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  CHAPTER ONE


  Beth woke up in the desert.


  She sat up a little too quickly and her very first thought was that she was going to be attacked. She automatically reacted by tensing her muscles, squeezing her eyes shut, and bringing her hands up to protect her face. She braced herself for the punches and the kicks that she was sure were coming.


  But no attack came.


  She felt the hot, stifling wind on her skin and the blistering sun beating down on her from a cloudless sky. She was hunched over in a sitting position, her butt and sneakers settled in the sand. She waited as a wave of light-headedness and dizziness passed.


  Beth dropped her arms down from her face and opened her eyes. She saw that she was in the middle of a vast desert that stretched out endlessly in every direction. Her heart skipped a beat and seemed to stop for a moment in her chest as she stared at the shimmering horizon underneath a deep blue sky. Her breath was caught in her throat like a lump, and for a panic-stricken moment she didn’t think she could breathe.


  What was she doing here in the middle of the desert? How had she gotten here? Maybe this was a dream, or it was some kind of realistic nightmare. She closed her eyes and forced herself to finally exhale and then draw in another deep breath of air.


  Then she opened her eyes.


  Still the same desert.


  She looked at the horizon in front of her and saw a line of mountains miles away in the distance. And that was all. There was nothing else; no sign of trees, no sign of green vegetation, no sign of water—no sign of life.


  No sign of life except for the other five people lying in the sand near her.


  The man closest to her, about ten feet away, opened his eyes. He was groggy for a moment, but then he sat bolt-upright and looked around with jerky movements. His dark hair was short and sleep-spiked. He was breathing heavily, his chest rising and falling quickly underneath his white T-shirt. He looked around in every direction like Beth had just done only seconds ago, but there was nothing to see but the unending desert.


  His dark eyes settled on Beth.


  “Where am I?” the man asked.


  Beth tried to answer, but her throat was raw and her words wouldn’t come out. She just shook her head no, trying to communicate to the man that she didn’t know where they were.


  “Who are you?” he asked her, his voice suddenly sharper.


  Beth still couldn’t answer. Her mouth and throat were thick with dryness—she was so thirsty.


  The man watched her, and she saw suspicion in his narrowed eyes. He was a thin man, but all ropy muscle. He looked like one of those lean, muscular men who were much stronger than people expected. And he looked jumpy and dangerous. Beth had known many men like this in her life, dangerous men. Men who were coiled up like a rattlesnake, men who wouldn’t hesitate to strike and hurt you.


  Men like her husband.


  “What the hell’s going on here?” the man asked, his voice rising in panic and anger.


  Another person shifted in the sand. The man’s dark eyes darted to that person—she was a Hispanic girl, maybe eighteen or nineteen years old, Beth guessed. The girl was pretty. She wore skin-tight blue jeans, the cuffs of which were tucked down into a pair of worn-out high-top sneakers. She had on a blue flannel shirt over a dark shirt; the sleeves of the flannel shirt were rolled up to her elbows, revealing tattoos on her arms and hands. There was a tattoo on the side of her neck that looked to Beth, even from this distance, like it was a word written in calligraphy. She wore a blue bandana over her dark hair which was tied back in a simple ponytail.


  The girl opened her eyes and groaned as she turned away from the sky, trying to avoid the bright sunlight, shielding her eyes with her hands for a moment.


  “Man, I got a headache,” she moaned.


  Beth had a throbbing headache too, but it was already starting to fade away. She looked away from the girl and stared down at the sand all around her. She touched the sand, scooped it up in each hand and let it slip through her fingers. It was almost like she had to touch the sand, feel its coarseness, feel the heat of it, to make sure it was real and not some kind of nightmare that she was struggling to wake up from.


  “Who are you?” the girl asked the dark-haired man.


  “Who are you?” he shot back with, still wary and suspicious.


  “My name’s Carla Lopez,” the young woman answered. “What’s going on?” She looked around at the desert all around them. “What am I doing here?”


  “That’s what I want to know,” the man growled.


  Not too far away from Carla, a large man was sprawled out on the sand. He was dressed in layers of raggedy clothing. He rolled over in the sand onto his side and sat up slowly, groaning with effort because of his round belly. He looked at them with even slower eyes. His face was slack underneath his long and scraggly hair. He had a week’s growth of stubble on his fleshy, white face. His eyes were set deep and they seemed dull and lifeless.


  Twenty feet away from the large man in rags was another man. Beth thought this man might be in his mid-forties, judging from the wrinkles around his eyes and his mop of gray hair. But his body looked like it belonged to a twenty-five year old. He wore a pair of baggy, stained jeans that looked like work pants and a wife-beater tank top. His arms were tanned and muscular with veins crisscrossing the skin—he looked like a man who had labored his whole life outdoors.


  The dark-haired man near Beth was still eyeing Carla even though the other two men had just woken up. There was only one more unconscious person. Beth glanced over at him. He lay on his back and he looked like he was in his mid-thirties. He had a pair of round, wire-rimmed glasses on his face and he wore an expensive suit and tie.


  The man wasn’t moving; he didn’t even seem to be breathing.


  Was he dead?


  “I want to know where I am and how I got here!” the dark-haired man yelled at Carla, snapping Beth’s attention back to him.


  Carla eyed the man for a moment, but she didn’t show an ounce of fear. She ignored the man’s demands and looked right at Beth. “Do you two know each other?”


  Before Beth could answer, the man butted in: “No, we don’t know each other! I don’t know anyone here! I don’t know where here is!”


  Carla looked around and then she looked back at the man. “I’d say we’re in the middle of the desert.”


  “No shit. I can see we’re in the desert. I want to know what the fuck I’m doing in the middle of the desert!”


  Carla ignored the man and got to her feet. She stretched slightly like her muscles were stiff and sore. Then she looked at Beth with concern in her eyes. “You all right, lady?”


  Beth was confused for a moment. Why was this woman asking if she was okay?


  Carla took a step towards Beth and she touched the corner of her own mouth. “You got some kind of cut …”


  And then Beth remembered.


  She brought her hand up to her face and brushed her cut lip with her fingers. And then she remembered that she had a bruise around her left eye, too. She nodded at Carla, indicating that she was okay.


  “What’s your name?” Carla asked.


  Beth tried to clear her burning throat. “Beth … my name’s Beth.”


  And Beth jumped when the dark-haired man shouted again. “Hell with introductions! I want to know what the hell’s going on here!”


  Carla gave the man a hard stare. “That’s what I’m trying to do. You think you could try and calm down a little?”


  The man seemed like he was about to scream at her again, maybe even rush at her and tackle her down to the sand, but instead he turned away and sighed. He got up to his feet and brushed some of the sand off of his clothes, and then he walked away a few paces.


  Carla walked over closer to Beth. “Beth? Do you know anyone here?”


  Beth glanced at the others, but she didn’t know any of them. She looked at Carla and shook her head no.


  “I’m thirsty,” the big man dressed in the raggedy clothing said. His voice was as slow and slack as his expression.


  Carla looked at the big man. “What’s your name?”


  “My name is Ray, and I’m real thirsty.”


  “We’re all thirsty, pal,” the lean, dark-haired man said as he ran a hand through his hair, trying to tame it back down into place and brush the sand out of it.


  The older man in the wife-beater and jeans got to his feet and looked at the dark-haired man. “Carla is right,” he said to him. “Why don’t you just calm down a little? We’re not going to solve anything by panicking.”


  The dark-haired man turned and stared at the man in the wife-beater. “I’m not panicking,” he growled and then sniffed loudly.


  “What’s your name?” Carla asked the man in the wife-beater.


  “My name’s Adam.”


  Carla nodded and flashed a small, humorless smile. “Okay, now we’re getting somewhere. You’re Adam. That’s Ray over there, and he’s thirsty. She’s Beth. And I’m Carla.”


  Carla looked at the dark-haired man. “We know everyone except you.”


  “I’m Tony. Okay?”


  Tony nodded at the last man lying on the sand. “We don’t know him. How come he’s still out? You think he’s dead?”


  Adam, the closest one to the man in the suit and tie, shook his head as he watched the man. “No, he’s still breathing. I can see his chest moving.”


  Tony marched through the sand past the others and walked towards the unconscious man. “Time to wake him up.”


  Tony stood over the man and nudged him in the shoulder with the toe of his sneaker. “Come on, pal! Time to wake up!”


  The man’s eyes fluttered for a few seconds like butterfly wings underneath his round glasses. Then his eyes opened wide; he stared up at Tony and that’s when he started screaming.


  CHAPTER TWO


  The man in the suit and glasses screamed in horror and backpedaled like a crab through the sand away from Tony, screaming the whole time, kicking at the sand with his four hundred dollar shoes.


  “No!” the man shouted as he crawled away from Tony. “Please don’t kill me! Not yet! Give me another chance, Frank!”


  Tony was frozen with shock for a moment.


  Nobody else moved.


  The man stopped screaming, and then he stopped trying to crawl away in the sand. He just stared at Tony.


  “Who the hell’s Frank?” Tony asked.


  The man stared at Tony, and then he glanced at the others. He looked back at Tony. “You’re not Frank’s people?” he asked in a low voice, but it sounded more like a realization now than a question.


  “Who’s Frank?” Tony asked again and took a step towards the man in the suit and tie.


  “I’m thirsty,” Ray said as if nothing had happened. He paced around the group in a large circle and muttered to himself over and over again. “I’m thirsty. I’m real thirsty.”


  “Does Frank have something to do with this?!” Tony shouted down at the man in the suit who was silent now. “Answer me!” Tony screamed at him. “What are we doing here? Who’s Frank?!”


  Carla approached Tony. “Why don’t you let the man wake up a little?”


  Tony turned and stared at her. “I’m trying to find out what’s going on here. Is that okay with you?”


  “Who are you people?” the man in the suit and tie asked. He was still sitting on the sand, but he drew his legs up towards him and wrapped his arms around his knees.


  “My name’s Carla. This is Beth. That’s Adam. That’s Ray out there pacing around us. And your cheerful wakeup call in front of you is Tony.” She stared at the man. “What’s your name?”


  The man looked at Carla for a long moment like he was analyzing the situation, like he was weighing his options of whether he should reveal his name to a bunch of strangers standing in front of him in the middle of the desert. Finally, he sighed and answered, “My name’s Eugene.”


  Tony eyeballed Eugene. “Nice suit, Eugene.”


  Eugene looked down at his clothes, still confused, and then he looked out at the horizon. “The desert,” he said like he was talking more to himself than the others. “When I saw I was in the desert, I thought …” He shook his head and let his words trail off.


  Ray continued pacing around the others in a large circle, wearing a rut into the sand as he walked. “I’m thirsty,” he muttered.


  Adam looked at Ray as he walked past him. “We’re all thirsty, big guy.”


  “Okay,” Carla said. “We’ve all been introduced, and none of us know each other. So why are we here?”


  “Someone must have dumped us here,” Adam said.


  “No shit,” Tony grumbled as he turned away from Eugene and looked at Carla, Adam, and Beth who were grouped together. “I didn’t drive myself out here.”


  Carla did her best to ignore Tony and turned to Adam. “Who would’ve dumped us here?”


  “I don’t know,” Adam answered and then he looked out at the sea of sand beyond the circle that Ray was wearing into the sand all around them. He walked away from Carla and Beth, past the circle of tracks that Ray had made. After Adam was ten steps outside of Ray’s circle, he squatted down in the sand and inspected it closely.


  “I’m thirsty,” Ray said again as he kept on walking, his head down, his long and scraggly hair hanging down in front of his face. The rags of clothes on his body fluttered in the hot desert breeze, and there was a smell coming from him like he desperately needed a shower.


  “Why don’t you just shut up?” Tony growled at Ray. “We’re all thirsty. You whining about it every few seconds isn’t going to help.”


  “Lay off of him,” Carla told Tony.


  Tony’s eyes snapped back to Carla. “What did you say to me?”


  Beth took a step away from Tony and Carla, wanting to get away from the violence that she feared was coming.


  Carla stood her ground in front of Tony. “I said lay … off … of … him.”


  Adam walked through the sand, ignoring the rest of them. He made a much wider circle around the one that Ray was creating in the sand. He kept his eyes on the sand as he walked.


  Eugene ignored everyone else. He sat in the sand in the same spot, his arms around his knees like he was still in shock. He stared at the horizon.


  Even though Tony was trying to stare Carla down, she walked away from his gaze and over to Beth. “What’s the last thing you remember?” she asked Beth.


  “I was at home,” Beth said after thinking for a moment.


  “You don’t remember being taken by someone?”


  Beth shook her head no. The last thing she remembered was being punched in the face by her husband, but she didn’t want to tell Carla that.


  “You don’t remember anything before waking up here?”


  Again, Beth shook her head no.


  Carla looked at Tony who was still watching her. “What about you? You remember being taken by anyone?”


  “No,” Tony answered. He seemed like he was about to say something else, but he snapped his mouth shut like he’d thought better of any further explanation. He looked out at Adam who had nearly made a complete circle around their group, out beyond Ray’s tracks in the sand. Ray kept right on marching along his same tracks, still mumbling that he was thirsty.


  “What’s the last thing you remember?” Carla asked Tony.


  Tony didn’t answer Carla; he kept his eyes on Adam. “What are you doing out there?” he called out to him.


  Adam stared down at the sand, and then he looked out at the horizon shimmering in the distance.


  “Hey! I’m talking to you!”


  Adam looked back at Tony. If he was annoyed by Tony’s words, he didn’t show it. There was another expression on Adam’s face—confusion. He shook his head like he didn’t understand something.


  “What is it?” Carla asked.


  “I don’t see any tracks in the sand,” Adam answered.


  They all stared at him. Even Ray had stopped pacing for a moment.


  “Tracks?” Carla finally asked.


  “I don’t see any footprints in the sand out here. No tire tracks. Nothing.”


  They all stared at Adam.


  “If someone dropped us out here in the middle of the desert,” Adam continued, “then there would be some kind of tracks in the sand.”


  CHAPTER THREE


  Tony marched out to where Adam stood in the sand. He stared down at the sand like he had to see for himself to believe it. There were no tracks in the sand—nothing as far as he could see.


  Eugene watched Tony and Adam for a moment, but then he looked back at the horizon like he could see something shimmering in the distance. He took off his glasses and wiped them carefully on his tie, and then he slipped them back on. After another moment he loosened his tie.


  “Maybe the wind blew sand over the tracks,” Carla offered. “Maybe that’s why there aren’t any tracks.”


  But even Carla didn’t seem too convinced with her own theory.


  Tony barked out sarcastic laughter and snorted in a big sniff of air.


  “Not much wind,” Adam said. “A slight breeze is all.”


  Tony and Adam walked back towards Beth and Carla.


  “So how the hell did someone get us here?” Carla asked.


  “It’s like we were dropped down here on the sand,” Beth said in a low voice, and then she shrunk back when she realized everyone was looking at her.


  “What do you mean by that?” Tony growled at her.


  Beth looked to Carla for help and shook her head no. “I … I don’t know. It just seems that if there aren’t any tracks, then it’s like something dropped us down here on the sand.”


  Tony stood in front of Beth and Carla, staring at Beth. “What do you mean?” he pressed. “Like a UFO? Is that what you’re trying to suggest?”


  Beth tried to answer, but it felt like her words were stuck in her throat. She just shook her head no.


  Carla moved in front of Beth like she was protecting her, shielding her from Tony’s anger. “Or maybe a helicopter or an airplane,” Carla said quickly. “Maybe that’s what she meant.”


  “Oh really,” Tony said. “And how does she know that?” Tony eyed Beth. “You know something about all of this?”


  Beth shook her head no. “I was just …”


  “She’s just trying to help,” Carla finished for her. “None of us know what’s going on. We’re just throwing some guesses out.”


  “Well, we shouldn’t make stupid guesses,” Tony grumbled.


  “She can say whatever she wants to,” Carla snapped at Tony.


  “That’s enough,” Adam said as he stepped in among them. “Standing here arguing with each other isn’t going to help anything.”


  Tony turned to Adam. “Oh, you’re the leader now?”


  “I’m not trying to be the leader,” Adam said and sighed in exasperation. He was trying to be calm, but even calm men could be pushed too far.


  Tony turned away from them. He glanced at Eugene like he might want to start on him next, but Eugene didn’t look his way—he kept his eyes on the horizon like he was watching something.


  “Okay,” Adam said. “First things first. We need to find some water. And we’re going to need to find some kind of shelter from the sun.”


  Tony looked at Adam. “What do you want to do, build a sand igloo?”


  Adam’s eyes locked on Tony for a moment, and he seemed like he was going to snap. But he didn’t. He looked back at Beth and Carla. “I think we should start walking.”


  Tony spun around, his arms out, a sarcastic grin on his face. “Pick a direction, old man.”


  “What’s your problem?” Adam snapped at Tony.


  “What the fuck do you think my problem is?” Tony said and stepped right up to him. “I woke up in the middle of the desert, and I want to know who brought me here.”


  “We all want answers, but we have to think about survival first or we’re not going to live long enough to get any questions answered.”


  Beth stepped away from Carla, away from Adam and Tony eyeballing each other and standing toe-to-toe. She watched Eugene who was still in the same spot in the sand. After Eugene’s outburst about a man named Frank, he hadn’t said anything else. He just sat in the sand and stared at the horizon.


  Like he can see something.


  Beth walked over to Eugene and crouched down in the sand beside him. She stared at what Eugene was looking at and she could see it now.


  “You guys done yet?” Carla asked Adam and Tony.


  Adam and Tony stared each other down.


  But Adam was the first to walk away. He glanced at Ray who watched him with hope in his eyes.


  “Where do you think we should walk to?” Carla asked Adam.


  This time Tony didn’t interrupt.


  “I don’t know what time it is,” Adam said as he looked up at the sun. “I’d guess sometime in the middle of the day, maybe early afternoon.” He looked at the mountains in the distance. “I think we should walk towards those mountains. We might find some kind of shelter there. Maybe we’ll even find some pockets of leftover rainwater. A cave. At the very least, we could climb up to a higher elevation and survey the area around us.”


  Carla nodded, but then she realized that Beth wasn’t beside her anymore. She looked at Beth who was crouched down beside Eugene. They were both hypnotized by something on the horizon.


  She walked towards them, but she could already see what they were staring at before she got to them.


  “How come we didn’t see that before?” she whispered.


  CHAPTER FOUR


  Adam and Tony rushed through the sand to Beth, Carla, and Eugene. Even Ray quit pacing through the sand and followed them.


  They all stared at the horizon for a long moment, all of them silent. There was something long and low and dark on the horizon. Not too far away, ten or fifteen miles at the most.


  “What do you think it is?” Tony asked. “Some kind of hill, or a group of rocks or something?”


  “I don’t think so,” Adam answered. “There are hills beyond that thing. To me it looks … man-made.”


  “They look like buildings to me,” Carla said.


  Beth nodded but didn’t say anything. They looked like buildings to her, too. And she trusted that Carla probably had the sharpest eyes out of all of them because of her age.


  “How come we didn’t see them before?” Adam asked.


  “Maybe it’s a mirage,” Tony offered. “You know, like in the cartoons.”


  Beth watched the group of objects in the distance. They were shimmering in the heat, almost like they were moving, but even in the movement, she could make out the sharp lines of roofs and buildings. Now that Carla said they looked like buildings, Beth could see them now.


  “Maybe it’s someone’s property,” Adam said. “Or maybe even a town.”


  “They’ll have water there,” Carla said, getting excited now.


  “And a phone,” Tony added.


  Eugene got to his feet without a word and brushed the sand off of his clothes and started walking towards the buildings.


  “What’s his problem?” Carla whispered at the others.


  Tony looked at both Carla and Adam: he spoke to them in a low, conspiratorial voice. “I’m telling you, there’s something about that guy. He’s got something to do with all of this. I’d bet you my paycheck on that.”


  “Hell with it,” Carla said with a smile. “Let’s get walking.”


  CHAPTER FIVE


  There was an excitement within the group as they walked through the sand towards the dark objects in the distance. It was something to walk towards, something to hope for. If they couldn’t figure out who brought them here, then at least they could find some food and water, and some relief from the relentless sun.


  Even with the buzz of excitement, they walked a lot of the way in silence. It was a strange situation, Beth thought. What could they really talk about? They didn’t know each other. They didn’t really trust each other. They didn’t know why they had been dropped off in the middle of the desert. They couldn’t remember anything about how they got here. They were stressed out and tired, and all they wanted to do was get to those buildings and find a way home.


  Home? Did she really want to go back home?


  Beth felt something digging into the flesh of her thigh in her front pocket as she walked. She let her fingers brush over the pocket and it felt like there was a small metal object tucked down inside it. She didn’t take the object out as she walked. She didn’t have anything else in her pockets that she could tell—no money, no keys, just the small, rectangle object digging at her skin a little as she walked.


  She thought about asking the others if they had anything on them: wallets, money, keys. But she didn’t ask. She didn’t want to speak up, and she was pretty sure that whoever left them in the middle of the desert took their wallets, IDs, money, cell phones and anything else they had on them.


  They didn’t hurt us or kill us, she thought to herself. They just left us here.


  Beth’s mind wandered back to the last thing she could remember.


  She had been in their trailer home. It was always wreck—no matter how much she tried to clean up behind her husband, he would just trash the place again. Her memories seemed a little fuzzy about last night, and her head hurt a little trying to think about it, but she remembered him yelling at her.


  “You trying to tell me what I can and can’t do?” he had screamed at her.


  He was close to her face in her memory. His breath smelled like alcohol. He’d already been sipping from a bottle of Jim Beam all day.


  She’d tried to tell him that she wasn’t telling him what he could and couldn’t do. But he never gave her a chance to explain.


  He punched her in the stomach, and then he punched her in the face twice—two quick punches that she never saw coming because she’d been doubled over from the pain in her abdomen.


  Beth squeezed her eyes shut for a moment as she walked. She didn’t want to think about it, she didn’t want to relive what had happened. But if she didn’t think about it, then she wouldn’t be able to remember how she got here. And for some reason, she felt like she needed to try and make herself remember, like there was an important clue in her foggy memory, something hidden that she needed to recall—and soon.


  Like her life depended on it.


  CHAPTER SIX


  They all stopped walking when they were a hundred yards away from the buildings, they didn’t need to be any closer to tell that it wasn’t someone’s property or a thriving small town or anything else—it was just an abandoned town.


  A ghost town.


  Beth heard the dejected exhalations from the others. She could nearly feel their disappointment permeating her mind.


  The closer they got to the town, the firmer the ground had become, turning from soft sand to hard-baked clay with cracks that spider-webbed along the surface. There were more rocks and gravel scattered across the sand. And there was more vegetation, but it was mostly cacti and scraggly, thorny plants—all grayish brown with no real color, like the desert heat had sapped all moisture out of them.


  “Great,” Tony spat out. “We walked ten miles to find a ghost town.”


  Adam wiped sweat from his brow and glanced around at the others. “Listen, guys. I know a ghost town sucks, but at least it will give us some shelter from the sun and from the cold at night. It gets cold in the desert at night.”


  “Yeah, some shelter, that’s good,” Carla said, “but what about food and water? And how are we supposed to get back home?”


  “Maybe there’s some water in this town somewhere,” Adam answered. “Maybe some leftover rainwater collected somewhere. We’ll have to look.” But he didn’t sound too hopeful.


  “There’s a sign over there,” Carla said and she was already walking towards a wooden sign a hundred feet away, not waiting for anyone else.


  They followed Carla.


  Carla stood in front of the sign at the side of a gravelly strip that used to be the road into this town a long time ago. The sign was crafted from a large piece of wood that had petrified and turned a grayish color; it was split in several places from years of relentless heat. Large rusty nails fastened the sign to a pair of wooden posts driven deep down into the hard-packed ground.


  “Welcome to Paradise,” Adam said as he read the sign from behind Carla. The words had been etched into the wood sign ages ago.


  “Yeah,” Tony grumbled. “This is paradise all right.” He kicked at some loose gravel.


  “Is that blood?” Carla whispered and crouched down at the bottom of the sign.


  Beth saw the four long smudges that Carla was talking about. She didn’t know if it was blood, but the smudges definitely looked like they’d been made by human fingers.


  Carla brushed at one of the smudges with her finger. “It’s dry,” she said and then stood up and looked at the others. “It looks like blood to me.”


  Ray shifted from one foot to the other like he had a hard time standing still, but at least he had stopped mumbling about how thirsty he was.


  Beth didn’t need any reminders about thirst: her throat was so dry it felt like her tongue was going to permanently stick to the roof of her mouth and her throat was going to close up completely.


  “Come on, let’s get out of the sun for a little while,” Adam said to everyone.


  They walked the rest of the way to the town and stopped at the edge of it. They stared for a moment at the row of wood buildings that lined each side of the dusty road that ran straight through the middle of the town. Most of the buildings were two stories high, but a few of them had a third story. The buildings were squeezed in close to each other, some separated by a narrow alley, and others built right up tight to the next building. A wood deck ran along the fronts of the buildings on both sides of the street; some of the walkways had wooden awnings built over them. There were ten buildings on each side of the road, no other buildings anywhere except for at the far end of town—a white church that the dusty main street of the town ran right up to.


  All of the buildings were constructed of wood—the same petrified grayish wood that the sign was made of. Some of the buildings looked like they had been painted at one time, but most of the paint had peeled away decades ago. All of the windows were dark, and they were all intact. No broken windows. Not even a crack in any of the glass panes.


  The buildings looked neglected, Beth thought. But the windows looked newer than the buildings. And that seemed strange to her. Another thing she found strange was that even though the buildings were neglected, the church at the far end of the street looked like it had been taken care of, maybe even recently painted with bright, white paint. It seemed to her like someone was in the process of restoring this ghost town, and that gave her a slight hope that they might find help here.


  Somebody’s here, Beth’s mind whispered to her. Somebody has to be here.


  And Beth had a weird feeling that this place was somehow familiar to her. But she couldn’t put her finger on it; she couldn’t force her mind to remember, almost like a part of her mind was fighting the memories, holding them back for some reason.


  For your protection, that voice whispered in her mind again.


  She didn’t know where that thought had come from and she pushed it from her mind. She didn’t want the others to know that this place seemed familiar to her. She didn’t want them to be suspicious of her, especially Tony who seemed to think every one of them were involved with this.


  Adam stared in awe at the buildings. “This place looks like it was ripped right out of an Old West movie.” He pointed at the building to their right. “Look at those posts over there. They look like hitching posts for horses. This town has to be over a hundred years old.”


  Some of the buildings had weathered signs hanging down from the wooden awnings in front of them. Most of the signs were too faded to read, but a building on their right, about halfway down the row of buildings, had a sign dangling from the edge of the wood awning that was still easy to read: HOTEL.


  “Hello?!” Tony shouted, startling all of them, especially Beth. Hearing a man shout caused her to shrink back with fear—it was an automatic reaction for her these days.


  They all looked at Tony who had moved a few paces away from their group. He spun around in a slow circle, looking up at the second and third story windows. “Hello?! Is there anyone here?!”


  There were no replies and no flashes of movement behind the dark windows.


  “Maybe you shouldn’t be doing that,” Eugene said.


  They all looked at Eugene.


  “Doing what?” Tony asked him.


  “Shouting. Maybe whoever brought us out here to the desert is in this town right now.”


  Tony walked over to Eugene. “What makes you think that?”


  “Because there has to be a reason we were dropped in the desert near this ghost town.”


  “You know something about this, don’t you?” Tony sneered at him.


  “I’m just being logical. People don’t do things without a reason. They wanted us to find this place.”


  “Good,” Tony said. “I want them to come out and face us. I want to know why we’re here.”


  Tony didn’t give Eugene a chance to respond, he walked away from him and started shouting again.


  Carla watched Eugene. “You don’t hardly say two words this whole time, and now you think we were meant to come to this town.”


  Eugene shrugged as he stared at her through his round glasses. “I like to do less talking and more thinking.”


  Carla flared up with anger, but Adam stepped in quickly.


  “Come on, guys,” he said. “We don’t need to argue. Let’s just check this place out.”


  “It’s scary here,” Ray said as he gazed up at the buildings.


  “I know, it is kind of creepy,” Adam said, “but at least it’s some kind of shelter where we can rest.”


  “It feels like someone’s watching us,” Beth told the group. Now that Tony had walked away from them to check out the buildings to their left, she felt more relaxed.


  “She’s right,” Carla agreed. “It does feel like someone’s watching us.”


  Tony ignored the others as he hopped up onto a wooden walkway and strolled down the deck underneath a wood awning. He went right for a door and tried to open it, but it was locked. He hurried down to the next door and tried that one.


  Locked.


  He turned back to the others who were still huddled together in the middle of the dusty street.


  “These doors are locked!” Tony shouted at them. “Who locks doors in a ghost town?”


  Nobody had an answer for him.


  Tony moved over to the window closest to the door and cupped his hands to the sides of his face and peered through the glass.


  “You see anything?” Adam asked him.


  “Nope. Looks empty inside.”


  Tony moved down to the next building and tried the door to that one. It was locked. He looked down at the edge of the wood deck he stood on and spotted a softball-sized rock. He jumped down and picked it up.


  “I know how we can get inside,” Tony said as he cocked his arm back to throw the rock.


  Eugene watched Tony with alarm. “Wait a minute, Tony!”


  Tony didn’t listen. He hurled the rock at the window. The rock smacked into the glass and bounced right off of it; the rock landed down on the wood deck and rolled away. The glass windows didn’t even have a crack in them.


  “What the fuck?” Tony whispered.


  Adam stared at Eugene. “Did you know that was going to happen?”


  They all waited for Eugene’s answer, but then they heard another sound—a soft, thumping noise from across the street. It was coming from the hotel. One of the two double doors, which had been fancy at one time, creaked open and then thumped back closed from the hot breeze. Then the door creaked open again, standing open all the way now like it was inviting them inside its black rectangular mouth.


  They all hurried across the dusty street and gathered on the wooden walkway underneath the wood awning, all of them out of the sun for the first time in hours.


  “You think someone opened that door?” Carla asked.


  “I didn’t see anyone,” Adam said. He glanced at the others and then entered the hotel.


  The others looked at each other, about to follow Adam inside.


  Three seconds later Adam came back into the doorway and stared at them with wide eyes and a crooked smile.


  “Come on in,” he said. “You’re not going to believe this.”


  CHAPTER SEVEN


  They all entered the murky hotel.


  It took Beth a few seconds for her eyes to adjust to the darkness, and then the room began to swim into focus for her. The bright rectangle of sunlight flooded in behind her through the doorway they had just walked through.


  They stood in a gigantic room that looked like it used to be the hotel lobby a long time ago. To their left, set in a wood-plank wall, was a doorway with a set of wooden steps that led upstairs into darkness. To their far right was a fancy counter that ran nearly the length of that wall. Behind the counter were rows of little wooden cubicles that the hotel workers would’ve stuffed messages into. Along the shadowy perimeter all around the room was a collection of old furniture stacked up on top of each other haphazardly. Some of the furniture was hidden under dusty old sheets and pieces of canvas, some of the furniture was broken, and a lot of it was draped with cobwebs. There were even a few rusty old appliances among the piles of furniture.


  And right in the middle of the large room was a newer-looking dining room table with six chairs seated around it like it had been set up for them.


  “Holy shit,” Tony said as he stared at the room, trying to take in everything at once.


  “Watch out for rattlesnakes and scorpions,” Adam warned.


  “Look at that,” Carla whispered.


  She and Tony stared at the counter on the other side of the room, and they both saw the same thing—an old-fashioned black telephone sitting on the countertop.


  Carla and Tony raced for the phone.


  But something else caught Adam’s attention; an old white refrigerator that sat against the wall near a window that looked out onto the wooden walkway.


  “I don’t believe it,” he whispered.


  The refrigerator looked like an old model, maybe from the sixties or seventies. He had to navigate his way around some more discarded furniture and stacks of old crates, but then he stood in front of it, and leaned in close like he was listening, trying to tell if it was running.


  Ray plopped down in one of the chairs at the table and sighed with relief.


  Eugene and Beth waited near the front door, watching Carla and Tony fight over the telephone.


  Carla got to the phone first and picked up the receiver. She listened for a second and then her face fell slack. “Hello?” she said into the phone.


  She handed the phone to Tony. “There’s no dial tone.”


  Tony had to listen for himself. He held the phone up to his ear and slapped at the hang-up button over and over again.


  Adam stood in front of the beast of a refrigerator, hesitating another moment like he dared to hope there might be something inside. The refrigerator only had one massive door with a metal handle crusted with splotches of rust. He took a deep breath and opened the door.


  And then he exhaled and smiled as he stared at the only items inside the refrigerator—plastic bottles of water sitting on the metal shelves.


  “What is it, Adam?” Eugene asked him. “You find something?”


  Adam couldn’t help smiling. “Yeah. I think we’re going to be okay now.”


  Eugene and Beth started walking towards Adam, watching him reach inside the open refrigerator.


  Adam froze suddenly as his hand brushed the metal rack inside and there was an instant thrum of electricity. A split-second later smoke poured out from the refrigerator as Adam’s body shook, all of his muscles tense, his veins bulging, his skin turning black and beginning to smoke.


  There was a loud popping noise and Adam’s body was thrown back from the refrigerator. He collided with a stack of crates and landed on the wood floor on his back, his burnt skin smoldering, his dead eyes staring up at the ceiling, his mouth wide open in a silent howl.


  Beth screamed and she was afraid to move any closer to Adam’s body.


  The others were too shocked for a moment, but then Tony and Carla rushed over to Adam and stared down at him.


  Smoke drifted out of the refrigerator. The room smelled like ozone and charred flesh.


  “Is … is he dead?” Beth asked, choking back tears.


  “I don’t know,” Tony said. “I think so.”


  Carla held her nose as she stared down at Adam. “He can’t be alive anymore. No way.”


  Eugene stood beside Tony and Carla and shook his head in disbelief. “It was a trap.”


  Beth turned away from the others. She needed to do something to help. She walked over to the stacks of furniture on the other side of the room to get one of the canvas sheets that was covering a table. She was about to grab the sheet of canvas when she jumped from Tony’s shout.


  “What the hell are you doing, lady?!”


  Beth turned and stared at Tony. Everybody was watching her. “I … I was …”


  “Leave her alone,” Carla told Tony. “She can do what she wants to.”


  Beth inhaled a breath and forced herself to talk. “I was going to get a sheet to cover him up with.”


  “I was just trying to stop her,” Tony said to Carla. “If there are traps in this place, then we shouldn’t be messing around with anything.”


  “Tony’s right,” Eugene said. “This place could be full of traps.”


  Beth looked at the canvas sheet for a moment, but she left it alone. She walked back to the group.


  Tony turned his attention away from Adam and focused on the refrigerator.


  Carla watched him. “What are you doing?”


  “Looking at it,” he told her. “We still need to get that water.”


  Tony moved around to the side of the refrigerator and peeked at the back that was shoved up against the planked wall. “It’s plugged into an outlet,” he told them. “So there’s got to be power here in this town somewhere.”


  “Or there was,” Carla said. “Maybe Adam blew the breaker.”


  Tony thought for a second, and then looked around at the room. He hurried behind the counter, being careful with his steps. He saw a few pieces of wood scattered on the floor. He grabbed one of them and brought it back to the refrigerator.


  Eugene adjusted his glasses as he stared at the refrigerator with its door wide open. The smoke had stopped pouring out of the refrigerator and off of Adam’s body; the smoke was beginning to dissipate, drifting out through the double doors, out into the dusty street. But the smell of burnt flesh was still just as strong.


  “Maybe we should try and unplug it,” Eugene said.


  Carla looked at him. “Go ahead. I’m not touching that thing.”


  Eugene looked at Carla, but he didn’t respond.


  Tony stood in front of the refrigerator with the stick of wood in his hand and hesitated for a moment, taking a deep breath. Then he pointed the stick at the open door, inching it closer and closer to the door.


  He touched the end of the stick to the metal.


  Tony flinched back—but he was okay; he hadn’t been electrocuted.


  Ray got up from the table and shuffled over to them, watching them with interest.


  Tony snorted in a big sniffle as he held the stick in his hand. “Wood is not a good conductor of electricity,” he told them.


  “What are you, some kind of electrician?” Carla asked him.


  “I’ve done a lot of things,” Tony said.


  Tony took a step back and tossed his stick at the refrigerator. It hit the metal shelves inside the refrigerator and bounced off and fell down to the floor. The stick hit one of the bottles of water and it teetered back and forth on the edge of the shelf for a moment, but it didn’t fall.


  They all watched as Tony picked up the stick from the floor, ready for another try. He turned and looked at Ray, offering him the stick. “You wanna try? You’re the thirstiest.”


  Ray shook his head no. His mouth was hung open and slack, but his dull eyes were focused on the plastic bottles of water and he licked his dry lips.


  Tony turned back to the open refrigerator, a new determination on his face now. He wiped at his mouth with his shirt sleeve and sniffed in a loud a snort. “Fuck it,” he said. “I’m gonna try it.”


  Tony inched the stick inside the refrigerator, his hand and arm trembling. And just as he touched one of the bottles of water with the end of his stick—


  “Bam!!” Ray screamed and laughed.


  Tony dropped the stick and screamed. He backed away from the refrigerator as two bottles of water fell off the shelf and dropped to the wood floor.


  Everyone had backed up from Ray’s scream.


  Ray laughed at his own joke. Tony whirled around and grabbed fistfuls of Ray’s shirts. He pushed the large man back towards the long counter.


  “Stop it, Tony!” Carla screeched.


  Tony’s face was a mask of rage as he pressed Ray against the counter, bending him backwards. “You think that’s funny, retard?”


  Ray tried to answer, but he could only stammer as his eyeballs bulged with fear.


  Carla rushed over to Tony and tried to pull him off of Ray. “Don’t, Tony! He’s slow! He was just trying to be funny!”


  Her words sank in. Tony let go of Ray and backed away from him. He stared at Ray, breathing hard, his hands still clenched into fists.


  Carla watched Tony like someone would watch an unpredictable animal. “He doesn’t know any better,” she told Tony in a low voice, trying to calm him down.


  “We don’t need any jokes right now,” Tony growled. “None of this is a laughing matter. We got a fucking dead guy over there on the floor.”


  “He doesn’t know any better,” Carla repeated, her dark eyes still on Tony.


  Ray lowered his head in shame and almost crumbled to the floor. “I’m sorry,” he said. “I was just trying to be funny.”


  “It’s okay,” Carla told Ray, but her eyes were still on Tony. “Normally that would be okay. But right now that kind of thing isn’t funny. We have to be serious right now, Ray. You understand that, don’t you?”


  Ray lifted his head and stared at Carla. He nodded yes.


  Tony huffed out a breath and walked back over to the open refrigerator and picked up the two bottles of water from the floor. He opened one of the bottles and drained the whole thing down.


  The others watched him as he drank the water.


  “You’re not going to share?” Carla asked him.


  “I got these out. You can get your own out.”


  Carla’s eyes narrowed. “Fine. I’ll get the rest out for us.”


  “Go ahead, hero,” Tony said to Carla, but then he stared at Ray as he opened the next bottle of water. “This is so good, Ray.”


  Ray looked at Tony for a moment, but then he averted his gaze and stared down at the floor.


  Carla gave Tony a disgusted look as she picked up the stick from the floor. She stood in front of the open refrigerator and braced herself. She jabbed the stick in at the bottles of water, careful not to touch anything else. She swiped at them and knocked two more out onto the floor.


  “The power must be out,” Carla said. “Adam must’ve shorted it out.”


  “Yeah, you could say that,” Tony said and snorted out a mean chuckle.


  Carla ignored Tony’s comment as she concentrated on knocking out the last of the bottles of water.


  Beth ducked down beside Carla and gathered up the bottles of water in her arms. They were cold against her skin—she’d never felt anything so good. She brought the bottles over to the dining room table in the middle of the room and set them down.


  Eugene came over to the table and picked up one of the bottles, studying it.


  “Come on over here, Ray,” Beth said.


  Ray shuffled across the floor to the table and took the bottle of water Beth offered.


  “You have to drink it slowly,” she told Ray.


  Ray nodded and opened the bottle. But he downed the whole bottle of water in a few swallows. He looked at Beth sheepishly. “I’m sorry. I couldn’t help it. I was real thirsty.”


  Carla brought the rest of the bottles of water to the table. She opened one of them and sipped it. She swished the water around in her mouth, savoring it like fine wine, and then she swallowed it.


  Beth drank half a bottle down and smiled. “I never thought plain old water would ever taste this good.”


  Beth and Carla both looked at Eugene who stood by the table with the bottle of water in his hand. He raised it up towards the open front door and stared at the light filtering through it.


  “What are you doing?” Carla said. “Why aren’t you drinking any of the water?”


  “Any of you ever stop to think that this water might be poisoned?” Eugene asked them.


  Tony drained the rest of his bottle of water. “Right now, I don’t care. I think I’d rather die of poison than thirst.”


  Carla eyed Eugene. “Why would you say that?”


  “Somebody rigged that refrigerator to electrocute someone.”


  “How do you know that?”


  “It had to have been rigged. People don’t just reach inside a refrigerator and get electrocuted. And look at Adam. He’s fried. That’s way more power than an ordinary outlet would put out.”


  Tony walked over to the table to join them. “You sure seem to know a lot about what’s going on here.”


  “Like I said before, I’m just trying to be logical. Whoever brought us out here to the desert wanted us to find this ghost town. They wanted us inside this hotel. All of the other windows seem to be unbreakable and the doors are locked. But the door to this place was wide open, inviting us right in.”


  “Take a drink of your water,” Carla growled.


  “They’ve supplied us with the bare essentials,” Eugene continued, ignoring Carla’s command. “Water, but no food. Just enough for us to survive and that’s all.”


  Carla slammed her fist down on the table top and made Eugene jump. “I said drink the fucking water, Eugene.”


  Eugene stared at Carla for a moment, and then he glanced at the others. He unscrewed the plastic cap on the bottle of water, breaking the seal. He threw the cap on the table top and drank down a third of the water in a few gulps. He looked at Carla. “Satisfied?”


  “Not yet.”


  Tony looked across the room at the phone sitting on top of the long counter. “What about the phone?” he asked. “You guys think it’s some kind of trap?”


  No one answered.


  Tony set his empty bottle down on the table and walked over to the counter and stood in front of the telephone. He studied it for a long moment, letting his eyes roam along the cord that ran down behind the counter. Then he went behind the counter, choosing his steps carefully. He studied the black cord, and then squatted down behind the bar for a moment, out of sight from the others.


  He stood back up and looked at the others. “This cord isn’t connected to anything.”


  Carla pulled out a chair from the table and sat down as Tony searched for a phone jack. But he came up empty and came back out from behind the counter.


  Eugene, Ray, and Beth sat down at the table. Beth’s legs throbbed from the long walk and it felt good to rest her body for a moment, but her mind was buzzing with panic. There was something wrong with this place. Windows that didn’t break. Locked doors. Booby traps. Modern-day appliances in a ghost town.


  “We need to figure out who brought us here,” Carla said. “We need to figure out what they want.”


  Tony stomped across the wood floor to the table and plopped down in the chair at the head of the table. “This is fucked up,” he whispered.


  “We need to figure out why we’re here,” Carla continued. “There has to be a reason why we’re here. Why us?”


  “What we need to do,” Tony said, “is get all of this water that we can carry and walk out of this place.”


  “And go where?” Carla asked him. “There’s a desert in every direction. Who knows how far it goes.”


  “There are traps in here,” Tony said. “Someone’s fucking with us. I’d rather take my chances out there than in here.”


  Carla looked at the others, and then her eyes rested on Beth.


  Beth nodded. “Maybe he’s right. We take the water and just pick a direction and walk.” She glanced at the others and she was a little surprised that they were listening to her, taking her seriously. Her husband never would’ve taken anything she had to say seriously. Their attention helped build her confidence. “And I think we need to hurry.”


  “You really think they’re going to let us walk out of this town?” Eugene said.


  Tony sniffed and stared at Eugene. “What the hell are you talking about?” He looked at Carla. “I told you he’s in on this.”


  Eugene sighed like he was frustrated, like he was trying to explain something to a child. “It just seems like whoever these people are went to a lot of trouble to bring us here. I don’t think they’re going to let us walk out of here.”


  Tony stared at Eugene. “You seem to know a lot about what’s going on here. Who’s out there? Frank’s people? Is that who it is? Did Frank bring us here?”


  Eugene gave Tony a tight smile that didn’t touch his eyes behind the glasses. “If Frank brought us here, we’d all be dead right now.” He took a quick sip of his water. “Of course, he probably would’ve made us dig our own graves first.”


  Tony jumped up from his chair, knocking it down to the floor in the process.


  Carla jumped to her feet just as quickly, a fierce look in her eyes. “You two cut it out right now. We’re not going to fight.”


  “I don’t trust that guy,” Tony said. “He doesn’t look very concerned to me given the situation we’re in here.” Tony sniffed again.


  “I think we should sit here for a few minutes at this table,” Carla said to Tony, but then she looked at each of them as she continued. “I think we should think things over. Try to figure out as much as we know before we go running off into the desert. There has to be a reason the six of us were chosen and brought here.”


  “I agree with her,” Eugene said. “We need a break from the sun. We need to rest. Build up our strength a little if we’re going to go running off into the desert.”


  “My feet hurt,” Ray said to no one in particular.


  “I think the first thing we should discuss is this Frank guy,” Tony said, still standing at the head of the table, his chair still overturned on the floor.


  Eugene showed the first signs of anger and frustration. “Frank’s not involved in this! I just told you that!”


  Tony sniffed. “I don’t believe you.”


  Eugene winced and shook his head. “What’s wrong with you? Why do you keep sniffing? Do you need to blow your nose or something?”


  “No,” Tony said a little too quickly. “I just need a damn cigarette and I don’t have any on me.”


  Tony patted at his clothes like he was trying to find his cigarettes, but he got a strange look on his face as he touched the back pockets of his pants.


  “Everything okay back there?” Eugene asked Tony.


  “My wallet,” Tony said. “It’s gone.”


  “Yeah, my wallet’s gone, too,” Eugene said. “Kidnapping I can deal with, but a pickpocket?”


  “Why don’t you cut the smartass mouth?” Tony growled at Eugene, but he was still digging his hand into one of his pants pockets.


  Carla looked at Eugene. “Really, Eugene. It’s getting old.”


  Eugene just shrugged at Carla and sipped his water.


  “I don’t have my wallet,” Tony said, “but there’s something else in my back pocket.”


  CHAPTER EIGHT


  Tony pulled his hand out of his back pocket and held a small plastic horse. It looked like a child’s cheap toy. He stared at it in shock. “What the hell’s this? This isn’t mine.”


  Carla stared at Tony as he set the toy horse on the table in front of him. She looked at the others. “Everyone check your pockets.”


  They all stood up.


  Carla reached down into her front pockets and searched. She dug out three small seashells and laid them on the table. “This is all I have on me.”


  Eugene searched his pants pockets but didn’t find anything. He rummaged through the inside pockets of his suit coat and brought out a small plastic figurine. He set it on the table in front of him. It was a cartoonish rat eating a hunk of Swiss cheese.


  Ray dug through his layers of clothing, searching and searching until he found a piece of candy in his pocket, it was a bright red ball wrapped in cellophane. He broke into a big smile. “Hey, I found a Fireball candy in my pocket.”


  “Good, Ray,” Carla said. “Just set it on the table.”


  Ray looked disappointed, but he set it on the table. “But I like Fireball candies.”


  Beth didn’t need to search through her pockets. She knew where her object was; she’d felt it earlier when they were walking through the desert. She slipped her hand down into her left front pocket and pulled out a small toy car. It was a Hot Wheels car, a small replica of a yellow Chevrolet Camaro. Her heart skipped a beat when she saw the car in her hand—she recognized that car.


  And Tony noticed.


  “What’s wrong?” Tony asked her. “Is that yours?”


  Beth shook her head no and stammered out an answer. “No. No, it’s not mine.” She nearly dropped the toy car onto the table in front of her, relieved to get rid of it.


  “So none of this stuff is ours?” Carla asked everyone.


  Eugene glanced down at the cartoon rat eating the cheese. “Well, this was handed down to me from my grandmother.”


  Carla ignored Eugene’s joke and sighed. “This is weird. Why do we have these things in our pockets?”


  Beth glanced at the toy car on the table in front of her, and then she glanced at the part of Adam’s body that she could see—his legs poking out from behind the stacks of crates on the other side of the room.


  “I think Tony’s right,” Beth said. “We need to get out of here.”


  Everyone looked at Carla who threw her hands up in surrender. “Okay. You guys win. I don’t know what time it is, but it feels late in the day. Maybe it would be better to walk at night anyway.”


  Tony’s face lit up. “Now you’re talking, sister.” He was off and running, searching around the room, but still being careful of any traps.


  “What are you looking for?” Carla asked Tony.


  “I don’t know, some kind of weapon to take with us. Might be some wolves or some shit out there.”


  Ray got up and followed Tony around. “I’ll help you, Tony.”


  “I don’t want your help, Ray.”


  Eugene watched Tony as he searched gingerly through the piles of old furniture. “You’d better be careful what you touch over there.” And then he made the sound of electricity sizzling.


  Beth gave Eugene a disgusted look, and then she got up and picked up her two bottles of water. She was ready to go.


  Tony came back with a wooden chair leg that was broken off into a sharp point. He was ready to go.


  Carla and Eugene stood up and grabbed their bottles of water—after what they’d drank so far, there were still two bottles left for each of them.


  “Everyone ready for this?” Carla asked them.


  They all looked at each other and then nodded.


  They walked to the double doors of the hotel, Tony leading the group. He pushed the doors open all the way and stepped out onto the wooden walkway.


  CHAPTER NINE


  Moments later, the five of them stood in the middle of the dirt street in front of the hotel. Beth and Carla carried their two bottles of water in their hands. Tony shoved one of the bottles of water into his front pants pocket so he had a free hand to carry his sharp stick. Eugene had managed to stuff his two bottles of water inside his suit coat pockets, and Ray hid his bottles of water somewhere in his layers of clothing.


  They hesitated for a moment before walking, all of them glancing around, searching for any movement among the buildings or from down the street. They listened for any sounds, but all they could hear was the whistling of the hot wind tunneling down through the street and kicking up dust.


  Beth couldn’t stop thinking about Adam’s charred body lying on the wood floor inside the hotel lobby. There was somebody here in this town, probably more than one of them, and they had set traps.


  Eugene’s words stayed with her: They wanted us to find this place, and they aren’t going to just let us walk out of here.


  But they had to try, Beth thought. Didn’t they?


  She felt a shiver run through her body even though it was still boiling hot out here. The sun was low on the horizon in front of them, washing the white church in a reddish-orange glow.


  “Which way do you guys want to go?” Carla asked, and Beth thought she could hear the sound of passing-the-buck in her voice, like if this was a bad decision she didn’t want to share any of the responsibility for it.


  “I don’t know,” Tony answered. He stared at the church a few hundred yards in front of them beyond the last of the buildings.


  The church was large with a steeple on top of it that seemed like a long finger pointing up to God. The white church stood alone and there was some kind of dirt yard in front of it bordered by small rocks with a path through the middle of it that led up to the red double doors.


  Tony glanced behind him. “We came from that way, so we know there’s nothing in that direction for miles.” He pointed at the church. “Let’s head that way, towards the church. And then to the mountains beyond it.”


  Tony didn’t wait for an affirmation from the rest of them; he started walking with the pointed stick gripped in his hand like a small sword.


  The others fell in behind him.


  They walked past the line of buildings in the silence of the desert. All of them were tense and jumpy.


  But nothing happened.


  They got to the end of the buildings and stood for a moment in an open area beyond the last building, with the church only forty yards in front of them.


  Now that they were closer to the church, Beth could see that it had been painted recently. Somebody had to be fixing this town up, and it seemed like the church was their first priority. To Beth, it didn’t even look like the church belonged in this town with these old buildings, like it was from a different time, a more modern time.


  Tony hesitated and the others waited behind him. Something about the last building on the left had caught his attention. It wasn’t a business like the other buildings were. They knew the building they had been in was a hotel. Another one of the buildings seemed like a general store; another one looked like it could’ve been a saloon, but the sign above the doors was so faded they couldn’t read it. A few of the buildings looked like they could be homes or apartments; another looked like an old-fashioned bank from an Old West movie. But this building that had caught Tony’s interest looked more like a barn.


  Maybe it had been a blacksmith’s shop, Beth thought, or a place where people could put their horses up when they stayed in town for the night. A livery, she thought it was called.


  The image of horses in the barn came to her mind and she immediately thought of the object that Tony had in his back pocket—a toy horse. Did the object mean something? Did it have something to do with this barn?


  Tony stared at the large wood doors of the barn; they were closed and there was what looked like a brand new chain and padlock locking them shut.


  “Those doors are chained shut,” Tony muttered, almost to himself.


  Carla looked around. “This doesn’t feel right.”


  “Somebody’s watching us,” Beth said as her eyes went back to the church. There was someone in that church, she was sure of it. She could feel it. She could feel sets of eyes on her right now.


  Tony broke away from the group and walked towards the double doors of the barn like he was transfixed by them.


  Beth watched Tony as he stood in front of the wood doors which could’ve been slid apart on rusty rollers if the chain hadn’t been holding them together. But the doors weren’t pulled together quite all the way; there was a gap between them. Beth watched as Tony peeked inside through the gap, and from her angle she saw his eyes widen in surprise and shock.


  Eugene noticed Tony’s reaction. “What do you see in there?”


  Tony didn’t answer. He didn’t even turn around.


  Eugene was about to say something else, but a gunshot from the church stopped his words. A bullet pelted the wooden door inches away from Tony’s head.


  Tony backed away from the barn doors so fast that he nearly tumbled backwards over his feet. He caught his balance and raced back to the group.


  They were about to run towards the church, but two more gunshots sounded and two more bullets pelted the dirt a few feet in front of them.


  Tony crouched down, trying to decide where to run. He pointed past the church to the rocky hills in the distance underneath the gory splash of the setting sun. “Come on! That way!”


  He started to run, Carla and Ray following him, but two more bullets pelted the sand in front of them, and drove them back towards Eugene and Beth who were waiting.


  “They won’t let us go this way!” Eugene shouted at them.


  Ray was beginning to panic. “We gotta run! We gotta run!”


  “No, Ray!” Carla screamed at him; she looked like she was ready to grab him if he started to take off for the desert again. “They’ll kill you if you run that way!”


  Ray’s eyes were wild. He looked back the way they had come. It seemed to be the only safe place to go.


  “Let’s run to the church!” Tony yelled. He was hunched over like a man walking underneath the spinning blades of a helicopter, like he was preparing himself for the impact of a gunshot.


  “That’s where the shots are coming from!” Eugene told him.


  “We gotta charge them,” Tony said. “Rush them while we have a chance.”


  Three more gunshots sounded, and three more bullets pelted the dirt in front of them, driving them back a few more steps, back down the dusty main street of the ghost town.


  They huddled together, wanting to run, but afraid to move.


  “They’re fucking with us,” Eugene said in a low voice, like whoever was inside the church might hear him. “They could’ve hit us anytime they wanted to. They’re backing us up, herding us back to the hotel.”


  Tony was about to argue with Eugene, but Beth’s words cut him off.


  “Do you guys hear something?”


  Beth heard a sound coming from the church. It was a familiar sound, something she’d heard before—a low growling sound.


  The double doors of the church flew open and two gigantic Rottweilers bolted outside, running straight for them.


  “Holy shit!” Eugene screamed.


  “Back to the hotel!” Carla yelled. “Now!”


  They all raced back down the dusty street.


  Tony was the fastest of them all; he sprinted down the sandy street, his heels kicking up little puffs of dust. The bottle of water squirted out of Tony’s front pants pocket as he ran, falling down to the dirt, and he left it there. He still had the sharp stick clenched in his hand.


  Beth was right behind Carla, both of them clutching their bottles of water in their hands like batons at a relay race. Beth didn’t glance behind her, but she was pretty sure Eugene was a step or two behind her, and Ray was bringing up the rear.


  The dogs barked and growled, and they seemed so close. Beth heard their paws pounding the dirt as they ran.


  Tony hopped up onto the wooden deck and ran the last few steps to the double doors of the hotel which were still wide open. He bolted inside and Carla was right behind him. Beth was the next one in. She turned around just in time to see Eugene reach the door. She looked beyond Eugene and saw that Ray, who was heavier than the rest of them, had fallen five or six steps behind.


  And the dogs were right on his heels.


  “Hurry, Ray!!” Carla shouted.


  Eugene bulldozed inside the doorway and shot past Beth. He turned and braced himself like he was ready if the dogs followed them inside the hotel lobby.


  Ray was on the wooden walkway now, his worn-out sneakers pounding along the wood planks, his untied shoe laces flying, slowing him down. He was only a few steps away from the double doors when one of the dogs latched onto his calf. The dog’s teeth sank down through his pants and into his flesh. Ray let out a wail, but he didn’t stop running. He tried to lunge the last few steps towards the door, dragging the large dog behind him.


  Tony tried to force the door closed.


  “What the hell are you doing?!” Carla screamed at him.


  Tony tried to push Carla out of the way and force the doors shut at the same time. But she was stronger than he had expected, and he couldn’t put all of his strength into both actions.


  Beth heard Ray screaming outside the double doors, pounding on them as Tony had them nearly closed now. But Carla caught Tony off-guard with one last push, using all of her strength. Tony slipped back and nearly fell down, and he dropped his stick in the process.


  Carla swooped down and picked up the stick from the floor.


  The double doors crashed open as Ray forced his way inside, screaming and crying the whole time.


  Carla swung the stick down at the dog’s head like a baseball bat and the dog loosened its grip on Ray’s calf. She turned the stick around and jabbed at the dog’s neck with the point. The stick wasn’t sharp enough to penetrate the dog’s flesh, but it was painful enough to make the dog let go. The Rottweiler skittered back, but its eyes were on Carla like it was considering another attack. The other dog was circling back around, speeding towards them from the other side, running full-steam, slobber flying out of its open mouth of sharp teeth.


  Eugene and Beth grabbed Ray and helped him inside where he collapsed down on the floor, sliding out of the way as Carla swung the doors shut and blocked them with her body as both of the dogs hit the doors at the same time. They nearly knocked her off balance, and the doors opened again a few inches.


  Beth heard the dogs snarling and scratching at the doors, barking ferociously. But she didn’t think about that, she slammed her body into the opening doors and helped Carla keep them shut.


  But the doors weren’t locking.


  “The stick!” Beth yelled at her. “Shove it through the door handles!”


  Carla did, and it held the doors shut against the battering rams of the dogs.


  For now at least.


  “We could stack some of that furniture against the door,” Eugene said, breathing hard. But he looked at the furniture warily, like the thought of booby traps had come to his mind. And then he glanced at the refrigerator like maybe that might be a better idea, but he wasn’t going to suggest it.


  Tony grabbed one of the six chairs from the table and he carried it over to the doors and shoved the back of the chair up underneath the door handles at an angle, wedging it there. That held the doors shut even tighter.


  Beth helped Ray over to the table and he plopped down into a chair, still blubbering the whole time.


  Tony, Eugene, and Carla watched the doors.


  But the dogs stopped battering the doors and it was eerily silent outside for a moment. The only sound was Ray crying.


  Beth crouched down beside his injured leg. “Let me see,” she told him as she gently rolled up his pants leg to look at the wound.


  “I hate dogs,” Ray cried. “I hate ‘em.”


  Beth saw the teeth marks on Ray’s calf, and some blood, but the wound wasn’t too deep. From a big dog like that, the wound could’ve been a lot worse. She had expected it to be a lot worse.


  “They don’t look too deep,” Beth said to Ray, and then she looked at the others who stood by the door like they were still bracing themselves for another attack from the dogs. “Like the dog was just trying to warn him. Or just trying to hold him.”


  “It was biting me,” Ray sobbed. “It was trying to eat me!”


  Carla glared at Tony. “You couldn’t help him?”


  “I was trying to get the doors shut to save the rest of our asses. It wasn’t my fault he couldn’t keep up with the rest of us.”


  “Yeah, that’s about what I would expect from you.”


  “Hey, I had to make a decision. And I made it.”


  Carla walked away from Tony, back to the table by Beth and Ray. Ray was still crying, but he wasn’t as loud now.


  “You don’t know me,” Tony said to Carla, and then he looked at the others. “None of you know anything about me. You don’t have the right to judge me.”


  Carla and Beth locked eyes. “These dogs weren’t trying to kill Ray,” Beth told her.


  “It sure felt like it,” Ray said, sniffling.


  “They could’ve done a lot more damage if they’d wanted to,” Beth continued.


  “How do you know that?” Carla asked her.


  “We always had dogs growing up. And my husband, he … he knows a lot about dogs. We have some dogs. Rottweilers, actually.”


  “What a coincidence,” Tony said and then looked at the double doors with the stick stuck through the handles and the chair wedging it shut. “I hope those doors hold.”


  Eugene walked away from the group towards the refrigerator, his eyes focused down on the floor.


  Beth opened one of her bottles of water and poured a little bit of it on Ray’s wound, cleaning it as best she could.


  Ray winced.


  “Uh, you guys may want to come and take a look at this,” Eugene said from over by the refrigerator.


  Everyone except Ray hurried over behind the stack of furniture and crates to the refrigerator where Eugene stood, looking down at the wood floor.


  Adam’s body was gone.


  CHAPTER TEN


  “Where the hell is he?” Tony whispered.


  “Maybe he wasn’t dead,” Beth said in a low voice.


  “No,” Carla answered. “He was dead. I’m sure of it.”


  Tony walked away and ran his hands through his hair. He sniffed a few times, taking in deep breaths. “This is fucking crazy. They came in here and got him while we were out there.”


  They all heard the sound of cellophane crackling. They turned to see Ray picking up the Fireball candy from the table, about to open it.


  Eugene rushed at Ray. “Ray! What are you doing?!”


  Ray dropped the candy back down onto the table, his eyes wide with surprise. “I … I was gonna eat it. It’s mine. I found it in my pocket.”


  Eugene shook his head no like he was trying to communicate with a child. “No. You can’t eat it. It means something.”


  “But I like Fireballs,” Ray pouted.


  Carla, Beth, and Tony came back to the table and looked down at the objects from their pockets that they’d left behind on the table.


  Eugene looked at them. “These things mean something.”


  “What do they mean?” Carla asked.


  “I don’t know, but whoever’s doing this, I think they’re playing some kind of a game. And these things we found on us are clues to the game.”


  “How do you know that?” Tony asked, his eyes narrowing in suspicion.


  “Why else would we have them on us? Why would they take all of our stuff and replace them with these things?”


  Tony gave Eugene a wicked smile. “Yeah, it’s a game.” He looked at Carla and Beth. “Eugene knows so much about all of this.”


  Tony looked back at Eugene. “How did you know to go over there and check by the refrigerator? You knew that Adam’s body would be gone, didn’t you?”


  “Tony,” Carla warned. “Don’t start with this again.”


  “No,” Tony snapped at her. “One of us is involved with this. I’m sure of it.” Tony’s eyes were on Eugene the whole time. “And I think it’s Eugene.”


  CHAPTER ELEVEN


  It was starting to get much darker inside the hotel only fifteen minutes later. The sun had dipped well below the mountains in the distance and the eastern sky was turning dark with night.


  The Rotweillers lay in the dirt street in front of the hotel, but they were alert, watching the doors, guarding them.


  Tony peeked out through the frail curtains covering the double door windows.


  “The dogs are still out there, aren’t they?” Beth asked him.


  Tony turned and nodded. “Yeah. How do you know?”


  “They’re well-trained.”


  Tony eyed Beth, but he didn’t say anything as he walked back to the table where the others sat.


  “Is Beth a suspect now because she knows about dogs?” Carla asked Tony.


  “Fuck you,” Tony muttered as he plopped down in his chair. “She could be. So could you.”


  “What about you?” Carla asked him. “How do we know you’re not the one? You’re always the one bringing it up. Maybe you’re trying to mask who the real mole is.”


  Tony sighed and looked away from Carla, trying to ignore her.


  Carla smiled at Beth—a small triumph.


  Ray hugged his arms. “It’s getting cold in here.”


  “So, what are we going to do now?” Tony asked everyone. “Sit here and listen to Carla run her mouth all night?”


  “Why don’t you shut it for me?” Carla told him.


  Eugene jumped in quickly. “What do you think we should do, Tony? You seem to have all the answers about everything.”


  Tony got up and paced, it was like he needed to move, like he needed to do something. “Let’s look around again. Find something to make weapons out of.”


  “You already looked around.”


  “Yeah, down here. We didn’t check upstairs.”


  “Yeah,” Eugene answered. “Booby traps, remember?”


  Tony marched over to the refrigerator. He picked up the stick they had used to pull the bottles of water out. He walked past the table to the set of steps leading upstairs.


  Carla watched him. “What are you doing?”


  “Something besides sitting around,” he said over his shoulder. He stopped at the foot of the stairs, the stick in his hand.


  Carla stood up. “Maybe he’s right,” she said to the others. “Maybe we should see what’s up there.”


  They all walked over and stood behind Tony who still hesitated at the foot of the stairs. He seemed to have lost a little bit of his nerve now that he stared up at the stairs ascending into darkness.


  “What are you waiting for, fearless leader?” Eugene asked him.


  Tony snorted in a huge sniff and shook his head. “Nothing.”


  Tony whacked the first step with his stick, and then gingerly set his foot on it, testing it, lowering more of his weight down onto it. Then he tapped the second step with the stick before stepping onto that one with his foot.


  “God, this’ll take all night,” Carla said and brushed past Tony. She hurried up the stairs leaving Tony and the rest of them behind.


  “I guess it’s safe,” Tony said and followed her.


  Beth and the others followed Tony up into the gloom.


  They gathered in the wide hallway upstairs. Doorways to rooms lined both sides of the hallway which ended at a far wall.


  Carla went to the first doorway and peeked inside.


  The room was nearly empty except for an old, stained mattress in a corner. There were a few small piles of debris, but nothing else.


  None of them entered the room. They made their way down the hall to the next door which was wide open, the floorboards creaking under their weight.


  The next room was empty except for more junk against the far wall underneath a window that looked out onto the flat roof of the next building. The junk consisted of bits of wire, pieces of scrap wood, a small piece of metal pipe.


  Tony and Carla entered the room first and they walked towards the window. Tony eyed the junk on the floor, looking for anything that could be useful.


  Eugene, Beth, and Ray entered after them.


  A closet door caught Eugene’s attention—it was halfway open. He walked towards it and pulled the door open, ready to jump back if anything popped out at him. But nothing jumped out—the only sound was the hinges squealing in protest.


  Eugene stood there for a few seconds in the open doorway, looking down at the closet floor in shock.


  “What the hell?” he said.


  CHAPTER TWELVE


  “What is it?” Tony asked as he and Carla hurried over to Eugene, huddling behind him, trying to see what he was looking at down on the closet floor.


  Eugene squatted down in front of the doorway to the closet, and he was about to reach his hand inside …


  “Eugene, stop!” Carla yelled.


  Eugene pulled his arm back and looked up at Carla who hovered over him.


  “It could be a trap,” she said.


  Eugene looked back down at the floor inside the small closet which was covered with wallets, purses, jewelry, packs of cigarettes, money clips, cell phones, pagers, and other personal items.


  “Holy shit,” Tony whispered. “I told you we’d find something up here.”


  “I guess we’re not the only ones who’ve been here before,” Beth said.


  Eugene was about to reach into the closet again, but this time Tony’s voice stopped him.


  “Maybe Carla’s right. This could be some sort of trap.” He handed Eugene his stick. “Here, use this.”


  Eugene took the stick and jabbed it into the pile; he raked the stick back towards him and pulled out a wallet. He grabbed the wallet and opened it, rifling through it.


  “What’s in there?” Carla asked Eugene.


  Eugene pulled out a driver’s license and read it aloud. “Howard Franklin. From Arizona.” He tossed the license on the floor and looked through the rest of the wallet. “No money. A picture of his wife and kids, I guess. Two credit cards. A triple A card. A library card.”


  Eugene tossed the wallet aside and reached into the closet.


  “The stick,” Tony hissed.


  Eugene glared up at Tony. “This isn’t a trap. They wanted us to find this. They wanted us to see this.”


  He turned back to the closet and grabbed another wallet and opened it. Again, he read the driver’s license. “Eric Gomez. Born on March sixteenth, nineteen eighty-five. From California.”


  Eugene tossed the wallet aside and grabbed a small Coach clutch purse. He found the driver’s license inside and read this one aloud. “Wendy Mason. Texas.”


  Tony ran a hand through his dark hair, sniffling. “Shit, that’s a lot of people.” He shook his head in disbelief. “All of those people couldn’t have been here in this ghost town. No way, man—that’s not possible.”


  Carla squatted down right beside Eugene and she plucked a cell phone from the pile. She pushed the buttons, but nothing lit up. She turned the phone over and opened the back. “No battery,” she told them.


  “What a shocker,” Eugene grumbled.


  Carla tossed the cell phone back into the pile, and she grabbed a pack of cigarettes. “Ooh, cigarettes. I bet I know who would want one of these.”


  Tony snatched the pack out of Carla’s hand with lightning speed.


  “Hey!” Carla said.


  “Too slow, sister. You see a lighter down there somewhere?”


  Carla looked through the pile and found a lighter. She flicked it a few times, but it didn’t light. She shook it. Empty. “It doesn’t work,” she told Tony.


  Tony sniffed at the pack of cigarettes, inhaling deeply. Then he looked back down at Carla. “Look for another lighter in there.”


  Carla got to her feet and smirked at Tony. “Look for it yourself.”


  Beth walked away from the closet—it was too crowded for her. She walked over to Ray who stood by the one window in the room that looked out onto the flat roof of the building next to the hotel; the flat roof lay three feet below them outside the window. Beth could see the buildings on the other side of the street in the darkening gloom from this window. She could just barely see a flash of white from the church steeple at the end of the street, but the other buildings were blocking most of the view of the church.


  “You alright, Ray?” she asked him.


  Ray nodded, still staring out the window. “I just don’t want to be here anymore.”


  “I know. We’re trying to get out of here.”


  Beth glanced back at the others, watching them as they picked through the contents on the closet floor.


  Carla backed away from the others. “It’s getting dark.”


  Eugene and Tony continued sifting through the items.


  Eugene stood up, giving up on the search through the items. “There’s nothing in there that’s going to help us. No working lighters. No cell phones. Nothing.”


  “Come on,” Carla told them, practically ushering them away from the closet. “I think we need to get downstairs and make some kind of sleeping arrangements while we can still see.”


  “Who the hell’s going to be able to sleep,” Tony said.


  CHAPTER THIRTEEN


  Hours later Carla and Beth sat against the wall in the nearly pitch-black darkness of the hotel lobby. There was some small amount of light coming from the stars and half-moon outside in the night sky, but it wasn’t penetrating the hotel lobby too well.


  Earlier they had pulled off some of the white sheets and canvas tarps from the piles of furniture at the back of the room. They were worried about booby traps, but they had to take their chances. As the darkness fell, the temperature dropped as well.


  The men spread out the canvases and sheets on the wood floor near the table and chairs. Beth and Carla took two of the white sheets and sat against the wall where the steps led upstairs. They had all agreed to sleep in watches, and Beth and Carla took the first watch. After a few hours they were supposed to wake up Tony and Eugene.


  Tony, who had wondered earlier who could sleep in a place like this, was sleeping soundly; he was just a black lump in the darkness rolled up in a canvas tarp. Eugene and Ray had more clothing on to protect them from the cold and they just lay on sheets of canvas. Ray was snoring loudly.


  Beth took a small sip of water. She was on her last bottle of water, and she wanted to conserve it.


  “Your husband do that to your face?” Carla asked Beth.


  Beth looked at Carla and she could just make her out in the darkness beside her.


  “Yeah,” Beth finally answered.


  After a long silence, Beth turned to Carla. “Sorry. I don’t ever talk to anyone about it.”


  “Suit yourself,” Carla said. “If it was me, I’d wait for the bastard with a baseball bat and catch him in the knees. Then I’d beat the shit out of him until he didn’t move anymore.”


  “Yeah, I wish I could.”


  “Too scared of him?”


  Beth didn’t answer.


  “Why don’t you leave him?”


  Beth still didn’t answer. She could hear Carla shifting in the darkness, maybe sitting up a little, getting closer to her, Beth didn’t look at her to find out.


  “Don’t tell me you still love this guy. I don’t want to hear that shit. I’ve heard that too many times before.”


  “It’s complicated. I’d love to leave him … it’s just that … it’s just not that easy.”


  There was a long moment of silence.


  “Where are you from?” Beth asked just to change the subject.


  “L.A. Grew up in a bad area. Fell in with a gang. Easy to get in, not so easy to get out.”


  Beth nodded in the darkness, but she had no idea what life in a street gang would be like.


  “I moved out of L.A.” Carla continued. “Went to stay with my aunt in San Diego. I wanted to start over.”


  “Don’t you ever worry about your … I mean the gang looking for you? Finding you?”


  “Sure. But I’m not going to let myself live in fear the rest of my life. I won’t allow them to do that to me.”


  Again they sat under the blanket of darkness in an awkward silence. Beth listened to the heavy breathing and snoring from the men. She tried to pick out each man’s breathing, trying to make sure they were all really asleep.


  “What’s the last thing you remember before waking up here in the desert?” Beth asked.


  Carla thought for a moment.


  “I’m not sure,” she finally answered. “It’s strange, like it’s kind of hard to remember. I think I was studying in my bedroom. I think I might have fallen asleep on my bed with some books open.”


  “Studying?”


  “Yeah. The one condition my aunt had before I moved in with her was that I go back to school and get my high school diploma.”


  “That’s what I want to do,” Beth said in a soft voice. “Go back to school. Start over. Start everything over.”


  “Just do it, then.”


  Beth didn’t answer.


  “I guess that’s complicated, too.”


  Beth felt the punch of Carla’s words in her gut. She even had to suck in a breath of air like she’d been hit.


  She heard Carla sigh next to her in the dark. “I’m sorry,” Carla said quickly. “I didn’t mean that. I’m just … it’s just that my nerves are fried right now and I’m saying shit without thinking.”


  Beth just nodded in the dark.


  “You got any kids?” Carla asked.


  “No. I was pregnant once a few years ago. I thought having a baby would calm Trace down … my husband. But he became even … angrier.” Beth let her words trail off.


  “What happened?” Carla asked, but it sounded like she already knew the answer. “You lost the baby?”


  Beth nodded and let out a croak, choking back a sob. She didn’t want to talk about that anymore, either.


  “Okay, let’s get back on track here,” Carla said. “You asked me what my last memory was. What was yours?”


  “It’s all kind of fuzzy. I think Trace wanted to go out with some friends. I said something, I don’t remember what it was, and he thought I was telling him what he could and couldn’t do …” Beth let her words trail off again, she felt tears in her eyes and she wiped at them. “Anyway, it was a big misunderstanding.”


  They were both silent for a long moment.


  “There’s got to be some kind of connection between all of us,” Carla said. “Some reason the six of us were brought here.”


  Beth nodded in the darkness, trying to concentrate on what that connection could be, but now she just saw the image of Trace standing in front of her, wobbling drunk, about to punch her again. She closed her eyes, hoping the image would go away.


  “Who have we got here?” Carla continued in a low voice that was starting to sound sleepy. “We’ve got an abused housewife and a former gangbanger trying to get her high school diploma. We’ve got an asshole who hasn’t told us much about himself. We’ve got some kind of street bum who is a little slow. And Eugene looks like some kind of business man, but the way he screamed about Frank in the desert, I think his business is a little on the shady sign.”


  Carla yawned.


  “And there was Adam,” Beth reminded her.


  “Yeah. We need to find something we all have in common,” Carla said and her voice was getting softer and slower.


  Beth concentrated for a long moment, wondering what they could all have in common—it was a good distraction from the thoughts of her husband.


  The answer to the connection seemed to be there in her mind, hidden somewhere under a fog, almost within reach …


  CHAPTER FOURTEEN


  Beth woke up to an ear-splitting scream.


  She sat bolt-upright and looked around the hotel lobby. She had been lying on her side on the wood floor, her back against the wall where she and Carla had been sitting while on watch.


  Soft and yellowish morning daylight flooded in through the windows and double doors, but it was still chilly inside the room.


  The scream sounded again. It was a man’s scream, full of terror and pain. But it wasn’t coming from inside the lobby—it was coming from somewhere outside.


  Beth looked at Carla who was still sprawled out on the floor. She pushed on her leg. “Carla, get up.”


  Carla stirred and Beth looked across the room at the men who were still sleeping. But there were only two of them now.


  Tony was rolled up in a white sheet, curled up in a fetal position. Eugene didn’t have a sheet on him, and he slept on his back with an arm draped over his eyes, his eyeglasses on the table. But the canvas sheet where Ray had slept was empty.


  Ray was gone.


  After the next scream, both men woke up, sitting up quickly, looking around like they weren’t sure where they were for a moment.


  Carla was up on her feet like she was ready for fight or flight. “What the fuck is that?”


  “Someone’s screaming from outside,” Beth said.


  Carla looked over at the men and she saw that Ray was gone. “Where’s Ray?”


  “What the fuck?” Tony said as he backed away from the rumpled sheets he’d been wrapped up in.


  Eugene grabbed his glasses from the table and slid them on. He looked towards the double doors. The stick was still lodged through the handles, the chair still wedged underneath. “It’s Ray out there. That must be who’s screaming.”


  The gut-wrenching screams from outside were even louder now, becoming one constant scream. No words, no pleading, just one long, steady, unending scream.


  Eugene rushed over to the double doors.


  “Wait a minute,” Tony said from behind him. “Let’s think about this for a minute.”


  But Eugene didn’t wait. He knocked the chair out of the way and pulled the stick free from the door handles. “They got Ray.”


  “Maybe Ray left,” Tony offered, still standing in the same spot on the floor. “Maybe he tried to run without us.”


  Carla and Beth were beside Eugene in a flash, ready to back him up, both ignoring Tony’s pleas to slow down and discuss this.


  Eugene pulled one of the double doors open and Beth could already hear the two dogs barking outside. They didn’t sound like they were very close to the door, and their barking was being drowned out by the insane and continuous scream.


  Beth had never heard someone scream like that before.


  “Oh … God …” was all Eugene could say once he stepped out onto the wooden walkway and looked down the dirt street.


  Beth and Carla followed him outside onto the wood deck. Beth glanced out at the dusty street and the dogs were there, only fifteen feet away, but they weren’t attacking. They just stood in the street, almost like watch dogs, waiting in case any of them tried to run.


  Tony ran to the double doors and he picked up the pointed stick from the floor. He went outside onto the wood deck and stood behind Carla and Beth.


  The four stood together in a tight group, all of them still within a few steps of the front doors of the hotel lobby.


  Beth turned her eyes away from the dogs and looked towards the sound of the screams. She wished she hadn’t.


  Ray was fifty yards down the dusty street, right in the middle of it. He was buried up to his neck in the dirt street, only his head exposed. His head was on fire. The black sockets of his eyes and black yawning hole of a mouth were the only recognizable traces left of his face; the fire had melted everything else and was now charring the flesh.


  Ray’s screams began to die down. And then they stopped suddenly.


  Carla started to rush out after Ray, but Beth grabbed her arm.


  “There’s nothing you can do for him now,” Beth whispered into her ear.


  Carla struggled in Beth’s grip, but it was a half-hearted attempt. Beth could tell that Carla realized Ray was beyond help now. He was either dead or very close to death by now.


  Tony kept his eyes on the two dogs that now showed more of an interest in them, both of them slinking forward and growling. He gripped the stick in his hand like a large knife. “I think we need to get back inside.”


  The rest of them turned their attention to the dogs and watched the animals as they crept a little closer. The two Rottweilers looked like they were ready to spring into a run at any moment.


  CHAPTER FIFTEEN


  Once they were back inside the hotel lobby with the doors barred shut, Tony went on a rampage, pacing back and forth, swinging a fist at the air. “What the fuck!”


  Eugene, Beth, and Carla sat at the table.


  “How the fuck could they have gotten in here and carried that big motherfucker out of here without us knowing it?”


  “The stick was still through the door handles,” Eugene reminded all of them. “The chair was still wedged underneath the door handles. There must be another way in and out of here.”


  Tony turned his anger towards Carla and Beth. “You two were supposed to be on watch. You were supposed to wake one of us up before you went to sleep!”


  “I don’t remember going to sleep,” Carla said. “I was talking to Beth. Next thing I know I’m waking up a few minutes ago.”


  Tony shook his head in disgust. “I knew I shouldn’t have trusted you two. I shouldn’t have left that kind of responsibility to a couple of women.”


  Carla jumped up from her chair, eyeing Tony. “You better watch your mouth.”


  “Oh yeah?”


  Tony took a step closer to Carla.


  “You think I’m afraid of your punk ass?” Carla said.


  “You think you’re the only one from the streets?” Tony told Carla. “Well, sister, I’ve spent plenty of time on the street.”


  “Yeah, Sesame Street.”


  Tony looked like he was ready to pounce on Carla. “I’ve had it with your mouth!”


  Carla didn’t back down one inch. “Then do something about it.”


  Eugene stood up, his face red, his eyes blazing—it was the first time Beth had seen him this angry. “Carla! Tony! Stop! Arguing like this isn’t going to get us anywhere!”


  They were all silent for a few heartbeats.


  Tony and Carla stared at Eugene for a moment, and then they locked eyes with each other again.


  Eugene sighed, calming down a little. “Someone, some people, are out there picking us off one by one and all you two can do is fight with each other.”


  Tony and Carla didn’t respond.


  “We need to work together or we’re not going to survive,” Eugene finished. He let out another long exhale, like he was beyond weary.


  Tony’s eyes were still on Carla. “You were supposed to wake us up before you went to sleep.”


  “I don’t remember falling asleep,” Carla said through clenched teeth.


  Eugene jumped in quickly before they started arguing again. “Let’s think about this for a minute. We all fell asleep even though we didn’t want to. Maybe we were drugged.”


  Tony looked at Eugene. “Drugged. How?”


  “I don’t know. Maybe the water. Maybe some kind of gas in the room. How should I know?”


  “I don’t know how you should know, but you seem to know a lot about this.”


  “Not this again,” Eugene said and ran a hand through his curly hair. “You’re like a one-track tape.”


  “Only because you keep saying things that make me suspicious.”


  “Yeah, that’s because I stop and think about things instead of going off on little temper tantrums.”


  Carla watched Tony and her body was tense, she was still ready to fight. “I don’t think you’ll shed any tears over Ray,” she told him. “You were the one who tried to close the door on him when the dogs were attacking him.”


  Tony didn’t respond.


  “Remember?” Carla said with a sarcastic smile. “He was dead weight. A retard. A bum.”


  Tony walked away from Carla, moving deeper into the morning gloom of the lobby.


  She followed him, not letting up. “Oh, you don’t want to talk anymore, big man?”


  Beth stared at Carla—she could feel that this was going to spiral out of control very quickly. It was the same feeling she had when she realized a little too late that she’d said the wrong thing to Trace, the one word or sentence that was going to set him off. And once a man like Trace, or maybe Tony, was set off there was no turning back.


  “Please, Carla …” Beth said.


  Carla turned to Beth with fierce dark eyes. “No, Beth. This is how you stand up to a man.”


  Beth felt like she’d been punched in the gut—like Carla’s words had penetrated her body and struck her heart.


  But Beth also saw Carla’s face crumble in regret. “Beth, wait. I’m sorry. I didn’t mean it like that.”


  Beth nodded at Carla. She tried to show a brave face, or at least a neutral face, trying to prove that Carla’s words hadn’t hurt her, but she could already feel her eyes welling up with tears, her throat closing in emotion, her skin flushing. She didn’t want to cry, but she couldn’t help it.


  Carla rushed over to Beth and put an arm around her. Beth didn’t want Carla near her right now, not after what she’d just said, but she didn’t push her away, either.


  “I’m sorry,” Carla said. “I didn’t mean that.”


  Beth just nodded and wiped away at her tears.


  Tony ran over to the nearest wall and kicked it with the sole of his sneaker. The wall made a dull thudding sound, almost a muffled sound. “God, this is so fucking crazy!”


  Eugene shuffled over to the table and sat down. “Come over here and sit down, Tony. Please.” He looked at Carla and Beth. “Please, let’s all sit down for a minute and think about this.”


  “I don’t want to sit down!” Tony raged. “I want to do something!!” He rushed over to the table, his eyes glowering. “They came in here and took Ray out of here right under our noses. We were sleeping right beside him. They could’ve killed all of us if they’d wanted to. They’re going to pick us off one by one. And you want to have a meeting?”


  Eugene stood up, his anger back suddenly. “Yes I do! Because if we don’t figure this game out, then that’s exactly what’s going to happen—they are going to pick us off one by one!”


  Tony stared at Eugene for a moment.


  Everyone else was quiet. Beth and Carla watched Tony and Eugene, both of them at the table, standing on each side of it, staring at each other.


  “A game,” Tony finally said. “You and your fucking game.”


  “It is some kind of a game,” Eugene answered. “At least to them, it is. And I think we’d better figure out the rules in a hurry.”


  Eugene looked at Beth and Carla. “Please,” he said again. “Come and sit down. Let’s try to figure this out.”


  Beth and Carla sat down at the table. Eugene and Tony sat down. They all sat at each side of the table, like bridge players ready to start a game. On the table were the objects that they’d found in their pockets the day before.


  Eugene reached out for the toy rat with the hunk of Swiss cheese. He picked it up and held it for a moment, studying it. “These things mean something. They wouldn’t have put these in our pockets if they didn’t mean something.”


  Tony sniffed and then exhaled a loud breath. He picked up the object he’d found in his back pocket, a toy horse. It was a horse in mid-gallop, but it could be stood up on the table on its legs. It was painted black with little other detail. It looked like it could be from a generic plastic toy set of a farm.


  “Okay,” Eugene said. “What do we have here? I have a rat eating a piece of cheese. Ray had a piece of candy. Tony has a horse. Beth has a toy car. And Carla has three seashells.”


  Carla picked up one of the seashells she’d found in her pocket and looked at it for a moment.


  Beth didn’t pick up her toy car. She didn’t want everyone else to see that she recognized the car. She wanted to tell them that she recognized it, she really did, and she was thinking about how to say it without all of them pouncing on her and accusing her of being involved with all of this.


  “Maybe there’s some kind of connection between these objects,” Carla offered.


  “Maybe,” Eugene said. “They’re all toys.” But then he stopped. “Except for the seashells.”


  “So maybe they’re not all toys,” Carla said. “But maybe they would all be something a child would have in their pockets: candy, toys, seashells.”


  “Yeah,” Eugene said, his eyes lighting up with the first glimmers of hope. “Maybe.”


  “Or maybe each one was tailored to us,” Carla said, getting a little more excited, a little more animated. “Maybe each object is significant to us somehow. A part of our lives.”


  “I don’t know what a fucking horse would mean to me,” Tony said. “I’ve never rode a horse. I don’t even like horses.”


  They were all silent for a moment.


  Carla looked at Eugene. “What kind of work do you do?”


  “Is that really important right now?”


  Tony was suddenly interested. “Why don’t you just answer the question?”


  “Because I think we need to concentrate on these objects. I think we might be getting somewhere.”


  “There might be a connection between the objects and each one of us,” Carla said. “Maybe they are clues to why we were chosen to be here. We need to know more about each other, and maybe then we can figure out what the clue is.”


  Beth remembered Carla talking about this last night right before they drifted off to sleep—finding a connection between all of them.


  “You’re starting to think he’s in on this, too,” Tony said to Carla, his mouth spreading out in a mean grin. “Aren’t you?”


  Carla didn’t answer—she still stared at Eugene.


  “That’s my girl,” Tony said and clapped his hands once loudly.


  Beth jumped a little when Tony clapped his hands.


  “I know he’s got something to do with all of this, with all of his rules of the game and all that shit,” Tony said. “I can feel it in my bones.”


  Eugene threw his hands up in surrender. “You just won’t let it go, will you?”


  “No,” Tony answered, his dark eyes leveled right at Eugene. “I won’t.”


  “Who’s Frank?” Carla asked.


  Eugene shook his head in defeat and sighed. He played with the toy rat for a moment, almost like he was stalling.


  “Come on,” Tony said, his voice rising in anger. He seemed to Beth like a jungle cat ready to pounce on its prey.


  “Who’s Frank?” Tony asked again.


  “Fine,” Eugene said. “You want to know my life story?”


  CHAPTER SIXTEEN


  “I guess it won’t matter now if I tell you,” Eugene said.


  They all waited for him to continue.


  “I’m an accountant,” Eugene told them. “I do some work for the mob. Hide money for them in accounts, launder money for them. Frank is a mob boss who’s a little angry with me right now. He thinks I’ve skimmed some money off the top the last few times.”


  “Did you?” Tony asked.


  “Well, yeah. It was so easy. I didn’t think he would catch me. I didn’t even think he’d really miss it.”


  “So, this guy Frank is after you?” Carla asked.


  “He just wants to talk to me,” Eugene said with a grin.


  “Yeah,” Tony said. “Just talk with a set of knives and a blowtorch.”


  Eugene looked a little sick for a moment, but he didn’t say anything.


  “What’s the last thing you remember?” Carla asked Eugene.


  “I packed a suitcase and ran. I have some bank accounts down in Bermuda that I’d been saving for a rainy day. I was at the airport, at a motel waiting for the right time to take a flight out of Vegas. Waiting for it to be safe.”


  “And they found you?”


  “No. Nobody found me. The last thing I remember I was laying on the bed watching some TV. It was late. I had a few beers. I think I fell asleep. Next thing I know I wake up here.”


  Tony looked at Carla. “What are you trying to get at?”


  “There’s some kind of connection between all of us, some reason we are here.”


  “Well, genius, you figure it out yet?”


  “I think so,” Carla said.


  “You feel like letting the rest of us in on it?”


  “What about you, Tony?” Carla turned to him. “We don’t know much about you except that you sniff a lot and you’re in nicotine withdrawal.”


  Tony didn’t say anything.


  “What’s the last thing you remember before waking up here?” she asked him.


  Tony pointed at Beth. “What about her? We don’t know much about her, either.”


  “I talked to her last night,” Carla said quickly before Beth could say anything, and then she continued. “What do you do for a living, Tony?”


  “I’m between jobs right now.”


  “Wife? Kids?”


  “Nope. I’m between women right now, too. You interested?”


  “Hardly,” Carla answered. “What about your family?”


  “We don’t keep in touch.”


  Carla stared at Tony. “If you turned up missing, who would look for you?”


  Tony seemed like he was about to answer, but then he stopped cold. There was a look in his eyes like something had just clicked in his mind, like pieces of a puzzle had just been put into place for him and he could see the whole picture.


  Carla turned to Eugene. “If you turned up missing, everybody would just assume the mob got to you.”


  Carla looked at Beth. “And you would be a beaten housewife that finally got up the courage to run away. Maybe to an underground women’s shelter. Or people would assume that your husband finally went too far and killed you. Hid your body somewhere. The police might even be talking to your husband right now.”


  Beth smiled at the thought of that. “That would be the only good thing to come out of all of this.”


  Carla hitched a thumb towards the double doors that led outside. “And Ray was just a bum. A street person. Who would look for him? Who would even know that he was gone?”


  Eugene nodded as he stared down at the cartoonish rat eating the piece of cheese. “We’re all people who could disappear easily. We would all have good explanations why we would be gone. No one’s going to go out of their way to look for us.”


  Tony nodded at Carla. “What about you?”


  “I’m the teenage runaway. Ran off with a boy. A band. Whatever. There are thousands and thousands of runaways that no one really looks too hard for.” She looked at Tony. “And you might be that guy who goes out for a pack of cigarettes and never comes back.”


  “And Adam?” Tony asked.


  Carla shrugged. “A drifter between jobs. Who knows? We didn’t really get a chance to find out much about him.”


  “Or maybe Adam just disappeared,” Eugene said. “People turn up missing every day and they’re never found. There are more disappearances than homicides every year—far more of them. After a while, the police, and their families and friends, they just give up looking for the person.”


  Tony jumped to his feet and sniffed. He paced around the room for a moment in quick, nervous steps. “But that would mean that they know us pretty well. It would mean that they’ve followed us. Watched us. Picked us specifically.”


  Carla shrugged again. “I don’t know.” She looked at Eugene with a sarcastic smile. “I’m just trying to figure out the rules of the game. Right, Eugene?”


  Eugene nodded like he didn’t notice Carla’s sarcasm, or chose not to notice it. “Right. And if this is a game, then there has to be a goal. A prize. A way to win. Every game has one.”


  “Our prize is our lives,” Beth said. “Our freedom.”


  The other three looked at her, and Beth shrank back in her chair just a little, but not as much as she would have before. She could sense a strange feeling inside of her, like she was getting stronger, learning to stand up for herself, to speak out, and not to cower down anymore.


  “I don’t think it’s that vague,” Eugene said in response to Beth’s guess. “I think it’s something more specific.”


  Tony walked from the table to the double doors and peeked out the curtain.


  “So what do we do now?” Carla asked. “Now that we might have figured some things out, what do we do about it? Wait around for them to pick us off one by one? Or starve?”


  “We’ll run out of water before we starve,” Eugene said. “They only gave us so much water. Like there’s a time limit on the game.”


  Tony walked back to the table. Beth watched him—he looked different, like he had come to some kind of realization. He stopped before he got back to the table and stared at them.


  “I think I might know what the prize is,” he told them.


  CHAPTER SEVENTEEN


  They all stared at Tony.


  “What do you mean?” Carla asked him.


  “Yesterday, when we were trying to leave, when I was by that barn, I saw something inside through the crack in the doors. I think it was a car.”


  Carla jumped to her feet, her chair scraping back across the wood floor, almost tipping over. “What?!”


  Tony shrugged, and he looked sheepish, almost ashamed. “Yeah. A car. A red one.”


  “And when were you going to tell us this?” Carla spat out. “Or were you planning on keeping this information to yourself?”


  “I wasn’t sure about it,” Tony said quickly. “I only saw the car for a split second and then they started shooting at us. I don’t even know if it runs, so why don’t you just calm your ass down?”


  Eugene put his hands out in a placating gesture, trying to calm Tony and Carla down before they started screaming at each other again. “Okay. Okay, that must be it. It must be something. It has to be there for a reason. At least it’s something we can start with.”


  They were all quiet for a moment, glancing at each other.


  “So, how do we do it?” Beth asked, surprising herself with her boldness at speaking up. She was too tired to care anymore what the others thought of her right now. “How do we get down to that barn? We can’t just walk down there.”


  “The dogs,” Eugene reminded everyone.


  “And whoever was shooting at us from the church,” Beth added.


  Tony nodded. “We could find some kind of weapon. Or making something to kill the dogs with. Like some kind of spear.”


  “We’ve already looked around this place,” Carla said. “There’s nothing here.”


  “We could bust up more of that furniture over there,” Tony said as he walked around to the head of the table and sat down. “Sharpen the chair legs down to points.”


  “Sharpen them with what?” Carla said—she did not look like she was anywhere close to forgiving Tony about keeping the car in the barn a secret.


  “What about upstairs?” Tony said, and he looked at Eugene and Beth, trying to avoid Carla’s gaze. “In that closet up there. All that stuff. We didn’t have much of a chance to look through it last night. Maybe we missed something. There could be something in there. If this is a game, then they have to give us something along the way to help, don’t they? Some kind of clues.”


  Gene picked up his toy rat eating the piece of cheese. “Yeah, this is our help.”


  Tony got up and marched towards the stairs.


  “What are you doing?” Carla said.


  “I’m going up there and look around again.” Tony didn’t wait for them; he bounded up the stairs.


  “We should go up there with him,” Eugene said. “I don’t think any of us should be alone right now.”


  They all turned to the stairs when they heard Tony yell down at them from the top of the steps in a panicked voice.


  “You guys need to get up here quick!”


  CHAPTER EIGHTEEN


  Eugene, Carla, and Beth jumped to their feet and hurried up the stairs. They ran down the hallway, Eugene in the lead. They rushed into the room where they had found the stash in the closet last night.


  Tony stood in front of the open closet door, staring down in disbelief. He backed away from the open doorway so they could all see the closet floor. “Come look at this,” he whispered.


  Eugene hurried over to the closet and stood in front of it, staring down at the empty floor. All of the items they had seen last night were gone. There were no purses, wallets, cell phones, lighters, cigarettes, jewelry, scraps of paper, nothing. The floor looked like it had been swept clean.


  Carla and Beth hovered behind Eugene.


  “No way,” Eugene whispered.


  “All that stuff was really there last night, wasn’t it?” Carla asked.


  Tony paced away towards the window. “Yeah,” he answered. “Or where the hell did I get these?” He pulled out a crushed pack of cigarettes from his pants pocket.


  Carla took a step towards Tony.


  Beth watched Eugene as he entered the closet, about to step inside like he couldn’t believe it was actually empty. And something clicked in her mind. “Eugene, wait!” she yelled.


  But it was too late.


  As soon as Eugene fully planted the weight of his first step down on the closet floor, it collapsed and he fell through the floor with a crash. And then he was gone.


  Tony and Carla rushed back over to the doorway beside Beth and stared down at the gaping, dark hole in the wood floor of the closet.


  “Holy shit!” Tony said, running a hand through his hair over and over again, his eyes bulging in shock. “Holy shit! Holy shit!”


  Carla ventured closer to the closet, closer to the edge of the hole in the floor. The hole was a large neat rectangle in the floor, like the whole floor had just fallen away like a trapdoor. “Eugene!” she yelled down into the hole. “Eugene, answer me!!”


  Tony paced away from Carla and Beth. He kept running his hand through his hair and muttering to himself. “It could’ve been me,” he kept saying to himself. “It could’ve been me down there. It could’ve been me …”


  Beth placed a hand on Carla’s shoulder as she inched even closer to the edge of the hole, ready to yank her back if she needed to. They could hear a slight cracking noise in the floorboards, like the edges of them were beginning to weaken. “Be careful,” she told Carla.


  Carla ignored Beth; her focus was on the yawning black mouth that was the hole in the floor. They couldn’t see anything down in the darkness. “Eugene!! Can you hear me?!”


  They all heard a groan from deep down in the hole. It sounded like it could be Eugene grunting. But Beth heard another noise from down inside the hole, a somewhat familiar noise. It was a clicking and squeaking noise.


  Tony stopped pacing and muttering to himself. He looked at Beth and rushed over to her with a wild look in his eyes.


  It was a look Beth had seen so many times before. She braced herself for the violence that she knew was coming in the next few seconds.


  “You yelled at Eugene before he fell!” Tony screamed at her. “Like you were trying to warn him! Like you knew!”


  Beth shook her head no and stood up in front of Tony. “I just felt … something didn’t seem right …”


  Tony grabbed Beth’s arm in his vice-like grip. He was closer to her now, his face inches away from hers. She could see her husband’s eyes in Tony’s eyes. She swore she could smell her husband’s Jim Beam breath.


  “You knew what was going to happen!” Tony screamed at Beth


  For a split second Beth saw her husband Trace right in front of her, gripping her upper arm, his fingers digging into her flesh. For a second she cowered back like she always did from her husband and braced herself for the punch or slap or kick or bite.


  But then something snapped inside of her. It wasn’t Trace in front of her. It was Tony. She felt a well-spring of sudden courage and anger surge inside of her. It was an anger she’d never felt before, an anger she never knew she could possess. She tore her arm out of Tony’s grip and pushed him back away from her.


  “Yes!” she screamed at Tony. “I knew something was wrong! There was a closet full of shit yesterday, and now it’s all gone! I just thought it could be some kind of trap!”


  Tony stood there, shocked that Beth had pushed him back.


  “And you keep your damn hands off of me,” Beth growled at him.


  Carla ran at them like a linebacker on a quarterback blitz; she was just a blur of motion in Beth’s peripheral vision. She pushed Tony back away from Beth even further. “You touch her again and I swear to God I’ll knock you the fuck out.”


  Tony looked truly shocked as his eyes darted from Carla to Beth and then back to Carla again.


  Carla pointed at the closet. “Right now Eugene’s down there somewhere and he needs our help. We need to figure out a way to get him out!”


  “How the hell are we supposed to do that?” Tony spat out.


  “I don’t know. Why don’t you look for something we could use as a rope?”


  “We searched this whole place and—” Tony began, but his words were cut off by Carla.


  “Look again!”


  Tony was shocked into silence for a moment.


  Carla hurried back to the open closet door and fell down on her hands and knees at the edge of the rectangular hole. “I can’t see shit down there,” she said to herself. And then she screamed down into the opening. “Eugene! Can you hear me?!”


  They were all quiet and still for a moment.


  A few seconds later they heard Eugene’s voice from deep down in the hole. “Yeah. I … I can hear you, Carla.”


  “How far down are you?” Carla yelled down into the hole.


  All three of them were silent and frozen as they waited for Eugene’s answer. “I think I fell at least one story. Maybe two or three. I don’t know.”


  “Are you hurt?”


  They could hear Eugene grunting again, then a high-pitched scream from him. After a moment he spoke again. “My back. It’s … I think I might have broken my back.”


  Carla shook her head in helplessness. “I wish I had some kind of light to shine down there.”


  “I can’t …” Eugene spoke up from the hole and then he screamed again in pain. “My back! I can’t move. I can’t see anything. I can’t tell where I am.”


  “Can you see us up here?” Carla yelled into the hole.


  “No. I can’t see anything down here but darkness.”


  “How is that possible?” Beth whispered.


  Carla looked at Tony. “Go find something to pull him out with!”


  “There isn’t anything. I told you, we’ve been through all of these rooms already.”


  “Then go downstairs and knock on the walls. Try to see if you can tell where he is. Maybe there’s a door or something that we missed.”


  Tony hurried out of the room.


  Carla turned back to the hole in the closet floor.


  Eugene was screaming again.


  “What is it, Eugene?” Carla yelled down into the black hole. “What’s wrong?”


  “Please help me!” Eugene yelled. “There are noises down here. There’s something down here with me!”


  “What is it?” Carla asked. “What does it sound like?”


  But Beth suddenly realized what the clicking and squealing sounds she heard earlier were, and she felt sick to her stomach. The squealing and clicking sounds were louder now, like there were so many more of them now.


  Eugene let out a long wail. “It’s a … a chewing noise!” he screamed. “A clicking noise. Oh God, I think there are rats down here! Lots of them!!”


  CHAPTER NINETEEN


  Carla jumped to her feet and looked around the room in a panic, like she might suddenly see something that could help Eugene.


  But there was nothing.


  Eugene continued with non-stop screams and pleas for help. “Oh God! Please! There are tons of rats down here! They’re coming into the room! I can hear them. I … I can’t move!”


  Carla began to cry.


  Tony rushed back into the room. “I can’t find a way into the walls down there. I pounded on the walls, but I can’t hear anything down there.”


  Tony stopped. He could hear Eugene’s screams and cries for help coming from down in the hole. “What happened?”


  “Please, God help me!!” Eugene screamed from the hole.


  “Hold on, Eugene,” Carla yelled down into the hole. “We’re going to try and get you out of there!”


  “Hurry! They … they’re on me! All over me!! THEY’RE BITING ME!!” Eugene’s words melted into screams.


  Beth could hear Eugene thrashing around deep down inside the hole. She could also hear what sounded like thousands of clicking nails and gnashing teeth and high-pitched squeals.


  “I couldn’t find anything to use as a rope,” Tony said.


  Carla fled out of the room.


  Beth looked at Tony, and then she looked down at her clothes. “What about our clothes? We could tie them together. Tear them into strips. Make our own rope.”


  Tony moved closer to the hole, but not too close.


  Eugene was only screaming and thrashing now; his screams no longer forming into words or cries for help.


  “It’s too late now,” Tony said. “Even if we did that, we would never get to him in time.”


  Beth heard a noise from the doorway to the room. She and Tony turned and saw Carla in the doorway with a long coil of thick rope in her arms.


  Tony stared in shock. “Where did you find that?”


  “Right on the floor in the next room,” Carla said and rushed over to the hole in the floor.


  “That wasn’t there before. I was just in that room a few minutes ago. I would’ve seen it.”


  Carla ignored Tony as she dropped the rope down into the hole, holding onto the end of it. She wrapped the end of the rope around her waist, holding it tight, bracing herself with her legs.


  “Eugene!” Carla yelled. “I dropped a rope down to you!”


  Eugene’s screams were dying down.


  “Eugene! Grab the rope!”


  No answer from Eugene. His screams had stopped. But the sound of the clicking and squealing of the rats was even louder now. And there were wet chewing sounds, the sound of teeth and nails tearing away at flesh.


  Carla cried as she held the rope in her hands. “Eugene …”


  Tony walked over to Carla and stood right behind her. He spoke to her in a soft voice. “It’s over. He’s gone now.”


  Beth tensed up, suddenly certain that Tony was going to push Carla down into the hole.


  Carla didn’t turn to look at Tony behind her. She held onto the rope, her legs bent like she was ready to feel the weight of Eugene grabbing onto the rope any second.


  Tony walked away, shaking his head.


  Beth moved closer to Carla and laid a hand on her shoulder. “Tony’s right. It’s too late. We need to pull the rope back up or the rats will start climbing it.”


  For a moment it didn’t seem like Carla was going to move; it didn’t seem like she’d even heard Beth. Finally she nodded and began to pull the rope back up.


  Now that Eugene was dead, Beth suddenly realized what the objects they’d found in their pockets were supposed to mean.


  CHAPTER TWENTY


  Twenty minutes later Beth, Tony, and Carla sat at the table in the hotel lobby. The length of rope was coiled up on the floor near Carla’s chair. Carla had stopped crying and she just sat in the chair with a blank look on her face.


  Tony stared at Carla from across the table. “There was nothing we could do for Eugene. Even if we would’ve found the rope sooner, how would we have pulled him up out of there?”


  Carla didn’t answer.


  “Come on, Carla,” Tony continued, and that slight tinge of anger was back in his voice. “You heard him down there. His back was broken. He couldn’t even move without screaming in pain. You think he could’ve tied that rope around his waist and we could’ve pulled him up two or three stories from that hole?”


  Carla finally looked at Tony. “We could’ve tried.”


  Tony slammed his fist on the table. “I didn’t see the rope! Why don’t you believe me? It’s just like that shit in the closet. It was there, and then it wasn’t. That rope was planted by these people. They are in and out of here all the time. Playing fucking games with us.”


  Tony got up and paced away from the table. He ran his hand through his hair a few times and half-snorted and half-sniffed.


  He looked back at Carla. “I know you’re upset. But arguing about this isn’t going to help. If we’re going to survive this, then we need to stick together and work as a team.”


  “Oh yeah?” Carla said. “You’re such a team player. You didn’t even say anything about the car you saw in that barn.”


  Tony seemed like he was going to respond, but then he didn’t. He sighed like he was giving up. He walked away from the table and over to the bar with the useless telephone on top of it.


  Beth cleared her throat and then spoke. “I think I know what these objects are that we found in our pockets.”


  Tony stopped walking and turned around. He and Carla focused on Beth.


  “I think I know what they’re supposed to mean,” Beth said as she reached across the table and picked up the toy rat eating a piece of cheese. “This was Eugene’s object, a rat eating a piece of cheese. And that’s how he died, eaten by rats. Like he was a piece of cheese.”


  Tony and Carla stared at Beth as she set the toy rat back down on the table. The rat was cartoonish with a big smile, and it was certainly meant as a toy for kids. But now the friendly rat looked evil to Beth, its smile menacing, like there were terrible teeth behind that smile, dull teeth that took their time at ripping away flesh from bones.


  Beth picked up the Fireball candy that Ray found in his pocket. “And the Fireball candy in Ray’s pocket. That’s how he died. By fire.”


  Tony walked back to the table and picked up his own object—the toy horse. “What are you saying?” he asked Beth. “These are clues to how we’re going to die?”


  Beth nodded. “It seems that way to me.”


  “So I just need to watch out for horses?” Tony asked with a sarcastic grin and malevolence in his eyes.


  “No, she’s right,” Carla said. “But it’s more subtle than watching out for a horse. Ray wasn’t killed by a piece of candy. He was killed by fire.”


  Tony tossed his toy horse back down on the table; it skittered across to the edge and almost fell off the edge. “No! He was killed by them out there!”


  “Yeah, but they’ve given us clues. And we need to use them.”


  “This is ridiculous,” Tony said. He looked at Beth. “What about you? You have a toy car. A car. The same thing that’s in the barn at the end of town. The prize.” He looked at Carla. “That’s quite a coincidence.”


  “Maybe it means she’s already the winner,” Carla said.


  Tony shook his head no. “I don’t believe that. Maybe there can be more than one winner.”


  Beth stared down at the tiny yellow Camaro in front of her on the table. It was time to tell them what she knew. Tony had told them about the car he’d seen inside the barn. It was time for her to come clean, too.


  “I know this car,” she told them in a low voice without meeting their eyes. “I’ve seen this car before.”


  Shocked silence for a moment from both of them.


  Beth looked from Carla to Tony and then back to Carla again. “My husband Trace, he has a yellow Camaro exactly like this.”


  “What do you mean?” Tony asked. “Are you saying your husband might have something to do with all of this?”


  “No,” Beth answered quickly and she looked to Carla for help. “We’re poor. We live in a doublewide trailer in the middle of nowhere. Trace drinks all day. He could never be behind something like this.”


  Tony stared at her like he didn’t believe her. “Why didn’t you say something about this earlier?”


  “I didn’t want you to be suspicious of me,” Beth answered as she looked at Tony. “Like how you’re staring at me right now.”


  “How am I not supposed to be suspicious? None of these objects we found in our pockets mean anything to the rest of us, but you have your husband’s car in your pocket.”


  “Leave her alone, Tony,” Carla said, and then she looked at Beth. “But having your husband’s car must mean something,” Carla said. “We need to figure out what it means.”


  “Maybe it means—”


  Beth’s words were cut off by a slamming noise that came from the double doors of the hotel that led outside.


  They all whirled around and stared at the front doors of the lobby. The stick that was threaded through the door handles wasn’t there anymore and the chair that had been propped up underneath the handles was gone.


  “Where’s the stick?” Tony whispered. “And the chair.”


  Something brushed up against the doors outside. And then they heard a low growling from right on the other side. The door bumped open slightly, like it was being nudged and tested by the dogs.


  “The dogs,” Beth whispered.


  CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE


  Beth heard the low growling coming from the two Rottweilers just beyond the double doors.


  Carla got up slowly, her eyes never leaving the double doors. “We need to get upstairs,” she whispered and her dark eyes flicked to the stairway.


  Tony crept around the table towards Carla and Beth who were already on their feet.


  Every sound seemed hyper-elevated to Beth. She could hear the squeak of one of Tony’s sneakers as he moved closer to them. She could hear the creak of a floorboard. She could hear the rustle of clothing as Carla bent down to pick up the coil of rope, and the creaking sound as Carla wound the rope up tighter so she could carry it when she ran. She could hear the low, throaty growling of the dogs from outside. She could hear the moaning desert wind as it flowed through the one-street ghost town on its way towards the white church. And she could hear her own heartbeat thudding in her ears.


  The double doors burst open and the dogs charged in, both of them barking, saliva dripping, teeth gnashing.


  Beth followed Tony and Carla as they bolted up the stairs. She heard the dogs behind her, closing in amazingly fast; she heard the clicking of their claws on the wood floorboards as they ran (and it reminded her for a split second of the clicking sound of the rats as they crawled out of whatever dark place they had been hiding in to devour Eugene).


  They made it to the top of the stairs and they ran down the wide hallway to the closest room—the one with the hole in the closet floor.


  The dogs were up the stairs and running down the hall in a flash; Beth swore she could almost feel their breath.


  Tony and Carla got inside the room and held the door open for Beth. She just ducked inside and Tony and Carla worked together as a team to push the door shut on the dogs as they slammed into it. Tony shouldered the door as Carla twisted a lock on the door handle.


  On the other side of the door the dogs barked and growled. One of them slammed against the door and the other one pawed at the door, its claws scratching at the wood. Both of them barked furiously the whole time.


  Tony and Carla backed away from the door, watching it like it was a dam that could burst at any second.


  “I don’t know how long that door’s going to hold,” Tony said.


  “They’re still herding us,” Carla said. “They’re using the dogs now, but they’re still herding us somewhere.”


  Tony and Beth looked at her, but her eyes were still on the door like she was deep in thought. “It’s like they’re pushing us towards something. If we take too long to make a decision, then they do something to force us into action. It’s all part of their game.”


  Tony didn’t say anything. He marched over to the only window in the room.


  Beth watched him. It was the same window she and Ray had looked out of yesterday evening. The flat roof of the next building could be seen below the window, and there was another taller building beyond the flat roof in this line of buildings. The top of the church’s steeple poked up over the next tall building, reaching up into the endless blue sky of the desert.


  Tony stood next to the window for a moment as the dogs rammed their bodies against the door, shaking it in its frame.


  “Hey, come here,” Tony finally said.


  Beth and Carla hurried over to him.


  “We need to go out this window. It’s the only way. We go across that roof to the next building.”


  “It’s like they’re herding us towards something,” Carla said again, almost to herself.


  “What about the shooters?” Beth asked Tony.


  “If they were shooting from the church, then they can’t hit us from here.” He thought for a moment. “Of course they could be in any of those other buildings now.”


  Beth and Carla glanced at each other—this was their only option. What else could they do?


  Tony pulled up on the window, grunting as he tried to open it. Beth and Carla squeezed in beside him and helped. After one more try, the window broke free and slid up with a squeal.


  “Okay,” Tony said, breathing a little heavy. “I’ll stick my head out and take a look around.”


  He stuck his head out and glanced around quickly, and then he stood back up and looked at Beth and Carla. “I don’t see anything out there. No movement in any of the other windows. I’ll go first, then I’ll help you two down.”


  Carla smiled. “I think we can manage on our own. It’s only three feet down.”


  “What?” Tony asked. “You think I’m trying to feel you up? Believe me, that’s the last thing on my mind right now.”


  It didn’t look like Carla believed that.


  The dogs launched themselves at the door again, and this time they heard a loud crack from somewhere in the doorframe.


  “We need to hurry,” Beth said. “I know they can get through that door eventually.”


  “Yeah, right,” Tony said. “Our own Rottweiler expert.”


  But Tony didn’t push it any further. He crawled out through the window and dropped down to the roof below.


  “After you,” Carla said to Beth.


  Beth climbed out through the window, sat on the ledge for a moment, then dropped down to the roof. She landed on her feet, but she fell over and rolled over. She got to her feet quickly and crouched down a little, expecting gunshots to sound at any second. She looked back and watched Carla drop down out of the window with the coil of rope in one arm—she landed with much more grace than Beth had.


  In that moment Beth realized that she wished she could be like Carla; she wished that she was unafraid of anyone or anything like Carla was. Strong. Heroic. She felt that her time around Carla had changed her a little, and this whole situation had changed her in some deep way, like her brain had been rewired, making her a little stronger.


  Tony crouched down a little like someone walking underneath spinning helicopter blades and he gestured at Beth and Carla to follow him across the rooftop. All three of them raced across the flat roof to the wall of the next building which looked even taller than three stories. It was a solid wood planked wall with one small window high up near the eaves.


  They stood by the wall, waiting for a moment. Tony’s eyes scanned their surroundings, but everything seemed to be okay. “There’s no kind of access door up here on the roof,” he said.


  Carla gave him a look like she’d already figured that out. They were being led, her eyes told him. And there was only one choice now, only one place for them to go—the window high up in this wall.


  Beth looked up at the window above them. “It looks open.”


  “Of course,” Carla said. She looked back across the roof at the window they had just come out of. “If those dogs get through that door, will they follow us out here? Will they jump out of that window?”


  Beth shrugged. “Maybe. I guess they could.”


  “Here’s what we’ll do,” Tony said, looking up at the window. “Me and Beth will each grab one of your legs and help you up to the window. You stand on our shoulders and pull yourself up over the edge of the window. I’ll throw the rope up to you and then you can drop it back down to us.”


  “Done this kind of thing before?” Carla asked with a smirk.


  “Maybe,” Tony answered.


  “Alright,” Carla said and she dropped the coil of rope down onto the floorboards of the roof.


  Tony and Beth wrapped their arms around each of Carla’s calves and they hoisted her up onto their shoulders. It took a minute for Carla to catch her balance, and she leaned against the wall for support.


  Tony glanced at Beth. “You okay?”


  Beth nodded, but her arms were shaking a little as she held onto Carla’s leg.


  Carla reached her arms up and grabbed the ledge of the window. She took a deep breath and pulled herself up and over the window sill. She kicked her legs wildly as she disappeared over the edge and inside the window.


  Beth and Tony stared up at the window above them. Beth hadn’t heard any kind of crash from inside the window like Carla had landed badly and she hadn’t heard any cries or screams from Carla. She held her breath for a moment as she waited for Carla to let them know she was okay.


  Carla finally poked her head out of the window.


  “It’s some kind of attic up here,” she told them.


  Tony grabbed the coil of rope by his feet and tossed it up to Carla. It took two throws for Carla to catch the rope. She dragged part of the rope inside the window and let the rest of it dangle down the wall.


  “Find something to tie it to up there,” Tony said and his voice sounded so loud in the silence of the desert.


  “I know what to do,” Carla hissed and she ducked back inside with the rope.


  Tony looked at Beth. “You think you can climb up that rope?”


  Beth shook her head no. She wasn’t really sure.


  “I’ll lift you up onto my shoulders. You lean against the wall and reach up for the window. Carla will help pull you up.”


  Beth nodded quickly and took a deep breath. Tony hoisted her up easily onto his shoulders and she stood up on shaky legs. She reached up and Carla was waiting for her. Beth grabbed the window sill and pulled herself up and over quickly, surprising herself with her own strength even though Carla had helped her a little.


  After Beth was inside the attic, she looked back out the window and watched as Tony scaled up the side of the wall, grabbing the rope hand-over-hand and walking up the side of the wall with his feet. Once he made it to the window, he pulled himself inside over the ledge.


  Beth looked around at the large attic they were inside of.


  “Make sure you walk on the rafters,” Tony told them when he stood up in front of the window.


  Beth looked down at the lines of wood amid the sea of pink insulation. The trusses stretched up above them to the peak of the roof.


  Carla pointed at a light on the other side of the gloomy attic. “I think there’s an opening over there. See the light coming through?”


  Tony didn’t answer. “This isn’t right,” he said as he looked around.


  “What’s wrong?” Carla asked as she turned back to Tony.


  “Look at all this insulation. Look at these rafters and trusses. This isn’t old wood. It’s newer wood.” He touched the wood. “It’s solid. This isn’t an old ghost town. It’s been built recently, like within the last ten years or so. But the outside has been made to look like a ghost town.”


  Tony walked across one of the joists and touched some wires running throughout the rafters. “These are electrical wires here. And those are fiber optic cables over there.”


  “What’s that mean?” Carla asked. “Like cameras.”


  “Yeah,” Tony said. “This place, all of these buildings must be set up with cameras in the rooms. They’ve been watching us the whole time.”


  CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO


  “Let’s just get going,” Carla said.


  Tony didn’t argue.


  The three made their way carefully across the joists, holding on to the rafters where they could.


  After crossing the floor of joists and rows of pink insulation, they came to an access door that was wide open, letting a shaft of light pour up into the attic. Carla, who reached the door first, didn’t hesitate—she glanced back at Tony, but she didn’t wait for permission; she dropped down to her stomach, lying flat on the floor of joists and insulation as best she could and poked her head down into the hole and looked around for a minute.


  Tony and Beth huddled near her, waiting.


  “What’s down there?” Tony finally asked her.


  Carla took another moment looking around, and then she pushed herself up and twisted around so that she was sitting on the edge of the opening, her legs dangling down into the room below.


  “Nothing,” Carla finally answered Tony. “It’s just an empty room.”


  Again, Carla didn’t wait for permission or a discussion of what they should do. She reached out to the other side of the rectangular opening and grabbed on to it, then she let her legs drop out from beneath her until she was dangling in the air of the room below, then she let herself go and dropped down to the floor below with a soft thud.


  Tony looked at Beth. “You’re next. Just like she did it.”


  Beth nodded, but then she looked down through the rectangle access hole at Carla below them in the room. Carla was staring at something across the room that was out of Beth’s view. And Carla looked a little confused by what she was seeing.


  “What’s that?” Carla said more to herself than to Beth or Tony. She walked towards whatever she was looking at.


  “Carla,” Beth hissed down at her. “What are you doing? Wait for us.”


  Carla didn’t answer. She just walked away and now Beth couldn’t see her anymore from her sitting position on the edge of the access hole.


  “What’s going on down there?” Tony asked Beth. He looked like he was ready to push her out of the way if he needed to and jump down into the room below them.


  “I don’t know,” Beth answered, already getting herself into position to drop down to the floor below. And then she froze as a thought entered her mind.


  Seashells … shells …


  She looked at Tony with horror. “Oh God, I think I know what the shells in Carla’s pocket are supposed to mean.”


  “What?” Tony barked out.


  But Beth didn’t answer; she didn’t have time to talk to him about it. She let herself drop down to the floor with a crash. There was no need to be quiet now, she knew that now. She hadn’t landed as gracefully as Carla had, and she fell over onto her side, rolling away from the access hole, sure that Tony was going to crash down on top of her in the next few seconds.


  Tony landed on the floor near her with a thud just as Beth got to her feet.


  They both turned and saw Carla at the other side of the room reaching her hand out towards a door that was slightly ajar.


  “Do you guys hear that?” Carla asked them as she pulled the door open. “It sounds like … like a baby crying.”


  “Carla, wait!!” Beth screamed.


  But Carla didn’t wait. She opened the door and she was thrown back from a shotgun blast. She flew backwards a few feet and landed on her back with a crash that reverberated through the wood floor. Her face was gone: all that was left behind was a red gory mess with black hair pasted around the edges of it. The only recognizable feature of what used to be her face was her open mouth, but her jaw seemed to be opened too wide and shifted way too far to one side, barely hanging on to the lower half of her face anymore. There was a spray of blood on the wood floorboards beyond her head and her arms and legs were splayed out and lifeless.


  Beth and Tony ran over to Carla.


  Beth dropped down beside Carla, trying to help. But there was nothing she could do; Carla’s death had been instantaneous. A pool of blood was widening underneath her head, neck, and shoulders, the blood seeping down into the cracks between the floorboards.


  “She’s gone,” Tony said from behind Beth.


  Beth fought back the tears and nodded. She got to her feet and looked at Tony.


  Tony stared at the wide open doorway where a shotgun hung, suspended by an intricate web of ropes attached to the ceiling. Twine wrapped around the trigger of the shotgun ran to the inside door handle of the door Carla had just opened.


  Tony looked at Beth. “You said shells right before you jumped down into this room. How did you know?”


  Beth shook her head no and wiped away at her tears. “I don’t know. I just figured it out at the last second. Shells. Shotgun shells.”


  She stared at Tony and she saw the suspicion in his eyes.


  “Why didn’t she wait for us?” Tony finally asked.


  “She heard something behind this door.”


  “What?”


  “I think she said it was a baby crying.”


  Tony stared at Beth for a moment, and then he looked back at the shotgun hanging in front of the door.


  “I didn’t hear anything, did you?” Tony asked Beth.


  “No,” Beth said.


  Tony glanced around. “You hear anything now?”


  Beth shook her head no.


  “The shotgun’s already gone off,” Tony said. “It won’t go off again. But there could be other traps in there.”


  Beth nodded and inhaled deeply. She wiped her eyes dry. She hadn’t wanted Carla to die. A grim thought crossed her mind: why couldn’t it have been Tony instead of Carla?


  She pushed the thought away as she watched Tony for a few seconds.


  “I guess this is our only way out of here,” Tony said as he hesitated in front of the door. He glanced around the room. There were two windows that looked out onto the street below, but nothing else. He looked up at the access hole in the ceiling.


  “We need to keep going,” he said and sniffed before entering the small room with the shotgun hanging in front of the doorway.


  CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE


  Beth followed Tony into the small room with the shotgun hanging in it. They ducked underneath the weapon, and worked their way around the ropes and twine hanging from the gun to the ceiling and back down to the door that they had just entered through. Besides the shotgun, the room was totally empty—the only other feature in the room was another door set in the far wall. And this door was closed.


  Beth walked right to the door and was about to open it, but Tony’s words stopped her.


  “Hey! What are you doing?”


  “I don’t think it’s a trap,” she said and opened the door quickly.


  Nothing happened when Beth opened the door. Beyond the open door there was a hallway that led off to the right, which ended in a set of wood steps that led down into the darkness.


  Beth stepped out into the hallway and started walking. Tony followed Beth down the hall and then down the steps. Their footsteps echoed eerily in the long, narrow stairwell.


  Beth wasn’t sure why she believed there weren’t any more traps in this building, but she knew it somehow. There seemed to be something surfacing in her memory, like it had when they’d first reached the ghost town, but the memories were closer now, almost visible. But there was still something she was missing, some important piece of the puzzle that she needed to figure out very quickly if they were going to survive.


  After descending the last few steps down onto the first floor, Beth and Tony waited a moment, looking around at the room they were in. It looked like it might have been a general store in the Old West at one point—but now they knew that everything here was just a fake, like a set in a movie.


  Near the bank of dirty windows and front door at the far end of the room was a long counter with an old-fashioned cash register on top of it. There were old bins made of wood, most of which were empty, situated around the large room. A few of the bins were filled with debris—mostly junk: scraps of wood, cloth, twisted pieces of rusty metal. Along the walls were built-in shelves that were draped with cobwebs and dust.


  Beth walked straight through the room, past the wood bins scattered throughout the floor, past the long counter, and right towards the door.


  Tony fell in behind her and followed her.


  They both stood by the door which had a large glass window in it. The glass was dirty and seemed to be tinted, but they could see the barn right across the street. The free-standing barn was the last building on the other side of the street, and it was set back slightly from the other line of buildings. This General Store they were in was the last building on this side of the street.


  “I don’t see the dogs anywhere,” Tony finally said.


  “They’ll come back down to the street eventually,” Beth said. And her voice didn’t sound like her own anymore. It was stronger and more confident now. She’d been through Hell now, and she was stronger because of it.


  “I think we should make a run for the barn right now,” Tony said.


  “Didn’t those barn doors have a chain and lock on them before?”


  “Yeah,” Tony answered, staring at the barn again. “But they’re gone now.”


  Beth thought about Carla’s certainty that they were being herded the whole time. The lock and chain was gone from the barn now. Whoever these people were, they wanted them to go into that barn just like they had wanted them to go into the hotel when they first got here. They wanted them to enter the barn and claim their prize.


  Tony didn’t wait for Beth. He opened the glass door and stepped outside onto the wood deck which had a wooden awning over it. He was tense, ready to run back inside if he needed to.


  Beth followed Tony outside. She wasn’t as tense as he was because she had already figured out that the dogs weren’t going to come running down the street now and no one was going to shoot at them from the church.


  Because they had reached the end of the game—these people, whoever they were, wanted them to see what was inside that barn.


  Beth stepped off the wood deck and walked across the dirt road that served as the only street in this forgotten town. Tony fell in step beside her. He glanced around like he was looking for dogs and shooters, but then he watched her. It seemed to Beth like he had figured out the answer on his own, too—like he had come to the same sort of realization she had. But he was keeping it to himself.


  They reached the large double doors of the barn and each of them grabbed a giant metal door handle and pushed the door back. The doors slid open easily, like they had been greased recently and had been well-maintained even though they looked old and dilapidated on the surface.


  They stood in the open doorway for a moment.


  Tony stared in awe and took a step inside in the barn.


  But Beth was frozen in place as she stared in shock at the 1969 red Ford Mustang. It was parked in the middle of the barn; the nose of the car pointed at the barn doors like it was ready to be driven right out of this barn, and right out of this ghost town.


  “This can’t be right,” Beth whispered.


  CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR


  Beth walked towards the red Mustang as Tony ran over to the driver’s door. He was about to reach for the door handle, but he drew his hand back, suddenly suspicious that it might be a trap.


  Tony looked at Beth as she walked towards Tony on legs that felt like jelly.


  “Come look at this,” Tony told her.


  Beth stood right beside Tony and stared at the car.


  “The keys are on the seat,” Tony said in a low voice like someone might be listening to them. “You think it’s a trap?”


  Beth shook her head no in confusion. “I don’t know, but something is—”


  Before Beth could complete her sentence, Tony grabbed her and threw her against the driver’s door.


  Beth, too surprised to react, bounced off the car door and fell to the dirt floor of the barn.


  Tony stared down at her with a mean smile. “I guess it’s safe.”


  Beth struggled to get back to her feet. “Wait a minute, Tony.”


  As she stood back up, Tony punched her in the stomach. She doubled over as pain exploded throughout her mid-section and her breath escaped her lungs for a moment. She fell backwards over a small bale of hay with a dirty tarp covering part of it.


  Tony opened the Mustang’s door and grabbed the keys off the seat. He was about to get in the car, but he looked back at Beth. “Sorry, honey. I’m pretty sure there can only be one winner in this game, and it’s going to be me.”


  Tony sat down inside the car and stuck the key into the ignition. The engine roared to life. He slammed the door shut and revved the engine for a moment. It sounded so loud in the barn.


  Beth struggled to sit back up, trying to shake the cobwebs out of her brain, trying to move past the pain. “Wait, Tony,” she said again, but he couldn’t hear her over the engine. “The toy horse you have. It’s a Mustang.”


  The back tires of the Mustang spun on the dirt floor of the barn for a moment, spitting up rooster tails of dust and dirt into the air, and then the tires caught traction and the car bolted out of the barn through the wide-open double doors.


  Beth got to her feet and took a few steps towards the open door. She watched the Mustang spin around in the dirt street, kicking up a cloud of dust. She could see Tony inside the car whooping with delight.


  She walked to one of the double doors and leaned against it as she watched the Mustang drive away towards the church, about to speed past the building and out towards the desert hills in the distance.


  And then the engine of the Mustang stalled and the Mustang coasted forward in silence. Even from where she was, Beth could see Tony beating on the driver’s door glass, trying to get out of the car, but it was like the door was stuck or locked. He looked wild with fear, like he finally realized that he was sitting in the final trap.


  Two seconds later the Mustang exploded. The car’s rear end lifted up three feet off the ground and then slammed back down. The hood of the car blew up into the blue sky amid a fireball and mushroom cloud of black smoke. The hood spun in the air, over and over again, before crashing down onto the decorative area in front of the white church.


  The car sat at the edge of town, between the last building and the church. It was burning now like a bon fire, the flames crackling in the desert heat, the black smoke spiraling up into the sky.


  Beth slid down the barn door and plopped down onto the dirt. She felt close to passing out. She saw something out of the corner of her eye. Someone had opened the front door of the church and stepped out into the daylight. Even from where she sat beside the barn door, Beth could tell that the person wasn’t holding a rifle or any other type of weapon that she could see.


  The person walked down the walkway of the church and out into the open area of dirt, past the burning car, and right towards the barn—right towards Beth.


  Beth sat in the sand by the barn door. She stared through half-closed eyes up at the woman who stood in front of her.


  And now Beth knew that the game was over. The woman who stood in front of her was herself—she looked up into her own face.


  CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE


  Beth’s eyes popped open and she sat up quickly, too quickly, because the pain in her stomach knifed through her insides. She held a hand on her stomach, waiting for the pain to pass.


  Then she looked around at the bedroom she was in.


  It was her bedroom.


  She was back in her own bedroom, lying in the middle of the unmade bed. She looked at the end table with the lamp on it next to the bed. The small table was cluttered with empty plastic water bottles just like the ones she had drank from in the ghost town. Right next to the water bottles was a handful of Fireball candies and some crumpled cellophane wrappers.


  At the foot of the bed, the old TV was on with the sound turned almost all the way down, but she could still hear what the men in the black-and-white movie were saying. In the movie there were three gangsters about to shoot a man in the middle of a desert. The man pleaded for his life, begging Frank not to shoot him, begging Frank to give him another chance.


  Beth swung her feet over the side of the bed and sat there on the edge for a moment. She touched her stomach and ribs gingerly. They felt damaged, but maybe not broken. It hurt a little to breathe, but not too badly.


  She sat still for a moment and let her eyes roam over the walls of her and her husband’s bedroom. Her eyes stopped on a painting in a frame that she had bought at a flea market years ago. It was a painting of an old ghost town with the sun setting behind it. Trace hated the picture, but he let her hang it in the bedroom.


  She got to her feet and walked closer to the painting. The buildings in the painting were exactly the same as the ghost town she’d been in.


  “It can’t be,” she whispered as she stared at buildings.


  A panic began to build inside of her as she rushed over to another picture on the wall, this one was a framed photograph and it was much smaller than the ghost town painting. It was her and Trace’s wedding photo. They had posed in front of the white church where they had gotten married.


  It was the same white church she’d seen in the ghost town.


  But the glass over this picture was shattered, like her husband Trace had punched the photo.


  She looked around the room and saw her small book shelf. She hurried over to the books and scanned the titles and authors. One was written by a person named Carla Lopez. Another one was written by a man named Eugene Rosenthal.


  A pile of clothes in a laundry basket in the corner caught her eye. She ran over to the basket and picked up the T-shirt lying on top. It was one of her T-shirts. It had been given to her by a cousin a few years ago as a gag gift for Christmas and she hadn’t been able to throw it out. She picked up the shirt and stared at the cartoon drawing of a rat eating a hunk of Swiss cheese.


  Beth dropped the shirt back down into the basket. Oh God, she had somehow dreamed or imagined the whole thing, the ghost town, Carla and the others …


  Her thoughts froze when she heard the two dogs barking outside.


  She rushed over to the window and pushed the curtain aside. Outside, the two Rottweilers were barking and going crazy as a red 1969 Mustang pulled up the dirt driveway and slid to a stop amid a cloud of dust.


  The driver’s door flew open and Trace, very drunk, nearly fell out of the car. He managed to stand up and he regained his balance. The dogs continued to bark at him, wagging their stubby little tails. He kicked at one of them and nearly fell down onto the dirt again. He yelled at them to shut the fuck up, and then he turned towards the doublewide trailer.


  Beth let the curtain drop back in place, and she turned to the closed door of the bedroom. Even though her mind screamed at her to run, she was frozen with fear. She glanced around the bedroom with wide eyes; she had nowhere to run, nowhere to hide. She could already hear Trace stomping up the wooden steps of their trailer and ripping the front door open.


  She started to run towards the closet, but it was stuffed full of clothes and it looked like part of the sliding doors had been destroyed in a drunken rage.


  And then she stopped suddenly because she felt something in the front pocket of her jeans—something familiar.


  She reached into her pocket and pulled out the yellow toy Camaro along with a handful of sand.


  “This can’t be …” she whispered.


  It was too late to run, too late to hide. Trace was already stomping down the hallway which led right to their bedroom at the end of the trailer. She could hear him talking to himself as he approached their bedroom.


  “Fucking bitch! I’ll kill that fucking bitch if I see her again. Nobody leaves me. Nobody.”


  Leave him? her mind screamed. Had she left him?


  Beth watched in horror as the bedroom door flew open.


  Trace stood frozen in the doorway when he saw Beth. For a moment he couldn’t move, couldn’t talk. He could only sway on unsteady legs as he stared at her.


  “Holy hell,” Trace finally whispered. And then his face split into an evil smile. “Look who decided to finally come back home.”


  Beth shook her head no, trying to speak, but no words could escape her clenched throat. Her body was tense and her skin buzzed with terror.


  Trace took a step inside the bedroom, his dark eyes like little pebbles of hatred focused on her. “Where the fuck have you been for the last three days, Beth?”


  Beth shook her head no again, trying to answer, but she couldn’t catch her breath.


  Trace smiled even wider and snorted in a sniff (just like Tony, Beth thought). “What’s a matter? Cat got your tongue?”


  He took another step closer to her. “You come back to get some of your things? Is that it? Figured you would pop in and get out without me knowing it?”


  He glanced down at her clenched fist.


  “What’s that in your hand, Beth?”


  Beth looked down at her own clenched fist. The yellow Camaro was inside her hand, along with some of the sand that had spilled out of her pocket.


  Trace rushed at her as she tried to lunge for the bed, trying to get around him and out the door. But he was too fast for her. He grabbed her arms and threw her across the room and into the wall. The picture of the ghost town crashed down to the floor, the glass shattering.


  He grabbed her wrist and pulled her hand up towards him. He pried her fingers open and the toy car fell out of her palm and down onto the carpet.


  “What the hell’s this?” he asked. “A toy car?”


  Beth still wouldn’t answer. She could feel something in the pit of her stomach along with the pain. It was a feeling she’d felt before—she’d felt it at the ghost town. It was a fountain of courage and confidence. And it was building quickly.


  “You’d better start answering me,” Trace warned. “I want to know where the fuck you’ve been for the last three days. Who the fuck have you been with?


  Three days? I’ve been gone for three days? If I wasn’t really at the ghost town, then where have I been?


  But Beth didn’t answer Trace. She stared at him—she wasn’t going to look away from him this time.


  Not this time.


  And she could feel that sensation of rage boiling up in the middle of her stomach, growing bigger and bigger, threatening to erupt.


  Trace swayed in front of her as he poked her in the forehead. He poked her each time he asked her a question, knocking her head back into the paneled wall, harder and harder each time.


  “Where have you been, Beth?”


  A poke from Trace on her forehead, and the back of her head hit the paneled wall.


  “You’re really starting to piss me off. Where …”


  Poke.


  “… have you …”


  Poke.


  “…fucking been for the last …”


  Poke.


  “…three days!”


  The ball of rage inside of Beth exploded. She brought her knee up into Trace’s crotch as hard as she could.


  “I don’t know where I’ve been!!” Beth screamed at Trace as he crumpled down to the floor, gasping for breath, his hands on his crotch.


  Beth hopped over Trace and ran for the bedroom door.


  Trace rolled over on the floor, choking and coughing. But he was already getting back to his feet.


  “Oh, you’re dead,” he whispered. “You’re so fucking dead.”


  He stood up and braced himself with one hand on the wall for a moment. Then he stumbled across the room and slammed the bedroom door all the way open and stared down the empty hallway that opened up to a large living room area with the kitchen beyond that.


  “Beth,” Trace called out as he stumbled down the hallway. “Sweetheart! Come on out! I just want to talk to you!”


  Trace staggered into the living room and glanced around at the torn black leather sofas, the flat screen TV, the coffee table littered with beer cans and old takeout food boxes. He didn’t see Beth anywhere.


  He stumbled past the bar with a Formica top that divided the living room from the kitchen. He looked around. No Beth anywhere. He opened the pantry door and then slammed it shut again. With a sweep of his arm, he wiped the dirty dishes and food containers down onto the stained linoleum floor.


  “Beth, get your ass out here right now, or I swear to God I’m going to kill you!!”


  No answer.


  He heard a noise and rushed back into the living room. He saw that the front door was ajar and the screen door had just slammed shut.


  Trace smiled and ran for the door.


  Outside, Trace nearly fell down the three wooden steps that led from the front door down to the dirt and weeds. He looked around. He saw his red Mustang parked fifteen feet away with the two dogs still barking. Near the Mustang was a stack of old firewood with empty beer cans and bottles all around it. And not too far away from the stack of firewood was a large tree stump with an ax stuck down into it.


  A rumbling noise grabbed Trace’s attention. He turned towards the large, free-standing garage in the distance; it was where he worked on cars, his own and other people’s vehicles for some side money. One of the double doors of the garage was sliding closed as he watched.


  Trace smiled again.


  “My darling wife,” he whispered.


  He staggered towards the tree stump. He yanked the ax out of the stump and walked towards the garage.


  CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX


  Beth hid inside the dark garage, breathing hard, but trying to be quiet.


  She watched as one of the double doors slid open. Silhouetted in the open doorway was Trace with an ax in his hand. He stepped inside and slid the door closed. There was a metallic sound in the gloom like he had latched something shut.


  Beth hid by the rear of one of the two vehicles that were inside the garage, both parked side by side, both of them in the middle of renovation and repairs. One of the vehicles, an old Chevy pickup truck, was a job Trace was working on for a neighbor. The other vehicle was Trace’s pride and joy: a yellow 1970 Camaro, just like the toy car she’d had in her pants pocket.


  The front end of the Camaro was jacked up with a massive floor jack. The engine hung above the front of the car on a chain that was attached to a metal track nailed to the rafters of the garage ceiling. There were a few car parts strewn across the oil-stained concrete floor underneath the jacked-up hotrod.


  She watched Trace as he walked from the double doors towards the pickup truck and Camaro. Around the edges of the garage were wooden counters and pegboards with tools hanging from them. The top of the counters were cluttered with tools, car parts, and beer cans and garbage.


  As Trace walked towards the two vehicles, he dragged the ax beside him, letting the ax blade drag along the concrete floor, making a scraping sound.


  “Don’t make this harder on yourself than you have to,” Trace said as he dragged the ax behind him.


  Beth hid behind the truck, crouched down by the tailgate. She waited until the last second, and then she bolted out from her hiding place and ran to the rear of the Camaro.


  Trace laughed as he ran down between the two vehicles through the gloom.


  “I see you!” he called out as he slid down onto his side behind the Camaro, the ax discarded behind him. He crawled underneath the car after Beth.


  Beth wriggled forward, kicking her legs out behind her as Trace crawled after her, trying to grab at her kicking feet.


  As Trace crawled to the front of the car, he reached his hand out for Beth and his fingers brushed by her foot, but he couldn’t see her. He twisted his body around so that he was face-up. He was about to pull himself all the way out from under the car when the floor jack gave out and the Camaro crashed down onto him. With no front tires on the Camaro, the car pinned the lower half of his body to the concrete floor. He pushed up at the bumper with his hands, trying to bench press the car off of him, but the car wouldn’t budge. He beat at it and struggled for breath as he called out to Beth.


  “Oh God. Beth … jack the car back up …”


  Beth didn’t answer. She walked to the rear of the Camaro and picked up the ax from the floor. As she walked back to the front of the car, she dragged the head of the ax along the concrete floor just as Trace had done.


  Beth stood at the front of the car and stared down at Trace. Horrible memories of abuse flashed through her mind like a movie reel.


  The beatings.


  The broken bones.


  The lost child.


  She couldn’t lose another one.


  Trace closed his eyes as tears squeezed out of them. He grunted for breath, and opened his eyes and looked up at Beth. “What … what are you going to do with that ax?”


  Beth didn’t answer. She lifted the ax up. It was heavy and her ribs hurt a little, but she lifted it all the way above her head, ready to swing it down into the middle of Trace’s face.


  Trace choked out a scream and covered his face with his arms like they would protect him from the blow of the ax.


  But Beth didn’t swing the ax down at her husband. She lowered the ax and walked over to one of the cluttered counters and leaned the ax next to it. She grabbed a large remote control box with thick wires running out of it. It controlled the chains that the engine hung on over the Camaro. She pressed the red button and moved the chain on the track above the car. It made a rusty, squealing noise as the car’s engine moved into position out past the front of the car, right over the top half of Trace’s body.


  Trace took his arms away from his face and stared up at the car engine that dangled right above him. He shook his head no and put his arms up like he could knock it out of the way if it fell on him.


  “Don’t do this, Beth! Please!”


  “You won’t hurt me again,” she whispered. Her hand went to her stomach which still hurt, but she was sure that the six week old baby inside was okay. She wanted to believe that. She had to believe that.


  She pushed another button on the remote control and a clamp holding the chains together separated and the engine fell down onto Trace’s face. He screamed, but his scream was cut off instantly and a spray of blood shot out from his head, neck, and arms.


  The spray of blood reminded Beth of Carla when she’d been shot in the face with the shotgun—it looked exactly like the same spray of blood.


  But she knew now that Carla hadn’t been real, none of them had. And now everything was coming back to her. The ghost town had been a figment of her imagination as she hid from her husband for three days. She had made up the fantasy of the ghost town to help her deal with the fact that she had no choice but to kill her husband. It was like she couldn’t think directly about the terrible thing she had to do, the terrible trap she had to set for Trace, so she made up a story about a ghost town in her mind.


  But she knew that she would learn to deal with what she’d done over time. Over time, she would bury these memories in her mind.


  At least she would be safe.


  At least her baby would be safe this time.


  And even though Carla hadn’t been real, she knew that Carla was what she wanted to be like. And she decided that she would change. She would become stronger. Like Carla. She had to. She had someone to protect now, and she would never let anyone hurt them again.


  Her hand went to her belly as she turned away from her dead husband. She left the garage and went back to their trailer to call 911.


  CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN


  Beth waited on the front steps of her trailer as the cops and paramedics milled around. Some of them talked to each other. One man ducked underneath the line of yellow police tape across the garage doors and snapped photographs.


  A detective had talked to Beth earlier, but he could tell that she was too traumatized to give much of a statement. He told her that he was sorry for her loss, and that this was such a tragic accident. Beth told the detective that Trace had been drinking a lot, and she had begged him not to work on the cars today.


  The detective only nodded and told her again how sorry he was that she had to find her husband like that.


  But there was something in the detective’s eyes, something Beth saw when he stared at her face, at her cut lip and bruised eye. The detective only nodded and smiled at her.


  “You’re going to be fine now,” the detective told her and walked away.


  Yes, Beth thought, I’m going to be just fine from now on.


  We’re going to be fine.


  She touched her stomach gingerly with one hand, and in her other hand she held the toy car she’d found in her jeans pocket, a replica of Trace’s yellow 1970 Camaro.


  “You didn’t win, Tony,” Beth whispered as she caressed the car. “I won.”
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  CHAPTER ONE


  1.


  Pitch black.


  Something dripped in the darkness. Water? Blood?


  He could feel something near him; it was breathing heavily, coming for him, trying to take him away and drag him deeper into the darkness.


  “No! I’m not ready to go yet!”


  2.


  Ryan’s eyes popped open. He lay in the bed and stared up at the ceiling for a long moment as the nightmare began to fade away.


  In the dream he had been in a dark place, a terrible place. But it was a familiar place. He’d been there before, he was sure of that. And he was sure that he could never allow himself to be taken back there again.


  Ryan sat up in the bed and swung his bare feet to the floor. He looked around at the dingy motel room he was in. The room was murky. The heavy drapes were pulled tight over the windows that looked out onto the motel parking lot. He had kept the drapes shut through the night, but he had left the TV and the bathroom light on all night. He needed the light—he couldn’t be in the dark.


  He knuckled sleep from his eyes and sighed. He didn’t remember much about getting to this motel room. And he didn’t remember anything about his life at all before he’d driven here. His entire past was a blank. He didn’t know where he’d been. He didn’t know who he was.


  Maybe he’d been in a car accident. That seemed to be right, but he wasn’t sure why he was so certain about that. Maybe he’d hit his head and lost his memory somehow. But he’d checked his head and he hadn’t found any wounds.


  But he had found scars on other parts of his body.


  Ryan looked down at his lean and muscular body which was naked and sheened with sweat—it wasn’t particularly hot in the motel room, but he’d been sweating during his nightmare. He saw the scars on his chest and abdomen. Three of them. He’d noticed them yesterday when he’d gotten to the motel room. He could only remember back to yesterday—his earliest memory was speeding down the county road and seeing this motel—The Starlight Motel—off the side of the road in the middle of nowhere with hardly any cars parked in front. He pulled into the parking lot and checked in. As soon as he was inside the room, he locked the doors. And hours later, he eventually drifted off to sleep. He knew he needed sleep, but he was afraid he would wake up and not remember anything before that.


  But now he remembered part of yesterday.


  And he remembered the dream last night.


  So maybe his memory was beginning to come back.


  He brushed his fingertips over the thick scar tissue on his torso; there were two scars on his chest, and one on his abdomen. He was pretty sure they were bullet-hole scars. At some point in his past he’d been shot three times and lived.


  But he couldn’t remember any of it.


  Ryan looked at the nightstand next to the bed where there was one of two clues to his past life—the other clue was stuffed underneath the bed. The first clue on the nightstand was in his wallet. Inside the wallet was a driver’s license. According to the license and the photo, he was Ryan Freeman from 811 Cordova Street in Oakland, California. There was only one other thing inside the wallet besides the driver’s license; a scrap of paper with an address on it—a street address in a place called Edrington, Oregon. The address had been scrawled on the paper, like someone had written the information down quickly. He guessed that it was his own handwriting.


  It would seem to make sense to go back to the California address on his driver’s license, but for some reason he felt like it wasn’t safe to go back there. He felt like he had been running away from that place.


  They would be looking for him there.


  But who were they? And why was he so certain that people were after him and they would be at the California address? He couldn’t be sure. It was like the memories of his past were there under his consciousness, just underneath the fog of his memory loss. He could almost reach it, but no matter how much he tried, he couldn’t remember. It was frustrating, but if this was some kind of temporary brain injury, then maybe he would remember soon.


  He felt like he needed to remember soon—he felt like his life depended on it.


  Ryan thought briefly of seeking help; medical help or help from the police. But because of the other clue to his past, the one stuffed underneath the bed, he knew that seeking any kind of help was out of the question.


  And he knew that if there were people after him, then they would be after what was under the bed.


  He got up and walked across the room to the heavy drapes that covered the window. He pulled the drapes to the side just a bit and peeked out at the parking lot. Bright sunlight invaded the room when he pulled the drapes back and he had to squint for a second and let his eyes get used to the light before he could see the parking lot.


  Out in the parking lot was his car (which he was sure wasn’t really his car), and only one other vehicle—an old Ford pickup truck. Beyond the parking area was the county road he’d driven last night. Cars and trucks rumbled by in the early morning light; people on their way to work or on the way home, people who knew where they were going, people who knew who they were.


  Ryan let the drapes fall back in place and he walked back to his bed with its rumpled sheets and covers.


  He crouched down beside the bed and pulled out the duffel bag from underneath it. He unzipped the bag and stared down at the stacks of money—stacks of one hundred dollar bills wrapped tightly in plastic. One of the packets had been torn open. He guessed he must’ve opened it to get money for gas and for this motel room—he didn’t remember doing it, but he must have because there was a wad of hundred dollar bills in his pants pocket.


  Where had this duffel bag of money come from? A bank? A business? A drug deal?


  Ryan had dumped out the duffel bag last night; he’d taken all of the stacks of money out and searched the bag, he’d looked for any other items inside, or a hidden pocket, any kind of clue that he could find.


  He found nothing but the money.


  The only other thing that he noticed was that the canvas duffel bag felt damp and smelled a little musty, like it had been wet at some point in the past. His clothes had the same musty smell as the duffle bag so he had washed them out in the bathtub with a small box of laundry soap that he’d bought from the vending machine in the motel’s laundry room. He’d also bought a few sodas and snacks from the other vending machines in the laundry room. His shirt, pants, underwear, and socks now hung from the shower curtain rod in the bathroom.


  He zipped the duffel bag back up and he took it with him into the bathroom. He closed and locked the bathroom door. He took a quick, hot shower. Then he dressed back in his clothes—the only clothes he had with him. He would need to find some more clothes when he got to Edrington, Oregon.


  He’d already made up his mind that he was going to find the address that was written down on the piece of paper in his wallet—it was his only choice.


  There was something about the name of the town—Edrington. Something familiar about it. He wasn’t sure why, but he felt certain that the answers to everything were in that town.


  3.


  Ryan walked across the parking lot to his car, his keys in one hand and the duffel bag of money gripped in his other hand. He unlocked and opened the trunk and stuffed the duffel bag down inside, he shoved it as far back into the trunk as he could. There was nothing to cover the duffel bag with; the trunk of the car was clean and completely empty except for the spare tire and a jack. He had searched through the car last night, but it was devoid of any kind of clues as to who the previous owners were. No registration, no insurance papers, no paperwork of any kind in the car. Had he gotten rid of everything when he’d gotten the car? Had he stolen the car? He couldn’t be sure, and he didn’t want to think about it right now.


  He slammed the trunk lid closed and stuffed the car keys into his pants pocket. He looked at the Starlight Motel office which occupied the last room at the end of the strip motel. He walked across the dusty parking lot to the small office with its cheap plastic OPEN sign in the window.


  The bell dinged when he opened the door to the office. He could remember checking in last night, but this person wasn’t the same clerk he’d checked in with. This clerk was a little chubby and needed a shave. He sat behind the counter playing some kind of game on his cell phone, and he didn’t even look up when Ryan entered. A small TV sat on top of a battered filing cabinet—the TV was turned on, but the sound was turned all the way down. The area behind the checkout counter was a little messy and disorganized, but it didn’t seem like it bothered the clerk one bit.


  Ryan stood at the counter. The clerk seemed very interested in his phone at the moment. Ryan slapped his room keycard down on the counter top.


  “Checking out,” Ryan said in a loud voice.


  “Thanks,” the clerk muttered without looking up. “Hope you enjoyed your stay at the Starlight Motel.”


  Ryan was about to turn away and leave, but he turned back around and looked at the clerk. “I need to get to a town called Edrington. Do you know how far it is from here?”


  This got the clerk’s attention; he looked up from his phone with bloodshot eyes set deep in his unshaven face. “Edrington?”


  “Yeah.”


  The clerk cleared his throat and sat up a little more in his chair. “You go out on that county road there, hang a right, drive north about three hundred and twenty miles and you’ll run right into Edrington.”


  “Thanks.”


  “Small town. Don’t blink; you might drive right through it.”


  Ryan nodded and gave the clerk a fake smile. “Thanks,” he said again, about to leave. But the clerk’s next words stopped him cold.


  “What do you want to go up to Edrington for? You got family up there or something?”


  Ryan turned and stared at the clerk for a moment. “I’m visiting a friend,” he lied.


  The clerk shrugged and turned his eyes back to the game on his phone. “Just trying to make conversation,” he muttered.


  Ryan opened the office door and the bell dinged again. He stepped outside, shut the door and walked away.


  The clerk looked up from his phone and stared at the closed door. He could see Ryan through the window, walking away from the office towards the parking area.


  “That town is famous for only one thing,” the clerk said to himself and went back to the game on his phone.


  4.


  Ryan got in his car (which he was even more certain wasn’t really his) and he stuck the key into the ignition. The car was a Chevy Impala. Silver. 2003. It was definitely well-used; some wear-and-tear on the seats and interior, a few dings and dents in the rear quarter panels, a crack in the front bumper. But it ran well. Started right up when he turned the key.


  He sat there for a moment as the engine purred. He checked the gauges. The gas tank was almost three quarters full. He caressed the steering wheel which was already warm from the morning sun beating down on it through the windshield. It was going to be a hot day.


  He shifted into reverse and backed out of the parking spot. He was ready to get on the road. He felt an urgency to get to the town of Edrington. Part of the urgency was because he knew that the answers waited for him there. But not just answers to his foggy past, but also to his nightmare. And the other reason for his urgency was because he was sure someone was after him—someone was following him. And that person would find him if he stayed anywhere for too long.


  And he couldn’t let that person catch up to him.


  The person from your nightmares, his mind whispered to him.


  Ryan pushed the whispering voice from his thoughts as he turned onto the county road and headed north.


  CHAPTER TWO


  1.


  Edrington, Oregon


  “He’s coming.”


  The words slipped through Carol’s lips in a whisper as her eyes popped open in the murky room. And just before her eyes popped open, she could’ve sworn she’d heard a noise in the room with her—it sounded like something was dripping.


  No, that was just your imagination, she told herself.


  Carol was nearly fifty years old, but she was still in very good shape. Her beauty had faded over the last decade, and she had accepted that; but even though she had always been critical of her appearance throughout her life, she had to admit that she had aged well. Aged gracefully, as some might have said. She didn’t do any wild things to try and hold on to her youth. She tried to eat right and eat in moderation. She exercised a little, mostly walking. She tried to keep busy with her business—renting out rooms in her house. And she always tried to find time for prayer, at least once every few days in her den.


  She got to her feet from where she’d been kneeling in the middle of the room, and she glanced down at the rug she’d been kneeling on. There was a secret under that rug. But she didn’t want to think about that right now.


  This was her den; but it used to be her husband’s den years ago when he was alive. Back then he called it his study. And this room always brought the memory of her husband back to her.


  A few candles burned; she always placed them around the room when she prayed. They were scented candles, but they could never completely mask the smells of the den (study), the smell of wood and furniture cleaner, musty old books, the smell of leather from the couch and chair.


  Normally she used this time in here to pray—thirty minutes; almost like meditation. But this time had been different. The peacefulness of her prayers had been interrupted by an overwhelming feeling of not being alone in the den, of someone watching her from the shadows. But she didn’t dare look around as she kept her eyes closed in prayer.


  But now she looked around the murky room and there was no one in the room with her. It had just been her imagination.


  She blew out the candles and the room was even darker with the blinds and curtains drawn shut over the one window that looked out onto the side yard. After she blew out the last candle, she walked towards the door. As she moved towards the door, a panic began to build inside of her. She walked faster as her heart thudded in her chest, her eyes focused on the closed door that led out to the hall.


  The feeling of a presence in the room with her came back with a sudden ferocity. And for a moment she could not only see movement in the shadows out of the corner of her eye, but she could hear the sneaky sounds in the darkness. And she could hear something dripping again—a steady drip.


  The panic was white-hot in her mind now as her thoughts turned to pure static. All she could think about was running to the door and getting out of her husband’s study. She grabbed the door handle, struggled with it, tried to turn it. But it wasn’t turning. It was like someone was holding it from the other side of the door.


  Oh God! her mind screamed. He’s coming! He’s coming after me!


  Finally, the door handle turned, and she yanked the door open so fast that she almost toppled backwards.


  She rushed out into the hallway, trying to catch her breath. She slammed the door shut and backed away from it. She turned when she heard a voice from down the hall. “Carol, you okay?”


  2.


  Carol managed to get a hold of herself as she walked down the hall and out into the living room to where the voice had come from. The voice belonged to Victor, one of her two tenants right now. He stood in the living room, his large blue eyes oozing with concern. He was in his early sixties, and he was still in reasonably good health; he took a few pills for high cholesterol and blood pressure, and he had a little bit of a potbelly, but other than that he was as healthy as a horse.


  “I’m okay, Victor,” Carol said. She had her breathing back under control and she gave him her normal razor-thin smile that showed no humor.


  “It looked like you ran out of your den just now,” Victor said, not letting it go. “Like you were running from something, running like a bat out of hell.”


  What a choice of words, she thought as she stared at Victor. “And you shouldn’t be spying on other people.”


  Victor looked like he’d been slapped. “I wasn’t spying. I was just … I came down here to get something to drink from the kitchen …” Victor paused, still watching her with those eyes that sometimes seemed to stare right through her. He had been renting a room from her for years and they had gotten to know each other pretty well by now. “Can’t I just be concerned without you jumping down my throat?”


  Carol walked past Victor on her way to the kitchen. “Thanks for your concern, I’m fine. I’m going to make some sandwiches for lunch if you want one.”


  Victor just stared at Carol as she walked away.


  Carol entered the kitchen and began the preparations for lunch. As she grabbed a loaf of bread from the pantry, her mind slipped back to her prayers. She’d seen something during her prayers, a vision of some kind. She’d seen him. Not in any great detail, just a shadowy figure really. But she knew it was him, she could feel it; she could sense it with every molecule in her body.


  Yes, she thought, he was coming back very soon.


  A shudder rippled through her body, tickling over her skin on little spidery legs as she laid out an assortment of meats and cheeses. She worked slowly, her body still slightly numb from both the vision she’d seen and the presence that she’d felt in the den. She was both excited about his return … and terrified.
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  On the other side of town, the side of town that wasn’t as nice as Carol’s side of town, Amber got ready for work in her small house. After she was dressed and ready to go, she studied herself in the mirror that was attached to the back of her closet door. Her uniform consisted of a pair of white short-shorts and a tight blue, low-cut T-shirt that didn’t leave much to the imagination. Her dark hair was pulled back in a French braid. She had a little make-up on even though she didn’t need it. She grabbed her apron, her purse, and her ticket book and she left her bedroom. She locked her bedroom door, but she knew that it didn’t matter whether she locked it or not.


  She walked into the living room and Gary sat in his recliner, sprawled out, a can of beer in his hand. His shirt was off revealing his massive bulk—it used to be muscle years ago but it was quickly turning into a landslide of flab. He watched her walk to the front door.


  “You look like a fucking whore, you know that?” he said.


  Amber ignored him as she checked to make sure she had her house keys. She had to constantly check her keys in the door because every time Gary would get mad at her (which was often) he would change the locks on the door. She opened the door and walked outside; she slammed the door shut without a word or a glance towards Gary.


  She walked out into the afternoon light which was still warm, but she knew the colder weather would be coming soon enough. She saw her friend’s car driving down the street towards her house. Thank God Michelle wasn’t running late, she didn’t feel like waiting out in front of her house any longer than she needed to today. She didn’t want Gary staggering out onto the front steps and hurl more slurred insults at her.


  She wished she could afford her own car.


  She wished she could move from this house. From this town. From this state.


  Michelle’s car pulled up next to the cracked sidewalk and Amber got in the passenger side and they drove to Charlie’s Pub.


  4.


  In a different area of Edrington, closer to the edge of town, closer to the woods, Walter left his small but tidy home and got into his car.


  Walter had been visited by the man in his dreams lately, but he couldn’t make out the man entirely because he seemed to stay in the shadows of the dreams, in the darkness where something dripped. Walter had a feeling that his dream visitor was injured somehow; no, he was more than just injured, he was mutilated. Even though Walter couldn’t see the man, he could hear the man’s voice from the darkness very clearly. The voice seemed slurred just the slightest bit, not from alcohol or drugs, but from an injury to the man’s mouth.


  “You need to dig it up, Walter,” the dream-man had said to him.


  “I want to help you,” Walter whispered back.


  “This will help very much. You need to go to the place in the woods and dig it up.”


  “Whatever you need me to do.”


  Walter drove away from his neighborhood and out onto Winter Road. He followed the road that twisted up into the mountains and through the dense woods until he came to a smaller road that led even deeper into the woods.


  He found the spot.


  He parked his car at the side of the road. It was still early in the afternoon, still plenty of time, he didn’t think it would take him too long to hike into the woods, dig it up, and bring it back with him. He grabbed his pick and shovel from the trunk of his car and then he hurried into the woods.


  He had seen the spot in the woods in his dreams—it was right in front of a massive oak tree that had been struck by lightning some time ago. But the tree had survived the lightning strike somehow and another part of the tree had grown out from the twisted remains of the trunk.


  When he got to the tree, he used the pick to break up the dirt and any roots in the area five feet in front of the base of the trunk. He didn’t want to bury the pick too deep in the ground and possibly damage what lay buried beneath. He used the shovel and took his time digging up the dirt.


  Then his shovel struck something hard under the dirt. He dug around the object carefully, scooping out small shovelfuls of dirt. After a few minutes of unearthing, he could see the object.


  It was some kind of suitcase, but a little smaller than an average suitcase.


  He tossed the shovel to the side and dropped down to his knees and used his hands to push the dirt out of the way. After a few moments of excavation, he pulled the case free from the dirt. He wiped away the dirt and cleaned it up as best he could—he would clean it better when he got it back home. The dark brown suitcase seemed to be made from a hard shell, but it wasn’t deteriorated at all after being buried. Two thick leather straps were folded over the suitcase, and each strap was held in place with a small padlock locking the latches shut.


  Walter wasn’t supposed to try and open the suitcase; the dream-man had been very specific about that.


  His job was just to deliver it, that’s all.


  He would follow instructions, because to disobey could be dangerous.


  Walter didn’t even bother filling the hole back in. It wasn’t very deep; the suitcase had only been buried a few feet down. He grabbed his pick and shovel; he carried these in one hand and the suitcase in his other hand as he walked back through the woods to his car.


  CHAPTER THREE


  1.


  After three and a half hours of driving north on the county road, Ryan finally saw a sign declaring that Edrington was only a few more miles up the road. As he got near the limits of the town, the woods gave way to homes and then to plazas, businesses, restaurants, and banks. He stopped at a red light and looked around at the intersection. On one corner of the intersection was a shopping center with a supermarket, a dollar store, some kind of boutique clothing shop, a dentist’s office, and a Chinese restaurant. Across the street was another shopping center with another supermarket. Next to the supermarket were more small businesses. They all seemed to be newer construction.


  The traffic light turned green and Ryan drove deeper into the center of Edrington; he passed Tenth Street, Ninth Street, Eighth Street. Quaint small-town businesses lined both sides of the main street—it seemed like the townspeople of Edrington wanted to keep the small-town feel downtown and keep the newer businesses and plazas on the outskirts of town.


  As he drove, Ryan glanced down at the passenger seat where the small, folded-up piece of paper from his wallet sat. He didn’t need to open the paper and look at the address; he’d memorized it. The address wasn’t hard for him to remember, it was the only clue he had to a life he couldn’t remember.


  Ryan slowed down and turned left onto Fourth Street. He drove down the wide street that was shaded by massive trees. The houses on this street were large and old, set far back from the roads on meticulously manicured lawns.


  Ryan slowed his car down.


  There it was—the same address that was scrawled on the paper: 246 Fourth Street.


  The house looked like a large Victorian, three stories high with a stately front porch that ran the length of the front of the house. The roof on the front porch was supported by four wooden pillars that had been painted a bright white. The house looked to be nearly a hundred years old but it had been updated with vinyl siding and new windows. The house was surrounded by neat landscaping. In the middle of the vast front lawn was a Room For Rent sign.


  Ryan pulled up into the gravel driveway and he could hear his tires crunching over the tiny rocks. A little farther up, the driveway turned to concrete. There were two cars parked next to each other underneath an awning constructed of wood and trimmed in white, just like the pillars on the front porch. Gigantic trees loomed behind the house in the backyard. Ryan parked behind the other two cars, and he sat in his car for a moment with the motor rumbling as he stared at the house.


  What was he supposed to do here at this house? Meet someone? Get something from someone? He didn’t know. He didn’t know what to even say to whoever answered the door. Would they recognize him? Would they ask him for information that he may not have because of his lost memory?


  But he couldn’t sit here all day. He still felt the constant urgency coursing through him, humming like live electricity just under his skin. He felt like he needed to find these answers before it was too late. Like time was running out.


  He shut the car off and got out. He stepped out onto the driveway, his sneakers grinding down into the gravel, crunching it like the tires of his car. He glanced at the Room For Rent sign in the yard. He could ask whoever answered the door about the room for rent—he needed somewhere to stay the night anyway.


  The walkway up to the front porch was made up of pieces of flagstone set down in the grass like stepping stones. He climbed the steps of the front porch and walked across the wood floorboards to the front door. His sneakers clomped on the wood deck of the front porch; it was a loud sound and he almost expected someone to come rushing to the front door just from his loud approach.


  But no one came.


  He pressed the doorbell button, and then he knocked on the door. He waited and glanced around at the neighborhood, trying to see if anything jogged his blank memory. On his drive into town he hadn’t seen anything that triggered any memories, yet he couldn’t help feeling like he’d been in this town before; he wasn’t sure how he knew this, but he was so certain.


  The front door opened and tore Ryan from his thoughts. A woman stood in the doorway. She was small and thin, late forties or early fifties maybe. Her dark hair was just beginning to show strands of gray and she had it pulled back in a severe bun. She had an even more severe look on her face. She stood there in the doorway for a long moment, saying nothing.


  Ryan wasn’t sure how to react—he’d been hoping for some clue from whoever answered the door as to why he had this address written down on a piece of scrap paper in his wallet. But this woman wasn’t saying anything, and he sure didn’t see any kind of recognition in her eyes.


  “Uh … I was just wondering about your room for rent,” Ryan finally stammered out.
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  Carol eyed Ryan for a few seconds like she was sizing him up. “Just one of you?”


  “Yes, ma’am.”


  “You smoke?”


  “No, ma’am.”


  “Any pets?”


  “No, ma’am.”


  “I need the first month’s rent up front, along with a security deposit. Is that going to be a problem?”


  Ryan shook his head no and tried a smile on her. “Not a problem at all.”


  She didn’t smile back. She opened the door wider and gestured for him to come inside. “The room’s upstairs.”


  For a moment Ryan thought of telling her about the scrap of paper with her address on it and about his lost memory. But he decided against it. She didn’t seem to know him and he didn’t want to freak her out. She might kick him out of the house, and he didn’t want that to happen because he was sure that he needed to be here.


  Carol closed the front door after Ryan stepped inside. Ryan looked around at the formal living room he was standing in. There were two antique couches and a recliner situated around a small coffee table in the middle of the room. There was no TV, no computer, no signs of recent technology. The whole room seemed like it had been decorated around the time the home was built and hadn’t changed much since.


  Ryan followed Carol to a wood stairway at the other end of the living room that led upstairs. A hallway to the right led to more rooms, and an archway to the left led to a dining room with an immaculate dining room table and chairs that looked like it hadn’t been used in decades—saved for special occasions, Ryan thought.


  Carol climbed the steps quickly and Ryan followed her to an upstairs hallway under a high ceiling of rough and uneven plaster. She stopped at the first room on the right hand side of the hallway. She dug an old-fashioned skeleton key out of her front pants pocket and unlocked the door.


  As she unlocked the door, Ryan saw something move out of the corner of his eye; he turned and looked down the hallway and he saw a door shutting very quietly, making no noise at all. Someone had been watching them, and now that person had closed the door.


  “You coming inside?” Carol asked.


  Ryan looked back at Carol who was already inside the bedroom, waiting for him to enter. She stared at him with a disapproving look. He smiled and ducked quickly into the room.


  The bedroom was larger than Ryan expected. There was a bed in the middle of the room; the bed was neatly made and its headboard rested against the wall. There was a bright comforter folded up at the foot of the bed—it looked handmade. Across from the foot of the bed was a dresser against the opposite wall with an ancient TV balanced on top of it. A bookcase crammed with books was pushed up against another wall. Homey pictures of country settings hung on the walls. An area rug was laid out on the wood floor between the bed and the large window set in the far wall—the window looked out onto the branches of one of the gigantic trees in the backyard.


  Ryan stared at the window—there was something about the window. One of the large tree branches was right outside the window, only inches away from the glass. A perfect place for someone to sneak out, he thought to himself, yet he wasn’t sure why that thought had occurred to him. Smaller branches sprouted off from the main branch and their leaves filled most of the window.


  “There’s a closet over here,” Carol said, snapping Ryan’s attention back to her.


  She walked to the closet and opened the door. “It’s not a walk-in closet, but there’s a lot of room in here.”


  “I don’t have much luggage with me,” Ryan said and then wished he hadn’t volunteered that bit of information when he saw the look on her face.


  Carol sighed and gestured across the room at another door. “There’s a bathroom over there; your own private bathroom. That makes this room a little more expensive than the other two rooms I rent out. The other two tenants have to share the bathroom at the end of the hall.”


  Ryan nodded. He was about to walk towards the bathroom to check it out, but a scratching noise from the window stopped him in his tracks. His eyes darted to the window. A breeze blew and the branches of the tree brushed against the window and scratched at the glass, making a high-pitched scratching sound, like fingernails on a chalkboard.


  Carol studied Ryan as he stared at the window. “I intend to have those branches cut back soon.”


  Ryan nodded. He looked at Carol and smiled. “I’ll take the room,” he told her. He dug out the wad of money from his front pants pocket and counted out eight one hundred dollar bills and handed them to Carol. “Is this enough for the rent and deposit?”


  Carol counted the money in her hand, and she seemed a little surprised. She looked up at Ryan and nodded. “This will do just fine.”


  Carol nodded at the TV on the dresser. “You have cable TV up here. Basic cable. Meals are included with the rent if you want them. I cook three meals a day, but I don’t take any requests. You eat what I prepare, or there’s always the McDonald’s on the outskirts of town.”


  “Fair enough, ma’am.”


  Carol eyed Ryan. “I don’t make anyone sign a lease. You can leave whenever you want; I just require a one week notice.”


  Ryan nodded in agreement.


  “I have an understanding with my tenants. I can evict you at any time if there’s any sort of trouble. Believe me, I know the police pretty well.” She paused for a moment and stared at Ryan. “There isn’t going to be any trouble, is there?”


  “No, ma’am.”


  “Good,” Carol said and turned to leave the room. But she turned back around and stared at Ryan. “And you can lose that ma’am crap. Just call me Carol.”


  Ryan smiled at her. “Okay, Carol.”


  Carol turned and left the room without another word.
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  Ryan grabbed his only piece of luggage out of the trunk of his car and went up to his room.


  In his room, Ryan sat down on the bed and looked around again. He was hoping to see something that would make him remember his past, or at least some kind of clue or hint. But he still couldn’t remember anything.


  He got up and walked over to the bedroom door. Carol had left him a skeleton key in the lock. He locked the door—it made a loud clicking sound—and then he pulled out the key and slipped it into his pocket.


  He went back to the bed; he lifted up the mattress and flipped it onto its side, revealing the box-spring below. He set his duffel bag on the box-spring and unzipped it. He laid out the stacks of money in an even layer all over the box-spring and then he pulled the mattress back down over the layer of money. He adjusted the bedspread and eyed his work—it looked pretty good to him.


  After stowing his empty duffel bag in the closet, Ryan lay down on the bed, testing it out. It was comfortable; it didn’t squeak when he moved around. Not too lumpy. He lay on his back and slipped his hands underneath his head. He stared up at the ceiling of rough plaster that had a few hairline cracks here and there.


  He would need to go to the store and get some supplies: toothbrush, soap, and shampoo for the bathroom. He would also need some deodorant, cologne, razors and shaving cream. He would also need to buy a few changes of clothes. Maybe a light jacket.


  His eyes began to close as he made his plans to go to the stores.


  He had almost drifted off to sleep when he was jerked awake.


  The scratching noise at the window. A shrill screech, like a sharp piece of metal being dragged down the door of a car.


  He stared at the branches that scraped against the window’s glass from the sudden breeze that moaned outside.


  His eyes closed as he stared at the branches and he drifted off into …
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  … pitch black.


  He stood alone in the pure black darkness. He was afraid. He could hear footsteps from behind him, echoing in the dark. Someone was approaching.


  He turned and saw a reddish-colored light mixed in with the darkness behind him. And someone was walking towards him, emerging from that light. It was a man.


  As the man approached, Ryan could see him better, like his eyes had adjusted to the darkness. The man seemed to be in his late thirties. He had a shock of red hair on his head and he was dressed in a black suit and tie.


  But even from this distance Ryan could tell there was something wrong with the man’s face and hands. His face was a roadmap of scars. Some of the scars wound down his face and snaked down into the white collar of his shirt and tie. But the worst scars were the thick slashes that ran from each corner of his mouth up to his earlobes, almost like his face was split in half. And his lips and the flesh around his mouth seemed to have been pulled away


  (chewed away)


  from his face, revealing too much of his teeth and gums. Because his teeth and gums were revealed from the missing flesh, it seemed like he was constantly giving Ryan a rictus smile; it gave the man an insane, clown-like appearance. A tortured clown.


  The red-haired man’s scarred hands hung down beside him. Ryan could see that all of the man’s fingernails were gone, and then ends of his ruined fingers were dripping blood.


  Drip. Drip. Drip.


  The red-haired man stopped approaching and stood in front of Ryan; he was only ten feet away. The man smiled at Ryan and the scar on each side of his face bunched up grotesquely.


  Ryan backed up a step away from the man; he was beginning to panic now. “Who … who are you?” Ryan asked as he struggled for breath.


  “You know who I am,” the red-haired man whispered.


  His ruined fingertips continued to drip blood down to the dark floor below.


  “What happened to you?” Ryan whispered.


  “You know that, too,” the man said.


  Ryan couldn’t take it; he couldn’t stand in front of this monstrosity anymore. He turned and ran into the darkness and he was suddenly …


  … drowning in dark, churning water. He tried to swim up to the surface of the water where he could see a dim light. In the strange way that dreams have, Ryan was both inside his body and outside of it; he watched himself swim up towards the light.


  And he could see when he lifted his face up to the light that his own eyes were gone—there were only two deep black holes where his eyes used to be.
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  Ryan jumped awake in his bed. He sat bolt-upright, breathing hard, staring straight ahead at the dresser with the TV on top of it. It seemed to be late afternoon, but it wasn’t dark yet.


  Thank God I didn’t wake up in the dark, he thought.


  His hands went to his own eyes, almost like he was making sure they were still there as he remembered seeing himself swimming in the dark water, looking up to the surface with no eyes.


  He tried to push away the pictures of the dream and he began to relax a little. His heart and breathing began to slow back down to a normal rate. Then he heard the scratching noise.


  He turned and looked at the window.


  The red-haired man from his dream was right outside the window among the tree branches—but he wasn’t on the branch, he seemed to be floating in the air. He stared at Ryan with his constant smile of exposed teeth and gums and the deep gashes that ran from his mouth to his ears were bunched up. He ran his ruined fingertips across the glass of the window and left bloody streaks behind.


  Ryan backed away from the man in the window without even realizing what he was doing. He fell off the other side of the bed and crashed down to the wood floor. In a panic, he jumped up from the floor onto his knees and he crouched over the bed like someone praying at the side of their bed. He stared at the window.


  But the red-haired man was gone.


  There was nothing there, no bloody smears on the glass, only the branches scratching at the window.
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  Downstairs, Victor and Tom sat at the small table in the kitchen. There were plates of half-eaten dinner in front of them. Carol stood at the sink, putting leftover dinner into Tupperware dishes.


  They all looked up at the ceiling when they heard the thumping sound from upstairs from when Ryan fell onto the floor.


  Both Victor and Tom stopped chewing their food as they watched the ceiling for a long moment.


  There were no other noises from up there.


  Victor looked at Carol. “And you don’t think this one’s going to be trouble?” he asked her.


  Carol looked at Victor. “I hope not.”
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