flitting about the hallway and the doors that lined
its length, looking for Mr. Dark.  The lollipop was his calling card; find one
and you were almost assured of finding the other.


     But there
was no one here but him.


     Just to
be sure, Matt used the keys on his ring to open and search every classroom that
opened off that hallway, eight in all.  Every single one of them was empty and
Matt saw no sign of Mr. Dark.


     Convinced
that he was alone, that if Mr. Dark had indeed been here he had long since fled
when he became aware of Matt’s presence, Matt locked the last classroom behind
him and turned to finish his work for the day.


     Olivia
Drake was standing right there, close enough to touch.


     Matt
shrieked like a schoolgirl; he couldn’t help it.  After all the tension of the
last half-hour her sudden appearance surprised him so badly that the sound was
out before he could put a stop to it.


     Drake
jumped in turn, her hand going to her chest as if to quell her beating heart. 
Matt knew exactly how she was feeling.


     “Damn, you
scared me,” he managed to gasp out, when he could get air into his lungs
again.  


     “I scared
you?” she asked, incredulous, and then they were both laughing at the absurdity
of it all.


     “What can
I do for you, Ms. Drake?” Matt asked, when they both managed to stop laughing.


     She laid
a hand on his arm.  “Olivia, please.”


     That was
a change from earlier, one he gladly accepted.  He smiled to show there were no
hard feelings.  “Okay, Olivia it is.  What can I do for you?”


     She
looked down, hesitated for a moment, and Matt realized in the space of that
silence that she still had her hand on his forearm.  A gentle heat was
radiating out from under where it rested on his forearm.


     He was in
no hurry to pull away, either.


     “I saw
you working on that tree by the library earlier.  You seem to know what you
were doing with that axe,” she said.


     Matt
shrugged.  “I’ve had a bit of practice,” he said simply, wanting to laugh aloud
at the understatement. 


The
fact that his “practice” included using the axe against things both worldly and
otherworldly probably wouldn’t have won him any points with her thought.


“Really? 
Where at?”


“I
worked in a lumber mill in a small town in northern Washington for a long time
before deciding to do some traveling.”  It was an explanation he’d used before
and one that didn’t require him to go into the whole back-from-the-dead thing,
which, he had to admit, was a bit hard for most people to wrap their heads
around.


“And
here you are,” she said.


     “And here
I am,” he acknowledged, turning away and looking down the hall for a moment. 
“Is there something I can do for you?”


     She
smiled, as if embarrassed that she’d gotten off track.  “Yes, sorry.  The storm
we had the night before last brought down an elm tree in my yard and after
seeing how handy you are with that tool of yours...”


     “Sure, I’ll
break it down for you,” Matt said interrupting her, embarrassed by how her word
choices had started a movie playing in the back of his mind, one involving the
two of them and... 


     “I’m
happy to pay you whatever the going rate might be.”


     He waved
her off.  “It’s on me.  Don’t worry about.”  He pretended to give it some
thought, not wanting to seem too anxious.  “Tomorrow after school okay for you?”


     “That
would be great.  I’d really appreciate it,” she said.


     She
pulled a piece of paper out of her pocket and passed it over.  “My address and
phone number,” she said, grinning sheepishly.  “I was hoping you’d say yes.”


     “Tomorrow
it is then,” he told her.


     Later,
after she’d gone, Matt found himself thinking about the warmth of her hand on
his arm and wondering just what it was that had changed her attitude toward
him.


     










CHAPTER NINE


 


 


     When work
was finished that afternoon, Matt grabbed his axe, slipped it into the straps
he’d made for it on the side of the motorcycle, and then headed for Olivia’s
place.  It turned out to be a nice three-bedroom house on a side street not far
from the campus.  The elm she’d been talking about was impossible to miss, as
it filled most of the front yard, its branches sticking out in every direction.


     Matt
didn’t even bother letting Olivia know he was there – he figured she’d probably
heard the bike anyway – but instead dove right into the work.  He loved
swinging the axe and from the looks of it he’d have plenty of time to do so
with this job.


He
started with the branches, chopping them free of the trunk and then pulling
them off to one side where he broke them down further into pieces that would
easily fit inside a fireplace or wood-burning stove.  


About
halfway through the job he heard the screen door open on the front porch and
when he looked over he found Olivia leaning against the side of the house with
what looked like a steaming cup of coffee in her hands.  Unlike earlier, when
she’d been dressed professionally in a well-tailored suit, now she had on a
pair of faded blue jeans, cowboy boots, and a men’s button down shirt over a
brightly-colored tee.  Her hair was pulled back in a simple ponytail.


She
didn’t say anything, just stood there watching him, and so he simply nodded and
got back to work.  As he did so he realized that he liked being watched,
provided it was Olivia doing the watching, and the creepy feeling he’d had
twice the day before was replaced by a sense that she’d enjoyed watching as
much as he enjoyed being watched.


It
was an interesting start to what he hoped would be an interesting evening.


When
he glanced over again a short time later, he discovered she’d gone back inside
the house with nary a word.


He
worked for two straight hours and managed to get the branches cleared from the
trunk and the trunk cut into more manageable pieces.  He was about to start
splitting the logs when Olivia came back outside and announced, “There’s a
fresh change of clothes in the bathroom inside, stuff my brother left behind
last time he was here.  Go in and get cleaned up and I’ll take you to dinner on
me.”


Matt
had no qualms with that and forty-five minutes later they were parking Olivia’s
Honda in the lot outside Molto Bene, a local Italian joint that Olivia promised
was as good as any you’d find on the south side of Chicago.  


Having
never been there, Matt had to take her word for it.


To
his delight, the food and the conversation, turned out to be as good as he’d
expected it to be.


They
talked a bit about their childhoods, his in he cool northern woods of
Washington and hers amidst the wheat fields of the Great Plains.  She gone to
school in Chicago, done her residency at Northwestern Memorial, and then found
work as the staff psychiatrist at Harpers Bay Academy.  


Talk
of her current position gave Matt the opening he’d been waiting for to ask
about his number one suspect.


“So
what’s with that kid who came in earlier, David Bateman?”


“You
know David?” she asked, surprised.


Matt
shook his head.  “Can’t say I’ve had the pleasure.  Or the misfortune as it may
be.  Just curious.”


“David’s
just having some difficulties right now, that’s all.”


“Sounds
like it.  Trouble at home?”


Olivia
shook her head.  “Sorry, but I can’t get into specifics.  Doctor-patient
relationships and all that.  Let’s just say that I’ve been seeing a lot of him
in recent months.”


He
nodded.  “Sure, I understand.  I was just curious after breaking up that fight
earlier in the day.”


He
tossed it out there like bait and she grabbed at it, hook line and sinker.


“Fight? 
I don’t think I heard about that,” she said.


So
he told her.  About how he’d seen the jocks harassing him and how David had
waded in rather than backing down.


“Seems
like a pretty fearless kid,” he said.


“Yes,
he is that.  Unfortunately, I don’t think he knows when to back down and when
to stand up for himself.  This afternoon’s incident was a prime example.”


She
went on to tell him that just an hour after the incident that Matt had
witnessed, David had been involved with an altercation with another student,
this time not fairing as well physically as he had earlier in the day.  


 


Desert
turned into after dinner drinks, after dinner drinks turned into a nightcap
back at her place.  Before long one thing led to another and Matt found himself
in her bed, watching as she stripped off her clothing, revealing a body as
lithe and gently curved as he’d imagined it would be.  She came to him with an
eagerness that shouldn’t have surprised him but somehow did and he found
himself responding just as ardently, until their cries filled the small bedroom
as they were both carried over the edge into abandon.


Later,
Matt was on the edge of sleep, when he heard her say in a sleepy voice, “I just
figured it out.  Where I’d seen you before.”


Matt’s
eyes blinked open and he stared at the ceiling, waiting for her to mention that
she knew he was the “man that refused to die” as the papers had once taken to
calling him, but she mumbled something about him looking like an actor in a
recent sitcom as she slipped off into dreamland herself.


Gonna
have to tell her sometime, a voice in the back of his head said, but he shrugged it off. 
For her own sake, he couldn’t afford to tell her the truth about what he was
doing here.  They would enjoy things while they lasted and then he’d have to be
on his way.


Evil
waits for no man, he thought, and Mr. Dark certainly had enough evil in him to
satisfy even the most indulgent of tastes.  Success here wouldn’t mean his
quest was done, only that he’d won a minor skirmish in what he imagined was
going to be a very long war.


With
that cheerful thought in his head, Matt drifted off to sleep. 


     


     


 


 


 










CHAPTER TEN


 


     Olivia’s
comments the night before had increased his interest in David Bateman and Matt
decided he wanted a look at the teenager’s file.  He waited until after hours,
when the admin building was mostly deserted, and then used his keys to enter
the campus health center and rifled through her filing cabinets until he found
it.


     What it
contained was more than he expected.


He’d
known from her comments that Olivia had been treating David, but he hadn’t
realized that it had been going on for almost six months.  Notes in the record
said he’d been having trouble sleeping, was prone to fits of anger, and
recently had begun having feelings of persecution and paranoia.  His parents
had been informed but had chosen to ignore Olivia’s recommendation of more
intensive therapy, according to her notes.  Matt wasn’t sure exactly what was
considered to be “more intensive therapy”, but he could read between the lines
as much as the next person.  The school was a bit worried that David was going
to have some kind of breakdown and was covering its butt to be sure the family
couldn’t sue them later on. 


     There was
no doubt that David Bateman was an angry, aggressive kid, but on the other hand,
from what Matt had seen the day before, he might just have good reason to be. 
He was feeling persecuted because that’s exactly what was happening to
him.  There wasn’t any big mystery there.  Some of the other students had
chosen to target him for his differences and David was stuck dealing with that
on a regular basis.  If Matt were in his shoes, he’d be pretty angry, too.


     The
question Matt had to answer was whether David had reached the point where his
anger and need for revenge against those he thought were persecuting him would
move from fantasy to reality.


     In order
to do that, he needed more information.


     As it
turned out, David was a day student and lived here in town with his parents and
younger sister.  Matt wrote down the Bateman’s home address, replaced the file
just as he’d found it, and slipped out the door, intent on paying the family a
visit.


     


*    *    *


 


     Fifteen
minutes later Matt was cruising through Bateman’s neighborhood on the newly
rebuilt Yamaha.  The bike handled the wide, winding streets without difficulty,
leaving him to observe the homes around him as he sped on past.  The Batemen’s
lived in a fairly well-to-do part of town, he saw, with big lawns and houses
set back a ways from the street. 


He
turned onto Covington Place and drove past the house, fixing its location
firmly in his mind.  A quarter mile later he made a left onto Olgonquit, turned
off the engine and let the bike coast to a stop behind several other vehicles
parked along the side of the road.


     It seemed
like a much better place to leave the bike than along the empty stretch of
Covington.  This was a small town; things outside the normal routine stood out
and a lone motorcycle parked in front of an empty house was sure to call
attention to itself.  Given what he was about to do, the last thing Matt wanted
was to get hassled by the cops.


     After
clipping his helmet to the bike, Matt walked back down the street until he
reached the Bateman’s property. 


     The house
was dark and looked empty, just as it had been when he’d driven by moments
before.  There weren’t any cars in the driveway, but the light over the door
was on, suggesting that the Batemans might have gone out with the intention of
being home after dark.


     On the
other side of the street was an undeveloped wooded lot that looked like the
perfect observation post to Matt.  He walked a few feet into the woods and
stood in the shadow of a clump of trees, confident that he wouldn’t be visible
from the street.


     Not ten
minutes after he’d settled into position a pair of headlights appeared in the
distance.  Matt instinctively pulled back a little deeper into the shadows of
the trees around him and watched as the headlights turned into an entire car, a
dark, maybe blue or black, Mercedes that turned into the Bateman’s driveway. A
couple in their early fifties got out of the front while David climbed out of
the back.


     No one
said a word as they walked up the drive and went inside the house.


     Happy
family, Matt thought.


     From his
hiding place he watched the lights come on inside and used them to track their
progress as they moved through the house.  After a few minutes they seemed to
have settled into three specific locations; the light in the kitchen was most
likely Mrs. Bateman, the flickering blue light of the television in the den was
probably Mr. Bateman, and the single light that went on in the last room on the
second floor had to be David.


     Keeping
to the shadows, Matt crossed the street and then moved around to the side of
the house where there were several trees growing close together not far from
David’s window.


     It had
been years since he’d climbed anything but a ladder, but a boyhood spent in the
wooded vales of Washington had given him the necessary skills and, once
learned, it was something you never forgot.  He used his hands to guide him,
letting his legs do most of the work, and made sure to put his feet on the part
of the branch closest to the trunk of the tree, where it would be strongest. 
Hearing the crack of a branch and falling twenty feet to the ground would not
improve his evening by a long shot.  It took him ten minutes to reach a point
slightly higher than and directly across from David’s window, a position that
let him see into the room with ease through the open curtains.


     David was
sitting at his desk, writing frantically in a small, leather-bound journal. 
His face was contorted in anger as he wrote and Matt didn’t find it hard to
imagine that the teen was writing about his encounter the day before.  After a
few minutes he threw the pencil down and stalked over to the closet.  Matt
watched him open it up, push aside the clothes hanging there, and then rap
sharply on one section of the rear wall. The corner of a false panel popped
open and David quickly removed it, revealing a hidden crawlspace.


     As Matt looked on, David
pulled a blue duffel bag from inside the cubbyhole and brought it over to his
bed.  He stood over it a minute, staring, and then abruptly unzipped it,
revealing what lay inside.


     Guns.


     From his
perch Matt could see at least two revolvers and a couple of semi-automatic
pistols, plus spare magazines and boxes of different kinds of ammunition. 


     David
reached into the bag and pulled out one of the pistols.  He released the
magazine then cleared the slide, making sure the weapon was empty.  Looked like
the kid knew what he was doing, too, which wasn’t a good sign.  He’d threatened
to kill someone earlier that day and now it was clear that he had the means of
doing so as well.


     For a
moment Matt considered climbing down, walking over to the front door and
ringing the bell, then explaining to Mr. and Mrs. Bateman that their teenage
son was hiding handguns in his bedroom.  He would imagine that they would be a
bit upset, and rightfully so.  But then would come the questions asking how
Matt knew such a thing and that would be a little harder to answer.  Sure, he
could make something up about seeing the boy with them at school but that would
only bring a closer look at the situation and that was the kind of scrutiny
Matt himself wanted to avoid.   


     No,
best to handle it himself when the kid was on school property, he thought.  That
way there wouldn’t be any doubt as to his intentions.  


     David
suddenly raised the gun and pointed it out the window.  Matt ducked,
frantically trying to get out of the way of the shot and nearly falling out of
the tree in the process, before his good sense reasserted itself.  The kid
wasn’t about to shoot him; the window was still shut.  He was just screwing
around, pretending to fire at imaginary targets.  Besides, with the light on in
the room there was no way for the kid to see him past the reflection in the
glass.


     With his
heart thumping wildly from the sudden rush of adrenaline, Matt decided he’d
seen enough. He climbed carefully down from the tree and slipped away through
the darkness back to where he’d parked the bike.   


 


 


 


 










CHAPTER ELEVEN         


     


Early
the next morning Matt drove the cart over to Jefferson Hall and parked out
front in full view of the entrance.  He hunted around in the buses out front
until he found the control box for the sprinkler system, then opened it up and
began to poke around inside of it.  He did what he could to look busy despite
the fact that he knew next to nothing about how the system was supposed to
work.  Nor did he care either; all he wanted was a reasonable excuse to be
hanging around the front of the building to observe those going in and out and
a sprinkler repair gave him just that.


     Matt knew
that day students were all assigned a locker inside Jefferson so that they
wouldn’t have to carry all of their textbooks to each and every class, so he
decided that staking out the entrance was probably the best way to catch as
many of them in the same place at one time.  Turned out he was right.   By 7:45
the area in front of the building was filled with teenagers hanging out before
heading off to their first class of the day. 


     Just as
he’d hoped, no one gave him a second glance.  He watched them come and go,
keeping an eye out for David Bateman while doing what he could to look busy.  


     What he’d
seen last night had convinced him that David had reached the end of his rope and
it wouldn’t be long before the youth lost what little was left of his rapidly
fraying control.  When he did snap, all of that anger and hatred was going to
come pouring out at his fellow students.  Just as it had in Littleton and
Blackburg.


     Matt was
determined to keep that from happening and the best way to do so was to keep
his eye on Bateman, he’d decided.


     Except
the boy was nowhere to be found.  Matt scrutinized each new arrival as best he
could and so far he hadn’t seen any sign of David.  


     The warning
bell rang, announcing that students had five minutes to get to class and the
quad cleared out faster than a kegger after the cops show up.  Matt watched
them go with a deep feeling of unease.  Had Bateman been here and he’d
missed him somehow?    


     He was
starting to think about packing it in, maybe he’d find some excuse to ask the
office secretary for the boy’s class schedule or something equally drastic,
when he spotted David hustling up the walk toward Jefferson.  The teenager had
a couple textbooks balanced in his left hand and the blue duffel bag Matt had
seen the night before clutched in his right. Late as he was, he barely
registered Matt’s presence, rushing past him without even a glance.


     Matt gave
David a moment and then followed him inside. 


     There was
no sign of him on the first floor, so Matt headed upstairs.  He could hear
someone cursing repeatedly somewhere down the second floor hallway, so he
followed the sound and found Bateman rooting around in the bottom of his
locker, clearly looking for something.


     The blue
duffel had been stuffed onto the top shelf.


     The tardy
bell rang then, prompting another bout of cursing from Bateman and forcing Matt
to stifle a laugh at the kid’s inventiveness when it came to cuss words.  David
either found what he was looking for or gave up on it, for in the next moment
he suddenly stood and slammed the locker shut, twisting the combination to lock
it as he went.  Books in hand, he headed for the stairwell.


     Matt
listened to the boy’s boots clumping down the stairs and then walked over to the window at
the end of the hall that looked out over the quad.  He was just in time to see
David dash down the front steps and head across the lawn toward one of the
other classroom buildings, Madison or perhaps Washington by the looks of it.


     Alone now
in the hallway, Matt went to work.


     He walked
over to the locker and gave the handle a tug.


     Locked.


     He’d
expected as much, but it never hurt to check.  The lock wasn’t going to be a
problem anyway.  He dug his key ring out of his pocket and flipped through the
stack, looking for the proper one.  The school had installed the kind of
lockers that had combination locks built right into the door, but for safety
and liability reasons the combination could be bypassed through the use of a
master key.  After checking to be sure he was alone in the hallway, Matt used
his to open David’s locker.


     The blue
duffel sat there on the top shelf, doing its best to look innocuous.


     He pulled
the bag partially out of the locker so that he could get at the zipper.  He
glanced down the hall, double-checking that it was still clear, and then
unzipped the bag just enough to look inside.


     The
blue-black gleam of gunmetal stared back at him.


     Shit.


     For an
instant he thought about just taking the bag and dumping the guns somewhere.  Without
them, David wouldn’t be much of a threat to the rest of the students.  


     The
problem, however, was that he wasn’t certain that David didn’t have more guns
at his house or secreted somewhere else.  Taking the bag without reporting it
would simply alert David that someone was on to him.  He’d be more careful in
the future and as a result Matt might not have the same chance to put an end to
it as he had now.


     He couldn’t
take that risk.


     He zipped
the bag back up, shoved it back into place where David had left it, and closed
the locker, making sure to give the dial a spin to reset the lock.  


     A glance
at his watch told him that first period had another twenty-five minutes to go. 
That should be time enough. 


     Matt
walked down the hall to the closest classroom and used the phone to call the
office.  When the secretary answered, he told her he needed to speak with
Acting Principal Stevens and that it was urgent.


 


*    *    *


 


“Tell
me again what happened.”


     Stevens
arrived ten minutes after they’d hung up the phone.  With her was Dennis
Goldsmith, a neatly dressed man of about sixty who turned out to be the
school’s attorney.  He’d apparently been on campus dealing with some insurance
issues related to the storm so Stevens invited him along.  She didn’t come
right out and say it, but Matt could tell she was worried about a lawsuit and
seemed reassured by Goldsmith’s presence.  The three of them stood before
Bateman’s locker in the empty hallway.


     Matt gave
them the story he’d prepared; it was close enough to the truth that he thought
he could make it fly.  “I was outside, installing new solenoids in the
sprinkler system, when I saw a teenager dressed in dark clothing coming up the
walk, a blue duffel bag in his hand.  As he got closer, I saw that it was David
Bateman.”


     Goldsmith
interrupted.  “I understand you’ve only been here a few days.  How is it you
knew who the boy was?”


     “I broke
up a fight between him and some football players the other day.  Took down all
their names for my report.  Ordinarily I might not have given any of them a
second thought, but you gotta admit, Bateman’s kinda hard to miss, with that
dye-job and all those piercings.  I knew who he was the moment I saw him.”


     All of
which was a bit of an exaggeration, especially the part about the names, but the
explanation seemed good enough for the lawyer and he waved for Matt to go on
with his story.


     “When
Bateman stopped to talk with another student, he put the bag down at his feet. 
I caught a glimpse of the handgun through the partially opened zipper.”


     “Did you
confront him about the weapon?” Stevens asked.


     Matt
shook his head.  “No.  I just followed him into the building and watched from
the other end of the hall as he put the duffel in his locker and then left it
there.”


     Stevens
glanced at Goldmsith, who nodded in her direction and said, “I agree with your
initial call.  Mr. Cahill was correct to report the issue and we have no choice
but to investigate and confirm whether or not there is a threat to the study
body at large.”


     Lawyer-speak
for open the locker and see what’s inside, I’ll bet.


He
was right.  Stevens turned to him and said, “Please open the locker, Mr.
Cahill.”


     Not
wanting it to appear obvious that he’d already done that very thing once today,
Matt pulled out his key chain, made a show of looking for the proper key, and
then unlocked the locker door before him. 


     The
duffel was right where Bateman had left it. 


     Stevens
reached in and took it out.  She placed it on the floor between the three of
them and unzipped it, revealing the handguns that Matt knew to be inside.


     For a
moment, no one said anything.


     It was
Goldsmith who broke the silence.  He was in full lawyer-mode as he said, “The
Gun Free School Zones Amendment Act of 1995 makes it a federal crime to possess
a handgun within 1000 feet of any school – public, private, or parochial. 
Punishment may be up to five years in prison and up to a $5,000.00 fine.  As
acting principal you have no choice but to inform the police and have Mr.
Bateman arrested immediately.  I would suggest confining all students to their
classrooms effective immediately to lessen any chance of collateral problems
arising during the process.”


     Matt was
barely listening.  He was suddenly worried how Mr. Dark was going to respond
when he learned that his latest plans had just been disrupted.


     Somehow,
Matt didn’t think he was going to take it well.


 


 


 


 


 


 










CHAPTER TWELVE


 


 


     Like
everything else she’d done to date, Principal Stevens handled the arrest of
David Bateman with expeditiousness and efficiency.  After confiscating the
duffel bag from the boy’s locker, the police were notified and their presence
requested on campus to take the youth into custody.  Stevens waited until the
police were on hand before calling the boy’s parents, just in case they decided
to give him a head’s up and suggest that he make himself scarce for the time being. 
Because she’d been treating him on a regular basis, Olivia was also called. 
Bateman had been known to lose his temper and lash out violently in response to
provocation, so her presence was intended to act as a calming influence on the
boy should he get unruly.


     Because
Olivia was involved, Matt decided to tag along as well and so he was present
outside Keating Hall when the police, led by Stevens, Goldsmith, and Drake,
went in the building to arrest Bateman.


     It didn’t
take them long.


     Five
minutes after going in, the doors were pushed open and the two cops, both of
them big, burly men, came out dragging a very vocal and very uncooperative
David Bateman between them.  They pushed him up against the patrol car and even
from where Matt sat in his electric cart some twenty feet away, he could see
the boy’s arms had been pulled sharply behind his back and his hands had been
handcuffed tightly together.  One of the cops held David bent over the rear of
the vehicle while the other officer began to go through the boy’s pockets. 
When David tried to resist, the first officer simply lifted the boy’s
handcuffed arms up into the air.  


     Matt
winced to see it; the position no doubt put considerable force on the boy’s
shoulder joints and must have hurt like a bitch.


     By now
several students had seen what was happening and a small crowd began to form in
front of the building.  Matt expected grumbles and shouts to come from
Bateman’s fellow students and so he was surprised when the majority of them
simply stood and watched in silence.  Those few who tried to heckle the
officers quickly stopped when they realized that the rest of their companions
weren’t responding in kind.


     In
fact, their entire behavior seemed pretty eerie…


    Olivia came out of the
building at that point, arguing with Stevens over something, and Matt’s
attention naturally moved to her.  As he watched her walk in his direction, he
felt a pang of sorrow.  If he’d managed to disrupt Mr. Dark’s plans as badly as
he thought he had, that meant he’d have to be moving on soon.  And moving on
meant leaving Olivia and her welcoming arms behind.


     “Idiots!”
she said, as she came abreast of him.  “The kid’s been manhandled enough as it
is!  All they had to do was ask him and he would have gone willingly, but no, they
have to act like common thugs.  I swear, what the hell is law enforcement
coming to these days, when they have to hire…”


     Movement
on the edge of the crowd caught Matt’s eye, distracting him from what Olivia
was saying.  He looked in that direction, trying to figure out what it was that
had caught his attention.  It hadn’t been the students, though they were acting
creepy enough as it was.  He thought…there!


     Matt
could see someone standing at the edge of the crowd, partially hidden by a
group of silently staring students, but he couldn’t make out who it was.  He
moved back and forth a little in the driver’s seat, trying to get a better
look, but he wasn’t having any luck.  It was almost as if whoever was over
there knew he was looking and was intentionally avoiding his gaze.


     The cops
were done searching Bateman now and were forcing him into the back of the
patrol car, being none too gentle about it, either.  That’s not right,
Matt thought, they shouldn’t treat him like that.


     He rose
partially up out of his seat, perhaps intending to say something, perhaps just
wanting a better look, when the person who was standing at the back of the
ground stepped into view.


     It was
the eyes that clued him in first.


     They were
filled with that jaunty, crazed expression of delight he’d first seen when the
sick bastard had first appeared in his wife’s hospital room and the impish
smile that broke out the moment he knew Matt had seen him only confirmed it.


     It didn’t
matter what he looked like; Matt would know him anywhere.


     It was
Mr. Dark.


     “Sonofabitch!”
Matt exclaimed, startling Olivia out of her tirade.  


     “What? 
What is it?” she wanted to know.


     But Matt
didn’t have time to answer her.  Dark was slipping away into the midst of the
crowd and Matt had no intention of letting him go.  Matt scrambled out of the
cart and gave chase, pushing his way into the crowd.  But where Dark seemed to
move among the milling students with impunity, Matt continually found the route
blocked by groups of students, many of whom barely acknowledged his presence,
their attention solely on the drama playing out ahead of them between Bateman
and the cops. 


     By the
time Matt had forced his way to the other side of the crowd, Mr. Dark was gone.


     The next
several hours were spent dealing with the administrative side of the
situation.  Officers took Matt’s statement, then asked him a number of
questions about the incident to be certain his story was the same each time he
told it.  Thankfully, none of them seemed particularly interested in who he was
or what his particular background might be; the minute they put him into the
system they’d know he was that Matt Cahill but for now he still maintained some
anonymity.  


     Stevens
gave him the rest of the day off in recognition of the “unusual stress” of the
morning and so he and Olivia spent the afternoon together once she was finished
with her counseling appointments for the day.  They caught a movie at the
town’s only theater and then an early dinner at an Italian place with which
Olivia was familiar.  


     It turned
out to be a nice afternoon and early evening, for which Matt was grateful since
he knew his attention had been wandering all night.  His thoughts kept
returning Mr. Dark’s appearance earlier that afternoon.  Rather than being
furious that Matt had spoiled his plans for a schoolyard massacre, Dark had
seemed happy, almost jubilant at Bateman’s arrest.  It was as if he had wanted
the teenager to be arrested, which didn’t make any kind of sense at all.


     Matt was
missing something; he knew that.


     He just
didn’t know what yet.


     After
dinner they returned to Olivia’s place as they had the night before.  The sex
this time was as good as the last and Matt forgot about Mr. Dark and his
nefarious schemes, losing himself in the tangle of limbs, smooth flesh, and
long soft hair, if only for a little while.


 


*    *    *   


 


     The dream
started innocently enough, as dreams often do.  Matt walked beside his wife,
Janey, along one of the paths at the school, enjoying the warmth of the setting
sun on what felt like a late spring afternoon.  He knew it was a dream because
she had been dead for more than four years by now, but it was his dream and so
she was with him, just as he’d always wanted her to be, full of the same
vibrant enthusiasm for everything in life that he remembered from the days when
they’d been together. 


     She
laughed at something he said and the sound of her voice was like music to his
ears.


     Then
someone snickered behind him, a dark and lowly sound.


     He spun
about, startled, but there was no one there, only the long expanse of brilliant
green grass waving gently in the light breeze.


     “Is
something wrong?” Janey asked.


     “Not when
I’m with you,” he replied, but when he turned to face her the crack of a rifle
split the air and he watched in horror as the bullet struck her in the face,
obliterating her features in one blood-and-bone-splattered instant.  What had
once been her face was now dripping down his own in wet, ragged clumps as he
reached out to catch her falling form, only to have her body fade into
nothingness as his hands clutched at her in futility.


     The sound
of more shots being fired snapped his head around and he found himself looking
out over the previously empty quad, discovering that it was now full of
students screaming in terror and running for cover.  Even as he watched several
of them were gunned down, their blood blooming across their clothing in horrid
flowers of crimson hue as their bodies crumpled unmoving to the grass.


     “No!” he
said to himself.  


Then
louder, “No!  No!” until he was shouting it out.  This isn’t right!  This
shouldn’t be happening!


He
spun around, looked back toward the library.  Even though he was dozens of
yards away he could see Mr. Dark standing on the rooftop, rifle in hand, firing
at the students who were running helter-skelter before him and laughing wildly,
the sound echoing in Matt’s ears as if the bastard was right there beside him.


Someone
bumped into him as they ran past, knocking him to his knees.  He looked up to
see a dark-haired teenager in jeans, t-shirt, and engineer boots running toward
the library, a blue duffel bag clutched tightly in one hand. The boy glanced
back, shouted something in his direction, but his words were snatched away by a
sudden gust of wind and Matt didn’t catch them.


The
teen looked familiar though…


The
dream shifted then, the bloody quad and the screaming students being replaced
by a long, dimly lit hallway lined with students in hooded sweatshirts, their
faces hidden in the shadows.  Matt and the teen were running the gauntlet
between them, racing toward the double doors at the other end.  The boy was in
the lead, ten, maybe fifteen paces ahead of him, but no matter how hard they
pushed themselves or how fast they ran, the doors never seemed to get any
closer.  


A
low moaning began to issue from the mouths of the students around them, a sound
that twisted and turned back upon itself, rising in volume each time it did so,
until Matt had to clamp his hands over his ears to block out the sound.


The
doors ahead of them were flung open to crash against the walls on either side
and there stood Principal Stevens, grinning from ear to ear.  She opened her
mouth and tentacles sprang forth, reaching for them down the length of the
hall, twisting and turning and stretching, while all around them the students’
mouths began to open as well…      


     Matt
bolted upright in bed, bathed in sweat, his heart pounding and a scream about
to burst from his lips.  Movement in the bed beside him had him scrambling
backward, a clenched fist rising to protect him, but it was only Olivia.


     She
reached out to him, moonlight reflecting off her bare arms, and for a moment he
saw tentacles again, just as he had in his dream.  He shook it off, let her
wrap him in her arms and pull him back down into the warmth of the bed.


     “Sshhhhh,”
she said sleepily, “It’s alright. It was only a bad dream.”


     Right. 
A bad dream.  He should be getting used to those by now, shouldn’t he?   


     Despite the fact that so
much of his waking life seemed like a bad dream every since he’d first
encounter Mr. Dark, Matt was no more used to it than he’d been in the beginning
and for that he was grateful.  The day he got used to it was the day he needed
to turn that axe on himself…


     Olivia
draped an arm and a leg over him possessively as she wandered back down into
the sleep’s dark vales, but Matt remained wide awake for some time afterwards,
his thoughts whirling.


     What
was he missing?


*    *    *


 


Outside
in the yard, dark forms gathered under the shadow of the trees and stared in
the direction of the house, listening to a voice only they could hear. 


     Deeper in
the trees behind them, something scuttled.


 


 


 


 










CHAPTER THIRTEEN


 


 


Matt woke the next morning,
knowing something was wrong but unable to put his finger on just what.  Even an
hour of chopping wood in the early morning light outside Olivia’s house didn’t
do any good; where he normally came away relaxed from such an effort today it
only made him tense, like a wind-up toy whose spring had been wound too far.


     He
showered, dressed, left a note for Olivia and slipped quietly out the front
door.  He grabbed his axe from over by the woodpile and slipped it through the
bungee cords he’d been using to secure it to the motorcycle.  Not wanting to
wake his host, he then rolled the bike a short distance down the street before
climbing astride it and kick starting it into to life.  


     An ugly
suspicion had raised itself in the back of his mind while he’d been mulling
things over that morning and he needed to see for himself if it was, in fact,
correct.  That was why, when he arrived back on campus, he drove straight to
Jefferson Hall and parked out in front of the steps.  It was still quite early,
so no one was out and about yet, which suited Matt just fine.  He used his keys
to open up the building and then quickly climbed the stairs to the second
floor.


     He
flipped the light switch at the top of the stairs, then waited a moment for the
fluorescents to flicker into brilliance.  When they had, he walked down the
hall until he came to the locker he had opened the afternoon before on
Principal Stevens’ request.  He had no trouble finding it, as it was the only
one in the long row that was sealed with a long strip of yellow-and-black
police tape.


     “Crime
Scene – Do Not Disturb,” it read.


     Matt had
no intention of doing so.  He didn’t need to, really.  The sight of the locker
had told him all he needed to know, proving his suspicion correct.


     It was
the same locker in which Mr. Dark had left his lollipop.


     “Fuck!” 


     Why the
hell hadn’t he seen it before?  And what did it mean? Had Mr. Dark been
taunting him, daring him to try and stop David from going on a rampage?  Or had
David simply been a red herring, designed to keep Matt busy while Dark went
about his terrible business?


     He didn’t know.


     Sadly,
what he didn’t know could get a lot of people killed.


     He needed
to talk with Bateman.  Needed to see if the teenager knew what was really going
on here, because one thing was for certain.


     Matt was
more confused than ever.


     The visit
was going to have to wait, though.  Being away from the job yesterday was going
to be both a blessing and a curse.  The former because he’d been able to spend
some good, quality time with Olivia way from campus, the latter because he was
going to have to clear a fair-sized backlog of minor repairs out of the way
before he could call it quits for the day.


     Which
means he may as well get started.


     He drove
over to his cottage, exchanged his motorcycle for his coveralls and electric
cart, and started in on the list of repairs that had been logged in by the
switchboard the day before.  He did what he had to do to get through the work
as quickly and as efficiently as possible.  Where he could, he cut corners,
knowing that in the long run none of it would matter because he wouldn’t be
here for long.  He’d briefly toyed with the idea of simply skipping out on all
of it, but doing so was a sure path to unemployment and he needed the access to
the campus that the job provided if he was going to have a hope in hell of
stopping this thing.


     Whatever
it was.


     At last,
close to three that afternoon, he finished up the last of the repairs in his
queue and called it a day.  He brought the cart back to the maintenance plant,
signed out, and headed for the police station across town.


     He parked
in the lot and eyed the front door for a moment, before deciding to move around
to the back and look for another way in.  There was just too much foot traffic
going in and out of the main entrance for his liking; once inside, he’d no
doubt be in the midst of a crowd and that wouldn’t do for what he had in mind.


     There was
an employees’ entrance around the side and as he walked toward it he saw a man
in a custodian’s uniform toss away a cigarette and disappear inside the
building, his smoke break obviously over.  The sight of him gave Matt an idea.    


He
was still wearing his own custodial uniform and he took advantage of it now,
slipping in through the side door when no one was looking and heading for the
lower level where he thought the holding cells would be.


     A pair of
officers was coming up the stairs as he headed down and he braced himself,
expecting to be called out for being somewhere he didn’t belong, but they
passed on by with barely a glance in his direction.  That gave him more
confidence and by the time he reached the lower level he simply walked along as
if he belonged there and no one bothered him.


     The
holding cells were easy to find.  Because of his age, the police had David
separated from the rest of the prisoners and placed in a cell of his own at the
end of the hall.


“What
the hell do you want?” David asked from where he lay on the cell’s only bunk
when Matt stepped up to the door and called his name.


     “I need
to talk to you.  It’s important.”


     “Sure it
is.  Now fuck off and leave me alone.”  David rolled over, leaving Matt to talk
to his back.


     Matt
glanced down the hall, making sure they were still alone.  He had no idea how
much time he had and he needed to get this kid talking…


     He
decided to take a chance and tell the truth.  “You don’t understand.  I was
sent here to stop this from happening and I need to know what’s going on in
order to do that.  If I have to figure it all out by myself it will be too
late!  You’ve got to talk to me!”


     David
stiffened, then rolled slowly over.  He stared at Matt a long moment.


     “Sent by
who?” he asked.


     Matt
shook his head.  “We don’t have time for me to explain all of that.  You’re
going to have to trust me.  Tell me what those guns were for.  Why did you have
them at school?” 


     David got
up from the cot and began to pace back and forth in the small cell.  He didn’t
even look at Matt when he said, “Protection.  They were for protection.”


     “Protection
from who?”


     Or what?
Matt wanted to add, but didn’t.


     It seemed
David understood the unspoken question nonetheless. He came over and grabbed
the bars, leaning toward Matt with an earnest expression on his face, part fear
and part defiance. 


     “You’ve
seen them, haven’t you?” David asked, his eyes growing wider at some memory
unfolding in his head.  “The ones that just stand and stare?  As if they’re
looking right through you?”


     Matt had
no idea what the kid was talking about, but he was talking and that was a good
thing.  Rather than risk David shutting down again if he admitted to his
ignorance, Matt just played along.


     “Yes,
I’ve seen them.”


     “Then you
know what she’s doing to them.”


     She?


     “No, I
don’t.  Tell me.”


     But David
wasn’t listening.  Consumed by his own line of thought, he went back to pacing,
talking aloud to himself.  “It started small, just a few students.  But those
students brought her more and with every soul she consumed she became stronger,
more powerful.  I’m not even sure she can be stopped at this point, but I
couldn’t let it go on.”  He turned, looked at Matt with pleading eyes, “You can
understand that, right?”


     Matt
ignored the question, going right to the heart of what he needed to know.  


“Who
is she, David?  Who’s behind it all?”


David
stared at him, his eyes blazing.  “I’ve written it all down.  Everything I’ve
seen, everything I’ve witnessed; it’s all there.  I wanted a record of it all,
in case...well, you know.”


In
case something happened to me.


A
chill washed over Matt as he stared at the teenager in front of him.  It was
clear that the stress and strain of whatever he had witnessed was getting to
him, but Matt could hear the ring of truth in David’s words and that worried
him.  Worried him a lot.


He’d
come to Harpers Bay to stop what he thought was going to be a school shooting. 
Everything seemed to point in that direction, including David’s involvement. 
He’d been instrumental in getting the kid locked up, for heaven’s sake!  And
now his carefully erected theory was crumbling about him like a house of cards
as it became obvious that Mr. Dark had manipulated him like a carnival rube,
removing the one piece from the game that might have been in a position to stop
whatever scheme he had underway.


You’re
fucking idiot, Cahill.


But
there was still a chance he could make this right.


“Who,
David?  Tell me who it is!”


“Hey! 
You!  Get away from there.”


The
police officer stood at the entrance to the cell block and he didn’t look happy
to see Matt.  Thankfully it wasn’t one of the officers he’d interacted with
yesterday during the investigation.  He had a hundred other questions to ask
David but knew he couldn’t push his luck or he’d end up parked in the cell
right next to David.  Deciding to get out while the getting was still good,
Matt slipped out past the angry stare of the cop, mumbling something about
being new along the way, and retraced his steps back out of the police station.


He
needed to find that journal and he thought he knew right where it was.  










CHAPTER FOURTEEN


 


 


     Matt
didn’t know if it was fortune or fate, but just as he pulled onto the Bateman’s
block he saw their black Mercedes drive by going in the opposite direction. 
Through the windshield he could see that Mrs. Bateman had been crying, but her
husband still had the same stoic look he’d had when Matt had first seen him.


     Guy’s
life is falling apart around him and he’s too wrapped up in himself to even
notice.  We don’t need Mr. Dark to interfere, Matt thought, we’re pretty
good at screwing things up all on our own.


     Knowing
that the house was empty, Matt made a split-second decision.  Instead of
driving past as he’d intended, he turned in into the driveway.  Just before he
reached the garage he dismounted and then quickly wheeled the bike around
behind the house where it couldn’t be seen from the street. He cut the engine
and pulled off his helmet, sitting there astride the bike for a moment,
listening.


     Somewhere
in the distance a dog was barking but that was all.  No shouts of alarm, no
windows or doors opening in the house before him.


     Matt
dismounted, slung his helmet over the handlebars and then pulled the axe from
the straps that held it to the bike.  With it in hand, he mounted the porch and
approached the back door.


     It was a
nice neighborhood, so the chances they had an alarm were pretty good.  He
figured it would take the police four, maybe five minutes to respond and that
would only be after the alarm company gave the residents a minute or two to
call in case the alarm had been set off by accident.  Call it seven minutes
tops.  Seven minutes to get in, grab the journal, and get out again.


     No
problem.


     He tried
the door.


     Locked.


     Raising
the axe, he brought it whistling down into the door immediately to the right of
the doorknob, shattering the wood and popping the lock free with a single blow.


     Matt
started counting.  One one thousand, two one thousand, three…


     He moved
through the kitchen and into the hall beyond, searching for the staircase to
the upper floor.


     Six one
thousand, seven one thousand.


     Up the
stairs and down the hall to the room at the end, heart in his mouth, breath
rasping harshly in his ears as the adrenaline pumped through his system.


     Find
the journal and get out of here. Move!


     Into
David’s room.  


Either
the kid’s parents or the police had been in here for it looked like a hurricane
had hit it, belongings strewn everywhere, drawers pulled out of the dresser,
their contents dumped haphazardly on the bed.


     For a
moment he panicked, convinced that they had found the teen’s hiding place, that
the journal would be gone, seized as evidence in the investigation.


     He
stepped over the piles of junk and approached the closet, the countdown still
ticking ominously in the back of his head.


     Fifteen one
thousand.  Sixteen one thousand.  Seventeen…


     The
clothes had been pushed to one side, the shelves emptied, but the rear wall
looked intact and untampered with.


     Matt
flipped the axe around and used the base of the handle to poke the back wall of
the closet at just about the point where he’d seen David do it the other
evening.


     The false
panel popped open.


     Yes!


     He pulled
the panel aside, reached inside the opening, and drew out the leather journal
he’d been hoping to find.  He flipped through it, saw that it was filled with
fine, tight writing, and smiled in satisfaction.  He stuffed it into the inside
pocket of his coat.


     Somewhere
in the distance a siren sounded.


     Apparently,
his calculations had been way off.


     Get
out, now! a voice said in the back of his head and Matt obeyed it, not even
bothering to replace the false panel, figuring in all the mess no one would
even notice.


     Twenty-three
one thousand.  Twenty-four.


     Matt
dashed back down the stairs, through kitchen and out onto the back porch.


     Where he
came skidding to an abrupt halt.


     He was no
longer alone.


     Three
teenagers dressed in hooded sweatshirts and jeans were standing on the back
lawn.  The edge of their hoods hid their faces from view but Matt knew they
were watching him; he could feel the weight of their stares.


     Figuring
he could make a quick getaway before having to deal with whoever they were,
Matt glanced off the edge of the porch to where he had parked his bike.


     It was nowhere
to be seen.


     The siren
wailed again, closer this time.


     “What do
you want?” Matt asked, tightening his grip on the axe, wondering what he had
gotten himself into this time. 


     The sound
of his voice seemed to break the teens’ paralysis.  The one in the lead raised
his head, letting the glow of the back porch light illuminate his face as he
opened his mouth and hissed at Matt through a tangle of tentacles that filled
it.  As one, the trio moved forward.


     “Fuck
me,” Matt said, as his dream of the night before suddenly came to life before
him.


     He knew
he didn’t have time to waste; he needed to get out of here before the cops
showed up or his ability to put a stop to whatever Mr. Dark really had planned
for Harpers Bay was going to be seriously hampered.  A moment before he’d been
wondering how he was going to take down three good-sized students without
injuring them too badly, but now that requirement had been taken from him.  He
didn’t know what those things before him actually were, but one thing was certain.


     They
weren’t students any more.


     That freed
him up to do what needed to be done in order to get out of here before the
police showed up.


     Axe in
hand, he went down the steps to greet them.


     Whoever
they were, or whatever as the case might be, they didn’t know shit about
fighting.  The one in the front was faster than the others, so he reached Matt
a good thirty seconds before his companions, effectively negating the advantage
they had in sheer numbers.  He simply rushed forward, arms outstretched and
those creepy tentacle things waving wildly in the air.


     Matt was
already swinging his axe as he sidestepped the other’s charge.  The blade sank
into the middle of the thing’s chest with a meaty smack. 


     Blood
flew.


     The thing
crumpled to the ground.


     Matt
stepped forward, stomped on its neck to keep the thrashing thing still, and
brought the axe around in a swing like it was a crochet mallet and the thing’s
skull was the ball.


     Thock!


     The
creature stopped thrashing about. 


     One
down, two to go.


     Matt
wrenched the axe free and turned just as the second of his assailants barreled
into him, driving them both to the ground.  


     Matt
landed hard, the back of his head striking the ground and making him see stars,
which gave the teenager time to scramble atop him, kneeling on Matt’s arms to
keep him from using the axe.  As Matt looked up, the other opened its mouth
wide and half a dozen tentacles spilled out and reached for him.


     With his
arms trapped, Matt did the only thing he could think of; he reared up and
smashed his forehead into Tentacle-boy’s face!


     The blow
was enough to stun his attacker, which let Matt pull his right arm, the one
holding the axe, free.  He didn’t have room to swing it, so instead he brought
the head of the axe straight up and jammed it right between those waving
tentacles, shoving the teenager off of him in the process.  Matt scrambled to
his feet, intending to finish off his stunned opponent with another swing of
his axe.


     Unfortunately,
he’d forgotten about his third assailant.


     As he
went to lift the axe, his arms were pinned in a bear hug from behind.


     He
struggled to get free, but found the other’s strength too great.


     Then, to
his horror, he felt the wet splat of cold tentacles as they wrapped around the
back of his skull and something began to try burrowing its way through his
flesh!


     No
fucking way was he going out like this! he thought to himself.


     He
couldn’t bring his arms up to use the axe as he normally would, but that didn’t
mean it wasn’t any good to him.  He gripped it in both hands and swung it
backward between his legs, hoping like hell he’d gauged the length right.


     The blade
sank into his attacker’s crotch with a sickening sound.


     The arms
around him let go.


     Matt
didn’t hesitate.  He spun around and buried the axe in the top of the
creature’s skull, trying to ignore the sight of his own blood amidst the
thing’s tentacles.


     Two
down.


     Sirens wailed, very close
now.


     Number
three was climbing to his feet as Matt turned in his direction and with an
almost casual air took the thing’s head off with one swing.


     He looked
around, surveying the damage, and knew there wasn’t a darn thing he could do
about the fact that there were now three dead bodies in the Bateman’s
backyard.  He had only seconds to get out of there and no way of hiding them in
that time frame.  Best he could do was make sure he didn’t get caught standing
over them with the murder weapon in hand.


     He cast
about, looking once more for his bike, but didn’t see it anywhere.  With no
other option available to him, he checked to be sure he still had the journal,
then turned and ran around the house, staring anxiously down the street.


     Blue
lights lit the horizon but the police cars weren’t in view yet.


     Move,
move, move!


     Axe in
hand, he rushed across the road and disappeared into the woods on the other
side just as a police cruiser turned onto the far end of the street.










CHAPTER FIFTEEN


 


 


     It took
him four hours to walk back to campus.  He kept to the woods as much as he
could and relied on the darkness around him to hide the axe from view when he
was forced to stay on the edge of the road.


     Once back
at his bungalow he stripped off his clothes, threw them into the trash
incinerator in the maintenance area, then took a long shower to scrub any
evidence of the conflict from his body.  He had a shallow puncture wound in the
back of his head, which hurt like hell as he washed it clean.  That, of course,
was nothing compared to how it felt when he poured iodine into the wound to
kill whatever strange and creepy bacteria might be lurking about in there. It
wasn’t bleeding, so he didn’t bother with a bandage, just let it dry in the
open air.


     Afterward,
he sat down with the journal and began making his way through it.


     It turned
out to be enlightening reading.  David had begun to suspect something was going
on a few months ago.  He had page after page of notes about how certain
students were acting “out of character,” as he put it, and what those actions
might mean.  As he read it, Matt was reminded of the notations in the file
Olivia had assembled on the boy; paranoid, delusions of persecution, possible
danger to himself and others.  All of her conclusions seemed naïve in light of
what Matt knew about what was happening on campus.


     About a
month ago David’s journal had taken a dark tone, listing sightings of what he
called dopplegangers, things that looked like the students he once knew but no
longer were those students.  If Matt hadn’t just faced off against three of
those very creatures he might not have believed it was even possible, but there
was no doubt in his mind now.


     David’s
notes revealed that he thought one of the female faculty members was the
“queen” behind the “infestation,” as he called it.  He had kept extensive logs
of his time spent watching this individual, but never seemed to refer to the
person by name.  Matt flipped through page after page, trying to find even one
notation that could help him identify the person in question, but either David
had been too paranoid to put it down on paper or he didn’t see the need to do
so when he knew who the person was.


     If Matt
had to point a finger, he would do so at Julia Stevens.  Something just didn’t
sit right with him whenever she was around and as the acting principal she
certainly had access to any student on campus pretty much at any time.  But he
knew he needed more information before he could act on any of what David had
included in the journal.


     The
problem was Matt was almost out of time.  


According
to David’s journal, the “queen” had been building up to some big event that was
supposed to take place during the school’s annual harvest bonfire, which was
scheduled for tomorrow night.  The journal didn’t say what the “queen” was
going to do, but the way it was described lent the event apocalyptic proportions.


As
David put it, “it was going to be a massacre.”


The
word jolted Matt to his core and suddenly a host of puzzle pieces he’d been
juggling for days fell into place and for the first time he thought he saw the
picture clearly.


Mr.
Dark had lured him here with the idea that he might be able to prevent a deadly
school shooting.  He’d thrown himself into the task, narrowing in on the one
student that seemed to fit the bill as a possible suspect.  Even the kid’s
psych file seemed to agree.  


But
now he could see the truth.  He’d been subtly directed toward David because as
the one person who actually knew what was going on, Mr. Dark wanted David
squarely out of the way.  And if Matt hadn’t decided to dig a little deeper
after David was arrested, he would have moved on, convinced that he had stopped
the massacre that he’d come here to prevent.


Matt
was convinced that if that had happened, at some point later on Mr. Dark would
have revealed that not only had Matt not saved the day, but that he had been an
integral part of the massacre that followed.


Rather
than out and out corruption, as was Mr. Dark’s usual wont, he was trying to use
Matt’s own moral code against him and “rot” him away from the inside out.


It
was a stunningly devious plan and Matt was reminded of how little he knew about
his adversary.  Underestimating him was not something Matt wanted to do in the
future.


Thankfully
he hadn’t fallen for it and still had time to do something about it.


He
needed to know the identity of the “queen” and the only way of getting that was
to talk to David again.


A
glance at the clock told him it was just past midnight.  The best time to try
to slip in and see the teenager again, he thought, was at shift change the next
morning, when the night shift would be on the way out and the morning shift not
yet up to speed the way they would be later in the day.   


Matt
thought about giving Olivia a call, but then thought better of it.  He needed
to be ready for anything tomorrow and a good night’s sleep would go a long way
to preparing him for what was to come.      












CHAPTER SIXTEEN


 


 


     Matt
arrived at the police station just before shift change the next morning.  His
plan was to slip into the building the same way he’d done so before and make
his way back down to the holding cells to talk to David.


     But as he
was parking his motorcycle in the visitors’ lot, he saw a dark-colored prisoner
transport van pulled up outside the side entrance he intended to use.  As he
looked on, the door opened and two officers stepped out, hands on the guns at
their waists.  They glanced about, then nodded back toward someone still out of
sight inside the building.  A moment passed and then two additional officers
came out, this time pulling a protesting prisoner along with them.


     The
prisoner was David Bateman.


     Oh
shit, Matt thought.


     They were
transferring him, that was clear, but the question was to where?  And for what
purpose?  The arraignment was supposed to be that afternoon; Matt knew because
he’d checked the court website.  Which meant either something new had come to
light necessitating a change of plans or else they were moving David for his
own protection; Matt hoped it was the latter.


     The kid
was swearing loudly as they loaded him into the back of the van and locked him
in.  The sides of the van must have been made of reinforced steel, as all sound
was cut off immediately once the doors were shut.  Two of the officers walked
to the front of the van and got in, one on either side of the vehicle, while
the other two made their way to a patrol parked nearby, apparently to act as
the escort vehicle.


     Matt only
had a moment in which to reach David.


     He rushed
forward between the parked cars and rapped sharply on the window of the van’s
rear compartment.  Almost immediately David’s face appeared in the window. 
When he saw Matt, he began talking a mile a minute, but Matt couldn’t hear him.


     Matt shook
his head, put his hands over his ears and then pointed at David.


The
teenager understood immediately.  He stopped talking, thought a moment, and
then mouthed two works. Matt wasn’t all that good at reading lips and it took
him a moment to figure out what David was saying.


The bonfire.   


Matt
nodded.  He knew that much already.  What he needed to know was who was behind
it all. Who was he supposed to be watching out for?  


“Who’s
the queen, David?” he shouted back at him. “Who’s the queen?”


David
wasn’t any better than Matt at reading lips, worse perhaps, for he stared at
Matt with a confused look on his face.


Matt
wanted to scream in frustration.


He
tried again, slower this time.


“The
queen?” he said and lifted his hands up, palms out to indicate his lack of
information.


David’s
face lit with animation as he realized what Matt was saying.  He opened his
mouth to answer, when a white-gloved hand suddenly slipped round his face and
clamped his mouth shut.  


A
face peered over David’s shoulder at Matt.


It
was the face of a clown, with a bright red nose and a sinister-looking grin.  


A
clown that smiled cheerfully at Matt as he reached out with his other hand,
this one without a glove, and touched David’s cheek.


Instantly
a circle of rot appeared in the middle of David’s cheek and began to spread
outward in a slowly growing circle, exposing the wet muscle and tissue beneath
this flesh.


David’s
eyes grew impossibly, almost unbelievably wide, as he felt his skin began to
decay and fall away from his skull.  In seconds the white flash of exposed bone
was visible in several areas.


Matt
shouted in horror, trying to get the driver’s attention, but it was too late. 
The van pulled away headed toward the street.


Matt
was left to stare after it in helpless dismay.










CHAPTER SEVENTEEN


 


 


     After the
events at the police station, Matt returned to campus, more determined than
ever to put a stop to what was happening to the students here.  He would focus
his preparations on the bonfire and hope like hell he could figure it all out
in time.


     As luck
would have it, it was the bonfire Principal Stevens wanted to discuss when she
called him to her office half an hour later.


     “The
Harvest Festival bonfire has been a tradition here at Harpers Bay Academy for
Academic Excellence for more than 150 years,” she told him.  “In all that time
we have not had a single accident.  I fully intend to continue that tradition
this evening.  Do I make myself clear?”


     Matt
nodded, but the truth was that he was barely listening.  He was watching Stevens
for some sign that Mr. Dark had her under his control.  A blemish or sore,
maybe?  Something easily covered by makeup?  He didn’t see anything, though
that didn’t mean much. He hadn’t seen anything wrong with that woman back in
Crawford, Tennessee either and she’d certainly shown him whose side she was
on.  


He
was just going to have to keep his eye on her and wait for her to make her
move, he
thought.  


He
spent the rest of the day getting the bonfire site ready; laying the sand trap
for the base, hauling and stacking enough wood to keep the blaze burning hot
and steady for several hours, making sure they had adequate fire fighting
equipment in case things got out of control.  He was concerned that Mr. Dark
would use the bonfire against them, maybe rig the setup to collapse like it had
at Texas A&M a few years back, and so he double-checked it all personally
just to be sure it was safe.


In
the end, he decided he was as ready as he would ever be and settled in to keep
an eye on everything as the night went on.


     As the
sun went down the bonfire was lit and by seven o’clock the quad was filled with
students mixing about around the fire, talking and eating and having a good
time.  Matt had selected a spot for himself near the woodpile, allowing him to
keep his eye on the fire while at the same time providing a handy excuse to
have his axe close at hand.


As
the night progressed, Matt noticed some of the students pairing off and, when
they thought no one was looking, slipping away into the darkness on the far side
of the bonfire.


Off
for little groping in the dark, no doubt, Matt thought, remembering what it was like
to be young and full of life, before the realities of life set in.  Before you
saw the evil in the world and were forced to deal with it face to face. 


Aren’t
you the life of the party, he thought sourly as he looked away.


And
then he immediately looked back again.


One
of the students he’d seen earlier, a tall blonde-haired kid in a football
jersey, was just slipping off into the woods with a short, mousey-looking girl
with brown hair.  It wasn’t the difference between the pair that caught Matt’s
attention, but rather the fact that he’d seen the same boy wander off into the
woods not twenty minutes earlier with a buxom-breasted blonde cheerleader.  


Matt
had heard of playing the field, but this seemed a little ridiculous.  Never
mind how normal clique behavior would never have those two kids talking to each
other, never mind wandering off into the woods for a make-out session.


Something
was seriously wrong with this picture.


As
casually as he could, Matt got up from his spot by the woodpile, picking up his
grandfather’s axe in the process.  He stood facing the fire, pretending to
watch the flames, and then, when he was reasonably sure that no one was
looking, casually took a few steps backward, deeper into the shadows.  When he
was certain that he was not visible to those gathered around the fire, Matt
turned and ran in what he hoped was an interception course on the direction he
had last seen the two teenagers moving.


Luck
was with him and he found them not two minutes after setting out.  The boy had
his arm around the girl’s shoulders and their heads were close together, as if
he was whispering to her.  Every now and then the soft sound of her laughter
would float back to Matt. 


Given
everything he’d seen on campus since arriving here earlier in the week, the
interaction between the two of them just struck him as wrong.


He
was on to something; he knew it.


They
cut across the quad and passed by the library.  Matt was starting to wonder if
they were headed for one of the dorms when he saw them veer off toward the tree
line.


All
at once he knew where they were going.


The
old swim center.


As
quietly as he could, Matt followed.










CHAPTER EIGHTEEN


 


 


     Matt
watched as the duo made their way down the path, slipped through the partially
open door, and disappeared inside the building.  He gave them a minute or two
to get a short distance ahead of him and then followed them inside.


     He
stopped just inside the door, letting his eyes adjust.  It wasn’t completely
dark, as there was a strange, blue-green light coming from behind the
double-doors at the end of the hall, doors that he could see where just
swinging shut in the wake of the students’ passage.  


     Gripping
his axe tightly, Matt proceeded down the hall.


     As he
drew closer he could see the light growing brighter, flaring against the
windows set in the middle of each of the doors ahead of him, the doors that led
to the pool room proper.  It danced and weaved, flashing brighter then dying
down again, like an aurora borealis come down to earth.  It was strangely
compelling, that light, drawing him onward down the hallway until he could
almost reach out and touch the doors in front of him.


     The
truth is on the other side, he thought to himself as he reached for the
door.


     Behind
him, the door to the outside creaked loudly as it was forced open.  


     Matt
whirled around, his axe at the ready, cursing himself for letting a pretty
light show distract him while leaving him vulnerable from behind.


     A flashlight clicked on and
its beam cut the darkness of the corridor, flashing over him and moving away
before cutting back to pin him in its glare.


     “Mr.
Cahill?  Is that you?”


     He knew
that voice.


     Julia
Stevens.


     He let
his right arm fall to his side, hiding the axe behind his partially turned
body.  With his free hand he first put his finger over his lips to indicate the
need for silence and then beckoned her forward.


     She
frowned, obviously not used to being told what to do, but her curiosity got the
better of her and she did as she was asked.


     “What are
you doing in here?” she said quietly, as she got closer.  “I thought I told you
that this place was condemned and that…”


     Matt
grabbed her arm and pulled her closer.  He shook her fiercely.


     “Where is
he?  Where is Mr. Dark?”


     Stevens
stared at him as if he’s suddenly started spouting gibberish.  Then her gaze
fell on the axe he was holding in his other hand.


     “What are
you doing!  Let go of me right now or I’ll fire your ass, Cahill!”


     He shook
her again, harder this time, hard enough that he could hear her teeth rattle in
her head.


     “I know
you’re working with him so tell where he is or I’ll make damn sure that you
regret you ever laid eyes on him!”


     As Julia cowered away from
him, Matt became aware that someone was clapping slowly and exaggeratedly from
the shadows just behind her.  Julia heard it, too, and she reacted in a way he
hadn’t expected, scrambling away from the sound as if she were as equally
frightened of it as she was of him.


     Matt was
still trying to fit that one together in his head when Mr. Dark stepped out of
the entrance to the girl’s locker room, his hands continuing the mocking
applause.


     He was
dressed like a caricature of a college professor, in a tweed jacket with
leather patches on the elbows, corduroy pants, and with a pipe clamped securely
between his barracuda teeth.


     “Matthew,
Matthew, Matthew,” he said, shaking his head slightly with each repetition. 
“You really are quite a simple boy, aren’t you?”


     Matt
gauged the distance between them, wondering if he could cross it and deliver a
blow from the axe before the bastard had time to react.


     Mr. Dark
seemed to read his mind.  “Tsk, tsk,” he said mockingly.  “If you do that, you
won’t get the chance to see how it all turns out and trust me, you don’t want
to miss this.”


     “Who is
this man, Mr. Cahill?” Julia asked.


     He
glanced at her, then quickly back at his nemesis, not wanting to give the other
an opening to exploit.


     “You can
drop the act; you know exactly who he is,” Matt said.


     Julia
opened her mouth to reply, but was interrupted by Mr. Dark’s laughter.  Both
she and Matt turned to see him doubled over in laughter, tears streaming down
his face.


     “Her?” he
cried, through the laughter.  “You think I’m using her?  How utterly
delicious!”


     Matt barely
heard him.  His enemy’s sudden laughter had given him the opening he needed and
he didn’t hesitate, just leapt across the distance that separated them and
brought the axe whistling down.


     Right
through the empty space where Dark had been standing micro-seconds before. 


     The axe
struck the floor and embedded itself several inches deep.


     As Matt
struggled to free it, he glanced behind him to see Mr. Dark’s teeth gleaming
blue-green in the strange light.


     “Take
them!” he cried.


     From out
of the entrance to the boys’ locker room poured a horde of former students
corrupted by whatever transformative process Mr. Dark had used on those that
had attacked outside the Bateman household.  


     As they
rushed toward him, he wrenched the axe free and turned to meet their charge.


     In
seconds it was sheer bedlam.  Matt stood with his back to the wall, swinging
the axe to and fro, doing all he could to keep the horrid things at bay.  Blood
flew, the creatures hissed, and Julia Stevens screamed.


     Screamed?


     He
glanced to his right just in time to see Stevens seized by several of the
creatures and dragged toward the double doors leading into the pool area
proper.


     What
the hell?  


     He didn’t have time to
ponder the implications.


     One of
the altered students changed tactics and suddenly threw himself upon the axe, burying
the blade in his chest and keeping it still for a moment.  Immediately several
of his companions seized the haft of the axe and ripped it out of Matt’s hands.


     He stood
there, facing them with only his bare hands.


     “Come on,
you bastards!” he cried, brandishing his fists as they rushed en masse toward
him.


     The
beating came hard and fast and, mercifully for Matt, so did unconsciousness.


 


 


 


 


 


 










CHAPTER NINETEEN


 


 


     “Hello,
Matt.”


     The
familiar sound of her voice brought him back to consciousness.  He blinked his
eyes, trying to clear the haze from them, and discovered that he was kneeling
before a large throne made from some kind of resinous stuff that glistened
darkly in the crazed lighting.  It was a throne fit for a queen; large, ornate,
dripping power and authority.  


At
the moment, it was empty.


He
chanced a look behind him and wished immediately that he hadn’t.  The pool was
less than a dozen feet away, the murky water lapping wetly against the sides of
its half-filled enclosure.  Lining the pool were the transformed students. 
Matt guessed there were a good hundred, maybe more.  They stood in perfect
silence, watching him, their eyes seeming to pulse in time with the light
emanating from the depths of the pool.  When he glanced in that direction he
thought he saw a large, hulking mass moving about down there, but he couldn’t
be sure.


But
what really made him want to throw up was the sight of Olivia standing naked on
the far side of that pool, bathed in that eerie light that showed the patches
of rot and oozing sores that covered her form. A trembling Julia Stevens knelt at
her feet in abject terror while a grinning Mr. Dark looked on in approval.


“If
I’d known you’d wanted to be a part of our little party,” Olivia said, “I’d
have invited you myself.”


Matt
couldn’t believe what he was seeing.  I slept with that woman, he
thought with a shudder.


Mr.
Dark watched him with glee as Olivia continued.


“Our
mutual friend here told me that you were incorruptible.  That I couldn’t tempt
you away from your life of righteousness willingly, but I believe that’s no
longer necessary.  It’s too bad that we didn’t have more time, but, now that
you’ve joined us we’ll just have to move on and make the most of it.”


Matt
dredged his voice up out of a suddenly bone-dry throat.


“I’ll
come after you just as I’ve come from him,” he said.


Olivia
smiled at his bravado.  “But my dear Matthew, it’s too late for that.  You see,
we’ve already come for you.”


Matt
shook his head.  “I don’t know what you are talking about.”


“Of
course you don’t,” Mr. Dark replied.  He turned to Olivia and said, “I’ve told
you before, he really is rather simple.  Perhaps you’d best explain it to him.”


Olivia
smiled and for the first time Matt saw the predator behind the mask.


“I’ll
do one better,” she said.  “I’ll show him.”


She
reached down and dragged Julia Stevens to her feet.  The other woman was
sobbing, begging for Olivia to leave her alone, promising she wouldn’t tell.


“Shssh,”
Olivia said to her gently, laying a finger across Julia lips.


Julia
shut up.


“You’ll
be just fine,” Olivia told her.


As
Julia opened her mouth to reply, Olivia seized her by the chin and the back of
her neck and planted her mouth over Julia’s own.


Olivia
inhaled and just kept on inhaling, as if she were trying to suck Julia’s
insides out through her esophagus, and maybe that’s exactly what she was doing,
for Matt could see Julia’s body beginning to whither, like a flower left out in
the hot sun too long, collapsing in upon itself like an empty husk until there
was nothing left.


With
one great horrid sucking sound, Olivia let the other woman’s body drop to the
floor, where it broke into a thousand little flakes like ashes in a fireplace.


“Ahhh!”
Olivia cried, wiping her mouth as if to catch the excess.  “Nothing tastes
better than a soul full of fear and loathing.”


As
Matt watched, the light coming from the deep end of the pool pulsed brightly,
filling the room for the moment, and the sores that covered Olivia’s body
healed in the blink of an eye, the patches of rot shrunk away to nothingness. 
He knelt there, stunned.  “What did you do?” he asked, not realizing he’d even
spoken aloud until Olivia deigned to answer him.


“Do? 
I should think that would be obvious.  I consumed her, Matthew.  At least the
parts that matter.”


“Matter?”


Mr.
Dark leaned in toward his protégé.  “I think you’re going to have to explain it
to him.”


She
laid a hand on his arm in eerie semblance to the way she’d touched Matt in
Jefferson Hall the other day and smiled indulgently at him.  “Hush,” she said.


She
left him behind and began walking around the pool toward Matt, her mob of
silent followers parting to let her pass.


When
she reached the other side she ran a finger along Matt’s cheeks where one of
his assailants had earlier drawn blood, then popped that finger in her mouth
and licked it clean.


“Ummm,”
she said, with a lazy smile.  “Didn’t I tell you the other night that I loved
to eat you up?”


Matt
wanted to vomit, but he managed to keep his composure.  Keep her talking,
he thought.  Buy as much time as you can. 


“I
still don’t understand.”


Olivia
climbed the steps and settled into her throne.  This close Matt could see that
her body had healed completely.  In fact, it looked better than ever, her skin
flawless, her breasts high and firm.


“I’ve
gone by many names through the years, but the one I like best is Eater of
Souls.  It has a certain ring to it, don’t you think?”


She
didn’t wait for him to reply, just kept on talking, as if suddenly happy to
have someone to whom to unburden herself.  “But then our mutual friend came by
with a challenge.  Could I consume the soul of a man who has already died, he
wondered.  Would that soul be as refreshing as the rest?  Perhaps even more so
given its purer nature?”


“You’ll
know soon enough,” Mr. Dark said with a gleeful laugh.


I’m
not dead yet, you bastard, Matt thought, but the truth was he didn’t know how he was going
to get himself out of this one.  He was outnumbered a hundred to one, never
mind facing two creatures of uncertain supernatural provenance, and all he had
available to him was his bare…


His
gaze landed on his grandfather’s axe.  It was leaning against the wall, not far
from the base of Olivia’s throne.  If he could get to it he might stand a
chance.


Not
a good one, but a chance nonetheless.


Keep
her talking.


“Purer
nature?”


“Of
course.  You’ve been to the gates of Paradise and back.  You’ve been closer to
the divine than any other living thing on this earth, Matt Cahill.”


He
didn’t know about that.  In fact, would say he’d gone in the exact opposite
direction, given the filth that he dealt with in his restless pursuit of Mr.
Dark, but he didn’t argue the point.


With
some effort, Matt climbed painfully to his feet.  His body hurt from the
earlier beating, but he gritted his teeth and bore it, doing what he could to
conceal the truth of his condition.  


Never
let the wolves see you waver.


“All
right then,” he said, trying to put some fire in his eye and tone.  “I’ll
accept your challenge.”


Olivia
sat up in surprise.  “What’s this?”


“I
think consuming the soul of a dead man will kill you rather than me, but if it
means wiping abomination like you off the face of the planet, I’m willing to
take that risk.  Come down here,” he gestured with one hand, “and we’ll see
who’s right.  You or I?”


Silence
filled the room for a moment and then both Olivia and Mr. Dark were laughing
uproariously.  When they could finally catch their breath, Olivia said over
Matt’s shoulders, “He may be slow but he’s got some pretty big balls.”


“You
ought to know,” Matt answered smartly and then gestured for her to come on down
again.


This
time, she took the bait.


“Gladly,”
she said and practically ran at him.


Matt
waited, his arms outstretched before him, as if waiting to receive her embrace.


Time
it right, you fool,
he told himself.  One, two, now!


As
Olivia reached for him, a languid smile on her face, Matt grabbed her wrists
with his own and went over backward to the ground, using their combined
momentum to pull her over his head.


As
they began their flip, Matt planted his booted feet right into her perfectly
flat stomach and threw her, judo-style, over his head right into the deep end
of the pool.


The
splash was still sounding behind him as he scrambled forward, snatched up his
grandfather’s axe, and turned to face the horde that was slowly turning in his
direction.


“All
right, assholes, let’s try this again!”


But
before they could do anything Olivia surfaced in the middle of the pool, slimy
water dripping out of her long hair.


“Oh,
you shouldn’t have done that, Matt,” she said.


That’s
when the tentacles exploded out of the deep end, thrashed wildly about for a
second, and then lashed out in his direction.  One of them wrapped itself
around his waist and began to squeeze him in its grip.


Fuck
me, he
thought.


 


 


          










CHAPTER TWENTY


 


 


     Matt
didn’t wait to see what happened next.  As the tentacle began to lift him up
off the ground, Matt lashed out with his axe, severing it about a foot from his
body.


     A hideous
roar sounded from deep beneath the water.


     A roar
that was echoed by a pained shriek from Olivia.


     Now
that’s interesting, Matt thought.


     Then he
was out of time for thinking as another dozen tentacles lashed out in his
direction.


     Matt
swung, the axe bit deep, and more tentacles joined their brethren on the floor
of the pool deck as Matt slashed them into pieces.  Each time he did so Olivia
screamed in rage, fury, and pain.


     I hope
that hurts, you bitch! he thought with satisfaction and went on swinging.


     For a few
minutes he held his own, but the earlier beating and the sheer size of the foe
he was facing ultimately proved to be too much.  No sooner had he chopped one
tentacle in half than another one appeared out of nowhere and joined the fray. 
It was like some strange, hideous hydra; cut off one limb and three others grow
back as a result.


     Eventually,
a couple of them got past his defenses and wrapped about his ankles, yanking
him up off the ground to hang suspended in mid-air over the surface of the
pool.


     From this
height he could see something very large slowly rising up from the bottom until
it broke the surface of the water, revealing a large, scaled body that sprouted
tentacles in all directions surrounding a face that didn’t look that far
removed from human.


     In fact,
the face looked remarkably like Olivia’s.


     Matt
suspected he was finally seeing the real Olivia, that the human form he’d been
interaction with for days now was just a symbiote of one kind or another, an
extension of her whole self that allow her to interact with her prey without
revealing her true nature.  She might have been human at one time or another,
but she’d long ago lost that part of herself, perhaps as a result of years of
Mr. Dark’s influence.


     Time
for that to end. 


     He swung
himself upward, like a gymnast reaching for the rings, and held himself up long
enough to chop once, savagely, at the tentacles securing his feet, and severing
them with a single blow.


     He fell
to the ground almost at Olivia’s feet.


     Before
she had time to react he sprang up and drew the axe high over his head, ready
to bring it down with a mighty blow.


     “Go
ahead,” she said, “give it your best shot.”


     You
asked for it, he thought.


Matt
whirled and heaved his grandfather’s axe in a mighty throw, not at Olivia as
she had assumed he would strike, but at the disgusting, otherwordly thing in
the middle of the pool, the thing with Olivia’s face.


     The axe
tumbled end over end, cutting the air with whoop, whoop, whoop sounds as it
flipped toward its target and then struck with a wet and meaty thunk, burying
the blade a good six inches into the middle of the thing’s face.


     The light
flared violently, flashes of white and green and blue, moving faster and faster
as the gaping wound in the creature’s body was torn open from the inside out
and fleeting shadowy figures fled the scene.


     The souls
the creature had consumed were finally going home.


     As they
did so, Olivia shrieked and screamed in agony as the natural entropy that she
had held off for so long began to reassert itself, aging her body in seconds
until she was nothing more than a pile of ash.


     The same
held true for the weird, doppleganger creatures that she and Mr. Dark had been
controlling to carry out their schemes.  Their bodies folded in on themselves,
collapsing into nothing more than piles of wet tissue that resembled a
jellyfish more than a human being.


     In
moments, Matt stood along on the edge of the pool watching the creature’s vast
bulk sink out of sight toward the bottom.


     Of Mr.
Dark, there was no sign.


     Matt had
stopped the soul eater, but he felt anything but jubilant.  He’d come close to
failure this time, not because he didn’t know what he was doing, which wasn’t
surprising given the circumstances, but because he’d let his own expectations
guide his way.


     He vowed
he wouldn’t let that happen again.


     There
was going to be one hell of a mystery for the locals to solve come morning,
Matt thought.  It wasn’t everyday that the acting principal, the school
psychiatrist, and over one hundred students just up and disappear without a
trace.  He didn’t envy the officers who were assigned to the investigation for
it was awfully hard to prove foul play when the bodies of both the victims and
the perpetrators had vanished in the night.


     Lest he
give them one more clue to work with, Matt knew that he had one final chore to
deal with.


     He jumped
into the pool before he could give it much thought, swam for the bottom, and
felt around until his hand landed on the haft of his grandfather’s axe. 
Snagging it, he swam for the surface.


     He
couldn’t leave it behind, for it held too much sentimental value to him.  Never
mind that he was going to need it in the days ahead.  He hadn’t seen the end of
Mr. Dark.


His
enemy had gone on the offensive against him for the first time, which meant he
had to be getting closer to understanding something important.


     He just
wished he had some clue what that something was.


     Give
it time, Matt, give it time.


     And with
that thought repeating itself inside his head, he turned, left the swim center
behind, and walked out into the bright sunrise of a new day.
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