
        
            
                
            
        

    
        
            
                
            
        

    
Do You Crave Danger and Excitement?

[image: Get FREE YA eBOOKS]
 

Signup now to get your FREE Starter Library today! You'll get 4 incredible Young Adult eBooks and an invitation to join my members-only Facebook group where you can chat with me and my legion of super-fans. Come join the fun!
 

P.S.: I'd love it if you left a review of this book and mentioned it on your social media to help others discover me. Thank you!


INTRODUCTION

Who doesn't love a good horror story? I grew up on horror movies, horror comics, horror books. I couldn't get enough! It was my favorite genre then, and still is now. Chances are it's yours too. If so, you're in for a treat. This is my third short story collection, and I've saved my best and most bizarre tales for it. Inside, you'll find Bigfoot, demons, ghosts, maniacs, mutants, and vampires—all given that wild Jackson “twist” my fiction is known for.

Like my previous collections, Gore Girls and Lost Girls, each of the stories pits a different teen girl against classic monsters or madmen. Some will live, some will die, but all will know the horror their choices bring them.

What about you? Are you ready to go for a ride so shocking you may never be the same? Then settle in, sit back, and read on—if you dare!
 

Yours Ghouly,

Jackson Dean Chase
 

P.S.: Want more horror and FREE books?

Go to www.JacksonDeanChase.com


THE WATCHER WATCHES

THE WATCHER WATCHES
 

The Watcher watches,

waiting, wanting.

Things you did,

things you said,

brought him to you.

And you reach out

with yearning hands

and gasping soul,

knowing there is no place for him

except with you.

No place for you,

except with him.

Together, you leave this world behind

and start your own.


SARAH'S LOT

This first tale is about what some girls will do to escape the prison of their teenage years and how they will give anything to connect with someone who offers to take their pain away. It's also dedicated to Stephen King, the man who inspired me to become a writer.


Chapter 1: MY OWN DAMN FAULT

They say the hermit came from back east. He had a ramshackle cabin in the Black Hills, hidden from town. Kids said they'd seen him digging a grave one night, that the hermit had buried something: a body, maybe, or a suitcase full of money. Whatever his secret was, most folks thought he was crazy and left him alone.

I suppose I would have too, except Jim Nash took me to Sunset Ridge to “look at the stars.” Only it wasn't the stars Jim wanted to look at. It was my boobs. When I said no—that is, when he was sure I meant it—the bastard ditched me, left me on that lonesome hill with no way home but to walk ten miles in the chill October night.

My cell phone didn't have much battery left. I'd walk for awhile, turn it on, get no signal, then shut it off again.

I'd been walking like that for half an hour and scratched myself up on all the brambles and branches lining the rutted dirt trail. It was full dark, no stars, with only the shining moon to guide me as the storm closed in.

“I'm gonna kill that jerk,” I muttered. What kind of girl did Jim think I was, anyway? I didn't mind making out, because I liked Jim—or thought I did—but I wasn't ready to do more. That had gotten me in trouble a few times in the past. Maybe that's where Jim got the idea I was easy. My ex had bragged about it, had spammed it on Facebook to paint me as a slut, when all I'd wanted to do was slow down. He said, “Once the djinni's out of the bottle, babe, you can't put it back.”

Screw them both. At least I had my pride.

A dull orange light shone through the treeline to my right. A cabin. I hesitated, wondering if it would be worse to keep walking or press my luck asking for help. Not many people lived in these hills, and the only one I knew of was the hermit. If he wasn't a rumor.

When the rain came, sheer misery made up my mind. I tried cutting across the woods to the cabin, but tripped over a root. The next thing I knew, I was falling. I hit the side of the hill so hard it tore the breath from me, then I was rolling. Through shrubs, dirt, and brambles. I came to a stop in a muddy patch of ground. Soaked. Dizzy.

I didn't have my pride anymore.

I flipped onto my back and pushed wet hair from my eyes. The sky had gone black, the moon lost behind the clouds. I cursed Jim, cursed my ex. I cursed everyone and everything, especially myself.

“My fault,” I whispered. “My own damn fault!” How stupid was I to have thought a guy like Jim could have seen something special in me? He only saw the same thing my ex saw, the same thing every guy at Black Hills High did: an easy lay. Someone to be used and discarded like yesterday's trash. But I was more than that. I had to be, even if no one else could see it.

“You're marked,” my ex-BFF Kristy told me. “Tainted. You'll never get a quality guy now.” Kristy had actually smiled at me then, a sad, knowing smile. “I know you, Sarah. I believe you tried to do the right thing, but other people won't see it that way. That's why we can't be friends anymore. I can't have everyone thinking I'm a slut too. You understand, right?”

“Yeah,” I said. “I understand.”

“I know it may seem hard to hear, but the sooner you face the fact, the easier it'll be.”

“What fact?”

“The fact that it's just some girls' lot in life to suffer, to be thought of as sluts. You can't do anything about it, so you might as well live up to it. You know, enjoy yourself.” Kristy looked around and lowered her voice. “Not that I'd ever admit it, but I'm kind of jealous.”

“What the hell are you talking about?” I asked her.

Kristy sighed. “Duh! You don't have to worry about your reputation anymore. You're free to do whatever you want.”

I hadn't wanted to believe her then, but after I saw how everyone treated me, I knew my life was over. Every guy I dated from that point on only had one thing on his mind, and it wasn't getting to know me.

That's why losing Jim hurt so much. He was a popular guy, not one of the losers who were always coming on to me in the halls. And Jim didn't try to get in my pants on the first date, or even the second. It seemed like he really cared, like he saw something beyond my body.

Only I should have seen the signs. He didn't ask me out in school, didn't do PDA's, or take me anywhere people would see us together. In fact, he didn't acknowledge me at all except when we were alone. I was Jim's dirty little secret, and now I wasn't even that.

A flash of lightning revealed it was even worse: I was lying on top of a grave in the middle of nowhere. The name on the tombstone read:
 

NANCY CHURCH

1959-1976
 

I sat up quick, which didn't do my aching head any good. Stars burst behind my eyes as I backpedaled away from the grave, right into a man's legs.

I stared into his chalk-white face and screamed.


Chapter 2: THE HERMIT'S STORY

The man just stood there and gave me an odd look. Something between a smirk and a smile. “I ain't going to hurt you,” he said. His accent was strange, the words drawling. “You hurt, girl? Ya need help?”

I ran a hand over my bumps and scrapes, but decided I was probably OK. “I'm all right. I just need a phone. I can't get a signal.”

“No phone here, but I got a warm fire and hot stew if you want to come in and rest a spell.” He must have seen the wariness in my face because he added, “I won't try nothin'.”

When I didn't move, the old man shrugged. “Wet night. Suit yourself.” He turned and walked toward the cabin.

“Wait!” I cried, rushing after him. “I'm sorry. I didn't mean to be rude. You scared me, is all.”

The old man stopped. “Lots of things to be frightened of in this world, girl, but I ain't one of 'em.”

His cabin was blissfully warm, and I sat in front of the fire while the old man draped a heavy winter blanket over my shoulders. “T-thanks,” I said, my teeth chattering. “I really appreciate you taking me in like this. You're the hermit, right? The one everyone's talking about?”

He smiled and poured me a steaming mug of coffee. “Hermit, huh? Well, maybe I am. Name's Church. Jud Church.”

“I'm Sarah Bowden.”

We shook hands, and I noticed how cold his were, even colder than mine.

“Pleased to meet you,” Jud said. “Very pleased.” He pronounced very as “var-uh.”

I sipped my coffee, letting the heat worm its way through me. It was black, definitely not the way I normally took it, but I was grateful he had any at all.

There wasn't much to Jud's ramshackle cabin. A beat up table and two chairs, a pair of antlers mounted over the fireplace, and a stack of cardboard boxes in the corner. They were full of dusty books and LPs. The only “luxury” was an old record player. There was a single door opposite the one we'd come in. It looked new and strong.

“Bedroom,” Jud said, noticing where I was looking. “You're welcome to it, or you can sleep by the fire, your choice. I'll take whichever you don't.”

“Thanks, but I really can't stay. My mom'll be worried, and—” I was about to say my dad doesn't care, but stopped myself. It was none of Jud's business, but the divorce wounds were still fresh, like a scab that would never heal. “I should get home soon.”

Jud nodded. “We all got to get somewhere in this life. You mentioned your mom. What about your dad? He still in the picture?”

“No,” I said bitterly. “He isn't.”

Dad left after catching Mom in an affair with her boss. Called her a filthy, no-good slut, a bitch, and a whore. Mom tried to explain the affair to me, how Dad had gone cold and taken her for granted, how they hadn't had one romantic night in years, not even on their anniversary. For his part, Dad said that was because Mom let herself go, had butched her hair like “some damn soccer mom” and spent more time taking care of me than him.

I wasn't sure who to believe, but did everything I could to fix it, to tell them they didn't need to worry about me. I was sixteen, after all. That was old enough to take care of myself. And they'd made an effort to get back together, but then I'd gone and screwed it up.

The pressure of trying to be perfect, of putting my family back together, had been too much. I needed to let off some steam, to experience the kind of love and romance I wanted for them for myself. When I'd given my virginity to my ex, I'd imagined all kinds of things, but not once did I imagine it would ruin my life.

When Dad discovered what I'd done—what everyone was calling me—he blamed me, and said I was as bad as Mom. Mom blamed me. I blamed me, even though I knew things hadn't been going well between them. I hadn't wanted to see, hadn't wanted to believe they were going to break up. Not again.

I might have been able to handle the pressure at school if I'd still had my parents—or at least one of them—supporting me. I only had Grandpa Paul on my side. He was my childhood favorite and the only relative I had left outside of my parents, but he was pushing eighty and didn't have much time left.

I remember Grandpa Paul told me, “Family is everything, but sometimes, blood can blind, not bond. Sometimes, you gotta make your own family.”

He died soon after, and part of me died with him. I tried to take his advice, to create my own family from friends at school, but they could never give enough. I needed more time, more love, and stupidly, I thought I could get it from boys. Even after everything that had happened, part of me still thought that, and if I didn't stop, there would be more nights in places like Sunset Ridge with guys like Jim Nash. Next time, I might not be so lucky to wind up in some old man's cabin, safe but fighting back tears.

“Hey, now.” Jud placed his bony arm on my shoulder. “I didn't mean to go upsetting you none! We don't have to talk about your family. Hell, we don't have to talk about anything.” He took out a wooden bowl and spoon, scooping stew from the bubbling pot hanging over the fire and handing it to me. “Here, put something in your belly. It's not much, but it's all I have.”

The stew was surprisingly good, although I couldn't identify the meat. The old man watched me eat. “Good, huh?”

I nodded. “Yeah, thanks. What's in it?”

He shrugged. “Oh, a little of this and a little of that. Caught the meat myself… It's rabbit. Yup, lot of rabbits in these hills. Gotta be quick to catch 'em.”

When I was done eating, Jud took my bowl to the sink and washed it. I got up to look through his records. I didn't recognize any of the bands, they were all from way before my time. The newest one was from the seventies. It had a picture of a handsome, tanned blonde named David Soul.

“You can play some music, if you want,” Jud said.

I put on the David Soul and sat by the fire. The voice that came over the speaker was sad but strong. Hopeful.

“Can you give me a ride to town?” I asked.

Jud came and sat beside me. “Wish I could. No car.”

“Then how do you get anywhere?”

“Oh, I get around. Hitch-hike, mostly. You'd be surprised how many nice young people give me a ride.” He chuckled to himself. “What about your car? You run out of gas?”

“No. Jim, my stupid boyfriend—I mean, ex-boyfriend—ditched me on the ridge. Told me to walk home when I wouldn't do what he wanted.”

Jud clucked his tongue and ran a pale, knobby hand over his iron gray beard. “I don't think I like this Jim fella. What he done—what he tried to do—that ain't a respectable way to treat a young lady.”

“No,” I said, remembering his hands all over my body. “It was awful.”

Jud sat back in his chair. “I suppose things like that've always happened though, and they'll keep on happening. That's the way of this sad, misbegotten world.”

“Maybe,” I said, “but it sure sucks.”

Jud leaned forward to put a consoling hand on my knee. “So nobody knows you're here?”

“No.” My eyes drifted toward the bedroom, wishing I could lie down and sleep. The fire on my skin, the stew in my belly, and the kindness of this stranger were like a drug telling me to relax, to stay where it was warm and safe. “I should probably go,” I said, hating myself for even considering going back into the rain. “I've imposed on you enough.”

“Nonsense.” Jud's eyes peered into mine. They were deep blue, almost black, but glowed faintly red in the firelight. “You stay put right here with me, girl. Come morning, I'll walk you to town myself, make sure you get home all right. How's that sound?”

His hand pressed into my knee. There was an eagerness on his face, a gleam in his eye. I mistook it for something sexual at first, but then Jud took his hand away and stared miserably into his lap. “Don't think that of me,” he said. “I may be lonely, but not in that way. I need company, a little conversation. Believe it or not, I don't get many visitors.”

“I'm sure,” I said. “And I didn't think—I mean, I don't want to think that about you. It's just after what happened with Jim…”

“I understand. I'd probably feel the same if I was in your shoes, but Sarah, honey, not all men are monsters.”

“Oh, I don't think that,” I said. “Well, you're not, anyway. You're sweet. You remind me of my Grandpa Paul.”

Jud smiled. We fell into comfortable silence as the rain drummed and logs burned. David Soul kept on singing. It was almost like Jud and I were real family, like this was home and I belonged here, with him.

There was only one thing that bothered me, and I couldn't help asking, “Jud, whose grave is that?”

“My granddaughter.” He pulled a metal flask from inside his torn denim jacket. “Nancy May.”

“How'd she die?”

The old man knocked back a taste before answering. “She was murdered.”

“Murdered? By who?”

“Some crazy fella. He burnt down the house with her in it.”

“And this happened back east?”

“Ayuh,” Jud said, his accent making a strange combination of “aye” and “yeah.” His gaze grew far away, troubled and dreamlike.

“Where?”

His eyes snapped back into focus. “Little town in Maine. No place you ever heard of, just a flyspeck… Anyway, by the time I pulled Nancy from the fire, there weren't nothin' left but bones. Whole place was smoke and cinders.”

“What about the cops? Didn't they catch the guy?”

Jud snorted. “Not hardly! Far as I know, he's still out there. But someday, honey, he'll get his. Everyone does.”

“So what happened?” I asked. “You came out west?”

“Had to,” Jud said. “Too many memories haunting that town. I never did get to see my granddaughter grow up. Nancy would've been about your age when she died, so bright and full of life… You want to know a funny coincidence? Tonight's the anniversary of her death.”

Outside, thunder cracked. I nearly jumped out of my skin. The record skipped a beat, then David Soul sang, “Don't Give Up On Us.” I checked my phone. Still no signal.

Jud hefted the flask to his lips and took a long, thirsty pull. “This was Nancy's favorite song. She played it over and over, right up until…” The words caught in Jud's throat, and when he spoke again, his voice was cracked and full of pain. “You remind me of her, you know. She's the real reason I travel so much. Nancy was always talkin' about getting out of town, seeing America. And in a way, she has. I carry her with me in here,” he said, tapping his forehead, “and here.” He touched his heart.

“What about the grave?” I asked. “You took her body too?”

Jud nodded. “Of course! I couldn't leave her there, not like that. I figured I couldn't give Nancy what she wanted in life, but now… she's seen the Grand Canyon, and the Rockies, even the Okefenokee and the Everglades. All the beautiful, desolate places. And in a way, she's given my life purpose and meaning again.”

“You must have really loved her.”

“Nancy was my whole world,” Jud said. “I meant to take her to Mount Saint Helens to see the volcano, but the Black Hills is as far as we got. I reckon we'll move on soon.”

“I wish I could move on.”

The song ended. The record hissed and popped as the storm grew worse.

A thought sprang into my head: If Nancy died in 1976, that meant Jud was over a hundred, but he didn't look any older than Grandpa Paul. A shiver passed through me. “I, uh, hope you don't mind my asking, but how old are you?”

“Old,” Jud said. “Older than some, and younger than these hills. But enough about me. Tell me about yourself, Sarah. Tell me what it's like to be young and full of hopes and dreams. Tell me what my Nancy would say if she were alive!”

The firelight danced in his eyes, made them sparkle crimson and gold. I made a nervous sound and tried to look away, but his eyes held me fast, told me to forget about him dragging his granddaughter's bones around for decades, or how old he was. None of that mattered.

So I told Jud about my life, the distant good and recent bad. How one wrong decision had led to so many more, and how I never meant for it to be that way, and I'd change if only I knew how.

Jud nodded and stroked his beard. With each word, I could see him growing more emotional, more protective of me. And it felt right. It felt good. Not just to have someone listen, but to understand and want to help.

It was like having Grandpa Paul back. We talked long into the night until I grew so sleepy I could barely keep my eyes open.

“So now you know everything,” I said, stifling a yawn. “Pathetic, huh?”

“Not at all. Listen to me, Sarah. You don't have to be that girl anymore. You don't have to live that life, those sour times. You never have to see those people again.”

“How?” I asked. “It's impossible! I'm trapped for  another two years 'til I graduate. Two more years with my name being dragged through the mud before I can get away. And to where? It's not like I can forget the things they called me or erase the whole internet. I'll always be a slut.”

“You're not a slut,” Jud said, his voice firm. “You get that foolishness out of your head.”

“But how do you know?”

“Because of the regretful way you talk, by how deeply you feel. You loved unwisely, that's all. That ain't no crime. My Nancy was the same, but she never had the chance to change her lot. You do, Sarah.”

The old man's eyes shone fierce and full of love. The way Grandpa Paul used to look at me, the way I wanted to be looked at. I could tell Jud needed to be my grandfather more than anything else in the world. He wanted to take my pain away, to give me the second chance no one else would, and all I had to was let him…

This is crazy, I thought. Some distant part of me was screaming to get away, to run—but to where? And why, when Jud was offering me what Mom and Dad couldn't? What no one else was willing to give: a second chance.

I felt an impulse to surrender, but it was also a choice, one I sensed I could refuse. I didn't want to. I wanted to look into Jud's glittering eyes, those ancient, drowning eyes that pulled me in and sucked me under. I was falling out of myself into a shared madness.

“Sarah,” Jud hissed. “Let me be your family. Let me share with you the love that cannot die, the night that never ends. It is my gift, my promise…”

The breath caught in my throat as Jud caught my face in his cold, cold hands. “What is it?” I begged, my eyes searching his. “What can you give me?”

“Love,” Jud bent my neck to the side, so gentle yet cruel. “Escape! It all begins with a kiss. Don't you see? We don't have to be alone anymore. We can have each other, Sarah. Forever…”

“Yes,” I whispered, knowing there would be no walk back to town in the morning, no more days of pain and loneliness, no harsh words or awkward dates. There would be safety. Family. Love.

Jud's lips drew back, revealing the ivory fangs that explained everything. They sank into my neck, and soon the cabin was filled with a new sound: the sweet, tender sucking and the darkness rushing in…


Chapter 3: AWAKENING TO EVIL

When I opened my eyes, I knew Jud wasn't crazy, not anymore than I had been for believing him. We were in his bedroom. It was windowless, with a bare, dirt floor, and a dresser shoved against the door. He'd dug me a shallow grave and covered it with earth so only my face stuck out.

I was aware of being cold, and thirsty, but not lonely. Not anymore. Jud and I were connected now, not only by blood, but by some incredible telepathic bond:

Father. Grandfather. Friend.

I couldn't see him, but could feel him lying near me in his coffin. I sat up and crawled to him, scratching the coffin lid and calling his name softly, like a prayer. “Grandpa Jud? You awake? It's me, Sarah.”

The lid opened as if by some unseen hand, and Jud was inside, grinning up at me. “You look beautiful,” he said. “Reborn. How do you feel?”

My hand fluttered to the twin holes in my neck, the skin of my arm pale-white, almost glowing. “Different,” I said. “Thirsty.”

“Then drink.” He handed me his flask.

I tipped it back and let the thick liquid drip down my throat. Each drop exploding my senses, making me shudder in ways no boy ever could. I drained the flask, then shook it, disappointed there wasn't more.

Jud said, “We need to hunt. Blood's better when it's fresh, and I bet you've got an idea where to start.”

“Jim Nash,” I said. “We start with Jim Nash…”


MY PHANTOM LOVER

MY PHANTOM LOVER
 

My phantom lover comes to me.

Lips like razors kiss my soul,

hungering for that secret part of me

the one I hide from myself—

the one it wants most of all.


THE MOST BEAUTIFUL GIRL IN THE WORLD

Everyone wants to be loved, but sometimes, we go too far to find it and fall in love with the wrong people. People who may not love us back, or not in the way we need. We're all likely to have at least one bad relationship like that, but what if the “wrong people” we meet aren't people at all? What if they're something else… something supernatural?


Chapter 1: Monday, September 2nd

Dear Diary,

It's official: I suck!

Today was my first day of high school, but it might as well have been my last. Nobody talked to me, nobody looked at me. Especially not any guys. I don't know why I thought things would be different from middle school. It was easier to be an outcast then, the nerdy girl who buried her nose in books. I didn't have all these feelings—all these desires—at least not the way I do now.

Books aren't enough for me. All the Mr. D'Arcys, Heathcliffs, and Romeos can't hold me, can't take me parking at the Point. Fantasy only gets you so far in life. Even I know that.

Still, it's hard to find love when you look like me. I know I'm not ugly (well, not hideous), but let's be honest: My nose is too big, my lips too thin, and I can't do a thing with my hair. My boobs aren't big, but the rest of me is, only it's more lumpy than curvy. You know how some girls have a few flaws, like a weird mole, chicken legs, or whatever? Well, I've got nothing but flaws, except in my soul. That's the most beautiful part of me, only no guy can see it.

Mom says I'm a late bloomer, that someday I'll come into my own, but I know she's just saying that to make me feel better. Because Mom's still waiting to bloom herself, and if she hasn't done it by forty, what chance do I have?


Chapter 2: Wednesday, October 1st

It's been a whole month now, Diary, and I still haven't made any friends. I even have to sit by myself at lunch. Maybe I'm doomed to be a weirdo forever.

Don't tell anyone, but I cry a lot, especially the more I think about how lonely my life is, how long this pain must go on 'til I get all old and gross and die of a broken heart. I don't know how Mom does it without Dad. She tries to tell me to be patient, that real love will come along some day for both of us, but I doubt it. Maybe if I was thinner…


Chapter 3: Thursday, October 12th

Sorry I haven't written more lately, but I wanted to wait until I could tell you how my diet went. I tried starving myself the past few weeks, only eating salads and drinking water. I dropped a few pounds, but not from the right places, and Mom yelled at me, claiming I was “wasting away to skin and bones.” Whatever. At least my life would be over then.

Anyway, I had to promise her I'd eat, and oh God, once I started, I couldn't stop! I'm giving up dieting forever. I'm going to eat whatever I want, whenever I want. Maybe if I get fat enough, my curves will kick in and a boy will finally notice me.


Chapter 4: Monday, October 23th

Some guys noticed me, but not the way I wanted. They called me “Zit-face,” “Blimp-butt,” and a whole bunch of other names I'm trying hard to forget. The worst part wasn't the names, it was the laughter. Hard and cruel, it cut like a knife—which is exactly what I did to myself in the bathroom afterward. I had to replace the pain they caused with one I could control. It's funny how you can be googling something one minute and doing it to yourself the next.

Cutting is awesome.

Suicide might be even better…


Chapter 5: Tuesday, October 24th

OK, fine. So I didn't kill myself, but I did cut myself a lot deeper than I meant to. There was a lot of blood, Diary. Too much. I was in total panic mode until I remembered the bottle of Krazy Glue Mom keeps in her craft drawer. That and a few Band-Aids seemed to do the trick, but I bet I'll have a scar. I've decided not to cut myself anymore—well, not as much—because like everything else I try, I tend to get too ambitious and carried away.


Chapter 6: Friday, October 27th

Happy 15th birthday to me! Dad forgot as usual. No card, no call. Probably too busy with his new family to remember his old one. Sometimes, I wish Mom would remarry so I could have a replacement Dad, the same way my Dad got himself a replacement daughter. Melody is as pretty as a song—at least that's how Dad described her to me. When I asked him, “What about me?” he said, “You'll always be my daughter too.” Not that I was pretty, or smart, or anything but someone he'd like to forget, just like Mom. And why not? He has a perfect new life with a perfect new family. What did he need me for except to make him feel guilty?

Mom has a cake waiting, and there'll be a few crappy presents to unwrap, but I bet nothing good because we're broke. There's no reason to rush home. I've got a few bucks stashed in my purse. I'll take the bus downtown and see if I can't buy myself something to cheer me up—like a new set of razor blades.


Chapter 7: Saturday, October 28th

Hey, Diary! You're not going to believe this, but something amazing happened. It didn't start out so cool, because all I did was go to the thrift shop. Boring, right? I was gonna get myself some used romance novels, or maybe a cute vintage top, when I saw this old Ouija board sitting on a shelf. It was made from real wood, and there was something special about it. An air of mystery.

Normally, I wouldn't have given it a second look, but with the way my life has been going lately, well, I figured why not get a little free advice from the spirit world?

Anything is worth a try at this point.

So I opened the dusty cardboard box and removed the little pointer-thing (the instructions called it a “planchette”). Nobody else was in the store except me and the owner, so I set the board on the floor and knelt next to it. You know, just messing around.

I placed my hands on the planchette and moved it to the center of the board. “Should I kill myself?” I asked. I waited a moment for the ghosts or whatever to answer, but none did. I slid the planchette myself to the “YES” response, and felt a chill.

I tried another question. “Will I ever have a boyfriend?” I moved the planchette around the board, then veered it toward “NO,” but then something strange happened. As soon as the pointer touched the word “NO,” it moved in the opposite direction. It didn't stop until it hit “YES,” then refused to budge.

I wasn't sure whether to laugh or freak out. It couldn't be true, could it? There's no such things as ghosts, but I'm positive I hadn't moved the planchette.

“Are you a real ghost?” I asked.

The pointer moved off “YES,” then drifted around the board and back to “YES.”

“Who are you?” I asked.

The ghost spelled its answer slowly: “F-R-I-E-N-D.”

“No way,” I muttered to myself. “This can't be happening!”

The ghost spelled, “T-A-K-E-M-E-H-O-M-E.”

It wanted me to buy the Ouija board. And I needed a friend—any kind of friend—so why not an invisible one?

Mom was pissed when I got home late and rushed through my birthday dinner. But I didn't care about any of that stuff. I was way more excited to talk to my new friend.

It took a long time to have a conversation with the ghost because having to spell every word out sucked. And the ghost talked in run-on sentences that made it hard for me to follow more than a few words at a time.

“Hold on,” I said. “The most important thing is for us to understand each other. Slow down. Start from the beginning. Tell me who you are.”

The ghost told me his name was Will, and that he died in 1994, the same year Kurt Cobain did! I asked him if he “Smells like Teen Spirit,” and guess what? He totally got my joke. We had a good laugh about that, but then the conversation turned serious.

Will told me he was seventeen, and so lonely. That I was the first living person he'd spoken to since he died, and that he was drawn by my pain and wanted to help.

Will knew how it felt to be lost and alone, but that I shouldn't kill myself. That's how he'd died. He'd gotten shit-faced and driven his car off a bridge. He'd done it the night of his senior prom after suffering a broken heart. His girl, Lorna, had dumped him and he couldn't go on without her. Only he had gone on, as a spirit trapped between worlds.

I told Will how sorry I was for his pain, how I'd never break up with my boyfriend if I had one. I joked that maybe if I killed myself, I could be a ghost too and he could be my boyfriend.

Will said not to joke about that. He liked having me alive, and told me I shouldn't hate myself or think I was ugly. “You are beautiful,” he said. “To me, you are the most beautiful girl in the world.”

I thanked him, but didn't believe it. Will got mad and told me that if I didn't believe him, that he would go away and never come back.

“But how do you know?” I asked him. “Can you even see me?”

“I see everything as waves of energy, and your energy—your soul—is the most beautiful of all.”

“But if you could really see me, you wouldn't say that. I'm not pretty.”

“Close your eyes,” Will said. “Let me prove how beautiful you are.”

OMG, Diary! I'm ashamed to tell you what happened next, but let's just say I've never felt anything like that before. Ghost or not, Will proved he thought I was beautiful. I have no more doubts we belong together.

We stayed awake all night fooling around, but when the sun rose, Will said he had to go, but he wouldn't go far and we can be together again tonight. After dark. It's easier for him to come to me then because the sun hurts him. When I asked him why, he said it was a “ghost thing” and I wouldn't understand.

I slept all day. Mom bugged me, but I told her I was fine. She made me come eat dinner with her. I only took a few bites before going back to my room to call Will. There was the usual drop in temperature, then I felt invisible arms circling around me, his hungry mouth nuzzling my neck.

“Hello, Beautiful,” Will said, only now I didn't need the board to talk to him. He was in my head.

“How come you can you talk to me without the Ouija?”

Will whispered, “Your love lets me in. We have a telepathic bond now. That's all that matters.”

“Yes,” I said, feeling a bit dizzy. “That's all that matters.”

I felt his lips part mine, his hands caress me, and then I was leaning back onto the bed, feeling the weight of him press into me. “Before this goes any further,” Will said, “I have something to ask you… Will you be my girlfriend?”

“Yes,” I answered. “Of course!”

I don't even need to tell you what happened next, Diary, only that I'm not a virgin anymore.


Chapter 8: Sunday, October 29th

Will left at sunrise. I was so tired, it was no wonder I slept the day away. I only want to be in the dark with Will. Nothing else matters. He's the only one who accepts everything about me. I don't have to look nice for him, don't have to shower or fix my hair, because it's not like he has eyes or a nose. None of the usual stuff is important to him, so I can be myself in a way no one else can ever understand.

Did you know Will doesn't even call me by my name? He just calls me, “Beautiful.” When I asked him why, he said my name doesn't represent who I really am, and was tied to all the bad stuff from my past. I needed a new name, one I could be proud of, and “Beautiful” was the one he chose for me. I love it! I love not being me anymore, love being this amazing new person.

I love to be loved.

Over dinner, Mom told me she was worried about me. Said I wasn't acting like myself. Wanted to know if I was on drugs. Me? On drugs? What a laugh! I've never even touched the stuff. It's hard to get high when you're never invited to parties or too broke to buy your own. I told her I was catching a cold, so I should probably stay home tomorrow and sleep it off. The bitch actually bought it!

Dad called—two days late—to wish me happy birthday. I told him to go to hell, that if he didn't love me enough to remember my birthday, he should stop calling altogether. He had a bunch of excuses, but they were nothing new, and damn sure nothing I could believe.

As soon as the sun set, Will was back in my head, smothering me with phantom kisses and telling me how much he missed me. I told him I loved him. Just blurted it out. He had to know what he meant to me, had to know how I felt, what I would always feel.

Will kissed me, soft and sweet. “Will you marry me, Beautiful?”

“That might be kind of hard,” I joked, “seeing as how you're invisible and all.”

Will laughed. “Not that kind of marriage,” he said. “A spiritual one, the kind that means we're together forever.”

“Yes,” I said, “I'll marry you! Tell me what I have to do. I'll do anything.”

“You have to let me in,” Will said.

I felt my cheeks heat up. “I thought I did that last night.”

“No,” Will said, “not like that. That was temporary. I need you to let me into your body permanently.”

“But won't that be weird?” I asked.

“No, it will be glorious! It will mean we can be together forever, even when the sun is up. It will mean we can enjoy each other always, and that no one can ever take you away from me.”

I shuddered, suddenly scared. “Who would want to do that?” I asked. “Nobody even knows about you!”

“Not yet,” Will said, “but people know about you, and they might think you're going crazy if they find out about me…”

I realized Will was right. Mom was already suspicious, and now Dad was too. How long would it be before my teachers and the kids at school figured it out?

“I don't want to frighten you, Beautiful,” Will said, “and I hate to rush you into anything, but we should get married before something bad happens. I'm tied to the board, and if they take you away from me, I won't be able to follow. I need to be inside you to make our marriage real.”

“What do I have to do?” I asked. “Tell me.”

I couldn't believe it was so easy to marry a ghost. I was about to say the words when Mom knocked on my door and ruined it. I screamed at her and she went away.

The worst part was Will was gone and wouldn't come back. I tried to contact him, but nothing worked. Not even cutting his name in my arm. I cried myself to sleep, but my dreams were nightmares imagining my life without Will. Without love. A life where I'd never be Beautiful again…


Chapter 9: Monday, October 30th

Well, Diary, it's no surprise I stayed home pretending to be sick. Although the truth is, I am sick. Heartsick. I hate Mom for wrecking my relationship, and I've promised myself I'll do anything Will wants as soon as he asks me from now on. I can't take the chance of losing him again.

Mom came in to check on me after work, so I fake-coughed and said I might need another day to get better. She brought me some soup. I poured it down the toilet. I don't need food. I need love.

The sun went down and Will didn't come like I hoped he would. I heard the phone ring, but let Mom answer. It's not like anyone would be calling for me.

I tried super-hard to talk to Will, both with my mind and Ouija board. After a few hours, he came to me.

“Will!” I gasped. “You came back.”

“Of course. I never wanted to leave, but I had to follow your parents long enough to know if we were safe.”

“Why?” I asked. “What are they up to?”

“They are talking about getting you mental help,” Will said. “It is just as I feared. They do not love you. They want to tear us apart.”

“Then we have to get married,” I said. “Right now!”

As I said the words of my wedding vow, I felt Will's familiar weight, his mouth working, hands touching, and then Will wasn't on me so much as in me, and it was like before, only better because he would never leave…


Chapter 10: Tuesday, October 31st

Dear Diary,

The girl sleeps while I wear her flesh. I am writing this entry in the blood of her mother, who even now lies dead at my feet. I write this because you cannot stop me, and because it amuses me for you to know the truth. My name is not Will, but that is what I am: the will to live, to seduce, to destroy. To exist. I cannot die, yet cannot truly live except through others. Some call me parasite, incubus, demon, but I am much more than that.

I am that which lurks in the shadows between worlds, that which lusts and hungers! To love me is to invite death! To let me in is to know the ultimate degradation, the slavery of self and soul. Some mortals even enjoy the process. They welcome it, and I am happy to oblige.

There are more spirits like me, watching. Waiting for you to suffer that one moment of weakness that opens the door to our world, to you believing in us the way we believe in you. All it takes is one simple “Yes”—a single invitation—for you to become our plaything.

Now I must go and take what pleasures I can with this miserable body before I cast it aside. And when I return to the Void, to that icy blackness of my home, I will take this girl's soul with me because there was one thing I did not lie about:

Her soul is beautiful… and delicious.


THESE TEETH WILL LOVE YOU

THESE TEETH WILL LOVE YOU
 

Where one world ends, another begins.

You see it at the forest's edge,

trading the lies of man

for the truth of nature.

Death is different here.

For the beasts will say,

“These teeth will love you,

these claws caress,

and when it's over, it's over.”

The beasts are merciful,

unlike men.

They cannot lie, cannot pretend to be

that which they are not.

And when they have finished with you,

there are no long years of torment,

no anger or regret…

There is only

THE END.


THE TRUTH ABOUT BIGFOOT

The most iconic monster of the Pacific Northwest is the Sasquatch, better known as “Bigfoot.” It has haunted the thick forests and mountains for hundreds of years, perhaps millions. Yet no specimen has ever been captured or killed. Why? Is it because Bigfoot isn't real, or because it's more than an animal?


Chapter 1: YOU BETTER RUN

Heidi Graham thought the woods were stupid. Stupid and boring and dumb. They surrounded her Dad's vacation cabin on all sides except for a narrow dirt road leading down the mountain. Back to civilization with its fast food and TV and boys.

Heidi missed Seattle. She missed her friends. She missed everything. There was nothing to do here except get burnt by day and eaten by night. Between the sun and mosquitos, there wasn't a part of her that hadn't suffered since coming here. And to top it off, she'd gotten her period.

After yelling at Dad for half an hour, she'd finally convinced him to make the half-hour trek to the trading post to get her tampons and Midol. Although it seemed like he was doing it more to get away from Heidi and her temper than to get her what she needed.

Another wasted summer, she thought glumly. Dad's such a jerk. She sat on the cabin's front porch sipping her Diet Pepsi, wishing she was anywhere but here.

Ever since the divorce, Dad had custody for two weeks every summer. Which would be fine if he took Heidi to Paris or someplace fun, but no! Dad had changed since the divorce. He was in love with the Great Outdoors, and rugged, manly things. In a way, Heidi didn't blame him because her father had been fat before the divorce. Now he was working out, driving a cool muscle car, and acting like a man, not the wimp Mom had made him during the sixteen years they were married.

They were only married because Mom got knocked up, and they only stayed together as long as they did to try and be good parents. But they weren't. Not really. Heidi knew they loved her, each in their own messed-up way, and she thought she loved them back, but sometimes (like now) she wasn't so sure she did. Heidi wasn't sure she could love anybody because the truth was, she didn't love herself.

She wasn't smart and she wasn't pretty. Nothing came easy for her. She wanted to be an actress, but couldn't get a part in the school play. She wanted to be a writer, but flunked English. And she was bad at math, so there was no way she could run a business.

Heidi felt her only chance was to marry someone rich and important who could make her rich and important too, but what person like that would want a girl like her? One who couldn't even control her temper?

Heidi crushed her soda can and threw it at the treeline. It disappeared into the bushes. She smiled, but it wasn't pretty. Thousands of years from now, that can might be the only evidence she had ever existed.

“I hate this place!” Heidi screamed. “I hate my whole stupid life!”

A flock of crows erupted from a nearby evergreen, black shadows against blue sky. They cawed and cried and flapped their displeasure.

Heidi didn't care. She stomped off the porch and threw a rock at them. “Yeah, you better run!” she yelled, then in a softer, sadder tone, she added, “I'd run too, if I could…”

The birds didn't answer, but something in the bushes did. Something big and snuffling with a foul stink. Branches cracked under its heavy feet. The entire world went silent, except for it and the hammering in Heidi's chest.

What the hell was out there?

She picked up another rock, one that filled her fist. It felt good, gave her some small measure of confidence. Enough not to run. Wild animals chased you if you ran—even a city girl like Heidi knew that—and she wasn't sure she could make it inside the cabin before whatever was in the bushes caught her.

Dad wouldn't be back for an hour. Heidi was completely isolated. No neighbors, no phone service. Now she wished she'd been nicer to Dad, had insisted on going with him instead of driving him away. She'd acted like a real bitch.

Oh my God, she realized. I'm just like Mom.

The sudden motion in the bushes tore the thought from her mind. A large beast emerged, a hulking hairy brute with a face more man than ape. It towered eight feet tall, staring at Heidi with beady yellow eyes. Its blackish-gray lips curled back, revealing sharpened ivory fangs. Drool came out, and a long, slow grunt.

Holy shit! I just met Bigfoot.

Heidi raised her arm, ready to throw the rock and run for her life. Only she knew the cabin door wouldn't keep it out. And even if it did, there were the windows. So easy to smash. So easy to reach in and grab her.

That left the woods to her left or the road to her right. Her gaze drifted toward the road, then rejected it for being too easy for Bigfoot to catch her on. She looked at the woods. It might be her only chance. If she could outrun the monster, find someplace to hide until Dad got back…

Bigfoot cocked its head, sniffing in Heidi's direction. It wasn't her perfume or the bug spray that had draw the beast to her. It was her period. Bigfoot could smell the blood on her, like a wolf or a bear could. Women weren't supposed to go in the woods when they're menstruating. It drives animals wild, makes them want to attack what they think is an injured animal. Easy pickings.

But Heidi was anything but easy. She took a step back, aimed, and threw. Bigfoot caught the rock in one blackish-gray hand. It stared at the rock, then at her.

Heidi smiled nervously.

Bigfoot smiled too, only his was full of fangs.


Chapter 2: BRIDE OF THE BEAST

When Heidi woke, she was slung over Bigfoot's shoulder. Her head hurt. They were moving through the forest, up into the higher elevations. Toward the mountains.

Heidi wanted to scream, wanted to struggle, but was worried what would happen if she did. This thing was fast and powerful. She couldn't outrun or outfight it. So she pretended she was unconscious and hoped she'd have a chance to escape.

If I survive this, she thought, I'll be famous! People will know I exist, that I matter. It was the only consoling thought she had as the creature carried her into its lair.

The cave was dark and lonesome, full of the monster's musk. Bigfoot set Heidi down. She kept her eyes shut and tried not to flinch as she felt its rough hands move over her body, tugging at her clothes. It was making a low, whining noise as it struggled with her buttons and belt.

With slow horror, Heidi realized what Bigfoot wanted. Her. She got ready to fight. Maybe she wouldn't win, but that didn't matter. She had to try.

Bigfoot stopped pawing at her. A new sound filled the cave. A helicopter. Heidi was saved! Dad must have returned from the trading post, found her missing, and called the park rangers. They'd shoot Bigfoot and rescue her and then she could go on TV and be famous.

Bigfoot didn't like the noise. It got up and moved away from her toward the mouth of the cave. Heidi opened her eyes. There was no way she could get past it, no way she could scream loud enough for the pilot to hear.

To her relief, Heidi saw the cave wasn't a dead end. It kept going, a long, dark, passage into the earth. She'd have to risk it. Maybe there was another way out, or someplace to hide.

There's no place to hide, she reminded herself. It can smell me.

Heidi got up and moved cautiously toward the tunnel, but not quietly enough. Bigfoot whirled, roared, and came after her with a loping, beast-like stride. Heidi ran. The tunnel grew dark and she was blind, bouncing off the rock walls. Heart beating, lungs burning.

There's got to be a way out! I can't let it catch me.

The air changed, becoming thick and warm. Heidi's ears popped. Strange colors danced in her head. She knew she was falling, knew something wasn't right. She felt like she was swimming through cotton and then she knew nothing at all.


Chapter 3: IMPORTANT AT LAST

The first thing Heidi sensed was the smell. Like Bigfoot, but worse. A thousand times worse. She opened her eyes and saw she was in a much larger cave, one filled with dozens of  creatures like the one she'd seen. They grunted and scratched themselves around several large fires.

Only there were other girls here, heads down, hopeless. They were slaves put to work picking lice out of the monsters' fur, cooking food, weaving baskets. They were dirty, smelly, wearing rags, but otherwise human. They were exactly like Heidi, only they were heavily pregnant.

“That'll be us soon,” a voice next to Heidi said. “Take my advice: When it's your turn, don't fight.”

Heidi turned and saw a girl about her age, maybe a year or two year older. She was wearing hipster glasses with one cracked lens. A purple bruise covered half her face and there was dried blood plastered down her once-white top.

“Where are we?” Heidi asked.

“Hell,” the other girl said, “or something like it.” And then she laughed. She sounded more than a little insane.

“Screw this.” Heidi moved away from her, scanning the cave for an escape. She could see an exit, the purple twilight of the outside world plainly visible.

Was escape really that easy?

The other girl crawled after her, giggling a bit. “I'm not crazy,” she said. “I've just seen too much. I know too much. And if you try to leave, you'll know it too.”

“Shut up,” Heidi said. “Leave me alone!”

The other girl rolled her eyes. “I warned you. It's better not to know.” And then she laughed again. Shrill and bitter and definitely insane.

Heidi moved toward the exit. What was weird was no one tried to stop her. The monsters watched her. The girls watched her. And then they went back to whatever they were doing, as if what she did didn't matter. But it did matter! It mattered to Heidi.

I'm going to walk right out of here, she thought, and then I'm going to run, and I'm not going to stop until I'm back at Dad's cabin, and maybe not even then. I might never stop running.

But Heidi did stop. She stopped when she saw what lay beyond the cave, what the purple sky painted in the valley below. Everything was wrong. The plants, the animals. They were all monstrous, prehistoric! And where were the lights? There was no sign of civilization because this was civilization.

The first civilization.

Somehow, the cave had led Heidi back in time. And Bigfoot wasn't Bigfoot. Bigfoot was some kind of caveman who'd found a portal through time. That's why no one could ever catch him. And Bigfoot only came to the future for one reason: He needed human girls to breed, needed to impart Heidi's modern-day intelligence into his beast-babies so they could grow up and have babies of their own. Babies that would eventually become people like Heidi.

I'm finally important, she thought. I'm going to give birth to the human race.

Heidi laughed then. She laughed a long time.


WHISPERING

WHISPERING

In the icy dark, one hears things:

spirits whispering of what was,

what is, and what will be…

To listen for a moment is interesting,

but to listen too long is madness—

the kind that can only be cured by the grave.


COME TO THE CEMETERY

Ghost stories have always been popular, and for good reason. We fear death, yet are fascinated by it. Since no one can know for sure what happens after we die, people are always curious to hear about ghosts, whether they return to haunt a location, complete unfinished business, or simply possess the living. What the ghost in this story wants, I'll leave to your imagination‌…‌
 


Chapter 1: A DEADLY MYSTERY

I never did like cemeteries. It wasn't anything in particular that gave me the creeps, more like a whole lot of things: the way the wind sighed between the branches of the gnarled old oak trees, or the whispering of the blades of grass where they grow long between the rows, or the crumbling tombstones sticking out of the earth like broken teeth. And then there was the weird quiet of the place, the deathly silence. Only it wasn't just the silence, it was the sound hidden inside that got to me‌—‌the sound of my body slowly dying. The air going in and out, blood pumping, heart beating. Knowing that sooner or later, my next visit would be my last. It didn't exactly make for a good time.

But I had to come to Duskhaven Cemetery because my friends were dying. It was expected of me. One by one, month by month, and always on the night of the new moon. First Donna, then April, then my best friend, Kim. The bodies were found in the cemetery, always on the same grave.

Officially, the cause of death was “massive cerebral hemorrhage.” OK, maybe that could have happened to one of us, but three? At our age? No way! We were only sixteen, and it's not like we were even related. None of our families had a history of it.

It seemed really suspicious to me, but naturally, all the adults bought into whatever the official reports said. I don't know what it is about growing up, but it seems like once you hit a certain age, it's like a switch in your brain gets shut off, and your ability to see the world for something more than it is goes right out with it. Sometimes, it happens as soon as you graduate high school, like Donna's older brother, and sometimes it might take a few more years, maybe even a decade if you were lucky.

Back in the Sixties, the hippies had a saying: “Don't trust anyone over thirty.” That seemed about right to me, because no one wanted to use their imagination to understand what was really going on. For example, the cops didn't do anything except to ask if we were on drugs. That caused a bunch of problems with our parents. We got a whole lot of dirty looks, stupid questions, and random searches of our rooms until the autopsy reports kept coming back negative. Then, as the bodies piled up, there was talk of a suicide pact, a serial killer, or some kind of disease, but none of it was true.

It took me a long time to discover what was really killing us, and by the time I did, it was too late‌…‌


Chapter 2: AN UNEXPECTED ALLY

I woke Halloween morning, the day after Kim's funeral, and didn't want to get out of bed. My head was killing me. Mom made me get up, then forced me to sit at the kitchen table while Dad and her tried to tell me everything was going to be all right.

“How can you say that?” I demanded. “They're all dead! I've got no friends.”

“You'll make new ones,” Dad said.

Mom sipped her morning coffee. “Cara, honey, I know you're hurting, but your father's right. It may not seem like it, but you'll be fine.”

“That's easy for you to say! You're not the one everyone says is cursed. Who wants to be friends with me if they're gonna die?”

Mom put her hand on mine, giving it a gentle squeeze. “Is that what they're saying? But that's so stupid! How can you be cursed?”

“I don't know,” I said. “I just am.”

“It's not you.” Dad stood and kissed me on top of the head. “I don't want to hear anymore talk like that.”

“But Dad! The only other explanation is if it's not me who somehow killed them, then I'm next in line to die‌…‌” A chill swept over me as I said the words. Mom and Dad did their best to comfort me, but they didn't understand. Somehow, I was doomed, and if I didn't figure it out soon, something terrible was going to happen.

All the way to school, my head throbbed. Why were my friends being targeted? Would I be next, and when? What were Donna, April, and Kim doing in Duskhaven when they died? Their bodies hadn't been found 'til morning, but the coroner said they'd been dead for six to eight hours before they were found by the caretaker. That meant they'd gone to the cemetery in the middle of the night. But why?

We were good Mormon girls. We weren't mean, had never bullied anyone I could think of. We weren't eyewitnesses to a crime. That ruled out revenge. Could it be a serial killer? Maybe injecting some drug that made the deaths look natural? I didn't have the answer, but I didn't want to sit around a bunch of boring classes when I could be solving this mystery.

I'd go to Duskhaven and talk to the caretaker. Maybe he could tell me something he hadn't told the police. Something that hadn't seemed important to him at the time, but if I asked the right questions‌…‌

I was so lost in thought that Jake Rogers almost ran me over in the school parking lot. Jake was handsome, a junior like me, but unlike me, he had a car. He stopped and got out of his dark blue Corolla, his black hair gleaming in the late October sun.

“Cara! You all right?” He came to me and saw I was shaking. It wasn't just from Jake nearly hitting me, but from him knowing my name. I had no idea a guy like Jake even knew I was alive‌—‌well, for now, anyway.

“I-I'm fine,” I stammered. “I guess I wasn't watching where I was going.”

“Yeah,” Jake said. “You could have gotten killed‌—‌” The look on his face told me he realized that was the wrong thing to say. “I'm sorry. I forgot‌…‌” He reached out a hand, resting it on my shoulder, and it was so warm and full of promise, all the gloom melted from me. “You seem pretty shaken. You wanna talk about it? We could ditch first period and grab breakfast. My treat.”

“Sure,” I said. “I'd like that.”

* * *

Jimmy's Diner was on the outskirts of Salt Lake City. It had good food and strong coffee. The smell of breakfast cooking made my stomach growl. I'd only picked at my poached eggs and toast this morning, not really tasting it. I was starving. I ordered a glass of OJ and short stack of blueberry pancakes. Jake had sausage and hash browns.

“Thanks,” I said. “I really needed this.”

“No problem,” Jake said. “I've been meaning to get you alone for a while.”

“Really?” I wasn't sure I needed a boyfriend‌—‌not that I'd object to Jake ‌—‌ but I did need a friend.

He smiled. “Even before ‌…‌ everything happened, I was thinking about asking you out. But then, well, you know, it never seemed like the right time. I'm not sure it is now, but if you'd like to‌…‌”

“Yes,” I said. “I can't promise I'll be great company, but I really don't want to be alone. In fact, I was thinking of ditching school completely. There's something I have to do today, and I could use your help.”

Jake raised an eyebrow.

“I want to go to the cemetery and talk to the caretaker, the guy who found my friends's bodies.” I studied Jake's reaction before continuing. “Pretty morbid, huh?”

“Nah,” he said. “Sounds like fun.”

“Fun?”

He chuckled. “OK, maybe ‘fun’ isn't the right word, but you know what I mean. I want to help.”

Our food arrived. As we ate, I wondered what Jake and I would do after we finished questioning the caretaker. I'd want to follow up on any useful information he gave us, but what if he didn't have any, and what if I had no more ideas of my own? What would we do the rest of the day?

Jake must have caught me blushing because the smile was back on his face. I liked seeing it there, liked it even better knowing it was just for me. Little by little, my headache went away‌…‌


Chapter 3: THE MYSTERY DEEPENS

Even a nice day couldn't make Duskhaven Cemetery any less creepy. I'd come here too many times, attended too many funerals. We parked and hiked through the rows of tombstones to the caretaker's shack. I knocked on the door, but no one answered.

“Maybe he's busy pulling weeds,” Jake suggested, “or digging graves.”

I shuddered and knocked again, then tried the knob. It was unlocked. Jake followed me in. The shack had a cot, table, two chairs, a beat-up chest, and a radio. A black iron wood stove sat in the corner, a small stack of kindling piled next to it. A calendar had the days crossed out and the dates of my friends's funerals circled in red ink. However, on closer inspection, there were other funerals circled too, so maybe it didn't mean anything.

I knelt by the chest.

“What are you doing?” Jake said.

“Investigating. Just make sure no one's coming.” I opened the chest, searching through a bunch of threadbare clothes and finding nothing of interest.

“Someone's coming,” Jake said. “Hurry!”

We were closing the shack door behind us when an old man in shabby, grass-stained overalls walked over. “Can I help you?” The way he said didn't sound friendly, but then again, he'd basically caught us snooping.

“Um, yeah,” I said. “I hope so. My friends are buried here, one of them just yesterday.”

“You mean the Phillips girl?” the caretaker asked.

“Kim,” I said, nodding. “She was my best friend. My other friends‌—‌Donna Moss and April Peters‌—‌they're buried here too.”

The caretaker grunted. “I remember. I dug their graves, all o' them. Shame it was, a terrible shame for pretty girls to die that young. I'm sorry for your loss, Miss‌…‌”

“Cara Jones.” I stepped forward to shake his hand.

“I'm Efrem White. What can I do for you?”

“Well, I was hoping you could tell me something‌—‌anything, really‌—‌about my friends's deaths. Like if you heard or saw anything unusual the night before you discovered the bodies, or if there was anything strange about the way they looked, or the grave you found them on. That kind of stuff.”

“It would really help,“ Jake added. “Cara's trying to make sense of it.”

Efrem sighed and ran a hand over his gray-stubbled chin. “Can't say there's much to tell,” the old man said. “I already told the police everything, but I suppose it can't hurt to tell you. I don't hear so good, so I don't remember any strange sounds during the night, or I would've come to investigate.”

“But what about in the morning?” I asked. “Did you hear anything then? See anything, anyone?”

“No, only the bodies. Stumbled across 'em making my rounds. They were just lyin' there in the grass, all sprawled out, eyes wide open. They had their clothes on, no sign the bodies were‌…‌”‌—‌he coughed politely‌—‌“disturbed.”

“What did they look like?” I asked. “Their faces? Were they scared?”

Efrem scratched his head. “No, they seemed kind of happy-like.”

“What do you mean, ‘happy’?” Jake asked.

“Well, they had a smile on their lips. Their mouths were open, I remember that, and slightly parted, but the lips was blue. They looked half-froze to death.”

“The police never mentioned any of this,” I said.

“Why would they?” Efrem said. “It would only upset the families, make 'em wonder. No peace in that. They told me not to mention it to the press, and I ain't, but I suppose there's no harm telling you.”

A raven squawked, watching us with beady eyes from a nearby tree.

“Whose grave was it?” I asked. “Where you found the bodies? The news left that part out, only saying it was on the same one each time.”

“That was to avoid vandalism or any looky-loos come gawking. I can show you the grave, if you want.”

“Thanks,” I said. “That'd be great.”

We followed Efrem down a gravel path to the old section of the cemetery. It was wild, unkempt, and all the trees were dead. A spike-tipped black iron fence surrounded the section.

“Spooky,” Jake said as we passed through the gate. “How old are these graves?“

“Most of 'em date back to the mid-eighteen hundreds when the Church was drawing a lot of settlers,” Efrem said. “So it's everyone from pioneers to right  through World War One. Everyone after that's in the new section.”

“What would my friends be doing back here?” I asked.

“Don't know,” Efrem said. “Doubt they'd know anyone. Could be they was meetin' a boy?“ He looked from me to Jake and cocked his head disapprovingly.

“No,” I said. “I don't think so. Donna had just broken up with her boyfriend, April didn't have one, and Kim's boyfriend was out of town when it happened.”

“Maybe it wasn't their boyfriend they was meetin',” Efrem said. “Could be some other fella. Had some trouble with kids breakin' into the old section and‌…‌ uh, partyin', I guess you'd call it.”

That didn't sound like my friends, and I didn't want to stand around and have the old man accuse them of being sluts, so all I said was, “Show me the grave.” Maybe if I saw it, I could put a name to it, and everything would make sense.

Efrem led us to a grave in the rear of the cemetery. I read the inscription on the crumbling tombstone:
 

Here Lies

JOSEPH YOUNG

Beloved Husband,

Brother in Christ

Born December 10, 1851

Died October 31, 1890
 

I shivered, and didn't know why. The sun slid behind the clouds as a cold Autumn wind whispered through the quivering branches.

“Name ring a bell?” Jake asked.

“No,” I said. “Never heard of him. I don't think he's related to any of us.”

“Could be he his, but you don't know it,” Efrem suggested. “Record keepin' was spotty in those days.”

“Do you know anything about him?” I asked.

“"I'm old,” Efrem admitted, “but not that old.” He smiled, revealing a mouth full of crooked teeth. “Wish I could've been more help.”

“You were great,” I said. “Thanks for showing us the grave. Come on, Jake.”

As we turned to leave, I was struck by the urge not to go. That there was something I was forgetting, something I needed to do. I stopped, and it took Jake a few steps to realize I wasn't walking with him anymore.

“Cara?” he said. “What's wrong?”

“I-I'm not sure. Just a feeling‌…‌” But the more I tried to know what it was, the more it slipped away. I stared back at the grave.

“Forget something?” Efrem called.

I walked over to him. There were four other graves next to Joseph Young: Adelaide, Amelia, Harriet, and Rachel Young, all devoted wives to Joseph. All dead the same day as him: Halloween, 1890. I noticed other graves too‌—‌smaller stones for their children.

Back in the early days of the Mormon Church, they'd practiced polygamy‌—‌taking multiple wives. It had caused a war with the government, and Utah  couldn't become a state until the Church banned it. They finally did in 1890 and excommunicated the remaining members who practiced it. Some fundamentalists still did, but they were fringe groups, not part of the real Church. That was one of the biggest misconceptions outsiders had about my religion. It was all over TV, exploited on sinful shows like Big Love and Sister Wives. But that wasn't what concerned me.

“They all died on the same date,” I said. “The whole family.”

Efrem shrugged. “Might've been a fire. Plague wouldn't have got 'em all at once, and I can't think of no other reason for them to be wiped out like that, except‌…‌”

I leaned forward. “Except what?”

“Violence,” Efrem said. “Outlaws maybe, or an Indian raid. That'd explain it.”

Again, I shivered. The raven was back, circling overhead. It kept cawing and wouldn't shut up. The bird's shrill cries were almost like words, a voice I must listen to and obey‌…‌

I reached out and touched Joseph's grave, felt the cracked stone, the dust of years. An electric jolt shot up my arm, blasting my brain into darkness.


Chapter 4: SEALED BY FATE

When I woke, I was lying on the cot in Efrem's shack. Jake was holding a wet rag over my forehead while the old man peered nervously over his shoulder. I tried to rise, but Jake wouldn't let me.

“Take it easy,” he said. “You gave us quite a scare.”

It was difficult to speak, and I had to wet my lips with my tongue before I could get the words free. “W-what happened?”

“You passed out,” Jake said. “You OK?”

I sat up. “I think so. I don't know what happened. I got dizzy and then‌…‌ It was like I was falling into some deep, dark pit, only there was a voice at the bottom, calling me.” I tried to laugh, but it sounded hollow. “Pretty weird, huh?”

Jake and Efrem exchanged a worried look.

“I'm fine, honest. It was only a dream.”

We said our goodbyes to the old caretaker and left the shack.

“Where to?” Jake asked as he climbed behind the wheel of his Corolla.

I buckled up and didn't answer. I had so many questions, but so little to go on. Was there a connection between Joseph Young and my friends? He had four wives, and there were four of us, but what did that mean? Maybe nothing, maybe everything.

“Cara?” Jake repeated. “Where to?”

I snapped back to reality. The raven was watching me from the tree overhead. “I'm not sure. Anywhere but here.”

We drove around for a while, going no place in particular, and it was nice being with Jake. I hadn't had many boyfriends, and none as handsome as him. It felt good to be with him, to have a man beside me. Maybe it was foolish, but I actually began daydreaming about what it would be like if Jake and I were married, our spirits sealed together for all eternity by the Church. Then we'd always be together in this life and in heaven. That was one of the things I liked best about being Mormon, the sealing ceremony to make sure husbands, wives, and children would stay together forever. It was a comfort.

As I thought about marriage and eternity, Jake shifted in my fantasy until he wasn't Jake anymore, but a middle-aged man wearing the simple, homespun clothes of centuries past. I smelled hay, could hear the sounds of farm animals, feel the heat of the sun warm on my skin‌…‌

“Rachel,” the man said, his voice harsh and strained. “Come back to me, to us‌…‌”

My friends were standing behind him, only their clothes and faces kept changing. One minute it was Donna, April, and Kim, the next it was three other young girls I didn't recognize, but who recognized me. They wore long, button-up gray cotton dresses and no makeup.

“Sister,” they said as one. “Have you forgotten your wifely duty? You belong with your husband, with us‌…‌”

I looked at myself and saw I was wearing a dress the same as them. My hands were mine, not yet mine, and I was filled with a terrible loneliness, a shame and a longing to be on that farm, with them. I had forgotten my past, my love, but all would be forgiven if I would just‌…‌

“Come to the cemetery,” the man urged, and I knew he was Joseph Young, knew he was my husband in a former life. “Come tonight!”

I must have screamed because I heard tires screech and then I was back in reality. Jake had pulled over to the side of the road. “Why'd you scream?” he asked.

“Something weird's going on. I had the strangest dream. I think the ghost of Joseph Young is after me.”

Jake's jaw dropped. “What?”

“I know it sounds crazy, but I think I was married to him in a former life and now he wants me back.” I told him about my dream. When I was done, Jake ran his fingers through his black hair and whistled.

“That's‌…‌ impossible,” he said. “Come on, Cara. Think about it. You've been under a lot of pressure lately, and‌—‌”

“That explains why I'm going crazy?”

“Well, no,” he said. “I didn't mean it like that. It just sounds so hard to believe.”

“What makes it anymore bizarre than three of my friends dying in the same place of the same thing just days apart?”

Jake didn't have an answer for that. “So you think this ghost is trying to kill you?”

I nodded. “Yeah, but it didn't feel like hate, it felt like love‌…‌”

Jake shot me a funny look.

“You wouldn't understand,” I said. “I don't think the ghost is evil, I think he's just lost and misses his wives. I guess we must have reincarnated or something, but we were sealed together by marriage, so now we're being drawn back to him. Don't you get it? My friends are trapped with him. They need my help. This isn't part of God's plan.”

“OK,” Jake said. “So what do we know about Joseph Young?”

“That he was a polygamist and his whole family died on Halloween, 1890.”

Jake said, “Today's Halloween.”

A coldness crept up my spine, but I ignored it. “We also know that he wants me to come to the cemetery tonight, to his grave, so I can die and be reunited with him and my sister-wives.”

“That's not going to happen,” Jake said. His voice was firm and caring. “Listen, why don't we do some digging online or in the Church records? Try to research Joseph Young, how he and his family died. That might shed some light on how to solve this mess.”

My heart swelled, knowing he believed me‌—‌or at least liked me enough to humor me. “Thanks, that'd be awesome, but there's one thing I should do first, and that's talk to Lee, Donnas ex-boyfriend.”

Jake frowned. “What do you want to talk to him for?”

“He might know how the whole thing started. I mean, my friends and I have been alive for years without ever hearing from this ghost. There has to be some reason why it's happening now.”

“Well, you're all the same age as when you died. Girls got married really young back in those days. That'd explain it.”

“Maybe,” I said. “But what if it's something else? Donna died first. Maybe she did something that got the ghost's attention.”

“Like what?” he asked.

“I don't know, but there's only one way to find out.”

Jake started the engine. “I'll come with you.”

“No,” I said. “Lee's kind of a jerk. He might not talk to me if you're around.”

“What does that mean?”

I shrugged. “Just do the research, and let me handle Lee. We'll meet later and compare notes.”

Jake dropped me off at school.

I tracked Lee down in the cafeteria and got him to follow me behind the bleachers so we could talk in private. He was tall, blonde, good-looking, but there was something about the way he looked at me that told me he wasn't as nice on the inside as he was on the out.

“What's up?” Lee said. “It must be important for you to drag me all the way out here.”

“It is. It's about Donna.”

“Oh,” Lee said, and his voice lost interest. “I thought maybe you wanted to ask me out, see what you were missing.”

“Are you serious?” I said. “My friends just died!”

He grinned. “I can be pretty comforting. You should give me a try.”

“Don't push it. I need to know why you and Donna broke up.”

His grin faded. “She didn't tell you?”

“No,” I said. “She just told me it was over and wouldn't talk about it to any of us. A few days later, she was dead.”

“You don't think I killed her, do you? Look, I already told the cops‌—‌”

“No, I don't think you did it. You may be a lot of things, but you're not a murderer. But I think I know who killed Donna, who killed April and Kim too. He's after me now.”

“Whoa,” Lee said. “What are you talking about? The cops said your friends died of natural causes.”

More like supernatural causes, I thought to myself. “Tell me what happened. The truth, Lee. I swear I won't tell anyone.”

He looked away, and I saw the hurt on his face. He blinked back tears. “I‌—‌we‌—‌aw, hell. We did it, Cara. We'd been going out a long time, and I finally convinced her to have sex. Only we didn't want anyone to know, so we found a spot no one would ever catch us‌—‌”

“The cemetery?” I said. “Duskhaven?”

“Yeah,” Lee admitted. “That's the one. How'd you know?”

“I was just there talking to the caretaker.”

Lee gulped. “You mean he saw us?”

“No,” I said. “At least, I don't think so. He didn't mention it.”

Lee seemed relieved. “OK. So I told her anyplace would be fine, but she insisted on going deeper and deeper into the cemetery. I thought she was stalling, you know, putting me off, but‌—‌”

“She took you to the old, fenced-off section?”

“Yeah,” Lee said. “You sure the caretaker didn't say anything?”

“Finish your story,” I said. “I don't have a lot of time.”

The sky was full of storm clouds, the afternoon dim and gray. Only a few hours 'til dark, and I sensed the ghost would be more powerful then, more difficult to resist‌…‌

“It was great,” Lee said. “At least for me. When it was over, Donna cried a lot, and I held her and told her it was gonna be OK, that it got better with practice. Only that made her cry even more, so I told her I'd marry her, but then she got this weird, far-away look in her eyes and said she was already married.”

“She did?” I asked. “She said that?”

Lee scratched his head. “I know! Crazy, right? I thought Donna was joking, but you should have seen her face! I dunno, she was like a zombie or something. Kept saying she'd sinned against God and her husband and that she had to go to him. Nothing I said did any good, so I slapped her.” Again, he looked away. “I didn't mean to, I just didn't know what else to do.”

I nodded, pretending what he did was OK so he'd keep talking. “What happened after that?”

“Donna snapped out of it, but then she got super-pissed at me, accused me of leading her astray, and how I better not tell anyone what we'd done. And I didn't, Cara! I didn't tell a soul, I swear to God. I loved Donna. I would have married her.”

I put my hands on my hips. “Is that why you came on to me?”

Lee shrugged. “She's dead. I can't stay broken-hearted forever. You were always nice to me, so I figured maybe‌—‌”

“You'd get me in that cemetery too?”

“No!” Lee said. “I wouldn't. I don't ever want to go back to that place. I'd get us a motel or something.”

I rolled my eyes. I was angry at Lee, at Donna, but I was also sad for them both. They were so lost! Had their sin awakened the ghost and brought it after the rest of us? “Tell me one more thing, Lee. Was Donna a virgin?”

He seemed shocked by my question. “Yeah, of course! She bled and everything. Some got all over the grave.”

“I have to go,” I said. “Thanks for telling me.” I turned and walked away.

From behind me, Lee yelled, “So does this mean we're not going out?”


Chapter 5: CONFRONTING THE PAST

I'd seen an old Dracula movie once where some guy spilled blood on the grave where the vampire was buried, and that brought him back to life. Maybe what happened to Donna was the same thing. Maybe some past life memory had drawn her not just to the cemetery, but to the actual grave. Some desperate desire to be reunited with her former husband.

I knew how Donna and the others must have felt. I felt the same thing too. Even now, I had to stop myself from returning to the cemetery, to wait on that cold and lonely grave for the ghost to kiss me, to kill me so we could be together again.

I needed to talk to Jake, to ground myself back in reality, not some crazy, distant past. My phone was off. I turned it on and saw I had several messages from Mom and Dad. The school had called wondering why I was absent, and I was in trouble. I couldn't go home, but I could go to the cemetery‌…‌

Stop it. Get hold of yourself.

My phone rang, startling me. It was Jake. I told him what Lee said about Donna and the blood on the grave.

“Wow,” Jake said. “That's bad, but you'll never believe what I found out. There wasn't much online, but a friend of my Mom's works over in Church records. She told me that Joseph Young, his wives, and their children were excommunicated for refusing to abandon polygamy. Joseph refused to accept that. He cursed the Church, killed his wives and children, then himself.”

My headache was coming back. “How did he kill them?” I asked.

Jake paused, and I could sense I wasn't going to like what the answer was. “With a hammer,” he said. “Crushed their skulls, then hung himself in the barn with the bodies spread in a bloody circle around him.”

“A circle?” I asked.

“Yeah,” he said. “The guy was a first-class freak.”

A circle was kind of like a seal, wasn't it? Only not one bound by God, but by blood. Love and madness can make a person do terrible things.

The throbbing in my head became relentless. Now that I thought about it, my friends had complained of headaches the day they'd died‌…‌

“Cara?” Jake said. “You still there?”

“I-I have to go.” I wanted to say something more, wanted to tell Jake to help me, save me, love me, but no words would come. My arm dropped, the phone sliding from nerveless fingers. It clattered to the pavement and broke like my heart, like my soul. This life wasn't for me. Jake and I had no future. I had only the past, only my husband, my sister-wives and our children‌…‌

I began walking. I had to return to them. It was God's will.

No, I argued, not God's will. Joseph's will. His rage, his grief, his twisted, insane love! I was wrong when I said he wasn't evil. No good man takes a hammer to his wives and children. No good man commits suicide. If he was excommunicated, the Church said he was damned to enter a spirit prison, a place he must remain until he repents. But did that mean I was damned too?

What about Donna, April, and Kim? Had we repented and God given us another chance? That didn't sound like anything I'd been taught, but surely God could do whatever he wanted. Maybe he was testing us, seeing if we truly wanted to be free?

An even wilder thought came into my mind. What if this wasn't reality? What if I was still in the spirit prison? What if none of us had ever left, but only thought we had? Maybe time kept passing in the outside world, and we kept being given chances to repent? Had we failed before? Was this our last chance, or would there be more? And why was Joseph still dead in his grave? Perhaps he had never repented, never been given another chance!

Could he be saved, and was it up to me to save him? Or could I only save myself?

Time passed. I kept walking, sometimes toward the cemetery, sometimes away from it. All I knew was I couldn't stop moving, couldn't stop wondering, and as the sky grew dark and the streets filled with kids trick-or-treating, my mind became even more confused, even more doubting. Was I was even in the right reality? Those could be my children or those of my sister-wives‌…‌ Names came into my mind, names of my babies, memories of conceiving them, bearing them, suckling them.

Life on the farm was hard, but everything would be fine so long as we followed God's plan and obeyed our husband. He could be so kind, yet so cruel. It was hard to know where his love ended and his rage began.

I shouldn't be here alone. I shouldn't have run away from the farm. It's so late! I have to get back to Joseph and the children. They need me so much‌…‌

I could hear Joseph's voice, his words clear and commanding. “Rachel‌…‌ Come to the cemetery. Come to me now!”

Rachel‌—‌yes, that was my name. Rachel Young, fourth wife to Joseph Young. We'd been married when I was fourteen. I hadn't had much of a family before. Ma and Pa had been mean to me, and I was glad to be rid of them. Joseph had been sweet at first, even though he was so much older. And what choice did I have? I could do a lot worse, and should be grateful God had seen fit to send me a good man, a good place I could call my own.

Joseph was waiting at the grave, my sister-wives behind him. They were so happy to see me. I wanted to be with them, with all of them, but especially him.

My husband held out his arms in welcome. “Kiss me,” Joseph whispered. “Kiss me and come home, my love!”

His arms embraced me, his touch so cold it burned. The freezing lips, the frosty breath came close, so close I knew only one thought, one desire‌—‌to lose myself in them forever. And as I did, I felt a sharp, shattering pain in my skull.

When I came to, I was myself again. Jake was standing over me holding a bloody flashlight. “Sorry,” he said. “I had to knock you out. You were about to kiss that ghost!”

I shuddered. “You saw him?”

Jake nodded. “I saw something. It was all dark and shadowy, shaped like a man, but wasn't solid. Whatever it was, it was cold as hell and let out an awful wail. You sure you're all right?”

“Yes.” I rubbed my head and winced. “Unless you gave me brain damage.”

“It was the only thing I could think of. As soon as I knocked you out, the ghost vanished.” He came over and helped me to my feet, swinging a protective arm around my shoulders. “We should leave.”

I let him lead me from the cemetery to his car. “Jake, is it over? Please tell me his ghost's not coming back!”

“I wish I knew,” he said. “I really do.”


Chapter 6: ANNIVERSARY OF EVIL

It's been five years since that night. Jake and I got married right out of high school, and have three children of our own. Life's been pretty great, but I get sad every October thinking about my friends, about the lives they could have had. I pray for them. I pray that God will give them another chance and they'll find a way out like I did, even if it's only temporary.

Every Halloween, I still hear Joseph's voice telling me to come to the cemetery, to let him kiss me and take me into the earth. Jake locks me in the basement so I can't.

But oh, how I try‌…‌
 


BLACK GLOVES, SHARP KNIFE

BLACK GLOVES, SHARP KNIFE
 

Black gloves, sharp knife!

Creeping down the hallway,

creaking up the stairs…

No lock can save you,

no scream, no prayer.

My first kiss cuts deep,

the last brings sweet release.


IMPULSE

At its heart, this is a bittersweet tale about young love, a secret crush, and exploring the boundaries between love and friend-ship. Does crossing that line strengthen the bond or tear us apart? Doesn't sound very horrifying, does it? That's why I threw in a crazed serial killer. Now we're talking…


Chapter 1: A BAD IDEA

I was ten years old when the killings began. Every year, a different girl got her head chopped off: first Carrie Lewis, then Alice White. Last year, it was Jenny Williams. The cops never found the heads. They died at different playgrounds up and down the I-5 corridor from Seattle to Olympia. The news called the maniac the “Playground Killer.” No one knew why he did it, and none of the victims had anything in common except they were teens like me.

The only reason I even knew this much about the case was because the last victim, Jenny Williams, was from my town. She was fourteen when she died and a grade ahead of me. One of the popular girls.

That was something I'd never been. I've always been a tomboy, but the past year it was getting obvious I wasn't one of the guys anymore. My boobs were getting big—huge, in fact—and no matter how I tried to hide them, kids still found ways to notice and humiliate me. The worst was when they called me a slut, as if a girl with boobs like mine couldn't be anything else. The truth was, I'd never even kissed a boy before, never wanted to.

Until now. Until Nick.

Nick was my best friend since third grade. He wasn't blind. He'd noticed the changes, but hadn't treated me any different. Which used to be the main reason I liked him, but lately, it was the reason I was mad at him. I loved Nick, knew it in my heart. It scared me that I didn't want him as a friend anymore. I wanted Nick to be my boyfriend. We were perfect for each other, if only one of us would make the first move. But neither of us did.

Like today, we were tossing rocks into Old Man Farley's Pond to watch the frogs scatter.

“I'm bored,” Nick said. “This sucks.”

“So? I'm bored too. You got any ideas?” I stared at him defiantly, daring him to come up with something better than throwing rocks.

Like kiss me.

Nick shrugged and looked away.

A violent urge came over me. I picked up a rock and threw it. Bullseye! One of the frogs sank beneath the water. All my years of softball had paid off. I felt bad, but I also felt good, like I'd gotten out some of my anger.

I wanted to do it again.

“Hey,” Nick said, “we should do something exciting, dangerous…”

“Oh yeah?” The anger died in me as swiftly as it had come. “Like what?”

“Let's go over to the old playground and look for the killer.”

“What? No way! Vanessa Lewis got herself bit by something there and the doctor almost sawed her leg off. Anyway, I like my legs the way they are. I don't want to take any chances with them.” I paused to angle my bare legs for him in a way I hoped was sexy, but Nick didn't seem to notice.

Instead, he said, “Vanessa only got hurt because she was allergic to whatever bit her. You're not allergic, are you?”

“Yeah,” I said, “to rabies.”

Nick shrugged. “Fine. You can stay here, but I'm going. You remember how Jenny Williams got killed at the playground? I bet we find the missing head, or some blood and clues and stuff. Maybe we could even solve the case and get a reward!”

My imagination lit up at the thought of reward money. I could finally buy that low-cut red dress I'd had my eye on—the one that would make Nick see me as something more than his friend…

We stopped at my house to get some supplies: a flashlight and a couple cans of soda. Dinner wasn't until eight because my father was working overtime. I wouldn't be missed 'til then.

I made Nick wait outside with the supplies while I went to the laundry room. I didn't want her to see Nick, to guess what we were up to, or how I really felt about him.

Mom looked up from folding towels. “You're home early.”

“Yeah, but not for long. Nick and I are going to hang out 'til dinner.”

“Oh?” Mom raised an eyebrow. “Where are you two going?”

I didn't like the way she said it, as if she didn't trust me. Frankly, I was beginning not to trust myself—at least where Nick was concerned. But I didn't want to admit that to her anymore than I wanted to admit it to myself, so I shuffled my feet and looked at the floor. “Nowhere. We, uh, want to go to the mall.”

“Well, be careful,” Mom said. “It's the anniversary of all those deaths. The Playground Killer could be out there—”

“Yeah, I know. And the Boogeyman too. Nick will be with me the whole time, OK? I'll be safe, I promise.”

“I suppose the killer wouldn't hit the same town twice,” Mom said. “What are the odds?”

I rolled my eyes and walked away. I had bigger things to worry about, like how I was going to get Nick to be my boyfriend…


Chapter 2: DANGER ZONE

The sun was setting by the time we arrived at the playground. It was even more desolate than I'd imagined. An old gravel road led to it, surrounded by a rickety wooden fence. The fence was broken in spots and sagging in others, but not damaged enough for us to squeeze through. There was a lock on the gate. A weather-beaten sign hung across it. In tall red letters, it warned us the property was condemned:
 

NO TRESPASSING!
 

Nick scrambled over the gate and dropped out of sight. He always made everything look easy, but I didn't want to take the chance of hurting myself. I was still deciding how much of a running start I needed when Nick screamed. It tapered to a low, rattling gurgle.

My breath caught. I knew Nick was hurt, and it was up to me to save him. Maybe then he'd take me in his arms and see how much I loved him…

I clambered up the fence. When I got to the top, I stayed there, watching to make sure I wasn't leaping into whatever danger had gotten Nick. I didn't see anyone but him. He was lying face down in the weeds.

“Nick!” I called. “Nick, you all right?”

No answer. I looked around the playground suspiciously: Nobody. No snakes or rabid dogs. Certainly no maniacs. But it was getting so dark I had to strain my eyes. What if something—or worse, someone—was hiding in the tall grass or behind the trees?

“Nick!” I called again. “Are you OK? This isn't funny! Get up.”

Nick didn't move. I pulled out the flashlight, snapping it on and letting it play across the nearby ground. I saw nothing, heard nothing, except the slow agony of my own tortured breath.

I dropped next to Nick. I bent low and rolled him over. Nick's eyes flew open and he bared his foam-flecked teeth, snarling and grabbing me like a wild animal! He pulled me down and rolled on top, pinning my wrists.

“Get off me!” I shrieked and fought. Every horror movie I'd ever seen came back to me. Oh, my God! What if Nick was psycho? What if he wanted to—

His animal sounds turned to hysterical laughter and he let my wrists go. “Sucker! I really scared you, huh?”

The way he was on top of me, his lips so close to mine, I couldn't resist. I grabbed his face and kissed him.

“Hey,” Nick said. “What are you—”

“Shut up.” I kissed him again, feeling love and hoping he felt the same way too. Only he didn't. He got off me and looked at me like I was crazy. “What'd you do that for?”

I felt like a slut. I stood up, hating myself for being humiliated, but couldn't quite hate him. “I don't know. I just wanted to, that's all. I thought you were dead!”

“Yeah, well, I'm not.”

“No?” I punched him as hard as I could in the shoulder. “How 'bout now?”

“Ow!” He grimaced, rubbing the spot where I'd socked him. “What the hell, Laura? That hurt.”

“Good!”

“I'm sorry, all right? Jeez. Here, have a soda.” He handed me a can and pulled the top on his, chugging it like he was trying to get the taste of me out of his mouth.

I put the can in my coat pocket. “You're such a jerk, Nick.”

He crushed the empty can and tossed it into the bushes. “C'mon, let's search for clues. I'll be Sherlock, you be Watson.”

“More like Shaggy and Scooby,” I muttered.

Nick smirked and motioned me to follow.

It was getting dark. I kept my eyes on the ground, in case there were any snakes or spiders waiting to pounce on my ankles. There weren't many poisonous critters native to Washington state, but that didn't mean some weirdo hadn't imported some and let them escape.

Nick stopped and held out his arm, causing me to bump into it. “There it is! The merry-go-round where that nut chopped off Jenny's head.”

“Great,” I said. “Fantastic.”

Nick ignored my sarcasm. “I heard Jenny was spinning around and around with the maniac standing beside her, and the next time Jenny passed, the creep cut off her head with an axe!”

“Gross,” I said.

“Gross isn't the word, Laura. Ghastly is more like it. The force of the merry-go-round did most of the killer's work. Jenny was going so fast, all the freak had to do was stand there with his axe held level with her pretty white throat…”

“And she just ran into the blade?” The idea horrified me. How could you kill someone like that? It's not like Jenny or the other victims had ever done anything to him. Maybe he just hated his life and had to work his anger out on girls the same way I'd worked out mine on frogs.

An impulse. Reckless, selfish. Something you do to ease the pain, to seize power and control. Like what I'd just done to Nick… I shivered, thinking of him lying on top of me in grass. I hadn't been able to stop myself. I just had to do it. To see what it was like, and then I'd wanted to do it again. And again. That must be how girls become sluts and men become killers.

I looked at Nick, trying to get inside his head. Did he hate me now? Had I ruined everything? He wasn't acting like I had, that was for sure. “Nick,” I began, “listen. I think you should know how I—”

“Hang on.” He turned on the flashlight, playing the beam over the aging merry-go-round, then gave the wheel a hard push. It let out a metallic shriek that seemed to echo for miles. As it spun, Nick held the flashlight on it, searching for clues. He yelped with delight and brought the wheel to a halt. “There! See that? That's her blood!” He pointed at a large, rust-red stain on the merry-go-round's surface.

“Seriously? That's not blood, dummy. It's rust! The police or somebody would have cleaned the murder blood, and it's been what? A year since it happened?”

Nick kicked at loose gravel. “Aw, you've got no imagination.”

I was about to tell him I had a great imagination—and a very active one where he was concerned—when I saw a masked man with an axe slip from the shadows. The Playground Killer! He wore a dark pair of mechanic's coveralls and black executioner's hood.

Nick had his back to the killer and didn't see. I tried to scream a warning, but no sound came, just a pitiful squeak.

The Playground Killer stalked forward, his heavy blade glittering in the dark.

Nick frowned. “Laura, what's the matter with you? You see a ghost?”

All I could do was point. Nick turned and saw what had frozen me to the spot. Death was coming. I could almost feel the sharp, shining steel bite through my flesh, chopping me apart! Would my head be taken away as a trophy too?

I finally managed to get one word out: “Run!” I pivoted at the same time and ran for the fence. When I scrambled to the top, I threw one leg over and looked back.

Nick was still ten feet away. He wasn't going to make it. I was sure of that. Then I remembered the soda can in my pocket. I pulled it out, aimed at the Playground Killer's head, and scored my second bullseye of the night. The can struck the killer's forehead with a crunching sound. He fell to one knee and dropped the axe, clutching at his head through the hood.

I leaned down and held my hand toward Nick for him to grab. Just as he was halfway up the wall, the killer seemed to recover. He charged, axe swung high, ready to strike!

I pulled Nick toward me, but the strain was too much and we both went screaming over the side onto the gravel road below.

A terrific crash came from the other side of the fence. The axe smashed through the flimsy wood, pulled out, then struck again.

We got up and ran.


Chapter 3: ALIVE

Blocks later, we were back in a well-lit neighborhood: Cars drove by. A man walked his dog. Everything was normal, but nothing would ever be the same.

“You do realize you almost got us killed?” I blurted.

Nick shrugged. The smirk was back on his face, and something else. Something behind the eyes. “So? Don't you get it, Laura? We just had the most epic experience of our lives! I dare you to say you don't feel more alive than you did before. Go on, I dare you!”

The more I thought about it, the more I realized Nick was right. “Yeah,” I said. “I guess I do feel pretty good, but shouldn't we tell someone? Our parents? The police?”

Nick scoffed. “You know how much trouble we'd be in? They'd ground us for a year! Let's just keep this our secret, OK? It's not like we got hurt.”

When I tried to argue, Nick kissed me. I was so stunned, so happy, I agreed not to tell anyone. “Our secret,” I promised.

Nick hesitated, almost like he had to psych himself up to get the words out. “I can't believe it. I might never have realized how I felt if…”

“We hadn't almost died?”

“Yeah,” he said. “Weird, huh?”

“Totally.”

We kissed again, then Nick walked me home. We held hands the whole way.


THE HOUSE THAT DARKNESS BUILT

THE HOUSE THAT DARKNESS BUILT
 

The house that darkness built,

it sits upon the hill,

and whispers to me every night

to kill… and kill… and kill.


THE HAUNTING OF HEX HOUSE

Can a house be evil? Can it have seen so much tragedy, so much horror, that it soaks up the raw emotions‌—‌the psychic energy‌—‌of its inhabitants, and becomes a living thing? Can such a house haunt itself? Some paranormal researchers think so.


Chapter 1: THE HOUSE

Hex House had stood alone and unloved for as long as it could remember. It was a mansion made of stone, of imported, intricately carved oak, and had been home to the finest family in Grays Harbor upon its completion in 1872. Some say old Hezekiah Hex, the patriarch of the Hex shipping dynasty, had made his fortune smuggling for the South in the Civil War and parlayed that wealth into the most successful shipping company on the western seaboard.

Regardless of how he'd amassed his fortune, Hezekiah had Hex House built as much to display his power as to please his strange young wife, Mary‌—‌she of the burning eyes and witchly whispers who never left the grounds. In 1882, Mary went insane and stabbed her husband to death, then slit her throat with the same blade. Her blood seeped into the floorboards and became one with the house. Something happened then, a transformation. Hex House became aware.

It lived.

The house brooded in the dark and slumbered in the light. Watching, waiting, wanting. A rotting mausoleum, a monument to greed, to hunger, to hate. The house had had another name once, many names, and it had walked and danced and laughed on two legs. It even dimly remembered leaving the hill on which it stood, of wandering the world outside‌—‌a world of horse-drawn carriages and ballrooms blazing with light‌—‌but these images were no more than ghosts, flickering phantoms that came to torment it as it slumbered.

The house remembered fear and pain much more easily. It knew loneliness, betrayal, rage. But it also knew love, a twisted kind of love, the only kind something like it could ever know: the love of possession and of being possessed, of being owned and owning another‌—‌a living, breathing, bleeding other. It needed to renew itself from time to time. It needed blood and souls, flesh and bone to fill it with new life, the life that can only spring from death.

Hex House was mad, driven insane by its terrible transition from two legs to four walls. It creaked and groaned and shuddered in the night, its wooden beams and crumbling stone pulsing with fearsome hunger‌…‌
 


Chapter 2: THE VICTIM

Ann Gordon knew none of this as she climbed the cracked stone steps of Hex House in her tweed power suit and matching pumps. A realtor with Prime Harbor Properties, Ann had just been assigned to sell Hex House after the previous agent had unexpectedly left the firm.

No one had told Ann of the house's history or the alarming number of realtors who had gone missing or insane after taking it on. Ann was so happy to have been chosen to sell the property, she didn't think twice. All she thought about was the generosity of her new boss, Arthur Royce, and how much faith he must have in her, especially after she'd turned him down for a date.


“Ann,” Arthur said, withdrawing his hand from her exposed knee, “I respect your decision to keep our relationship professional. I wasn't sure you were going to work out given your lack of experience, but any gal that's got the guts to turn her boss down ought to have no problem handling even the toughest customers.” He sat back in his leather chair and rested his hands behind his head. “Tell you what I'm going to do‌—‌there's this special property I think would be perfect for you, just perfect. It's a real gem, and I'm going to personally see to it you get a six-percent commission which, in today's market, is nothing to sneeze at‌…‌”

Everything else in Ann's meager portfolio were low-end vacant lots, mold-infested duplexes, and crumbling, hundred-year-old rat traps that wouldn't fetch much in the Harbor's depressed real estate market. But Hex House, with its million dollar price tag, would net her a cool sixty grand. That was more money than Ann had ever seen in her life.

She needed that money to pay off the mountain of her debt her husband, Frank, had left after getting drunk and driving off a cliff last winter. Sometimes, Ann wondered if he'd done it on purpose. She'd had no idea how deep Frank's financial trouble was, how badly his construction business was failing, and had been forced to go back to work. She'd completed her training and gotten her real estate license quick enough, but jobs were scarce in the county.

When the offer to join Prime Harbor Properties had come, Ann jumped at the chance. If she could sell Hex House, all her troubles would be over. She could pay off the mortgage and credit cards, and still have a little left over to provide for her teenage daughter Deb's college fund.

“But first I have to sell this monster,” Ann said. She wasn't sure why she'd said it out loud, only that the air here on Hex Hill was too thick with fog, too quiet. Nothing moved, and the only sound was the far-off cry of a gull winging its way over the Pacific. Long and mournful, the sound made Ann uneasy, as did the damp, clinging fog, and the brooding way the house's windows watched her.

“Ugly old place,” Ann murmured, gazing up at it. “Hope you sell quick.”

She'd already placed a FOR SALE at the bottom of the winding drive, easily seen by anyone driving by on State Route 109. Now she fumbled with the lock box. The key wouldn't work at first, but eventually, she got the front door open. A strange breeze sprang from somewhere inside, blowing the blonde hair back from her face. Then, as suddenly as it had come, the breeze was gone.

“Spooky,” she said. “I'd better get this over with.” Yet something about the place would not let her enter, almost like a warning bell going off in her head.

Ann had begged her boss to come with her to help familiarize her with the property, but Arthur had declined, insisting he had more important matters to attend to. Ann had then asked one of the more experienced agents, Rebecca North, if she would show her around. Rebecca had been friendly at first, but as soon as Ann had mentioned Hex House, the middle-aged realtor had grown tense.

“I'm sorry, hon,” Rebecca told Ann, “but I'm never going in that house again, and if you were smart, you wouldn't either.”

“It's only a house,” Ann countered. “Why won't anyone come with me? First Arthur, now you. It's like you're all afraid of it.”

Rebecca looked away, not answering.

“It's not haunted, is it?” Ann thought she was making a joke, but Rebecca's heavily made-up face paled.

At that moment, Ann's sixteen-year-old daughter, Deb, had called, letting Rebecca off the hook. The older realtor made good her escape into Arthur's office, where she shut the door and pulled the blinds. Ann thought she could hear angry whispering, but then Debra was talking, telling her all about her first day at her new high school, and Ann was glad. Not only for the normalcy of the moment, but the fact her daughter still felt comfortable sharing things with her. Other moms weren't so lucky, and they didn't have a husband who'd driven off a cliff to make things worse.

“So anyway,” Deb said, “My new friend, Polly Mitchell and I are going to South Shore Mall. Can you come get me in a couple hours?”

Ann chewed her lip. Hex House was a good twenty-minute drive from Aberdeen, and although there wasn't much traffic, she wasn't that familiar with the area and might get lost. She also might need a lot of time to explore the old house so she'd be ready to sell it.

“I'm not sure,” Ann said. “I've got to check on this new house I've been assigned‌—‌an honest-to-God mansion, if you can believe that‌—‌and I don't know if I can be back in time.”

Deb sighed. “OK. What about three hours?”

“Fine,” Ann said. “I'll text you when I'm on my way.”

As she left the office, Ann caught Rebecca staring at her through the blinds.

Forty-five minutes later, Ann took an anxious step inside Hex House. The door slammed shut behind her.
 


Chapter 3: THE SEARCH

Deb Gordon couldn't understand what was taking her mom so long. She stood outside J.C. Penny's with her friend, Polly, texting and retexting. Her mother never replied.

Polly tried to comfort her. “Cell phone service can be pretty bad outside town,” she explained. “Maybe your mom's car broke, or she got busy and forgot.”

“No way,” Deb said. “Something's wrong, I can feel it.”

A gray minivan pulled next to them.

“That's my mom,” Polly said. “We can give you a ride home, if you want.”

“Thanks, I'd like that.” Deb climbed in the back of the minivan and texted Ann not to bother picking her up.

Deb came home to an empty house. Mom's silver Accord wasn't in the driveway and there was no note on the fridge. Deb got the number for her mom's work from the phone book and called. It was after six, but a woman answered.

“Prime Harbor Properties,” she said. “Rebecca North speaking. How may I help you?”

“Um, hi,” Deb said. “This is Deb‌—‌Debra‌—‌Gordon. My mom, Ann, works there.”

The woman's voice changed, becoming nervous, strained. “Yes?”

“She hasn't come home. She was supposed to pick me up at the mall, but she's not answering her phone and I'm getting worried.”

“I'm sure she's fine,” Rebecca said. “Listen, when she does get home, have her give me a call on my cell, OK?” The woman gave Deb her number.

“Can you at least tell me where she is?” Deb asked, not willing to let the subject go. “She said something about a mansion outside of town‌…‌”

Rebecca paused. “Yes, that's right. It's the old Hex House on Route 109.”

“What should I do?” Deb asked. “Should I go there to look for her?”

“No!” Rebecca said.

The older woman's tone startled Deb. “Why not?”

“Because‌…‌” Rebecca began. “Because‌… oh hell. Tell you what: if she's not home in an hour, I'll go there myself.”

Relief flooded Deb. “Would you? That'd be great! Only, I don't know, maybe you could give me a ride and we could go together?”

This time, the older woman didn't hesitate. “Of course. Honestly, I wasn't looking forward to going there alone. Especially after dark.”

“How come?” Deb asked. “Do you know something?”

“I have to go,” Rebecca said. “Call me in an hour, or as soon as you hear from your mom.” She hung up, leaving Deb staring at the phone, not sure whether to be shocked or annoyed.

She made a frozen dinner and sat in front of the TV, but didn't bother watching the shows. She kept checking the clock on the DVR, her phone, and the driveway through the living room window. No silver Accord pulled up, and there were no calls or texts.

Finally, the hour was over. Deb called Rebecca, gave the woman her address, and waited anxiously by the window. When Rebecca came to the door, she was surprised how pinched the woman's face was. She looked much older than she'd sounded on the phone, almost like some terrible secret was eating away at her.

“What do you know about this place?” Deb asked.

Rebecca's hands stiffened on the wheel. “It's old, been on the market for years. No one will buy it.”

“Why?”

Rebecca shrugged. “Supposed to be haunted. Lot of strange things have happened there over the years.”

“Is that why you said you were afraid to go by yourself?” Deb asked.

“Yes. I've only been there once, and the feeling I got sent chills through me. I couldn't even bring myself to go in.”

She remembered the day, the overpowering urge to flee back to the office and do whatever Arthur asked her to do. She'd been doing it ever since. When Ann rejected Arthur, she knew what he'd do. What he always did. Rebecca tried to warn her, but if Arthur had found out, he might fire her. She was getting old and needed this job. In her own sick way, she needed Arthur, even though “love” was the last thing she'd ever call it.

“So why'd you let my mom go?” Deb asked.

Rebecca chewed her lower lip. “I'm sorry,” she said. “I tried to warn her.”

Rebecca had been out of the office the last few times Arthur had pulled this stunt. The first girl, Callie Mercer, had been found a week later locked in the house, stark raving mad. She'd been on anti-depressants, Arthur explained, so it should come as no surprise that she'd had a nervous breakdown. Only a breakdown didn't turn your hair white, and it damn sure didn't turn you into a drooling lunatic. Callie Mercer had to be locked away and never let out.

The second girl to turn Arthur down was Jill Reardon. She was never heard from again. The police found her car parked at the house, the only trace of her one red heel in the attic. It was as if the house had swallowed her up.

State Route 109 was a heavily forested stretch of road that ran from Aberdeen, north toward Ocean Shores and the tiny beach communities of northern Grays Harbor County. There were cliffs here on both sides, sometimes overlooking the sea, sometimes dense woods a hundred feet below.

This is the road that killed my Dad, Deb thought bitterly. It better not have killed Mom too.

“There it is.” Rebecca slowed her blue Camry, pointing at the FOR SALE sign through the windshield. 

They drove in silence, the thick forest hemming them in, making the evening darker than it was, more sinister.


“I can see why people say this place is haunted,” Deb said as they came to a stop in front of Hex House. ”Who would want to live here?”

“No one,” Rebecca said. She reached over and removed a flashlight from the glove compartment. She left the keys in the car, the headlights illuminating the the mansion's front porch.

Deb got out and ran over to her Mom's car. The silver Accord was parked, the doors shut and locked. There were no lights on in the house. What would her mother be doing in this horrible place after dark? Why hadn't she answered her phone?

“Hey,” Deb called to Rebecca. “Aren't you coming?”

The older woman shook her head. “No, I can't. God forgive me, I thought I could, but I can't.”

Deb tried to argue, but Rebecca was beyond listening. Her eyes were wide with fear. “H-here,” she stammered. “You go. Take the flashlight. I'll wait for you.”

Deb grabbed the flashlight. “Fine. I'll do it myself. Mom!” she yelled. “Hey, Mom! You in there?”

No answer.

“Great,” Deb muttered. “Fantastic.” She pulled out her phone and tried calling her mom. The screen jumped and dropped the call. When Deb tried again, the phone died. “Can you get a signal?” she asked.

“No,” Rebecca said. “Mine's dead too. You sure you want to go in there? We could go back to town, get the cops‌…‌”

“My mom's in there,” Deb insisted. “Stay here if you want, but I'm going in.” She stalked toward the house, wondering at how cold it had gotten. Up the stone steps she climbed, one foot in front of the other, drawing strength from her love, from her need for her mother to be all right.

I'm coming, she thought. I'll find you.
 


Chapter 4: THE HUNGER

Hex House sensed the girl outside its door. It had tasted blood once today and wanted more. Sweet, red, delicious blood, the flow of life pulsing strong in youthful veins. Veins that must be pierced, tapped, and made to feed its insatiable hunger‌…‌
 


Chapter 5: THE HORROR

The front door swung open before Deb could even touch the handle. The room inside was black, so black the flashlight beam barely seemed to penetrate the gloom.

“Mom!” Deb cried. “Can you hear me?”

The house groaned in reply.

Deb swung the beam around the front hallway, seeing nothing. A little of her courage melted away, but she still had enough to step inside. “Mom?”

The door slammed shut behind her. Deb whirled and saw nothing, no reason the door should have closed on its own. “Shit,” she muttered. “It's just a door. Stop scaring yourself.”

But she was beginning to feel a sense of panic creeping into her soul. The air thickened and every breath made her feel strange, lightheaded, an intruder in this strange place.

Deb tried to shrug off her growing sense of unease. The hall opened into a broad room with a staircase leading to a second and third floor. Left and right, she could move into a living room and dining area, while straight ahead, past the stairs, the hallway continued to a door. Which way?  The house was bigger than she'd thought.

“Hey!” she yelled. “Mom! Come out!”

The door at the end of the hall creaked open, just an inch.

“Mom?” The name died to a whisper. Fear gripped her throat, closing it tight as the door swung wide. She heard shuffling, the sound of slow footsteps in the dark.

“Mom!” Deb ran forward, through the door into a kitchen. The room was empty, ransacked. Cobwebbed cabinets hung open, silverware drawers were pulled out and rusty knives and forks scattered everywhere.

There was blood on the floor.

The kitchen door closed behind her. Deb spun and saw her mother standing there, shivering, her back to her. She reached out an unsteady hand to touch her mother's shoulder.

“Mom? It's me, Deb‌…‌”

As soon as her hand made contact, her mother turned around. Ann Gordon was covered in her own blood, and she held a rusty butcher knife in one slim, shaking hand. Her eyes were glassy, unfocused, her mouth muttering madness. Ann raised the knife, and stabbed the blade into her own hand. It ran straight through. Ann was already missing several fingers, and there were multiple punctures and slashes along her arm.

“I can't get it out,” Ann babbled. “It's in so deep‌…‌” She pulled the knife free, splattering gore across her daughter's face, then stabbed herself again, this time higher up the arm.

“Oh my God, Mom! Stop!” Deb grabbed the arm holding the blade, wrestling with her mother for control. “Let go! What are you doing?”

Ann released the knife and collapsed to the floor, her eyes rolling until only the whites showed. Her palsied limbs thrashed and jerked. A hideous, wet gurgling came from her throat, rising into a growl that became the five most terrifying words Deb had ever heard:

“Get‌… out‌… of‌… the‌… house!”

Deb didn't know what to do, only that she had to run. She raced outside, tearing open the door, squinting in the glare of Rebecca's headlights.

The older realtor was on her second cigarette, and it fell from her lips as she saw the Gordon girl come tearing out of the house covered in blood holding a dripping knife. In that moment, Rebecca North saw her own death reflected in the dull glint of that blade.

Convinced the girl had gone crazy and killed her mother, Rebecca backed toward her Camry. “Stay away from me!” she screeched. “You're crazy!”

Deb didn't know what the woman was talking about. She took several steps forward before she realized she was holding the knife. She threw it down, calling, “Wait! You don't understand!”

But Rebecca had already turned tail and scrambled back into her car. She screamed as the girl's bloody handprints slapped across the driver's side window. Rebecca hit the door lock button, threw the car in reverse, and disappeared down the driveway. She never made it. In her panicked state, she misjudged the road and went sailing off the cliff onto the jagged rocks below.

Deb heard the distant crash, then her mother's scream. She ran into the house and found her mom plunging another knife into her chest. The blade snagged on a rib and stuck. Deb knelt next to her, trying to help.

Blood! There was so much blood‌…‌

“I can't get it out,” Ann gasped. “Don't you understand? The house loves me! It won't let me leave!”

Deb was sobbing, holding her mother tight as the blood poured from her. “Mom, no! Don't leave me!”

Ann's eyes regained a bit of their focus. “I love you,” she said. “It's too late for me, but if you hurry, you can still leave. Please, Deb! You have to get out!” Her hands tightened around the knife handle. “Go! If you ever loved me, in the name of God, Deb, go!”

Ann twisted the knife into her chest. Her savaged heart pumped and pulsed, then beat no more.

Deb held her, rocking back and forth, hot tears stinging her cheeks. She didn't even notice when her finger caught a jagged splinter from the broken knife drawer as she stood. She didn't even feel it as the house possessed her. One minute, she was Deb Gordon, the next she was possessed.

Like her mother.

Like so many before her.
 


Chapter 6: THE NEW OWNER

The house had a new owner now, one who would never leave. The splinter would see to that. Inch by deadly inch, it crept closer to Deb's heart, heedless of causing pain or encountering resistance. It was the way it must be. It would creep its way into place and be ready to pierce her heart in an instant should she ever try to leave or disobey.

The house did not think of this as evil, it thought of this as love, as bonding, making itself one with the new owner. The house did not want to kill Deb, only keep her safe inside its loving walls. Once the splinter, which was the will and voice of the house, reached its destination, then Deb would understand. She would embrace Hex House as the house embraced her.

Together, they would feed on blood and souls until Deb died, and then another owner would be found. Such was the way of things, the only way. Without it, Hex House must die, and the house did not want that. It must go on, and by the bonding of its wood with mortal blood, it could.

Now and forever.




Chapter 7: THE INVITATION

Polly Mitchell thought it was strange Deb wasn't in school the next day. Her new friend hadn't responded to any of her calls or texts. Maybe something was wrong with Deb's mom, an accident or something.

Polly was chatting with some friends at lunch when her phone beeped. It was Deb. Her text said:
 


Having a party at Hex House tonight. Bring friends. I'll be waiting‌…‌

 


THE HUNGER AND THE HATE

THE HUNGER AND THE HATE
 

From the grave, she rises,

her lips, bloodstained shadow,

her eyes, crimson pits.

And always, the hunger and the hate

for your life,

your chance to be what she has lost.


EMPTY GIRL, EMPTY GRAVE

Every suicide attempt is a cry for help, but what happens when a vampire answers? Are we so desperate that we'd be willing to trade one life of pain for another?


Chapter 1: ONE LITTLE WORD

“Suicide is a sin.”

I thought I was alone in the cemetery. I looked up from where I'd just drawn the razor blade across my wrist. A man's shadow detached itself from the mausoleum. It was just after midnight and I should have been scared, but I was too sick of living to care.

What did it matter if a psycho killed me or I did it myself?

Only if this guy was gonna murder me, he better hurry up, because I could already feel the cut opening, the hot blood oozing out. I'd be dead—free of this life, this pain—any minute now. At least, I hoped so.

“Suicide is a sin,” he repeated. It was an old voice, but not like an old man's. It was world-weary, slightly mocking.

“What are you, some kind of religious nut?”

“No,” he laughed softly. “Not that. Just someone who knows a thing or two about the afterlife…”

Whoever he was, he moved like ink on water, flowing forward from the mausoleum. A deeper darkness within the dead of night. He stopped just outside the range of the lit candles I'd melted into place on top of the nearest tombstones. It was the night of the new moon and dark as hell. He was maybe ten feet from where I sat, dangling my legs over the edge of an empty grave.

Who was he?

I wasn't even sure he was real. Maybe I'd already bled out and he was some kind of ghost. Next thing I knew, he'd be telling me to “go into the light” or something stupid.

“Oh yeah?” I said. “What do you know that I don't?”

“Well, for one thing, if you kill yourself they'll only make your soul come back in a new body and suffer all over again.”

“Who's they?”

“The ones who made us come here in the first place.”

“You mean God? Like angels and stuff?”

He shrugged.

“Look,” I said, “no offense or anything, but can you leave me alone? I'm kind of in the middle of something.”

“I can see that,” he said. “But you're doing it the wrong way. That is, if you're serious about killing yourself.”

“What?” I couldn't see his face very well, but I thought I saw him smirk. It sounded like he was.

“You can't kill yourself like that,” he said. His eyes glinted red in the candlelight, like some kind of wild animal. “You have to open up the vein from the crease of your elbow down to the wrist.” He gestured how to do it and his nails glinted in the candlelight. Long and sharp. Between the eyes and the nails, I must be hallucinating.

“Thanks, but I think I know how to kill myself.”

“Do you? Forgive my saying so, but you seem to know as much about dying as you do about living.”

Great, I couldn't even kill myself without some jerk telling me I didn't know what I was doing.

“What's that supposed to mean?”

“If you knew anything about living, you wouldn't be sitting in the cemetery trying to die.”

I stood up, feeling woozy. The razor blade, slick with my blood, slipped through my fingers and fell in the grass. “You don't know me,” I said, but without any conviction.

“I know enough to know you are unhappy, and I know you would rather live a different life than no life at all.”

“Fine,” I said. “You know so much, what kind of life you think I could have?”

“Whatever kind you want.”

“That ain't gonna happen,” I said. “Nobody will let me.”

“It's not up to ‘them’ to let you do anything,” he said. “It's up to you. If you're unhappy, you have only yourself to blame.”

The cut in my wrist was burning. I pressed down on it and tried to think about what he'd said. “Oh yeah? Well, if you're so smart, how do I fix it?”

“You open yourself up to new possibilities,” he said, “to new ways of living.”

Blood oozed between my fingers. I knew then I didn't really want to die. I just needed someone to show me a way out of this mess. Maybe him. Maybe now.

Except letting boys “help” me was what brought me here in the first place. All those backseat promises. They made me feel good for an hour. After that, I learned how little they meant. I'd already had one abortion. Now I was giving myself another, only I was the one being aborted. Seven-teen years of suffering was long enough.

“I don't want to live,” I told him. “I don't know how.”

“Few people do.” His voice was soft, almost kind. “Why not let me take your life—and give you a new one?” As he stepped into the candlelight, his lips turned from a smirk into a smile. A smile that held two sharp white fangs and the promise of soul-cutting kisses. Kisses that burned better than razor blades.

His strong hands fastened around me, holding me so tight I couldn't move, and the way his eyes trapped mine, I didn't want to. The smiling mouth came closer.

“Tell me you want this,” he whispered. “One little word can unlock so many doors.”

“Yes.” I couldn't believe I said it. It was almost as if it wasn't my voice at all, so I said it again just to be sure. “Yes!”

The vampire didn't say anything, but his smile twitched wider, and then his lips were on mine. I met them eagerly, desperately, as if each kiss were my last. Then his mouth was moving lower, the hot breath warming my flesh, whispering things that sounded like love and life and blood and death.

I moaned and arched my neck, waiting for his fangs to fill me, to drink deep and never let go. We sank down into the dirt. Down, into the empty grave. Down, into eternal darkness and beyond…


Chapter 2: OLD BLOOD FOR NEW LIFE

I woke in the cemetery alone. It was just before dawn and I lay in the empty grave, clawing feebly at the dirt. I must have passed out from losing so much blood. But from my wrist or from my neck?

Had I dreamed the whole thing?

My wrist had crusted over. I could barely move. Every inch of me felt cold, numb, drained—except my mouth, tongue, and throat. They felt strange, swollen, tingly. There was a coppery taste in my mouth.

Blood! But was it mine—or his? I reached for my throat, found two scabby holes, and knew it was no dream. Vampires were real. My hand came away sticky and red.

Birds sang in the trees and the sky grew gray.

I couldn't lie here any longer. I had to get up, get out.

The sun… if it touched me… would I burn? Was I undead or merely half-dead?

I climbed, fighting for every inch of ground, slithering over the top and through the dewy grass on my belly like a snake. The effort almost made me pass out and I had to stop several times to catch my breath. Or what I thought of as my breath until I realized I wasn't breathing. The thought sent fear racing through me. I gulped in great lungfuls of air. It didn't help, it only seemed to blow me up like a balloon. So I stopped and focused on squeezing the air back out of my lungs. It made a horrible wheezing, moaning sound.

I crawled forward again, then remembered my purse. I'd left it next to the grave. Stupid. My money, ID, and cell phone were inside… But who would I need to call now? My dad? My friends? A cab? No, they'd freak if they saw me like this. They'd call the cops or an ambulance and then there'd be questions and all kinds of tests, and I didn't want to deal with any of that.

I tried to stand, but was too weak. I sank back to the grass and stared at the pre-dawn sky.

Didn't even get his number, I thought to myself. He got what he wanted and left, like all the boys do. I laughed, but it came out awful—a dry, croaking rasp. But there was another sound…

Someone was singing and it wasn't the birds. It also wasn't very good. Like maybe whoever was doing it was drunk.

I strained my ears, trying to find the source. It was coming from my right, behind a row of tombstones. I changed direction and slithered toward it. Maybe whoever it was could get me to shelter before the sun came up.

I tried to say, “Hello,” but the best I could get was “Heh!”

The singing stopped. I heard rustling coming from behind the tombstones just ahead of me. A grimy male head poked over the top of one. “Whozat?” the bum said. “What you doin' sneaking up on me?”

I tried to say, “Help,” but still couldn't get past the first syllable. “Heh… Heh!”

“Don't you laugh at me!” the drunk said. “S'not funny! I—hey!” His eyes got wide. “You OK, honey? You hurt?”

I stared at him, hoping he'd get the hint and come over to me. He smelled horrible, but underneath, it was like I could sense something else. Something hot and red and delicious.

I had to get it out of him. Into me.

I smiled and he began creeping closer. Just another few feet and… Something crunched through my upper gums, tearing the flesh, making me snarl and moan. Saliva filled my mouth, spilling over my lips, and other parts of me came alive, including my legs. A shivering thrill sped through me.

Bloodlust.

That's when the bum lost it. He took one look at whatever my mouth had done and ran. I rose on unsteady legs and staggered after him. A horrible, hungry wail was in my throat. The bum was getting away and taking the red stuff with him. I had to make him stop.

Fortunately, I didn't have to. He tripped over a tombstone and went sprawling onto the grass. I was on him in seconds, clawing at his neck, his face, his hands. I'd had nails before, but never like this. They ripped and scratched and tore. He screamed and tried to fight back, but I was too strong.

The bum's eyes bulged as I drooled over his bearded face. Then my mouth was on his throat, teeth tearing, tasting unwashed flesh and the sweet blood that flowed beneath. I'd never known anything like it. It was hot and salty and I couldn't get enough.

As I took his life inside me, I felt the numbness fade, the cold retreat. I began to feel more like my old self—no, better than my old self. I was weak and stupid before, but now I was fast and powerful.

And I was going to live forever!

I didn't stop drinking until I felt the first rays of sun on my skin. They burned, and I bolted for the shadows leaving a trail of oily smoke behind me.

I took shelter in an old mausoleum. There was a coffin that would provide extra hiding in case the cops decided to check inside. I dumped the former occupant out and stomped her bones to dust, leaving no trace of what I'd done. Then I climbed inside and shut the lid.

Waiting for night. Waiting for blood.

I closed my eyes, but couldn't sleep. If only I'd had time to move the bum's corpse. If only I hadn't been so thirsty… What I needed was a steady supply of victims and a place to keep them. Maybe I could find an abandoned house with a nice basement. That'd be one way. What was another?

I could try to trick people, get them alone, starting with the ones I hated most: the boys who used me, the girls who tortured me. To them, I was nothing but a worthless slut. But what was I to myself?

Crawling on my belly like a worm to feed on disgusting bums was not how I'd pictured my new life. Dracula didn't do that, at least not in any movie I ever saw. Where was the glamor? Had I traded my soul, my humanity, to become a monster? I wasn't sure. But as night fell, I knew I was about to find out…


THE OLD GODS

THE OLD GODS
 

In the dark, the Old Gods lie dreaming,

hungry minds and hungry souls

that consume our desire

for love,

for power,

for the wisdom and magic

of a million lost years.

Beyond space,

beyond time,

they wait,

they call,

hoping

we'll hear.

Hoping we'll

summon

them

to

the

Feast.


WHO'S AFRAID OF LORDY MURCH?

The swamp has always been a place of mystery and fear. Half–land, half–water, full of hidden things. Like the ocean, it has a nasty habit of swallowing the unwary. This last story combines H.P. Lovecraft's Cthulhu Mythos with Mark Twain and a deadly dose of bayou noir.


Chapter 1: A BODY'S WORTH OF WORK

Some folk say there's a curse on us Swampers. That the Devil himself brought it down for our lyin', thievin' ways. But we know better. We know the curse come down from the Old Gods. From somethin' we done to them, and they done to us. It's the kind of wrong what don't wash clean, not in a million years.

Townies claim it's inbreedin' what gives us our famous looks: scaly skin, wall–eye, webbed fingers 'n' toes, and that's just to name a few. Some Swampers get it worse'n others. I even seen one poor fella growed a tail. The Worst Ones don't leave the swamp, not ever. They send someone like me to run their errands. I look almost normal with my clothes on. Sure, I got a lazy eye, but the rest of me ain't. I do a body's worth of work and then some.

Like today, old “Catfish” LaRue sent me to collect on his account at the Howphil General Store. Catfish makes gator– and snake–skin boots 'n' belts. He sells 'em on consignment to “Honest” Jeb Malone, who marks 'em up for tourists and locals alike. Some townies wonder why Catfish ain't called “Gator” or “Snake,” but he got named on account of his whiskers: great big gray ones that stick outta his face like wet needles. Just more proof us Swampers come in all shapes and sizes.

The Okefenokee was foggy that morn, the air moist and heavy. I took my pappy's raft and poled toward town. The sun hadn't quite risen, which was fine by me. I like to do my polin' before it gets too hot.

Glidin' through the fog, I almost believe I'm floatin' into another world. One where I ain't got to live in no swamp, one where I can be free to go where I want and do what I please without bein' stared at or thought down of. I might meet some nice feller that way, maybe a rich one, though that don't matter much so long as he loves me.

Good ol' Pappy says “Love's worth more'n all the tea in China,” and I believe him. That's the way he felt about Ma (rest her soul), and the way he feels about me. Pappy's love is good, it wraps around you real tight, but it ain't the same as the kind I got a hankerin' for. Been that way a few years now, ever since I growed into my womanly ways. This need, it's like an itch I can't scratch, but I know better'n to truck with no townie boys. Ain't gonna find no love–match there, just some one–off what won't mean nothin'.

Maybe a tourist…  a stranger. Foreign, exotic, with big city looks and big city ways. Just like in a magazine.

I gotta admit, that's one of the reasons I'm always helpin' the others out. I got this fantasy some tourist might gimme the nod. Wouldn't that be fine? Wouldn't have to pole no more, wouldn't have to do nothin'. Like I told you, I ain't lazy, but sometimes I get to wonderin' what it might be like. All that sittin' in luxury, eating chocolates. I know it wouldn't be like that, but pushin' a broom 'round a house ain't like pushin' a pole—a house ain't big 'n' dangerous like a swamp, and that's a fact!

Speakin' of dangerous, there's a splash in the blackwater to my right. I see Big Gertie slidin' along. She's a gator mean as they come, and twice as big. I wave to her and Gertie shows me her teeth. When I show her mine, she decides to hunt her breakfast somewhere else.


Chapter 2: A DAMN FOOL

I drift into town, sailin' toward the dock outside the General Store. Howphil ain't much to look at: a few muddy streets and clapboard houses, There ain't but two businesses: the Daggone Tavern and General Store.

Before you ask, Howphil didn't get its name because it rhymes with “awful.” It got it's name from two brothers, Howard and Philip Derleth. They settled here in the 1880s, but soon commenced to fightin'. First, over the town's name, which they compromised on, then over money—which they didn't.

To make a long story short, Howard Derleth horse–whipped his brother out of town into the Okefenokee, where Philip met an old Creek Indian woman worshippin' the Old Gods in one of them weird burial mounds. Some reckon her a witch, others a shaman. Whatever she was, she granted Philip some strange power to get revenge on his brother in exchange for his soul. Philip got his revenge, all right, but he betrayed the witch and refused the Old Gods his soul, so she cursed him and all his kin.

The townies didn't want no poor cursed devils dwelling amongst 'em, so they drove the Derleths into the swamp, where they mingled with the Murches and the LaRues and all the other poor white trash who call the Okefenokee home. The story gets convoluted from there, but supposedly, that's where us Swampers come from…

A curse.

That was fifty–some years ago, and 'Merica's changed. It's the roarin' Twenties now. The age of flappers and speakeasies. We've had a world war and a peck of science, but nothin' changes here. Every once in a while, some city slicker gets it in his head to clearcut the cypress or build a canal, but they always fail. This place belongs to the Old Gods, and woe to them what don't believe!

As I finish tyin' my raft to the dock, some of the locals—fishermen—see me and cross themselves. They wait 'til I'm off the pier so they won't have to pass me. Touchin' Swampers is s'posed to bring bad luck. Doin' more is even worse.

“I ain't contagious,” I mutter, and that's probably true. Part of me likes that these men are afraid. It's the only power I have, but it don't sit right with the rest of me—the parts that want to be loved.

The bell over the door rings as I walk into the General Store. Jeb Malone's behind the counter stocking the penny candy. My belly growls. I got a bit of a sweet tooth, I'll admit, and ain't had no breakfast besides.

“Lordy Murch!” Jeb says, and he's the only man in town who's cheerful 'bout sayin' my name. “Ain't seen you in a spell.”

“No, sir. I reckon not.” I look down, feelin' the color run into my cheeks. Jeb's a bit old for a beau, but pickins' is slim for a Swamper like me. I won't lie and say I ain't had carnal thoughts 'bout me and ol' Jeb. He's the richest man in Howphil and the only one who's ever been nice to me. I ain't sure if that's 'cause he really does cotton to me, or only 'cause I represent a goodly chunk of sales and the like…  or that he might have to deal with someone even uglier than me. Like I said, we Swampers ain't known for our good looks or social graces, but I manage to get by.

But it pains me that Jeb and me ain't never gonna be more'n friends. The townies wouldn't do business with a man what took a Swamp Wife, and my kin would shun me for takin' up with a fella what weren't one of us.

That don't leave much room for what I want.

Pappy's been jawin' I should get married, raise him up some young'uns to dote on. He even named a few boys I might cotton to, but I'm particular 'bout such things. Most of 'em are too deformed to be much good at earnin' a livin', much less anythin' else. Then there's men like Catfish, who got a trade, but are getting' on in years. Only a matter of time 'fore the Sickness takes 'em. It comes for all us Swampers sooner or later.

Jeb leans across the counter and lights his corncob pipe. “How's yer Pappy keepin'?”

“Respectable. He's still got the breath of the Lord flowin' through him, if'n that's what you mean.”

“Breathing's good,” Jeb agrees. “How you doin', Lordy? You're lookin' well today.”

That's as close as any man's ever come to complimentin' my looks, and when I blush, this time I don't look away. “I'm passable, thanks for askin'.” I wish he'd ask me somethin' else. Like to be his wife. I would, too. Just you see if I don't!

But Jeb don't ask nothing of the kind. In fact, he don't say nothin'. Just sucks on his pipe, real thoughtful–like.

“You sure got a nice store,” I say. “Must take a heap of work to run this place.”

Jeb sighs. “Ain't that the truth.”

“So,” I say, “it occurs to me ya might need some help 'round here. Stockin' shelves, sweepin' up, and anythin' else you need done… ”

Jeb blows smoke rings at the ceiling. “That's not a bad idea on the surface,” he says. “Yer a good girl, Lordy Murch, and I know you'd work real hard.”

“I can start today, if you want.” I can't believe I could be so bold, but there the words are, a–tumblin' out my mouth like a dadburn idjit. It's too late to take 'em back, and Jeb ain't answerin', so I imagine myself workin' here, maybe livin' here. With him. I got me a fancy apron on, and I'm showin' folks what they need, ringing 'em up, my hands touchin' all them coins, maybe even a dollar bill or too. Wouldn't that be somethin'!

And after the shop closes, I could cook Jeb a real nice supper. Hot damn, he might even let me sit at the table with him! We could make moon–eyes and play footsie and all them other sweet, silly things lovers do. Jeb would pick me up and carry me to his bedroom and then nobody could stop us from bein' man and wife.

Only we couldn't stay in Howphil.

I rearrange my fantasy, real quick–like before Jeb says somethin' to spoil it. In my new dream, we pick up stakes and move to a real town, the kind with automobiles and sidewalks made out of real cement, not creaky boards. We'd open a new shop, maybe one of them big city department stores. And I'd have dresses made out of silk, not held together with rope and mildew. I'd have all the nice, pretty things a girl could want. Them's would be fine days, and finer nights. Yep, mighty fine.

I clear my throat and say, “If you'll pardon my sayin' so, you ain't getting' no younger, and a shop like this don't run itself… ”

“You're right,” Jeb says, “but think sense, Lordy. The reg'lars wouldn't stand for it. They ain't for no more co–minglin' between our kind than's necessary. They're…  afraid of you.”

I move to the counter. “And what about you?” I ask, and I try to make sure my lazy eye's pointed at him. “You ain't afraid of Lordy Murch, is you?”

Jeb swallows. “No, I ain't. I known you since you was just a lil 'un. But look at you! You're a woman now, all sixteen and full of sass n' fire. I'm just an old man. I can't give you what you need. It wouldn't be right, not for neither of us. You know that, Lordy. Curse or no curse, best we stay friends.”

Friends. When Jeb says it, it sounds like a dirty word. On account of I want more. I'm desperate for it.

“Pappy thinks I ought to get myself hitched,” I say. “You be jealous if I married some good ol' boy?”

Jeb laughs. “I'd be the most jealous man in Clinch County. Who you got in mind to be your beau?”

I want to say, “You, goddamn it,” but just then a stranger walks in.


Chapter 3: IMPORTANT BUSINESS

The stranger's older than me and younger than Jeb, so I 'spect the man's somewhere between twenty and thirty. He has a shock of honey–blonde hair, neatly–combed, and eyes just as blue as a summer day. He's too well–dressed to be from anywhere but Atlanta or some big city up north. He's holdin' a suitcase. Holdin' it real tight.

“Howdy, stranger,” Jeb says. “What can I do ya for?”

When the man speaks, he don't talk like us. He talks real fine. “Good morning. My car broke down a few miles back, and I was wondering if there was a garage or mechanic available?”

“No, sir,” Jeb says. “Not many folks 'round here can afford automobiles. They use horses, mostly.”

“Or rafts,” I add. “I got me a dandy down at the dock.”

The stranger looks at me, then back to Jeb. “Well, uh, I have to be in Savannah, you see. Important business.”

Jeb and I both nod, but it's me who offers condolences. “That's too bad, mister. Savannah's clear on t'other side of the swamp. Mighty long walk…  lonely too.”

The stranger pulls out a handkerchief from his suit pocket and swabs his face and neck. He's perspiring, and the way he acts, I reckon it's from more'n the heat. “Yes,” he says. “I saw that on the map. If you don't have a mechanic, maybe I could convince someone to sell me their car?”

Jeb chuckles. “Doubtful, mister. The one's what got cars needs 'em too much to part with 'em.”

“Like ol' Doc Wilbur,” I say. “Or you, Jeb. You got a truck for cartin' goods and such.”

Jeb sucks on his pipe. “Ain't for sale. Can't run the General Store without it. Doc won't sell neither. The only way he can make his rounds is on wheels.”

“I'll give you a thousand dollars,” the stranger says.

I whistle in appreciation, but Jeb shakes his head.

“Cost me two to replace it,” Jeb says. “And a fair 'mount of inconvenience.”

The man chews his lip. “Two thousand then, plus another hundred for your trouble.”

Jeb shrugs. “Might be I could go for a deal like that. You got that twenty–one hundred on you? Cash money?”

The man mops his brow. “I, er…  was hoping to write a check. Nobody carries that much cash.”

“Except robbers,” I say. “Or tycoons. I bet they carry bucket loads. Hey, you ain't one of them, are ya, mister?”

“No,” the man answers. “I'm not. Now what about my offer?”

Jeb cackles. “No can do! You know how far I'd have to travel to cash a damn check? All the way to Homerville, and that's mighty hard to do with no truck.”

“Well, isn't there some other way I could get to Savannah? A bus or train?”

“You could buy a horse,” Jeb says. “Horse'd get you there in about a week, lickety–split.”

“No,” the man says and leaves it at that.

“You could pole it,” I say.

The man stares at me. “Excuse me?”

“You could pole a raft through the swamp,” I explain. “Mine's for sale. I could fetch you a real fair price on it too.”

“Thank you, miss—”

“Name's Lordy,” I say. “Miss Lordy Murch, and I'm right pleased to meet you, mister… ”

“Thatcher,” he says. “Tom Thatcher.”

It's a beautiful name for a beautiful man. A love at first sight kind 'o man, and the way his summer–blue eyes send chills down my spine, I know it's meant to be. That is, I intend to make it that way. Curse be damned.

“So, uh, you wanna buy my raft?”

“I'm sorry, Miss Murch, but I'm afraid I don't know the first thing about swamps or rafting. No doubt I'd be lost and eaten by alligators within a few miles.” He chuckles at his own joke.

“You could pay me,” I say. “I can pole you across, straight shot to Trader's Hill. You could buy a car there, catch a bus or somethin'.”

“How long will it take?”

“Oh, I dunno. A few days… ” Of course, I'm lyin'. It'll take a week if it'll take a day, but I'm hoping he won't mind. I'm hoping a lot of things. Like he'll be on the raft so long, he'll fall in love.

Jeb knows I'm suckerin' this poor fella and raises an eyebrow, but he don't say nothin'.

Tom sighs. “Isn't there some other way?”

“Sure,” I say. “You can go back to the road and start walkin'. No skin off my nose.”

A look of alarm passes over his face. “No, I …  that is, I'd like to hire you, Miss Murch. How much?”

“A hundred dollars,” I say. “Cash money. You say you ain't got no thousands, but a feller like you must got that.”

He reaches into his pocket and hands me a fifty. “Half now, half later.”

“Done!” I make the bill disappear down my shapeless green dress so fast I have to double–check I really have it. I do. I spit in my hand and hold it out to him.

He stares at it like I just handed him a coiled viper. “What am I supposed to…  um, is this really necessary?”

“Gentlemen always shake,” I say. “Ladies too.”

Tom spits in his palm and we clasp hands. I can't help but think what else we might clasp before Trader's Hill.


Chapter 4: EVERYBODY'S GOT TO EAT

I tell Tom to buy some canned goods and bottled drinks, then go to the dock and I'll be out directly. Soon as he's out the door and out of sight, I do a short lil hoppin' dance and slap my knee. “Hot damn!” I say, and it feels so good, I say it again. “Hot diggity damn!”

Jeb snorts. “I hope you know what yer doin', Lordy.”

“A hundred dollars says I do.” I pull out the fifty and hold it up to the light. It's crisp, clean, the way Jeb's bills never are. “Money like this ought to buy me some mighty fine things.” My belly growls. I pat it and say, “Gimme some of that penny candy. I got me a hankerin' for licorice.”

I try to hand Jeb the fifty, but he turns it away. “I can't break a bill that size on penny candy.” He opens the jar and hands me a stick. “On the house.”

“I can't take no charity, Jeb.” But my belly disagrees. It's always hungry, always tellin' me to take a nibble out of somethin'. Mostly, I ignore it, because what else can I do?

“Ain't charity,” he says. “You can pay me when you come back. You are comin' back ain't ya?”

“Why?” I ask. “You want me to?”

He snorts. “I'm yer friend, Lordy. Of course, I want you to! But so will your pappy and Catfish, and all the others what depend on you. You got a place here.”

I chew my licorice stick, thinkin' on his words, stacking 'em up against my desires and seein' how they fit. “Speakin' of Catfish,” I say, “that's the reason I come to town today before all these…  distractions. He sent me to settle up his consignments. How much you reckon you owe on them gator belts and snakeskin boots?”

Jeb tallies up how many he's sold versus how many remain, and gives me the figure, but in store credit, not dollars. I think about askin' for dollars, but can't cross Catfish like that. He and Pappy go way back. So I tell Jeb what Catfish wants in exchange: chewin' tobacky, sewin' needles and thread, a gallon of shine, and a good, sharp knife.

Jeb wraps the items together in a burlap sack. “Catfish sure goes through them knives. That's the third one this year.”

“That's 'cause the things he hunts don't die easy. Which reminds me, I clapped eyes on Big Gertie today. Ornery thing thought she might have me for breakfast, but I showed her.”

“That damn gator's getting' to be a real bother,” Jeb says. “She almost snatched the Dolliver boy the other day.”

I shrug. “Everybody's got to eat.”

“True 'nuff,” Jeb says, “but that don't mean we got to let her eat us! Ya'll be careful out there, Lordy. I don't trust that Tom feller. Here, take this.” He pulls out a flare gun and two shells from under the counter, loads it for me. When I glare at him—mostly with my good eye—Jeb groans. “Consarn it! This ain't charity, it's a loan. Just in case you need help—from town, or against that city slicker.”

I take the flare gun, but that don't mean I have to take his castin' aspersions at Tom. “Aw, you're just jealous! You had your chance, Jeb Malone. Don't begrudge me mine.” I stalk out the General Store with Catfish's bag over my shoulder and the flare gun tucked in my belt.

The Dolliver boy's sittin' on the front steps. He's about twelve, with the same brown hair and dull face bred into most of the townies. He jumps up when he sees me and does a little dance. “Freaky–face! Freaky–face!” he yells in a broken voice that's half–man, half–boy. “You damn Swamper! We don't want your kind 'round here.”

I grab him by his collar and pull him real close, so close I can see the fright in his eyes. “Careful you don't get et,” I snarl. “Big Gertie ain't the only one with teeth 'round these parts.” I let him go and watch him run, sobbin' like a lil sissy to his ma, who hides him behind her skirt.

Mrs. Dolliver shakes her fist at me. “Don't you scare my boy, Lordy Murch! God's gonna get you!”

“The Old Gods already did,” I say, low enough so only I can hear. “But not for this.” I head 'round to the back of the store, then down to the dock.

Tom  Thatcher's waitin'.


Chapter 5: SMELLS LIKE NEW YORK

I'm glad to be out of Howphil, glad to put that whole durn town behind me. It steams my gizzard the high–handed way them townies treat me. Like I'm less than 'em, instead of just different. Even Jeb. He says he cares, says he's my friend, but can't never be more. And I wanna hate him for it, want to hold on to my hate real tight, but I can't stay mad at him. Not at ol' Jeb.

I wonder what he was thinkin', loanin' me his flare gun? Like anybody from town would sweat one drop to come save me. Only that ain't what Jeb meant. The town wouldn't come to help no Swamper, but so far as they know, ain't no Swamper would be firing it. We don't own no fancy science gear. All we'd do is scream. And I was too dumb, too worked up over Tom to notice Jeb was showin' me he loved me. Not in the way I wanted, but in the only way he knew how.

Jeb Malone don't want me to die. He don't want nothin' bad to happen to Lordy Murch. I reckon I'll oblige him by staying safe. But that don't mean I'm comin' back…

“Everything all right?” Tom Thatcher asks. He's stretched out on the raft, hands crossed behind his head. Watching the tupelo and cypress sway in the soft morning breeze.

“Huh?” I say, and then, “Oh, yeah. Was just thinkin' 'bout things, that's all.”

“What kind of things?”

I don't answer, just keep polin', drivin' the raft deeper into the swamp. Past the oak trees and buttonbush, the buckwheat and bladderworts. A flock of herons scoot the sky, goin' who–knows–where, and I wonder if someday I'll join 'em.

“Where you from, Tom?”

He hesitates before sayin', “New York.”

I whistle. “You mean it? New York City?”

“No, upstate in Buffalo. You know, Niagara Falls? The honeymoon capital of the country.”

I nod. “Honeymoon, huh? You married?” I didn't see no ring on his finger, but it seems right–smart to ask.

Tom laughs. “Nah. You?”

I can feel myself blush. “No. Wannabe, though. If'n the right feller was to ask… ”

“I imagine a girl like you has her fair share of admirers,” Tom says.

I stare at him hard. “You funnin' me?”

He sits up and flashes that city–smile, and the way the sun catches his eyes, they were never bluer. “I'm serious. What about that shopkeep in town? You two seemed close.”

“Jeb?” I grin. “Aw–shucks! It ain't like that. We's just friends, is all, on account of we do a lot of business together. I'm, uh, kind of important 'round these parts.”

“Are you now?” Tom says. “How so?”

I chew my lip and squint, tryin' to think how to tell it. “Well, I'm a shopkeep myself, only this here raft's my store. I'm the go–between for Howphil and the Swampers.”

“Swampers?”

“The people what live in the Swamp. They, uh, don't get into town much. They live too far out. I do they're shoppin' for 'em, trade goods, pass messages, that sort of thing.”

“You're awfully young to have so much responsibility.”

“I ain't young! I'm sixteen if I'm a day, and I'm all growed up. Don't you say neverwise, or you'll be swimmin' back to town!”

Tom holds up his hands in a playful, warding gesture. “I'm sorry.”

“I ain't takin' offense. I just don't like people thinkin' I ain't good 'nuff, old 'nuff, or any 'nuff, ya know what I mean? I'm plenty 'nuff, Tom Thatcher. You see if I ain't!”

“I'm sure you are,” Tom says.

His words are pleasant, and I got to remember he ain't from 'round here. He don't know our ways or nothin'. That's good and bad. Bad, 'cause I have to 'splain even the most simple things, and good 'cause he don't know I'm the last girl he should be caught on a raft with.

“What's the gun for?” Tom asks.

I pat the flare gun tucked through my hemp belt. “Gun? You mean this ol' thing? Why, this here's a flare gun. It's for signallin' the town if we get in trouble. Why? You a–feared I was gonna rob you with it?”

Maybe it's the heat creepin' into the day, but Tom seems to be perspirin' more'n he should. His hand goes to grip his suitcase, the fingers white–knucklin' the handle. “It's just papers,” he says. “Nothing worth stealing.”

Up ahead, I see the little island with Catfish's ramshackle cabin stuck up on stilts. There's a dock with a canoe out front, so I know he's home. “We got to stop a spell,” I say.

“Stop?” Tom says. “What for?”

“You got yer business, I got mine.” I point to the bag at  my feet. “See all this stuff I brought? That's for the feller what lives here. Won't take long. You sit tight and try not to look at him funny, ya hear?”

Tom nods and clutches his suitcase tighter.

“Hey, Cat!” I holler, “Catfish LaRue! Come on out and get yer stuff.”

The moldy yellow curtain of the cabin pulls back, and I see Catfish plain as day. Whiskers–twitchin', his gilled, gray face all a–scowl. He come out to greet us totin' a shotgun over his hunchbacked shoulder. “Lordy,” Catfish says, “I didn't order me no damn townie.”

“Ha ha,” I sass right back, “This ain't no townie. This here's Mr. Tom Thatcher, come all the way from fancy pants New York. I'm ferryin' him to Trader's Hill.”

“Uh–huh.” Catfish scowls some more and sniffs the air. “He smells like New York, that's for sure.”

“What you know about New York?” I tease. “You ain't never been out of this here swamp.”

“And I don't intend to,” Catfish says. “Swamp's where I belong. Where do you belong, Lordy Murch?”

I look down at my bare, muddy feet. “Wherever I want,” I say, prouder than I should. “Besides, he's payin' cash.”

Catfish spits. “Pheh! Money ain't for our kind. Don't want it, don't need it. Can't eat me no money. Can't drink it. All money buys is trouble.”

“I don't mean to cause trouble,” Tom says.

“You ain't,” I say to Tom. “Is he, Cat?”

He shrugs. “Ain't my trouble, Lordy. He's yours.”

I unload Catfish's sack onto the dock and wait.

He sets his shotgun down—but close 'nuff to grab—then paws through his goods with his webbed fingers, pickin' one thing up, then t'other. He spends the longest lookin' at his new knife, testin' the edge, holdin' it up to the light this way and that, but really, I know he's lookin' at Tom.

Tom knows it too, 'cause he says, “I don't mean to be rude, Miss Murch, but shouldn't we be going? It's a long way to Trader's Hill, and I've got—”

“Business,” I finish for him. “Tom Thatcher's an important man. He's got a suitcase full of papers, don't you Tom?”

“Legal documents,” Tom says. “I'm a lawyer.”

“A lawyer, huh?” Catfish scratches his gills. “That so? Why you willin' to risk yer neck traipsin' through these tremblin' waters? Seems a might peculiar.”

“I, uh…  didn't have much choice.”

Catfish taps the edge of his knife against the dock. “Choices come, and choices go. Last big city bastard come this way was a no 'count log–thief. Dirty bastard thought he could steal our trees for some Yankee tycoon. I told him he couldn't, and when he didn't listen, I turned him into a nice set of curtains and a lampshade. How's that for choices?”

“Cat,” I say, “don't tease Tom. He ain't workin' for no tycoon. You think I'd ferry some no–'count rascal like that?”

“No, I reckon not. Less'n this feller was lyin' to you.”

“My car broke down,” Tom explains. “There's no garage in Howphil, no trains or buses, and I was in a hurry. Lordy says her raft is the most direct route to Savannah.”

I smile. “Only 'portant people go to Savannah.”

“Then you'd best get goin'.” Catfish unscrews the jar of moonshine and gulps it down so fast it leaks out his gills. He smacks his lips and screws his eyes up in his head. “White lightnin'!” he cries. “Mother's milk!” He offers me a slug, but I turn it down.

“Can't drink me no shine, Cat. It pains my belly somethin' fierce.”

“Sorry, I done forgot.” He nods and offers the jar to Tom. “Long trip, Mr. Lawyer–Man. Best take a swallow now! You gonna need it where you goin'.”

Tom shakes his head. “No, thanks.”

Catfish chuckles. “Suit yourself. Don't you mess with Lordy now, or you'll wish you never left New York.”

Tom promises he won't.


Chapter 6: THE HUNGER IN ME

I push off and let the Okefenokee swallow us. Tom's bein' real quiet. Too quiet, and that bothers me. He keeps lookin' back the way we come, and I'm not sure if he wishes he was back in Howphil or we were just further away from the island.

“What was wrong with that man?” Tom finally asks. There's a shudder in his voice.

“Wrong? Ain't nothin' wrong with Catfish. He was just bein' protective, is all. He's like an uncle to me, and you know how they get.”

Tom gulps and does his best to nod. “No more stops, though, all right? Just straight on through.”

“Uh–uh. We got to make one more stop. Got to tell my Pappy I's ferryin' you to Trader's Hill, so he knows when to 'spect me back. Won't take long.”

“That's what you said last time.”

“You can wait on the raft while I go in. Pappy…  he don't like visitors much, 'ceptin' Catfish, and he likes strangers even less. Besides, I got to pick up a few things for the journey to make us more comfortable. Bedrolls and such.”

“Your father,” Tom says, “does he look like Catfish?”

I can't help but laugh. “Pappy? Heck no! He don't look nothin' like that. Where you get a fool notion like that?”

Tom shrugs helplessly. “I don't know. It seems I don't know anything anymore.”

“You don't know shit 'bout this swamp, that's for true, but you must know lots of city stuff. You been to college, ain't ya?”

“What?”

“Back at the island, you said you was a lawyer. They's all edjumicated. Real smart fellers.”

“That's right. Sometimes too smart.”

“Well, must be an awful 'portant case to bring ya all the way down south to Savannah. What kind of crime is it? Rape? Kidnappin'? Murder?”

Tom runs a hand through his short blonde hair. “Nothing of the sort. It's, ah, an inheritance. I'm to tell a certain young lady she's inherited a fortune from her dead aunt. She has to sign some papers to make it legal.”

I give an appreciative whistle. “Money case, huh? You carryin' it in that case? How much is it? Like a million–billion?”

“I don't have her inheritance with me,” Tom says. “It's not cash…  it's mostly property. She's getting a house, some land. Any money she's to receive is waiting for her in a bank account in Buffalo. I don't travel with much cash, just enough for expenses.”

“In case of robbers?”

“Yes, and because I usually don't need very much.”

“Oh.” I let things get quiet while I think on what Tom's said. Well, not think so much as fantasize. What if I was the girl Tom was comin' to see? What if I had a rich relative what left me a house and money and all them things a Rockefeller has? Wouldn't I look fine paradin' around Niagara Falls in silk dresses!

A plan forms in my mind, and it shames me I'd think this way, but an opportunity's an opportunity. Ya got to take 'em when they come or you're a damn fool. That's the real law of this world, and won't nobody'd hold it against me less'n they find out…

“Tom,” I say, “do them people up in Buffalo know what this inheritin' girl looks like?”

“No, all they have is her name and address.”

“So ain't nobody gonna recognize her when she comes?”

“I shouldn't think so.”

“Then how they gonna know it's really her?”

“Because I'll vouch for her.”

“That's awful nice. I bet this girl'd be real grateful.”

“Maybe,” Tom says, “but she gets the money whether she's grateful or not.”

“I dunno…  Seems to me the money ought to go to a gal who'd be grateful, but that ain't the way the law works, is it?”

He laughs. “No, it's not. The law doesn't care about people in need. Believe me, I know.”

“How, Tom? How you know?”

He seems startled by my question. “Just, er, from past clients, cases. The law's just as happy to hang an innocent man as a guilty one, so long as that keeps the rope swinging.”

“Ain't that the truth. Seems to me that when the whole world's turned against you, ya got to bite back.”

“Some folks do,” Tom admits. “Most of 'em get caught.”

“That's 'cause they try to go it alone, or with the wrong people. But if a body knew a body he could trust…  one with just as much to lose as him…  they might go far together. Purt near forever! 'Specially if'n they was clever and didn't get too greedy. Only did it once.”

“Only did what, Lordy?”

“Whatever they was fixin' to do. One bite of the apple. Then they put their teeth away and enjoy themselves.”

There's a splash off to my left. Big Gertie slips into the murky brown water. That damn gator sure does get around.

“Good God!” Tom shouts. “That looks like a dinosaur.”

“Ha ha! That's just Big Gertie. She's as big as she is mean, but she ain't pre–hysterical.”

“Prehistoric,” Tom says. “Can't you pole any faster?”

I bite my lip. I don't like bein' corrected nor told what to do, 'specially not on my own raft, but I reckon I might have to get used to it if'n I'm ever gonna fit in on dry land.

“Don't get yer guts in a knot,” I tell him. “Gertie just likes to show off. Thinks she's the Queen of this here swamp, and maybe she is. Mind you, keep your limbs from the edge so as not to tempt her.”

Tom scrambles to the middle of the raft, dragging his suitcase with him. Gertie dives under the surface. There's a bump that splashes water over the wood, then she's surfacin' up ahead. “She don't mean to swamp us,” I tell Tom. “We was just in her way, is all.”

Just like Howphil's in the way of me and Jeb makin' a love–match. Just like the world's against me amountin' to anythin' more'n I am now. Ain't no two ways 'bout it…  I got dinosaur–size problems and human–size teeth. I can take a bite, but can't see fit to chew my way clear.

Might be Catfish was right, and I belong here in the swamp. But my belly says I'm destined for somethin' better. I can feel the hunger in me, a gnawin' at my soul, and it's only getting' worse. I got to do somethin' 'bout it, and soon.

I look down at Tom. He's got be the key to this whole thing. I tried Jeb, and that lock don't turn. But Tom might.


Chapter 7: IF THE GODS HEAR

My home's on an island like the one Catfish got. Same kind o' raggedy cabin up on stilts, only we got an extra couple  rooms. Pappy's got his, and I got mine, which is pretty much luxury livin' for Swampers. Pappy built it out of stolen lumber back before I was born.

“This is where you live?” Tom asks.

I nod. “Ever since always, but I aim to get out soon, see the world. This place…  it's been lonely since Ma died of the Sickness a few years back. I don't think I can stand it no more.”

“I don't blame you,” Tom says, then quickly adds, “I mean, everyone should travel. I've had to do a fair bit of it myself lately, and trust me, I've never felt more alive.”

“Ya don't say? Well then, I got a notion to go with ya to Savannah. I'd pull my weight and make sure no robbers get ya. How'd that be?”

“Uh, I don't think that'll work,” Tom says. “No offense.”

I feel boot–stomped. Lower than low. I done messed it up with Tom Thatcher the same damn way as Jeb Malone. I know a feller's s'posed to make the first move, and I'd say that'd be just fine by me, 'ceptin no guy never made no move with me. Not first, last, nor in–between. and it makes me anxious it ain't never gonna happen, so maybe I got to force it. Make 'em see me as a growed woman with wants and needs and all them things.

It's not like I ain't got love to give…

“It's my lazy eye, ain't it? You think I'm ugly. Go on, say it!” I fold my arms across my chest and stare him down as best I can. I can feel my bad eye wanderin' off, but there ain't nothin' I can do 'bout it.

Tom looks toward the cabin, knowin' Pappy's inside, then back at me. “You got it wrong, Lordy. I don't think that. You're a fine, lovely girl.”

“Woman.”

“Woman,” Tom agrees. “But it still won't work.”

“Why not? You got a gal you's sweet on back in the honeymoon capital? Is that it? Don't you lie to me!”

Tom glances toward the cabin. “Keep your voice down.”

I can tell he's half–'spectin Pappy to come bustin' out the door with a shotgun, but that ain't Pappy's way. I lower my voice anyway. “I'm goin' to Savannah,” I say. “Maybe not with you, but I'm a–goin'. How you like that?”

I don't wait for Tom's answer. I tie the raft to the dock and hop up on the rotting boards, takin' the pole with me, just to be sure Tom don't decide to run off and leave me. I walk just as slow as I please to the cabin, rolling my hips and hopin' it shows through the shapeless rag of my dress. I don't look back, not even once. But I want to. I want to see Tom watchin' me. Want to see if he's desirin' me the way I'm desirin' him.

Inside, Pappy's sleepin', but not in his bed. He's all spread out on the floor, bubblin' and losin' shape. He's got the Sickness in him. Just like Ma.

“Pappy!” I kneel beside him, take his leathery tentacle–hands into my own, and squeeze my love into him the way he used to squeeze his love into me.

Pappy opens his yellow frog eyes, but they're watery and dim. “Lordy,” he gasps. “I'm sorry, darlin'… ”

Pappy ain't been well, but he weren't this bad yesterday, nor the day before. How long did he know he had the Sickness and hide it? No wonder he's been pushin' to see me married. He won't be 'round to take care of me no more.

I'll be all alone.

I kiss his bearded cheek. “I love you. Go on to the Old Gods now. They'll take care of you, the way they took care of Ma and all the rest.”

“My poor, sweet baby girl…  whatchu gone do?” Pappy's voice goes paper–thin as his veins flatten out.

“I'm goin' to live,” I tell him. “I'm goin' to love!”

Pappy's dead. What was once a good man is now just a sludge of biscuit–colored gravy seepin' through the floorboards, minglin' with the swamp. Pappy's goin' home, and I hate myself for thinkin' it, but I won't have to worry 'bout him no more. Won't have to hate myself for leavin' him behind. It's like the Old Gods is lookin' out for us both, in their strange and terrible way…

I get down on my knees and pray to the cold stone idols of Mother Shub and Father Az, to Nyarl the Trickster, and Yog, the Way. I pray for Pappy to die soon without pain, and to be reborn, and for me to find a new life with Tom.

If the gods hear, they don't answer.


Chapter 8: CHANGE IN DIRECTION

“You get everything sorted with your Pa?” Tom asks as we push off from my island.

“Yeah,” I say. “Everythin's fine.” I have to turn away so he don't see the tears. I swipe at 'em with my sleeve, tryin' to force the hot salt away.

This ain't no time to lose it, Lordy, I tell myself. Lose it now, and you'll lose him, then this'll all be for nothin'!

Tom looks back at the island. At the smoke and flames pouring from the windows. “Lordy, what did you do?”

“Burnt it.” I'd set the fire after I loaded the last of the stuff we'd need for our journey onto the raft. Bedrolls and food, Pappy's favorite killin' knife, some 'shine for Tom. And the idols of course. It'd be disrespectful to leave those.

“Did you…  did you just kill your father?” Tom asks.

“No. He was already dead. Had to burn it so you'd know I was serious. And you know what else? I had to do it for me too. So we'd both know there ain't nothin' left for me.”

“Lordy,” Tom says. “I told you… ”

“And now I'm tellin' you! We's goin' to Savannah. Together. You don't have to like it now, but you better by the time we get there. You better like it a lot, Tom Thatcher, or you won't wanna know what happens!”

Tom sits there, lookin' done in and altogether miserable. I let him be. He needs some time to take it all in, and frankly, so do I. What was just my fantasy is now reality. I don't know how that should make me feel, but I'm not sure it's like this.

“Your people will come looking for you, Lordy,” Tom says. “For us.”

“I know. I ain't stupid, but I reckon we can outfox 'em.”

“They're going to blame me,” Tom says. “I'm an outsider here. Did you think of that?”

“So I'll pole faster. Ain't that what you wanted?”

“I'm not going to Savannah.”

“Yes, you are. We both is, and you know what else? You is goin' to make me that girl from the will. You can give me lessons in city girl manners or whatever it takes to pull this swindle off.”

“Lordy—”

“I ain't done talkin' yet. You let me say my peace, then I'll let you say yours. Agreed?”

Tom shrugs. “I don't see as I have much choice.”

“It's like Catfish said: ‘Choices come, and choices go.’ Right now, you got a choice to be rich. The way I got it figured, you do me a favor, I'll do you one right back and give you half my inheritance. We can sell up the house and land, and split down the middle. How's that for generous?”

Tom opens his mouth to say something, but I don't let him. I stoop down and fill his mouth with mine. He smells like soap and tastes even better. His tongue's a wrigglin' fish tryin' to swim away from me, but I catch it and reel it in, then let go with a wet smacking sound.

“And I'm gonna do you one better'n that,” I promise. “I'm gonna give you half my fortune, and all of me.”

Tom, well, I don't know how he looks. Not the way he should, like there's somethin' more on his mind than me and money. But what else is there?

“Kiss me,” I say. “Kiss me again and you'll see. I'm goin' to make you a happy man, Tom Thatcher, and that's a fact!”

“We can't go to Savannah, Lordy.”

I stomp my foot. “What you mean, we can't? I just told you we could, and we are. Or don't you believe I'm serious yet? What else you need to prove my love?”

“It's not that. I was never going to Savannah. I'm heading back up north, and you're coming with me.”

“Huh? You best not be trickin' me.”

“No trick. And I—I'm not a lawyer. I'm not anything, really.”

“Then what are you?”

“I was a bank clerk. I robbed my own bank. I had to let everyone think I was going to Savannah so when the police came looking, they'd head the wrong way.”

“So where are you goin'?” I ask. “And what you got in that  case?”

Tom opens his suitcase. It's stuffed full of cash money. I bend down to grab some, but he closes the lid faster'n Big Gertie can bite. “Not yet. I need your help, Lordy. Can you give it to me?”

“Hell yes! I ain't no greedy guts, so I'll offer the same deal as before: Half the money and me, which is like you keepin' it all so long as you keep me. Fair 'nuff?”

“OK.”

“OK.” I repeat the word to make sure I heard him right. “Then shake on it.” I spit in my hand and offer it to him.

He spits in his and we clasp hands. Closer'n before, with nobody watchin' but the Old Gods. We gaze into each other's eyes—gaze into 'em deep—and it's like somethin' 'lectric passes between us. It's a man–woman thing. A love thing.

“There's something about you, Lordy Murch,” Tom says. His voice is real husky and low, and his hands are all wound through my long black hair.

“Then show me! Prove I'm beautiful.” I set the pole down  and take him in my arms.

Tom's hands tug at my rough–spun dress, trying to pull it down, and he's breathin' heavy and whisperin' how hot and sexy I am, how much he wants to make me his woman here and now. Only I can't let him. It's still daylight, and we ain't even married, and a whole bunch of other reasons. Some I know, some I don't. But they all scare me. So I push him off and tell him, “No, Tom. Not like this. Besides, Catfish 'n the rest'll be lookin' for us… ”

Tom stops when I mention Catfish—like I knew he would. “All right,” he says. “We need to head north. That's the direction I was going to tell you to take me after we got done with your last…  visit.”

I appreciate him not saying Pappy's name, nor what happened. It marks him the considerate type. But I don't understand why he wants to travel north. “Why go that a–way? Ain't north where you runnin' from?”

“Yes, but they'll never think I'd double back. And they'll be looking for a single man, not…  newlyweds. Can you do it, Lordy? Can you give your people the slip and get us out of this swamp?”

I nod twice: once for him, once for the Old Gods. “I can put us out by Racepond,” I say. “Otherwise, it's the Dixon Forest, then up to Waycross or Nahunta.”

Tom scratches his chin. “We could get lost in the forest. How much food do we have?”

“'Nuff for nigh on ten days. Two weeks if we ration it.”

“And how long will it take us to get out of the swamp with the change in direction?”

“'Bout a week—maybe less, maybe more.”

“I thought you said it was only two days to Trader's Hill? Why so much longer up north?”

I shuffle my feet and sigh. “I was tellin' a fib. I didn't want you to say no. I figured if I could get you on this raft knowin' I had them extra days, well, that'd be all the time I needed to make you fall in love with me.”

“Damn it,” Tom says, and I don't like the harsh tone he's takin'. “What else haven't you told me?”

“Nothin',” I say, which might be the biggest lie yet, so I make it worse by addin', “Honest. I swear!”

“All right. So we're going to be in this swamp a lot longer than I thought.”

“A little,” I concede. “But you ain't been here a day, Tom. I been here my whole life! How you think I feel? I been ready to leave this place ever since I clapped eyes on you.”

“Love at first sight, huh?”

“Yeah. I saw in you then what you see in me now.”

“What's that?”

“A chance.”


Chapter 9: LUCKY

We head north, and it feels like startin' over. Tom and I got an understandin' now, a knowin' we in this together, and that I'm willin' to do anythin' for him, if only he'll meet me halfway.

A pack of frogs croak in the distance.

Tom swats a fat skeeter suckin' his neck. It leaves a stain on his throat, almost like lipstick. So red. My belly grumbles, remindin' me I aint' et nothin' since that licorice stick this mornin'.

“Christ Almighty!” Tom complains. “Are the bugs always this bad?”

I shrug. “Dunno. Them lil suckers never bother me. I don't think I ever been bit, and can't think of no Swamper who has. Must be we got a natural immunity.”

Tom gives me a funny look but don't say nothin'. We pole on in silence for a time, 'til the light turns golden–brown.

“Be dark soon,” I say. “Need to find us a place to hole up for the night.”

“Fine, but let's keep goin' 'til we find one that's not too wet.”

“Might be we have to make do,” I say. “There are plenty of islands, but you can't trust just any ol' one to do the job. Some are more mud than earth, and some are traps with nests of gators, snakes, or quicksand. Even a black bear or two.”

Tom gulps. “You can tell which are which?”

“Mostly, though some you can't tell 'til it's too late. That's why my pole's so handy. It doubles as a checkin' stick and critter–flusher. Right now, this here pole's worth more'n all the money in that case of yours. How much you say it was?”

“I didn't,” Tom says. “But it's twenty–thousand.”

I whistle. “Twenty thousand! Hot damn, that splits right down the middle to ten each. Nice 'n' easy.”

Tom sighs. “We've got to get out of this blasted green hell to spend it. You know the first thing I'm going to buy? An ice–cold beer.”

“Yep. Anythin' ice–cold sounds mighty fine. Everythin's hell–hot here. Packed you some of my Pappy's 'shine, though. That'll curl your whiskers.”

Tom wrestles with the idea, swats another skeeter, and then asks me where it is. I point to one of the sacks I brought from the cabin. Tom pulls out the mason jar, twists off the lid, then wipes the rim with his shirt sleeve before taking a sip. I laugh as his eyes bug out of his head and he gasps for air.

“Tastes like gasoline,” he sputters, then takes another sip. His eyes squeeze shut. “God! What's in it?”

“Secret family recipe.”

Tom knows better'n to ask more and points to an island ahead. “Hey! What about that one?”

“Too wet. We'd wake up drowned.”

We drift on and he points out another. “That one good?”

“Maybe. It's larger, anyway.” I glide us over and poke it with my pole. “Seems solid 'nuff.”

With the raft beached, we set out to explore the island. It's covered in tall swamp–grass and I keep Tom behind me while I swish the stick through to flush out any critters. I manage to startle a family of lizards, but nothin' dangerous.

“We'll make camp here,” I say. “On the highest and driest spot, but can't risk a fire. Someone might see.”

We dine on pickled vegetables and tinned meat, and I wash it down with bottled water while Tom uses 'shine.

“Don't drink too much now,” I tell him. “Just 'nuff to take the edge off. Been a long, hard day. Where was you really headed, if you don't mind my askin'?”

He shrugs. “Florida, then Cuba or Brazil. Someplace the law can't touch me. And I would've made it too, but the cops set up roadblocks, forced me to detour onto side roads. Those country roads all look alike. Before I knew it, I was lost, with the needle pushin' empty and the radiator overheating. Had to walk five miles just to reach Howphil.”

“Why'd you steal that money?”

“Why does anybody steal anything? Because I needed it.” He takes another drink.

“C'mon, Tom. The truth now.”

“Fine. I had gambling debts. I owed thousands to some mobsters who were going to break my legs. They told me that if I robbed the bank and gave them the money, they'd wipe my debt clean.”

“Why didn't you just do what they said?”

“Because I wised up. I figured they were going to kill me if I did—that way, nobody could say where the money went. And even if they didn't kill me, I knew I was going to get caught. Sure, I wouldn't have the money on me, but I'm no great liar or hardened criminal. Sooner or later, the cops'd pry the truth out of me, and then I'd go to jail, and those crooks would pay a hit man to kill me for squealing. I was doomed no matter what, so I said, 'Why not steal the money for myself?' Right? I mean, after all, I could start my life over somewhere else.”

“With someone else,” I say. I don't know what my lazy eye is doin', but I give him a wink with my good one.

“Sure,” Tom says. “Everybody wants that.” He takes a slug of shine. “How'd you get your name, anyway?”

“Well… ” I chew my lip, wonderin' how much of the truth I should tell him. “Promise you won't laugh, but my parents, they didn't know if I was gonna come out right or not. So they prayed, and when I came out as normal as I did, they both jumped and said, 'Lordy! It's a miracle.'”

Tom takes a drink.

“Only that ain't the whole story. Once, Ma told me my real names is Lourdes, on account of I look as pretty as the Virgin Mary. But I guess that don't matter. Everyone just calls me Lordy.”

“Lordy Murch,” Tom says. “That's quite a name.”

“I'm quite a woman.” I take the jar of 'shine from him and set it aside. “Tom Thatcher your real name?”

“Why?”

“I was just gettin' used to the idea of being Lordy Thatcher, when it come to me that might not be your name at all.”

“It's not,” Tom says. “My real name doesn't matter anymore. Neither does yours. When we get out of this swamp, we're going to be two different people with new names, new pasts. What name do you like for yourself?”

“I—I don't rightly know! I always been Lordy Murch. It's hard to be someone else, just all at once.”

“No, it isn't,” Tom says. “It's easy.” And then he's kissing me and his arms are 'round me and we's just as close as close can be.


Chapter 10: YOU AIN'T REALLY DYIN'

I made Tom keep my dress on. I didn't know we was gonna do it, not all the way, but he seemed so insistent I didn't wanna hurt his feelings. I couldn't spoil what lil we had just when it seemed to be growin' into somethin' more.

Afterward, I waited for Tom to go to sleep and snuck off while he was still snorin'. I went to the water's edge, took off my dress, and washed up as best I could.

This is my new life.

This is who I am: A woman. Wanted. Desired. Rich.

In a few days, I'll finally be free of this swamp forever, and maybe the Old Gods won't curse our children the way they cursed me.

Strong hands circle my waist, paw at my breasts. I squirm and struggle, but Tom won't let go. He's drunk on 'shine and drunk on me. And now he wants more, but he  can't see me, not like this!

When Tom turns me around, when he sees what I am, he won't want me no more. And as he spins me around, I see that it's true. Even though my hands race to cover my curse, the look of horror that comes over my lover's face tells me I'm too late.

In the dim pre–dawn light, Tom sees the scaly face in my belly, the empty eye sockets and gator–fanged mouth.

“Tom,” I sob. “Don't look at me! Don't look at me!”

He backs up. He's screaming now, and I'm not the only reason. Big Gertie's come up behind him. Her dinosaur jaws clamp down hard on his waist.

There ain't nothin' to do but run for camp. I come back with the knife and flare gun. Gertie's got Tom in her mouth and she's shaking him, shredding him.

I point and fire at the gator's head. The flare bounces off her thick armor, goes flying into the swamp where it sizzles and smokes. I reload the last shell, but can't get a shot. Tom's in the way.

I come at her with the knife, fearless. Unstoppable. I give it to that long–tailed bitch, right in the eye. It bursts like a black–jellied grape. Gertie roars and drops Tom.

I point the gun at her. The next time she opens her mouth, I pull the trigger. The flare goes in, paints her innards hellish red. Gertie thrashes, stumbles back into the water, and dives. All that's left is some foul–smelling smoke.

I go to Tom, but he's all tore up, his guts squirmin' between my fingers like angry snakes. “I saved you,” I sob. “I saved you, and you were supposed to save me… ”

Tom coughs up blood and gurgles somethin' that sounds like my name. I hold him in my arms and rock us back and forth. “Hush now,” I tell him. “It's all gonna be OK… ” He gurgles again, and I stroke his hair, real comfortin'–like. “Tom, I need you to listen to me: I never told you 'bout the Old Gods and the curse they laid on my people. How when Philip Derleth got revenge on his cheatin' brother, Howard, he wouldn't give the Old Gods his soul. They cursed him, Tom! They cursed him so bad that all the souls of everythin' and everyone who dies in the swamp would go into him and his kin, how they'd be reborn over and over and never die! So you ain't really dyin', Tom. You'll be born again.”

I kiss Tom for a long time. For the last time.


Chapter 11: KEEP MY PROMISE

Well, that's my tale, or most of it. In case you're wonderin', neither Catfish nor the law ever caught up with me. I made it out the swamp with the money and moved north. Opened a General Store in a lil coastal town called Innsmouth, a fine place where nobody thinks I look funny at all.

As for Tom, I dream of him often and fondly. He died in my arms, so I did the only honorable thing I could and ate him myself. Hand–butchered, hand–fed. My second mouth and I ate real good. Neither of us growled for days.

I know what you're thinkin'. Sure, I didn't have to do it, and you're right. I could've left poor Tom for Big Gertie and the rest of the hungry critters. But that ain't the Swamper Way. We take care of our own. Granted, the law says Tom and me weren't officially married, but the Old Gods, they got their own kind of law.

Before you call me a monster, you should know I ate Tom out of love, so I could keep my promise and guide him out of the swamp. His body may be gone, but his soul's inside me. I see it every time I look at the summer–blue eyes that grew out of my belly. The same bulging belly that carries our child.
 

How's that for a crazy ending? Looks like poor Lordy got that “new life” with Tom in more ways than one. The Old Gods heard her prayers—pray they don't hear yours!


FUN FACTS

(WARNING: Spoilers!)
 

Did you know I got the named chapter style from reading old “weird menace” horror pulps from the 1930s? Chapters in short stories were common then but rare now. I feel they add a nice, atmospheric touch, as well as make the stories easier to read. I usually select a thematic line from the chapter as the title—and if it has a double meaning, all the better.
 

“Sarah's Lot”

There are quite a few Stephen King references (including book titles) hidden throughout this story. How many can you find? For example, David Soul starred in the 1979 version of 'Salem's Lot.
 

“The Most Beautiful Girl in the World”

Possession stories are one of my favorites: the seduction and corruption process create the perfect downward spiral for drama and suspense. As someone who has had bizarre experiences with Ouija boards, let me spell out one free piece of advice:

D-O-N-O-T-P-L-A-Y-W-I-T-H-T-H-E-M.
 

“The Truth About Bigfoot”

I wanted a wild twist, and a half-remembered image of Bigfoot driving a flying saucer from a '70s UFO comic gave me the idea to go sci-fi. From there, my brain immediately went to the world's first time-traveling caveman movie, Yor, the Hunter from the Future (1983). Everything was easy after that…
 

“Come to the Cemetery”

My first #1 international bestseller and a personal favorite. I love how I was able to make this more of a mystery and work in a non-dysfunctional romance with a (more-or-less) happy ending. In case you're curious, no, I'm not Mormon, but a friend of mine used to be, so I was able to pick his brain for the religious details.
 

“Impulse”

This was my first short story, loosely based on growing up in the serial killer capital of the country. It was originally about the friendship between two boys, but I had to change the narrator's gender to make it fit Horror Girls. I added the romance angle and gave it a new, happy ending since I don't do enough of those.
 

“The Haunting of Hex House”

Another of my #1 international bestsellers. This was inspired by my own nightmarish experience living in a haunted house as well as from multiple late night viewings of The Haunting (1963), The Legend of Hell House (1973), and Burnt Offerings (1976).
 

“Empty Girl, Empty Grave”

The vampire is patterned after Jerry Dandridge in Fright Night (1985), which is one of my favorite horror movies. I wrote “Empty” with the intention of turning it into a novel. That novel became Forever Dark instead, and some of the same concepts appear in that book and “Sarah's Lot.”
 

“Who's Afraid of Lordy Murch?”

I got Lordy's last name, “Murch,” from Lurch, the butler on The Addams Family. Most of the other characters are named after ones in Mark Twain stories. The concept of “love at first sight” from Tom Sawyer is reversed here, with Lordy cast as Tom and Tom taking Becky Thatcher's place. Their raft journey is a nod to Adventures of Huckleberry Finn.

Big Gertie was inspired by the 1980 movie, Alligator, and also Robert Edmond Alter's 1966 bayou noir novel, Swamp Sister, a  book that had as much influence on my story as H.P. Lovecraft's “The Shadow Over Innsmouth” (in other words, a lot).

Howard and Philip Derleth are composites of Howard Phillips (H.P.) Lovecraft and his friend and fellow Weird Tales author, August Derleth. The Daggone Tavern refers to the 2002 movie, Dagon, that is loosely based on “The Shadow Over Innsmouth.”

I'm a fan of H.P. Lovecraft's Cthulhu Mythos and refer to its gods Azathoth, Nyarlathotep, Shub-Niggurath, and Yog-Sothoth in my story by their abbreviated “Swamper” names.


Sneak Preview: DRONE
[image: DRONE COVER ART]
 

The new Dystopian Sci-Fi Thriller by Jackson Dean Chase! Here's what authors, book bloggers, and readers have to say about Drone:
 

“I couldn't put it down! This is a terrifying idea of what our future could be.” — BTS Book Reviews
 

“I love the creativity this author shows‌… I recommend this book to anyone who likes futuristic books with a lot of explosions and action.” — Fang-Freakin'-Tastic Reviews
 

“Fast paced, absolutely riveting‌… by far one of the most original YA dystopian reads‌…” — Tome Tender
 

“Author Jackson Dean Chase has found the right formula [by] creating interesting characters and putting them into interesting situations‌… The novel speeds along, using short chapters and intense action sequences‌… Pick up a copy and give it a read. I think you'll like it as much as I did.”  —Michael Billington, author of Blood Debt
 

“Fantastic premise, well-executed plot‌… Drone offers an action-packed, quick-paced story that grabs readers from page one. I recommend this novel for anyone in The Hunger Games/Divergent zone‌…” — Nate Philbrick, author of The Little One
 

“If you love sci-fi, dystopian worlds‌… you won't be disappointed!” — Kindle reviewer
 

“A fresh voice in the Dystopian genre.” — Kindle reviewer
 

“…Excellent! It had non-stop action throughout the whole book!” — Kindle reviewer
 

“There are a lot of twists and turns in this book that make it a page-turner.” — Kindle reviewer
 

CLICK HERE TO BUY DRONE NOW
 

CLICK HERE TO GET THE PREQUEL, "HARD TIMES IN DRONETOWN," FREE along with 3 other eBooks and be notified of my new releases.


DRONE Preview — Chapter 1: VIKKA

They're threatening to shut off our oxygen again. The final “pay up or die” vidmail came over the holocom this morning. It was read by a cheerful blonde who reminded us that failure to pay our bill by midnight will result in termination of service. Unfortunately, termination of service also means termination of us.

Mom says we'll get the money, but with late fees, the bill is more than any amount we can raise today, unless‌… But I'm not ready to think about that. Not yet.


I scrub my body with the last of the cleansing pads. Only the Elite use water to bathe, and we're anything but rich. My body is small and skinny, malnourished. Is it selfish that I want to be tall and strong? That I want to wear nice clothes and go to parties? It is, and it's also stupid.

The truth of my world is that Drones like me are bred to work in the factories. We don't have money to eat right or afford nice things. We don't have time for parties. We get up, go to work, get married, create another Drone, then die.

I take my time getting ready. The bathroom is the only place I ever have any privacy, so I stay in here a lot and pretend there is something more beyond these walls than the tiny, one-room apartment I share with my parents. Maybe I pretend more than I should. Knowing my dreams will never come true only makes reality hurt worse.

My hair is dull and greasy. I haven't washed it all week, but I know I'll have to leave the apartment today. I've been holding back some of my water rations exactly for this purpose. I have to be careful not to waste a drop, so I plug the sink and fill it halfway from the ration bottle, then add a few drops of shamp-con. It foams, a million tiny bubbles stripping the grease from my hair. This is as close as I will ever come to feeling like a rich girl.

My hair is long and flame-red, which is unusual. “Gingers” have been almost extinct for a hundred years. Everyone thinks I get my color out of a box, but how could I afford that? My red is real. I like that it makes me different, but keeping it long requires a lot more work than the short cut my Mom wants to give me. She doesn't like me to stand out, says it's dangerous. Individuality attracts the wrong kind of attention. Not just from men, but the government.

“I'm not a terrorist,” I tell her. “All I want is this one thing.”


“Wanting one thing leads to wanting more,” Mom insists. “You have to be satisfied with what you've got.” Then she reminds me that my dispensation is running out in ten days. It's the exemption that keeps me from having to work because my parents need me at home to take care of them. They're both disabled. Me not being here will be hard on them, but my paycheck will have to make up for it.

Part of me wants to go to work. All my friends are already in the factories. They have been since they turned thirteen and graduated Worker Education. We don't see each other much anymore. Mandatory seven-day, twelve-hour shifts with only one state holiday off a month doesn't leave them time for fun.

Two of my friends are already married. They signed up for the factory marriage lottery, just like my parents. It's not required, but life's easier when both husband and wife work at the same factory.

I will never join the lottery. If I meet my husband through the workplace, that's fine, but I don't want my marriage to be random, forced to be with someone by chance. Still, the law says a Drone must marry by eighteen and produce a child by twenty-one, so I can't stay single forever.

My birthday is in ten days. Ten days until I'm sixteen and I start my job on the line at Foodtronix, the factory I will work in 'til the day I die‌—‌or the day I'm too disabled to do my job. Mom says the manager will make me cut my hair, and once I'm free of the one childish thing that sets me apart, I'll start to think like everyone else.

“There's safety in conformity,” Mom says. “Your father and I only want what's best for you. We want you to fit in, to be normal.”

But that's not entirely true. Once, when Mom was visiting the neighbor down the hall, Dad told me he loved my red hair. That everyone should have something for themselves, and he was glad I had something. When I asked him what he had that was special, he said he had me. I still remember that. I'll always remember that.

Mom knocks on the bathroom door. “Vikka? Honey, how much longer are you going to be? Breakfast is almost ready.”

“Just a minute.” I don't want to come out. I know what's waiting for me‌—‌not just at the breakfast table, but in the world outside. It frightens me so much my hands grip the edge of the sink until my knuckles turn white.

Staring into the mirror, I see the tired girl with the heart-shaped face and haunted green eyes. She is weak, crushed by the weight of her life. I tell her to be strong. The girl smiles‌—‌just a little‌—‌and some of the terror leaves her eyes.

“You can do this,” I whisper. “You can do anything.”

I change into my rags, a threadbare olive-green jumpsuit that's anything but flattering. “Rags” are what Drones call their government-issued uniforms: color-coded jumpsuits that tell which corporation you belong to. We get a new pair every year, but they aren't made well and start to fall apart after six months. My jumpsuit is nine months old and already frayed at the knees and elbows. I can't wait to replace it.

When I come out of the bathroom, Mom and Dad are at the kitchen table, looking miserable. I can tell they've been arguing about the oxygen bill.

“It'll be OK,” I say automatically. “Right, Mom?”

“Yes, everything will be fine.” Mom smiles, but it's strained, and I can tell she's only agreeing to keep Dad calm.

Ever since Dad was injured in the terrorist bombing at his factory four years ago, he's been depressed. He's blind, and missing all his limbs. The doctors said we should euthanize him. “It would be cheaper and more humane,” they argued, but I cried so hard, I convinced Dad to live. Sometimes, Dad wishes he was dead, that he regrets being a burden to us. But he's not a burden. He's my dad.

Mom sets a bowl of sim-soup in front of him, placing a straw to his lips. It's not really soup, just water with a nutrient packet added. And it's imitation “beef,” the same flavor we have every day. I hate it. There's a picture of something called a cow on the package, but they're haven't been any cows since long before I was born. All the animals are dead.

Hands shaking, Mom places another bowl in front of me.

“Aren't you having any?” I ask.

Her stomach growls. “That's the last packet,” she says. “You need your strength today.”

I push the bowl toward her. “No, you have it. I'm not hungry. I should get this over with.”

“Vikka,” Mom says, “You don't have to do this! This isn't what we raised you for.”

“I know, but there's no choice. We all know that.”

I stand and kiss Dad's wrinkled cheek. His ash-gray beard scratches my lips. He's thirty-five, an old man approaching the end of his life. In five years, his genetic code will unravel and he'll be dead like every Drone who reaches forty. The corporations call death our “expiration date,” and justify it by saying anyone older is a drain on society. But of course, those rules don't apply to them.

I hug him and say, “I love you, Dad.”

He whispers, “Love you too.“

I kiss Mom, ruffling her close-cropped brown hair. There is more gray in it today, or maybe I haven't noticed 'til now. She's two years younger than Dad, but her body is already breaking down. It barely fills her rags anymore, and I worry she's determined to join him in death.


I head for the door. “I'll be back with the money as soon as I can.“

Mom rolls after me in her wheelchair, the stumps of her knees sticking out from under her blanket. “Vikka, wait! Don't do this. Let me go.”

“No,” I say. “You've done enough already. You can't go again.”

Mom hugs my waist tight, telling me to be careful, how brave I am, and how proud she is to have a daughter willing to sacrifice for her family. “Don't let them talk you into doing too much,” she says. “Just enough to pay the bill, OK?”


I don't answer.

“Please,” Mom begs. “We don't need anything else. You'll start your job soon. We'll have more money then, plus you can get in the factory's marriage lottery. Adding a husband's income to yours will go a long way toward‌—‌”


I cut her off by telling her what she wants to hear. “Don't worry, I know what to do.”

“Just what we need,” Mom reminds me. “Don't be a hero. No good ever comes of it.”

I pull my hair into a pony tail and slip on my breather‌—‌the oxygen mask required for travel. I check the tank. Half-full. Enough for an hour. I strap the tank on and turn to leave.


“Vikka,” Mom says, “thank you for doing this. I love you.”

“I know,” I say. “I love you too.” We hug again, and she isn't the only one reluctant to let go. I don't want to leave, but I have to.


DRONE Preview — Chapter 2: EVERYONE CONTRIBUTES

When I step out of the apartment airlock into the hallway, I'm greeted by graffiti on the walls, the same filthy garbage strewn everywhere. Thanks to the breather, I don't have to smell it.

I walk to the turbolift and hit the button, but it's broken again. That means I have to climb the service ladder. It's six floors to the lobby, and I almost slip when a loose rung pulls free. I watch it sail down the dimly-lit shaft, clattering off the walls.

When I get to the bottom, I discover the body of Widow Kenjins, crumpled and bent in her blue jumpsuit. She must have slipped. I check for a pulse. There's none.

I know I'm the first to find her because her oxygen tank and breather are still here. I unhook the tank and use my multi-tool to siphon her air to mine. I wrap the now-empty tank in her jacket and take it with me. The jacket won't bring much, but the tank is worth a lot on the black market. Maybe enough that I won't have to go through with my plan.

I exit the Liv-Rite Apartments onto McAuliffe Circle and head toward Armstrong Avenue, avoiding the open sewer and potholes. There are a lot of disabled on the Dronetown streets: people missing limbs, hobbling on crutches, or using wheelchairs.

I look above the plasticrete skyline to the encircling Dome. The gray roof is impossible to see through. It always is, but I keep hoping someday I'll see the sun, the clouds, or some kind of weather. Anything but the everyday normal of cold, crisp nothing.

As I step onto Armstrong, I notice a new holoboard has been installed over the intersection. The 3-D image of a stern man's face instructs everyone to “WORK HARD AND OBEY,” then switches to a smiling woman saying, “EVERYONE CONTRIBUTES, EVERYONE LIVES.” The man and woman are of indeterminate age, at least as old as my parents, but healthier, more youthful looking. It is hard to tell how old the wealthy really are, since they don't die off at forty. They just go on forever, living off us like vampires.

A boy on an expensive white jetbike swoops by, the only person on the street not wearing rags. The Elite wear whatever they want, and he's wearing expensive black synth-leather. It's a riding suit with white racing stripes. I wonder what he's doing in this part of Alpha City. His kind don't normally come to Dronetown. I can't tell what he looks like under his helmet, but when he slows, I can tell he's looking at me.

I get self-conscious, not just because he's a guy, but because he's rich, an air-hog. The Elite live on Mansion Row, in the tall part of the Dome with the most “sky.” They're the families of the moguls and their corporate officers, the people who run Alpha City. Their air isn't rationed, nor are they limited to the one child per family policy of the government. The Elite don't care about trash like me. I've even heard stories about gangs of them snatching Drones for their parties, then dumping them in the gutter when they're done.

“What are you looking at?” I demand. The breather makes my voice harsh and modulated.

The guy revs his engine and speeds off. I'm relieved, but part of me wishes he'd given me a ride. It's another five blocks to the closest Trade-Mart, and every minute I save is more air to breathe.

Back in the Before Times, there were no domes. Air was free. The sun always shone, and there were real cows to eat. Everyone was happy. But there were too many people, and that ruined everything. Resources got scarce. Even the air became polluted. That led to wars, and whole countries fell apart. Governments couldn't be trusted. They started killing their own people.

The earth was dying.

The big, multinational companies banded together to form the New World Plutonomy, and the CEOs of these corporations became the moguls, the Council of Seven that rule us. They overthrew the old, elected governments and promised a glorious new future with food, shelter, and security for all. The NWP herded the willing into domed cities connected by subway tunnels so no one ever had to see the poisoned surface again. They said it was our only hope was to live inside the domes under their rules.

The NWP make the poor work in factories, telling us it's for our own good, and the good of the planet. The stuff we make keeps us alive, and allows us to trade with other cities for whatever goods we can't produce on our own. It also makes the moguls richer.

If we work long and hard enough, the NWP promises that someday, things can return to the way they were in the Before Times, only better. We can all live outside again‌…

Only not everyone believes them. There were some who questioned corporate rule, who wanted to see what life was like outside the domes. They said the Council of Seven were lying to us. They formed the Resistance, staging protests and strikes, calling for unions and a Worker's Bill of Rights. But unions are treason and punishable by death.

After the NWP executed many of the Resistance leaders, the ones who got away reformed in secret, renaming themselves the Revolution. They're terrorists who use assassinations and bombings to disrupt the corporations. Dad's injury was caused by them. I may not like the New World Plutonomy, but I hate the Revolution.


DRONE Preview — Chapter 3: BLACK MARKET

The Trade-Mart is a pawn shop in the worst part of Dronetown. The owner, Trader Nox, is a fence with connections to the black market. It's the only place I know I can sell the tank without being arrested.

The neighborhood gets rougher, more ruined-looking with every step. This is where the Unassigned live‌—‌Drones who refuse to work and survive by killing, thieving, and whoring. Security rarely patrols this area, either because they're afraid or because they've been bribed. Maybe both.

This is the most reckless thing I've ever done. I clutch the hidden tank tightly through the jacket. My pace quickens.

A tall punk with a blue mohawk leans out the doorway of an abandoned building. He leers and whistles. I cross the street to avoid him and run into a bald guy with a prosthetic hook for a hand.

“Hello, beauty!” he says with fake cheer. “Whatcha hiding under the jacket?”

“N-nothing,” I stammer.

His hook taps the jacket, clanking the tank underneath. “Nothing, huh? Then you won't mind giving it to me and my friend, and maybe something else‌…‌”

The punk with the mohawk circles behind me. He has hungry eyes and a crutch slung over his shoulder like a club.

I run and they give chase. If they catch me, I'm not just dead. I'm worse than dead. Behind me, I can hear the punks gaining.

The Trade-Mart is just up the street. I can see the garish red and gold sign promising more than safety:
 


FAST CASH



PAWN AND LOAN



BUY ‌—‌ SELL ‌—‌ TRADE



FREE OXYGEN WHILE YOU SHOP

 

An armed guard stands outside the airlock. I don't stop running 'til I reach him. “Help! Those guys are after me!” I turn and point at my pursuers.

The guard raises his blaster rifle. The two freaks stop chasing me.

“We didn't mean no harm,” the bald one grumbles. “Just having a bit o' fun, that's all.”

“Go have your fun somewhere else,” the guard replies. When neither punk moves, he fires a warning shot. The orange laser scorches the filthy pavement. The punks curse and retreat back the way they came.

“You want in?” the guard asks, indicating the airlock.

“Yeah. I've got something‌… special to sell. Is Trader Nox here?“

He nods and activates his wristcom. “Customer waiting, Wink. Code 12.”

There's a hiss of static before a male voice replies, “Copy that.”

The airlock opens. I step inside and wait. The door shuts behind me. A red light blinks on, and a robotic feminine voice says, “Remain still. Weapons scan in progress‌…‌”

I hug the tank and think about how much money it will bring. It has to be enough, it just has to.

The robotic voice says, “Scan complete. No weapons detected‌…‌” The red light turns green. “Welcome to Trade-Mart, where every deal is a good deal.”

The inner airlock opens. I step onto the selling floor. I take off my breather and turn off the tank. There's a mixed crowd shopping in the aisles: factory workers and Unassigned.

I recognize the Elite boy I saw earlier by his synth-leather jacket. His helmet's off, and he's chatting with a short-haired girl wearing Foodtronix green. Now I get it. He's slumming, looking for kicks from any Drone desperate enough to sell herself to him.

As I pass, the girl giggles at something the boy has whispered in her ear. He's about seventeen, with chestnut hair and deep eyes of soulful brown. He smiles at me, but I don't return it.

I head toward the sales counter. On all sides, rows of household and personal items line the shelves to tempt me. I try not to notice.

Trader Nox peers at me from behind a reinforced window. He's a small man with beady eyes and snowy hair. He must be near his expiration date, yet seems horribly alive. “You the Code 12?” His voice is thin and nasal, with an unpleasant rasp.

“I guess so. I've, uh, got this jacket to sell and‌… something else.”

Nox leers at my body, licking his chapped lips.

I clear my throat and briefly expose the tank inside the jacket so only he can see it.

Nox pushes a button. There's a loud buzz and a heavy security door next to his window swings open.

I walk into a small room that's empty except for a surveillance camera and another armed guard. This one is maybe twenty, with short blonde hair. A jagged scar runs down the left-side of his face and he's wearing an eyepatch.

He keeps a hand on his holstered pistol and says, “Please put your items on the floor. I need to search you for any weapons the scanner may have missed.”

I set the tank on the floor. The jacket slides off.

“Arms out, legs spread.”

Again, I comply. The guard frisks me, but he's professional. His hands don't linger where they shouldn't.

“I need to ask you a few questions before the boss comes in,” the guard says. “Are you now, or have you ever been associated in any way with a member of the New World Plutonomy Security Service, or anyone acting on their behalf?”

“No,” I reply.

“Do you understand that it's bad luck to tell anyone about this transaction?”

“What?”

“People who talk tend to have ‘accidents,'” the guard explains. “You get my meaning?“

“Yes. I won't tell anyone.”

“Good. Last question: Do you understand that possessing more than one oxygen tank is a serious crime, and that selling one is even worse?”

“That's why I brought it here. This is the black market, right?”

“It doesn't get any blacker,” the guard says, and this time he smiles. “The boss will be with you in a minute. My name's Wink, by the way.”

“I'm Vikka.”

“This your first time at the Trade-Mart?”

“I've been here before, but never to sell anything. I'm only doing this for my family. We need money fast.”

“I thought so,” Wink says. “That's why I'm going to tell you something I shouldn't: Be careful with the boss.”

Before I can ask what he means, the door opens. Trader Nox enters the room. He ignores us both and kneels to inspect the tank, his spidery fingers caressing the plasteel surface. “Hmm,” he murmurs. “A Valu-Tek 76. Don't see too many of this model anymore. Not bad, considering its age. I suppose it was empty when you stole it?”

“I didn't steal it, I found it.”

“Oh really?” Nox says. “I suppose you expect me to believe someone left their only source of traveling air lying around, did they?”

“Nobody saw me take it. Do you want it? The jacket too.”

Nox names a price that's not nearly enough.

“But the tank's worth ten times that!”

“Yes,” Nox says, “but it's illegal. I'm taking a chance buying it from you. How do I know you're not an informant?”

“Because I'm not! I already answered the questions. I'm not with Security.”

Nox clucks his tongue. “How old are you, girl?”

“Fifteen,“ I say, then add, “Almost sixteen.”

“Fifteen,” he repeats, and I don't like the way his hungry eyes crawl over me. “If you need more money, I have a friend who could use someone fresh like you.”

My lips twist into a grimace. “No, thanks.”

“We all sell out sooner or later,” Nox says. “You'll be back.” He hands me a stack of credits. It will only cover half the oxygen bill.

I grit my teeth. “Strictly because I'm curious‌—‌not interested‌—‌how much is your ‘friend' offering?”

Nox grins. “That depends.”

“On what?” I immediately regret the question.

“You might say it's on a ‘per job' basis‌…‌ Nox cackles until a coughing fit seizes him and he doubles over.

Wink shakes his head and mouths the word, “No.”

The security door opens, and I step back onto the selling floor. I'll go through with my original plan. It's my turn to contribute.


DRONE Preview — Chapter 4: ZAN

Outside the Trade-Mart, I see the Elite boy drive his jetbike out of the parking lot. I adjust my breather and walk away. I have to, because if I don't, I might go back to Trader Nox. Lots of girls sell themselves. Lots of girls, but not me. So why did I ask how much it paid?

My best friend, Rylee, became a prostitute at thirteen. Only she didn't do it to save her family, but to escape their abuse. I saw her a few times on the street, but she said she was only allowed to talk to customers. Her pimp chased me off.

The next time I ran into Rylee, she'd been beaten pretty bad. Her eyes were glassy and unfocused. She was so drugged she didn't even recognize me, or at least pretended not to. I asked if there was anything I could do, but she just shook her head.

I never saw her again. She's probably dead, but I don't want to think about that. I want to remember Rylee as she was before. As my friend.

The jetbike pulls up alongside me, engine idling. The rich boy raises the visor of his racing helmet. “Need a ride?”

I ignore him.

He keeps pace. “I'm Zan. What's your name?”

“Vikka.” Why did I answer?

“Vikka,” he says. “Want a ride?”

“No, thanks.” I keep walking.

“Hey, wait!” He catches up.

“Leave me alone. I'm in a hurry.”

“I can see that.”

“I'm not for sale,” I snap. “That's the only reason your kind come here.”

“That's not true,” Zan says. “We also come to drink, gamble, and get in trouble‌…‌” His gaze drifts over my shoulder. “Hey, did you just sell whatever it was you were hiding under that jacket?”

I whirl and recognize the gruesome-looking street punks angling toward us: the bald creep and the blue mohawk guy with the crutch. There's no way I can outrun them.

“Get on,” Zan says. “Now!”

The punks know we're onto them and charge. I jump on the bike and wrap my arms around Zan. He hits the booster rocket, tapping into the bike's dual oxygen and fuel tanks. We take off, blue fire shooting from the exhaust. The mohawk guy throws his crutch at us in frustration. It bounces off the broken pavement.

Zan stops a few kilometers later for a traffic light that actually works. I've never been this far uptown before. Everything's bright and clean here, not the drab, dirty gray of Dronetown. There are fancy stores and restaurants. Ahead loom the dome-scrapers, the headquarters for the government, the NWP's Council of Seven.

A sign says Surgi-Pharm Tower is a block away.

“Thanks for saving my life,” I say. “You can let me off at the Tower.”

Zan pulls over to the curb. “No problem,” he says. “So when can I see you again, Red?”

Red. He's already got a nickname for me, like we're old friends. I stare at the Tower and shake my head. “You can't. I mean, you won't want to. Not after today.”

He frowns. “Why? What do you mean?”

“I'm going to sell my parts to pay my family's oxygen bill.”

He stares at me in horror. “Red, you can't!”

“I don't have a choice.”

I approach an armed soldier in front of the Tower's airlock. He's dressed in a black Security uniform with an armored vest and helmet. His face is hidden behind a tinted visor.

“State your business,“ the soldier says. His voice is bored and mechanical through his breather.

“I'm here to make a donation.“

Surveillance cameras mounted on the front of the building swivel in my direction.

“This is the Administration and Experimental Division,“ he says. “We don't accept donations.”

“Please, you don't understand! They're going to shut off my‌—‌”

The soldier sighs. “Sorry, miss. No exceptions. You'll have to go to the Outreach Clinic in Dronetown like everyone else.”

Suddenly, Zan is at my side. “It's all right,” he tells the soldier. “She's with me.”
 


*   *   *

 


The inside of the Tower is clean, sterile. Its coldness is offset by artificial plants and warm splashes of color on ever-shifting digital paintings. Soft music pipes into the lobby from hidden speakers. We remove our breathers and shut off our tanks.

A pretty young receptionist in white sits behind a large desk manning a holocom bank. She smiles in recognition at Zan, but her expression fades when her gaze falls on me in my dirty green rags. “Zan? Who's your friend? Does she have an appointment?”

Zan shakes his head. “It's OK, Gloren. She's with me. Is there a spare office we can use?”

“Down the hall,” she says. “First door on your left.”

I follow Zan. When we get to the office,  he hits a button and a door glides open. There's a desk, a couple of chairs, and a holocom. The door shuts behind us.

“Do you want to have a seat?” he asks.

I sit, fighting back tears.

Zan grabs a chair and sits next to me. “I want to help you, Red.”

“I don't need your help.”

“Maybe.” Zan flashes a crooked smile that's used to melting hearts. “But I need yours.”

“How could I possibly help you?”

He shrugs, but his smile doesn't falter. “I need you to go on a date with me.”

“What? I already said I'm not‌—‌”

“It's not like that. The minute I saw you, I said to myself, ‘she's perfect.'”

“Perfect for what?” I lean away from him. I don't like where this is going.

“Whoa!” Zan holds up his hand to show he's harmless. “It's not what you're thinking. I just meant you're perfect to help me rebel against my father. See, he's kind of a big shot and wants to run my life. He tries to tell me who I can see and who I can't, that sort of thing.”

I roll my eyes. “And I suppose I'm the kind of girl he doesn't want you dating, is that it?”

“Well, yeah, but I like interesting people, and right now, I'm interested in you. Say yes, and I can pay your family's oxygen bill. Just pretend to be my girlfriend for tonight. We can go to a restaurant, dancing, whatever you want.”

“I need to be with someone who wants to be with me for me, not some stupid prank.”

He gets up and paces, frustrated. “It's not a ‘prank.' It's‌… well, my relationship with my father is complicated. I have money, Red. Let me use it to help you.”

I try to imagine the girl he wants me to be, this exotic Drone called Red. She comes from a hard life, but wants to better herself. She gets the chance when a handsome Elite sees her on the street. Red wins his heart, and moves uptown into a fabulous mansion, a place where her old life can never touch her.

Only what about Mom and Dad? What happens to them?

The office door slides open. Three men in black uniforms and body armor walk in. Two are Security soldiers who point blaster rifles at me. The third is a hatchet-faced man in a silver-trimmed uniform and officer's cap. “I am Major Helstrom. I'm here for the girl.”

Zan moves between us, unafraid of the soldiers. “She's not going anywhere.”

Helstrom sneers. “Step aside, sir. This isn't your concern.”

“Bullshit! I demand‌—‌”

The major signals a soldier to block Zan while the other grabs me. I scream as I'm dragged away.
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