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  INTRODUCTION:

  A LIFELONG LOVE OF SHORT STORIES


  I grew up in a lower income and gigantic trailer park near Daytona Beach, Florida during the late seventies and nineteen eighties. I don’t want to make it sound like I struggled through a terrible childhood because I didn’t. Actually, I had a great time as a kid. We never had cable TV, a microwave oven, or a VCR growing up, but we had plenty of friends outside in the trailer park and there were always books in the house to read.


  My mother and father weren’t voracious readers, but they were definitely readers—especially sci-fi. And it was on that bookshelf in the living room where I found a book of science fiction short stories that made me sure, even at eight or nine years old, that I wanted to be a writer.


  That book was called 18 Greatest Science Fiction Stories. I skipped around in the book, reading what interested me the most at first, but I eventually read every story in there. There were a few stories that stuck in my mind for a long time after reading them: The Cold Equations by Tom Godwin (a gut-wrenching story), It’s a Good Life, by Jerome Bixby, and The Veldt by Ray Bradbury.


  This Ray Bradbury guy—after reading that story I knew I had to find everything I could by him. I found The Illustrated Man and other collections of his stories. From there I moved on to Dandelion Wine and to Something Wicked This Way Comes which is still one of my all-time favorite books from my childhood (along with A Wrinkle in Time and The Three Investigators series of books).


  So I started writing my own stories, and they were complete rip-offs of Bradbury’s (and a few others) work. My first short story collection at the age of twelve even had a character very similar to the Lightning Rod Salesman from Something Wicked This Way Comes who introduced each story in my collection.


  Okay, that collection did not get published, and I promise that none of those first attempts are included here in this collection.


  From Ray Bradbury, I went on to discover other authors. When I was in the eighth grade, a friend told me about a writer named Stephen King. I went to our (at that time) tiny library which was across the street from our trailer park; the library was squeezed into a small retail space next to a Walgreens and a Winn-Dixie (but the library has since been moved to a large building of its own now). I only found a few books by Stephen King in there, and I chose to read Christine first. I was hooked. I read ‘Salem’s Lot next and then The Dead Zone.


  And then I read Night Shift.


  Ah, I was back to a book of short stories, and Stephen King’s stories were as great as his novels. And I wrote more stories of my own, but now King’s work was influencing my stories as much as Bradbury’s had been (and probably still was at that time). I even wrote a story similar to Children of the Corn called Don’t Cut Through the Cornfield. My friend laughed at the title and wouldn’t even read the story, but he teased me about that stupid title forever (since that time we’ve written two books together).


  In the next few years I remember getting a copy of Skeleton Crew for Christmas. I slept in the living room of our trailer at that time (around fifteen years old) because I’d thrown out my rickety old bed and replaced it with a weight bench. Besides, the living room was the only room with an air conditioner in it—a noisy wall unit above the couch. I stayed awake late that Christmas Eve (we always opened our presents on Christmas Eve—long story why), lying on the floor on top of a bed sheet reading The Raft. I fell asleep afterwards and had a vivid dream that I was floating on a raft in the middle of that lake with the dark creature floating around somewhere near me.


  I didn’t do so well in high school; I skipped a lot of classes. I knew I wasn’t going to make it into college so when I was almost eighteen years old I moved to Orlando with my girlfriend. I worked a variety of jobs, mostly construction, but I was always reading.


  While living in Orlando, I received a catalogue in the mail that offered free books if I signed up to buy a few more over the next few years (kind of like they used to do with CDs, which I signed up for year after year). I was in heaven—free books! I studied the catalogue for days and finally made my decisions. I can’t remember every book I ordered, but I remember a few of them (some of which I still have to this day). One was called Last of the Breed by Louis L’Amour and the other one I remember was a collection of horror stories—one for each state in America (including the District of Columbia). The collection was called A Treasury of American Horror Stories, and in my opinion it’s one of the finest collections of horror (or any genre) of stories ever assembled. Of course my favorite author had a story in there (representing Nebraska instead of Maine), but it was a story I’d already read—Children of the Corn. But this book introduced me to new writers, some of whom I’d either never heard of or had never read before: Ambrose Bierce, Richard Matheson, Robert Bloch, John D. MacDonald, William F. Nolan, Manly Wade Wellman. And some of the stories from each state really stuck in my mind for years afterwards: Arizona, Florida, Montana, New Jersey, Ohio, Oregon, and Texas.


  This collection opened my eyes. I was busy with construction work (which would continue for years), but what I really wanted to be was a writer. And to learn to write, I knew I had to read even more than I already was. I had to discover new authors and read other genres besides mostly horror and science fiction.


  Through those next years I read a lot of short story collections. What better way to discover new writers than a book full of stories. And some of these books are a part of my memories of certain places and times in my life. When I travelled through Europe at nineteen years old, I had a paperback copy of Yondering with me by Louis L’Amour. When I lived in New York City for three months at twenty years old, helping to remodel the Marriot near Times Square, I had two books of horror stories with me (one of the collections contained stories about cannibalism—and one of those stories has always stayed with me because it was so original and unexpected, but I can’t remember the title of the story or the author). I also remember buying one of The Who’s CDs (Who’s Next) and those songs still take me back to my time in New York City.


  I moved back down to Florida and I read more Stephen King (still haven’t stopped). I read Different Seasons, Four Past Midnight, and Nightmares and Dreamscapes. I read The Books of Blood by Clive Barker and thought they were amazing. I read Blue World by Robert McCammon which introduced me to his novels and to one of the greatest writers of horror (or anything) I’ve ever read. I read Strange Highways by Dean Koontz and loved it. I read a book called October Dreams when my wife, son, and I lived in Ohio. I read Stalking the Nightmare by Harlan Ellison. I read Everything’s Eventual by King. Prime Evil was a great collection. Thrillers and Thrillers II were good collections; I loved Preston and Child’s story at the end of the first collection. And that story led me to their novels: Thunderhead and Riptide, and then eventually to their Pendergast series (which I got my sister hooked on).


  I read collections of classic short stories from America and from around the world. Some of those stories have stayed with me: Nightfall by Isaac Asimov, The Sentinel by Arthur C. Clarke, The Lottery by Shirley Jackson, The Cask of Amontillado by Poe, Mr. Clubb and Mr. Cuff by Peter Straub, Beggars in Spain by Nancy Kress (I know this is probably more like a novella or short book, but it was still amazing). I read stories by Jack London, H.P. Lovecraft, Aldous Huxley, Graham Greene, O Henry, Nathanial Hawthorne, David Morrell, and Joyce Carol Oats. And there are so many other authors I would’ve loved to have mentioned here (some of my favorites of all time like Larry McMurtry and Michael Crichton) but this is a collection of dark tales.


  Recently I read Triage by Ketchum, Laymon, and Lee; and Full Dark No Stars by Stephen King. I’m about to start a Peter Straub collection, Houses without Doors and The Best Horror of the Year—Volume Four edited by Ellen Datlow. And there are still so many other short story collections and anthologies I still want to read.


  All of these stories I’ve read throughout the years have been an inspiration to me. Like I said before, I always knew I wanted to be a writer. I don’t think I ever really had a choice. I’ve tried to stop, but I never could, and I don’t think I’ll ever be able to.


  I hope you don’t think I’m comparing my stories in this collection in any way to the greats I’ve named above. These stories in this collection are my attempts, the tales that swam in my mind and had to get out, had to come to life on paper (or a Kindle screen). I hope these stories introduce you to more of my work like other stories have introduced me to writers I may have never read otherwise. I guess a short story can be kind of like a test drive.


  In this collection I’ve written a story for each month (a novella for January), and each story has a little to do with that month—it may be a holiday, the weather, or even something more subtle than that, and I’ve included a very short introduction to each story explaining the connection a little. I’ve tried to bring you a wide variety of tales without relying on old standbys like vampires, werewolves, zombies, and ghosts (even though I have tales with these creatures in them that I intend to publish soon). But there are a few stories here that could possibly be considered a zombie story or a ghost story … maybe. These twelve stories range from graphic and disturbing to more subtle and speculative.


  How do you read a short story?


  Do you read the first story and plow on through until the end? Do you jump around and read each description and start with the story that interests you the most? Do you start with the shortest story? The longest? I’ve done all of those at one time or another. Please feel free to read the stories in this collection how you want to, and please feel free to drop me a line at MarkLukensBooks@yahoo.com or on Twitter @MarkLukensBooks and let me know what you think of these stories (good or bad) and share your favorite collections or anthologies that you’ve read through the years; I’m always looking out for new stories to read and new authors to discover.


  Thank you so much for purchasing this dark collection of mine. I hope you enjoy it. I hope some of these stories stay with you like so many other stories have stayed with me throughout the years.


  Mark Lukens – Tampa, Florida


  JANUARY

  CROW MANOR


  January can mean a new beginning. It can mean a time of resolutions and promises made to oneself—a chance to start over.


  And this story is about a young couple who gets that chance to start over with what they think is the offer of a lifetime—an offer to watch a mansion for a couple of months and to earn more money than they’ve made in the previous year. But there are a few very strange conditions that come along with this deal. And there’s something lurking inside the mansion … something that’s waiting for them.


  1.

  THE INTERVIEW


  Matt sat in his car in the parking lot of the grocery store. He scanned the job ads in several newspapers and circulars. He had his pen ready in his hand, ready to circle something, anything.


  But there was nothing for him.


  He circled a few of the job listings anyway just to show Gina that he was trying, and then he piled the papers together into a messy heap and threw them into the back seat as he sighed with frustration.


  He rolled down the window and poked his head out into the bitterly cold January wind and looked up at the slate-gray clouds that promised more snow tonight. He had parked near the back of the parking lot, not too close to customer parking.


  “Come on, Gina,” he whispered, and the wind ripped the words out of his mouth and carried them away into the gray afternoon.


  He watched the entrance of the store, but Gina wasn’t coming out yet. And then a tall man in a long dark coat caught his eye. The man walked towards the entrance, but he stopped in front of a large corkboard bolted to the wall that was littered with notecards, business cards, and pieces of paper advertising services or people looking for work.


  The man stood in front of the board for a moment like he might be perusing the cards and papers, and then he pulled out a bright blue notecard from his coat pocket and tacked it up with his leather-gloved hands. He turned and walked away.


  Matt followed the man with his eyes, even sticking his head out of the car and watching him until he walked to the end of the building and slipped around the corner. Matt never saw the man’s face; it was hidden by a hat pulled low and the collar of his dark coat pulled up high.


  The car door squealed in protest as Matt opened it. He stepped out into the cold air and pulled his army green jacket tighter around his lean body. He glanced around at the parking lot for a second, and then he walked straight towards the entrance.


  A moment later he stood in front of the bulletin board and stared at the blue notecard tacked right in the middle, rudely overlapping other cards and papers; a bright blue rectangle among the sea of whites, tans, and muted pastel colors.


  He plucked the card from the board with his nearly cold-numb fingers and read the words printed in fancy black letters: We are searching for a couple for easy work and substantial pay.


  It couldn’t be real. It had to be some kind of scam.


  The only other thing on the card was a phone number with a local area code.


  Matt’s attention was jarred away by the opening of the entrance doors. Gina, wrapped in her faded and worn winter coat over her cashier’s uniform, marched out through the doors. She stared at Matt as she marched towards him.


  “Let’s go,” she said, and then she walked straight for their car.


  Matt shoved the blue notecard into his coat pocket and caught up with Gina. Suddenly the afternoon didn’t seem so cold anymore, suddenly there was some hope in his mind. Maybe the card was a scam. But then again maybe it wasn’t.


  “How’d it go?” Matt asked as they hurried towards their car. That was his version of “How was your day?”


  “I hate that job,” she mumbled as she rounded the back of their rust bucket and opened the passenger door which squealed even louder than the driver’s door.


  They got in the car and Matt stabbed the key into the ignition. He twisted the key and the engine struggled to turn over.


  “Not now,” Gina said and put a hand to the side of her head like a massive headache was coming on.


  Matt flashed a winning smile. “Give her a minute.”


  Their car suddenly roared to life. It was a four cylinder Honda that had one tire in the automobile grave, and it sputtered loudly because there was a hole in the muffler.


  Matt stroked the cracked dashboard. “Told ya she’d start.”


  Gina didn’t respond.


  Matt pulled out of the supermarket parking lot and drove down the narrow roads through the city that led back to their apartment building. A few snow flurries danced around in the gray light in front of their windshield. He glanced at Gina as he drove.


  “What’s wrong?” he asked her.


  “I hate that place,” she said without looking at him.


  “So look for something else.”


  “There’s nothing else out there,” she said and then stared at Matt. “Is there?”


  Matt caught her look. “Hey, I’m trying my best. Jack said he would hire me back on the lawn crew in the spring …”


  “But we don’t have that kind of time to wait.”


  “I’ve been looking.”


  Matt reached inside his coat pocket and grinned.


  “What’s wrong with you?” Gina asked him, noticing his smile.


  He pulled out the bright blue notecard from his coat pocket and held it between two fingers. The card was thick and the color unusually bright. “I think I may have found something.”


  He handed her the card.


  She read it and looked back at Matt. “This says they’re looking for a couple.”


  She handed the card back to Matt who stuffed it back into his coat pocket as he turned his car onto their street. “It also says great money for easy work. I think the exact words are—substantial pay.”


  Gina sighed and gazed out the passenger window at the rows of buildings and dilapidated houses squeezed in close together.


  “It won’t hurt to call the number,” Matt said as he pulled into the gravelly driveway that led to a small parking area in the back of the three story apartment building they called home.


  • • •


  Matt and Gina’s apartment was very small, but it was neat and tidy, decorated with thrift store furniture. As soon as they got home, Gina told him she was going to take a hot bath.


  Matt waited for a moment, making sure that the bathroom door was locked. She would be in there for at least half an hour. He ran over to the phone on the kitchen wall and grabbed the receiver. He held the blue notecard in his fingers and he dialed the phone number at the bottom.


  He glanced down the short hall that led to the only bathroom and bedroom in their apartment.


  The phone rang in his ear. It was pretty late in the afternoon. The office, or wherever he was calling, was probably closed by now. He could still leave a message. He wasn’t sure how many of these blue cards were floating around out there in the city and he wanted to be the first applicant.


  Matt’s breath caught in his throat when a man answered in a low voice. “Hello?”


  For a moment Matt couldn’t speak. Then he cleared his throat. “I … uh … I’m calling about a job opportunity that I saw on a blue notecard …”


  “Yes, sir.”


  Again Matt was at a loss for words—which was an unusual occurrence for him—but then he found his voice.


  “I’m interested in finding out more about the job.”


  “Yes, sir,” the man said and gave Matt directions to an office on the outskirts of Boston. Matt turned the blue notecard over and stretched for a pen on the counter; he scribbled the directions down.


  “Thank you so much,” Matt told the man on the phone. For some reason he pictured the tall man in the dark coat on the other end of the phone, even though that man was probably still busy leaving cards around town. “We’ll be there tomorrow at twelve.”


  Matt hung up the phone and pumped his fist in the air. He wanted to shout with excitement, but he stayed quiet. He eyed the hall and closed bathroom door.


  It was time to celebrate.


  • • •


  In the bathroom, Gina took off her cashier’s uniform and dumped it on the floor. She had steaming hot water running in the bathtub, and the water was already foaming up from the bubble bath and body oil she had added to it. She had a few candles lit around the small bathroom. She stood in front of the mirror in only her bra and panties, and she studied her body in the candlelight. She rested a hand on her slightly protruding belly and stared at it for a while as the bathtub filled up.


  She wasn’t really showing yet, but she would be soon. At some point she was going to have to tell Matt that they were having a baby.


  But she was hesitating. She was scared. He had lost his job with the lawn crew a few months ago when winter came. They worked him as long as they could; raking leaves, cutting down dying trees, but after a while they couldn’t keep him on the crew. Jack promised to put him back to work in the spring. But what if he didn’t? What if Matt couldn’t find a job? They could barely take care of themselves, what were they going to do when a baby came along?


  Gina turned off the water and stripped off her bra and panties. She slid down into the bubbly water and tried to relax, she tried to let her problems float away. But she couldn’t help worrying. God knew Matt wasn’t worrying. He never worried; he always believed everything would work out—an eternal optimist which complimented her constant pessimism.


  Her pessimism was a gift from her mother. She thought of her mother, and she thought about telling her mother about the soon-to-be-gift from the stork, but then she pushed that thought away. Her mom was a drunk and an on-again-off-again drug addict. She had kicked Gina out on the street when Gina was only a teenager so she could stagger off with her life of abusive, drug-dealing boyfriends, and parties.


  And Matt’s parents weren’t much more help. His mother was dead and his dad never wanted to help Matt; he wanted Matt to pull himself up by his bootstraps and make it on his own like he had. Yeah, some kind of lifestyle Matt’s dad had carved out for himself, freezing to death up in some rusty trailer in New Hampshire.


  They had no help. They were on their own.


  She loved Matt so much. She just wished they could catch a break somewhere.


  • • •


  Matt heard the water turn off in the bathroom. He knew Gina would be soaking in there for maybe twenty minutes or so. He didn’t have a lot of time.


  He darted around the kitchen and threw a romantic dinner together which consisted of two individual frozen lasagna dinners that he heated up in the microwave. He set the dinners on plates and placed them on their small kitchen table. He lit two candles and he found two wine glasses in the cabinets.


  But they didn’t have any wine.


  Pepsi would have to do. He poured the soda into the wine glasses and added an ice cube to each one.


  Gina came out from the bathroom wrapped in her thick white robe. It was cold in the apartment because they tried to use their heat as little as possible. She came down the short hall and saw the arrangement on the kitchen table.


  “What’s all this?” she asked and couldn’t help smiling. A thought entered her mind suddenly that nearly stopped her heart. Maybe somehow Matt knew that she was pregnant; maybe this was his way of celebrating the news.


  “We didn’t have any wine, so I had to use Pepsi,” Matt said with that lopsided grin of his that had made her fall in love with him.


  “What’s the celebration?” she asked as she took a sip of the Pepsi from her Champaign glass that they had used a few nights ago on New Year’s Eve.


  Matt seemed to be nearly busting with excitement—and then the dam broke. “I called the number on that card.”


  Gina’s heart dropped. She sighed and brushed by Matt and sat down in front of one of the lasagna dinners.


  Matt sat down opposite from her, but he didn’t touch his food. He stared at her with that constant smile on his face and that stupid hope dancing in his eyes, reflected by the candlelight.


  “Just hear me out,” he said.


  Gina picked at her food with her fork just for something to do. She hated to burst his bubble, but somebody had to. “Baby, it’s probably just a scam.”


  “They’re talking about a lot of money.”


  “How much?”


  “Well, he didn’t say. He just said that we could come in for an interview tomorrow.”


  “We?”


  “Yeah.”


  “I’m not going. I have a job already.”


  Her words stung momentarily, but Matt skipped right past them. “Yeah, a job you hate.”


  Gina took a bite of her food. It wasn’t too bad for a frozen dinner.


  Matt took a bite of his food, beaming, like he couldn’t control his smile anymore. “I scheduled us for an interview.”


  Gina dropped her fork back down into her lasagna. “What?”


  “Twelve o’clock. That’s when they want us there.”


  “Tomorrow’s my day off. I don’t want to spend it in some room with twenty other foolishly hopeful people who are led along until the big scam is revealed.”


  That wiped Matt’s smile away. “It’s worth a try,” he said and pouted like a kid. “As you can see, I’m not having much luck anywhere else.”


  Gina didn’t reply. She looked down at her food, picking at it with her fork. Her blond hair hung down in her face a little.


  “Gina?”


  She still didn’t look at him.


  “Please, Gina. Just go with me. They want a couple. We both need to be there.”


  She sighed and finally looked at Matt. He looked like some kind of puppy dog begging for a treat. How could she resist him?


  “When do we need to be there?”


  Matt popped up from his chair and rushed over to her, kneeling down beside her like he might be proposing (yeah right, she wished). He grabbed on to her and pulled her to him. He kissed her.


  “I love you,” he told her in a low voice.


  • • •


  Matt and Gina were twenty minutes early for the interview and they sat in a waiting room that was furnished with cheap furniture and out-of-date magazines. The whole place looked hastily put together, Gina thought. It looked temporary.


  “We’re the only ones here,” Gina said as she glanced around the small room. There was only one other door in the small room besides the one they had entered. A beautiful woman dressed in an expensive business suit sat at a cheap desk with a laptop opened in front of her. They had introduced themselves to her when they came in and she had them sign a sheet on a clipboard. Gina noticed that there were no other names on the sign-in sheet.


  “That’s good,” Matt whispered, and he still couldn’t help smiling. He was having himself a grand old adventure, Gina thought.


  “They probably just schedule one couple at a time,” Matt added as he leaned towards her; the spearmint gum he had chomped on the way to the interview radiated from his breath.


  Gina looked back at the secretary who sat at her desk, studying her laptop. She had dark hair and skin, and she had an exotic beauty. Gina wasn’t an expert, but she was pretty sure the woman’s high heels were some kind of designer brand.


  A phone buzzed beside the laptop and the secretary picked it up. She didn’t say anything into the phone; she just nodded and listened, and then hung the phone up. She opened a drawer and pulled out two clipboards with papers attached. She grabbed two pens and brought them to Matt and Gina with a fake smile.


  “Could you please fill these out while you’re waiting?”


  They took the clipboards from her and thanked her.


  “Make sure you answer every question,” the secretary said in her slightly husky voice that had just the hint of an accent in it that Gina couldn’t place.


  Gina snuck a glance at Matt to see how intently he was watching the woman.


  But Matt’s face was already aimed down at the papers on the clipboard.


  Gina watched the secretary walk back to her desk, her perfect ass swishing back and forth underneath her skin-tight gray business skirt.


  Gina looked down at the first page on the clipboard, and she read the first few questions.


  “What the hell kind of questions are these?” she whispered to Matt.


  Matt was already scribbling down his answers.


  “Have you ever hunted animals?” Gina whispered harshly to Matt, reading one of the first questions.


  He looked at her and shrugged. “Just write down no. Unless you have hunted animals.”


  Gina gave him a dirty look and then she looked back down at the questionnaire. She looked at the next question: What kind of physical condition would you say you’re in? Excellent. Good. Fair. Poor.


  Next question: Do you have any scars on your body? If so, please describe in detail.


  Next question: Do you have any tattoos? If so, please describe in detail.


  She lifted the page and studied some of the other questions. How close do your closest relatives live? Are you close with your relatives?


  She watched Matt again as he scribbled his answers down, his brow furrowed in concentration like he was taking a mid-term exam.


  Gina sighed and began her questionnaire, filling out her name—Gina Simon, and her age—twenty-two.


  Thirty minutes later the secretary slinked on over to retrieve their clipboards and to flash her fake smile at them again. “All done?” she asked.


  They nodded and handed the clipboards to her. She took them to the door and knocked lightly. She waited a moment and then opened the door. She entered the small office and closed the door behind her, but Gina couldn’t see anything inside the room when the woman had slipped inside. She was gone only a few minutes, and then she came back out without the clipboards. She sashayed back to her desk and waited.


  Ten minutes later her phone buzzed again. She picked it up, listened for a moment and then hung the phone back up.


  “Mr. Yates will see you now,” she told them as she stood up behind her desk and gestured at the only other door in the room like a game show model.


  Matt and Gina got up from the plastic chairs and walked across the dull carpeting to the door. Matt paused at the door and then knocked lightly.


  “Come on in,” a gruff voice called out from the other side of the door.


  They entered and saw a large man in his early forties seated behind the desk. He stood up and smiled at them. He wore a dark suit and tie, but his powerful muscles bulged underneath the fabric, stretching it. He gestured at the two chairs in front of his desk.


  “Please sit down.”


  Matt and Gina sat down.


  Gina glanced around at the office; other than the desk, chairs, and a fake plant, there was nothing else in the room. No artwork or framed certificates on the walls.


  “Thanks so much for seeing us this soon,” Matt said.


  “My pleasure,” Mr. Yates said and glanced down at their clipboards which were the only things on his desk besides the phone. “Matt Perrone and Gina Simon.”


  They nodded and smiled.


  “Not married,” Mr. Yates said with a slight frown.


  “No, but we’re going to be soon,” Matt spit out.


  Gina glanced at Matt like this was news to her, and then she gave Mr. Yates a tight smile and nodded.


  “Is that okay that we’re not married?” Matt asked, and he seemed nervous, like this might be the first strike against them.


  “You’ve been together for a while?” Mr. Yates asked.


  “Three years now,” Matt said.


  Mr. Yates nodded. “It should be okay.”


  Gina looked back at Mr. Yates. Something about him seemed a little off to her. And there was something a little off about the secretary out in the waiting room. And this nearly bare, temporary office. She waited and braced herself for the scam that she knew would be coming. Maybe it would be selling vacuum cleaners, or timeshares, or nutritional supplements.


  “I appreciate you filling out these forms,” Mr. Yates said. “I know they’re a pain, but they are important.”


  “No problem,” Matt said and grinned.


  Mr. Yates folded his big hands together on the desk in front of them and leaned forward slightly, the suit’s fabric straining around his shoulders and upper arms. He smiled at them, but the smile never seemed to touch his ice-blue eyes.


  “Now I bet you two want a few more details about this job,” he said.


  “Yeah,” Matt answered. “But it sounds great so far.”


  What sounds great so far? Gina wanted to ask him. They didn’t even know what they would be doing yet. She glanced at Matt like he was a lamb awaiting the slaughter.


  “I’m going to explain everything about the job in a few moments, but first I need to ask a few more quick questions.”


  Mr. Yates opened a drawer from his desk and pulled out a few more pieces of paper. He laid the papers down on the desk in front of him and scanned them quickly.


  Gina rolled her eyes slightly. Great, more questions.


  “I assure you,” Mr. Yates said as he looked right at Gina like he could read her mind, “that these are important questions even though they may seem mundane.”


  Matt gave Gina a quick, pleading glance.


  And she gave Matt a tight smile, but she hoped he could read the expression in her eyes: I’m only going along with this so far.


  Mr. Yates read a question from his paper. “Would you describe yourselves as extroverts or introverts?”


  Matt and Gina exchanged glances.


  “Uh …” Matt said, not sure which one was the right answer. “I’m not really sure.”


  “Well, this job would be more for the introverted,” Mr. Yates said.


  “Oh, that’s us, then. We’re introverts. Homebodies. We never go anywhere. We love to hang around the house.”


  Matt gave Gina a look, trying to get her to go along with him.


  Gina looked back at Mr. Yates and nodded quickly. “Matt’s right. We’re as introverted as they come.”


  Mr. Yates studied them for a moment with his cold blue eyes and that humorless smile still pasted on his face. He gave them a quick nod and continued with another question.


  “Do you two drink alcohol?”


  “Uh … not really,” Matt said, still afraid of giving the wrong answer, but he was pretty sure most jobs didn’t seek out alcoholics.


  “Very rarely,” Gina added.


  “Good,” Mr. Yates said and checked off a line on the paper in front of him with his pen.


  “So far so good,” Mr. Yates told them and then looked down at the paper again. “Can you two follow directions?”


  Matt and Gina exchanged glances again.


  “Yeah, of course,” Matt said as he looked back at Mr. Yates.


  Mr. Yates studied them for a long moment, his eyes flicking back and forth to each of them. “I mean follow directions to the letter. No questions asked.”


  Gina felt that fluttering in her chest again. She had felt this was all a scam earlier, but now these questions and this big man’s expression were giving her the creeps.


  “Absolutely,” Matt said.


  “This is very important,” Mr. Yates said.


  Gina leaned forward a little and gave Mr. Yates her “cashier’s” smile. “What exactly is this job? What directions will we have to follow to the letter with no questions asked?”


  Mr. Yates sat back a little, and his chair squeaked and complained. “I will answer your question in time, Gina. But first I must tell you about a condition of this job if you are accepted.”


  They waited for him to continue.


  “There must be absolute secrecy.”


  “Secrecy?” Gina repeated. What was this? The CIA?


  “You can’t tell anyone what you will be doing,” Mr. Yates continued quickly, leaning forward again, doing that clasping-his-hands-in-front-of-him thing again. “You can’t tell anyone what you will be doing for the next two months. And you can’t tell anyone where you will be going. There will be no contact numbers given out.”


  “Where would we be going?” Gina asked even though she’d already made up her mind that she wasn’t going anywhere with this creep.


  “You will not be allowed to bring any kind of cell phones or computers with you,” Mr. Yates went on like Gina hadn’t even asked a question. “You will be essentially cut off from family and friends and the outside world for two months.”


  Gina was ready to leave.


  Matt caught her look and felt panic rising up inside of him. “But you said the pay is good,” he said quickly. “Substantial. And the work is easy.”


  Mr. Yates smiled again. “Oh yes. The pay is very good. And the work is easy. As long as you follow the directions.”


  “How much is the pay?” Gina asked.


  “We can talk more about that after we’ve done some background checks,” Mr. Yates answered.


  I smell a scam, Gina wanted to say. “You can’t give us any kind of idea about what we’ll be doing or how much money we’ll be paid?”


  “I’ll tell you this much, Gina, you two are the best candidates I’ve interviewed so far.”


  Gina stood up and looked at Matt. “Come on, let’s go.”


  Mr. Yates got to his feet with surprising speed. “Please … wait.”


  Matt begged Gina with his look. Gina turned to Mr. Yates, waiting for him to continue, but he needed to get to the point quickly or she was out of here.


  “Okay. I can tell you this much.” He glanced around like there might be other people watching in his cramped little office. “The man you will be working for, my client, he’s quite famous in certain circles. And he doesn’t want any attention.”


  Gina stood by her chair and nodded at Mr. Yates to continue.


  “My client owns many properties around the world. He has a home in upstate New York, and he’s only there for a few months out of the year. When he’s not there, he wants a couple to take care of the place.”


  There. It was out. But Gina felt confused.


  “What?” she asked. “Like house-cleaning? Like a maid?”


  Mr. Yates forced out a fake laugh. “No, not at all. He just wants a couple to watch the place. Water the plants and perform some minor cleaning duties. Nothing out of the ordinary. And you would have full access to the mansion.”


  Matt was excited now. “Mansion? That sounds awesome. We’ll take it!”


  Gina shot Matt a look.


  Mr. Yates chuckled and sat back down. He gestured at the chairs like he was sure Matt and Gina were going to sit back down, like he was sure he had them hooked again.


  Matt and Gina sat back down.


  “Not so fast, Matt,” Mr. Yates said, a fake chuckle still rumbling from him. “We have to do some background checks and go over your questionnaires. I’m sure you understand.”


  “When do we find out?”


  “We’ll be in touch.”


  • • •


  Matt drove their car through their small coastal Massachusetts town north of Boston. He was still very excited. “Can you imagine that? Staying in a mansion for two months?”


  “I don’t know. Something seems strange about this whole thing. And something definitely seems strange about that guy—Mr. Yates.”


  “It’s a lot of money.”


  “You don’t even know how much it is.”


  “I know, but I bet it’s going to be a lot. You heard Mr. Yates; his client is rich and famous. And besides, it’s better than what I’m making right now. Wait a minute, let me add it up.” Matt pretended like he was doing some kind of elaborate calculation with is fingers in the air. “Oh yeah, that’s right—zero.”


  Gina looked out the passenger window.


  “You could quit your job,” Matt told her.


  “I don’t know, Matt.”


  “You hate it anyway.”


  They drove in silence for a moment.


  Matt glanced at Gina again. “What about your dream-job?”


  Gina looked at Matt. “That’s not fair.”


  “You want to be an interior decorator one day. What better place to study than some rich guy’s mansion? And maybe we would have enough money to get you in school.”


  Gina smiled.


  Matt continued quickly, sure that he was close to convincing her. “Think of all of those rooms in that mansion. Think of what you would do with that place. You could even take a notebook and art pad. Take some pictures. Do your own design portfolio.”


  The idea was tempting.


  “I do hate my job,” she muttered.


  “So let’s go to your work right now and tell Mr. Swanson to go take a flying fuck.”


  “Settle down,” Gina said like she was talking to a hyper pet. “Let’s just see if Mr. Yates calls us back first.”


  • • •


  When they got back to their apartment, Matt was still excited. He paced their small apartment, eyeing the phone on the wall.


  Gina sat on the couch with the TV on in front of her. She turned to look at Matt in the kitchen. “Would you come and sit down? He’s not going to call today.”


  Matt came into the living room (the living room and kitchen were really one room, divided from each other by the small kitchen table and lumpy couch) and plopped down beside her on the couch.


  “I’ve never seen you like this,” she said and smiled at him.


  Matt pulled Gina towards him and hugged her tight. “I’m sorry. I’ve just got a great feeling about this.”


  And I don’t, Gina wanted to say, but didn’t.


  She pushed Matt away and turned back to the TV. There was a news report on about a missing man. She grabbed the remote control and turned up the volume. An anchorwoman stared into the camera with a practiced grim and serious look as a photograph of a middle-aged man floated behind her.


  “Police still have no leads on the disappearance of Scott Anderson. They are asking anyone with any information to please step forward.”


  “God, they still haven’t found that guy,” Gina said.


  “Nope,” Matt answered.


  “How can someone just disappear like that?”


  “Happens all the time,” Matt said. “You need to be careful nowadays.”


  • • •


  The phone rang the next day just as Matt and Gina entered their apartment. Gina was tired from working all day and she was ready for a hot bath to warm her up.


  Matt ran to the phone and grabbed it. “Hello?” he breathed into it.


  He stood there listening for a long moment and Gina watched as his eyes widened in shock. He nodded quickly.


  “We did?” he said into the phone. “That’s great.” Pause. “How much? You’re … you’re kidding, right?” Another long pause from Matt as he listened, gripping the phone harder than ever now. “No. No, that’s perfect.”


  Gina was about to head for the bathroom, but she walked over to Matt, staring at him.


  “How much did they say?” she whispered at him.


  Matt glanced at her and smiled, but continued talking into the phone. “Yes, of course, sir. We can be down there in thirty minutes.” He listened on the phone for another few seconds. “Yes, sir. Thank you, sir. Okay. Good-bye.”


  Matt hung up the phone, beaming with excitement. He turned to Gina and bear-hugged her. “We got the job!” he yelled into her ear.


  Gina thought of the two month old fetus inside of her who probably wasn’t enjoying the bear-hug, and she pushed Matt off of her. “How much did he say?” she asked.


  “Thirty-five thousand dollars.”


  For a moment Gina couldn’t say anything. Thirty-five thousand dollars? That was the answer to their prayers. And for only two months of work? By that time Matt could be back at work with the lawn crew and they would have this money saved while she took time off work to have their baby.


  She thought about telling Matt right then about the baby.


  But she didn’t.


  “And he said we could get a small bonus up front,” Matt said.


  Gina felt stunned.


  • • •


  Almost an hour later they were in Mr. Yates’ office again. The secretary wasn’t there this time, and Mr. Yates answered the door in the waiting room and led them to his small office.


  Matt and Gina sat in the same chairs in front of his desk; they were both tense and excited and nervous.


  “Everything checked out perfectly,” Mr. Yates said.


  “That’s so great,” Matt said. “This is so great.” He grabbed Gina’s hand and squeezed it.


  Mr. Yates pulled a drawer open in his desk and took out a bulging, white envelope. He handed it across the desk to Matt. “As promised, a small portion of the money to help you with any packing and other arrangements you need to make before we leave.”


  Matt wasn’t bashful—he opened the envelope and peeked inside.


  “There’s five thousand dollars in there,” Mr. Yates told him.


  “Five thousand?” Matt said, and he could barely catch his breath. He handed the envelope to Gina.


  She peeked inside the envelope at the crisp bills and then looked at Mr. Yates. “When are we supposed to leave?”


  “A few days from now. On Friday morning. That should give you plenty of time to get your affairs in order.”


  Gina cringed at his choice of words. “Like quitting my job?” she said to Mr. Yates.


  “Yes, I’m afraid so.” He looked at Matt. “Any other questions?”


  “Will there be more opportunities in the future to watch this guy’s house?”


  “Possibly. We need to see how well the first time goes.”


  “What do we pack?” Gina asked. “What do we take with us?”


  “Great question,” he answered. “Just the normal things. Clothes. Some bathroom supplies. I’m sorry, but there is one thing we must insist on—I’ll need to inspect your luggage to make sure you aren’t bringing any laptops, cell phones, alcohol, drugs, and so on.”


  “Go through our stuff?”


  “That’s okay!” Matt nearly screeched. “That’s perfectly okay. We’re not going to bring any of that stuff, but we understand if you need to make sure.”


  Mr. Yates handed Matt and Gina a few papers stapled together. “This should help you out. It’s a list of things you’re not allowed to bring, and a recommendation of things for you to bring.”


  They took the papers and Gina glanced over her copy.


  Mr. Yates folded his big hands on the desk in front of him. “There’s plenty to do at the mansion. There will be satellite TV, a library of movies and books, three different video game systems.”


  Matt nodded. “Sounds great.”


  “I must warn you up front; this task could become a little boring. But you two stated that you were more introverted, so we’re betting you will do okay.”


  “We’ll be fine,” Matt said. “I’ll just keep focused on the money we’ll be making.”


  Mr. Yates smiled. He stood up, his bulky muscles moving underneath his suit coat. “That’s the right attitude, Matt.”


  Matt and Gina stood up. Gina held the papers and envelope in her hand.


  Mr. Yates’ smile disappeared quickly. “Remember—absolute secrecy. If we hear that you’ve told anyone about this, then the deal will be off.”


  “And what about the money?” Gina asked, glancing down at the envelope of money in her hand.


  Mr. Yates gave her a cold, hard stare. “Then I will have to come back for that.”


  Gina felt a chill run through her body as they stood in the tense silence of the office.


  And then Mr. Yates broke into a sudden smile like his earlier statement had been just a joke.


  But Gina knew it hadn’t been a joke.


  “I’m sure everything will be fine,” Mr. Yates said.


  “It will,” Matt said. “I promise.”


  “I will call you on Thursday night. I will come by with a car Friday morning to drive you two to the mansion.”


  Mr. Yates gestured at his office door as he moved out from behind his desk. “Thank you so much for coming back by.”


  “No, thank you for this opportunity, sir,” Matt said.


  Could you ass-kiss some more? Gina wanted to say.


  Gina followed Matt out of the office. They were about to walk to the waiting room door, but Mr. Yates’s voice stopped them in their tracks.


  “I’m sorry. There is one more thing I forgot to mention about this job.”


  Matt and Gina turned around and stared at Mr. Yates. And Gina could feel it coming—the catch, the one thing that was going to ruin this whole opportunity, the one thing that would make all of this too good to be true.


  “There are a few more conditions of this job that you should be aware of.”


  “What are they?” Gina asked.


  “You may find them a bit odd,” Mr. Yates said and tried his best smile on them.
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  The other conditions definitely were a bit odd, but in the end Matt talked Gina into taking a chance on this.


  Gina quit her job that night, and Mr. Swanson told her she would regret it.


  The next day Gina went to her doctor to have an examination. After it was over, she talked with her doctor about the trip they were going to be taking for the next two months. She wanted to know if it would be okay with the baby.


  The doctor told her there should be no problems this early in her pregnancy. She should eat right, exercise moderately, try to avoid stress, and just be happy.


  Gina breathed a sigh of relief. She would try this. If something happened, some kind of medical emergency, she was sure there was a plan for that in place from their new employer. It was a little bit of a risk, but the money far outweighed the risk right now. Just thinking of thirty-five thousand dollars set Gina’s mind at ease. There would be security in that kind of money.


  Maybe Matt was right, maybe luck was turning its shining face their way. Maybe their break had finally come. She wished she could be more positive like Matt was. Maybe she should try.


  She wanted to tell Matt about the baby. She almost told him a few times, but she felt that Matt might decide not to go to this mansion if he knew she was pregnant, and then their only chance at amassing a little nest egg would evaporate. As much as Matt wanted the money, he would put her safety, and his unborn child’s safety, above that.


  In the end, she decided she would wait until they were in the mansion to tell him; she would wait for the right moment, the most romantic moment. She would try this opportunity out, let loose for once, take a chance and invite a little adventure into her life.


  They let their landlord know they were leaving. He wasn’t too happy about it, but they rented month-to-month anyway. They gave him an extra month’s rent to keep him happy and then they moved all of the stuff they wanted to keep into a storage unit. They left a lot of the furniture behind—hopefully they would be able to afford some better stuff soon.


  • • •


  Friday morning came quickly, and Matt and Gina were ready to go.


  The first rays of the sun lightened the horizon beyond their small New England town as Matt and Gina made a few trips down the stairs from their third floor apartment to the brand new Jeep Cherokee waiting for them in front of their building; it was parked in the street, idling with the headlights on.


  Mr. Yates got out of the Jeep and opened the hatchback. He inspected each suitcase quickly as he loaded them into the back. They only had two suitcases each and one small bag of bathroom necessities, only the stuff recommended on the list that Mr. Yates had given them.


  Gina felt a little strange as this large man inspected their bags in the back of the SUV. She wondered if their neighbors might be watching this from the windows of the apartment building, but then she didn’t care. They wouldn’t be coming back here anyway.


  “All good,” Mr. Yates said and beamed at Matt and Gina. “You two ready to go?”


  They both nodded and Mr. Yates slammed the hatchback closed.


  • • •


  They drove for hours up into the mountains of upstate New York. The ground was covered with blankets of snow, but the sky was bright blue. Most of the roads were plowed and wet with melting snow.


  After they got off the county road, they drove for another two hours down a two lane road that led them farther and farther out into the woods, with less and less signs of civilization.


  “This place is really out in the boonies,” Gina said from the backseat of the SUV.


  Mr. Yates drove and Matt sat in the passenger seat.


  “The estate is quite remote,” Mr. Yates said without turning around to look at Gina. “The mansion is situated on forty acres of wooded property.”


  Gina didn’t feel too great about that, but it was kind of what she expected.


  “Wow,” Matt said as he stared out the windshield.


  “Are we almost there?” Gina asked.


  A sly smile played at the corners of Mr. Yates’s mouth. “It’s not too much farther.”


  An hour later they drove down an even smaller road that cut through a dense forest. This road was bumpy and the snow wasn’t cleared in some places, but the SUV plowed right through it with ease.


  They came to a massive iron gate. Mr. Yates pulled up to the gate and put the Jeep in park. He grabbed a remote control from the center console and clicked a big button. The gates swung open silently, pushing snow out of the way. Mr. Yates put the Jeep in drive and drove on through.


  It took a few more minutes of driving through the woods until they came to a clearing where a mansion sat back beyond the driveway that formed a large circle in front of the palace with an extravagant (and now frozen) concrete fountain in the middle.


  “Holy shit,” Matt whispered when they saw the place.


  Gina had expected the place to be huge and opulent, but this was beyond what she had imagined. It was a huge three story structure with rows of windows on each level and a high-pitched roof covered in snow. The roof was dotted with four chimneys—at least that was the chimneys that Gina could see from the driveway. A garage poked out from the left side of the mansion where a runway of pavement had been laid down; the garage looked like it could fit ten cars inside.


  Mr. Yates drove the Jeep around the large circular driveway, the tires crunching over the gravel and snow, and then he parked in front of the entrance which was a massive set of doors recessed deep in the ornately decorated entranceway. He shut the SUV off and got out, wasting no time.


  Matt and Gina got out and stared up at the huge building in front of them.


  “God, I don’t believe this,” Gina whispered to him.


  “That’s home, baby,” Matt whispered to her, nuzzling her close. “Home for the next two months.”


  Mr. Yates was already at the back of the SUV, the hatchback open. He pulled out two of their bags and carried them with him to the front door. Matt and Gina grabbed their other two bags and the bathroom bag, and then they followed Mr. Yates to the entrance way. He set the bags down near the door and dug out a large set of keys from his pants pocket. He unlocked the door and pushed one of the double doors open.


  Matt and Gina followed Mr. Yates into the foyer which was two stories high. The floor was laid with Italian marble and an antique table with a Ming vase sat next to the wall.


  “This is unbelievable,” Matt said as he stepped inside, still clutching the bags in his hands.


  “You can set your bags here on the floor,” Mr. Yates said, his voice echoing in the foyer just a bit. “There will be plenty of time later for you to take them up to your quarters and unpack.”


  They all set their bags on the floor and Mr. Yates closed and locked the gigantic door. The locks sounded so heavy and loud in the silence of the house.


  Mr. Yates turned back to them and glanced down at his fifteen thousand dollar wristwatch. “I’m afraid I don’t have a lot of time, so I’ll begin the tour now.”


  He walked past them, and they followed him out of the foyer, all of their shoes echoing on the marble floor.


  They stepped down into a vast living room. Couches, chairs, and tables were situated around the room on the tiled floor. “This is one of the two main living rooms on this floor,” Mr. Yates told them.


  Gina had to catch her breath as she looked around at the room, trying to take in all of the details at once.


  “Is that a Tiffany lamp?” she asked, not waiting for an answer from Mr. Yates. Her eyes found a seascape on a wall. “And that … that’s not a Winslow Homer painting, is it?”


  Gina hurried over to the wall and studied the painting that hung under a large brass light used to light the painting with. On the plaque below, it was listed as a Winslow Homer.


  Matt looked at Mr. Yates with a smile. “Gina knows everything about interior design and art.”


  Mr. Yates smiled back, but for a moment Matt saw unease in his eyes. Then those cold little eyes flicked over to Gina, watching her. “Is that so?”


  “Yeah,” Matt continued, but he couldn’t seem to shake that sudden chill that had run through his body while he watched Mr. Yates’s reptilian-like eyes study Gina. “She wants to be in interior designer one day,” Matt added.


  “Admirable,” Mr. Yates said and then he walked to the center of the room, his voice echoing just a bit, his eyes still on Gina as she studied the Winslow Homer painting. “A number of artworks and antique pieces are on display here.”


  Matt walked over to a collection of medieval swords and shields hung on a wall over the massive fireplace. “What about these? Are these real?”


  “Yes, and I’m sure it goes without saying that you are not to touch any of the pieces of art or antiques.”


  Matt backed away from the display on the wall. “Of course.”


  “They are on display to be enjoyed with the eyes only,” Mr. Yates continued. “And obviously the fireplaces are not to be used.”


  Matt and Gina looked at Mr. Yates and nodded. He glanced at his watch again and then smiled at them. “Follow me please to the next room.”


  The next room they entered was a large library. Each wall contained built-in bookcases stuffed with old and rare books. A massive stone fireplace dominated the other end of the room with a large window on each side, balancing it out. Pieces of overstuffed leather furniture were situated around a polar bear skin rug.


  Gina’s eyes focused on the bearskin rug. “Don’t tell me that thing’s real.”


  “I’m afraid it’s quite real.”


  Gina saw that there were other animal heads displayed as trophies on the walls in between the bookcases. “That’s disgusting.”


  Matt slipped his arm around Gina’s waist and pulled her close to him. He shot her a pleading glance. “But to each his own, right?”


  Gina stared back at Matt. “Yeah.”


  “Mr. Crow is an avid hunter. And a collector, as you can probably tell. You will see many odd items mixed in with more contemporary antiques and artworks.”


  Matt’s eyes roamed over the wall of books. “Look at all of those books.”


  “You are allowed to peruse the books, but please handle them with care. Some are very old and expensive. There are more current books in the entertainment room.”


  Matt perked up. “Entertainment room?”


  After a trip past other rooms filled with more treasures, Mr. Yates led Matt and Gina down a wide hallway that opened up to the entertainment room. The far wall was a theater-sized screen with two rows of auditorium-style seats in front of it.


  “You’ve got to be kidding me.”


  Mr. Yates moved without a sound across the room to a long counter. He pushed a few buttons and DVD players popped up from the countertop. He slid a door open below to reveal shelves of DVDs and CDs inside.


  “There are thousands of choices,” he told them. “We just ask that you return them to the place you got them from.”


  “Of course,” Matt said.


  Gin wandered around the room. She studied the movie posters lining the walls: Casablanca, The Graduate, Night of the Hunter, and The Bridge on the River Kwai.


  “There’s surround sound here,” Mr. Yates went on. “An authentic popcorn machine in the corner over there. Books and magazines are in that cabinet over there.”


  “I think we’ll spend a lot of time in here,” Matt said with that constant smile on his face.


  Mr. Yates walked over to Matt with the remote control in his hand. “You can also get regular TV on that screen. Just press these buttons here to switch it over to satellite TV. Hundreds of channels to choose from. There are instructions for the remote and devices in that top drawer over there.”


  Matt accepted the remote control from Mr. Yates like he was handling some priceless artifact. “Cool.”


  The next room they visited was the exercise room. It was the size of two basketball courts and nearly one half of the room was a pool, but it was covered and Mr. Yates told them the pool was off-limits, but they were welcome to use any of the exercise machines, as long as they used them with caution.


  “We can’t have any accidents while you are here,” he told them.


  “And what happens if there is an accident?” Gina asked, thinking of the baby just beginning to grow inside of her.


  Mr. Yates gave her a cold stare. “I’m afraid the deal will be off. We can’t have emergency vehicles out here. Privacy is the number one priority for Mr. Crow.”


  “So if—” Gina began, but Matt cut her words off.


  “We’ll be very careful.”


  “There are first aid kits in the kitchen and some of the bathrooms. I’ll show you where they are before I leave. They can be used to treat any minor injuries or ailments.”


  “But if there is an actual emergency,” Gina continued quickly before Matt could interrupt her again, “we can call for help. Right?”


  Mr. Yates let out a long sigh. “Yes. The phones work here, but you can’t receive incoming or outgoing calls. All of them are only programmed to contact 911.”


  “That sounds strange,” Gina said.


  “These are the conditions you signed off on,” Mr. Yates reminded her.


  “I know, but …”


  “We’ll be fine,” Matt said. “Everything will be fine.”


  They went back towards the interior of the bottom floor and passed another room near one of the living rooms. Gina was getting a little lost in the maze of rooms and she would have to spend a few days getting the layout of the house down in her mind.


  Mr. Yates invited them into the trophy room. It was filled with more animal heads hanging on the walls. A full tiger pelt hung in one corner. An assortment of swords, spears, and other weapons adorned spots on the paneled walls.


  “I guess Mr. Crow really loves to hunt,” Matt said.


  “He’s hunted every animal on the planet,” Mr. Yates said.


  Gina saw a glass case near one wall and she walked over to inspect it. Inside was a set of old iron bars with five metal cuffs at the end of each of the bars. Gina stared at it, trying to figure out how a human being could be chained in this position.


  “What’s this?” Gina asked Mr. Yates as she pointed down at the contraption inside the glass case.


  “Like I said before,” Mr. Yates smiled, “Mr. Crow collects many odd trinkets.”


  Gina walked over to another smaller glass case. Inside this one was an iron mask with only eyeholes and two small holes in the formed nose. “And this?” she asked.


  “Those are torture devices from the Middle Ages. They are very rare and priceless.”


  Gina nodded and wondered why torture devices were displayed in Mr. Crow’s trophy room, but she didn’t ask.


  “I don’t presume either of you two will be visiting this room very often,” Mr. Yates said to them. “I just wanted to show you what was in this room.”


  He glanced at his Rolex again as he walked briskly towards the door. “There are a few more rooms to show you down here, and then we’ll head upstairs to your quarters.”


  Mr. Yates showed them the greenhouse room next. Gina was impressed with the wall of glass on three sides.


  “This is the green house,” Mr. Yates told them. “These plants will need to be watered every few days. I’ll leave detailed lists in the kitchen for you, instructions for you to follow.”


  Gina walked over to the wall of glass panels that looked out onto a field of snow that stretched out thousands of yards away to a line of dark trees in the distance.


  “The glass is unbreakable,” Mr. Yates went on. “It’s able to withstand hurricane-force winds.” He walked over to a glass door that led outside. “The door is locked from the outside and armed with an alarm. All of the doors and windows are locked and an alarm will sound if any are opened or tampered with. Is that understood?”


  Matt and Gina glanced at each other and then nodded.


  “Of course,” Matt said, feeling the need to answer. “We went over all of that before.”


  Mr. Yates had told them that part of the condition of watching the house was that they would be locked inside. Gina hadn’t been comfortable with the idea of it, but as long as they could call 911 if anything happened, she thought she could bear it. The other odd condition was that they would lose their money and never be considered for another opportunity if 911 were called, but at least the option was there. Mr. Yates had explained that the reason Mr. Crow wanted them locked inside was because he didn’t want them wandering outside or inviting other people to his house. The conditions were extreme, understandably so, but if they didn’t like them then he could always move on to the next couple in line for the job.


  It was a strange situation, but Gina was going to force herself to do this. They needed the money. At first she thought the place would feel claustrophobic to her, but now that she’d seen the size of the place, she felt sure she could handle it.


  “Okay,” Mr. Yates said and clapped his hands, snapping Gina’s attention back to him. He smiled. “Let’s go to the kitchen.”


  They walked out back through one of the living rooms and past the foyer to a massive dining room with a sixteen seat dining room table underneath a gigantic crystal chandelier. The dining room led to a few rooms that looked like service rooms, perhaps where food was laid out to get ready to serve, Gina guessed.


  From the small rooms, they entered the kitchen.


  Gina had been expecting a kitchen with normal appliances and perhaps travertine tiles on the floor and stone backsplashes, but this looked like a restaurant kitchen. There was stainless steel everywhere: counters, appliances, hoods, racks of utensils and pots and pans. The floor was a sea of white tile. The stoves and ovens were massive.


  “There are two refrigerators over there,” Mr. Yates said, pointing as he led them through the kitchen. “Three ovens. Two six-burner cook tops. Four microwave ovens. A three-well deep fryer.”


  Mr. Yates ran one of his big hands down the stainless steel counter top. “There is a walk-in cooler and freezer on that side of the room. They are both stocked with an assortment of foods—more food than either of you could possibly eat in two months.”


  Matt and Gina followed Mr. Yates to a pair of metal doors that stood side by side in the wall. He opened the walk-in cooler so they could peek inside.


  “All kinds of meats, cheeses, and vegetables.”


  He pointed to a doorway at the end of the wall. “And through that doorway is a stock room filled with canned goods, boxed foods, and other dry supplies.”


  “Wow,” Matt said. “This is like a restaurant kitchen. Or a hotel kitchen.”


  “Mr. Crow has been known to have extravagant parties here in the past,” Mr. Yates told them, and then he walked them across the room to another doorway. “In here is a small table where the servants eat when they are here. We ask that you eat your meals in here and not in the dining room.”


  “Sure,” Matt said, shaking his head like the idea of them eating at the sixteen seat dining room table was absurd. “Of course.”


  “We’re just about done with the downstairs,” Mr. Yates told them. “You’ll have plenty of time to explore while you’re here.” He smiled at them. “Now, on to your quarters.”


  They followed Mr. Yates up a wide set of stairs that split off from the foyer into two balconies and led to separate hallways. At the top of the stairs Mr. Yates turned to the right and led them down to a doorway about halfway down the hall. He opened the door and gestured for them to enter.


  Matt and Gina entered the gigantic bedroom—it would’ve made three of their apartments. A king-sized canopy bed was against a far wall. A massive dresser was along the wall with the door. Heavy drapes covered three sets of windows.


  “I hope you will find these accommodations comfortable.”


  “Oh yeah,” Matt answered.


  “Through that doorway over there by the bed is your own bathroom. And the doorway over there on the other side of the room is the walk-in closet.”


  Mr. Yates marched across the room to show them the bathroom. His shoes swished across the deep carpeting. He flipped on a light for the bathroom and Matt and Gina went inside.


  It was the biggest bathroom Gina had ever seen. There was a glass-walled shower that could fit five people inside of it, a soaker garden tub with jets, a granite countertop with two deep sinks, a separate room for the toilet, travertine and marble everywhere.


  “This is beautiful,” Gina whispered.


  Mr. Yates watched them from the doorway. “There is one other thing I want to show you before I go.”


  Matt and Gina followed Mr. Yates back out to the hallway. They walked past the steps that led back downstairs, and at the end of the hall they turned and saw another set of wide, carpeted steps that led up into the darkness.


  “This stairway leads up to the third floor,” Mr. Yates told them. “The third floor is Mr. Crow’s personal floor. You two are not permitted to be on the third floor under any circumstances.”


  Gina stared at the steps that rose up into the gloom. She looked back at Mr. Yates and nodded that she understood.


  “Of course, this is something you signed in the contract. It’s just a matter of respecting his privacy, that’s all.”


  “Sure,” Matt said with a smile. “We understand totally.”


  “I believe that concludes the tour,” Mr. Yates said with a tight smile. He glanced at his watch again. “I really must get going. If you’ll see me down to the front door …”


  Matt and Gina followed Mr. Yates back down to the foyer and front doors they had come in through. He stood in front of the massive doors, watching them.


  “Once I close this door, I will lock it from the outside. You two will be locked inside this house for the next eight weeks.”


  Gina took a deep breath and exhaled slowly, trying to contain a rising panic that she’d never experienced before.


  Mr. Yates seemed to notice Gina’s anxiety. He took a few steps over to the cherry side table and slid a drawer open. He plucked out a large key ring and showed it to Gina.


  “There is an emergency key on this ring in this drawer. It will open this front door in case there is an absolute emergency.”


  Matt glanced at Gina and he could see her body relax a little. She even smiled. He had been a little worried about her, but now he was sure she was going to be okay.


  “Again, this is only for absolute emergencies. And I’m sure you understand if you open this door you will lose all of the money and …”


  “Yeah,” Gina interrupted, but she gave him a small smile. “We do.”


  Mr. Yates put the keys back into the drawer and slid it shut. He had a small, tight smile of his own when he looked back at Gina. “Of course you do.”


  He walked back to the door and slipped on his overcoat that he’d hung on the old-fashioned coat rack. He was about to open the door, but he looked back at them, staring at them.


  “There is one more thing I forgot to tell you.”


  Gina waited for the next bombshell that Mr. Yates was going to drop on them.


  “Have fun!” Mr. Yates said and broke out in a big smile. “Relax. Enjoy your surroundings. Eat some good food. Catch up on some reading and some films. Have a great time.”


  Matt and Gina both exhaled and couldn’t help smiling.


  Mr. Yates smiled at them and then he was out the door in a flash.


  They watched the massive door close. They heard the door locks clicking into place. It sounded to Gina like a prison cell door clanking shut.


  Matt looked at Gina. “Now what?”


  “Let’s eat,” she told him and she started for the kitchen.


  “Hey, wait up,” Matt called and hurried after her.


  3.

  NOISES


  Gina laid out a variety of foods on the stainless steel countertop: sandwich fixings, a bag of pretzels, a box of donuts, carrot sticks, a can of sardines. Gina grabbed a plate and sampled a little bit of everything.


  Matt watched her in shock.


  Gina stopped eating and looked at Matt. She swallowed her food and gave him a smile. “Sorry. Everything looked so good.”


  Matt nodded and he gave her a mischievous smile. “What are we doing after this?”


  “I don’t know. What did you want to do?”


  He moved closer to her, hovering over her. “I say we try out the bed in our quarters.”


  Gina burst out laughing. “Our quarters? Let’s call it our bedroom from now on.”


  “Yes,” he said in a low voice, his hand roaming down her back, lower and lower. “Let’s call it our bedroom,” he said into her ear.


  Twenty minutes later Matt and Gina were making love on their gigantic bed, the bed sheets twisted around their glistening, writhing bodies. Gina held on to Matt as he pushed himself inside of her. He felt so good inside of her, all of this felt so good. They were going to be okay, she thought as she cried out with pleasure.


  Everything was going to be fine.


  • • •


  Gina soaked in a bubble bath. The tub was so big she could almost lie down in it if she wanted to. She turned on the jets and the water roared around her body, massaging the stress away. She laid her head back, her eyes closed, a warm rag over her forehead. She wished she’d lit some candles—she was sure there had to be candles somewhere in this house.


  She was totally relaxed.


  The jets turned off and she sat in the silence, just soaking as the hot water began to turn warm.


  A bumping noise from their bedroom startled her.


  She sat up in the tub quickly and the water sloshed, some of it splashing over the side of the tub a little and spilling onto the floor.


  Gina sat very still in the water, her body tense as she listened for the noise again. She stared at the bathroom door which was closed, but not locked.


  “Matt?”


  No answer from Matt in the bedroom.


  She listened for a long moment, very still in the tub. The water had stopped moving and the house was quiet.


  Then she heard another bumping noise, this sound was softer, stealthier, like something was moving around in their bedroom.


  Gina watched the bathroom door that led out to their bedroom.


  “Matt? Are you out there?”


  No answer from Matt.


  “Quit playing around, Matt! It’s not funny!”


  Still no answer.


  Panic crept up inside of Gina and she felt suddenly exposed and vulnerable, naked in the bathtub. She got out and grabbed two of the plush towels and dried off as quickly as she could while she kept an eye on the door.


  If Matt came rushing in here screaming, she swore to God she was going to kill him.


  But Matt still hadn’t revealed himself.


  Gina tried to let her anger at Matt keep her fear at bay, but she couldn’t help feeling that Matt hadn’t made the noise out there—it had come from something else.


  She grabbed her panties and slipped them on, then her T-shirt and sweat pants. She pushed her damp hair back and tied it in a loose ponytail.


  She crept to the bathroom door, her feet still a little wet on the tile. She practically tiptoed and now she wished she hadn’t yelled out for Matt.


  Why? There’s nobody out there. It’s just the house settling. That’s all.


  She opened the door and peeked out at their bedroom. The bed was still a mess and their clothes were still strewn across the carpet. But Matt wasn’t in the bedroom.


  “Matt?” she said in a low voice, but she knew he wasn’t there.


  Gina hurried across their bedroom to the door that led out to the hall—the room was so big it seemed to take a long time to get to the door.


  She opened the door and looked out in the hallway. She looked up and down the hall, but he wasn’t out here either.


  • • •


  Gina found Matt in the entertainment room. He sat in the back row of movie seats, his feet up on the back of the seat in front of him, the remote control in one hand, a tub of popcorn in the other. On the screen was the movie, The Shining.


  She rushed up to him, standing right behind him. “What are you doing?” she asked, her voice sharper than she had intended.


  Matt spun around, spilling a little of his popcorn. He looked guilty like he’d been caught doing something he shouldn’t be doing.


  “What?” he said. “I’m watching a movie.”


  He stood up, instantly concerned by her expression. He set the popcorn and remote control down. “What’s wrong?”


  “Nothing,” she said.


  He stared at her—he knew something was wrong with her.


  “Were you up in our bedroom a few minutes ago?” she asked.


  “No.”


  “Come on, Matt. I won’t be mad. Just tell me the truth.”


  “I wasn’t up there.”


  “I don’t want to play any games …”


  “I was down here the whole time. I came down here after you said you wanted to take a bath.”


  Gina stared at Matt for a moment. “You swear?”


  “Yes. Why? What’s going on?”


  “I was in the bathtub, and I … I swear I heard something in our bedroom. I thought it was you.”


  Matt stared at Gina while The Shining played in the background. “What do you mean, you heard someone in our bedroom?”


  “Well, I mean I heard a noise. Some kind of bumping noise.”


  Matt looked a little relieved. He smiled at Gina. “It was probably nothing. Just the house settling, that’s all.”


  “I know … but it was pretty loud.”


  “You’re just nervous. First day locked inside here. You’ll get over it.”


  Gina didn’t feel too convinced about that.


  Matt glanced back at the movie playing behind him, and then he looked at Gina with a smile. “Being here in this house is a little like The Shining, isn’t it?”


  Gina stared at Matt—she wasn’t amused.


  Matt crooked his index finger like Danny in The Shining and he mimicked the little boy’s voice. “Danny’s not here, Mrs. Torrence.”


  “Stop it, Matt.”


  Matt continued talking like Danny from the movie. “Do you want me to go up and check out the bedroom, Mrs. Torrence?”


  Gina stared daggers at him.


  Minutes later they were up in the bedroom and Matt inspected the corners, under the bed, and the inside of the walk-in closet, which was empty because they hadn’t put their clothes away yet.


  Matt gave Gina an amused grin.


  “I know I heard something in here,” she told him.


  “Maybe you just need a hug,” he said and rushed towards her, his arms out wide, a goofy grin on his face.


  He tried to hug her but she pushed him away. “Get off of me, you psycho.”


  “You weren’t saying get off of me a little earlier,” he teased.


  Gina couldn’t help smiling.


  And they kissed again.


  • • •


  Gina cleaned up the kitchen after dinner, putting food away and wiping down the counters. She stacked the dishes up in front of the gigantic dish machine, but decided not to start it until they had a bigger load.


  “You feeling better now?” Matt asked her.


  She looked at him and smiled. “Yeah. I guess I’m a little more freaked out by this … situation than I thought I would be.”


  “Freaked out by what?”


  “I don’t know. Being locked inside here. It’s a strange condition.”


  “I know, but we have to think about the money.”


  “But it still feels a little claustrophobic to me.”


  “Claustrophobic? It’s a mansion. There’s like a million square feet in here.”


  “I don’t think it’s quite that big.” She hesitated for a moment. “It’s just the idea of being locked inside, no matter how big it is. It’s that feeling of not being able to get out.”


  “But we can if we absolutely had to. Mr. Yates showed you where the key to the front door is.” He stared at her. “Of course, we wouldn’t use that key unless it was an emergency. Right?”


  Gina nodded at him and wiped down the counter again.


  Matt hopped up and sat on the countertop that she had just cleaned.


  “I just wiped that down,” she told him.


  “I’m giving it a second wipe down.” He wriggled his butt back and forth on the countertop.


  Gina sighed in surrender and threw the rag on the countertop.


  Matt smiled at her. “You’ll get over your claustrophobic feeling. You’ll get used to this. Just keep your mind focused on the money—the thirty thousand dollars.”


  “And the five thousand we already have with us.”


  “Now you’re getting the idea,” he said and leaned over to steal a kiss from Gina, but she moved out of the way, too fast for him.


  Matt smiled at her. “Don’t make me chase you.”


  • • •


  That night Gina couldn’t fall asleep. She sat in bed, her back against the headboard, a book in her lap. Even though she had the lamp beside the bed turned on, the rest of the gigantic bedroom was still hidden in shadows. She wished she would’ve left the bathroom light on, and tomorrow night she would remember to do that.


  She tried reading some more, but she found it difficult to concentrate on the book. She looked over at Matt who was curled up under the blankets, snoring lightly.


  Her eyes kept darting up from the pages of her book to the shadowy corners at the other end of the room, near the walk-in closet. If she stared into the darkness long enough, she thought she could see the shadows moving slightly. But it was just her mind playing tricks on her—she knew that.


  She looked back down at her book and tried to find her place again, tried to concentrate on the words, but her mind drifted. She knew that staying here was going to be tough for her, but she had to think of the money and their future. And their baby. She just had to keep her mind on that


  She closed her eyes and drifted off …


  • • •


  Gina snapped awake and sat up. The book fell off her side of the bed and thudded down onto the carpet. She looked around the bedroom as a gray daylight invaded the room through the closed blinds and partially open drapes. She looked at the other side of the bed—Matt wasn’t there.


  She got up and turned off the lamp next to the bed. She grabbed a warm robe and draped it over her skimpy nightclothes. She saw that the bathroom door was open.


  “Matt?” she called out to the bathroom.


  No answer. She checked the bathroom anyway, but he wasn’t there.


  She went out to the hallway—he must be downstairs somewhere. She walked to the steps that led down to the first floor, but then she stopped and stared down at the hall that led in the other direction, to the stairs that went up to the third floor.


  Before she even realized what she was doing, she stood at the bottom of the stairs and stared up at the steps that ascended up into the gloom.


  She took a step, and then climbed the next step, getting closer and closer to the place they were forbidden to go.


  It felt like something was tugging at her, drawing her up those dark stairs.


  There are secrets waiting up there, her mind whispered. Terrible secrets.


  She snapped out of it and shuffled back down the steps, looking at the stairs in horror for a moment. It felt like she’d been in a trance for a few minutes. She forced herself away from the steps and hurried back down the hall to the wide stairs.


  Gina looked for Matt in the entertainment room, but he wasn’t there.


  She tried the exercise room, but he wasn’t in there either.


  Gina found him in the kitchen. She could hear him moving around in there before she even entered the room, dishes and utensils clanging together.


  Matt was hard at work on the stove and counters, preparing a huge breakfast. He turned and saw her, and he frowned.


  “Wait,” he told her with a smile. “I’m not done yet.”


  Gina walked over to him. “Let me help.”


  “It was supposed to be a surprise. Breakfast in bed.”


  She gave Matt a peck on the cheek. “I love you.”


  Matt stared at her with his lopsided smile. “We could just skip breakfast in bed and go straight for the bed.”


  “No, you went to all of this trouble. We’ll eat first.” She smiled. “And then the bed.”


  • • •


  The gray winter day went by slowly. After making love with Matt, Gina took another long hot bath. Then she worked on their “chores” for a few hours, most of which consisted of keeping the plants in the greenhouse watered.


  She straightened up the rooms they had been in and cleaned up the kitchen again.


  As night fell, they watched a few movies and then went to bed.


  She kept the bathroom light on this time, but she left the door almost all the way closed; it didn’t provide too much light, not as much as the lamp next to their bed did. After she got tired from reading, she shut the lamp off and rolled over closer to Matt who was already out. She closed her eyes and tried to sleep.


  Hours later Gina’s eyes popped open. She was still cuddled up near Matt, facing the back of his head and shoulders. She lay perfectly still in the darkness, holding her breath, listening for the noise that had woken her up.


  And there it was—a scuffling noise. Only it seemed softer this time, sneakier.


  She sat up and stared across the room at the walk-in closet where the noise had come from. She saw a man hidden in the shadows, standing right next to the wall by the closet door.


  Gina jumped on Matt, shaking him awake.


  “Matt! Get up!”


  Matt jumped up. “Whattizit?”


  Gina grabbed onto Matt and pointed across the room, her eyes already welling up with tears of fright. “Somebody’s in the room with us!”


  Matt fumbled with the lamp on his side of the bed. He clicked it on and stared across their bedroom.


  “Where?” Matt croaked. “I don’t see anyone.”


  “Over there,” Gina hissed, pointing at the closet door across the room. “He was by the wall. Right next to the closet door.”


  Matt looked, but he didn’t see anyone.


  Gina turned on her lamp to flood the room with more light, but the room was so vast the light from both lamps didn’t even reach the other side of the room—it was still murky with shadows.


  “What did you see?” Matt asked again, not sure if he’d heard her correctly.


  She calmed down a little and took a deep breath. “I heard a scuffling noise. Like a shoe sliding across the carpet or maybe scraping a wall or something. I don’t know. But I woke up and saw a man standing over there.”


  “A man? What did he look like?”


  “I don’t know. He was in the shadows. He looked like a shadow.”


  Matt relaxed a little—he was sure he knew what this was now. “So you were sleeping and this noise woke you up?”


  “Don’t use that voice with me, Matt. I heard the noise. Twice. And then I saw somebody over there.”


  “You were probably just dreaming. Still half-awake when you sat up. Still seeing parts of your dream.”


  Gina didn’t say anything.


  Matt sighed and got out of bed. “I’ll check it out.”


  He walked across the room to the door that led out to the hall and switched on the overhead light.


  Gina sat on her knees in the bed, her back close to the headboard and the pillows. She watched Matt with wide, frightened eyes.


  Matt marched to the closet door and pulled it open. He flipped on the light switch next to the door and entered the large walk-in closet which was still nearly empty even though they’d hung up all of the clothes they’d brought with them.


  He came back out of the closet and stood in front of the open doorway, looking at Gina.


  “Nobody in there,” he said.


  “Somebody was in here,” Gina insisted. “I saw him.” She didn’t like the idea of Matt standing there in front of the closet, his back to the open doorway. She could imagine the shadowy figure rushing out at him and dragging him back inside. But she didn’t say anything to him—he already thought she was dreaming the whole thing.


  Matt closed the closet door and shut off the light. He went over to the bedroom door and shut off the overhead light.


  “Could you lock that door?”


  Matt stared at Gina for a moment.


  “Please.”


  Matt shrugged and then twisted the lock on their bedroom door. Then he shuffled back to bed.


  He got in bed and rolled over on his side with his back to Gina. She snuggled up close to him.


  “It was just a nightmare,” he said over his shoulder. “That’s all, baby. You were half-asleep and still seeing part of your dream. It’s happened to me before.”


  “It has?”


  “Well, not really. But I’ve heard of it happening before.”


  Gina sighed, but she was beginning to feel a little better. Maybe Matt was right. Maybe she’d been having a nightmare. But the noises, and then the man standing there had seemed so real. It had felt so real.


  “I know you’re still a little nervous being here,” he said. “But it’ll wear off in a few more days. I promise. You’ll see.”


  She nodded, but didn’t answer. She left her bedside lamp on and closed her eyes, but she didn’t think she would be able to get back to sleep.


  • • •


  Gina jumped awake and realized that she was sprawled across the bed. Her mouth felt dry and her body felt a little sore. Her hands went to her belly instantly, like she was checking to make sure everything was okay.


  She sat up and looked around the room. She glanced at the alarm clock and saw that it was almost afternoon.


  How long had she slept? When had she finally fallen asleep? She couldn’t remember.


  Even though she felt stiff, a little sore, and somewhat groggy, she knew she would feel better soon. She felt like she’d finally slept for the first time in weeks. She had just needed some sleep—that was all.


  She got dressed in a pair of faded jeans and one of Matt’s baggy hockey shirts. She had hesitated for a moment before going inside their closet to get the clothes, but then she told herself that it was silly. Now that it was daytime, she was more convinced than ever that the man she’d seen last night had just been a vivid nightmare.


  She went downstairs and found Matt in the entertainment room. He sat in the same seat and he was watching the same movie—The Shining.


  “Don’t you ever get tired of watching that movie?” she asked him.


  “No.”


  Gina watched Matt for a moment, but he didn’t turn around to look at her or smile at her.


  She left the room.


  She entered the trophy room and looked around. She studied the variety of animal heads mounted on the walls. She stood right in front of a water buffalo head and stared at it for a long moment. Its black glassy eyes stared right back at her.


  A moment later she found herself in front of the glass cases that held the torture instruments inside.


  Why were these in here? she asked herself.


  Something was bothering her about this room, but she couldn’t put her finger on it. Something was slightly off in this room. There was something slightly off in this whole house. It was like a problem tickling the back of her mind, but she couldn’t figure it out, like the answer was hidden inside a fog, close to the surface, but still hazy enough so that she couldn’t see it perfectly.


  And then she thought of the Winslow Homer painting.


  She wanted to see the painting again. Homer was one of her favorite artists and she couldn’t believe one of his paintings was in this house just hanging on a wall.


  Moments later she stood in front of the painting. It was titled: Fog Warning, the words engraved in a gold plaque beneath the painting. There was also a date: 1885. This painting wasn’t real; it couldn’t be. Mr. Crow wouldn’t leave a painting like this out on display; it would be locked away in a vault with a hefty insurance policy on it.


  She got close to it. She could see the raised brush strokes on the canvas, yet it still didn’t look real. She reached towards it with her finger, about to touch it, but then she pulled back. What if there was an alarm on it? What if the alarm sounded when she touched it and the deal was off? What if this was some kind of test?


  Oh, hell with it!


  She touched the painting and let her finger trail across the smooth surface gently.


  It was just a print. That’s all. But it was framed and displayed like it was authentic.


  Something still bothered her.


  She looked at a vase on a table across the room. She hurried towards it, picked it up and turned it over. There was some kind of watermark there, but nothing she recognized. This seemed to be a fake, too.


  Gina hurried around the room, inspecting the paintings and sculptures more closely, one after another. They were all replicas or outright fakes. All of them. She was sure of it. Some of them even had “Made in China” stamped on the bottom of them.


  She rushed back into the entertainment room and found Matt in the same spot, staring at the screen.


  “Matt, I need to talk to you about something.”


  He didn’t answer her or even turn around. Was he mad at her? Because she’d woken him up last night?


  “Matt,” she snapped.


  He turned around, his trance broken. He stared at her like he just realized she was right behind him.


  “Could you please turn that movie off for a minute?”


  Matt pressed a button on the remote control and the screen went black.


  Gina walked around the last row of theater seats and came down the aisle to sit down next to him.


  “There’s something weird about this house,” she said in a low voice.


  Matt sighed and rolled his eyes. “Please, Gina, I don’t know why you need to keep doing this.”


  “Just listen to me …”


  “I know you’re freaked out,” he interrupted her. “But you need to concentrate on the money we’re making and quit being such a nervous wreck all the time.”


  “ … just listen to me for a minute …”


  “I mean why can’t you just enjoy this?” he snapped. “We’re living in a mansion for two months, and we’re going to make more money than we could’ve made in a whole year.”


  He stood up and walked away from her.


  “Matt, wait.”


  “This isn’t good enough for you?” he said over his shoulder and then stormed out of the room.


  Gina stood up and stared at the doorway. She felt like bursting into tears, but she held them back.


  • • •


  Gina left the entertainment room and went to the greenhouse—it was her favorite room. It was a room where things were real. She had watered the plants yesterday, so she just checked on them now; pruning a few dead leaves away from some of the plants.


  And then she stood beside the bank of windows that looked out onto the snow-covered fields. She touched the glass and she could feel the freezing air on the other side of it. She shivered.


  A scraping noise startled her and for a split second it reminded her of the sound she’d heard in their bedroom when she’d woken up from her nightmare.


  She turned around and stared at Matt who stood by one of the many tables of plants. He looked sheepish, a little ashamed.


  “Gina, I’m sorry about the things I said earlier.”


  She didn’t answer him. She just watched him as he walked towards her.


  “I know this is difficult for you,” he said. “I know it’s been a rough few days, but it’s going to get better. I swear it is.”


  Gina still didn’t answer him as he moved closer to her.


  “You still mad at me?” he asked.


  “I needed to tell you something.”


  He stood face-to-face with her. “What is it?”


  For a moment she didn’t say anything. She wondered if she should even tell him now. It had seemed so urgent before, but now after their argument, maybe it was just stilly.


  “Come on, Gina. Tell me, please.”


  She sighed and told him. “I was in the living room, looking around at things, and I noticed something.”


  Matt nodded and she could see him bracing himself for her next wild theory about this place.


  “I think the paintings and the antiques are fakes.” There, she said it. It was out.


  “Okay,” Matt said carefully, afraid of making her mad. “And you’re sure about this?”


  “Not one hundred percent sure, but I’m pretty sure. I know the Winslow Homer is a print.”


  “Okay. So they’re fakes. So what?”


  “Don’t you think it’s a little strange that we’re in a multi-million dollar mansion that’s furnished and decorated with fakes and knock-offs?”


  “No. Not really. It’s Mr. Crow’s house. He can do what he wants with it.”


  Gina walked away, frustrated with Matt again. She turned and looked at him. “I don’t know why you can’t see it, Matt.”


  Matt just watched her.


  “There’s something strange about this place. About this job. This whole situation.”


  “Come on, Gina …”


  “It’s not just the paintings and antiques that seem fake—this whole place feels fake.”


  “I don’t even know what you’re trying to say. Fake how? Why? You’re not making any sense.”


  Matt walked away towards the door.


  “Where are you going?”


  He glanced back at her as he marched towards the doorway. “We’ve got a good thing here. Finally, we’ve got a good thing. I know you’re scared or got cabin fever or something, but we can’t mess this up.”


  He left.


  Gina turned back to the plate-glass windows and stared out at the snowy fields and the trees so far away. She touched the glass like a prisoner staring out at freedom.


  “I’ll prove it to you,” she whispered.


  • • •


  Gina stood at the foot of the stairs that led up to the third floor. She hesitated for a moment, and then she took a deep breath and took the first step. Then she climbed the stairs to the third floor in a rush.


  At the top of the stairs was a landing and the only way she could turn was to the right. A short wide hall led down to a set of double doors with no other doors on either side of the hallway. She had seen from the outside when they first got here that the third floor was half the length of the house. And beyond those double doors at the end of the hall was the whole third floor.


  She walked down the dark red carpeting and then stood in front of the doors. They looked like they had been carved from cherry wood, but she could see a little bit of flaking in some places, and she guessed that it was some kind of cheap veneer.


  The doors would be locked, she was sure of that.


  Or an alarm would sound if she opened them and all of this would be over.


  Good, her mind whispered from a far off place. Good, maybe this should be over.


  She grabbed the door handle on one of the doors and twisted it, bracing herself for the shrill sound of an alarm.


  But no alarm sounded and the door opened easily.


  She went inside.


  • • •


  Matt sat in the entertainment room again, in his same chair. He had The Shining back on the screen, but he wasn’t really watching it. He was still stewing about Gina. He didn’t want to argue with her. He was usually a happy guy and he hated arguing. Gina was the one who usually had the temper. And she was usually so strong and sure of herself. He had never seen her like this before, scared and vulnerable.


  He was upset at himself for snapping at her again. He had gone into the greenhouse to make up with her, not to keep the argument going.


  He just wished she would relax and enjoy this golden egg that had dropped into their laps.


  A scraping sound from outside the room grabbed his attention.


  Matt turned around in the chair and looked at the door that led out to the wide hall. He’d left the door ajar. Maybe Gina was coming back to make up with him.


  “Gina?” he called. “You out there?”


  • • •


  Gina noticed that the third-floor room she’d entered beyond the double doors looked like a living room. Another thing she noticed right away was that this room wasn’t furnished like the two levels below—not even close. Up in this room there was modest furniture, it was still nice and maybe even expensive, but it was more utilitarian than fancy, more comfortable than showy. This looked like a person’s living quarters and not a showroom.


  That’s probably because this is Mr. Crow’s living area, she told herself, and she felt a little funny being in here.


  What was she doing up here?


  But there was something up here, she was sure of it. There was something whispering to her, calling her. It wanted to show her some secrets—secrets she should see.


  She crept through the living room and saw a few doorways leading to other rooms. She entered through the closest doorway and found a small dining area with a simple wood table and chairs. Nothing fancy in here, not much décor on the walls.


  She moved past the dining area into a kitchen with stainless steel appliances and tiled floors. There was a gigantic butcher-block island in the middle of the large kitchen and oversized appliances squeezed in between white cabinets. A small room off of the kitchen contained a massive tiled shower with a sturdy iron rod hanging across the top of it and two gigantic metal sinks that could probably fit ten frozen turkeys inside. Across the room there was a gigantic vat. It was empty, but it looked like it was used for cooking something very large. There was some kind of gas pipes running to it and a temperature gauge.


  Gina walked back through the kitchen, being as quiet as she could even though she was sure no one was up here with her.


  Are you sure about that?


  She stopped and looked at the kitchen counters carefully. They were clean, but she saw a few crumbs in the corner. And the sink was wet, like someone had used it recently. The refrigerator was stocked with food, drinks, beer.


  As Gina left the kitchen, she felt a fluttering of fear in her stomach.


  She entered Mr. Crow’s bedroom and saw a giant painting of him. In the portrait he was in his late thirties or early forties, Gina guessed. He looked fit. And he looked dangerous. There was something about his heartless expression, something about his cold, dark eyes—the eyes of a hunter.


  There were strange artworks on the walls and other strange items in the room which was dominated by a huge canopy bed jutting out from the corner; the bedframe made of iron. A few old dressers and bookcases held more strange torture devices, but these weren’t locked away in glass cases. There were assortments of iron bars with metal cuffs attached to them.


  She checked out the bathroom, poking her head inside. It was a normal-looking bathroom, but very large. The tub could fit three people inside—it looked like a hot tub. There was a toilet, a bidet, a massive granite-topped counter with double sinks and gold-plated fixtures.


  Gina crept to the sink and stared down into it. It was wet like someone had used it recently—just like the sink in the kitchen. She could feel her heart beating faster.


  She hurried out of the bathroom and went to a walk-in closet that was nearly as big as the living room and kitchen in their old apartment. There was a double line of hanging clothes in the middle of the closet and more clothes lining the walls around the closet along with built-in drawers, shelves, a sitting area and dresser with a large mirror.


  The rows of clothes were made up of men’s and women’s clothes—different sizes and styles. Underneath some of the clothes were hundreds of shoes: loafers, sneakers, work boots, high heels, and sandals.


  Gina went over to one of the drawers and opened the top drawer. She saw a collection of personal items: wallets, combs, sunglasses, cigarette lighters, jewelry, and wristwatches.


  She shook her head. These weren’t all from the same people.


  Something was wrong here. Why did Mr. Crow have all this stuff in his closet? It wasn’t all of his stuff; it couldn’t be. Deep down she knew what the answer was, but she didn’t want to admit it to herself, not up here on the third floor, not in his room.


  She rushed out of the closet and turned off the light. She was about to leave, but she saw a door to a room she still hadn’t inspected yet. There was a padlock on the door that would normally keep the room locked, but even from where she stood she could see that it was unlocked.


  Gina hurried across the room and she couldn’t help glancing over her shoulder as she ran, sure that the man from the portrait would come running at her from a shadowy corner of the room. She fumbled with the padlock and ended up dropping it down onto the floor. It made a soft thump on the thick carpeting and she didn’t bother picking it up. She opened the door and stepped inside the room.


  And then she screamed.


  • • •


  Matt left the entertainment room and walked through the house, listening for the noise again. When he was in the dining room, he thought he heard the scraping noise coming from the kitchen.


  He entered the kitchen and walked to the middle of it. He stood on the white tile floor for a long moment, listening. But he didn’t hear any more noises.


  “Gina? You in here?”


  No answer.


  “Don’t play games, baby. This isn’t funny.”


  Matt hesitated, not sure where to check first. She had to be playing with him, maybe trying to make him feel the same fear that she’d been feeling the whole time she’d been here.


  “Come on, you’ve had your fun.”


  Still no answer from Gina.


  “Whatever point you’re trying to make here, you’ve made it.”


  He looked at a stainless steel counter that held a metal block of kitchen knives. He thought about grabbing one, but then he pushed the thought away. They were the only people here; Mr. Yates had showed them the whole house. He couldn’t take a chance on accidently stabbing his wife if she jumped out to scare him.


  This was starting to get on his nerves a little. He wished she would give up her game and come on out.


  Matt heard a thumping noise—it seemed to have come from the dry storage area where the canned goods were kept.


  He smiled. “I can hear you in there, Gina. Play time’s over.”


  He started to march towards the storeroom, trying to keep his voice playful. “When I find you, you’re gonna get it.”


  After only three steps across the kitchen, Matt heard a blood-curdling scream coming from somewhere else in the house. And he recognized that scream. It was Gina.


  But if Gina was upstairs, then who was in the storeroom?


  He wanted to check it out, but he ran out of the kitchen, calling for Gina.


  They met in the living room, practically colliding with each other.


  “Matt!” Gina screamed. “You’ve got to come upstairs. You’ve got to see this.”


  Matt held onto Gina, trying to calm her down, but she seemed more frightened than ever, and for a moment she was getting to him, infecting him with her fear.


  “Calm down, Gina.”


  But Gina wasn’t calming down. Her body was trembling and her eyes were wide and insane with fright.


  “Where were you?” he asked her, trying to get her to talk.


  “I was … upstairs …”


  “You weren’t down here at all? In the kitchen?”


  “No … why?”


  “I heard some noises in there.” He shook his head, dismissing it already. “Never mind. It was nothing.”


  “Matt, there’s somebody in this house with us. I think Mr. Crow is here.”


  “What are you talking about?”


  “He’s a killer. You’ve got to come up to the third floor with me. You need to see what’s in his bedroom.”


  “What the hell, Gina!” Matt snapped, pushing himself away from her like she suddenly disgusted him. “We’re not supposed to be on the third floor. Remember?”


  “It doesn’t matter now.”


  “You heard Mr. Yates,” Matt continued like he hadn’t even heard her speak. “You heard the rules. If we break them …”


  “There is no thirty thousand dollars!” Gina snapped at him.


  That finally stopped Matt. He stared at her. “What are you talking about?”


  “We have to get out of here right now.”


  “Gina,” Matt said carefully. “I don’t know what’s happening to you, but I’m not going to let you jeopardize this.”


  Gina shuddered at his words. “Matt, listen to me. There is no job, okay? There is no money. This was all a setup.”


  “I’m not listening to this anymore.”


  “You need to come up there with me. You need to see what’s in that room and then you’ll believe me.”


  “I’m not going up there. We’re not supposed to be up there.”


  She couldn’t get through to him—he wasn’t going to listen to her.


  “I’m leaving,” she told him and ran out of the room.


  “Gina, wait!”


  He rushed after her and found her in the downstairs office and his heart nearly stopped when he saw the phone in her hand. She dialed three numbers.


  “Gina, don’t,” he said as he raced across the room.


  She put the phone down and stared at him. “It’s not working. Even 911. Mr. Yates said we could call 911 in an emergency, but the phone’s not working.”


  Matt stood on the other side of the desk, watching her.


  Gina could see something in Matt’s eyes. He was beginning to believe her a little, she could tell.


  She turned her attention to the computer. She pushed the ON button, but there was no power to the computer or monitor. She looked behind the computer, but there were no wires coming out of the back. It was all show—like everything else in this house.


  “Okay,” Matt said, his hands out like he was trying to calm her down. “You win. I’ll go up there with you.”


  Gina stopped and stared at Matt.


  “Now will you just calm down a little, please?”


  Gina nodded, she was a little calmer. “Yeah. Just come up there with me. It’ll just take a few minutes. And then we can talk about things.”


  • • •


  Matt and Gina entered Mr. Crow’s bedroom, and Gina headed straight for the door that was still wide open. The padlock was still on the floor where she’d dropped it. She stood beside the door and waited for Matt.


  He sighed and shook his head in defeat like he realized that all of this was over; they were going to get caught and Mr. Yates was going to come back and escort them out of the house. All of that money would be gone. Poof. Up in smoke, just like that.


  But he was up here, and he had to do something to calm Gina down. He’d never seen her like this before. If he could just peek inside these rooms and give her some kind of rational explanation, then maybe all of this could be salvaged somehow.


  His heart stopped for a moment when he stepped inside the room. The walls were paneled and the floor was made up of rough wood planking. Around the room were the oddest trophies yet, including a life-sized human skeleton affixed to some kind of metal rod. All around the room on the walls were large patches of what looked like human skin; Matt even saw faded tattoos on some of the skin.


  He felt his stomach twist inside of him, the food he’d eaten earlier threatening to come back up. But he shook his head—there had to be some kind of rational explanation here.


  “It’s not real,” he finally said. “These are just fakes.”


  Gina didn’t answer. She marched over to a large dresser and opened one of the drawers. “Look in here.”


  Matt stumbled over to the dresser drawer on legs that were suddenly made of Jell-O. He looked down and saw two human skulls that had been picked clean of flesh, just gleaming white bone, like they’d been bleached. In small trays in the drawer were dried pieces of human fingers and toes, one of the fingers still had a wedding ring on it. There were human teeth and something unidentifiable floating inside a jar of yellowish liquid.


  “These are just fakes,” Matt mumbled, but his voice was losing strength and conviction. “You said the paintings and antiques were fakes, why couldn’t these be fakes?”


  “In his closet there are clothes, shoes, wallets, purses, jewelry,” Gina said, ignoring his attempt at an explanation.


  Matt shook his head no. He wanted to tear his eyes away from the grizzly items in the dresser drawer, but he couldn’t. There were many other drawers beneath this one. What did those drawers hold? He didn’t want to see, he didn’t want to know.


  “Mr. Crow is collecting these people like trophies,” Gina said. “Like animals he has hunted.”


  Matt swallowed hard and finally looked at Gina. “This can’t be real,” he whispered. “This can’t be happening.”


  They heard a banging noise from somewhere far below them. The kitchen, Matt thought.


  They looked into each other’s eyes—this was really happening.


  4.

  THE HUNT


  Matt and Gina ran down the stairs to the second floor hall in a wild panic. They ran past the stairs that led down to the first floor, but they didn’t see anyone moving around down there in their peripheral vision. They made it to their bedroom door and rushed inside. They closed the door, locked it, and leaned against it.


  It was past time to be quiet now. Mr. Crow knew they were up here somewhere. And he knew they had seen his collection now. They had been to the third floor where they were forbidden to go—and now it was time for their punishment.


  Gina backed away from the door, glancing around at their bedroom. A thought suddenly occurred to her: What if Mr. Crow was in their room right now?


  Matt looked at her and she mimed that they should check out the bedroom.


  He understood right away and he took off to the bathroom. He peeked inside and then entered the bathroom. He was in there for only a few seconds, and then he was back out again. He shook his head no and hurried over to the walk-in closet. Nobody in there either.


  They were safe, but only for the moment.


  “What are we going to do?” Gina whispered. She felt like screaming at him that he should’ve listened to her, he should’ve believed her. But she didn’t.


  “Let me just think for a minute,” Matt said as he paced around, running a hand through his hair.


  “All of those hunting trophies down there,” Gina said. “You remember what Mr. Yates said, Mr. Crow has hunted every animal in the world.”


  “Gina, please. Let me think for a minute.”


  “That’s what all of this is about. It’s all a setup to get us locked inside so this maniac can hunt us down like animals.”


  Matt still didn’t say anything; he kept pacing the room in a wide circle.


  “That’s why there were all of those questions in the interview about our families and closest relatives. They wanted to find a couple who could disappear easily. A couple who wouldn’t drum up much attention.”


  “Thanks for the summary of our situation,” Matt hissed at her. “Yes, I feel stupid. I feel responsible. Is that what you want to hear?”


  “No, I just want to get out of here.”


  “That’s what I’m trying to do.”


  Gina gave Matt a moment to pace around and think some more. She looked at their bedroom door and tried to listen for any sounds coming from out in the hall or downstairs.


  Matt rushed over to one of the windows and ripped the drapes to the side. He pulled the blinds up so hard he nearly pulled them off the top of the window. He lifted up on the window, but it wouldn’t budge. And even if it did, there were decorative bars on the outside of the glass that were probably bolted in place.


  “Okay, the windows are out of the question,” Matt said in a defeated tone.


  They both stared at the bedroom door, listening for any sounds.


  “There’s got to be a way out of this,” Matt whispered. “We just need to think of something.”


  “Obviously the phones and computers were never hooked up,” Gina said.


  Matt nodded.


  “And we can’t hide up here forever,” she continued.


  Matt looked at Gina like he’d gotten an idea. “What about the front door?”


  “The key,” Gina said, but then the idea of fakes came to her. “Yeah, but they wouldn’t give us an easy way out like that, would they?”


  “I don’t know. Maybe it’s part of their game; part of the hunt. Maybe it’s not exciting enough for them unless there’s a chance that the prey could get away.”


  It seemed to make sense to Gina, and they couldn’t think of anything else to do.


  “We need to be careful,” Matt said. “We don’t know where Mr. Crow is. We don’t know what kind of weapon he’s using.” He stared at Gina. “Maybe you should wait up here until I get the front door open.”


  “No. I don’t want to split up.”


  “It might be safer for you to wait in here with the door locked.”


  “No. We’re going together.”


  Matt sighed. “Okay.”


  Gina grabbed at Matt before he could move, and she stared into his eyes. She could already feel the tears welling up in her own eyes. “Matt, there’s something I need to tell you.”


  “What?”


  “I … I wanted to tell you before …”


  “What is it?”


  “I’m pregnant.”


  For a moment Matt couldn’t speak, he moved his mouth but the words weren’t coming out—it seemed to be an even bigger shock to him than being hunted by a millionaire in a mansion.


  “What?” Matt finally whispered out a word. “When? Are you sure?”


  Tears slipped out of Gina’s eyes as she nodded that she was sure. For a terrible moment Gina didn’t think Matt was happy, and she regretted telling him. But she was afraid they might not make it, and she wanted him to know.


  Matt grabbed her and hugged her hard, but then he let go like he was afraid he might hurt her. There were tears in his eyes now. “Oh God, Gina, I love you.”


  “I wanted to tell you before,” Gina cried, “I swear, but I was trying to wait for the right time.” She wiped at her eyes. “This isn’t how I imagined breaking the news.”


  Matt nodded, kissed her, and then wiped his tears away. “It’s okay. Right now we need to get out of here. We have to protect you and our baby.”


  Gina nodded and couldn’t help the flood of tears that came. Her throat choked up.


  Matt turned to the closet like he had a new sense of purpose now, a new and stronger determination in his eyes. “We need to get a jacket for each of us. It’ll be cold out there.”


  Moments later Matt and Gina poked their heads out of their bedroom into the hallway. They looked up and down the hall—it was all clear as far as they could see. The house was eerily silent, but they knew that their hunter waited for them somewhere down below.


  Matt stepped out into the hallway and he felt a tingly sensation on his skin like he was walking through a thunderstorm and lightning might strike at any moment. He also had a sensation that none of this was real, that this couldn’t be happening. But he had to push those feelings back and move. He turned to Gina who waited inside the doorway and he motioned for her to follow him down the hall.


  They made it to the top of the stairs and stared down at the first floor, crouching by the corner of the bannister. From here they could see most of the foyer below and the doorways that led to the library and the first living room. They didn’t see anyone or hear anything.


  Matt took a deep breath and hurried down the carpeted steps without a sound. When he got to the bottom, he stopped and tried to look everywhere at once, ready to grab Gina and run if they needed to.


  Run where? his mind whispered to him, but he tried to ignore it.


  It was now or never; he looked at Gina and nodded that he was ready to run across the foyer to the front door.


  And they were running. They tried to be as quiet as they could, but there was some noise, and one accidental squeak of rubber on the marble floor from Matt’s sneaker. They got to the side table with the (fake) Ming vase on top and they crouched down. They were exposed right here, but it made them feel safer to be crouched down by the table like it could somehow be used as a shield.


  Gina kept her head on a swivel, looking around and trying to spot any kind of movement. She didn’t see their hunter, but she could feel him. He was close, she was sure of it; she would’ve bet their thirty-five thousand on it.


  Matt didn’t waste any time. He had the drawer open and he fumbled inside for the one key on the overly large key ring. For a split second he couldn’t find it and he almost panicked, but then he reached farther back into the drawer and his fingers closed around it. He pulled it out and went straight for the door. He stuck the key in, tried to turn it, but the lock wasn’t budging.


  Gina watched Matt as he jiggled the key furiously, making more noise than he should. He caught her eyes.


  What’s wrong? Gina’s eyes asked.


  Matt shook his head no, indicating that the key wasn’t working.


  It was never going to work, Gina thought. The hunter, Mr. Crow, wasn’t going to give them a sporting chance—this was just a ploy to flush them out into the open.


  A second later an arrow whizzed through the air and plunked into the front door, inches away from Matt’s head.


  “Go!” Matt screamed, and he shot across the foyer in a flash of movement and grabbed Gina’s sweatshirt sleeve.


  They ran across the living room, both of them expecting to be skewered with an arrow at any second, but they made it into the vast living room and they dove behind one of the leather couches.


  They looked at each other, their eyes bulging orbs of terror.


  Matt put a finger to his lips and motioned with his eyes that he was going to take a peek from the top of the couch.


  There wasn’t a sound anywhere in the house as Matt rose up slowly and poked his head up above the couch. He scanned the cluttered room, but he didn’t see any movement anywhere.


  Then he saw the display of medieval weapons that he’d seen on their tour with Mr. Yates the first day they were here. There was a shield, two swords, a mace, and a dagger. Maybe not the best defense against a crossbow, but better than nothing.


  He dropped back down behind the couch and looked at Gina. He pointed at the weapons and hoped she understood what he meant. Then he motioned for her to stay put.


  Matt scrambled to the end of the couch and poked his head out and searched the room again with his eyes. No movement. No sounds. He took a breath and shot out from behind the couch to the weapons attached to a giant wood plaque on the wall. He grabbed one of the swords that looked like they were just lying on top of metal hooks. As soon as he had the sword in his hands he knew something was wrong. The sword disintegrated in his hands, turning to white flakes of confetti. The weapons were fakes, made from Styrofoam and painted to look real.


  An arrow hit the wall right next to the weapons.


  Matt fell to his hands and knees and scrambled back behind the couch.


  Shit, he knows where we are, Matt thought as he crouched down next to Gina.


  “Did you see him?” Gina hissed.


  Matt shook his head no and looked behind them. He saw the archway that led to other rooms: the office, the greenhouse, the trophy room, the other living room. He looked back at Gina and motioned for her to follow him.


  They were on their feet and sprinting for the archway. Gina was a step ahead of Matt, and just as they crossed the archway she stumbled across a tripwire set along the floor. There was a groaning sound, and she saw out of the corner of her eye something massive moving out from the wall. She turned and saw the gigantic grandfather clock tipping over quickly and crashing down on them.


  Gina just made it out of the way, but Matt wasn’t so lucky; the corner of the clock caught him in the shoulder and smashed him down to the floor. But he could still move, and they scampered to the wall in the next room and hid there for a moment.


  “You okay?” Gina whispered. “Is it broken?”


  Matt shook his head no and pointed at the doorway to a sitting room across this next living room.


  They bolted across the room and entered the sitting room which was decorated with reading chairs, an old phonograph on a table, bookcases crammed with books, a bank of windows on the far side of the room with a bench seat built underneath of them. They hid behind two of the chairs, watching the doorway. There was another doorway that led back out to the living room.


  But Matt didn’t know where to go. They couldn’t run like this, from room to room, hiding behind furniture forever.


  “I think we need to make our way to the kitchen,” Matt whispered at Gina. “And then to the garage. I think it will be our only chance. There’s a car out there. I saw it the other day.”


  “You really think the car’s going to have keys in it?” Gina asked. Everything else had been a fake or a trap. Mr. Crow wasn’t giving them a sporting chance, he was just going to play with them like they were rats trapped in a maze until he got tired of the game and killed them. Or worse, he would wound them and then take them up to the skinning room.


  “We need to go up to the third floor,” Gina whispered.


  Matt stared at her in shock. “What? Why?”


  “We need to get some of that evidence before we leave.”


  Matt peeked around the corner of the chair, but he didn’t see anyone. He looked back at Gina. “It’s too risky. We need to get out of here and get the cops.”


  “By that time he could get rid of the evidence.”


  Matt shook his head.


  “He won’t be expecting us to go back up there. Besides, he’s shooting at us from that way, blocking us off from the kitchen and the garage.”


  Matt still looked undecided.


  Matt poked his head out from behind the chair one more time and then looked back at Gina and nodded. “Okay. Maybe it’ll work.”


  They were on their feet a second later. They ran through the living room, back the way they had come, and hurried towards the stairs. They didn’t even stop to look around; they bolted up the carpeted stairs and made it to the top before the arrows started flying. The arrows stabbed the wood paneling wall of the hallway. They tried to turn left towards the second floor stairs, but three arrows hit the wall, stopping their progress. They turned back and ran for their bedroom.


  They just got inside their bedroom and slammed the door shut as an arrow hit their door. Matt locked the door and stepped back away from it.


  They were trapped.


  “We need to get up to the third floor,” Gina said.


  “We wouldn’t have made it. You saw all those arrows.”


  Matt stared at the bedroom door, breathing hard. He waited for the inevitable, for the hunter to break the door down. They waited as ten minutes passed, both of them standing in the same spot.


  “Something’s wrong here,” Matt said in a low voice. “Why isn’t he barging in here? He’s got us trapped now.”


  Gina didn’t say anything. She looked at their closet door—she thought she’d heard a noise in there.


  “He’s hunted animals all over the world,” Matt said to himself as a thought occurred to him. “He could’ve hit us any time he wanted to. It’s like he’s herding us. Playing around with us.”


  Gina kept her eyes on the closet door. “You hear that?”


  Matt looked at the door, and he could hear the noise now—a thumping noise. It sounded like someone was inside the closet.


  Gina ran for the heavy dresser against the wall near the closet door. “Help me,” she said.


  Matt got beside her and helped her push the dresser in front of the closet door. Gina thought about the night she’d woken up and saw the man in their room. It hadn’t been in a nightmare, he’d really been there. Mr. Crow had stood in their bedroom and watched them sleep.


  “There’s some kind of secret passageway in there,” Gina said, no longer bothering to keep her voice low.


  The dresser was in front of the door now, blocking it, and they crouched down in front of it, their backs against the drawers, ready to push with their legs against the floor like they were on a leg press machine.


  But then Gina got to her feet.


  “What are you doing?” Matt whispered.


  “This is our only chance,” she whispered into his ear. “We know where he is right now.”


  Matt shook his head no but he felt the hunter slam against the closet door, he felt the dresser rock behind him and he dug the heels of his sneakers into the carpeting and he pushed with all of his might.


  Gina hurried to their bedroom door.


  “Keep pushing, Gina!!” Matt shouted like she was still right there beside him.


  Gina realized what he was doing. She glanced at him once more and then she was out the door.


  • • •


  Gina ran down the hall and bolted up the stairs to the third floor. She was inside Mr. Crow’s living quarters seconds later. The first room she ran to was the office off of the living room. She saw that the computer monitors had been smashed, all of them destroyed. She tried the phone, but there was no dial tone.


  Shit, she thought, and then she ran into the bedroom. She grabbed a pillow from the bed and ripped the pillow case off. And then she hurried to the skinning room, even though she had no desire to see those things again.


  But she had to get some evidence. If they made it out of here, then she had to stop this monster from doing this again. She opened the top drawer, plucked out the skull, and threw it into the pillow case. She also threw a few of the teeth in there, too. She didn’t want to touch any of the other dried body parts, but she grabbed the finger with the ring on it. Maybe a fingerprint could be lifted from the finger. She dropped it into the pillow case and ran back into the bedroom. She was about to bolt for the door and go back down to their bedroom, but then she spotted the closet. There were wallets and purses in there—victims’ IDs.


  She entered the closet.


  • • •


  Matt felt the door slam again, and the dresser rocked and smashed into his back. This man was very strong—Matt wasn’t sure how long he could hold him back.


  Then Matt heard the unmistakable sound of a shotgun being pumped from behind the closet door. A second later the blast erupted just above the dresser and Matt saw the explosion of wood fragments and splinters flying in the air just above him.


  “Gina!” Matt screamed, still pretending like she was in the room with him. “Keep pushing!”


  Matt heard the sound of something crashing against the shattered wood of the door, it sounded like the butt of the shotgun. The hunter would be through the door in seconds. He didn’t know what to do. Should he run? Should he go up to the third floor and try to find Gina?


  He wished they hadn’t split up.


  Then suddenly everything became silent.


  Why? What was he doing?


  Matt waited, his back frozen to the dresser drawers. He was sure that the hunter was going to smash the rest of the door apart and crawl on top of the dresser, aim his shotgun down at the top of his head and pull the trigger.


  But none of that happened.


  And then Matt heard the faint thumping noises they’d heard before. And then he realized what the hunter was doing.


  “Come on in here!” he shouted at the hunter. “Come and get us, you piece of shit!”


  No reaction from the hunter.


  “Oh shit,” Matt said as he realized the hunter was back inside the walls, crawling through his secret passageways back up to the third floor.


  • • •


  Gina found several wallets and purses. She threw two of the wallets into the pillowcase and then opened the third wallet. She saw the driver’s license inside. She recognized the face and the name. Scott Anderson—the man who had disappeared a few weeks ago, the one the police couldn’t find.


  Because he’s been here in this house the whole time, she thought. Or what was left of him has been in this house.


  Just then she heard a thumping sound from right behind the closet walls.


  Mr. Crow was coming!


  There was no time to run out of the closet. She dropped down to her hands and knees and crawled among the shoes and hid behind the line of clothing, crouched next to one of the built-in dressers. She wasn’t hidden perfectly, but it was better than running for the door and getting shot in the back.


  She watched through the clothes and saw the hunter’s dark pants legs which were tight around his muscular legs and his combat boots that didn’t make a sound as he crept through the closet.


  She held her breath.


  The hunter stopped. He seemed to be turning her way.


  And just then Gina heard a sound from the second floor. It was Matt! He was yelling.


  “It’s our only chance, Gina!” Matt yelled from downstairs. “He’s up on the third floor. Run for the garage!”


  The hunter turned and moved like a jungle cat, running for the closet door. He was gone in a flash.


  Gina let out a breath that she’d been holding. She didn’t move just yet. She made herself wait twenty seconds longer, counting out the seconds in her mind, and then she crawled out of her hiding place and ran to the closet door, her pillow case clenched in her hand.


  She flew through the bedroom and into the living area, her head on a swivel, trying to look everywhere at once, expecting to see the man in dark clothing waiting for her, his shotgun or crossbow aimed at her.


  But he wasn’t there.


  She got to the double doors that led out to the short hall and then the stairs that would take her back down to the second floor hall, but she hesitated before opening it.


  What if he was right behind the door, waiting for her?


  She couldn’t wait much longer. She had to take a chance.


  Gina opened the door and no one was there. She ran down the hall, poked her head around the corner, and then shuffled down the steps. She poked her head around the corner and stared down the second floor hall. She could see the top of the stairway from here. Everything looked okay so far.


  She hurried across the dark red carpeting to the top of the stairway, searching the foyer below for any movement.


  • • •


  Below Gina, in a dark cubbyhole beneath the stairs, the hunter waited for her, his crossbow ready. He had left his shotgun behind—he would get them with the crossbow, it was all he needed.


  He could hear Gina at the top of the stairs. He could hear her breathing. When she got to the bottom of the stairs, he would put an arrow in her back, right at the base of her spine, paralyzing her legs. She would scream and her boyfriend would come to help her.


  He was going to have some fun with them after that.


  These two had been fun, more of a challenge than he had expected. But he was growing weary, and he wanted to get to the real fun: cutting body parts off, skinning the hides, bleaching the bones, preparing his trophies.


  • • •


  Gina hurried down the stairs, but then she stopped after she had come down only three steps. Something was wrong, she was sure of it. It was like she could feel the hunter again. She couldn’t see or hear him, but she could feel him, like an evil blanketing her mind.


  He was near. He was waiting for her.


  But she needed to get to Matt. Where was he? He had to be down here. He had yelled at her to go to the garage. Was that where he was? She couldn’t wait here forever. She had to take a chance.


  Just then a smoke alarm blared from the kitchen. The noise forced Gina into action and she hurried back up the steps and hid behind the railing—not the best of shields, but she could run back to their bedroom door if she needed to.


  She saw the hunter bolt out from under the stairs and race across the foyer towards the dining room. It was her first good look at him. He was dressed in tight, black clothing and he had a hood and mask over his face. She didn’t see the shotgun on him; he only had a crossbow with an arrow already loaded and a quiver of arrows strapped tightly to his back. He was quick, he looked strong, and he didn’t make a sound when he ran.


  And he never looked back at Gina.


  But he knows I’m here.


  But the smoke alarm had alerted him. Was the alarm hooked up to 911? She wasn’t sure, but she hoped to God it was.


  • • •


  The hunter raced for the kitchen, the smoke alarm blaring throughout the house. He knew Gina was up on the second floor somewhere, but he would get to her later. Right now he needed to shut that alarm off. It wasn’t hooked up to any kind of system that would alert emergency crews, but if it was going off then there must be fire somewhere. He could already smell the smoke in the air even from the dining room.


  He couldn’t help smiling a little to himself. A fire. He had underestimated these two a little. He couldn’t play around anymore. These two were proving to be too resourceful.


  It was time to end this.


  He entered the kitchen, his crossbow up and aimed. He saw the source of the smoke and the reason for the alarm. In the middle of the kitchen a big trashcan was on fire, the smoke rolling up out of it.


  He didn’t see Matt anywhere, but the smoke was getting thicker and thicker.


  The hunter ignored the smoke and he turned and shot the smoke alarm high up on the wall with an arrow. The plastic smoke alarm blasted apart and went silent.


  He loaded another arrow with lightning speed. Now he wished he’d brought his shotgun with him. But it was too late for that. He had a hunting knife on him. He would find Matt, cut his spinal cord at the back of his neck, and let him wait while he took his time finding Gina.


  Oh God, he was going to make them pay.


  A noise from behind him startled him and he turned to see a kitchen timer going off, blaring out an annoying noise. He shot the timer and the plastic blew apart as the arrow knifed right through it. He grabbed an arrow from his quiver and loaded it onto the crossbow, pulling the string back.


  The sprinkler system on the ceiling above him turned on and water shot out of the sprinkler heads. He figured that was going to happen soon, the room had almost filled up with smoke now.


  And from the haze, Matt emerged from behind the hunter armed with a giant can of green beans. He slammed the can down into the back of the hunter’s head just as he turned around.


  The crossbow flew out of the hunter’s hands and clattered to the tile floor.


  The hunter was dazed for a second, but he turned and grabbed Matt as he tried to tackle him. He pushed Matt back across the wet tile floor. The hunter’s boots grabbed traction on the wet floor—Matt’s worn-out sneakers did not.


  The hunter pushed Matt back into a wall. He heard the breath forced from Matt’s lungs, he saw Matt’s eyes go fuzzy for a moment. He had him now. He yanked out his hunting knife from his belt and brought it up, ready to stab down at Matt while he held his throat with his other hand, his fingers clenched so tight that Matt’s breathing had stopped.


  Matt saw dark spots floating in front of his eyes, and he felt the man’s hand crushing his throat. He needed to breathe! He tried to force himself away from the man, but his sneakers slipped helplessly on the wet floor. He saw the man raise the giant knife up in the air, ready to stab it down. He saw the water flooding down from the sprinklers, but everything seemed like it was moving in slow motion, he swore he could see each droplet of water coming down, some of them hitting the blade of the knife as it hovered up in the air for an impossibly long second.


  Oh God, Matt thought. This is it. He’s going to stab me over and over again. I’ll be dead. I won’t be able to protect Gina or our child.


  A sudden rage boiled up inside of Matt. He couldn’t let this man kill him.


  As the hunter swung his knife down, Matt raised his left arm up and caught the hunter’s wrist so hard that he almost lost his grip on the knife. But he held onto the knife. Matt held the hunter’s arm back for a moment, but he was losing the battle. The hunter was incredibly strong.


  Matt lost his grip on the hunter’s wrist and the knife slashed down, but he was off-target and the knife’s blade sliced Matt’s arm, tearing the sleeve of his sweatshirt. In a flash, the hunter brought his hand back up, the knife poised again, ready to stab down, ready to find its target this time.


  I’m sorry, Gina, Matt said to himself. I tried so hard …


  Before the hunter could bring his knife down, his eyes bulged with pain and surprise as the tip of an arrow exploded out of the middle of his chest. The arrow had shot so far through the hunter’s chest that the tip of it almost touched Matt’s chest.


  The hunter’s hand loosened from around Matt’s throat, and the knife slipped out of his gloved fingers. His body seemed to crumple before Matt’s eyes and he dropped down to the floor onto his back which shoved the arrow up out of his chest even farther, blood spraying out and mixing with the sprinkler water that was puddled on the floor now.


  Matt held his throat as he forced in a breath—the air was smoky, but it had never felt so sweet in all of his life. He could breathe again. It hurt, but he could breathe again.


  Gina came out of the raining water and haze with the crossbow in her hands. She lowered it and it slipped out of her wet fingers and clattered down to the floor.


  He rushed over to her and held her. Tears flowed from Gina’s eyes, mixing in with the water that rained down on them from the sprinkler heads.


  “It’s okay,” Matt whispered. “You got him. You did it.”


  Gina nodded and sobbed even harder. She sobbed with fear, with relief, with happiness.


  Matt turned and hurried back over to the man on the floor. He picked up the hunting knife from the floor and held it, just in case this man was still alive. But he looked dead.


  Matt kneeled down and pulled the mask off of the man.


  Gina stared at the man’s face and saw the same man she’d seen in the painting upstairs—it was Mr. Crow. The hunter. The man who had hunted every animal on this planet. His mouth was partially open and blood dribbled out of it. His eyes were wide open, and they already seemed glazed over. He was dead, but Matt felt for a pulse in the side of his neck just to be sure.


  Matt felt through the man’s pockets and found a set of keys. They looked like car keys. He held them up and looked at Gina.


  They ran to the garage and Matt saw the car he’d seen before—a black Lexus sitting alone in the middle of the gigantic garage, the nose of the car pointed towards one of the many garage doors only thirty feet away.


  Matt smiled at Gina. “We made it.”


  They ran to the car, wasting no time.


  Matt tried the door handle on the driver’s side—it was unlocked. He opened the door and sat down inside. Gina got in on the passenger side.


  Matt stuck the key into the ignition, it slid in easily. He smiled at Gina. They had won. They had beaten the hunter.


  He started the car. It roared to life. He turned the knob for the headlights and they bathed the garage doors in light.


  “See if there’s a garage door opener,” Matt said. If they couldn’t find one, maybe there was one on the wall, but they would need a code. God, they couldn’t get this far and get stuck inside the garage. He thought he might ram the door with the car if he needed to.


  Gina looked around in the car. She didn’t find a garage door opener, but she found something almost as good: a cell phone. She held it up to Matt in triumph, and she allowed herself her first smile in a long time.


  She turned the phone on and it lit up, coming to life. They could call the police now. They could be saved.


  She pushed the number nine. Then the number one.


  Matt watched Gina punching the numbers on the phone and he felt like something was wrong. He thought of the other booby traps in the house. And he thought of the fakes inside the house. Nothing was what it seemed in this place.


  He grabbed the phone out of her hand before she could press the number one again.


  She stared at him in shock. “What are you doing?”


  Matt didn’t answer. He took the phone with him and got out of the car.


  Gina got out and looked at him over the top of the car, its motor still purring. “Matt?”


  “Get away from the car, Gina.”


  Gina didn’t question him; she ran away from the car and caught up with Matt as he backed away, the cell phone still in his hand.


  “Come on,” Matt said and he led her to the back of the garage. There was a short block wall where some empty garbage cans were stacked up behind it. They pushed the cans out of the way and crouched down behind the wall.


  “I just wanted to check something,” Matt said as he stared at the car, its headlights still on and pointed at the garage door, its motor still rumbling. “I hope I’m wrong.”


  Matt pressed the number one on the phone, completing 911.


  The car exploded.


  Matt and Gina dove behind the block wall and they could hear and feel shrapnel from the car pelting the block wall. But they were safe.


  It had been one last trap.


  The sprinklers in the garage turned on a moment later, showering water down onto the massive sea of concrete and the burning wreckage of the car.


  They stood up and stared at the twisted piece of metal that used to be a car. And then they looked at the garage door that had been blown open from the explosion, snow already drifting inside as the black smoke from the car poured out into the cold air.


  “How did you know?” Gina whispered.


  Matt shook his head. “I don’t know … but that’s our way out.”


  Matt still had the phone in his hand, and he heard a squawking sound coming from it. He held it up to his ear and he heard a woman’s impatient voice on the other end. “911. What’s your emergency?”


  The phone still worked. It just sent a signal to the bomb in the car, but it still worked. Of course, Matt thought, the phone was supposed to be inside the car when the bomb went off.


  Matt raised the phone up to his ear and told the 911 operator that a man had tried to kill them and now he was dead. He told her there were a lot of bodies in the house. He told her that he wasn’t sure exactly where they were calling from, but he knew it was a mansion that belonged to a man named Mr. Crow.


  • • •


  As night fell, fire and police worked the scene. Two news vans were there at the edge of the property, as close as the police would let them get. Two reporters stood in front of their cameramen as they broke the story of possible bodies inside the mansion of the elusive Mr. Crow.


  Matt and Gina waited by a detective’s car. His name was Detective Wilson, and he had asked them over and over again what had happened. They told him the same story every time.


  The fires had been put out and cops rolled out police tape.


  Matt and Gina huddled underneath the wool blanket the detective had given them from the trunk of his car. Matt held a thermos of hot coffee—another gift from Detective Wilson. They shivered more from relief than from the cold.


  They looked at each other. “I love you,” Matt said.


  “I love you, too.”


  They kissed. “I’m sorry about all of this,” Matt told her when he pulled away. “I’m sorry we never got the money.”


  “At least we still have the five thousand.”


  Matt’s eyes widened in surprise.


  “It’s stuffed down in my pants. It’s a little wet from the sprinklers, but I think it will still spend.”


  Matt hugged her again, but he was still careful with her, careful with their child inside. “God, I love you. I want to start over.”


  “Me too,” Gina said into his shoulder, tears in her eyes. “I think I know where we can go.”


  5.

  STARTING OVER


  Tallahassee, Florida—Three months later


  Gina had contacted her Aunt Nell in Florida and told her about the baby on the way. She had never been close to most of her family, but she loved her Aunt Nell. She never wanted to ask her for help before, but now they had enough money to move down there and start a new life.


  But Aunt Nell insisted that they stay with her until the baby was born. And then after that, they could stay with her as long as they wanted to. She told Gina that she was a lonely woman. Her husband had left years ago, and good riddance. She knew she would never live with another man again. And truthfully, she enjoyed having Gina and Matt around, she enjoyed their company.


  Matt found a job with a lawn crew—he could work nearly year round down here in the Florida heat. He was out working right now.


  Matt seemed like a different man after what they’d been through. He was stronger and more responsible. He was the same old lovable Matt, always smiling and always kidding around, but he was still different.


  And Gina supposed she was different in a way, too.


  Besides the five thousand dollars Mr. Yates had given them, they had made a little extra money giving interviews on a few TV shows and magazines. They’d even been approached by a literary agency to write a book about their experience—the agency would provide a ghostwriter for them. It was an idea, and Gina thought about doing it, but she wasn’t so sure if she was quite ready to relive the experience just yet and tell the story.


  For now she was happy being down here in the warm weather with the two people she loved most in the world, and her baby on the way—a girl they were informed during her last sonogram.


  Aunt Nell washed up some dishes from lunch.


  “Let me help you with those, Aunt Nell,” Gina said.


  “Nonsense. You just rest.”


  Gina smiled and gave up—she knew by now that she wasn’t going to win this argument with her aunt.


  Nell looked at Gina. “You get enough to eat?”


  “Yes, thanks.”


  “Remember, you’re eating for two.”


  Gina smiled and nodded. She rested a hand on her large belly.


  The phone rang and Gina was up to get it.


  “I can get it,” Nell said, her hands full of bubbles from the dishwater.


  “Let me do something,” Gina laughed as she picked up the phone and said hello.


  “Hello, Gina,” a voice spoke into her ear—a voice she recognized, a voice she’d heard in her nightmares. She stiffened at the sound of Mr. Yates’s breath in her ear.


  Nell watched her niece. “What’s wrong?”


  Gina didn’t answer her aunt. She took the cordless phone out of the kitchen and walked into the living room. She stood in front of the picture window that looked out onto the neat lawn that stretched out to the street where a black Lincoln was parked in front of the house.


  “What do you want?” Gina whispered.


  “You didn’t complete the job,” Mr. Yates whispered in her ear. “You didn’t hold up your end of the deal. I told you I’d come back.”


  The black Lincoln pulled away.


  Gina stood in the middle of the living room, staring out the window, the phone still clutched in her hand, still up to her ear.


  There was a click as the line went dead.


  FEBRUARY

  FEARS OF TORTURE


  February. Valentine’s Day. The month of love. This is a story of a couple who fell out of love, and it’s a story with a very different twist on the hitman and an assassination.


  Joyce arrived at the restaurant at ten o’clock as instructed. The world outside was wet from the recent freezing rains and the city smelled about as refreshed as it could get. She glanced around before pulling the door open. She felt like someone might be watching her or even following her.


  But she didn’t see anyone watching her.


  Maybe her nerves were just getting to her.


  Relax, Joyce. Breathe in and out. You’re just nervous.


  And she had every reason to be nervous.


  She had experienced some second thoughts over the last few days since setting up this appointment with Mr. Savantino. But when she made herself think about things rationally, she knew this was the way it had to be.


  She took a breath and pulled the door open.


  A tall, thin man in a tuxedo met her as soon as she stepped into the dark, cozy lobby. The lighting was low and the décor tasteful and expensive.


  “I’m here to see Mr. Savantino,” Joyce told the man in the tux. “I have a meeting with him.”


  “Of course,” he answered. He took her coat and folded it over his arm. “Please follow me.”


  The man led Joyce through the restaurant, where only a few patrons were still dining, to a private room set off from the dining area in the back. He gestured at Joyce to enter and she stepped inside the lavish room which had a large table and eight chairs around it.


  Mr. Savantino sat at the head of the table, a hulk of a man squeezed into a suit and tie. His face was large and red, and he smiled at her.


  “Mrs. Corbett,” he said as he rose to meet her.


  She gave him a tight smile as she approached him. He took her hand in both of his in greeting. He had large hands and he seemed so careful with her, like he might crush her bones if he squeezed too hard.


  Joyce sat down at the table.


  “Anything to drink, Mrs. Corbett?” he asked. “Some hot tea or coffee? Perhaps something a little stronger?”


  “Some tea would be nice,” she said.


  The thin man in the tux seemed to materialize from nowhere. He nodded and walked away, sliding the doors to the room shut behind him as he left the room.


  She looked at Mr. Savantino. “Please, Mr. Savantino, call me Joyce.”


  “And please call me Frank.”


  “Okay,” she answered and swallowed hard.


  Frank Savantino sipped something from a small cup and then set it back on a saucer with the slightest of clinks. The cup looked tiny in his meaty hands.


  “I know you’re probably nervous, Joyce. If you need more to time to think about it, I’ll understand. It’s a big decision.”


  “No. I’m ready.”


  “I just want you to be sure. Once things are set in motion, they can’t be stopped.”


  “I’m sure,” Joyce said.


  The door slid open and the man in the tux was back with Joyce’s tea which was served on a saucer with lemon, sugar cubes, and a small metal pitcher of milk. The man placed a container of artificial sweetener packets next to the tea after he set it down on the table in front of her.


  “Thanks,” Joyce said.


  The tuxedoed man nodded and he was off, sliding the doors closed again to give them privacy.


  Joyce sipped her tea. Her throat felt so dry and her heart was beating too fast.


  “It’s perfectly safe to talk here,” Frank said. “The glass in all of the windows is thick and impervious to directional microphones. The restaurant, and especially this room, is swept daily by hand for listening devices. Plus we have electronic devices that can detect electronic and video equipment even if it’s smuggled in. I’m not sure how it works; I just know that it does.”


  Joyce sipped her tea and nodded.


  “You don’t have to be afraid to say anything here,” Frank went on. “I would be the last person you would have to worry about going to the cops. But I will tell you two things so we can be honest with each other. You have been thoroughly checked out. Everyone I meet here is given a background check. No surprises that way. Two, I will be recording this conversation, not just for my protection, but it also helps me remember the details without having to jot them down or bother you again. Do you understand all of this?”


  “Yes.”


  “Good. Then we should get started with the details so I don’t hold you up too long. If you have any questions, please feel free to interrupt. But in the meantime, I have a few questions for you.”


  “Okay.” She sipped her tea again. So thirsty.


  “Are you sure you want this, Joyce?”


  “Yes, I’m sure,” she answered without hesitation. “The divorce is coming, I’m sure of it now. I know he’s seeing other women. He doesn’t even try to hide it anymore. And with all of the prenuptial agreements, I won’t get any of the money after the divorce no matter who institutes it.”


  “Seems like steep prenup agreements.”


  “Yes, well a long time ago I was young, dumb, and in love. I thought … he made me feel like it would last forever.”


  “Ah, love,” Frank said, and for a moment his face softened.


  “Anyway,” Joyce continued, “I want you to know that I am sure about this.”


  “Okay. On to the next questions. What kind of shape is Mr. Corbett in? Health wise.”


  “Not the best. He’s fifty-five. Overweight. He has high blood pressure. He’s always stressing himself out. He worries too much. He smokes two packs a day. He drinks bourbon at night to help him sleep. And he never exercises.”


  “Does he own a gun?”


  “Yes. It’s a pistol. A forty-five, I think. An automatic.”


  “Where does he keep it?”


  “Beside the bed.”


  “Loaded?”


  “I think so.”


  “And that’s all?”


  “I think so. I’ve looked around the house and I never saw any other weapons.”


  Frank paused like he was thinking things over for a moment. Then he nodded. “You understand how this whole thing works?”


  “Yes.”


  “I need his fears.”


  Joyce nodded.


  “Once you give me his fears, I’ll set a plan in action. Like I said before, once it’s in motion, no one can stop it. And it won’t be in your best interest to interfere.”


  “Yes.”


  “You understand that you will have to help in certain areas. With alarms, locks, house plans.”


  Joyce nodded and pulled a large envelope out of her purse. She handed the packet to Frank.


  “The gate code to the property is in there. The alarm codes to the house, but I’ll have them turned off. The house plans are in there, too.”


  “Okay,” Frank said and smiled. But his smile didn’t seem so friendly anymore. “Tell me his fears.”


  Joyce sighed. “He has this recurring nightmare. Guys dressed in black clothing and masks break into our house and tie us down. They torture us. He usually wakes up sweating and groaning. He tells me that he feels so helpless in the dream. He’s always had a fear of not being able to save me. Or anyone else. He has a deep fear of too much responsibility. I think that’s why we never had any children.”


  Frank leaned forward, and she saw a savage light dancing in his dark eyes. “Did he ever describe the torture in his dreams?”


  “Yes,” Joyce croaked out and drank the rest of her tea. And then she explained everything to Frank.


  Thirty minutes later she left the restaurant. It felt so good to be outside even though the night air was freezing. She felt like she could finally breathe again.


  • • •


  Tonight was the night.


  Joyce had turned the security alarm back off after coming down to the kitchen for a glass of water. She unlocked the locks on the kitchen door that led out to the garage. She already made sure that the side door of the garage was unlocked. They didn’t have a dog, so that was something they didn’t have to worry about.


  The meeting with Frank Savantino replayed through Joyce’s mind over the last few days. She had her instructions memorized, but she still couldn’t help feeling nervous. She had unloaded the pistol just as Frank had instructed. He told her how to do it and it was easier than she expected. But if things went as Frank had planned then Richard would never have a chance to go for his gun.


  She climbed the stairs and went back into their bedroom. Richard was sitting up in bed, his back against pillows stuffed against the headboard. He watched TV with a glass of iced bourbon in his hand, the ice clinking against the side of the glass. The large room smelled of stale cigarette smoke and dry heat from the vents.


  “Good night, Richard,” she said as she pecked him on the cheek. She walked around the foot of the bed and lay down on her side of the bed. She lay on her side, facing the wall, watching the lightshow from the TV dancing on the wall. Richard chuckled at some late night talk show host.


  There had been a time not too long ago when Richard would’ve turned the TV off and rolled over to caress her. Or at least talk to her. But those things didn’t happen anymore. With his little mistresses, he didn’t need her anymore.


  Joyce listened as Richard’s breathing grew heavy. He needed some kind of light to go to sleep, the TV or a lamp; he needed something, like his alcohol, to rock him to sleep like a baby. She lay there listening as his heavy breathing turned to soft snores.


  She was sure sleep would be impossible for her tonight.


  • • •


  Joyce snapped awake when their bedroom door burst open.


  “What the hell?” Richard screamed as he sat up in bed.


  “Shut the fuck up, fat man!” a black-clad man shouted through a tight-fitting clown mask.


  Richard turned to reach for the nightstand, for his gun in the drawer.


  “Don’t move a muscle,” the masked man growled as he pointed his pistol at Richard’s forehead. The gun looked too long, and Joyce realized that it must have a silencer on it.


  Three other men in black clothing rushed inside the room. Each of them wore a different clown mask that fit their heads tightly. Two of the men bolted across the room and grabbed Joyce.


  “Hey!” Richard yelled, sitting up, his back against the headboard. “What is this? Take what you want. Just leave her alone.”


  Joyce screamed as rubber-gloved hands clutched her and pulled her from the bed. One of the men slapped her face to stop her screaming.


  She froze and stared at the clown mask in front of her. She could see that the dark eyes behind the mask had no mercy in them. And then she thought that maybe she’d been wrong about Frank. She felt certain in that moment that she was going to be killed right along with Richard.


  “Take her to the other room,” the man with his gun aimed at Richard told the two men. He was the only one talking so far, and he seemed like he was the leader.


  The men dragged Joyce across the room to the door.


  Richard jumped up from the bed. “No! Please, take me! Don’t hurt her. I’ll do anything, just don’t hurt her.”


  “I’ll try to be gentle,” one of the men escorting Joyce out of the room grumbled.


  “You move again and you get a bullet in your knee,” the leader told Richard.


  “I love you,” Richard called after Joyce, and she could hear the hitch in his voice.


  “Bring a chair in here,” the leader told the other man in the room.


  The man came back with an expensive chair from the office down the hall. It was a sturdy chair with arms on it.


  “Sit down!” the leader told Richard.


  “What do you want? I’ll give you anything you want.”


  “I know you will. Now sit the fuck down.”


  Richard shook his head as the tears flowed from his eyes. “Please. You don’t have to do this.”


  “Get in that chair or I’m going to go in there and tell them to kill your wife. I’ll tell them to start bringing me pieces of her, one by one.”


  Richard nodded numbly and collapsed down into the chair. Another man entered the room with a large roll of plastic wrap. He wrapped the plastic around Richard’s wrists and forearms, strapping them down to the arms of the chair. Then he wrapped the plastic around his calves and ankles, securing them to the legs of the chair. He wrapped more plastic around Richard’s chest and shoulders and lap, pinning him to the chair. The other man pulled a roll of duct tape from his large pants pockets and taped Richard’s arms, legs, and chest over the plastic wrap.


  Richard tried to struggle but he was taped to the chair too tightly.


  The leader set his pistol on the end of the bed and told one of the other men to bring the bag in now.


  “The bag?” Richard asked, his heart pounding in his chest. The plastic and tape was so tight around his chest that it felt like it was hard to breathe.


  “We have a few questions for you, Mr. Corbett.”


  • • •


  In the other room, one of their guest rooms, Joyce stood in the middle of the floor. The masked man stood near her and he had instructed her when to scream.


  “Make it convincing,” he whispered to her.


  She nodded and tried to stop crying.


  The man produced a notecard from his pocket. On it were sentences written in large block letters. He pointed to the first sentence, and he didn’t need to tell her again to make it convincing, she could see it in his eyes.


  “No,” Joyce cried out. “Please don’t!”


  “Again,” the man whispered.


  “Oh God, please don’t!!”


  “That’s a good girl,” the masked man purred.


  • • •


  “What are they doing to her?” Richard asked as tears spilled from his eyes.


  “Oh, they’re having their fun. But they’re not hurting her too bad yet. That all depends on you, Richard. Do you mind if I call you Richard?”


  Richard shook his head no.


  A masked man came back into the bedroom with a large black bag. He set it on the floor and pulled items out and laid them on the carpet: a hammer and large nails; a variety of razors and knives; pairs of pliers; different kinds of scissors; an assortment of small, battery-powered saws and drills; a blow torch; and a small ax.


  “Whatarethosefor?” Richard blubbered.


  “I want to know where the green lockbox is, Richard,” the leader said. “The one with the papers in it.”


  “I … I don’t know. What green lockbox?”


  “Richard, don’t fuck with me. Just tell me where the green lockbox is and all of this can go away.”


  “No, please. Wait. I don’t … don’t know. I don’t have a green lockbox.”


  “It’s a metal box. Painted green. It has a combination lock on it. And there are papers inside that I need.”


  “I don’t own a box like that. I swear to God. I have a small safe in the closet. That’s all.”


  “Richard, you’re trying to fuck with me, aren’t you?”


  “No, I’m not. I swear to God. I don’t have a metal green box. You’ve got the wrong guy.”


  “Are you Richard Corbett?”


  “Yeah.”


  “Then I’ve got the right guy.”


  Richard could feel his chest getting tighter. He tried to draw in deeper breaths, but the plastic wrap and duct tape seemed to get tighter with every breath he drew.


  “What papers do you want?” Richard asked.


  “The papers in the green box.”


  “I don’t have a green box,” Richard said.


  The leader looked down at the assortment of tools on the carpet. “Let’s see. Where do we start? A nice large nail through one of your testicles?”


  “Oh God …” Richard whimpered.


  “Wait,” the leader said excitedly, “I know. How about we scoop out one of your eyeballs with one of these knives?”


  Richard could barely breathe now.


  “Or maybe we take some of the skin off of your face. Just on one side.”


  Richard tried to talk. He shook his head no, his breathing and words coming out in wheezes, his face red, consciousness wanting to slip away.


  “Just answer the question, Richard. Tell me where the green lockbox is or I’ll start hacking on your body. I’ve got a blow torch to cauterize the wounds. We could be here for days.”


  “I … I … I don’t … don’t know. Please. What box?” Richard was sobbing and wheezing even harder now.


  “YOU KNOW WHERE THE BOX IS!! TELL ME!!”


  “I don’t know. Oh God, I don’t know.”


  The leader stared at Richard for a long moment, his eyes just dark pebbles behind the eyeholes of the clown mask. He turned to the other man and nodded. “Tell them to start on her.”


  The other man nodded and collected the tools from the floor and put them back into the black bag.


  “No,” Richard breathed out. He could feel sharp pains in his chest now, jagged heat rushing through his left arm and up into his neck and jaw.


  “Just tell me where the lockbox is and your wife keeps all of her body parts.”


  Richard drew in quick, sharp breaths, his mind reeling, trying to think of what this man could possibly be talking about.


  • • •


  In the guest bedroom, the men told Joyce to start her screaming now. They gave her a rag to stuff into her mouth like she was gagged.


  Another man turned on the small power saw and Joyce’s screams intensified. She shoved the rag deeper into her own mouth and screamed as loud as she ever had before. One long, continuous scream.


  The other man, the one who had handed her the rag, pulled a large plastic bag out of another duffel bag. The inside of the bag was smeared with blood, but Joyce could easily see what else was inside of it—a woman’s foot; it was about the size of her own foot. The ankle of the foot had been burned to a crisp, cauterized.


  The other man turned the saw off and started the blow torch.


  Joyce screamed even longer and harder into the rag now.


  • • •


  Richard didn’t last much longer after seeing the foot, and then the hand brought in one at a time in the blood-stained baggies. His heart stopped. He writhed in the chair clawed at the arms of the chair with his fingers. His eyeballs rolled up into his eyelids. And then he was dead.


  The cleanup didn’t take too long. They left Richard in the chair after they had removed the plastic wrap and tape. The bonds had left slight impressions, but they would go away and there would be no bruising. If anything was detected during the medical exam, Joyce was instructed to tell the police that they had been engaged in some kinky sex when Richard suffered his heart attack.


  They laid Richard’s body on the bed. Then they left, carrying their bags of tools and body parts, without another word to Joyce.


  Joyce waited ten minutes after they left, and then she called 911. She was hysterical on the phone, screaming that her husband wasn’t breathing anymore. She thought he was having a heart attack. And she didn’t have to fake her hysteria.


  The paramedics tried in vain to resuscitate Richard, but it was too late. They told Joyce they were very sorry as she cried and nodded at them. A cop tried to soothe Joyce, but she was inconsolable. She leaned against the man and cried.


  • • •


  Joyce met with Frank Savantino two months later to pay him the rest of his money. Everything had worked out just as he said it would. Everyone believed Richard had died from a sudden massive heart attack. Everyone did their best to console her.


  “Times are different these days,” Frank told Joyce. “Today, we have to come up with new ways to make hits—too much forensics out there.”


  Joyce didn’t comment. She didn’t care anymore. She still felt numb even two months after Richard’s death. She was pretty sure she’d made the wrong decision now, but it was too late.


  “Joyce,” Frank said, snapping her attention back to him. She realized that he’d been saying something and she hadn’t even heard him.


  “I’m sorry,” she said, “I didn’t hear you.”


  “Do you have plans now?” he asked again. “Are you moving?”


  “Yes,” she answered and cleared her throat. “Selling the house. Moving far away from here. Facing Richard’s family was tough. Tougher than I thought it was going to be.”


  “It’s always more difficult than people imagine,” Frank said. He sounded like he was trying to ease her, but everything he said now sounded like a threat.


  “I found some things after he was gone,” Joyce said, trying her best not to cry.


  Frank didn’t say anything. He just stared at her with dark eyes. Merciless eyes. They reminded her of the eyes behind the clown masks.


  “I don’t think there were any mistresses. I don’t know. I guess I’ll never know. But I found a Valentine’s Day card he bought for me. He had written some … some things down inside. He had been planning on taking me to Florida for our anniversary. Inside the card he’d written that I was the love of his life, his reason for existing.”


  Joyce grabbed a tissue from her purse. She couldn’t continue. And it didn’t seem like Frank really cared.


  “I’m just saying that I think he really loved me,” Joyce said as tears slipped from her eyes. She wiped at them.


  Frank still said nothing. He glanced away a few times like he had other more important and interesting matters to attend to.


  “Frank, can I ask you one thing?”


  “Sure,” he said with a tight smile.


  “What if … I mean, suppose Richard hadn’t had a heart attack? I mean what if this hadn’t worked?”


  “Then we would’ve went to Plan B,” Frank said with that tight smile still on his face, and his eyes like shiny black pebbles.


  “Plan B?”


  “Where we make it look like a robbery and random killings.”


  Frank had said killings with an ‘s.’ Plural. She didn’t ask any more questions. She didn’t thank him. She just gave him his payment and she left the restaurant. And she had meant what she’d said about moving far away from here.


  • • •


  Trish arrived at the restaurant at ten o’clock as instructed. She glanced around before she pulled the door open. She couldn’t help feeling like she was being watched or followed.


  But that was just her nerves getting to her.


  And she had every right to be nervous.


  She was met inside by a tall, thin man in a tux. He took her coat and led her to the private room in the back where Frank waited for her.


  Frank asked for her husband’s fears.


  “Spiders,” she told Frank. “He’s afraid of spiders.”


  MARCH

  SQUISH


  This tale takes place in late spring when there may still be a chill in the air and the roads may still be icy at night—accidents can happen.


  In this story a man creates an accident on a lonely road so he can film it to sell the footage. The accident leaves three people dead. But soon he is haunted by his actions in a very strange way.


  Vince couldn’t believe his luck.


  It had taken him an hour to get things set up. He had parked at the side of the road and rolled the two gigantic rolls of mesh wire up the hill and stashed them in the bushes. Then he parked his car a few miles away on a dirt drive off of the road, hidden from view. And now he waited up on top of the hill among the shadows and trees. He had his handheld digital camera charged and ready.


  He had staked out this road for weeks now and he knew that every Saturday night these two guys on their crotch-rocket motorcycles raced down this road at a hundred miles an hour.


  Vince waited for three hours, watching the lonely road at the bottom of the hill below him in the darkness, and then he finally heard the whine of the powerful motorcycles. He looked to his left and he could already see the lights from the bikes washing through the trees from the bend in the road.


  He had to time this exactly right. He wasn’t a mathematical genius by any stretch, so he was just going to have to use his best guess, his gut instinct. And this could only work once. If he missed, he would never get another chance.


  He had the heavy rolls of wire in position and he held on to them, waiting. Then he let go, even giving them a solid kick with his worn-out cowboy boots, and maybe that little kick, that little extra push, had helped.


  Or maybe it was luck.


  Or maybe it was fate.


  He watched the rolls of wire tumble down the grassy hill. They popped up into the air a little when they hit a rock. For a moment Vince thought the rolls of wire might collide and knock each other off course.


  But they didn’t.


  Vince had chosen a spot in the road at a curve where the bikes would have to slow down just a bit. And at this curve was a large collection of brush near the road that blocked the view of the grassy hill until the last second. If he timed it right, they would never see it coming.


  Time seemed to stretch out for Vince as he watched the rolls of wire tumble to the bottom and down into the road that was now awash with the light from the bikes’ headlights.


  Then it happened.


  It was so fast. A screech of tires split the night air at the last possible second. There was a slamming of metal on pavement, then maybe a scream, and then the whine of powerful motor, and then the satisfying crumpling sound of the bikes and bodies turning over and over down the road, all of the pieces sliding to the edge of the road and colliding with a telephone pole and a thick stand of trees.


  Vince grabbed his handheld camera and he raced down the hill to film the aftermath.


  They were dead. They had to be dead.


  When he got to the road, he saw dark smears on the pavement underneath the strewn wreckage. Was it oil? Blood?


  He had to hurry. Even though this road wasn’t used much, a truck or car could still come by. He ran to the piles of motorcycle parts and body parts. There was no sound now. The engines were dead. There wasn’t even a scream or any moaning, just an eerie silence in the night.


  He couldn’t believe his luck. Everything had worked out better than he’d even dared to imagine.


  One of the riders, a man in his early twenties Vince guessed, was crumpled up against the base of a tree. He had on old faded jeans and a T-shirt on this warm late March evening. It looked like the man had sideswiped a tree trunk and lost the bottom half of his left arm and left leg. The pieces were lying in the grass and weeds.


  The other rider, about the same age as the first one, had fared even worse. He must have flown through the air and hit the tension wire of the telephone pole which had cut him in half at the waist.


  Vince let his camera roam over the carnage.


  And as a bonus, a young woman had been riding on the back of one of their bikes—he really couldn’t tell which one. She had collided with a thick tree trunk and left most of her face behind.


  Vince got the footage he needed, and then he got out of there. He didn’t bother collecting the rolls of wire—they were stuck in the brush on the other side of the road.


  No one would ever know who did this. He wouldn’t leave any evidence behind. He’d thought it all through. He crept up into the woods and began his mile-long trek back to his parked car. It really was a pleasant night for a walk underneath the moonlight.


  • • •


  It was after midnight when Vince got home. He set his camera down on the kitchen counter and locked the kitchen door. He wriggled out of his jacket and threw it over the back of one of the kitchen chairs. He wore a wrinkled and sweat-stained button down shirt that covered his bony shoulders.


  Time for a drink.


  He poured himself a tall glass of cheap bourbon. He didn’t even bother with the ice.


  It was too late to call Paul about the footage. He’d call him first thing in the morning. He was sure Paul would want to see this. He was sure he’d pay big bucks for it.


  • • •


  Vince’s eyes popped open in the darkness.


  He sat up in his bed, trying to listen for the noise that had woken him up. His head was still swimming slightly from the cheap whiskey and his stomach burned like someone was twisting a hot poker inside his gut.


  The noise had come from the kitchen, he thought. He swung his feet over the side of his bed and snapped on the lamp on the end table.


  Somebody’s trying to steal my camera. My footage!


  Vince jumped up and ran out of his room. He raced down the hall to the kitchen and flipped on the light. He saw his digital camera on the counter where he’d left it. The kitchen was a mess, but he’d get to that in the morning. He searched the rest of his small house, flipping on lights along his way. Everything was okay. Nothing disturbed. He checked all of the windows and doors and went back to the kitchen for a glass of milk. Maybe a glass of milk would make his stomach feel better.


  • • •


  Vince called Paul at ten o’clock in the morning.


  “I’ve got something great for you,” Vince told Paul.


  “Whadaya got, Vinnie?”


  Vince hated it when Paul called him Vinnie. It made him want to call him Paulie—maybe see how he liked it.


  “It’s the best so far,” Vince said into the phone. “I was driving down a back road and saw a motorcycle accident. Three dead. Bodies cut up in pieces. Plenty of gore.”


  “Can you send it by e-mail?”


  “Hell no. I aint taking a chance on this stuff.”


  Paul sighed loudly in his ear. “Okay. I’ll come by tonight about eight.”


  “Good. I got some other stuff to show you, too.”


  Vince slammed the phone down and clapped his hands together. He glanced around at his kitchen. It wouldn’t hurt to get his house cleaned up a little.


  • • •


  Paul showed up at seven forty-five. Vince invited him inside and handed him a drink. He remembered what Paul liked to drink; he had a knack for remembering little details like that. Vince ushered Paul to the couch and coffee table. Vince’s laptop was already set up and all Paul needed to do was hit play.


  They made a few minutes of small talk. Vince dragged out the conversation as long as he could; he never got many visitors to his home. But Paul said he was busy and needed to be somewhere else soon.


  Vince left Paul in the living room to watch the footage while he made himself another drink—his third of the early evening.


  “What the hell is this?” Paul cried from the living room.


  That wasn’t exactly the reaction Vince had been expecting. He set his drink on the counter and rushed back out to the living room.


  “Something wrong with the footage?” Vince asked, his heart skipping a beat, silently praying that something hadn’t happened to his computer.


  Paul was on his feet, his face was pale and his eyes were wide. He stared at Vince in shock. “Is this some kind of joke, Vinnie?”


  Vince sat down on the couch and turned the laptop towards him. He scrolled back to the beginning and clicked the play button on the screen with the mouse. The footage played out just like he had filmed it. There were pieces of wreckage and smears of blood and oil on the road. But when the camera got to the bodies, they weren’t there anymore. Everything else was there, even the splashes of blood and motorcycle parts, but the bodies were gone.


  “I … I don’t understand this,” Vince whispered.


  “I don’t know what’s going on here,” Paul said as he hurried towards the front door, “but I can’t use anything like that.”


  “They were there when I shot the tape,” Vince said as he stood up. “Three bodies. All of them mutilated. I swear to God.”


  Paul was even closer to the front door now. It looked like he might break into a run at any second. “Maybe something was wrong with the camera,” he said in a shaky voice, but it didn’t sound like he believed that.


  Vince took a few steps towards Paul. “They were there. I swear they were.”


  “I gotta go, Vinnie. You call me later when you get something else.”


  “I got some other stuff, too.”


  “I’ve changed my mind. I don’t really need anything else right now. Just … just call me later.” Paul opened the door and practically ran outside.


  Vince went back to his couch and plopped down in front of the laptop. He watched the footage again and again, but it never changed. Somehow the bodies in the footage were gone.


  • • •


  Vince’s eyes popped open in the darkness.


  He’d heard a noise … a squishy noise.


  He listened for a moment in the darkness for the noise again.


  Thump.


  Squish.


  Thump.


  Squish.


  He reached out for the lamp next to his bed to turn it on, but he knocked it over along with the rest of the Jim Beam. Both the lamp and whiskey crashed down to the wood floor, the whiskey gurgling out of the bottle. Vince, in a blind panic, crawled over the bedside table to find the lamp.


  He needed light!


  The thump and squish was closer now. In the hallway. Then right outside his bedroom door. And then inside his bedroom. It wasn’t a stealthy noise; it was deliberate, it wanted to be heard.


  Vince found the lamp on the floor as a whimper escaped his throat. His hand closed around the base of the lamp, and he picked it up and set it back on the end table. He fumbled for the little pull string with trembling fingers and then he found it. He pulled the little chain and bathed the bedroom in light.


  At the foot of his bed was an abomination, something impossible. His mind reeled, trying to understand what he was seeing.


  Something’s wrong here. Something is very wrong.


  The thing at the foot of his bed was one of the bodies from the motorcycle wreck, the man who had been cut in half. His muscular arms propelled him forward on the floor, his fists thumping down on the floorboards and then his gory stump at the bottom of his torso made a squishy sound as it landed on the floor, pieces of skin and intestines trailing behind. The dead man’s mouth hung open, his jaw slack, his eyes blank.


  Vince tried to back up into the headboard, but he had nowhere to go. He drew his knees up to his body and watched the thing’s arms shoot forward and thump on the floor to propel him forward.


  Vince’s paralysis broke. He knew he had to move now or he would never move again. He bolted to the end of his bed, his mind burning with white-hot panic.


  Why? How? No! Gottagetaway!!


  He fell off the end of his bed and hit the wall with his shoulder, but he still kept his eyes on the thing on the floor that whirled around, twisting on the gore at the bottom of his severed torso. Vince slid along the wall, knocking pictures down along the way, trying to stay as far away from that monstrosity as he could.


  And then he bolted for his bedroom door.


  But he stopped when he saw half a man hop into the doorway. The man’s left leg was gone, the flesh at the knee a shredded mess with one sharp piece of bone sticking out. His left arm was gone from the elbow down; the stump ended in ragged flesh. His blood-soaked clothes glistened black in the lamplight. Vince stared into the man’s face which was unharmed on the right side, but the flesh of his left cheek was peeled back, revealing broken and jagged teeth; his tongue flicked between the teeth like a wet and red snake trying to escape its prison. Dried blood matted down his hair on that side of his now misshapen head.


  Vince took two steps back on shaky legs, trying to whisper the word no. He was tripped up by the thing on the floor. Vince reeled, trying not to take his eyes off of the half-man in the doorway.


  He couldn’t fall to the floor. He couldn’t be down on the floor with that thing.


  After regaining his balance, Vince scattered back to the corner of his bedroom near the closet doors.


  Both monstrosities hopped and shuffled towards him with frightening speed.


  Vince found his voice. He screamed and screamed.


  And then when they were only a few feet away, Vince exploded forward and ran right between them like a running back racing for the goal line. He felt their hands trying to clutch at him, fingernails digging at his skin. But Vince focused on the doorway—his goal line, his only hope. He pushed on, even though one of them had hold of his leg, but Vince dragged the half-man behind him all the way to the doorway.


  A moment later he broke free from the two, but they were still right behind him in the hall, faster and stronger than they should’ve been. There was no way he could make it all the way down the hall. He shouldered his way into the bathroom and shut the door on them. As soon as he shut it, he fumbled with the lock, finally twisting it with his sweaty fingers. He backed up a few steps away from the door as he heard their bodies slam into it. The flimsy door shuddered in its frame. Near the bottom of the door Vince could hear the frantic scratching of fingernails, like a cat clawing to get inside.


  This is just a nightmare, right? I’m passed out drunk right now, trying to wake up.


  Vince started to cry. He sobbed in disbelief, his shoulders shaking with the sobs. He wiped at his eyes and looked at the small window over the toilet. It was way too small for him to crawl out of. He had locked himself into a corner.


  The two half-men slammed into the door again. It was only a matter of time before they smashed their way in.


  He needed some kind of weapon to fight them off with. That would be his only chance.


  He flipped on the bathroom light and glanced around. He saw that the shower curtain was closed and there was a trail of blood on the floor that led from the door to the bathtub. The side of the tub was splashed with blood. There were bloody handprints on the shower curtain.


  Oh God, no.


  Another slam against the door. It was splintering badly now, barely hanging on by one hinge. It wasn’t going to hold up against too many more hits like that.


  But Vince wasn’t looking at the door now; he stared at the shower curtain covering the bathtub. He walked towards the shower curtain, his bare feet wading through the sticky, dark blood on the floor.


  He reached out for the shower curtain to rip it open.


  The last hinge on the door broke free. The door slammed open.


  Vince ripped the shower curtain aside and saw the woman who had bounced off the tree, leaving most of her face behind. Now her face was nothing but a mask of red gore with black holes where her mouth and eyes used to be.


  The half-men thumped and squished their way across the floor, but Vince still didn’t look their way; he couldn’t take his eyes off of the woman as she raised her arms, extended her fingers, and reached for him like a lover.


  The one-legged man slammed into Vince and plunged his broken and jagged mouth into Vince’s neck. There was a thump and a squish and the no-legged man grabbed one of Vince’s legs and tore away at his flesh with his teeth.


  But Vince didn’t move. He didn’t scream. He was way beyond that now.


  The woman reached out and held onto Vince, leaning close to him, the gaping dark hole that was once her mouth opened, emitting a thick, coppery smell. Her mouth met his lips and she kissed him, the sticky mess of her face smearing into his.


  He was beyond madness now as they ripped him apart.


  • • •


  Four days later Paul checked his mail. Most of the mail was bills, but there was one envelope with no return address on it. Paul knew what was inside. He’d received many envelopes like these over the years.


  He went back inside and slapped the bills down on the dining room table and went to the living room with the envelope. He sat down at his desk with the laptop on top of it. He ripped open the envelope and shook out the generic CD inside. Written on the CD in red marker were the words:


  The Violent Death of Vincent


  Paul stared at the CD for a long moment, turning it over and over in his hands. He wondered if this was another one of Vinnie’s sick jokes. Or maybe he was making up for what he’d done the other night.


  He debated whether to watch the CD or just throw it away. But he knew he wasn’t going to throw it away. He was going to watch it.


  He always watched.


  Paul put the CD into his laptop and watched the short piece of footage. He watched it again and again, but no matter how many times he watched it, he couldn’t understand what he was seeing. There were three mangled people in a bathroom and they all looked like they were chewing on someone, eating and tearing at someone who was invisible.


  But the person wasn’t there.


  Vinnie wasn’t there.


  • • •


  Paul’s eyes popped open in the darkness.


  He reached for the lamp next to his bed and turned it on. He sat up very straight, listening for the noise again.


  It was a deliberate noise.


  A thump.


  And then a squish.


  APRIL

  PURGATORY


  April makes me think of Easter. And here is a tale of a resurrection of sorts. After a car accident, a couple tries to outrun their attacker by driving up into the remote woods where they find a deserted town—or is it really deserted?


  “Is she okay?”


  Julie didn’t answer. She was checking on their daughter.


  Hank kept his foot hammered down on the gas pedal. The woods on each side of the narrow road whipped by in a dark green blur. The front of their gold Kia Optima seemed to be eating up the backwoods road.


  The Kia didn’t sound right, there was some kind of loud clicking noise coming from under the hood, and even though Hank had the pedal to the floor, it seemed like the car was beginning to lose power, struggling to stay above sixty miles an hour. He had to take his foot off the gas and tap the brakes a little as he took hairpin curves way too fast, the Kia’s tires screeching in protest.


  But he had to keep speeding down this road or the black pickup truck was going to catch up to them.


  Something banged from the rear quarter panel on the passenger side of the car; a loose piece of metal, Hank thought. Damage from where the pickup had smashed into them. The back door was smashed in and the impact would’ve thrown Cassie across the back of the car, but her seatbelt had held her in place and the door caved in around her, the glass shattering. Now Cassie sat bleeding among the crystals of broken glass.


  “Is she okay?” Hank asked again.


  “She’s unconscious, but she’s breathing,” Julie finally answered, but it sounded like she was struggling with her words, trying to choke back sobs.


  Hank didn’t dare turn around and he couldn’t see Cassie in the rearview mirror with Julie hovering over her, wiping away blood and glass from her face and body. Hank’s eyes flicked up a little to the shattered back window in the rearview mirror. Only half of the window was a spider web of cracks so he could see out the driver’s side.


  He didn’t see the black pickup following them yet.


  But he knew it wouldn’t be long before the man in the black pickup came after them.


  “We need to get her to a hospital!” Julie screamed from the back seat.


  “I’m trying,” Hank said.


  He grabbed his cell phone from the center console and dialed 911. But he got the same message again and again: No Service.


  He threw the phone down and put both hands back on the wheel, navigating the twists and turns of the narrow road that rose higher and higher into the hills, farther into the wilderness.


  Hank thought back to the accident that had happened only minutes ago.


  The black pickup truck had come out of nowhere and smashed right into the side of their car. After the collision, the driver of the black pickup truck hadn’t even gotten out to see if they were okay. Instead, he had backed his truck up thirty yards and shifted back into drive and gunned the gas. The truck’s powerful motor screamed with fury and the back tires spun on the pavement as wraiths of smoke drifted up from the back of the truck.


  The seconds seemed to stretch out like taffy as Hank stared at the grill of the truck coming towards them again. And then he fought through his shock and panic. He didn’t have time to worry if Cassie and Julie were okay; he only had a second to make his decision because the truck was going to hit them again.


  Julie screamed as the truck sped towards them. She was already twisted around in her seat, looking back at Cassie, screaming for her.


  Hank had gunned the gas pedal and drove out of the truck’s way just in time.


  Oh God, Hank thought. He’s trying to kill us! Why?!


  They had been out driving, exploring parts of Oregon they’d never been to before. They had stayed at a rustic motel off a lonely road in the woods. After breakfast this morning, they had explored a trail behind the motel. And then they decided to drive up into the mountains and explore. Maybe stop and take some pictures.


  And that’s when the black truck had hit them.


  “The phone won’t work!” Hank yelled at Julie as he sped around another curve in the road.


  Julie was crying now. “She needs some help, Hank.”


  “I know,” Hank answered, trying to sound strong and sure. “I’ll find something.”


  Hank didn’t really know where he was going. They had set out to explore, just driving up this road at random. They had used their GPS, but now it wasn’t working. Maybe it had been broken in the crash.


  But he remembered somebody at the motel talking about a town up in the mountains. It had a strange name but Hank couldn’t remember it.


  And a moment later Hank saw a sign announcing that Purgatory, Pop. 1128, was only a mile up the road.


  Thank God!


  They would find some help there. If not a doctor, then at least a phone. They could call the police and an ambulance.


  Cassie will be okay, Hank told himself. She’s going to be fine.


  As they entered the tiny town of Purgatory, which seemed like it had been carved right out of the mountains and trees, Hank glanced at the rearview mirror—he didn’t see the black truck behind them yet. Surely it would’ve caught up to them by now, especially with the Kia slowing down more and more as the clicking noise from under the hood grew louder. Something was loose under the hood … something important, Hank was sure.


  The road through the woods had turned into the main street of Purgatory; it ran straight on down through the town, which was just a line of one and two-story businesses on each side of the road. Farther down were two sets of blinking yellow traffic lights where side roads branched off. At the other end of town were the snow-capped mountains in the distance.


  Something was wrong with this town; Hank could tell that right away.


  He passed a drug store, a bed and breakfast, and a barbershop. Then he pulled over in front of the next building which housed a veterinarian’s clinic squeezed in between an antique shop and a real estate office. All of the businesses seemed to be open; several of them even had OPEN signs in the doors or windows.


  Hank pulled the Kia off the road and parked right behind an old Chevy van that had a massive dent in the back like something


  (maybe a big black pickup truck)


  had plowed into it. The van looked old, at least from the nineteen seventies. It had a ribbon of rust around the bottom panels and the windows were so dark they almost looked black.


  The Kia’s motor chugged and coughed when he put the car in park. And then the engine died. A ghostly mist of steam rose up from the front of the car.


  “Shit,” Hank breathed out. He tried to start the car but there was nothing. He turned the key over and over again but the car didn’t even try to crank.


  “What is it?” Julie said as she climbed back into the passenger seat.


  “Car’s dead.” He looked past Julie at the vet’s clinic. “Come on, we need to get some help.”


  Hank didn’t wait for Julie. He got out of the car and stood up on legs that felt like Jell-O. He slammed his door shut and glanced up and down the lonely main street. He saw several cars and trucks parked in front of the businesses, and all of them had some kind of dents or damage to them.


  What bothered Hank even more was that he didn’t see any vehicles driving around. He didn’t see anyone walking, no one entering or leaving any of the buildings. He didn’t even hear any noise. No cars, no music, no talking. He heard nothing but the bitter wind which seemed to be growing colder by the moment.


  “I don’t see anyone,” Hank said as Julie got out of the car. “I’ll go get help. See if you can get Cassie out of the back seat.”


  Hank hurried around the front of the car, and as he stepped onto the sidewalk he glanced back at the road they had driven in on. He had a mental picture of the black pickup truck roaring out of the woods into town and slamming into their car just as Julie got Cassie out, pinning their crushed bodies in between the pickup’s grill and the mangled Kia.


  He didn’t see the truck coming out of the woods, and he didn’t even hear the roar of the truck in the silence.


  Maybe he wasn’t coming after them.


  But Hank wasn’t taking any chances. He hurried back around to the back door on the driver’s side and helped Julie pull Cassie out. She was still unconscious and he had a chance to look over her injuries. She had a lot of minor cuts on her face, neck, and arms; but the major damage was two deep cuts, one on her right upper arm and one on her right thigh. The wounds were bleeding pretty badly. They needed to get the bleeding stopped.


  Julie shut the back door as Hank cradled his little girl in his arms. Her blood leaked out onto him, but he didn’t care. He held the back of her head in one hand and struggled not to cry.


  He ran with Cassie in his arms up to the sidewalk. Julie was already in front of him, already calling out for help.


  But no one came.


  “The veterinarian’s clinic,” Hank said through blurry tears. “Go in there.”


  And then Hank’s heart skipped a beat.


  He heard the truck’s motor rumbling from down the road in the woods.


  He was coming back.


  They had to hurry.


  And he didn’t need to waste words or energy telling Julie to hurry. She could hear the truck coming—she knew as well as he did the danger they were in now.


  She wrenched the door open to the vet’s clinic and held it open for Hank as he ducked inside with their daughter in his arms. As he entered, he saw a flash of his wife’s face; she looked years older suddenly, her face drawn down in concern, her eyes dark and wide with fear.


  The bell dinged as Julie slammed the door shut.


  “Hey!” Julie shouted. “We need some help here! My daughter’s hurt!!”


  No answer. Not a peep from anyone.


  The lights were on in the waiting room and behind the registration window. The waiting room was furnished with comfortable seating and tables with out-of-date magazines on them and fake plants in the corners.


  “Nobody’s here,” Hank said, still holding Cassie in his arms, shock on his face. “There’s no one in this whole damn building. I haven’t seen anyone on the streets. No cars driving around.” His words came out panic-quick, and he could hear his own voice trembling.


  The pickup truck was coming. He could hear it outside. The man was coming back for them.


  Julie burst through the door that led to the back, and a moment later Hank saw her in the receptionist’s area. She screeched as she ran to a desk with a phone on it.


  “Hello!! We need help!!”


  She tried the phone on the desk. She listened for two seconds, then pounded on the buttons, and finally threw the phone down on the desk.


  Hank hurried through the open door and caught up with Julie.


  “None of the phones work,” Julie told him.


  “Help me find a place to lie her down.”


  Julie ran to a hall that led towards the back of the building, there were doors on each side of the hall. She burst into the first room on the right and turned on the light. Hank followed her inside and saw a large padded table that was probably for dogs. He lowered Cassie down to the vinyl surface gently. He looked around the small room and saw a few medical supplies probably meant for pets, but maybe they could find something for Cassie.


  “Those white towels,” Hank said to Julie.


  Julie grabbed the towels and pressed them down on the two worst wounds, the one on her arm and her leg.


  Cassie looked so pale.


  “Did you lock the front door?” Hank said as the thought of the black pickup truck raced through his mind again.


  Julie stared at him in horror. “I … I …” She shook her head no. “I’m sorry.”


  “It’s okay,” Hank told her. “I need to go back out there and lock it. We can’t let that guy in here.”


  “He followed us,” Julie said with horror. “He’s coming back for us?”


  “I think so. I need to go see if it’s him out there. Maybe it’s not; maybe it’s someone who can help us.”


  Julie nodded quickly, her eyes so large. She kept the towels pressed down on Cassie’s wounds, trying to stop the flow of blood. But the blood was already beginning to soak the towels.


  “I’m going to turn the lights off out there,” Hank told Julie. “I’ll keep this one on, but I’m going to need to shut the door.”


  Julie nodded again so quickly it was almost like a tremor had run through her body forcing her head up and down. “Just hurry.”


  Hank left the room and closed the door. He hurried down the hall, flipping off lights as he went, and he entered the reception area. There were two desks and a wall of filing cabinets. He found a plate of switches on a wall and he flipped all of them down.


  Even from the reception area he could hear the rumbling of the truck outside. The truck was right out there in the street, probably right in front of this building; the man inside probably saw the lights turn off in here.


  Hank had to force his legs to move, he had to force his muscles into action. He bolted out into the waiting room which was much lighter because of the row of windows that looked out onto the street.


  He imagined that when he got to the door to lock it, the door would fly open and a gigantic man would loom in the doorway, perhaps wearing a dark duster and old cowboy hat that hid his grizzled face in shadows. But the man would definitely be holding a shotgun so he could finish the job that he had started.


  But when Hank reached the door, it didn’t fly open. He slammed his body against the door and fumbled with the lock before finally twisting it and hearing the satisfying clicking sound. He backed away from the door and rushed over to the first window. All of the blinds were drawn (Thank God), but the dull late afternoon light still shined through. He crouched down beside the first window and pried the bottom of the blinds open with two fingers and peeked outside.


  He saw the black pickup truck parked in the middle of the street blocking their Kia in, just like he had imagined it in his mind. He could see the shadowy figure of a large man sitting behind the steering wheel. The man had some kind of hat on—maybe a cowboy hat.


  The truck sat there in the road, raised up high on large, knobby tires. The truck had chrome running boards, a chrome roll bar, and dual chrome exhaust pipes that poured out white smoke into the cold air. There was some kind of small chrome hood ornament at the end of the hood, and even from the window Hank could tell it was some kind of angel leaning forward with its wings folded back.


  The man in the truck was just waiting patiently with the truck’s engine rumbling.


  He’s just sitting right out there in the middle of the street like he knows no one is coming, Hank thought. It’s like he was pushing us to this town, herding us here.


  And where is everybody? Did they all leave? Did he do something to them? Are they all dead?


  As Hank stared at the pickup truck, he noticed something else that caused his heart to skip a beat with horror. The pickup truck wasn’t damaged anywhere that he could see. He tried to remember back to the accident, he tried to remember what the truck looked like. Had the front of the truck been smashed in? A headlight busted? The chrome bumper dented in?


  He couldn’t remember. Everything seemed so fuzzy, even his memory of the accident. He couldn’t remember what they had been doing before they were hit. How had he not seen the truck coming for them?


  A howl from the back of the vet’s clinic drew Hank away from the window; he pulled his hand away from the blinds and let them snap back in place.


  Julie was crying out from the back.


  Hank jumped to his feet and ran back to the room he’d left Julie and Cassie in. He burst through the door and saw Julie rocking Cassie back and forth in her arms. Cassie looked even more pale and bloody—she looked lifeless.


  “I don’t think she’s breathing,” Julie sobbed.


  Hank rushed over to them. He checked Cassie’s throat for a pulse. It was weak, but it was there.


  “She’s still got a heartbeat,” he told her.


  “We need help. We need to find a phone. Someone in this town has to help us.”


  Hank nodded. “Listen to me, that guy in the pickup truck is outside.”


  Julie froze.


  “He’s just sitting in his truck, parked beside our car like he’s guarding it.”


  “What does he want?”


  “I don’t know,” Hank said, but he felt like he was lying. He was pretty sure he knew what that man wanted—to finish the job he had started and to leave no witnesses behind.


  “I’m going out the back and get to another building,” Hank said. “Try to find a phone. You stay here and keep the towels on Cassie’s wounds. You’ve got to press on them. Maybe try to find some kind of tape in here.”


  “What if he tries to get in here?”


  As if on cue, they heard a smashing noise from the front of the building—like something (maybe the pickup truck) had smashed into the front door and windows.


  “He’s trying to get inside!” Julie hissed, her eyes wide with terror.


  “Okay. Give me Cassie. I’ll carry her. We need to go out the back.”


  Julie nodded vehemently, but she wasn’t moving, frozen for a moment, still clutching their daughter in her arms.


  Hank gently pried Cassie out of Julie’s grasp and held her in his arms. He knew he should be looking for something to bandage her wounds with, but another danger was at the front door and he didn’t have time. They needed to run.


  “Come on, Julie,” Hank whispered. “Follow me.”


  They left the room and hurried down the dark hallway to the back of the building.


  There was another crashing sound from the front of the building, like a window being shattered.


  Hank saw an exit sign lit up near the ceiling above a steel door with a push bar. He pushed the door open with his hip, expecting to hear a shrill alarm sounding off. But no alarm sounded.


  Julie followed Hank out into the air that seemed to have gotten twenty degrees colder since their short time inside the vet’s clinic. They ran past the back of the building along a gravely lane big enough to drive a garbage truck down. And Hank saw a garbage dumpster, pallets, and some old boxes stacked up at the corner of the building.


  On the other side of the gravel drive was a retaining wall eight feet high constructed of cinder blocks. Above the wall was a hill that rose steeply up to the woods.


  They reached the exit door of the next business (Hank couldn’t remember what it was) and Julie tried the door.


  Locked.


  They heard a noise from behind them. They turned and saw the black pickup truck rounding the corner of the first building and driving down the gravely path towards them.


  “Run!” Hank shouted.


  They ran. Hank was a few steps behind Julie because Cassie was weighing him down a little. They didn’t even bother trying any of the exterior doors as they raced past the buildings.


  “Up ahead!” Hank shouted. “An alley.”


  Julie didn’t waste energy answering; she just ran to the alley and ducked into it. Hank was right behind her. The alley was narrow—way too narrow for the pickup truck to follow them. They ran down the alley, past a few doors and barred windows. The sky was growing dark quickly, almost like a sudden storm was moving in. Hank glanced up and saw the iron-gray sky darkening, but he didn’t see any storm clouds brewing above them—it was just solid gray.


  They raced towards the other end of the alley that opened out onto the sidewalk. It was getting dark quickly, but it was still lighter out there on the street than it was in the alley.


  They got out onto the street and hesitated for a moment. They were about to turn right and head down the street, but they heard the now-familiar sound of the rumbling pickup truck. It was coming back out onto the street from the first building. It was like the man in the truck knew every move they were going to make. And even from this far away, Hank could see that the black pickup truck was undamaged. The headlights and fog lights were on, shining down the street. As hard as they had been hit, the truck should’ve sustained some kind of damage.


  The truck idled on the street. Just waiting there, like it was waiting for them to make their next move.


  “Come on,” Hank said and they ran to the next business—a bar called The Mountain Tavern. The door was locked. They pounded on the door. Julie peeked through the tinted windows, her hands cupped on each side of her face.


  “There are people in there!” she shouted.


  She pounded on the glass with her fists as hard as she could, but the glass seemed unusually thick. “Hey!” she shouted. “We need help!! Our daughter’s bleeding to death!!”


  Hank peeked through the window while still managing to hold onto Cassie. He saw people inside at the bar. They were drinking, dancing, watching TV. A bartender struggled to keep up with the demand for drinks.


  “HEY!!” Hank shouted until his throat hurt. He tried the door again, but it wouldn’t budge. He kicked at it but did no damage.


  Why weren’t those people helping them?


  Hank heard the rumble of the pickup truck. It was much closer now.


  “Daddy,” Cassie whispered.


  Hank looked down at his daughter as she opened her eyes. “Just hang on, sweetie,” he told her as unnoticed tears spilled from his eyes. “I’m going to help you, I swear.”


  “Do you see the light, Daddy?”


  Even though Cassie’s voice was a whisper, Hank could hear her clearly. She turned around in his arms and pointed down the street.


  Hank saw it—a giant ball of light a few blocks away. The ball of light occupied the middle of the street, crackling with energy.


  He knew he should be afraid … but he wasn’t.


  • • •


  The paramedics pulled Cassie out of the wrecked Kia Optima that was almost wrapped around a tree. They put her on a stretcher and wheeled her towards the waiting ambulance.


  “This one’s still alive!” the paramedic shouted.


  “What about the other two?”


  The paramedic shook his head no. The mother and father were already gone.


  The night had come quickly and an icy rain had been falling for over an hour now. It looked like the Kia had lost control and slid off the road. There were no other vehicles involved in the crash.


  • • •


  Cassie seemed to be getting stronger by the second in Hank’s arms, like she was coming back to life. She wasn’t as pale, her heartbeat was stronger, and her bleeding had stopped.


  Hank set her down on the sidewalk and she stood there, staring at him. She was crying. And so was Julie.


  “I love you,” Cassie said and she walked away from them towards the ball of light in the middle of the street which seemed a block closer now. And it seemed bigger. And brighter.


  The pickup truck was closer, too. But the shadowy man hadn’t gotten out. Hank could see the chrome angel at the front of the hood much more clearly now. The angel was beautiful with her wings folded back like she was ready to fly off the hood of the truck at any moment and soar towards the ball of light.


  Hank turned back to Julie and they followed Cassie down the street to the light, and even though it crackled with energy, Hank could only feel a warm heat from it that drove back the bitter cold all around them. It was warm inside that light, Hank was sure of that. And there was something else inside that light, a feeling of love and security that Hank couldn’t describe.


  He wanted to step into that light more than anything in the world. It seemed like a familiar place to him even though he was sure he’d never been there before. It felt safe. It felt like home. It felt like love.


  Julie stood at the edge of the light, basking in the glow. She hesitated, like Hank.


  “I see people in there,” Julie whispered.


  Cassie nodded, still crying.


  “I know them,” Julie said and let out a sob.


  “They’re waiting for you,” Cassie told them.


  “I don’t want to go without you,” Hank told Cassie.


  “I can’t go yet,” Cassie said, “but I’ll be there with you eventually.”


  Cassie ran three steps and hugged her parents, trying to get her arms around the both of them. “I’ll be with you before you know it.”


  Hank and Julie held onto their daughter and cried. They knew she was telling the truth, just like they knew this bright light was a door to a place they were supposed to be. They let Cassie go and entered the light together.


  MAY

  A KNOCK IN THE NIGHT


  On a Memorial Day weekend getaway, a young couple stays the night at a cabin in the far corner of a friend’s remote property. They wake to the sound of someone knocking on their door—they are about to receive a terrifying guest in the middle of the night.


  “Wake up! There’s someone knocking at the door!”


  Joel jumped awake, his heart instantly thundering in his chest from Kelly’s panicked voice. He sat bolt-upright, his eyes wide open and trying to adjust to the pitch-black bedroom.


  What happened to the lights?


  For a moment Joel forgot where he was.


  I’m at a friend’s house, his sluggish mind finally answered.


  Kelly pushed at him in the darkness. “Someone’s knocking at the door, Joel,” she hissed.


  “Who’s at the door?” he finally asked, his voice cracking from sleep. He swung his legs over the side of the bed and reached down to grope in the darkness for his underwear and pants; he suddenly felt very vulnerable right now, naked and afraid in the dark.


  He found his jeans. He slid them on and then zipped them up.


  The knocking sounded from the front of the cabin again—three knocks, loud and impatient.


  “What are you doing?” Kelly practically squealed at him. She was not happy about coming on this trip to see Joel’s friend, Daniel, in the first place, and she definitely wasn’t happy staying the night in this cabin.


  Rap. Rap. Rap.


  Three loud knocks in the darkness. Nothing else. No one calling at them from the other side of the door. Just three loud knocks.


  Joel tried to answer Kelly, but his words were frozen in his throat, a sudden and paralyzing fear overtaking him for a moment, yet he wasn’t sure why.


  But he got his fear under control. He remembered where they were—a cabin in the woods on Daniel’s property. He remembered why they were here on this Memorial Day Weekend—they were going to go canoeing down the river in the morning. They had gotten here late, and Daniel didn’t have any extra room in his house with the other guests he had, so he thought they’d be more comfortable in this cabin at the edge of his property.


  Three more knocks.


  Okay, Joel said to himself. He needed to think logically. It was probably Daniel out there, or one of his friends, knocking on the front door. Maybe they needed something.


  In the middle of the night? What could be that important? Was someone hurt?


  “I’m going,” he mumbled to Kelly after she pushed at him in the darkness.


  He forced his feet to move towards the open bedroom door. There was a light on over the stove in the kitchen that allowed a little light to see by, even all the way back here in the bedroom.


  He stepped out into the hallway, walking through the gloom towards the other end of the cabin which was really one big room divided into a kitchen on one side and a living room on the other. He felt strange as he walked towards the front door, his skin prickling, hairs standing on end like there was an electric current in the air.


  A light came on from behind him—Kelly turning on the bedroom lamp.


  Joel made it to the front door, leaving a trail of lights in his wake like breadcrumbs. The front door was made of solid wood with no windows. Not even a peephole.


  A moment later Kelly was right behind him, clutching at him as he reached for the door handle.


  “What are you doing?” she nearly screamed at him.


  “Seeing who’s out there,” he told her.


  “Don’t open it,” she snapped. “Look out the window first.”


  Joel sighed and walked over to the living room window that looked out onto the front porch. Kelly flipped the switch next to the door for the porch light.


  Joel looked out the window at the porch that ran the length of the front of the cabin. There was no one on the porch, no one by the door, no one anywhere that he could see. The only vehicle parked in front of the cabin was their car.


  “I don’t see anyone,” Joel said as his eyes rested on a pile of firewood stacked up at the edge of the porch. There was an ax leaning against the firewood, and the blade of the ax gleamed in the porch light.


  “Nobody?” Kelly asked. “He was just out there pounding on the door.”


  “There’s nobody out there now,” Joel said and moved away from the window. Something about that ax tugged at his mind, but he wasn’t sure why.


  Kelly watched Joel with wide eyes as he walked back to the front door, reaching for the door handle again.


  “What are you doing?” she squealed at him.


  “I’m going to see who’s out there.”


  “No, Joel. Please. Just make sure it’s locked.”


  Joel sighed and gave her a weak smile. “Okay.”


  Kelly seemed to relax just a little.


  “Maybe I should make sure the back door is locked,” Joel said after he made sure the front door was locked.


  “Why would someone knock like that on the door in the middle of the night and then just walk away?” Kelly asked.


  “I don’t know.”


  Joel went to the kitchen—he needed something to drink.


  “You think it was your friend Daniel? Or one of his friends?”


  Joel grabbed a bottle of water from the fridge and drank half of it down. He set it down on the counter and glanced at the clock in the stove—two-thirty a.m.


  “Maybe there’s an emergency or something,” Kelly said. “Maybe you should call Daniel.” She stood in the same spot in the living room, hugging her arms like she was cold even though it was warm inside the cabin.


  Joel didn’t answer.


  “Joel?”


  “I left the cell phone in the car,” he said.


  “Why?”


  “I don’t know. I didn’t mean to. I just forgot it.”


  Kelly looked at the front door like she was thinking about running out to the car to get their phone. Instead, she glanced over at the phone on a table next to the couch. She hurried over to the phone and picked it up. She pushed the buttons and then shook her head. “Phone’s not working.”


  Joel saw a phone on the wall in the kitchen. He checked it, but this phone wasn’t working either. No dial tone—dead. The phone was still connected to the wall, it was just dead.


  He hung up the phone and stared at it as a thought occurred to him.


  “What’s wrong?” Kelly asked as she walked into the kitchen, staring at him.


  “Nothing.”


  “What is it?”


  Joel hesitated, not sure if he should say anything. “It’s just that the knocking stopped as soon as I got to the front door. Whoever was out there would’ve seen me turning on all of these lights.”


  “What are you trying to say? It isn’t Daniel or one of his friends?”


  “I don’t know what I’m saying … it just seems weird, that’s all.”


  “This was a dumb idea, staying in this cabin,” Kelly spat out. “Coming out here.”


  “I wanted to see Daniel. He invited me. Invited us. And I wanted to come.”


  “You haven’t talked to Daniel in years, and then from out of the blue he invites you out here to his place with his rich friends.”


  Joel didn’t answer.


  “We should’ve stayed at a motel in town.”


  “Town is twenty-five miles away.”


  Kelly brushed past Joel and grabbed a bottle of water out of the fridge. She opened it, sipped it, and Joel saw that her hands were trembling.


  Joel sighed. He put an arm around Kelly’s shoulders and pulled her close to him. “I’m sorry. It’s probably just Daniel and his friends. Maybe they’re just playing a prank. We’ll all have a big laugh about it in the morning.”


  Kelly stared at Joel, and he didn’t think she was going to be doing any laughing about this in the morning.


  “I’ll check all the windows and doors again, and then we’ll get back to bed. We’ve got a big day tomorrow.”


  Kelly nodded and gave him a weak smile.


  Joel pecked her on the cheek, and then went to check the windows in the living room. He peeked out the window and he still didn’t see anyone in the darkness beyond the porch light. His eyes found the ax by the firewood again. It seemed like it was in a different position to him, like it had been moved slightly. No, his eyes were just playing tricks on him, that’s all.


  Kelly left the light on over the stove and Joel left the porch light on.


  They walked down the hall together back to the bedroom. At the end of the hall was the back door. As Kelly entered the bedroom, Joel went to the back door.


  He tried the door handle. It was locked.


  He thought about unlocking the door and peeking outside. But he really didn’t feel like poking his head out into the pitch-black darkness.


  Joel turned to head back to the bedroom and his heart jumped in his chest when he heard the three loud knocks from the front door. Kelly collided with him as she bolted out of the bedroom.


  They stood at the edge of the living room and stared at the front door at the other end of the murky cabin.


  Three more knocks. Loud knocks. Urgent. Demanding. The knocks were so heavy that the door seemed to shake in its frame. It didn’t even sound like a fist was making that sound, it seemed like something much harder—like a heavy piece of metal—was producing that sound.


  Joel marched down the hall to the living room. He was sure it had to be Daniel playing around. He was about to unlock the door, but Kelly floated up behind him like a ghost in the darkness and grabbed his wrist.


  “Don’t,” Kelly whispered and locked eyes with him.


  “It’s just Daniel,” Joel said in a loud voice, hoping Daniel would hear him and realize that the game was over. Joel was tired and wanted to get back to sleep.


  But there was something about Kelly’s eyes—they were so wide and terrified.


  “What is it?” he whispered as his stomach suddenly fluttered with fear. She knew something.


  “The porch light,” Kelly whispered. “It’s out.”


  Joel looked back at the front door. The knocking had stopped as soon as they were in front of the door. He glanced at the light switch next to the door, the switch was still up. Then he glanced at the window in the living room, the curtains still pulled back, and he could tell from where he stood that the porch light was out.


  He hurried over to the window and peeked out, hoping to catch Daniel in the act.


  No one out there in the darkness.


  “You see anyone?” Kelly whispered.


  Joel was about to answer, but something caught his eye—or a lack of something. The ax next to the stack of firewood was gone.


  He felt his stomach drop.


  He rushed into the kitchen and rummaged through all of the drawers.


  “What are you looking for?” Kelly asked.


  Joel could hear the quiver in her voice. She was scared. And he was scared now, too.


  He tried another drawer. He looked in all of the cabinets. But he couldn’t find anything.


  “I’m trying to find a knife,” Joel said. “Something we could use as a weapon.” Joel saw a wood block on the counter that was supposed to hold an assortment of kitchen knives—but it was completely empty.


  Kelly shuddered and she held her hand to her mouth like she was trying to bite back a scream.


  “I don’t want you to worry,” Joel said as he held her shoulders and locked eyes with her. “I’m not saying anything is wrong. I would just feel better if I had something with me. A knife or a hammer or maybe a baseball bat.” He tried a smile on her, but he could tell it wasn’t very convincing.


  Joel and Kelly searched the closets. They searched everywhere they could think of, but they couldn’t find anything to use as a weapon.


  “I can’t find anything sharp in this place,” Joel finally said. “I can’t even find a damn potato peeler.”


  He checked all of the windows again to make sure they were locked just for something to do as the nervous energy buzzed inside of him. He checked the front and back door again, jiggling the handles.


  Joel came back to the kitchen and stood beside Kelly who leaned against the counter, hugging her arms. She seemed like she was staying close to the light, like it was her only protection in this dark nightmare.


  “Something’s wrong here,” Kelly said in a grave voice. It wasn’t a question; it was a statement, an unarguable fact for her.


  Joel was about to say something to try and make her feel better, but his words never came out because of the three loud knocks at the door.


  Kelly barked out a short scream and her hands flew to her mouth. She stared at the front door with bulging eyes.


  Joel crept towards the door.


  “What are you doing?” Kelly hissed, but she didn’t follow him, she didn’t leave the safety of the light.


  Joel ignored her. He stood right in front of the wood door as three more loud knocks sounded. Someone was right on the other side of this door and they were definitely using something to knock on the door with, something hard and metallic. The head of the ax, he thought.


  His heart jackhammered in his chest and he was breathing so quickly that he was afraid he was going to hyperventilate. But he managed to yell at the door.


  “Who is it?!”


  No answer from the other side of the door.


  “Who’s out there?!”


  Still no answer.


  “Is that you, Daniel?! This isn’t funny anymore!!”


  Joel hurried to the window. He pushed the curtains all the way open to look outside. He was afraid for a moment that he would see some kind of grotesque face peering in at him from the other side of the glass. Or maybe a large man in a mask holding the ax.


  But there was no one on the porch. Joel pressed his face against the glass to see as far as he could, but there didn’t seem to be anyone out there. His eyes roamed back to the stack of firewood. The ax was still gone.


  He looked back at Kelly who still hovered by the stove light.


  Joel ran across the living room and grabbed Kelly. He ushered her back to the bedroom. They hurried to the bed. The bedroom was dark, but there was still some light coming down the hallway from the stove light.


  “What are you doing?” Kelly asked as they huddled on the bed.


  “It’s got to be Daniel,” Joel whispered. But if this was a prank, then it had gone way too far now. And he was going to let Daniel know that. In fact, he was pretty sure they were just going to leave in the morning. A real friend didn’t carry a joke this far.


  Because that’s not your friend out there, his mind whispered.


  Joel tried to push the thought away.


  “Maybe we should make a run for the car,” Kelly whispered.


  “No,” Joel said. He didn’t want to tell her about the missing ax, he didn’t want her to worry any more than she already was. “We’ll wait until the morning. I’ll stay awake the rest of the night if I have to.” Joel sighed. “And then we’re leaving in the morning. I’ve had enough of these high school pranks.”


  Kelly cuddled up closer to Joel. He could feel her body trembling, and he suddenly felt terrible for putting her through this.


  But he didn’t know it was going to be like this. He’d met Daniel years ago in high school. Daniel had been a rich and popular kid, and he could be a great friend sometimes, but he could also be eccentric, doing very strange things for no reason from time to time. And maybe he’d gotten worse over the years.


  Joel wondered why he’d even come here? But he knew why. Daniel and his friends were rich and influential people now after they’d left college, and he had to admit to himself that he wanted to get inside their circle of affluence, learn to be like them, learn to be one of them.


  Joel realized that he had almost drifted off to sleep when he heard three more knocks at the front door.


  They both jumped up and sat on the edge of the bed, waiting, listening, breathing hard, trying to be still and quiet.


  The knocks sounded different this time. Louder. Closer.


  Joel got up and crept towards the open bedroom door, towards the splash of light in the hallway from the stove light. He stepped out of the doorway and stared down the hall at the living room, at the front door. And now he realized why the knocking sounded different, why it sounded closer.


  A man dressed in black clothing and a hood stood at the front door—he was inside the cabin. He pounded on the door with one fist, and in his other hand he held the ax from the front porch. The hood hid most of the man’s face in shadows, but Joel could see the man’s mouth which was curled into an evil smile.


  Kelly shrieked from beside Joel in the hall.


  They turned and ran for the back door. He didn’t risk a glance back at the man; he could hear the stomping sound of boots running across the floorboards. He could see the man in his mind’s eye running at them, lifting the ax up, ready to chop it down into their flesh and bone.


  They reached the back door and Joel fumbled with the twist lock on the door handle. Kelly looked back and her body seemed to nearly fold in on itself, like all of her bones had suddenly disappeared.


  “Hurry,” she whispered. “He’s … he’s coming …”


  Joel unlocked the door and he grabbed Kelly. They rushed out onto the set of three steps that led down into the darkness outside.


  But the steps were gone.


  They fell out of the doorway and landed down on the ground where every sharp instrument from the house had been planted, blades up. The blades stabbed through them as they landed, pinning them to the ground.


  The man in the black clothing and hood stood in the doorway of the house, staring down at Joel and Kelly pinned to the ground. They were still alive, groaning and writhing, trying to move, but there were too many knives and steel rods holding them in place on the ground.


  Daniel pulled his hood back away from his face and smiled. He pulled his cell phone out of his pocket and dialed a number.


  “Yeah, they’re all ready for you guys,” he told his friend on the phone. “Come and get them.”


  JUNE

  THE CLOSET MONSTER


  Because Father’s Day is in June, I included a story here about a father who begins to remember pieces of his past when a monster in his closet becomes more and more real. But can he piece together his memories in time to save his son?


  Something woke Ed up in the middle of the night … some kind of noise.


  He lay in bed and stared up at the ceiling as he listened, trying to pick up any noises in the house. Maybe his son, Jimmy, had woken up from another bad dream and cried out in the night, too afraid to get out of bed.


  Maybe he should go check on him.


  But for some reason, a reason his still somewhat sleep-fogged brain couldn’t explain, he was sure that whatever had woken him up wasn’t his son. Ed had always been a light sleeper and the instant his son had cried out in the night through the years, he’d been up and into his room in a flash. His wife, however, slept a little heavier. She slept through their son’s frantic cries, through alarms, earthquakes, nuclear wars.


  No, he was sure the noise that woke him up wasn’t Jimmy. It hadn’t come from his son’s room at all.


  This noise was closer.


  This soft, sneaky noise had come from inside his bedroom. He was sure of that. But as he lay there, he didn’t hear the noise again. Not yet.


  Ed turned and looked at the red digital numbers on the alarm clock that seemed to float in the darkness. Three thirty in the morning. Ed looked around the dark bedroom, making out murky shapes among the shadows. He saw the pictures hanging on the white walls. He saw the clump of blankets down at the end of their bed. He saw a chair near the closet with clothes slumped over it, and if he stared at it long enough it looked like someone very thin and very still sitting in the chair. And he saw the closet directly across from the foot of their bed.


  The closet door was wide open.


  Ed looked at his wife’s sleeping form huddled next to him. He listened for a moment to her soft, deep breathing. He brushed her shoulder with his hand but she didn’t even stir.


  His eyes darted back to the closet. Did something just move in there? No, it was just his imagination. The shadows and his sleepy eyes were working together to play tricks on him.


  Why was the closet door open?


  Ed always remembered to shut the closet door before going to bed. Maybe Brenda had opened it before going to bed, but he didn’t think so.


  He stared at the yawning black mouth of the closet. He could make out the lines of clothes hanging on both sides of the walk-in closet underneath shelves loaded down with boxes, bags, and other odds and ends. At the far end of the closet was a laundry basket full of shoes (mostly Brenda’s), but he couldn’t see that far into the dark from his bed.


  The longer he stared into the closet, the more his eyes tried to play tricks on him. It looked like things were moving around inside the closet … slight movements … sly movements.


  Ed snapped his eyes away.


  There was nothing moving around in there. He was just seeing movement because he was staring at the dark too long. It probably happened to everyone. He needed to get up, shut the closet door, and then go back to sleep.


  A noise drew his eyes back to the closet door again. It was a soft bump, like thick clothing rustling up against each other.


  Ed stared at the deeper darkness inside the closet, watching for those sly and subtle movements again. He braced himself, his body tense, his heartbeat quickening, as he waited for something to come out of the closet.


  God, where had that thought come from?


  Nothing was going to come out of the closet. What was wrong with him?


  He rolled over and draped his arm over his wife’s shoulders, feeling a little better just from the contact. He had draped his arm over her a little too heavily in a subconscious effort to wake her. She stirred slightly, groaned, and then she was breathing deeply again.


  He had to get back to sleep.


  But his mind slipped back to memories of his childhood, memories of fearing the monster in the closet. He hadn’t thought about that in years. He could barely remember it, but he had been certain at that age that there was a real monster in his closet. But he couldn’t remember much else about it. The memories were just under the surface of his foggy memory somewhere, trying to surface …


  … a monster in the closet …


  … Eddie screaming for his father …


  • • •


  Ed jumped awake and slapped at the button on the alarm clock. He stared at the clock for a moment, then sat up and looked at his wife who seemed like she hadn’t moved a muscle all night. He set the alarm for an hour later so she could get up and get Jimmy ready for school.


  He sat on the edge of the bed feeling tired. The morning’s false dawn lit the room a little, giving everything a deep blue underwater look.


  He felt terrible, like he’d barely slept last night.


  The closet door was nearly shut, only a crack of darkness around the door. Ed stared at the door. It hadn’t been closed last night. He remembered staring at the open door in the middle of the night. He remembered seeing something inside the closet that looked like it was moving.


  Had he gotten up and closed the closet door in the middle of the night? He couldn’t remember doing it. He didn’t think so. Maybe Brenda had gotten up to pee and closed the door. But that seemed even more unlikely. Brenda usually left the door open anyway, why would she start closing it now? And she hardly ever got up in the middle of the night.


  Ed tried to push the thought of the closet out of his mind as he went to the bathroom to take a shower.


  After his shower, he came out of the bathroom with a towel wrapped around his waist. He turned on the light to the closet and opened the door. The closet was just like it was before, a line of clothes on both sides that ran deep into the walk-in closet. Boxes and other crap were piled up on the shelves. There was too much weight on these shelves and they would probably collapse soon. Ed grabbed a white, button-down shirt and dark blue pants that Brenda had ironed before hanging up. He selected a tie from a plastic wheel fastened to the back of the door.


  On his way to the kitchen, Ed peeked into Jimmy’s room. Jimmy was huddled under the covers, just his head poking out among the pillows and his two favorite stuffed animals.


  Ed looked at Jimmy’s closet. The door was slightly ajar, just like it was in their bedroom. He stared at the closet door for a moment like it meant something, but he was too tired right now to pursue it.


  In the kitchen, Ed started the coffee machine. He went outside to get the newspaper and the morning air was already hot. It was going to be a scorcher today. He went back to the kitchen and scanned the paper as he stuck two bagels into the toaster. He smothered them with cream cheese after they popped up and he downed a cup of coffee with them. He wanted two more bagels but decided against it.


  • • •


  At work, Ed’s memories of a childhood fear of the monster in the closet kept trying to surface. As he worked on reports at his cubicle, the memories would creep into his mind, yet they were still blurry and disjointed.


  But something seemed important about the memories; it was like he needed to remember something soon. He could see himself at seven or eight years old, about Jimmy’s age, cringing against the headboard with his covers bunched up in front of him like they were some kind of defensive wall. He stared at the closet, the door wide open. He screamed for his father. He was afraid to stare at the black mouth of his closet, yet he was more afraid to look away, sure that the moment he wasn’t looking, the monster would climb out quickly on giant spider legs and race—


  A hand fell on his shoulder.


  “Ed?”


  He jumped, whirling around, scattering the papers in front of him. He looked up into Rhonda’s heavily made-up face. She jumped back a little from his reaction.


  “I didn’t mean to startle you,” she said with a small, tight-lipped smile that seemed to mean that she had enjoyed it little.


  “You didn’t startle me,” Ed said, then realized how dumb it sounded.


  Rhonda talked with Ed about the reports they were working on, but he could barely keep his focus. His mind kept wanting to slip back to that night when he was in his bedroom calling for his father because he was sure something was lurking in his closet.


  • • •


  “Daddy! Help! There’s a monster in my closet!!”


  Ed jumped awake from the dream. The back of his neck was wet with perspiration. A few droplets of cold sweat trickled down his backbone as he sat up quickly in bed.


  He’d been dreaming about that night, about what had happened. Something had been in his closet that night, it had been about to step out into his bedroom. And then …


  He was already beginning to forget the dream now; it was breaking up into fragments, lost for good no matter how much he tried to grab them back.


  The closet door was wide open again.


  He stared at the door in disbelief. He had made sure that he closed it tonight before going to bed. Inside the darkness of the closet there were things moving around. He was sure of it. It couldn’t be a trick. The clothes seemed to be moving, like ghosts had slipped inside them and animated them. He heard soft thumps and what sounded like the buckle of a belt clinking. He heard the sound of patent leather shoes rubbing together, making a slight squeaking sound.


  His mind reeled as he looked at Brenda. He touched her gently to make sure she was really there and that this wasn’t a dream.


  Ed lay back down and rolled over on his side, close to his wife, nearly spooning with her. He brought the covers up to his chin even though it wasn’t cold in their room, and he squeezed his eyes shut. He whispered a mantra in his mind.


  This can’t be real.


  This can’t be real.


  This can’t be real.


  • • •


  The next morning Ed was jarred awake by the buzzing alarm clock. He shut it off and sat up, his heart pumping. He looked at the closet and the door was nearly closed.


  Ed got up and reset the clock for Brenda. The resetting of the clock seemed like such a normal thing that it gave him a little courage to approach the closet. He stood in front of it. He touched the door handle—the metal was cool to the touch. He listened for a moment, but the bedroom was silent.


  He took his morning shower and came back to the bedroom with a towel wrapped around his waist. He flipped on the closet light and opened the door. He went to reach for one of his button-down shirts—but it wasn’t in the same place as before. He stood there for a long moment, staring at the closet.


  Nothing was where it had been before. A lot of the clothes were rearranged. The laundry basket of shoes was tipped over, shoes spilled out on the carpet. The boxes and stacks of papers on the shelves had been disturbed. His heart thudded as he searched through many sloppily-hung clothes until he found a dress shirt, a pair of slacks, and a tie. He didn’t enter the closet fully, keeping his feet outside as he stretched his arms inside. He had a childish fear that if he went all the way inside the closet, the door was going to slam shut and trap him inside.


  He left the bedroom, glad to be away from the closet. Tonight he would lay his work clothes out on the chair so he wouldn’t even have to go into the closet. He thought about calling Brenda during the day and let her know about the closet, but he decided to see if she noticed it on her own.


  On his way to the kitchen, he checked in on Jimmy. And again he noticed that Jimmy’s closet door was ajar. Just like his.


  He made coffee and bagels as he wondered if the clothes in their closet had really been rearranged. Maybe Brenda had been in the process of straightening up the closet and reorganizing it. But it didn’t look neat or organized. But maybe she had just started on it and got distracted. Maybe he should ask her about it.


  But then again, maybe not.


  As he drove to work in his small but newer car, he noticed a subtle odor from his shirt. He sniffed at his sleeve and it was a little stronger. He couldn’t put his finger on the smell; it was almost like a chemical smell, maybe like mothballs.


  • • •


  Brenda glanced out the kitchen window at the bright afternoon world. Jimmy’s school bus was running a little late. Not very late, just a little. But she couldn’t help worrying. Maybe she should go outside and wait by the road.


  A soft noise from one of the bedrooms made her jump.


  She turned and listened for a moment. She walked through the living room to the hall that led to the two bedrooms. The house was small. It was the first house they had ever bought. It was supposed to be a starter home, and they had planned to upgrade when they had more kids. But they never had any more kids and they had just lived in this house as year after year went by.


  Brenda investigated both bedrooms, but she couldn’t find what had made the noise. Maybe something had fallen over inside Jimmy’s closet. She was about to open the door and check, but then she heard the familiar sound of the school bus outside, the sigh of air brakes, the chugging of the diesel engine.


  She hurried outside and met Jimmy as he ran from the road up to their front porch. The school bus chugged away with a convoy of cars behind it.


  “How was your day?” Brenda asked Jimmy as he set his lunch box down on the kitchen counter.


  “Fine. Can I have some milk and cookies?”


  “I suppose. But not too many. It’ll be dinner time soon.”


  She couldn’t resist anything Jimmy asked for. He never asked for much. He was such a good kid.


  Brenda put two chocolate chip cookies on a plate and poured a glass of milk for him. At least the cookies made him drink milk, and milk was good for him. Jimmy was a little small for his age; maybe the milk would help him grow.


  “I think there’s something in my closet,” Jimmy said in a conversational tone after he finished his first cookie.


  “Oh?”


  “Yeah. I keep seeing something in my closet at night.”


  “Well, what do you think it is?”


  “I don’t know. A monster, probably.” He said it matter-of-factly, like it was the most normal thing in the world to have a monster in his closet.


  “Have you seen it?” she asked.


  “No. It’s too dark in there at night.”


  “The closet door is open? Why don’t you shut it before you go to bed and then you won’t see it?”


  “I do shut the door, but it opens by itself.”


  Brenda sighed. She didn’t like where this conversation was going. “Do you want me to go and check it out?”


  “Nah. It only comes out at night.”


  “Well, if you see it again, just turn the other way and it won’t hurt you. Monsters aren’t real. You know that.”


  Jimmy was silent for a long moment as he finished his second cookie. He drank the rest of his milk down and wiped at his mouth. He looked at his mother like he’d come to a decision.


  “If it comes out of the closet,” he told Brenda, “I’m going to yell for you and Daddy. So far it hasn’t come out of the closet. It just sits in there and …” he paused for a moment like he was trying to think of the right word, “…spins.”


  “Jimmy, I just told you there aren’t any such things as monsters.” Her words had come out a little harsher than she had intended.


  “Yeah, I know,” Jimmy said in a low voice. He seemed a little upset now.


  Brenda hugged him. “Don’t worry about it. We won’t let any monsters get you. You can call us if you see anything.”


  He brightened a little at that and his smile warmed her heart.


  • • •


  Ed didn’t have a good day at work. He couldn’t concentrate on his reports as the memories of that night so long ago kept trying to invade his mind. Yet he still wasn’t much closer to remembering anything that had happened that night. It seemed like he could see a few pieces of the puzzle, but they were scrambled and many of the pieces were missing. And he couldn’t help feeling like he needed to put this puzzle together soon before something bad happened.


  As he pulled into the driveway of their home, he did his best to try and shrug off his bad day. He didn’t want Brenda and Jimmy worrying about him.


  “Daddy!” Jimmy yelled as Ed walked into the house. He set his briefcase down and Jimmy ran to him and Ed caught him, lifted him up into their air, and then hugged him.


  “Your shirt smells funny,” Jimmy said.


  “Jimmy,” Brenda said, but she couldn’t hide her smile. “That’s not polite.”


  Ed set Jimmy back down on the floor and he smiled at him. “It’s probably just a little sweaty. It’s like an oven outside.”


  “Your shirt smells like a closet,” Jimmy said.


  Ed’s smile slipped a little. That was a strange word for his son to use, a strange way to describe the smell of his shirt.


  Brenda changed the subject quickly to one of Ed’s favorite: food. “I made some homemade pizza bread for dinner.”


  “And I helped her,” Jimmy said, beaming.


  “I can smell it,” Ed said, and he sniffed at the air dramatically. “I can’t wait to try them, but I need to get out of these stinky clothes first.”


  Ed went to the bedroom and pulled off his pants, shirt, tie, and undershirt. He thought about looking in the closet for something, but decided on the dresser instead. He found an old pair of sweat pants and a T-shirt.


  • • •


  After dinner, Ed went out to the garage. The scraps of his childhood memories had him thinking about his father. His dad had died a few years ago from cancer. His mom had died when Ed was a teenager. Dad was never the same after Mom went.


  He rummaged through a few boxes that were stacked up on a row of old lower cabinets that they had put out here after installing new ones in the kitchen. These old cabinets made great storage. And even though they had utilized the cabinets for storage, they still had so much junk in the garage that they didn’t even park their cars in there anymore.


  He found a box of his father’s stuff and he took it with him to the workout bench that never got used. He sat at the end of it and looked through the box. Inside were a few odds and ends he’d picked up at his dad’s house after he had died. Most of the sentimental and valuable stuff was inside the house—his ring, his old pocket watch that his father had given him, a few medals he got when he was in the Army for four years, some photos.


  Ed wasn’t sure why he was rummaging through this old stuff. He had planned on going through the junk and getting rid of a lot of it, but he couldn’t do it right after his dad died, and then he just never got around to it these last few years.


  There were some old magazines in the box, a broken bowling trophy, a few cassette tapes, and then he saw something he hadn’t seen in a long time—a large dreamcatcher, and it fired up a sudden and fierce feeling of nostalgia inside of him. He remembered now that his dad had told him that the dreamcatcher had been handed down to him by his father. The dreamcatcher was old and looked handmade. It was a metal loop wrapped in bands of leather with a net weaved across the circle. Attached to the circle were feathers and beads on strings of leather. The dreamcatcher was supposed to be hung above the bed and catch any bad dreams in the net before they got to the person in bed.


  Was this what he’d been looking for without realizing it? Did this old dreamcatcher have something to do with that night so long ago?


  Maybe he should hang it above his bed.


  Ed tossed the dreamcatcher back on top of the box and stood up. He was acting stupid. He’d just had a nightmare when he was a kid—an extremely vivid nightmare—and that was all. And now his nightmares over the last few nights had brought those memories back. It was that simple.


  He turned off the garage light and went back inside the house.


  • • •


  After they put Jimmy to bed, Ed and Brenda stayed up for another hour watching TV. Then they went to bed.


  While Brenda was in the bathroom, Ed made sure the closet door was closed. He pulled on it to make sure. If there had been a lock on the door, he surely would’ve used it.


  They turned the lights off and lay in the darkness, talking for a few minutes.


  “You know I’m going to stay at mother’s house tomorrow,” Brenda said.


  “Yeah, I remember. How long?”


  “Just the weekend.”


  Ed didn’t say anything. He didn’t like the idea of sleeping in their bedroom by himself. Maybe he would sleep with the light on. Or maybe he would fall asleep in the living room in front of the TV.


  “Jimmy told me today that he thinks there’s a monster in his closet,” Brenda said.


  Ed’s heart skipped a beat, and then it thundered in his chest. “Is that so?” he croaked out, trying to sound normal.


  “I told him that monsters aren’t real,” she said and yawned, already breathing heavier.


  Brenda fell asleep and left him alone in the darkness, staring at the ceiling.


  • • •


  Ed woke up at three thirty in the morning again. The closet door was wide open and he was sure that things were moving around inside. He heard the soft rustling of clothing. And he heard other noises—he heard whispers.


  He stared at the closet, at the darkness inside of it. Something was in there, and it was going to come out soon.


  But not tonight … he was sure of that for some reason.


  The memories of that night so long ago were beginning to come back...


  • • •


  The next morning Brenda left to go to her mother’s house. She only lived sixty miles away. Brenda took turns with her three sisters taking care of their mother who was in the beginning stages of Alzheimer’s.


  Ed and Jimmy went to the store and bought a cartload of sweet and salty snacks—all of the stuff that Brenda usually wouldn’t let in the house. “It’s guys’ night,” Ed told Jimmy.


  “Yeah, guys’ night,” Jimmy said and beamed.


  That afternoon they played catch in the backyard with the football.


  That evening Ed watched a few movies with Jimmy; they were Pixar movies that they had seen before, but he didn’t mind watching them again. Ed drank four of the six beers out of the six-pack he’d bought. He rarely drank, especially not in front of Jimmy, but after the last few nights he told himself he needed something to help him calm down a little, help him relax.


  The plan was for him and Jimmy to stay up late and fall asleep on the couches in the comforting glow of the flickering TV and neither one of them would go to their bedrooms tonight. Neither one of them would be near their closets …


  But Ed woke up exactly at three thirty in the morning in the darkness of his own bedroom.


  He sat up quickly, looking around as panic set in.


  How had he gotten in here? When had he come to bed? Where was Jimmy?


  Ed stared right at the closet—the door was wide open.


  “Daddy!!” Jimmy’s cries pierced the night.


  Ed stared at the darkness of the closet and he expected to see the shapes moving around inside, the rustling of clothing, the secretive whispers.


  But there was nothing moving in his closet.


  “Daddy!! There’s a monster in my closet!!”


  It had never been in his closet, Ed thought. How could he have forgotten that night all those years ago, the scariest night of his life? But it all came back to him in a rush.


  Oh God, it’s in Jimmy’s room. It had always been in Jimmy’s room!


  Ed jumped out of bed and bolted out of his bedroom as Jimmy continued screaming for him. He burst into his son’s room and saw Jimmy huddled against the headboard, the covers pulled up to him like a dreadfully inadequate barrier from the monster.


  Ed looked at Jimmy’s closet from the doorway. The door was wide open and the closet looked much bigger now, much deeper, and everything inside the closet was spinning and swirling together, forming a creature—a many-legged thing that was pushing itself out into the bedroom.


  He ran towards his son’s bed, but he only made it a few steps before the tentacles of the monster shot out of the closet like a bullfrog’s tongue. The tentacles wrapped around Ed’s legs and one arm, pulling him back towards the closet.


  He fought, trying to pull the tentacles off of him, but they felt like bands of iron around his legs, squeezing harder and harder, pulling him closer and closer to the dark mouth of the closet. These tentacles were made of twisted cloth, shredded books, and melted plastic and metal toys. And inside the closet, Ed saw the face of the creature, two yellow eyes the size of dinner plates, a yawning black mouth stretching open underneath the eyes.


  “Jimmy!” Ed yelled.


  Two more tentacles made of twisted cloth and melted plastic toys shot out and slammed into the wall beside the door with a soft splat. The thing had so many legs.


  Jimmy watched as his dad tried to fight the monster in his closet, but his dad was losing. The door was beginning to close, and Jimmy knew that if the door closed his dad would never come back out again.


  Ed twisted around and managed to shoot his leg out and plant his foot against the wall, bracing himself. But the creature continued to pull him closer and his leg threatened to buckle.


  “Son!” Ed yelled. “You have to go get something!”


  “I don’t know what to do!” Jimmy cried.


  “Go to the garage. There’s a box on the floor by the weight bench. There’s a dreamcatcher on the box. It has a big net in a circle, and it has feathers on it. Get it and bring it here!”


  Jimmy was too scared to move, but he was even more afraid his father was going to be eaten alive by the creature. And his father wouldn’t be enough food for the creature … no, it would want more.


  “Hurry, Jimmy!!”


  Jimmy ran out of his room and through the living room. The whole house was dark. The last thing Jimmy remembered was watching TV in the living room and getting sleepy. And then he’d woken up in his bedroom. Maybe his dad had carried him to his bedroom after he had fallen asleep, he thought absently as he hurried into the kitchen. He opened the door and reached inside to flip on the overhead fluorescent lights.


  He didn’t like going into the garage by himself—especially at night.


  He stepped through the doorway and bolted across the concrete floor, his bare feet slapping at the concrete. He saw the dreamcatcher on the top of the cardboard box, it was a large circle wrapped in old leather with a net in the middle and feathers dangling from it attached to strings of leather and beads, just like his father had said.


  He grabbed the thing his father called a dreamcatcher and ran back to the doorway, afraid there might be another monster in the garage waiting for him.


  Jimmy ran back to his bedroom and saw that the closet door was almost shut. One of his dad’s feet was poking out, and it was the only thing keeping the door open. Jimmy could hear his dad’s muffled screams coming from inside the closet, it sounded like he had a heavy cloth over his mouth, or in his mouth.


  Or maybe he was already inside the monster.


  Too late.


  Jimmy didn’t even think about it. He ran to his closet and pulled the door open. It was hard to pull the door open, but Jimmy found strength he never knew he had. He saw his father up against the monstrous thing inside the closet, tentacles of twisted clothing, metal and plastic toys, a Halloween costume, sports equipment, all of it twisted together to construct this hideous thing. But there were glimpses of something dark and slimy underneath the cloth and plastic and metal, like a glimpse of the monster’s true flesh. And set deep in the cloth and paper were the two yellow eyes, milky and blank, like the eyes of a deep water fish.


  His dad wasn’t inside the creature yet, but the monster’s mouth was opening wider and wider, about to wrap around his father’s head and shoulders. And Jimmy saw jagged pieces of metal and plastic inside the mouth—they had formed into teeth.


  “Do it!” Ed yelled.


  Jimmy wasn’t sure what he was supposed to do, but he swung the dreamcatcher down, holding it by the feathers, and he felt an energy buzzing from the dreamcatcher and moving up his arms. He saw that the dreamcatcher’s net grew larger and larger as it swung down towards the creature, the netting spreading out and draping over the malformed thing that was the monster’s head. There was a terrible whine of pain and surprise from the thing that spanned the inside of his closet—and the giant thing was shrinking down beneath the net, almost like it was melting back into cloth and broken toys and books again.


  The cloth-covered tentacles loosened around Ed’s arms and legs and he scrambled out of the closet and dove into the bedroom as Jimmy backed out of the way. Jimmy had let go of the dreamcatcher when he backed out of the closet.


  The closet door slammed shut.


  “Daddy …” Jimmy whispered.


  “It’s over, son,” Ed said and hugged his son. “It’s gone.”


  Ed looked back at the closet door. There were no sounds coming from inside the closet. He opened the door and saw that the closet was in ruins. Some of the clothes and toys might be able to be salvaged, but they would have to buy some more before Brenda got home.


  Ed stepped inside the closet and he heard the harsh intake of air from Jimmy. He turned and smiled at his son and nodded, letting him know again that everything was okay. He needed to do this; he needed to go back inside and get the dreamcatcher back.


  He picked up the dreamcatcher from the floor amid the piles of clothes and toys. The dreamcatcher was back to its normal size and not a feather or a bead was torn from it. He took it out of the closet and handed it to his son.


  “You keep it,” Ed told him. “It’s yours now.”


  Jimmy took the dreamcatcher and held it in his hands.


  “You keep it with you until you need it one day to save your son,” Ed told him.


  Jimmy nodded and looked at the closet. He believed his father, and he knew the monster was gone now.


  JULY

  THE TANK


  July brings to my mind Independence Day. And this story is about freedom in a way. A man wakes up to find himself trapped inside a metal tank. He’s not sure who put him there or why, but he’s going to learn what it’s like to lose his freedom—and then to try to get it back.


  John woke up in suffocating darkness and he had the sudden feeling that he was deep beneath the ground—buried.


  Dead and buried.


  He felt as if he was floating in the pitch-black darkness of his coffin, and he knew that he should be afraid, he should be horrified. But his mind floated in a foggy haze and he closed his eyes and lay very still on the metal floor which had a curve to it beneath his naked body.


  He knew he should be terrified. He should be screaming.


  There would be plenty of time for that later.


  He drifted back to unconsciousness.


  • • •


  He woke up screaming. It was still pitch-black in this coffin he was in. He sat up too quickly and scraped the very top of his head on the ceiling of the tank he was in. He explored the darkness around him with trembling fingers, feeling nothing but curved metal walls, floor, and ceiling. He felt thick lines in the metal that seemed like welding joints and what seemed like rivets or some kind of fasteners.


  “Help!” he screamed and his voice echoed in the metal tank.


  He scurried around, still feeling his way along, exploring every inch of his prison, still screaming.


  “Help! Get me out of here!”


  But no one came to help him.


  He sat down against the end of the tank, his back to the wall, his legs stretched out as far as they would go. He tried to get his breathing under control. He tried to slow down his racing heart. He was afraid he was going to have a heart attack.


  He pounded on the walls and heard a dull echo. For a moment he was afraid he had been buried underground in a metal tank, but the sound from his fists hitting the wall seemed to have an echo to it.


  He had to calm down.


  Why was he in here? When did he get in here? He couldn’t remember.


  “My name is John Logan,” he whispered. The sound of his own trembling voice brought a little comfort to him. “I’m thirty-two years old. My birthday is July twenty-third. I live at 9983 Hillcrest Street. Apartment 206.”


  You live here inside this metal barrel now, his mind whispered.


  “I’m a desk clerk at a hotel,” he went on, ignoring the whisper in his mind. “I don’t keep in touch with my parents. My girlfriend dumped me a year ago. She said I was too boring. I watch a lot of TV and read a lot I used to run and workout when I was younger but now I don’tseemtohavetheenergryforit—”


  John stopped himself, realizing that his speech was getting faster and faster, spiraling towards panic again. The echo of his voice mixed the words together into a jumble inside the tank.


  “Why me?” he shouted in an eruption of anger and tears. He pounded the side of the tank and heard the hollow thump. “Why am I here?”


  He let himself cry, his body racking with sobs.


  “Why me? I get up and go to work every day like I’m supposed to. I don’t bother anybody. Why would someone do this to me? Who would hate me that much?”


  John wiped at his tears. He hugged himself and shivered against the metal wall. He began to pray silently to himself. He hadn’t prayed in a long time, but he couldn’t think of anything else to do. He wondered if he was slowly running out of air in here. Would he be dead in a few hours? A few days?


  He closed his eyes, his lips still moving, the whispered prayers filling the dark tank.


  He drifted off.


  • • •


  John woke up from a stabbing, piercing brightness. He sat up too quickly and scraped the top of his head on the curved ceiling.


  A few feet away from him, in the curved metal wall, a small hatch was open and a rubber-gloved hand reached in towards him.


  John screamed.


  The hand retreated and a small metal door slammed shut over the rectangle of blissful light. There was a clicking sound like a lock being engaged.


  John lunged for the metal door. He could see the thin line of light around it.


  “No! Please, no! Wait! Who are you?!”


  He clawed at the little door and two of his fingernails bent back, shooting bamboo splinters of pain into the flesh beneath the nails. He gave up trying to pry the door open, and he pounded on it.


  “Come back! Whoever you are, come back! I don’t know what I’m doing in here!”


  • • •


  John waited in the darkness for hours. It felt like days.


  The door opened again, blinding him with the light. The rubber-gloved hand shoved a tray in through the rectangular slot. There was a plastic cup and some kind of food on the tray.


  John stared at the tray.


  “Hey! Help me, please!”


  The hand held the tray, but the person didn’t speak.


  John grabbed the tray of food, and the drink spilled over onto the tray, running into the mush.


  The hand retreated and the metal door clanged shut. The lock was bolted from the outside.


  “Wait! Please, wait! PLEASE!!”


  But the door didn’t open again.


  In a rage, John threw his tray of food across the tank and the clatter of the plastic rang in his ears as he sobbed.


  • • •


  An hour later, John scooped up as much of the mushy food from the metal floor as he could with the plastic cup. After that, he got down on his hands and knees and licked at the floor. He was so hungry. So thirsty. The mush seemed to be some kind of stew. Bland and cold, but John didn’t care.


  He wished he hadn’t spilled the water.


  He hoped the hand would come back and bring him something to drink.


  • • •


  The small rectangle door opened and the hand snaked in, the palm up, waiting. The hand, like before, was encased in tight, smooth latex that ran up under a puffy, papery white sleeve.


  “What?” John asked, moving closer to the hand.


  “The tray and cup,” a voice that seemed almost metallic answered back. John couldn’t tell if the voice was male or female. And he heard heavy breathing, like the voice was coming from behind a mask.


  “Who are you?” John asked. “What do you want? Why are you doing this to me?”


  “The tray and cup. Now. Or you won’t get any more food!”


  John grabbed the cup and small tray and laid it down on the hand. “I need more to drink.”


  The hand pulled the tray and cup back, and then the door slammed shut with a metallic finality to it.


  • • •


  John had fallen asleep at some point but he didn’t remember. He realized he needed to pee—and maybe a bowel movement soon. Where was he supposed to relieve himself?


  He beat on the walls of the metal barrel.


  Nobody answered. The little metal door didn’t open.


  Two hours later, John peed at one end of the barrel, but the urine ran down to the bottom curve of the barrel.


  “Damn you!” John screamed. “Fuck you! I can’t sit in here with this!”


  John began to cry again.


  • • •


  John slept and woke. He screamed and cursed. He beat his fists against the metal walls. He kicked his feet against the sides until they ached. He fell asleep in his own urine. He tried to lie to the side of it, but with the curve of the barrel it was impossible.


  He was losing his sense of time.


  Somebody would come for him, he thought.


  Wouldn’t they?


  But who would know he was gone? People at his work would eventually know he was gone, wouldn’t they? Would they go searching for him? Were there cops and detectives looking for him at this very moment? Did people think he ran off?


  How long would the cops look before they wrote him off as some drifter who moved on to somewhere else?


  • • •


  The little metal door opened and the rubber-gloved hand passed him another tray of food with the same plastic cup on it.


  John tried a different approach this time.


  “Please listen to me.” He knew he needed to talk fast. “Please tell me why I’m here.” He hoped his voice sounded calm.


  The hand held the tray in silence.


  John’s stomach grumbled at the sight and smell of the food. He licked his dry lips and he could almost taste the water.


  The hand shoved the tray in a little farther.


  “Please talk to me. I need to know. I’m going crazy in here. I’m sleeping in my urine. I can’t breathe. I think I’m running out of air.”


  “Eat,” the voice said.


  “Please. Who are you? Tell me what you want.”


  The hand withdrew the tray and the door slammed shut, sealing him in darkness again.


  “No! No, wait! Please, God, no! I need that food and drink!”


  And he cried again.


  • • •


  The next time John was offered the tray of food with the cup of water on it, he took it with no more questions. The food tasted stale and the water was very warm. He suspected it was the same tray from yesterday. He drank the water down in a few gulps and then shoved the food into his mouth, gobbling it down, making loud noises in the darkness.


  How many days and nights now? He couldn’t tell.


  He gave the tray and cup back to the gloved hand.


  He kicked and pounded the sides of the tank.


  He slept.


  He talked and sang to himself.


  He could feel his mind slipping away.


  • • •


  After he ate the food from the next tray he was given, he defecated on the tray and peed into the cup. He saved the tray for the hand, and when the door opened again, he handed the tray and cup back to the hand with his presents on it.


  The hand threw them back at him and closed the door.


  In the darkness, John cried again.


  • • •


  John tried to curl up at the other end of the barrel-like tank after he shoved all of the waste at the other end in a heap. Again he dozed off even though it felt like it was hard to breathe.


  He woke up when he saw four holes unplugged in the top of the tank. Small shafts of light shot down through the holes like laser beams. He got up on his knees and stuck his mouth on one of the holes, trying to drink in the fresh air. He stuck his eye against the hole and saw a bank of fluorescent lights on a ceiling.


  • • •


  The little metal door opened and John was ready for his tray of food with no questions and no complaints. His stomach felt like it was eating itself now, acids eroding away the lining of his stomach, his intestines. The raw desert that was now his throat yearned for the measly amount of water he was given.


  But instead of a tray of food and drink, the hand stuffed the end of a large water hose into the opening. A moment later, water poured out of the hose.


  “What are you doing?” John screamed.


  The water collected at the bottom of the tank and mixed with the urine and excrement.


  John wasn’t going to miss his chance at water. He opened his mouth and let the water from the hose pour in until his belly swelled with the liquid.


  And the water still poured out of the hose. And the tank began to fill. Was he going to drown in here?


  After the water reached the level of the small rectangle door, a circular opening about the size of his fist opened at the bottom of the tank and the water drained out, taking the urine and excrement with it. John laughed and clapped his hands like a lunatic as he pushed all of the waste towards the hole.


  • • •


  The next time John was offered food, he grabbed the rubber-gloved hand and bit down deep into the person’s flesh. At first he tasted rubber in his mouth, and then he tasted blood. From outside the tank, John heard a surprised and pain-filled scream.


  The tray of food dropped and the person wrenched its hand out of John’s mouth, pulling his face towards the metal wall.


  John laughed as the blood dribbled out of his mouth.


  The person stood in front of the rectangle opening, but all John could see was the papery white suit the person wore.


  “I give you food and clean your tank, and then you bite me?” The androgynous voice actually sounded hurt. “Maybe if I light a fire under you, you’ll learn to be more polite.”


  The door slammed shut and locked.


  “No,” John whispered. He scooped up the food from the bottom of the tank with the cup and shoveled it into his mouth. “I’m sorry!” he screamed even though his mouth was full of some kind of bread and meat. “I didn’t mean it!”


  He picked up every crumb he could find from the bottom of the floor.


  He heard the sounds of some kind of preparation beneath the metal tank.


  Then the noises stopped.


  The metal door opened and John crawled to the opening.


  “I’m sorry. I don’t know why I did that. I … I was angry. I’ve been caged up in here and I don’t know why.”


  Silence.


  “I just lost it for a moment. Please don’t do anything.”


  Still no answer from the hand.


  John looked out through the rectangle door and took in as much of the room outside as he could. He saw a white wall about twenty feet away and the edge of a white door. The floor was tiled with black and white squares and the little bit of the ceiling that he could see shined with bright fluorescent light.


  He heard a noise from underneath the tank. It sounded like the whooshing of gas.


  “Hey!! Please! What are you doing? I didn’t mean to bite you! It was a stupid, stupid thing to do. I’m sorry. So sorry. Please forgive me. PLEASE!!”


  Moments later John felt the metal heating up underneath him. He moved his feet, hopping around, trying to crawl up the sides of the metal barrel, but he was too weak to hold himself there very long, and the heat was moving up the sides of the tank.


  “No,” he whispered, barely able to catch his breath. “Please, God, no.”


  He slid down the curved walls of the barrel and fell onto the bottom, and the metal scorched his skin immediately. The pain was instantaneous, a pain that he tried to jump away from. But there was nowhere to go, nowhere to get away from the white-hot heat frying his skin.


  “Oh God, pleasedon’tdothis!!”


  John screamed and screamed. He screamed until he thought his vocal chords were going to burst. His mind was scrambling from the pain. He was a whirling dervish, spinning and twisting back and forth on the metal floor, trying to get his skin away from the searing metal.


  “PLLLEEEAAASSSEEE!!!”


  From somewhere far away, far outside the tank, John heard a voice calling out to him. “Are you going to bite anymore?”


  “NOOOO!!!”


  The whooshing noise stopped, but John’s screams did not.


  John tried again to hold his body up on the sides of the walls, but his burnt hands and feet were already slipping, and the muscles of his body were shaking with the effort. But at least he was away from the hottest part of the tank—the bottom.


  Then the entire barrel rolled, and John’s whole world was turning. He slipped and slid down to the bottom again and he could hear his skin sizzling, his flesh burning. He lashed out, his arms and legs flailing, striking the sides of the tank, but the wounds on his hands and feet from the thrashing didn’t even register compared to the searing pain of his skin. It felt like the skin of his body was peeling off from the heat.


  It took a while for the metal of his tank to cool back down.


  • • •


  John didn’t bite anymore, and for a little while (a few days? a week? who knew?) he saw a white bandage under the clear latex of the gloved hand.


  He accepted the food without any more questions. He ate. He drank. He gave the tray and cup back and didn’t ask who the person was anymore or why he/she was doing this to him. The hand wouldn’t answer his questions anyway.


  After a while of good behavior (weeks? months?), the hand gave him something to relieve himself in so he wouldn’t have to lie with it at the bottom of the tank.


  “You’ve been very good lately,” was all the hand said.


  • • •


  How much time had gone by? Months? Years?


  John gibbered to himself. He played with his beard and mustache. He twirled his long hair over and over again. Sometimes he pulled at it. His fingernails grew, broke off, and then grew again. His toenails often snapped off from a kicking fit against the walls of the tank, but his kicking fits were fewer and fewer now.


  He used to have dreams, but now his dreams and memories were blurry, one big fog. Nothing seemed to make much sense anymore.


  His body ached. His muscles and bones ached. His teeth hurt. He was pretty sure his gums were bleeding badly. His body was very thin. He could feel his ribs poking out on his torso.


  One time—he wasn’t sure how long ago—he was sick and he had to take medicine for a while. And then he was better. The hand told him so.


  He thinks he sleeps a lot now.


  Once he had a scary dream that the Hand had died. The Hand had left him.


  He woke up screaming.


  Who would feed him? Who would wash out his tank?


  The next time the rectangle door opened up and the Hand pushed the tray of food in, John cried. “Don’t ever leave me,” he sobbed.


  “I won’t ever leave you,” the Hand answered in its flat, unisex voice. The door closed and he wolfed down his food in the darkness and he felt better knowing the Hand wouldn’t leave him.


  • • •


  Then one day something happened. It took him a long time to realize what it was. He looked at the rectangle door very closely and noticed the thin line of light around the edges. The door almost looked like it was ajar.


  He licked his fingers and tugged at his beard, trying to think of what this might mean. This meant something, damn it!


  Think!


  He pounded the side of his head with his fist like he was trying to kick-start his brain.


  And then he reached out to the door. He wanted to touch that light; he wanted to feel it on his skin. He brushed the door with his fingers and it fell open with a bang.


  He scurried back away from the opening, breathing hard, waiting for the Hand to come and tell him he’d done something bad.


  The Hand would be coming. It would’ve heard that banging noise.


  After a while he crawled over to the opening and pressed his face close to the rectangle, almost squeezing his face against it. He stared out and saw what he’d seen before—a white wall with a closed white door, a white ceiling, a black and white floor. He pushed his face farther into the rectangle, trying to see more. He wanted to see so much more.


  But he had to be careful. He didn’t want to get his face stuck. He didn’t want the Hand to come back and see his face stuck in the rectangle. The Hand would be angry and there was no telling what the Hand would do to his face if it was stuck there, exposed to him.


  He pulled his face back and stuck his hand out through the opening. He could feel the air on his thin arm and it felt so good. He pushed his arm all the way out to his shoulder, waving his arm around in the air. It felt different out there. Better. Like something he used to know a long time ago.


  Then he let his fingers explore the outside of his tank. He ran his hand down the smooth metal wall. He played with the welded lines, the rivets. He roamed up the side of the tank, his fingers reaching out, probing like a creature all its own. He stretched his arm out farther, reaching higher and higher until he felt something.


  Something familiar.


  He let his fingers see for him. Yes, it was something familiar. Something he had wanted a long time ago—such a long time ago.


  A latch.


  He pushed his arm out as far as possible, still afraid of getting stuck. But if he could reach just a little more, a little farther. And just when he was about to give up, his muscles and tendons screaming in agony, he pulled up on the latch, breaking back two of his fingernails.


  And immediately he knew something had happened.


  He pulled his arm back inside the rectangle opening and waited for a moment, unable to believe that it might have just happened.


  He might be free.


  Very carefully, he pushed up on the top of his tank. For a second or two it didn’t budge, and he was sure there must be other latches. But then the top of the tank lifted up just a bit with a slight squeal of resistance like it hadn’t been opened in a long time.


  It hasn’t been opened in a long time, he thought and nearly laughed out loud. He had to clamp his hand over his mouth to keep the insane laughter inside.


  He pushed the lid up and stood up at the same time, moving very slowly, trying not to make a sound, his legs trembling with the effort of standing. But, Oh God, to stand again.


  He lowered the lid down without making a sound and he stood up in the tank that was only half a tank now with the lid open. He looked down at his skinny body and he touched his body, looking at it for the first time in the light. Then he looked around at the room he was in. He saw the white walls, the closed white door. On the other side of the room he saw a row of white cabinets with scientific instruments laid out on top of them. Everything was bright and gleaming, clean and shiny. He didn’t see any windows and there was only the one door.


  On one side of the tank was a small metal ladder, painted flat black like the tank itself. The ladder led down to the black and white checkered floor.


  With weak and shaking arms and legs, he crawled down the ladder. And then his bare feet touched the cold tile floor. He stood there for a moment, breathing hard, his eyes wide.


  What should he do now?


  He didn’t know what to do. He didn’t know where to go.


  He was hungry. Wasn’t it his feeding time soon? Wouldn’t the Hand be back soon to shove a tray of food and cup of water into the rectangle opening?


  He looked at the door—the only way out. He let go of the ladder and tried to walk, but he nearly fell down. He held onto the tank for a moment as a wave of dizziness washed over him. His breaths came in rapid gasps and he was already tired.


  I can’t leave my (home) tank, he told himself.


  To just stand here on the floor seemed like accomplishment enough. Maybe he could just climb back in the tank and close the lid. Maybe he could leave it unlatched and the Hand wouldn’t notice. Maybe he could get out from time to time and stand on this floor and breathe in this air.


  He thought of the world outside. Pictures popped into his mind, but a lot of it didn’t make any sense. It seemed so frightening out there. Who had he been? Where had he lived? Where would he go?


  His stomach growled. It had to be his feeding time soon. He needed to eat.


  He stared at the closed door. It seemed so far away. But from some forgotten place deep inside of him, he knew he had to try. He had to walk to that door.


  One step.


  Two steps.


  Three.


  He stifled a giggle as he looked down at his feet shuffling across the floor. He had let go of the tank and he was walking on his own now. He was walking! He took his steps slowly, holding his arms out slightly for balance.


  And finally he was only a few feet away from the door. Five more hurried steps and he nearly fell against the door, but he tried to be quiet.


  How many times had he seen this door and wondered what lay behind it?


  He looked back at the tank. It was just a large, metal barrel supported by four sturdy legs that were bolted to the floor. He saw the rectangle of the small door in the lower half of the barrel. On one end of the barrel was a large handle with an electric motor that turned it. He saw the gas jets on the floor underneath the tank with hoses connected to a silver tank.


  I should have closed that lid, he thought to himself. It might have bought him some more time. But it was too far to go back to now.


  He wrapped his fingers around the door handle. He looked down at his hand. His fingers seemed so long and thin now, like a spider. And many of the yellowish fingernails were gone. He turned the handle, expecting it to be locked.


  But it turned. The door opened.


  He stepped into the next room which was a long hall that ended in a set of steps that rose up to a wooden door nearly twelve feet above the floor. On each side of the hall were doors and he guessed that these doors might lead to more rooms like his with more tanks in them, with more people trapped inside like he had been.


  But he didn’t try any of the doors.


  To his right was a recess in the wall with a locker on one side of it and a bench built into the wall on the other side. Between them, a metal rod was fixed across the empty space and three baggy white suits hung on hangers. On a waist-high shelf near the bench were two helmets with the circle of a filter for the mouth, and a yellowish shield over the eyes. Next to the helmet was a large box of latex gloves.


  He looked down the hall at the steps, then up at the door. That was his way out.


  Making it up the stairs seemed to take a long time. He had to crawl, and when he reached the top, pinpoints of white lights floated in front of his eyes. He was afraid he would pass out and fall back down the stairs. He held on though until the dizziness passed.


  At the top of the steps, there was a short landing before the wooden door. He shuffled over to the door, nearly falling against it. He tried the door handle, it was unlocked. He opened it and stepped over the threshold.


  He was in someone’s house. He could see someone’s living room or sitting room. There was leather furniture, bookshelves overflowing with books, plants in the corner, and bright rugs on the hardwood floor.


  And there were windows.


  He shuffled over to the windows, dragging his aching feet, holding on to the furniture where he could. The noises he’d heard from down in the hall were louder up here. Someone was in another room. They were doing something. In the kitchen maybe? Preparing a tray of food? Music played. No words. Some kind of classical music.


  He fell against a short squat bookcase that ran the length underneath the row of windows that looked out onto a city street. There were people out there walking. There were cars driving by. The hum of traffic. A horn blaring. Someone laughing.


  Someone was humming inside the house.


  He turned and saw part of the kitchen. He saw a person at the counter. The person’s back was to him. The person was humming along with the music.


  He fell down to his knees and cowered against the short shelf of books, hidden partially by a large plant in a pot.


  The person walked out of the kitchen with a tray of food in its Hands. The person was heavy and not that tall. Its body seemed shapeless underneath the white, papery suit. The hair was light and curly, and it went down to the collar of the puffy suit. Its voice was sweet; beautiful. Beautiful music came from the Hand.


  The Hand stopped abruptly when it came to the open door that led down to the basement. It made a guttural sound, almost an animal cry and then the Hand ran down the steps. Down to his room. Down to his tank.


  John pulled himself up out of his hiding place. He looked around with wild eyes. Where was a door? Could he open one of these windows and crawl out? Which way should he go?


  From downstairs, in his room, he could hear the Hand throwing the tray and cup in anger.


  He should’ve closed the lid. He should’ve closed the door to the basement. But it was so hard to think now.


  He turned and looked out the window and watched the people, the cars, the buildings, the birds in the blue sky, the warm sky.


  The Hand rushed back up the stairs, and he heard it stomp across the floor right behind him. He turned and looked at the Hand.


  “I’m sorry,” John said and started crying. “Please don’t leave me.”


  The Hand approached him slowly, cautiously. The person now had the rubber gloves and the mask on. The breathing sounded so loud, so heavy. The person stood there like it was contemplating what to do.


  John collapsed down beside the low bookshelf, tears spilling from his eyes. He was too weak now to even stand. He could never have made it out the window or to a door. He couldn’t have made it outside. And what was out there for him anymore? Who would feed him? Who would take care of him?


  The Person bent down and picked John up gently, cradling him in its arms as the papery suit rustled. The Person turned and walked to the doorway that led back down to the basement, back down to the tank.


  “Please don’t leave me,” John mumbled into the Person’s shoulder.


  “I won’t ever leave you,” the Person said as they made their way back down the stairs. “But you’re going to have to learn to never leave me again.”


  AUGUST

  WELCOME TO PARADISE


  August can be a time for summer vacations, for travel, for adventure, for exploring new places. These four people have set out on just such an adventure, exploring the remote deserts of Arizona in a van. After they get lost, they stumble on a town where they discover the people don’t want them to leave.


  The van sped down the lonely road that stretched off into hundreds of square miles of desert wilderness. Brown mountains ran the length of the horizon in the far off distance underneath the endless blue sky.


  Nick turned around from the steering wheel and stared into the back of the minivan.


  “What the hell’s wrong with her?” Nick yelled. “Is she having a seizure?”


  “I don’t know!” Austin said. He looked to Cheryl for help.


  Cheryl cradled Hannah in her arms, rocking her gently. Hannah gazed up at the ceiling of the van, her eyes bulging as she stared at something only she could see. Her body was stiff, yet at the same time it trembled. Her hands were frozen in claws, but her fingers on her left hand moved constantly like she was communicating some kind of rapid sign language. A string of slobber spilled out of the corner of her mouth.


  “It’s okay,” Cheryl whispered into her ear.


  Hannah didn’t respond; it didn’t seem like she’d even heard Cheryl’s voice.


  Nick glanced back out the windshield as he drove, but there were no cars in front of them—the road was empty as far as the eye could see. He turned to the back of the van again.


  “What’s wrong with her?” Austin asked Cheryl.


  “She’ll be okay,” Cheryl assured him, but she wouldn’t meet his eyes.


  “We need to get her to a hospital!” Austin yelled as he tried his cell phone again, but there was still no signal out here in the middle of nowhere. No GPS, no nothing.


  “Try your phone, Nick!”


  Nick shook his head no at Austin and turned back around to the front. He was about to tell Austin that trying his phone again was useless, but instead he yelled:


  “Shit!!”


  Nick stomped on the brakes and the van slid across the cracked pavement as its tires screeched in the hot, silent air.


  Austin, Cheryl, and Hannah were pitched forward as the van struck something. Austin took the brunt of the impact into the backs of the front seats and the girls slammed into him. Cheryl still managed to cradle Hannah in her arms even through the crash.


  “Hold on!” Nick screamed as he wrestled with the steering wheel, his foot still jammed down on the brake pedal.


  The minivan swerved and then finally came to a stop. The van’s engine was still running—a good sign—but it was making a strange ticking sound; not a good sign.


  Austin struggled to sit back up from the floor. “What the hell happened?”


  Nick sat in the driver’s seat, his hands still clutching the steering wheel, his foot still on the brake. He stared out the dirty windshield at the landslide of dirt and rock that had flowed down from the rocky ridge that ran parallel with the road for the last half mile.


  “What the hell’s that?” Austin whispered.


  “Some kind of landslide,” Nick answered. “No wonder we haven’t seen any cars for the last few hours.”


  Hannah groaned from the backseat.


  “Help me with her,” Cheryl said as she tried to make Hannah more comfortable on the floor.


  Austin pushed a cooler and a suitcase out of the way, shoving them back behind the backseat of the van from where they had flown.


  “What did we hit?” Austin asked.


  “A rock,” Nick answered as he shifted into park and opened the driver’s door to get out. “A big rock.”


  “Where are you going?” Austin yelled at him.


  Nick didn’t answer. He got out and walked to the front of the van. The front end driver’s side corner was smashed in, the headlight shattered, the bumper and front quarter panel crushed in, but it still looked drivable. He looked back at the boulder they had crashed into.


  Austin watched Nick as he got back in and slammed the door shut. He shifted into reverse and the transmission made a clunking sound. Nick turned back around and looked out the rear window to navigate his way around the boulders as he turned the van around.


  “What are we going to do now?” Austin asked, almost on the verge of panic. They had driven out here to the middle of nowhere in the Arizona desert looking for some kind of meteor crater that Cheryl wanted to see, but they’d gotten lost and found nothing but desert wilderness. It had been fun for a while, an adventure into a cruel and unforgiving land, but now the adventure had lost its appeal—Austin was ready to get back to civilization.


  “I saw a road about a mile back,” Nick said as he got the van turned back around. As he sped up, the ticking noise in the van grew louder. He checked the gauges on the instrument panel as he drove, but the oil and temperature gauges seemed to be okay for now. Maybe there was no major damage done.


  “We’ll try that road,” Nick said as he drove, keeping his eyes on the road this time. “Maybe we’ll find a house or something. Somebody who has a phone.”


  Austin didn’t respond to Nick. He watched as Cheryl gently brushed Hannah’s hair back. He thought he should be the one doing that—he was her boyfriend. But he and Hannah had only been going out for six months now, and Cheryl and Hannah had been friends since they were little girls.


  At least Hannah had closed her eyes and the “sign language” with her fingers had stopped.


  “She’ll be okay,” Cheryl said again without looking at Austin.


  “What is it?” Austin prodded. “You know what’s wrong with her, don’t you?”


  Cheryl hesitated for a moment like she wasn’t sure if she should tell, like she’d made a promise to Hannah. But then she looked at Austin.


  “You wouldn’t believe me,” she told him.


  “I see the road up ahead,” Nick said as he slowed the van down.


  Austin was about to ask Cheryl what she had meant by that; why wouldn’t he believe her?


  Hannah sat up like a piston, her eyes wide open, and she screamed: “NO!!”


  Cheryl grabbed on to Hannah, trying to hold her, trying to comfort her. “It’s okay, Hannah. It’s okay.”


  Hannah calmed down, but she was looking right past Austin, staring out the side windows of the van like she could see something out there in the desert that was so horrifying, yet she couldn’t tear her eyes away.


  “It’s too late now,” Hannah whispered and then she slumped back down to the floor and closed her eyes.


  “What’s wrong with her?” Austin asked and the panic was back in his voice now. “Did she pass out?”


  Cheryl nodded. “She’s okay. She’ll be awake soon.”


  Austin stared at Cheryl. “Tell me what’s wrong with her.”


  It seemed like Cheryl might tell Austin, but then Nick interrupted her words.


  “I see something up ahead,” Nick said, suddenly excited as he navigated the van up the incline of the hills along a narrow, bumpy road that was cut through the hard-packed dirt; both sides of the hill loomed on each side of the van like giant walls. The road rose up through the hill and then crested. At the top of the hill was a small wooden sign at the side of the trail that had the words: NO TRESSPASSING – PRIVATE PROPERTY etched into it. Nick drove right by the sign and the road wound down from the top of the hill down into a desert valley below.


  Austin looked at Cheryl for a moment, then at Hannah who was resting comfortably right now in her lap, breathing easily. He brushed past them and sat down in the passenger seat beside Nick.


  “Look,” Nick pointed out the dusty windshield.


  Austin rolled down the window. The air conditioner wasn’t working anymore since their collision with the boulder and the air had become stifling hot inside the van in less than fifteen minutes. The passenger window let in more hot air, but at least it was some kind of breeze, some kind of movement in the air.


  Nick idled down the steep decline towards a metal gate. The gates were wide open, a chain dangling down from the end of one of them. Built above the gates was an arch of wood timbers that looked petrified from the desert weather. A wooden sign hung from the top of the arch from two rusted lengths of chain. Engraved on the wood sign were the words:


  COMMUNITY OF PARADISE


  Nick had slowed the van down to a crawl now.


  Austin stared at the fencing strung out from each side of the gates; the fencing meandered off into the desert. The fence didn’t look particularly strong. The whole gate and entrance didn’t look all that formidable, either.


  They drove through the archway, past the open gates and farther down the bumpy road that crawled down into the valley of desert sand and brown brush. The road climbed again up to another hill in the distance.


  “How far does this damn road go?” Austin muttered.


  “We’ll just go over the next hill and see what’s there,” Nick said as he pressed down on the gas pedal, picking up speed over the road that had become more of a trail now, only two deep ruts in the hard-packed dirt.


  Austin glanced back at Cheryl and Hannah as they climbed the next hill. Hannah was still passed out, breathing evenly and deeply, like she was sleeping. Cheryl looked at him, and they locked eyes for a moment. Austin thought about asking her again why she didn’t think he’d believe what was wrong with her, but he didn’t.


  Nick tapped at the brakes constantly and wrestled with the steering wheel, doing his best to steer around the potholes and rocks in the road as they drove over the top of the next hill. At the top, he idled there for a moment. In the valley below them was a small village.


  Nick whooped with delight and stomped his foot down on the gas, driving a little more recklessly down the twisting road, leaving a trail of dust behind them in the hot air. The road led towards the group of buildings, and the first building they came to was a gas station with a small motel a hundred yards down the dirt road. Beyond these two buildings were other structures dotted along the hillside that looked like homes. And in the far distance, on top of another small hill, was a white church that seemed to gleam in the sunlight.


  The gas station looked abandoned. The building was gray with dust and petrification and the gas pumps looked rusty and ancient. The awning built above the gas pumps looked ready to collapse if a decent wind came along. The windows of the gas station building were dark and one of them was boarded up. A sagging fence surrounded something behind the gas station—perhaps junked cars. A string of tattered plastic flags flapped in the hot breeze, but the plastic flags, which had once been bright primary colors, were dull now from the relentless desert sun.


  Nick pulled the van underneath the awning of the gas station. He parked right next to one of the ancient gas pumps. He glanced down at the fuel gauge—the tank was still half-full, but he wasn’t going to turn down gas if he had the chance.


  He sat in the driver’s seat and left the van running. The ticking in the motor was louder now, but the gauges still seemed okay.


  Austin looked out the passenger window at the gas station’s building, but it didn’t seem like anyone was coming out to greet them. He looked back at Cheryl and Hannah. Cheryl still had Hannah’s head in her lap, and Hannah still seemed to be sleeping.


  Nick shut the van off and the world was quiet for a moment except for the hot wind that toyed with the tattered, plastic flags on the string above them. He got out of the van and slammed the door. “I’m going to go and check it out.”


  Austin glanced back at Cheryl. “I’m going with him.”


  Cheryl nodded and watched as Austin got out and hurried to catch up with Nick who was already halfway to the gas station building now.


  Hannah stirred and Cheryl looked down at her. Hannah’s eyes were open and she stared right up at her.


  “There’s something bad here,” Hannah whispered to Cheryl.


  Cheryl nodded. “Are you okay?”


  Hannah sat up and got to her knees. She sat down on the bench seat and put her head down and waited for a wave of dizziness to pass. She looked out through the grimy windows of the van. “Where are we?” she whispered.


  “We got lost. The phones and GPS don’t work anymore.”


  Hannah looked at Cheryl.


  “Do you remember any of that?” Cheryl asked her.


  Hannah nodded. “I think so.” She thought for a moment. “We were driving around. It was fun at first. But then we … and then it seemed like I passed out.”


  “You had one of your episodes,” Cheryl told her.


  Hannah sighed—she already knew that. How bad was it? she wanted to ask. How badly had she embarrassed herself in front of Austin? But that was the least of her worries right now.


  She looked at Cheryl. “Wherever we are, we need to get out of here. We’re in danger here. We need to tell them I’m okay and get back on the road. Go back the way we came.”


  Cheryl nodded. She looked out the side window and watched as Nick and Austin came out of the gas station building. But instead of coming back to the van, they walked across the dusty parking lot to the six room motel a hundred yards away.


  “Shit,” Cheryl whispered as she watched them walk away.


  Hannah looked out the window and lunged for the door. She opened it and spilled out onto the cracked concrete that they were parked on, her legs felt a little weak, but she was regaining her strength quickly. Cheryl followed her out of the van.


  They caught up to Nick and Austin in front of the motel.


  “Come on, guys,” Hannah said, and she even managed a smile. “We should get back in the van. I’m fine now.”


  Nick stared at her like she was a lunatic. “You were freaking out a few minutes ago.”


  “I know,” she smiled. “I’m sorry. It’s this … this condition I have. It’s nothing to worry about. Come on, let’s get back on the road.”


  Nick looked at the motel. “We will. I just want to get some directions back to the county road.”


  “We’ll find it on our own!” Hannah snapped at him.


  Nick looked back at Hannah, never expecting an outburst like that from her. He turned back to the motel, dead-set on getting directions.


  “We can’t be here!” Hannah shouted in the hot air.


  Again, Nick and the others stared at her.


  “The reason I blacked out … I can see things. Visions.”


  They stared at her.


  “What, like a psychic?” Nick asked.


  “Yeah, sort of,” Hannah said and she explained quickly. “But I can’t control it. Every once in a while I see something bad, and today … this was the worst ever. We’re in danger here.”


  “What kind of danger?” Nick asked, his voice dripping with sarcasm. “What did you see in this vision of yours?”


  “Come on, dude,” Austin warned.


  “No, man, I don’t believe in that kind of shit.” He looked at Hannah, waiting for her answer.


  “I didn’t really see anything. It’s more like I felt something. A sense of evil and darkness. Like a blanket smothering me.” Hannah felt a little embarrassed trying to explain her feelings, but whatever it took to get them back in the van was fine with her.


  “She’s telling the truth,” Cheryl said. “I’ve seen it happen before. She never wanted anyone to know about it because she was afraid they would make fun of her.” She stared at Nick. “Kind of like you’re doing right now.”


  Nick was about to respond, but they were all startled by a voice from the motel.


  They all turned and saw an old woman in the doorway of the last room with the number six over it.


  “Why don’t you all come inside?” the old woman said and smiled at them. She barely had any teeth left and her face was a roadmap of wrinkles. Her white hair was pulled back in a loose bun and she wore old, faded clothes over her skeleton-thin body.


  “Who are you?” Nick asked.


  “My name’s Gail. Come on inside and get out of that hot sun. I’ve got your rooms ready.”


  None of them moved.


  “We need some directions back to the county road,” Nick finally said.


  The old woman nodded like she already knew that, and she never stopped smiling. She stood in the doorway, stooped over and she gestured at them to come inside the motel room. Then she slipped inside the dark room without another word.


  “She’s got our rooms ready?” Cheryl said. “What the hell’s she talking about?”


  “She’s just a crazy old coot,” Nick said. “But maybe she knows someone who can help us.”


  Nick took a step towards the motel room, but Hannah grabbed his arm, her fingers sinking into his flesh. She stared at him with fierce eyes. “Don’t go in there,” she whispered.


  He yanked his arm away from Hannah’s grasp and looked at Austin. “You better check your woman, dude.”


  Nick stomped off towards the room.


  Austin looked at Hannah. “I need to go back him up.”


  Hannah didn’t say anything—she knew she wasn’t going to talk Austin out of it.


  Cheryl and Hannah followed Austin. Hannah knew they were in danger, but she figured it was probably a bad idea for them to split up right now.


  They entered the motel room and it seemed like other countless old motel rooms with cheap and heavy furniture. But this room was dark and dusty, the heavy drapes pulled shut. An ancient TV sat on the dresser with a mirror behind it.


  “How do you like the room?” Gail asked them, still smiling. “Two of you can take this one, or the next one. Or all of you can take one room each. They’re all available right now.”


  Austin didn’t answer the woman. He turned on the TV but it didn’t work.


  “The TV doesn’t work, I’m afraid,” the old woman said. “The electricity is out right now.”


  Nick stared at Gail. “What do you mean the electricity is out? You don’t have any electric here? No air conditioning? No lights?”


  “I’m afraid not,” Gail said and her smile faltered.


  “When is it going to be fixed?” Cheryl asked.


  “Can’t say. It’s been out for a long while now.” She smiled again like a thought had suddenly occurred to her. “And there will be no charge for the rooms because of the electricity. And I’ve got some food and water in the office if you want it.”


  “We’ve got food and water in our van,” Nick said, his voice growing cold. “We just need directions back to the county road. If you can’t tell us, then find someone who can.”


  The old woman nodded, still smiling, but she didn’t say anything.


  “What is this place?” Austin asked. “Is this some kind of town? Do you have any gas out there in those pumps?”


  Gail shook her head no. “No electricity to pump the gas. Besides, we haven’t had a gas delivery in quite some time.”


  “Or visitors, apparently,” Nick said under his breath. He looked at the others, his eyes saying: this old woman is crazy.


  “She doesn’t know how to get back out to the road,” Hannah said. “Let’s just drive back the way we came.”


  “We only have half a tank of gas, Hannah,” Nick said. “We can’t go driving around the desert without knowing where we are.” He looked back at Gail. “Do you have a map?”


  “No,” she said, still smiling.


  “Is there someone else here who could help us?” Austin asked, using his most polite voice.


  The old woman frowned and looked sad suddenly as she shook her head no. “There’s no one who can help you now.”


  “What?” Nick said, taking a step closer to the old woman.


  “Come on,” Hannah said and moved towards the door that was ajar, the bright light of the sun shining through the crack in the door.


  Gail looked right at Hannah as she stood by the doorway, and the smile was back on Gail’s wrinkled face again. “But everything’s okay now. I’ve been waiting for you to come here, girl. I’ve seen it in my dreams.”


  Austin moved over to Hannah like he was protecting her from this frail, old woman, his eyes on Gail the whole time. “Come on, guys, this woman’s crazy.”


  They hurried outside and they took a few steps back towards the gas station and then they all froze.


  “You didn’t open the hood of the van, did you?” Cheryl asked Nick.


  Nick stared at their van and saw that the hood was up. “No,” he answered and then ran the hundred yards across the hard-packed dirt to the van.


  Austin, Hannah, and Cheryl caught up with him.


  Nick stared down at the engine like he couldn’t believe what he was seeing. “Somebody ripped out the plug wires.”


  “Plug wires?” Cheryl asked.


  “The spark plug wires,” Nick snapped. “We can’t drive anywhere without the plug wires.”


  They all looked around, but they didn’t see anyone.


  “That old lady,” Nick said. “She was distracting us so someone could steal the wires.”


  Nick ran back to motel room six and burst inside the room. The old woman was gone. Nick checked the bathroom, the closet—but she wasn’t there.


  “What the fuck?” Nick said.


  “I told you,” Hannah said. “There’s something wrong with this place.”


  Nick stared at her with fury in his eyes, like he was going to say something, but he didn’t.


  They searched each motel room, and then finally the motel office. The old lady wasn’t anywhere in the motel.


  “Shit,” Nick said when they all stepped back out into the dusty parking lot. They walked back through the hot air to the van. At least the awning provided some relief from the relentless sun.


  Austin rushed over to the sagging wood fence behind the gas station building. He climbed a few crates next to the fence and peeked over the top of the fence. The other three followed him and watched as he stepped back down off the crates.


  “What is it?” Nick said.


  “All kinds of cars and trucks,” Austin said.


  Nick jumped up onto the crates for a look.


  “Old ones that look rusted out, but some newer ones too.”


  “Could we get plug wires from those cars?” Cheryl asked Nick.


  Nick shook his head no and got back down. “I don’t think so.”


  They all walked back to the van and opened the back doors. They grabbed bottles of water from the cooler and drank them down.


  “What now?” Cheryl asked.


  “I’m going to find out who took our wires,” Nick said as he stared at the first of the buildings that looked like houses in the desert beyond the motel and gas station.


  After walking across the rugged terrain, they reached the first house where two old men sat on the back porch in the shade playing cards.


  “Hey!” Nick called out before they even got to the back porch. “Someone stole the plug wires out of my van and I want them back!”


  The two old men looked up from their card game, but they didn’t say anything. One of the men had bandages tied around one of his legs from his knee down to his ankle. The bandages looked old and had dark stains on them that could’ve been blood; he kept his leg stretched out like he was favoring it.


  Nick stood in the sand, his hands on his hips as he stared at the two old men. “I just want them back, that’s all. If you know anything, now’s your chance to tell me.”


  The two men stared at them like they hadn’t seen strangers in a long time.


  “I don’t want to have to get the police involved,” Nick added.


  “Aint no police here,” one of the old men said, the one with the injured leg.


  “Sheriff died a few years back,” the other man offered.


  “Then I’ll go to the next town and get the police,” Nick said.


  “There aint no next town,” the first old man snapped. He glanced out at the endless desert all around them.


  “And he won’t let you leave now,” the other old man said, and then he got a quick warning look from his card-playing partner.


  “Who won’t let us leave?” Cheryl asked. Hannah could hear the anger in her voice, but she could feel the fear coming from her.


  “He wants you at the church service tonight,” the first old man said. “You need to be there. Everyone has to be there.”


  “I’m not going to a fucking church!” Nick yelled, his voice carrying across the hot, still air. He took a step towards the old men.


  Austin held Nick back from them.


  “What kind of place is this?” Austin asked them as he pushed Nick back a little more—he wasn’t going to let him beat up two elderly men.


  “We’re all brothers and sisters here,” the second old man said and tried a smile, but the smile seemed like a foreign thing to him, like he hadn’t smiled in a long time.


  “Is this some kind of commune?” Cheryl asked.


  It’s a bad place, Hannah thought, that’s what it is. She glanced back at the motel a quarter mile away shimmering in the heat and she was suddenly sure that someone was watching them. The old woman from the motel? Maybe. But it was more than that, it seemed like they were being watched from every building in this town.


  I’ve been waiting for you to come here, girl. The old woman’s words echoed in Hannah’s mind.


  “Everyone in this place is crazy,” Nick spat out. “We don’t want to be here. We want our van fixed, and then we want to get back on the road.”


  The old men just stared at Nick like he was slow and didn’t understand what they had just told him.


  Austin guided Nick away from the old men, and they walked to other houses and beat on the doors, but no one would answer their door. A woman who looked like she was in her mid-thirties peeked out the window of her house, but she wouldn’t come to the door. She had a white bandage wrapped around the side of her head, covering part of her face. She just stared at them with one frightened eye and closed her drapes.


  Nick yelled at the woman that they needed help and beat on her window, but she wouldn’t answer.


  “What the hell’s wrong with these people?” Nick yelled.


  They walked past the last house and trekked up the gravelly path that led up to the white church that looked like the only place in this village that was maintained in any way. It seemed clean and bright compared to the other buildings, but the closer they got to it they could see that the white paint was cracking and dust and dirt stained one side of the building.


  They walked up to the double doors of the church that had been painted a bright red some time ago, but it was fading now. They tried to open the doors but they were locked.


  “I thought church doors were always supposed to be open,” Nick said as he exhaled a breath into the hot air.


  “I think that’s Catholic churches,” Cheryl said.


  Nick shrugged like he didn’t really care. He walked all the way around the church but he didn’t see anyone. He called out, but no one answered. He stared at the rocky hills in the distance that were dotted with brush that looked like black dots from here. Above them the light blue sky seemed to stretch out forever.


  “What do we do now?” Austin asked.


  “I don’t know,” Cheryl said as she waved at her face with her hand. “But it’s hot and I’m getting thirsty again.”


  They walked back to the gas station to their van, deciding along the way that they would sleep in their van and lock the doors if they had to.


  “What’s up with these people and their bandages?” Cheryl asked as they walked. Their shoes scuffed the dirt and rocks and sounded loud in the desert silence.


  No one answered.


  “You think they have some kind of disease here?” Cheryl asked and looked to Hannah for help, like Hannah might have the answer—like she might know the answer.


  Nick stopped in his tracks as he stared at the gas station. “What the fuck?”


  Their van was gone.


  Nick ran to where their van had been parked, right next to the ancient gas pump. He swung a fist at the air and screamed in frustration. “All of our food and drinks were in there! Our clothes! Our money! Everything!”


  Gail, the old woman from the motel, approached them from the corner of the gas station building where she’d been watching them from the shadows.


  “They took your van,” she said.


  Nick tried to run at the old woman, but Cheryl and Austin held him back.


  “I want it back,” Nick told Gail through clenched teeth. “I want it running and I want it parked right where it was. I want to get out of this crazy fucking place.”


  Gail shook her head no. “Once you’re here, you can’t leave. A lot of us have stumbled onto this place. I think I came here five years ago, but I really can’t remember anymore.”


  “What are you talking about?” Austin asked him.


  “You can’t leave. He won’t let you. People have tried before. But they’re always brought back … and then they’re punished.”


  “Punished?” Cheryl said.


  Gail glanced around like she was afraid people might be watching her. “Yeah. One man ran and he was brought back before him at the church service. And he folded the man up on himself.”


  “What do you mean?” Hannah asked, but she thought she might understand.


  “I … I don’t know. It was like he was crushed. He can do anything he wants to with his mind. He can make people do anything he wants them to. You can’t get away. You have to learn the rules here and follow them. You don’t want to be punished.”


  “Who is this person?”


  “He calls himself Pastor. He says that the power of God flows through him.” She shrugged her bony shoulders. “Maybe He does, I don’t know, but the Pastor is God in this place now.”


  “This is some crazy bullshit,” Nick said. “Are all of you are crazy?”


  “Maybe now we are,” Gail said. “This place makes you go crazy. You get to where you can’t stand it anymore. You get to where you’d rather be dead than live another day here.”


  “I don’t understand this,” Cheryl said. “How do you guys live here? What about food and water? Medicine? Supplies?”


  Gail shook her head like she wasn’t sure if she should say anymore, but then she stared at them like she’d come to a decision.


  “We grow some food here,” Gail finally said. “We all take our turns tending to the crops. You’ll learn that. There’s a well here for water. And he brings meat out of the desert for us.”


  “What do you mean he brings it out of the desert?”


  “He can control animals just like he can control people.”


  “I don’t believe a word of this shit,” Nick said.


  “You have to believe,” Gail said with more force than they expected. “There’s a service at the church soon. He wants all of you there to welcome you to our family. When you hear the bells ring, you have to hurry up to the church.” Gail nodded at the motel. “You can wait in the motel over there. I brought you some food and water—from my own stash.” She smiled at them.


  “We’ll be there at the church,” Nick said. “I want to see this Pastor dude, and then I’m going to tell him I want my van back.”


  Gail stared at Nick like that wouldn’t be a good idea.


  “Come on,” Cheryl said to Nick. “I need some water.” Nick and Cheryl started walking towards the motel, and Austin was about to fall in beside them, but he turned back around and saw that Hannah hadn’t moved yet.


  Hannah turned and Gail was right beside her, locking eyes with her.


  “I know what you can do,” Gail whispered to her. “You can do so much more than you realize. You can help yourself, your friends, and you can help all of us.”


  Austin hurried back and pulled Hannah away from Gail. “Stay away from her, you crazy bitch.”


  • • •


  They waited in motel room six. Nick refused to eat any of the food or drink any of the water that Gail had left for them.


  “It’s probably poisoned,” Nick told them. “You eat that shit, and the next thing you know, you’re waking up strapped down to a table so someone can carve you open.”


  Hannah picked up the gallon of water and drank down a few long swallows, and then she stared at Nick. “It’s fine. Trust me.” She handed the bottle to Cheryl who drank some of it down.


  “Fine, you guys go ahead,” Nick said. “But I think I’ll wait for a while.”


  After they drank more water and nibbled at the bread and dried meat, Hannah sat on the end of the lumpy bed with Austin right beside her. She wished she could have convinced them to leave earlier when they’d had the chance, but it was too late now. They were trapped here, she was sure of that.


  And now she couldn’t get Gail’s words out of her mind. How could she help them? What was she supposed to do?


  Cheryl sat on the other bed, her back against the headboard. The room was growing murky as the sun set. They left the door wide open and the drapes open to allow some of the fading light into the room. At least the air was beginning to cool down a little.


  “This is all my fault,” Cheryl said miserably. “If I hadn’t wanted to find that stupid meteor crater …”


  Nick glanced at Cheryl, but he didn’t comfort her. Maybe he thought it was her fault, too. He continued pacing back and forth.


  Austin was about to say something, but they all froze when they heard the tolling of the bells from the church.


  They ran out of the motel and around the corner. They saw the church up on the hill lit up with what looked like torches in the front of it. There were many people gathered in front of the church already—more people than Hannah thought lived in this little town.


  “I guess that’s our call,” Nick said.


  They hurried past the houses, and they saw more people coming out of their homes quickly. The people were all different ages, men and women and even a few children, and all of them wore scraggly clothes that hung loosely on their undernourished bodies. Some of the people limped; some had make-shift bandages on their arms and legs. They saw the woman with the bandage wrapped around her head, covering one side of her face. All of the people looked sickly and weak, but they all hurried to the church at the sound of the bell.


  When they were only a hundred feet away from the church, they saw that people had gathered in a semi-circle in front of the church, but none of them were entering the building. On the doorstep of the church was a collection of items from their van laid out like offerings.


  Nick forced his way through the people as he saw his duffel bag of clothes, their cooler of food and water, his wallet. “Hey! That’s my stuff!”


  Two men stepped in front of the collection of items, both of them holding shotguns. They pumped the shotguns and aimed them at Nick.


  Nick stopped in his tracks, his hands up in surrender. “Hey, what the hell? That’s our stuff on the ground.”


  “It’s the Pastor’s now,” a man said from the crowd behind Nick.


  Nick turned and saw Hannah, Austin, and Cheryl waiting with the group of people. A man in his forties with thinning hair stepped out of the crowd and looked at Nick. He seemed nervous and his clothes were soaked with sweat under his arms and around his neck. “Your possessions are the Pastor’s possessions now. And then they will be shared by everyone. What’s ours is yours, and what’s yours is ours. We’re all brothers and sisters here.”


  The man smiled, but it looked forced, and his lips trembled slightly.


  The crowd applauded and murmured welcomes to them.


  Nick shook his head. “No, there’s some kind of misunderstanding here. We’re not members of your … your little group here. We were passing through and needed some directions.”


  “You were brought here,” the balding man said with a nervous smile, his voice loud but tremulous. “He has said so.”


  “No, we weren’t. We got lost. We want to leave but you guys stole our fucking van.” He looked back at the two men with the shotguns.


  “You can’t leave, my brother,” one of the men with the shotguns said.


  Nick tried to control his growing rage. “Listen to me, I want my van back. I want the plug wires back in my van. I want our stuff back. You can’t just steal our stuff.” He glanced around at the others. “Whoever stole my van and wires, I want them back. I won’t tell the police anything about your little cult here, but I want our stuff back.”


  There was a loud clicking noise coming from the red doors of the church, like the doors were being unlocked.


  A hush fell over the crowd.


  Cheryl grabbed Nick’s arm and pulled him back to her and huddled next to him.


  The two men with the shotguns fell back as the double doors of the church opened and the Pastor stepped out. He was a small, thin man dressed in a white suit. His skin was almost as pale as his suit, and his wispy white hair hung down to his shoulders. He looked to be in his fifties or early sixties, possibly old and frail, but he seemed to exude a sense of power. He took a few steps away from the open doors behind him that revealed nothing but darkness beyond.


  The Pastor stared at his congregation with eyes that were so light they almost looked translucent.


  Hannah felt a wave of evil radiate from this man. This man was pure evil in human form. She could feel his power, like the crackling of live electricity in her mind.


  The pale man’s eyes roamed slowly across the crowd, starting with the one closest to his right and going around the semi-circle slowly like he was studying each face, almost like he was reading each one of them.


  That’s because he is, Hannah thought.


  His eyes wandered from person to person, until they rested on Hannah, Austin, Cheryl, and Nick. He stared at them with light blue eyes that betrayed no emotion, his face as impassive as stone.


  “Welcome, my brothers and sisters,” he said in a low voice, yet it seemed to boom in Hannah’s ears and echo in her mind.


  Even Nick was taken aback by the man’s visage; maybe he felt more than saw something terrifying.


  Hannah watched the fingers of the Pastor’s left hand down by his side as they moved rapidly, like he was communicating some rapid sign language without being aware of it.


  “Sir,” Austin said before Hannah could grab onto him and warn him not to speak out. “We didn’t come here to join your…” he thought of the right word “…your community. We got lost in the desert and just needed some directions to get back to the county road.”


  The Pastor studied Austin for a moment. “You were called here. We were all called here.”


  “We’re not staying!” Nick yelled at the Pastor.


  Cheryl tried to hold onto Nick, but he pulled his arm out of her clawing hands as he stepped towards the Pastor.


  The crowd held their breath and backed up a little as Nick stood alone in the middle of the crowd, only the scattering of their possessions, the two men with shotguns and the Pastor in front of him.


  “You can’t keep us here! We want our stuff back right now. We want our van back!”


  The Pastor stood motionless as he stared at Nick, motionless except for the ceaseless movements of the fingers of his left hand, and then he cocked his head a little like he was thinking hard about something, concentrating on something.


  Nick seemed like he was about to say something else, like he was about to take a step forward, but he stopped and his body trembled like he was trying to move but he couldn’t.


  “Nick …” Cheryl said.


  Nick brought his forearm up to his face. He seemed like he was trying to fight against it, but it was like he was moving even though he didn’t want to. His head shook from the effort and his eyes were wide with tears flowing out of them. He opened his mouth wide and bit down into his own flesh, biting hard, clean through as blood squirted out and dribbled down his arm, dripping down onto the cracked concrete pad in front of the church. He screamed and moaned as he tore a chunk of his flesh away with his teeth and chewed on it like a tough piece of gristle.


  “Nick!!” Cheryl screamed and ran for him, but Austin and Hannah grabbed her and held her back. She struggled, but she couldn’t break free from them. “Stop it, Nick!!”


  “I can’t!!” Nick sobbed as he chewed and chewed and then swallowed the lump of flesh in his mouth. “I can’t stop myself,” he cried.


  Nick bit down on his pinky finger, and crunched into one of the joints. He shook his head back and forth like a pit bull as he tried to bite the finger off, but he couldn’t. Instead, he pulled his head back and stripped the skin and flesh off of the bone. He chewed as more blood dribbled out of his mouth, staining the front of his shirt.


  The members of the congregation watched in horror, but it was something they’d all seen before—many times.


  “STOP!!” Hannah screamed at the Pastor with more strength than she knew she had. “He’s had enough!”


  The Pastor turned his attention to Hannah like it was the first time he’d really looked at her. He studied her for a long moment as Nick swallowed the rest of the skin and flesh in his mouth, crying and cradling his arm in his other hand.


  The Pastor nodded and Nick collapsed to the ground, still sobbing uncontrollably.


  “I have been lenient,” the Pastor finally said.


  There were murmurs of praise from the crowd, all of them nodding in agreement.


  “I could have made you keep going,” the Pastor said as he turned his attention back to Nick. “I could have made you eat your whole arm, and then I could’ve made you start eating the other one.”


  Nick nodded like he understood; his eyes were still down at the ground, his moaning a little quieter now.


  The Pastor stepped away from the doors and nodded at a few of the men and women in the congregation. They hurried forward and carried the possessions from the van into the darkness of the church and then rushed back outside.


  The Pastor studied the crowd again until his light blue eyes rested on one of the members.


  “Gail,” the Pastor said. “Please step forward.”


  Gail hesitated for a moment, swallowing hard, her eyes dinner plates of fear. She took a few steps forward.


  “I would like to see you inside the church,” the Pastor said in a low voice, almost a whisper. He looked at the rest of the congregation. “All of you may go.”


  Cheryl rushed to Nick and helped him up to his feet, her arm around his shoulders as she helped him walk back towards the motel.


  Austin touched Hannah’s arm gently. “We should go,” he told her.


  Hannah couldn’t take her eyes off of the Pastor as he led the frightened old woman inside the darkness of the church.


  • • •


  An hour later they were still in motel room six, all of them wanting to be in the same room, all of them wanting to be together. Gail had left some candles in the room for them and they lit a few of them. They had the door and window shut and locked against the night.


  Cheryl had done her best to clean Nick’s wounds. She and Austin had torn parts of their shirts away and wrapped them around his wounds and wiped the blood from his face and neck. He sobbed quietly for a while, and then he just moaned.


  “We have to do whatever he wants,” Nick said in a low voice as he held his injured arm to his chest. “He can do anything he wants to.”


  “We need to leave,” Hannah said. “I told you there was something bad here.”


  “We can’t leave!” Nick said and turned to Hannah. “I … I couldn’t stop myself.” He hesitated like he didn’t want to relive the horror from only an hour ago. “I tried with everything I had … but I couldn’t stop myself from biting … from eating …”


  Nick turned away again.


  They were all quiet for a moment. The only noise was the breeze outside.


  But then there was a louder noise, like something clawing at their window.


  Austin stood up and stared at the window.


  “What is it?” Cheryl whispered, standing beside Nick. Nick still sat on the bed cross-legged, still in shock.


  “Someone’s out there,” Austin said in a low voice.


  Then they heard the noise at the door, like someone was clawing at it, trying to knock maybe.


  Hannah hurried to the door and unlocked it.


  “What the hell are you doing?” Austin said.


  “It’s Gail,” Hannah said before she even opened the door.


  She opened the door and the old woman practically fell inside the room.


  Cheryl jumped back and stifled a scream with her hands.


  Austin stared in horror at what had happened to Gail, he was frozen to the spot on the floor as he watched Hannah help the old woman to the closest bed.


  “Sit down here,” Hannah whispered at Gail.


  Gail felt the bed with trembling fingers before she sat down because she no longer had any eyes. Her eyes had been torn from her face, and judging from the blood and gore underneath the old woman’s fingernails, she had done it herself.


  No one needed to say anything—they all knew she had been punished by the Pastor.


  “I needed to come find you,” Gail said to Hannah as she reached out to touch her arm with her blood-stained fingers.


  Hannah didn’t shrink back.


  “She was punished,” Nick said. “She did something wrong and she was punished. Don’t talk to her.”


  Hannah ignored him. She stared at Gail.


  “He’s going to kill you,” Gail told Hannah. “He can see what you are. He can sense your power and the threat that you are to him.”


  “What the hell’s she talking about?” Austin said.


  “Hannah’s psychic abilities,” Cheryl whispered with the first trace of hope in her voice.


  Hannah shook her head no. “I … I don’t have any power. Nothing like that. Not like him.”


  Gail gripped Hannah’s arm. “You’re not as strong as he is, but you can stop him for a moment. Just long enough …”


  “Don’t listen to her!” Nick yelled as tears flowed from his eyes again. “This is just some kind of test from him. Can’t you see that?!”


  “He’s going to sacrifice you,” Gail went on like Nick hadn’t even spoken. She stared at Hannah like she still had eyes in her head. “He’s going to make everyone else kill you because he can’t make you do things like he can make the others. He might make your own friends kill you.”


  “I would never do anything like that,” Austin said.


  “You won’t have a choice, son,” Gail said to Austin, but she still had her eyeless face pointed at Hannah.


  “Don’t listen to her!” Nick said and got to his feet.


  Gail went on like she didn’t have much time. “He’ll keep your friends here in this town, but he can’t keep you, Hannah—that’s why he has to get rid of you.”


  “I … I don’t know what to do.”


  “What’s that?” Cheryl said as she rushed to the door that was still ajar.


  “What?” Austin asked, hurrying over to Cheryl.


  “You don’t hear that out there? There are … people coming.”


  Gail’s eyeless face was still on Hannah. “You don’t have any more time, child. You have to fight for yourself, for your friends. He’s coming for you. He can’t have you here a moment longer.”


  “What do I do?”


  “Go to the front of the motel, by the office. There’s an old ravine about half a mile away. You can travel up the ravine for a while and you’ll be near the church without being seen by them.”


  “Who’s them?” Cheryl asked. “The whole town?”


  “Yes,” Nick told her, but he still stood by the bed. “The whole town’s coming for Gail. She’s disobeying the Pastor. We have to turn her in or he’ll make us to terrible things. He could break our bones. Or make us eat each other. He can do anything.”


  Hannah got to her feet. “I’m going.”


  Austin rushed over to Hannah. “You’re not going by yourself.”


  She stared at Austin for a moment and then nodded.


  “We’re going, too,” Cheryl said.


  Nick shook his head no violently. “I’m not going. No way. I’m not disobeying him. When they get here, I’ll tell them where you went to.”


  “Nick …” Cheryl said and stared at him like she didn’t know who he was anymore.


  “You don’t have much more time,” Gail whispered.


  “Thank you,” Hannah said and she ran for the door with Austin right behind her.


  Austin got to the door and looked at Cheryl. “Come on, Cheryl.”


  Cheryl looked at Nick with tears in her eyes.


  “He’s not going to come,” Austin said.


  Cheryl hesitated for only a moment, and then she followed Austin out the door.


  They ran to the motel office, and then past it, out into the desert wilderness. The night was pitch-black, but the countless stars and nearly full moon helped them a little. Austin glanced back towards the motel and he saw a group of people descending on the building with torches and primitive weapons that looked like sticks and rocks.


  They found the dry ravine and they climbed down into it. They hurried along the smooth, flat surface for half a mile and then they climbed up the rocky wall to the top. They saw the church in the distance, and even at night it seemed to gleam.


  “They’re coming back,” Cheryl said as they got out of the ravine and stood on the rocky desert ground.


  They saw the townspeople hurrying back past the houses that dotted the hillside, hurrying up towards the church at the top of the hill.


  “You ready to do this?” Austin asked Hannah.


  “I’m ready to try,” she told him.


  “You can’t just try. You have to do it. This is a one-time shot.”


  Hannah nodded, but she could feel the evil coming from the church. She knew the Pastor was inside and he was waiting for her. He could feel her, he could sense her every move, hear her every thought. It felt like his thin, white fingers were probing her mind.


  She pushed the thought away and hurried towards the church.


  At the church they pushed the red doors open. They weren’t locked now.


  Of course they weren’t, Hannah thought. He wants me to come inside. He wants me to be cornered in here with everyone else.


  The interior of the church was lit up with candles in sconces along each wall that ran down to other end of the church. The first thing Hannah noticed was that nearly all of the furniture had been taken out of the church. There were no pews, no seating of any kind, just a sea of concrete that led to the wooden stage at the other end. On the stage there was no pulpit, no area for a choir, no figures of Jesus or crosses, no religious symbols of any kind. The only thing that was there was the Pastor seated in an old recliner—his throne. He was the only symbol in this church now; he was God here.


  Hannah hesitated for only a moment, but she walked forward until she was only fifteen feet away from the Pastor. Austin and Cheryl were right behind her.


  The Pastor stared at Hannah with his light blue eyes and a look of amusement on his face.


  “I could’ve killed Gail,” he said conversationally. “But I wanted her to go and find you. I wanted her to warn you. And I wanted you to see what I can do.”


  Hannah didn’t say anything.


  Cheryl and Austin turned back to the open double doors of the church. They could hear the townspeople coming.


  “She told you the truth,” the Pastor continued. “I am going to sacrifice you. And I’m going to make them do it—everybody here. They’ll tear you apart like a pack of rabid dogs. You’ll scream and beg, but you’ll find no mercy from me.”


  “Fight him,” Cheryl hissed at Hannah from behind her.


  The Pastor laughed as the townspeople filed in through the double doors. “Fight me? You thought you had a chance of fighting me, little girl?”


  The townspeople rushed at them, some of them yelling, they had discarded their weapons and their torches—their only weapons now were their hands and their teeth.


  Hannah stared at the Pastor. She knew she had only a few moments to live. She knew she could never get Austin, Nick, and Cheryl out of here now.


  But there was something tugging at her mind, she felt the white fingers probing at her mind, but she felt something else there, a rushing panic, a wild fear, the beginning of doubt.


  Hannah squeezed her eyes shut and she concentrated with everything she had on the Pastor, on his energy. She imagined entering the darkness of his mind, like the darkness of this church, and she saw him there in his mind, a pale and thin figure sitting on an old chair, just like inside this church. She saw herself rushing towards the figure. The figure tried to get up, tried to run, but Hannah was too quick for him, too strong for him. She grabbed him around his throat and squeezed. He tried to pull her hands away, but her hands were like iron.


  “… like iron …” Hannah whispered.


  Hannah opened her eyes as the townspeople gathered around them, all of them stopping suddenly and looking around like they had forgotten what it was that they were doing. But Hannah kept her eyes on the Pastor who sat frozen with terror in his chair, his body rigid as he struggled for breath.


  “I won’t let you breathe anymore,” Hannah whispered as she kept her eyes on the Pastor, but she saw herself squeezing the life from his throat in her mind.


  The Pastor tried to speak, tried to move, tried to command.


  “You can take him now!” Hannah screamed at the crowd. “I have control of him! You can kill him! You can take your lives back!”


  They didn’t have much time; Hannah couldn’t hold the Pastor forever. Even now, she could feel his strength gathering. She had been able to catch him in a vulnerable moment as he controlled the whole town, but now he was bringing his concentration fully back to Hannah.


  And the Pastor began to smile.


  “NOW OR NEVER!!” Hannah screamed at the people.


  The woman with the bandage covering half of her face let out a blood-curdling scream and ran at the Pastor, her hands raised in claws, murder and revenge in the only eye she had left. The two old men who played cards on their back porch followed her, one of the men limping on his bad leg.


  And then the others followed.


  The Pastor’s eyes widened in horror as he watched all of them climb up onto the stage and grab at him. They bit and tore. The scratched and beat. They yelled and howled. They tore the Pastor apart piece by piece as he screamed up at the ceiling of the church.


  Hannah nearly collapsed—she was so weak. Cheryl and Austin helped her out of the church, out to the cool night air of the desert.


  • • •


  The next day their van was back at the gas station with the spark plug wires back in. The keys were in the ignition. Their bags and coolers were back inside. They were ready to go.


  Nick sat in the driver’s seat, ready to leave. Cheryl was in the passenger seat.


  Hannah stood ten feet away from the van. Austin was waiting for her at the side door of the van.


  “You ready to go, Hannah?” Austin asked her.


  But Hannah didn’t answer; she hesitated as she looked out at the desert and the fingers of her left hand twitched just a little.


  She saw a rattlesnake only twenty feet away in the sand. She had called the snake forth from the desert. She concentrated on the snake for a moment, and then watched as she made the snake bite down on the end of its own tail, swallowing it down …


  SEPTEMBER

  SKINWALKERS


  This is a tale about three bounty hunters transporting a Navajo prisoner back to a town to face his crimes, but along the way something is hunting them. And their prisoner knows what it is.


  For those of you who’ve read my book Ancient Enemy, you will see a slight connection between this story and that book, especially right at the end of this tale.


  September 26, 1891


  Jed knew they were being followed.


  They had ridden their horses up into the woods after riding through a stretch of badlands. It was late afternoon now and even darker in the woods.


  Jed saw a clearing up ahead and motioned for Roscoe and Dobbs to stop. Their prisoner, Red Moon, a half-breed Navajo who was wanted for twenty murders, and at least as many robberies and horse thefts, sat on a horse with his hands shackled together in front of him. He was a solidly-built man with long dark hair and just a bit of gray beginning to show in the scraggily goatee he had managed to grow. He had barely moved a muscle on the horse, and he hadn’t said a word so far. His eyes looked like two black, shiny river pebbles set deep in his tan face.


  Jed studied the endless woods that surrounded them. The clearing they were in had a slight depression in the ground, and along one edge was a ridge about four to five feet high in some places, with the trees beginning again not too far away above the ridge—it looked like a dirt and rock wall holding the trees back from the clearing.


  “We’re being followed,” he told them.


  Roscoe and Dobbs looked around like they might be able to see their pursuers—but they saw no one in the trees all around them.


  Roscoe was in his early forties, a tough and grizzled man who had a lot of experience out on the trails, but Dobbs was in his early twenties and just learning the ropes.


  “Who’s following us?” Dobbs asked.


  “I don’t know yet,” Jed answered in a low voice. He nodded at the ridge. “We’ll make our camp over yonder by that ridge. Best defense I’ve seen so far. It will have to do for tonight.”


  Red Moon watched them. “There is no defense from them,” he said.


  They all stared at Red Moon—these were the first words he had uttered since they’d caught him. He had never pleaded his innocence, never threatened them or tried to bribe them. He’d just let Jed put the shackles on his wrists and help him up onto the horse.


  “You know who’s following us, Injun?” Dobbs asked Red Moon with a sneer on his face.


  Red Moon stared right at Dobbs, but he didn’t answer him.


  • • •


  Hours later the three men and their prisoner sat around a low fire that barely put out smoke. The horses were tied up in the trees forty yards away, not too close, but close enough to get to them if they needed to. The horses were very jumpy, another sign to Jed that somebody was following them, watching them.


  Red Moon had barely touched his plate of dried meat and beans. He set it back down near the fire and Jed helped him up and led him over to a tree thirty feet away and wrapped a chain around the base of the tree and attached the chain to the shackles on his wrists.


  “Sorry I can’t make your accommodations more comfortable,” Jed told him.


  Red Moon stared up at Jed with his steely black eyes. But for the first time Jed saw fear in those eyes.


  Jed went back to the fire and sat down. They had a metal pot of strong coffee brewing. Roscoe nipped from his bottle of whiskey, but Jed had warned him to slow down a little, they needed to stay alert tonight.


  Dobbs stared out at the woods. They could only see so far into the trees even with the bright full moon in the night sky. “Who do you think it is?” Dobbs asked again.


  “I don’t know,” Jed answered.


  “Somebody trying to jump our claim?” Dobbs suggested. “Take Red Moon out from under us?”


  Jed didn’t answer. It was a possibility. Red Moon had a hefty bounty on his head; five hundred dollars dead and a thousand alive. The citizens of Smith Junction wanted him to hang in the town square for a family he’d slaughtered. He’d killed them all and got away with twenty dollars, a gold watch, some food, and a horse.


  “We sleep in watches,” Jed told Roscoe and Dobbs. It was something Jed and Roscoe had always done when transporting bounties back to the law, but Dobbs was still new at this. Dobbs seemed capable, but still a little nervous; and he was even more jumpy now that he knew they were being followed.


  “Skinwalkers,” Red Moon said from the darkness.


  “What are you talking about?” Dobbs said.


  “That is what follows you—Skinwalkers.”


  “What the hell’s a skinwalker?” Dobbs asked.


  For a moment Red Moon didn’t answer, and it seemed like he wasn’t going to say anything else. “Magic men,” he finally said with a slight tremble in his deep voice. “Strong magic. They are no longer men anymore.”


  “Don’t listen to him,” Roscoe said and snuck another nip from his bottle. “It’s just an old Navajo legend.”


  “What are they?” Dobbs persisted. “Those skinwalkers he’s talking about.”


  “Witches,” Roscoe said. “Witches that can transform themselves into any animal they want to. They can put curses on people, too. Black magic.”


  “To become a skinwalker, a man must murder his own family,” Red Moon said from the darkness thirty feet away. “He must take a dead body to other skinwalkers and learn to raise the dead back to life.”


  “Don’t listen to him,” Jed told Dobbs. “He’s just trying to scare you with ghost stories. Trying to distract you.”


  “Maybe it’s some of his people coming to try and free him,” Dobbs suggested and the nervousness was even more pronounced in his voice now.


  “Is that what it is?” Roscoe called out to Red Moon with a smile. “Your people coming to get you?”


  “No. The skinwalkers are not my people.”


  “Sshh,” Jed said and all of them went quiet.


  They listened to the silent woods for a moment; everything was quiet, they didn’t even hear the normal night-sounds of the woods.


  “What is it?” Dobbs finally asked. “You hear something out there?”


  Roscoe had his Remington rifle up and ready, aimed into the darkness.


  “Put that fire out,” Jed said in a very low voice, almost too low to hear.


  Dobbs scooped up handfuls of dirt and extinguished the fire, plunging them into darkness. After a moment, their eyes adjusted and the full moon’s beams of light shining down through the trees helped a little.


  The three men, all of them with their weapons ready, stared into the woods.


  Then they heard the noise. It sounded like a wolf howling from far away.


  “Just a wolf,” Roscoe whispered, relaxing a little.


  Then there was another sound—closer to them: the shaking of a rattlesnake tail.


  “Shit,” Dobbs said. He sounded very scared now.


  An owl hooted. Another animal grunted in the brush a hundred yards away. Something crashed through the brush and then stopped.


  “It is them,” Red Moon whispered, his voice trembling. And then he whispered prayers to himself.


  “Just stay ready, boys,” Jed whispered, and he settled back down by the fire, his back against the wall of dirt and rock. “Dobbs, you take the first watch. Wake me up in three hours.”


  • • •


  Jed woke up suddenly. He had been lying down on the ground, his back to the ridge wall, and now he sat up and looked around. He groped for his rifle and felt for his Colt in his gun belt next to him. His weapons were still there beside him.


  He saw Roscoe curled up near him, his rifle still clutched in his hands.


  Jed didn’t see Dobbs anywhere—he was gone.


  He shook Roscoe awake and ssshhed him as he sat up. He put a hand on the top of Roscoe’s rifle, pushing it down gently so he wouldn’t shoot.


  “What is it?” Roscoe whispered.


  “I fell asleep,” Jed said. He didn’t even remember falling asleep. He wasn’t sure what time it was, hard to tell the moon’s position in the sky with all the trees around them.


  “The horses,” Roscoe said. “I don’t hear ‘em.”


  “I don’t see Dobbs,” Jed whispered and then got to his feet. He buckled his gun belt around his waist and grabbed his rifle. He made his way down the wall of the ridge, crouched low. He got to the end of the ridge where the land sloped down to the clearing they were in. He had led their horses up into these trees, but he didn’t see them anywhere. He crept up the embankment, up into the dense trees.


  He found pieces of the ropes he’d tied the horses with, but he didn’t see the horses anywhere. Some of the ropes looked like they’d been torn, snapped somehow. He clicked his teeth softly in the darkness, hoping to hear the sound of the horses farther away in the brush, but he heard nothing. He felt exposed out here among the trees and he could feel a tingling on his skin, his nerve-endings buzzing.


  Jed hurried back down to Roscoe who was wide awake now, his rifle aimed at the woods on the other side of the clearing.


  “Dobbs is gone,” Roscoe whispered. “His guns. Everything.”


  “I know,” Jed said.


  Jed looked over at the tree that he had chained Red Moon to and he could see the black shape at the base of the tree. “Red Moon,” he hissed into the dark.


  Red Moon didn’t answer, and for a moment Jed thought he might’ve been slaughtered. But if these people had come for Red Moon, whether they were his own people or whether they were after the bounty, they wouldn’t have killed him.


  Then he heard the whispered prayers from Red Moon as they floated on the darkness.


  Jed hurried over to Red Moon and crouched down beside him. “What happened? What did you see?”


  “I was asleep,” Red Moon whispered. “The skinwalkers can force a man to sleep when they want to.”


  “Enough with the skinwalker talk. Who’s out there?”


  Red Moon didn’t answer.


  So be it, Jed thought. Red Moon could stay over here on his own chained to the tree. Jed hurried back to Roscoe and crouched down beside him, keeping his back against the ridge wall—he felt a little safer with the wall of dirt and rock behind him, but somebody could come over the top of the ridge at them.


  “Dobbs wouldn’t leave with the horses,” Roscoe said.


  Jed wasn’t sure if it was a statement or a question. But Jed agreed with him; Dobbs had been nervous as hell before, but he wouldn’t have left in the middle of the night. How in the hell had someone snuck up on them and snatched Dobbs away without a fight—without a sound?


  “Cover me,” Jed whispered and he snuck out into the clearing past their dead fire. He used the moonlight that filtered down through the trees to inspect the dirt. He saw footprints in the dirt, barely recognizable, but they looked like boot prints—Dobbs’ boot prints. It looked like he got up from the campfire and walked right into the woods.


  But that didn’t make any sense.


  Just then they heard a scream from the woods—an ear-splitting scream. A man’s scream.


  It was Dobbs—Jed was certain of it.


  Jed scampered back to the ridge wall and aimed his rifle at the trees.


  There was another long, continuous scream that echoed through the woods. It sounded like Dobbs was trying to say something through the screams but the words couldn’t be understood.


  Almost like he doesn’t have a tongue anymore, Jed thought.


  He’d heard of the tortures some Indians could do to people and he shuddered.


  “Dobbs!!” Jed screamed out at the woods. There was no need to stay quiet anymore; their followers, the ones who were torturing Dobbs right now, knew exactly where they were.


  No answer from Dobbs, just another scream; this one was weaker and then it turned into a series of gut-wrenching sobs.


  Red Moon had something to do with this, Jed was sure of it.


  He raced over to Red Moon and grabbed him by his shirt collar, yanking him halfway up to his feet, as far as the chain around the tree would allow.


  “Who’s out there?” Jed growled at Red Moon, now face-to-face with the man. He could see Red Moon’s black eyes reflecting the moon’s light—they looked like tiny, shimmering pools of dark water. And they were wide with fear.


  Red Moon shook his head no. “Please kill me,” he whispered.


  Just then a loud laughter came from the woods. A man was laughing. Then another man laughed from another part of the woods. It was a mean-spirited laugh, an evil sound. It seemed like the laughter was all around them.


  Then Jed heard another howl from a wolf. And then a hoot from an owl.


  It felt like they were surrounded by men and animals.


  “Shit,” Roscoe yelled from the dead fire and he shot his rifle into the woods.


  Jed hurried back over to Roscoe. “What is it?”


  “They threw something at us from the woods,” Roscoe said.


  Roscoe picked up the small pieces of teeth and bone. He showed them to Jed. Some of the teeth still had blood crusted on them, but the white bones gleamed in the moonlight like they had been picked clean.


  Moments went by as they waited, both of them on guard, their Remington rifles aimed at the silent and dark trees. Minutes seemed like hours.


  “What are we going to do?” Roscoe asked.


  “We’ll wait until first light and walk out of here.”


  They were quiet again and then Roscoe turned to look behind them at the ridge above their heads. “I hear something,” he whispered.


  Jed could hear it too. It sounded like their horses. Maybe they were back. Or maybe these were mimicked sounds.


  Roscoe jumped to his feet and ran to the edge of the ridge and up into the trees where their horses had been tied.


  “Wait,” Jed yelled, but Roscoe wasn’t listening, he was too focused on finding their horses.


  Jed followed Roscoe up into the trees and found his friend and partner standing in the brush, his rifle down by his side. He was staring at something in the trees. Jed hurried up behind him, his own rifle aimed and ready, his Colt in the holster on his hip if he needed it.


  “What is it?” Jed asked, but then he saw what Roscoe was looking at as soon as the last word left his lips.


  Twenty yards away was what looked like a man strung between two thin trees, but even from here, even in the darkness, they could tell it wasn’t a man. At least not anymore.


  They approached what used to be Dobbs and got as close as fifteen feet. Both of them had their rifles ready, and they glanced around, listening for any sounds of movement, but their own breathing was so loud, their own heartbeats thundering inside of their chests; it seemed like these sounds would mask any other noises in the woods.


  The only thing left of Dobbs was his skin. His pale skin was strung up between two trees; a chord that looked like a piece of intestine was tied around each wrist and then tied around each thin tree trunk. The way the skin was tied, it looked like Dobbs was holding his arms out to embrace them. Somehow the skin from his face and head was held up erect, supported by something, maybe a long sliver of bone.


  And somehow the skin seemed to be all in one piece, maybe slit from the back of his body, but the front of his skin was pristine, just smooth pale skin hanging between the trees which made it seem like it was floating in the night air like a ghost.


  Roscoe threw up. It was a noisy sound and Jed thought he heard sobs among his retches.


  Jed turned around in a slow circle, his eyes watching for any movement, the rifle up against his stubbly cheek, his finger on the trigger. He was a good shot and if anything moved in the darkness, if he even heard the crunch of a twig, he was going to shoot.


  “What’d they do to him?” Roscoe cried as he wiped at the vomit from his beard.


  “Get your rifle back up,” Jed growled. “We need to get back to the camp.”


  They hurried back to the camp, feeling a little better with the ridge behind them—at least their backs were somewhat protected.


  What the hell were they dealing with? Jed thought.


  He glanced over at the dark form in the night at the base of the tree. He looked back at Roscoe. “I’m going over to Red Moon. Cover me.”


  Roscoe just nodded.


  Jed rushed through the dark to Red Moon. He crouched down beside him and aimed his rifle out at the woods for a moment before turning to look at Red Moon.


  “Please kill me,” Red Moon whispered.


  “Who are they?” Jed whispered. “How many? What do they want?”


  Red Moon didn’t answer; he whispered some kind of prayers that sounded like a chant.


  “Tell me who’s out there or I’m gonna send you out to them … one piece at a time.”


  Red Moon looked at Jed. “They will just put me back together again and send me back to you. They will not let a man die.”


  Jed felt a shudder run through his body.


  “I already told you,” Red Moon whispered. “They are skinwalkers. They can get inside a person, use that person, make him do what they want him to. Your bullets will not stop them.”


  “How do we stop them?”


  “Only with magic. Stronger magic than they have.”


  Jed was going to ask Red Moon if he had this kind of magic, but he didn’t. He didn’t believe in magic or curses or anything like that. Whoever was out there, whatever was out there, they could be killed by a bullet from his rifle or his six-shooter.


  Jed hurried back to Roscoe and sat down beside him. Roscoe had the butt of his rifle against his shoulder, the barrel aimed out at the trees; his eyes were wide and bright in the moonlight.


  “I’ll take watch for the next hour,” Jed whispered. “You try to get an hour’s sleep. We’ll walk out of here at first light.”


  Roscoe nodded, but he didn’t look like he was planning on sleeping for an hour, not after what he’d seen in these woods tonight.


  Jed settled in more, his back to the dirt and rocks behind him, his rifle in his hands. His mind began to wander as he stared across the clearing at the stand of endless trees, the darkness, so quiet, no movement …


  Jed snapped awake and he could tell that the world was beginning to lighten through the trees with the rising sun. He looked to his side and Roscoe and his rifle were gone.


  He jumped to his feet, his weapon in his hands, his eyes darting around, looking for any movement in the trees.


  “Roscoe,” he whispered harshly.


  But he got no answer.


  He looked at Red Moon, who was still slumped down at the base of the tree, his hands shackled in front of his waist, his head down like he was sleeping. Or dead.


  No, Jed thought, he could see the slight rising and falling of Red Moon’s chest—he wasn’t dead.


  He rushed over to him and grabbed Red Moon’s dark hair and lifted his face up to his. Red Moon looked miserable.


  “What happened to Roscoe?” Jed asked in a low voice.


  Red Moon just shook his head no.


  “You saw something, didn’t you?”


  “He walked to the woods. They called him and he went to the woods.”


  “What do you mean, they called him?”


  “The skinwalkers can call you and you will have no choice but to walk to them.”


  Jed had had enough of this skinwalker bullshit. He let Red Moon’s hair go and his head slumped back down to his chest.


  He turned and looked at the dark woods.


  “Roscoe!”


  No answer.


  Jed looked back down at Red Moon. “You tell them to bring Roscoe back.”


  “I cannot.”


  “They’re your people!”


  “I told you before, they are not men anymore. They are witches. Monsters.”


  Jed paced away a moment, afraid he was going to slam the butt of his rifle down onto Red Moon’s head. He had to control his anger.


  “Kill me please,” Red Moon whispered at him while he paced. “I am begging you,” Red Moon continued. “You are taking me to a town where the people are going to hang me. I am going to die anyway. I am not afraid of death, but I am afraid of what is out there in the trees.”


  Jed didn’t answer Red Moon—he stared at the woods, watching and waiting as the world lightened around him just a bit, minute by minute.


  “You could say that I tried to run away,” Red Moon continued, becoming more animated, his voice getting louder and louder. “You could shoot me and bring my body back with you. You would still get a five hundred dollar bounty.”


  Jed wasn’t sure what to do. If he unchained Red Moon, the man would just run and Jed would be forced to shoot him. If he left him here chained to the tree then he was as good as dead.


  “I want Roscoe back,” Jed whispered and he finally looked at Red Moon.


  “You do not want him back now. Not after they have had him.”


  Jed had made his decision. He hurried over to the packs against the wall of rock and dirt, the packs they had taken off their horses when they’d tied them to the trees last night. Now the packs were useless without the horses. He plucked out the wanted poster of Red Moon, folded it and stuffed it into his pocket. He stuffed a few pieces of dried beef into his other pocket and chewed on one of them as he slung the nearly full canteen of water over his shoulder. He grabbed the rest of his ammo and stuffed the bullets into his shirt pockets. And the last thing he grabbed from the pack was a length of rope.


  He brought the rope to Red Moon; he cut the rope to a short length and tied an end to each of his ankles, leaving a foot of rope between his legs so that he could still walk.


  Red Moon watched him, but he did not ask what he was doing; he remained silent the whole time.


  Jed unlocked the chain around the tree trunk and then wrapped the chain around Red Moon’s waist, securing his shackled wrists to his belly. He checked to make sure Red Moon could barely move his hands.


  “Walk,” Jed told him after he was done.


  Red Moon refused to move. “Shoot me.”


  “I will shoot you,” Jed told him. “I promise I will shoot you if they come and attack. You’ll be the first one I shoot.” Jed rested his right hand lightly on the butt of his Colt Peacemaker. He held the rifle in his left hand. “I swear that to you. But I can’t carry your body or drag it out of these woods to the next town. I need you to walk as far as you can before they come for us.”


  Red Moon still didn’t move.


  “The longer we wait, the more time those people out there have to regroup and attack. If we’re going to survive this, then we need to walk. It’s either walk or I leave you chained to that tree and come back for you when I find some horses, but I’m not shooting you unless I absolutely have to.”


  Red Moon finally nodded and began to walk.


  They walked for fifteen minutes through the woods, heading north. They stopped for a moment so Jed could give Red Moon a few sips of water from the canteen. The air was chilly inside these woods, but not too cold.


  There were no noises from the woods, not even the normal morning sounds of birds singing or small animals scurrying around in the brush.


  They came across a trail of sorts that led north; the grass and brush matted down and twigs and small branches broken by horses’ hooves. If they kept on this trail they should be out of the woods in a few hours if Jed was remembering the map correctly. Once out of the woods, it was maybe two to three day’s walk to Smith Junction—unless he came across some horses.


  As they walked, Red Moon chanted quietly to himself.


  “Is that magic you’re singing?” Jed asked.


  “Yes.”


  “Is it strong magic? Will it work to keep them away?”


  “I do not know, but I must try. Perhaps you should pray to your god.”


  Jed thought of that and he’d attempted some prayers in his mind, but he felt alone here in these woods, like God had turned His back on him. What if Red Moon was telling the truth and those people in the woods really were monsters or witches?


  They can get inside of you, Red Moon had said before.


  Hours later there had been no attacks. They hadn’t even heard the sound of a wolf’s howl or an owl’s hoot, nor anything crashing through the brush.


  They approached a bend in the narrow trail, and here the trees were denser. As they rounded the bend, Jed could already see that something was sitting in the middle of the trail.


  Red Moon halted, his body tense.


  “Keep walking,” Jed whispered, “Or I swear I won’t waste a bullet on you.”


  They rounded the bend and when they saw what waited for them in the middle of the trail with its back to them, they froze.


  “Oh … God …” Jed whispered and he could feel his body loosening, like the strength was draining from him and flowing down into the ground. His stomach twisted and he could feel the measly meal of dried beef wanting to come back up.


  “Dobbs,” Jed whispered.


  Jed pushed Red Moon forward a few steps until both of them were only twenty feet away from Dobb’s skinned body. The red, skinless flesh glistened in the midday sunlight that shined down through the trees. Thick purplish-black veins crisscrossed over the mucus-covered striated muscles. He sat cross-legged, his hands in his lap like he was holding something—but they couldn’t see what he cradled in his lap because his back was to them.


  “Jed,” a voice whispered.


  But it wasn’t Dobbs’ voice—it was Roscoe’s voice.


  “It … can’t be,” Jed whispered.


  Red Moon turned and stared at Jed with wide eyes, his mouth drawn down in a frown of terror, dried spittle at the corners of his mouth. He tried to pull his shackled hands up from his waist but he could barely move them.


  “Shoot me now!” Red Moon hissed. “You promised.”


  Jed ignored Red Moon. He stared at Dobbs. “You can’t be alive still,” he said.


  “They won’t let you die,” Roscoe’s voice said from somewhere nearby. “They just keep you alive. It goes on and on and on.”


  Before he even realized what he was doing, Jed hurried towards Dobbs and circled around until he was in front of him. He had to see his face; he had to see what he held so delicately in his hands. As Jed circled around, Dobbs made no move to get up or attack; he hadn’t moved at all except for the slow rise and fall of his chest from breathing.


  When Jed saw what Dobbs held in his hands on his lap, the last of his strength left him and he felt the rifle slip from his fingers and thud to the ground. It didn’t matter. He didn’t need the weapon anymore; it was useless against these things, he realized that now.


  Were the skinwalkers coming now? Were they running through the brush to attack at this very moment?


  No, Jed didn’t think so. They didn’t need to run and attack. They could do as much damage from where they hid. They could do anything they wanted to.


  “Jed …” The voice came from Roscoe’s head in Dobb’s lap, cradled in his red and slimy hands. Roscoe’s eyes were open wide and his mouth was slack, but his lips moved in a whisper. Underneath his blood-stained beard was a stream of gore and a few knuckles of his spinal column.


  “Leave your prisoner here,” Roscoe whispered to Jed.


  Red Moon shook his head no in horror, but Jed didn’t see him—Jed’s eyes were focused on Roscoe’s face, a face that should not be able to talk to him.


  Jed turned and ran north along the trail. He couldn’t take it anymore. The strength that had drained out of him returned in a sudden rush, like a fireball of panic. He ran and ran, his canteen swinging wildly and flapping against his side, his Colt shifting in his holster, his boot heels stomping on the ground.


  He stopped running after ten minutes and leaned against a tree as he struggled to catch his breath. His feet stung and he was sure he was going to get blisters all over his feet from the run. He was at the edge of the woods now. The trees had thinned out and the trail was wider and more established. The sky was bright blue out here with a few wisps of clouds high in the cool air.


  Down below in a large valley was a small ranch. There was a farmhouse, a barn, a large stable inside a fenced corral with at least two horses inside, both of them close to the building. A thin stream of smoke rose out of the chimney of the cabin.


  A fire. Warmth. Food. Horses. Safety.


  Jed looked back at the trail into the dark woods and he expected to see Dobbs’ skinned body stumbling out of the gloom with Roscoe’s head gripped in one hand.


  But there was no one there—no one following him. And he heard no animal sounds: no wolf’s howl, no owl’s hoot, no crashing through the brush.


  Maybe the skinwalkers weren’t coming after him. Maybe Red Moon had been who they had wanted all along. Maybe now it was over.


  Jed had lost everything in those woods—he had lost his friends, his horses, his bounty, part of his sanity, but at least he still had his life. But what life would he have? Where could he go and feel safe again? Could he ever go back into the woods again? Could he ever sleep peacefully again?


  He glanced down at the pearl handle of his Colt sticking up out of his holster. The gun had lost its power for him now. The only thing it would ever be useful for now was saving the last bullet for his own brain if the time came. He needed to save a bullet for himself; he always needed to remember that.


  A gunshot sounded from the woods and Jed jumped. It had been from a rifle—his rifle. Had Red Moon gotten to the rifle? Had he somehow managed to pick it up and twist it around in his hands so that the barrel pointed up to his chin? Had he missed and only blown the side of his face off?


  Jed squeezed his eyes shut. He didn’t want to think about it. He didn’t want to think about leaving Red Moon behind. He hoped that Red Moon had been able to kill himself. But if he had been successful, would that have cheated the skinwalkers? Would they be coming after fresh meat if Red Moon was dead?


  That got him moving out of the woods and down into the valley.


  He was down to the ranch in less than twenty minutes even though his feet screamed in pain from the blisters.


  He noticed right away how quiet the ranch was. There should be people out here working in the barn or the stables, maybe some kids running around. But he hadn’t seen a single person yet, or heard a sound. He felt his stomach clench in fear. How much fear could a man take before he gave up and let his heart stop?


  Jed rested his hand on the butt of his pistol, ready to draw if he needed to. Maybe the ranchers were at their windows right now with rifles and shotguns pointed at him. Maybe they had watched him the whole way down into the valley from the woods.


  “Hello!” Jed called out and tried a smile.


  No one answered.


  “Anyone here?”


  Still no answer.


  “I don’t mean no harm. I was … was robbed. They took my horse and pack. I need help.”


  No one answered. Nothing stirred. A dark brown horse poked its head around the corner of the stables and watched him with wide, frightened eyes.


  Something had happened here—Jed was sure of it.


  He hurried up onto the front porch of the cabin, his boots thudding on the floorboards. He knocked on the solid wood door.


  “Hello?” he called out.


  No one answered.


  “Are you hurt?” he called out to the door. “I’m coming inside! Don’t shoot!”


  Jed tried the door handle; it was unlocked. He opened the door and he could smell the coppery scent of blood in the air before the door was all the way open. He could hear flies buzzing inside the murky cabin. He saw the dark splashes of blood all over the floor and walls.


  He had his gun in his hand, cocked, with his finger on the trigger. He didn’t call out anymore as he searched through the cabin. He didn’t see any bodies, just smears of gore and blood, like the bodies had been dragged across the floors and walls by something impossibly strong. Most of the furniture was smashed to bits. Dishes and glassware was shattered all over the place.


  A small fire crackled in the fireplace, but it would die out soon.


  The kitchen was ransacked as badly as the living room. There was more blood in the kitchen—it looked like someone had splashed a bucket of blood around the room.


  But there were no bodies in here, either.


  They must’ve been taken.


  And they would come back, Jed thought. The bodies would stumble up to the cabin again; maybe they wouldn’t have their skin or their faces or their eyes anymore, but they would still be coming because the skinwalkers would be inside of them, controlling them like puppets.


  Jed decided he would take one of the horses out there in the stables, if he could even get a saddle on one of those spooked creatures. He might have to walk the animal for a mile until it was calm enough to ride, but if that’s what it took to get away from this place, then that’s what he would do.


  He was about to bolt out of the cabin, but he heard a thumping sound from a bedroom at the other end of the living room. Was it one of them? A skinwalker? Or one of the bodies stumbling around? He didn’t want to see them again, the reanimated dead. He couldn’t see it again; his mind would crack like an egg if he had to see it one more time.


  But then he heard a whimpering sound, like a woman or a child.


  Someone was still alive.


  Jed hurried to the front door which was still wide open and he looked outside. Nobody out there, nobody stumbling up towards the cabin.


  “Help me,” a voice called out from the bedroom.


  Jed’s mind screamed at him to run. Maybe this was a trap. If the skinwalkers could mimic animal sounds, then they could surely mimic a child’s voice.


  There were more sounds of thumping from the bedroom, like somebody was moving things around and hurrying to get out of the room.


  Jed was frozen in the doorway, his Colt still clenched in his hand, his finger still on the trigger. Before he could run outside, a boy appeared in the doorway of the bedroom. He seemed to be about eight or nine years old. He had long dark hair and Jed guessed he was at least half Indian, maybe even full-blooded.


  “What happened here?” Jed asked the boy.


  The boy stared at him with his dark eyes. “My family,” he whispered. “They killed them. Took them away.”


  “Who?” Jed said, but he didn’t need to ask—he already knew the answer. Skinwalkers. And they’d left someone behind in the cabin, just like they had left me behind, Jed thought. But why? Why me? Why this boy?


  Jed didn’t have time to worry about those things. He needed to run. But he couldn’t leave this boy here. He took the boy to the stables and they managed to saddle two horses even though both of them bucked with panic. Maybe when they were far away from this place and the smell of blood, the horses would calm down enough so they could ride them.


  The boy hadn’t spoken much the whole time they saddled the horses; and once they started walking the horses, he wouldn’t speak at all.


  But at least Jed had gotten the boy to tell him his name.


  David, the boy had said. His name was David.


  OCTOBER

  THE SPIRIT OF HALLOWEEN


  I know what you might be thinking—a poem? But this is actually a story—a Halloween story.


  Three friends try to outdo each other with scares on Halloween night, but one of them has a true horror in store for the other two.


  Three young boys stood at the end of a lonely street,


  Costumes from head to ankles, yet sneakers on their feet.


  It was Halloween night, with a chill in the air,


  A full moon silvered the ground as they searched for the biggest scare.


  A month’s allowance and a bag of candy was the prize,


  To the one who could summon the worst frights to rise.


  They had drawn straws before, and Mike’s turn came up first;


  He led them to what he thought would scare them all the worst.


  Mike smiled to himself, knowing this would be scary,


  The darkness and looming headstones of the cemetery.


  They sat in the middle of the graveyard, all of them looking round,


  And they waited for the dead to dig themselves up from the ground.


  Fear began to settle into Ted, then to Mike it spread;


  “How can you be scared?” Billy said, “when everything here is dead?


  “The Spirit of Halloween is what we’re looking for,


  “So let’s leave this place, maybe Ted has something better in store.”


  They took off, not letting their hopes be daunted,


  Ted led them to a house that was surely haunted.


  They crawled in through the window, careful not to make a sound,


  Cautiously they looked throughout the house that Ted had found.


  Wind whistled around the eaves and things went bump in the night,


  What started out as nervousness was turning into fright.


  There was a chilling rush of air, and a rattling chain rolling down a stair;


  Mike admitted Ted had given him a scare, yet Billy sat yawning on a chair.


  “I don’t mean to say, Mike, that this is a bit too boring,


  But I wouldn’t want the ghosts to come, only to catch me snoring.


  Let’s leave this broken-down house and the ghosts behind,


  And I’ll show you some scares guaranteed to blow your mind.”


  They followed after Billy until he put his hand up to yield,


  No haunted houses or cemeteries, just an empty field.


  In the middle of this field there was a large pumpkin on the ground;


  Billy began to chant and circle this pumpkin round.


  The ground began to rumble and their hearts began to race,


  The pumpkin broke open, leaving a monster in its place.


  The monster grew from the exploded pumpkin, towering in the air,


  Warts on its slimy skin, small white worms tunneling through its hair.


  It had long, powerful arms ending in hooked claws,


  Sharp, needle-like teeth set in its snouted jaws.


  The monster moved with amazing speed, scooping them up for the kill,


  The two boys could not move for their fear had frozen them still.


  Billy smiled, knowing the earlier scares had been topped,


  So horrified were these two that their hearts had stopped.


  Backwards now Billy chanted, sending events into reverse,


  The creature gone, the pumpkin whole again, thus ending the curse.


  He left his friends, dead from what they’d seen,


  It was only what they’d wanted—The Spirit of Halloween.


  NOVEMBER

  RATTRAP


  November brings to my mind Thanksgiving, and in this story Kevin and Bridgette, a young couple, gets ready for Bridgette’s mother to visit for Thanksgiving. But it seems they suddenly have a pest problem in their home. But these pests are much worse than they ever could’ve imagined.


  “What the hell was that?” Bridgette hissed in the darkness, turning over to shake Kevin awake. “Are you awake?”


  “Am now,” he grumbled.


  The jiggling noise sounded again.


  “Kevin, don’t you hear that?”


  Kevin listened to the crackling noise that sounded like someone jiggling a door handle. He could see a gloved hand in his mind testing one of the door handles of their house to see if it was locked.


  Then the noise stopped.


  “Do you hear—”


  “Yes,” he snapped. “Sshh.”


  Kevin laid there, his body tense now and tingling with fear. This couldn’t be happening right now. He wasn’t ready for it. He could sense Bridgette beside him, feeling the same thing.


  Which door were they at? The front door? He couldn’t be sure. It sounded closer than that, like it was right inside their bedroom. Kevin’s mind scrambled to think of a weapon he could use. He wished he had a gun, but Bridgette wouldn’t allow one in the house.


  The noise sounded again. It sounded like somebody might be jimmying one of their bedroom windows open.


  But that didn’t seem right, either.


  The noise stopped again.


  “Kevin, what is it?” she whispered, holding on to him now.


  Oh yeah, now she wanted to be close to him. Not earlier.


  “I don’t know,” he said as he sat up. He was starting to suspect that the noise wasn’t from a burglar. The noise sounded familiar to him for some reason.


  Kevin got up and switched on the lamp next to their bed.


  “What are you doing?” Bridgette’s face was lined with worry and fear, her eyes round and bright.


  Kevin slipped on a pair of jogging pants. “Get the cell phone,” he told her. “Get ready to call 911 if I tell you to. I’m going to check on the doors and windows.” He headed out of the bedroom to the short hall that led to the hall bathroom, living room, and kitchen.


  He checked the kitchen door. It was locked. He turned on the porch light, but he didn’t see anyone out there. He checked the front door in the living room and a few of the windows. Everything seemed okay.


  “Did you see anybody out there?” Bridgette asked as she held the cell phone clamped in her hand.


  “No. I think I know what it is.” But Kevin didn’t think Bridgette was going to like his explanation.


  “What?”


  Kevin was about to answer, but they both stopped as the jiggling sounded again. But now that Kevin knew what it was, it sounded more like a scratching noise. And it was coming from the ceiling, not from the doors or windows.


  “What is it?” Bridgette asked as she looked up at the ceiling, following Kevin’s gaze.


  “I think we have some critters living up in our ceiling,” he said. “Maybe mice. Or a squirrel. Or rats.”


  “Rats?” It was like she hadn’t even heard the other rodents he had suggested. “How in the hell did we get rats? I keep the house clean.”


  “It doesn’t have anything to do with that.”


  Kevin went to the refrigerator and pulled out a can of Pepsi. He popped the top and chugged a third of it down.


  “It’s cold outside,” he told her as he set the can of soda on the counter. “They probably found a way in through a crack or something, trying to get out of the cold.”


  “Great. Now they’re in the ceiling.”


  They listened again to more scratching sounds. “Maybe in the walls, too,” Kevin added.


  Bridgette stared up at the ceiling and he could see her imagining a horde of rats squirming all over each other like a living, hairy carpet; quick flashes of wet gray and brown fur, red eyes and sharp teeth, claws ticking along the wood and drywall.


  “You think there are a lot of them?” she asked.


  “Probably not,” he told her even though he wasn’t really sure. He just wanted to set her mind at ease a little. “It’s probably just a stray rat or mouse that got inside.” He drank the rest of his Pepsi down and crushed the can. He hugged Bridgette around her shoulders. “Come on, let’s get back to bed. I’ll protect you. Don’t I always protect you?”


  “You’re my hero,” she said sarcastically.


  • • •


  Two nights later Bridgette woke Kevin up at five o’clock in the morning. He wasn’t too happy about being pulled from a dream about a girlfriend who might want to have sex with him once in a while.


  And she was glad he wasn’t happy, because she wasn’t happy.


  “What?” Kevin growled as he managed to pry his eyes open. He glanced at the alarm clock. “It’s early. I don’t have to be up for another hour.”


  “If I can’t sleep, then you can’t sleep.”


  “What are you—” But then Kevin heard the noise. The scratching noise. The chewing, munching noise that had sounded like a burglar jiggling the door handle two nights ago.


  “That mouse or rat, or whatever it is, has been going at it for about three hours now. He will chew and then stop. I’ll almost be asleep, and then he’ll start again.”


  “What makes you think it’s a he?” Kevin asked her.


  “Okay. Then she is driving me crazy.”


  “I’ll find out where he or she is getting in the house when I get home from work. Try and seal up the crack or something.” He rolled over to go back to sleep.


  “I want it dead. We need to kill it, Kevin. My mom will be here in two weeks for Thanksgiving and I want it out of here.”


  “Let me just take a look when I get home today, and then we’ll go from there.”


  “No, when you get home we’re going to buy some rat traps or something to kill that thing with.”


  “You said you wanted a pet. Maybe we could catch it and put it in a cage. Like a hamster or something.”


  “I wanted a cat or a dog, not a nasty little rat.”


  Kevin sighed, impatient to get back to his dream. “When I get home today, I’ll look around the house and try and find where it got in here. And then we’ll go to the hardware store. I promise.” Now please leave me alone, he thought.


  Bridgette plopped back down on the bed and sighed.


  The house was silent for a moment, and then the chewing and scratching sounds started again.


  • • •


  That afternoon, after getting home from his crummy job, Kevin conducted a detailed search of the outside of their house. It was their first house, and it had needed some “TLC” as the real estate agent had phrased it. They couldn’t afford much of a house on what they made and what they had saved, and this was the best they could find. And even then, Bridgette’s mother had helped them out with the down payment—a fact that she would never let them forget.


  Kevin had been happy renting. If they were renting this house, they could’ve just called the landlord and told him to get someone out here to fix this problem. But no, they had to buy a house. Bridgette’s mother had her convinced that it was a good investment. But they had dumped all of their savings into this fixer-upper and now they constantly argued about every penny they spent.


  Yeah, owning a home was paradise.


  Kevin found one slender crack in the block near the foundation on the side of the house with the aging AC unit, but he doubted a rat could squeeze in through there. He also found a few torn places in the mesh under the eaves, but he couldn’t see how a rat could climb up there and crawl inside—it seemed like it might be too risky for the little fella.


  He took his inspection inside. He checked the small laundry room that was just off the kitchen—it had a door that led out to their small backyard. There was a small hole around the dryer vent, but it looked awful small. He checked all of the windows and doors and they seemed to be tight. He checked the cabinets under the sinks in the two bathrooms and the kitchen. He didn’t see any gaping holes or chewed wood. Next he checked the small area off of the living room that housed the heating unit.


  Bingo.


  “Looks like home,” Kevin whispered as he shined his flashlight at a crack between the living room wall and where the previous owners had added on the second bedroom and bathroom. The space was only about two inches wide, but it looked like something had been chewing on the insulation stuffed in between the walls.


  • • •


  They drove to the hardware store. Kevin thought that the little fella would probably find his way outside again, but Bridgette wanted it dead. She didn’t want her mom to see a big, hairy rat bolt across the floor as they were eating their Thanksgiving dinner. She wanted the house perfect for when she came. Or at least as perfect as their little fixer-upper could be.


  “Maybe we should get some poison,” Kevin said as he drove. He still found the idea of a rattrap a cruel and unusual punishment. He could imagine the rat running across the trap and the metal bar crashing down on his hindquarters and crushing him. He could imagine the rat squealing as it slowly bled to death. And then Kevin would have to find something to finish him off with. No, he didn’t like the idea of that at all.


  “Poison’s fine,” Bridgette said. “I don’t care, as long as it’s dead.” She was fed up. Before Kevin got home, she had found a few pieces of garbage from the kitchen waste basket strewn across the floor. She claimed the rat had done it.


  “We’ll have to start taking the garbage out every night before going to bed,” he had told her. But he read her thoughts in her eyes: that wasn’t the solution to this problem.


  Kevin parked the car and they entered the hardware store. It wasn’t a big box hardware store; this one was an old-fashioned hardware store that was nearly empty except for a few overfriendly employees.


  “Where are your rat poisons?” Kevin asked an employee who had a head of gray hair and tanned, wrinkled skin. He could tell that the man had spent a lot of time working outdoors in his life.


  “Next aisle over,” the man said. He turned away from his task of rearranging spray paint cans. “But you don’t want to use poison,” he told Kevin.


  “I don’t?”


  “No. The rat will eat the poison, die in your ceiling or walls, and then stink the place up.” The older man’s expression said: didn’t you ever think of that? And then he thrust his hand out at Kevin. “The name’s Stan.”


  Kevin nodded. “Uh … I’m Kevin, and this is my wife Bridgette.”


  Stan took Bridgette’s hand and shook it delicately.


  “Well,” Kevin said, trying to get all of them back on track, “someone at work told me there’s a type of poison that sends the rats looking for water.”


  “What? Coagulants? Yeah, those cause their insides to swell up and explode. But you don’t want the rat finding your toilet and exploding there, do you?”


  Suddenly, poisons didn’t sound so humane to Kevin.


  “Besides, we don’t sell those anymore,” Stan said. Kevin could imagine pets or kids getting into the poison and then crawling to the toilets to explode. He pushed the image from his mind.


  “No,” Stan continued in his cheerful but I-am-really-much-smarter-than-you voice. “You want the good old-fashioned rattraps.”


  Stan walked briskly back to the front of the sore and showed them a pegboard full of packages of rattraps. Kevin picked up a bag that had twenty traps in it. The traps looked just like the ones he’d seen in the cartoons as a kid. He had imagined that some intricate piece of machinery had replaced it by now, but it seemed nobody had ever gotten around to building a better mousetrap.


  “So these will get rid of the mouse?” Kevin asked.


  “Mouse?” Stan asked. “You sure it’s not a rat?”


  “He believes it’s a cute little mouse,” Bridgette said and rolled her eyes.


  “If it is a mouse,” Stan said, “then that big ole trap will splatter it all over the place. You’d better have a garbage bag underneath it.”


  “Thanks for the tip,” Kevin said.


  “Actually, we haven’t even seen the thing yet,” Bridgette said. “We’ve just heard it scratching and chewing on something in the ceiling.”


  “It’s a rat,” Stan said. “Probably a Norwegian gray rat.”


  They followed Stan to the cash register and Kevin hoped the rat class was over with now.


  • • •


  Bridgette made Kevin set up the traps that night: one in the kitchen and one in the little closet that housed the heater. Stan the Hardware Man told them to use Gummy Bears as bait because it would stick better than cheese or meat. Or peanut butter works great, he’d told them. Stan was a fountain of rodent knowledge.


  But Kevin gave in to his cartoon upbringing and loaded the traps with pieces of cheese. What rat could resist cheese? He even pushed the bits of cheese down onto the traps.


  Bridgette munched on some of the Gummy Bears while she watched him prepare the rattraps. “You should use these Gummy Bears,” she told him. But she seemed happy enough that the traps were being set.


  They watched TV for an hour and Kevin tried to snuggle up to her. He was her hero after all and he deserved a reward, didn’t he? But she was too tired and she had a headache from lack of sleep because of the non-stop scratching noises in the ceiling.


  Kevin could see that he wasn’t going to get any lovin’ until this rat was dead. And he was beginning to hate this rat a little now. All part of Bridgette’s plan, he was sure.


  • • •


  Bridgette woke Kevin up at five o’clock in the morning. The rat was still going at it up in the ceiling. She pushed him out of bed, ordering him to check the traps.


  The traps were still set on their break-neck position, but the cheese was gone. Kevin smiled. This was one clever little rat.


  Bridgette snuck up behind him. “Shoulda used the Gummy Bears.”


  “I guess Stan knows what he’s talking—”


  Bridgette’s scream interrupted his sentence. “What the hell’s that?” she squealed and pointed down at the garbage bag underneath the rattrap. There was a milky white substance spread all over it.


  Kevin crouched down to take a closer look. But not too close. He definitely wasn’t going to touch it.


  “It’s in here, too,” Bridgette yelled from the kitchen.


  Kevin rushed into the kitchen and saw that she was pointing at the kitchen counters.


  “What is it, piss?” she asked.


  “I don’t think it’s piss,” Kevin said as he stared at the splash of milky fluid all over the countertop.


  They tried wiping it off the counter, but it had hardened to a glue-like substance. They had to chip it away with a butter knife and paint scraper.


  “Never thought I’d be cleaning rat semen off of my counters,” Bridgette mumbled under her breath.


  Our dream house, Kevin almost said, but decided against it.


  Kevin was really starting to hate the rat now. It had all been cute for a while, but this on their counter was an offense to them. And this was war now. The little furry bastard was dead.


  • • •


  The next time Kevin checked the traps, the Gummy Bears were gone.


  “I guess Stan the Hardware Man doesn’t know everything,” Kevin said and smirked.


  Kevin set three more traps with Gummy Bears pushed down into a spot of peanut butter. That ought to do it.


  But when he checked later, the entire rattraps were gone.


  “What do you mean, gone?” Bridgette asked him, following him to the little heater closet.


  “The traps are just gone,” he told her. “They’re not there anymore.”


  “And you think the rat took them?” she asked, her eyes narrowing suspiciously.


  “I didn’t say that. I just said they’re gone. And I didn’t take them, if that’s what you’re thinking. I want this thing dead just as badly as you do now.”


  She just nodded.


  Kevin set three more traps: one with cheese, one with Gummy Bears, and one with peanut butter.


  “What is this, an experiment?” Bridgette asked from behind him.


  “I just want to see if these traps get taken.”


  “You don’t really believe they’re taking the traps, do you?”


  “What other explanation is there?”


  • • •


  When they checked the traps a few hours later, they were gone.


  “What the hell kind of rat is this?” Bridgette asked.


  “I don’t know,” Kevin answered as he shook his head in disbelief. “We seem to have one smart rat here.”


  Kevin got three more traps ready. It seemed futile to set them again, but what choice did he have? He set the traps down on the garbage bags that were smeared with even more of the white, milky liquid that had dried to cement.


  How can they secrete that much stuff? Kevin wondered. He had decided that there had to be more than just one rat. Quite a few, he guessed.


  “Maybe we should try poison,” Bridgette said from behind him.


  Kevin nodded, but didn’t answer.


  Bridgette went to the kitchen and screamed for Kevin.


  Kevin ran to the kitchen and found Bridgette standing in front of the open cabinets. Boxes and bags of food had been ripped open, the food spilled out onto the shelves.


  “Holy shit,” Kevin whispered.


  He grabbed a beer out of the fridge and chugged half of it down. He offered the can to Bridgette but she declined. She didn’t drink beer anymore. She didn’t do a lot of things anymore.


  “This is really strange,” Kevin said after a few more swallows of his beer. “These are some smart rats.”


  “How many do you think there are?” she asked and shivered.


  “I don’t know. More than we thought.”


  “Maybe we should call an exterminator,” Bridgette said, glancing back at the damaged food in the cabinets. “I mean, this is starting to get a little out of hand.”


  “Exterminators are expensive.”


  “My mother could help …”


  “I get my check next Friday. If we haven’t killed them by then, then we’ll call somebody.” Kevin sighed. He wasn’t even sure if they would have enough money left over for an exterminator. But asking Bridgette’s mom for more help was the last thing he wanted to do.


  • • •


  The next night Kevin didn’t even bother to set more traps. He sat in the living room with his feet up on the couch, watching TV with the lights on until twelve o’clock. Bridgette came out from the bedroom in her skimpy nightgown, but she didn’t look like she was in a romantic mood; she looked angry.


  “I know,” he snapped at her. “I hear it.” He looked up at the ceiling where the crunching sound came from. It had been pretty much non-stop today. What the hell were they chewing on up there?


  Bridgette sat down beside Kevin on the couch (and she put her feet up too). “I know you don’t want help from my mother, but I think we really need to. We need a professional in here.”


  Kevin just nodded. As much as he hated to admit it, she was right. He looked at her. “Call your mom tomorrow.”


  Bridgette smiled and gave him a kiss. “Come on, you need to get to bed. You’ve got to get up early and make those donuts.”


  Kevin clicked off the TV and followed Bridgette to their bedroom. Bridgette walked around the foot of the bed and snuggled in under her covers. Kevin turned off the lamp next to the bed and pulled his side of the covers back and slipped into bed.


  And then he jumped back out of bed with a scream as snapping sounds echoed in the darkness. He felt things smacking against his bare legs.


  “Shit!” Kevin yelled and pulled the chain down on the lamp so hard he nearly knocked it over. He ripped the covers back from the bed and stared down at the rattraps all over the sheets.


  Bridgette sat up in bed, staring down at the traps.


  “What the hell are those doing there?” Kevin roared.


  “I didn’t—”


  “That’s not funny, Bridgette,” he stormed. “That’s not funny at all! That’s a sick joke.”


  “I didn’t put them there!” she yelled at him.


  Kevin looked down at his legs, checking them for injury. He didn’t see any cuts, and he figured the traps must’ve bounced off his skin.


  He looked at her. “Then how did they get there?”


  “You’re mouse must’ve collected them and left them under the covers for you.”


  “Yeah, real funny,” he said as he stared at her. “Taking the traps and hiding them is one thing, but this is too much.”


  “How can you possibly think I would do this?”


  “Just your way of pointing out my failure.”


  Bridgette was about to say something but a loud, scurrying noise in the bedroom ceiling right above them cut off her words. They both stared up at the ceiling, their eyes following the ceiling like they could see the rats running back and forth.


  “Oh we’re getting some poison right now!” Kevin shouted up at the ceiling. “I’ve had enough of this shit.” His eyes followed the scurrying up in the ceiling—it was the loudest they’d heard so far. He could hear the rat running from their bedroom ceiling to the living room ceiling, and then he heard the sound of it in the living room wall, scurrying down the heater, its claws clicking loudly on the metal.


  How is a rat scurrying down a piece of sheet metal? Kevin wondered and a knot of fear squeezed his stomach like a fist.


  They both heard something running across the living room floor, its claws clicking. It sounded big, and it sounded fast.


  “Kevin?”


  Kevin sat down on the edge of his bed and pulled his bare feet up onto the bed. He stared at their bedroom door and the hall beyond that. And then he saw the thing racing from the living room, down the hall to their bedroom.


  It stopped in their doorway and stared at them.


  Bridgette let out a short, sharp scream of terror and grabbed on to Kevin, but her scream did not scare this thing off.


  The thing looked like a gigantic centipede—about the size of a ferret. It raised half of its segmented body up, its antennae wiggling above its head where a pair of sideways pincers gnashed. There seemed to be dozens of little legs shooting out from the segments of its brownish/tan body, and each leg ended in a thorn-like barb. There was some kind of stinger at the posterior end, and the stinger dripped the thick white substance they had seen on their countertops.


  Bridgette screamed again and clutched Kevin’s arms, digging her fingers into his skin.


  The thing wasn’t moving towards them, but it wasn’t backing away, either. It remained in front of the doorway, almost like it was guarding it.


  Okay, Kevin told himself, he had to think of what to do.


  “What’s it doing?” Bridgette squealed.


  “I think it’s waiting,” Kevin answered.


  “Waiting for what?”


  “For us to make a move.”


  “We have to kill it,” Bridgette whispered in his ear.


  The thing dropped back down onto all of its legs, its pincer-claw mouth working constantly.


  “We need to get out of here,” Kevin whispered like the creature could hear them and understand his words. He didn’t dare take his eyes off the thing. If he lost sight of it and the thing darted off into the shadows …


  Kevin moved down to the end of the bed and jumped down to the floor. He felt vulnerable with bare feet and didn’t want to think about how that thing could probably shred the flesh off of his feet and calves in a few seconds. He could imagine the thing launching itself at his legs and clutching on to them, the barbs at the end of its legs sinking easily into his flesh.


  He ran across the wood floor and ripped the curtains back so hard, he tore the curtain rod off and nearly screamed in horror as the curtain draped down on top of him. He threw it off of him and lifted up on the window. But the window was stuck. He saw that a line of the milky substance from the creature was beaded along the bottom of the window. It was glued shut.


  “Shit!”


  He heard the centipede creature’s little legs and claws ticking across the wood floor at an insane rate of speed.


  “Kevin!!”


  Kevin didn’t even try to see where the creature was, he jumped from the window to the bed like an Olympic broad jumper. And in one quick movement, he grabbed Bridgette’s upper arm and lifted her up off the bed as he took two steps across their springy mattress and landed on the floor with a thud.


  “Get to the kitchen!” he yelled at her. “We’ll go out the kitchen door!”


  They ran down the hall, their naked feet slapping on the floorboards as they ran. They raced across the kitchen floor and got to the door. Kevin was there first, he pulled on the door but it was stuck. He saw the line of milky substance all around the edges and bottom of the door.


  “You’ve got to be fucking kidding me.”


  They heard the creature’s legs clicking down the hallway floor.


  “The countertop!” Bridgette yelled.


  They jumped up on top of the counter and stove. Kevin saw another bead of milky stuff around the kitchen window over the sink. He tried it anyway, but it wouldn’t budge. Maybe he could smash the window out.


  The centipede creature stopped in the middle of the linoleum floor. It was very still for a moment, just waiting, just watching them from two dark spots on the side of its head that must’ve been eyes. Half of its body was raised up, its clawed legs wriggling in the air; it looked oddly like a dog sitting up and begging. Its antennae swished back and forth like it was writing letters in the air, and then it emitted high squeaking noises.


  “Do something,” Bridgette said, trying to cower back into the counter more, hiding underneath the upper cabinets.


  Kevin opened the upper cabinet he was in front of and grabbed the first bag of food he found—a bag of marshmallows. He threw a handful of marshmallows down at the creature. It devoured the marshmallows in a few quick gulps. Kevin threw the rest of the bag down and watched as the creature dropped down to its legs and shredded the plastic bag apart in seconds.


  Kevin found a box of stale croutons and he threw those at the creature. And then half a box of cereal.


  It seemed to be distracted for a moment by the food.


  Maybe they had a chance to get away. But where? Which door or window wasn’t sealed with that milky shit that turned to superglue?


  The creature shredded both boxes of food and gobbled down the croutons and cereal.


  “I can’t believe how much it’s eating,” Kevin said.


  The creature sat up and begged again, secreting the milky white substance from its stinger-like tail. It screeched out squeaks and clicks from its pincers.


  “What are we going to do when we run out of food for it?” Bridgette asked.


  Before Kevin could answer, he heard a rumbling noise in the ceiling above him. It sounded like thousands and thousands of those tiny claws skittering across the wood rafters. Then he heard a cacophony of clicks down the sheet metal of the heater in the little closet in the living room.


  “Oh God,” Kevin said as he felt the breath leave his body. “It’s calling more of them.”


  DECEMBER

  THE VENDING MACHINE


  Here’s an odd Christmas tale to finish this collection. Nine year old Sammy Johnson finds a very strange vending machine in the laundry room of their apartment complex during his Christmas break that he soon believes can grant his wishes. But he must be very careful what he wishes for.


  It was a typical Florida Christmas, hot one day and then cold the next. Good for variety, but not so good for the immune system. The day Sammy went down to the laundry room from their upstairs apartment, the weather had decided to turn cold suddenly. A tricky wind blew through the recently planted oak trees that lined the sidewalk in front of their building; some of the trees weren’t much taller than Sammy who was nine years old and a little short and thin for his age. The breeze stung Sammy’s pale face and he snuggled a little more into his thrift store coat that was two sizes too big for him. His mother told him he would grow into it.


  Yeah, Sammy thought. When I’m in high school.


  He thrust his hands into his pants pockets, one of which held six quarters for the Coke machine in the laundry room. He had swiped the quarters from his mom’s change on the kitchen table. She was a waitress at a breakfast, lunch, and dinner diner so she always had plenty of change. The owner called the diner “The Palace” but it definitely was not a palace. Mom called it a dive, which Sammy didn’t really understand, but he knew it wasn’t meant as a compliment.


  Sammy had snuck out of the apartment while his mom was napping between her shifts. As usual, his older brother, Sean, had dashed out the door as soon as their mother entered the apartment.


  “You better be back in two hours!” she screamed at him as he bolted out the door.


  “You should put speed bumps in front of the door for him,” Sammy said in his naturally quiet and depressed tone of voice that seemed to piss a lot of people off for some reason.


  Of course Mom didn’t think his joke was funny. In fact, Mom didn’t think too much was funny these days. As a teenager she had gotten into a car accident and cracked her head against the dashboard. The result was some minor brain damage—just enough to give her migraines on and off for the rest of her life. The doctors tried treating her; they took CAT scan after CAT scan (Sammy couldn’t figure out what cats had do with Mom’s brain, but he never asked her for fear of sounding “slow for his age”), but they came up with nothing.


  “The brain’s a very complicated thing,” one doctor told his mom as Sammy waited in the doctor’s office with her. As far as Sammy could tell, these doctors didn’t seem to know what to do about his mom’s condition or how to make it better.


  Mom was lying in bed right now suffering through another of her latest attacks. After swallowing about a zillion Advils and grabbing the ice pack from the freezer, she tried to nap through the worst of it so she could finish the rest of her shift and wait on a lot of grumpy people who had to have their food “in a hurry.” At least she wasn’t puking right now. Sometimes her migraines were so bad she would go back and forth to the bathroom, throwing up until all she could vomit was stringy bile.


  Sammy had been sitting in the living room watching TV when Mom came home, stumbling blindly forward, hand to forehead, purse/keys/apron thrown on the dining room table (which was really in their living room in this small apartment). She shuffled off to her bedroom and closed the door. And that’s when Sean bolted out the door to meet up with his scummy friends to plan whatever deviant thing they would do that night.


  That’s when Sammy decided to go get a Coca-Cola from the vending machine down in the laundry room—a treat he looked forward to every day.


  The laundry room—it was really a laundry building at the far end of their apartment complex of eight buildings with sixteen apartments in each of them.


  Mom was always telling Sammy not to go down to the laundry room alone; some “strange” people hung out around there. But Sammy had noticed that “strange” people lived here in their apartment complex, so it made sense that “strange” people might be at the laundry room.


  Sammy glanced around, feeling watched and followed as he walked down the sidewalk. He felt a little nervous out here alone even though it was afternoon. Maybe it was the idea of being in the laundry room alone that was making him a little nervous. He listened to the scrape of his sneakers on the concrete walkway and played with the quarters in his pocket.


  “A quick in and out mission, men,” he told himself in his Sergeant Blood and Guts voice. “No effing around. Just get in, get the can of Coke, and get out,” he said as he stood in front of the doorless opening to the small laundry building that looked darker than usual today.


  Did he really want a Coke that bad?


  Was that the question he should be asking himself?


  He could hear Sean’s voice echoing in his mind: When are you going to stop being so afraid of everything? Sammy didn’t play sports because he was afraid of getting hurt (and looking foolish on the field). He didn’t explore new places because he was afraid of getting lost or running into “strangers.” He didn’t have any friends because he was afraid of meeting people.


  Sammy stepped inside the laundry building, hoping no one was in there. One of the washing machines churned against the wall and the smell of laundry soap was thick in the tight quarters of the damp room. The machine sounded alive and angry.


  Nobody in there. But someone would be coming back for their laundry soon. He would be gone by then.


  He glanced around quickly, and then he stepped up to the Coke machine which thankfully wasn’t too far away from the doorway. He held the quarters in his left hand and used his right hand to plunk quarter after quarter into the slot. He realized that his hand was shaking slightly. He listened as each quarter dropped down to its secret compartment where it mingled with other quarters.


  Was that a noise?


  Sammy heard some kind of sound muffled underneath the din of the running washing machine which was now shaking violently on spin cycle. Sammy could imagine the machine rocking back and forth, slyly inching forward until it was close enough to tip over and suck him down into the madly spinning mouth that had at some point grown curved steel teeth.


  Sammy glanced back at the washing machine to make sure it was still against the wall where it was supposed to be.


  Then he looked back at the soda machine, trying to ignore his vivid imagination, which was a difficult thing to do. Mom had said his imagination made up for his lack of other talents. Some days when Sammy was depressed about not being good at anything, she would tell him that he may not see it now but his imagination would carry him far later on in life, right into a good career probably.


  “Then I’d take care of you,” he told her happily.


  He dropped the next quarter into the slot, swearing the noise he heard was the sound of soft voices under the racket of the washing machine. It sounded almost like whispers.


  He had to get on with this mission. He tried to put the last quarter into the slot a little too quickly and it slipped out of his slick fingers. He followed the little silver disc with his eyes as it fell and bounced down onto the concrete floor and then rolled right underneath one of the dryers.


  He ran over to the dryer and crouched down in front of it. He tried to squeeze his fingers under the dryer, but he couldn’t find the quarter. Then he had a mental picture of the whole dryer chopping down on the tips of his fingers, slicing them clean off, and then he saw himself running all the way back to their apartment while he clutched his fingerless hand, leaving a trail of blood behind him on the walkway.


  It was no use—the quarter was lost. He got back up to his feet and walked over to the machine, deciding to push the button for a Coke anyway.


  “I wish the Coke would come out,” he mumbled.


  He heard another noise.


  This time it was the familiar rumbling from inside the soda machine, then the slamming of the can of Coke down into the plastic pocket at the bottom of the machine.


  “Cool,” Sammy whispered.


  He snatched the can of soda out of the plastic pocket as if it wasn’t really his. He had only paid for part of it. He held it to himself stingily and he stepped out of the laundry room, out of the awful red stare of the Coke machine.


  • • •


  That night Sammy lay in his bed tossing and turning. It had been the first day of his Christmas vacation from school which lasted a little over two weeks and he had done nothing special, nothing out of the ordinary. He was happy about the break from school. He hated school. He didn’t mind the work; he just hated the kids in school. They seemed put there by some cruel School-god just to pick on him. Sammy was smart for his age, but sometimes he pretended not to be smart because all of the kids called him a nerd or a geek. They would wait for him during recess to pick fights with him, knowing he would never fight back, or they would try to embarrass him on the ball field, which wasn’t really a difficult thing to do; he usually did a good job of that all by himself. This cruel School-god had given Sammy some brains but had purposely left out any strength, speed, or coordination.


  Sammy stared out the window of their small bedroom. The window looked down onto the parking lot. Sammy had whined to their mom until she made Sean give him that side of the room. Sean slept in his bed on the other side of the room—not too far away. Snoring already.


  Sammy’s mind began to wander back to the laundry room, back to the Coke machine.


  Was there a chance that the machine ejected a Coke after he had wished for it? Maybe it was a magic Coke machine.


  Or maybe someone had left an extra quarter in the machine—that was a more likely reason.


  Still the thought nagged at him. What if?


  He felt compelled to go down there to the laundry room, even right now in the middle of the night, to see if it would work. What if he could get all the free sodas he wanted? He wondered if he could get all the free sodas he wanted until the machine ran out, or if there might be an endless supply. Surely a magic Coke machine would have an endless supply.


  Somewhere along these thoughts he drifted off to sleep.


  • • •


  Sean slept in late as usual. Sammy had never known anyone who could sleep for such a long period of time.


  Sammy got dressed quickly. Mom had gone into work for an early shift and she’d already been gone for a few hours. He hurried across the living room and opened the front door. He stuck his head out to see if he would need his gigantic coat. It wasn’t as cold today, but he decided he would feel better with his coat on.


  He purposely left the apartment with no quarters. Testing his theory meant he couldn’t have any distractions. Knowing that he could slip money into the machine at any time would be a distraction. He scurried down the steps to the cracked concrete walkway and then he hurried to the laundry building.


  This time the laundry room was silent; nobody was washing or drying clothes this early. It was silent except for the strange whisperings that came from the Coke machine. He stepped up to the machine and his heart sank. He knew he shouldn’t have gotten his hopes up. He gingerly touched the white piece of paper that had been taped to the machine: Out of Order.


  So it wasn’t a magic machine at all, it had been malfunctioning.


  Great.


  Sammy started to leave, but then he turned back to the machine again, touching it. He could feel a slight vibration from it, and the soft whisperings were even louder now.


  Well, he was here anyway. Why not try it? Why not put his mind at ease once and for all?


  Sammy tentatively pushed the button beside the red Coke sign. He held his breath.


  Nothing.


  He held the button down. “I wish I had a Coke,” he whispered, yet his words seemed to echo in the laundry room. His words sounded strange to his ears, they sounded deep and confident, almost like a magician’s voice.


  He imagined himself as a magician: Sammy the Great, putting the Coke machine under his irresistible spell, bending the machine’s will to his own, controlling it like a magnet controlled metal. He was tall, dark, and strong. He was confident and he never hesitated about anything. He never perspired or trembled. He never doubted his powers. And he was never afraid. If someone picked on him or made fun of him, then he just stared at them with his hypnotic black eyes and put them under his spell.


  As his mind wandered away with Sammy the Great, a can of Coke shot down into the plastic pocket at the bottom of the machine. At first it didn’t even register to Sammy, but then after he stared down at the ordinary can of soda for a few seconds, he realized that there wasn’t anything ordinary about any of this. There was nothing ordinary about this soda, nothing ordinary about this vending machine, or maybe even this laundry room. Or maybe even himself.


  Sammy plucked the cold can of soda up out of the pocket and studied it like it was a golden artifact recently dug up from an Egyptian tomb. He was no longer Sammy the Great, now he was Sammy the Scientist. He walked over to the plastic folding table that was littered with obscenities written all over it and he set the can down. He studied it for a few moments. He popped it open and looked down inside. He could smell the soda; he could feel the tingling fizz coming up from the mouth of the can. Sammy the Scientist poured a little of the soda onto the table top and inspected the liquid, dabbing his finger into the liquid and moving it around.


  Now for the real test. He swallowed a small sip as if it might be acid.


  It tasted normal.


  Everything seemed normal about the can of Coke, but at the same time he knew this wasn’t normal. He walked back over to the machine and eyed it closely. He had to do it again.


  Sammy held the Coke button down.


  “I wish I had a Coke.”


  Out popped another can of Coke. He plucked it out and set it on the table next to the open one and then he walked back to the magic machine.


  Again he repeated the process and again a can of Coke fell out of the vending machine. Again he plucked it out and walked to the table to set it right next to the other two.


  Sammy hurried back to this amazing machine, hardly able to believe what was happening. And it was his, all his.


  This time when Sammy held the button down and wished for a Coke, nothing happened. No Coke. No nothing. Sammy pushed the button and repeated his request. Nothing. He tried again and again, but still nothing happened. He even tried other buttons. Even Diet Coke, which he didn’t like but he knew his mom would drink.


  Nothing.


  Maybe it had finally run out of sodas. Maybe it was still malfunctioning. He sat around for a little while inside the laundry room until he started feeling uncomfortable in this spooky place. He finished his first Coke and grabbed the other two. He tried one more time on his way out.


  Still nothing.


  He took his Cokes and left the laundry room.


  • • •


  Later in the afternoon, after Mom got home, Sammy ran down to the laundry room to try one more time. But somebody was in there. He waited around until they left, which seemed like forever, and then he tried again.


  But the Coke machine still wasn’t giving up any treasures.


  He went back to the apartment and plopped down on the couch in front of the TV, not really watching it.


  “Sammy?” his mom asked. “You feeling all right?”


  “Yeah.”


  “You want some of this tuna fish I made? A sandwich or something? It’s got plenty of pickles and not too much mayo, just the way you like it.”


  “No thanks. Not hungry.”


  • • •


  That night Sammy lay in bed, tossing and turning. It was late, but he couldn’t get to sleep.


  It had to work, he thought. Even though the idea of the whole thing had started to seem stupid to him in the daytime, at night, in the dark, magic things seemed possible. Monsters could come from the shadows in the dark, the power of light no longer holding them back. The things he laughed at in the daylight hours suddenly became very real at night.


  But instead of his usual darker thoughts of monsters and zombies shuffling up towards their apartment building, Sammy’s mind stayed on the Coke machine. He started thinking about it differently, trying to think of different ways it could work.


  It had to work. It just had to. He couldn’t have gotten this close to magic for it not to work.


  He made a deal with himself. He would try again tomorrow, and if it still didn’t work, then he would forget it.


  • • •


  “I wish I had a Coke.”


  Out popped a can of Coke from the machine, and a smile popped on Sammy’s face.


  He wished for another Coke and the machine spit it out.


  And it happened a third time.


  And then it stopped. Three Cokes. The machine gave forth three Cokes a day. Three Cokes, that was all. He tried again and again, but nothing happened.


  • • •


  In bed that night, an idea suddenly occurred to Sammy.


  Three Cokes was the same as three wishes. Like a genie from a magic lamp would grant.


  What if the cans of soda weren’t the only thing this magic machine could grant? Maybe it could grant other wishes. Sammy’s mind started racing, his thoughts filled with desires.


  He would test it tomorrow. If it didn’t grant other wishes, then the Coke machine might just be an ordinary soda machine that would have to be fixed one day so it stopped handing out free sodas to kids with wild imaginations.


  He fell asleep, his dreams full of toys, games, and other treasures.


  • • •


  Sammy stood in front of the Coke machine, his legs spread apart in a gunfighter’s stance, his arms out from his sides like he was about to quick-draw a quarter. But he didn’t have any quarters with him. He pushed the button and decided to wish for things he could see right here in the pocket of the machine.


  “I wish I had a Coke,” he said, trying it out to make sure it still worked.


  Out came a can of Coke and perhaps a precious wish.


  “I wish I had a Hot Wheels Corvette,” he said as he pushed the button down. He didn’t really have an overwhelming desire for a Hot Wheels car, but he wanted to wish for something small that could come down from the machine and fit into the pocket easily. If the prizes only came down into the pocket, it might not be a good idea to wish for a camel or something.


  Nothing happened. A toy car did not clunk down into the machine’s pocket.


  He waited and listened. He could still hear those soft whisperings and a gurgling behind the machine’s door like little gremlins conspiring together.


  He held the button down again. “I wish I had a Hot Wheels Corvette,” he said again.


  Nothing happened.


  At least he could have another can of soda. “I wish I had a Coke.”


  Now it wasn’t even working with the sodas. Sammy hoped he hadn’t broken it. He hoped he hadn’t ruined his three free Cokes a day.


  Depressed and feeling a little foolish now out here in the stark and cool daylight, Sammy walked back to his apartment to watch some TV.


  It was a rather boring day on the Boob-Tube. His Mom came home and Sammy gave her a hug, and then he helped her put the bag of groceries away. She was tired and she wanted to lie down.


  Sammy went to his bedroom and he stopped in his tracks as he walked past the small desk squeezed in next to his bed. His stomach tightened into a ball of steel and he held his breath as he stared at the two brand-new toys sitting on his desk right next to each other. They were identical—two Hot Wheels Corvettes still in their packages.


  • • •


  Sammy could hardly sleep. His mind raced. What had he found? What was this thing that could grant his wishes?


  Oh, the things he could have now. All of the things they could never afford flashed through his mind: a bicycle—the best one they made—new sneakers the rich kids at school wore, new toys, the microscope that he dreamed of, a telescope.


  He could hardly fall asleep, but an hour later he was snuggled under the covers as the cold drafted in through the under-insulated window next to his bed.


  • • •


  The next day it was Mom’s one day of the week off from work. She watched him from the couch as he went to the front door. Her voice stopped him in his tracks like he was doing something wrong.


  “Where are you going?” she asked.


  “To get a Coke,” he said. He had purposely left out the part about the Coke machine being in the laundry room.


  Please don’t say that you don’t want me going down there by myself. For God’s sake, don’t send Sean with me. Not today. Not this day.


  “You didn’t grab any money,” she said.


  “Oh, I had some.”


  She smiled. Thank God she was in a good mood today. No headaches. “Get me a Diet Coke, would you?”


  His heart skipped a beat.


  Mom, that’s a wish, he wanted to say. That’s a whole wish I’m wasting on your Diet Coke. But he didn’t. Instead he said, “Sure, Mom.”


  Sammy slipped out the door and ran all the way to the laundry room in case his Mom might suddenly remember that Sammy was going to the very place where the “strangers” congregated.


  He reached the room and was happy to see it empty again. A dryer rumbled, but at least no one was in there to hear him screeching wishes at the vending machine.


  “I wish I had a Diet Coke,” Sammy said quickly, still breathing a little hard from his run. He didn’t even bother holding down the button this time.


  He heard the familiar rumbling, and then the Diet Coke popped out of the pocket, looking more like a gold nugget than a can of soda.


  “I wish I had a new bicycle,” Sammy said quickly, and then he had to make himself slow down, give the machine a chance to work.


  He glanced at the open doorway and then looked back at the machine. How long should he wait? A few seconds?


  “I wish I had a TV of my own,” he said.


  He stood in front of the machine, waiting, hoping it would work. It had to work.


  • • •


  Not even an hour later Sammy’s luck had changed, taking a sudden nosedive.


  “Okay, young man, you’ve got some explaining to do!” his mom screamed at him. “The bicycle. The TV. Where the hell did they come from?”


  Sammy looked at his mom’s face. Her good mood had disintegrated when she walked into his bedroom (perhaps hearing his squeals of delight) and saw the TV and bicycle in the middle of the floor. He had tried in vain to stuff the bicycle into the closet that he and Sean shared, but the small closet was full. He was about to shove some of the stuff from their closet under his bed and stash his bike in there when Mom walked in.


  “Answer me, Samuel!”


  Oh no, she had used his “given” name, that meant she was really angry.


  What could he say? He tried to think up a lie. He had never really thought about his mom or brother seeing the stuff he had wished for until now. What was he supposed to tell her, that he’d found them? That they were Sean’s? No, Sean would make his life miserable if he involved him in this.


  The longer he stood there underneath her stare, the worse the situation became. The more it seemed like he was covering up the truth. And wasn’t he?


  Maybe he should tell her the truth.


  What could it hurt?


  • • •


  Half an hour later Sammy lay on his bed, his tears drying up. The tears were more from the disbelief of his mom than the belt she’d used to try and force the real truth out of him.


  “What am I supposed to say when the police come around, Sammy?” she had said after his punishment. “Do I tell them these brand new things came from a damn Coke machine? Where the hell did you come up with something like that?”


  “It’s true,” he had insisted.


  “I didn’t raise a thief or a liar,” she finally said and left his room.


  Sammy thought about telling her that Sean was both a thief and a liar, and a pot smoker, and a beer drinker, but he didn’t think that a response like that would go over very well with her right now. He had the feeling that she knew that Sean was a lost cause and she was hoping to keep Sammy from following his older brother down that same path. She told him often, and in secret, that he was different from Sean. Sean had too much of their father in him.


  Before Mom left his room, she stood in his doorway.


  “Just lay there until the truth comes to your mind. In the meantime, I’ll think of what to do with these things.” She stared at him with such disappointment in her eyes that it almost caused Sammy to cry again.


  Sammy lay in bed, depressed but still thinking. He had to think of a way to prove to his mom that this was real.


  He sat up as an idea came to him. He knew how he could prove it to her. She’d wanted a new microwave oven ever since Sean had broken the one they had. What better present could he give her?


  • • •


  The next day after Mom went to work, Sammy waited a few moments and then he hurried down to the laundry room.


  He stood in front of the Coke machine—the sentinel of magic, the tower of mystery whose inner workings were magical, yet they could be dangerous. He realized he had to be very careful. He touched the front of the machine and he felt the vibrations humming underneath his fingertips; he heard the conspiratorial whispering inside.


  “I wish I had a new microwave oven.”


  “I wish I had five hundred dollars under my bed.”


  “I wish I had a new microscope.”


  • • •


  Sammy ran back home, his heart thudding with nervousness. When did the things he wished for appear? When he said it? A few seconds later? Could someone actually watch the items materialize in front of them, see the molecules form together like the people on Star Trek when they beamed up onto the ship? Or did they just pop into existence?


  He burst into the apartment. Mom was still at work and Sean was out with his friends. He closed the door and stood there for a moment staring at the counter in the kitchen where a brand new microwave oven sat. It was silver and black and looked expensive. There were some white stickers stuck to the front of it, and inside was a packet with a manual for the oven.


  This microwave would be proof for his mom when she got home.


  He ran into his room and saw the microscope on his desk. Sammy the Scientist needed to have a microscope to study with. The microscope was still in the box, and it had a two hundred and eighty dollar sticker on it. He stashed the microscope in his closet.


  Sammy dropped down to his hands and knees beside his bed. He peeked under there, not worrying about the monster under his bed right now—the monster didn’t come around in the daytime; he only came around when it was dark because he was a part of the dark. He reached underneath his bed but he didn’t feel any stacks of cash under there.


  Sammy ran back to the kitchen and grabbed a flashlight from the drawer. He went back to his bed and shined the light under it. He saw a few forgotten toys and books, but no sign of any money.


  It had to be there. All of the other wishes had come true.


  Maybe the machine couldn’t transfer money.


  He crawled underneath the bed, on his back now, the flashlight bobbing crazily under here. Sammy angled the light up into the wood slats underneath his box-spring and mattress and saw the money. There were twenty, fifty, and hundred dollar bills in the wood slats. He ran his hand along the wood, feeling the smooth finish. The bills had become part of the wood itself. When he had said under the bed, the Coke machine had embedded the money under the bed.


  He had to be very careful how he phrased things when he spoke to the Machine. Maybe he shouldn’t tell it where to put things, just let the Machine decide.


  • • •


  “You’re grounded!” Mom yelled. “Do you hear me, Sammy? Do you understand? You are not to go to the laundry room, which you shouldn’t have been down there in the first place. You are not to go to this … this magical Coke machine. Do you understand what I’m saying, Samuel David Johnson?”


  “Yes, Mom, but I didn’t—”


  “No more! Get to your room!” She put a hand to the side of her forehead.


  Sammy looked up at his mother’s familiar mask of pain. The longer he stood there underneath her wincing, unfocused stare, the worse the situation would become. But he had to explain his side of it.


  “It was a Christmas present, damn it!” he yelled at her.


  “No it wasn’t. A Christmas present comes from your heart. You don’t steal things for Christmas presents. And don’t you cuss at me.”


  “It was given to me,” Sammy told her, the tears rolling out of his eyes, but he couldn’t stop them. “And I gave it to you because you wanted it.”


  “It’s someone else’s, Sammy. Don’t you understand that? I don’t want somebody else’s things. I want to know who gave it to you. Did Sean have something to do with this?”


  “No,” Sammy said in a defeated voice, wiping away his tears. “The Coke Machine gave this stuff to me.”


  “This is your last chance. Someone had to have helped you with this. You couldn’t have carried that microwave oven up here by yourself.”


  Sammy tried to explain through his tears to Mom that he could prove all of this to her if she would just come down to the Coke machine with him. They could wish for things and then she would see that it worked.


  But she wasn’t going down there and making a fool of herself.


  Sammy went to his bedroom and plopped down on his bed. He thought of showing her the money under his bed, but he didn’t really think he would be able to even get her to look under his bed right now.


  He knew she was going to question Sean about all of this, perhaps even blame him for this, at least for not keeping an eye on him like he was supposed to be doing. And Sean was going to make his life hell if he was grounded, too.


  He had to get back to the Machine. He had to make this up to his mom, find a way to make her believe. He had to give her more, something really big that she would love, maybe a new car. Their old car was falling apart and it made strange grinding noises when Mom shifted gears.


  Tomorrow night. He would sneak out tomorrow night and make three more wishes.


  He was already starting to feel better.


  • • •


  The night had come.


  It was late and Sammy lay awake on his bed. Sean was snoring in the other bed and Mom was passed out on Advil and a six pack of Lite beer.


  He was still fully dressed underneath the sheets and covers. He slid out from underneath them, silent as a deadly ninja—Sammy the Ninja on a mission, racing through the darkness to get to his target, the Coke machine. He crept to their bedroom door and kept an eye on his brother the whole time.


  I hope they don’t wake—


  Sammy stopped himself cold. He should never think that. He should never wish or hope anything like that. Never. He had to be so careful with his words now.


  He tiptoed through the apartment in the darkness, past the now-dark Christmas tree. He was waiting for his mother’s shrill voice to stop him in his tracks, but she didn’t. And he slipped out into the night and shut the door silently.


  Out in the cold darkness, he had forgotten about ninjas and sergeants and he became small Sammy—alone in the dark and about to go into a dark room he feared even in the daytime. He shivered and headed for the steps that led down to the cracked walkway below. He ducked his head underneath their living room window as he passed by and he thought he might look a little suspicious if any of their “stranger” neighbors were watching him, but he didn’t care.


  As he went down the steps, he could imagine his mother’s voice from behind him.


  “Where the hell do you think you’re going?”


  “To the Coke Machine, Mom. Just like you told me not to. But I have to prove to you that I’m not a thief and I’m not a liar.” The conversation played out in his mind. He even looked back up to where his mother would’ve been standing if she’d caught him sneaking out in the middle of the night.


  He continued on. It was three o’clock in the morning. Nothing moved in the darkness except the twisting wind which had suddenly acquired a howl and a mean bite since he had come outside. The wind must’ve been circling the apartment building, waiting for little Sammy to come out and play.


  Sammy began the long trek to the laundry room, trying not to scuff his sneakers on the cold concrete, trying not to make any noise.


  As he neared the laundry room, he saw the reddish light from the Coke Machine shining out of the open doorway. And even from here, even underneath the moaning wind, he swore he could hear the Coke Machine calling him, whispering to him.


  Sammy entered the laundry room and stood in front of the Coke Machine which looked much brighter and bigger at night. The humming and whispering was much louder than he remembered. He stared at the Machine and a shiver ran through his body. He touched the Coke button and felt the soft vibration of high voltage running just underneath the Machine.


  “I wish I had a new car.”


  “I wish I had ten thousand dollars.”


  And before Sammy could utter his third wish, he nearly jumped out of his skin when he heard a metallic clanging noise that came from outside the laundry room. There was somebody outside and they were dragging something made of metal across the concrete.


  Sammy backed away from the Coke machine, deeper into the murky laundry room and stared at the open doorway as a man filled it.


  The man was tall, so tall he had to bend down a little to get in through the doorway. He was thin, but his long, sinewy muscles looked ropy and strong. He wore only a threadbare, faded red T-shirt and light blue jeans held up by a thick leather belt and silver buckle that had a KK engraved on it. He had thick, silver rings on his impossibly long fingers.


  He looked very old even though his body was nothing but bone and muscle underneath rough, tan skin covered with bulging veins and faded tattoos. His hair was long, thin, and white, and it danced in the wind. He had a sunken, emaciated face riddled with deep wrinkles in his dark skin. His eyes were big, round, and insane underneath bushy white eyebrows. His nose was long and hawkish, hanging down over a grin of bright white teeth that looked a little too sharp among the scraggly white beard and mustache.


  The man threw one long leg through the doorway and stamped his boot down onto the concrete floor with a thud. His boots were brown and faded like the rest of his clothing, and there was a bright silver chain around the ankle of the boot.


  He pulled the metal contraption in behind him and Sammy realized it was what people called a dolly to carry appliances with. The man shoved the blade of the dolly underneath the bottom of the Coke Machine with one fluid movement and the blade scraped the concrete, the screech echoing inside the suddenly small and claustrophobic laundry room.


  The man looked at Sammy who had cowered back to the last laundry machine, and the man winked at him.


  A wink? Was that what the man had done, winked at him?


  The man pulled the dolly back and the whole Coke machine lifted up off the floor and fell towards him, but the man caught the weight of the machine on the dolly, his back muscles flaring out like a cobra’s hood. Sammy studied the man’s arms which were suddenly bulging with muscles that had come from nowhere once he held the weight of the machine on him, and he saw the tattoos on his arms more clearly now; he saw an elf and a reindeer.


  The man turned the Machine around in the small walkway between the wall and laundry machines and wheeled it out of the doorway. And Sammy saw that the Machine wasn’t even plugged in.


  Had it ever been plugged in?


  Yet the Machine was still brightly lit as the strange man wheeled it out of the laundry room.


  “No,” Sammy whispered. His wishes were being taken away. He looked down at the empty space where the Coke Machine used to stand, the concrete dusty and stained with black scrapes.


  Sammy hurried out the doorway and ran along the walkway until he saw the giant man with the long white hair. The silver rings, the belt buckle, and the chains on his boots gleamed in the bright moonlight. The man’s teeth (which he could see were very sharp) gleamed, too. The man stood in the back of his beaten and bruised pickup truck as the wind toyed with his wispy hair. The Coke Machine was in the back of the truck beside him, backed all the way up to the cab of the truck, and the front of the Machine still glowed red in the darkness. Sammy could only guess how the man had gotten the Machine up onto the bed of his truck.


  The man grinned at Sammy and he held something in his giant, spider-like hand.


  Sammy stood no more than ten feet away from this strangest of all “strangers” who might be hanging out at the laundry room.


  “Who are you?” Sammy whispered.


  “Here’s your third wish,” the man whispered. His voice was soft and ragged, but his words seemed to float on the night air and dance in his ears. The man held up the thing he held in his hand, and Sammy saw the top of a red Coke can peeking up from his hand.


  He tossed it to Sammy.


  Sammy watched, terrified, as the can hurdled through the air. He had to catch it. He knew from somewhere deep inside that everything in his life and future might change if he could just catch this can.


  And he did.


  “Something to remember me by,” the man said from the back of the truck.


  “Who are you?” Sammy asked again.


  The man didn’t answer for a long moment. But then he said: “Ho, ho, ho.”


  The man winked and jumped down from his dark pickup truck and his old boots thudded on the ground. He slammed the tailgate of his truck closed and took two steps to the cab and somehow fit his tall, lanky body inside.


  The truck started up with a roar and the “stranger” shifted into first and tore out of the parking lot. Sammy thought he could hear a deep laughter floating on the night wind from the man as he drove away.


  Sammy caught a glimpse of the license plate on the back of the truck. It was a light blue plate, ice blue, and there were only three words on it: The North Pole.


  • • •


  Sammy awoke with a jump as his mom shook him.


  What time was it? How long had he slept? He didn’t really even remember coming back home and going to bed.


  “What the hell am I going to do with that?” she yelled at him as he struggled to wake up.


  And last night suddenly came back to him—his two wishes, his third wish incomplete (unless he counted the can of Coke), the stranger hauling the Coke machine away.


  Mom had the curtain pulled back away from his window and she pointed down at the parking lot. She had a set of keys in her hand that he’d never seen before. Sammy looked out the window and saw a brand new car parked below—a bright red Dodge Charger.


  “That couldn’t have been him,” Sammy whispered to himself, not even realizing he was speaking out loud. “He wouldn’t do this to me.”


  “What?!” Mom screamed. “What the hell are you talking about? Where the hell did this car come from, Sammy? You have to tell me the truth now. This is way too big now. What kind of trouble have you gotten yourself into?”


  How could she believe him now? How would he ever be able to prove it to her? The Coke Machine was gone now. Old St. Nick had come and taken it back. Back to the North Pole? Or maybe he took it somewhere else to tempt and torture some other poor kid with an overactive imagination and no friends.


  They went downstairs and inspected the car. The keys his mom held unlocked the door and slid easily into the ignition. She even started the car and it roared to life, and then it purred like a kitten.


  But they couldn’t do anything with the car. They didn’t have a title to it, his mom told him.


  Not exactly, anyway.


  There was a title to the car in the glove box, but it was registered to Samuel David Johnson. Just like that, nothing else except the words The North Pole stamped in black over the ice-blue background that was the same color as the license plate on the back of the pickup truck last night.


  “What am I supposed to do with this, Sammy?” she asked him as she sat in the driver’s seat holding the North Pole title.


  Sammy didn’t have an answer for her. He just told her he was sorry and this wasn’t ever going to happen again. He could promise her that for sure this time.


  • • •


  Mom had an uncle who owned a junkyard in a city north of them. She called him up and told him about the amazing deal she had—just take the car off her hands, no questions asked.


  Uncle Jerry had always been a little “shady,” Mom explained to Sammy. He was there the next day with a flatbed tow truck. He stayed for a few cups of coffee, and then he hauled the car away. Mom had seemed a little nervous the whole time. Sammy wasn’t sure if she was nervous about the car or Uncle Jerry, or both.


  • • •


  Over the next few weeks Sammy had a lot of time to think thanks to the grounding he got from Mom. He learned that he had to be careful for what he wished. He had wished for a car for himself and that’s exactly what he had gotten.


  But now he wished something different. He wished he would’ve made some different wishes when he’d had the chance. Like for Mom’s migraines to go away. Or for more money so his mom didn’t have to slave away at “The Palace” anymore. Why hadn’t he asked for those things? Sammy cried for a while when he thought of it.


  He also thought maybe Old St. Nick had meant well. Maybe he didn’t know anything about car titles.


  The ten thousand dollars was under his bed and a week after Uncle Jerry had towed the car away he told her about it—he wanted to give her some time to cool down. She was upset about the money, but not as upset as she had been about the car.


  She asked him again where the money had come from and he told her the truth. He wasn’t going to change his story now. Again, he promised her that it was over; he told her that a man had come and taken the Machine away.


  Mom wasn’t that mad at him anymore. She decided to put the money to “good use” because she really couldn’t give it back to anyone. The money helped with their bills and Mom was able to buy a used car that ran much better than their old one.


  After a while Mom stopped asking Sammy about where he’d gotten these things on this strange Christmas break. She seemed like she wanted to forget about it, and Sammy thought that maybe somewhere in the back of her mind she believed him, but didn’t want to admit it to herself. After a while she forgave him. And he forgave her for not believing him.


  Sammy stayed away from all vending machines for a long time.


  AUTHOR’S NOTE


  I really appreciate you purchasing my book and reading it. I know there are so many books to choose from these days, and I honestly thank you for taking the time to read mine. Please feel free to comment or ask any questions at MarkLukensBooks@yahoo.com. I can also be found on Facebook (MarkLukensBooks), and on Twitter @MarkLukensBooks. My website is: MarkLukensBooks.com


  Please feel free to leave a review on Amazon. Reviews not only help me as an author immensely, but they also help other readers who are searching for new books to read. I read all reviews and e-mails, and I would love to hear from you!
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  You might also be interested in my book ANCIENT ENEMY.


  Ancient Enemy … it’s been asleep for centuries and now it’s awake. It wants things … and you have to give it what it wants …


  www.amazon.com/dp/B00FD4SP8M
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  And if you want a supernatural mystery to solve …


  … you could try my book THE SUMMONING.


  www.amazon.com/dp/B00HNEOHKU
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  And if you’re in the mood for a paranormal thriller …


  … you might want to check out NIGHT TERRORS


  www.amazon.com/dp/B00M66IU3U
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  And please check out my newest book … SIGHTINGS.


  www.amazon.com/dp/B00VAI31KW
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