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Children to the Slaughter
Slaughter Series Book 1



Prologue
 
Jeremiah Carter’s stomach turned.
He walked alone, keeping a good few yards between him and the mob of two dozen men and women walking in front of him. Holding their torches high as they walked, they lit the night sky with a dangerous orange hue, their voices a mix of anger and vengeance. The procession followed a narrow path through the woods that once linked Melington to its neighboring towns, but had now been abandoned for more modern and accessible routes leading in and out of the southern part of town.
The winter was harsh this year. No matter how much Jeremiah tried to protect himself against the cold, the chill winds still managed to find their way into his thick coat. Footprints littered the route in front of him. Occasional longer streaks showed where the tied prisoner tried to keep up with the ropes that pulled him along.
Jeremiah kept his eyes cast low, unable to look at his fellow town members as they dragged their half-naked captive behind them, beaten to an inch of his life, every man and woman capable of hurting him taking full advantage of their chance. Jeremiah’s efforts to stop them were met with derision and scorn.
Jeremiah tried to put more distance between him and the others without appearing to empathize with the prisoner. He frowned as he noticed dark stains in the snow and quickly realized they were splatters of blood. The prisoner was bleeding, but there were none who cared.
“We’re going to rip you into pieces!”
The woman’s shrill voice brought Jeremiah’s head up. He watched in dismay as the prisoner stumbled and fell to one knee, then immediately kicked as another pulled heavily on the rope tied to his wrists. He fell face first onto the path, and in the midst of even more kicking, he was pulled to his feet and carried along.
“Leave him on the ground!” a man shouted. Jeremiah was unable to discern who the voice belonged to, but he felt sure he recognized it. The others cheered in approval.
“Drag him along!” came another shout, and Jeremiah quickly realized that if he did nothing, the man would suffer more than was needed.
He picked up the pace and helped the helpless half naked man back up to his feet.
“This is your doing, Jeremiah,” the man whispered angrily, his words coming in one long breath that was followed by a deep moan of pain. His teeth clattered mercilessly against each other, and even through the heavy coat, Jeremiah felt the sting of the man’s cold grip.
“This was not my decision, Copper,” Jeremiah answered, his voice equally low so no one would hear him. “I was not your judge…”
Copper Tibet groaned as Jeremiah wrapped the man’s arm around his neck and proceeded to help carry him.
“Let him go, Jeremiah!” someone shouted.
“I say hang him here!” another replied.
Jeremiah ignored the townsfolk, lowered his head once more and pushed forward, distraught that he was now in the midst of the mob. He did not believe Copper Tibet was innocent, but he knew the man did not deserve this. There were rules, but everyone in Melington had decided to ignore them, including the Council.
The mob moved along, following the path until it opened into a large clearing where a market had once been held. Jeremiah remembered his childhood, when his father had brought him along to the market so they could sell their farm’s produce. It had always been a very colorful and busy place, rich with friendly faces and a New England charm.
It was a desolate field now, dotted with the skeletons of large maples, a place where the people of Melington would carry out Copper Tibet’s death sentence.
Jeremiah was led to one of the larger maples, now fully carrying Copper’s weight as the big man drifted in and out of consciousness. Jeremiah’s lips moved in silent prayer for mercy.
Hands lifted the dying man off Jeremiah and carried him swiftly to the large tree, a rope tossed over one of the thicker branches while a noose was adjusted around Copper’s neck. Jeremiah watched the man’s eyes flutter as he tried to stay awake. He wanted to shout to him to let go, and release himself from the life he was still clinging onto.
“Copper Tibet, you are hereby sentenced to death for the kidnapping and murder of two children.”
Jeremiah looked over at Chairman Cole, frowning in disgust as he listened to the man speak. This was not right. This was not justice. Jeremiah couldn’t believe how primal the townsfolk had become.
These were men and women he had grown up with, people he knew well and invited into his own home. Seeing them now, the snarls on their faces, the words they spat at Copper, made him second guess everything he believed in.
They wanted a victim. They wanted someone to blame, and the minute they had been given someone who fit the desired profile, they had taken action.
All of a sudden, Jeremiah felt a rush of guilt. Had he acted on emotions as well? Was an innocent man being hung because of him?
Jeremiah opened his mouth in protest, but was instantly distracted by Copper’s cry of pain. Three men stood to one side of the tree, heaving on the rope that tightened around the man’s neck. Copper’s big frame slowly rose off the ground, his bare feet sliding and slipping in the snow until he was lifted off the ground. His hands grasped the noose, crying out in anger as he tried to stop it from suffocating him. He thrashed about in the air, somehow finding strength to fight back, forcing two other men to join the others as they resisted the big man’s efforts to break free.
“I will see you all dead for this!” Copper screamed, his voice suddenly clear, eyes wide as he stared out in fury at the mob before him. Some of them took a few steps back, suddenly frightened by the man’s newfound strength, one or two looking at each other uneasily as Copper screamed and cursed.
The sight of the big man swinging in the air almost made Jeremiah heave. He closed his eyes and turned away, wishing he could shut Copper’s voice out completely.
“You hang an innocent man, you fools!” Copper cried out. “Your culprit walks free amongst you, and you hang me? I will see you all burn in hell!”
Jeremiah decided he had enough. He began to walk away when a hand grasped his arm and stopped him.
“Where are you going?”
Jeremiah looked into the eyes of Chairman Cole, the frown on the other man’s face as deep as his determination to see this through, was reflected on Jeremiah’s own face. Jeremiah pulled his arm back forcefully, pointing angrily at the hanging man behind him.
“This isn’t right, Cole,” Jeremiah hissed.
“You put him at the top of the list, Jeremiah,” Cole spat. “You will stand here with the rest of us and see this through.”
“This isn’t justice!” Jeremiah shot. “I never agreed to this!”
“This wasn’t your choice.”
“Neither should it have been yours,” Jeremiah countered. “He should have been delivered to Hartford!”
“And what then?” Cole asked. “This is the rightful punishment. You wanted justice for your daughter’s death, and I am delivering it.”
“Do not drag my child into this,” Jeremiah threatened.
“I will do whatever I must,” Cole spat. “This burden is for all of us to bear.”
“I will have nothing more to do with this,” Jeremiah said.
Cole grabbed him by the arm again, and Jeremiah was ready to throw a punch at the man when a loud crack pierced through the night. Both men turned to Copper, their eyes wide in horror as the branch above his head heaved against the weight of his thrashing. The man was getting weaker, but he still had an unbelievable amount of fight left in him.
He might actually break free, Jeremiah thought.
“Burn him!”
Jeremiah’s head snapped around to Cole as the words echoed through the field. The Chairman glanced briefly at him before repeating the order, and Jeremiah Carter watched in horror as several members of the small mob raced to where Copper hung and pressed their torches against his skin.
Copper’s screams pierced the night. Jeremiah fell to his knees in the thick snow, his eyes wide in disbelief as he watched Copper Tibet burn. He couldn’t decide what was worse, the screaming, or the smell of burning flesh, but he knew that this night would haunt him to the day he died.
“I curse you all!” Copper screamed. “From the pits of hell I will come for you. Your children will never be safe! Do you hear me? Your children will never be safe!”
Jeremiah felt the world around him spin and darken. He fell to the ground. The last thing he heard was Copper Tibet’s screams of vengeance.
 



Chapter 1
 
Melington had changed.
Well, as much as a small town was expected to change in the span of twenty years.
It had very little to do with its location, that was for sure. Smack center in the state of Connecticut, the most it ever had to offer was a reprise from the non-stop, stress inducing hassle of the bigger cities. The more one would think about it, the greater the confusion as to what would push any sane human being to even slightly consider moving there.
But Melington had changed.
The college had brought the first wave of new outside residents. It was followed by an amusement park and then a bunch of motels.
The college had been planned, an attempt by the local Council members to bring something more to Melington than just its ‘charm’. No one really knew whose idea the amusement park had been. If one would ask how that came to be, the usual reply was a shrug and a confused frown as the person in question tried to think of a reasonable answer, but at least they acknowledged that Melington had changed.
Two malls had quickly followed, bringing with them friendly neighborhood fast-food restaurants and a bunch of department stores. Zealous investors found opportunities to cut down forests and build housing compounds with names like ‘Green Meadow’ and ‘Sunny Creek.’
The sheriff’s department had become the Melington Police Station with a force of thirty strong, justice-seeking men and women. Melington High had added two more buildings, expanded its football field and made the town the home of the ‘Melington Braves’. What was once the town center was now known as Old Melington as newer roads were laid, three story office buildings were built and farmland quickly sold to accommodate the growing need for residential and office development.
The town grew to a population of twenty thousand, people flocking to it as if they had been told that salvation lay in Melington. What had once been the home to families that had known each other by name, was now a mess of strangers who rarely bumped into the same person twice. RVs had begun racing into the ever growing Melington Park. Gas stations had sprouted up everywhere, and when the highway made its way along the outer town limits, the Council had made sure to include a large billboard advertising Melington as ‘The Place to Be’.
Melington had changed, and no one knew that better than Alan Carter.
 
***
 
On any regular day, the shrill sound of the cell phone alarm was more than enough to wake Alan Carter up. Not that it mattered much. His biological clock was already in the habit of making sure that he was ready to snooze the alarm a second or two after it began its incessant shriek. He couldn’t remember the last time he had opened his eyes to any hour after seven AM.
His morning routine was simple, a set of rituals that already had a mental checklist and were followed instinctively like clockwork. Nothing changed, ever, and any slight deviation usually resulted in a disastrous continuation of the day, with Alan constantly feeling like something was off. It was a routine that had been drilled into him, something to keep his mind blank in the mornings when his dreams would reach out beyond the realms of sleep and inflict hours of mental suffering.
The pills helped, but it was the routine that was most effective, and he was careful to stick to it.
However, this was not one of those regular days, and when the alarm sounded, piercing through his sleep, Alan Carter woke up with a start, the room spinning uncontrollably around him. He had to squeeze his eyes shut against the vertigo, careful not to keep them closed for too long lest the nightmares he had been experiencing found their way into the waking world. He reached out for his cell phone, feeling around for its cold touch and aimlessly swiping at the scream to turn off the shrieking that was echoing in his head.
His breaths were coming in short, uncontrolled gasps, and he forced his eyes open as the first of many images from his dreams began to flash in front of his closed lids. He tried to control his breathing, forcing himself to inhale deeply, letting the air out of his lungs in slow, measured breaths. His heart pounded like a jackhammer in his chest, making him cringe, and he clenched his fists as he tried to fight through the pain.
It was not the first time he had woken up like this, and according to his doctors, he was going to experience more of the same for a very long time.
Alan reached for the small commode next to the bed, grabbing his pills and popping the cap open. With shaking hands, he spilled half the contents out, cursing under his breath. He let most of them drop into his lap, quickly pushing two aside and throwing them into his mouth without bothering to get a cup of water to wash them down with. He could feel his heartbeat slow, and he knew that in a few more minutes, the effects of the pills would quickly kick in.
Alan Carter dropped back down into bed, eyes open as he stared up at the ceiling and waited for the day to begin.
 
***
 
The smell of coffee filled the small kitchen with a gentle aroma of wistfulness. Alan breathed it in with a small smile as he cradled his mug between his hands, letting the heat warm him.
It was early summer, but that did little to warm him. He usually woke up feeling colder than he was supposed to, shivering through the early hours of the day. He had gotten that from his mother.
Alan smiled as he looked up and around the kitchen of his childhood home. It was just as he remembered it, albeit a little worn. He sat alone at the kitchen table where his family had spent every morning of his childhood. It had been a tradition his father had insisted on, even on Sundays when all Alan had ever wanted to do was sleep.
The house stood empty now, a shell of what it had once been. Gone were the gentle sounds of Frank Sinatra echoing from the stereo in the living room. Gone were the sounds of his father hammering away at one new project after the other.
Twenty years was a long time for anyone to be away from home, and Alan quickly realized that he had missed this house more than he had thought.
He had returned to Melington the day before, driving in just as the sun was setting, lost in the maze of new roads and unfamiliar buildings. He had expected the town to be different, definitely not the home he and his family had left behind two decades before, but what he had seen on his drive in had made him second guess where he was.
It had taken him almost an hour to find his way to the old house. Foster Street was still there, but only a shadow of the bustle it had once been when everything anyone could ever need could be found in the stores that lined the street on both sides.
As he had parked in the driveway, he had taken in the two- story Colonial with a deep sense of nostalgia that had had him aching for a time when the world had made a lot more sense. He remembered afternoons spent playing on the tire swing with his sister while his father had thought up plans for a tree house that was never to be.
Alan sipped at his coffee tentatively, briefly looking at the time on his watch to make sure he wasn’t late for his interview. The next few days in Melington were going to be hard, but he didn’t mind.
He was home.



From the Journal of Jeremiah Carter.
Melington. September 16, 1826.
 
I fear for my sanity.
It has been two weeks since Abbey has last spoken a word to me. I wake and find her side of the bed empty. She has begun to wake early.
Anything I say or do is as smoke to her. She does not see or hear me, rocking back and forth and gazing out into the fields beyond for hours on end. She only rises when it is time to sleep. I cannot blame her. It is not easy for a mother to lose a child.
Sometimes I wonder. It has been almost a month now, and the search for my daughter has ceased completely. The Council members believe she is lost. It is cold when the sun sets, and she was never one to cope with low temperatures.
My God, I speak as if she were dead. But what use is there for false hope and prayers? None. I know this, and my Abbey knows this.
Sometimes I wonder when our sons will carry our stiff bodies down to the old maple tree and bury us side by side, with a third grave for the lost body of Allison. A hole is left where our daughter and her laughter once made the brightness of the sun seem dull.
My Allison.
The Council will be meeting again tomorrow, and I anticipate hours of useless conversation and debate. I do not look forward to the members’ looks of pity and sorrow that I am sure will accompany my presence between them. I do not want comforting hands on my shoulders or motivations to persevere against the tragedy that has befallen my family.
I want my Allison. That is all I ask.
I do not believe I ask for much.



Chapter 2
 
“I don’t quite understand what the problem is.”
Deborah Adams sat patiently behind her mother’s desk. Her chestnut hair was tied back in a tight ponytail that was giving her a headache, and her hands were folded in front of her as she tried her best to look professional. She had spent a good hour trying to explain to the parent sitting opposite why his son was not advancing in middle school English.
She had started working at Melington Middle School straight out of college, her position almost a certainty, especially since the principal was her mother. However, she had never relied on that, working harder than most, attempting to preemptively disperse any rumors about why she deserved to be here. She had made friends quickly, had done her best to remain amiable to those who had doubted her and always made sure she was constantly on top of her game.
However, on the rare occasion she would have to call in a parent while her mother was unavailable, holding said meetings in the principal’s office didn’t help much with that.
“Is it a learning disorder?” the man in front of her asked, his face mellow and his eyes searching hers nervously.
She could see he was upset, confused and out of place. The shabby T-shirt and over-faded jeans were a clear indication that life hadn’t been treating him well. Despite Melington’s growth, it was clear that not everyone was benefiting.
“Blake doesn’t have a learning disorder, Mr. Collins,” she said, her voice level and soft, hoping not to spook the man any more than he already was. “His homework was handed in late, he doesn’t participate in class, and when he does hand in work, it’s half-baked.”
The man cast his eyes downwards and sighed heavily. “I know. It hasn’t been easy on him,” he said. “Ever since his mother’s death, we’ve been barely keeping it together.”
Deborah frowned. “I’m so sorry, I had no idea,” she said, making a mental note to ask why that piece of information hadn’t been in the child’s file. Suddenly, little Blake Collins’ dismissal was much more understandable.
“Cancer,” Collins explained, smiling weakly. “It was a long and painful journey for all of us.”
“Have you talked to him about it?” Deborah asked. “I’m sure he’s wrestling with some serious emotions. Maybe he just needs someone to listen.”
“I tried, but he rarely opens up,” came the reply. “He gets that from me, I guess. I just thought that if I gave him enough time and space, he’d come through.”
“I think you should talk to him,” Deborah said, her voice mirroring her empathy. “He’s a smart boy. He just needs to know he isn’t alone.”
Collins nodded and ran a hand through his disheveled hair, scratching the back of his head as he considered Deborah’s words. “I’ll talk to him,” he said. “I just hope it helps.”
Deborah nodded in approval. “I think it will.”
Collins stood up and folded his cap in his hands, smiling nervously as he reached a hand out to Deborah. She took it, shook it firmly and smiled at the man reassuringly. Throughout her career, she had always put her students first, and she quickly made a mental note to keep her eye on Blake and maybe even talk to him herself.
“I appreciate everything you’re doing for him, Miss Adams,” Collins said. “I really do.”
“I’ll do whatever I can to make sure he stays on track.”
Collins nodded, pulled the cap on his head and walked out of the office, softly closing the door behind him as he left.
Deborah slumped back into the chair, quickly loosening the ponytail and running her fingers through her hair, feeling an instant relief race through her. She tossed her glasses onto the desk and gently rubbed her temples, hoping to stop her headache before it turned into an immense throbbing she wouldn’t be able to handle for the rest of the day.
She looked at her watch and noted that her mother wouldn’t be back for at least another hour from the Council meeting. Sighing, she began to rummage through the remaining tasks that had been left for her to deal with.
The intercom on the desk buzzed, and Deborah winced at the static voice of her mother’s secretary. She hated the damn contraption, feeling very nineteen ninety with it sitting there, lights blinking on and off. Her mother might be known for being old school, but this was ridiculous.
“Should I send in the new teacher?” the secretary’s voice sounded annoyed. Deborah grimaced. The elderly woman was one of the few people in Melington Middle School who did not approve of her being there. The fact that Deborah was filling in for her mother was definitely adding to that distaste.
“Give me a minute,” Deborah replied, quickly searching through the files on her desk for the one with the new teacher’s CV.
The school had been short staffed for a while now, and Deborah had seen several men and women come and go as Principal Adams interviewed them, mostly unsatisfied with the applicants. At one point, Deborah had been forced to remind her mother that this wasn’t an Ivy League, and the longer it took for them to hire someone, the more restless the rest of the staff would become.
“There’s still a lot left on the agenda, and Principal Adams left strict instructions that everything was to be done before she returned.”
Deborah wanted to go out there and slap the woman.
“Fine, send him in,” she said, quickly tying her hair back to the screaming dissatisfaction of her scalp. She scanned the files again, replaced her glasses, and almost immediately found the application file in the midst of the others.
There was a light rap on the door. Deborah barely had enough time to rearrange the desk before the new applicant stepped in. She tried to catch his name, but when she looked up, she quickly realized that she didn’t need to.
The man in front of her looked like he had just stepped out of a GQ photo shoot. He was dressed smartly in a blazer and dark jeans, his white shirt buttoned to the top where a navy tie that matched his blazer hung loosely around his neck. It was apparent that he had no idea how to tie it, and it gave him a charming, boy-next-door look that would have made him stand out in any crowd. His hair was jet-black, but Deborah knew it was dyed.
It was the scar directly below his jaw that gave him away.
Deborah smiled widely, moving around the desk as her childhood friend walked up to her and hugged her. A small laugh escaped her, and she did her best to hold back her tears.
“Hi, Debbie,” the man whispered, and Deborah pressed him closer to her.
She had never thought she would see Alan Carter again.
 
***
 
Alan couldn’t stop smiling.
He had been anxious walking into the school. He had hardly recognized the place. The walls were lined with the faces of alumni and founding family members he barely recognized, an extra couple of wings had been added to the already immense maze of corridors, and classes that he had once been able to find with his eyes closed had been shifted and changed. It had been like stepping into a completely different school.
Alan had hoped to bump into the least number of people he knew as possible during the first couple of days, making sure that he took his return to Melington slow. But, the way the town had grown, he had quickly found that that wouldn’t be a problem. After having finished a few quick errands before his interview without any incidence, he had begun to long for a familiar face.
“Twenty years on the dot,” Deborah Adams smiled, the girl from his childhood hardly recognizable.
She was a strict reminder of how much the people he had once known must have changed. If he had ever come across Deborah anywhere else, he might have dismissed the woman for a stranger. Looking at her now, the blues of her eyes as piercing as he remembered, he couldn’t help but feel nostalgic.
“A long time,” Alan replied.
“That’s an understatement, Carter,” Deborah chuckled. “Where the hell have you been? No letters, no calls. It’s the twenty first century. Don’t you have Facebook?”
Alan laughed, instantly feeling at home as Deborah’s friendly reprimand a reminded him of their innocent childhood squabbles. Growing up right next door, he couldn’t remember anyone he had spent more time with. Besides his sister, of course.
But no one wanted to remember his sister.
“I’ve been a little off the grid, I admit,” Alan apologized. “I did try to reach out a couple of years back, but that lead to nothing.”
“Are you back in the old place?” Deborah asked.
Alan nodded. “So much has changed, though. I hardly recognize the neighborhood.”
“You’re living in one the more down-trodden parts of town now,” Deborah smiled. “Everyone we know has either moved away or found a house in one of those new compounds.”
“I noticed,” Alan said with a smirk. Deborah’s old house was now occupied by a burly man in the habit of throwing beer cans into his front yard and staring out at everyone, daring them to protest. Alan had avoided him like the plague ever since he had returned.
“If you ever think of selling, let me know,” Deborah offered. “I know a great real estate agent.”
Alan shook his head. “I think I’ll pass,” he smiled. “Too many memories. Don’t want to give that up just yet.”
“Are you sure?” Deborah asked, a hint of concern creeping into her voice.
Alan immediately knew what she meant. She had been the one person closest to him after what had happened twenty years ago, his only true support when his mother had been unavailable and his father had been busy raising hell. She had been by his side until the very end, during the interrogations and the searches, the media frenzy and relentless reporters. She had stood quietly by his side, holding his hand as they had watched the movers empty the house. He remembered how she had shuddered when his father had called for him, how her hand had gripped his tighter as if she could stop him from leaving.
It had been a bitter escape from Melington.
“That was twenty years ago,” Alan assured her. “I’m over that now.”
Deborah eyed him before smiling and nodding. Still, she didn’t look too convinced.
“So, you’re principal?” Alan asked, quickly changing subjects.
Deborah laughed and shook her head. “Mom still runs the place,” she said. “I’m just filling in today.”
Alan raised an eyebrow and smirked. “So, my interview is with you?” he asked.
Deborah gave him a wicked smile. “You got that right, Carter,” she said, “and I can assure you, I’m not easily impressed.”



From the Journal of Jeremiah Carter.
Melington. September 20th, 1826.
 
The nights are becoming much colder. This winter will be harsh. I have taken it upon myself to see to the regular tasks Abbey has usually been responsible for. The boys are still young, their bodies have not yet become accustomed to the cold.
Abbey has still not said a word. She sits quietly in her chair, and I worry for her health. I met with the doctor and asked him about this, but have returned with the same level of understanding of her condition as when I had left. No one can satisfyingly explain to me what my wife is going through, other than the obvious heart break she must be enduring.
I have been spending more time by her side, coaxing the boys to play in front of the house where she can see them. I hope that she might soon realize that, despite the loss of our dear daughter, she still has two wonderful sons who need their mother. She still has a husband who needs his wife.
I find myself crying sometimes. It is hard dealing with loss in the midst of my wife’s distance. I have a new-found respect for her and the burden she has had to bear all these years without complaints.
I have tried to persuade her into retiring early just after dusk, to save her from the agony of the cold and the wind. She will not move.
I have resorted to covering her with a blanket as soon as the temperatures drop, so she is at least, warm... I fear that I have not only lost my daughter, but my wife as well.
The Council seeks to meet again within the next few days. Our last meeting was fruitless, and my fear that everyone would focus on me and my loss had come to be. I cannot go through another hour of the same.
I still look out window every night. I wish for the small figure of my dear Allison to materialize through the trees and come running home, as if she had only been lost and had finally found her way back.
I pray.



Chapter 3
 
Principal Rachel Adams sat quietly in the small study, a room that had been reserved for private meetings with the Chairman. She shifted in her seat, constantly looking at the time and cursing the fact that she had been waiting for almost half an hour. She was accustomed to a certain level of respect, and was always annoyed when she was treated with any less. She was not a woman who liked to be kept waiting.
The door to the study opened and Chairman Daniel Cole stepped in, flashing Rachel his best political smile. He opened his arms wide in anticipation as he confidently made his way to her. Rachel stood up quickly, scowling at the man and raising a hand to stop his advance.
“This is ridiculous, Daniel,” she spat. “I have obligations, you know. I can’t waste time playing games with you.”
Daniel’s smile didn’t falter. “Rachel, I assure you, if I could have been here sooner, I would have.”
Rachel scoffed and sat back down. “Let’s just get this over with.”
“Do you have somewhere to be?” Daniel asked, walking to a small mini-bar and setting two cups out. He grabbed a bottle of whiskey and poured a shot into each, taking one back to Rachel.
“Unless you’ve forgotten, I have a school to run,” Rachel replied, taking the drink and putting it on the small table beside her without even looking at it.
Daniel smiled, raising his glass in a mock toast before downing his own drink and replacing his cup at the bar.
“What do you have for me?” he asked, immediately taking on a more serious tone as he sat in the chair behind his desk.
Rachel opened her bag, pulling a file out and tossing it in front of the Chairman. Daniel raised his eyebrows and tapped the file with a long finger.
“Does anyone know about this yet?” he asked.
“Do I look like I’m an idiot?” Rachel asked, infuriated that he would even ask. “We all know the rules.”
“You haven’t even talked to the Sheriff?” Daniel asked. “I know the two of you are close.”
Rachel eyed Daniel Cole, imagining her hand around his tie and suffocating him in his seat. She hated the way he talked down to her, as if she were his subordinate. She wanted to remind him who had put him in his chair, but decided against it.
“It isn’t my place to tell the Sheriff,” Rachel said, reluctantly accepting the hit to her ego. “That’s your job, isn’t it?”
Daniel smiled. “I just wanted to make sure we all remembered our places in this matter.” He slid the file closer to him and opened it, looking at the sheets of paper within that Rachel had spent the last few weeks compiling.
“The boy’s name is Blake Collins,” Rachel said. “They’re new to Melington. Mother’s dead, father’s as useless as they come. I had my secretary call the garage he works at. Apparently he’s one mistake away from being fired.”
Daniel nodded. “We wouldn’t want that to happen, now would we?” his voice was low, menacing, enough to make even Rachel shudder. “We should make sure Mr. Collins hands in his resignation with dignity and finds his fortune somewhere else, don’t you think?”
“I don’t think about these things,” Rachel said. “You know my conditions. I don’t want to know anything more than what I have to.”
Daniel nodded quickly and gave her an annoyed wave. “Relatives?” he asked, sifting through the papers.
“Don’t worry,” Rachel said, standing up. “He won’t be missed.”
Daniel Cole watched her adjust the purse on her shoulder, her tall frame and curves accentuated by the two-piece suit she was wearing. Rachel could see his eyes undressing her, and immediately felt her stomach turn. She couldn’t understand how his wife tolerated him.
“If that’s all, I have more important matters to attend to,” Rachel said.
Daniel’s eyes found hers and held them. “Nothing is more important than this,” he said. “That is, as long as you hope to have grandchildren, Rachel.”
Rachel smirked. “I think you’re more worried about your own than any of our children, Daniel.” She turned and walked to the door, opening it slightly before stopping and turning to look at the man behind the desk.
“Alan Carter is back,” she said.
Daniel’s head snapped up from the file. “What?”
Rachel nodded with a smile, amused at how worried Daniel Cole suddenly looked. “He’s applied as an English teacher at the school.”
Daniel sat back and looked at the woman, frowning in confusion. “What are you going to do?” he asked.
Rachel shrugged. “That’s Deborah’s decision,” she said, knowing well what the outcome of the interview would be. It was one of the reasons she hadn’t wanted to be involved with Alan Carter’s application. She didn’t want the Council members blaming her for the man’s return to Melington.
“That was not a very wise decision.”
“I can’t imagine why?” Rachel asked, playing the fool and adding to Daniel’s discomfort. “I wonder if he’s anything like his father. What do you think Alan would do if he figured out the truth?”
“What happened was necessary,” Daniel said, his voice firm, as if trying to convince himself rather than her.
Rachel hesitated. “We’re all going to Hell for this,” she said. “You know that, right?”
“The sins of the fathers,” Daniel said. “This isn’t our doing.”
“Whatever helps you sleep at night, Daniel.”
Rachel walked out and slammed the study door behind her.



From the Journal of Jeremiah Carter.
Melington. September 23rd, 1826.
 
Another child has gone missing.
I cannot express how much this disturbs me. My heart goes out to the child’s family, for only I and my own can truly understand how they must feel right now. It is a terrible tragedy. One that is inexcusable.
I am angered beyond all explanation. My hands shake as I write, my words illegible even to my eyes. It is now that I truly believe my Allison was taken forcefully, against her will. I imagine her screaming and kicking against her captor, and my hands ache to reach out and fight for her.
The Council gathered today to discuss search efforts, again resorting to petty strategies of little consequence. I feel that these meetings are only held to count heads and make sure everyone still recognizes the authority of everyone else. I have seen the look on the faces of many, though, and it is not the placid looks of men and women who will let this atrocity go unpunished. There are already rumors of who is responsible, names resounding between circles of hushed conversation as town members speculate the perpetrator’s identity.
Two missing children in one season, and on the same day of the month. I must admit there is much doubt that this is a coincidence.
I have warned the boys to stay near the house, forbidding them from venturing far without me. They have not taken it well, their favorite spot being the lake two miles west of our lands. But a man must do what he feels necessary to protect his family. Their cries of protest fall on deaf ears, and I have threatened them with the belt if they disobey.
My Abbey cried today. I believe it is a sign that she is recovering from her ailment, albeit slowly. I have vowed to stand by her side on her journey to recovery, and I will keep my vows. She is greatly missed. I will do all I can to assure her of my presence and love.
I pray these days end well.



Chapter 4
 
Night came quickly in Melington during September, and the careless could easily find themselves caught in the cold bursts of wind that usually accompanied the darkness. People would escape indoors where the warmth provided shelter from the fingers of cold that always found a way through whatever they were wearing.
Alan feared the dark, enough to force him to turn on every light in the house, his discomfort quickly giving way to the coziness he felt in the warm glow. He made his way into the kitchen, instinctively turning on the kettle as he continued into the garage.
The movers had come earlier than he had expected, his roommate back in Maine having been tasked with making sure that the rest of his things were sent after he had arrived at Melington.
Alan stood pensively in the small garage, satisfied that everything had been sent safely, unsure as to how he would go about turning the garage into his workstation. His father’s old work table was still pushed to one side, random tools he had deemed unworthy left lying on top and collecting dust.
It was late, and he toyed with the idea of postponing the work for another day, but he knew he would sleep terribly knowing that the boxes were in the garage, untouched. He rolled up his sleeves, took in a deep breath and went to work.
Alan moved his father’s work table to the center of the garage, using it as his point of operations as he lifted one box after the other and looked inside. The most important ones he piled to one side, while those he believed he could tackle later were pushed to the very back. He went to work removing the shelves off one of the walls, clearing it of nails and pegs, readying it for what he had to do next.
When he was satisfied, he returned to the kitchen, poured himself a cup of coffee and ventured back. He stared at the empty wall as he drank, his eyes imagining the final look of it, drawing imaginary lines across where he would be spending the next few hours working.
He grabbed the first of the many boxes, lifting it onto the table and quickly emptying its contents. Volumes of files found their place to one side, and were quickly accompanied by more as Alan worked through one box after the other. When there was no longer any space left on the table, Alan sat on the floor and surrounded himself with more stacks and piles of files.
After almost an hour, he had emptied all twenty boxes he had labeled ‘research,’ the files surrounding him looking like a temp’s worst nightmare. The sheer volume of them was enough to make anyone anxious, but Alan knew them inside out. He had stared at every sheet of paper inside those files for hours on end, trying to make sense of their contents, find a clue he had missed or connect one to the other.
Going through them now would be child’s play.
He grabbed the first batch, each one with a white tag stuck to a corner over which a name had been written. He took the first, opening and emptying its contents in the little space he had left empty on the table for solely that purpose. A picture of a smiling blonde girl not much older than eight, stared back at him. He instinctively found himself smiling back, whispering the girl’s name from memory as he tears filled his eyes.
Alan looked over at the wall and mentally framed a spot in the top left corner. He grabbed the step ladder and set it up, carrying with him the staple gun and file contents from the table. He placed the girl’s picture right in the center of its designated spot and stapled it in place. He looked at the picture, lost for a few seconds in her innocence and the brightness in her eyes that came with a child’s idea that the world was perfect and safe.
A tear fell from his eye, and he quickly brushed it away. Within seconds he had stapled the rest of the contents around the girl’s picture, and was down the ladder and at his workstation emptying out the next of many files.
He repeated what he had done with the little girl, this time a ten-year-old boy with brown locks and braces, smiling at the camera eagerly. He whispered the boy’s name, his eyes closed, as if in greeting, and added him to the wall.
By the tenth file, Alan was working on auto-pilot, having had found a comfortable momentum that left little room for thoughts about the many children whose pictures he was hanging up.
After nearly two hours, sweaty and tired, hands grim with dirt and hair unkempt, Alan stepped back and gazed upon his handiwork. He took in the tapestry of colorful pictures, graying paper and yellow clippings. He stared up at the faces of over seventy children, and they stared back at him, their smiles disarming and their eyes glowing.
Alan felt his entire body begin to shake. He fell to his knees, hugging himself as the emotions he had kept bottled up since his return rushed through.
 
***
 
Deborah Adams felt an ache in her chest.
It came suddenly, as if she had unknowingly been stabbed, but from within. She could almost feel the pain reaching out from inside her, threatening to break free, tearing through her chest and escaping into the world to find another victim.
She dropped the plate she had been cleaning into the sink, her soapy hand reaching up to where she felt the unfamiliar stabbing. She pressed the palm of her hand hard against it and rubbed. She winced as the stabbing turned into throbbing, as if the pain’s potency were linked to her heartbeat, more and more vigorous with every passing second.
Then, just as quickly as it had started, the pain subsided.
Deborah took in a deep breath, exhaling slowly as she fought through the sudden dizziness in her head. Her mind raced for a plausible explanation for what had just happened, a feeling she had never experienced before, and its strangeness, puzzling.
She pondered whether or not to continue with the dishes, then decided that she had better sit down. She walked out of the kitchen, trudging down the small hall into her living room where the sound of the television was beckoning.
Michael Cole sat on the couch, head laid back and eyes closed as he snored. Deborah reached down, turned off the television and tossed the remote into the man’s lap, scaring him awake.
“I was watching that,” he said, an automatic comment that sounded ridiculous coupled with his blinking eyes and yawn.
“You were watching Glee?” Deborah asked, sitting down slowly in the La-Z-Boy by the coffee table.
“Was that what was on?”
Deborah nodded and winced when a small sharp pain stabbed out and instantly disappeared, reminding her that it was still lurking around.
“Are you okay?” Michael asked.
“I don’t know,” Deborah replied. “I think so.”
Michael nodded, grabbed the remote and turned the television back on.
That’s it? Deborah thought. That’s all I get?
She had started dating Michael Cole two years back, much to the dismay of her mother, who had no love for the Chairman, let alone his son. He had been charming and exciting, a real mystery who had instantly grabbed her attention, and she had fallen for him quickly.
During their first six months together, he had held up the charade well enough, making sure she had seen nothing of the other side of him. Her mother had warned her about the Coles, telling her that she couldn’t trust any of them, let alone sleep with them. It was like playing with fire, her mother had said.
Over time, Michael’s visage slowly dropped and Deborah began to notice how similar he was to his father. She had sworn to end it months ago, but she had never fully been able to bring herself to do it. Somehow she had grown comfortable having someone in her life that cared about her, other than her mother. She’d forgotten what it felt like to really be close to someone since, well, Alan Carter.
Her mind instantly went to Alan and his interview. She couldn’t remember what they had talked about, only the complete ease and comfort she had felt being around him again. It was as if she had been missing a part of her for so long and had finally found it.
She looked forward to seeing him every day, talking to him, catching up on twenty years of stories and experiences.
Deborah suddenly felt a rush of adrenaline, instantly excited at the prospect of Alan in her life again.
It was going to be a wonderful year.
 
***
 
Blake Collins hated the dark.
He had never been bothered by it before, but ever since his mother’s death, it had become a suffocating nothingness that he couldn’t bear. He pictured his mother, dead, eyes closed forever in an eternal darkness, never able to wake up. It scared him, terrified him, and he didn’t even want to imagine what that must be like.
That was why, when the small night light beside the door flickered and went off, he was instantly sitting up in bed. The wind outside had picked up, and through the window he could see the dark figures of autumn leaves dancing, their beautiful morning colors replaced by a dark gray that appeared and disappeared as they raced below the streetlights.
The light that came in through the window threw shadows across the walls, grotesque shapes he had learned long ago were harmless, although he had never been convinced of that. The rest of the room seemed like a dark void, black and forlorn, and as he waited for his eyes to adjust, he heard a tapping coming from the shadows.
“Dad!” he called out, unwilling to get out of bed. The bedroom door was across the room, in the darkness, and he wouldn’t be caught dead walking into that.
“Dad!” he called out again, concentrating to hear for any sign of his father’s approach.
The tapping came again, and Blake’s head quickly snapped to the window, hoping it was a branch against the glass. There was nothing there, though, and when the tapping continued, he immediately knew its source.
Blake’s eyes fell on the closet door. He could feel his skin crawl, and his breathing quickened. The tapping was coming from behind the closet door, and he quickly tried to convince himself that it was nothing more than his imagination playing tricks on him.
The tapping didn’t stop, coming harder, more confident, as if whoever was behind the closet door was actually asking for permission to come in. Blake looked over at the bedroom door, the uninviting darkness, and then back at the closet. He was frozen in place, unable to think clearly, completely forgetting about his father and whether or not he was coming to save him.
Blake’s eyes widened as he watched the closet door creak open, slowly, and a hand reach out from inside and grasp the edge as it pushed it all the way. His heart instantly jumped into his throat and his body began to shake, the tremors racing through him like wildfire. He felt something warm spread out from where he sat, and a part of his mind, the part that had decided that what was happening right now was just a dream, wondered what his father would say about his wetting the bed.
The closet door swung open completely, creaking outwards, and from the darkness within came a soft chuckle. The voice that followed was harsh and raspy, reminding Blake of the sound teeth grinding against each other made.
“We are going to have so much fun.”



From the Journal of Jeremiah Carter.
Melington. September 28th, 1826.
 
The boy has not been found.
The search continues, of course, but I already know he will not be found. We have searched the entire woods surrounding the town, and have even called upon the help of neighboring towns, all of whom were more than willing to assist in our efforts. I have met many strangers who have shown valor in their perseverance, fighting through the harsh cold nights alongside the rest of us, some even willing to continue until dawn.
It is clear what needs to be done, and the Council has voted to carry out a thorough investigation of the matter. A rider was sent to bring word to the proper officials in Hartford, but we will not wait for word upon his return.
Chairman Cole has already begun the proper process, and has singled out the men and women we were certain could not have committed such an atrocity. Both children belonged to founding families, and it is quite obvious that no member in said families would commit such a crime.
There are a few men and women that are new to Melington, some only months in our midst, their past still unknown. I have been tasked to speak with a few, and I have vowed to take this responsibility very seriously. If there is, in any way, an opportunity to retrieve any information vital in our efforts, I will find it and use it to the best of my abilities.
Four names have been assigned to me, and as I read through them, I realize that I know very little about them. It is strange how Melington has suddenly become home to strangers. If my mother were still alive, she would have chastised me for my unholy behavior. She had been the one in our family prone to gathering families together and forming a community out of Melington beyond the chairs of the Council.
Abbey was much like her, and I am certain that if she were of full health, she would have taken to this task with more vigor than I could ever muster.
I spent the afternoon training the boys on some of the more important tasks on the farm that have usually been my responsibility. With Abbey lost to us, the added burdens that I have to bear have taken their toll on me, and I need as much assistance as I can muster. I have been advised to hire a helping hand, but I do not have the finances for such a solution.
Tomorrow I will begin my inquiries, and I pray they are fruitful.
 



Chapter 5
 
The first thing Deborah noticed when she walked into her science class was the empty desk near the back usually occupied by a half-interested Blake Collins. She felt a slight tug in her chest, a feeling that bordered on uneasiness, and she quickly pushed it aside as she began her lesson.
She had hoped for a little one on one with the boy today, but apparently that would have to wait. She worried about what his current absence might mean. She hoped his father had talked to him, had maybe even given him a chance to take a day off and wrestle with a few emotions, but deep down she had a feeling that there was more to it than that.
She wrapped up her class quickly, her eyes constantly looking over at the empty desk, and had even ventured asking a few of his classmates about him. No one had known anything, and what had been worse was that no one seemed to really care. Deborah beat herself up for not noticing it sooner. The boy had obviously been having trouble among his peers as well.
When the bell rang, Deborah sat at her desk quietly, lost in thought, as her students filed out one by one, leaving their homework sheets in the tray marked ‘inbox’. She smiled at a few of the more lively ones, the ones who were usually quick to raise their hand and answer her questions, but she couldn’t stop staring at Blake’s seat.
When the last student had exited, she collected her things, threw the homework sheets in between the pages of her textbook and made her way out. She had a couple of hours in between classes, and her mother would be expecting a proper update on yesterday’s happenings.
Rachel Adams had come back from the Council meeting looking more distraught than usual, and for the first time in years, Deborah had actually seen the exhaustion clearly on her mother’s face. She usually looked like she was carrying a heavy burden, but Deborah had always assumed that the worry came with the job. After yesterday, she couldn’t be too sure. She was thinking of convincing her mother to step down from the Council and concentrate on the school.
But, knowing Rachel Adams, Deborah was certain what the response would be.
She made her way down the school halls, smiling politely at fellow teachers as they passed by her, coaxing students to their classes, and gently pushing her way into the principal’s office. The secretary gave her only a quick look before going back to the computer and typing away like her life depended on it. Deborah could feel the displeasure from across the room.
“Is she in?” Deborah asked.
“She’s always in,” the secretary replied curtly, waving for her to enter with one hand while the other continued the incessant tapping.
Deborah knocked twice on Rachel Adams’ door before letting herself in to the usual image of her mother sitting behind her large desk with her phone to her ear while going through papers. Rachel looked up at Deborah and waved her to the chair in front of the desk as she ended her call.
“I can’t get a break,” the older woman said, taking off her glasses and massaging her temples softly, a habit Deborah had inherited.
“Council again?”
Rachel clicked her tongue and replaced her glasses, looking over the papers in her hands quickly before piling them up to one side for later review. She looked at Deborah earnestly, a small smile appearing on her face that wasn’t fooling anyone as she crossed her fingers together and leaned forward.
“I see Alan Carter’s first day is today,” the older woman said, a hint of amusement in her voice.
Deborah smiled sheepishly. “He’s got the proper credentials, and the experience,” she said in defense.
“And of course it didn’t hurt that his oldest friend was interviewing him for the job,” Rachel added, tapping a finger lightly on Alan’s file. “Maybe I should have him in here for a second interview, just to make sure?”
“Really?” Deborah mused, raising an eyebrow at her mother and smirking. “You’d undermine a decision made by someone you personally chose to be in charge while you were away. How would that look?”
“For me or you?”
“Both,” Deborah played along, knowing well that her mother was only teasing her. She knew that Rachel had always had a soft spot for Alan Carter, even if she was reluctant to show it. “It was a sound decision.”
Rachel sat back and crossed her hands over her stomach, observing her daughter carefully. “So, how is Alan?”
“Different,” Deborah said. “Obviously.”
“The boy I knew had a way about him that attracted everyone. Including you.”
“He hasn’t lost that,” Deborah said with a smile. “That I can assure you.”
“So I can expect a lot of class visits?”
“It’s part of my job,” Deborah said.
“No, it isn’t,” Rachel smiled back, “but I can make it part of your job, if you’d like.”
Deborah braced herself against what was coming. For the past two years, her mother had been desperately trying to groom her to take over. She had given her countless odd jobs that would have normally been only the principal’s duties, and she had reluctantly agreed to them because the older woman seemed like she had really needed the help. Deborah could see that the years were taking their toll on her mother, but it still felt off.
“I’m fine where I am,” Deborah said, knowing that that was the last thing her mother would want to hear.
Rachel Adams sighed and leaned forward again, opening Alan’s folder and scanning the CV on the top of the rest of his paperwork.
“We’ve declined better teachers, Debbie,” Rachel said. “We both know that. This is an exception I was willing to make just for you. I want you to reconsider what I’m offering here.”
“It’s not right,” Deborah argued for the hundredth time. “No one would respect me the way they do you, and even less so when they get the feeling that I got the job because my mother sits on the Council.”
“They thought the same thing when I hired you,” Rachel returned with frustration, “and you have proven beyond a doubt that you can hold your own. Respect will come.”
“Being a teacher is different than being a principal,” Deborah said. “Mom, there are better people qualified to do the job. Consider their feelings.”
“I don’t give a rat’s ass about their feelings,” Rachel yelled, slamming her hand against her desk. Her face had suddenly furrowed into a deep scowl that looked nothing like her mother, and Deborah winced as the older woman stared at her. For a split second, she couldn’t recognize the woman behind the desk.
Rachel shook her head quickly, waving her hands in the air as if dispelling the burst of anger that filled the space around her. She closed her eyes, took in a deep breath, and let it out slowly.
“This is becoming a little too much for you,” Deborah said, still in shock from her mother’s outburst. “You need rest.”
“I’ll get that when I retire,” Rachel said.
“Then why don’t you?” Deborah asked, leaning forward, feeling like she had finally been offered the opportunity to speak some sense into her mother. “You don’t have to put up with the stress of it all. I mean, sitting at home and relaxing, or dealing with Council and school issues day in and day out? It’s not a very hard decision.”
“It would be an easier decision to take if I were sure I was leaving someone capable behind to take my place,” Rachel said.
Deborah sat back, suddenly angry that her mother had found another way to turn the tables on her. “You can’t blame me for this,” she said, the tone of her voice leveled as she tried to control her temper.
Rachel looked at her and sighed as she realized that any more discussions on the matter would lead to nothing. “I don’t blame you,” she assured her daughter. “You’ll be carrying this burden soon enough. You might have a choice when it comes to running the school, but not your seat in the Council. You’ll wish you had taken this job.”
“I don’t want the Council seat, either,” Rachel said.
“There has been an Adams in that Council since Melington came into existence. We’re a founding family, Deborah, and that is something you cannot run away from. It comes with responsibilities you will bear whether you choose to or not.”
Deborah hated discussing the future with her mother, the town and its Council were always top priorities when it came to what was expected of her. Deborah sometimes felt that the only reason her mother had brought her back to Melington was to make sure she continued the family legacy. It annoyed her that Rachel couldn’t see her for who she was, without the last name that hung over her like a bleak shroud.
“Let’s leave the monarchy to the Coles,” Deborah finally said, knowing that there was no love between her mother and the Council Chairman.
Rachel scoffed. “The day the Coles are left to do as they please is the day this town will burn to the ground,” the older woman mused, her voice trailing as if she were talking to herself. “They’ve done enough damage.”
“You seem to be the only one who feels that way,” Deborah countered.
Rachel Adams looked at her daughter, a soft and sorrowful look, almost as if she pitied her. “The sins of the fathers,” she whispered. “Deborah, you might not believe in all this, or in the importance of what the Council stands for, even more than just some legislative body. There’s a lot about Melington you still need to discover for yourself. When that day comes, when you finally see this town for what it really is, I assure you, your world will change forever.”
Deborah leaned forward. “Then why do that to me?” she asked. “If it’s that daunting, that terrible, why do you want me to be a part of it, mother?”
“We don’t choose our places in life, Deborah,” Rachel said. “Free will is a myth.”
Deborah eyed her mother earnestly, unable to believe what she was hearing. This was the first time she had ever seen Rachel this solemn, this negative, as if she had given up on the world and had decided to roll over and die.
“Blake Collins wasn’t in today,” Deborah said, changing subjects. “His father was here yesterday discussing his progress, and he had promised to talk to his son. I’d like to call him at home and make sure everything’s okay.”
“Collins withdrew his son’s file this morning,” Rachel said.
“What?” Deborah was utterly surprised. She had not expected that from Blake’s father after their last meeting. “Why?”
“I was going to ask you,” Rachel said. “You were the one who had talked to him last.”
“That makes no sense,” Deborah said, shaking her head slowly.
“The man seemed rather distraught, said the family wasn’t doing very well in Melington and was going to try his luck elsewhere.” Rachel frowned at Deborah, worried at how much the news disturbed her. “Families come and go, Debbie. It’s part of the job.”
“I know,” Deborah said, her frown deepening as she looked down at her feet. “It’s just, I didn’t expect it.”
Deborah suddenly understood why she had felt that small sense of anxiety when she had seen Blake’s empty desk. She had feared the worst, and although she now knew that nothing serious had happened to the boy, she still felt like she had somehow let him down. If only she had paid better attention, noticed the signs earlier, maybe she could have stopped this.
“You worry too much, sweetheart,” Rachel said, as if reading Deborah’s mind. “Besides, after looking at his file, I assume you’re better off. He seems to have been causing more trouble than was necessary.”
“His mother’s dead,” Deborah whispered, almost in a daze.
“Every child has a story,” Rachel replied, nonchalantly, her blasé tone of voice forcing Deborah to look up in utter confusion. Her mother’s lack of empathy always seemed to surprise her. It was scary how suddenly Rachel Adams could switch between a tired old woman who worried about the future of Melington, to the cold-hearted principal who ran the school with an iron fist. If that’s what it took to be the woman she was, then Deborah didn’t want anything to do with it.
“We’ll talk more about it later,” Rachel said, reaching for the stack of papers she had pushed aside earlier. “Get back to class and think about my offer, seriously this time. I want a definite answer tonight.”
Deborah got up, adjusting her purse on her shoulder and giving her mother one last look of disbelief before she turned and left.
 
***
 
Alan Carter sat alone.
He occupied the top bench of a set of bleachers that lined the Melington Middle School’s baseball field, silently eating his sandwich as he watched the school’s baseball team running drills. It was calming, and he found himself instantly drawn back to images of the pictures on his wall. The faces of the missing children mixed with those of the ones now alive and well, laughing as they tossed their baseballs back and forth, and Alan immediately felt his fists clench in anger.
He had come back to Melington for one purpose only, a goal that had kept him driven for the past years when everyone believed he was crazy and had tossed him back and forth as they picked his mind, trying to figure out what was wrong with him. In the end, he had gotten what he wanted; freedom from the endless questions, the disapproving looks of doctors who sat behind large desks and gazed upon him as if he were a specimen in a lab.
In the end, he had found his way back to where it had all started.
Alan crumpled up the small plastic bag he had kept his lunch in and pocketed it, standing up and stretching before looking at his watch. He needed to get back to class. He didn’t want people talking about him on his first day, fully intent on keeping as low a profile as possible until he could figure out what had really happened twenty years ago.
Maybe if he did, the dreams would stop.
Alan made his way down the benches, his eyes downcast as he made sure he didn’t slip into the spaces between the bleachers. He couldn’t understand why these hadn’t been changed for something safer, but decided that it wasn’t the time or place to start a fuss.
Low profile. He would do well to remember that.
“I thought you might be here.”
Alan looked up as Deborah Adams made her way towards him, hands behind her back, returning his smile with one of her own. She looked stunning when she wasn’t sitting behind a massive desk pretending to play boss. She tilted her head a bit to the side, looking past him at the baseball field.
“Still dreaming of a home run, Alan Carter?”
Alan chuckled, remembering the many times he had tried to convince everyone that he would be the next Babe Ruth. He shook his head and looked back over his shoulder.
“Just trying to figure out who would take my dreams and run with them,” he said.
“It’s never too late to try,” Deborah teased, clasping her hands together and swinging them as if she were holding a bat. “And the crowd goes wild!”
“You’re still goofy, you know that?” Alan laughed.
“The only one who ever believed that Babe Ruth nonsense,” she said, laughing along with him. “I can’t believe how gullible I was back then.”
“Well, I can assure, it’s all realism from here on out,” Alan said.
Deborah squinted at him and clicked her tongue. “I don’t believe it,” she said. “Alan Carter is never dull.”
“Just a boring thirty two year-old trying to teach middle school English,” Alan assured her, hoping his smile was genuine enough.
Deborah shrugged, obviously not buying it, and looked back at the school building. “So, how was your first day?” she asked. “Any problems?”
“Who’s asking, you or Principal Adams?” Alan smirked.
“Both,” Deborah said, turning back to him. “Need to make sure I made the right choice.”
Alan laughed at that. “Don’t worry, you’re fine. It went pretty well, actually.”
“That’s good to know.”
“You?”
“Lost a student, actually,” Deborah said, hoping he couldn’t see past her smile at how uncomfortable the notion made her. “Dropped out this morning.”
Alan’s body tensed, but he tried to keep his cool. “Really? What happened?”
“His father pulled his papers,” Deborah said. “Apparently, Melington isn’t cut out for the family.”
“They left?”
Deborah shrugged. “I guess so,” she said. “I didn’t bother to check and see.”
“Why not?”
Deborah thought about the question and realized that she couldn’t come up with a proper answer. Alan could sense her uneasiness, and immediately knew that he had to change the subject. He couldn’t, though. This was important.
“What’s his name?” he asked.
“Blake,” Deborah answered, letting the name roll off her tongue as if the boy had died instead of just moved on. “Blake Collins.”
“Well, then here’s to Blake Collins,” Alan said, raising a hand in the air as if he were holding a glass in his hand. “May the Gods smile down on him wherever he may go.”
Deborah chuckled and playfully punched Alan in the shoulder. “Now who’s goofy?”
Alan laughed along with her, but in the back of his mind, he was already working out what he had to do next.



From the Journal of Jeremiah Carter.
Melington. September 29th, 1826.
 
It has been a long day, and I regrettably sit at my desk tonight with a sad and heavy heart. I am full of a deep feeling of frustration, one that sickens me and weighs heavy on my soul. I feel incompetent, unable to properly fulfill my task as investigator, my first meeting a complete failure.
The boys have been able to keep up with the work on the farm as best they could in my absence, although it would have been preferable had Abbey been more lucid. I have returned to find most of the work complete, but can foresee trouble ahead if this continues. There is still much to do, and I believe tomorrow I will have to concentrate on my duties at home to make up for today.
I spent a few hours with the first name on my list, a young couple that had only recently moved to Melington. The husband was familiar to me, a face I have often seen around the fields of other farmers. A hand, he claims to be, and from what I could discern, he was a proud man who believed in hard work. It was hard to even consider him one capable of kidnapping and killing two children.
His wife is equally pleasant, and I must say a fine cook. They invited me to dinner, and I write this only here, where I know Abbey will never see it, but I have never tasted food that delicious in my life.
They shared much of their past with me, how the small home they now inhabit had belonged to an older relative that had recently passed away. I instantly recognized the name, but it took me a few minutes to fully comprehend how the couple was related to him. I would have to bring that up with the Council, especially since it was apparent someone was not doing their job properly. The meeting could have easily been avoided had I been given the proper information.
Needless to say, apart from a lovely dinner, the day had been a waste of time. I still have two more names on my list that I fully intend to visit over the next few days. I do not wish to prolong this investigation more than necessary, especially since my absence from the farm will probably lead to more unfinished chores.
I cannot blame the boys, though. They are doing the best they can.
I have spent very little time with Abbey today, which is quite unlike me, and I pray she does not hold it against me. I have told her all that I had done, omitting only the dinner. I smile thinking that if she had been herself, she would have easily seen through that omission. She has always been able to read right through me, my Abbey.
Although she sits near me and sleeps by my side, I miss her dearly.



Chapter 6
 
The night came quickly, dark and forlorn, and as Daniel Cole cruised his BMW into his driveway, he could feel the chill that came with the darkness even through the closed windows of his car.
It had been a long day, one meeting after the other, but his mind had been mostly preoccupied by other things. The sheriff had given him a complete report of the Collins situation, ensuring that everything had been taken care of as planned. It had been the best news of the day, one that Daniel had been waiting anxiously to receive.
He looked into the rearview mirror at the tired eyes that stared back at him, and he felt his muscles slightly relax. The tension was overbearing, and he knew that it was only a matter of time before he would have to make plans for his replacement. His mind wandered to his son, the youngest of his three children, and he instantly felt himself cringe at the thought of that good-for-nothing taking over.
Daniel knew had no choice, though.
He thought about how much it would break his daughters’ hearts if they knew what was required of Melington’s Chairman. It was a secret he had sworn to keep until the day came when he would have to hand the mantle over to his replacement. Daniel felt the burden more and more every day, and despite the Council’s belief, it was not a burden he bore lightly.
Sometimes he felt that he was the only one who understood the importance of what it was he had to do. He replayed his conversation with Rachel Adams, and found himself frustrated at having to deal with her constant badgering and condescending attitude, as if she were doing him a favor rather than saving this town from the evil their forefathers had brought upon it. And now his son was in bed with her daughter, and the mere thought of that made him angrier than anything else he could possibly think of.
Still, the founding families were allies, had been since the start, and it was vital that they all worked together. None of this would be possible without each and every Council member’s role, and despite their feelings towards the matter, they carried out their tasks to the dot.
Daniel switched off the car engine and braced himself against the cold winds that welcomed him as he stepped out of his car. He pulled the collar of his coat up and swiftly crossed to the front door of his house. Fumbling with the keys, he let himself in and quickly announced his arrival.
He knew his wife would be asleep, turning in early as she usually did to avoid having to talk to him. Their relationship had grown strained over the years, especially as they got older and the Council’s demands had increased. It was a growing town, after all, and so much was expected of him as Chairman. If his own family couldn’t understand that, then that was a problem they would have to deal with on their own. He didn’t need to explain himself any more than he needed their approval.
Daniel slipped out of his jacket and hung it neatly in the small coat closet next to the front door. This was a meticulous family, a family who cared about details, and he wouldn’t be caught dead breaking his own rules. Walking noisily into the living room, not caring whether he woke his wife or not, he reached for the bottle of scotch on the small dresser and poured himself a glass.
He had been drinking profusely these days, careful of course to maintain sobriety, albeit more than he was accustomed to. It was one of the many signs of the stress he was under, and he knew that he would have to find a way to control it before turning into the alcoholic his father had become in his later years.
Later. Right now the alcohol was the only thing keeping him sane.
Daniel made his way to the couch, contemplating whether or not to turn the television on. He decided against it, sat down heavily and closed his eyes as he took a sip from his drink. His head was throbbing, and he knew that he would have to take a pill or two to help him sleep later.
The lights of the living room flickered, and Daniel quickly opened his eyes as he felt the air in the room get colder. He felt a sudden flutter in his chest as his heartbeat quickened, his mind registering what was happening a bit too late.
Before Daniel could get up, a hand shot out from under the couch and grabbed his ankle. He dropped the glass in his hand and watched his drink spill all over the couch and carpet underneath, and all he could think about was the nasty argument he would have with his wife in the morning when she saw the stain.
The hand gripped him tighter, squeezing his ankle hard and sending bolts of pain up and down his leg. Daniel sat completely still, knowing that no matter what he did, he would not be able to break free of the grasp, and he clutched onto the armrest until his fingers turned white.
“Carter,” came a raspy voice from underneath the couch.
Daniel could feel the pounding in his chest intensify, as if his heart were trying to break free and race away. He opened his mouth to reply, but nothing came out, only a slight whimper as the hand tightened its hold even more, nails digging into his flesh.
“Carter,” the voice repeated, firmer, urging for a response.
“I know,” Daniel stuttered. “We’re working on it.”
“Work faster.”
Daniel shuddered, the voice sounding like sandpaper rubbing against each other. “It’s not that simple,” he said, his voice low. “It’s more complicated this time.”
“I can’t take him,” the reply came from below. “He would have enjoyed coming with me. His sister enjoyed coming with me. We had so much fun.”
Daniel could sense the chill race down his spine at the mention of the little Carter girl. He wasn’t stupid. He knew what was really being said. He thought about his daughter’s twins, the only two people in the world he truly loved, and his body began to shake uncontrollably.
“Blake Collins had so much fun, too,” the voice cut through his thoughts. “Imagine the fun all the children in Melington could have.”
“Please,” Daniel begged. “Please, I’m going to take care of it.”
“Carter must go.”
Daniel nodded quickly. “I know,” his voice came out in a slight whimper. “I know.”
Suddenly, the hand gripping him let go, and Daniel Cole quickly pulled his feet up from the floor and onto the couch. He tried to control his shaking, his heart drumming against his chest in a torrent of beats that threatened to kill him, his hands cold and white with fear.
Daniel Cole fell asleep on the couch that night, his legs curled up and his feet off the ground where he was sure no hand could reach them.
 
***
 
Alan Carter had learned a lot of useful skills over the years. Most of them had to do with maintaining secrecy, a need he had quickly realized he needed when it had been apparent that being honest and open would get him absolutely nowhere. It had usually taken him a while to get used to most of the skills he would need for what he wanted to accomplish, but in the end, he knew that they would come in handy.
Surprisingly enough, picking a lock had been something he had almost picked up overnight. It had quickly become an important skill he had relied on heavily over the years, and tonight was no exception.
Alan quickly pushed the door to the Collins’ apartment open and stepped into the darkness, locking it behind him. He waited a few seconds, making sure no one had heard him break in, and only turned on the lights when he was satisfied he was in the clear.
The apartment was completely empty.
Alan moved deeper into the apartment, taking off his gloves and pushing them into his back pocket. His eyes gazed upon the emptiness, already sensing that something was very wrong with this picture. He knew that movers worked fast, and it had been more than twenty four hours since anyone had last seen Blake or his father, but Alan couldn’t quite brush off the feeling that there was more to this than met the eye.
For starters, it looked like whoever had helped the Collins move had been incredibly sloppy, as if in a hurry to get everything out. Alan could see several scratch marks in different colors where furniture had obviously scraped the walls. In a few corners the paint had been completely chipped off, and threads from what must have been a carpet clung to breaks between the hardwood floors.
The Collins had definitely been in a hurry, but Alan had no idea why.
He made his way into the kitchen where he immediately saw a broken electric cord still stuck in its socket. Whatever it had been attached to had obviously been forcefully pulled out. Shattered plates littered the floor, and in a corner, soil from an indoor plant had been spilled and kicked about. If Alan hadn’t known better, it looked more like the Collins had been robbed than anything else.
Alan made his way back, following a small hall where nails that had once supported picture frames littered the red-colored wall. Two bedrooms opened into the hall, and beyond that, a bathroom with its door open.
Alan opened the first room, a large space that he assumed had belonged to the father, the shape of a large king-sized bed apparent by the soft dust on the floor. Alan looked about the room from the threshold of the door, knowing that this was not what he had come for.
He immediately turned to the second room, already knowing that it had belonged to Blake before even opening the door. He stepped inside, and instantly felt a heavy weight on his chest, as if an invisible hand were forcefully pushing him out. Alan winced as he staggered inside, pulling out the small camera he had brought with him.
His eyes fell on the open door of a walk-in closet, the space beyond small and uninviting, reminding Alan of a similar closet he had when he was younger. He moved towards it, and almost as if there was another presence in the room, the closet door swung closed with a crash.
Alan stopped in his tracks, his arms breaking out in goose bumps as he stared at the closed door, waiting for something else to happen. When he realized how ridiculous he was being, he marched straight towards it, grabbed the knob and swung it open.
The empty closet greeted him with nothing more than the emptiness inside, and Alan exhaled in relief, only then realizing that he had been holding his breath in. His eyes scanned the small space, searching every corner for anything out of the ordinary, and when it was clear there was nothing to be found, he turned back and closed the closet door behind him.
The house had been cleaned out thoroughly, but Alan could feel that something had lingered. It was in the bedroom air, something slightly out of reach, as if on a different dimensional plane he was unable to perceive. It felt eerie, and he wondered if Blake Collins had felt the same way when he had occupied the room.
Alan quickly brushed off the feeling and began taking pictures, making sure he got everything. He started in the kitchen, photographing the broken cord and dishes, then moved to the living room and hall. His fingers snapped away quickly, taking shots of various angles, making sure he missed nothing. By the time he had returned to Blake’s bedroom, an hour had passed and he could feel the fatigue setting in.
Just this room, he thought. Just this room, and then I’m out of here.
He was just about to reach for the closet door when he heard a cough behind him. Alan turned around quickly and came face to face with a tall blonde in her mid-fifties, the star on her chest glinting in the dim light from the room as she stared at him earnestly. She had her gun aimed at him, and her head tilted to a side as Alan slowly raised his hands in the air.
“You better have a darn good explanation for your being here, Alan Carter,” the Sheriff said.



From the Journal of Jeremiah Carter.
Melington. September 30th, 1826.
 
This is a most wonderful day indeed.
Abbey has finally broken out of her shell and has spoken.
I admit, I had so gotten used to her silence that at first I mistook her whispers for the blowing of the winds. It has been so long since I’ve heard her soft voice speak to me, and I could not believe it until I was on my knees in front of her, begging her to speak again. The memory of that first moment will forever remain in my mind, her beautiful green eyes staring out into the fields, her soft lips barely apart as her voice came in a whisper through them.
She called for Allison. It was brief at first, my daughter’s name dripping like sweet nectar from her tongue. I cried profusely while I held my Abbey’s cold hands in mine, squeezing them, urging her to speak more. She had fallen silent for only a few minutes, but those minutes seemed like hours to a man who had been given a glimmer of hope just moments before.
When she spoke again, she asked for water, and I remember how desperate I must have sounded calling out for the boys, unable to leave my Abbey’s side, in fear that if I had, she would return to her former state and I would lose her forever.
She cried, for hours on end, her tears torrents on her face. I could not do more to comfort her than be by her side and hold her in my arms as she wept. She called out for Allison again and again, a non-stop chant that broke my heart. Oh, how I wished to see our daughter materialize before us, if just for a moment, to soothe my wife’s aches. I could not have missed my little girl more.
I dug a grave for my Allison today, a small grave by her favorite tree behind the house. I have no body whereby to fill it, yet I feel it was the right thing to do. My Abbey joined me, as did the boys, as I said a silent prayer for my lost child. We bid Allison farewell, once and for all, and that finality has hit me harder than any realization I have ever come across in all my years.
Abbey still cries. I sit here at my desk, as I have for several nights now, and can hear her in the bed behind me, weeping softly. It is a heart wrenching sound that she emits, yet I will not stop her. She mourns our child, and she deserves the comfort that will soon follow. I dare not soothe my wife, for fear that she may relapse into her former state. I will let her cry, as I have, and I will be by her side.
My Abbey has returned to me. That is all that matters.
 



Chapter 7
 
“It’s the scar that gave you away.”
Sheriff Fiona Bright sat coolly behind her desk, arms folded, and a half-smile on her face. Alan sat quietly in his chair opposite from her, less amused and feeling a slight relief that the precinct had been almost empty when he had been brought in.
Fiona pulled out a pack of cigarettes and offered him one, Alan shaking his head before watching her shrug and light one for herself. Fiona blew smoke out in rings as she sat back and eyed Alan carefully, sizing him up as he put on his best poker face.
“I should book you for the night,” Fiona said, pointing at Alan with her cigarette, “but I won’t. You want to know why?”
Alan shrugged.
“Because I have a feeling you’re going to be honest with me and tell me what you were really doing in that apartment.”
Alan sighed and scratched the back of his head. He had explained on the way here how he had heard about Blake Collins dropping out of school, and had wanted to check up on him to make sure he was alright. He had lied of course, explaining that when he had arrived, the door to the apartment had been unlocked, and he had gone in to investigate.
“Do you know how much of your story makes absolutely no sense?” Fiona asked, her cigarette hanging from the side of her mouth as she fiddled with the statement he had given her.
“I really don’t know what else to tell you, Sheriff,” Alan said. “You can call Deborah Adams and confirm that I had promised her I’d pass by the Collins apartment and check up on the boy.”
Fiona smiled and gave Alan a wink. “Oh, I’m sure she’ll confirm the so-called reason why you were there,” she said. “What I don’t understand is why she wasn’t there with you. I would assume since she’s worried about the boy, she would have at least accompanied you on your hero’s journey.”
“I guess she was busy,” Alan offered.
Fiona nodded, mumbling his reply under her breath in disbelief. “That still doesn’t explain the camera.”
Alan sighed. “I told you, Sheriff, it’s just research for a book I’m working on,” he said. “I’m a sucker for forensics, and when I saw the marks on the walls and the broken dishes in the kitchen, I played with the idea of using the setting for one of my detective stories.”
“You write a lot of those detective stories?” Fiona asked. “I only ask because I’m fond of a little James Patterson and Jo Nesbo every now and then. Maybe I’ve read something you’ve written.”
“You probably have, but you won’t find my name on it.”
“Oh?” Fiona smiled, raising her eyebrows in a way that made her look quite comical. “Why is that?”
“I’m a ghostwriter,” Alan said. “It’s something I do on the side to earn a little extra money. It keeps my wheels turning and the imagination going, which I need when teaching middle school English.”
Fiona took a long drag from her cigarette and smacked her lips. “That’s a shame. It would have been nice to read something written by a local.”
Alan shrugged. “Can’t do, sorry. Contracts and all that.”
Alan watched the Sheriff smile and gaze up at the ceiling. He could see that she wasn’t convinced by his story, but he knew that all he needed was to sound believable enough.
He remembered Fiona Bright well, back when he was younger and she was still a deputy. She had often passed by his parents’ house, and he remembered how enthralled he had been by her. She had obviously done well for herself, following in her father’s footsteps and carrying the mantle of Sheriff. Alan began to wonder if every job in Melington that belonged to a founder family member was passed on to one of their children. So far, it seemed pretty much the rule around here.
Alan assumed that he was lucky that she had been the one to catch him. However, he was a little wary as to why she had been at the Collins’ apartment herself. Had someone actually heard him breaking in and had called the police? Alan doubted it. He knew the extent of his lock picking skills, and it definitely did not involve making a lot of noise.
“Alan Carter,” Fiona said to herself, eyeing him closely from behind a curtain of smoke. “Little Alan Carter. Where have you been all these years?”
“Here and there,” Alan replied, forcing a smile he hoped looked genuine. “Mostly there.”
“How are your parents?”
Alan hesitated before answering. His parents. He had expected people to ask about them, and although he had been able to dance around the topic with Deborah, never really giving a straight answer, he didn’t think that would work with Fiona.
“My mother died a few years after we moved away,” Alan said, clearly hearing the tone of his voice change from calm to anger. Fiona seemed to notice, too, and Alan did his best to control himself. “My father a few years back. Heart attack.”
“I’m sorry to hear that,” Fiona said, sounding genuine enough. “They were great people.”
“Thank you.”
An awkward silence fell upon them as they sat there, each waiting for the other to say something. Alan knew that Fiona was probably going to fish for more information about his past, maybe try to make him comfortable enough to change his story, but Alan could see right through it. He had been around enough doctors to tell when someone was trying to play him, and he was more than happy to play along. It was a game he had gotten pretty good at before he decided he had enough.
“And you’re a teacher?” Fiona asked.
Alan nodded. “English literature,” he said. “Been doing it for three years now.”
Fiona gave him another one of her comical, raised-eyebrows expression. “Three years,” she repeated. “That’s really something. I’m a little surprised, though.”
“Why is that?”
“Well, I know Rachel Adams pretty well, and I can tell you for a fact that three years mean nothing to her when it comes to experience. So, I’m a little surprised she hired you.”
“She wasn’t the one who hired me.”
“No?”
“Nope,” Alan said, shaking his head. “Deborah did. She’s the one who interviewed me.”
Fiona chuckled. “Is that a fact?” Alan noted the amusement in her voice. “The two of you were like two peas in a pot when you were younger. Do you remember when you two called the police because you thought someone had kidnapped your father because he was late from work?”
“I remember.”
“How old were you then?” Fiona asked. “Seven? Eight?”
“Ten,” Alan corrected. “A year before my sister disappeared.”
Fiona’s smile suddenly disappeared as the room seemed to grow remarkably smaller. Alan knew what the woman was getting at, reminding him of how much of his childhood mischief she had put up with. She was fishing, and he was getting sick of it.
The mention of his sister’s disappearance had put a quick end to the games. Fiona was suddenly uncomfortable, shifting in her seat as she put out her cigarette and immediately lit another one. Alan almost smiled at her uneasiness.
Fiona Bright had been the first at the scene when his parents had called in the disappearance. Alan remembered it clearly, how he had run home screaming, terrified, his mind racing as it tried to make sense of what he had seen. He was inconsolable, his words nonsensical to everyone except him, and even Fiona had been skeptical.
For an eleven-year-old who had looked up to Fiona Bright for years, her reaction had been a cruel slap to the face he had never forgotten.
“Why did you come back to Melington, Alan?”
Alan smiled, happy that the woman had finally gotten to the point and the games had stopped.
“I came home, Sheriff,” Alan said. “This is my home, after all.”
“You’ve been gone for what? Twenty years?” Fiona pressed. “Why now?”
“Oh, I’ve always wanted to come back,” Alan said. “My father was the one who had wanted nothing to do with Melington. Not when everyone here let him down. He was a member of the Council, a descendent of one of the founding families, and you all turned your back on him when he needed you the most. To him, he couldn’t care any less about this town.”
“And you do?” Fiona asked, the eyes looking out at him cold.
“I have fond memories of Melington,” Alan said, “at least for the most part. I’m over what happened. I just want to live out the rest of my life in the place where I grew up, teaching a subject I love.”
“And that’s why you were breaking and entering?”
“I explained that, Sheriff,” Alan said. “It’s an innocent misunderstanding, and you know me well enough to know I’m not a criminal.”
“I know an eleven-year-old boy who has grown up too far away from here for me to make any judgments.”
Alan sighed. “I assure you, Sheriff, I’m still that same boy, only a lot older.” He leaned in and looked Fiona straight in the eye. “You have absolutely nothing to worry about.”
 
***
 
Deborah Adams stared at her cell phone from her curled up position on the living room couch. A part of her was waiting for it to ring, the dreadful Caller ID displaying her mother’s name as the phone vibrated with promise of disaster.
Deborah still hadn’t made up her mind.
That wasn’t true. She had actually made up her mind years before, and her decision was still the same. However, it was the opposite of what her mother was expecting. Only this time, there was an ultimatum, and Deborah began to worry what turning down her mother’s offer might mean.
Who cares what it meant? Deborah frowned as she added gasoline to the already burning flames inside her. Who cares what her mother wanted? Deborah only needed to worry about Team Debbie. The rest was simply white noise.
Still, she hesitated to pick up the phone herself and call her mother. After all these years, and despite the lengths Deborah had gone to be her own person, Rachel Adams was still a daunting person to deal with, even over the phone. Deborah felt torn, desperate to talk to anyone who could possibly make the decision for her and spare her the agony she was going through.
Keys fumbled in the lock, and Deborah watched the front door open as Michael Cole let himself in, carrying his gym bag over his shoulder and talking on his phone. He dropped the bag by the door and almost walked past her without so much as a hello before he noticed the look on her face.
“Are you okay?” he asked, burying the phone’s mouthpiece in his shoulder.
Deborah nodded. “I’m fine,” she said.
“Cool.”
She watched him walk into the kitchen, picking up where he had left off, and gritted her teeth as she heard him open the refrigerator and rummage through it.



From the Journal of Jeremiah Carter.
Melington. October 1st, 1826.
 
I believe I have finally found our man.
I cannot write from the excitement, although I strongly believe that is not quite the correct word to use in such context. My God, I have found our man!
I have been fighting the urge to race over to Chairman Cole’s house and share the news with him, opting to wait for tomorrow when I would have the entire Council’s attention. I truly believe we can stop any further search.
Copper Tibet. What a peculiar name.
I had never seen the man before, and even while riding up to the small cottage he inhabits seemed like quite a trek. He lives close to the town borders, almost outside Melington, yet not quite. From afar, his residence already spoke of grave secrets and hidden dangers. It is a dark place where he lives, and even when inside, I could feel the heaviness of evil in the air.
The man himself is quite a sight, large and bulky, a frame that can cast a shadow over any regular man would he stand beside him. I remember a hesitation when first seeing him, a need to turn my horse around and retreat. So strong was this man’s daunting presence. It took every thread of willpower within me to carry out my duties.
He was amiable enough and even offered me tea, which I was forced to decline. There was no trust for this man, and I did my best to avoid unnecessary amenities. I thought it best to get my interrogation over and done with.
He was reluctant to answer many of my questions, uneasy despite his bulking presence. I immediately knew he had something to hide, and it is this feeling beyond doubt that makes me certain he is behind the current kidnappings. I tried to remain calm, even when I pictured his large hands on my Allison. I hate to think of what a man like that could do to such a frail child.
His story does not match with my knowledge of town history, or with any events I can remember. He claims to be the third generation of Tibet’s to have lived in Melington, his grandfather having had moved their family here during the Revolution. I cannot remember any such name, and his explanation that their land had not always been a part of Melington until only recently seems quite impossible.
I will look it up with Council Member Bright tomorrow. He keeps meticulous records of all happenings in Melington, a duty he has inherited from his father and in my opinion is continuing quite well.
I have a third name on my list, a young woman who had arrived in Melington six months ago. Abbey knows her well, and even surprised me with a small smile as she recounted her meeting with the woman in the market a few weeks before. Abbey has nothing but wonderful things to say about the woman, and it only confirms my suspicions about Copper Tibet more.
I must contain myself. I will share my information with the Council tomorrow and complete my tasks as promised. We will follow procedures and compare our notes, but I am of the opinion that, in the end, all will just be a waste of time.
I have found our culprit, and his name is Copper Tibet.
 



Chapter 8
 
Daniel Cole hid in his office.
Of course, the reason he had given his secretary was that he was overwhelmed with work and did not want to be disturbed until further notice. However, he could fool everyone around, but not himself.
He had been shaken by last night’s visit, his ankle still throbbing where the uninvited guest’s hand had gripped him. He had checked it in the morning, hoping that there would be nothing to remind him of what had happened other than the echoing of that raspy voice in his ears, but he had been disappointed.
The flesh had turned blue where fingers had pressed down into his skin, the bruises perfectly aligned. He could feel the pulsing of his veins through the skin, each beat a throbbing reminder that he had not been alone in that living room no matter how much he tried to convince himself that the encounter had all been in his head.
Daniel Cole shuddered. He hated being the middle man, the voice of the darkness that relayed what needed to be done to the rest of the Council members. He recounted the number of times he had secretly prayed for that burden to be alleviated and passed to someone else, someone who did not appreciate what he was going through for this town and the well-being of its founding families.
The well-being of his family.
His mind wandered to his son, and Daniel Cole found himself dreading the day when Michael would be the one taking part in these encounters. Daniel remembered the first time his father had passed the burden onto him, the ritual they had gone through near the old maple tree out at the edge of their lands. The memories left a bitter taste in his mouth, and he could never forget the first time that hand had grabbed him by the leg and had spoken to him through the darkness, the raspy voice like nails across a blackboard promising that the two of them were in for ‘a lot of fun’.
It was a haunting memory that still gave him nightmares, despite the number of times he had come in contact with last night’s ‘guest’. His father had assured him that it would become easier, but that had been a terrible lie. It hit him hard each time, and lingered like a bad dream.
The ringing of his cell phone brought Daniel quickly back from his thoughts, and he quickly answered once he saw Fiona Bright’s name on the caller ID.
“Alan Carter was at the Collins apartment.” Fiona hadn’t waited for an answer, immediately bombarding Daniel with the bad news. He hated that about her.
“What has been done about it?” he asked, the irritation in his voice apparent.
“I kept him here for the night,” Fiona said, “but let him go a few hours ago. He’s probably at school right now.”
“Why the hell did you do that?” Daniel hissed. “That’s breaking and entering. We could have been rid of him forever.”
“I know,” Fiona said, “but it’s only a misdemeanor, and he had good reason. We need a better plan.”
“And I assume you have one?”
Silence followed, assuring Daniel that Fiona had, in fact, not thought about what to do next. As always, these decisions were being thrown into his lap. He sighed heavily and rubbed his brow, easing the pain that had suddenly appeared there.
“This is not good,” he muttered.
“Another thing,” Fiona said, and Daniel braced himself for more bad news. “I had my doubts as to why Rachel would hire him in the school, but it turns out Deborah is responsible for that. Those two were close twenty years back, and I assume they’ll rehash the past.”
Daniel waited for Fiona to get to the point.
“Your son’s still seeing the Adams girl, right?”
“Against my better judgment,” Daniel confirmed. He had never failed to voice his disapproval of the relationship to Michael, but the boy was as stubborn as his mother. A character trait that was bound to be his undoing.
“Well, you better keep an eye on that,” Fiona said. “I know how Rachel feels about what we’re doing, and you can bet Deborah won’t ever be on board with any of this. Having her and Alan together could spell disaster for all of us.”
“Rachel can handle her daughter,” Daniel said.
“The way you can handle Michael?”
Daniel balled his fist in anger, biting back his tongue. The Sheriff was one of the few people in town he could truly rely on, and her role in everything was more important than anyone else’s. She had been able to handle the Collins case, and every case before that, quite efficiently, and she knew how much he relied on her. It was one of the reasons she was so bold.
“Listen, Daniel,” Fiona said, exhaling loudly, Daniel imagining her sitting at her desk and chain smoking her Lucky Strikes. “Nip this one in the bud, okay. This can easily get out of control.”
“Don’t forget who you’re talking to, Sheriff,” Daniel said, his tone firm as he quickly reasserted his position. “You are in no position to tell me what to do. I know what’s required of me, as you know what’s required of you. I doubt we need to constantly remind each of that.”
There was silence on the other line and Daniel could tell that Fiona was carefully calculating her next words. “Fine,” she finally said. “Fair enough. I’ll keep an eye on Alan for now.”
“And I will talk to Michael,” Daniel replied, giving the Sheriff a small win to keep her placated. “Have a nice day, Sheriff.”
Daniel Cole hung up without waiting for a reply.
 
***
 
Alan was surprised when he heard knocking on his front door and opened to find Deborah standing outside, a wide smile on her face a two grocery bags hanging by her side.
He had tried his best to avoid the woman as much as possible throughout the day, steering clear of the hallways nearest to her office like a student who had something to hide. He hadn’t been in any mood to socialize, working as best as he could to try and maintain an amiable spirit during his classes. The students and staff were still not accustomed to him, so it was easy to slip under the radar until the final bell rang and he escaped as quickly as he could.
His encounter with the Sheriff the night before had left a lingering feeling of discomfort in him, Fiona having had kept him with her as long as she possibly could before finally giving up on getting any valuable information out of him. Recounting his past and filling her in on mundane facts that would keep her satisfied for the moment had been hard enough, not to mention his efforts to remain calm and composed through it all.
It was the fact that he had been caught that bothered him the most. He had watched the apartment building from afar for almost an hour before finally making his move, and there had been no signs that anyone had had any interest in the Collins apartment before he had broken in.
Fiona’s sudden appearance bothered him, and he wondered what could possibly have brought the Sheriff to the Collins’ place that late at night. Fiona was hiding something, he was sure, but he couldn’t put his finger on it.
“Can I come in?” Deborah asked, raising the bags in her hands higher so he could see she brought gifts.
Alan stepped aside and let her through, chuckling as she shouldered him in the chest playfully before making her way to the kitchen. He closed the door and followed, impressed that the woman still remembered the house after all these years, immediately making herself at home as she set the bags on the kitchen counter, took off her jacket and hung it in the small coat closet by the kitchen’s back door.
“So, where were you all day?” she asked, flashing Alan her award winning smile as she opened cupboards and closed them.
“Classes,” Alan replied curtly, frowning as he tried to figure out what she was doing.
Deborah finally pulled out a pot and pan from the cupboard next to the sink and set them squarely on the stove, gesturing to the bags she had brought and looking at Alan expectantly. Alan moved to the groceries and started pulling one item out after the other, taking note of the things she had bought, smiling at the familiarity of their childhood dinner preferences. He wanted to tell her that he had lost his appetite for chicken a long time ago, but decided against it. She was, after all, cooking dinner, and who was he to complain?
“Between classes, I meant,” Deborah was saying. “I looked for you everywhere.”
“Didn’t know I was that popular,” Alan smirked.
Deborah shot him an irritated look that bordered on humorous, quickly setting up her workstation as she handed him a knife. “Smart, Carter,” she scoffed. “I see you haven’t lost your humor.”
Alan reached for the bag of vegetables and began working, avoiding Deborah’s gaze as he smiled to himself. He had to admit, he missed her a lot, and having her here now in his kitchen, cooking dinner and bickering the way they had when they were younger made him instantly feel at ease. His eyes briefly looked up at the door to the garage that he had left slightly ajar, and made a mental note to close it as soon as the opportunity presented itself.
“Mother’s been asking about you, too,” Deborah said. “So, your fan base is obviously growing. She needs to see you first thing in the morning before your classes.”
“Does she come in that early?”
“My mother unlocks the front doors,” Deborah smirked as she rinsed out the chicken breasts in the sink.
Alan hadn’t met Rachel Adams since he had been hired, and after last night’s run-in with Fiona, he wasn’t too hot on tomorrow’s meeting. He knew that it wouldn’t be a problem; he had trained himself well for situations like these, already knowing exactly what to say and what not to. It was the unwanted attention that bothered him. He had meant to keep a low profile, and that wasn’t off to a good start.
Still, he pondered the issue and thought of the opportunity it might present. He had been in the office only once, and the interview with Deborah had taken all his attention. He had barely had a chance to look around Rachel Adams’ office properly, and the meeting tomorrow could prove a lot more beneficial than it sounded. Having taken note of the scant number of filing cabinets outside the principal’s office in the direct reach of her secretary, he could only assume there were more elsewhere, and he needed to get his hands on some of those.
More breaking and entering, Alan? Fiona would love that.
“You seem lost,” Deborah cut through his thoughts and brought him back to the task at hand as he picked up his cutting speed.
“In my own little world,” Alan replied. “Being here has that effect on me. Memories and all that.”
He looked at Deborah as she smiled sadly at him, the one person in Melington who knew how to read between the lines of what he had said. Alan realized then how much he had truly missed her.
He could have used a friend like her in the past twenty years when everyone seemed to have been conspiring against him. He had desperately needed someone to talk to, and after his mother’s death, his father had been completely unavailable. Over time, Alan had learned how to bottle his emotions in and deal with them on his own, soon finding it almost impossible to share anything with anyone. He had been a loner through most of his college years, a few failed relationships here and there that had forced him deeper into his shell as he slowly realized that no one could truly comprehend what was going on in his mind.
His wall decorating project had started during his final year, when he had come to the conclusion that, as much as he had lied to everyone around him, he had also been lying to himself. He hadn’t gotten closure after his sister’s disappearance, and he wouldn’t get it miles away from Melington.
“Have you gone to see her?” Deborah asked.
Alan shook his head. “I haven’t even been able to go into her room,” he said. “Besides, that grave is empty. What use would come from it?”
“You never know,” Deborah ventured. “It might do you some good.”
“No,” Alan said, his hands shaking slightly at where the conversation had turned to. “I’d rather remember her in my own way.”
Deborah noticed his hands and moved closer to him, placing her own over his to stop the gentle tremors. Alan looked up at her, their eyes locking as he stared into the blues that gazed back at him. He had always loved how her eyes had contrasted with the brown waves that framed her face, and right now he felt that he could easily lose himself in them forever.
“I can go with you if it’ll help,” Deborah suggested.
Alan took a step back, detaching his hands from hers and burying them into his pockets. He could feel his heart beat quicken, and instantly tried to push the emotions welling up aside. He had to be more realistic about what he was suddenly feeling, quickly reminding himself that, at least for now, he had to keep people at an arm’s length.
Deborah caught onto the awkwardness and looked down, quickly frowning as she rummaged her hair and tried to compose herself. When she looked back up, she was all uneasy smiles and sunshine.
“You know what?” she chirped. “Let’s have dinner and watch a movie. I brought a few DVDs with me that I am sure will keep us entertained.”
Alan smiled at how easily she had changed subjects and nodded. “Thanks, Debbie.”
Deborah waved him off and went back to the stove, but he could clearly see the tension that had suddenly befallen her. He didn’t like doing this to her, but the reality was that he had not seen his childhood friend in twenty years. There was no telling how careful he needed to be around her, despite every inch of his being assuring him that he could easily confide in her and let her in.
However, Alan had learned the hard way that confiding was not always the best option.
 
***
 
Daniel Cole watched his son shuffle into his office, already annoyed at what Michael was wearing. The navy blazer over jeans look that he was accustomed to sporting was just one of the many things Daniel disapproved of. He pushed the irritation aside, though, knowing that more important matters were to be discussed other than his son’s attire.
Daniel gestured to seat in front of him and Michael quickly slumped down, unbuttoning his blazer and angering Daniel even more with the AC/DC T-shirt underneath. Daniel Cole sighed as he readjusted himself.
“You needed to see me?” Michael asked.
Daniel nodded and folded his hands in front of him. “How’s the company?”
Michael smiled widely, instantly pleased with the ability to share his newest achievements with his father. He began recounting a new app that his start-up was working on, something to do with the recent burst in social networking that was the craze of the decade.
Daniel never really could understand the need for it all. All these websites and apps did was make it harder for the Council to cover up their actions. They had recently needed to hire a tech genius to hack into accounts and change information according to the Council’s needs, and try as he could, Daniel couldn’t stand the brat responsible for this. He had gladly passed on the supervision of this particular aspect to another Council member who had a better handle on the technicalities of it all.
One less task Daniel had to worry about.
“You sound like you’re keeping yourself busy,” Daniel interrupted his son as he began going into details of what his app could do. It was all gibberish to Daniel anyway, and he found it hard to even slightly care about Michael’s changing obsessions.
“I try,” Michael said, falling back into a more defensive stance, knowing that his father’s irritation would slowly lead into more serious discussions about things he would not like.
“I brought you here to discuss your current love interest,” Daniel started.
“Her name’s Deborah,” Michael interrupted, much to his father’s frustration.
“I know her name,” Daniel said as calmly as he could muster. “That’s beyond the point.”
“Well, if we’re going to discuss Deborah,” Michael replied, “then we might as well use her name.”
Daniel could feel the heat rise to his cheeks as he fought hard not to reach over his desk and slap his son across the face. “We have a few concerns about your relationship with Deborah,” Daniel said, hoping his tone was more level than his feelings.
“We?”
“Your mother and I.”
Michael scoffed. “When was the last time you and mother actually talked?”
“Shut up and listen to me,” Daniel spat, unable to hold back his anger any longer. Michael had always had a way of getting under his skin, and the angrier Daniel got, the more it satisfied the boy’s sick need to antagonize his father even more. Over the years, Daniel had learned to control his temper, but there were the occasional outbursts.
“Fine,” Michael said, a hint of a smile on his face. “I’m listening.”
“You remember Alan Carter?”
Michael nodded. They had never been close before Alan had moved away, but Michael knew how important he had been for Deborah.
“Well, as you probably know, he’s back,” Daniel continued.
Michael frowned, and Daniel found his utter confusion amusing. His girlfriend had apparently failed to mention the news to Michael.
“You didn’t know?” Daniel asked, adding salt to the wound. “I’m surprised since he’s now employed in the same school your girlfriend works.”
“I’ve been busy lately,” Michael explained. “She might have said something and I missed it.”
Daniel doubted that, the look on his son’s face one of someone trying to convince themselves of their argument rather than anyone else.
“Well, Alan has just been through a bit of a rough situation with the law,” Daniel said. “Nothing serious, but enough to put him on the Sheriff’s radar. I know that he is close to Deborah, and there is no telling what might happen in the future. I suggest you distance yourself from all this.”
Michael frowned, his own cheeks turning a bright red. “Are you asking me to break up with her?” he asked. “Are you actually messing with my private life?”
Daniel shook his head quickly, feigning concern. “I just don’t want you involved in any way, directly or indirectly, with Alan Carter.”
“I’m not seven, dad,” Michael shot.
“I sometimes fail to see that.”
“Then that’s your problem.” Michael stood up, shaking with fury as he stared at his father behind the desk. “Thank you for your so-called concern, but what I do with my life is up to me. You have no say in any of it anymore.”
Daniel gave his son a reassuring smile, but his eyes gave away the anger he was trying to quell. “Of course,” he said, his voice strained. “I never presumed to make decisions for you. I am only warning you.”
Michael buttoned his blazer and gave his father one last look before storming out of the office. Daniel watched his son leave and felt a sudden sense of relief. He knew what would happen next. Michael had always been easy to manipulate, and if the boy needed to learn the realities of life the hard way, then so be it. It was depressing enough watching a thirty year-old still act like a teenager.
Daniel needed his son to be ready for what was coming, and that meant breaking all ties with Deborah Adams.



From the Journal of Jeremiah Carter.
Melington. October 2nd, 1826.
 
Damn the Council members! Damn them to hell!
Such ignorance! Such overwhelmingly infuriating blindness!
I have given them the facts, supplied them with ample reason, and they still turn away from what is right there before their eyes! It is as if they do not want to bring my daughter’s murderer to justice!
Chairman Cole is the worst of the lot. His condescending nature makes it impossible for anyone to reason or argue in favor of what he does not believe. I will make it my personal goal to see him removed as Chairman and replaced by a more capable mind.
After I see Copper Tibet brought to justice!
I have toyed with the notion of rising past and above the Council, of which I regret to even acknowledge I am a part of. The proper authorities could make better use of my findings, definitely more than this lot of fools! The Council wants to keep this a private matter, and I believe it is only to hide their ineptitude. It is as if they do not care anymore!
I have reviewed the other interviews, and I have given them a fair judgment. No one has come close to a better case than mine. Copper Tibet’s guilt screams at them from the pits of hell, and they ignore it. Not enough to make a decision! The fools!
I will see that man hung for his crimes. I will bring my daughter’s murderer to justice, even if it means working without the help of the Council!
 



Chapter 9
 
Alan dreamed.
It was the usual dream, a vivid dream, one that had haunted him for years and still found a way to linger in his subconscious.
He was eleven years old, scrawny with his blonde hair falling down across his eyes in a boyish cut that reflected his newfound admiration for grunge, much to his parents dismay. He was outside, running down the narrow path through the woods behind his house, chasing his younger sister but keeping a well enough distance behind her to keep her motivated.
This was always the worst part of the dream, seeing his sister alive and well, giggling as he chased her, her blonde hair tied back in a ponytail and her clothes closely matching his own, a tomboy at heart. She was three years his junior, and he had taken it upon himself a long time before to protect her no matter what.
The entire town had always commented on how inseparable the two of them were, the only other person allowed to share space in their little world being Deborah Adams. On that day, though, Deborah had been sick, and the three musketeers were down to two.
Alan usually thought back to how different things would have been, had Deborah been around to witness what he had. Even then, she had believed him without a second guess, but that didn’t matter in the grand scheme of things. They were two minors with notoriously wild imaginations.
The path widened as he watched his sister break out of the tree line and race towards their house, their home a small structure in the distance as they ran across the fields. A few yards in, though, she turned, and made way for the small playground that the houses on the street shared. It was nearly dusk, and Alan called after her, reminding her that they needed to get home and couldn’t be caught messing around after dark.
His sister didn’t listen, though. She never did, and only laughed harder before jumping and rolling into the large sandbox. Alan could almost hear his mother’s cry of displeasure once she found the trail of sand his sister would be dragging in behind her later.
“I win, you lose,” his sister cried out happily, obviously winded but far too happy to care. She did her little victory dance, something she had seen in one of her Calvin and Hobbes comics, and Alan couldn’t help but laugh.
He watched his sister prance around the sandbox, kicking sand into the air as she danced, her arms flailing about as she sang a ludicrous tune about how awesome she was and how much Alan sucked.
Alan couldn’t help but smile, faking an angry scowl as he raced towards the sandbox, shouting threats of how he would ‘pulverize her’. His sister only laughed and turned to run away, when she suddenly tripped and fell face first into the sand.
Alan’s smile quickly disappeared, replaced by a look of concern as he picked up speed and raced to her to make sure she hadn’t hurt herself. He was barely six feet away when she began to scream.
To this day, Alan could hear those screams. Those terrifying screams.
He froze, his eyes wide as he watched his sister suddenly get pulled to one side of the sandbox, someone or something dragging her by the foot.
“Alan, help!” she screamed, reaching out to him with one hand as she frantically clawed at the sand to slow down her retreat. “Please help me!”
Alan’s shock broke, and he sprinted towards his sister, flying fast into the sandbox and grabbing her hand. He turned himself about, trying to pull her towards him as he set his foot in the sand, his fingers turning white as he held onto her for dear life. His sister screamed, her face stricken with tears as she tried to kick at whatever was holding her.
Alan looked past her and almost let go when he saw the hand.
It was a grotesque thing, fingers like claws burying into his sister’s leg as it tightened its hold on her. The skin was burnt almost completely off, loose flaps hanging around pinkish flesh that oozed with blisters. His sister kicked at it frantically, but there was no use. Whatever that hand belonged to, it was determined to take her with it, and it would not let go that easily.
Alan screamed for help, yelling for his parents or anyone close enough to hear him and help. The sun had already begun to set, though, and he knew no one would be around. They were on their own, and Alan knew he was losing the tug-of-war battle he was fighting. He held on tighter, feeling the sweat build in his palms and his grasp slipping. He adjusted his hold, losing a few inches of distance as the hand pulling his sister took advantage of his discomfort. His sister screamed again.
Suddenly, Alan found himself flying back as the pull on his sister slackened completely, and he rolled in the sandbox and onto his knees, looking to where the hand had been a moment ago. His sister scampered away, pushing against the sand until she was by her brother’s side, both children breathing heavily as they tried to make sense of what they had just seen.
“Are you okay?” Alan asked, looking at his sister.
She nodded quickly. “My leg,” she whimpered, and Alan could see the large stain of blood where the hand had been holding her.
“It’s okay,” Alan whispered, more to himself than to her. “It’s gone.”
Then, as suddenly as it had disappeared, the hand struck out from the sand, this time to his left, now attached to an arm that reached out and struck at Alan’s face. Alan could feel the scratch of nails directly below his jaw, blood spurting out as skin broke. Alan fell to a side, hands automatically reaching for his wound as his sister’s scream pierced the darkening night. The hand and arm disappeared, and in a matter of seconds reappeared near his sister, grabbing her once more and forcefully pulling her out of Alan’s reach.
Alan flew to her, but he was too late, his wound distracting him as he watched his sister slide away, hands stretched towards him, mouth open in a silent scream. He tried to get up again, but it was too late. He watched his sister disappear before his eyes, her legs first, then the rest of her as she was pulled down into the sand and away forever.
 
***
 
Alan woke up with a start, heart pounding, gasping, and reaching for the pills by his bed almost as if by instinct. He clawed at his medications as he tried to fight back the recurring images of his sister screaming for help as he helplessly watched her disappear. He quickly uncapped one of the bottles and poured the pills into his hand, desperately trying to count them as they shook with the tremors that rocked his entire body.
It was useless, though, and soon enough he dropped them all onto the bedroom floor, fell out of bed behind them and screamed at the top of his lungs at the empty room around him.
He didn’t hear the closet door close with a soft click to a husky chuckle from within.



From the Journal of Jeremiah Carter.
Melington. October 4th, 1826.
 
It is just as I had expected.
I spent the day visiting the third name on my list, and as Abbey had assured me, the woman was lovely. She was warm, charming, a truly delightful person unlike anyone I have ever met before. It confuses me that I have not seen her more often in Melington, whether at church or elsewhere.
It is not very surprising, though. She has a unique way of blending in with her surroundings, easily unnoticeable if one did not know she was there.
She lives alone, of that I am certain, although she seems like a woman who has seen her fair share of years. It was fortunate that my duties allowed me to ask questions I would have otherwise not dared to ask.
She has been married before, and had mothered three children that had died at such young ages. It is beyond me to even understand how one so wonderful could face such dire misfortune. When she mentioned her husband’s unfaithfulness, especially after the death of their children, I felt my stomach turn. I could not imagine how anyone could ever be anything other than supportive towards one so gentle and loving.
She has furthered my assurance that Copper Tibet is the man we seek. I will not even consider any more arguments from the Council. Tomorrow is our agreed-upon deadline, and I will make sure everyone understands that if we do not deal with the matter at hand, I will find a way to deal with it myself.
The winds are getting colder now, a bitter reminder that winter is at our doors. Abbey agrees that it will be a harsh one, this year. I only pray this matter is dealt with before the first snow falls.
 



Chapter 10
 
“You understand why this is a concern for us, right?”
Alan sat completely still in front of Principal Adams, the older woman as intimidating as she had been when he was a child, although much smaller than he remembered. Then again, everything had seemed larger when he was eleven.
She eyed him from over the rim of her glasses, obviously waiting for him to respond, and he shifted uncomfortably in his seat. Sheriff Fiona had reached out to the school and had warned Rachel Adams about his late-night activities. He had expected as much, and was now trying to figure out whether or not he was going to be fired.
He had planned his return to Melington carefully, almost religiously, working out every angle as best as he could, given of course that he had been hundreds of miles away at the time. He had expected an incident on the twenty sixth, and he had been lucky that Deborah had given him the information he needed without much effort. Of course, the Sheriff’s sudden appearance had not been factored in, and he beat himself up silently for not considering that to be a possible scenario.
Still, he thought he had handled that quite well, until now. His slip-up had put his job at Melington Middle School in jeopardy, and he still needed more time to get acquainted with the building before carrying out the next step in his plan.
He would have to work faster than he had expected, and as he sat in front of Rachel Adams, fidgeting under her gaze in a way that he hoped would make him seem more uneasy than he really was, he scanned the office quickly, making note of every nook and piece of furniture around.
Rachel Adams snapped her fingers at him and brought his attention back to her.
“You seem nervous, Alan,” the woman smiled. “Don’t be. I’ve known you for far too long, and there’s too much history between our families for me to not factor that into my decision.”
“You’re not firing me,” Alan said, his words more a statement than a question.
Rachel shook her head slowly, her eyes set squarely on him, the same look on her face that Sheriff Fiona had when she had been trying to make sense of the man in front of her.
“I am going to warn you that the Sheriff is keeping a close eye on you,” Rachel Adams said. “So, if I were you, I’d keep my head down and stay out of any more trouble for the time being. Do we have an understanding?”
Alan nodded, risking small smile as he played the grateful employee. The truth was, he had already decided on what he was going to do, and whether he was fired or not didn’t matter anymore.
He thanked the woman, shook her hand when it was offered, and returned to class.
 
***
 
Fiona Bright was startled awake when the shrill sound of the phone on her desk broke the silence of the empty precinct.
She had spent the last few hours going over case files, reviewing the day’s work well after everyone had left. She enjoyed the time she spent alone in her office long after everyone else had cleared out, reluctant to go home to her empty house and feeling much more at home behind her desk.
Fiona stretched and yawned, reaching for her cigarettes and lighting one before answering the phone. She closed her eyes against the warm feeling of the smoke filling her lungs, knowing that she was killing herself slowly with every breath but hardly caring.
“We have a problem,” came her deputy’s voice from across the line. “Doctor Fanning’s disappeared.”
“What?” Fiona asked, sitting straight up as she cradled the receiver between her shoulder and ear, opening her drawer and taking out her gun and holster from within.
“Just up and vanished,” the deputy was saying. ‘Left everything behind as if in a hurry, too.”
This was really bad news.
“I thought I told you to keep an eye on him,” Fiona spat, her anger echoing across the empty floor.
“Hey, this isn’t my fault,” came the defensive reply. “I did my job fine. He just never came home.”
Fiona balled her fists in anger. “And what were you doing at his house instead of at the hospital?”
“Come on, boss, he’s had the same routine for years now. I just thought I’d get a head start.”
Fiona slammed the receiver down, grabbed her coat and raced out.
 
***
 
Alan was alone in Melington Middle School.
This time, though, he had chosen to be a lot more careful. He knew that the Sheriff had someone following him, not that it was much of a secret with the police cruiser sitting squarely by the school baseball field. Alan mused at how lucky the deputy sitting inside was to be working in Melington where his incompetence wouldn’t matter.
He had paid one of the seniors to drive his car home and house sit until his return, giving the boy his jacket and telling him to wear it against the cold. He had no doubt that the deputy would follow the car blindly, with little attention to who was actually driving.
Alan hid out in the gymnasium a half-hour before the end of the day bell rang, having already found an open, two tier locker in the far end of the locker room where he could curl up in the hanging space, undetected. He knew that the school janitor made his rounds during the first hour after everyone had cleared out, and the security guard followed suit.
It never failed to amaze Alan how much information one could get out of people once the charm was turned on.
Alan waited for a good hour after he heard the security guard’s footsteps outside the locker room, the door only swinging open wide enough for a quick peek before the man moved on his way, whistling a Queen tune that echoed eerily across the halls.
When he was sure no one would come along, Alan pushed out of the locker and stretched, fighting the cramps in his thighs and lower back. He hoped he wouldn’t have to do that again anytime soon.
Alan made his way back into the main halls of the school building, working his way by help of the emergency lights, grateful he wouldn’t have to use his flashlight where there was little option for him to hide if anyone were to see its beam. He walked down the halls quickly, making as little sound as possible and sticking to the walls as he carefully maneuvered his way toward the Principal Adams office.
Alan was also grateful for the fact that Rachel Adams had turned down all requests to set up security cameras in the school, something that made his current task that much easier. He had worried about that coming in, and they were the first thing he had looked for on the day of his interview. His meeting the other day with Principal Adams also confirmed that she didn’t have any in her office, although he couldn’t vouch for hidden ones. He had taken precautions anyway. The woman was far from being a fool.
When he finally reached the principal’s office, he took out his tools, and in seconds had opened the first door. Before stepping in, he pulled his mask over his face and counted to ten as he made sure no one was still making rounds through the halls. He pulled out his pocket light and closed the door behind him, hurriedly making his way to the filing cabinets behind the secretary’s desk.
He pulled out one after the other, quickly scanning the names as his fingers expertly made their way across the files. He recognized many of the kids in his class, their files stacked neatly according to grade and in alphabetical order, and it was immediately clear that he would find nothing of value here.
Alan knew that anything he might be looking for would definitely be found in Rachel’s office, but he had to be thorough, not hesitating to unlock the secretary’s drawers and search through the papers within.
When he was satisfied, Alan moved to the principal’s door. He imagined what Deborah would say to him now as he bent down on one knee and worked the locks to her mother’s office, the satisfying click of the door unlocking the only sound besides his breathing. He wondered if Debbie would be amused.
Alan was careful stepping into Rachel Adams office, already aware that the windows were linked to a security system, hopeful that nothing else in the room was as well. He couldn’t imagine the older woman being the paranoid type, but then again, if his hunch was right, then she had enough reason to be.
He scanned the room quickly, his eyes looking for anything that seemed out of place. There was only one filing cabinet behind her desk, and he doubted he would find anything in there. Rachel wouldn’t leave anything important out in the open like that, nor would she risk hiding them away in her desk. There had to be somewhere else. He hadn’t noticed a shredder anywhere, and he was doubtful she would simply throw things away for curious eyes to pick up.
Her house, genius, a voice in the back of his head shot at him. Did you even consider that?
He had, and Alan knew that if he didn’t find anything here, the Adams house would be his next stop. Not tonight, though. Tonight, Melington Middle School was all his.
Looking at his watch, Alan quickly moved to the filing cabinet behind the principal’s desk and unlocked it, skimming through the files and folders stacked within the four large drawers. As he had suspected, they were useless, and after a half-hour of going through them as well as the contents of Rachel’s desk, he stood frustrated in the middle of the office with little to show for his efforts.
There had to be something.
He moved to the bookshelf, testing its weight, wondering if maybe the principal had hidden something behind it, but the massive oak shelves were heavy. There was no way the older woman could move it without help. He slumped down heavily on a small couch in the corner of the office and looked around, exhaling deeply as he pondered returning to the gym, unsatisfied. His eyes fell across numerous small paintings hung in patterns on the opposite wall, and for a second, he played with the thought of a hidden safe.
No, he thought to himself as he slowly stood up and tilted his head, his eyes shifting from one painting to the next. It couldn’t be that clichéd.
He worked quickly, lifting one painting after the other until he finally found it. A safe in the wall, hidden by a black and white portrait of the founding families. Alan smiled to himself, tapping the small safe playfully. It was a combination safe, a flimsy old thing he knew had probably been installed decades ago and had not been updated. Apparently, Rachel Adams had never seen a reason to.
Alan smiled as he turned the small black dial, right, left and then right again. He was working on a hunch, and when he was rewarded with a soft click, his suspicions of Rachel Adams suddenly became very real.
It was the date of Copper Tibet’s hanging.
Alan suddenly felt the air in the small office get much colder, and he wondered if it was simply the chill in his body at the realization that Rachel Adams had more to do with what was going on in Melington than he had wanted to believe. He felt a shudder race through him as he racked his brain with questions he knew he didn’t want the answers to. He wondered if Deborah was in on it as well, and the mere thought of it sent shudders up and down his spine.
Alan reached into the safe, pulling out a stack of files from within and displaying them on the principal’s desk. He flipped through them, his fears being more confirmed with each and every one he opened. He stared at familiar faces, faces that now hung on the wall of his garage, and he tried his best to control the shaking that had started in his hands and was threatening to spread throughout his entire body.
When he opened Blake Collins’ file, he stepped back from the desk, the blood drained from his face as the world around him began to slowly spin. He sat back down, throwing caution to the wind as he pulled off his mask and buried his face in his hands, squinting against the headache and the spinning, trying his best not to lose control. He had his doubts, but having those doubts confirmed was hitting him harder than he had expected.
When he finally felt able to function properly again, he grabbed the files off the desk and made straight for the copying machine beside the secretary’s desk.
In less than an hour, Alan had returned all the files to the safe, reset the painting, scanned the room to make sure nothing was out of place, and refilled the copier with the right amount of sheets, making sure to reset the machine to its factory setting and delete all traces of having ever been used. He scanned Rachel Adams’s office one last time before stepping out into the hallways and heading back to the gymnasium.



From the Journal of Jeremiah Carter.
Melington. October 5th, 1826.
 
I am tired.
I have given up on the Council completely. They will not help me.
I have told Abbey everything, and despite my worries, she has responded quite amiably to all I had to say. I salute her bravery, the intent by which she sat quietly and listened to my every word, asking questions only when I was clearly vague and she required more details. It was refreshing, and I feel much lighter than since this ordeal had begun.
My Abbey is wise, a woman with the mind of a scholar. She has advised me to stay low and keep quiet while the Council went about its bureaucratic redundancy. It was a difficult decision to arrest someone without any proof, and it was clear I had none. I will sleep terribly tonight, but I will sleep with the knowledge that I have done all that is in my power to do.
The boys have gotten used to the labors of the farm, and are working quite well with the limited resources available. I believe that in a year or two, I will not need to worry about hiring a hand to help with the chores.
Oh, what am I doing? How can I ignore this? How can I sit back and go about my duties with the knowledge that my daughter’s killer is still out there, walking free in broad daylight without a worry in the world. I wonder how he sleeps, that man. I pray that the face of my Allison haunts him until his dying day.
 



Chapter 11
 
“I can’t believe we’re actually arguing over this!”
Deborah stood firmly in the center of her living room, arms crossed over her chest, her eyes blazing with fury as she looked at Michael.
She had been preparing lesson plans when Michael had walked in, slamming the door behind him and storming into the small workspace she had set up in the small room next to hers that had been good for nothing else over the years. He was furious, shouting, waving his arms around as he confronted her about Alan Carter.
Deborah had been surprised by his outburst, rarely seeing Michael like this, especially when it came to her. He had always been quite docile, bordering on indifferent, and to see him worked up about, in his words, her lack of sharing, made her quickly realize that their relationship was going through its final showdown.
“I wouldn’t be fighting over this if you had told me from the start!” Michael spat, his voice raised way above what Deborah considered even remotely acceptable.
“I’m sorry, Mr. High and Mighty, but when have you ever taken the time to even listen to me?” Deborah returned fire. “It wouldn’t have mattered if I had told you earlier or not. You’re always half gone when I talk to you!”
“Hey!” Michael yelled, pointing a finger at her angrily. “Don’t turn this around. This isn’t about me!”
“That’s right, it’s about us!”
Michael slammed his fist against the wall. “Dammit, Debbie, stop acting like a woman and actually stick to what matters!”
“Acting like a woman?” Deborah yelled. “Did you seriously just say that?”
“I am not going to be pushed and pulled around the core issue here,” Michael shot. “The real problem is that you lied to me. You never told me Alan Carter was back!”
“I’m not obliged to report each and every thing that happens to me on a daily basis, Michael!”
“No, you’re not, but this is different!” Michael’s nostrils flared. “This is Alan Carter we’re talking about! Your childhood sweetheart.”
Deborah froze for an instant, enough for the words to really sink in as she realized just what this was all about.
“Are you jealous?” Deborah asked, the disbelief clear in her voice.
“Of him?” Michael scoffed. “I don’t even know the guy. The last time anyone’s seen him was back in middle school. Why the hell would I be jealous?”
“Then what’s this about?” Deborah demanded. “If you’re not jealous, then why are you so worked up about all this?”
“My father says the guy’s bad news, Debbie.”
“Right,” Deborah smiled sarcastically. “And you usually listen to your father, is that it?”
“No, I don’t, but we don’t know this guy, and now he’s back in our lives, walking around the school you work at. Don’t try to tell me you feel nothing about all this.”
Deborah threw her hands in the air in dismay. “He’s my oldest friend, and I haven’t seen him for twenty years. Of course I feel something about it. I feel excited, and happy, and relieved to see he’s okay, and a whole bunch of other things friends usually feel when they meet after a long time!”
“So you’re telling me this is all innocent, that there’s nothing else going on?”
Deborah felt his words cut right through her, suddenly incredibly angry at his insinuation that she would somehow be unfaithful. She wasn’t lying to herself. Michael was less than perfect, and she couldn’t deny her need to break up what was obviously a very unhealthy relationship. But, she would never cheat. The fact that he even thought she might made it that much worse.
“I don’t believe you,” she said, her voice suddenly low, a clear indicator that she had already made up her mind about what needed to be done. She had had enough of this.
“See it from where I’m standing, Debbie,” Michael said. “I know how close the two of you were back then. How do you expect me to feel when I find out he’s been back for days, works at your school, and you said nothing about it to me?”
“Have I ever given you a reason to doubt me?” Deborah muttered.
“That’s not the –”
“Have I?” Deborah’s shouted, her voice ringing across the apartment walls, her anger cutting like a knife through the heavy tension between them.
Michael looked at her long and hard, his scowl a reflection of how he felt about being yelled at. “I’m not going to wait for it,” he said.
“Get out,” Deborah said, her voice firm as she stared at the man she had once thought she could spend the rest of her life with. “This is over. I want you out.”
Michael stopped mid-stride and gazed at her. His cheeks quickly flushed and his eyes shot daggers at her from across the room. She could see that he had so much more to say, but she had no intention of giving him the chance.
“I’ll be back for my things in the morning,” Michael finally said, and without so much as a second glance, brushed past her and stormed out of the apartment, slamming the door behind him.
Deborah waited until she was satisfied he wouldn’t return before falling to her knees in tears.
 
***
 
Alan had been hard at work in the garage, sifting through the copies he had made the other day, when the doorbell rang.
It was nearly seven in the evening, and the day had gone by quite uneventfully. He had been worried someone might have noticed something amiss, that maybe he had forgotten a small detail that might give away the fact that there had been a break in the night before.
The worry hung over him all through the day, and although he had done his best to appear normal, even spending some time with Deborah during recess reminiscing about the old days, it was only when the final bell rang that relief finally washed over him.
He had come straight home, exhausted after having had spent the entire night hidden in the locker and a complete morning of run-on classes. A quick shower and two cups of instant coffee had helped, but he could still feel his muscles ache and his joints protest from the strain. Nevertheless, he had forced himself to continue working, and had been halfway through the final file when the doorbell interrupted him.
Alan’s initial smile at seeing Deborah quickly vanished when he noticed her blood shot eyes and the lack of regular light make-up. She was dressed in a simple shirt and jeans, an oversized coat wrapping her lean body, and her hair was tied back in a quick ponytail through which strands had escaped and now hung wildly about her face. She looked at him solemnly, and he could tell that this wasn’t a casual, friendly visit.
“What’s wrong?” Alan asked, instantly alert.
Deborah sniffed and looked up, quickly brushing away a tear. “You know what, Alan?” she said softly. “Sometimes it’s just good manners to let your visitors in before starting a conversation.”
Alan quickly stepped aside, apologizing as he grabbed her by the shoulder and led her into the house. Closing the door behind them, he led her straight to the kitchen and sat her down at the small table, quickly moving to the kettle and switching it on before rummaging through the cabinets for mugs.
“I might just need something stronger than that,” Deborah said from behind him.
“I’d love to deliver, but I haven’t really been doing much shopping.”
“I’m not going to bring you groceries every day, Carter,” Deborah smiled. “Besides, alcohol should have been the first thing on your list.”
“Never was much of a drinker,” Alan shrugged, eager to stop beating around the bushes and find out why she was here, looking like she had been told the worst news. Still, he knew Deborah usually needed space before opening up, and from the looks of it, that hadn’t changed over the years. She was still in the habit of covering up her sorrow with wit.
Alan filled their mugs with coffee and escorted Deborah into the living room, offering her a seat on the couch as he settled comfortably in the old rocking chair his father had loved to sit in when he read. They sat quietly for a few minutes before Deborah finally broke the silence.
“I broke up with my boyfriend.”
“Didn’t know you had one,” Alan replied, wincing after he said it. It was probably not the reply she was going for, but when he looked at her, her eyes downcast and her concentration solely on the mug in her hands, he realized that she might not have even noticed.
“Michael Cole,” she said after a few more seconds of silence, letting the name roll off her tongue.
“Chairman Cole’s son?” Alan asked, a slight smile of disbelief creeping onto his face. “Really? Isn’t he way out of your league?”
Deborah smiled at him, and Alan felt relieved that he could still make her laugh even now. She had never mentioned Michael Cole to him, and he believed it had a lot to do with what had eventually happened to their relationship. If it had been sunny in paradise, Alan was sure he would have known.
“Was it serious?” Alan asked, taking a sip from his coffee.
“Define serious.”
“Wedding bells and baby names.”
“Then no, it wasn’t serious,” Deborah said. “It wasn’t going to last much longer anyway. I had been working my way to breaking it off, I just couldn’t find the right opportunity.”
“What changed?”
Deborah looked up at him, hesitating for a few seconds before finally saying, “You.”
Alan frowned. “Me?”
“Believe it or not, you actually helped me indirectly,” Deborah nodded. “I guess I have to thank you for that. I just don’t understand why it feels so goddamn shitty.”
“All break-ups do, no matter how bad things had become,” Alan said.
“Speaking from experience?”
“I never had a serious relationship,” Alan shrugged. “I could say I did if it would make you feel better.”
Deborah laughed. “You’re really something, Carter, you know that?”
“Enough to break up relationships, apparently.”
Deborah chuckled as she drank from her coffee, drawing her legs up and curling them under her as she shifted into a more comfortable position. Her eyes scanned the living room, and she smiled when she saw the picture frames on the old fireplace.
“Was that from Little League?” she asked, gesturing with her chin at the mantel piece.
Alan searched for the picture she meant and found the one with both of them together, arms over each other’s shoulders, smiling at the camera with their Little League baseball caps askew. He smiled at the memory.
“Yeah,” he said, remembering that his sister had been the one to take that particular picture. “Happier times.”
“What ever happened to the kids in that photo?”
“What the hell is wrong with us now?”
Deborah raised an eyebrow at him and he laughed in response. “It’s been a rocky road, I guess.”
“You know what really ended things with Michael?” Deborah asked. “He thought there was something going on between us.”
“What would make him think that?”
Deborah shrugged. ‘I hadn’t told him you were back,” she said. “I guess that made him skeptical.”
“Yup, that would do it,” Alan chuckled.
He gazed at her as she continued her inspection of his home, his eyes drawn to her and the calm she brought with her presence. The large house was daunting sometimes, and it was refreshing having someone over, especially Deborah. Maybe if things weren’t so complicated, he might have toyed with the possibility of the two of them being together. But he couldn’t see anything good coming out of it now, with what he had to do.
He thought back to last night and the information he had gotten out of her mother’s safe. It was hard to believe that the woman sitting across from him could have anything to do with the evil this town had given into. She looked so innocent, fragile even, and he couldn’t believe she would be capable of anything he was secretly accusing her mother of.
Deborah caught him staring and smiled at him. “Watch it,” she said. “I’m vulnerable.”
Alan almost dropped the mug in his hands as he broke into a fit of laughter, instantly joined by Deborah.
“Fine, then I’ll keep my distance,” Alan said through tears. “Just don’t blame me for trying.”
They spent the rest of the night talking, and soon enough, Alan had forgotten all about the work he had planned to do, lost in the sheer joy of having Deborah around. They recounted childhood adventures, filled each other in on various aspects of their lives over the past twenty years and joked about fellow colleagues. It was only when the old grandfather clock down the hall began to chime did they both realize that it had gotten late.
Deborah quickly sat up and placed her cup on the coffee table, pulling her coat closed around her. “I have to get back,” she said. “Sorry I kept you up so long.”
“You’re not going anywhere,” Alan said quickly. “Spend the night, and I’ll drive you home in the morning for anything you need before work.”
“I can’t, Alan, really,” Deborah protested weakly, and Alan could sense the last thing the woman wanted was to spend the night alone. She was too proud to admit it.
“I insist, Debbie,” Alan said. “You can sleep in my old room.”
“I’m not sure.”
“Of course not,” Alan smiled. “That’s why I’m making the decision for you.”
 
***
 
Alan Carter fought the need to sleep.
For starters, he didn’t want to revisit his nightmares, the memory of his last run-in with the past a sharp reminder of why he had always preferred living alone. Thankfully his night in the locker room had been uncomfortable enough to constantly wake him up, but he couldn’t be sure that tonight would be the same. With Deborah sleeping in the next room, he was reluctant to wake up in a screaming fit that would scare her half to death.
It was hard to stay awake, though, and his lids felt like lead slabs over his eyes. As the minutes ticked by, it became harder and harder to stay awake. Soon enough, he gave in, slowly drifting away, unable to fight it anymore.
The sound of his bedroom door opening brought him back out of his slow descent into slumber, and in the dark he could see Deborah’s figure softly cross to his bed and slide under the covers beside him. She moved in close, resting her head against his chest as he adjusted his arms around her.
Her breathing was soft, and he could barely feel her heartbeat against his body.
“Can’t sleep, either, huh?” he whispered.
Deborah clicked her tongue and pressed up closer to him. “I guess I just got used to someone sleeping next to me.”
“Are you comparing me to Michael?” Alan asked, looking down at her as she smiled and tapped her fingers against his chest.
Deborah moved her head slightly so that her eyes met his, and before he knew what was happening, she was kissing him, softly, a light brush against his lips.
He pulled back. “What are you doing?” he asked, his voice hoarse.
“Shut up, Alan,” Deborah smiled and kissed him again.
This time, he kissed back.



From the Journal of Jeremiah Carter.
Melington. October 9th, 1826.
 
Abbey has been acting strangely these past few days.
I first noticed it when she had suddenly taken it upon herself to clean out Allison’s room. It was an odd endeavor, one I had not believed she could muster the courage to do. Yet, she did, and I found the ordeal both strange and brave. I myself have found it quite difficult to venture into my daughter’s room, the memories of her playing on her bed, silently lost in her own imagination, too much for me to bear.
However, Abbey has proven to be much stronger than me.
My wife has fallen silent again, but not as before. It is a different kind of silence, one of a person deep in thought. I have never seen her this way, her brow furrowed in concentration as if she were solving complicated worldly problems while working in the kitchen or hanging out the sheets.
I have thought of asking her about it, curious as to what was going through her head, but I believe it will amount to nothing. I know my Abbey well. When she decides it is time to share her thoughts with me, she will seek me out. It is just a matter of time.
Chairman Cole passed by the house today, and unlike my wife, Abbey had not offered that he stay for dinner. Quite surprisingly, she avoided the man completely, and I wonder if it may be because of his lack of taking any serious action towards my suspicions. I found it quite amusing, seeing the discomfort on Cole’s face as he talked to me about the next Council meeting’s agenda, watching Abbey from the corner of his eye and confused about her coldness towards him.
I have never loved my wife more.
I do not believe I will be attending the next Council meeting. It is absurd to waste any more of my time discussing useless matters, when all any of us is truly thinking about is justice. I believe I will only make the trek to the Council when it is time to truly decide on the fate of Copper Tibet, and not before that. I have wasted enough time amongst men who do nothing but talk, and do not back their words with action.
I believe I will do the same as my wife. I will wait until my daughter’s death is avenged before I act more amiably towards this town and its members.
 



Chapter 12
 
Rachel Adams rarely had a good night’s sleep.
Often enough, her dreams would take her to the most obscure places of her mind, where the secrets she kept hidden ultimately popped out of their hiding places and danced about cheerfully. It was a constant reminder of all the wrongs she had done, and it was a miracle when she got more than three hours of sleep altogether.
Tonight, though, it was her cell phone that woke her up from one of her rare, deep slumbers, and she immediately reached out for it with half a mind to berate whoever was calling. Daniel Cole’s number on her ID made her sit up quickly, and a part of her suddenly went cold.
“What’s wrong?” Rachel asked immediately after swiping the answer key. Daniel never called this late unless something was seriously amiss.
“Doctor Fanning is gone,” Daniel’s tired voice echoed eerily. He sounded like he had been to hell and back.
Rachel didn’t know how to reply, shivering as if a cold finger were running down her spine. Without Fanning, so much would change, and not for the better.
Especially not for her.
“No,” Rachel said immediately, knowing what was coming next.
“This isn’t a choice,” Daniel’s voice sounded frustrated. “I don’t like it any more than you do.”
“We can’t do this,” she said. “Not again. Not so soon.”
She could hear Daniel take in a deep breath, trying to control his temper against her objections. “Do you prefer the alternative?” he hissed.
“We’re not working in the dark anymore, Daniel,” Rachel said. “Alan Carter’s in town. They’ll notice.”
“Then you better make sure you handle it well,” Daniel said. “Go through the files, pick one, and let me know. We’ll see what we can work out.”
Rachel tried to think of an alternative to what the Chairman was asking, but her mind was blank. It was supposed to Fanning’s turn, and that rat bastard had skipped town.
“Is there anyone else at the hospital?” Rachel asked, reaching.
“Stop it!” Daniel hissed. “This is the only way. Do you think I’d be making this call if it weren’t?”
Of course you would, Rachel thought, but kept her musings to herself.
“Find one, Rachel,” Daniel said, “and hurry up about it. We only have two weeks to plan this right.”
 
***
 
Deborah opened her eyes to sunlight pouring in through the small crack between the drapes. She took in a deep breath, yawned, and turned around under the sheets, looking at Alan as he slept beside her. She smiled to herself, watching him for a moment before rolling out of bed and reaching for her panties.
She tried to be as quiet as possible, opting to use the hall bathroom instead of the one in the room so she wouldn’t wake Alan up. She washed her face, letting the cold water fully wake her, and stared at her reflection in the mirror. A smile quickly made its way to her face, and she ruffled her hair as she made her way downstairs.
Deborah felt incredible.
She replayed last night in her head, Alan’s touch, the way he looked at her, how she felt as they lay next to each other when all was done. She had fallen asleep quickly, comfortably, never having felt this good before. Alan’s gentle heartbeats and measured breathing was all it took to soothe her and make her completely forget about her fight with Michael.
And it felt right.
They had always been close, she and Alan, friends for life as they had been prone to saying. When he had first come in for his interview, she had immediately felt that pang of attraction, that little flutter in her chest, and had quickly pushed it aside. She had always regarded him as a friend. A close friend, but just a friend. She never imagined it would come to what it had last night, but being with Alan felt right.
Deborah hummed to herself as she made her way into the kitchen, her bare feet cold against the floor, but her spirits warming her up. She had no idea where last night would take them, or exactly how Alan would react to it all when he woke up. She hoped he felt the same way she did, otherwise their friendship would turn into something extremely awkward and uncomfortable.
Her mother was going to love this. She could already see the I-told-you-so look on the older woman’s face once she found out about the two of them, and wondered if her mother was going to give Alan a one-on-one talk about workplace relationships. That would definitely be interesting.
Deborah smiled to herself as she rummaged through the refrigerator, her humming slowly turning into a soft singing as she danced to the music in her head. She reached for the eggs and bread, and pondered how hungry Alan would be after last night. She quickly moved to the cupboards, grabbed a pan and set it on the stove, and began looking for a bowl to beat the eggs in.
She found one on one of the top shelves beside the refrigerator, and pushing herself onto her toes, reached for it clumsily. Her fingers scraped at it, and just as she thought she had gotten a good grip, the bowl slipped through her fingers and fell to the floor with a crash. Deborah gave a yelp as she jumped back from the broken shards, immediately covering her mouth and wincing. She waited, listening for any sign that the noise had woken Alan. Thankfully, she heard nothing, and with a frustrated sigh, quickly started looking around the kitchen for a broom.
Great work, Debs, she thought to herself. Just what she needed to ruin the moment.
She tiptoed around the shards, careful not to cut herself, and sighed in frustration when she couldn’t find what she needed. She wondered if Alan even had a broom, thinking of where else he might keep one if not in the kitchen.
Her eyes fell on the garage door and she smiled to herself.
Of course it was in the garage.
Deborah kept her eyes down, watching where she went in case a lonely shard had managed to escape the carnage and punish her clumsiness. She reached for the garage door, opened it, and only looked up once she had crossed the threshold.
 
***
 
Rachel Adams walked into Melington Middle School a good hour before everyone else had arrived. The security guard had been surprised to see her and had even offered to walk her in, but she had assured him she was okay. Excuses of paperwork and mid-year exam preparations quickly convinced the man that nothing was out of the ordinary. She didn’t need anyone musing over her broken routine.
She quickly marched down the hallways to her office and unlocked the doors, throwing her coat and purse onto her secretary’s desk as she fumbled for the filing cabinet keys. Her hands were shaking, and she quickly clasped them together, closing her eyes and breathing in deep as she tried to calm herself down.
This was a bad idea. She knew it with every inch of her soul. The last time she had been asked to do this, the result was catastrophic, and it took three weeks to clean up the mess. Still, Daniel was right. It couldn’t be helped.
Rachel silently prayed that Fanning would die a slow and painful death wherever he was.
Feeling slightly better, she unlocked the cabinets and began sifting through the files, careful to avoid the classes that Deborah or Alan taught. Blake Collins had been a bad call on her part, but it had passed innocently enough. She had never expected that she would be pulling out another name from her roster so soon.
Her fingers found their way through the files, and she quickly pulled out a few that she remembered might be promising. She opened them quickly, briefly glancing at her watch to make sure that she was still safe before her secretary came in. Rachel knew she didn’t have to explain herself to anyone, but the less she acted out of the ordinary, the safer it was for everyone.
Names and faces popped out at her from every file she opened, and she could already feel her heartbeat quicken. Her body shivered as she fought back the guilt that threatened to overcome her as she decided the fate of one very unfortunate child. She tried to shrug it off, to be strong as she worked, but there was no denying how she felt about all this. Had she really become this cold?
Rachel was about the put the files away when something in the last one caught her eye. She scrutinized the contents of the file, noticing the profession of the child’s father as her fingers tapped the company’s name thoughtfully. She winced when she saw that it was one of her daughter’s students, yet again, but it couldn’t be helped. There was no better choice.
Rachel Adams had found their next victim.
 
***
 
Deborah couldn’t believe what she was seeing. She stood frozen inside the garage, staring dumbfounded at the wall in front of her. The faces of dozens of children stared back at her, and a shudder raced through her as she contemplated the creepiness of it all. Multiple threads were strung between various pictures, each surrounded by newspaper clippings, sticky notes and pinned up sheets of paper.
She felt her feet move on their own, her eyes fixated on the mural of photographs in front of her and she moved closer and closer to the smiling faces. She noticed how their eyes seemed to be following her, and the sheer number of them frightened her deeply. She recognized a few students whose families had either left Melington over the years, or had been victims of tragic accidents that had taken their lives too soon.
Deborah noticed the boxes that littered the garage space, some neatly packed over each other, others tossed aside carelessly, as if having had been unpacked in a hurry. Dead center of it all stood a large working table, numerous files and stacks of papers organized in batches on top of it.
Deborah looked back at the wall. Her mind raced with probable explanations as to what it was she was seeing. There had to be a logical reason for it all, something that could explain all this without pointing to a conclusion she couldn’t bear to consider; that maybe Alan wasn’t all he claimed to be, all she thought he was.
He’s sick, a thought suddenly jumped into her head.
She remembered the weeks after his sister had disappeared, how he had screamed on and on about a hand that reached out from the sandbox and took his sister away. She had been naïve enough, and young enough, to believe him, but as the years progressed, she had shrugged it all off as a reaction to the trauma.
She remembered doctors visiting the Carter’s house, how everyone was saying that the loss of his sister had somehow broken his mind. It was one of the main reasons they had moved. She had cried in her mother’s arms after saying goodbye to her best friend, accepting the explanation that Alan had left because he needed help that he couldn’t get in Melington.
Was that where he had been all this time? Was that why he had never written or called? Had he been locked away somewhere as doctors tried to treat whatever it was that was bothering him?
Deborah hugged herself as her eyes began to water. She tried to wrap her head around the thoughts that currently plagued her mind. She read scribbled notes in Alan’s handwriting with questions like ‘where are they now?’ and ‘hasn’t registered at any other school in Connecticut.’ Was he still convinced with what he had seen? And if so, how did they let him out?
Deborah moved towards the table, her hands running over the cold wood as she fingered through some of the files. Her hands suddenly stopped when she noticed the school logo on some of the photocopied sheets, and when she took a closer look, realized what they were. Alan had photocopied files from the school, information that he was not authorized to even have.
She noticed Blake Collins’ file open to one side, a bunch of telephone numbers jotted down on a sticky-note taped to the boy’s picture. On one side were a bunch of names crossed out randomly, and below them Alan had written, ‘no family member has heard from them yet’.
“How did you get these?” Deborah whispered to herself, her eyes wide as she looked at the files displayed in front of her.
“I stole them.”
Deborah’s head snapped up and she felt her heart skip a beat as she gazed at Alan Carter leaning against the door frame.



From the Journal of Jeremiah Carter.
Melington. October 12th, 1826.
 
It is quite unusual how my Abbey seems to be in relatively high spirits.
Of course, I do not dare complain. After what she has been through, what we have both been through, it is quite refreshing to see the change in her demeanor. I would not trade her cheerful singing and dashing smile for all the riches of the world, yet it does seem out of place, all things considered.
I find myself still bothered by the Council’s inaction. I know I had promised to remain neutral to all activities from here on out, my presence in the meetings merely a formality associated with my name. However, I catch my hands shaking with frustration as we discuss one useless matter after another, things of no consequence that bear no significance to what truly matters.
There is no word of what is to be done about my daughter’s killer. Chairman Cole discusses proof and lack of evidence, something I find quite entertaining as he leads us further away from justice. I have voiced my opinion on the matter, opting for higher authorities to take matters into their own hands, but it seems my words fall on deaf ears.
Evidence! How can we hope to find evidence when we do not search for it?
Cole has assured me that he has men watching Copper Tibet day and night, waiting for a sign of anything suspicious that might lead to his timely demise. I know they will find nothing. After our interrogations, I doubt anyone will be stepping out of line in the near future. I know that Copper is guilty, I can feel it in my bones, and it angers me that all we can do is watch.
The fact that we still try to keep this matter within Melington is frustrating and absurd. I have voiced this to my wife, and she has advised me to ride to Hartford and talk to the proper authorities. However, I feel that the Council knows of this plan, as I have often found wandering eyes fixated on me in the marketplace, or when I am drinking at the pub.
I believe the Council is not only watching Copper, but has its eyes on me as well.
I have spent countless hours discussing my options with Abbey, and I cannot understand how I have never done this before. She is a wise woman, my Abbey, full of insight and patience. Her words comfort me as she lifts my spirits. The conversations help, letting me know that I am not alone in my dilemmas.
My Abbey. What would I ever do without her?
 



Chapter 13
 
“What do you mean, you stole it?”
Alan sighed, a sad look on his face as he took a step towards Deborah.
“Don’t!” Deborah’s voice echoed through the garage, stopping his approach. “Don’t come near me!”
Alan stood completely still, arms crossing his chest as he eyed her carefully. She was obviously furious, but what hurt him was the fear in her eyes. He could only imagine what stumbling across all this would do to someone, and he hated the fact that she had probably jumped to the wrong conclusions. He wanted to comfort her, explain everything, but he could see that she had already assumed the worst.
“What the hell is this, Alan?” Deborah asked, her voice shaking. “Why do you have pictures of children on your wall?”
Alan ventured a step forward and instantly stopped when Deborah pointed at him angrily, her face scorning him from across the garage. He sighed heavily and shook his head in dismay.
“It’s not what you think, okay?” he said.
“Oh, you have no idea what I think, Alan Carter,” Deborah hissed, and he could see her hands visibly shake as she held up Blake’s photograph. “What is this?”
“That’s Blake Collins,” Alan replied.
“I know who it is, dammit!”
Alan winced as her voice boomed in the closed space. She was visibly crying now, and he fought the urge to rush to her, take her in his arms and comfort her. She was already scared of him. He didn’t need to make it any worse.
“Why is his file here?” Deborah asked frantically.
“It’s all research,” Alan said, gesturing with a hand to the wall. “He’s one of the many children that have gone missing in Melington over the years.”
“Missing?” Deborah asked incredulously, her frown deep as she stared at him in disbelief. “Blake moved away with his father, Alan. I told you that.”
Alan nodded slowly, knowing that explaining things to her like this would go nowhere. “Deborah, this isn’t the right setting for a proper explanation. Why don’t you just leave the photograph and come back to the living room.”
Deborah slammed the photo down on the table. “I’m not going anywhere with you until you explain what the hell is going on here!”
“The Collins didn’t leave, Debbie!” Alan shouted, causing her to flinch. “Blake was taken, okay?”
“Do you even hear yourself?” Deborah asked. “Do you have any idea how crazy you sound right now?”
Alan scoffed. “Trust me, they’ve been telling me that for twenty years.”
Deborah felt a stab in her gut as she quickly realized that her initial assumptions about Alan’s disappearance had been correct. “You still believe your story, don’t you?”
“Story?”
“About your sister,” Deborah’s voice was barely a whisper. “You still believe a hand came out and pulled her into the sand.”
Alan didn’t reply.
Ever since he had left Melington, his parents had taken him from one doctor to the next, trying to desperately make sense of what had happened to him. Not only did they have to deal with the loss of their daughter, but their only remaining child was convinced of a bodiless hand taking his sister away. He had tried for years to convince everyone that he was telling the truth, and when he couldn’t, he would threaten to run away and look for his sister himself.
It had only made things worse. Doctors diagnosed him with schizophrenia, and eventually his parents had him locked away in a mental institution, worried that he might try to hurt himself. It had taken him ten years to finally realize that nobody would ever believe him, and that he would have to get to the truth of the matter himself.
However, he hadn’t expected last night. He hadn’t expected his feelings for Deborah Adams, and he definitely hadn’t expected to be standing here now, trying to explain himself. It was making it so much harder to gather his thoughts into anything remotely coherent.
“Dammit, Alan, that was twenty years ago!” Deborah almost screamed.
“I know what I saw, Debbie,” Alan said.
“You were a kid,” Deborah retorted. “I was a kid. I believed you then, but you can’t honestly think I’d believe you now. Your sister’s dead, Alan, and you’re still chasing ghosts!”
“I tried!” Alan yelled. “I tried to convince myself otherwise. Everyone tried, Deborah, but I couldn’t. The hand was real!” He pulled at the collar of his shirt. “This scar is real! How I got it is real!”
“Stop it!” Deborah cried out, covering her face with her hands. “Please, Alan, just stop it.”
Alan was about to reply when he decided it best to do as she wanted. Deborah raised her head up, her eyes red as she stared at him sadly and shook her head in disbelief. He could see that he wasn’t going to be able to get to her, that anything else he said would fall on deaf ears. She looked from him to the pictures on the wall to the files on the workstation.
“Does anyone else know about these?” she asked, pointing at the photocopies of the school files.
Alan shook his head.
Deborah gazed at him for what seemed like forever before nodding. “You need help, Alan,” she said, her tone measured as she got a hold of herself. “I know you don’t want to hear it, but you do.”
Alan shook his head in frustration, angry that she wasn’t even trying to consider the truth behind his words. If only she knew everything. If only she would give him a chance to explain.
“I won’t say anything about this,” she said, “but I don’t want to have anything to with it.” She looked at him solemnly, her eyes tearing up again. “I don’t want to have anything to do with you.”
Alan felt like the world had suddenly decided to take a break and lean over on his shoulders. He felt heavy, and try as he could, he couldn’t bring himself to reply to that. Deborah just stared at him, and when it was apparent that she would get nothing in the way of a reaction she wanted, she marched forward and past him.
Alan grabbed her by the arm, and immediately felt a pain in his chest when she tensed at his touch.
“Deborah,” he whispered.
“Let me go, Alan,” she said calmly, firm in her determination to leave. “Don’t do this.”
Alan held on for a few more seconds before reluctantly loosening his grip as her arm slipped away. He heard her feet padding across the floor and up the stairs, and every inch of him wanted to run after her and stop her before she walked out of his life completely.
But, he didn’t.
Alan stood still in his place, angry and frustrated, and did nothing even after he listened to her walk out the front door and slam it shut.
 
***
 
Sheriff Fiona Bright walked through the Melington Hospital’s sliding doors and made her way to the front desk. She was in a hurry, and it was annoying just how much pressure the Chairman was putting on her. Fanning’s disappearance was on her, and Daniel Cole had taken it upon himself to make sure she remembered that with every phone call.
The doctor had voiced concerns over his role in what the Council was doing, and over the past year had grown restless and guilt-ridden. It had been Fiona’s task to keep an eye on him and make sure he continued his work like a good little soldier, but Fanning had been able to slip away. She was determined not to make any more mistakes.
The Sheriff idled to the front desk and rapped her fingers gently to get the nurse’s attention. The burly woman looked up from her clipboard and immediately flashed Fiona a wide smile.
“Sheriff, what a surprise!” the nurse greeted.
“How are you Gene?” Fiona smiled back.
“Good, good,” Gene replied, dropping her clipboard on her desk and trudging to Fiona. “Slow days are good days. What can I do for you?”
“I’m here to follow up on Doctor Fanning’s disappearance,” Fiona said.
“Did you find him yet?”
Fiona shook her head. “It would be helpful if anyone actually knew where he was going. He didn’t talk to anyone?”
Gene shook her head pensively. “We knew he was having trouble the past few weeks, but no one expected him to up and leave like that. Even left his lab fully functioning, as if he was only going out for a smoke.”
Fiona smiled at the nurse and leaned in. “I’m going to need to take a look at his lab.”



From the Journal of Jeremiah Carter.
Melington. October 15th, 1826.
 
I ride out to Hartford tomorrow.
I know this trip will be hard, and leaving the boys and Abbey behind to handle the farm in my absence seems selfish. However, they have assured me that they will be alright, and when I look in my wife’s eyes, I can see that she believes it. There is not a doubt in my bones that she will tend to matters well in my absence.
However, there is a slight worry within me I cannot shake. It is in the way Abbey speaks to me in the final hours before I leave. I laugh at the thought of it, but I could almost swear it is as if she wants me gone. She has already packed my things for me, hurriedly, tending only to my needs the entire day as if nothing were more important than this trip.
I believe she is excited, hopeful that my efforts in Hartford will prove fruitful. I must admit that I do have my doubts. I know what the city folk are like, and I fear they might just wave off my concerns and accusations for more tending matters close to home.
That will not stop me, though. I am resolute in my quest for justice, and I will not rest until I see Copper Tibet in the custody of the proper authorities. It may take days, but I will push through. I cannot let my initial fear of rejection stray me from my determination.
I allowed my Abbey to accompany me in the pens today, and showed her how to slaughter one of the pigs if ever the need arose and I had not yet returned. She is a quick learner and a fine student, asking many questions and listening intently as I explained the procedure. I doubt that she will ever need to carry out this task alone, but I must be sure that my family needs nothing more than what the farm offers until my return.
I visited Chairman Cole today and told him of my intentions. I also explained that I knew about the men watching me, and it gave me great pleasure to see him shift nervously in his seat. He apologized profusely, though, which was even more amusing, and tried very much to change my mind. He is still adamant that it is a private matter, a local obligation that must be handled by the townspeople of Melington.
I laughed at that heartily, and continued to laugh even as I left his home. For the first time, I truly see how naïve our Chairman is, and how blind. He is a coward, afraid to take a crucial decision lest it tarnish his image. I have always felt great contempt for the man, but not until this day have I ever felt that he needed to be replaced. I have always considered him the right kind of snake for the title he held, but now his venom threatens to destroy our town.
Maybe I will run for Chairman during the next election. It might be the right time for one of firmer resolution to lead this town.
 



Chapter 14
 
Alan woke up to the sound of his alarm, his hand immediately reaching for his phone and dismissing the shrill sound before it got any louder. He sat up slowly, grateful for a night without dreams, and with one eye open took a look at the time.
He was late.
Alan was up and ready within minutes. He didn’t bother with his morning ritual and was surprisingly comfortable as he grabbed the keys off the kitchen table and made his way out. He briefly glanced at the garage door, his activities within kept at a ridiculous minimum since his last encounter with Deborah two weeks ago.
He had tried talking to her at school, bumping into her every now and then hoping to get a few minutes with her alone. She was good at brushing him off, though, and before he could ever say a word, she was already rushing past him towards whatever class she claimed she had.
Alan hated the cold shoulder, and despite wanting to desperately do more about it, he had more important issues occupying his mind. He had come to Melington for a reason, and he was going to see it through, no matter what the consequence.
It was proving rather hard, however, with the extra attention the Sheriff was giving him. He would constantly catch glimpses of police cruisers idling by the school or his home, and he knew that Fiona Bright had upped her game. There were moments when he had thought that maybe Deborah had in fact told her mother about the files in his garage, but he had quickly dismissed the accusation.
She wouldn’t do that. He needed to believe that she wouldn’t.
The extra attention was a bit alarming, though, and Alan couldn’t help but wonder if it had something to do with the fact that the twenty sixth was approaching in a few days. He knew the Sheriff was involved somehow, but he was far from being able to prove it, especially with his every move being watched.
He had studied the files carefully, and he still couldn’t see a pattern to the disappearances. The victims had nothing in common other than the fact that they were all below the age of thirteen. According to the town records, that left quite a lot of children to choose from. There had to be a way that Copper was choosing his victims, and Alan was having a very hard time figuring it out.
Rachel Adams knew something. She had to.
 
***
 
“Again?”
Deborah sat in front of her mother and stared at her in exasperation. She looked down at the file in her hand, a lump jumping to her throat as she stared at the smiling face of Jamie Drew, one of her brightest.
“This is Blake Collins all over again,” she said, passing the file back to Rachel.
“It’s not your fault, sweetheart,” Rachel said, her voice measured and calm. “You don’t control the fate of every single person in this town.”
Deborah wanted to retort, but she knew her mother was right. She couldn’t be greedy about this. She could only imagine the devastation the family must be going through.
“Why was he fired?” Deborah asked.
“That’s really none of my business,” Rachel replied, “and neither is it yours. I know this must be hard for you. Jamie’s a bright girl.”
“One of the best,” Deborah nodded in agreement, unable to wrap her head around the fact that she was losing two students in one semester. “Did the father say where they were going?”
Rachel frowned. “Why is that important?”
Deborah shrugged and shook her head. “It isn’t,” she said. “I just wish I could keep in touch with these kids, you know? I have no idea how Blake is doing, and we don’t have any means of contacting him.”
Rachel sat back in her seat and eyed Deborah from over the rim of her glasses. “Let me share with you a little bit of experience,” she said after a brief silence. “Relationships with your students should go only as far as what is beneficial for them within these walls. Once they’re outside, there’s very little we as educators can do.”
Deborah couldn’t agree less, but let her mother continue.
“Blake Collins was a wonderful boy, and Jamie Drew is a joy to be around. But, once they’re gone, then they’re gone. You have a whole classroom full of students who need your attention. We can’t fret about the ones that aren’t ours.”
“The way this semester’s going, I might not have many students left to worry about.”
Rachel smiled and stood, waving at her daughter. “Don’t be ridiculous. It’s happened to us all. It’s Melington. We have a high turnover when it comes to families.”
Deborah suddenly remembered the wall in Alan’s garage and shivered at her mother’s words. She watched Rachel close Jamie’s file and shove it into her purse, pulling on her coat as she readied herself to leave. Deborah frowned, wondering why her mother would take the file with her to a Council meeting, a sick feeling building in the pit of her stomach.
“Anyway, I believe you’ll be able to hold the fort while I’m gone?” Rachel asked.
Deborah smiled weakly and nodded.
“Good,” Rachel said, looking at her daughter carefully. “Don’t take this personally, sweetheart. You can’t save all the children.”
Deborah watched her mother leave, the feeling in her gut spreading quickly to the rest of her as her mother’s words echoed in her head.
 
***
 
Deborah spent the rest of the day working through her mother’s calendar of meetings. By the time she was done with the most important tasks, it was one o’clock and Rachel still hadn’t returned.
Deborah couldn’t stop thinking about Jamie Drew and how she was losing yet another student due to family misfortunes. She had met Jamie’s father on several occasions, and he had never struck her as a man who didn’t take his job seriously, yet alone would be careless enough to get fired. It made no sense.
Watch it, you’re starting to sound like Alan, she thought to herself. She was trying to find conspiracies where none existed, and she quickly reached for the files on her mother’s desk, hoping to occupy the rest of her time doing anything more productive than worrying about her students.
Deborah flipped through the paperwork, noting various interviews set for next year’s new teachers, as well as admissions from Melington Elementary. She was about to take a look at the newcomers when her eye caught a file underneath the stacks, sticking out awkwardly as if someone had pushed it in quickly.
Deborah frowned, pulling it out and opening it, her confusion deepening when she realized she was holding Jamie Drew’s file. She shook her head in bewilderment, sure she had seen her mother take it with her. What was it doing here?
Deborah opened the file, smiling as she looked at Jamie’s photo, the little blonde girl grinning shyly as she tried to hide her braces from finding their way into the frame. She remembered the first day Jamie had come to school with them, how everyone had teased her until she hardly opened her mouth at all. It had taken Deborah almost a week to convince her that she looked beautiful, no matter what.
It was a shame.
Deborah flipped through the pages, going over the girl’s academic history. Behind a copy of her most recent report card, she found her admission sheet. Deborah scanned it, curious as to what kind of establishment would want to fire a man as dignified as Jamie’s father. She found the man’s professional information on the back of the admission sheet, and her heart almost stopped when she read the company’s name.
Jamie’s father had worked for Michael Cole.



From the Journal of Jeremiah Carter.
Melington. October 20th, 1826.
 
I have failed.
Frustration is hardly the right word for how I feel. My trip to Hartford has been useless, and I have come back with my pride in shambles. I could not bear to look at my wife and children as they greeted me with open arms, waiting patiently as I rode up to the house for news of my adventures.
I had very little in way of good news, and I could see how it broke their hearts.
Abbey has grown silent again, going about her duties without her sing-song spirits and her glowing smile. Her mood has darkened, as has the mood of the entire home. It is as if Abbey had pulled a blanket over our eyes and blotted out the sun.
I do not blame her. I cannot blame her. It had been my duty to return with hope and promise, with retribution and justice. I have returned with none of that, only a feeling of failure and guilt, worried that I might not have done enough despite my best efforts.
Hartford! What a dreadful place! There is little in ways of comfort there, and I cannot understand how any man or woman could live there. It is a cold city, a dead city, and one can see it in the eyes of its inhabitants that there is only pain and suffering in its streets. So much unhappiness! So much negativity!
My requests were laughed at, my concerns scorned, and my pride broken. I have never felt this much anger towards anyone before, yet alone an entire population. It angers me to see the disconnection in their eyes, as if my accusations were absurd and out of place. There were times I asked myself whether or not it was all a conspiracy, that somehow Chairman Cole had found a way to reach Hartford before me and warn the authorities of the crazed lunatic that was on his way to seek their justice.
There is nothing left for me to do, and I fear I have fallen into deep despair. Copper Tibet will walk free forever, and there is nothing I can do about it. I curse this wretched town and its people. I curse the Council and its indecisiveness. I curse the Gods for taking away my chance at retribution. I deserved my justice! My daughter deserves justice! How can they be so blind?
I spent most of the day on the porch, rocking in the chair Abbey had once occupied when she had lost herself. I fear that I am close to that state, the comfort of sitting motionless while staring out into the woods an appealing thought.
My Abbey, bless her soul, has been busy, though. She slaughtered one of the pigs with the help of our older boy, and even rode into town for supplies. Upon her return, she coaxed me inside for dinner, forcing me away from the chair she knew so well.
It was a fine meal, and it reminded me of days when all our problems seemed far away.
Oh, how I do wish those days would return.
 



Chapter 15
 
Daniel Cole pulled the collar of his coat higher and pushed through the wind.
The night cold was getting rougher, and soon it would reach a point where his bones couldn’t handle being outside this late anymore. Already he could feel his tendons scream and his joints protest, a reminder that he was not getting any younger and would soon need to find a replacement.
Luckily, his destination was not far.
Daniel trudged through the wide expanse of the woods behind his house until he reached a narrow path barely visible in the darkness. The beam from his flashlight danced across the path as he tried to steady his shaking hands. If it weren’t for the fact that he had taken this path once every month, he would never have found it.
He remembered the first time his father had shown it to him all those years ago. He had been in his mid-twenties, recently having had returned to Melington and already being groomed to take his father’s place as Chairman. Daniel had been eager for the opportunity to prove himself, and his father had willingly given him the opportunity he needed to succeed.
Oh, how far the apple had fallen from the tree as far as Michael was concerned.
Daniel had taken over his family’s duties a decade before his father’s retirement, and he now wished he had done the same with his own son. Daniel doubted that he would be able to do this much longer, especially with the cold, and he thought hard about bringing Michael along the next time. It was about time the man-boy stepped up.
The winds picked up, and Daniel silently wished he had worn another layer of clothes beneath the coat. It had always been a strange aspect of this trek, how the weather always seemed much colder up here, as if somehow the seasons never changed on this side of Melington. He remembered his father telling him that the field had once been a marketplace, a friendly and homey meeting of merchants who chatted and laughed as they sold their produce.
The founding families had ruined that, of course. There was nothing warm and friendly about that field any longer.
The path widened near the edge of the woods where it opened into the vast field beyond. The leaves had begun to lose their branches a month before, but there was one maple that never bloomed. Its bark was burnt, and its branches tilted at grotesque angles. Daniel had often wondered why it hadn’t died ages ago, impressed at its fortitude, a solid reminder that not all that is evil is overcome.
The winds blew harder here, the vastness allowing for its speed, and Daniel could feel it reaching inside the collar of his coat, like the long fingers of Death undressing him. He flinched at the lone sound of an owl in the distance and pressed forward, making his way to the tree until he stood a few feet away. He buried his hands deep into his pockets, touching the vial that contained Jamie Drew’s blood and pulled it out.
It was time.
Daniel Cole closed his eyes and began to whisper, an old chant that had been passed down from one generation of Coles to the next. He didn’t understand, and never cared to ask what it meant. All he needed to do was know what it did, and that was frightening enough.
As soon as he thought it, a hand broke free from the earth at his feet and clasped down on his ankle hard. Nails cut into his boots and tore at his skin. He might as well have been wearing paper towels around his feet.
Daniel winced at the pain, careful not to make any sound other than what he was whispering into the night, aware that the hand was teasing him, hurting him, trying to break the chant. He could feel the earth about him moving, the hand around his ankle letting go as the wind seemed to pick up speed and slam against him.
Daniel continued through it all, and when he was finally done, he opened his eyes and stared into the hollow eyes of Copper Tibet.
“Cole,” the raspy voice breathed out, the aroma coming from Copper’s mouth thick with rot. A smile appeared where a smile should not have been. “Have you come to play?”
 
***
 
When Michael Cole saw Deborah standing in the hallway, he was inclined to closing the door in her face and ignoring any further knocking. He looked at her angrily, unsure as to how to react as they stood gazing at each other.
“Can I come in?” Deborah asked.
“No,” Michael replied, standing more firmly in his doorway and crossing his arms over his chest. “What do you want?”
Deborah nodded. “I deserve that.”
“Damn right you do.”
Deborah squinted at the man she had wasted years of her life on, wondering how she had ever put up with his insolence. The obnoxious look on his face made her want to punch him, but she fought the urge to do that. She was here because she needed information, and she knew Michael would be difficult about giving it anyway. She didn’t need to provoke him.
“You still haven’t answered me,” Michael said.
“I came to ask you about one of your employees,” Deborah said.
Michael frowned at her in confusion. “Since when do you care about my employees?”
“Generally, I don’t,” Deborah said, “but this one’s important. His daughter, Jamie Drew, is a student of mine.”
Michael’s left eye twitched, a quick motion that would have gone unnoticed if she hadn’t been staring directly at him.
“I don’t know who you’re talking about,” Michael lied.
The discomfort Deborah had felt this morning suddenly grew tenfold. “He has your company listed as his place of employment.”
Michael shifted uneasily. “Do you expect me to know every employee who works for me?”
“You have a dozen people working for you, Michael, so yes, I do.”
Michael hesitated, enough for Deborah to know that something was very much off. He looked up and down the hall, then stood to one side and gestured her in. A red flag jumped up in Deborah’s mind, but she went inside anyway, determined to find out what was going on.
“Did my father send you?” Michael asked, closing the door behind him. “Is it because I’ve been ignoring his calls?”
Deborah took a quick look around the small studio and the mess that usually followed Michael Cole wherever he went. It had taken her months to get him to pick his clothes up off the couch and floors back when they had been living together.
“Nobody sent me,” Deborah finally said after assuring herself that she had done the right thing in regards to her relationship with the man. “I’m just curious. I met Mr. Drew, one of the most stand-up men I’ve known. His daughter’s one of my best students, and now she’s moving away because you fired her father.”
Michael smirked. “You have a very strange relationship with your students. What do you care what happens to her father. If the man were so great, he wouldn’t have been fired.”
“So you do know him,” Deborah said firmly.
Michael threw his hands up in exasperation. “Yes, okay, I know him. What’s the big deal?”
“The big deal is that you just lied to me,” Deborah said.
“We’re not dating anymore, Debs,” Michael’s voice went up in volume. “I don’t owe you anything. I can lie to whomever I please. And I don’t have to tell you anything about my company or my employees.”
“Then why did you invite me in?”
“What is this, CSI?”
Deborah tried to keep her anger in check as she asked, “Why did you fire him?”
“Because he sucked at his job, Debs,” Michael articulated. “He was a terrible accountant. Satisfied?”
Deborah wasn’t, but she could already tell that she was getting to Michael. The twitch in his left eyes was getting worse, and he was doing that strange thing with his nostrils that he did whenever he wasn’t telling the whole truth.
“He wasn’t an accountant,” Deborah said, clearly remembering the title ‘software engineer’ in the admission sheet.
Michael opened his mouth to reply, then closed it again. Deborah could see him trying to weigh his options, maybe find a way to get out of the hole he had dug for himself, but it was obvious he was stuck.
“You really didn’t know him, did you?” Deborah asked, a satisfied smile on her face. “You know his name because you fired him, but other than that, you have no idea who he is.”
Michael shrugged and crossed his arms again, taking a defensive stand. “So what?”
“Why did you fire someone you knew nothing about?” Deborah asked. “Did someone tell you to fire him?”
“It’s my company,” Michael said, suddenly angry. “No one tells me what to do or not to do in my company.”
Deborah felt static throughout her body as a sudden burst of adrenaline rushed through her veins. Her eyes grew wide as she had what she could only assume was an epiphany. Michael might not allow anyone to tell him what to do, but there was one man in Melington that could. Michael always did what he was told when it came to that one person, even if he didn’t like it, and Deborah suddenly felt a chill race down her spine with the realization of what that entailed.
Alan was right.
He had been right all along, she thought.
How had she not seen it? The Council meetings, the file her mother had taken with her.
Oh God, her mother.
Deborah suddenly felt the air around her grow very heavy, and she quickly raced past Michael and out of his apartment.



From the Journal of Jeremiah Carter.
Melington. October 22nd, 1826.
 
Rejoice, for justice is at hand!
I can barely write a word as my hand shakes with excitement. It is a fine day indeed! I wish to dance about the room and light a dozen candles of joy!
The Council has come through! They searched Copper Tibet’s home today, and they have found the proof they need. I cried profusely at the mention of it, comforting my equally emotional wife as Chairman Cole shared the news.
We will go to the Council tomorrow to identify what they have found, but the look in Cole’s eyes was one of strong determination like I have never seen before. There was the man I trusted with his position, his true strength finally showing!
My wife cannot stop crying, tears of joy no doubt, and I find myself unable to sleep. I cannot wait for dawn, for our ride into town so we can finally see this through to its end.
Copper Tibet will finally get what he deserves!
 



Chapter 16
 
Alan woke up to frantic knocking on his door.
He had fallen asleep on the living room couch, files littered around him after having had spent hours trying to find a connection between the most recent Melington disappearances. He had spent the entire evening on the phone trying to reach any relatives that could give him something, and he had gotten absolutely nowhere.
The knocking grew more urgent, and Alan jumped to his feet, quickly gathering the paper around him into a small pile that he hid under his teacher’s textbooks. Scanning the living room quickly, making sure he had not left anything out in the open, he hurried to answer the door.
“Alright, alright!” he yelled, yanking it open.
Deborah raced past him, pushing him aside with urgency as she quickly closed the door behind her and locked it.
“Debbie?”
Deborah said nothing, grabbing Alan by the arm as she hurriedly led him down the hall, into the kitchen, then further into the garage. She closed that door too, resting her hands against it as if waiting for someone to follow them. Alan watched her breathing heavily as she rested her head against the garage door and gasped for breaths.
“Debbie, is everything okay?”
Deborah shook her head. “You were right,” she whispered, her voice barely audible.
“What?”
“You were right, Alan,” she said, louder this time as she turned and looked at him. Her hands gestured around the garage. “About all this. About your sister. You were right.”
Alan could feel his hands shake with excitement. “What happened?” he asked, forcing himself not to smile.
“It doesn’t matter,” she said. “What matters is that we stop it before it happens again. I don’t know what is going on exactly, but I know that I believe you now.” Her voice shook uncontrollably and Alan rushed to her, taking her into his arms as she burst into tears.
“They’re taking the kids, Alan,” she sobbed, her entire body shivering like a leaf. “They’re taking the kids!”
“Shh,” Alan soothed. “It’s okay. Tell me what happened.”
Deborah stepped back and took in deep breaths as she tried to get a hold of herself. Alan waited patiently, eager to find out what she knew while at the same time cautious not to push. He could only imagine what this was doing to her.
“I think I know who’s next,” Deborah said, her voice cracking. “I know who they’re going after next.”
“Who’s ‘they’?”
“Daniel Cole,” Deborah said. “And I think my mother’s involved. Oh my God, Alan, my mother’s a part of this!”
Alan grabbed her by the shoulders, trying to stop her from breaking down again until she told him everything.
“Who’s next?” Alan asked, the urgency in his voice resonating through the garage. “Deborah, stay with me now. Who’s next?”
“Jamie Drew,” Deborah was finally able to say, her face twisting as tears threatened to break free again and she tried to control them. “Michael fired her father and they’re supposed to be leaving Melington.”
She cried freely now, unable to hold back her emotions, and Alan quickly hugged her again. “You were right,” she whispered. “It’s just like Blake. Oh, Alan, I am so sorry.”
Alan pressed her closer to him and kissed her head, trying his best to calm her down.
“We need to stop this,” he whispered. “We need to get to Daniel Cole and stop this.”
Deborah nodded as Alan quickly tried to come up with a plan. He looked at the calendar on the garage wall where the day’s date was circled.
It was the twenty-sixth.
 
***
 
Jamie sat up in bed, startled.
She had been dreaming a beautiful dream where she was riding one of her My Little Ponies as she laughed and pranced through a purple colored field. It was one of those dreams she loved, and one she vigorously kept to herself in fear of ridicule. Sometimes her classmates could be cruel.
The dream ended abruptly though, a loud knock startling her in her slumber and forcing her awake. She looked about the darkness of her room, unable to comprehend where the sound had come from, squinting to make out anything in the shadows that littered the walls.
She didn’t dare call out for her mother, knowing well the reaction she would get, especially today. The news of her father’s firing had hit them pretty hard, and although Jamie couldn’t comprehend the full effects of it, she knew that it meant leaving Melington and her friends behind. It was a tough decision for all of them, especially since they had recently bought the house and her mother had already had her garden planned out.
The knock came again, a bit louder this time, and Jamie’s head snapped to the left where her window shivered in its frame. She could see the large maple outside her house dance in the harsh weather, the branches flailing as if waving to her to join them outside. When she heard the knock for the third time, she immediately saw the window latch rise dangerously out of its place and fall back down with a metallic cling. The window pane knocked again.
Jamie sighed in relief. She lay back down and pulled the covers to her chin, her eyes still open as she tried to shake off the initial feeling of dread that had woke her up. She began counting the knocks as they came, every few seconds, finally smiling as she felt the sleep returning.
She was immediately brought back when a soft rattling broke through the monotonous knocking of her window. Jamie opened one eye and stared at the window latch, convinced that it was also the cause of the new sounds. However, the rattling was coming from a different area in the room, and when Jamie turned her head in its direction, she stared dumbfounded at the knob of her closet door.
It was turning, slowly, back and forth, as if someone were letting her know that they were coming. Jamie felt her heartbeat quicken, and she held her breath as the turning stopped, then continued in one single direction tentatively.
The closet door clicked open, slightly ajar, and through the gap, a hand materialized slowly from within. Long, slender fingers curled and grasped onto the wooden door, pushing it open inch by inch as the room suddenly filled with the gagging smell of rot.
Jamie wanted to scream, but her breath had caught like a lump in her throat. All she could do was stare in horror at the opening door, waiting for what was attached to the grotesque hand to come out from the darkness beyond.
Then it stopped.
Jamie felt a shiver race down her spine, a sudden cold that cut straight to her bones. She didn’t dare hope that this was all there was to it, fearful that even thinking it might result in a continuation of the horror. Yet, the door did not move, the hand gripping it completely still as someone, or something, breathed heavily inside.
“Carter,” a voice whispered from the darkness, like nails across a blackboard.
A soft chuckle followed, and the hand slowly disappeared, the closet door closing behind it.
 
***
 
Daniel Cole was surprised when he opened his front door and gazed upon his guests, the trained smile on his face quickly disappearing when he realized the implications of both of them visiting him together.
“We need to talk,” Deborah Adams said, not waiting for Daniel to respond as she brushed past him and led Alan Carter inside.
“It is rather late, Deborah,” Daniel said, closing the door behind him and briefly glancing upstairs to make sure his wife hadn’t woken up to the knocking. “This could probably wait until tomorrow. You can always call my secretary.”
Daniel watched in frustration as his guests ignored him and made their way into the living room. He followed them, running possible scenarios through his head. In his heart, he knew this was more than a friendly visit.
“Believe me, this is something you don’t want us talking about in your office,” Alan said, looking Daniel firmly in the eyes.
Daniel forced a weak smile as he look from one face to the other. “What is this about?”
“Jamie Drew,” Deborah said, and Daniel could almost feel his skin crawl at the mention of the name.
They knew.
“Never heard the name before,” Daniel said, shaking his head in mock confusion.
“Stop playing dumb with us,” Deborah spat. “We know you had Michael fire her father, and we know that you planned a nice little going away party for the whole family.”
“I really do –” Daniel started.
“Copper Tibet,” Alan said, cutting him off, the name suddenly hanging in the air like a bad omen.
Daniel felt his heart jump up into his throat as he stared at Alan, noticing the determination in the man’s eyes. Daniel hesitated, unsure as to how to respond to this, and that was all Alan Carter needed as confirmation.
“Where’s Copper Tibet?” Alan asked, his voice taking on a much more aggressive tone.
“Your father told you, didn’t he?” Daniel mused. “That old fool faltered.”
Deborah frowned in confusion as she watched both men stare each other down. “Alan, what’s he talking about?”
Daniel turned to her and smiled. “I’m surprised Rachel hasn’t shared the truth with you, dear, although I cannot say I am very surprised.”
“Shared what?” Deborah asked, shaking in anger at the mention of her mother’s name. Until now she had hoped her mother had not been involved in the disappearances, but it was apparent she didn’t know her mother as well as she had thought she had.
Daniel chuckled and turned his attention back to Alan, ignoring Deborah’s question completely. “You’re a fool if you think this can be stopped, Carter,” Daniel said. “Your father made that mistake, and look what happened to him. To your family. To Kathri –”
Alan rushed forward, grabbing Daniel firmly by the collar, their faces inches from each other. “Don’t you dare speak her name,” Alan hissed. “My sister’s dead because of you, and I’m going to see you burn for this.”
“The way your ancestors made sure Copper burned for his crimes?” Daniel asked, inexplicably calm despite the situation.
Alan tightened his hold. “Where is Copper Tibet?”
Daniel chuckled softly and closed his eyes. “It’s done, Alan,” he whispered. “It’s already begun. You’re too late.”
Alan’s eyes widened as he realized what that meant. He let go of Daniel, firmly shoving the older man away and turned to Deborah. “Do you know where Jamie lives?”
Deborah nodded, still frowning as she wrestled to understand what had been going on.
“We need to go,” Alan reached for her hand.
“What about Cole?” Deborah asked, unmoving.
“Now, Debbie!” Alan yelled. “We don’t have a lot of time!”
Deborah nodded, and as Alan turned to leave, a hand shot out from under the couch beside him. Deborah screamed from behind him as the firm grasp around his ankle dug in deep and pulled, sending Alan straight to the ground. He felt his head slam against the hardwood floor and the world spin out of control.
“Carter,” a voice hissed from behind him, raspy and cold.
Alan’s mind suddenly shot back to the day he had watched his sister get taken away, how he had tried to pull her back, how she had screamed for help that had never come. He looked back at the hand latched onto his ankle, the same hand that had grabbed her and had scarred him. He pulled his leg, but the grip was firm, and the harder he tried, the deeper the nails sunk into his skin.
Deborah jumped forward, but was pushed quickly aside as Daniel Cole slammed into her. “Stay back!” he snapped.
Alan waited for the pull. He waited for the hand the dig deeper into him and drag him away, the way it had his sister, and he fought vigorously to break its hold. It was useless, though, and as he looked back, he realized that he couldn’t see past the bottom of the couch. It was as if somehow the darkness beneath it had materialized out of thin air and was blocking out the light.
“Carter,” the raspy voice came again, and Alan felt his entire body freeze as red eyes stared out at him from the nothingness. It was Copper, his face hidden in the darkness, but for his eyes. Oh God, those eyes!
Alan could almost feel the reds burning into his, the colors flickering as if tiny flames threatening to engulf his very soul. He quickly lost the will to fight, and as he stared at Copper Tibet’s eyes, as he felt the darkness reach out for him, his body seemed to go completely numb.
“Do you deny me?” Copper’s voice hissed. “Do you deny me what is mine?”
Daniel Cole pushed himself to his feet, his shoulder aching from his collision with Deborah, his bones unaccustomed to the strain. He could barely hear the monster’s voice, but he immediately knew what was happening. A rush of urgency hit him as he stumbled forward.
“Don’t do it, Carter!” Daniel yelled.
Copper Tibet’s hand tightened on Alan’s ankle and forced him to scream in agony. Blood was rushing out from his pants leg as nails cut deeper into the flesh.
“Do you deny me?” Copper’s voice seemed to scratch the inside of Alan’s head.
“No!” Daniel Cole yelled, grabbing the edge of the couch and lifting.
Alan watched the Chairman lift the couch up from one end, and with a grunt, hurl it over.
Copper Tibet was gone.



From the Journal of Jeremiah Carter.
Melington. October 23rd, 1826.
 
I have made a terrible mistake.
My mind is rattled, and I cannot make sense of the feelings coursing through me. It is as if a heavy weight rests on my chest, suffocating me. I cannot shake this feeling away, this dread, this secret that I carry with me.
We rode into town today, my Abbey and I, and were welcomed heartily by the Council members. They ushered us into the small room where they had stored the found evidence, and I almost fell to my knees when I saw it.
Allison’s dress. Her favorite dress, drenched in blood, muddy and torn. Abbey immediately cried out in anguish, grasping the dress and holding it to her bosom as she screamed in fury.
It was all the Council needed to reach an immediate verdict. We sat in silence, Abbey and I, as the Sheriff was dispatched to arrest Copper Tibet. My wife was rocking back and forth, the dress clenched tightly in her hands as she wept, and it was then that I realized it.
The dress. My God, the dress!
Memories rushed through my head, and until this very moment, I am at odds with what I feel to be true. I have brushed it off as the tricks of an aging mind, but I believe I am just blind to the realities. I want to believe that I am wrong, but it is difficult to do so.
I remembered Abbey’s singing, a tune she had often sung to our Allison at bedtime. I remembered Abbey’s eagerness to learn how to slaughter, and her immediate undertaking of the task even when I had been around to do it myself. I remembered her trip into town and her return with nothing more than a few trinkets that were of no urgency. I remembered Abbey cleaning out our daughter’s room, slowly and methodically, organizing everything into neat piles as she carried them away.
I remembered the dress.
Our daughter had not been wearing that dress when she had disappeared!
Have I allowed an innocent man to be condemned?



Chapter 17
 
Sheriff Fiona Bright parked her cruiser and turned off the ignition.
She looked out at the small two story house, taking in a deep breath as she steadied her nerves for what she had to do. It was times like these she wished she could have been as clueless as the rest of Melington’s population, unaware of what was happening around her. Still, she knew it couldn’t be any other way, and she reminded herself that if it weren’t for her part in it all, things could have been much worse.
She braced herself, stepping out of her car and slowly closing the door behind her, her eyes scanning the second floor windows for Jamie Drew’s room. Fiona knew what was happening up there, and it scared the living hell out of her. Her father had not been gentle when he had broken the news to her, explaining her duties and what was required of her. As Sheriff, she was one of the most important players in this whole ordeal, and it was vital that she handle each task carefully and vigorously.
There could be no mistakes.
Fiona walked up the driveway, frowning as she tried to calm her nerves. Losing Doctor Fanning, as well as Alan Carter’s unexpected presence at the Collins’ apartment, had put her in a very delicate position. She knew Daniel Cole well, and the man was very good at keeping score. He wasn’t going to let her get away with another slip-up.
She noticed the lights on in the living room with the soft sound of the television playing in the background. Fiona felt a slight relief, knowing that as long as Jamie’s parents were downstairs, what was happening upstairs would continue undisturbed. Not that it mattered to Fiona. She was tasked with handling the back stories, and as she made sure to release the safety on her gun, she gently rapped on the front door.
Footsteps approached, and Fiona smiled at the tall blonde that greeted her.
“Sheriff?” Mr. Drew smiled awkwardly. “This is unexpected. Is something wrong?”
“Nothing serious,” Fiona said. “Can we speak inside?”
The man nodded eagerly and stood to one side, letting Fiona in.
 
***
 
“What the hell was that?”
Alan tried his best to keep his mind focused, ignoring Deborah’s frantic questions and need for instant explanations. It was unfair, but right now, all that mattered was Jamie Drew, and he couldn’t lose sight of that.
His ankle burned from where Copper Tibet had grabbed him, but Alan fought through the pain. He still couldn’t shake off the feeling he had when he looked into the monster’s eyes. The sudden terror that had overtaken him in the few seconds before Daniel Cole had jumped to the rescue.
Alan still couldn’t understand what it all meant, Copper’s questions lingering in the back of his head, taunting him. He had wanted to press Daniel Cole for answers, but he knew that the man would be uncooperative, despite having saved him from the monster’s hold. Besides, all that mattered now was Jamie Drew.
“The hand,” Deborah shook her hand in disbelief. “There really was a hand.”
“What?”
“I believed you about the children disappearing, but I assumed it was Daniel Cole being a sick psychopath. I didn’t think there was an actual hand!” Deborah stared at Alan in shock. “What was that?”
Alan hesitated.
“Alan, answer me!”
“Not now!” he shot back, pressing down harder on the gas pedal, wincing as his ankle throbbed. “Jamie first, explanations later.”
Alan could sense her frustration, but she would just have to deal with that on her own.
They had to reach Jamie in time.
 
***
 
Fiona closed her eyes.
There were no sounds coming from upstairs. Actually, aside from the gagged sobs of protest coming from Jamie’s mother, the entire house was eerily quiet. Fiona looked at the crying woman tied to her chair, her mouth covered with duct tape as she pleaded to Fiona with her eyes. Mr. Drew lay completely still at his wife’s feet, bleeding from the back of his head where Fiona had slammed the butt of her gun into.
The Sheriff glanced at her watch, then at her cell phone, her patience slowly waning. She had expected a call from Daniel a half-hour ago. She looked at the staircase, pondering whether or not she should risk a look upstairs. There were more gagged protests from the woman in front of her, and Fiona quickly slapped her across the face.
“Shut up,” Fiona hissed.
Beams of light shot through the living room drapes, and Fiona frowned as she made her way to the large windows. Her hand automatically reached for her gun as she cursed under her breath.
“Are you expecting anyone?” she pointed her gun at the woman.
The woman quickly shook her head, and before Fiona could push further, her cell phone rang. She quickly pulled it out as she heard car doors slam shut outside.
“Stop them!” Daniel Cole screamed into her ear.
“What the hell is going on, Cole?” Fiona asked as she pulled the drapes slightly open and saw Alan Carter racing towards the front door with Deborah behind him.
“I just broke free!” Daniel shouted. “Stop them!”
Fiona hung up quickly, her mind racked with questions that would just have to wait for later. She quickly raised her gun and rushed towards the front door to intercept her unwanted guests.
 
***
 
Alan didn’t bother knocking.
Picking up speed, he raced up the Drew’s front steps and slammed his weight against the door. It flew open against the assault and crashed against the wall, Alan staggering as he tried to keep his balance while rushing forward.
“Hold it, Carter!”
Alan looked up at Sheriff Fiona Bright with her gun aimed directly at him. Her eyes said it all.
She would not hesitate to shoot him.
 
***
 
Jamie Drew sat up straight, her back pressed tight against the headboard of her bed as she stared in horror at her closet door.
The sounds had returned moments before, and this time she knew that whatever was behind that door, it had come back for good. She had been frozen in fear since she had last seen the hand reach out from the darkness of her closet, unable to move, fighting to wake up from the nightmare she was experiencing.
It had to be a nightmare. There was no other explanation. She had tried calling out to her parents, but they hadn’t heard her, and there was no way she was getting out of her bed.
She was safe here. Under her covers and away from the opening closet door, she had to believe that she was safe.
Jamie watched in horror as the closet door swung all the way open, and in the darkness, eyes stared out her. She felt a chill run through her entire body, her eyes filling with tears that flowed freely down her cheeks. A soft chuckle emanated from within, and slowly, covered in shadows, a large silhouette trudged out.
Jamie felt her heart stop as she gazed upon the grotesque figure in front of her, skin hanging loosely from its body as its chest wheezed with its every breath. It seemed to blend in with the shadows around it, and if not for its eyes, its red burning eyes, Jamie would not have been able to tell it apart from the rest of the darkness. The room suddenly felt very heavy, as if everything had been enveloped in a bubble of vacuum.
“Jamie.” The thing’s voice cut through the air like a knife. “We’re going to have so much fun.”
Copper Tibet’s mouth curled into a smile, and in the darkness, Jamie screamed.
 
***
 
Fiona’s head snapped around at the sound of the little girl screaming upstairs, her guard dropping as her skin crawled at the sound.
Alan Carter didn’t hesitate.
Throwing caution to the wind, unwilling to let the opportunity slip past him, he charged the Sheriff and threw his body against her. She dropped her gun just as she slammed against the wall, Alan’s attack knocking the wind out of her. She fell to her knees, grabbing out blindly as she desperately tried to get a hold of her attacker. Alan pulled back and quickly slammed a fist into the Sheriff’s face, sending her crumbling to the floor.
“Upstairs!” Deborah yelled at him as they rushed into the living room.
Alan hesitated, the sight of Jamie’s parents shocking his advance for only seconds before Deborah pushed at him.
“I’ve got this!” she yelled. “Go!”
Alan rushed toward the stairs, taking them by twos as Jamie’s screams filled the house. The adrenaline pushed him forward, past the memories of his sister’s identical screams so many years ago. He fought through the pain in his ankle and quickly made his way to the only closed door on the second floor landing.
Alan Carter burst into Jamie’s room, and in the light that followed him through, he stared directly into the dead eyes of Copper Tibet.
“Carter.” Alan froze in his place, the monster’s smile sending cold shivers through his body. “Are you here to play?”
Alan charged in.
 
***
 
“Jamie!”
Deborah grabbed Jamie’s mother by the shoulders and shook her furiously. It had taken seconds to get the woman out of her binds, but trying to keep her away from whatever was happening upstairs was a completely different hassle.
“You can’t help her,” Deborah yelled.
“That’s my daughter!”
“And Alan’s doing everything he can to save her,” Deborah shook the woman again. “You’ll only be getting in his way. I need you stay here with your husband until I come back.”
The woman looked at her with fury, but quickly calmed down when she saw the determination in Deborah’s eyes.
“Stay here,” Deborah repeated, and waited until the woman nodded before letting her go and racing after Alan.
 
***
 
Alan was dying.
Copper Tibet’s hand was wrapped around his neck, suspending him in the air as Alan’s feet kicked to break free. The vice-like grip was suffocating him, and all Alan could consciously register were the burning red eyes that bore into his.
“Carter,” Copper Tibet breathed, Alan forced to gag on the rot that escaped the monster’s mouth. “Alan Carter. Why are you here?”
Copper’s voice felt like knives in Alan’s head, cutting away at him, ripping apart his sanity. Alan slammed his fists against the beast, but it was useless, like hitting a wall. Copper chuckled at the effort, tightening his grip around Alan’s neck.
“Do you deny me?” Copper hissed, the raspy echo of his voice too close to Alan’s ear for comfort.
Alan gasped for air, his hands clasping onto Copper’s grip as he helplessly tried to loosen it. He was losing air fast, already feeling lightheaded and faint. He could barely keep his eyes open.
“Do you deny me, Carter?”
“Alan!”
Alan felt an alarming rush of fear at the sound of Deborah’s voice behind him. She stood in complete shock as she gazed at the scene before her. She felt her knees buckle, and she quickly grasped the bedroom door’s frame as she steadied herself.
Copper Tibet tilted his head to a side as he stared at her and smiled.
“Jamie!” Alan gasped, his voice hardly a whisper. “Get Jamie!”
Deborah couldn’t move her legs, locked onto the eyes of Copper as she felt him beckon her to him. She felt stuck in a trance, unable to break free from his stare. Goose bumps broke out all over her skin and she felt a sudden cold race through her.
“Jamie!” Alan called out, louder this time and breaking through Deborah’s daze.
Deborah shook her head and quickly raced to the bed where the little girl had covered herself completely with her blanket and was shivering in between screams. Deborah tried to grab her, but Jamie kicked at her frantically.
“Jamie, stop, it’s me,” Deborah yelled over the incessant screaming. “It’s Miss Adams.”
Jamie continued to kick, and only when Deborah roughly pulled the covers away and brought the girl to her, did she finally allow herself to be led away. Deborah covered the girl’s eyes and quickly pulled her out of the room, glancing at Alan and making sure that Copper was not coming after them.
Alan saw them escape from the corner of his eye, momentary relief washing over him as he wrestled with the hand around his neck. Jamie was safe, and that was all that mattered. Whatever Copper Tibet decided to do with him now, it wasn’t as important as making sure the girl was safe.
“She’s gone, Copper,” Alan gasped, giving the monster a smile of his own.
Copper’s eyes bore into Alan. “Are you denying me what’s mine, Carter?”
Alan tried to look away, but Copper held him fast. “Look at me!” the beast hissed. “Are you denying me?”
Alan scowled at the beast in front of him. “You’re damn right I am!”
Copper Tibet chuckled merrily, his mouth opening and closing in a grotesque wave of scars and flesh. “Excellent!”
Copper Tibet’s eyes changed, and Alan felt the world around him shatter into a million pieces.



From the Journal of Jeremiah Carter.
Melington. October 25th, 1826.
 
This will be my last journal entry.
I cannot write anymore, knowing what I know. I feel compelled to say something, anything, but I fear the repercussions. The Council will see Abbey punished for this, and I can only imagine the look of silent contempt on the faces of every townsperson from now until the day I die. My family will be scorned forever.
They will hang Copper Tibet tomorrow, and I cannot stop them.
Oh, Abbey, what have you done?
 



Chapter 18
 
Fiona Bright sat quietly in the chair opposite Daniel Cole, her hands wrapped together in her lap as she avoided the man’s cold stare.
“I don’t think I need to tell you how much of a mess this all is,” Daniel said, the contempt in his voice cutting into Fiona. “I expected more from you, Sheriff. We all did.”
Fiona shifted in her seat and shot Daniel a look of pure contempt. “This wasn’t my fault. Alan Carter got in the middle of it all.”
Daniel slammed his hand down hard, forcing Fiona to flinch. “Do you have any idea what we’re going to be dealing with now? Do you realize what your incompetence has led to?”
Fiona looked at the Chairman silently.
“Where is Carter now?” Daniel asked.
“He’s at Melington Hospital,” Fiona replied. “He won’t be a problem anymore. The real issue is with the Adams girl.”
Daniel scoffed. “The real issue is far greater than you can ever fathom. Copper Tibet was denied. Do you know what that means for all of us?”
Fiona did, and the thought of it sent shivers up and down her spine. Still, she needed to maintain her calm in front of Daniel Cole.
“I have someone following the Drews,” Fiona said. “We can bring the girl back and wrap this all up.”
Daniel laughed incredulously and shook his head. “You really don’t understand, do you?” he said, looking out the large window behind him. “It’s too late.”
 
***
 
Deborah woke up to a gentle shaking, her eyes fluttering open as her eyes focused on the figure of Rachel Adams standing beside her.
“Mother,” she greeted coldly.
Sunlight poured into the hospital room through the windows, warm rays caressing Deborah’s cheeks as she pushed herself up. She had no idea when she had fallen asleep, the back of her neck strained from the angle her head had been resting in, but she felt like she could use some more rest.
“How is he?” Rachel asked, genuine concern in her voice.
Deborah looked down at Alan Carter as he lay motionless in the hospital bed, his eyes wide yet unresponsive. She felt a sharp pain in her chest at the sight of him, and gave her mother an accusing look.
“This is your fault,” Deborah hissed. “Take a good look at him, mother. This is your fault.”
Rachel recoiled from her daughter’s words and gazed at Alan. “This wasn’t supposed to happen,” she muttered.
“Really?’ Deborah snapped. “It wasn’t? Why don’t you tell me exactly what was supposed to happen? Because honestly, I can’t make heads or tails of any of it.”
Rachel looked at her daughter solemnly, sighing as she contemplated what to say. She had hoped for a better time to tell her daughter the truth, always having had used the excuse that Deborah was simply not ready yet. Looking at Alan Carter now, seeing the way Deborah had spent the last few days by his side, Rachel quickly realized that she had been wrong.
“I’m so sorry,” Rachel said to Alan before looking at her daughter with tear-strung eyes. “I never meant for this to happen.”
Deborah fought to restrain herself from comforting her mother, angry at the woman’s involvement and deceit.
“I don’t expect you to forgive me, Deborah,” Rachel said, her voice cracking.
“Good,” Deborah replied. “Because it isn’t that simple.”
Rachel nodded. “No, it isn’t.” She sat down heavily on a chair beside Alan’s bed and sighed heavily. “It’s much too complicated.”
Rachel gestured to the chair by her side and waited as Deborah reluctantly sat down. She took her daughter’s hands in her own and looked into her eyes.
“This is going to take a while.”
Deborah listened intently, and as the sun set outside and the room was cast in shadows, she looked over at Alan Carter and burst into tears.



Epilogue
 
Daniel Cole sat alone.
The house was empty. His wife had left him, packing her stuff the day after he had told her everything. She had quickly passed by his daughters on her way, sharing the story he had told her and making sure they followed suit. Daniel didn’t mind. He wanted his grandchildren as far away from Melington as possible.
Now there was only him. And Michael, of course, but that meant very little now. After what had happened, he doubted there would be any way to clean up the mess and fall back into the old routine. It was over. Everything was over. Melington was over.
He closed his eyes and sighed, shaking his head in dismay, wondering how he had been naïve enough to let Alan Carter ruin everything. Daniel wasn’t a young man anymore, and he thought back to twenty years before when he had been ruthless with his decisions. When Alan’s father had threatened to break the truth to the world, Daniel had not hesitated to give the girl’s name to Copper.
It had been cold, but effective.
He should have let Fiona kill the Carter boy the minute he had learned about his arrival in Melington.
Daniel scoffed. Not that it mattered anymore. Let them deal with the beast as it tore the town apart. His duties were over, the task that had been assigned to him now useless and unneeded. He was dispensable, and for the first time since taking on his father’s mantel, Daniel Cole felt a deep sense of relief.
The lights of the house flickered, then went completely out. Daniel smiled to himself, knowing what was coming. He had expected as much. It was the only reason why he had made sure he was alone when it happened.
“Cole,” the raspy voice came from the darkness surrounding him.
He could smell Copper Tibet well before the beast spoke his name. Daniel braced himself for what was coming. He tried to stay strong as red eyes lit up in front of him, the beast’s silhouette barely visible in the scant light coming through the living room windows.
“I am free, Cole,” the raspy voice chuckled as a hand reached out and wrapped around Daniel’s neck, squeezing.
Cole opened his mouth to speak, but the grip was too tight, blocking his vocal chords and cutting the supply of air to his lungs.
“I have been denied what is mine,” Copper Tibet smiled in the darkness, forcing a shiver down Daniel’s spine. “Our deal is broken.”
Daniel gasped for air, but it was of no use. He shook in fear as the eyes came closer and Copper’s rotting breath filled his nostrils. Daniel Cole was almost glad he couldn’t breathe it in.
Daniel looked into the blazing reds of Copper Tibet’s eyes as the hand gripping his neck tightened, nails piercing flesh and drawing blood in torrents. He could feel the life escape him, and the last thing he heard as his eyes closed was the soft chuckling of Copper Tibet.
“Your children will never be safe!”
 
* * *



Bonus Scene Chapter 1
“Alan!”
Alan Carter woke up to the screaming.
It took him a few seconds for his eyes to focus, still engulfed in darkness, his mind trying to make sense of his surroundings. He waited, but nothing changed.
He tried to move, but his body wouldn’t respond, as if he were held down by some unbearable weight. He wiggled his fingers, slowly, the effort excruciating, and when he finally got a hang of it, tried to lift his arms. They felt like lead weights. Alan couldn’t discern whether it was a lack in strength or the sheer heaviness of the nothingness around him.
“Alan!”
The scream cut through the darkness like a knife, and in the back of his mind, the voice sounded vaguely familiar. He had heard it before. That very same scream, calling to him for help, to save her. He frowned, his head suddenly throbbing as he searched his mind for the memory that seemed just out of reach.
Alan tried to move again. It was like everything around was moving at a much slower pace and only his mind working at full capacity to take it all in.
He sat up, pushing against the cold floor with hands that tingled. He tried to listen for the screaming again, but it did not come. He was alone in the darkness, lost with the voices inside his head.
Move. You need to move.
Alan pushed himself to his knees, suddenly he felt faint. He balanced himself with one hand while the other massaged the back of his head, trying to shake the nausea away. He tried to stand up, his legs wobbly as if he were a newborn colt learning to walk.
He swayed in the darkness, head spinning as his feet tried to find a stable pose to prevent him from falling back down.
Move, Alan. Move now.
Alan took a step forward, placing his foot squarely in front of him and waiting to see how the rest of his body would react. He felt like he was walking a tightrope, arms stretched out as he tried to maintain his balance, his eyes blinking rapidly in hopes that he could see more than just black. A few seconds later, he risked taking another step, and was relieved when he didn’t collapse.
He remembered when he was nine and his parents had taken him and sister out to the ice skating rink. He had felt the same way, skates on his feet as he took tentative steps forward, still oblivious to the fact that he was supposed to glide, not walk. His sister had laughed at him. He remembered the envy he felt towards her.
His sister.
“Alan!”
He recognized the voice now. He remembered the last time he had heard it calling out to him that way. He had been in a sandbox, feet planted in front of him as he had pulled at his sister’s hand. She had screamed out in fear the night the hand had taken her away, and the sound of her voice calling to him had haunted him since.
“Kathrine,” he whispered into the darkness.
There was a gentle rumbling beneath his feet, a vibration crawled up his legs and sent shudders throughout his whole body. The vibration intensified, and soon the rumbling became a raging roar as the world around him shook uncontrollably. Alan staggered, fighting to keep his balance against the shaking. His body slammed against a wall, and he braced himself on the cold stone.
He was going to go mad.
Then, just as suddenly as it had started, it stopped. Alan felt dust fall onto his head, and he instinctively looked up. The darkness was absolute and he saw nothing of the ceiling above. He brushed the sand from his hair, feeling its moistness on his fingers, and pushed away from the safety of the wall. If dust had fallen from above, what was to say that the floor had not fallen below?
“Alan!”
Her voice was clearer now. Kathrine. Who else could it be? He was sure of it, as much as he was sure this was all a dream, and he would wake up as always, screaming and thrashing about.
Alan felt himself move further from the wall, now only the tips of his fingers feeling its chill, his feet moving on their own as if knowing where to step. The sound of a loud click pierced through the silence, a shattering sound came from his right, and Alan’s head snapped towards it.
Thin beams of red light poured through a crack in the wall, and as the light grew brighter, he could see it came from beyond a door swinging open slowly, as if on its own. The light broke through the darkness and threw shadows onto the walls, and Alan finally began to make out where he was.
It was a small room, the size of a dungeon cell. He noticed how the walls rose into the darkness above as if continuing for eternity, the stones shining red with the protruding light. Except for a small cot to one side, the room was empty, and Alan began to wonder if he really had been imprisoned here, and if so, for how long?
“Alan!”
The scream was louder now that the door had opened, and Alan began to move towards the light, slowly, head cocked to a side as he tried to see through the opening and into the hallway beyond. The light was pulsating, vibrating the way the room had vibrated before, and Alan immediately felt nauseated. He closed his eyes, standing completely still as he fought back the vertigo, waiting for the feeling to pass.
When he felt that he had gotten a hold of himself, he opened his eyes and continued forward. Alan reached out and grabbed the door, slowly pushing it further as he stepped into the red light.
 
***
 
The hall stretched on forever.
Alan Carter stood outside the door, looking right and left in bewilderment. Never in his life had he come across anything like this. On either side of him, the hall seemed unending, continuing on until the furthest his eye could see before disappearing. It reminded him of the ocean, how the horizon formed a line where sky and water kissed.
The red light pulsed, and Alan couldn’t tell whether he had escaped one prison or stepped into another.
The hallway was lined with doors similar to his, hundreds of them stood side by side like wooden soldiers waiting to be addressed. They were all closed; only his, stood open, and he felt an eerie sense of satisfaction at this. He considered the possibility that there were more like him, lost in complete darkness, unaware of how close they were to relief.
Was this relief?
Alan couldn’t tell, but he knew he would rather be standing in this hallway than shuddering within the cold nothingness he had just been in. He turned to his right and took a few steps forward, running his hand against the cold wall as he walked. There was not much to see here, but it felt good to be able to look out through his eyes and make out shapes and colors around him.
Alan Carter hated the dark.
“Alan!”
He froze in his place, feet planted where he stepped as the shuddering sound of Kathrine’s voice echoed across the walls from behind him. Alan turned, and what he saw almost made his heart stop.
She had not aged.
Kathrine stood in front of him with the same look of dread he had last seen her in, her hands outstretched, reaching for him, her eyes begging him to save her. She was only a few yards away, and Alan immediately raced to her.
He was too late. Just as he was about to grip her hands, she was snatched back, quickly, suddenly, without warning. Alan fell hard to the ground, still reaching for his sister as he watched her being pulled away from him by an invisible hand until she disappeared into the distance.
Alan screamed for her, his calls echoing off the cold walls and continuing forever.
He scrambled to his feet, kicking up dust as he pushed forward and raced after her. The adrenaline coursed through him like wildfire, burning in his veins as he sped down the hallway after his sister. His fists were clenched tight as his muscles flexed with the pumping of his legs, picking up speed as the doors beside him seemed to blur out of focus.
Alan had no idea how long he had been running when he finally stopped, out of breath with a pulsating pain in his side. He dropped to his knees, tears stinging his eyes and rolling down his cheeks as he mercilessly punched at the floor with his fists and drew blood. He only stopped when the pain finally kicked in, the adrenaline washing away and opening the gates to Hell. Pain wracked his body, and he fell to the cold floor screaming in frustration.
 
***
 
“Wake up.”
Alan’s eyes flew open at the sound of the strange voice above him, and he scrambled from where he lay before turning around and gazing at the woman standing before him.
Her black hair was tied back in a long braid, and she stared at him with eyes so blue it was like staring into a cloudless sky. Her dress was pure red, pulsating with the red light around her as if she herself were the source of it all.
“Get up,” she said, calmly yet firmly, her tone demanding respect. “She wishes to see you.”
Alan didn’t move, his eyes fixated on the woman as he flexed his muscles in anticipation. He wondered how fast he could get to his feet and run.
“It is not safe for you out here,” the woman seemed to read his mind. “You are safe with her.”
“Who are you talking about?” Alan asked, his voice hoarse. He coughed to clear his throat. “Who is she?”
The woman only stared at him, waiting for him to do as he was told. Alan weighed his options. She didn’t seem to be much of a threat, and from the looks of it, she obviously knew a lot more about this place than he did. Besides, he was beginning to feel a little curious about her, whoever she was.
“We do not have any more time to waste, Alan Carter,” the woman in red said.
“How do you know my name?”
“I know the name of all the children here.”
Alan frowned. “Children?”
The woman nodded slowly and turned, slowly moving away from him. She seemed to be gliding down the hall, her dress hiding her feet as she gracefully moved.
“He returns soon,” the woman called back to him. “He will not be happy if he finds you outside.”
Alan pushed himself to his feet. “What the hell are you talking about?” he called after her. “Who won’t be happy?”
The woman turned to look at him, and her face seemed to shift and change, her features altering before settling back into place. Alan felt a chill run down his spine as he watched her, and decided the best option was to walk in the opposite direction, away from her.
“You do not want him to be unhappy with you, Alan Carter,” the woman said. “he is rarely forgiving to those he is unhappy with.”
“Who are you talking about?”
The woman stared at him for a brief moment before finally saying, “Copper Tibet.”
 
***
 
Alan followed the woman quietly, the mention of Copper Tibet’s name enough to convince him that his chances were probably better with her.
He vaguely remembered his last encounter with the man, or at least what remained of him. The rot in his breath, the claws that tore at his skin, the grotesque disfigurement. It all came rushing back, but nothing as strong as the feeling of helplessness when he looked in Copper’s eyes. It was as if staring into the pits of Hell, as if Death were behind those eyes.
Alan had felt those eyes bore into his soul, through the backdoors of his mind where they grasped onto the threads of sanity there and tore away at them. He had almost felt his mind shatter like glass before the darkness took over. There had been nothing until he had woken up in his cell, to the same cold nothingness he had felt when he had last seen Copper Tibet.
The woman led him down the corridor, barely a whisper as she moved. Alan began to feel anxious, and just before he could ask her how long it would be before they would reach their destination, the woman stopped. She turned, almost mechanically, to the door to her left and reached out a thin hand to knock twice.
The door clicked open, and Alan watched as the woman opened it wide and stared at him, waiting.
Alan hesitated. “Where does it lead to?”
“It leads to her,” the woman replied.
“Will I be able to come back?”
The woman stared at him silently for a few seconds. “Where you are going, I believe you will not want to come back.”
Alan stepped up to the open door and looked inside.
The room was much larger than his, almost as big as a gymnasium, the floor invisible underneath mounds of earth and grass, trees popping out in random places. The ceiling was lost behind what looked like a clear blue sky, and he could almost swear he saw birds flying across it.
He saw her in the distance, a small blonde girl swinging joyfully on a tire swing tied to one of the trees. She was wearing a red dress similar to that of the woman beside him, and her bare feet rose and fell as she rocked up and down in her swing.
“Who is she?” Alan asked, walking into the room.
“That is for her to tell, and for you to find out.”
Alan turned to the woman, but she had disappeared, the door where she had stood, closed and replaced by nothing but air. Alan frowned in confusion, unable to comprehend what was happening, doubting his sanity more than ever.
He turned around and jumped with a shout when he saw the little girl standing only a few feet away from him, smiling.
“You came,” she said, her voice soft and happy, almost angelic if not for the way she had miraculously appeared in front of him. Alan felt his heart pounding against his chest, and he took deep breaths as he tried to calm himself down.
“I’m very happy you came,” the girl smiled. “When Mother said you were not in your room; I was very worried.” She bent forward as if about to share a deep secret. “He’s not very nice when we don’t stay in our rooms.”
Alan shook his head in confusion as he stared dumbfounded at the little girl. “Who are you?”
The girl smiled even wider and curtseyed. “I am the First,” she said, her voice coming in a sing-song tone that fit perfectly with the scenery around them.
“The what?”
“Oh, I’m sorry,” she giggled, covering her mouth with her hand. “I forgot you were new.”
Alan raised his eyebrows questioningly.
“My name is Allison Carter,” the little girl introduced herself. “It’s nice to meet you, Alan.”
 
***
 
Alan sat quietly on the grass, running his hands over the blades as he shook his head in bewilderment. It felt so real, although he couldn’t make any sense of it.
Allison swung on the tire beside him, up and down, watching him stare at the field around him in awe.
“It’s very pretty, isn’t it?” she asked.
“It’s very strange,” Alan replied.
“Strange is pretty.”
Alan looked up at the little girl and smiled, dusting his hands off against his jeans as he stood up. He still couldn’t make heads or tails out of what was happening.
“What is this place?” he asked.
“It’s where he takes us,” Allison replied, lowering her feet to the ground as she stopped the swing, slowly. Alan waited for her to come to a complete halt before helping her out of the tire and setting her down.
“Thank you.”
She took his hand and led him forward, half walking and half skipping as they moved.
“Are you talking about Copper Tibet?” Alan finally asked.
The girl nodded without breaking her stride. “He brings all the children here.”
“Where is here?” Alan asked, his eyes scanning the field around him. It seemed to span out forever, and he wondered just how much of it was real.
“Here,” Allison replied, shrugging as if that should be enough of an answer.
Alan stopped, and Allison let go of his hand. She looked at him expectantly, as if waiting for him to suggest a different game to play.
“How long have you been here?” Alan asked.
Allison shrugged again. “Ever since he took me away from Mother and brought me here.”
“Mother?” Alan asked, bending down to one knee so he was level with her. “You mean he took you from home?”
Allison shook her head and smiled. “No, silly, Mother took me from home. She locked me up and did terrible things. She made me cry a lot. He took her away first, and then he took me. Now Mother takes care of us all and watches the hallway to make sure we stay in our rooms.”
Alan thought back to the black haired woman in red and immediately knew who the little girl was talking about. He felt his body shudder at the realization of what Allison was saying, and his eyes grew wide in horror as he pieced everything together.
“You’re Jeremiah’s daughter,” he whispered. “You’re the one who started this all.”
Allison frowned at Alan and cocked her head to a side. “You know my father?”
Alan shook his head, forcing himself to smile despite the sinking feeling inside him. “I never met him, but we’re related.”
Allison giggled. “Just because we have the same name doesn’t mean we’re related, silly. There are a lot of children here called Carter.”
Alan had a pretty good idea why. “Have you met any of the others, Allison?” he asked.
Allison shook her head. “We’re not supposed to leave our rooms. Sometimes, Mother delivers letters between us, but none of us have ever been to each other’s rooms.” She smiled at him widely. “You’re the first one to see my room!”
Alan smiled back, but he was unable to share in the excitement. There was something off about all this, something was incredibly uncomfortable. None of it made sense, that much was obvious, and through the entire ordeal, he was feeling more and more like he was dreaming. It was apparent his subconscious was playing tricks on his mind.
Yet, even in this confusion, in the chaos of everything that didn’t make sense, something was off.
“You want to see the lake?” Allison suddenly asked, and before Alan could answer her, she grabbed his hand and pulled him along.
 
***
 
Alan was having a hard time believing what he was looking at.
There really was a lake, and it made it even harder for Alan to conceive just how big this ‘room’ was. He thought back to his own room, the small dark cell that he had occupied only minutes before, and how the sheer claustrophobia of it made him feel like the hallway outside was a blessed retrieve.
This was different, though, and Alan wondered when he would finally wake up so all of this could start making sense.
There really were birds in the skies, and as he looked out upon the glittering surface of the lake, he watched them dive into the waters and resurface with their prey in their beaks. The trees which had once been scarce were now a dense woodland, and the soil was much moister here, his bare feet soaked in water as he stepped towards the mass of water in front of him.
“What is this place?” he asked as he slowly let go of Allison’s hand.
“My brothers used to bring me here all the time, before I was taken,” Allison replied, her smile less cheerful. Alan noticed how her eyes had begun to water. “We had a lot of fun here.”
Alan slowly began to understand what was happening, how the room was a direct reflection of its occupant’s subconscious memories becoming reality in the blink of an eye. It was only a theory, but it was better than the alternative.
However, if that were true, what did that say about his room?
“It’s beautiful,” Alan remarked and smiled at the little girl as she nodded in approval. She was openly crying now, and her hands swiftly wiped away the tears rolling down her cheeks.
“I don’t like coming here a lot,” Allison said. “It makes me want to go home.”
Alan bit his tongue, unable to bring himself to tell her that what had once been her home was now a completely different place she wouldn’t be able to recognize. Gone were the fields of green, in their place, malls, amusement parks and office buildings. He couldn’t even remember the last time he had been to the lake, knowing only that it had become a crowded array of towels and topless sunbathers. Definitely a stark difference from the tranquility that currently lay before him.
His eye caught sight of something in the distance, and he squinted against the sunlight, shielding his eyes as he tried to make out what it was.
Allison caught what he was doing and quickly started tugging at his sleeve. “We have to go back,” she said urgently. “Mother won’t be happy about us being this close to the end.”
“The end of what?” Alan asked, only half listening to the little girl as he scrutinized the tree lines.
“The end of my room,” Allison said. “We shouldn’t even be here. He got very angry the last time.”
Alan ignored her, his legs carrying him forward as recognition seeped in.
It was a door.
Allison pulled on his sleeve, trying to stop his advance, and he lightly pulled his arm away.
“You can’t,” she was saying, her tone begging as she grasped onto him again.
“Allison, not now.”
“Stop, Alan Carter,” Allison pleaded. “Stop now.”
Alan could almost feel the door pulling him, invisible hands reaching out and grabbing him, drawing him as if his life depended on it.
Suddenly the skies darkened, and the rumbling he had felt earlier in his room started again. Alan looked back at the little girl, her head turning left and right as she seemed to be looking for something, her small frame visibly shaking.
The trees were the first to change, the branches morphing into long arms that reached out threateningly. From the ground, wooden masts popped out, breaking through the earth and reaching up to the skies. Alan watched in horror as the lake’s color slowly changed from a beautiful blue to a deep maroon, and the earth shook with such force it threw him off his feet.
“Run!” he heard Allison scream.
Alan looked up at the little girl as she stared in horror at the tree line beyond, the shrubs shaking with the approach of something huge, something dangerous.
Alan looked back at the door, jumping up to his feet as he stared at his target. He looked back at Allison.
“He found you, Alan Carter!” Allison screamed. “Go now!”
“Come with me!” Alan called to her, but she wasn’t listening. He watched as Allison raced forward towards the trees, ready to intercept whatever was coming for them.
Alan hesitated. He couldn’t leave her here. He couldn’t leave any of them here. Whatever Copper Tibet was doing, keeping them locked away in this place, Alan felt this was the only chance to get them all out.
Allison turned around and looked at him, and just before he could call out to her, she was pulled off her feet and into the trees.
Alan turned and ran. His legs felt like lead, his breath burning in his lungs as he pushed forward. The door was only a few yards away when he heard something roar in fury behind him, the cracking sound of breaking branches sending shivers through his body.
Alan dared not look back, his feet kicking up wet soil as blades of grass cut his skin, drawing blood. His heart was pounding in his chest, but he did not stop.
The door was there.
Just a few yards more.
A hand grabbed him by the collar of his shirt, and Alan roared in anger as he pulled loose, feeling the fabric rip off him. Nails ripped at the skin of his nape, and still he pushed forward. He could smell the rot, the heat of heavy breathing on his naked back, and he knew that if he didn’t make it through that door, he would never find another way out.
The door was only a few feet away, and just as nails scratched at him again, Alan jumped forward and threw his body against the wooden frame.
Alan Carter fell into the darkness beyond.
 
***
 
“Alan?”
Alan’s lids fluttered open, and as he waited for his eyes to focus, he breathed in a deep breath of relief as Deborah Adams’ hand found his on the hospital bed.
 
* * *
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Prologue
 
I know you.
Sure I do. I’ve seen you on TV before. I’d recognize that face anywhere! I saw you walk in here and knew who you were even before you ordered your drink. Here, this one’s on me. No, no, I insist! You’re in my town, buddy, and there’s no way I’m going to let you pay for your own drink. Not me, no way!
So what brings you to Melington? Sure, it’s supposed to be tourist season and all, but let’s be honest; ain’t nothing much to see around here, am I right? You’d know that, wouldn’t you, with your job and all. I’m not sure how much you know about this little town, but since you’re here, then I guess it’s gotta be more than most.
What’s that? Oh no, it’s nothing like that. We ain’t been a small town since God knows when. All these new establishments and buildings and all, it’s a real game changer for us townies. We see people come and go all the time, which hasn’t always been the case, mind you.
Wanna hear something funny? I kinda thought we’d have the news stations driving through here pretty soon. Things have been awfully strange these days. Us townies keep telling folks Melington’s changed, but it ain’t nothing compared to the last few months. But, you’d know that, wouldn’t you? Ain’t it why you’re here?
There’s something different in the air, if you ask me. You could almost feel it like a cold hand against your skin. People are a lot more scared these days. I guess it’s because of what’s been going on.
A story, eh? That really sounds like something. Tell you what? Since we’re chatting and all, maybe I could help you fill in the blanks, so you don’t waste too much time running around in circles. I keep my ear pretty close to the ground, and if there’s one thing you can count on, it’s the power of gossip.
Ah, so you’ve heard. Yeah, we’ve got a new Chairman. Or should I say Chairwoman? Does the term even exist? Doesn’t matter. Rachel Adams heads the Council now; used to be the principal of Melington Elementary. She’s a tough old bird, but she scares me a lot less than the old Chairman.
I don’t know, to be quite honest. He’s in the psych ward, up in Melington Hospital. People say he’s still as a stone, eyes open but nothing really ticking up in that head of his. Seems like he got what he deserved, really. You can never really trust a Cole; it’s a common saying in Melington. Everyone knows it, or at least us townies do.
I’d take Rachel Adams over Daniel Cole any day, if you ask me. The woman’s got a proper head between those shoulders. Besides, Cole’s been grooming his son to take over for quite a while now, and no one wanted to see that idiot run the Council. They say he owns some computer company downtown, but I doubt it’s anything, really. The boy’s always been in his father’s shadow, and now that Cole’s a vegetable, the kid’s a walking mess.
He used to date Rachel Adams’ daughter. Deborah’s her name, I think. Can’t really remember. With all the new folks here, it’s hard to keep track of names anymore. Not like the old days. Before, you couldn’t walk a few yards without bumping into someone you knew. That’s all gone now. A town full of strangers, Melington is. It’s a shame really.
Who? Oh, you mean Fiona Bright? If you’re looking for her, best be checking the station. She never leaves there anymore; they say she’s been spooked into hiding, spends her nights sleeping in her office and all. She’s got her deputies doing the job, though, keeping the peace. This place has always been a safe town.
Why are you smiling like that? You know something I don’t?
Oh, so that’s the story? I’ll tell you something, I don’t believe it one bit. Melington’ always been a family friendly town; hasn’t been a violent incident for generations. All that talk about missing children, I think it’s just rumors to tarnish our good town’s name. People come and go, and I assure you, it’s probably nothing but campfire stories to scare the kiddies.
Of course it hasn’t made the news. If it isn’t true, why would it make the news? Tell you something else, buddy, there isn’t a single police report about a missing child; I can bet my chips on that. When you go see Fiona, you can ask her yourself. Then you’ll be back here buying me a drink, yes, sir. Folks here would be making a hell of a racket if four children had really gone missing. You’d think there was some common sense in folks before they believed those rumors.
Tell you what, buddy. I’ll drive you down there myself. You finish that drink and stick with me. I assure you, there’s nothing to worry about here in Melington.
Nothing at all.



Chapter 1
 
“There hasn’t been any change.”
Michael Cole found it difficult to step into the Melington Hospital psych ward. Ever since walking in, he had been hit by a nauseated feeling, something he attributed to what his sister had often called the ‘hospital smell’. There was a mixture of anesthetics and detergent in the air that always seemed to linger in hospital hallways; it never failed to make him sick.
Even on the seventh floor, away from most of the recovering patients, at the far end of the hospital wing where the ward had been nestled, the stench of sterility still filled his nostrils. It forced him to sneeze every few minutes. Michael felt he’d suffocate if he didn’t get out of here soon.
“We’ve been keeping him as comfortable as possible,” the perky nurse leading him chirped, turning every now and then to smile at him over her shoulder. “It’s a real shame seeing him like this. I’ve always remembered him as a very strong man.”
“He still is,” Michael said firmly, a little agitated at how the nurse was talking about his father, yet simultaneously forced to agree with her.
Ever since he brought his father in six months ago, he had been plagued with pitiful apologies and sorrowful inquiries about Daniel Cole. Michael had tried his best to remain calm in the face of the questions and kind words, always hearing a subliminal tone of satisfaction in everyone’s voices as they hugged him, patted his back and urged him to remain strong. Deep down, he knew the town was grateful Daniel Cole was no longer chairman, but they were still too frightened to voice their true feelings on the matter. Michael knew they were probably worried that when his father returned, he would exert the fury everyone knew he was prone to, and no one was willing to take that abuse.
At least, not yet.
Melington had truly changed in the past months, and Michael was starting to feel the repercussions of his father’s actions. It was enough to make his mother refuse to come and see the man, or his sisters to return his calls. Michael hated how alone he felt right now and wondered how his entire world had suddenly been turned upside down.
“Of course,” the nurse said, trying to hide her embarrassment. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to –”
“That’s fine,” Michael interrupted her, unwilling to go through another stutter of apologies which had long lost their charm. “I’m here to see how he’s doing. You were saying there haven’t been any changes?”
The nurse shook her head as she led him down a narrow hallway of closed doors. Michael thought of how claustrophobic this whole place felt. He was willing to bet that if anything could bring his father back to his senses, it would definitely be this ward.
“There were slight movements in the eyes, a quick flicker, but the doctors think it’s just nerves,” the nurse said. “Other than that, he’s been pretty much the same since you brought him in.”
The nurse stopped at his father’s room and rapped her knuckles softly on the door. Michael wanted to laugh, stopping himself from asking her who the hell she thought would answer. He waited for her to open the door, and slowly followed her into the small, confined space that had been his father’s home for the past few months.
Daniel Cole sat at his usual place, his back to the door, staring through the window at the lush greenery outside. He was dressed in his favorite robe, his feet bare against the cold floor as his hands clutched the side of his chair.
“Thank you,” Michael muttered as he stepped past the nurse and waited for her to leave. She nodded at him with a smile and ducked out the door, leaving him alone with Daniel.
Michael pulled a chair from against the wall and sat down with a sigh. He gazed at the old man, the wrinkles on Daniel Cole’s face now deeper, his hair white and thin as bald spots began to appear in various areas, his skin dry and cracked. Michael could feel his heart drop at the sight of his father.
“Hi, dad.”
Michael waited for a reply he knew would not come, and turned his head away when he felt the sting of tears in his eyes. Six months and there was still no sign of Daniel Cole being anywhere inside the shell of a body that now sat alone in the hospital room, staring out into nothingness. Not a single reaction since Michael had found him sitting much the same way on his living room couch.
“Dad, it’s me.”
Michael didn’t even look at his father when he said it, knowing well that there would be no response. He had tried everything, yet as the days went by, his efforts were less and less vigorous. In the beginning, he had screamed and shouted, shaken his father until he could hear the man’s teeth rattle and the doctors had to pull him away. He had tried showing his father home videos, scrapbooks, even read one of his favorite novels out loud, and there had still been no response.
Now Michael only sat, as quiet as the man beside him, and would merely say a word or two during his entire visit to set his mind at ease. In a way, he had become as numb as his father, and it was affecting everything in his life.
Michael ruffled his hair and sighed heavily, closing his eyes as he listened to the soft ticking of the clock on the wall behind him.
 
***
 
Deborah Adams woke up to the sounds of music playing from downstairs.
Her eyes were heavy, exhausted after a week of duties that often had her bringing work home. She had been looking forward to a slow weekend, hoping for a lazy Sunday entailing nothing more than waking up late and dozing off in bed until late in the afternoon.
She frowned, trying to make out what was playing on the radio downstairs, and quickly realized she wouldn’t be able to go back to sleep. She smiled weakly, already knowing exactly how much hell she was going to give Alan for this, and slowly rolled out of bed.
Deborah turned on the bathroom lights and looked at herself in the mirror, taking in the disheveled look of her hair and the bedroom eyes gazing back at her. The last few months had been good to her and Alan, and although she still had much on her mind, she had never felt this relaxed in her life.
It had been touch and go in the beginning. Coaxing Alan back to his usual self had taken time and effort. Even after he had completely come to and had been declared fit enough to go home, the doctors could never have prepared them for the emotional strain his experience would put him through. For weeks, she had been awaken by sudden screaming and thrashing, the first of which had frozen her blood cold.
She had often asked him about them, but Alan always had the ability to be as vague as possible when he wanted to avoid talking about something. Whatever he was going through behind his closed eyes, they were his battles and his alone; there was nothing she could do to convince him to share. Thankfully, though, the nightmares were less regular now, and Alan had quickly jumped back into his daily routines.
Deborah brushed her hair and washed her face, her nose slightly scrunching at the faint smell of burnt breakfast. She could hear Alan downstairs singing along to what she now recognized was The Who, and smiled to herself. His strength impressed her, and she marveled at how well he had handled everything since their run-in with Copper Tibet.
That night still haunted her, though, and thinking about it usually sent shivers down her spine. Try as she could, she couldn’t get the image of Copper out of her mind. The monster’s grotesque features were engraved in her memory forever. She wished she could let it go as easily as Alan had, or at least push it so far into the back of her mind where it could never bother her again.
It was easier said than done, and Deborah had quickly made peace with the fact that this was not one of those things she could simply forget. She had wanted to talk to Alan about it on several occasions, but seeing him at peace with the world around him had always stopped her from doing that. Besides, what mattered now was their life together, and she wouldn’t let the memories of Copper Tibet ruin that for them.
Deborah made her way downstairs, allowing the cold hardwood floor to dispel her morning grogginess. The smell of burnt eggs was stronger, and as she walked into the kitchen, she almost broke out laughing at the sight of Alan dancing as he tried to clean up the mess. Two plates sat idly on the kitchen table, their contents unwelcoming, but her stomach groaned with the prospect of food.
“I don’t know what’s worse,” Deborah said. “The fact that I actually want to eat whatever it is you put on my plate, or the dancing.”
Alan turned and shot her a smile. “I tried to make something special, but it kind of got out of hand,” he said.
“What was wrong with plain scrambled eggs?” Deborah asked.
“Too boring,” Alan replied.
“But edible.”
Alan threw his hand towel at her. “Just shut up and eat,” he laughed.
Deborah took a seat at the table, waiting for him to finish cleaning up before he joined her. She watched him attack his food, and she smiled at how he was trying to hide his grimace with every bite. He was eating in a hurry, as if trying to get the ordeal over with before his taste buds forced him to gag.
“Your mother called,” Alan said, downing a large cup of orange juice to mask the taste of the eggs.
Deborah frowned, her appetite suddenly lost.
“You do know that you’re going to have to talk to her sooner or later, right?” Alan asked, looking at her seriously.
Deborah shook her head in frustration. Despite every attempt to shut her mother out of her life, Rachel Adams still found a way to ruin a perfectly good morning.
“She’s a stubborn woman,” Alan said. “She’s going to keep at it until you talk to her.”
“Could we change subjects, please?” Deborah asked, playing with her food as her eyes stared pleadingly at Alan. He shrugged and shifted his attention back to his plate, his morning joyfulness gone.
Deborah sighed. She had avoided her mother like the plague ever since their talk at the hospital. Deborah was incapable of even talking to the woman after everything she had told her. The stories of the founding families and Copper Tibet, the history of the missing children and the involvement of the Council. It had all disgusted her more than anything she could imagine, and there was very little love left in Deborah’s heart for her mother.
She had accepted the position of principal only to get Rachel out of the school, hoping that somehow it would protect the children of Melington from the Council. She had lost her trust in its members completely, and it had taken all her power not to blow the whistle and share the truth with the world.
Besides, a story about a monster that kidnapped children in the dead of the night would have been completely insane.
When Alan’s nightmares had calmed down, when she felt that sharing her mother’s story with him would not hurt him in some inexplicable way, she had told him everything. Alan had listened to her for an hour without any reaction, and when she had finished, he simply hugged her and told her that everything would be okay, as if she were the one in need of comfort.
She loved him for that.
Alan looked up at Deborah and set his fork down, folding his arms on the table and looking her straight in the eye. “It’s over, Debbie,” he said. “No one’s been taken in months, and for all we know, Copper Tibet is gone.”
Deborah nodded. “It doesn’t mean she deserves forgiveness.”
“I’m not asking you to do that,” Alan said. “I’m asking you to talk to her. Get some closure, and then think about forgiveness. Right now, though, it’s pure anger that’s driving your decisions, which is never a good thing.”
Deborah frowned. “Do you blame me?” she asked. “She knew everything. They all did. They could have done something about it, but they didn’t.” Deborah felt her body shudder. “They were feeding the thing, Alan. They were giving the monster what it wanted.”
“I’m not saying what they did was right, Debbie,” Alan said.
“Good, because it sure as hell sounds like it.”
Alan sighed. “No one hates them for what they did more than I do,” he said. “My own parents were involved in all this before Kathrine was taken. But for now, we’ve won. Let’s try to move forward, okay?”
Deborah held his gaze for a few seconds, then shook her head slowly and stood up. She took both plates, bent down and kissed his forehead, and made her way to the sink.
“You’re a strange man, Alan Carter,” she said as she turned on the water and began to rinse the plates.
“It’s part of my charm,” Alan replied.
 
***
 
Alan Carter waited until Deborah left for her morning run before turning on his computer. Waiting for the machine to start up, he ran a hand through his hair and rubbed his temples.
He hadn’t slept for days.
The nightmares were getting more vivid, and although he had been able to keep his emotions under wrap, hiding it all from Deborah was starting to take a toll on him. He had practically fallen asleep during breakfast preparations, and if it hadn’t been for the music on the radio, he would have burned down the kitchen.
The light blue background flashed at him and a window popped up, requesting his password. Typing in his sister’s nickname, he let himself into his desktop and quickly clicked on the first of many folders lined up neatly on the screen.
Research was slow now that Deborah was living with him. The pace frustrated him, but he had to admit that having her in his life easily made up for that. Still, he was beginning to fear he was running out of time.
Copper Tibet had vanished completely since Alan had denied him his last victim, but after what Deborah had told him, that wasn’t necessarily a good thing. He remembered what Rachel told her about the sacrifices the founding families had made; their deal with the devil, so to speak, and that made things infinitely more troublesome.
Copper Tibet wasn’t bound by blood anymore. He was free to roam around Melington and snatch up whoever he desired, which made finding him difficult. Without the blood binding, there was no telling who his next victim could be, and it bothered Alan how Copper hadn’t taken anyone yet.
What was the monster waiting for?
Alan opened the first of many files he had gathered on the history of Melington, all the way back to when Copper had been burned alive. There was ridiculously little information out there, and Alan could only assume it was because the Council had tried to hide its past as much as possible. He knew he would eventually have to talk to Rachel Adams and fill in the missing pieces, but he was pushing that encounter as much as possible. He wanted Deborah with him when it happened, and as long as she wasn’t talking to her mother, he didn’t see a meeting happening any time soon.
Alan rubbed his eyes and looked at his watch before starting on the new batch of research he had downloaded. He had a good half hour before Deborah returned, and he needed to make the best of that time.



Six Months Ago
 
“This isn’t easy for me.
The truth is, I’ve been meaning to tell you all about this a long time ago, but the timing was never right. In retrospect, I doubt there ever was a proper time. Maybe, I was trying to avoid this as much as possible. Maybe, I didn’t want you involved in any way. I really can’t tell you for sure what my reasons were, but what I can tell you is that I love you, and I would do anything to protect you.
It may not seem like it after you hear what I have to say, but I need you to believe me. It’s the truth, even if it’s hard to fathom right now.
You have to understand, this was not something any of us chose. This was a burden we had to bear for decades. A deal which had been struck before my time or my father’s time. For generations, our family has been forced to uphold an agreement that had been struck to protect our own.
That thing you saw, the monster that did this to Alan, it’s real. I can’t begin to understand what you are going through, because I have never seen it before, nor would I want to. I had always hoped it would never come to this. I prayed your only involvement with that thing would be as far as my involvement has been until now. But, it cannot be helped anymore.
It has a name, though, a name we only whisper amongst each other; one we avoid whenever possible. It’s as if speaking the name would give it power, and it already has too much of that to begin with. We’ve deleted the name from our records, wiped out the monster’s very existence, hoping one day we could find a way to rid this world of it and pretend it had never existed to start with.
Its name is Copper Tibet.”
 



Chapter 2
 
Rachel Adams could feel her hands shake as she scanned the report in front of her.
She fidgeted in her seat, maintaining a deep frown she thought would mask the dread racing through her. It was the fourth missing person’s report she had received in the past six months, and she looked up at Sheriff Fiona Bright, hoping the woman could not see her exasperation over what she was reading.
Rachel knew how important it was to maintain a strong image in front of the Council and everyone concerned, and despite her hate for Daniel Cole, she had quickly developed a sick kind of respect for her predecessor. She had never expected the job to be easy, knowing well there would be no end to the sheer amount of problems that required her immediate attention. This, however, was far above her, and she had no idea where to start.
Fiona Bright was staring at her, the weight of the Sheriff’s gaze heavy on Rachel as she continued reading. Ever since she had taken on the mantle of Chairman, Rachel had come to dread these meetings. Fiona rarely visited with good news, and Rachel longed for the days when meeting with the Sheriff meant coffee, a salad and meaningless gossip to kill the time. There was a side to Fiona Bright that very few people knew, and Rachel Adams hadn’t wanted to be one of them.
“Your verdict?” Fiona asked, finally breaking the silence.
Rachel clicked her tongue. “What would you suggest?”
“You know what I would suggest,” Fiona snapped, “but apparently we’ve changed strategies and are happier shooting in the dark.”
“The blood bindings are over, Fiona,” Rachel said.
“Not that anyone had a say in it,” Fiona replied.
Rachel dropped the report onto her desk and looked at the Sheriff from over her spectacles. She hated the way Fiona’s tone towards her had changed. There was only resentment where there had once been respect, and it was difficult holding back the instinct to snap back and put the Sheriff in her place. Rachel counted to ten, forcing herself to calm down, resilient in her efforts to not turn into another Daniel Cole.
Although, all things considered, a Cole would probably handle this particular situation better.
“I warned Daniel about the Carter boy,” Fiona said. “He shouldn’t have been allowed that much freedom.”
“You had the chance to stop him,” Rachel replied, watching in slight amusement as Fiona winced. “This should have been dealt with a long time ago.”
“That thing can’t be stopped,” Fiona argued. “It’s been tried before, and the results were devastating. Do you want to take responsibility for what could happen if we tried again?”
Rachel gazed at Fiona. “Do you think I’m happy with our current situation?”
“You don’t seem to be too worked up about it.”
“I’m not going to bind that monster again,” Rachel hissed. “I’m not going to send children to their deaths because it’s convenient for the Council.”
“Then find another solution, Rachel, because this is ridiculous,” Fiona said through gritted teeth. “At least with the bindings I was able to handle these situations. Now they’re open cases I can’t do very much with. Word is going to get out, you know.”
Rachel sat back in her chair and closed her eyes, trying to concentrate. Fiona was right. As much as she hated to admit it, the blood bindings had made things easier to keep under wraps. Now, there was no telling how long it would be before word spread that children in Melington were going missing.
Alan Carter was the key. He was the only person she knew who had come back from the catatonic hell Copper Tibet sent his victims to, and he was their best option right now. However, with the way Deborah was hiding him from the world, it would be impossible to talk to him without going through her first.
Which made things even more difficult.
She remembered the horrid look on her daughter’s face when she had told her everything; a look she had never seen before. And the anger that had seeped in between the horror blazed out of her eyes like daggers. Deborah had been furious by the end of it, and since that day, Rachel had little contact with her daughter. She didn’t blame her, of course, and could only imagine how much hearing about the founding family history had emotionally scarred Deborah. It didn’t help that a few of the children the Council had served up to Copper Tibet had been Deborah’s students.
Rachel looked at Fiona through tired eyes. “There has to be a way to stop this once and for all,” she said, “without the bindings; without any more sacrifice.”
Fiona leaned in, her eyes piercing Rachel’s as she spoke in a slow, measured tone. “It’s your job to fix this,” she said. “Do something, or find someone else to run the Council.”
Rachel frowned, her anger barely contained as she watched Fiona stand up and walk out of the office, slamming the door behind her.
Rachel balled her hands into fists to stop them from shaking.
She needed Alan Carter.
 
***
 
David Whelm despised Melington the minute he had set foot in it.
He was a city boy, born and raised, and anything outside New York fell very short of being in any way impressive. He loved the sounds of the city, the morning and afternoon rushes, the ringing of sirens and the fact that the city never slept. David had never imagined himself living anywhere else, and every assignment he took outside the city was done out of pure desperation.
He scoffed every time someone suggested that being away from the noise and stress of New York was good for the soul. He always thought people who believed that didn’t deserve to live in the greatest city in the world, and would probably be better off outside it where they couldn’t infect New Yorkers with their bull.
David never understood small town appeal, the charm of it all beyond him. All he ever saw were lazy residents who had nothing better to do than coax tourists into spending their well-earned dollars on worthless trinkets and absurd nature walks. There was nothing charming about old colonial houses set out on long roads, fake compounds full of worthless two-stories, or the friendly smiles of locals who went on and on about the history of a town that would have probably gone unnoticed if not for its place on a map.
Melington was no different.
He had driven into town two days before, unimpressed with what he had seen. His editor had promised him it would not be the average New England town; that it had grown exponentially over the years into a luscious haven with a charming mix of old and new. David couldn’t see it, and even after driving around the town for a few minutes before finally settling on a motel looking slightly inhabitable, he had not been impressed. All Melington promised was a few days of mundane questioning that would only result in urban legends and folktales, nothing he could use for a proper story.
David cursed his editor as he idled into the motel parking lot and pulled up in front of his room. Over the years, he had been assigned many stories that usually ended in nothing more than speculations, forcing him to write embarrassing fluff pieces. His new assignment seemed to promise much of the same, and after a few quick tours in the local pubs and random chats with locals, David could tell he was wasting his time.
His talents were being squandered, and it was slowly frustrating him.
He remembered the earlier days of his career, fresh with a degree in journalism and a knack for finding information where no one else would think to look. He was top of his class, a rising star in the eyes of many of his professors, and the future had looked very promising. Now, ten years into the job, he was no closer to his dreams than he had been on day one. The internet was killing his profession, and in an age when owning a computer and a blog turned amateurs into so-called journalists, he was finding it difficult to come to terms with the fact that simply having a job was a blessing.
David stared out through his windshield at the door to his room, his hands clenching the steering wheel as he contemplated turning his car around and driving back to New York. What would it matter, anyway? He could fake interviews, write out bogus notes to show his editor, and come up with a decent fluff piece within two days. And he could do all that without having to endure another useless moment in this town.
It’s not like he hadn’t done it before.
David sighed and drummed his fingers on the steering wheel, toying with the idea for a few more seconds before giving in and climbing out of his car. Two more days; he’d give this town that much, and no more. Besides, it wasn’t like two days would kill him.
 
***
 
Alan could only see darkness.
He knew where he was. It was the smell that struck him first, the familiar stench of cold decay and rot that always accompanied his dark surroundings. He could feel the cold stones of the floor against his back, and he instantly pushed up into a sitting position as his hands brushed against the moist surface.
Alan waited for his eyes to adjust to the dark, but he knew that wouldn’t happen. This wasn’t his first time in the small room, and he had quickly come to terms with what to expect; darkness, silence and a sickening feeling of claustrophobia.
Every night he came here was the same. Each time he laid his head down on his pillow, falling asleep to Deborah’s gentle breathing beside him, he knew where his dreams would eventually take him. Alan pulled his knees up to his chest and buried his face in his hands, the chill of the small room harsh against his skin and the stench nauseating.
It’s just a dream.
Alan knew better.
It’s just a dream.
Only it wasn’t, and Alan was not going to convince himself otherwise.
The first time he had woken up here, he had just looked into the eyes of the devil himself and had lost himself. Alan remembered how his mind had bent and broken while thrashing in the firm grasp of Copper Tibet’s hand. He remembered the invisible threads that had coursed through his head and had ripped at his sanity, throwing him into this abyss to rot along with everything else here.
He remembered it well, and it was that memory that scared him the most.
I escaped.
Alan shook in frustration as he raised his head and tried to force his eyes to adjust to the nothingness around him. The cold was getting worse, and for a minute he could feel the air reach down through his open mouth and cut across the insides of his throat.
There was a door. He was sure of it. It had opened for him before, the very first time he had been here.
When the nightmares had first plagued him, he had been foolish enough to believe he could find it on his own. He had searched the walls in the darkness, blind and panicking, unable to comprehend what was happening to him. He had struck his fists against the cold stones and had screamed out in frustration, kicking at the walls when he couldn’t find it.
Now he waited, feeling it was only a matter of time before the door would open for him again. He would have to be patient.
He replayed the events of his first visit here, when he had been lost in a coma and Deborah had patiently waited by his hospital bed. There had been a girl then, a young blonde in a room of her own, and she had shown him a way out. Alan knew he needed to find her again if the nightmares were to stop. He needed to understand why he was still coming back here, why every time he closed his eyes, he would find himself in this dark abyss.
I escaped.
Alan closed his eyes and buried his face in his hands. He would wait, as he did every time he came here, and hope that this would not be the night he didn’t wake up.



Six Months Ago
 
“It began with the Carters.
There’s very little to go on other than the stories told down from one generation to the next. I can’t give you proof, or tell you that any of this is one hundred percent accurate. All I can tell you is what our grandparents told us, and what their grandparents had told them.
Allison Carter. Daughter of Jeremiah and Abigail Carter. She was the first girl to go missing in Melington. This was back in 1826, when it was not unheard of for a child to lose themselves in the woods and die from the cold. Only, no one ever found Allison Carter’s body, and when the second child was taken, a boy, it was clear it wasn’t a coincidence.
They investigated, but kept it local, between themselves, away from the eyes of the big city authorities. There are rumors saying Jeremiah Carter had tried to get officials in Hartford involved, but there’s very little to support that. What we know for sure was that when Allison Carter’s dress was found, it was bloody and torn, and in the possession of Copper Tibet.
They burned him alive. The townspeople played judge and jury, and they burned the poor man alive. Some say it had been a mistake that our ancestors had condemned an innocent man to death, but it didn’t matter anymore. What mattered was Copper Tibet’s promise, his dying words as the fires engulfed him; “No child in Melington would ever be safe.”
Copper Tibet kept his promise. Jeremiah Carter lost a son one year later, on the anniversary of Copper’s execution, and it had been enough to tear the Carter family apart. Jeremiah’s second son swore that a man had come out from under his brother’s bed and pulled the boy away, thrashing and screaming. Nobody believed him, although deep down, I think most of them must have thought that their demons had finally come to haunt them. Abigail Carter committed suicide, and Jeremiah made sure his last son had been sent as far away from Melington as possible.
For almost a decade after, a child would go missing at around the same time of the year, and more and more children reported hearing laughter behind their closet doors or heavy breathing under their beds. It drove the Council crazy, but no one really knew what to do about it. Families left in bulk, and for a short period of time, the town had turned into a shell of what it had been.
The stories are a bit vague as to when the families had begun trickling back to Melington, but what was clear was that the Coles had made major changes to the town. You have to remember, there were only three or four families left by then, and very little accountability to anything they did. The Coles had expanded their lands by several acres, including the large field where Copper Tibet had been executed, and no one understood why.
It didn’t matter, though. What mattered was that no children had gone missing for years, and that was enough for the returning families to look the other way and let the Coles do whatever they pleased. Soon enough, a new Council was formed, and it was only then that the truth finally came out.
The Council learned all about the blood bindings.”
 



Chapter 3
 
Stanley Turk watched his daughter dash across the small playground and race up the slide, her yellow skirt blowing around her small legs as she made her way to the top. He smiled and waved to her as she adjusted herself and slid down, landing comfortably on both feet before running around and climbing up the ladder again.
He made his way to a small bench and sat down with a sigh, his stomach starting to grumble in protest. They had been to the local burger joint, and although his daughter seemed to be energized, the meal was not sitting very well with him. Still, he fought the urge to drive home and do something about it. He rarely had enough time to spend with his daughter anyway, and he wasn’t going to deny her the pleasures of the weekend.
Stanley scanned the other benches around the playground, smiling at the mothers sitting and reading as they watched their children play. He had brought his own book, but he knew Tracy wouldn’t give him a chance to read, constantly calling out to grab his attention as she showcased her talents on the swings or monkey bars.
Stanley Turk closed his eyes, took a deep breath and let it out slowly, allowing his senses to saturate with the sounds of the park around him. It was good being outside for a change. The endless hours in front of a computer screen were getting to him, and he was getting sick of the constant demands of his job. It was one thing to be freelancing and working from home; it was something else entirely to have to sit behind a desk where your boss could constantly look over your shoulder and ask for a progress report.
Not that he minded the career in itself. Ever since he was a child, he had loved the idea of electronics. When his father had bought him his first personal computer, Stanley had been over the moon. He loved the intricacies of the machine, the way it spoke to him as if both he and machine were locked in a constant numerical conversation. He loved the codes, the tapestry of intricate lines of letters and numbers, and the results that played out in the end.
He wouldn’t have traded his career for the world.
Well, that wasn’t entirely true.
Stanley opened his eyes and gazed at his eight year-old as she raced back and forth between the different games in the playground. He knew that it was only a matter of time before she would wave him over to help push her on the swings. She looked over at him and smiled, and as always, he felt his heart melt as he smiled back.
Tracy was the one exception. He would give up everything for her, and in a way, he had.
Stanley tried not to think too much about the last few months; the struggle his wife had fought and lost with cancer. The devastation had taken over his entire life, and if not for his daughter, Stanley would have probably lost his mind. It had been hard trying to man up for the little girl, but he had done all he could to make sure that, although her mother was gone, Tracy would always feel loved and appreciated. It was a promise he had made to her and to himself.
It did mean he had to make some serious life changes to fulfill his promise. Leaving Boston was probably the most important of them; his childhood home an integral part of his life. However, in the grand scheme of things, when it came to his daughter, Stanley knew he couldn’t be selfish about things like that.
Boston had too many memories, and the only way for Tracy to grow up healthy and strong was to make sure she wasn’t constantly subjected to those. A part of him knew that leaving Boston would be good for him, too, and eventually the choice hadn’t been as difficult as he had imagined.
He had applied to several jobs in New England, and although he had received many offers, Melington had been the most promising of them all. He needed a change of atmosphere, and although he could have moved anywhere in the country while keeping his clients, he knew that staying at home would make things more difficult than they needed to be. He hated the idea of a nine-to-five job, but after a month on the job, he welcomed the numbness it provided.
Stanley watched his daughter hang on the monkey bars, giggling as she showcased her talents to her new friends. He could already see the changes Melington was making to her mood; the sullen look that had constantly been on her face gone completely as she adapted to the new environment. Even the school had been a warm reprieve from what she had been accustomed to in Boston. He could already see that this town was going to be good for the both of them, and there was no doubt in his mind that he had made the right choice.
Stanley Turk opened his book and began to read, his eyes shifting from the pages to his daughter, then back again. Melington was going to be good to them; he could feel it.
 
***
 
David Whelm parked his car in front of the Melington Police Station and switched off the engine. He stared out at the small building, counting three cruisers parked to one side, and shook his head in dismay.
This was his last stop for the day, and he was already feeling the burden of having to talk to one more person who would give him nothing more than what he already knew. The other two stops before this had provided him with hearsay and rumors. The interviews were a complete waste of time and energy, and he had already decided that there was no need to spend another night in this town.
David grabbed a file off the passenger seat, scanned the notes he had scribbled inside, and hoped he could be done with this meeting in half an hour and be on his way. He didn’t even know if the Sheriff would be inside, and a part of him was hoping that she wasn’t. Besides, he could already imagine a portly woman sitting behind a small desk drinking coffee and smiling ridiculously as she answered questions.
David sighed. This was going to be hell.
Stepping out into the afternoon heat, he trudged towards the station, his eyes quickly scanning the streets on either side. There were ridiculously few people out this time of the day, and David was already looking forward to going home. This town was too quiet, too peaceful, and it was getting on his nerves.
Cold air welcomed him as he pushed into the station, and David could feel the chill race to his bones where the heat had left sweat stains down his back. A woman with a badge on her uniform looked up from what she was doing and smiled, and David could feel his muscles tighten. One more smile, and he would probably murder someone.
“Can I help you?” the woman asked, her voice a little too cheerful for an officer of the law. David wondered how long this one would last in the streets back home. A day, maybe two, tops. If her colleagues didn’t shoot her.
“I’m looking for Sheriff Fiona Bright,” David said, faking his own, small-town smile and feeling his stomach turn at the hypocrisy.
The woman pointed to an office at the far end of the station where a blonde was pacing back and forth, her cell phone in her hand and a scowl on her face.
“I’ll have to warn you, though,” the chirpy officer whispered. “She’s not in a very good mood.”
David fought the urge to reply with something sarcastic and nodded. “I’ll be careful,” he mocked.
He thanked the officer and made his way briskly towards the Sheriff’s office. He watched the woman through the glass, sizing her up as their eyes met and she watched his approach. David suddenly felt the air around him get much colder as the Sheriff’s eyes bore into his, and he could see that the woman would not be the pushover he had suspected her to be. No, this one seemed like she had taken a few serious punches and had lived to tell the tale.
David was instantly intrigued.
He knocked on her door and stuck his head in just as she hung up.
“Sheriff Fiona Bright?” he asked, flashing her an award-winning smile.
The woman stared at him for a few seconds before nodding slowly. David took that as an invitation and let himself in, walking right up to the Sheriff and extending his hand.
“My name is David Whelm, from the New York Bulletin.”
Fiona took his hand and David tried his best to hide his surprise at the firmness of her handshake. He could tell that whatever this town lacked in stones, the Sheriff definitely made up for it.
“Never heard of it,” Fiona said, releasing her grip and crossing her arms across her chest, glaring at David.
“I’m not too surprised,” he said, holding her stare. “We’re a small newspaper.”
Fiona nodded and gestured to a seat in front of her desk as she made her way to her own chair and sat down. “So what brings a small newspaper from New York all the way to the small town of Melington?”
“Come now, Sheriff,” David chuckled, forcing himself to be as pleasant as possible. His girlfriend usually called him a social whore, and he was sure that he would need to pull out all his cards for this one. “This is far from a small town. You’re growing exponentially, and it won’t be long before you become a metropolis of your own.”
Fiona gave him a crooked smile as she sat back in her chair. “You can leave the compliments for the trinket vendors and mountain guides, Mr. Whelm. I have no delusions over what Melington is.”
David smiled. This was going to be a lot more interesting than he had presumed.
“You still haven’t answered my question,” Fiona pressed.
“A story, Sheriff,” David explained. “We received a very interesting tip back home, something that greatly contradicts your claim to being the perfect family home.”
“Really?” Fiona asked, an eyebrow raised. “And what tip is that?”
“Missing children,” David replied. “We have reason to believe there have been several cases of missing children in your town, and that the proper authorities, being yourself, are doing very little about it.” David waited for his words to sink in, his smile unfaltering as he watched Fiona’s poker face. “Actually, there are rumors that the cases are being covered up. Care to comment?”
“Off the record?”
“Of course.”
“No, I wouldn’t care to comment.”
David chuckled, crossing his legs as he opened the file in his hands and scanned the document within. “Does the name Blake Collins ring a bell?”
“Of course,” Fiona said. “I knew his father. Great kid, funny as hell, won the Melington Middle School Science Fair last year.”
“The Collins lived here until about six months ago, if my sources are correct.”
Fiona nodded.
“Any idea where they are now?”
“People come and go, Mr. Whelm,” Fiona said, her eyes level with his, her features as cold as stone. “We don’t keep tabs on them.”
David smiled. “Of course,” he said. “It’s just, we reached out to their family in Hartford, and no one seems to know where the father and son are.”
“I’ll be sure to keep that in mind if they ever pass through here again,” Fiona said. “I’ll let them know their family’s looking for them.”
David closed the file and sighed, running his tongue across the inside of his mouth as he thought of how best to say what was on his mind.
“Sheriff, I’m not trying to insinuate anything,” he said.
“It sure seems like it, Mr. Whelm,” Fiona said. “Besides, I don’t recall any reason why I should even answer your questions. I don’t know who your sources are, or what you’re looking for, but you can regard my patience as a sign of good faith and courtesy to the good people of New York. However, that patience is not without limits, and quite honestly, I still have no idea what you’re getting at with your questions.”
“I’m only following a lead for a story,” David said.
“Then I suggest you double back and see where you went wrong,” Fiona replied. “Melington might not be the best place in the world, but it’s my home, and I feel very strongly about people who want to tarnish its name just for a story.”
David stared at the Sheriff, trying his best to read her. He didn’t know why, but there was something very off about this woman, and he couldn’t put his finger on it. He had expected a fluff piece, and he had completely ignored doing any background checks on his sources. Children went missing all over the country; there was nothing special about this town. All this trouble should have led to nothing more than a quick read on page three of the Bulletin beside news of Siamese twins and flesh eating bacteria.
However, David was beginning to feel there was actually something to the fact that the missing children reports were being covered up. He couldn’t tell for sure, but he knew the Sheriff was hiding something. Besides, in a town like this, locals were usually quick to clear up misunderstandings and show that their home was the best little town this side of the country.
Fiona Bright was doing none of that.
“Sheriff Bright, these are actual accusations,” David said.
“Then I suggest the proper authorities ask me questions, not a reporter from, what did you call it?” Fiona paused and squinted her eyes. “I’m sorry, but I’ve completely forgotten the name of the paper you work for.”
David took the hint and stood up, faking his smile as best as he could without giving away how he truly felt. “Thank you for your time, Sheriff,” he said, not bothering with a handshake. “I’ll be in touch.”
Fiona nodded and said nothing, gesturing to her office door with only a slight shift of her eyes. David let himself out, briefly stopping to thank the officer and give her his card before exiting the station.
David could feel his body shiver in excitement. Apparently, there was a reason to stay in Melington after all.
 
***
 
“How did you sleep?”
Alan looked up from the book he was reading as Deborah walked in with a cup of coffee in her hand and slumped down on the couch beside him. She eyed him as she sipped her drink, and Alan wondered if maybe she was onto him.
“Pretty good,” he replied, shifting his attention back to his book. “Why?”
“I woke up in the middle of the night to get a glass of water and could have sworn you were shaking under the covers.”
Alan smiled and shrugged. “Probably the cold,” he suggested. “It was a bit chilly last night.”
Deborah set her drink down on the coffee table and pulled her legs up beneath her, shifting her position to look straight at him. “We’re in July, Alan,” she said. “It hasn’t been chilly for months.”
Alan closed his book and looked at her. “You know, I liked it a lot more when you were busy at school,” he said with a smile.
“I liked it a lot more when you didn’t lie to me,” Deborah shot back with a smile of her own.
Alan laughed at that, but he said nothing. He knew Deborah could read him like an open book, and it took a lot effort to make sure he kept her in the dark about what he was going through. She had been overprotective ever since he left the hospital, and he knew that telling her about his research or his dreams would only upset her. With all she was going through, he didn’t feel like it was the time to burden her with his problems, not when he still couldn’t make much sense of them. Besides, this was something he needed to figure out on his own, without any external suggestions.
He had never shared what he had gone through during his coma with Deborah. He had never told her about the dark room, or the corridor beyond, or the little, blonde girl that had given him a way out. It made very little sense to him, and until now, there was no reason to believe that any of it was more than residual nightmares from his encounter with Copper Tibet. He knew he would have to tell her eventually; he wouldn’t be able to hide it forever, but for now, it didn’t seem necessary.
Deborah could see the conflict in Alan’s eyes, and decided not to press. She leaned over and grabbed her mug, nestling it in her hands as she rested her head against his shoulder and flipped through the pages of his book.
“Stephen King?” she asked, amused by the image on the cover. “Really?”
Alan chuckled, a part of him relieved that Deborah had the good sense to let things be. “I thought it would be an interesting read,” he said.
“Never took you for the horror type.”
“After what we’ve been through?”
Deborah looked up at him. “I don’t know what’s going on in that head of yours, Alan Carter, but I want you to know you don’t have to go through it alone. I’m here.”
Alan bent down and kissed her forehead. “I know,” he said. “Don’t worry about it. I’m fine.”
“If you say so,” Deborah sighed, pushing up to her feet. “I’m going to be in the study if you need anything. Paperwork takes no vacation.”
Alan nodded and opened the book back to where he had stopped. “Your mother called again,” he said.
“I know,” Deborah replied. “I’m going to see her tomorrow.”
Alan raised his eyebrows in surprise. “That’s mature.”
“I want to get this over with,” she said. “Her persistence is getting extremely annoying.”
“Then I take back my comment,” Alan smiled.
Deborah squinted at him. “You do know I have a hot mug of coffee in my hands, right?”
Alan raised his hands in mock surrender and laughed. Deborah pointed an angry finger at him, trying her best not to laugh along, and made her way towards the staircase.
He wasn’t fooling her, though. She could tell his mind was troubled, but knowing Alan, he would only open up about it when the time was right. For now, all she could do was wait and pray he could handle his demons on his own long enough to finally ask her to help.



Six Months Ago
 
“We never knew how the Coles did it, but it didn’t matter. For the founding families, the only thing that did matter was the safety of our children. I know what you’re thinking, and believe me, it would have been the best solution if we could be sure that Copper Tibet would never leave Melington.
There were no guarantees, though. Some of the families spoke of noises waking them up from the deepest of sleeps, scratching behind closed doors and laughing through the walls. The only thing anyone knew for certain was the monster had to be contained, and it was the duty of the founding families to make sure that happened.
When the Coles first spoke of the blood bindings, it had horrified the Council. To this day, we can only speculate what the Cole family had done to make sure they kept this nightmare at bay. But everyone slept a lot better knowing that their children would never be taken.
I know how selfish this sounds, but sweetheart, you have no children yet. When you have one of your own, you’ll realize a parent would go to great lengths to make sure their child is safe; it’s human nature, and selfishness plays no part in it. You forget all about morals and what’s right or wrong; there is only the natural instinct to protect your own, and that was the only reason anyone agreed to what we were forced to do.
Melington was still a small town at the time, and finding a child each month was not an easy task. Members of the Council were forced to do things they never thought they would. Some would drive as far as Vermont to snatch a child from its home and bring it back to town. The families pushed for expansion, and soon enough, the town began to grow.
I’m not proud of our history, but there was never anything any of us could do about it. I won’t lie and say it didn’t bother me; it disgusted me. But by the time I had found out about all this, I had already had you, and the thought of losing you scared me a lot more than what I would face in hell for my sins.
We had no choice in the matter, or at least I was made to believe so. We were suffering the sins of our fathers, and somehow we had become numb to the fact that we were making others suffer along with us.”
 



Chapter 4
 
Michael Cole hated the dark.
It was a childhood fear, something his father had instilled in him a long time ago when he was still living under the same roof as the crazy, old man. Michael blamed his father for many things, but none of them had left a scar as deep as this.
He remembered the first time his father had driven the fear into him. Michael had only been five, and until then had shared the bedroom with his parents and younger sister. Despite the large house, Daniel Cole had been adamant about keeping his children in the same room with him at all times, especially at night. For a five year-old, that had never struck Michael as odd. On the contrary, he had enjoyed it very much.
When it had been time to move into his own room, his father had tucked him in and had sat down for a few minutes next to him on the bed, looking around the room as if searching for something. Michael had never understood what it was that had bothered his father so much that night, but it was nothing compared to what had happened later.
“There are things in the dark, Michael,” his father had said, looking at him earnestly, frowning to show his seriousness. “There are things you can never imagine waiting in the shadows to reach out and grab you when you least expect it.”
It had been a traumatizing conversation, and the worst thing about it had been the fact that Michael had known his father hadn’t been joking. There had been a look in his eyes, a deep despair, as if he were leaving Michael out in the open to fend for himself. Michael could still remember how cold the room had suddenly felt that night, and how much he had wished his father would take him back with him to the master bedroom where he would be safe.
“I want you to sleep with the lights on at all times,” Daniel Cole had said. “Do you hear me? Never turn off the lights.”
Michael had spent most of his childhood in that room, and as he had grown older, the fear of the dark had been coupled with other oddities that, to this day, he could not comprehend. He had never had a closet, for instance, always forced to keep his clothes with his sisters’ in one massive oak monstrosity in the hallway between their rooms. His bed had always been custom made so that the sides would reach down to the floor, leaving no space for anything to slide under it. They were little things, but enough to make Michael feel like something was terribly off about his family.
Still, it was the dark that had always haunted him. Even now, well into his thirties, he always left a light on whenever he went to sleep, and there was never a dark room in his apartment. At one point he had even contemplated charging his father for the electric bill.
Michael Cole hated the dark.
That was why, walking through the fields behind his house, searching for the path between the trees that he was certain existed, Michael could feel his skin crawl and his body shiver. The beam from his flashlight provided little reprieve from the overbearing darkness around him, and the moon overhead was of little relief. He found himself conflicted between going on or returning to the house, but his feet kept pushing him forward, as if having a mind of their own.
Michael traced the tree line of the woods behind his house, shining his light back and forth as he searched. He had often seen his father walk out here, disappearing between the trees in complete darkness. The man himself had been unscathed by the same fear he had instilled in his son. Michael had always meant to ask his father about his late night treks. Now it was too late.
You could have done this in the morning.
Michael knew that was true, but something inside him told him that whatever he was looking for could not be found in the light. His father would never have ventured out at night if that were the case, and Michael wasn’t interested in finding nothing. He knew there was a secret to the late night walks through the woods, and whatever the secret was, it probably had something to do with Daniel Cole’s current state.
The doctors had failed. They were no closer to finding a way to bring his father back than they had been six months ago. He could see it in their eyes and in the way they looked at him. He could feel it whenever he met a member of the town Council. Everyone was waiting for his father to die, and Michael would be damned before he let that happen.
Daniel Cole was his father, after all, no matter how much he hated the old man.
Michael stopped when the light settled on a narrow opening in the tree lines. The leaves on the ground, crushed by recent footsteps. He pushed through the brush and made his way forward. Finally, relieved that he found what he was looking for and instilled with newfound vigor to move forward. For a few seconds, he forgot all about his fear of the dark and made his way along the path, imagining his father doing the same.
Branches lunged down at him, scraping at the nape of his neck and entangling in his hair, as if the trees themselves were trying to stop his advancement. Michael pushed them away, careful that none would snap back against his face, closing his eyes as he bent through them.
He could see how the path had once been wider, the trunks of the surrounding trees sitting well behind the undergrowth. He assumed the path had once been used for something more than walking. But over the years, ever since his family had taken these lands, it had been left to wither between the nature around it. Michael wondered why his father had never taken better care of the path, especially since he had used it so many times in the past. What was he hiding back there?
Michael lost track of time as he moved forward. At one point he began to fear that the path wouldn’t actually lead to anything at all, that it would continue to narrow out until finally becoming one with the woods around it. He shifted the light of his flashlight through the trees, looking for any sign that maybe whatever he was looking for was actually off the course of the path and not at the end of it. He saw nothing, though, and the shadows his light left behind only added to the dread he was feeling as he walked through the darkness.
He was about to turn back and give up his quest when the path suddenly widened and opened into a large field. Michael stood at the end of the trek, eyes wide in amazement as he took in the large space beyond; an island of meadow surrounded by thick woods. The darkness thinned here, the absence of the tree canopy allowing for more light to fall down from the moon above. Michael gazed out in wonder, and something inside him began to stir.
I have a bad feeling about this.
Michael ignored the little voice in the back of his head. He had made it. He was finally here. This is what he had been looking for, but it was nothing like the images he had constructed back when the mystery had plagued him. There was nothing here, save for a dying maple a few yards away that looked grotesque in the midst of what should have been a beautiful backdrop of greenery.
Michael stepped forward, leaves crunching beneath his shoes as he made his way towards the old tree. It looked familiar, but he couldn’t tell why. He had never been here before, but for some reason, he felt like he was supposed to know where he was. He wracked his mind, searching for any memory as to why he felt this way, but all that did was hurt his head, and he quickly gave up on it.
The maple stood tall before him, a once majestic tree from what he could make out from its massive trunk and thick branches. Now, it looked sick, rotting in the middle of this open field, bent at an impossible angle as if under the weight of the gods themselves. Michael looked around him for any other trees that had met the same fate, and his eyes fell on several stumps across the open field. This was the last one standing, a renegade that had survived the harshness of solitude, but was now dying like its fallen comrades.
A slight breeze picked up, and Michael closed his eyes as the chill air raced around him, bringing with it a stench that made him gag.
He wasn’t supposed to be here.
The realization washed over him suddenly, and he felt his body shudder in panic. He had crossed a line. He could feel it as clearly as the wind against his skin. He had to turn back, leave this place quickly, even if it meant dropping the flashlight in his hand and racing like a madman through the woods back home.
Now! Leave now!
Michael hesitated, and that was enough.
He heard the sound of the earth beneath his feet break right before a hand curled around his ankle. Michael screamed out in pain, the cold grasp agonizingly tight as nails dug into his skin. A rush of fire raced up and through his entire body, as if whatever was holding him had suddenly lit a fire to his leg and was quickly consuming him. Michael tried to pull away, but that only made the hand’s grip tighten even more, and he could feel the nails dig deeper into him.
Michael fell to the ground in a heap, but the hand never let go. He kicked at it, yelling at the top of his lungs, scraping at the earth as he tried to free himself of the vice-like grip. It was of no use, though, and when he felt his body being pulled forward, closer to the rotting tree, Michael began to fight back even harder.
“Cole.”
The voice pierced through his ears and into his head, racing about in his mind, scratching at the inside of his head. Michael clasped his head, squeezing against the feeling of nails scraping bone, overwhelmed by the sudden burst of pain shooting through him. He forgot all about the hand around his ankle, his attention fully shifted to getting that voice out of his head.
“Cole.”
“Get out!” Michael screamed into the night.
He felt an invisible force reach inside him and grab him from within, pinning him down into the earth and forcing the breath out of him. He was going to die. This was the end of it. This was why his father had warned him about the dark. He had been foolish and had let his curiosity get the better of him, and now he was going to die.
Arms shot out from either side of Michael and wrapped themselves around his chest, hugging him to the ground. Michael opened his eyes for a brief instant and saw the rotting skin flapping in the wind. He could see the flesh beneath, black and oozing, emitting a stench that threatened to suffocate him. He tried to fight his attacker, tried to break free of the arms around him, but it was useless.
The earth shifted again, and this time Michael could feel the movement by his head. He closed his eyes against what he would see, and when he felt the touch of wet flesh against his cheek, he thrashed harder against his captor. The arms around him pressed down harder, and suddenly Michael was gasping for air.
“You have come to me, Cole.”
The voice was close now, and Michael could feel the monster’s warm breath against his ear, the slapping of a tongue against teeth.
“The children,” came the raspy sound of sandpaper against wood. “Bring me the children. Bring them all to me.”
Michael cringed as the smell of the monster’s breath raced into his nose, and for a split second, he was grateful he couldn’t breathe. The thought of having that stench in his lungs made him shudder.
“Bring me the children, or Melington will burn.”
The arms pressed down harder, and Michael could almost feel his ribs cracking beneath their weight.
“Say it, Cole,” the voice hissed. “Say it.”
Michael opened his mouth to speak, but the words didn’t come out. He felt his head spin with the lack of oxygen, and he knew that he only had seconds left before he wound up dead out here in a field no one knew, alone to rot beneath the dying tree.
“Say it!”
“I’ll bring them!” Michael gasped, his voice cracking. “I’ll bring them to you!”
The weight on his chest suddenly lifted, and as the arms drew away, nails dug into his chest and scratched, cutting deep. Michael gasped for air, his body ignoring the pain that came with the broken skin and blood pouring out from his wounds. The cold rushed down his throat and into his lungs, filling them with damp air and forcing him to cough as he rolled over onto his side.
He could barely move, the spinning in his head forcing him to close his eyes as he drifted away.
Michael lay completely still in the open field, alone in the darkness with only the sound of the wind around him, and a distant, raspy chuckle echoing through the night.



Six Months Ago
 
“Investments made it easier.
As soon as money had begun rolling into Melington, offering children up for Copper had stopped becoming a problem.
The hospital was our first priority. It wasn’t hard to fake stillbirths, and very few people asked about it later. We invested a lot into it, building it up so that we serviced the neighboring towns as well. At first, it took a lot of effort, and it was hard choosing the right people to work with. Nobody was comfortable with doing what needed to be done. Hell, we weren’t comfortable with it.
When it was clear that we would need a back-up, Daniel Cole suggested the schools. We opened our doors wide, accepting ridiculous real-estate deals and business development plans, all with the promise of bringing in more people.
It worked, and a little too well. I look outside this window and see a town that I hardly recognize anymore. Sometimes I forget I am still in Melington, if not for the older parts of town that still make me feel nostalgic every time I drive through them. I walk down the streets and look at the many faces, strangers who had been promised a family friendly home, but whose children could very well be our next victims.
Don’t look at me like that. Do you think I enjoyed it? It was a burden I had to bear, and I bore it alone, long after your father died and you had set off to make a life for yourself. But I knew that I wouldn’t be free of my duties, even when you had gone away. If I ever wanted to ensure the safety of our family’s children, I had to keep playing my part.
We all did. We could not escape our destiny, and as long as Copper Tibet existed, as long as that monster could come back from the dead whenever he damn well pleased, there would be members of the founding families right here doing what needed to be done to ensure the survival of their line. We all knew it, and we had all made peace with it in our own ways.
At least, that’s what we had thought.
Alan’s father had changed that completely.”
 



Chapter 5
 
Rachel Adams looked at her watch for what she could only assume was the tenth time in the last half-hour. Deborah was late, and Rachel was beginning to think that her daughter would not show up at all. She gestured to the waiter, asked for a refill of coffee, and settled back comfortably in her seat.
She had chosen a corner table, away from the rest of the afternoon crowd but strategically placed so she had a complete view of the café. She could also see the door clearly from where she sat, and every time someone other than Deborah walked in, Rachel would sigh in frustration and look at her watch again.
It had been almost a month since her last encounter with her daughter. Rachel was finding it difficult to handle the cold shoulder, much more accustomed to being the one in charge of the direction her interactions took. Never in her life had she ever let the other party dictate the terms of their relationship; even her husband had struggled with that part of her. Yet, here she was, sitting alone at a café table, waiting for her daughter who was refusing to even talk to her.
Rachel had misjudged the ramifications of telling Deborah the truth. She had always known her daughter had a soft heart, but she had assumed that when push came to shove, Deborah would do what needed to be done. Rachel had assumed wrong.
The door to the café opened, and Rachel finally smiled as her daughter walked in and made straight for her mother’s table.
“I was scared you wouldn’t come,” Rachel said.
“I almost didn’t,” Deborah said, pulling out a seat and immediately sitting down.
Rachel felt her daughter’s coldness like a slap across the face, but quickly got a hold of herself and sat down as well. Deborah gestured for the waiter.
“How’s Alan?” Rachel asked after her daughter made her order.
“It’s really none of your business,” Deborah replied.
“That’s not fair, Deborah.”
“It’s all I’ve got.”
Rachel settled back into her seat as both women eyed each other from across the table, each waiting for the other to blow up. When it was clear neither of them would, Deborah sighed and shook her head in frustration.
“What do you want, mother?”
“For starters, I’d like us to get over all this and return to being civil,” Rachel said. “I know how you feel towards me, and I can’t change what I did, but you have to understand there’s a lot more hanging on the line than just us.”
“I think we’re way past civil,” Deborah said. “You lied to me, tricked me, and waited until I almost lost Alan to tell me anything about what was going on in this town. How did you expect me to react?”
“With a little more brain and a lot less emotion.”
“Don’t push it,” Deborah warned. “I’m here because Alan asked me to be here, nothing else. I don’t owe you anything, and I can handle pissing him off.”
Rachel clicked her tongue and nodded, waiting patiently for the waiter to set Deborah’s drink in front of her and ask if she needed anything else. When the women were alone again, she leaned in closer to her daughter.
“I need to see Alan,” Rachel said.
“Definitely not,” Deborah replied. “You’re done with the Carters. After what you bastards did to his sister, I’d rather die before I let you anywhere near him.”
“You’re not his keeper, Deborah,” Rachel said, her tone more aggressive than she would have liked. “You can’t keep him locked away forever.”
“I don’t tell Alan what to do,” Deborah hissed. “If he really wants to see you, then I can’t stop him.”
“He won’t meet with me because of you. Do you think I don’t know that?”
“Then you’re out of luck, mother,” Deborah smiled, sipping at her coffee while her eyes danced angrily across Rachel’s face.
Rachel sighed angrily and tossed her hands in the air. She was getting too old to handle what she could only describe as childish tantrums. Sometimes she wished Deborah were still a toddler and she could really give her a piece of her mind without consequence.
“Alan’s important, now more than ever,” Rachel said. “He freed Copper Tibet, and it’s his responsibility to see this through.”
“Why don’t you ask Daniel Cole to perform another blood binding?” Deborah sneered. “Oh, right, I forgot, the bastard’s a vegetable now.”
“I won’t approve another blood binding.”
“Because you have a say in what the Council decides?”
“Yes!” Rachel slammed a hand down on the table, wincing when heads turned to look at them. She smiled and nodded quickly at the faces she recognized before shifting her attention back to her daughter. “I’m Chairman. The Council does what I tell them to do.”
“Then tell them Alan’s through,” Deborah said. “He played his part. Copper’s gone, and that’s the end of it.”
“Gone?” Rachel scoffed. “We’ve had four missing children reports in the last six months. Copper’s still kicking, and we’re covering it up.”
Deborah’s mouth dropped open as she stared at her mother in surprise. Just when she had thought things couldn’t get worse between them, Rachel Adams had found a way to prove her wrong. Sitting across the table, Deborah started to see her mother in a completely different light, and it scared her more than the impression she already had.
“You’re doing a great job filling in for the Coles,” Deborah finally said.
Rachel bit back her tongue, a verbal lashing the easiest way to turn a bad situation sour. “We can’t control this,” she said after a beat. “Alan’s the only one I know who can.”
“Why?” Deborah asked. “Why him?”
“He’s the only one who’s ever come back,” Rachel replied.
Deborah remembered Alan’s nightmares, suddenly wondering if maybe his dreams did have something to do with the coma he had been in. She shook her head, refusing to believe there was still any connection between him and that monster.
“That means nothing,” Deborah said.
Rachel felt goose bumps break out across her skin at her daughter’s hesitation. “Something’s happening to him, isn’t it?”
“I said, it’s none of your business,” Deborah said. “The Carters are off limits.”
“The Carters are the reason we’re in this mess to begin with,” Rachel hissed, “from the day this town burned Copper Tibet alive until the night Alan Carter denied the monster a child. Now that thing’s free to pick up whoever it wants, and there’s no way to stop it without Alan.”
Deborah opened her mouth to reply, but couldn’t find the words to say.
“Deborah, please,” Rachel whispered. “Forget about the Council. They’ve all sent their children away. Think about the ones that are still here.”
Deborah hated her mother instantly. She hated her for being right, for putting her in this position, and for making her feel that, in some sick and twisted way, the lives of the children in Melington were in her hands. She hated her more than she could have thought possible, and it made agreeing with her much harder.
Rachel reached out and took Deborah’s hand in hers, and was surprised when her daughter didn’t pull away.
“Look past our issues, Debbie,” Rachel said. “We can solve them, or not. It doesn’t matter right now. What matters is stopping that thing once and for all, and I can’t do it alone. The Council won’t budge as long as their children are not in any immediate danger, and I’m already losing credit with the Sheriff. There’s no telling what Fiona would do if the Council decided to give her free reign to handle this on her own. And don’t think she won’t come after Alan. As far as she’s concerned, he’s the reason we’re all in this mess to begin with.”
“Alan didn’t do anything wrong,” Deborah defended. “This could have been solved if the Council had been honest, if at least you hadn’t lied to me.”
Rachel nodded quickly, squeezing her daughter’s hand in reassurance. “And none of this would have happened if our ancestors hadn’t burned Copper in that field. The past is the past, Debbie. The real question is what we’re going to do now.”
Deborah sighed and pulled her hand away. “And what do you suggest?”
Rachel gave her daughter a weak smile. “I need to talk with Alan.”
Deborah bit her lower lip, eyeing her mother as she thought about what the two of them sitting down together would mean. She hadn’t told Alan the complete story, purposely leaving out the part where the Council had offered up his sister. She had been too scared to mention it, unable to face what that could do to him once he knew. She couldn’t see how a meeting with her mother could progress without that coming up, and there was no telling how he would react.
“I need to talk to him first,” Deborah said.
Rachel sat back and nodded. “Just hurry,” she said. “I feel like time isn’t really on our side.”
Deborah looked at her mother, suddenly feeling the weight of the world on her shoulders.
Alan wasn’t going to like any of this.
 
***
 
“I’m not sure if I should be telling you about this.”
David Whelm smiled at the couple sitting in front of him. He took a sip from his ice tea, placed it squarely on the coaster and rubbed his hands together as he looked from one to the other.
“Mr. Taylor,” he started. “I have been doing this for a very long time. The fact that authorities would stall work on a certain case for their own benefit is not unheard of in the big cities.”
“Yes, but Melington is not a big town,” the petite brunette interrupted. “We’ve been here for three years. We’ve never had a problem here before this.”
David nodded. “I’m sure this town is great, but your son has been missing for a good two weeks now, and you said there hasn’t been any headway made so far.”
David had found out about Jerry and Samantha Taylor from the locals. After his run-in with the Sheriff, he had called his editor and had postponed his return back to New York. There was something going on in this town, and ever since he’d been shot down at Town Hall, his resignation to find out what that was increased ten-fold. There was definitely a story here, and he was going to be the man to tell it.
Jerry Taylor worked construction on one of the newer compounds spurting up on the outskirts of Melington. He had filed a missing person’s report for his son Harry two weeks before, and as time went by, the unhappy couple were already starting to make peace with the fact that little Harry Taylor was gone forever. The explanations ranged from accidental drowning to simply losing himself in the massive woods around town. But, David felt there was a lot more to it than that.
“We trust that the Sheriff is doing everything she can to handle this,” Jerry Taylor said.
“Really?” David asked. “Are you sure, Mr. Taylor? Because it seems to me you’ve given up completely.”
Samantha Taylor stood up angrily, the scowl on her face threatening as she spat out in rage. “How dare you?”
David raised his hands in surrender, cursing himself for being so rash. He wasn’t expecting a family that had lost its child to be this complacent. “I’m only voicing concern over the fact that your son is not the first child to go missing.”
Jerry Taylor stood up as well, and it was clear that he was as angry as his wife. “Mr. Whelm, we know this town, and we know the Sheriff,” he said. “If Fiona Bright says she is doing everything she can to find Harry, then we believe her. Now, if you don’t mind, I think you’ve upset my wife enough.”
David looked from Jerry to Samantha in utter disbelief, unable to comprehend their ludicrous approach to the situation. He waited a beat, trying to think of what he could say that would change their minds and loosen them up again, but it was apparent that they were far too angry to give him that courtesy. He nodded in defeat and stood up.
“I’m sorry to have wasted your time,” David said, “but keep in mind that, right now, I seem to be the only one in this room who actually cares about what happened to your son.”
“Get out!” Jerry Taylor hissed.
David gave him one last disapproving look before storming out of the house, slamming the door behind him.
Once in his car, he opened his pad and looked at the other three names on his list. There was no guarantee that any of the remaining families would be any different from the Taylors, but that couldn’t stop him now. He was going to keep pushing until someone made a fuss, and then the truth would come out.
David turned the ignition, shifted into reverse and pulled out into the street.



Six Months Ago
 
“Logan Carter was a tough nut. Tougher than anyone I have ever met.
When we had been much younger, before I met your father, Logan Carter was the only person in Melington I would have ever imagined spending the rest of my life with. He was a gentle soul, much like Alan, and he protected his own with the vigor of a lion protecting its pride.
I wasn’t the only one that had a crush on him. Ever since high school, the name Logan Carter was on every girl’s tongue. Who would he take to the prom? What did kissing him feel like? Were his hands as gentle as his tongue? It was silly, but you can imagine the dismay when he ended up marrying Alan’s mother right out of high school.
Logan never left Melington. He was a responsible part of the Council when his father stepped down, and he did more for this town than the entire Council combined. He knew his history, how the mess we were in had started with his ancestors, and he was determined to make things right. He spent his entire life searching for a way to stop Copper once and for all. And to be completely honest, I believed that he might.
It was Logan who came up with the theory that there must be a place Copper kept the children.”
 



Chapter 6
 
Michael Cole hung up the telephone and buried his face in his hands.
It was only a few hours past midday, and he was fighting to keep his eyes open. He was exhausted, but that was nothing compared to the deep feeling of dread that ate at him from the inside.
He had woken up that morning with blood caked to his clothes and his entire body wrecked in pain. For the first time in his life, there were parts of him that ached that he had never thought could feel pain. His muscles were cramped, his neck had stiffened in an agonizing angle, and his head hammered nonstop.
Walking home had been hell. His ankle was of no help, and the excruciatingly long trek had taken even longer to follow back. The scars on his chest, long lines that could have only been caused by a bear or mountain lion, burned bright red and promised an infection that would make his life miserable. His voice was hoarse, and even coughing hurt.
At least you’re safe now.
But he wasn’t, and Michael Cole knew that well. He was far from safe. The hand around his ankle, the arms that had pinned him down, and the rotten breath that had whispered into his ear and had promised hell on earth; those had all been real. Try as he might, he knew that he hadn’t been dreaming. He had tried to convince himself of it, that maybe he had been exhausted and had fallen asleep in the field, but he knew better.
The scars were proof enough.
The rotten stench that lingered in his sinuses was proof enough.
Michael had spent the remainder of the morning under the shower, hot water forcing him to cringe in pain, yet relentless in his quest to scrub away the memories of last night. He had dressed his wounds, quickly brushing away the idea of going to the hospital, and had settled into his father’s home office. The door was locked, the windows open wide, and every light in the house turned on, despite the amount of sunlight coming in through the massive windows.
No darkness. There couldn’t be any darkness.
Michael sifted through the multiple piles of paper on his father’s desk. He hadn’t thought of going through Daniel Cole’s things before, fearing that when his father returned, there would be hell to pay for the trespass. Yet, desperate times called for desperate measures, and whatever had attacked him in that field seemed to mean business.
Bring me the children.
What children? Michael had agreed to something he had no comprehension of, and no idea where to start. What had that thing been talking about? He shuddered at the memory of those arms around him and the wet, raspy voice against his ear. He would have agreed to anything then. He would have agreed to find Mount Olympus if it could stop the nightmare he had been in. Now he was suffering the consequences of that, oblivious to what it was he was supposed to do.
He had to figure it out quickly, though. Something told him that whatever that monster had been, it wouldn’t wait for much longer. Plus, there was no telling how safe he was, even if not in direct vicinity of the rotting maple. Now his father’s warnings all those years ago made sense. Now he understood why the darkness was his enemy, and it confused him even more to why his father had gone to that field on several occasions if he had known what was there.
What was his father’s involvement in all of this?
There was nothing useful in any of Daniel Cole’s files. He knew that it would be impossible to try and go through anything in Town Hall, especially now that he was not the Chairman’s son; there would definitely be restrictions to what he could and could not see. He had tried calling Rachel several times in the past hour, but her secretary had told him that the Chairman was busy and would call him back later.
Michael knew she was brushing him off, but why?
He turned in his seat and switched on his father’s computer, waiting for it to start up as he slowly massaged his temples. Bring the children. What did that even mean?
When the computer asked him for a password, Michael quickly typed in the name of his nieces, the twins his father had been so proud of that he had forgotten all about his own children. The computer accepted the password, and within minutes, Michael was scouring through the various files within. After an hour of searching and coming up with nothing at all, he slammed his hand down on the desk in frustration.
He was getting nowhere.
Michael grabbed the phone, dialed Rachel Adams again, and waited for the secretary to pick up. His eyes absently scanned the shelves of the study, barely making notes of the volumes of books lined behind various picture frames. Suddenly, his eyes stopped at one of them, and he quickly hung up as the Chairman’s secretary answered.
Michael stood up and crossed the study to the shelves, grabbing the frame. In the picture, his father sat behind his desk at Town Hall, and around him stood the other Council members. Daniel Cole was the only one smiling, the rest of the Council visibly uncomfortable, as if they hadn’t wanted to be there in the first place. Michael looked from one member of the Council to the other, all familiar faces from founding families, except for one.
Fiona Bright.
The Sheriff stood to one side, young and ambitious, clad in her deputy uniform as she stared seriously into the camera. Michael remembered that it had been his father who had promoted her after becoming Chairman, but her presence in this particular photograph was strange.
Michael placed the frame back in its place and returned to his father’s desk. Grabbing the old man’s contact book, he quickly searched for Fiona Bright’s private number.
 
***
 
Alan could only see darkness.
He didn’t bother getting up, closing his eyes again, feeling the coldness in the floor reach past his clothes and through his skin, all the way to the bones within. He shivered in the dark, automatically switching to breathing through his mouth instead of his nose. The air was colder this way, but it was infinitely better than the alternative.
Alan waited, knowing that it would only be a matter of time before he woke up to the familiar surroundings of his living room. He had chosen to take a quick afternoon nap in hopes that he could maybe get some uninterrupted sleep without having to spend time in the darkness of this cage. Deborah had still not returned from her meeting with her mother, and he was making absolutely no headway with his research.
A nap had seemed like a good idea. Now, though, he already regretted the decision.
“Alan!”
Alan’s eyes flew open.
“Alan!”
He sat up instantly, his breathing suddenly coming fast and hard. Memories rushed through him, a strong burst of emotions shaking his body. He knew the voice; he knew it well. He had heard it the last time he was here.
Kathrine.
“Alan!”
Alan jumped to his feet, immediately racing forward with arms stretched out. He touched the cold stones of the nearest wall and quickly began feeling his way across them. He could feel his body shaking with excitement, the adrenaline rushing through his veins. He cursed as his hands traced their way across the stones, forgetting that he had already tried this before but to no avail.
But, it had opened before. The last time Kathrine had called for him, it had opened. Alan began to panic, his scurrying now much more frantic as he slammed his fists against the walls, screaming into the darkness. He needed to get out of here, he couldn’t figure out how.
A gentle rumbling began beneath his feet, and Alan gasped in recognition. He knew what was coming, and he quickly pushed up flat against the wall. The vibration crawled up his legs and raced throughout him. Alan closed his eyes as it intensified, and soon the raging roar of the shaking walls and floor hit.
He pressed himself harder against the cold stones, opening his eyes and searching the darkness for any signs of light. This had happened before. He remembered now. The shaking had started and a door had opened. He remembered the sequence clearly now, as if he had experienced it all a few moments before. This was it. This was his way out.
The shaking of the room grew stronger, and something fell beside him and crashed onto the floor, bursting into dust and pebbles that struck at his face. Alan covered his eyes in time, falling into a crouch as he steadied himself. Another crash sounded further away, followed by a third and fourth.
This was taking too long. The last time this had happened, it had lasted mere seconds. This was going on for a lot longer than he remembered.
Alan waited, knowing that the safest place for him now was against the wall. At one point Alan could have sworn he heard something scream above him. It was a loud, screeching sound that pierced the darkness and forced tremors through his body.
Finally, from the corner of his eye, he saw the door open.
The small crack of light seemed to appear out of thin air, and Alan wasted no time. He could now clearly see large chunks of stones falling from the ceiling above and shattering into millions of pieces. He dashed for the door, not waiting for it to open completely, and threw himself against it. His shoulder connected with the hard wood, and he flung himself through the door, rolling into the hallway beyond. The red light pierced his eyes, scorching him, a stark contrast to the darkness he had just been in.
Alan looked up as the door to his room closed, and his eyes quickly took in the familiar corridor. The hall stretched on forever, lined on either side by more doors that looked exactly like his. Alan felt a cold chill race down his spine at the memory of the place, the endlessness of the corridor, the pulsing red light.
“Alan Carter,” a voice said behind him.
Alan turned quickly and instinctively scrambled away before he realized who was talking to him. He calmed down when recognition hit. He gazed upon the woman in the red dress, her black hair tied back and her blue eyes piercing through him.
“You have returned,” the woman said, floating above the floor, her very being pulsing along with the red light around her. “You shouldn’t have.”
Alan was about to reply when he heard his name being called out again. “Kathrine,” he whispered.
The woman in red shook her head. “That is not your sister.” Her voice was hauntingly calm.
Alan looked up at her, then past her down the corridor, hoping to catch any sign of Kathrine.
“You shouldn’t be here, Alan Carter,” the woman said, raising her arms and pointing at the door he had come through. “You escaped once. It will not happen again.”
The door to his room flew open, and from the darkness within he could hear someone calling his name. It was a different voice; not Kathrine’s. Alan looked up at the woman in bewilderment.
“Go!” the woman said, and Alan suddenly felt a strong hand grab him by his arm and pull him into the darkness.
 
***
 
Alan sat up with a start, his eyes open wide as the world around him swam into focus.
He was in his living room, sitting on the couch, and Deborah was holding his hand.
“Dammit, Alan, you scared the hell out of me!”
Alan blinked, trying to regain focus quicker as he gazed around the room, still unable to comprehend how he had been in the red hallway but was now in his living room.
“Where is she?” he stammered.
“Who?” Deborah asked.
“The woman in red,” Alan replied, looking at Deborah. “She knows where Kathrine is. I need to find Kathrine.”
Deborah stared into Alan’s eyes, trying to decide whether he had completely lost his mind or not. Her mother’s words resonated in her mind, and she sighed.
“Alan,” she said, squeezing his hand in hers. “We need to talk.”
 
***
 
Tracy Turk knew that she was not alone in her room.
It was well past her regular bedtime, and although her father had always been strict about what time she had to be in bed, there was never any rule to when she actually slept. She always waited for the lights in the hallway outside to go out, the thin sliver beneath the door letting her know when her father had finally decided to go to sleep himself.
When she was sure he wouldn’t surprise her by walking in unexpectedly, she would roll out of bed, grab one of her many books and dive back under the covers to read. It was never the ideal situation, but with the light coming in from the streetlight, and when she adjusted the angle just right, she could see the pages clearly.
She knew that turning on the lights, even the small bedside lamp, would give her away, and she didn’t want to anger her father. She knew how hard he worked; always coming home tired and drowsy, taking small naps on the couch in front of the TV while she did her puzzles on the coffee table beside him. Still, it was summer after all, and she hated going to sleep early during the vacation.
Reading for an hour or two always excited her, and usually helped her sleep better. The books took her mind off her mother, and the result was usually a dreamless slumber that had her fresh and bouncy in the morning. She had never had any problems sitting up in the dark alone, engrossed in her books, but tonight was different.
Tonight she was not alone.
Tracy couldn’t explain it. It wasn’t an assurance that she could bet money on. Besides, from where she sat, even with the long shadows that the streetlight cast, she obviously couldn’t see anything. It was a feeling, though. Just that. A sinking feeling that made her uneasy.
Someone was in the room with her but she couldn’t see them.
Tracy pulled the covers up tighter around her and tried her best to concentrate on the adventures of Dora, but it was useless. The gnawing at the back of her mind was relentless and would not give up. She couldn’t shake that feeling away, and after a few minutes of forced concentration, she gave up completely and closed her book.
Tracy looked about her room, contemplating crossing to the light switch next to the door and drowning her room in enough of a glow to reassure herself. However, she didn’t want to risk waking her father up.
When the scratching started, though, it was her fear that froze her in her place. Tracy’s eyes darted across the room, trying to figure out where the sound was coming from, but couldn’t quite put her finger on the source. Her first guess was the drawer set that was pushed up against the wall opposite her bed; a gift from her father when she had refused the pink closet he had picked out.
The scratching intensified, and soon enough, Tracy was sure that it wasn’t coming from the drawers after all. She felt a cold chill race through her, and she shivered instinctively as the realization hit her. No, there was nothing behind the drawers.
Whatever was doing that scratching, it was coming from under her bed.
Tracy opened her mouth to call for her father, but quickly decided against it. She had a feeling that if she made any sounds, any sudden movement, whatever was under her bed would get spooked and race away. Then her father would really be angry that she had woken him up for absolutely no reason.
No, she would have to wait for the scratching to end. She would have to close her eyes, clench them tight, and make sure that she was sitting dead center in the bed where she would be safe. She remembered the horror stories friends had told her about; monsters living under your bed, and although she knew that these were stories, it didn’t stop her imagination from flowing.
She would wait. She didn’t have any other choice. She would have to ignore the heavy breathing that now accompanied the scratching. She would have to pretend that the rusty chuckling she was hearing was all in her head; that her imagination was starting to play tricks on her. She would have to keep her eyes closed so she wouldn’t see what was coming out from under her bed, slowly, one hand at a time, calling her name with a raspy, hollow voice that sent shivers down her spine.
Tracy shut her eyes tighter and drew her knees up to her chest, hugging her legs as tears began to flow freely down her face. She was not alone in the room; she knew that for a fact now, because whatever was in there with her, it was standing right next to her bed now. She could smell it; she could hear its breathing and the clicking of its tongue. She kept her eyes closed, knowing that if she opened them, she would be giving her imagination the life it needed to scare her to death.
She would not open her eyes, and as a cold hand wrapped around her ankle and pulled, Tracy Turk screamed.
 
***
 
Fiona climbed into her cruiser, closed the door behind her and sighed heavily as she stared out at the Cole house through the windshield.
She had spent almost three hours with Michael Cole, filling in the blanks, answering questions and doing what his father should have done years ago. Fiona had been impressed with how well he had taken it all, amused by how much like the elder Cole Michael had seemed, staring at her with a serious look and making sure she had left nothing out.
Only after she was done, had he told her about the field and his run-in with Copper Tibet.
Fiona scratched the back of her head, trying to figure out what this sudden change of events meant for the future of the Council; for the future of Melington. She knew Michael would never go up against Rachel Adams and fight for his father’s place on the Council. The boy didn’t have the will for it, let alone the balls. Rachel would eat him alive.
Fiona shook her head in anger. If the blood bindings were to return, if there were any way to save this town from the inevitable disaster it would fall into, she would have to find a way to put Michael Cole at the helm of the Council.
Of course, Michael’s retelling of the cryptic message he had been given, offered a great opportunity, one Fiona knew she could not let slip through her fingers.
Bring me the children.
Copper Tibet wanted the founding family children, and luckily for Fiona, she knew where each one was.
The only question was whether or not Michael Cole would step up to the plate and do what was needed to be done.



Six Months Ago
 
“Daniel Cole and Alan were not the first adults to be attacked by that monster.
Logan’s uncle had met that same fate years before, when the Council had, for the first time, failed to provide Copper with a child.
Logan realized that if the bodies of the adults were still alive and functioning, then the children must be alive as well. All that was important was finding where Copper kept them. Find the children, and we could find Copper.
Logan kept pushing Daniel to take him to where Copper had been executed. The field with that maple tree is now part of the Cole lands, and Logan knew that’s where the blood bindings were done. He believed there was a way to the children through that tree, somehow.
Daniel wouldn’t allow it, though. Copper had such a hold on that man, it was as if he was not only doing the monster’s bidding, but protecting it as well. When Logan threatened to blow the whistle on everything, Daniel went crazy.
It was the first time he had neither asked me nor Doctor Fanning for any blood samples.
Kathrine Carter disappeared the next month, and we all knew why. We all knew what Daniel had done, and the truth of what had happened to that girl horrified us all. We couldn’t believe that Daniel could do such a thing. But, it was clear that we had no idea what that man was capable of.
And unfortunately, it had the desired effect. Logan gave up on Melington, packed up his family and belongings, and left. We never heard from him again, and we truly believed we had seen the last of the Carters in Melington.
Of course, that was until Alan came back.”



Chapter 7
 
Alan Carter sat silently across from Rachel Adams, eyes downcast, his mind racing.
Deborah had told him everything, and he was having a very hard time finding a way to process it all. A part of him wanted to strangle the woman in front of him for what she had done and for everything she had allowed to happen. He couldn’t begin to describe the anger he felt towards the Council, the rage that coursed through him forcing him to clench his fists tight to stop his hands from shaking.
Rachel sat quietly behind her desk, watching Alan as he struggled with his inner conflict. She knew she was stepping on thin thread here, and there was no telling what he would do if she failed to handle the meeting with care.
Rachel looked at her daughter and winced when she saw the look on her face. She could tell it hadn’t been easy for Deborah to talk with Alan and tell him the truth. She highly doubted that Alan’s current calm was any indication to his initial reaction when learning that the Council had been behind his sister’s abduction. The look on Deborah’s face gave it all away, and it was clear that she blamed her mother for everything that was happening to Alan right now.
“I can understand how difficult it was for you to meet with me,” Rachel started, breaking the awkward silence. “I can’t even come close to portraying how difficult this is for me, as well.”
Alan looked up at her, his eyes shooting daggers. “Why?” he asked, his tone dangerously calm. “Was my sister offered up to a monster by a bunch of psychopaths?”
Rachel cringed. She had expected hostility, but she had also secretly hoped they could skip past it and get right down to business. She had obviously been a little too optimistic.
“Alan, you have to understand, this was not something I approved of,” Rachel tried, knowing that whatever she said in terms of the Council’s actions would sound completely absurd at the moment. Still, it had to be said.
“That doesn’t change much, Mrs. Chairman,” Alan replied. “I’m not here to discuss what happened to my sister, although truth be told, I’d like nothing more than to string the whole lot of you up on that same tree and burn you alive. Something tells me that that might satisfy Copper Tibet enough to leave this town’s children alone.”
Rachel could feel Alan’s eyes bore into her, burning a hole through her heart.
“But,” Alan continued, “I promised Deborah I would speak to you about the dreams. So do me a favor and save your sympathy for someone who cares.”
Rachel nodded solemnly, knowing that this was the best she could expect.
“What do you want to know?” Alan asked.
“Everything,” Rachel said.
 
***
 
“The room is dark. It always is.
The first time I was there, it scared the hell out of me. I don’t know whether it was the cold that found a way to dig deep inside me and wrap its cold fingers around my bones, or the stench that forced me to gag every time I drew in a breath. Maybe it was the darkness. Maybe it was a combination of all three.
What I knew for sure was that I was alone in the dark, and it didn’t take me too long to realize that if I stayed there long enough, I’d end up losing my mind completely. I tried to make sense of my surroundings, but obviously that was almost impossible. I felt my way around the room, my hands touching cold stone walls of my cage, and try as I might, I couldn’t seem to find a way out.
I was trapped in there, and that was a horrible realization. It’s like that feeling you get when you know that, despite your best efforts, you were never going to get anywhere. It felt like a hollow nothingness threatening to suck you in forever.
And right when I had thought that there was no escape, the room began to shake. It threw me off my feet, and for an instant I thought the floor itself would give way and I would fall. That scared me even more. I remember pressing against the walls during the entirety of it, because I knew that if I did fall, I would fall forever. I can’t explain it. I guess a part of me, in that instant, believed that the room might have been suspended in nothing but darkness. As if it were a barrier keeping me safe from the darkness surrounding it; a darkness that might well be worse than the one I was currently in.
When the shaking stopped, a door opened. My heart skipped a beat when I first saw the red light pouring in, and for the first time I got a good look at my surroundings. It took me a while, but I finally brought myself to walk out and into a corridor beyond.
That’s when I heard her. Kathrine. My sister. I heard her calling my name, and in that moment, it was the only thing my mind could make any sense of. She was scared, I can tell you that for sure. Her voice shook in fear every time she called out to me, and it reminded me of that same scream I had heard when she had first been taken.
Only, I couldn’t see her. To my left and right, the corridor stretched on for as far as my eye could see, the walls lined by doors similar to my own. But, there was no sight of Kathrine.
I ran. I remember running, trying to reach her, unsure if I was going in the right direction or not, but I didn’t care. All I could think of was finding my sister, and saving her. When I finally did find her, though, standing only yards away from me, I felt that familiar sense of helplessness again. I tried reaching for her, grabbing her hand, but something pulled her back. Something picked her up and drew her away in an instant. I suddenly felt the same sense of grief and loss I had felt back when we were kids, when that hand took her from me.
I don’t know what happened to me at that moment, but I know that I lost it completely. I was furious and enraged, and I screamed bloody murder at not being able to save my sister again. I had been given a chance to make things right, to make up for my helplessness as a child, and I blew it. My sister was gone, again, and it tore me from inside.
That was when the woman in red appeared. She talked to me, told me to get up, that she was waiting for me. I had never seen the woman before, but somehow she seemed familiar. I couldn’t tell you how or why, but she did. A part of me felt like I was supposed to know her, that at some point in my life, our paths had crossed before. But, I couldn’t quite figure it out.
She led me down the corridor, and I followed willingly. For an instant, I had forgotten completely about Kathrine, engrossed by this shade in front of me as she glided down the corridor, her red dress pulsating with the light around her. I had no idea where she was taking me, and when she stopped at one of the hundreds of doors in the corridor, one that looked no different than any of the others, she opened it and I stepped through.
The room I stepped into, though, was nothing like the room I had been in. Actually, it didn’t seem like a room at all. For a second, I believed that I had, in reality, stepped out of a room and into an open field surrounded by woodland and blue skies. It was the strangest thing I have ever experienced, and it sounds even crazier when I tell it out loud. But, there it was, green fields and chirping birds, a whole outdoor world behind a single door.
I wasn’t alone, though. There was a girl there, swinging on a tire hung off a large maple’s branch. I couldn’t tell you what she looked like, because even though I had talked to her, even though she had told me her name and had walked me through the world that was her room, I can hardly remember her. I can remember everything except her, and to this day, I couldn’t tell you why.
All I can remember was her name.
Allison.”
 
***
 
Alan stopped when he saw Rachel’s eyes widen and her mouth drop. “You know who I’m talking about,” he said, a statement rather than a question, as if he already knew her response.
Rachel nodded slowly. “But that can’t be,” she mumbled.
“Jeremiah’s daughter,” Alan confirmed. “I didn’t know it then. I only made the connection when Deborah told me your story.”
Rachel buried her face in her hands, her eyes closed as she tried to stop the world from spinning. “Logan was right,” she said. “My God, Alan, your father was right.”
 
***
 
Stanley Turk was infuriated.
“What do you mean by has she done this before?” he yelled at the officer in front of him. “She’s eight! Eight-year-olds don’t walk out of their homes in the middle of the night!”
Officer Alexandra Bail flinched with every word that came out of Stanley Turk’s mouth, his fury like poison dripping from his tongue.
“Mr. Turk, I’m going to need you to calm down,” she said, a little overwhelmed by the man’s anger. “I understand your concern, but I’m trying to get all the information I can so we can find your daughter.”
“Concern?” Stanley cried out in disbelief. “Concern! This isn’t concern, officer. This is downright distress!”
Alexandra looked around to the other officers for help, but most of them were keeping their distance, only looking at her from the corner of their eyes as they pretended to be doing something else. Times like these, Alexandra really wished the Sheriff was around to take over.
She felt sympathy for the man, though. She had been the first one on the scene when the 911 call had come in, and after going over the details with the man, Alexandra was finding it very difficult to make any sense of the situation.
According to the father, he had been awakened by his daughter’s screams well after midnight. By the time he had barged into her room, the girl was gone. The windows were latched closed, there were no signs of a struggle, and everything in the room seemed to be perfectly in place. It was as if she had vanished.
After hours of questioning the neighbors and trying to find any clues as to what had happened to Tracy Turk, Alexandra was nowhere closer to a logical explanation.
“This is ridiculous!” Stanley Turk yelled, his voice booming in the station. “My daughter’s been kidnapped, and all you can do is ask me if she has done this before?”
“Mr. Turk, there is no evidence that your daughter’s been taken against her will,” Alexandra started. “None of the neighbors have heard any screaming. All I have to work on is your story, and frankly, a lot of things don’t add up.”
Stanley slammed his hand down on Alexandra’s desk. “My daughter’s been kidnapped!”
Alexandra drew in a deep breath. “Your daughter’s missing,” she said firmly. “For now, all we can do is look for her. Other than that, I’m going to need you to go back home in case she returns.”
Stanley Turk’s nostrils flared as he scowled at Alexandra, his eyes bloodshot. She gazed at him steadily, trying her best not to give away how anxious he was making her feel and contemplating whether or not he was going to do something stupid. She braced herself, ready to book him if the need arose, while silently praying he would calm down.
Stanley Turk looked around the station at the other officers, realizing that he was now the center of attention. He noticed how some had decided that their involvement might be necessary after all and had already moved in closer to the action. If he wasn’t going to calm down, it was obvious they were going to force him to.
“Mr. Turk?”
Stanley looked at the officer, his hands still clenching the edge of her desk hard enough for his knuckles to turn white. He closed his eyes, took a deep breath, and sat back in his chair.
“Mr. Turk, go home,” Alexandra said. “I assure you, we will do everything we can to find your daughter. Right now, I need to be sure that if Tracy does come home, there will be someone there waiting for her.”
Stanley gazed at her for a few seconds, unsure as to how he was supposed to react, the only thought on his mind the fact that his little daughter was gone and he was helpless to do anything about it. He could feel his eyes water, and unwilling to give the officers the satisfaction of seeing him break down, he stood up quickly and walked away.
Alexandra watched him leave, letting out the breath she had been holding in, one long sigh. She shook her head in dismay and turned to her notes. The Sheriff was not going to be happy about this.
 
***
 
“There has to be a way in.”
Alan watched Rachel Adams pace her office, the older woman lost in deep thought as she mumbled to herself. It was clear that, like Alan, she believed there was more to his dreams than a simple play of the subconscious, and that his encounter with Copper Tibet definitely had something to do with it.
“That corridor you were talking about,” Rachel mumbled. “Those doors. That must be where he’s keeping them.”
“Keeping who?” Deborah asked. She was looking back and forth between Alan and her mother, feeling like she was being left out of what was happening.
Rachel stopped and frowned. “The children,” Rachel said, as if her daughter shouldn’t have needed an explanation. “Who else?”
“Wait a minute,” Deborah’s eyes went wide. “You don’t actually believe this, do you?”
“Of course I do,” Rachel said. “I should have believed it the minute Logan Carter had suggested it. It makes perfect sense.”
“It’s a dream, mother!” Deborah cried out.
“You heard him,” Rachel said. “How would he have known Allison’s name? How do you explain him seeing his sister?”
“Mother, this is absurd.”
“And Daniel Cole? How about him?” Rachel asked. “This is not a coincidence –”
“Stop!”
Rachel flinched at her daughter’s sudden outburst. She looked at Alan and could see the same confusion mirrored on his own face at Deborah’s reaction.
“Deb –”
“Stop!” Deborah said. “This is too much. Can’t you see what it’s doing to him?”
Alan frowned. “Debbie, what are you talking about?”
“Oh, shut up, Alan,” Deborah interrupted. “You might not see it, but I do. I’ve lived with this for six months, and if I’m the only sane person in this room, then so be it. The two of you are chasing ghosts.”
“How could you say that?” Rachel asked in disbelief. “You saw the monster for yourself. You know Copper Tibet is real.”
Deborah shook her quickly. “I’m not talking about that thing,” she said. “I’m never going to forget that. I’m talking about the hope you’re giving Alan that his sister might still be alive. He might not see what you’re doing, but I can. Do you honestly believe I don’t see how you’re trying to remove any responsibility you have for his sister’s disappearance?”
Rachel stared at her daughter. “How dare you?” she whispered. “Everything I’ve been doing to this very moment is to find a way to stop that monster from ever terrorizing another child, and you dare question my intentions?”
“I do,” Deborah countered, “because I know the truth about you, mother. I know that all the Council cares about is itself. I know you would do anything to bury your sins and make it seem like you are the hero. I don’t buy your fake intentions for a minute!”
Rachel felt her daughter’s words sink into her like a knife, slow and painful, and she responded in the only way she knew how. The slap echoed through her office, and when Deborah’s head snapped back, the look in her eyes said it all. With one rash reaction, Rachel Adams had lost her daughter forever.
Deborah stood up without a word, glaring at her mother as she brushed past her and stormed out of the office. Alan got up to follow her, but stopped when Rachel grabbed his arm.
“Find that corridor, Alan,” she said, looking him straight in the eyes. “There’s a way out of there, a way that we can stop this once and for all, and you’re the only one who can do it.”
Rachel let go of Alan’s arm and watched him walk out after Deborah. As the office door closed behind him, she fell to her knees and wept.



Six Months Ago
 
“I don’t know what’s going to become of us.
I have no idea how we’re going to move forward from here on out. It’s hard to tell what the consequences of Alan’s actions will be. He denied Copper a child that was rightfully his, according to a century old agreement. Now, Copper is free of his binding, and it’s impossible to know what will happen now.
What I can definitely assure you is that there will be a lot of changes around here. I still need to meet with Daniel, but I doubt I’m going to have to wait for very long. He’ll probably call us all in for a meeting anyway.
There’s going to be talk about the blood bindings, but this time, I have a say in it. I promise you, Debbie, I won’t let this happen again. As long as I am still breathing, I will not allow Daniel Cole to strike another deal with that monster.
You have my word.”
 



Chapter 8
 
Michael Cole adjusted his rearview mirror and looked at the sleeping four year-old in his backseat. The child was completely out, obviously exhausted from the long ride back. Although the four year old did spend most of it awake, excited that Michael was taking him back to Melington to see his grandfather.
Michael looked at himself in the mirror, unable to recognize the man that stared back at him. This wasn’t him. He had always believed he was capable of many things, but kidnapping was not one of them.
And that wasn’t even the hardest part.
He looked at the little boy again and felt his stomach turn. He wasn’t going to be able to do this. He had called Fiona from the road and had updated her on everything, and he had been quite surprised at how excited the Sheriff had been. He found it hard to believe that the one person upholding the law in his town was the same one encouraging him to commit a crime.
Michael lowered his head and bumped it against the steering wheel a couple of times. This wasn’t right. He could stop this now, turn around and drive the boy back, somehow explain to his parents what he had done and why. They were a founding family; they would understand. He didn’t have to do this.
Only he did, and the memory of those hands scratching against his chest and the rotten breath of death against his ear, were enough to seal the deal. Fiona had said there was no other way, and he believed her. There was no telling what would happen if he didn’t go through with their plan.
Michael took in a deep breath and let it out in a long sigh, clenching the steering wheel as he readied himself for what he had to do next. He opened his door, stepped out of the car, and moved to the backseat to scoop the sleeping child in his arms. The boy moaned, his eyes half opening as the sudden movement threatened to wake him up. Michael stood completely still and waited for the child’s eyes to close again, the boy’s breathing heavy as he returned to his dreams.
You can’t do this.
But he had to. There was no turning back now.
Michael made his way around the house, careful to watch his steps as he moved, unwilling to let anything hinder his path or wake the child in his arms. As long as the boy was asleep, this would be easier. With his mind already in doubt, Michael didn’t need any other reason to hesitate.
The path was easier to find this time, Michael gently making his way through the foliage and onto the long trek. His ankle had healed, but there was still a visible limp in his gait, and with a child in his arms, the walk was difficult. He contemplated stopping once or twice, but pushed himself forward, knowing that if he did stop, he wouldn’t be able to go through with this.
He wondered what his father would think of him now. The old man would probably be proud, in his own sick way, his only son taking on the responsibility that came with being a Cole. Fiona had told him about the blood bindings, and although Michael had spent hours going through his father’s things, there was no indication as to how the bindings were done. If the Sheriff knew anything about them, she was keeping it to herself.
Michael had to admit that Fiona Bright scared him. She had seemed incredibly calm when telling him about what the Council was doing right underneath the townspeople’s noses. She had even explained her part in everything with pride, as if she were an integral part in some heroic quest to save everyone’s souls.
Michael knew differently. There was something sinister in that woman’s eyes, something that made him very uncomfortable. She oozed ambition, and he knew first hand through his father what ambition could lead to. He was being manipulated; he wasn’t a fool, he knew what she was doing, but he failed to see any other solution to his problem. Copper Tibet had chosen him, and if he didn’t deliver, the monster would definitely be back.
The path opened into the familiar field, the chill of the wind against him causing goose bumps to break out all over his arms. The child shuddered in his arms, and Michael held him closer. Michael gazed at the rotting maple, its disfigured bark and branches an unwelcoming silhouette in the darkness surrounding it.
Michael hesitated. He could turn around. He could leave this place and everything that came with it, give up on the house and the field and the business. He could leave, run away like most of the founding families had. He didn’t owe anything to anyone. This wasn’t his burden to bear, and it definitely wasn’t his fight.
Something shifted in the darkness below the tree, and Michael felt his entire body go numb, his knees almost buckling and threatening to bring him to the ground. It was a quick movement, hardly noticeable if he hadn’t been staring directly at it. It could have easily passed for a trick of the mind. But, it was enough.
He couldn’t run. No matter where he went, the monster would follow. It would haunt him forever until he brought what it desired. He knew this for certain, as sure as he knew that Fiona Bright would have him killed before letting him disappear. No, there was no running from this. His fate had been sealed, and with it the fate of every founding family child until the blood bindings returned.
Michael took a deep breath, steadied himself and moved forward. He quickly crossed the open space between the tree line and the grotesquely twisted maple, resolute in getting this over with so he could hurry back. He stood a few feet away from the tree, praying that nothing would grab him again, hoping that since he had brought the child, he would be spared another night of horror. He bent down on one knee, lowered the sleeping boy carefully near the tree’s trunk and stood up again.
Michael stepped back, his eyes fixated on the sleeping child, hoping that he wouldn’t decide to suddenly wake up and make this harder than it needed to be. When he was sure that wouldn’t happen, Michael turned and began to walk away. He didn’t need to be here for whatever was going to happen next. For the sake of his sanity, he needed to be as far away as possible.
Michael had only gotten a few feet away when he heard the earth behind him shift, a soft sound that would have easily gone unnoticed in the wind if Michael had not heard it before and known it well. He stopped, frozen in his place as he listened to the shifting behind him, and suddenly his nostrils filled with the recognizable stench of rot and decay. He could hear the sleeping child groan in discomfort at being disturbed. Michael immediately raced back to the tree line, pushing himself forward as he tried to hurry away.
“Michael?”
Michael felt his heart drop at the sound of the boy’s tired voice calling for him, but he forced himself forward, unable to look back. A raspy chuckling followed, and when the boy’s screaming erupted into the night, Michael covered his ears and ran.
 
***
 
“A scotch, double.”
David Whelm looked up from the notes he was scribbling at the man who had pushed up onto the bar stool a few feet away. The day had started off slow, and David was beginning to get extremely frustrated with the progress he was making. So far, every missing child’s family he had visited had responded in the same way; they trusted the Melington Police to find their children.
It confused the hell out of David, and he even wondered if maybe these idiots deserved to have their kids taken.
The bartender poured the scotch and handed it to the man across the bar. “Not used to you coming in this early, Stanley.”
Stanley Turk shrugged, his face in a deep scowl, his eyes red from lack of sleep. “Couldn’t stand being at home any longer.”
“Still no news?”
Stanley shook his head. “I passed by the station today and got the same replies. It’s like they’re not even trying.”
“The Sheriff’s a good woman,” the bartender said. “If she says they’re looking for Tracy, then they’re doing just that.”
David felt his stomach turn and clenched his own glass tighter, fighting the urge to throw it at the bartender’s head. Still, he wasn’t the kind of guy who let an opportunity like this slip by. Closing his pad and tossing his pen aside, he got off his stool and made his way to Stanley Turk.
“I’ve got this one,” he gestured to the bartender.
Stanley looked up from his drink, skeptically taking David in before deciding that it wasn’t worth the mental power. “Thanks,” he mumbled, sipping at his drink and looking away.
David held out his hand. “I’m David Whelm,” he introduced himself. “I work with the New York Bulletin.”
Stanley ignored the hand and continued drinking.
“I couldn’t help but overhear what you said,” David continued, sitting on the stool adjacent to Stanley’s. “If you don’t mind my asking, but who are the police looking for?”
Stanley glanced at Whelm quickly before looking away again. “Listen, man, no offence, but I’m not very fond of reporters.”
David flashed the man a smile, already mentally preparing his next few responses to the set of rejections that usually came up when people knew what he did for a living.
“I feel you,” David said. “It’s intimidating, I know.”
“You feel me?” Stanley asked, looking at the bartender in confusion as the burly man smiled at him. “You said you’re from New York?”
“Right,” David nodded.
“Must have changed a lot since I was last there.”
David chuckled, a forced laugh he knew would have the desired effect of making him appear harmless. He had learned from experience that when the people he talked to thought he was a complete idiot, they were a lot more willing to talk to him.
“Not as much as Melington has,” David said. “A lot’s been going on here, or so they say.”
The bartender shook his head, already bored by David, and walked away.
Stanley eyed David for a moment, trying to discern whether the man really was an imbecile or a morning drinker with one too many drinks in his system. “Yeah? And what do they say?”
“The town’s growing, bringing in new business, and with a lot of new faces,” David smiled, already sensing that the man was loosening up. “You’re not from here, are you?”
“What makes you say that?”
David shrugged. “I could sense these things,” he said. “You have that city man air about you. Never would have pegged you for a townie.”
Stanley took a sip from his drink and sniffed. “Boston,” he replied. “Born and raised.”
“Ah, see!” David smacked his leg. “I knew it. It oozes out of you.”
Stanley frowned at David and shook his head in wonder. “Buddy, I don’t know what your deal is, and it’s really generous of you to buy me the drink, but I’d rather enjoy this by myself.”
David raised his hands in mock surrender and chuckled. “Sure, sure, no sweat,” he said. “I thought maybe you could use an ear to listen to your problems.”
“What do you know about my problems?”
David looked over his shoulder at the bartender, making sure the burly man was busy refilling the bar, and turned his attention back to Stanley. “I know, for instance, that there’s a whole string of missing children reports in this town,” he whispered, leaning in. “I also know the police are doing very little about it.”
That seemed to get Stanley Turk’s attention, and David smiled to himself as the man’s eyes grew wide.
“You’re right,” David pressed, sinking his hook in deeper, “I don’t know about your problems, but I’m assuming you’re a new victim to these ‘missing children’, and I can definitely bet that the Sheriff is going to do nothing more than what she’s been doing for all the other families. All the woman has are fake assurances and false promises. Not a single child has been found until now.”
Stanley could feel his teeth clench, and he squinted at the man in front of him, unsure whether to believe him or punch him. If this was some sort of joke, a way to get a story out of Tracy’s disappearance, then Stanley had a few ideas about what he was going to do to the man’s face. However, it wasn’t like what he was saying couldn’t be confirmed, and Stanley already had a feeling that the police weren’t taking Tracy’s disappearance seriously.
“Those are some serious allegations, buddy,” Stanley said, lowering his own voice as David looked over his shoulder again. “You got anything to back all that up.”
David’s smile widened. “You give me ten minutes of your time, buddy, and I’ll show you everything.”
 
***
 
“I don’t believe this!”
Alan watched Deborah storm back and forth in the living room, her face red in anger as her eyes gazed menacingly at him. He had spent the night at his computer, busying himself with research that he knew would be fruitless as an excuse to stay awake. Now he was exhausted and dying for sleep, hoping that the all-nighter would give him ample time in his dreams to find out anything to support what Rachel Adams had said.
“Are you out of your mind?” Deborah hissed. “This is the most absurd thing I have ever heard. I can’t believe you’re actually giving into her lies.”
“We don’t actually know how much of what she was saying is true,” Alan argued. “I only know what I see every time I fall asleep, and if there’s any truth behind what your mother’s saying, then don’t you think we should at least try to find out?”
“She’s lying, Alan!” Deborah threw her arms up in frustration. “She’s been lying this whole time. This is lousy trick to send us down a wild goose chase. Don’t you see that?”
“I’m not saying she’s a saint,” Alan said. “I just don’t see the harm in investigating her theory. Actually, my father’s theory.”
Deborah stood in front of him and folded her arms across her chest. “And how do we know it’s your father’s theory?”
“What do you mean?”
“Why are you so eager to believe her when there’s nothing to support anything she’s said other than her word?” Deborah asked. “Has your father ever shared this theory with you?”
“My father rarely said anything at all,” Alan replied.
Deborah could see the pain on his face at the mention of Logan Carter, and she instantly felt a pang of regret. She sighed, forcing herself to calm down, and sat down on her knees in front of him.
“Listen to me, Alan,” she said, holding his hands and squeezing. “All we know is what my mother’s told us, and what we’ve seen for ourselves. There’s a monster out there, and the Council has been feeding it children to keep it happy. The Council is selfish and disgusting and is only looking out for its best interests. My mother is not exempted from their crimes.”
Alan looked Deborah in the eye. “I’m not saying I forgive her,” he said.
“Then why are you so willing to believe her?”
“Because of Kathrine,” Alan blurted. “Don’t you get it, Debbie? If there’s even a chance this theory’s true, that my sister may actually still be alive, then I need to do everything I can to find her.”
Deborah’s head sank. “Alan, it’s your subconscious,” she whispered. “You have to stop blaming yourself for her death. You know she was offered. There was nothing you could do to stop it.”
“I know,” Alan replied, lifting Deborah’s head up so he was looking directly at her, “but it’s not that easy. You weren’t there, Debbie. You didn’t see the way she looked at me when that monster pulled her away, the way she screamed my name and begged for my help.” Alan could see the tears well up in Deborah’s eyes. “It was my job to protect her, and if she’s in that corridor somewhere, if there really is a way to get her back from wherever Copper Tibet’s taken her, then I’m going to do everything I can to see it through. Do you understand?”
A tear raced down Deborah’s cheek, and she quickly brushed it away. He was right in more ways than one, and she knew that if she were in his place, she would have probably done the same. Still, she couldn’t shake the feeling of dread that lingered within her every time she thought of him going to sleep.
“What if you don’t wake up?” she asked, finally voicing her concern.
Alan smiled. “I thought you didn’t believe in any of this.”
“I’m serious, Alan,” Deborah said. “Let’s say it’s true, and that this corridor you go to every time you sleep actually exists somewhere. What happens if you don’t wake up? I don’t want to lose you again.”
Alan pulled her closer and hugged her, pressing her warm body to his. “Then I’m going to have to make sure you’re there to do that for me.”
Deborah wrapped her arms around Alan’s neck and squeezed.
 
***
 
“You shouldn’t be here.”
Alan opened his eyes to the pulsing red light and the endless corridor of closed doors. The woman in red stood tall before him, gazing down in disapproval with a stern frown that made him feel small.
“I’m here for my sister,” Alan whispered.
The woman’s lips curled upwards into a smile that seemed more manic than friendly. “Then you’re here to stay.”



Six Months Ago
 
Deborah waited for her mother to leave before finally getting up from her seat and walking out of the hospital room. The building was quiet this time of the night, and she pulled her coat tighter around her body as a chill raced through her.
Her mother’s words raced through her mind and the story was almost too ludicrous to believe. All she knew for certain was what she had seen, and that was enough to keep her awake for weeks. She knew she couldn’t go home; not now. The doctors had no idea when Alan would wake up, or if he would wake up at all. She didn’t believe it, refused to, and knew that it would only be a matter of time.
She walked down the hospital corridor to the vending machine a few doors away. The nurse’s station was empty, and even though Deborah was tempted to ring them so she could be sure she wasn’t completely alone, she decided against it.
The fluorescents above her flickered for the briefest of instances, and something other than the familiar smell of detergent seeped into her nose. She frowned at the strange smell, as if something had been forgotten and had begun to rot, and decided that there was probably nothing to it.
She dropped a coin into the vending machine, pressed the numbers on the dial and waited as the mechanic coil turned and pushed a bag of peanuts forward. She bent down to get her snack, and when a hand touched her back, she jumped back with a scream.
Her eyes darted back and forth across the empty corridor, her breathing intensifying and her heart racing in her chest. She felt a chill race down her spine, and without a second of hesitation, raced back to Alan’s room, leaving the bag of peanuts behind.
 



Chapter 9
 
Alan ran.
He had never run this fast before, never this aimlessly, but then again, he didn’t really have any choice as to where he could go. The doors to his sides flashed past him, his feet pounding against the corridor as the red light seemed to wrap him in. He could hear the woman in red behind, the fluttering of her dress like a soft wind as she chased him.
Alan didn’t dare look back.
This was a mistake. This was a horrible, horrible mistake.
Alan had no idea what he was going to do, only that he could not stop. He had no idea how long he had been running, but he knew if the woman were to catch up with him, it would mean the end. Just now, he wished he had listened to Deborah, every inch of him praying for her to sense his trouble and force him awake.
There’s no way out.
The assertion threatened to drive him mad. If there was a way out of here, it would be behind one of these doors, and he would need much more time to go through them, let alone find out how to open them in the first place. He couldn’t do that if every time he woke up here, he was either locked in the darkness of his own cell or face to face with the woman in red.
There had to be another way. He had escaped here before. He had to remember how, and he wouldn’t be able to do that as long as he was running.
A gentle rumbling started to sound around him, and for a split second, Alan could almost feel the ground below him vibrate. He pressed on, attributing the notion to the fact that he was probably getting tired. The rumbling intensified, though, and soon enough, the vibrations grew from soft shudders to an intense shaking. Alan tried to keep his balance in the chaos and was suddenly flung against the wall, his head slamming against the cold surface as the world around him spun in and out of focus.
He pushed away, his head throbbing as he staggered and tried to run again. Hands grabbed him by the collar and stopped him, slamming him against the wall again as large chunks of stones fell from the ceiling and crashed in the place he had occupied. The woman in red stared directly at him, her eyes blazing in fury.
“He’s back!” she hissed at him. “Now you will never find your sister.”
Alan tried to break free of the vice-like grip, but the woman only slammed him against the wall again, harder this time and enough to make his teeth rattle. He gripped her arms, using every ounce of strength inside him to pull her hands away, but it was like trying to move a wall. Her grip was strong, her arms as stiff as stone, and she was not going to let go.
“You fool!” the woman screamed, her face suddenly changing, grotesquely twisting and turning with the pulsing light around her as the corridor shook uncontrollably. “You could have ended this! You could have saved them all!”
Alan felt his feet leave the ground, the woman lifting him up with ease before flinging him across the corridor and against the opposite wall. He fell down in a heap, the taste of blood in his mouth as he desperately tried to stay out of the way of the falling stones. He looked up at the woman as she floated towards him, her hands reaching out to grab him again as her face cracked and began to fall apart. Alan stared in horror at what looked out at him from behind the pieces.
“You will die here, Alan Carter!” the woman screamed, her voice a screeching sound that pierced his ears and echoed in his head. Alan pressed his hands against his temples, trying to shut out the sound of her screaming, desperately scurrying away from her reach.
Something opened behind him, and before he knew what was happening, a hand grabbed him by the nape of his shirt and pulled him back and away. Alan kicked out as he felt the woman’s claws grab his ankles, trying to stop his escape, but she was too late as his invisible savior pulled him into a room and slammed the door shut.
There was no shaking here, no falling stones, no rumbling. Only silence, and a dim bright glow of fluorescent lights that were a calming contrast from the horrors outside. Alan lay back, panting, and closed his eyes as he tried to calm the shaking of his body. He didn’t know where he was, but for now, he felt like he could relax.
“I was wondering how long it would take you to get here, Carter.”
Alan recognized the voice instantly. His eyes snapped open, the world around him slowly coming back to focus, and stared directly into the face of the man who had saved his life.
Daniel Cole smiled down at him. “Welcome to hell.”
 
***
 
Fiona Bright knew something was terribly wrong the minute her deputy stormed into the station and made a bee line for her office. His face gave him away before he even opened his mouth, and Fiona felt every muscle in her body tense with anticipation.
“You have to see this,” the deputy said, closing the office door behind him and instantly taking control of the computer on her desk.
She watched him open a browser and quickly type in the URL, YouTube’s homepage quickly filling her screen as he continued typing in the search bar. She felt something turn in the pit of her stomach, already dreading what she would see. If it had gotten her deputy this worked up, then it would definitely be a disaster.
Fiona instantly recognized Stanley Turk’s face on the thumbnail of the video her deputy clicked on, and as the video loaded, she immediately recognized the look on his face.
“My name is Stanley Turk, and I am making this video in response to the ineptitude of the Melington Police in finding the man or woman who kidnapped my daughter.”
Fiona froze in her seat, her heart pounding like a jackhammer in her chest as she watched. She noticed how her deputy stared at her, waiting to see her reaction, the scowl on his face mirroring the fury that was slowly building up inside her.
“This is not the first case that the Melington Police, led by Sheriff Fiona Bright, has ignored. There have been many cases of missing children in the past six months that have gone unsolved, and several others that have been mysteriously covered up in the past years as well.”
Fiona paused the video and stared at her deputy angrily. “Where the hell is he?”
The deputy stepped back and shook his head in frustration. “At home? I don’t know. I came to you as soon as my sister sent me the link. It’s gotten over a thousand views already, Sheriff.”
Fiona stared at the face of Stanley Turk, fuming as she tried to figure out her next move. She had to get this video pulled, but there was no telling how many questions that would bring up. She cursed Rachel Adams for letting things go this far. Things had been a lot simpler with the blood bindings; it was much easier to tie up loose ends.
“Who’s handling Stanley Turk’s case?” she asked, drumming her fingers on her desk.
“Alexandra Bail.”
“Call her in here.”
The deputy started to leave, then stopped and turned back to Fiona. “How did he even get this information?” he asked.
Fiona Bright’s entire body shook in frustration. She knew exactly who was behind all this.
 
***
 
David Whelm hung up his phone, tossed it on his motel bed and punched the air in victory. He had his story, and oh, what a story it was going to be.
Stanley Turk’s video was spreading like wildfire, and not even twenty-four hours had passed since they had uploaded it.
“God bless social media!” he cried out to the empty room.
He had called his contacts in New York the second Stanley’s video was live, and soon enough, Twitter, Facebook and every other sharing platform he could think of was spreading the news. He could always count on word of mouth when it came to missing children and police corruption; and Stanley Turk’s video was juicy enough to feed the minds of every conspiracy theorist and nut job out there.
As soon as word spread throughout the town, he was already getting calls from the other families. His plan had worked. All they needed was a familiar face to tell them the same thing he had, and who better than a single father whose daughter’s disappearance was being ignored by the local authorities? Stanley Turk was drawing them in like moths to a flame, and all David had to do was stick around and make sure he recorded the show.
This was turning out much better than he had hoped. Melington was going to give him the story of his career.
 
***
 
Alan knew where he was.
He recognized the porcelain floors, the clean, bleach-white walls, and of course the nurse’s station where Daniel Cole was now leaning on the counter with a smile. Even the smell of it was the same; the disinfectant, a strong, lingering smell that masked the other subtle scents he knew existed.
He was in Melington Hospital, or at least a close mirror of it. There were subtle clues that made it different; how the floors slanted in areas where they shouldn’t, how portraits of Daniel Cole hung on the occasional wall, and how the fluorescent light around him seemed to be emanating from the walls themselves instead of any discernable light source.
This was Daniel Cole’s room, but for the life of him, Alan had no idea why it looked like this.
“It’s not a choice, Carter,” Daniel said, as if reading Alan’s mind. “I mean, sure, we get to do our own decorating here and there, but we don’t choose where we spend eternity.”
Alan looked at the elder Cole in disbelief. The man looked pretty much the same as he had when they had last crossed paths, but there was something about him decisively different. The superiority and overconfidence he remembered were now replaced with a blasé, laid back attitude that was a lot more alarming than what Alan was used to.
Daniel Cole laughed. “Don’t worry, I get it. It took me a while to get used to it too. Once you get the hang of how things work around here, you really start to have fun.” Daniel leaned in closer as if he were about to share a secret. “Did you know that the nurses have a running bet on how long patients have stayed? It’s really entertaining, especially when one of them tampers with the medication so she could win the bet.”
Alan frowned in confusion. For all he could see, they were the only two people around.
“That’s because we’re in the middle of limbo right now, Carter,” Daniel said.
Alan frowned.
“Oh yeah, sure,” Daniel chuckled. “I can read every thought going through that thick skull of yours. For example, I know that you’d like nothing more than to grab me by the throat and strangle me for what I did to your family.”
“You don’t need to read my mind to know that,” Alan said.
Daniel laughed and slapped the counter top. “No, I guess not,” he said. “I wouldn’t blame you, either. That was kind of cold of me.”
Alan balled his fists and fought back the urge to act upon his feelings.
“Tough guy, huh?” Daniel smiled. “Relax, Carter. Even if you wanted to hurt me, you couldn’t. You’re in my room now. You play by my rules.”
Alan jumped to his feet, and as soon as he took a step towards Cole, a sudden piercing pain raced through his body, forcing him to his knees. Never in his life had he felt such agony, the veins in his head threatening to burst with the pressure building up there, every muscle in his body suddenly tensed and cramped as his bones bent in impossible angles. It was as if someone had grabbed him and decided to twist and turn him until he could feel every bone in his body break.
Then it was gone. Alan gasped for air, trying to steady the shaking of his body.
“See, my rules,” Daniel Cole said.
Alan lay completely still, waiting for his breathing to return to normal and the pain of his beating heart to subside.
“Oh, get up already,” Daniel said. “You’re even more pathetic than I thought.”
Alan pushed himself to sitting position, leaning his back against the wall and staring at Cole with daggers.
“Now,” Daniel said cheerfully, pulling a chair from the nurse’s station and sitting himself in front of Alan, “let’s discuss why you’re here.”
Alan hesitated.
“Oh, come on, we both know it’s not a coincidence that you’re out in the corridor,” Daniel said. “I do applaud your guts, though. No one has ever done that since I came here, and I keep my eyes and ears open.” He squinted at Alan. “What’s driving you forward, Carter?”
“Kathrine,” Alan replied.
Daniel smiled. “That’s more like it. Now, we can have a mature conversation.” Daniel crossed his legs and folded his arms behind his head. “So, you’re looking for your sister, are you? I’m surprised you haven’t found her yet. Then again, there are quite a lot of doors. Even if most of them are empty, that’s still a lot of searching.”
Alan didn’t reply.
“My question is this,” Daniel said, leaning forward. “What are you going to do when you find her? Share a room? Pretend like nothing ever happened? You do know she’s probably still a child, right?”
“I’m going to take her home,” Alan replied.
Daniel laughed, a hearty, incredibly annoying laugh. “Take her home!” he cried out. “Carter, I pulled you out from that woman’s grasp. She would have torn your soul apart.”
Alan shook his head. “I’ve done it before,” he said. “I only need to find the right room.”
Daniel stared at Alan for a few seconds, his eyes narrow slits as he cocked his head to a side. “Did what before?”
A realization suddenly hit Alan. The man didn’t know there was a way out.
Alan almost laughed. There he was, great Daniel Cole all cheerful and merry, thinking he had this place figured out, and he had no idea there was a possibility of leaving.
“Answer my question, Carter,” Daniel said through clenched teeth, his prior mood darkening. “What do you mean by, you did it before?”
“You don’t know, do you?”
“Know what?”
“I escaped, Cole,” Alan said, smiling as he watched his words sink in. “I left this place months ago. I made it out of here.”
Daniel’s eyes grew wide, his face completely white as he shook his head. “Impossible,” he whispered. “There’s no way.”
“There is,” Alan confirmed.
Daniel jumped from his seat and slid down on his knees in front of Alan, grabbing him by the neck and squeezing hard. “I’ve been in this hellhole for six years, Carter. Six years! I’ve never found a way out!”
Alan kicked out at Cole, trying to break free of the grip on his neck, but the man would not budge. “It’s been six months, Cole. You’ve been here for six months!”
Daniel suddenly let go of Alan’s neck and sat back, his eyes wide as he searched Alan’s face for any sign of deceit. Alan simply stared at him, massaging his neck.
“Six months?” Daniel stammered.
Alan nodded. Apparently, time had a different pace here.
Daniel Cole ran a hand through his white hair and scratched the back of his head, contemplating the new information he was hearing.
“How did you even do it, Carter?”
“A girl,” Alan answered. “There was a girl, and she showed me a door. Or at least I think she did. I can’t remember.”
“What girl?”
“Allison Carter.”
Daniel nodded. “Of course,” he whispered, smiling to himself. “How did I never think of that? It had to be Allison.”
“How so?”
Daniel sighed as he pushed himself slowly to his feet and slumped down into his chair. “She was the first,” he said. “The first child Copper had brought here. It’s understandable; if this place had a back door, it would be in Allison Carter’s room.”
“Do you know how to find it?” Alan asked.
Daniel finally looked up at him, and now Alan could see the age had crept back into his face. His lines were deeper, his eyes sunken, and he looked like a man that carried the weight of the world on his shoulders.
“Rachel Adams told you, didn’t she?” Daniel asked. “She filled you in on everything.”
Alan nodded.
“You freed him, you know?” Daniel said. “Copper was bound by blood until you denied him. Now he’s hauling children in by the bucket load. I controlled him. I had him on a leash.”
“Forgive me if I don’t empathize with the man who offered my sister to that monster.”
“Oh, drop it already,” Daniel hissed. “None of this would have happened if it weren’t for your family. None of us would be in this position. My ancestors just pulled the trigger. It was the Carters that brought hell upon this town.”
“It was the Council,” Alan shot back. “Don’t blame this on my family.”
“If Abigail Carter hadn’t framed Copper for her daughter’s disappearance, no one would have burned that man alive!”
Alan frowned in confusion, hearing this for the first time.
“Of course you didn’t know,” Daniel said. “You learn things when you’re stuck in this place, things you wish you had never known. Copper never kidnapped those children. That woman out there, the woman in red? She’s the one who should have been hanged. And you want to know the funny thing? Jeremiah Carter had actually investigated her. He was so caught up in his own theory, had convinced his wife of it even, and he completely looked past it.”
Alan pushed himself to his feet, angered that Daniel was trying to throw blame on his family for the mess he knew the entire town was responsible for.
“Copper took Allison first, of course, along with her kidnapper,” Daniel said. “There was a boy, too, but he was dead by the time Copper was coming for the children of Melington.” Daniel leaned forward and pointed a shaking finger at Alan. “Your family started this, and I hope every last one of you burns in hell for it. I’m happy I offered your sister in the blood binding. I’d do it again if I had the chance!”
Alan rushed at him, a surprise lunge that didn’t give Cole any chance to react. The punch echoed in the empty hospital hall, and Daniel crashed to the ground in a heap. Alan dove for him, grabbing him by the collar and raising his fist to land another blow when the door behind him suddenly flew open.
Alan felt hands grab him by the shoulders and pull hard, and before he knew what was happening, he was flying out of Daniel Cole’s room back into the corridor beyond.
 
***
 
Deborah slapped Alan again, this time harder. She was beginning to panic, Alan’s face set in a deep scowl as he thrashed and kicked on the couch. She was going to lose him; she could feel it as surely as she had known this whole thing was a bad idea to start with.
Deborah slapped again, and before she could raise her hand for a fourth blow, Alan’s eyes flew open and he sat up with a start, gasping for air.
“Daniel!” Alan cried out. “Daniel’s in there. Your mother was right, Debbie. The children are alive. They’re all alive!”
Deborah felt a sudden relief wash over her, only then realizing that she had unknowingly been hoping it were true. She grabbed Alan by the arms and looked him in the eye as she saw tears swell up there.
“Did you find her?” she asked. “Kathrine. Did you find your sister?”
Alan shook his head. “But I think I know how I can.”
 
***
 
Rachel Adams woke up to the sound of her cell phone, quickly reaching for it and silencing its shrill tone. She looked at the caller ID and immediately sat up, answering quickly.
“We have a serious problem,” Fiona Bright’s voice came through the line.
“What is it?” Rachel asked, rubbing the sleep from her eyes as she reached for the glass of water she usually kept on her night stand.
“There’s a reporter from New York in town, and he knows a lot about the missing children,” Fiona said. “He’s been asking questions, and until today, no one’s really been paying any attention to him.”
“So, what changed?”
Fiona hesitated. “He’s reached one of the missing children’s parents, a man named Stanley Turk. Stanley’s gone public, and now we’re the center of attention.”
Rachel felt her heart drop. “How bad is it?”
“The other families are rounding up and taking his side,” Fiona said. “We’re also the most talked about town on all social media outlets.” Fiona waited for a reply, but Rachel couldn’t bring herself to speak. “I hate to be the one to say this, but I told you so.”
“I’ll call for a Council Meeting tomorrow,” Rachel said. “We’ll find a solution to this.”
“I don’t think that’s going to be a very good idea,” Fiona said.
“Why not?”
Fiona didn’t reply, and Rachel almost broke the glass in her hands with fury.
“Sheriff!”
“One of the family members’ grandchildren was taken last night.”
Rachel let the glass slip through her hands and crash on the floor by the bed. She felt a sudden chill race through her, and her eyes instinctively shifted to the closet door.
“Impossible,” she whispered.
“At this point, Chairman, I wouldn’t go as far as saying anything’s impossible.”
Fiona hung up without waiting for a reply, leaving Rachel alone in the dark.



Six Months Ago
 
Michael Cole knew something was wrong the minute he parked his car in front of his parents’ house.
For starters, his mother’s Toyota was not in the driveway, which was strange this time of the night. She usually slept early, mostly to avoid talking to his father, although she often used her age as an excuse. Even when she visited one of his sister’s, they usually came to pick their mother up and drop her off.
Besides that, the lights inside the house were all out, and that bothered Michael a lot more than his mother’s missing car. His father never left the house in this much darkness, especially when he was home.
Michael frowned in worry as he exited his BMW and made his way briskly to the front door. He rang the bell, twice, and when no one answered, fished for the spare key buried in the small pot by the door.
The first thing that struck him as he stepped into the darkness was the dreadful smell. It was as if the house hadn’t been aired for weeks. He felt the air heavy around him, and a soft chill against his skin. He flicked the light switch on, but nothing happened.
“Dad?”
His voice echoed through the house, but no one replied. Michael pulled out his cell phone and turned the flashlight on, shining the light across the walls and hallway as he made his way into the living room. His feet crunched and he moved the light’s beam to his feet, lifting his leg to see what he had stepped in. His shoes were caked with mud.
“Dad!” he called out, louder this time.
Michael walked into the living room and stopped cold when he saw the silhouette sitting completely still on the couch.
“Jesus, you scared the hell out of me!” he cried out. “What the hell are you doing in the dark?”
The lights suddenly came on, and Michael felt his heart skip a beat as he saw the dead stare in his father’s eyes. The man was staring out into space, not even registering that someone had come in. Michael dropped his phone and raced to his father, shaking him by the shoulders.
“Dad, are you okay?” he asked, frantic. “Dad!”
Daniel didn’t respond, his eyes staring at a point beyond his son, as if looking straight through him.
Michael grabbed his phone off the ground and dialed 911.



Chapter 10
 
“First of all, I’d like to thank everyone for showing up here, tonight.”
David Whelm was on a natural high. The bar was full, the tables all occupied with grim faces and deep scowls that promised something extraordinary. Stanley Turk was standing at the helm of it all, a few stools away with his back to the bar, looking out on the families that had gathered tonight after his call for action video.
Stanley Turk was a celebrity now.
David had made sure he was the most talked about person on the internet. There had even been some reluctant calls to a few renowned bloggers he despised, offering them enough incentive to comment about Stanley’s video to make sure it stayed trending. The video had hit almost a million views on YouTube, and someone had even set-up a Kick-starter project called ‘Save the Melington Children’ to collect funding for search parties and investigation.
Stanley Turk’s call for action promised to be one of the most extraordinary events on this side of Connecticut, and David made sure he was right there documenting it all. He had already made plans to call a few producers, maybe work in a movie deal, or at least a documentary. Things were starting to look up, and David had a strong feeling that his world was changing for the better.
“This is a very important issue for me, as well as all the other families who have lost their children to the ineptitude of the Melington police. Even now, with all our concerns and allegations, Sheriff Fiona Bright fails to even answer our calls!”
A few grumbles here, an incoherent shout there, and Stanley could see he was surrounded by friends. One particular family sat closest to him, a young couple that had also recently moved here, and last night, had returned home to find their eleven-year-old son missing. They had filed a missing person’s report and had gotten pretty much the same response Stanley had, which added to the grief and fury of what was already going on in the media.
David was beyond himself. The kidnapping could not have happened at a better time, and he had made sure the family had posted a video of their own, of course with a little help from Stanley. The Sheriff would be forced to issue a reply soon, and David waited patiently to rip her apart when she did.
“This has gone on for far too long. Last night, we’ve had another kidnapping, and the Sheriff is doing nothing about that either. Ladies and gentlemen, this is the time we took things into our own hands. This is the time when we declare that justice will be served by the people!”
Cheers rose in reply, and the seriousness on Stanley’s face was all the families needed to feel they had a voice for their cause. They had found their leader, and would follow him to the gates of hell. David watched in amusement, the small camera in his hands rolling as he recorded everything, his body shaking in excitement.
 
***
 
Rachel Adams was surprised to see the Sheriff waiting outside the Council meeting room. Fiona was sitting on the couch to one side, legs crossed and smiling smugly at Rachel as she walked into the small vestibule and paused in confusion in front of the double glass doors.
“What are you doing here?’ Rachel asked. Something told her Fiona’s presence here was not a good sign.
“The Council called me in,” Fiona said. “They asked me to attend the meeting.”
“I was not told about this,” Rachel said.
Fiona shrugged. “You know now.”
Rachel could sense the underlying tone of defiance in the Sheriff’s voice, and made a mental note to put the woman back in her place once the meeting was over. She would also have to see who had called Fiona Bright and requested her presence, a blatant overstep in the hierarchal line. Rachel gave the Sheriff a long, scrutinizing stare before pushing her way into the meeting room.
The Council members sat solemnly at the elongated meeting table, only a few looking up at Rachel as she walked in and set her purse down beside her chair. She could feel the tension in the air, could see the looks of accusation on their faces as they waited for her to sit. Their eyes darting between each other as if they shared a secret they hoped she would not find out.
Since the absence of the Carters and Coles at the table, the Adams had become the oldest founding family in the Council, and Rachel the obvious choice for Chairman. Now, as she gazed out at their scrutinizing faces and the scowls they failed to hide, she knew that her leadership was already in question.
“I think you all know why I have gathered you this early in the morning,” Rachel began, trying her best to ignore the air of aggression seeping from the other members towards her. She could easily sense their contempt, and it would only be a matter of time before allegations and accusations would be flying around. “It has been brought to my attention that plights to control our ongoing problem with history are slowly falling apart.”
Rachel heard the doors behind her open and turned in time to see Fiona Bright walk in the meeting room, smiling wide and seating herself on one of the chairs near the windows. Rachel gazed at her for a few seconds before shifting her attention back to the Council.
“Now, this issue needs to be handled quickly and discreetly, and it is our duty to make sure that the problem does not grow into a colossal disaster we cannot control,” Rachel said.
“You’re joking, aren’t you?”
Rachel turned to William Brewster, the old man squinting at her angrily as he clutched his hands together to control their shaking. Rachel remembered that he had recently been diagnosed with a mild form of Parkinson’s, but she knew the shaking had more to do with his feelings towards missing a grandchild. Rachel had hoped to touch upon this subject much later, but it was apparent William would not let her do that.
“William, I heard, and I am truly sorry,” Rachel said. “I assure you, we will talk about this as soon as we’ve settled on an action plan for our current threat here in Melington.”
“I don’t give a rat’s ass about Melington, Adams!” William bellowed, and Rachel could see the other members slowly nodding their heads in agreement. It was apparent that today, they had turned to him for leadership. “I care about controlling the monster that took my grandchild!”
“We won’t need to control it if we can’t control our own citizens!” Rachel shot back.
“I don’t think Stanley Turk will be a problem,” Fiona interrupted. “He’s only a voice, a concerned parent we can easily handle.”
Rachel glared at Fiona Bright angrily and scoffed. “And what do you propose we do, Sheriff? Handle him the way we used to handle the other families when we still had the blood binding?”
William slammed a hand on the table and pointed a shaking finger at Rachel. “Don’t change subjects, Adams. We’ll handle that boy one way or the other, even if it means burning him and his followers alive.”
“And then Copper Tibet will have a nice little army to join him on his midnight escapades,” Rachel said. “You’ve lost all your senses, William.”
“I think what William is talking about is the blood binding,” Elizabeth Gardiner said, a fiery redhead that looked like her father, albeit lacking his common sense and a lot more rash. “We need to bring Michael Cole in and find out how those bindings were done; it’s the only way to solve all our problems.”
Rachel shook her head angrily. “No, I am not going to allow the blood binding to be restored,” she said firmly.
“I don’t think that’s really much of a choice anymore, Chairman,” Fiona said.
Rachel swung towards the Sheriff, eyes ablaze. “You keep your mouth shut, Bright,” Rachel spat, “or I’ll make sure whatever sacrifices need to be made, you’ll be the first.” She turned to the rest of the Council, visibly infuriated. There was no stopping this now. “Who the hell invited her?”
“I did,” William said, and he stared back at Rachel with the same challenging glare she shot him.
“That was not your place to do, William,” Rachel hissed. “I want her out.”
“No,” Elizabeth said, adding her voice to William’s.
Rachel looked at the woman in surprise, and as she quickly scanned the faces of the other Council members, it was suddenly clear to her what they were all thinking.
“I’d like to motion for a vote,” William said, a smile creeping onto his face as he said this. “I would like a vote for a new Chairman.”
From the corner of her eye, Rachel could see the smile on Fiona Bright’s face.
 
***
 
“Are you sure about this?”
Alan sighed as he took in the worried look on Deborah’s face. They had spent most of the afternoon discussing their options. He had filled her in on everything he had seen on the other side, and although she had her reservations, knowing there might be a chance to find and save Kathrine had brought Deborah around.
“What if your plan doesn’t work?” Deborah asked. “It’s a bit of a long shot, Alan.”
“I don’t think so,” Alan said. “Something tells me this is going to work.”
“And you’re sure you don’t want me around for this?”
Alan shook his head. “If I’m right, I’m going to need you to make sure Kathrine’s safe.”
Deborah leaned in and kissed him, her lips soft against his as he let her touch soothe his shaking. “Take care of yourself, Carter.”
“You, too,” Alan said.
Deborah kissed him again, then looked him in the eye before shaking her head and standing up quickly. “Don’t be too long,” she said, grabbing her coat and keys.
“I’ll try not to be.”
He waited until he heard the front door close, then made his way upstairs.
 
***
 
“This is absurd!”
Rachel Adams fought to control her anger as she stared back at the Council members. It was clear, though, that they had made up their minds long before she had arrived to the meeting, and like it or not, she was going to be voted out of her position. At one point in time, she could have easily counted on two or three of the Council to vote in her favor, but after the kidnapping of a founding family child, she doubted those odds would stick. Her only option was to talk the Council out of voting in the first place.
“There are rules to this,” Rachel argued. “You can’t vote me out.”
“Funny,” William sneered. “When Daniel Cole fell ill, you had no problem doing just that.”
“Daniel Cole was driving this town into the ground,” Rachel hissed. “We were killing innocent people because of those blood bindings.”
Elizabeth chuckled. “The blood bindings were put in place to protect us,” she said. “That was all that mattered. Now we’re not safe, and it’s all because of Alan Carter, whom, may I remind you, is locked up all cozy with your daughter and has not been made to answer for any of this.”
Rachel scoffed. “You want to try him for this? Have you forgotten what we’ve done to his family?”
“No one’s forgotten,” William interrupted, “but we won’t let all our sacrifices go to waste because you don’t have the heart to do what needs to be done. You are not Daniel Cole.”
“And you are?”
“As close as we’ll ever be to the man who had this whole mess under control,” William nodded. “His family made the ultimate sacrifice for those blood bindings, and you threw all that into the wind as if it didn’t matter.” William sat back in his chair and eyed Rachel. “I’m beginning to ask myself whose side you’re on.”
Rachel stood up angrily and leaned in towards William Brewster. “This is not right,” she warned. “You know it, I know it, and this whole damn Council knows it. Do you think it’s going to be a walk in the park? Do you think bringing back the blood bindings is going to solve our problems? It’s too late, William.”
Rachel stood up straight and looked out at the other Council members. “This fight is over,” she said. “There’s no going back. We need to find another way to stop Copper, and we need to find it fast before we lose this town.”
“We will, Rachel,” Elizabeth said, “only we won’t be doing it with you at the helm of this. We’re voting you out. That’s final.”
Rachel stared into the faces of the other Council members and immediately saw that there was no use. William Brewster would be the new Chairman, and with him, the blood bindings would return. She had no idea how the man expected to accomplish that, but he was a resourceful man, and there was no telling what he already knew.
“I’m not going to be a part of another blood binding,” Rachel said, “nor will my daughter. Find someone else to do your dirty work.”
Elizabeth sighed. “Rachel, there’s no reason to be rash.”
“Go to hell,” Rachel replied.
“Well, then I truly hope you never have grandchildren,” Elizabeth said.
Rachel looked angrily at the woman, clenching her fists in fury. “Is that a threat?”
“Of course it is,” William answered. “Just remember what happened to the Carters when Logan didn’t see eye to eye with the rest of us.”
Rachel felt the room around her close in, and she could sense her heart beating faster than what was considered safe at her age. She could see Fiona Bright enjoying herself on the sidelines. They had no idea what they were getting into. The Council was in over its head, and they wouldn’t realize it until it was too late.
She would have to warn Deborah and Alan. There was no telling what the Council would do now, and she would have little say in matters with William as Chairman. Countermeasures needed to be taken, and quickly. Besides, the Council had no idea about Alan’s connection to the other side, which would definitely play to her advantage.
Rachel turned to William Brewster and flashed him a smile. “Say hello to your daughter for me, William, and send her my deepest condolences.”
Rachel grabbed her purse, turned on her heels and walked out of the meeting room.
 
***
 
Stanley Turk was the man of the hour.
The call to action had truly rounded up a great number of people, some from outside town, and the bar was full of people who had come to help. Several people had introduced themselves to him and the other families, promising them that they would not stop until the children were found, or the man who was responsible for their kidnappings was brought to justice.
Stanley couldn’t help but feel proud of himself. Although he tried his best not to show it lest someone thinks he was using his daughter’s disappearance to garner a mass following of some sorts. All he really wanted was to make a statement, and if the Sheriff would not listen to him, then she would definitely listen now.
“This is awesome!” David Whelm gasped, coming up beside Stanley. The reporter held his cell phone out and snapped a selfie of the two of them together.
Stanley couldn’t help but smile. It truly was incredible.
“So, what now, great leader?” David asked.
“What do you mean?”
David threw his hands up in the air and sighed impatiently. “These people didn’t come together for nothing. Form the lines, grab the signs, off to the police station in protest!”
Stanley stared at David in wonder, confused as to how this man had ever gotten a job as a reporter. David Whelm looked like he was high, and it bothered Stanley that the man had not stopped drinking since arriving at the bar.
Actually, David had made sure everyone’s glass was always full.
The crowd had become a little more rowdy than Stanley would have preferred, but the important thing was they were all getting along, and they had come together for a cause. He had stopped counting how many people had shook his hand and said they were praying for him; all adamant to doing everything they could to make sure he got justice for the heinous kidnapping of his daughter and all the other children. His call to action had become a quest for many, and Stanley was excited that he was the one who had brought them all together.
“I don’t think we need to do that,” Stanley said, leaning in closer to David. “If we can get this on film and post it online, it will be enough.”
“That’s ridiculous, buddy!” David said. “Do you think they’re all here so they can pose and wave? They’re here to take action. It’s why we did this in the first place. The Council needs to see you’re serious.” David’s eyes suddenly went wide as he excitedly tapped Stanley’s shoulder. “Maybe we should march all the way to Town Hall. Really get their attention!”
“I really don’t think that’s necessary,” Stanley said, concern seeping into his voice as he watched David’s manic smile. “Just the video.”
David smacked him on the back and laughed. “Nonsense!”
Stanley watched the man disappear between the crowd, shaking hands with people as he made his way to the front of the bar. He took a sip from his drink, and was about to go after him when the front doors opened.
The bar was suddenly silent as the Melington Police Deputy walked in, closely followed by two other officers. Stanley watched the tall man take in the gathering with a smile, his eyes scanning the crowd until they fell on Stanley. The deputy gestured to his officers and the three of them made their way through the crowd towards Stanley, pushing people aside as they approached. Stanley took another sip before placing the glass down on the bar and readying himself for what was to come.
“Stanley Turk?” the Deputy asked, an obviously rhetorical question meant more as protocol than an actual inquiry.
“One and only,” Stanley replied.
“You’re under arrest for disturbing the peace and attempting to incite a riot,” the Deputy said, pulling out his handcuffs as he grabbed Stanley by the arm.
“That’s ridiculous,” Stanley said, knowing that if he fought back, it would only make things worse.
“Hey!” someone shouted. “You can’t do that!”
The Deputy gestured to one of his officers to quickly stand between them and the crowd. Stanley was forced around and his arms brought behind his back, and he cursed under his breath as he heard the clicking of the cuffs around his wrists.
“You corrupt bastards!” someone else shouted. “Why don’t you actually look for the guy kidnapping those kids?”
“Stay back!” the Deputy shouted. “This is a police matter.”
“Screw you!”
Stanley frowned. He was sure that was David’s voice.
“You’re not taking him away!” David shouted. “Stanley Turk is a hero, and we’re not going to be pushed around by the police anymore!”
There was a cry of approval, and suddenly Stanley felt bodies pushing against him as hands tried to pull him away from the Deputy. He could see one of the officers reaching for his gun, and he watched in horror as someone reached out and punched the man in his face. The officer fell to one knee and was quickly rewarded with another attack that sent him sprawling to the floor.
“Get them!”
The Deputy let go of Stanley and reached for his own gun, but it was too late. The mix of alcohol, anger and frustration were enough to completely numb everyone’s senses. The crowd that had originally come to show support for a cause were now hyped up and ready to go to war. It was like watching a school of piranhas attacking their prey, hands and legs flying out in every direction as anyone with half a mind took their shot at the officers.
Stanley staggered away, the cuffs hanging around one wrist as people pushed him aside to get in on the action. A hand grabbed him by the arm and pulled him to a side, rushing him towards the back exit.
“We need to get you out of here,” David said as he pushed Stanley through the door and into the lot behind the bar.
Stanley felt the world around him suddenly close in, but he quickly started running behind David as they made their way for his car, leaving the sound of angry shouting and breaking glass behind them.
 
***
 
Alan opened his eyes to the familiar pulsing red light. He pushed himself up to a sitting position, quickly looking both ways down the corridor.
It was time.
Alan pulled up and folded his legs beneath him and waited.



Chapter 11
 
Fiona Bright pressed down on the gas pedal as her cruiser gunned forward.
She had been busy congratulating William Brewster for his appointment as Council Chairman when the ringing of her phone had brutally interrupted the celebrations. The urgency in the dispatch officer’s voice had immediately alarmed her. By the time she had decrypted the frantic woman’s message, she was out the door and running to her car.
A riot. It was the last thing she needed right now.
The Council meeting had gone as planned, and she was already discussing Michael Cole’s role in the attempts to return the blood binding. There was still so much to do, but Fiona was looking forward to having things returned to the way they were, back when this whole mess was under control and surprises like riots and YouTube videos were things she would never have to worry about again.
She dialed her Deputy, cursing when he didn’t answer and pressing down harder on the gas pedal. Another cruiser was already on its way to the bar where, according to the dispatch officer, Stanley Turk’s little get-together had suddenly turned sour. She had half the mind to string the man up by his feet and whip him to his senses once she got her hands on him, but right now she had to get the angry mob under control.
Fiona cursed Rachel Adams for letting things get this far out of hand. The Council looked weak because of that woman, and it was no surprise someone like Stanley could sweep in and turn a bad situation into a complete disaster. No more, she promised herself. Now that the Council was led by someone with a little more sense, the offerings would be handled a lot more discreetly, the way they had always been.
Fiona’s cell phone rang, and she briefly glanced at Michael Cole’s name on the caller ID. She put him on speaker, maneuvering her car expertly through the scant traffic as she drove further into town.
“Did you send her?” Michael Cole’s voice came through, angry.
“Send who?” Fiona asked, turning right into Lexington Street, gunning the engine and ignoring the ringing coming from the speedometer.
“Deborah Adams!” Michael said. “She’s standing outside my door. What the hell’s she doing here?”
Fiona cursed under her breath, knowing that anything concerning Deborah meant Alan Carter was close behind. She couldn’t have him messing things up.
“I have no idea,” she said. “Is Alan with her?”
There was a short silence as she listened to Michael moving around. “No,” he finally said. “I don’t see him anywhere.”
Fiona wondered if Deborah’s sudden visit had anything to do with her mother’s untimely removal from position. “Listen,” Fiona said as she turned another corner. “Her mother’s been removed from position, and she probably sent her to talk you into swaying the Council’s decision. Don’t let her play you, Michael.”
Michael hesitated. “So you didn’t send her?”
“Why the hell would I do that?”
Fiona’s eyes grew wide as she stared out at the scene in front of her, and she quickly pressed down on the breaks, her car screeching to a sudden halt. In the distance, she could see where the bar should have been, the small building now ablaze, the fires licking out into the night. The mob had made its way into the streets, and was now in an open riot. Store windows were being shattered, cars were being destroyed, and a sudden explosion shook Fiona’s cruiser as a liquor store burst into flames.
“What’s going on?” Michael asked.
Fiona hung up without answering and turned her cruiser around, quickly driving in the opposite direction.
 
***
 
“You are a fool, Alan Carter.”
Alan stood firm, looking straight ahead as the woman in red floated in circles around him. Her eyes burned orange as she gazed upon him, her lips drawn in an angry sneer, obviously still feeling contempt at the way he had eluded her the last time he had been here.
“You return where you are not welcome,” the woman hissed. “You should not be here.”
“I’m not here for me,” Alan said. “You know that.”
The woman stopped in front of him, her gaze firm, her frame seemingly taller than it had been before as she towered over him.
“You come for your sister,” she chuckled.
Alan couldn’t help but notice how close that chuckle was to Copper Tibet’s. He nodded, bracing himself for her reaction.
“Then you can never leave,” the woman said, moving in.
“I deny you,” Alan said quickly.
The woman halted her advance, her face inches from his, and although she looked remarkably beautiful, the embodiment of seduction and appeal, he could smell the underlying rot.
“You have no power here, Alan Carter,” the woman hissed.
Alan doubted it. His connection to the corridor, his ability to move back and forth between the waking world and this one, made him feel like he had a lot more power than the woman suggested. All he needed to do was make sure he could find a way out for Kathrine. Right now, it was all that mattered.
“I am here to free my sister,” Alan pressed.
The woman floated away, her head thrown back as her laugh echoed through the corridor. Alan could feel the pulsing light intensify and the walls around him vibrate with her laugh.
“You are a fool,” she said between laughs.
“I know who you are,” Alan continued.
Her laughter stopped, the woman’s face bending into a deep scowl.
“I don’t think you want to be here any more than the children locked behind these doors do. Take me to my sister, and I will find a way to stop him.”
“You cannot,” the woman said. “It began with a Carter, and it must end with a Carter.”
Alan frowned, her words as cryptic as everything else about this place.
The woman floated closer. “You make promises you cannot keep.”
“All I want is my sister,” Alan said. “If you help us escape, I will free you of this place.”
“You cannot leave here, Alan Carter,” the woman said. “Leaving is death, for you and every child you come in contact with. It is a fool’s quest, and you are wrong to believe you can overcome him.”
Alan gave her a small smile. “Try me.”
 
***
 
“What do you want?”
Deborah hadn’t expected much from Michael Cole. During her drive here, she had run many possible scenarios through her head, trying to figure out the best way she could ask her ex-boyfriend to help her with what she needed to do. Needless to say, none of those scenarios ended with a happy ending, and she had slowly made peace with the idea that she would probably need to force her way past him.
Still, the fact that he had let her into his house was as good a start as any.
“I need your help,” Deborah said, choosing to ignore the pleasantries and jump right into it. Besides, the way he was looking at her didn’t make her feel like she could ease into this.
“Funny,” Michael replied, arms crossed as he glared at her, his eyes sunken and bloodshot. He looked like he hadn’t slept for days. “And why the hell do you think I’d do that?”
“Listen, I know there’s a lot of resentment between us,” Deborah started.
“Understatement of the year.”
Deborah paused and looked at him seriously. “That being said, I’m not here for me. I’m here because Alan asked me to come to you.”
Michael scoffed. “Seriously? You want me to help Alan Carter?”
“Actually, it has more to do with his sister?”
“Are you insane?” Michael asked. “What are you talking about?”
“The tree, Michael,” Deborah said. “I’m talking about the tree behind your house.”
Michael hesitated, his mind racing with what to say. If she knew about the tree, then she probably knew about everything else, and that meant her being here was not in his best interest. He immediately regretted letting her in.
“You obviously know about it,” Deborah said, “about everything that’s been going on in Melington. And you also know that tree is the key.”
“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Michael replied, immediately grimacing at how stupid he sounded.
“You’re a terrible liar.”
“I don’t care,” Michael said. “You should go.”
Deborah gritted her teeth to stop herself from saying anything that might compromise her one chance at convincing Michael to help her. She had known this wouldn’t be easy, but now that she was here, this close to where she needed to be, she wasn’t intending to let up.
“Michael, this is bigger than the both of us,” Deborah said. “Right now, you need to forget about everything that’s happened between us and try to look at the bigger picture.”
Michael frowned in anger. “You think this is about us?” he asked incredulously. “I don’t care anymore. What I do care about is how you’re standing in my house, asking for my help, when for the past six months you’ve done everything you could to avoid me. I called you, remember? When I found my father sitting alone on the couch, a frigging vegetable staring out into space, I called you. Do you remember what you said to me?”
Deborah shook her head.
“Nothing, Deborah,” Michael yelled. “You said absolutely nothing, because you wouldn’t pick up. You wouldn’t return my calls. Nothing! When I needed someone, anyone, by my side, you were off playing house with Alan Carter like I never existed!”
Deborah flinched. “Michael, I’m sorry,” she whispered.
“No, you’re not,” Michael said. “You’re here for Alan, for yourself, and you have the audacity to believe I’d accept an apology? I don’t want your damn apologies! I want you out!”
Deborah felt her body shudder at the realization of how much she had done Michael wrong. She had ignored him completely when he had needed her most, and now she was asking for his help like she had done nothing wrong. He was right to resent her, and she doubted she could say anything to make things right. Not now, at least.
Still, Alan was counting on her, and she couldn’t be the reason his plan failed.
“Michael, please, hear me out.”
“No!” he yelled, grabbing her firmly by the arm, hurting her as he pulled her towards the door. “Get out!”
Deborah tried to pull her arm back, but his grip was too tight, and she stumbled as he forcefully flung her towards the door. She grabbed onto him to stop her fall, and was surprised when he pushed her away. Deborah fell with a crash, her arms flailing as she tried to cushion the fall and failed. Her head hit the side of a small table by the door, and she cried out as she felt the warmth of blood trickling down the side of her face.
Michael reached for her, his eyes red with rage, and grabbed her by the hair, forcing her to scream as he tried to pull her back to her feet. Deborah kicked out blindly, blood dripping into her eye as she tried to break free of his grasp. She heard him grunt in pain when her foot connected with his groin, and she staggered away as he fell to his knees.
“You bitch!” Michael groaned, painfully pushing himself back up.
Deborah reached out frantically, grabbing the first thing she could lay her hands on. She was on her feet as Michael grabbed her by the hair again, this time more forcefully and with obvious intent to hurt her as he pulled her towards him. Deborah swung at him and he cried out as the vase in her hand crashed against his head, porcelain shattering and flying around her, Michael’s body heavy against her own as they both fell to the floor.
She watched as his eyes rolled back in their sockets and closed, his limp body weighing her down and suffocating her. With the little strength she had left, Deborah pushed him off her and gasped for air. She could feel her heart racing inside her chest, the pain in her head excruciating.
She pushed herself up to a sitting position and glanced at Michael’s unconscious body. She was going to have to do this on her own after all.
 
***
 
Melington burned.
If there was one thing David Whelm had been right about, it was why Stanley’s supporters had gathered around him. They were here to take action, and they would not leave until they were satisfied.
The entire downtown area was ablaze. Fights had broken out in every corner as shop and home owners tried their best to stop the riot from spreading to their properties. Firefighters had been dispatched to handle the flames, but they couldn’t get through the mob of protesters, and were eventually forced to turn around as angry rioters bombarded them with stones.
At one point, someone thought it would be a good idea to push a bunch of parked cars into the middle of one street and light them all on fire. The resulting explosion took out three stores and injured countless people, turning Lexington Street into a no-man’s land.
The riot moved forward at a tremendous pace, and nothing was spared as the drunk and angry mob spread mayhem in their wake. On the outskirts of town, the compounds quickly locked their gates, hoping they could out-last the horror that would eventually make its way towards them. Families began collecting whatever valuables they could in a rush to evacuate the town before it was too late to leave.
Sheriff Fiona Bright stood firm at the mouth of Avens Drive, three cruisers lined side by side in a blockade as the Police waited for the oncoming mob. She had emptied out the police station of all its weapons, knowing that taking a stand there would be suicide. Her only chance was to face the onslaught out in the open where she could better control the situation.
Several townspeople had joined the lines of the police, insistent on protecting their homes against the rioters. Many had showed up with weapons, and although Fiona knew it would spell trouble if they were ever forced to use them, she said nothing. As far as she was concerned, the entire mob was expendable, the lives of dozens unimportant to her in the grand scheme of things.
“I called the surrounding towns,” Officer Alexandra Bail said, coming up beside the Sheriff, looking awkward with a shotgun in her hands. “They promised to send reinforcements, but it won’t be much. They’re worried this thing might spill over to them.”
“It won’t spill over,” Fiona said firmly. “It stops here.”
Alexandra saw the look in Fiona Bright’s eyes and immediately felt a chill race through her. There was nothing warm there, and the woman feared what the Sheriff would do.
“Shouldn’t we be using the batons and shields?” Alexandra asked. “I’m a little worried with all these guns around.”
Fiona looked at the Alexandra, her gaze forcing the other woman back. “My deputy and two other officers are missing behind the lines, and the entire downtown is ablaze and spreading. Do you think we have time for batons and shields, Officer?”
Alexandra shook her head quickly.
“Warning shots first, then tear gas,” Fiona said.
“Tear gas?”
Fiona kept her gaze forward. “If that doesn’t work, shoot to kill.”
 
***
 
Rachel Adams parked outside the Carter house and fished for her purse. Her daughter’s car wasn’t in the driveway, and she felt her heart drop. Time was of the essence, and she couldn’t waste any of it driving around town looking for them.
She would have to wait.
Rachel looked out her window at the house. Memories of when she and her husband had spent countless afternoons in the company of the Carters raced through her mind. It had been a simpler time then, even when things were still horrific and the blood bindings had them all stressed. Logan had often spent hours on end talking to her about alternative solutions to dealing with Copper, and she now wished she had paid more attention to him.
Rachel frowned in anger. She felt a completely new level of hatred for Daniel Cole and what he had done to all of them. She couldn’t deny how much the founding families owed him, but she also couldn’t look past what he had put them through to give them the illusion of safety. His methods had been cruel and heartless, and unfortunately had infected the rest of the Council.
She still couldn’t wrap her head around the fact that she had been voted out of her position. She was unable to comprehend how desperate the Council had become to go back to the old ways of doing things. Even if there wasn’t a distinct plan on how to deal with Copper Tibet, Rachel was sure that the blood bindings would not be the solution.
The Council’s threat to her family had not fallen on deaf ears, and Rachel couldn’t help but worry about the future. She would have to trust Alan to find a way around the blood bindings and stop Copper once and for all. Her family’s future depended on it.
Rachel looked at her watch and sighed. She reached into her purse and fished for her cell phone, deciding it would be best to call her daughter and find out when they would be back home.
The street light above her flickered, and as she looked up at it through her windshield, it went out completely, drowning her car in darkness. Rachel felt a sudden cold wash over her, and she quickly reached for the car door to let herself out.
“Adams.”
Rachel Adams froze.
The car filled with the smell of rot, the sudden burst of intolerable stench rushing into her nose and throat slowly suffocating her. She felt her muscles tense, a pure ache racing through her as she tried to move her arms but couldn’t. The darkness around her seemed to grow heavier, and as her eyes glanced at the rearview mirror, she could see a silhouette sitting in the backseat behind her.
Rachel felt a sudden burst of adrenaline race through her as her fight and flight instincts kicked in. Suddenly her muscles gave way and allowed her to move. Her hands shot out to the door, fumbling as she tried to let herself out.
A hand shot out and grabbed her by the shoulder, nails digging into her flesh and forcing her to scream. The grip pulled her back into her seat, and her screams were stifled by an arm wrapping around her neck and pressing hard.
Rachel felt the dead skin against her own and heaved, her stomach turning as the hand gripping her shoulder quickly clasped down on her mouth. She couldn’t breathe, her chest burning as she gasped against the deadly grip, taking in more of the horrible stench.
“Adams.”
She could hear the raspy voice close to her now, and in the rearview mirror the monster’s eyes glowed like twin flames. Its mouth pressed up against her ear and its tongue smacked against its lips. Rachel felt the world around her spin as she tried to struggle against the monster’s grip, but the thing was too strong.
“You disappoint me, Adams,” the raspy voice purred against her ear, the vibrations of its voice echoing into her head. “You all disappoint me. Did you think I would not know?”
Rachel gave up fighting, too weak to struggle anymore as her body slackened against her seat. The arm around her neck tightened, and as her eyes grew heavy and her mind grew foggy, Copper Tibet chuckled from the darkness behind her.
“Fun, Adams,” Copper’s voice pierced through her mind and tore at the threads of sanity within. “We are going to have so much fun.”



Chapter 12
 
Alan followed the woman in red down the corridor.
The pulsing lights around him had dimmed to a deep maroon, straining his eyes. The entire corridor seemed to grow darker, and Alan could feel the air around him drop a few degrees. Goose bumps broke out across his skin, and he crossed his arms and rubbed at them to stay warm.
The woman did not stop, briefly looking back at him every now and then to make sure he was still following. Alan wondered how much further they would have to go. He looked at the peeling walls around him, and how even the doors had begun to change their shapes, some cracked, others bending out of shape. He tried to imagine the countless children behind the doors, caged in their own little worlds, unable to escape. He pushed the thoughts away quickly, resolute on finishing what he had come to do.
Kathrine first. He would figure out a way to get the rest later.
“We are close, Alan Carter,” the woman said, sensing that he was growing restless.
“Where are we?” Alan asked, his teeth chattering as the temperature around him continued to drop.
The woman looked back at him and shook her head slowly, as if to tell him not to ask.
Alan followed silently, trying to ignore how everything seemed a lot more sinister here, the walls and doors continuing to deteriorate as he moved. He couldn’t imagine his sister surrounded by all this, and wondered how she must have felt when she had found her way out and into the corridor, how the cold and emptiness must have scared her as she raced down the corridor in search of him. The thought of her alone here made his conviction even stronger, his resolution to save her greater than it had ever been before.
“You will not have much time,” the woman said. “He will find you. He always does.”
Alan shivered in the cold. “There’s a way out from the inside,” he said. “The same as there was when I was in Allison’s room.”
The woman stopped and turned to him. “You do not understand the consequences of what you are attempting to do, Alan Carter,” she said. “There are things you cannot fathom, depths to your actions you cannot control.”
Alan frowned in frustration. “I’ll keep my promise,” he said. “I’ll find a way to stop him. All I want is my sister.”
The woman stared at him a moment longer before nodding and pointing to a door. “Remember, it began with a Carter, and it must end with a Carter.”
Alan watched the door open before his eyes, and without replying, he stepped inside.
 
***
 
Stanley Turk stared at the television in horror.
The riot was over, but what was left in its wake would take days to rectify. Newscasters had come in from all around town to cover the story, and Stanley watched as the cameras filmed firefighters racing to and from burning buildings in an attempt to stop the flames from spreading.
Downtown Melington was gone.
Several of the buildings had collapsed from the heat of the fires. The ones still standing, nothing more than blackened shells in the lights of the surrounding flames. Volunteers were carrying the injured and the dead away from the mayhem, paramedics intertwined with the police as everyone tried to make sense of what had happened. Only hours before, Melington had been a cozy little town where a disaster like this was unheard of.
Stanley buried his face in his hands, shaking his head in disbelief. He had never wanted things to escalate this far.
“If you keep staring at it, you’re going to lose your mind,” David Whelm said from behind him.
Stanley turned to the man in anger. “This is your fault!” he shouted, pointing at the television.
David grabbed a few clothes off the bed and stashed them into his bag. “I had nothing to do with this,” he said, zipping the bag closed as he raced into the bathroom. “Neither did you, for that matter. Nobody told those people what to do.”
“Do you actually hear what you’re saying?” Stanley said. “We ignited the flame that started all this. The video, the call to action, everything we did led to this. How could you distance yourself from it all?”
David walked back into the room and tossed a razor and toothbrush onto the table. “Easy,” he said. “I’m not actually responsible for it.”
Stanley stared at the man in disbelief as David made his way to a small dresser and opened one drawer after the other, making sure he was leaving nothing behind. For the first time since he had let David talk him into doing this, Stanley wanted to strangle the man with his bare hands.
“You’re unbelievable,” Stanley said.
David slammed the last door closed. “Listen, if I were you, I’d talk less and move more,” he said furiously.
“What the hell is wrong with you?”
“Look at that!” David yelled, pointing at the television. “It’s safe to say, we’re the most wanted people in Melington right now, and if you want to sit around and sulk about it, then be my guest. Me, I’m going to get out of here before the road blocks are up and people actually start hunting us down.”
“Eight people are dead!” Stanley shouted.
“And I am not going to wait around and see what the nice people of this town are going to do about it.”
Stanley shook his head in frustration. “We can’t run away from this.”
“Hey, buddy, I have nothing to worry about,” David said. “As far as the law is concerned, I’m just trying to write a story. You’re the fugitive, and I suggest you start running before the police come knocking on your door.”
“You son of a bitch!” Stanley cried out, jumping to his feet and grabbing David by the collar of his shirt, slamming him against the wall.
David threw a punch, his fist connecting with Stanley’s midsection. Stanley staggered back, the wind blown out of him as he coughed and tried to steady himself. David moved in, landing another blow to Stanley’s jaw that sent him to the ground.
Stanley rolled onto his back, staring up at David as the other man towered over him threateningly.
“This is where we part ways,” David said. “Stay here if you want to, I really don’t care. But don’t even think of following me.”
Stanley Turk lay helpless on the ground as David grabbed his bags, tossed the motel room keys onto the table and walked out, slamming the door behind him.
 
***
 
The path was almost impossible to find.
Deborah Adams had spent almost an hour looking for it, searching the tree line behind the Cole house in complete darkness while constantly looking over her shoulder to make sure Michael was not coming after her. She had begun to grow frantic, at one point even willing to risk racing through the woods blind and without direction. But, her mother had assured her there was a path, and Deborah knew that without it, she would never make it to the field beyond without getting completely lost.
When she did finally break through the dense foliage onto the narrow trek, she immediately started forward, ignoring the fact that she had no clue as to what it was she was expected to do once she was at her destination. Alan had only told her to find the tree and wait there, nothing more. Deborah could sense there was something he wasn’t telling her, but she had decided not to press for more information. She would have to trust that he knew what he was doing.
The woods enveloped her, the darkness around her lifeless as the cold seeped through her. It was summer, yet the woods seemed to have forgotten and decided to skip the season altogether. Deborah couldn’t shake the feeling that she was in over her head.
Deborah pulled her cell phone out of her pocket and sighed when she noticed she was getting no service. It was almost midnight, and even with a clear night, there was very little light for comfort. She turned her cell phone off, hoping to save whatever was left of the battery for when she would really need it.
For now, she was on her own.
 
***
 
Fiona Bright sat solemnly in her office.
The police station was empty, every officer out in the field trying to control the panic that had broken out everywhere in Melington. The telephones would not stop ringing, and Fiona tried to shut the noise out as she stared aimlessly at the empty desks.
Images flashed before her eyes, guns firing, tear gas exploding, and fire raging. The entirety of the past few hours washed over her in waves, crashing down on her like a heavy weight as she tried to cope with the overwhelming feeling of failure. Until now, she could not understand what had come over her out there, the desire to regain control so strong that she had thrown out all sense of responsibility and moral obligations.
There would be an investigation. There had to be. No one could look back at what she had done and not hold her responsible. She shuddered at the memory of the mob making their way to the police line, how the tear gas had failed to stop them and only made them angrier. She had fired the first shot into the crowd, and a volley of bullets had followed from all around her, tearing through the riot as one body after the other fell.
She remembered Alexandra Bail trying to stop her, shouting at her to stop the craziness, but Fiona had ignored her completely. When the officer had grabbed her, Fiona had lashed out at her with such fury, only the sight of blood had stopped her from killing the woman.
Fiona sighed as she massaged her temples, trying to push away the images in her mind, praying for a few seconds of relief so she could recompose herself. She had been asked to leave the scene, clearly incapable of leading the rescue efforts, too overwhelmed by what she had done to be of any use.
The way they looked at her, all those people, and their eyes condemning her actions. She would never forget that.
Fiona buried her face in her hands and wept.
 
***
 
Alan had been here before.
Not recently, but once, a long time ago, when he had been younger and the world had made a lot more sense. He recognized his surroundings immediately, standing in the center of the sandbox where his sister had been taken, staring out into the darkness at the empty streets and the looming house he called home.
The house.
Alan felt it calling to him, the dark windows gazing out at him as if asking him what he was waiting for. He could feel its pull, and instantly knew that he would find what he was looking for inside.
Kathrine. His sister was inside the house. He was sure of it.
Alan did not hesitate, quickly making his way to the two-story house as his eyes scanned his surroundings. The woman in red’s warnings echoed in his head, and he was adamant not to let anything take him by surprise. He had a feeling this would be his one chance at freeing his sister, and he would not let his conviction blind him from whatever dangers that might arise.
There was a faint scent of rot in the air, a strong reminder of where he was, and Alan held onto that as he made his way forward. He knew how easy it was to lose himself here, to be overcome by the sense of familiarity that came with the backdrop surrounding him. Everything around him seemed real, but in the back of his mind, he knew it was all an illusion.
Alan stopped at the front door of his house, glancing through the living room window into the darkness within. He could barely make out anything inside; the faint silhouettes of forgotten furniture barely visible. A chill raced through him, and for a split second he forgot why he was here and what he was supposed to do. He couldn’t understand why, but his feet were planted firm in their place, his body refusing to respond as his mind screamed at him to turn back.
Illusions. Only illusions.
Alan opened the front door and stepped inside his childhood home. The darkness dispersed around him, and he sighed in relief as his eyes adjusted to the darkness. The air was colder here, and the stench of rot stronger, but Alan knew he had come to the right place. Kathrine was definitely in here somewhere, and he would not turn back without her.
He closed the front door behind him, more on instinct rather than the fear of something following him inside. His feet made a hollow echo in the hallway as he moved forward, slowly, his eyes darting back and forth as he tried to make sense of the shadows that welcomed him home.
Alan reached for a light switch and flicked it on, hoping there would be some saving grace in the nightmare he had walked into. The lights flickered on, a bright glow filling the rooms and washing around him, and Alan instantly wished he had kept them off.
Everything was wrong here. The walls were covered in mold, the wooden floors bent out of shape and places breaking with rot. The furniture had been eaten away, as if a horde of mice had ransacked the entire house and had fed on the upholstery. Picture frames hung on the walls, but the faces of his parents were bent out of proportion and looked more like screaming wraiths than anything else. The paint on the walls were cracked, and where there was wallpaper, flaps hung down in long arms to reveal the rotting wood behind them.
Alan felt his stomach turn, and he quickly looked away from the scene before him in an attempt to get a hold of himself. No wonder the lights were out. He could only imagine what his sister must have felt every time she saw this.
Kathrine.
Alan frowned in renowned conviction, motivated to move forward as he took in the rest of the horror that was once his home. He had to get Kathrine out of here, no matter what. He could not leave her here anymore.
Alan quickly made his way to the stairs, calling out to his sister as he took them by twos. He could hear movement above, and as he reached the second floor landing, a loud screeching sound came from behind a closed door at the end of the hall. Alan glanced at the other rooms, their doors wide open to reveal more of the same horrors within. The screeching came again.
The lights flickered above him and went out.
Alan froze as he heard the familiar sound of distant chuckling. The darkness around him seemed to grow thicker, and he could almost sense a heaviness about him that threatened to suffocate him under its weight. He raced forward, quickly making his way to the closed door, fumbling with the handle as he tried to push it open.
The door slammed against something heavy behind it, and Alan immediately realized what the screeching sound had been. Someone had tried to block the door.
“No!”
The scream pierced through the darkness.
“Kathrine!” Alan called out, desperately throwing his weight against the door, feeling the heaviness behind it give way. “Kathrine, it’s Alan!”
“Stay out! You can’t come in here!”
Something brushed past Alan in the dark, and he quickly felt his skin crawl. He turned around, trying to make out anything, but his eyes were failing him. The darkness was too thick.
“Kathrine, let me in!”
“Stop it! Stop doing this to me!”
Alan pushed harder against the door, and when he felt the brush of dead skin against his, he lashed out at the darkness. His arm swung through the air aimlessly, connecting with nothing, a raspy chuckle rewarding his failed attempts.
“Kathrine, dammit!”
“You won’t trick me again! I know who you are!”
Alan took a few steps back and threw his weight against the door, once, twice, each time feeling the door open a little bit more. The stench around him thickened and filled his nose with the rotten smell, and as he pushed against the door, a finger traced a line across the nape of his neck and forced goose bumps through his body.
Alan turned to the darkness, his back against the door, his breathing heavy and his heart threatening to burst from his chest. The chuckling came again, low and menacing, and Alan could hear the monster’s heavy breathing only a few feet away.
Alan stepped away from the door and quickly threw his weight against it again, opening it with enough room for him to slide through. He pushed his way into the narrow crack, forcing first his head through as he frantically reached for a hold to pull the rest of his body in. A hand latched onto his arm, grasping tight, and Alan kicked out in an attempt to break free, feeling his leg hit at something hard.
The chuckle broke out into a loud laugh, manic and crazed, as if Alan’s pitiful attempt amused the thing in the dark so much that it could not hold back its merriment. It let go of his arm, and with a final cry, Alan forced the rest of his body into the room and kicked the door closed.
Alan jumped to his feet and quickly pushed against the large dresser he had been battling with, forcing it tighter against the door. He staggered back, his eyes resting on the wooden barrier between him and whatever it was that was outside, fists clenched as he waited to see if it would break through.
The lights came back on, and the closed door had materialized into a wall before him.
“Alan?”
Alan turned around, and on a small bed to one side of the room, Kathrine Carter stared at him in shock.



Chapter 13
 
Michael Cole opened his eyes to a raging pain in his head. He reached over to where the throbbing was greatest and winced as he touched the caked blood on the side of his head.
Deborah. He was going to kill her.
Michael slowly pushed himself to his feet, glancing at the broken shards of the vase she had smashed against him. He felt the anger swell within him, and he immediately stumbled towards his father’s study. Staggering to the large oak desk, he opened the top drawer and pulled out the gun his father kept there.
He checked to make sure it was loaded and pushed it into his belt, already imagining the many ways he would make Deborah suffer for what she did. If there had been an ounce of admiration left inside him, it was all gone now, replaced by an even deeper hatred for her and Alan Carter. The two of them had ripped his world apart, and he was going to make damn sure he returned the favor.
Michael grabbed his coat and stormed out of the house, making his way towards the back and the woods beyond. He knew where she was going, and if luck were on his side, he would be able to reach her before she finished what she had come to do. There was no doubt in his mind that he would find her, and once he had his hands on her, he would make sure her screams reached far beyond Melington.
 
***
 
“Alan, is that really you?”
Alan fell to his knees, every muscle in his body suddenly giving out as he stared at his sister curled up in a corner of her bed. She hadn’t aged a day since he had last seen her, and Alan felt an overwhelming urge to take her in his arms and cry.
He had found her. After twenty years of agony and emotional turmoil, of being analyzed by countless doctors and medicated into admitting that what he had seen had all been in his head; after countless nightmares of replay and her screams for help resonating in his head, Alan had finally found her.
Kathrine stared at him in shock, her eyes wide as she tried to make sense of what she was seeing. She fought the fear that this could all be another illusion; that Alan really wasn’t actually on his knees in her room, gazing at her with tear drenched eyes. He was older, of course he was, and his hair was different, but there was no denying it. It was him; it was Alan.
Kathrine scurried off the bed and raced to him, throwing herself in her brother’s arms, wrapping her own around his neck as he held her tight, pressing her close. Her tears came at once, her sobs shaking her entire body as she finally found the courage to let go. For the first time since she had woken up in this dreadful place, she finally felt safe.
“I knew I’d find you,” Alan whispered in her ear. “I always knew I would.”
Kathrine tightened her grip around her brother’s neck, afraid to let it go lest he disappear forever.
“I called for you,” she whimpered. “I called for you every day.”
Alan nodded vigorously, holding her back so he could look at her, smiling through his tears as he gazed into his sister’s eyes. She looked so frail, as if this place were draining the very life out of her, feeding off of her. Still, he could not shake how beautiful she looked. He shuddered and hugged her again.
“I’m going to get you out of here,” he said.
Kathrine suddenly pulled away, shaking her head. “We can’t,” she said urgently. “I tried running away before, and he found me. He always finds me, and every time he does, this place gets worse.”
Alan tried to calm his sister down. “Not out into the corridor,” he said quickly. “Out completely. Out home.”
Kathrine frowned. “There is no way home,” she said.
“I’m here, right? How would I be here if I didn’t know how to get out?”
“He found you, didn’t he?” Kathrine frowned. “Like he did that other man, the one with the white hair, and that lady with the nose ring. He doesn’t take children only. He takes everybody.”
Alan nodded. “I know, but I escaped,” he said. “There’s always a back door.”
Kathrine cocked her head to a side. “You speak funny,” she said.
Alan laughed, looking around the room as he tried to figure a way out. “I grew up,” he said. “Things change when you grow up.”
Alan’s eyes fell on the bed, and he frowned at the empty space beneath it. The room was fully lit, and there was not an inch uncovered with the bright red glow of the Barbie lamp hanging from the ceiling. Except there, beneath the bed, where the darkness was so thick, Alan couldn’t see anything there.
He pointed at it, and Kathrine turned to look at where he was gesturing. She turned back to him with a frown.
“There’s always a back door,” Alan smiled.
“That’s not a door.”
Alan was about to reply when the light above their head went out and a loud crash echoed through the room. Alan heard the wall behind them give way, and before he knew what was happening, a thick stench filled the room, followed by a raspy chuckle.
“Carter.”
 
***
 
Deborah sat a safe distance away from the maple.
The air was colder out in the open where the wind hit her from all sides, brushing through her hair with invisible fingers as she kept her eyes fixed on the grotesque looking tree. She had no idea what she was expected to do, her only instructions being to wait, and she was starting to get restless. The field was far too quiet for her liking.
Just then, her eyes caught movement in the darkness. She squinted, concentrating on the ground below the tree. The earth moved, a quick wave that could have easily been missed if she hadn’t known where to look. It was as if something were burrowing its way out of the ground, pushing the earth forward.
She pushed herself to her feet, slowly, her eyes fixated on the moving earth as it heaved and fell, as if breathing. She inched closer to the tree, unwilling to make any sudden movements, unsure as to what it was she was witnessing, but knowing that this was why she had been sent here.
Deborah cried out when a hand burst through the earth, reaching upwards and clasping at nothing but air. It was a small hand, slender like that of a child, and a sudden realization hit Deborah. She raced forward, falling to one knee, clasping onto the hand and heaving. Deborah pulled, feeling the earth beneath her break as the rest of the child’s arm began to appear.
A second hand burst out from beneath the surface and grabbed onto Deborah’s arm, clasping onto the woman for dear life as she continued to pull with all her strength, her eyes closed under the strain. The ground suddenly began to give way, and Deborah fell back. She looked up in shock at the little girl crawling the rest of the way out of the ground, her hair caked in mud and falling in heavy strands across her face.
Deborah suddenly felt fear race through her body, and she staggered away from the child.
If it looks at me, I’ll scream.
When the little girl did look up, Deborah didn’t scream, her jaw dropping as she realized who it was she had pulled out of the ground.
She was staring into the eyes of Kathrine Carter.
 
***
 
Michael Cole could not believe what he was seeing.
He had broken through the tree line and into the large field as Deborah pulled the little girl out of the ground. He recognized the child instantly, and in the few seconds it took to convince himself that what he was looking at was actually real, he felt his mind shatter into a million pieces.
It’s a demon. It has to be. Kathrine Carter is dead.
Michael raised his gun and rushed forward, his weapon aimed at the little girl.
 
***
 
“Kathrine?”
Deborah stared at the little girl in disbelief, her mind failing to accept what her eyes were seeing. Kathrine looked no older than when she had disappeared, as if wherever she had been, time had stopped completely. The girl was right there in front of her, but Deborah couldn’t believe it.
The sound of a gunshot quickly brought her back, and Deborah turned around in time to see Michael Cole charging towards her. He fired again, and this time she could feel the bullet swish past her head and bury itself in the ground beside where Kathrine lay. The little girl scurried back. A rush of adrenaline burst through Deborah as she registered what Michael was trying to do, and she quickly jumped to her feet and charged.
Michael was taken by surprise, completely concentrating on the demon disguised as Kathrine Carter. He did not see Deborah until it was too late. The woman slammed into him with such force that the gun dropped from his hand and he was brought forcefully down.
Michael rolled away from his attacker and jumped back to his feet, frantically searching for his weapon in the dark. When Deborah charged at him again, he lashed out and grabbed her, flinging her aside and falling to his knees from the strain. She was protecting the monster, and for the life of him, he couldn’t understand why. The woman was obviously delusional.
Michael felt about him for the gun, his head throbbing and his muscles cramping up. This was more action than he was used to, and although Deborah was half his size, the woman fought with such vigor that he could barely keep up. He was going to have to shoot her if he wanted to get to the demon she had just let loose.
Deborah raced towards Kathrine, calming her down as the girl scurried away from her, frightened by the sudden attack.
“Kathrine, it’s me, Debbie.”
Kathrine frowned at her, but Deborah could see the recognition in the girl’s eyes.
That was all she needed.
She grabbed Kathrine by the arm, pulling her to her feet, and raced away from Michael towards the woods. She had to get the girl out of here. She had come too far only to be shot by a lunatic with a gun.
A gunshot sounded in the air, and Deborah felt a sudden sharp sting in her shoulder where the bullet grazed her. She didn’t stop, the adrenaline quickly dispersing the pain as she led the girl towards the tree line.
Michael jumped to his feet, ready to give chase, when a hand suddenly grabbed him by the ankle and pulled. He fell face-first to the ground, crying out in frustration as he watched Deborah disappear with the little girl into the trees. He clawed at the earth, trying to pull himself away, but the grip on his ankle tightened and began to pull.
“You will not kill her,” the raspy voice cut through the darkness, threatening to drive Michael mad. “The Carters are mine.”
Michael fought with everything he had, kicking out in desperation as he felt the hand pull him into the ground. He screamed, his body sinking into the earth, and only when his head was buried under the surface of the soil did the open field fall back into its familiar silence.



Chapter 14
 
Officer Alexandra Bail pulled her cruiser into the motel parking lot and slowly climbed out. Her head throbbed from the beating she had been dealt by the Sheriff. Luckily, nothing had been broken, and after the doctors had declared her fit enough to leave, she had returned immediately to the rescue attempts in hopes of helping.
The call from the motel had come in only ten minutes ago, the deputy in charge tasking her with checking it out as soon as she had convinced him she could handle things on her own. Alexandra made her way to the motel room where the owner was waiting for her. He stood completely still, pale as a sheet.
“What seems to be the problem?” Alexandra asked, her hand quickly falling to the butt of her gun.
The man said nothing and stared into the room.
Alexandra followed his gaze and froze in horror at the sight of Stanley Turk’s dead body hanging from the ceiling beam.
 
***
 
David Whelm had the radio on full volume, singing at the top of his lungs along with the music of Aerosmith. He was on a natural high, Melington several miles behind him, the story of a lifetime in his pocket. He had called his editor the minute he had gotten a safe distance away, and had received the green light for a front page story.
This was it, ladies and gentlemen. This was going to get him his Pulitzer. He was going to have his face on every magazine in the country. Television channels would line up for a chance to interview him. He would finally be able to have his pick of which newspaper to write for, and even negotiate the contracts in his favor.
David Whelm felt like a newborn man, and he could already tell, he would never be the same again.
 
***
 
Alan Carter opened his eyes to darkness.
The room was cold, the stones against his back hard and the stench in the air unbearable. He knew where he was, and the realization of it almost made his heart stop. He tried to get up but couldn’t, as if a heavy weight were resting on his chest and suffocating him where he lay.
“It began with a Carter, and it must end with a Carter.”
The voice was close, from right above him, and Alan flinched as lips pressed against his, kissing deeply.
“Do not forget your promise, Alan Carter.”
 
***
 
Alan sat up with a start.
He waited for his eyes to focus, but he could already see that he was in his room, sitting in the same bed he had laid in when first crossing into the corridor. He could still feel the touch of soft lips against his, the cold stones against his hand, but as with any dream, the feelings quickly disappeared as his mind switched back to reality.
“Welcome back.”
Deborah was sitting in the small chair opposite his bed. In her arms, wrapped in a towel and fast asleep, was Kathrine.
“You did it,” Deborah smiled. “I had a hard time believing it, but you actually got her back.”
Alan stared at his little sister as she slept, unable to believe it himself. The last thing he remembered was pushing Kathrine under the bed, and then darkness.
“We can’t stay here,” Alan whispered.
Deborah nodded her understanding. “We could wait a few more hours, let her get some rest.” Deborah brushed Kathrine’s hair out of her face. “She needs it.”
Alan climbed out of bed and walked to where Deborah sat, kneeling down in front of her and running his hand across his sister’s cheek. He looked up at Deborah and returned the woman’s smile.
“I’ll pack,” he said.



Epilogue
 
I know you.
Sure I do. I’ve seen you on TV before. I’d recognize that face anywhere! I saw you walk in here and knew who you were even before you ordered your drink. Here, this one’s on me. No, no, I insist! You’re in my town, buddy, and there’s no way I’m going to let you pay for your own drink. Not me, no way!
So, let me guess, you’re here to cover the aftermath of the riots. Oh, that was an easy one! We’ve been having all sorts of people rolling in and out of town, trying to get a shot of what’s left of Downtown Melington. Chairman Brewster’s been milking that tragedy like any good politician. I swear to you, I always thought Daniel Cole was bad, but Brewster? That man’s the devil!
Since we’re already chatting, how about I share a little secret with you? Something you can put in your story. Rumor has it, the man who started this whole thing, he was found dead in a motel room, hanging by a noose from the ceiling. Stanley Turk was his name, everyone knows him. But the police, they covered up what happened to him, said he died of a heart attack while trying to skip town.
My wife’s cousin, he works the motel where they found Stanley. Says the man didn’t die of a heart attack, that the reports are all bogus. Isn’t surprising, though. Melington Police’s been known to hide the truth more times than not. Like those missing children stories? Those were true. I knew it all along, nobody wanted to believe me.
Tell you what. While you’re here, let me drive you down to the police station where you could ask the Sheriff all about it. She’s a nice one, Sheriff Bail, much better than the one before her. Less trigger-happy. They say she’s the one who cut Stanley down, covered it up to give the man some dignity. Who knows? Maybe she did, maybe she didn’t. When it comes to Melington, nothing’s really as it seems.
Nothing at all.
 
* * *



Bonus Scene Chapter 1
 
Joanne Pullici eyed the man at the far corner of her bar as he raised his glass to her. It was a gesture she had grown accustomed to ever since the gentleman had started to frequent the bar six months ago. Almost like clockwork, she would watch the man stagger through the doors at around sunset, seat himself at the far corner where no one could bother him, and cradle his whiskey well until sunrise.
Joanne knew the type, the men who were low on their luck and would piss away all their cash in her bar until she was forced to kick them out because they wanted a tab. It was one of the main reasons she had taken over the bar from her father, the elder Pullici being a more emotional man and more willing to lend a hand even when he couldn’t afford it.
The man raised his glass again, and Joanne sighed as she gestured to one of the other bar hands to take care of it. She looked back at the man, his coat folded neatly on his stool, his hat always placed to his left, and the cigarette in the ashtray, lit yet untouched. Joanne wondered how long this one would last.
Men like him had become so common out here that the bar usually had running bets on his type. Joanne had expected him to run dry a few weeks back, but he had proven her wrong. Every day, same corner, same drink. At one point, she had even offered to chat him up, figure out who he was and what he was doing in a town this far away from anything. But he had been extremely vague.
She had, since then, given up, and like the rest of her staff, was waiting for the breaking point.
“I really hope tonight’s the night.”
Joanne turned to her bar manager, giving him a brisk smile as he dropped a case under the bar and stretched his back. Derryl was quite the eye candy, and Joanne had always believed that her father had kept the man around solely for the reactions of the female guests, especially on ladies night. He wasn’t, however, the most empathic of people, and was always the first to bet on a recurring guest’s inevitable demise.
“I’ve got fifty bucks down for this week,” Derryl said, looking at the man in the corner, “and come this Sunday, I’m going to be fifty books poorer if that guy doesn’t roll over.”
“I don’t know,” Joanne mused. “He seems like he’s been saving up for the occasion.”
“Came to piss away all his money on booze?” Derryl asked, shaking his head, unconvinced. “No, that one’s running away. Something tells me he jumped ship in a hurry.”
Derryl’s gaze lingered on the man for a few seconds before he shrugged and went off to refill the bar.
 
***
 
“Would you look at that?”
Joanne was wiping down the surface of the bar when she turned to look at Derryl. The man gestured towards the television set, and Joanne followed his gaze to the late night news. The regular crowd had dwindled; the last remaining guests already paying their bills and collecting their coats as they trudged out, drunk and somber. Only the man in the corner remained, hidden by the shadows, barely visible except for the cigarette in his ashtray.
The news was broadcasting a riot in some town in Connecticut. The authorities running back and forth between fire and survivors. The tape raced with emergency numbers at what the newscaster was saying. It was one of the worst tragedies to hit the small town. Joanne had never heard of the place, but the sight of all the chaos made her stomach turn.
“It’s the end of the world, boss,” Derryl said, “and it’s starting in some shithole out in the middle of nowhere.”
“That’s Melington,” a voice said from behind them, making Joanne jump. She turned to face the regular from the corner, the man looking a lot older than she remembered. She hadn’t waited on his table for a week or two, but she could have sworn his hair had been jet black, and his eyes had gleamed a bright blue, even in the dim lights of the bar.
Now, there were strands of white in his hair, and his eyes were sunken as if he hadn’t slept in weeks. With all the drinking he was doing, she guessed she shouldn’t have been too surprised.
“Can you turn it up, please?” the man asked, his eyes fixated on the television.
Derryl looked at Joanne and waited for her to nod her approval before turning the volume up. The newscaster’s voice echoed through the empty bar, and Joanne concentrated more on her guest than what was being broadcasted. Something in his eyes told her he was deeply bothered by what he was seeing.
“You know the place?” Derryl ventured, breaking the silence and asking the question that was on both their minds.
The man nodded but said nothing. Joanne could see tears collecting in his eyes.
“Do you have relatives there?” she asked.
The man hesitated before breaking his stare and shifting his gaze to her. “Not anymore,” he said.
Joanne turned back to the television and stood in silence as all three of them watched the events unfold. She could only imagine what all those people were going through, the fires raging behind them as police carried the injured to waiting ambulances.
“Hey buddy, you okay?” Derryl asked, bringing Joanne’s attention back at their guest.
The man was openly crying now, the tears on his face an alarming touch to the regular composure they had gotten used to seeing from him. Until this very moment, he had been just another stranger, but now Joanne felt like she was watching a close friend break down.
“Sir?” she asked, leaning forward and touching his hand.
He surprised her by holding onto hers, squeezing gently as his shoulders shook. He stepped away from the bar, his eyes still on the television, then turned and went back to his table. She watched as he collected his coat, dropped a few bills on his table and walked out.
Joanne stared after him, unsure as to how she was supposed to react.
“That was odd,” Derryl said.
Joanne nodded silently. She had a feeling they would not being seeing the man again.
 
***
 
Three weeks had gone by before the man walked back into the bar.
Joanne was surprised to see him, certain that his disturbed look about the news that night would have sent him packing for good. She nudged Derryl and gestured towards the man as he made his way to his regular spot and sat down, hands crossed in front of him as he waited to be served.
“I got this,” she said to Derryl, pouring the man’s regular drink and carrying it out to him. She placed it squarely in front of him, and as usual, he did not look up nor reply. He fished in his pockets for the pack of cigarettes, lit one and rested it in the ashtray, then quietly wrapped his hands around the glass of whiskey.
Joanne waited, and it took a few seconds for the man to register that she hadn’t left him alone. When he looked up at her, she noticed the dark rings around his eyes and how the skin of his face had given into wrinkles. He looked as if he had aged a decade in the past weeks.
“We missed you,” Joanne said with a smile, hoping she sounded genuine enough. The truth was, she had been more curious than anything. The man intrigued her, and his sudden disappearance had left her wanting. It was rare for her not to know a regular’s history, and the fact that this one had become so elusive only made her more curious.
The man stared at her for a beat, and then looked down at his drink. She watched him take a sip, slowly, then set the glass down and stare off into space.
“We were worried after you left that night,” Joanne pressed, insistent to get him talking. “Did you call your family?”
The man looked up at her again, as if lost, and attempted a smile but it came off creepier than it should have. “I did,” he said. “Thank you.”
“And everything’s okay back home in Middleton?” Joanne asked.
“Melington,” the man corrected, “and yes, I suppose it is. I can’t be sure.”
“I wanted to tell you how sorry I am about what happened there,” Joanne said. “It’s a shame to see that much violence.”
The man cocked his head to one side, studying her. “Why would you be sorry? You weren’t the reason for the riots.”
Joanne shook her head. “I know, but it’s still a shame,” she said. “I did some reading up on it. They say the man who started it all died?”
“Quite so,” the man said, sipping from his drink. “It’s how most things end in Melington. Death is always around the corner.”
Joanne felt the comment came from somewhere dark within him, and it only spiked her curiosity. “Looks like a pretty peaceful town,” she said. “Couldn’t imagine that much violence being commonplace there.”
“No,” the man said, “I suppose you couldn’t.”
Joanne felt a pang of frustration race through her at the man’s elusiveness, and for some inexplicable reason, it began to seriously bother her. She pulled out the chair in front of him and sat down, leaning in on her elbows.
“What’s your deal?”
The man only stared at her, unblinking, not in the bit surprised that she would ask a question like that. It only served to bother her even more.
“Seriously,” Joanne pressed. “You’ve been coming in here every day for the past six or seven months. We call people like you drifters in this town. Usually just people who are down on their luck and walk in here to drink the rest of their money away, wrapped in their own self-pity. You don’t strike me as one of those. Although buddy, it’s clear you’re not in here for the ambiance. You light a cigarette you hardly smoke, drink the same dry drink, and then you leave.”
“I can stop coming here if it bothers you,” the man said, his gaze firm, his tired eyes locked onto hers.
“It doesn’t bother me,” Joanne said. “It makes me wonder. What’s your deal? You’re not broke, or at least not yet, so what are you doing here?”
“I’m enjoying a drink, alone,” the man mumbled. “At least, I was.”
Joanne eyed him before sighing and shaking her head with a smile. “How about this? I’ll keep the drinks coming, on the house, and you tell me what’s got you in such a mess.”
The man studied her for a moment before downing his entire drink and setting it down, pushing the glass slightly towards her. Joanne gestured for a refill, and as she waited, she matched the man’s stare with a cocked smile.
He looked down at his fresh glass and up at her again. “You certainly make a compelling proposition,” he said.
“What can I say, I’m curious.”
The man clicked his tongue and lit another cigarette, this time taking a long drag and keeping it between his fingers. “Not everything is meant to be known,” he said. “You know what they say about curiosity.”
“I’m past that,” Joanne said, sitting back in her chair and folding her arms across her chest. “Everyone’s got a story, and I have a feeling yours will be very interesting.”
“And you don’t think there are stories that shouldn’t be told?” the man asked, taking another drag. “Stories that should be left in chests, up in the attic where no one can find them?”
Joanne shook her head. “So? I kept my end of the bargain,” she said. “Besides, maybe it will do you some good to share the burden that’s obviously weighing you down.”
The man seemed to mull it over before he sighed and nodded slowly. “Very well,” he said. “If you insist, although I’d like to warn you, some things can never be forgotten, even if you want to. After I’m done telling you what you want to know, you’re going to wish that weren’t true.”
“Try me,” Joanne said. “Besides, I doubt it’s worse than most of the things I hear from people who pass through here.”
The man looked at her seriously. “I highly doubt it.”
 
***
 
“I first started working in Melington twenty years ago.
I was a fresh young doctor at the time, just got my specialization, a pediatrician who wanted to work in a small town where the stress that came with the big city did not exist. I was naïve, I guess, but at the time, it seemed like a pretty good idea. Besides, a small town like Melington, what could possibly be difficult about it?
Back then, Melington was nothing like it is today. The hospital was still new, and what is now Downtown Melington, well, that was all there was to the town. It’s funny how much could change in so little time. But then again, Daniel Cole was chairman, and the Council was pushing for change faster than you can snap your fingers.
I never understood it at first. Why would anyone destroy the charm of the place, change how peaceful it was? It was like the Council wanted to turn the town into a metropolis of sorts, as if there weren’t enough big cities in the world. It made no sense to me, and to this day, I laugh every time I think about how confusing it was. If only I had known what was being planned, I probably would have packed my things and sped on out of there.
You’d laugh if I told you I was one of the people rallying against all this. We weren’t many, and I wasn’t a townie yet; hadn’t been there long enough to earn it. Still, the town felt like home, the people like family, and I didn’t want that to change.
I was barely four years in when the Chairman came to see me. It was a little strange. Not the fact that he visited the hospital; no, he did that a lot, as well as the other Council members. They had a keen interest in how well the hospital was going and how much we were expanding.
In those first four years, the town had pushed growth so much that neighboring towns had begun sending the severe cases to us instead of the city. We were well-equipped. God knows how the Council got the money, and the hospital could practically handle anything that came its way. We even had consultants from the city coming in on certain days of the week to lend us their expertise; and it was only a matter of time before they decided to gather their life and move into town.
It was just the way things were, I guess.
But yeah, the strangest thing about Daniel Cole’s visit was that he had come to see me, specifically. I was called on by name, and that should have been a red flag on its own, if I hadn’t been the naïve young doctor I was. When he offered me a promotion, talking about how the Council oversaw who ran what in Melington Hospital, I jumped for it. I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. There was talk of how well I was doing, how much I had changed the hospital to the better, how my input was vital and appreciated.
All the words my ego needed to hear, so Daniel Cole could wrap me around his finger.
I was allowed to live the glory of my achievements for about a year. One year, and he was knocking on my door again, asking me to join him for a Council meeting where we would discuss the future of Melington Hospital.
I wish I had never gone to that meeting.”
The man paused, his eyes lowered as he sipped from his drink, putting out his cigarette with a sigh. Joanne watched him silently, unwillingly to break his stride, waiting for him to continue without pushing. She had refilled his glass twice so far, and she had a feeling she would be doing so a lot more before the night was over.
“Melington has secrets. Many secrets actually. Secrets that go as far back as the founding families. Secrets no one wants known, and the Council would do anything to make sure it stayed that way.
There are rumors, you see, about death and betrayal and monsters under your bed and behind your closet doors. There are stories people tell their children to scare them into eating their lunch and not watching too much television. I always thought these stories were amusing, pretty much like Santa Clause and the Easter Bunny, until that meeting.
That’s when I found out the nightmares were true.
The founding families had done something terrible, you see. Long ago, before Melington was anything more than a few houses surrounded by farmland, the founding families had condemned a man to die for a crime he had not committed. They burned him alive, and when he came back for them and their children, he came with a vengeance.
I know that look on your face. I didn’t believe it either when they first told me, but I played along. Mainly because I thought if I didn’t, I’d lose everything the Council had given me. I didn’t want that. I was enjoying my new position too much. I used it to make my friends jealous and my family proud, and if a bunch of men and women wanted me to believe there was some curse bestowed upon them and their own, then I would nod my head and smile.
It was what they wanted that bothered me. Blood, they said. They wanted samples from children, especially newborns, and explained that it had something to do with some sort of blood binding. They said the only reason their children were safe was because they were offering up the children of others. It was crazy, and I won’t lie and say the thought of skipping town didn’t cross my mind. But, like I said, I was arrogant and proud, and they had already made the whole deal sweet, far before asking for any of this.
So, I did as they asked, and that’s when everything changed.
I remember the first child clearly. The couple were a lovely pair from a town ten miles out, and I had fallen in love with them almost immediately. The woman reminded me of my sister, and I took a personal interest in their care. When I delivered their child, I cried right along with them, as if the child were my own.
That night, the Sheriff came to me and asked for the blood sample. I had forgotten all about my agreement with the Council, and the disappointed look on the Sheriff’s face scared me. I thought that in my own excitement, I had completely ignored the hand that fed me. I panicked and did the one thing I could think of. I gave him the child’s blood sample.
To this day, nothing hurts me as much as the first one. Over the years, there have been many offerings, many samples taken, many children disappearing. I had grown numb to it all, especially after I had voiced my anger and the Council had seen to it that I was under constant surveillance. Still, that first time haunts me. I never forget it.
I had been just as confused, when the next day, the child I had just delivered disappeared. Right out of the hospital, and no one had seen anything. The Sheriff was there, making sure that no mention of a missing child ever made it out. Daniel Cole called me, told me to fake a death certificate and tell the parents the news, giving me one bullshit excuse after the other about how this would ruin the hospital, and that I was responsible for it all.
It was a dreadful experience, and it hit me like a sledgehammer. I took a few weeks off, unable to live with myself, haunted by the looks of that wonderful couple as I gave them the news. I felt terrible, disgusted at what I was doing, but unable to do anything about it.
I’d like to say it got easier, but it didn’t. After I returned, I was asked for another sample, and again a child went missing. And then another. And another. When it was obvious the Council had not been lying, when it was clear what I had to do, they had already taken precautions. The Sheriff visited me and made sure I stayed quiet, and I still have the scars to prove it. My family was threatened, my career was at risk, and every move I made was followed by scrutinizing eyes that were there to make sure I did not steer away from the path they wanted me to walk on.
It was only last winter when I finally got the courage to run away and leave it all behind. I have been running since.”
Joanne watched the man empty his sixth glass of the night and wave to the bar for more. She stared at him in wonder, confused by his story and unable to decide whether she believed him or not. It was ludicrous, like an urban legend, and a part of her felt like he was just leading her on so he could get his free drinks.
But when he looked up, his eyes meeting hers, she knew it was all true. Those were the eyes of a man that had seen too much and had survived to tell the tale. He looked like he was weighed down by guilt and sorrow, and it was obvious he was drinking himself to an early grave. It was as if he had just been waiting to share what he knew with someone willing to listen, and Joanne could see the gratitude in his eyes because she had given him that chance.
“When the news was on,” Joanne said, “those tears weren’t tears of sorrow, were they?”
The man shook his head slowly. “Tears of joy,” he said solemnly. “My only hope is that this will be the end of the Council’s horrors, and that somebody would finally stop what they’re doing to those children.”
Joanne sat back and sighed, her eyes locked on the man as he lit a cigarette and crumbled the empty pack. He took a large gulp from his glass before he put the cigarette out and stood up. She watched him pull his coat on and set his hat neatly on his head. They looked at each other for a long time.
“Thank you,” the man said. “You truly do not know how grateful I am.”
Joanne nodded, her face expressionless as the man turned to leave. “By the way,” she said, stopping him. “I never got your name.”
The man smiled weakly. “It’s because I never gave it,” he said. “Good night.”
And with that he walked out of the bar forever.
 
***
 
“Joanne Pullici?”
Joanne turned around and gazed at the woman in a two-piece suit standing on the other side of the bar.
“Yes?”
“My name is Detective Brians,” the woman said, flashing her badge.
Joanne looked at it and frowned. “A long way from Connecticut, Detective?”
“Further than I’m comfortable with, yes,” Brians replied. “I wanted to ask you a few questions, if you don’t mind.”
Joanne shrugged, gesturing at the empty bar. It was still early in the afternoon, and the guests wouldn’t start trickling in for a few more hours. “Don’t have too much on my hands right now.”
Brians smiled politely and pulled a photograph out of her back pocket, pushing it across the bar to Joanne. “Do you know this man?”
Joanne looked at the photograph and fought to maintain a poker face as she looked at the face of the man she had spent last night listening to. “Can’t say I do,” she finally said.
“Funny” Brians replied. “I was just at your bar manager’s apartment. He said the man’s a regular here.”
Joanne shrugged. “A lot of people are regulars here, Detective. Maybe Derryl knows a few I don’t.”
“Do you usually leave the bar to him?”
“It’s why my father hired him,” Joanne said. “To manage. I’m usually in the back office.”
Brians smiled at Joanne, a smile that screamed how much she didn’t believe her, and pocketed the photograph. “You’re not going to make this easy, are you?”
Joanne sighed. “What is this about?”
“The man in the photograph, his name is Doctor Victor fanning. Have you been watching the news lately? Riots out in a small town called Melington?”
Joanne nodded.
“Well, there’s been a lot going on there, and we have a feeling that Doctor Fanning could help us piece a lot of the information together.”
“Why don’t you ask the Sheriff?”
Brians shook her head. “The woman’s missing, and the new Sheriff is too green to be of any help. Fanning was one of our best leads.”
“I’m sorry, Detective. I hope you find him.”
Brains chuckled. “No, no, that’s not it,” she said. “We’ve found him. That’s why I’m here.”
Joanne felt a chill run down her spine.
“I know you’re lying to me,” Brians leaned in and whispered. “Don’t worry, you’re not in trouble. Your bar manager said that you were the last person Fanning talked to before he left here last night. I just want to know what he told you.”
Joanne leaned in as well so her face was only inches away from that of the Detective’s. “Why don’t you ask him yourself?” she said.
“I would,” Brians replied. “Only, the good doctor put a bullet through his head last night, so I’m pretty sure he won’t have anything to say to me.”
Joanne’s eyes went wide as she stood upright and stepped away from the bar.
“So, what do you say, Joanne?” the Detective winked at her. “Anything you want to share?”
Joanne bit her lip as she tried to think of her next move. The man’s death took her by surprise, and although she knew it wasn’t her fault, she felt as if she had been the one to pull the trigger. If only she hadn’t coaxed him into talking, he might still be in the same corner, sipping his drink and staring off into space.
“Some things can never be forgotten, Detective,” she finally said, remembering Fanning’s words, “even if you want to. After I tell you what you want to know, you’re going to wish that wasn’t true.”
Brians smiled. “Try me.”
 
* * *
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Prologue
 
Every head turned when the woman walked into the small diner at the edge of the truck stop outside Melington.
If the guests were asked what it was that had drawn them to her, they would not have been able to give a direct answer. Some might say it was the long, jet-black hair that fell in waves around her shoulders. Others would tell you it was the piercing blue eyes that seemed to bore right into your soul and read you like an open book.
For Peter Anderson, it was the smile.
Standing inside the diner door, her red dress hugging her body as she captivated the imagination of every man staring at her, the woman’s smile drew him in like a moth to a flame. He had never seen beauty like that before, and her very presence in this forsaken little place made her even more attractive. Their eyes locked for a second, and her smile widened as she gracefully made her way towards him.
Peter’s jaw almost dropped as the woman made a beeline for him, and he felt goose bumps break out across his skin as she gently touched his arm and sat in the stool beside him. He could already feel dozens of eyes staring at him in envy, every man in the diner wondering why on God’s green earth she had chosen him.
Peter didn’t understand it. Between his oversized belly, oily skin and awkwardly cut hair, he couldn’t imagine why this walking embodiment of Aphrodite would even want to look at him.
Yet, look at him she did, and her smile made him block out the world around him as if they were the only two people in the diner. He could not pull his eyes away from her, and despite the inner voice that was screaming at him to say something, anything, he found himself at a loss for words. All he could do was stare.
“My name’s Victoria,” the woman said, giggling at the way he was looking at her. Peter could see she was used to being the center of attention, and the fact that every man in here was undressing her with their eyes didn’t seem to faze her one bit. The confidence made her even more appealing.
“Peter,” he stammered, running a sweaty hand through his unkempt hair. He could feel his heartbeat quickening, and the way she was looking at him only confirmed the fact that his infatuation was mirrored all over his face.
“I need to get somewhere, Peter,” the woman said, softly, seductively, almost as if she were whispering her words directly into his ear. “Do you think you can help me out?”
Peter gulped, a lump in his throat the size of Texas threatening to suffocate him. “I can try,” he said. “Where do you want to go?”
“Mansfield.”
Peter nodded, forgetting that driving East would be in the opposite direction of his destination. “Towards Rhode Island?” he asked.
The woman’s smile widened, and Peter Anderson fell in love. For a split second, he knew he would do anything this woman ever asked him to. “Actually, I’m meeting a few friends,” she said. “I hope that’s not too much to ask.”
Peter quickly shook his head. “Not too much at all,” he coughed. “When do you need to be there?”
“If we could leave right now, that would be great,” Victoria said.
“Are you sure you don’t want coffee first?” he asked, risking a smile of his own, hoping his charm might make him seem less of a klutz than he felt.
Victoria pouted. “I’m in a real hurry,” she said. “My friends are waiting.”
Peter hesitated, suddenly unsure of what he was doing, sensing something bitter suddenly creep into her tone. For an instant, something felt terribly off.
Victoria saw the look on his face, and before he knew it, she had a hand on his thigh and was leaning in to whisper in his ear. “I can make it worth your while.”
Peter Anderson was instantly on his feet and leading the woman in red out of the diner and into his truck.



Chapter 1
 
Sally Brians knew ‘green’ the minute she saw it. Ten years as an agent at the FBI and constantly in the field, she had become quite adept at reading people and making solid first impressions. It was a skill that rarely failed her, and she quickly learned to trust those instincts. Today was no exception, and sitting across from the Melington Sheriff, watching the young woman sift through a pile of paperwork, she could instantly smell the inexperience.
The Sheriff looked up and Sally was quick to flash a reassuring smile. She had been sitting in the office for almost two hours, slowly losing patience as what passed for law enforcement in this town tried to bring her up to speed. It was a critical case, one that had most of her superiors constantly breathing down her neck, and Sally Brians hated that she had to be exceptionally courteous to get what she wanted.
“I’m sorry this is taking so long,” Alexandra Bail smiled sheepishly. “We’ve only been going through this mess for a week, and it’s almost impossible to make sense of any of it.”
“That’s alright, I’m perfectly fine with waiting,” Sally lied, hoping that her tone didn’t give her away.
“I’ll be honest,” Alexandra said. “I really didn’t expect the FBI, although I probably shouldn’t be surprised, what with the riot and all.”
“It’s really the missing children we’re worried about,” Sally said. “We’ve had a kidnapping that’s directly linked to Melington, and the fact that there has been a bunch of missing person reports hidden away doesn’t make it any better.”
Alexandra sighed and lowered the file in her hand. “You have to excuse me, Agent Brians, but this has all been a little overwhelming. There’s so much that needs to be settled, and I’ve been getting very little help from the people supposedly involved in all this.”
“You mean the Council?”
Alexandra nodded. “It’s not as simple as we’d like it to be. Every single person implicated in this is either dead or missing.”
Sally remembered her debriefing. Before making her way to Melington, she had been given a list of names to keep an eye out for, and it had been quite frustrating finding out that not one of those names were available for questioning. No one knew where Rachel Adams was; Fiona Bright had disappeared a few hours after the riot had been brought under control; and Michael Cole had been reported missing for days now.
“Are we sure that nobody else in the Council is implicated in any of this?” Sally asked, fishing for any straw she could grab onto.
Alexandra shook her head. “The last time I talked to our Chairman, he had assured me no one had known anything about all this.”
Sally felt the frustration creep in. She knew the town was prone to keeping secrets. Most small towns were, in her opinion, but this one had a lot more sinister skeletons in its closet. The riots had brought down the masks, and the ugly face of Melington was now out in the open for all to see.
Alexandra closed the file in her hands and pushed it towards Sally, sighing in dismay. “I am more than willing to be as cooperative as needed, Agent Brians. All I can say for sure is that there’s still a lot of work to do, and no one really has any idea what was going on behind the scenes.”
Sally eyed the file in front of her. “I won’t find anything in here, will I?”
“I don’t think so,” Alexandra replied. “There’s no concrete evidence that links Fiona Bright to anything. It’s simply speculation and assumptions for now. Unless we can bring anybody in for questioning, we’re shooting in the dark.”
Sally stood up and adjusted her blazer, reaching out and shaking the Sheriff’s hand. “Thank you for your time, Sheriff,” she said. “I’ll be staying at the Woodline Motel if anything should come up.”
Alexandra smiled. “I wish I could have been of more help.”
“Actually,” Sally said, “it would be extremely helpful if I could take a look at the Cole house.”
“Without a warrant, that won’t be possible,” Alexandra replied. “However, I think I can give the family a call and see what I can do. I know them personally, and I doubt they’ll have any problems with it if it could shed light on what happened to Michael Cole.”
Sally thanked her and walked out of the station, avoiding the curious gazes of the other officers as she left. She knew what they were thinking; it was rare for her to show up anywhere and not be met with scorn and intimidation. She was used to it, though, and it hardly fazed her anymore. For now, all she was thinking about was the case, and from the look of it, she was going to be in Melington for a long time.
 
***
 
Fiona Bright pushed through the doors of the bar and quickly scanned her surroundings. She pulled up the collar of her jacket and made sure her cap was pulled down low enough to hide her features, hoping that she didn’t stand out as much as she felt she did. It was hard keeping a low profile, especially when your face was plastered all over the news, and it was all very new to her. She wasn’t used to being on the run.
Making her way to the bar, she sat in a stool and glanced briefly at the television hanging on the wall above the drinks. The news was on, but thankfully muted, and she took refuge in the notion that hardly anyone was paying attention to anything other than the drink in their hands.
“What can I get you?”
Fiona looked at the pretty bartender, her hair tied back in a ponytail and her sleeves folded up to right below the elbows. She emitted an air of authority, and Bright immediately recognized her as the owner.
“Scotch,” Fiona said, pulling out the burner phone she had picked up a few stops back.
The bartender nodded, briefly hesitating before walking away to get Fiona her drink. She watched her carefully, making sure the woman hadn’t recognized her, and only felt herself loosen up when the bartender began pouring her the drink.
Fiona sighed as she flipped through the short list of contacts on her phone. The last week had been brutal, and she had become extremely paranoid with every passing day. Her first stop had been outside Hartford where she had spent three nights locked away in a motel room, her eyes wide as she stared at the news and her picture plastered beside footage of the riot.
She was the most wanted person in Connecticut right now, and it kept her awake far into the night; a hand on her gun and her eyes on the motel room door. She cursed the Council for throwing her under the bus, letting her take the fall for everything that had happened. She knew that it was only a matter of time before the missing children were linked to her. She had been too ambitious, and right now, she was paying for it dearly.
The bartender placed her drink in front of her and left her alone, only stopping long enough to turn up the volume on the television.
“The truth is, Johnny, the town’s top brass have lied to these poor families, and it was only a matter of time before the people lashed out.”
Fiona looked up at the television in alarm, immediately recognizing David Whelm with his smug smile and cheap suit.
“You don’t feel that this was a little too much, though?” the talk show host asked, obviously uncomfortable with David sitting in his studio. It was apparent David Whelm had very few friends in the television industry. “In a way, Stanley Turk used his daughter’s disappearance to start a riot that tore the poor town apart.”
Whelm smiled haughtily, adjusting his suit jacket. “That poor town you’re talking about has been responsible for covering up dozens of kidnappings in the past few years, and probably a lot more before that. What’s to say that the police themselves hadn’t been involved in the kidnappings?”
“You can’t be serious? Don’t you think that’s a little farfetched?”
David scoffed. “Johnny, I personally met Sheriff Fiona Bright, and believe me when I say you can’t put anything past that woman. She’s as cold as they come, and I can assure you she’s had support from higher up.”
“Rachel Adams?”
David nodded. “Do you think it’s a coincidence that the two of them disappeared at the same time? I’m sure the former Chairman had a hand in all this.”
“But what for? What was the end game?”
“Power,” David replied, leaning in as if he had just shared a deep secret with the world. “I believe it was a way to keep the townspeople preoccupied. Just look at how much Melington had grown over the past few years. Are you trying to tell me that there isn’t any corruption involved?”
The host laughed. “We’re going to have to be careful, here. Those are some serious allegations, and we don’t want any more riots breaking out, do we?”
Whelm sat back and dusted the pant of his suit. “Let it happen, Johnny. That town deserves to be burnt to the ground.”
Fiona downed her drink and threw a few bills onto the bar, unable to take any more of what she was watching. David Whelm had become an over-night sensation after his story came out, a day by day recount of everything that had led up to the riots. He had already developed a following, hailed as the hero who had unveiled the horrors of the small Connecticut town. Fiona knew the truth, though, and if anyone was supposed to take the fall for what had happened other than her, it was David Whelm.
Fiona rushed across the small parking lot to where she had parked her car, far enough into the shadows so no one could see it. She slid into the driver’s seat and slammed the door behind her, furiously punching at the dashboard as she screamed out in rage. She couldn’t believe that after all these years, this was what it had all come down to.
Fiona tried to calm herself, her hands wrapped tight around the steering wheel, taking in deep breaths and slowly letting them out. She sat back in her seat and looked up at the rearview mirror.
“What the hell are you looking at?” she asked the woman sitting silently in the back seat.
Rachel Adams didn’t reply.
Fiona gunned the car’s engine, shifted into reverse, and quickly backed out of the parking lot.
 
***
 
“Are you sure we’re safe here?”
Alan Carter stood in the center of the apartment and took in his surroundings, smiling as he remembered the days he had spent here before moving back to Melington. This had been his base, his makeshift headquarters that had once been decorated with pictures of missing children, police reports and research notes. The furnishing was scant, just enough for the minimal amount of comfort he had needed, but he knew that neither Deborah nor Kathrine would mind for now.
Everything was as he remembered it, and he didn’t need to look in the refrigerator to know it was stacked with enough groceries to keep them going for the next few days before they moved on. He had called his housekeeper a day before and had made sure she had prepared the apartment for a few days of isolation. He made a mental note to pay her a little extra for her efforts.
“For now,” Alan replied, nodding as he dropped his bag on the floor and made his way to the single bedroom. He would have to sleep on the couch for the next few nights, but he didn’t mind. All that mattered now was that they keep moving, and comfort would not be a very good motivator.
“This place is tiny,” he heard Kathrine say.
His sister had said very little since they had left the small town, and Alan was glad that she was slowly coming out of her shell. He knew how hard all of this must be for her, and despite his eagerness to share his entire life with her, he honored Deborah’s request to take things slow. Besides, with everything going on, he had no problems keeping himself preoccupied with getting them somewhere far and safe.
“You stayed here?”
Alan turned and smiled at Deborah as he watched her frown at the yellowing walls and washed out colors of the carpets. “It wasn’t much, but it was home,” he said.
“Must have been lonely.”
“I didn’t really think of it, to be honest,” Alan said with a chuckle. “My obsessions kept me busy.”
Deborah smiled sadly at him and wrapped her arms around his waist. “You know what? I bet this was one hell of a bachelor pad, back in the day.”
“Oh yeah,” Alan said. “I was all about the parties and women.”
Deborah smacked his shoulder and pushed him away.
“We’ll be fine here for a few days,” Alan said, trying to be a little more serious. “You and Kathrine take the bed; I’ll be fine on the couch.”
“Positive?”
Alan nodded. “Besides, we won’t be here for very long.”
Deborah had been surprisingly supportive of the sudden uprooting, not thinking twice about leaving everything behind. She had voiced her concerns about her mother a few times, but was sensible enough to wait until they were well across state lines before attempting any contact. She was risking everything by being with them, and he loved her for how courageous she was in the midst of it all.
Alan knew that he was asking too much of her, but he also knew that being anywhere near Melington would not be safe for them. There was no telling how Copper would react to his recent transgression, and he had no intention of waiting to find out. His father’s home in Maine was their best option right now.
“We’re not too far away,” Deborah said as if reading his mind. “We could just keep going until we get to Bangor.”
“I know,” Alan replied, “but we still need to keep a low profile. You saw the news. I wouldn’t be surprised if they start looking for us as well.”
“The FBI?” Deborah asked. “Even if, what makes you think they won’t find us in Maine?”
“It’s not the FBI I’m worried about.”
Deborah nodded in understanding and kissed his cheek. “I’ll make sure Kathrine settles in.”
Alan gave her a reassuring smile and watched her leave, slumping down on his old bed with a sigh. He could only pray he was making the right decision.



FBI Report
Joanne Pullici
 
Joanne Pullici, 12 Vincent Drive, Darville, Connecticut
 
 
I own a bar on Main Street, which used to belong to my father.
 
No, I had never heard of Melington before. We get visitors from all over Connecticut, but people rarely come to Darville because of our hospitality. New faces are usually the faces of people running away.
 
The news. When the riots broke out. I was working in the bar that night and saw everything on TV. I doubt there was anybody there who had heard of the town before that.
 
Sure, but only after the riots. I was told that the missing children cases went back for years.
 
Victor Fanning. He was a doctor at Melington Hospital. I didn’t know that until later.
 
He had been coming in for six months, give or take. Always stayed in a corner of the bar, quiet, alone, and he liked it that way. We get a lot of people like him, but they never last very long.
 
Once, right after the riots. He told me his story, everything about what he had done, the missing children, and the Council involvement. He was really devastated by the riots.
 
I didn’t think anything of it. People come to hide from their past all the time. It wasn’t my place to do anything about that or share what he had told me. I work at a bar. It’s very much like confession for some people.
 
I know, but that doesn’t change the fact that it’s not my place. Besides, as much as I could tell, he hadn’t done anything wrong, and no one was looking for him.
 
No, I didn’t know for sure if anyone was looking for him.
 
Yes, Agent Brians did ask me about my involvement with him, but at first I didn’t know she was with the FBI.
 
She introduced herself as a Detective.
 
No, I didn’t ask to see a badge.
 
A few weeks later, when she showed up at my bar again.
 
After Fanning’s suicide, she had left me her card. A few weeks later, Fiona Bright walked into my bar, had a drink, and left. She was dressed inconspicuously, but by then I had started watching a lot of news and could tell it was her.
 
Yes, but the Sheriff didn’t seem to care much about it. Darville is a slow town, and we rarely want to get involved in anything. Which is probably why the Sheriff didn’t seem to care.
 
Of course. It’s in Connecticut, after all. There’s always something going on in every small town in Connecticut.
 
I saw Agent Brians again when she met with Alan Carter at my bar.
 
No, I didn’t think there was anything to it. At that point, I thought I had called the right person.
 
No, I didn’t know what they were talking about, or what they intended to do either. I only found out when everyone else around the country did.
 
I own a bar. I’m not psychic.
 
Listen, I really don’t care about all that. I called the person I thought was right, and I did my civil duty. Everything after that is on you guys. It’s none of my business.
 
No, I do not care what happens to Agent Brians. If she’s in trouble, that’s her own friggin’ fault.
 
No, of course not. Why the hell would I know where Alan Carter is?
 



Chapter 2
 
“You come highly recommended, Mr. Pullman.”
Ivan Pullman gave the old man a small smile and adjusted his seating position, his eyes quickly bouncing off various parts of the office around him as he tried to better evaluate his newest client. The old man watched him carefully, and Ivan could tell that age had not dampened this man’s senses.
“I hope I can do what it is you need done, Mr. Brewster,” Ivan said.
William Brewster nodded in satisfaction and slowly pushed himself to his feet. Ivan watched the old man make his way to the mini-bar against a far wall and pour himself a drink.
“I assume you have been brought up to speed with everything that has happened in Melington?” William asked, his back to Ivan.
“I have,” Ivan replied.
Ivan had seen the news, and before receiving the call a few days before, he had known that it would only be a matter of time before his services would be needed in one way or the other. It was the same with catastrophes like these. There was always someone responsible who needed to have that involvement covered up, and that’s where Ivan came in. When it came to tying up loose ends, he was the perfect man for the job.
He knew the FBI was in Melington undergoing its own investigations, and Ivan welcomed the challenge wholeheartedly. Over the past fifteen years, his job had become more and more of a routine than anything else. Gone was the excitement that came with a new assignment, and Ivan had often considered retiring completely. This, however, promised to be different, and he could already feel the adrenaline pumping through him.
“The Council cannot be implicated in any way to the riots or the kidnappings,” William Brewster was saying. “I believe you understand what needs to be done to ensure that.”
Ivan nodded. “I’m going to need names.”
William Brewster trudged back to his desk and settled into his chair slowly, forcing Ivan to smile. He could immediately tell that the old man was exaggerating his ailments. All he had to do was look into Brewster’s eyes, the cunning that radiated from the cold blues there, the immense intelligence that was simmering beneath the surface. The Chairman was not to be underestimated, and Ivan knew he would have to proceed with caution.
“Your contact person from now on will be Elizabeth Gardiner,” William was saying, feigning exhaustion. “She will give you everything you need to get you started. As for compensation, work that out with her as well. I doubt there will be any trouble there.” William looked at Ivan over the brim of his spectacles. “Will there be anything else?”
Ivan shook his head and stood up, straightening his back and buttoning his suit jacket closed. “I’ll be in touch,” he said, shaking the old man’s hand and walking out of the office.
He was going to enjoy Melington.
 
***
 
Sally Brians pulled up to the opposite side of the street from the Carter house and shifted the car into park. She turned off the engine, her eyes scanning the empty stretch of asphalt lined by quiet two-stories. There was a soft breeze blowing through the otherwise still night, but the summer heat still felt like a heavy shroud around her.
“Hard to believe this town had a riot only a few weeks back,” Jeff Duncan commented from beside her, lighting a cigarette as he rolled down his window.
“Smoke outside the car,” Sally said, flashing her partner a disgusted look.
“Come on,” Jeff sighed. “The window’s down.”
“Out.”
Sally stared at the dark, looming presence of the Carter house, trying to imagine the life it must have housed before the family had faced one of the worst tragedies many had suffered from in Melington. She remembered her brief, how the Carters had left the town after their daughter’s abduction, and she knew that Alan Carter’s return could not have been a coincidence.
Jeff leaned in from his side of the car and blew smoke towards her, forcing Sally to cough as she lashed out at him, her hands coming nowhere close to her target.
“Very mature, Duncan,” she yelled at him.
Jeff laughed as he stepped away from the car and blew more smoke out in small rings. He had only been her partner for six months. The man, four years her junior but with the mentality of a twelve-year-old. They had clicked fairly quickly, and despite his childish behavior, she knew that she could count on him to always have her back.
She remembered their first case together, a murder spree that had led them across four states before finally coming in contact with their suspect. She had been taken by surprise, too tired and hell-bound on catching the murderer that she had let her guard down. It had been a mistake that would stay with her forever, and she had the stab wound in her side to refresh her memory if she ever forgot.
Jeff had been on the killer in an instant, quick as a cat, his boyish attitude replaced by that of a no-nonsense agent as he took their suspect down. She had started seeing him in a different light from then on, and even now she was forced to admit that Jeff definitely added a little easiness to the job. Sally wasn’t used to taking things lightly; she had too much to prove. However, Jeff seemed to ease that stress, and she was prone to thanking her guardian angels for handing him to her.
The only problem was those damn Lucky Strikes that stunk up her car.
“So, are we doing this, or what?” Jeff asked.
Sally nodded as she exited her car, closing the door softly. She had passed by the Carter house earlier before her meeting with the Sheriff, and she hoped that sending the Sheriff in the direction of the Coles would give her the opportunity to comb through the house without interruption.
Sally led Jeff across the street, both agents scanning left and right to make sure no one was watching them, and quickly raced across the front lawn and around the house to the back door. Sally waited as Jeff pulled out a small pouch from his pocket and bent down to one knee, quickly working the lock.
“Number thirty six,” Jeff mumbled with a smile.
“You have to stop doing that,” Sally commented, keeping her voice as low as possible.
“I do this to remind us,” Jeff winked at her.
“I don’t need to be reminded,” Sally said.
Ever since that first case, Jeff had fallen into the habit of counting how many times they had broken the law just to get forward in a case. The first few times it had happened had come from complete desperation, their only salvation being to forget about search warrants and take matters into their own hands. Sally remembered the pang of guilt that came with each one, but after a while, it had started getting easier.
That’s how corrupt cops are made, she thought to herself.
Sally shook her head. She knew what she was doing. She was in control of this. To her, the ends always justified the means, and between her and Jeff, the stories they made to cover up their findings always made sense.
The lock clicked and Jeff smiled as he pushed the back door open, a rush of stale air escaping from inside the house. “Open Sesame,” he chuckled.
“Grow up,” Sally replied, pushing past him and into the dark kitchen.
Jeff followed suit, handing her a flashlight and waiting for her to lead the way into the house. They kept their lights aimed at the ground, hoping that no one from the outside would give the house too much attention and notice the soft lights within. Sally gestured to the hall and the living room beyond, and Jeff quickly turned off his own flashlight as he nodded and made his way forward. Luckily, there was enough illumination from the street lights outside to keep their need for the flashlight to a minimum.
Sally scanned the kitchen, her beam bouncing off the cabinets and sink as she tried to draw a mental image of Alan Carter and Deborah Adams sharing a home together. She had voiced her concern about those two from the get-go, and even though Jeff had been skeptical, he had slowly come around to seeing things her way. The fact that neither member of the two most important founding families was in town anymore raised enough red flags to make any investigator uncomfortable.
She thought it was incredibly annoying that the town’s Sheriff wasn’t doing much about it. Sally was surprised to learn that no one had even thought of searching the house before. If not for Alexandra Bail’s obvious inexperience, Sally would have immediately accused her of trying to cover something up. Then again, maybe the Sheriff was just playing the fool. Nothing seemed to add up in Melington.
Sally opened a few of the drawers, rummaging through their contents lazily, knowing she wouldn’t find anything of interest. The fact that the kitchen was spotless assured her the two had not been in much of a hurry to skip town. No plates in the sink. No leftovers lying around forgotten. Nothing. It was as if Alan and Deborah had actually taken the time to clean and lock up before leaving, which made it hard to think they were directly involved with whatever had taken over the small Connecticut town.
Sally maneuvered the beam of her flashlight around and stopped when it settled on a door to one side of the kitchen. She retraced the shape of the house in her mind and assumed it led to the garage, remembering that she had not seen any windows on the side of the house which suggested the presence of a basement.
She opened the door and shone her light into the spacious garage, slowly making her way inside. It was much darker here, and even with her flashlight, she could barely make out anything. Her hand found the light switch by the door and flicked it on, filling the room with sudden illumination that forced her to squint. Sally blinked and allowed her eyes to get used to the brightness before she switched off her own flashlight and began to take in her surroundings.
The workstation caught her attention first, a large table with boxes on top of it occupying a large portion of the garage center. Sally immediately knew the room had been used for something other than housing cars, and her interest suddenly spiked. She made her way to the table, pushing the boxes apart as she read the labels on each, letters denoting an alphabetical organization of whatever was inside. She opened the first and her eyes grew wide as she pulled one file after the other out, spreading them out in front of her.
“Jeff!” Sally called out. “Get in here!”
She opened the first of the files as she listened to Jeff’s footsteps rushing back to the kitchen. The face of a young girl smiled at her from the photograph within, and Sally quickly scanned the reports attached, her hand shaking with excitement.
“What is it?” Jeff asked, coming up beside her. He had something in his hand, and a quick glance confirmed it was a computer hard drive.
“He knew,” Sally said, pushing the open file to a side where he could investigate it while she opened a second. “These are all reports and newspaper clippings about missing children.”
“No way,” Jeff said, immediately opening a second box and pulling more files out.
Sally scanned the report in her hand and felt a smile form on her lips. She looked across the garage at the drywell with holes punched in it. She ran a finger across the top of the report and felt for the staple holes there. Her heart skipped a beat; she was right.
Alan Carter’s return hadn’t been a coincidence.
 
***
 
“I don’t know how you can trust him.”
Elizabeth Gardiner sat on the small couch in William Brewster’s office, sipping lazily from her drink as she watched the old man across the room. Her red hair was tied back in a ponytail that brought out her high cheekbones, a look that made her even more radiating than she already was.
“I never said I trusted him,” William smiled. “However, he is a means to an end. We can deal with him once he’s done.”
Elizabeth scoffed. “You hired him to do your dirty work, William,” she said. “I highly doubt you’re going to be able to deal with him.”
“Our dirty work,” William corrected. “Let’s not forget we are all involved in this. It’s in the Council’s best interest that we quickly end all this nonsense and return to what is more important.”
Elizabeth gave the man a sarcastic smile. “A new world order?” she teased.
“You’ve always been the overdramatic type, Elizabeth,” William chuckled. “We’ve been under the mercy of the Coles and Adams for generations, always doing as we’re told for the greater good. Now, it’s time that era ended and we started making our own rules.”
“We still have no idea what to do about Copper,” Elizabeth said.
William waved her comment off. “Ivan will find what we need at the house. If he doesn’t, then we’ll have to go with the back-up plan.”
“We have no idea what that might do,” Elizabeth replied, the concern clear in her tone. “Aren’t we better off binding him again?”
William stood up and crossed the office to where Elizabeth sat. His movements were a lot swifter now that he wasn’t performing in front of an audience, and he sat down close beside her, a hand on her thigh.
“We will,” William cooed, “and if it doesn’t work, I’ll make damn sure we chase that monster out of Melington once and for all.”
Elizabeth gazed at William and the hand on her thigh before taking a slow sip from her drink.
“Our children will be safe again. I promise you that,” William smiled.
Elizabeth found this very hard to believe.



FBI Report
Alexandra Bail
 
Alexandra Bail, 24 Apple High Drive, Melington, Connecticut.
 
 
I am the acting Sheriff of Melington, Connecticut.
 
After the riots.
 
I was appointed by Chairman William Brewster after the disappearance of Sheriff Fiona Bright and the untimely death of Deputy Sheriff Liam Steel.
 
Before being appointed Sheriff, no, I was not aware of that.
 
Well, yes, of course. I had complete access to all files and reports after I was appointed. However, there was nothing that implicated Sheriff Fiona Bright or anyone else in any kidnappings or murders.
 
Yes, I understand the current allegations against her and the former Council members.
 
I was originally in charge of Tracy Turk’s disappearance until Sheriff Fiona Bright removed me from the assignment.
 
No, I did not find it strange. The Sheriff was quite involved with everything going on in Melington. I assumed she had wanted to personally supervise the search.
 
Yes, I was. I first saw Stanley Turk’s video when Deputy Liam brought it to our attention a few days before the riot. I didn’t think much of it; just some harmless call to action that I believed was very touching, but never thought would escalate the way it did.
 
Yes, I was. Sheriff Fiona Bright had asked me to personally supervise the line alongside her. She gave me specific instructions not to use force against the rioters.
 
I don’t recall who shot first.
 
Yes, she did. But in her defense, it was a very critical moment and things had started to get out of hand. I don’t blame her for what she did to me.
 
No, I was not aware she was looking for David Whelm.
 
No, I did not know Rachel Adams was with her.
 
No, Fiona Bright had never voiced her intentions to me. I was part of the search, after all. I wanted to find her as much as everyone else did.
 
Agent Brians came to me as part of an investigation into the riots and the missing children cases.
 
It was a very difficult time, and we had our hands full. The Council was breathing down our neck, and after the riots, a lot of people weren’t feeling very safe. Checking up on Sally Brians was not a priority.
 
Actually, I’d shake his hand and thank him. I would have been dead if it hadn’t been for Agent Duncan.
 
No, the Chairman never meddled with any of our investigations. I’m as surprised as you are to learn of his involvement with Ivan Pullman. It was stupid and reckless. The Council has always had unstable members leading it.
 
Samuel Barrister is fit for his new position. Why else would the Council appoint him?
 
I’m sorry, but Melington’s been filled with rumors for over a year, and maybe even before that. Whatever her relationship with William Brewster was, that’s between them and them alone. I’m not prone to speculations.
 
Yes, of course it’s strange. People are calling it the Chairman Curse now. Personally, I worry about Samuel.
 
No, I do not believe Fiona Bright was capable of murder.
 
No, I do not know the whereabouts of William Brewster.
 
No, I do not know the whereabouts of Alan Carter.
 



Chapter 3
 
Ivan Pullman made his way up the stairwell to the eighth floor of Melington Hospital. He almost felt entirely at home in the scrubs he was wearing. His ability to blend in with the rest of the hospital staff was a skill he had perfected over the years. He had grown accustomed to assignments which eventually led him to a hospital, and being able to use medical jargon and practically disappear amongst staff had become vital tools of the trade.
This hospital was a joke, though, and because of their horrific security and high turnover, nobody seemed to question his presence here. That suited Ivan just fine. It was one thing to try and convince everyone that you belonged, but he quickly realized he could have walked through the front doors and finished his assignment without a care in the world.
Still, caution was a necessity, and no matter how easy the target or how amiable the situation, he never let his guard down. Underestimating his task would result in imminent failure, and he could only count on luck so many times. Better safe than sorry.
Ivan pushed through the large metal door and quickly turned to the right, his feet barely audible as he strolled at a leisurely pace down the west wing of the floor. Although he had been given precise directions as to where his target would be, that hadn’t stopped him from doing his own research to confirm the information.
The nurse’s station was empty, something he knew was common practice around this time of the night. The psych wing usually closed shop early in the evening, and only a sudden, unexpected emergency would rouse the orderlies from their slumber. Ivan also knew that a single nurse checked in on the patients once every two hours to make sure all was well, and he had timed his arrival a good fifteen minutes after the last tour.
It would be a while before anyone realized something was amiss.
Making another turn, Ivan dug his hand into his scrubs and pulled out a vial and syringe, quickly filling the latter and pocketing everything again. He needed to be quick, and there was no reason to spend more time in his target’s room than was necessary. When he reached room 801, he turned the knob and quickly slid inside, closing the door behind him softly.
Daniel Cole sat in his usual position, staring out the window at nothing in particular, still as any other piece of furniture in the room. If not for the gentle wheeze of his breathing, he could have easily passed unnoticed in the dark. Ivan switched on the small fluorescent light and quickly scanned the hospital room before stopping in front of the former Chairman.
He had been given very little information on Daniel Cole, but the look on Elizabeth Gardiner’s face had betrayed her uneasiness towards the man. There had been a slight hint of fear in her eyes as she talked about him, and looking at the elder Cole now, Ivan could not see why. The white hair, the wrinkled skin, and the eyes that were fixated on some point far away. The old man looked harmless and quite pathetic.
Ivan felt like he was doing the world a favor.
He pulled the syringe from his pocket, undid the cap and gently pulled at Daniel Cole’s arm, pressing for a vein. The man’s skin was dry and cold to the touch, and Ivan wondered what would have become of the elder Cole had he not come to put him out of his misery. From what he knew, the man’s wife hadn’t been to see him since he had been brought in, and his son was missing. Daniel Cole had nobody left who cared whether he died or not.
“Sorry about this, old man,” Ivan whispered, “but it’s for the best.”
“Says who?”
Ivan felt his heart stop in his chest as his eyes snapped up and gazed directly into the cold blues of Daniel Cole. The man stared at him dangerously, frowning in rage as he suddenly grabbed Ivan’s arm and clenched tight. Ivan felt the fingers dig into his arm, and he forcefully pulled back, ready to strike at the old man.
But Daniel Cole had gone cold again, completely still in his chair, eyes staring straight ahead as if he had not moved just a few seconds before.
Ivan felt a chill race through him, and before he could give it more thought, he quickly plunged his syringe into the old man’s arm and pressed down. He waited to see if Daniel Cole would move again, and when it was clear the old man would not, Ivan pocketed the syringe, adjusted his scrubs and quickly stepped out of the room. He didn’t look back, fearing that if he did, he might see Daniel Cole staring after him with a grisly smile on his face.
Ivan Pullman raced down the hall and towards the emergency exit, praying he would never have to see Daniel Cole again.
 
***
 
David Whelm was the man of the hour.
Stepping off the elevator after a long night of interviews and press conferences, he felt like he could crumble into bed despite his elated mood. His agent was keeping him busy, had been for a few weeks now, and he was slowly feeling the stresses of fame. Still, it beat writing fluff pieces for the Bulletin, and David knew that if given the choice, he’d choose the stress over that in an instant.
He pulled out his cellphone and brought up the notes app, stopping in the hall for an instant to write down a reminder. The last interview, however, had been quite hostile, and the man who had interviewed him was definitely going to try and turn his words around. It was the price of fame, he knew, but that didn’t mean he had to be eaten up alive by a bunch of jealous journalists.
David froze when something cold pressed against his back, pushing against him and forcing him to straighten up. He knew what it was before he heard the click, and for an instant cursed the fact that after living his entire life in New York, he still couldn’t see a mugging coming from a mile away.
“Hello, superstar!”
David immediately recognized Fiona Bright’s voice and felt his body tighten up. He hadn’t expected to see the woman again except when she was caught and tried for the riots. He had always intended to book a front row seat to that hearing, often dreaming how he would smile and wave at the Sheriff as they escorted her away. Now, she was in his apartment building pressing a gun to his back, and David couldn’t bring up a smile to save his life.
“Sheriff Bright,” he said, trying to sound calm. “What a surprise.”
“Is it?” Fiona sneered. “I just heard you on TV saying people shouldn’t put anything past me, that I was as cold as they came. Isn’t that right?”
“Sheriff, you can’t truly believe all of that wasn’t scripted,” David tried to find a way out. “They tell me what to say. Surely you know that.”
“All I know is right now, I’m a wanted woman,” Fiona said, pressing her gun harder against David’s back, “and I have you to thank for that.”
“Me?” David scoffed. “Come on, Sheriff, we both know Stanley Turk was the mind behind everything. I was simply reporting.”
Fiona tapped the back of David’s head with her gun. “Apartment, superstar,” she said. “Now.”
“I quite like the hallway,” David said.
“Now!” Fiona hissed, pushing him forward with her gun.
David moved at a steady pace, trying to stay calm and not do anything rash that might upset the Sheriff. He reached for the keys in his pocket, slowly, pulling them out using only two fingers and holding them up for her to see. When he was satisfied she wasn’t going to shoot him, he unlocked his apartment door and led the woman inside, hearing the door close behind him.
“Keep moving,” Fiona ordered.
David complied, leading them both into his living room where he finally felt the weight of the gun against his back relieved and a hand push him forcefully towards the couch.
“So, let’s talk, shall we?” Fiona asked, her gun aimed at David as he slowly took a seat.
She took a quick look around the apartment, her nose scrunching at the underlying smell of leftovers and alcohol that seemed to blend in with an already dull furnished space. Apparently, the man of the hour hadn’t reaped the benefits of his sudden fame just yet, and Fiona couldn’t help but be amused at how much David Whelm’s apartment reflected the man himself.
David looked at her in anticipation, and when it was clear he didn’t have her full attention, he coughed into his fist and cleared his throat.
“This place is a dump,” Fiona said, eyeing the couch opposite to David before opting for a chair instead.
“I don’t spend a lot of time here anymore,” David explained. “As you know, I’ve been busy.”
Fiona nodded. “Right,” she said. “Selling the story of the year, one you helped create.”
“Okay, Sheriff, you really need to get this through your head,” David started. “I had no hand in anything that happened, alright? You could blame Stanley Turk and a bunch of drunk tourists for that.”
Fiona chuckled. “You might have convinced everyone else, Whelm, but not me,” she said. “I know what you did. The YouTube video, the meeting at the bar, the families all gathered together. That was all you. Stanley might have been a smart man, but he couldn’t have pulled all that off on his own.” Fiona gestured at David with her gun. “He had help.”
“You know what?” David started, raising his voice in hopes that a sudden burst of anger might throw the former Sheriff off her game. “I don’t have to explain myself to a fugitive. You’re accused for almost a dozen deaths, not to mention covering up the Melington Kidnappings!”
“Oh, it has a name now?” Fiona asked, sarcasm dripping from her tongue.
“Oh yeah,” David smiled cunningly, “and your face plastered right next to every headline about it from here to Texas. A few more weeks and you’ll be public enemy number one, and I sure as hell won’t sit here and listen to you accuse me of some bogus conspiracy twisting and turning in that sick mind of yours.”
David never saw her coming. In an instant, Fiona was on her feet, crossing the short distance between them and slamming the butt of her gun against his jaw. David hollered in pain, instantly feeling the sharp scratch of a broken tooth against the inside of his cheek and the warm trickle of blood in his mouth.
“Are you done?” Fiona asked, pressing the muzzle of her gun against his temple, hard, forcing his head down. “Or do you have more bullshit to spew?”
David was about to say something along the lines of ‘you are going to pay for this’, or another dramatic comeback that would have only resulted in more pain. He decided to keep his mouth shut, relying on the angry look in his eyes to portray his feelings.
“Good,” Fiona said. “Now, since you’re well aware of my status as a fugitive, I’m going to need your help making sure I stay hidden.”
“Do you think no one will come looking for me if I don’t show my face in public?”
Fiona chuckled. “Oh, don’t flatter yourself. I have no intention on staying locked up in this shithole forever, and I certainly can’t trust you.” She tapped David’s head playfully with her gun, smiling as he flinched. “We’re going on a road trip, David. A nice long drive north across the border.”
“I’m not going anywhere with you,” David said, a final effort to get some control over the situation.
Fiona leaned in and grabbed him by the jaw. “Of course you are,” she smiled. “Besides, there’s someone who’s dying to meet you.”
 
***
 
The woman in red loved the night.
Ever since she was a child, she had relished the peaceful tranquility that came with the darkness, the only illumination provided by the moon and stars, an enchanting time full of mystery and excitement. Of course, when she was a child, the skies had been cleared and uninterrupted by the smog that now filled the air, but she was content in knowing there were still parts of the country where the constellations peeked through and smiled down at her.
She stood completely still in the shadows, a grin on her face as she gazed out at the house across the street. She could see the lights still on through the first floor windows, the curtains drawn to provide a warm glow across the house’s front lawn. It was a welcoming feeling, almost as if the inhabitants of the house were promising visitors a cozy night in with snacks and lazy conversation.
Victoria’s smile widened. It was exciting to know their world would soon be shattered.
She did not know when she had first felt the urge to wreak havoc upon the world around her. She had always been a loving child, and had grown up to become an even more peaceful woman. She believed it was her first marriage that had ruined her, the knowledge that she was barren and could not mother children of her own.
That was when her mind had snapped.
The woman in red turned to face her companion, the fat man standing quiet and motionless beside her, staring off into space. Peter Anderson was on cruise control, doing as he was told, content to serve and be rewarded in ways he had never thought possible. The woman in red knew he would do anything for her, a slave to her wishes and desires, and she loved the added power she had since she was free of the corridor.
Victoria leaned in and gave her companion a soft kiss on the cheek. “I won’t be long,” she promised, and was pleased when Peter simply nodded in understanding and stepped back, deeper into the shadows where she knew he would wait for her return.
The woman in red fluttered across the street, the soft breeze against her dress a beautiful reminder of the freedom she now enjoyed. She would have to thank Alan Carter for this opportunity, although she was sure he knew nothing of what he had done. Besides, she was still chained to the monster of the corridor, still enslaved to his will, and she needed Carter to keep searching for a way to break that.
She suddenly imagined Alan as her own, much like her current human toy. She felt a shudder race through her at the mere thought of it. Oh, the things she would do to him!
Victoria pushed through the picket fence encompassing the front lawn and gracefully walked up the porch and to the front door. Her bare feet were tickled by the grass and wood, the sensations of things other than cold stone a welcoming relief. She would enjoy the outside world; she knew that with every inch of her being.
She knocked on the front door and waited, the sounds of soft classical music echoing through the house as she heard footsteps approach. The man who opened the door was a typical Gardiner, his red locks accentuating the greens of his eyes and the soft freckles on his cheeks. She smiled as he stared at her in surprise.
“Hi,” Victoria smiled. “My car broke down, and I was wondering if maybe you could help me figure out what’s wrong with it.”
The man hesitated before looking over his shoulder and then back at her. “I’m not much of a mechanic,” he said, “but you could use the phone to call Triple A.”
“That would be wonderful,” Victoria smiled sweetly.
 
***
 
Nancy Gardiner woke up with a start.
There was a knocking on her bedroom door, and although the sound of her father’s classical music echoed through the house, it didn’t drown out the soft, methodical rapping.
Nancy sat up in bed, her fingers reaching for the Minnie Mouse lamp by her bed. She flicked the switch on, and frowned in confusion when she was rewarded with nothing but darkness.
The knocking came again, but this time she was wide awake, and she instantly realized the sound was not coming from her bedroom door at all. Nancy felt a shiver race through her as her head snapped towards the closet to her left, her eyes growing wide as she watched the door slowly creak open. She tried to call out for her father, but for some inexplicable reason, her voice caught in her throat, and all she could manage was a hoarse cry for help.
The closet door continued to open, the hinges scratching at the inside of her head like nails across a blackboard, and Nancy felt tears collect in her eyes as her body locked up and froze. A foul smell escaped from inside the darkness, diffusing through the room quickly, forcing her to gag and belch.
Go, a small voice in her head screamed. Go now!
Nancy suddenly felt a jolt of adrenaline burst through her, and with desperation she broke through her fear and quickly jumped out of bed. Driven by an instinctive urge for survival, she forced herself not to look back and made straight for her bedroom door, hoping she could escape whatever was coming for her through the closet door.
A hand suddenly burst out from under her bed and grabbed her by the ankle, a cold grasp that dug deep into her skin. Nancy fell hard, her head slamming against the floor, and the world around her swam dangerously out of focus.
“Where are you going?”
The raspy voice broke through her mind like nails, shattering her sanity. Nancy struggled weakly against the hand holding her, trying desperately to scream, her voice still failing her. She felt herself being pulled back forcefully into the darkness beneath the bed as a chuckle echoed through her room. A cold hand clasped over her mouth and she could smell the rot race through her sinuses and blur her vision with tears.
“We’re going to have so much fun,” a voice whispered in her ear as Nancy Gardiner disappeared under the bed.
In the emptiness of the eight-year-old’s room, a chuckle echoed from far away and the closet door closed.



FBI Report
Peter Anderson
 
Peter Anderson, 11 Summit Drive, New Haven, Connecticut
 
 
I work for Lexley and Sons. I drive the delivery trucks.
 
Once or twice a week, usually across to Massachusetts, sometimes to Vermont. Haven’t been outside New England in ten years.
 
Melington is a common stop, sure. Our routes always pass through there, and I usually stop at the diner for a coffee and a cheese cake. Amber makes the best cheesecake ever.
 
No, I ain’t never seen her there before.
 
I’m not sure. One minute, she was all red dress flailin’ and sweet talkin’, and the next thing you know, she got me drivin’ her all around the state.
 
I don’t know, man, I told you. I was on cruise control for most of it. It was like I couldn’t control what I was doin’. I was there alright, I saw everythin’ that I needed to see and ain’t needed to, but there wasn’t a thin’ I could do about it.
 
Of course not. I’m married.
 
Don’t put words in my mouth. I just said I was drivin’ her around. I never said anythin’ more. That’s all you speculatin’ and crap.
 
Hey, I try to make a livin’, workin’ a decent job. I don’t need none of you micks tellin’ me what I should and shouldn’t have done. I already told you, I don’t know how she did it.
 
Sure, I was there. It was the last stop before the bitch ditched me and left me for dead. Can’t really say I was surprised, though. I was only a ride.
 
No, I ain’t never heard the name before.
 
No, not that one either. Was she the FBI woman who shot me? No? Then no, I don’t know who you’re talkin’ about.
 
Here, let me take a look at that. Sure, yeah, I saw him before. He was there when I was shot, made the woman I was drivin’ around mighty angry, too. She said he was tryin’ to kill her.
 
No, I have no idea where he’d be right now. I was bleeding in a ditch, remember?
 



Chapter 4
 
Alan Carter woke up to a sudden screaming in his head. The sound of it reverberated off the inside of his head, and he bolted straight up so quickly, he immediately felt throbbing at his temples. It took a few moments for his eyes to adjust to the darkness around him, and for an instant he had the impending feeling that his nightmares had returned and he was locked in the corridor again.
His mind was completely blank, as if whatever he had witnessed during his sleep was so horrible, his consciousness was doing its best to keep him from remembering it. All he could register was his quickened heartbeat and gasps of breath, mixed with a cold dread that seemed to linger, following him from his nightmares to the waking world.
And then, as soon as he thought he’d begun to calm down, the images came flashing back. Alan’s back arched and his eyes rolled back in his head, and all of a sudden he was no longer in his apartment anymore, but somewhere else entirely.
He was surrounded by a large living room illuminated with a warm light; dim enough to set a comfortable mood while classical music played in the background. The furniture looked modern, yet there was a classical touch to the ornaments and decorations around, as if whoever lived here had found an enchanting way to balance both worlds harmoniously.
Alan was standing over a large man bleeding from his nose as he pushed himself back and away. The man looked horrified, as if he were staring into the face of death itself, one hand raised in protection as he desperately tried to kick back. Tears of blood escaped from the man’s eyes, and he suddenly grasped his head and screamed out in silent agony.
Alan could not take it anymore. He closed his eyes, desperately trying to block out the images he was being forced to see, but it was of no use. He watched helplessly as the man in front of him writhed in pain, coughing blood as skin sizzled and bubbled on his face. It was as if he were being burned alive.
Alan felt a short sense of relief when his eyes turned away from the dying man, but it didn’t last for long. Unable to control where he was looking, Alan’s vision finally settled on his reflection in the dark television screen. Only, it wasn’t him, and he could feel his heart jump into his throat at the realization of whose eyes he was looking through.
The woman in red smiled, and from behind him, the world seemed to burst into a bright red ball of fire.
 
***
 
Alexandra Bail hated her luck.
Standing at the front reception desk, she gazed out at the curious crowd that had collected outside the sliding doors and were being forced back by her officers. She sighed at how much of a nightmare her life was turning into ever since she had taken on the duties of Sheriff. She was counting the days when a new Sheriff could be appointed and she could go back to doing what she was told.
Alexandra stood up suddenly when she saw Agent Sally Brians break through the crowd, flashing her badge and walking into the hospital with an authority that intimidated everyone around her. A younger agent followed, blonde and attractive, and Alexandra had to peel her eyes away from him as the two approached her.
“We came as fast as we could,” Sally said.
Alexandra did a double take on the other agent before focusing her attention fully on Sally. From the corner of her eye, she could see the man smile. “Daniel Cole was murdered last night,” Alexandra said. “We’re still waiting on forensics, but someone had broken into his room and injected him with something that stopped his heart.”
“Any suspects?” Jeff asked.
Alexandra turned to him and tried playing hard to get. “And you are?”
“Sorry, Sheriff,” Sally said. “This is my partner, Agent Duncan.”
Alexandra nodded curtly. “We have a lot of suspects, Agent. Actually, the entire town would have loved to see the man dead. Daniel Cole was nobody’s favorite.”
“Any chance we can take a look at his room?” Sally asked.
“Sure, be my guest, but it’s already been combed through.”
Sally nodded at Jeff and both women watched him disappear through the crowd of hospital staff and into an elevator.
“I guess that kills any chance of visiting the house,” Sally said. “I’m sure the family won’t want to have anything to do with us now.”
“Actually, Miranda Cole will probably have a reception after the funeral,” Alexandra said. “I’ve been having trouble reaching her since we last talked, but I’m sure she’ll be approachable now. Let’s wait until after the reception.”
Sally nodded. “Any idea if she’ll be coming back for good?”
Alexandra frowned and shook her head. “I’m not so sure the Coles are welcome in Melington anymore,” she replied. “First, Michael Cole disappears, and now, his father’s been murdered. If you ask me, she’s better off selling everything and staying as far away from here as possible. Melington has been hard on the Coles lately.”
Sally refrained from commenting on how good it had been to the Coles for generations, and that maybe karma had finally come to collect. Still, there was no telling how much Miranda Cole knew about any of this, or even if she had been involved in any of the allegations made towards her deceased husband. Maybe the woman had been as much a victim of the founding families as everyone else.
However, with this much history, Sally doubted the woman was completely innocent. After hours combing through Alan Carter’s collection of information, Sally was finding it more and more difficult to trust anyone here.
She was having trouble wrapping her head around everything she and Jeff had gone through. The sheer volume of material Alan Carter had collected over the years, and even more during the past six months, was enough to give them both headaches. Sally had filled up an entire wall in their motel room with photos and reports, and they were still not even through half the documents.
One thing she was sure of, though, was how corrupt the Council was. There was enough incriminating material in those boxes to link the town’s top brass to everything, but it was all useless without Alan Carter. She needed to find him, desperately, especially since none of the evidence was admissible without his consent.
Besides, there was some doubt in her mind as to the man’s sanity. There was a lot of reference in the files to old town tales and urban legends; a history of the founding families that bordered too close to crazy for her own comfort. Sally wondered if it was merely Alan’s way of coming to terms with what had happened to his sister, an explanation he had cooked up because the alternative would have been too difficult to handle.
It was easier to believe there was a monster out there than to convince himself that the people he trusted most were responsible for such horrors. The Carters, Coles and Adams had always been close, in a way, and Sally could see why Alan Carter wouldn’t be willing to point the finger directly at them. He blamed them, but more for controlling the monster he called Copper Tibet than actually doing the deeds themselves.
Sally would need that part cleared up. No judge or jury would take the case seriously if she didn’t. It was clear that Deborah Adams would be vital.
“So what do you think?”
Sally blinked quickly, bringing herself back to the real world. “About what?” she asked.
“You really spaced out for a moment, didn’t you?” Alexandra smiled.
Sally smiled awkwardly. “Yeah, that seems to be happening a lot lately.”
“I was asking if you wanted to join me at Town Hall,” Alexandra said. “I need to give this news directly to the Chairman.”
“Of course,” Sally nodded eagerly. “Saves me some time from having to find a way in on my own.”
Alexandra laughed. “Then it’s settled,” she said. “We’ll wait for your partner and then head on out.”
 
***
 
“Are you sure?”
Alan sat quietly on the couch, a cup of coffee in his hands as he stared into the dark liquid. Deborah had her arm around his shoulder, pressed up close as she tried to comfort his shaking, unable to comprehend anything he had just told her.
“It could have been reciprocal dreaming?”
Alan shook his head. “This felt real, Debbie,” he said. “It was as if I were there, experiencing everything. I could smell that man’s burning flesh, for God’s sake.”
Deborah sighed and rubbed his shoulder, holding back her fears of what this meant for their future. She had hoped the dreams were over, and Alan had been sleeping well for the past week or more. This, though; this was something else.
“Do you think it’s a room in the corridor?” she asked.
“She can’t go into the rooms,” Kathrine said from behind them.
Alan turned around to his sister and forced a smile, mentally slapping himself for being this inconsiderate. He should have waited for a better time to talk to Deborah about the dream, a time when he was sure Kathrine wouldn’t be around to be reminded of the life she had left behind. Still, he knew it couldn’t be helped, and tiptoeing around his sister was never going to last forever. Sooner or later, they were going to have to talk about the corridor.
Deborah, on the other hand, was a lot more protective of the little girl, and she didn’t seem willing to bring her into the fold just yet.
“Kathrine, sweetie, maybe you should try and get some sleep,” Deborah said. “I have a feeling we’re going to be leaving this place sooner than we thought.”
Kathrine walked into the small living room and sat with her legs curled beneath her on the small sofa near an old television set. Her face was firm, and although she looked like the eight-year-old who had disappeared so long ago, her eyes reflected a lifetime of horrors. She knew more about the corridor than either of them, and it would be stupid of Deborah to believe that the little girl could be protected from the memories.
They needed Kathrine just as much as she needed them.
“Is she wearing the dress?” Kathrine asked, her eyes fixated on her brother.
Alan nodded.
“Then she’s still linked to the monster,” Kathrine frowned. “He’s piggy-backing off her.”
Alan frowned. “What do you mean?”
“Now that she’s out, he goes wherever she goes.”
Alan felt his hands shake forcefully, and he placed his mug down on the coffee table to stop it from spilling. “Are you saying he’s not bound to Melington anymore?”
Kathrine shrugged. “I don’t know,” she said. “I’ve run into the woman in red many times, and every time she found me, so did he. They’re linked somehow, and if she’s walking around this world freely, so is he.”
Deborah shook her head in disbelief. “But how did she get out?” she asked. “Her body must have decomposed centuries ago. You said she looks exactly the same.”
“I don’t know,” Alan admitted, but a part of him felt a sharp stab in the back of his head, a memory of a dark room and a kiss. “I had promised to help free her if she led me to Kathrine, but I hadn’t followed through.”
“You did what?” Deborah gasped. “Are you out of your mind?”
“I was desperate,” Alan said. “I needed her help.”
“And when were you intending to follow through, exactly?”
“I hadn’t thought about it, Debbie.”
“Alan Carter!”
“Stop it!” Kathrine yelled, a firmness to her tone that surprised them both. “Stop yelling. It hurts.”
Deborah quickly crossed to where Kathrine sat and wrapped her arms around her, holding her close as the little girl began to cry. “I’m so sorry, sweetie, I really am.”
Alan gazed at the two of them, and a cold realization fell over him. He had been so desperate to get his sister back, he had not thought about the consequences of his actions, or what that might entail for everyone else in his life. All he knew was that he needed to get out of Melington, and get Kathrine and Deborah away from Copper, the Council and anything else that might hurt them.
He only wanted to protect them.
“I set her free, didn’t I?” Alan whispered, almost to himself.
Kathrine heard him, though, and their eyes locked for a moment before she nodded.



FBI Report
Miranda Cole
 
Miranda Cole, 3 Cole Avenue, Melington, Connecticut
 
 
Yes, I was. For forty years.
 
Three. One son and two daughters.
 
They were family friends. The founding families go far back, and we all knew each other well.
 
Of course, there are always falling outs. I never had any problems with the Carters or the Adams, though I did not approve of my son’s relationship with Deborah Adams.
 
Her mother and my husband had been pretty close at one point in time, and I didn’t think that was over yet. Seeing my son and her daughter together served as a reminder.
 
Of course I wasn’t. How could I be? Daniel was a very private man. He kept all his work very secretive. His excuse, usually that he didn’t want to burden me with the problems of the town and Council.
 
No, never. Being part of the Council meant throwing away everything else in life. I cherished my children and my grandchildren. I would never have given that up.
 
Of course it did. We grew very distant near the end. I tried my best to avoid him so we wouldn’t end up fighting over one thing or the other. Daniel had become quite irritable, and frankly, I had enough.
 
Yes, I know everything of our family’s history. I am a Gardiner, after all.
 
Yes, it is common. The founding families have wedded their children to each other for decades. However, that has changed much over the years.
 
No, I do not believe in that. I always regarded the tales as nighttime scares to keep the children in line. It might be part of our history, but the founding families have always had a habit of making things extra dramatic.
 
Of course it bothered me. The way Daniel was raising our children to always fear the dark was disturbing, but I knew my place. I let him have his fantasies and legends, and I kept mine.
 
Yes, he told me right before he was hospitalized. He played the monster card, but I knew it was only an excuse for his actions, as if the stories justified what he did.
 
Fiona Bright was always an unstable little girl. It isn’t a surprise she’d be dragged into all this. Rachel Adams’ involvement was quite the shock. I thought it was just Daniel’s way of hiding the fact that he was having an affair.
 
Of course I don’t know. I am only assuming it because they’re both implicated in this.
 
Melington is still my home, but my children don’t have to suffer it. I’ve lost a husband and a son to its madness. I do not intend to lose any more family members to this nonsense.
 
I was not in town when it happened, and my husband was hospitalized. I am insulted you would even ask.
 
I could not attend her funeral.
 
I do not know of Alan Carter’s whereabouts, but wherever he is, I hope he is happy and finally at peace.
 
No, I do not believe the stories about his sister. Kathrine Carter died a long time ago.
 
William Brewster is a monster, and if he’s dead, then the world is a much better place.
 



Chapter 5
 
“You bastard!”
William Brewster barely had enough time to stand up before Elizabeth Gardiner reached his desk and slapped him hard. He felt his cheeks turn a crimson red and his fists ball up in anger, fighting back the urge to grab the woman by the hair and slam her pretty face into his desk. Instead, he clenched his teeth and held his tongue, gazing at her with eyes that promised retribution.
“My brother, William!” Elizabeth screamed. “You killed my brother!”
William had just heard of the fire that had brought down Teddy Gardiner’s house and had killed everyone within. He had been shocked by the revelation, unsure whether it had anything to do with Copper or not, and had meant to investigate the incident more. However, after Elizabeth’s outburst, he was more inclined to letting the matter slide without a second thought.
“Sit down, Elizabeth,” William hissed.
She went for him again, but this time William was ready. He intercepted the woman’s hand and twisted hard, her screams a welcoming sound as he bent her hand at an impossible angle. He could almost hear her tendons ripping apart.
“Strike at me again,” William spat, “and I’ll make sure you meet your brother earlier than expected.”
He let the woman’s hand go and watched in pleasure as she sank to the ground, nestling her sprained wrist in her other hand while sobbing. He had forgotten just how much he had missed having power over someone, and the way Elizabeth cowered beneath him now excited him more than anything he could think of.
“I had nothing to do with your brother’s untimely death,” William explained.
“What did you do to Nancy?” Elizabeth cried, looking up at him through tears. “What did you do to my niece, William?”
“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
“She was missing,” Elizabeth sobbed. “She wasn’t in the fire when they brought out the bodies. Where is she? Are you using her to bind Copper?”
William frowned in confusion, his anger quickly dissipating as he processed the new information. He had no idea about the little girl’s disappearance, something his sources had failed to mention, and the implications of that were disturbing. For a brief moment, a sick feeling of dread raced through him.
“Where is Ivan?” he asked. When Elizabeth failed to answer, he grabbed her by the hair and pulled forcefully, forcing her to scream out. “Where is he?”
“He’s on his way to the Coles,” Elizabeth yelled. “He wanted to search the house before Miranda returned for her husband’s funeral.”
William let go of Elizabeth’s hair and started pacing the office back and forth. A sense of urgency raced through him as he contemplated calling the man and risking to leave behind evidence of their mutual involvement. Until now, Ivan could only be traced back to Elizabeth, which William had planned carefully if ever the need for deniability arose.
“Call him,” William said. “Make sure he doesn’t leave that house without bringing us information on the bindings.”
Elizabeth frowned. “What are you saying?”
Before William could reply, a light knock sounded on his door and his secretary popped her head inside. The young woman’s mouth opened and closed in shock at seeing Elizabeth on her knees, disheveled and in tears, and William had to snap his fingers to get his secretary’s attention.
“Sheriff Alexandra Bail’s here to see you,” the petite brunette said, her eyes shifting back and forth between William and Elizabeth.
William grabbed her by her sprained wrist and pulled her to her feet, Elizabeth clenching her teeth tightly against the pain. She quickly began to adjust herself as William waved to his secretary to let the Sheriff in. As the door closed, he looked over to where Elizabeth now sat comfortably and composed on the leather couch, as if nothing had happened. He shot her a warning glare, and the look on her face was enough to comfort his worries of her stepping out of line.
In the grand scheme of things, he was glad Elizabeth had the decency to keep her mouth shut when needed. There was no doubt where her loyalties lied.
Another knock on the door, and Alexandra Bail stepped into the spacious office, followed by a second woman in a two-piece suit that screamed out FBI. William felt his muscles tighten, and a quick look at Elizabeth confirmed his concern.
“Mr. Chairman,” Alexandra said, walking up to William and shaking his hand. “This is Agent Sally Brians of the FBI. She’s been in town for a few days now looking into the riots and missing children reports.”
William faked his most welcoming smiled and shook the other woman’s hand, immediately uncomfortable with her presence. “I was not aware the FBI took interest in local issues,” he said.
“Normally we wouldn’t,” Sally replied, equally uncomfortable in the presence of the old man, her gut churning in unease. “However, Fiona Bright is on the run, and we’ve had reports of missing children from across state borders. It’s a federal concern now.”
“I see,” William said. “This is Elizabeth Gardiner, my advisor on the Council, and close, personal friend.”
Sally returned the redhead’s obviously strained smile and briefly noticed how she was cradling her right hand in her left, the former a bit more swollen. Her blouse also seemed to be a bit out of place.
“What can I do for you, Sheriff?” William asked, bringing the women’s attention back to him.
“I’m here to inform you that Daniel Cole died last night in his room at Melington Hospital,” Alexandra replied.
William gave her a solemn look and nodded slowly. “Yes, we heard,” he said, his voice low.
“We’re suspecting murder, but we won’t know for sure until the lab results come back.”
William frowned. “Murder? Who would want to kill Daniel Cole?”
“From what I understood, he had a lot of enemies here,” Sally said.
William cocked his head at her and smiled weakly. “Is the death of our former Chairman also a federal concern?”
“It is when he’s a suspect in a federal case,” Sally replied, unfazed by the old man’s remark and unwilling to give into his words. “You wouldn’t happen to know anyone who would want him dead now that there’s an investigation going on, do you?”
William shrugged and looked at Elizabeth for mock confirmation. She mimicked his gesture.
“The man was catatonic, Agent,” William said. “I really don’t know how he could have been regarded as a threat.”
Sally could instantly sense something off about the old man, every inch of her telling her he knew a lot more than he was letting on. Still, she knew her limits, and she didn’t want to raise any red flags until she was certain with facts to back up any action she might take. For now, the Council was off limits.
Alexandra sensed Sally’s frustration and quickly stepped in. “Have you heard from Michael Cole at all, Chairman?”
“No, not since he disappeared,” William replied. “Wasn’t he dating Rachel Adams’ daughter?”
Sally almost smiled. She could see how the old man was playing the fool, and he did it well. Apparently, William Brewster had been playing people for years. There was definitely something he was hiding.
“They had broken up months ago,” Alexandra said, although Sally knew she didn’t have to explain that to Brewster. The man already knew that; she could see it in his eyes.
“What a shame,” William clicked his tongue. “Those two made quite the adorable couple.”
“And nothing from Rachel Adams either?” Sally asked, cutting short the man’s nonsense.
William shook his head and again turned to Elizabeth for confirmation. “Elizabeth?” he asked.
“No,” she answered firmly. “Nothing.”
Alexandra nodded. “Well, that’s it for us,” she said. “I thought it be best if you got the official statement from me.”
“Thank you, Sheriff,” William said, smiling as he shook Alexandra’s hand. “And be sure to keep me updated. I want to know exactly what happened to Daniel.”
“I will,” Alexandra said.
Sally shook the old man’s hand, their grip lingering for a second as their eyes locked, each trying to read the other. When it was clear that William knew the Agent could see through his antics, his smile widened and he gave her a quick wink.
“I’m sure we will meet again, Agent Brians,” he said.
Sally gave him a smile of her own. “I’m counting on it, Mr. Chairman.”
William watched the two women leave, waiting until the door to his office closed before turning to Elizabeth.
“Call Ivan,” he said, the anger in his voice as clear as day. “Tell him we have new plans.”



FBI Report
Samuel Barrister
 
Samuel Barrister, East Oak Avenue, Melington, Connecticut
 
 
Currently, Chairman of the Melington Council.
 
I intend to step down once a new Council is elected.
 
It was never my intention to be Chairman. I am only filling a void until someone more capable can take over. Honestly, I might even retire altogether.
 
I used to own a small bakery off Lexington Street. The riots took care of that, though, and I haven’t been able to rebuild.
 
Yes, I dealt directly with Daniel Cole and Rachel Adams when each was Chairman. It was my job to keep them informed on the happenings inside and outside Melington that directly affected our expansion prospects.
 
No, William Brewster only dealt with Elizabeth Gardiner.
 
I believe the two of them had a much closer relationship than what appeared on the surface, but it is only speculation, and I have no proof other than my own intuitions.
 
No, I was not aware of that. Fiona Bright’s involvement in Council matters was entirely beyond my control. Daniel Cole considered the Sheriff – excuse me, former Sheriff – a friend, as did Rachel Adams. It was surprising when Fiona turned against Rachel and supported Brewster’s claim for Chairman.
 
At that point, we were all very angry. Rachel was not very adept at filling Daniel Cole’s shoes, and a lot of things fell out of control during her short leadership. I believe it had a lot more to do with trying to clean up Daniel’s mess than anything.
 
Of course I had heard the rumors, but I knew Daniel Cole well, and there was no reason to believe he was actually behind any kidnappings.
 
Yes, I practically watched Alan grow up. I was there when his sister disappeared and was one of the few people that tried to convince the family not to move away. Then again, a tragedy like such is never easy to deal with, and I doubted my words would have any effect.
 
[Laughs] Of course not. That is nothing but an urban legend we tell our kids to make sure they eat their vegetables and stay out of the woods. I think Alan Carter was greatly affected by his sister’s disappearance that the only thing that made sense was to link the legend to it all. I heard he had been treated for that, but I guess it didn’t stick.
 
Deborah Adams was very close to Alan since they were kids. It’s no surprise she would humor his delusions if it meant protecting him from the truth and her family’s involvement. There are many things people would do for the ones they love, some things more horrible than others.
 
Nothing. It’s just a statement.
 
Yes, I have three children and seven grandchildren.
 
No, I believe it was a coincidence. Fires are not uncommon.
 
No, my grandchild was not in the house at the time.
 
Yes, also a coincidence.
 
I couldn’t tell you for sure. After the riots, I am sure Fiona was beyond help. Kidnapping Rachel Adams might have seemed like a logical thing at the time. What happened to that reporter was quite tragic. What was his name?
 
Yes, that’s right. I think he was covering the riots when they happened. I can’t remember for sure. My memory is not what it once was.
 
No, I have never met Ivan Pullman. I know of the name only because of what happened.
 
No. If William does not want to be found, he will not be found.
 
I couldn’t tell. I believe the best person to answer that is Deborah Adams. If anyone knows where Alan Carter is, it’s her.



Chapter 6
 
It took Ivan Pullman thirty seconds to unlock the back door leading into the Cole house. He frowned in frustration, upset that he still wasn’t fast enough to break his own record, and toyed with the idea of locking the door and trying again. Pocketing his tools, he decided that there would be other times for practice. Besides, the Cole house was creepy enough without having to spend more time here unnecessarily.
He had received Elizabeth Gardiner’s message a few minutes before, a warning about the FBI agents that were looking into the missing children cases. That in itself, had hyped him up a bit, knowing it was only a matter of time before he would be forced to face the agents and really showcase his talents.
Ivan closed the door behind him, walking swiftly through the small vestibule that served as a storage room for the family. The second door was unlocked, and Ivan could immediately feel the stale air inside of an abandoned house the minute he opened it and stepped into the first floor hallway.
The interior of the house was as majestic as the exterior; lavishly decorated with large paintings across the wall. The Coles obviously viewed themselves as royalty amongst the other residents of Melington. Then again, why wouldn’t they? The position of Chairman had been passed down from one Cole to the next, and Ivan wondered if it had more to do with brute intimidation rather than actual approval. From his dealings with the current Council, most of its members were pathetically spineless.
Except for Brewster. The current Chairman was something else entirely. From the few times he had actually met with the man, Ivan already knew that William would be more trouble than he would have liked. The old man was smart and knew how to cover his back. Ivan was impressed with how the Chairman made sure their only contact was through Elizabeth Gardiner.
Ivan pictured Elizabeth in his mind as he slowly made his way down the dark hallway, his flashlight illuminating the way. The woman was definitely a catch, and he mused at the relationship she had with the Chairman. She failed miserably at hiding her hunger for power, and it only made sense that she would stick close to Brewster during his tenure as Chairman. He could imagine her jumping for his position the minute the old bastard croaked.
Elizabeth was one attractive prize, though, and Ivan couldn’t help but feel a pang of jealousy at the attention the old man was getting from her. Ivan would make it a point to say goodbye to her properly once he was done with his assignment.
The house sighed around him, the floorboards creaking softly with his footsteps as he gently traced a line across the wall and walked into the living room. The curtains were drawn, yet he kept his flashlight aimed at the floor, giving the space just enough illumination for his eyes to adjust and make out the surroundings.
Most of the house was devoid of anything interesting, and Ivan quickly abandoned a useless search in dresser drawers and kitchen cabinets for the study. Elizabeth had given him a detailed description of the house, and Ivan had concluded a while back that if there were anything to hide, the study would be the place to do it.
Very cliché, Ivan.
The study was near the east end of the house, its door hidden into the wall of a nook bordered with large, Victorian windows. Ivan doubted that the illusion was intentional, but it would have easily been overlooked if he hadn’t known what to look for. He pushed into the large space, a massive mahogany desk surrounded by shelves of books and more paintings which were probably less valuable than they looked.
Ivan turned off his flashlight and switched the lights on, the lack of windows a welcoming comfort that he would not have to worry about raising suspicion. The room lit up in various colors and shades of brown and red, the scent of polished wood was strong as he quickly scanned his surroundings, picking out areas of interest. He had to be efficient, especially since he would not get another chance to comb through the house once the Coles returned for Daniel’s funeral.
Ivan thought it strange that they would leave in the first place.
He made his way around the large desk, impressed with how organized things had been left. He flipped through a few papers, and when he decided they were useless, he settled heavily into the large chair. He drummed his fingers on the armrests, eyes scanning the desk drawers before opening them, one by one. He scanned the files within, quickly sifting through them and tossing them aside when he realized they were useless. He ran his fingers along the edges of the desk, looking for any signs of a switch that might open some hidden compartment within the desk, but was rewarded with more of the same. Nothing.
Ivan sighed as he abandoned the desk and made his way to the paintings, lifting them one by one in search for a safe, and slamming them back into place in frustration when he was greeted with blank walls. The couch was unimpressive, and even the small coat closet was a dead end. After a half-hour of searching, the realization slowly set in that maybe the study had been a bad call from the onset.
Ivan stared at the large bookcase, barely taking in the various picture frames and growing more interested in the titles of the old volumes. A lot of them had to do with business and management, volumes upon volumes on politics, and of course, history.
A few stood out of place, though, several volumes on the occult and old religions. Ivan reached for the first of these, pulling it off the shelf and dusting the cover. Flipping through the pages, noticing handwritten notes here and there which must have belonged to Daniel Cole. Ivan wondered what the man’s fascination with this topic was all about. From what he had heard about the man, the former Chairman did not strike Ivan as the superstitious type.
He returned the book to its place and was about to reach for another one when the lights of the study flickered and went out. Cursing, Ivan felt for his flashlight but couldn’t find it, remembering he had left it on the desk. Feeling his way across the study, the sudden sound of a knob turning made him freeze.
The temperature in the study suddenly dropped, and Ivan felt goose bumps spread out across his skin. He broke from his trance and hurried to where he had left his flashlight, a slow, monotonous creaking echoing through the study from behind him. He felt his way around the desk, instinctively putting it between him and whatever it was that was making the god-awful clicking sound with its tongue, and grabbed for his flashlight.
The light came on quickly, and Ivan aimed the beam straight into the darkness, illuminating the study enough for him to see that the closet door was open, and someone was stepping out. Ivan reached for his gun, the light from the flashlight dipping for a few seconds before he raised it again and aimed.
Ivan’s mouth dropped open at the sight of Michael Cole. The man’s hair was caked in mud, his skin a marble-like texture that stretched against his bones, his eyes staring out in horror as he trudged out of the closet. He raised a hand out towards Ivan, his mouth opening and closing as if he were trying to speak, but nothing came out.
Ivan felt his heart stop cold in his chest, and without hesitation, pulled the trigger.
 
***
 
“I can think of at least a hundred other ideas that are better than this one.”
Alan pulled on the strap of his duffel bag and slung it over his shoulder, staring seriously at Deborah as she glared at him angrily. She had not been pleased when he had told her he was going back, and despite every logical argument he could think of, he could see she was not going to let him go without a fight.
Kathrine sat on the couch watching them, completely still, yet furious with her legs folded beneath her and clutching her own bag. For some reason, she had decided she would go with him, but Deborah had quickly put a wrench in that idea. Alan had to agree with her on that one. He had gone through too much trouble to get Kathrine back; he was not going to risk losing her again.
“Do you remember what happened the last time you faced Copper?”
Alan sighed. “This is not a choice, Debbie,” he said. “I did this. I let the woman in red out, and it’s my responsibility to end this. It started with a Carter, and it must end with a Carter.”
“What the hell does that even mean?” Deborah yelled.
“I don’t know,” Alan said, “but it’s safe to say that I’m the only one who can stop this once and for all. I don’t know how, but I have to try.”
Deborah threw her hands up in frustration, kicking at the coffee table as she crossed her arms over her chest and looked in the other direction. Alan could see the tears in her eyes, and although he hated what he was doing to her, he knew it couldn’t be helped. He had to go.
“Debbie.”
“Shut up, Carter,” Deborah stopped him, quickly wiping a tear from her cheek. “I can’t believe I actually have to talk you into not going.”
“I have to see this through,” Alan said.
Deborah’s head snapped back to him, crying freely now as she screamed, “Why? Why does it have to be you?”
Alan reached for her, but Deborah pulled back, glaring at him and waiting for a convincing answer. He didn’t have one, though, and she could see it on his face. She shook her head in disbelief.
“Do you know what you’re leaving behind?” she asked, her voice breaking.
Alan nodded.
“No, I really doubt you do,” Deborah spat. “What the hell are we supposed to do if you go missing? What happens if Copper gets you again? Who’s going to save you this time?”
“I’ll be fine,” Alan said unconvincingly. “I got out before. Twice, actually. I’ll find my way out again.”
“Then we’re coming with you,” Deborah said. “You need us.”
“Absolutely not,” Alan shook his head. “You’re going to stick to the plan and get Kathrine to Maine. You’re going to stay at my father’s house until I get back.”
“I want to go with you,” Kathrine cut in.
Alan looked at her, smiling at how brave his sister was to willingly walk back into the world she had tried for years to escape. “I can’t risk that.”
“But we should be fine seeing you risk your own life?” Deborah snapped. “Don’t you see what you’re doing to us here?”
Alan moved in and grabbed Deborah by the arms. She flinched slightly before letting him comfort her. “This won’t stop on its own,” Alan said, looking her in the eye. “Copper will keep at it until he finds us, and then we’re going to have to deal with it anyway. This way, I’m bringing the fight to him, and hopefully saving a few more lives.”
Deborah shook her head, sobbing as he pulled her into his arms and hugged her. “This isn’t fair,” she whispered into his shoulder. “This just isn’t fair.”
Alan held her tight and kissed her temple. He held her out at arm’s length, using his thumb to wipe the tears from her eyes as he attempted a smile.
“I’ll make it home,” he said. “I promise.”
Deborah didn’t reply and pulled away from him. Alan watched her cross the room to the large window and hug herself as she stood looking out at the street beyond. He turned to his sister, scratching his head as she glared at him furiously.
“Take care of her, okay?” he said to the little girl and gestured to Deborah.
“And who’s going to take care of you?” Kathrine asked.
Alan couldn’t answer her. They stared at each other for a few more minutes before the little girl got up and walked to where Deborah stood, wrapping her arms around her in an attempt to comfort the woman.
Alan watched them both for a few more seconds, then adjusted his bag and walked out of the apartment, gently closing the door behind him.
 
***
 
Sally Brians reached for her cellphone, forcing her eyes open as the shrill ringing echoed in her ears. She silenced it before looking at the caller ID, frowning at the unknown number. She sat up in bed, briefly looking at Jeff’s naked back as he groaned in disapproval, and answered.
“Brians.”
Her voice was hoarse, and she coughed to clear her throat.
“Detective, this is Joanne Pullici.”
Sally was instantly awake as she threw off the covers and swung her legs over the side of the bed, sitting up straight. She remembered the blonde from the bar in Darville.
“You gave me your number, a few weeks ago, when you came in asking about Victor Fanning,” Joanne explained.
“I remember.”
“I know this might be a little late, but I have some information for you.”
After a few minutes, Sally was rushing through the motel room and getting dressed.
 
***
 
“You told me he was dead!”
Ivan was driving his car well over the speed limit, heading out of Melington, his cellphone balanced between his ear and shoulder as he fumed in anger.
“We said he was missing,” Elizabeth replied. “He’s dead now.”
“Well, thank you for the unnecessary clarification!” Ivan yelled. “What the hell am I supposed to do now?”
“Did you find anything in the house?”
Ivan couldn’t believe how cold the she sounded on the phone. He had just told her that he had shot Michael Cole in his own house, and all the woman cared about was information.
“I think there’s a lot more to worry about than that, don’t you think?”
He could hear Elizabeth sigh on the other line. “Is the body with you?”
“No, I left it in the study for the police to find,” Ivan replied.
“Very funny.”
“I’m in a humorous mood,” Ivan spat. “Obviously.”
“Then get rid of it and move onto the next assignment,” Elizabeth said. “This was obviously an unfortunate turn of events.”
“Unfortunate turn of –” Ivan started before laughing out loud. “He came out of the damn closet!”
“I highly doubt that, Mr. Pullman,” Elizabeth said. “It was probably just a trick of the light.”
“Are you people insane?” Ivan screamed in the empty car. “Do you hear yourself right now?”
“Mr. Pullman, your job in Melington is over,” Elizabeth ignored his question. “Daniel Cole’s family will be here today for his funeral. Right now, our main priority is Fiona Bright. You can forget about everything you supposedly saw, bury Michael Cole’s body somewhere far away from town, and continue with the final leg of the assignment.”
Ivan hung up without replying, throwing his phone onto the passenger seat.
Oh, he was going to find Fiona Bright, but that would not be the end of his work in Melington. Not by a long shot.



FBI Report
Steven Corey
 
Steven Corey, 23 Maple Drive, New York
 
 
Don’t you guys do your research?
 
Fine, I’m an agent.
 
Yes, I’m David Whelm’s agent, and let me just say this right now, on the record, for whoever the hell is going to be listening to this. I am going to make goddamn sure the country knows about this. You bastards at the FBI need to put your people in check!
 
I’ll answer whatever questions I damn well feel like answering.
 
No, I don’t want a friggin’ attorney. I’m not under arrest.
 
Who gives you these questions? Of course I knew what he was getting into. David had covered one of the most horrific incidents to hit the state of Connecticut. He unveiled police corruption. Of course he’d make enemies. It’s part of his job as a journalist.
 
No, I contacted him after he released his story with the Bulletin.
 
Of course! I have several clients. What does that have to do with anything?
 
This is ridiculous! Do you think I keep tabs on the man all the time? He’s free to come and go as he pleases. So he missed an interview, big deal. I was able to reschedule that in like five minutes.
 
No, I don’t usually go knocking on my clients’ doors to see to their well-being. I’m their agent, not their father.
 
His doorman called me. Said he saw David leaving with a woman and he didn’t look very happy about it. When David wouldn’t answer my calls for another two days, I called the police. The rest is history.
 
Of course I know Fiona Bright. That bitch almost got my best client killed.
 
I don’t know Ivan Pullman, but he definitely wasn’t after my client. Fiona was the target. I heard he killed Rachel Adams.
 
No, I have no idea what the hell that’s about. Fairy tales if you ask me. Damn New Englanders and their stories. Who the hell believes in monsters coming out of their closets anyway?
 
Good. Just make damn sure you keep her locked up somewhere she can’t get out from. The woman’s a maniac.
 



Chapter 7
 
David Whelm tried his best to avoid looking in the rearview mirror.
He had been on the road for almost two days, sleeping in obscure motels where no one asked questions and constantly shadowed by Fiona Bright and her gun. He was exhausted and frustrated, fearing that his sudden disappearance would mess up his scheduling and ruin his fifteen minutes of glory.
Fiona Bright was both overbearing and excruciatingly firm, not giving him an inch of slack. It was all he could do to stay out of her way. Her fury would intensify every now and then, whenever she drifted off and remembered what he had done to her. When that happened, David wished that he had strangled Stanley Turk himself.
The fact that Rachel Adams was always in the back seat, sitting completely still even when Fiona fed her smelly baby food they’d pick up at gas stations, made the rides even more terrifying. He could swear that every time he looked up at Rachel, she would be staring right at him, accusing him for her misery as well, as if the burdens of Fiona Bright’s problems were not enough.
“Can’t we put something over her?” he asked once, only to be shot down firmly by the former Sheriff.
David had no idea where they were going, their route due North, and could only assume Fiona was aiming for Canada. He hoped that once there, she would let him go back to his own life.
Never mind that. At least you have a new story to tell.
David knew that to be true. Already, he was working out the details of his next feature, a long and detailed recount of his trip with the woman who had killed the Melington rioters. It promised to be a juicy story, and whenever he did get a few minutes of alone time, he would jot down ideas on random pieces of paper and napkins, then hide them away in his pockets to look at again later. If there was one thing David was good at, it was working a bad situation to his advantage.
“She’s creeping me out,” David said, venturing a look into the rearview mirror only to see Rachel Adams staring back at him.
Fiona shifted gears as she overtook a truck, then settled into her lane at a steady pace. “She’s none of your concern.”
“I don’t understand why we’re bringing her along with us,” David said. “Why not just drop her off at a random bus stop, stick her address on a plank around her neck and let someone else deal with her?”
Fiona gave him a menacing look. “I said, it’s none of your concern,” she hissed. “She’s my wild card. I need her a lot more than I need you.”
“That’s not true, now is it?” David said, refusing to be any less important than the vegetable in the back seat. “If that were the case, you wouldn’t have plucked me out of my perfect life and dragged me across the country.”
“We’re barely across Connecticut,” Fiona said, “and the only thing you’re needed for is to tell the true story of what happened in Melington. But we can do that once we’re across the border.”
David sighed, slumping back into his seat and gazing out at the highway ahead. He watched the cars pass by quietly, silently hoping someone might recognize him and warn the authorities. He wasn’t too fond of Canada, and having to spend the whole route there in the company of this maniac was beyond unbearable.
“I thought we were going North,” David frowned when Fiona took an early exit and changed their route due East. “If I remember correctly, this is not the way to the border.”
Fiona scoffed. “Do you think they won’t be waiting for us there?” she asked.
“And how is this detour going to help?”
Fiona looked at him, a new kind of crazy reflecting in her eyes. “We’re going to find some help in a town called Darville. Time to make use of our wild card.”
“Darville?” David frowned, already feeling claustrophobic at the mention of yet another town in the middle of nowhere. “What the hell is in Darville?”
“Not what,” Fiona replied. “Who. We’re going to pay Miranda Cole a visit.”
 
***
 
“Mrs. Cole, my condolences.”
Miranda Cole walked into Sheriff Alexandra Bail’s office like she owned the place. Her short stature took nothing away from the air of authority she emitted. The people around her were falling into a respective silence whenever she began to speak. She held her purse close, her chin held high, a woman who could easily pass for royalty if one didn’t know any better.
Alexandra took the woman’s hand and helped her to a seat at the desk, taking her coat and hanging it on a peg behind the office door.
“Thank you, Sheriff,” Miranda said, her voice soft. “I do hope we could have met on more amiable terms.”
Alexandra smiled weakly at the old woman. “I want you to know that we’re doing everything we can to find out what happened to the Chairman.”
Miranda waved a hand and scoffed. “Chairman,” she muttered. “Nothing good ever came from that, except for a lot of heartache and sleepless nights. Tell me, Sheriff, have you found my son yet?”
Alexandra hesitated, and that was all Miranda needed as a reply.
“Doesn’t matter, I guess,” the old woman said. “That boy has always had a mind of his own. For all we know, he’s probably driving around the country spending his father’s money.”
“There have been no signs of him using his credit card,” Alexandra said. “We have two FBI agents in town, and they’ve been working with us on trying to make sense of what happened here.”
“Oh, sweetie, you don’t need the FBI to do that,” Miranda sneered. “All you have to do is walk up to the Town Hall, knock on William Brewster’s door, and find some way to make that snake talk.”
“I visited William yesterday,” Alexandra nodded. “It did seem like he was hiding something.”
“Oh, he’s hiding a lot,” Miranda said with a weak smile, “but never mind the musings of an old woman. The Coles and the Brewsters never had much love for each other.”
Alexandra smiled and leaned back. “Seems like every founding family’s had a falling out with one another.”
“Generations of people living side by side, sweetie,” Miranda said. “Somewhere along the line, someone’s going to get into someone else’s hen house and stir a few feathers.”
Alexandra chuckled, unable to stop herself despite feeling for the old woman’s loss. She had not known Miranda Cole for long, only a few run-in’s here and there when she had still been an officer, but she had always liked the woman. Miranda Cole knew how to make friends and keep them, as opposed to her late husband.
“And have they found out what killed my husband?” Miranda asked, her hands folded neatly on her lap.
Alexandra nodded and grabbed a file from the top of a stack of papers and reports. She handed it to Miranda, but the woman only held up her hand and shook her head.
“Suffice to say, it was definitely murder,” Alexandra said, cutting to the chase.
“And when can I receive his body and make arrangements?”
“You can do that right now, if you wish,” Alexandra said. “As for arrangements, I’ve already seen to that.”
Miranda smiled at the Sheriff. “God bless you, child.”
 
***
 
Ivan pulled up into the gas station and stepped out into the smoldering heat. His back was killing him, and with the sun beating down, his lack of sleep was slowly getting to him.
He had spent most of the night digging a hole for Michael Cole’s body, and most of the early morning cleaning the trunk of his car. He was still shaken by what he had seen, images of Michael Cole stepping out of the closet and gaping at him flashing before his eyes, and the lack of sleep was not helping. He would need to stop somewhere and rest, but Ivan knew that sleep would not come easy, and frankly, he was scared of his dreams.
Ivan Pullman hated Melington with every inch of his body. First, Daniel Cole and then his son. He was in for one surprise after the other, and he hated what it was doing to him. His senses were dampened and his mind was blank, both things that he was neither accustomed to nor willing to continue his assignment feeling. He needed to be fresh and stable, his nerves solid, not shaking like a leaf.
Ivan walked into the small station store and immediately went for the coffee machine, pushing the buttons for a tall black Americano and pulling his shades off. The young girl at the counter barely noticed him, busy flipping lazily through a magazine as she blew gum bubbles and popped them loudly.
Ivan gazed at her for a moment before returning his attention back to his coffee. He felt the light buzz of his cellphone, and pulled it out of his pocket, sipping his coffee as he made his way deeper into the store and away from the girl and her bubbles.
“Talk to me,” he answered, his voice hoarse.
“Where the hell have you been?” a gruff voice replied from the other end. “I’ve been trying to reach you for two days.”
“I was caught up in some nasty shit,” Ivan replied, keeping his voice low. “What do you have for me?”
“You were right, man,” the man on the other line said. “She picked up the reporter, just like you said she would.”
“Of course she did,” Ivan replied. “He’s the only one who knows the truth about what happened at those riots. Where are they now?”
“You won’t believe this man, but she’s heading your way. I thought she’d run for the borders, but she turned into some town called Darville.”
Ivan recognized the name and immediately knew why Fiona Bright would want to go there. He remembered that the Coles had a family house there.
“I’m a few miles out,” Ivan said. “Just keep an eye on them and wait for me.”
“Sure thing,” came the reply. “Oh, and another thing, there’s this woman with them. Never leaves the car, always in the back seat. Couldn’t recognize her, though.”
Ivan smiled. He had a pretty good idea who the third passenger was.
 
***
 
Alan Carter woke up with a raging headache.
Although his sleep had been dreamless, he still felt incredibly tired, as if he hadn’t slept at all. He didn’t know whether it had to do with the excitement or the fact that the motel mattress felt like a log. Either way, his entire body hurt and his muscles were cramping up.
Alan trudged into the motel bathroom, switching on the fluorescents as he adjusted the flow from the shower and waited for the water to heat up. He stripped down slowly, wincing with every move he made, and stepped under the water, immediately relieved as the hot streams battered at him.
As soon as he felt he could function properly again, he stepped out, quickly toweled himself down and stepped into the room. He immediately went for his phone, checking to see if Deborah had left him any messages, but his voice mail was empty. He sent her a quick message with an update on where he was, and then proceeded to get dressed.
Alan Carter knew he was shooting in the dark. He had hoped for more visions, any connection between him and the woman in red that would give him a clue as to where she was. So far, there had been nothing, and he was getting impatient. All he could do was drive back towards Melington, but he was skeptical as to how much that would help without knowing the woman’s plans.
Alan reached for his laptop and flipped it open, waiting to see if the run-down motel had Wi-Fi. When he couldn’t get a signal, he sighed and started packing his things. There was no use staying here anyway; he would have to keep moving and hope for something that would guide him in the right direction.
Dumping his bag by the door, he quickly rummaged through the drawers by the bed for anything left behind. He grabbed his keys and suddenly remembered he had forgotten his coat in the closet. He shook his head in frustration, already sick of being in the room any longer, and opened the closet door.
Alan Carter suddenly felt the world bend and spin out of proportion, a strong gush of air blasting out from the open closet door as the room seemed to darken around him. His eyes widened as he stood frozen in place, staring into the closet.
He was looking at a hallway; a long, dimly lit hallway, with walls painted light blue and floors of white linoleum, stretching out until it widened into a vestibule with what looked like a nurse’s station. It was a hospital, he knew that, but he couldn’t wrap his head around why he was seeing all of it.
Alan stepped through the closet door, the firmness of the floors confirming that he was not imagining this, and for a split second, he wondered if he were still asleep; if all this were merely a dream. He looked over his shoulder back into the motel room behind him and felt his head pulsing faster and harder.
“Now this is interesting.”
Alan Carter’s head snapped back and his mouth dropped.
Daniel Cole was leaning against a wall a few feet away, his arms crossed and a wide smile on his face.
“We have to stop meeting like this,” the old man said, and the door behind Alan Carter slammed shut.



FBI Report
Jeff Duncan
 
Jeff Duncan, 24 Hailey Avenue, Boston, Massachusetts
 
 
I am an FBI agent.
 
Yes, she was my first partner. I became a field agent three years ago, and I was immediately partnered with Sally.
 
She’s an experienced agent and she gets the work done. That’s all I knew and all I cared about.
 
I saved her life, she saved mine; it’s a mutual thing really. It’s what partners are for, right?
 
We were assigned the case a few days before the riots, when we received word of a kidnapping that was directly linked to Melington.
 
As long as Sally was satisfied, so was I. I had no idea of her link to any of the victims.
 
Sure, she would obviously be emotionally involved. Her brother and nephew had gone missing, after all. It would make sense.
 
I think his name was Blake. I’m not sure.
 
Well, the first time was when we were investigating Victor Fanning’s suicide. Sally had gotten a bit emotional about it all, and I thought something was off about it. Plus, she never told anyone we were with the FBI, so that raised a few flags, too.
 
She’s my partner. I always have her back, no matter what. Besides, if you know Sally Brians, you’d know she only shared the information she wanted to. You can’t force anything out of her.
 
The riots definitely made things interesting. Suddenly there was a lot more going on in Melington than just missing children.
 
His name was Pullman. I found that out later.
 
Apparently he had been hired by William Brewster and Elizabeth Gardiner to rid any traces of the Council’s involvement with the missing children cases.
 
No, that was Sally. She had gone to Darville after getting a call from one of her contacts. I stayed behind to work with Sheriff Alexandra Bail on solving the murder of Daniel Cole.
 
Yes, I am aware that it was outside our jurisdiction. However, Daniel Cole was a person of interest, and his murder was a direct link to our case. Solving it benefited us as well.
 
I heard about what happened to Fiona Bright after everything was over.
 
Yes, we did. But after Sally met with Alan Carter, he didn’t seem to mind. Actually, from what I could see, he was happy we knew what we did. It made working with him that much easier.
 
No, Sally was completely responsible for that. By the time the two of them had returned to Melington, it was apparent that they had reached some sort of understanding.
 
I don’t know what happened out there. I was busy dealing with Ivan Pullman and the Council. You should talk to Alexandra Bail about that. She’ll back me up.
 
No, I couldn’t really tell you what happened to William Brewster. One minute he was in Town Hall, and the next he was gone.
 
I’m not sure. Some things don’t add up, and I guess it would be easy to believe lore and blame everything on some monster out for vengeance.
 
Elizabeth Gardiner has been an enigma the minute I met her. Didn’t the doctors have something to say about her status? Maybe the strain of what she had done got to her. I could only imagine what that could do to a person.
 
No, I never met Deborah Adams. I feel bad for her, though, losing her mother like that.
 
Trust me, if I knew where Alan Carter was, you’d be the first to know.
 



Chapter 8
 
“Over here!”
Ivan pulled off his shades and gestured back at Denny Torres as the man waved wildly at him from the bar. The establishment was empty this early in the day, but Ivan was not surprised to see his friend already cradling a beer in his hand and smiling like a little child. From the look of the bartender behind him, Denny seemed to have already caused enough of a ruckus to warrant a disapproving scowl from the pretty woman.
The last time the two of them had been to Darville, Denny had brought him to this same bar, apparently a favorite of his whenever work brought him this side of the state. Ivan thought it funny that certain low-key places would be so popular in their line of work, and he could already tell that they were slowly overstaying their welcome.
Luckily, they wouldn’t be in Darville for long.
Ivan walked up to the bar and pushed himself onto the stool beside Denny, letting the bigger man pull him into his trademarked bear hug. Ivan could never understand how Denny had gotten this far in the job, his huge figure and long hair obvious impediments to the need for inconspicuousness. It was a miracle he hadn’t been arrested yet.
Then again, Denny never did any of the dirty work. Ivan had always used the man’s incredible talents for finding people that didn’t want to be found, and he was yet to test how well the man handled himself when the going got rough. Knowing that they would be facing off Fiona Bright was the perfect opportunity for that.
“I missed the hell out of you, buddy!”
Ivan winced at Denny’s bellowing voice and the excruciating clap on the back, offering his friend a weak smile. Sometimes, Denny was oblivious to how strong he actually was.
“Joanne,” Ivan greeted the bartender as she placed a beer in front of him.
The bartender didn’t reply, giving Denny a quick look and moved on.
“You have a way with the ladies,” Denny laughed.
Ivan watched Joanne walk into the back room before turning his attention to Denny. “Are you out of your mind?”
Denny frowned, obviously upset by Ivan’s tone. “What’s wrong?”
“It’s like you’re begging to be caught.”
“I’ve been coming here for years,” Denny smiled. “Joanne’s cool. She keeps her trap shut.”
“I wonder how cool she’ll be once the police come knocking on her door asking questions.”
“Relax, would you?” Denny said, clapping Ivan on the shoulder, sending bolts of pain up and down his arm. “We’ll be in and out before you could say cock-a-doodle-doo.”
Ivan tried his best not to compare the man to a character on Sesame Street, hoping that at least for today, he could take him seriously enough to get their work done.
“So what do you know?”
Denny took a long drag from his beer and wiped his lips on his sleeve. “They’re right across the street.”
Ivan frowned. “Excuse me?”
“The Blue Whale,” Denny smiled. “You remember that place. Of course you do. Come on, we spent weeks in that shithole.”
“And you’re telling me this now?”
“Well, why the hell did you think I asked to meet here?” Denny chuckled. “We can keep an eye on them while drinking our beers. All the more fun.”
“I am finding it very hard to take you seriously right now, Torres,” Ivan hissed, quickly lowering his voice as Joanne returned and made her way to the tables beyond the bar. “We can’t just waltz over there now that everyone in this bar knows we were here.”
“Hey, you said she was here to meet someone,” Denny said. “We can wait until she leaves and follow her to wherever that someone lives.”
“That someone isn’t even in town anymore,” Ivan said. “What are we going to do when Fiona Bright realizes that? We just wasted a perfect opportunity!”
Denny clapped him on the back again, and it took everything within Ivan not to punch the big man in the face. “Calm down, buddy,” Denny said. “There’s always a solution!”
 
***
 
“How is this possible?”
Daniel Cole pushed away from the wall he was leaning on and gestured to one of the chairs in the small waiting area in front of the nurse’s station. “Sit down, Carter,” he said.
Alan carefully did as he was told, his eyes taking in the familiar surroundings of what was Daniel Cole’s room. There was something different, though, a few changes since he had last been here. The pictures, for starters, had been altered, and the color of the walls seemed to slowly appear and disappear, depending on the angle.
“You left a real mess behind since the last time you were here,” Daniel Cole said, leaning against the nurse’s station.
“I’m dreaming,” Alan muttered.
“You’re not dreaming.”
“I have to be.”
“I said you’re not dreaming,” Daniel said firmly. “This is all a little over your head, kid, but you really are here, alive and well.”
Alan shook his head. “That’s impossible,” he said.
Daniel shrugged and drummed his fingers on the station counter. “You know, I would have thought that, too, if I hadn’t lived the entire experience.”
“What experience?”
“The absence of a steward,” Daniel smiled. “The woman in red, the bitch that patrols the corridors. She’s gone. But you knew that already, didn’t you?”
Alan remembered his vision, the man dying in front of him, the reflection in the television set. He knew the woman in red was loose, but the confirmation made it feel a lot graver. Only then did he realize that he had been hoping his visions were wrong.
“They’re quite real,” Daniel said. “The steward of the corridor is out, and that’s all because of you. I have no idea how you did it, but hey, congratulations. You just set the apocalypse into motion.”
“What are you talking about?”
Daniel laughed and slapped the counter top, clearly enjoying Alan’s ignorance. “You really have no idea, do you?” Alan shook his head. “Well, that’s fresh. You know, you Carters are all the same; doing whatever you want, whenever you want, with no real sense of the consequences.”
“I didn’t mean to free her,” Alan said. “I only wanted Kathrine.”
“I only wanted Kathrine,” Daniel mimicked. “You’re an idiot. Good luck keeping your sister away from them. You condemned every founding family child to an eternity in this hell hole.”
“I can stop her,” Alan said. “I have to stop her.”
Daniel Cole laughed again, and before Alan could say anything else, the old man burst forward and grabbed him by the head. Alan felt a bolt of electricity race through him, starting at Daniel’s hands and making its way towards every inch of his being. It weaved through his veins, burst into his muscles, and for a second, he could only see a bright white light. He opened his mouth to scream, but it was like his vocal chords were paralyzed, a silent burst of agony no one would ever hear.
And then it was over.
Alan wasn’t in the room anymore, the cold around him excruciating as he felt snow freeze his hands and knees. A strong gush of wind blew against him, chilling and unwelcoming. For an instant, he couldn’t tell whether he was actually experiencing this or his mind was playing tricks on him.
He was at the top of a small hill looking out into a field, on all fours in the snow, his teeth clattering against the cold. The night sky was starless, and the moon hung ominously above his head. He was about to get up, when a hand grabbed his shoulder and pushed him flat down into the snow.
“Look,” Daniel Cole whispered from beside him, gesturing to the field below.
Alan saw the lights and heard the yells of fury, moments before the crowd appeared from the tree lines below. They were a small bunch, maybe ten to twelve people, but their cries made them seem larger in number. They were dragging a man behind them, half naked, hair flailing in the wind.
“What is this?”
Daniel Cole shushed him. They watched silently as the crowd strung the man up to a large maple by his neck, the large figure kicking and screaming as he tried to break free of his bounds. Alan’s eyes grew wide in horror as the scene below unfolded. He tried pushing himself to his feet, eager to race down and help the man, but Cole’s hold was firm.
“It’s pointless,” Daniel said. “This has already happened. All you’re going to do is upset the balance.”
Alan felt his body shiver as recognition set in. “That’s Copper,” he whispered. “This is when they burned him.”
As if on cue, Alan saw the townspeople touch their torches to Copper’s legs and winced in horror as the strung-up man began to scream, a mix of rage and pain that pierced through the cold night like a knife and cut deep into Alan’s mind.
“Your children will never be safe!”
Alan grabbed Daniel by the collar of his shirt. “What are you trying to do?” he yelled.
He had barely said the words when the familiar bolt of electricity shot through him again, this time stronger, and his mind suddenly went into overdrive.
“It began with a Carter, and it must end with a Carter.”
The words echoed in his head, and suddenly he could feel the universe in its entirety bend and reshape itself, molding and enveloping him as invisible fingers reached for the deepest parts of his mind. Everything darkened, and in an instant, he was plunged forward so fast, he could feel his skin stretch on his face with the speed of his propulsion.
Alan Carter saw it all.
He saw the corridor, all of it, with its twists and turns, how different portions of it would shift and break, then reattach itself at random. It was not endless as he had thought, but a maze of complexity that was impossible to fathom. The pulsing red light intensified as he soared through it, a life force that seemed to hold the whole thing together.
He saw the doors, each and every one of them, with their different shapes and sizes. He could feel them against his skin, as if he were touching each one, taking in the texture, becoming one with each. He felt the corridor’s very essence wrap itself around him as it invited him within its powers, his hands glowing bright as one door after the other lined up before him and he was flung through each.
He saw the children, the young and old, the scared and oblivious. He felt their every emotion, could read their every thought, their eyes locking with his as he soared through each and every room. Some would reach for him, confused, scared, hopeful, resentful, a barrage of emotions that slammed into him from every angle and every nook of the corridor.
He saw them all. Blake Collins, Nancy Gardiner, Tracy Turk, faces he recognized from his research and others he didn’t, but he knew them all. He couldn’t understand it, but he knew them all. Room after room, he would venture through day and night, outdoors and indoors, homes and fields, and his mind stretched with the intensity of what he was seeing. Voices called for him, some screaming, some pleading, others in such inexplicable emotional turmoil Alan could feel his heart rip into pieces from the sheer volume of emotion and suffering.
He was propelled through Kathrine’s room, the familiar setting both haunting and forlorn; the house she had hid in was crumbling to pieces as the night sky seemed to shatter and fall. The shrouds were lifted here, its occupant gone. There was no need to pretend any longer. The cold grasped at him, sent shivers through him, and as he soared deeper and deeper into the darkest halls of the corridor, Alan could feel the air thicken and the scent of human rot fill his sinuses.
The pain was greater here, the rooms reserved for the disobedient and the special, the ones Copper wanted to hurt the most. Alan could see the curled up body of Rachel Adams as she shivered on the hardwood floor of a house he did not recognize. She looked up at him, briefly, and jumped to her feet, but Alan could not slow down his pace, could not reach for her and comfort her.
And just as suddenly as it had started, Alan was brought to an abrupt stop, a sudden halt that had him standing in front of a large door unlike any of the others. He could sense the evil oozing behind it, seeping through the cracks in the rotten wood and the open spaces near the hinges where the door bent out of place.
The stench was stronger here, so much that it appeared to have a life of its own as it curled around Alan and wrapped him in its rot. The pulsing light dimmed dangerously, almost as if it were fading out, and the darkness crept around him as inexplicable shadows loomed over him. Large bolts held the door in place, apparently the only things holding it closed as the rest of the door had started to give way.
A slam startled Alan and forced him back, and he immediately sensed eyes staring at him through the door, knowing he was there. A raspy chuckle echoed through the halls, and as a second slam followed, the walls of the corridor began to vibrate and the floor beneath his feet started to shake.
“Carter,” a voice hissed through the cracks, reaching out to Alan. He could feel invisible hands tug at the threads of sanity in his mind, trying to break him as it had before, but Alan pushed them back. A third slam was the response to this challenge, a stronger more frustrated attack at the heavily bolted door, and a shrill cry of fury reverberated through the corridor, shaking its very foundation.
“I will have you,” the voice hissed in anger.
Alan felt a soft tug at his arm, and he looked down into the eyes of a little blonde girl. He recoiled at the sight of her, the ghastly features, the skin pulled tight against her bones and the broken in places that oozed blood.
Alan felt a hand on his shoulder, strong and firm, grasping him tight as it pulled him back, and suddenly the corridor was gone. He was being torn back, away from the door, away from the little girl, and was brought forcefully back to the hospital room where it had all begun.
Alan fell to his knees, coughing and gagging, his stomach turning as he tried to regain composure. The world around him was spinning, and it was all he could do to not give in to the darkness that threatened to overcome him. His heart hammered dangerously in his chest, and the pain that raced through his body was excruciating.
Alan took in deep breaths, fighting to keep his eyes open, and only calming down when the room started to swim back into focus. He pushed himself to his feet, slowly, and came face to face with Daniel Cole.
The old man was looking at him seriously, his smile gone and his eyes firm.
“I think you know what you have to do.”
Alan did. He couldn’t explain it, but he suddenly knew everything he had to do. The weight of it was overbearing.
Daniel nodded in approval and pointed at a door. Alan opened it, revealing a sparsely furnished motel room on the other side. It was not his room, though, and he looked back at Daniel in confusion. The old man only nodded.
Alan walked into the room, closing the closet door behind him as he took in his surroundings. He had never been here before, but the place seemed very familiar, as if a part of him recognized where he was. He turned back to the closet and opened it; nothing but an empty space with a lone hanger.
Alan closed the door and trudged forward, his body aching in places that had never experienced such pain before. He felt a burning sensation in his shoulder where Daniel Cole had grabbed him, and his sinuses were still filled with the stench of the corridor.
His eye caught a matchbox on the commode by the rickety bed, and he picked it up to get a closer look. He stared at the printed log of a smiling whale, and he turned it over to where the motel’s name was printed in bright blue.
Alan Carter was in The Blue Whale.



FBI Report
Deborah Adams
 
Deborah Adams, 24 Lexington Street, Melington, Connecticut
 
 
I am the principal of Melington Middle School. Or, was, actually.
 
You could say that, but the word inherited is a bit strong. I was made to believe that I was the best person for the job.
 
No, I had no idea what my mother’s connection to the kidnappings was. She was a devoted educator, and when she wasn’t busy with the school, she was caught up in the Council’s issues.
 
My mother’s relationship with Daniel Cole was strictly professional. What you’re hinting at is ridiculous.
 
Yes, I dated Michael Cole for a few years.
 
My mother wasn’t happy about it, no. I don’t think she liked the Coles very much, and to her, my relationship with Michael was very much taboo.
 
Personal reasons, nothing specific. People break up.
 
No, it had nothing to do with Alan Carter. Alan was a childhood friend, and I hadn’t seen him since his sister disappeared. We were very close back then, so it was only natural we’d rekindle that friendship. Michael didn’t understand that, but it doesn’t matter. Alan Carter was not the reason for our break-up.
 
Alan was extremely troubled, especially by his sister’s abduction. I humored that part of him, hoping I could get him help once we were out of Melington. I knew that his being there would only aggravate the issue, so when he agreed to leave, I didn’t think twice. There was no time to say goodbye; at that point I was only thinking of Alan.
 
Things had gotten worse. Nightmares, delusional conspiracy theories, hours on end in front of his computer researching lore. It was heartbreaking to watch.
 
Yes, I learned about the kidnappings later on, and I knew Fiona Bright was involved in a way. But like I said, I had a lot on my plate, and it’s not easy to accuse the sheriff of your town of something that serious without proper evidence. I’m not a detective.
 
No, I did not know of Daniel Cole’s involvement.
 
My relationship with the rest of the Council has been very minimal growing up. I know names, but nothing too personal about them other than what my mother would say. She never trusted William Brewster, that’s for sure.
 
I was shocked to learn that she had taken my mother, but I was already halfway to Maine when I heard about that.
 
I woke up one day and he was gone. I had no idea of his intentions. I guess he was too involved in his theories and was too attached to Melington to leave.
 
Of course not. Kathrine Carter’s been gone for years. She’s probably dead.
 
Yes, I deny any claims that she was with us when we left. That’s absurd.
 
Like I said, folktales. My mother’s been scaring me with the name Copper Tibet since I was a child.
 
How would I know where he is? I told you, I had very little to do with William Brewster anyway.
 
If Alan were alive, he wouldn’t be hiding. I’d know.
 
Of course not! I loved Alan. How could you even ask me that?
 
You know what? This is absurd. Unless you are accusing me of something, I want to leave.
 
Ask Sally Brians. She was the last person to see him alive. Maybe she has the answers you need.
 
I’m not going to answer any more questions. Either charge me with something, or leave me the hell alone.
 



Chapter 9
 
Tiffany Barrister heard the doorbell ring just as she was stepping out of the shower.
The day had been long, and after a twenty-four hour shift in the emergency room, she was looking forward to a few hours of shut-eye before her son woke her up to make breakfast. The babysitter had agreed to spend the night before, and Tiffany couldn’t have asked her to stay any longer than she needed to.
Which was why she was cursing the person at the front door when the bell rang again. If her son woke up, she would smother her visitor to death.
Tiffany hated the balance between single mom and career woman, and being a doctor was not helping either. As a female surgeon, it was eat or get eaten in the medical world, and it rarely gave her enough time to spend with her son. Back when they had been in Melington, life was easier, especially since she had her parents to help out.
Now, it was almost impossible. She could feel the strain her long hours took on her relationship with her son. The boy was even failing to acknowledge her presence sometimes, lost in his iPad and keeping himself busy with whatever new game the babysitter had downloaded for him. The only thing that was consistent was the early morning wake-ups and breakfast, and Tiffany was conflicted about whether he was doing it to annoy her or actually keep up with the tradition.
The doorbell rang a third time, and Tiffany quickly pulled on a shirt and shorts, racing downstairs while she toweled her hair. She already had a scowl prepared, having half the mind to verbally assault whoever was at the door no matter what the problem was. She barely glanced at the clock on the wall, the hour hand at twelve and reminding her that she would have to be up in six hours.
Tiffany opened the door and welcomed her guest with an angry, “What?”
The woman in front of her was all smiles and black hair, a beautiful red dress stretching down to her bare feet and wrapping her seductively. She looked like she was on her way to a Celebrity Night Out and had lost her way.
“Can I help you?” Tiffany asked, less angry and more concerned.
“Yes, you most definitely can,” the woman said. “Are you Tiffany Barrister?”
Tiffany felt her hand tighten on the door and a chill race down her spine, instantly thinking of the worst possible reasons a woman dressed like that would be looking for her this late at night. She ran through her patient list, fearing that maybe one of them had passed while she was out, but couldn’t think of anyone critical enough for that to happen.
“Yes, I am,” Tiffany finally said.
“Excellent,” the woman’s smile widened. “And your son? He’s home, correct?”
Tiffany frowned in confusion. “I’m sorry, who are you?”
“My name is Victoria,” the woman in red said, stepping closer to the door, “and we’re here for the boy.”
Tiffany screamed as the woman’s face shifted and cracked, and from beneath the skin, a nightmare of rotting flesh and bone peeked out. The smile was frozen in place, as if drawn into her face, and Tiffany was thrown back into the house as the woman in red stepped inside and closed the door behind her.
 
***
 
Miranda Cole sat silently in the living room of the large house, uncomfortable in the presence of the old man opposite her, sipping at his tea and smacking his lips. She watched him in disgust, half of her wanting to grab him by the back of the head and slap the smile off his face. Yet, she was brought up to be a lot more hospitable than that, no matter who her guest might be.
It felt odd being in the house again, nothing but aching memories filling the empty space where her husband had once occupied. Daniel Cole was in the ground now, his body tucked away gently beneath the earth, although she knew his soul was beyond saving. Wherever he was right now, wherever he had been taken, Daniel was definitely in a worse hell than she could ever imagine.
At least she hoped so. After everything he had done, there was a sort of poetic justice to how everything had played out in the end.
“This is a wonderful brew,” William Brewster said with a smile. “My compliments.”
Miranda nodded politely.
William lowered his cup slowly onto the small coffee table, noting the coaster and ignoring it completely. He looked up at Miranda and smiled as he saw her face twist in frustration when she noticed. Small wins, William thought to himself. When it came to Miranda Cole, he could only hope for small wins.
There was no denying who the true strength behind the Cole household was, and even though Daniel Cole was a presence to reckon with, his cunningness was no match for his wife’s. Originally a Gardiner, Miranda was a woman of principal, and any deviation from what she regarded as right and just was rewarded with a fury beyond compare. William had always wondered how Daniel had put up with that, unable to comprehend how a woman like Miranda could be tamed.
Still, the way she looked at him proved that Daniel’s effects were not long lasting, and the fury of the Gardiners reflected deep in her eyes despite how well she hid it or how composed she looked.
“I’m glad you like it,” Miranda said. “I apologize I could not offer you anything else. You understand, this is a difficult time, and we’ve hardly settled in yet.”
“Of course,” William replied. “I wouldn’t dare ask for more. Your hospitality is more than enough.”
Miranda smiled, wondering how long the man would keep beating around the bush before he said what he had come to say. There was no love between William and her late husband, and she couldn’t imagine the old man was here to offer his condolences. His excuse for not showing up at the funeral was laughable at best, Miranda knowing fully that the Council had no more ‘matters of extreme importance’ after the riots. She knew the members were all scurrying like rats to hide their involvement in anything.
He’s here to make sure I don’t suspect him for killing Daniel.
“It has been quite some time since I visited,” William said. “The place still looks wonderful.”
Miranda sighed. “Are you here to compliment the house?” she asked. “Or is there some pressing matter you want to discuss? I’m a very busy woman, William. You know that.”
William chuckled. “Come, Miranda,” he said. “Can’t I simply visit to offer my condolences and check up on an old friend?”
“We’re not friends, William,” Miranda replied, “and your condolences have been received. So, why are you still here?”
“Would you prefer I leave?”
“Yes, actually, I would.”
“Now, is that a way to treat an old friend?”
“Again,” Miranda said firmly. “We are not friends.”
William nodded slowly and squinted his eyes at her. “Elizabeth told me you would be a hard woman to talk to.”
“You don’t need my niece to tell you that,” Miranda shot. “You know me well enough. Otherwise, you would come out and tell me what you wanted instead of running circles around me and looking for the best way to stab me in the back.”
“Miranda, seriously!”
“Oh, don’t play the fool with me, William,” Miranda waved. “I know you well, so drop the act and the senile charm. It’s getting old, and so are you. What do you want?”
“I am insulted you feel that way about me,” William replied.
Miranda stood up and sighed heavily. “Then I believe we’re done here,” she said. “Goodbye, William. Be sure to say hello to my sister’s whore for me.”
“The tree.”
Miranda smiled.
So that’s why you’re here.
William looked up at Miranda from where he sat and folded his hands in his lap. He looked very different now that the act had been dropped, his eyes taking on a more serious look, his demeanor more condescending. She had always hated how William believed he was above everyone else.
“What about the tree?” Miranda asked.
“So you know of it.”
“Of course I know of it,” Miranda replied. “Everyone knows of it. It isn’t a secret, William.”
William shrugged. ‘I would have believed Daniel would be a lot more careful with that kind of information.”
“If Daniel were careful, he would have been alive right now,” Miranda said. “Besides, I know our families’ history well. I also know who lit the first torch under Copper Tibet.”
William frowned in anger. “Lies,” he said.
“Of course,” Miranda smiled. “We’re all just a bunch of liars. We’ve been hiding our sins and playing the game for so long, we’ve forgotten where it all began.”
“The tree, Miranda,” William interrupted her. “That’s why I’m here. I need to know how to bind Copper again.”
Miranda broke out in laughter, shaking her head at how stupid William was. He had no idea what he was getting himself into.
“And why would you think I would have that kind of information?”
“You said it yourself,” William grinned, yet his eyes were ablaze. “Daniel told you everything.”
Miranda stared long and hard at William before answering, “Yes, he did.”
“Then that’s all I ask.”
Miranda shook her head. “No,” she said. “I won’t share that. I hated Rachel Adams, but she was right about one thing; the bindings are over. I won’t let you do that.”
William stood up and crossed the distance between them in two long strides, his hand quickly wrapping around Miranda’s neck.
“I want the bindings,” he spat.
Miranda smiled, refusing to struggle against his grip and give the man the satisfaction of watching her writhe. “What are you going to do, William? Kill me like you killed Daniel.”
The surprise she saw on Brewster’s face was enough to confirm her assumptions, and Miranda did the most unladylike thing she could muster; she spat in William’s face. The old man let go of her and staggered back in disgust, wiping the spittle from his eye.
“Get out!” Miranda hissed, quickly making her way to the fireplace and grabbing one of the fire irons.
William looked at her angrily, his mouth curled in a scornful promise of retribution. “I will see you burn for this, you bitch. I will tie you to that tree and light the flames myself!”
“I’ll be waiting for you,” Miranda said, “but until that day comes, get the hell out of my house!”
William shot her a look of pure rage, his teeth clenched in anger as his eyes darted between her and the fire iron in her hand. Accepting that there was nothing left to be done here, he stormed from the room and out of the house, the front door slamming behind him.
Miranda Cole broke into tears.
 
***
 
Sally Brians stepped into the bar and unbuttoned her coat, looking about the small crowd tiredly. It had been a long ride, and her argument with Jeff had made the journey even more tiresome, his consistent calls an annoying distraction. He had agreed to stay behind after much convincing from her side, but it had not been easy, and she could already see the strain their argument would have on the future of their relationship. Still, she needed him in Melington, not with her. Not for this.
She spotted Joanne from across the room and made her way directly to her, rapping her knuckles on the bar to get the woman’s attention. Joanne poured a drink and brought it to Sally, placing it in front of her.
“I’m not here to drink,” Sally said, keeping her voice low.
“I know,” Joanne replied. “This isn’t from me.”
Sally frowned.
“You’re a popular woman, Agent Brians,” Joanne said.
Sally tried to hide her surprise, wondering how the bartender had found out. Joanne eyed her for a few seconds before giving her a small smile.
“I guess I am,” Sally replied. “So why the drink?”
Joanne gestured to a table behind Sally. “It’s from your friend over there.”
Sally turned to where Joanne was pointing and felt a sudden tingle race through her.
At a table in the corner of the bar, secluded and away from the rest of the crowd, sat Alan Carter.
 
***
 
The woman in red watched the flames from the shadows and smiled.
The house was alight in splendid colors of red and orange, the fire enveloping the structure and consuming it as neighbors watched in horror and sirens blared in the distance. The woman knew well that there would be nothing left once the fires were put out, the flames hot and furious enough to melt steel and turn bones to dust. She had seen it before, had felt that fury once, and she welcomed the pain it was inflicting on others.
Alan Carter had lied. She had tasted it on his lips. He had no intention of returning, of ending what his family had started. He was going to leave her to rot in the corridor forever, at the mercy of the monster she was bound to for all eternity, to tear at her until there was nothing left.
But, there was consolation now. Only two children remained, and when the door was finally open, the seals broken and the promise fulfilled, he would be free, and she along with him. In a way, she had Alan Carter to thank for that. If not for him, she would still be in the corridor.
“He knows.”
The raspy voice came from the darkness behind her, but she did not flinch. She had gotten used to the stench, to the heavy breathing and the rotten flesh that touched her bare skin. She could not be hurt, though, and that provided enough comfort. The monster needed her now more than ever, no longer as steward, but as his only link to the outside world. As long as she was breathing, as long as she was moving, the corridor moved with her, and so did he.
“Who knows?” the woman replied, keeping her back to the figure in the shadows, unable to look him in the eye lest she lose everything.
“Carter.”
Victoria felt a shudder race through her, and she instantly understood the feelings she was experiencing since her arrival to this world. With every step, she had felt someone watching her, eyes within her own, looking out into the world along with her. It was an odd presence she had tried to ignore, convincing herself that it was nothing more than her presence beyond the corridor. She had never thought it could be anything else.
“That is of no concern,” Victoria replied. “He can’t do anything about it.”
The chuckle behind her shook her to her core, and a hand rested on her shoulder, squeezing tightly. She flinched from the touch, the raw, skinless flesh that made her own skin crawl. She steadied herself quickly, resolved to not let her fear show, knowing well what he could do to her if he knew she was weak.
“He knows everything,” the monster whispered in her ear, the smacking of tongue against lips enough to make her lose her mind. “He is one with the corridor. He is one with you.”
The woman in red knew what that meant, and only then did she venture to look at the red eyes staring dangerously at her, the souls of the dead reflecting in the fires that burned within. His lips were drawn back, his teeth, an amber glow in the light of the flaming house. She frowned at him, her body numb as he wrapped his hand around her neck.
Copper’s face was inches from hers, his rot clouding her senses. “Cole,” he said with a smile.
Victoria closed her eyes as the fingers around her neck pressed tighter against her windpipe, blocking the air to her lungs.
“They’re in Darville,” she gasped. “They’re the last ones.”
The hand around her neck suddenly released its grip and she opened her eyes in time to see Copper disappear into the shadows, his laughter deep.
“We’ll go there now,” she said to the darkness.
“Good,” the raspy voice echoed around her. “We’re going to have so much fun.”
 
***
 
“You’re a difficult man to find.”
Sally stared at Alan Carter from across the table, her drink in her hand as the man gave her a weak smile and folded his hands over the table. He looked much different than he had in the pictures, as if years had been added to his life. She could see the sunken eyes even in the dim lights of the bar, the disheveled hair showing signs of the original blonde color at the roots, his skin a shade paler than she would have expected.
“I guess that’s a good thing,” Alan replied, his eyes briefly scanning the rest of the bar before settling on Sally again.
“How smart do you think this is?” Sally asked. “Meeting me here, especially since you’re a fugitive.”
Alan smiled. “A fugitive?”
“The FBI is looking for you.”
Alan nodded and shrugged. “Funny,” he said. “Didn’t expect that one.”
“So who are you running from?”
“I think you know, Agent Brians.”
Sally folded her arms across her chest and raised a bemused eyebrow. “Fiona Bright.”
Alan shook his head.
“The Council?”
“That’s strike two, Agent,” Alan said with a smile and sipped from his drink.
Sally clicked her tongue and leaned forward. “You do know we’re looking into the missing children, and you’re at the top of my most wanted list.”
“That’s okay,” Alan replied. “I have nothing to hide.”
“Really? Your research says otherwise.”
Alan smiled. “So you found them.”
“You don’t seem surprised.”
“Should I be?”
“I would if I had something I didn’t want people to find out.”
Alan pushed his drink to a side and leaned in, his eyes locking onto Sally’s. “There’s nothing there that the right people don’t already know.”
“There’s a whole lot there that nobody would believe, though.”
Alan winked. “Exactly,” he said. “The right people.”
Sally stared at the man for a moment before leaning back and lighting a cigarette. She took a sip from her glass, her eyes never leaving Alan’s, trying her best to read him. The confidence he had was admirable, given the predicament he was in. In a way, it seemed like he thought he was untouchable, which was a terrible mistake.
“Where’s Deborah Adams?” Sally asked, trying to throw him off.
“Are you looking for her, too?”
“That’s not an answer.”
“I wasn’t trying to answer you,” Alan said. “I doubt she’s important to whatever it is you’re looking into.”
“On the contrary,” Sally replied. “I think she’s very important. It doesn’t look like you’re going to give me anything meaningful to work with.”
“How so?”
“I read up on you, Alan Carter,” Sally said. “Your medical history, the psychiatrists, everything. From what I’ve seen, it looks like you actually believe this whole Copper whatever bullshit.”
“And you don’t?”
“Of course not,” Sally said. “I think you actually know who’s behind the kidnappings and don’t want to face it. Someone close to you maybe?”
Alan smiled. “We all have our secrets, Agent Brians,” he said. “For instance, I know yours.”
“Mine?”
“Blake Collins,” Alan said. “How many people in the FBI actually know he’s your nephew?”
Sally felt the world around her come to a standstill, slowing down until there was only Alan and her. She hadn’t shared this information with anyone besides her direct supervisor. Not even Jeff knew.
“How did you know that?” she asked, suddenly a lot more serious as she realized Alan had been able to get the upper hand.
“I know a lot of things now,” Alan replied. “Some things more than others, but most pretty disturbing.”
Sally eyed him, trying her best to see the lie behind his words, to read him somehow, but he was as blank as a sheet of paper.
“You’ve been doing your research, too,” she finally said.
“No, I only just found out about you,” Alan shrugged. “They tell me you’re important, that you’re probably the only one who would believe me enough to help me see this through.”
“See what through?”
“Copper Tibet,” Alan said. “It started with a Carter, and it must end with a Carter.”
Sally shook his head, annoyed at the riddles Alan was spewing at her. “You know something about the kidnappings.”
“I do,” Alan replied, “and so do you. I’m assuming you didn’t have a warrant when you confiscated my research, but I really don’t care. What matters is that you know.”
“Do you actually expect me to believe what’s in those boxes?” Sally asked. “I’ve asked around. This is all in your head, and the sooner you realize that, the closer we’ll get to finding out who’s been taking those kids.”
Alan looked at her for a moment before downing his drink. He leaned in, his eyes serious, his features no longer a poker face as the gravity of what he was about to say settled in. If Sally didn’t know better, she would have sworn that those were the eyes of a man who had truly seen nightmares beyond anyone’s wildest dreams.
“I am going to say this once, Agent Brians, and only once,” Alan started. “Copper Tibet is real, and the kidnappings are real. This might sound like small town folklore, but there’s more to it than you can ever imagine. You cannot even begin to fathom what I have been through, or any other member of the founding families, for that matter. Our ancestors burned an innocent man alive, and somewhere between this world and the next, he’s created a small horror house where he keeps the children he takes. I know that place well, because I have been there. I have seen the children. I have seen Blake and countless others whose names are now burned into my mind. I can never forget them. My sister was there until I freed her, but with her, I freed a woman so terrifying, she could freeze the blood in your veins. And as she moves, Copper moves, and not a single child is safe. Copper has them all except the Coles, and the woman in red is already a few miles out of Darville and on her way here now. If the Cole twins are taken, too, then that’s it. Copper walks free! And I’ll be damned before I let that happen. So, I suggest you open your eyes to the realities beyond what’s believable and put a little trust into the one person who can stop this; me. Because if you don’t, Agent Brians, then the children of Melington will not be the only ones going missing.”
Sally sat completely still, gazing at Alan as he finished his monologue and sat back, waiting for her reply. A hundred different questions raced through her mind, and in the center of them all was what he had said about Blake.
“The Coles are in Melington,” Sally said, unable to reply with anything else.
Alan took the cigarette from her hand and put it out. “Then road trip it is,” he said. “We need to get there before the woman in red finds out.”
Sally was about to say something when the sound of gunshots shattered through the night.
 
***
 
The woman in red smiled as she watched the determination on Peter Anderson’s face.
They were making good time, and she was pleased with how obedient her human toy was. He cared a lot for her, she could feel it, and it seemed like a waste that in the end she would have to get rid of him. He had proven himself quite useful over the past weeks, and she was going to hate having to break his neck.
Still, she could dwell on that later. Right now, there was work to be done, and she could already feel the tingling in her body as they came closer and closer to their final target. At last, she would be free; free of the corridor, free of him. The world had changed so much since she had last walked through it, but she knew she would be able to handle herself here. Besides, there would be more toys.
“He’s here.”
Victoria kept her eyes focused straight ahead, knowing what she would see if she dared look in the rearview mirror. The stench filled the car quickly, and she was forced to roll down the windows to let it out before suffocating in it.
“Carter.”
The woman in red nodded. She could feel him, a heavy presence in her heart that pulled at her as if bringing her to him. No doubt he was here to save the Coles, but she knew that would prove useless. There would be no denying him this time; not when everything hung on these last two children.
“He will not stop us,” Victoria said.
A chuckle in the darkness behind her made the hairs on her arms stand up as they passed a sign with the words ‘Welcome to Darville’ painted on it.
“No,” came the raspy reply. “He will not.”
 
***
 
An hour before Sally Brians stepped into the bar on the other side of the street from The Blue Whale, Ivan Pullman sat behind the wheel of his car and waited. Denny sat beside him, munching on a bag of Doritos and humming ‘Fly Me to the Moon’ out of tune. Ivan had told him to stop once, but the big man ignored him.
A few minutes later, Ivan sat up straight as he watched Fiona Bright and David Whelm step out of their motel room and climb into a car. Ivan tapped his friend on the arm, and Denny quickly reached into the backseat for his shotgun.
“Let’s rock and roll,” the big man bellowed, and Ivan quickly squeezed his arm to shut him up. He waited until Fiona backed out from her spot and idled out of the motel parking lot, slowly turning right before accelerating forward.
“What are we waiting for?” Denny asked.
Ivan unlocked the doors. “You are going to the motel. Rachel Adams isn’t with them, so I’m assuming she’s still inside.”
“So?”
“So,” Ivan said in exasperation, “I am going to follow the Sheriff and you deal with the vegetable.”
“Ow, come on!” Denny threw his hands in the air. “What fun is that?”
Ivan looked at him seriously. “This isn’t supposed to be fun. Just get the job done, and do it quietly.”
Denny sighed and opened the car door before Ivan stopped him. “The gun?”
Denny pulled his arm back. “This is my baby,” he said. “I don’t go anywhere without my baby.”
Ivan let the burly man go, wincing when he slammed the door and watched him hurry across the street and to the motel. Ivan turned the ignition, shifted into drive, and followed Fiona Bright.



FBI Report
Elizabeth Gardiner
 
Elizabeth Gardiner, 4 Berrington Drive, Melington, Connecticut
 
 
I’m a lawyer and member of the Melington Council.
 
I was not involved in the kidnappings of any children in Melington.
 
I was not involved with any event that led to the riots.
 
No, I did not order Fiona Bright to shoot the rioters. She did that on her own.
 
I was under direct orders from William Brewster.
 
I was the only contact person between the Chairman and Ivan Pullman. I relayed all the Chairman’s wishes and reported the results.
 
Yes. But that wasn’t my fault.
 
[The accused breaks down and cries for a few minutes before regaining herself]
 
I was being forced to comply. William Brewster forced me to do those things.
 
I know how it sounds. Find William and he’ll tell you I’m innocent.
 
I couldn’t. He wouldn’t let me. He would hurt me, beat me sometimes. I couldn’t do anything about it.
 
What authorities? Fiona Bright was his puppet.
 
Ivan came back for us. I think he secretly knew that William would try to have him killed.
 
Please, stop asking me that. I’m innocent. I swear it. It was all William.
 
[The accused begins to cry again. Questioning is stopped for half an hour]
 
Sheriff Alexandra Bail and FBI Agent Jeff Duncan. They came to the Town Hall to warn us, but Ivan was already there. He tried to kill William before Alexandra got to him. He shot her, I think. I’m not sure. It’s all too hazy. It happened too quickly.
 
Agent Duncan. I think it was Agent Duncan.
 
We were asked to stay in the office. The Chairman locked the door and we waited inside. We heard the gunshots through the door. We didn’t see anything, just the gunshots, and yelling. There was so much yelling. The Chairman had me stand between him and the door.
 
Yes, I was with the Chairman in the office.
 
It was dark. The lights were out in the entire building. I could only hear him.
 
No, I don’t know where he went. He was in the room with me, and then he was gone. One minute I could hear him breathing, and the next nothing.
 
I’m not lying. That’s the truth. That’s exactly what happened.
 
I don’t know.
 
I don’t know! I don’t know! I don’t know!
 
[Agents are brought in to calm the suspect down. The interrogating Agent is scratched in the face]
 
Stop asking me that! You don’t understand! He’ll come for me! He’ll come for all of you! He’ll take your children in the middle of the night, and he’ll kill you all! He’ll come for all of you! He’ll get you from the darkness and you’ll never see him coming! You’ll never see him coming!
 
[The suspect is cuffed and agents try to calm her down in the interrogation room. She kicks and thrashes. It takes three agents to do this]
 
He’ll kill you! You’re not safe! Your children are not safe! He’ll take them all, and he’ll kill you! Do you hear me? Listen to me! You’re not safe! Nobody’s safe!
 
[Interrogating agent asks for Elizabeth Gardiner to be escorted out]
 
He’ll come for you! Don’t turn off the lights! Don’t leave your children alone! He’s out there and he’ll take them all!



Chapter 10
 
Fiona Bright pulled up to the large Victorian and confirmed the address with the paper slip in her hand. Satisfied, she turned off the engine and stepped out of the car.
“Wait a minute,” David called after her. “You’re not just going to walk up to the front door and knock, are you?”
Fiona stopped and turned to him, frowning. “What else am I going to do?”
“You’re a fugitive,” David said. “How do you know they won’t just call the police? You didn’t even bring your wild card with us.”
“Are you worried about me, Whelm?”
“God no,” David said. “I’m worried about me! I don’t want someone shooting at us because you’re not welcome here.”
“Nobody’s going to shoot at us,” Fiona scoffed. “You, apparently have never met Miranda Cole.”
David sneered and sat back in the passenger seat, watching Fiona as she walked up to the front door and knocked. He counted down the seconds, sure that the minute the door opened, they would be chased away aggressively. He pondered taking the driver’s seat just to be ready, but the absence of a key made the whole thing seem useless. Besides, if there had been a key in the first place, he would have driven away and left Bright on her own.
Fiona knocked on the door again, and David sighed in relief as she tried peeking in through the side window when nobody answered. The woman could believe whatever she wanted; he knew they were in over their heads.
She walked back to the car, briefly looking over her shoulder at the dark windows, confirming that nobody was home. Daniel could see the frustration on her face and braced himself for the anger that would definitely ensue. He had a few snarky remarks ready for the minute she sat back in the car, but he quickly decided to save them for another time when she wouldn’t instinctively lash out at him.
Fiona stopped at the car door and looked back at the house, waiting to see if maybe she was giving up too quickly. David knocked on the windshield.
“Nobody’s home,” he said. “I think we’ve already established that.”
“Shut up, Whelm.”
David opened his mouth to reply, but was interrupted by the loud sound of a gunshot and watched in horror as Fiona Bright swirled and fell to the ground.
 
***
 
Denny Torres hated being left behind. He especially hated it when he was tasked with the easy jobs, the clean-ups, as he was fond of calling them. He knew he was better than this, that he had the skills to pull off more intricate assignments, and resented Ivan for benching him.
He quickly moved through the shadows of the motel parking lot, able to blend perfectly with the darkness, despite his large shape. The shotgun was pressed lazily to his side, out of view as his eyes darted back and forth to make sure no one was watching.
An old vegetable; that’s who he was supposed to handle. He hadn’t seen the old woman move once during the entire time he had followed Fiona Bright, and he failed to see the point in wasting time on her. Who was the woman going to talk to anyway? She was obviously harmless enough for the former Sheriff to leave her alone in the motel room without worry.
Denny shook his head in frustration. He was going to have to talk to Ivan about all this. He was sick of being sidelined.
Bright’s room was to the far end of the motel complex, around a slight corner occupied by the ice machine and a flickering fluorescent that left more shadows than not. Denny squinted as he approached the door, first, checking to see if it was locked, then quickly slamming the butt of his gun against the knob and shattering it. The sound was deafening in the otherwise silent motel, but he knew no one would try to see what was happening. The Blue Whale was infamous for its clientele; guests who were either hiding away or valued privacy enough to hear gunshots and turn the other ear.
It wasn’t a surprise that Fiona Bright had chosen it.
Denny stepped into the dark room and his eyes immediately fell upon Rachel Adams at the edge of one of the beds. She sat completely still with her head facing forward and her eyes, lifeless. Denny tried the lights, and when nothing happened, decided to leave the door open. The illumination from the ice machine and flickering fluorescent would be enough for what he had to do anyway.
He moved forward with the confidence of an adult about to steal candy from a child, knowing well that there would be little to no resistance. The shotgun was raised, and just before he pulled the trigger, a thought occurred to him.
This is too easy.
What he was being asked to do was beneath him, and although Denny was not one to disobey orders, a sudden burst of disloyalty raced through him. He looked down along the barrel of his gun at the old woman as she sat helpless on the small bed, the dim lights barely illuminating her face, but her features clear enough for him to accept that what he was doing was wrong. The woman was half dead anyway, and finishing her off like this served nothing. Besides, he wouldn’t want to be known as the man who killed a defenseless old woman.
Denny lowered his gun, deciding that it was about time Ivan did his own dirty work.
“Sorry to have bothered you, ma’am,” he muttered and turned to leave.
“That’s quite alright, Little D.”
Denny froze, a sudden chill racing through him as he felt every muscle in his body tense and tingle at the same time. His hand grasped his gun harder as the shock of hearing his childhood name being said out loud hit him.
No one knew that name. Only his mother had ever called him that.
“Oh, don’t worry. I won’t tell.”
Denny turned around slowly, his eyes wide, and stared into the smiling face of the old woman on the bed. Rachel’s head was cocked to a side, her lips extended in a wide grin he knew could not be humanly possible. She gazed directly at him, her eyes no longer lifeless, the flickering light on her face only adding to the horror of what he was looking at.
Rachel Adams stood up slowly, joints cracking as she moved. He watched her stretch her back and arms, the sigh escaping her coupled with a husky chuckle as her head snapped back to him.
“A vegetable,” Rachel Adams said, her lips moving out of sync with what she was saying, as if she were just a mannequin and someone else was doing the talking. “Do you really think so, Little D?”
Rachel Adams moved towards him, and Denny quickly stepped back.
“Didn’t your mother ever teach you any manners?”
Denny quickened his retreat, and jumped when the door behind him slammed shut. The room fell into perpetual darkness, and from somewhere, not too far away, he heard a raspy chuckle that was quickly joined by the shrill laughter of a madman. Rachel Adams was just a silhouette in front of him, the light so weak he could barely make out where she was.
“Where are you going, Little D?” Rachel Adams’ voice came in a whisper, too close for comfort. “We’re just about to have some fun.”
A hand reached out from behind Denny and clasped his mouth shut, muffling his screams as the dead flesh oozed into his mouth and the sudden stench of rot made his eyes water.
“Don’t you want to have fun, Denny?”
The voice was a nightmare come to life, sandpaper grinding against the inside of his head, a deadly whisper by his ear. Denny tried to scream again, grabbing the arm wrapped around his neck, feeling the raw tendons of muscles flexed against his skin. Rachel Adams moved into the light, and Denny felt his bladder loosen as she came forward. Her features had shifted, the skin breaking and peeling off her face, and still she smiled.
Denny suddenly remembered the gun in his hands, and with the last shred of sanity he had left, he raised it and fired.
 
***
 
David Whelm cowered in the floorboard of the passenger seat as the window above him shattered and showered him in glass.
He had no idea where the shooting was coming from. Fiona Bright had managed to push herself up, gun in her hand, and fire from the cover of the car hood. He could see the red stains of blood near her shoulder where the first bullet had hit her, but the woman was resilient. The gun wound did not stop her from returning fire at whoever was trying to kill them.
Fiona opened the driver’s door and slid inside, briefly trying to put the car keys into the ignition before another volley of gunshots sounded. David felt panic hit him, and he quickly moved forward, trying to push past Fiona and get out.
“Sit still!” Fiona ordered, but David was already scattering past her, knocking her over as he fell with a thump to the ground. Before she could stop him, he quickly pushed to his feet and raced forward, away from the gunfire, keeping his head low.
Fiona watched him in anger, screaming after him to come back, fighting the urge to shoot him in the back as he ran. She cursed out loud, rolled over and quickly dropped down when more gunshots echoed through the air. She could hear bullets thump against her car, and with her back to the door, she watched David Whelm disappear into the tree line.
 
***
 
Ivan cursed his luck.
He was crouched low on the opposite side of the street, hidden between the trees, his rifle aimed perfectly at Fiona Bright’s car. Sure that someone must have called 911 by now, he knew he had only a few minutes left before the flashing lights and sirens would interrupt him. He had hoped to get both of them, furious that the reporter had escaped, but kept his concentration on Bright. She was the target, after all. The reporter wasn’t important.
His eyes scanned the outline of the car, waiting for any sign of the Sheriff. He knew she would probably try to slither into the vehicle and somehow drive off, and just to make sure she knew he was watching, he fired two shots directly at the steering wheel and dashboard.
“Come on,” he whispered to himself. “Do something stupid, dammit.”
 
***
 
Fiona waited. She could feel her heart beat at a hundred miles an hour, her breathing erratic, but she was too high on adrenaline to let that affect her. She had never been in a situation like this before, but she was damned if she was going to die here, tonight.
She gazed up at the steering wheel, quickly trying to decide whether or not to go for the ignition again, and flinched when two bullets slammed against the dashboard. Her attacker was smart, and definitely better prepared.
Fiona checked the magazine of her gun, realized that she only had four bullets left, and cursed. She had more ammunition in the truck, but getting to it would be impossible with her attacker out there watching her.
Someone must have called the police, and she knew that it would only be a matter of time before the sirens scared her attacker away and gave her enough time to make her own escape. She couldn’t count on that, though, and she had very few other options left, most of which involved getting shot.
 
***
 
Ivan could almost feel the seconds ticking away. Bright had obviously decided on staying put, and that made his job much more difficult than he had intended it to be. He could already hear sirens in the distance, and he knew that in a matter of seconds, the place would be crawling with officers.
He needed to move now, or he would never get another chance at this.
Ivan lowered his rifle and searched for the best option to circle around the car. The streetlights shed enough illumination so that he would be out in the open no matter what he did. He had to rely on the element of surprise, and make sure he was quick enough to get to his target before Bright realized what he was doing.
Ivan was about to leave his hiding spot when his eyes caught a slight movement from the Victorian. He stopped, lifting his rifle up, ready to take out any new threat when he realized what it was he was looking at.
A woman had stepped out from the house, dressed in red, hair blowing in the wind. She looked out of place in the midst of what was happening, confusing Ivan as to why anyone would come out of their home knowing the danger they would be putting themselves in. The woman looked calm, tranquil despite the fact that gunfire had just erupted around her house, and her hand stretched out to Fiona’s car.
Ivan stepped back into the shadows, eyes wide as he watched Bright stand up and start moving towards the woman. In a few seconds, the Sheriff was completely out in the open, walking as if in a trance towards the house. Ivan shook his head in bewilderment, unsure whether this was a trick or not.
What the hell is she doing?
Fiona did not break into a run, nor did she suddenly race back to the car. She kept moving forward, apparently transfixed by the woman in red, completely oblivious to the danger she had just put herself in. Ivan couldn’t make head or tails of it.
Take her out. Do it now!
Ivan shook back his confusion and raised his gun. Now was not the time to second guess his senses, and the sirens were much closer. It wasn’t his fault that the woman was being reckless.
Two shots echoed into the night, and Ivan watched in satisfaction as Fiona Bright’s body fell to the ground.
 
***
 
Sally had her gun out as her feet touched the parking lot asphalt, racing across the street to where a crowd had begun venturing tentatively into The Blue Whale. Alan Carter was close behind her, keeping up with her every step as she barged towards the motel rooms, eyes quickly scanning for where the gunshot had come from.
Many of the guests had come out of their rooms, looking about in bewilderment as everyone tried to make sense of what had just happened. Sally screamed at them to stay inside, but her words had little effect and only aided in spiking their curiosity. Some of the more daring guests began following them.
A shrill scream resonated through the semi-empty lot, and a woman came running from around a corner, hysterical, hands covering her mouth. A man stepped out behind her, trudging forward drunkenly, a shotgun in his hands.
“FBI!” Sally yelled. “Drop your weapon.”
The big man stopped in his tracks, his eyes staring out at nothing in particular, his mouth opening and closing as he mumbled something incoherent.
“Now!” Sally repeated.
Denny Torres let out a wild scream, his body shaking intensively as he raised his gun. Sally fired her weapon, three bullets finding their way into the big man as he dropped first to his knees, then slumped onto the ground in a heap.
Sally raced past him, only slowing down when she neared the turn in the small walkway. Taking a quick peek and making sure the coast was clear, she swiftly made her way into the motel room.
The sight of blood immediately made her flinch.
“Jesus Christ,” Sally gasped.
Alan Carter came in behind her, immediately rushing past Brians as he hurried to the dead body on the bed, the mattress soaked in blood.
“That’s Rachel Adams,” Sally said, her hands shaking violently.
Alan looked up at her and nodded. His eyes searched the room quickly, stopping suddenly at an open closet door. Sally could see the sudden desperation in his eyes as he rushed to her, grabbed her arm and quickly pulled her out of the room.
“We need to go,” Alan said.
“Hey, hold on,” Sally stopped him. “This has to be called in.”
Alan grabbed her by the shoulders and looked her straight in the eye. “Someone will handle this,” he said, his voice shaking. “We need to get back to Melington, and we need to go now!”



FBI Report
Sally Brians
 
Sally Brians, 11 Chesterville Drive, Hartford, Connecticut
 
 
I am an agent with the FBI, for almost ten years now.
 
Yes, he has been my partner for three years.
 
Yes, our relationship did extend past our partnership, but we thought it best to keep that to ourselves until we understood what it was.
 
No, Jeff was not aware that I had a personal interest in the Melington case.
 
Of course I understand that. My supervisor was very clear about conflict of interest, but to be fair, he believed the Collins were just family friends. I had not disclosed just how personal this case was.
 
I was investigating the suicide of Victor Fanning. It was my first contact with Joanne Pullici.
 
Yes, I did. She only found out I was with the FBI when I met Alan Carter at her bar.
 
Yes, but that was my idea. Agent Duncan was only following my lead. To be fair, the files Alan Carter had in his home were important, and if he were here right now, he’d tell you that he would have given them to me willingly.
 
Yes, of course I understand that he isn’t here to confirm this.
 
I don’t know where he is.
 
Our first meeting was in Darville. He had sought me out to help him deal with the issues of the kidnappings, but I believed he was still delusional and under the impression that a monster was behind the missing children.
 
No, he did not sway from that belief even after I talked to him.
 
I’m not sure. Maybe Deborah Adams was looking out for him.
 
Yes, I shot Denny Torres and killed him.
 
We heard gunfire coming from the motel across the street. I went to investigate, and Denny was walking around with a shotgun. I asked him to drop his weapon, and when it was apparent he would use it again, I shot him.
 
Alan Carter believed that Denny was not working alone, which I think is quite certain after what happened to Fiona Bright. He urged me to return to Melington because he believed that whoever was working with Denny would be after the other Council members.
 
No, Agent Duncan and Sheriff Bail went to the Town Hall to warn the Chairman and the others. I joined Alan Carter.
 
Alan was sure something would happen to the Coles. I don’t know if he knew what had happened to the families of the other Council members, but he was convinced. I didn’t want to let him out of my sight. By then I was convinced he could be dangerous.
 
I didn’t have any proof. I wasn’t going to arrest him based on a hunch.
 
When we arrived in Melington, we met with Agent Duncan and Sheriff Bail at the Melington Police Station. We shared what we knew and went separate ways from there.
 
No, I was not aware that Ivan Pullman had returned to Melington as well. We were working on precautions. Sheriff Bail didn’t want to raise unnecessary worry by bringing more officers with her.
 
I’m not sure. You would have to ask Sheriff Bail about that. All I know was that they had been taken by surprise, and luckily only the Chairman and Elizabeth Gardiner had been at the Town Hall when it happened.
 
No, I do not know where the Chairman is. Again, I wasn’t there when it happened.
 
I escorted Alan Carter to the Cole house where we met with Miranda Cole. She was strangely patient about Alan’s delusions, and she even escorted us to the field where Copper Tibet had been hung and burned alive.
 
No, I still do not believe the stories. I think Alan was just trying to justify the kidnappings.
 
Yes, I am fully convinced that Fiona Bright was behind the kidnappings, and that certain members of the Council had supported her.
 
I do not know why. Apparently, Melington is not a town devoid of strange occurrences.
 
Nothing. Alan was satisfied with what he saw in the field, and we returned to the Cole house. Afterwards, I received the call about what had happened at Town Hall and drove straight to the hospital where Agent Duncan and Sheriff Bail had been taken to. When I returned, Miranda Cole told me that Alan Carter had left. I haven’t seen him since.
 



Chapter 11
 
Miranda Cole knew something was wrong the minute she opened the door and saw Alan Carter standing in front of her. She didn’t recognize the brunette standing behind him, but the woman looked like she was law enforcement. That only added to Miranda’s immediate suspicions.
“Miranda,” Alan greeted, trying to pull off a friendly smile that failed miserably in hue of his obvious despair.
“Alan Carter,” Miranda nodded, her eyes shifting between him and the woman beside him. “To what do I owe this surprise?”
Alan briefly looked at Sally, then back at the elder Cole. “It’s about Copper,” he said, and instantly noticed how Miranda gazed suspiciously at the FBI agent.
“What do you mean?” Miranda asked.
“Mrs. Cole, my name is Sally Brians, and I’m with the FBI,” Sally interrupted. “We’re here because we believe you’re in danger.”
“And why isn’t the Sheriff with you?”
Alan sighed. “Sheriff Bail is at Town Hall,” he explained. “Miranda, this is serious. Copper’s been on the move ever since I got Kathrine out, and he’s coming back to Melington for your grandchildren.”
Miranda’s face paled as a million questions popped up simultaneously in her mind. She opened her mouth to reply, and realizing that she couldn’t, opened the door further and let her guests in.
 
***
 
“Sheriff, this is absurd!”
Jeff Duncan sat in a corner of the meeting room as Alexandra Bail tried her best to explain to William Brewster the danger he was in. Jeff’s eyes rested on Elizabeth, watching her intently as the Sheriff and the Chairman argued. She was nervous, her eyes darting back and forth as her face mirrored her every emotion.
“Chairman, I assure you, this is a situation we cannot take lightly,” Alexandra said. “I have it on good authority that your being here is not in your best interest.”
Jeff smiled to himself. Sally had been clear about not sharing any information about Alan Carter’s return to Melington, and despite the Sheriff’s inexperience, she was handling the situation quite well. It wasn’t her fault that William Brewster was as stubborn as a bull, adamant in his opinion that the work he was doing at the moment was more important than the threat to his life.
We probably interrupted his session with Miss Redhead.
Elizabeth Gardiner glanced at Jeff, and he could see her pleading to him with her eyes. She knew something, and Jeff suddenly felt that there was a lot more to this than simply making sure the Council was safe. Whoever was after them, Jeff was willing to bet that these two knew exactly what was going on. The simple fact that neither of them had broken a tear at the mention of Rachel Adams’ murder was enough to confirm that feeling.
“How could you possibly know what is or isn’t in my best interest, Sheriff?” William Brewster bellowed. “Do you have any idea the importance of the work you interrupted? Do you think we sit around here all day chatting about our children and grandchildren over martinis? I suggest you go back to whoever it is giving you your information and recheck the facts. We are not leaving.”
Jeff sighed, loud enough to grab everyone’s attention.
“Is there a problem, Agent?” William asked.
“Yes, there is,” Jeff replied. “The first one is that you’re a complete idiot, and I truly believe you’re in no position to lead any council in the country.”
William’s face turned a bright red. “How dare –”
“The second thing,” Jeff cut in, “is the fact that you’re wasting our time because you obviously know someone’s out to get you, and I wouldn’t be surprised if you knew who that person was.”
Alexandra frowned at Jeff in confusion, then turned to the Chairman for an explanation.
William pointed an angry finger at Jeff. “You insolent piece of crap!” the old man bellowed, spittle flying from his mouth. “Do you know who you’re talking to?”
“Oh yeah, Council Chairman of the town of Melington,” Jeff smiled. “Whoopdeedoo.”
William’s eyes grew wide and his face darkened to a crimson red.
“You’re a nobody, Chairman,” Jeff said, “and quite frankly, I believe that in due time, I’m going to be slapping cuffs around your wrists.”
“Agent Duncan!” Alexandra gasped, irritated at how out-of-hand the discussion had become. She was already having enough trouble convincing the Chairman to leave without the added insults.
“Oh, come on, Sheriff,” Jeff said, exasperated as he threw his hands in the air. “Look at him. Look at her. They’re hiding something. They know something we don’t, and the more they keep it to themselves, the more likely it is we’ll get shot because of it.”
Alexandra was about to reply when Elizabeth suddenly broke the silence. “William, they’re our best hope.”
“Shut up!” William hissed at her.
“Hope for what?” Alexandra asked, suddenly realizing that Jeff might have been right all along. She hadn’t noticed it before, too caught up in arguing with William, but Elizabeth Gardiner was obviously frightened, her eyes giving her away completely.
“Sheriff, I demand you remove this man from the Council meeting room!”
Jeff jumped to his feet, ready to give the old man a piece of his mind, when the deafening sound of gunfire interrupted him, followed by shattering glass as the window behind the Chairman exploded.
Jeff watched in horror as William Brewster fell to his knees, blood running down the side of his face where a bullet had grazed him. The Chairman’s mouth hung open in shock, the realization of his mortality suddenly hitting him.
Jeff instantly pulled out his gun and raced towards the two Council members, pulling Elizabeth to the floor as more gunshots echoed through the night, bullets burying themselves into the table and chairs around them.
Alexandra was by his side instantly, her own gun out and ready. Jeff grabbed Elizabeth by the arm.
“Is there somewhere you can take the Chairman and hide?” he asked as more bullets whizzed by.
Elizabeth nodded quickly.
“Good,” Jeff said. “On my count, grab the old bastard and run, okay?”
“What?”
“One, two, go!” Jeff yelled, pushing up and firing out towards where he believed the gunshots were coming from.
Elizabeth grabbed William and pulled him along, her head low as she raced out with the older man in tow. Jeff ducked back down as soon as they had left and smiled at Alexandra.
“You have to admit,” he said. “We do pack a whole bunch of excitement.”
Alexandra started to reply when the lights suddenly went out.
 
***
 
“Absolutely not.”
“Mrs. Cole –”
Miranda raised her hand in the air to stop Sally from saying anything else. “Young lady, I do not know you, and I am not sure how much you know, but Alan here, is no fool. If he thinks I am going to risk my grandchildren’s safety, then he’s stupider than I thought.”
Alan had not expected Miranda to go along with his plan, but he knew there was no other way. He could already sense Copper’s presence in Melington, and he knew it was only a matter of time before the monster found its way into the dark corners of the Cole house. He needed to get the woman in red back where she belonged, and the only way to do that was to lure her and Copper back to the tree where it had all begun.
Ever since his last visit to the corridor, the path had become incredibly clear. He knew what needed to be done, but nevertheless wrestled with what that might entail. A part of him still couldn’t accept it, but deep down, he knew there was no other way. If he wanted to end the nightmare, he had to come to terms with that.
It began with a Carter, and it must end with a Carter.
Only Alan was having serious doubts about what that meant for him. He had imagined a full life with Deborah, and ever since getting Kathrine back, that future only seemed that more important. Doing what needed to be done meant giving up on the visions he had of how his life would play out.
Still, there was no denying the importance of ending Copper’s terror. There was no denying that the only way anyone would ever be safe was if Copper could be stopped.
“Miranda, if there were any other way, don’t you think I would have tried it?” Alan asked, leaning in and holding the older woman’s hand.
“You’re condemning my grandchildren to a terrible fate, Alan,” Miranda replied. “You, more than anyone else should know that.”
“If this fails, I’ll bring them back,” Alan said. “I promise you that.”
“If you’re a fool, Alan Carter, I am not,” Miranda scoffed. “Nobody ever comes back.”
“Kathrine did.”
Miranda gazed at him, her face a mix of shock and disbelief, and from the corner of his eye, Alan could see the same expression on Sally Brians’ face. He knew that this information would be equally important to the FBI agent; after all, her nephew was locked up in that corridor, and he had no doubt in his mind that knowing he could be brought back would push Sally Brians to do everything she could to make the plan work.
“Impossible,” Miranda Cole whispered.
Alan shook his head. “No,” he said, “it isn’t. I came back, and I brought my sister back, too. The corridor is not without its back doors.”
Miranda’s eyes suddenly watered. “Daniel?”
“Alive and kicking,” Alan said. “Actually, he seems to be enjoying himself.”
Miranda broke into tears, grasping onto Alan’s hands with both of hers as she leaned in closer. “And Michael?”
Alan shook his head. “He was there,” he said. “I know he was. I have no idea how, but I know.”
“He’s not there anymore,” Miranda’s lips trembled. “He made it back, too?”
“I’m not sure,” Alan said. “But he’s not there anymore.”
Miranda nodded, her eyes filled with hope as she let go of Alan’s hands and sat back. Alan glanced at Sally, the agent staring at him in disbelief.
“Blake?” she whispered.
Alan nodded, and Sally covered her mouth to stop from gasping out loud as tears filled her eyes. “You’re sure?” she asked.
“I am,” Alan said, “and if this works, he’ll be home soon.” He looked at Miranda. “All the children can finally go home.”



Chapter 12
 
Jeff kept his gun level, the flashlight illuminating the dark hall as he made his way forward. He could see the staircase at the far end that led to the second floor where the Chairman’s office was, and he knew that if he were going to come across the attacker, it would be here.
Alexandra kept up with his pace, equally quiet, her own flashlight moving haphazardly through the dark as she searched for their attacker. Jeff wanted to tell her to calm down, but he was too focused on keeping them alive right now.
He still couldn’t wrap his head around how their attacker had taken them by surprise. He had been so sure they were ready, although Brewster’s insistence that he would not leave should have thrown up red flags.
The man was a snake, and when this was all over, Jeff made it a point to have a one on one with the old man. He had a lot of explaining to do.
“What is that?”
Jeff came to a sudden stop. He waited to see what Alexandra was talking about, but failed to recognize anything out of the ordinary. He looked over his shoulder and shook his head in confusion.
Alexandra squinted. “Screaming.”
“I don’t hear anything,” Jeff whispered.
“It’s coming from the office upstairs,” Alexandra said. “How do you not hear that?”
Jeff was about to reply when a gunshot reverberated through the hall and Alexandra cried out in pain.
Jeff quickly turned to where the shot had come from, and dropped to one knee just as a second bullet slammed into the wall above him. His light caught a figure race up the stairs and he fired two shots, quickly turning off his flashlight and bending over the fallen Sheriff.
Alexandra tapped his arm twice, pushing him away. “Go!” she yelled. “Hit my shoulder. Go!”
Jeff jumped to his feet and dashed towards the staircase.
 
***
 
The field was massive.
Alan stood in complete astonishment as he gazed upon the open space, an island of grass in the middle of the expansive woods behind the Cole house. He had heard stories about the place, and Deborah had even tried to describe it as best she could, but being here was completely different.
Of course, he could not ignore the dead silence and the heaviness of the air as the darkness seemed to settle down heavily about him. It was as if the field had been covered by a vacuum where nothing dared to make a sound. It was eerie and foreboding, yet overwhelmingly beautiful at the same time.
His eyes fell to the maple, the branches twisting and rotten, grotesquely disfigured yet refusing to die. He could instantly sense the monster’s presence here, and he turned his head to the knoll where he had lain by Daniel’s side to watch their ancestors burn Copper Tibet alive.
This was it. This was the doorway. This was where it would all end.
Alan looked behind him at Miranda Cole holding her grandchildren in both hands, the twins not yet old enough to understand what was happening, their smiles wide as they looked upon the adventure their grandmother had promised them. Sally stood ready beside them, her hand on the butt of her gun as Alan led them further away from the tree line and in the open field.
“Are you sure this is going to work?” Sally asked, falling in beside him as she scanned the open field.
Alan nodded. “They’re the last ones,” he said. “The last founding family children.”
“I have a bad feeling about this, Alan,” Sally said, and Alan noticed the slight shiver in her hand as she clenched and unclenched her fists.
“I never said it would be easy.”
Alan stopped suddenly, grabbing Sally by the arm as she quickly pulled out her gun. There was a soft humming carried by the wind, an unfamiliar tune that hung horrifyingly in the air. Its sound was haunting in the otherwise silent night.
Sally stepped away, shielding Miranda and the children as she raised her gun and aimed at the maple, making sure her line of shot was clear as Alan stood still and waited. There was a flutter of red from behind the tree, and as the whistling grew clearer, Victoria slowly walked out into the open. Alan was transfixed by her as she moved gracefully across the grass, her red dress crimson in the darkness, her smile wide.
She gazed directly at him. “Oh, how I’ve missed you, Alan Carter.”
 
***
 
Jeff stuck to the walls as he moved down the hallway towards the Chairman’s office. The screams were louder here, and he immediately recognized Elizabeth Gardiner’s voice pleading to be let out. He quickened his pace, his gun raised as he moved forward, squinting as he tried to see through the darkness.
The blow came from behind, a hard thump that was meant for his head but had found the soft spot under his neck instead. Still, it had the desired effect, sending him to his knees as he dropped his gun and rolled away from his attacker.
Ivan was furious. He hadn’t expected a welcoming committee upon his return, and the fact that the Sheriff and FBI knew he was here was all the proof he needed that Brewster was going to sell him out. Luckily, he was a lot more adept at stealth, and the agent on the floor in front of him seemed far too inexperienced to be a worthy opponent.
Ivan leaped out from his hiding place and kicked out, feeling his leg slam hard against the agent’s side as the man hurled to the floor. Elizabeth Gardiner screamed again, and in the darkness, Ivan could feel her screams pierce through his mind and linger there painfully. It threw him off his game, and before he could regain his concentration, the agent’s body slammed into him and propelled him against the wall.
Jeff stepped away from Ivan, his eyes quickly darting back and forth as he tried to make out his weapon in the darkness. He felt Ivan move towards him, and he reacted on instinct, throwing up his arms to block a blow meant for his face. The man was strong, he would give him that, and as Jeff returned the attack with a punch of his own, he felt his blow swish aimlessly in the air as a fist slammed into his side.
Ivan grabbed Jeff by the neck and slammed his fist into his face, his knuckles protesting in pain with the strength of his blow. The agent slumped to one knee, and just as Ivan was about to kick at him, Jeff threw himself against him, lifting Ivan off his feet and dropping him hard on the floor.
Ivan felt the world around him swim as his head connected with the hardwood, and he kicked out weakly, trying to regain any sort of control. He rolled onto his stomach, pushing himself to his feet and turning to continue the fight when his head shattered into bright lights as the agent’s fist slammed into his temple.
Ivan slumped against the wall, grabbing out for support and sliding down onto the ground. Feeling like he was losing ground, he quickly reached into his ankle holster and pulled out his blade. He could see Jeff’s silhouette in front of him, and with the last bit of strength he had left, Ivan sprung to his feet and stabbed, smiling as he his blade dug into flesh and Jeff’s cry of pain rang through the hallway.
Jeff staggered back, grabbing at his side, blood spurting through his fingers as he suddenly began to feel very lightheaded. He dropped to the floor, exhausted and in pain, slowly coming to terms with the fact that he had failed. He watched in somber resolution as Ivan staggered towards him, a dark shadow looming over him as the man moved in for the kill.
Jeff fell back, his hand resting on his gun, and a sudden burst of adrenaline raced through him coupled with the hope of getting out of this alive. He felt the man swing at him, and Jeff fell back, barely avoiding the blade, and brought his gun up.
He fired twice and watched in satisfaction as Ivan staggered back and slumped against the wall, sliding down slowly as his blade clattered against the floor. Jeff maintained his aim, fighting through the pain and the heaviness of his lids.
When Ivan didn’t move, Jeff lowered his weapon and fell back, his eyes closing slowly as he drifted away.
 
***
 
“Go! Now!”
Alan turned and faced the woman in red, blocking the way between her and Miranda Cole. The old woman rushed back towards the tree line, dragging her grandchildren beside her. She never looked back, breaking through the branches as she urged the children forward.
Victoria smiled at Alan, a terrible smile filled with promises of pain and suffering, as if she would enjoy tearing him apart. From the side, Sally moved in closer, gun raised and slowly making her way around Victoria, hoping to sandwich the woman between them. Alan saw Victoria’s eyes shift to the FBI agent, then back to him, and her smile widened.
“This is of no use, Carter,” she said, her voice soft, yet menacing. “You know this better than anyone.”
“This ends now,” Alan replied.
Victoria cocked her head to a side and pouted. “But we were having so much fun,” she said. “I enjoy this world; it’s naïve and reckless; perfect for a woman like me.”
Alan shook his head. “There is no place for you here,” he said firmly. “It’s time to go home.”
“Home?” Victoria laughed. “What do you know of home, Alan Carter? You were just a visitor. You do not know what it means to patrol the corridor, to make sure the children stay in their rooms, to ensure that he is always satisfied. That is not home.”
“That was your doing,” Alan said.
“Actually, I was going to get away with it just fine if it hadn’t been for the Carters,” Victoria hissed, suddenly furious. “You created the monster. You imprisoned me.”
“Copper imprisoned you,” Alan replied. “Apparently, he was just as angry at you.”
Victoria’s features suddenly relaxed, and she smiled. “Well, that’s all in the past now. You brought the Coles to us, and now we can end this. I can be free to do as I please.”
“I said, it ends here!”
“But where’s the fun in that?” Victoria giggled. “You’re starting to sound like my last toy. He didn’t want to play anymore, so I had to break him. I just learned how to do that. It’s a lot more fun when you don’t have to kill them. They become so helpless and lost.”
“You talk too much,” Sally said, now standing fully behind Victoria.
Victoria turned to her, barely looking over her shoulder as she smiled at Sally. “Very well,” she said. “Let’s stop talking, then. I’m sure Blake will be thrilled to have his auntie back.”
Sally felt a sudden rage burst through her, and without hesitation, pulled the trigger twice.
“No!” Alan said, rushing forward.
Victoria broke out into hysterical laughter, obviously unaffected by the bullets that had just buried themselves in her. Sally looked at her in disbelief, briefly lowering the gun, unable to comprehend what she was seeing.
“You stupid girl.”
Sally raised her gun again, about to fire again, when a hand suddenly burst out from the earth beneath her. Long fingers wrapped around her ankle, squeezing tight and crushing her bones as she screamed out in pain. Sally fell to her knees, and with a massive tug, she was pulled to the ground and dragged towards the maple.
“I deny you!” Alan yelled as he rushed forward, but his words had no effect.
Victoria’s laughter pierced through the night as she cut in front of him, and as he struck out at her, she grabbed his hand and flung him to the side, her strength taking him completely by surprise.
The woman in red laughed again, and as Alan pushed up to his feet, she moved towards him with a killer’s intent.
 
***
 
Alexandra Bail broke into the Chairman’s office just as the lights flickered back on.
A sudden stench filled her nostrils as the air inside swooshed free, filling the hallway and forcing her to gag. She stepped into the room, careful not to lean too hard on her shot shoulder, her gun raised as she looked for another intruder.
The office was empty, except for Elizabeth Gardiner.
The woman was lying in a fetal position on the floor, shaking like a leaf, crying as she begged and pleaded with an invisible attacker. Alexandra rushed to her, dropping down to her knees as Elizabeth screamed and scurried away.
“Miss Gardiner, it’s me,” Alexandra said. “Sheriff Bail.”
Elizabeth didn’t respond, pushed up against a wall and pulling her knees to her chin. “Please leave me alone,” she sobbed. “Please don’t take me. I didn’t do anything. Please don’t take me.”
Alexandra frowned as she watched the woman rock back and forth. “Miss Gardiner?”
Elizabeth kept mumbling, tears streaming down her face in torrents, her body shuddering every few seconds. Alexandra looked around the room, trying to find any clue as to where William Brewster was, but it was as if the man had disappeared completely.
“Miss Gardiner, where’s the Chairman?”
Elizabeth sobbed harder, shaking her head vigorously. “Please don’t. Please.”
“Miss Gardiner?”
“He took him,” Elizabeth said. “He came from the darkness and he took William.”
 
***
 
“You have no power here, Carter.”
Victoria lashed out, her nails scratching at Alan’s face as he backed away. He could feel the darkness tighten around him, almost as if the woman controlled it. The shadows reached out from him, a supernatural slither of fingers that threatened to hold him in place while she attacked.
He could see Sally wrestle against the hand holding her ankle, kicking out as she writhed in pain, Copper’s grasp too strong for her efforts. He watched in horror as the hand pulled her away, the earth opening and threatening to swallow her whole.
Alan raced towards her, forgetting about the woman in red, his only thought to stop Sally from disappearing forever. He felt a cold hand grab him as Victoria lashed out again, and as her fists connected with his face, it felt like sledgehammers against his bones. He saw the real her for the first time.
Victoria’s face had shriveled, the skin pulling against her teeth in a manic grin. Her eyes blazed in twin golden flames, blood pouring from the sides of her mouth in torrents. Her hair fell in various places, the skin beneath rotting away and peeling off in slips of ivory and green. She was losing herself to this world, and Alan could tell the strain of keeping her appearance here had finally taken its toll.
Victoria grabbed Alan with both hands, wrapping her fingers around his neck as she pressed with incredible strength. Alan gasped for air, and with a strength he did not know he possessed, struck out at Victoria. His hand hit flesh and buried itself within, a fire scorching him as he wrestled for release.
“You underestimate me, Carter,” the woman hissed. Her voice had changed, matching Copper’s as it tore at Alan’s mind. “There is no escape now. You had the chance, and you failed. This is not a fight you can win!”
From the corner of his eye, he saw Sally grab for her gun, bringing it around as she fired one shot after the other at the hand holding her ankle. Alan could sense the urgency of the situation, and as he pulled back, trying to free himself of the fires inside Victoria, he felt something pulse just above his hand. Victoria’s eyes burned brighter, and Alan immediately knew what he had found. Without hesitation, he twisted his hand inside her, forcing a shrill scream out of her that ripped through the night, and grabbed onto her heart.
“You cannot win!” she gasped, tightening her grip.
Alan felt the muscle between his fingers pulsate faster, and he knew exactly what he had to do. With a cry of fury, he squeezed his hand shut, feeling his fingers tear into the muscle. Victoria’s hands dropped from around his throat as her head fell back, her screams deafening. She pulled back, but Alan quickly wrapped himself around her and continued his onslaught, feeling her heart burst in his hands.
Victoria exploded in a white fire that engulfed the both of them. Alan shut his eyes against the blinding light and felt the world around him dissipate.
When he opened his eyes again, he was no longer in the field.



Chapter 13
 
Alan knew where he was.
He hadn’t been here before, but he knew. There was nothing that should have been familiar about his surroundings; the trees looked different, the sky above was filled with far too many stars, and for some inexplicable reason, not a single sound emitted from the surrounding woods. It was as if the world had stopped completely, this plane of existence only present for his convenience.
Yet, he knew where he was.
The grass beneath his feet seemed to grow and shrink on cue, as if the earth itself was breathing. The wind carried the familiar stench of rotting flesh, his senses overwhelmed by how strong the scent was. He could feel the weight of the night on his skin, alive and greedy, waiting to suck another victim into its endless abyss.
Alan knew where he was, and it scared him.
He looked ahead, his eyes falling on a small cabin nestled between the trees, a trodden path of dead grass and fallen leaves curling through the forest to the cabin door. It was an unwelcoming sight, but his destination nevertheless. He took a step forward, then another, slow and cautious, concentrating on the front door as he moved.
The path shifted then, and right before his eyes, the cabin pushed away, furthering the distance between it and him. The trees seemed to grow taller and bend with the added weight, lowering their branches in wait for him, ready to pluck him off the path as he would eventually walk past them.
Alan stopped his progress and waited.
He could hear heavy breathing around him, a gasp of air and a rough sigh that shrouded him in its presence. Alan knew the monster was waiting, surrounding him from every angle, here and there, yet nowhere in particular. A raspy chuckle echoed through the trees, a brief gesture of satisfaction at the fear Alan was experiencing.
Alan braced himself and moved forward.
“Carter.”
The voice came out from all around him, as if Copper were speaking from right above Alan, looking down at him from the heavens where he reigned supreme. Alan’s skin crawled at the sound of his name, the ghastly echo of its resonance in the woods around him. The trees bent and turned as the voice echoed through the room, as if dancing to Copper’s tune, branches twisting and turning as they formed wooden smiles that grinned manically at him.
Alan continued forward, his eyes lowered as he watched one foot set shakily in front of the other. He would not be intimidated, even though the sheer knowledge of Copper’s presence around him was enough to freeze him in place. Yet he fought through the fear, clenching his fists as his body screamed at him to stop, forcing his legs to carry him onwards.
“Carter.”
Alan ignored the voice, knowing what the monster was trying to do.
“You are in my house now,” the raspy voice chuckled, the weight of the air around Alan thickening as if something were closing down on him. “We are going to have so much fun!”
Alan frowned in concentration, fighting the way Copper’s voice was playing with his mind, continuing towards the cabin at a steady pace as the chuckle turned into laugher, and the laughter became hysterical.
A hand grasped him, reaching out from the shadows, nails digging deep into his shoulder as Alan cried out in agonizing pain. He felt fire race through his veins, stretching to every part of his body, burning him from within as the hand on his shoulder forced him down to his knees.
The stench was stronger now, closer, and Alan knew that if he were to look behind him, he would see the grotesque face of Copper staring back at him. He could imagine the horrible smile, the twin flames of eyes, and he clenched his own eyes shut to keep the pain from overwhelming him.
And just as suddenly, the hand let go, and Alan fell forward as his shoulder grew numb and his arm immobile. He pushed himself upwards, and from the shadows around him, laughter crackled dangerously close.
Then he saw them.
Dozens, hundreds even, small figures in the shadows that slowly materialized into the light. They were children of all ages, staring at him through lifeless eyes, their mouths hanging open as their arms hung limply at their sides.
Alan could feel his mind breaking, his head snapping left and right as more children came out of the shadows. He recognized many, and knew them all. As if on cue, his mind recited their names one by one, a checklist that stabbed at him from within, throbbing unbearably against the inside of his head.
“Carter,” one of them whispered, and almost as if they had been practicing it, the children began to chant his name. It started slow, soft, a hum in the night that was incoherent at first but slowly grew in volume and pace until the children were screaming it at him.
“Save us!” came a lone cry in the midst of the chant.
“The doors!” came another.
Alan closed his eyes and covered his ears, the children’s chant unbearable. He needed to shut them out, but couldn’t, and as he looked around, they seemed to multiply in front of him. Their mouths opened and closed in unison, their eyes rolling up into their heads to show only the whites, and one by one, they began to move towards him.
Alan tried to get up, but the hand grabbed at him again, squeezing on his fresh wound until he was forced to his knees once more in pain.
“Listen to them, Carter,” Copper sneered, his lips wet against Alan’s ears as the rot filled every inch of his sinuses. “Listen to the children you failed.”
Alan fought against the pain, against the chants, against the tears. He tried to pull away, but the hand holding him was stronger, its poison seeping into his wound and paralyzing him in place. The children moved in closer, their hands outstretched, their faces bent into scowls as his name seeped out from between their lips bitterly.
It was all he could do to keep from going insane, and with a final burst of strength, his last ounce of energy called upon to save him from this hell, Alan pulled away from the hand and felt his skin and muscles tear.
He jumped to his feet, without looking back, immediately taking off down the path and leaving the chants behind him. Copper’s laughter followed, relentless, nails clawing at Alan’s back as he raced away.
He could feel the thing behind him approaching, its breathing louder as it neared, and the grass around his feet standing at full attention as if saluting its master. They cut at him, slowing him down even further, but Alan pressed on.
His heart pounded like a jackhammer. Alan could feel it trying to break free of his chest, as if to run on its own and leave him behind. His breaths came in gasps, the cold air entering his lungs stinging, rancid and poisonous, forcing him to cough uncontrollably. He fell to his knees, clawing at the earth as the stones cut through the skin on his hands, and he quickly jumped back up.
Up ahead, the cabin only seemed to get further away.
Alan ran, but it was useless.
His feet seemed to be running in the same place, unable to comprehend that with every step he took, they should have been propelling him forward, away from what was behind him, away from the horrors around him. His brain worked, yet his muscles failed to respond.
He could smell Copper right behind him. He could feel the monster’s breath on the back of his neck like a hot burst of air. His nose clogged up with the scent, and his heart stopped at the cruel sound of Copper’s frustrated snarls. He felt the monster latch onto him, bury its claws into him, and he pulled away again, warm blood racing down his arm.
“You will not get away,” Copper hissed, the sound of him so close that it almost brought Alan to a frozen, fearful stop. “We will play here forever!”
It began with a Carter, and it must end with a Carter.
I think you know what you have to do.
Daniel Cole’s words echoed in his mind, resonating loudly, and Alan latched onto them with every inch of his being. He accepted his fate, then and there, only inches from Copper’s grasp.
It would end with him.
Suddenly, Alan found himself slamming against the cabin door and falling into the room beyond. The door slammed shut behind him, locking out his pursuer, and Alan felt the sudden relief of escape wash over him. He lay on the warm wooden floor, his dimly lit surroundings a warm contrast to the previous setting.
“Carter.”
Alan rolled onto his knees, looking about the large empty space, searching for the owner of the voice. A fire burned in a large hearth to one side, the flames licking at the logs within, filling the room with warmth and light. In front of it, sat a man, legs crossed beneath him, his back to Alan as he stared into the flames.
“It began with a Carter,” the man said, his voice hoarse from disuse.
Alan licked his lips. “And it must end with a Carter.”
The man’s shoulders bobbed as he chuckled, a familiar gesture that had sounded more frightening just moments before. The figure shifted, finding a more comfortable sitting position, and only then, did Alan see the rope tied around his neck.
“Your family did me wrong,” the man said. “Melington did me wrong. I swore vengeance.”
Alan could feel the man’s pain as if it were his own, a soft heat at first, quickly intensifying to a raging burn. Alan fought through the pain, not giving in, adamant to stay strong. To one side, he noticed a second rope attached to a wall, a noose wrapped tightly around the neck of a skeleton, red rags attached to the bones.
“The children of Melington will never be safe.”
Copper Tibet turned around, and Alan stared into the sunken eyes of a man, long dead. The scars on his face told stories of times less peaceful, of pain endured until the fires licked at his feet and burned him alive.
“I will keep coming for them,” Copper said with a smile, pushing himself to his feet and turning to face Alan.
Alan walked to the skeleton on the floor, loosening the noose from around its neck and slipping it around his own. He tightened it, feeling the rough texture against his skin, and looked at Copper.
“And I’ll be here to stop you,” Alan said. “I will be here, forever.”
Copper gazed at Alan, his smile widening. He nodded slowly, then turned and sat back down, staring into the fire. “This will be fun, Carter,” he whispered. “This will be so much fun.”
 
***
 
Sally Brians opened her eyes with a start, gasping as she sat up and raised her gun to shoot.
She was alone. The field around her was empty, the soft breeze against her skin, light and scented, the stars shining down in all their glory. She could hear the sounds of the woods around her, quiet yet alive, brief flickers of life resounding through the night.
Sally pushed herself to her feet, her gun aimed to the ground as her eyes took in her surroundings in search for Alan Carter. The field was empty, though, and there were no signs that anyone had ever been here besides her. Sally’s eyes fell on the maple a few yards away, bent out of shape as if smiling at her, hiding a secret it would not share.
Sally felt a slight panic rise in her chest, and as she fell back to her knees, dropping the gun in her hands, she let her emotions loose and cried freely into the night sky.
 
***
 
Alan Carter stood firmly in front of the large door at the end of the corridor.
It had returned to its former shape, its cracks healed and its bolts strong, a firm barrier against the horrors within. Alan stared at it, feeling the part of him inside that would always remain tied to the monster imprisoned within.
“Red suits you.”
Alan smiled as Daniel Cole walked up behind him.
“Although I must be honest, the woman was a lot easier on the eye.”
Alan turned to face the old man and placed a tired hand on his shoulder. “The doors are open,” he said, his voice still hoarse, the pain in his shoulder pulsating.
Daniel nodded. “And now?”
“Now, they go home.”
Alan Carter smiled at the old man and moved past him, his feet barely touching the floor as he glided down the corridor.



Epilogue
 
Kathrine Carter slept alone.
For the past two weeks, she had shared the same bed as Deborah. The mere presence of the woman by her side was enough for her to sleep peacefully without worry of the nightmares. Deborah had been patient, allowing her the time she needed to heal and never pushing, always there when Kathrine needed her.
Kathrine loved her for it.
Still, she worried about Deborah. Ever since Alan had left them, she had been quiet and distant. Not towards Kathrine, but everyone else. They had arrived at the house as planned, and despite being in a new town that offered much room for exploration, Deborah had chosen to lock herself in. Kathrine guessed she was waiting for Alan to return, but neither of them knew when or if that would happen.
Sometimes, Kathrine would catch her crying alone in her bedroom, always quick with a smile when she would catch her. Other times, she would hear Deborah throwing up in the bathroom, mostly in the morning. It was worrying.
So Kathrine had decided to give Deborah her space. Besides, it had been two weeks, and it was a long time before she finally faced her fears and slept alone. Tonight, would be the night she embraced the darkness and everything within. If not for her, then for Alan.
A soft scraping against the hardwood floor woke her up instantly, and for a few seconds, she felt her entire body go numb. She waited for the stench of rot, the raspy chuckle, the skinless hand that would smother her and take her away. But none of that happened, and slowly, she began to relax.
When the scraping sound came again, Kathrine did not open her eyes.
“Good night, Alan,” she whispered.
A short silence followed. “Good night, sweetie,” came the reply from the darkness.
Kathrine smiled and fell asleep.
 
* * *



Bonus Scene Chapter 1: Stella
 
“And how are your dreams now?”
Doctor Stella Vayne crossed her legs and cocked her head as she looked at her client. The man was sitting solemnly on the couch in front of her, hair disheveled, cheap suit wrinkled. He was wearing a strange brand of cologne today, something that was supposed to smell flowery, but gave off a bitter smell of alcohol instead. Her nostrils flailed with the strong smell.
“No dreams,” the man said, his voice hoarse.
Stella counted the number of stubs in the small ashtray by her client’s side. He’d been in her office for less than half an hour, and already he had chain-smoked ten Lucky’s. She watched him as he lit another and took a deep drag.
“They’ve stopped?” she asked, lifting an eyebrow and giving him a half-smile of approval, a motivation that they were finally seeing some progress.
The man shook his head, his eyes darting back and forth across the room. “I stopped sleeping,” he said, cigarette hanging limply from his lips as he rubbed his arms to warm himself.
Stella had turned off the air conditioner at his request, willing to cope with the unbearable heat, yet unsure how he could still feel cold. Then again, she couldn’t remember when she had stopped counting the number of things that alarmed her about the man.
He had come to her almost four months ago, paying for his sessions in advance, complaining of recurring nightmares and lack of sleep. She had willingly taken him on, despite her full schedule, especially since the man was a celebrity, even if only a minor one.
Stella looked down and gazed at her notepad. There were scribbles all over, arrows linking one haphazard thought to another as she pieced together the man’s troubled mind. He talked which she was thankful for, but most of what he said made little sense and was often incredibly random. He would start at one point, then immediately shift to another, only to circle back to what he was saying in the beginning. It was marginally gibberish.
“I don’t think that’s a very good idea, David,” Stella said, keeping her voice level. She had learned that sudden changes in tone sent him into a shaking frenzy. “We’re here to face your demons, not let them take over your life.”
The man shook his head, his cigarette, now, between two fingers as his body faintly rocked from side to side. It was as if he were in a trance, barely listening to her, his eyes focused on anything other than Stella. He looked like he was looking for something.
“Why is it always so dark in here?” David Whelm asked.
Stella sighed. “David, have you tried the meditation I recommended?”
David chuckled. “Are you suggesting that I close my eyes when I don’t have to?” he said. “I can barely cope with the dark when I have to sleep. Meditate? Are you kidding?”
Stella laid her pad and pen down on her lap and folded her hands over them. She knew she shouldn’t, but she was slowly getting tired of the lack of progress they were making. David Whelm had come to her looking for a quick fix, and despite her consistent assurance that she would not just write out a prescription for him to drug himself to sleep, he never failed to ask. She waited now, knowing what was coming.
“Doc, just give me the pills, and we can call it a day.”
Like clockwork, she thought.
Stella knew the man’s history well. She had seen him on multiple talk shows back when he was ranting on and on about a conspiracy in some little town, out in Connecticut. He had been quite a different man then, zealous, aggressive, giving off the vibe that he would beat you to death if you didn’t see things his way.
She remembered a lunch with one of her colleagues who had told her all about the story behind David Whelm’s rise to fame. It was quite the Cinderella story, the unknown reporter who had just happened to be in the right place at the right time. It was obvious that rumors would follow, how he had started the whole riot which was his ticket to the top, how he had orchestrated one of the worst tragedies to hit the small New England town that no one had heard of before.
Rumors. That’s all they were, but they had created the enigma behind the man. David Whelm might not have wanted it, but there was a certain mystery to him that many found appealing. He had always denied his involvement, but there was always a twitch in his eyes; a twinkle that suggested there was more to the story than he let on.
Stella had realized early on it was the mystery itself that had drawn her to him in the first place.
However, looking at him now, shivering on her couch and reeking of the God awful cologne, she was slowly losing the infatuation. He was a broken man, and it was no surprise that he was keeping clear of the limelight.
So much for the fifteen minutes of fame, Stella thought. Whatever had made David Whelm a national sensation, a hero of the masses against corrupt government, it was all gone.
“Let’s retrace a bit,” Stella offered. “What happened after the shooting in Darville?”
David Whelm looked up at Stella, his eyes finally resting on hers. “The woman in red,” he said.



Bonus Scene Chapter 2: Four Months Ago
 
David raced through the dense foliage, the sound of gunfire echoing in the darkness behind him. He did not stop, forced himself not to look back, and gasped cold breaths of air as he stumbled along. He had to get away, as far as possible from the shooting, maybe find a road on the other side of the woods and hitch-hike a ride back to New York.
His legs cried out in agony, pain shooting through them, unaccustomed to the stress he was putting on his body. Still, the adrenaline kept him going, and he pushed forward, pleading with his muscles not to give out, to keep going just a little bit more.
Only, he knew he was going in the wrong direction, a small voice in the back of his head laughing at how his mental compass was off, and instead of running into town, he was running out. He ignored the voice, his pace slowing as his heart pounded in his chest. He didn’t care which way he was headed. All that mattered was getting away.
The darkness was heavy around him, and as David slowed to a complete stop, it felt like he was being enveloped completely by it, the night wrapping itself around him and hiding him from the outside world. He buckled over, one hand resting on a tree to his left as he desperately tried to catch his breath. The pain in his muscles finally overcame the adrenaline, and he felt shots of electricity burst through his legs and up his spine, forcing him to his knees.
David adjusted his seating position, his back against a tree, his eyes closed as cold air rushed through his open mouth and burned his lungs. His mind began to clear, no longer clouded by the urgency to flee, his survival instinct slowly dissipating and making way for logical thinking.
He would have to go back.
The thought troubled him, and he gritted his teeth against the notion of returning to flying bullets and an insane sheriff trying to get him killed. He contemplated how long he could wait until the proper authorities would be at the scene, men in uniform who weren’t trigger happy and would help get him home.
Maybe a little longer, he thought. He would give himself a bit more time and wait it out. He was in no hurry, and he knew he was not too far away to warrant a hasty return. It felt like he had been running forever, yet he was probably closer to the shooting than he thought he was.
Something ruffled in the darkness, and David quickly opened his eyes, head snapping to where the sound had come from. The moon barely shone through the canopy above, and shadows lay long between the massive trunks around him. He squinted his eyes, desperately looking for the source of the sound, yet saw nothing.
The ruffling came again, and David quickly pushed himself to his feet, his heartbeat suddenly quickening as his legs screamed go. He turned to run, his eyes scanning the foliage around him, and came face to face with the woman.
She was beautiful, striking even, but because of the darkness and the shadows, her form seemed to tower over him. David let out a scream, jumping away and tripping over his own feet, falling hard onto the ground. He gazed at the stranger, and felt a chill race down his spine when she smiled at him.
“I’m so sorry,” the woman cooed, her voice fluttering towards him and drawing him in. “I didn’t mean to scare you.”
David quickly began to calm down, his body relaxing as his eyes locked onto hers. He couldn’t explain it, but he felt drawn to her, as if she were pulling him in by some invisible rope. He couldn’t deny her, and he slowly stood up, motioning to her without a sound that everything was okay and she needn’t worry about him.
The woman giggled and stepped into the light, her dress looked crimson in the half shadows that fell over her. Her hair flowed in raven strands over her shoulders, and the leaves crunched loudly under her bare feet. Her smile was captivating, and despite the strange situation they were in, David felt himself smile back. He suddenly forgot everything that had happened until this moment. The world only revolved around the woman in red.
“Were you running from the gunfire, too?” she asked, moving in closer, her breath soft against his face as she stood only inches away. “I was so scared, I ran out of my own shoes.”
The woman giggled, and all David wanted to do was fall to his knees before her and give her the world.
“We could run together,” she whispered, her mouth closer, her hand on his cheek as her eyes bore into his. “Would you like that?”
David nodded, dumbfounded by how incredibly lucky he was.
Suddenly, the world darkened even more, and a foul stench rose that filled his nostrils and threatened to suffocate him. It was as if someone had suddenly thrown him into a pile of dead corpses, the decay strong and rancid. He could feel the stench on his skin, like acid, burning and peeling away at him.
The woman smiled again, and suddenly her entire face began to shift and break, the beauty that had been so captivating just seconds ago, replaced by molding flesh and rotten skin. Her mouth opened, and the mesmerizing smile that was once there turned into a wicked snarl, the stench escaping between cracked lips and blinding him.
David screamed and staggered back, but the woman’s hand only clenched tighter against his neck, her nails burying deep into his flesh. She gripped tighter, prevented him from pulling away, and with a quick gesture, brought his head closer to hers and kissed him.
David felt the world around him explode into a fury of pain and suffering. All of a sudden, his mind was racing with thoughts of death and destruction, of torture and pain, of children screaming and realities shattering.
He was pulled into a dark abyss, falling with no end in sight. He tried to make sense of what was happening, tried to break free of the woman’s grasp, and he felt the strands of sanity in his mind ripped like threads. He saw everything, and he saw nothing. He knew everything, and he knew nothing, and in the few seconds his lips pressed against her lips of death, his entire being seemed to shatter into a million pieces.
“Leave him.”
The voice cut through the obscurity, strong and commanding. It echoed in the night, raspy and cold, a voice of authority that made David’s skin crawl and his muscles tighten. It was a nightmare on its own, a voice that promised nothing but darkness.
Then, just as suddenly as it had begun, it stopped.
David opened his eyes to the woods around him, the soft haze of the moon piercing through the canopy above, barely illuminating his surroundings yet strong enough to show that he was alone. He pushed himself up to a sitting position, eyes darting back and forth between the trees, trying to make out where the woman had disappeared to. There was no sign of her, but David would not wait for her return.
Jumping to his feet, barely able to stop his body from shaking, David Whelm ran.



Bonus Scene Chapter 3: What We Know
 
Stella gazed at her client in silence.
She watched him light another cigarette and waited for the first few puffs before saying, “And then?”
David looked at her through the smoke, his eyes begging her to stop asking questions. It was clear he was uncomfortable, but she was adamant to get to the bottom of the man’s fear. She had never failed to help a client before, and this would not be the first time she would fail. David Whelm was disturbed, but she had seen worse.
“I ran back,” David said, his voice barely a whisper in the quiet room. “The police were there. The shooting was over. Everything was over.”
“And Fiona Bright?”
David shook his head slowly, frowning as he remembered to bleeding sheriff lying on a gurney as the paramedics tried to keep her alive. “She barely survived. The bullet had pierced a lung, I heard.”
Stella flipped through her notes, trying to remember the details.
“I saw him,” David said suddenly, whispering as if speaking to himself.
“Excuse me?” Stella asked.
“I saw him.”
“Saw who?”
David took a long drag from his cigarette, exhaled and then took another.
“David,” Stella said. “Who did you see?”
“Alan Carter.”
Stella remembered the name from their last conversations. She remembered the national search for the man everyone assumed could help the FBI solve the missing children cases. It had been a big deal for a very long time, and the media could not stop talking about him. Yet, as with all news, the search had died out, and Alan Carter had become a conversation piece used to break awkward silences.
According to what she knew, the man was still missing, and the FBI had no leads.
“When did you see him?” Stella asked, leaning in with interest.
David smiled. “In my closet.”
Stella frowned. “In your closet?”
David Whelm nodded, his smile unfaltering, as if he knew something funny that he did not want to share. His cigarette died out in his hands, and as he dropped the lit stub into the ashtray, he quickly pulled another out of his pack and flicked the lighter on.
“David, are you saying that Alan Carter visited you at home?”
David began to chuckle, his arms wrapped around his body as his shoulders bobbed. The smoke from his cigarette rose in hazy waves, forming a grey cloud around the man’s face and making his smile seem a lot more manic than it truly was.
He’s lost his mind, Stella thought.
“Did Alan Carter break into your house, David?”
David shook his head. “He doesn’t need to,” he said, his eyes fixated on the small coffee table between them. “He can go wherever he wants to, now.”
Stella leaned back in her seat and tapped the side of her pad with her pen. Her client was circling again, speaking in riddles and testing her patience. Her eyes glanced up at the clock on the wall, registered the time, and sighed when she realized that the session had ended.
“Okay,” she said. “David, our time is up, but I would like to pick up from here, tomorrow. Can you promise me we’ll do that?”
David quickly put out his cigarette and stood up, adjusting his suit as he nodded. “Sure thing, Doc.”
Stella stood up as well, eyeing the man as he looked about the room and patted his pockets. On any other day, he would have looked like a regular Joe, going about life without a worry in the world. Yet, Stella could see the blacks under his eyes and the hollowness there, the signs of insomnia and stress apparent on his face.
“Try to get some sleep tonight, okay?” Stella said.
David smiled at her, a tired smile that assured her he would do nothing of the sort, and pocketed both his lighter and Lucky’s. She shook his hand and waited patiently as he idled to the office door and lumbered out.



Bonus Scene Chapter 4: Pay Your Dues
 
David Whelm lay in his bed, eyes wide open, the lights on, the doors and windows locked.
There would be no sleep tonight. He knew this well, just as he had known it for the past four months. Not that he couldn’t sleep; he was tired enough to know that the minute he closed his eyes, he would immediately drift away. But, he wouldn’t.
David couldn’t handle the nightmares anymore. Every night would be the same, a replay of that night in the woods, the woman in red as her face changed and her mouth opened to engulf him into the abyss beyond. Every night, he would hear the raspy, cold voice telling her to let him go, but unlike reality, he would stay lost in the darkness and insanity. In his nightmares, the woman would not let him go.
On some nights, he would hallucinate, imagine seeing everyone he had come across standing over him or sitting on the chair in the corner of his room. Fiona Bright would visit him sometimes, smirking and harassing him, bombarding him with one insult after the other until he felt like he was being scolded by his mother.
Sometimes, it would be Stanley Turk, a noose around his neck, his eyes white and dead as he smiled down at David and promised that one day they would be downing drinks together again. Often, Rachel Adams would sit on the side of his bed, looking out into nothing, then turning her head slowly towards him with a snarl so menacing, his skin would crawl.
And then, there was Alan Carter.
David knew he was only hallucinating, but when it came to Alan Carter, he could never be sure. The first time David had seen him, Alan had come out of the closet, shoulder length blonde hair instead of the black shown on the news, wearing a crimson suit that looked absolutely absurd. Since then, the man seemed to appear out of thin air, stepping out from the shadows as if he, himself, were part of the darkness.
That was why the lights were always on. That was why the closet door was nailed shut. Unlike the other hallucinations David had, the one with Alan Carter was too close to reality for comfort.
David sighed, rubbing his eyes to stay awake and glancing at the digital clock by his bed as he counted down the hours to dawn. Light; that was what he needed. In only a few hours, he would be safe from the darkness.
The lights above his head flickered, and David paused as he gazed at the twin bulbs above his head, his body frozen in place as his mind prayed that they would not burn out. He watched them carefully, willing them to stay on, but his prayers went unheard.
The lights flickered and went out, and the room immediately fell into darkness.
David held his breath, waiting to see what would come out from the shadows for him. He wondered who would visit him tonight, but a small part of him already knew the answer. When a voice echoed across the room, calm and composed, David felt his heart sink.
“We need to stop meeting like this, Whelm.”
David closed his eyes, a shiver racing through him at the sound of Alan Carter’s voice.
“You do know there are better ways to get rid of me than turning on all the lights, right?”
“How did you get in here?” David whispered. “How do you do it, every time? I nailed the closet door shut.”
Alan chuckled in the darkness, and the laugh made goose bumps break out across David’s skin. “There is always a backdoor.”
David shook his head, cursing and silently wishing for an escape from the constant stress of uninvited visits.
“They could stop,” Alan said.
David sat up slowly, throwing his legs over the side of the bed and looking in the direction from where the voice was coming. A faint light broke through the shades on his window, and in the corner, a silhouette sat completely still.
“What do you want?” David asked. “What do you all want from me?”
“All?” Alan asked, chuckling. “David, I’m the only one here.”
David shook his head quickly. “Fiona Bright, Stanley Turk, Rachel Adams, you’re all here. You’re always here!”
David was shocked at the sudden outburst, his voice rumbling in the dark room.
Alan shifted in his seat. “I don’t know what it is you’re seeing,” he said, “but I assure you, it’s only me.”
“You’re not real,” David mumbled. “None of you are. You’re all in my head. Get out of my head!”
Alan sat completely still, a dark figure sitting on David’s favorite chair, his features hidden in the darkness. David waited for the man to reply, but nothing came, and he scoffed and shook his head.
“You’re punishing me,” David said. “That’s what you’re doing. You’re all punishing me.”
“For what?” Alan asked.
“For the riots,” David said. “You’re blaming me for them.”
“Should you be blamed?”
“Stop it!” David screamed. “I didn’t do anything wrong! It was bound to happen. The corruption, the cover-ups, everything your founding families did. It was bound to happen!”
“And you just sped it up?”
“I tried to help those families,” David shot back.
“You tried to write a story,” Alan replied, calmly.
“What the hell do you know?” David snapped. “You’re just a figment of my imagination. You’re not real. None of you are. You and your urban legends and your curses. It was all just to shy away from taking the blame for those children.”
“Maybe,” Alan said, “and maybe not. There’s only one way to find out.”
David stared challengingly at the figure in the corner, his brows furrowed and his lips pulled back in an angry snarl. He was suddenly enraged, no longer scared, willing to jump onto his feet and go a few rounds against the nightmares in his head. Alan Carter included.
“Get out of my head,” David said.
“I’m not in your head,” Alan replied. “I’m here because you have dues to pay, and you will pay them.”
“Who are you to judge me?” David snarled. “You’re just as bad as the rest of the Council. Your family is just as corrupt as the rest of them.”
“My family is not free from sin,” Alan said. “However, we own up to them. We pay our dues. I’m paying them for all of us.”
“You’re running away,” David said. “You’re hiding.”
“I’m right here. I’m not hiding.”
“You’re not real!”
The figure in the corner stood up, slowly, the couch creaking as the silhouette moved in the darkness. David’s eyes widened as he watched the figure grow into the shadows and become one with them. He could hear nails ripping from the wall, planks of wood falling, and the sound of a door creaking open.
“It’s time, David,” Alan Carter said. “We’ve been back and forth for too long. It’s time.”
“You’re not real,” David stuttered, more to himself than to the darkness around him.
“You have to understand that this has nothing to do with the riots, David,” Alan’s voice echoed all around him. “Your actions had terrible consequences. Your greed resulted in much misery. There have been ramifications you cannot possibly fathom, and the only way you will be able to make peace with yourself, is when you come to terms with what you did.”
“I did nothing,” David said, his eyes suddenly watering as the realization of what was happening suddenly washed over him.
“You did much,” Alan replied.
David shuddered as the tears escaped his eyes and rolled down his cheeks. “Please,” he whimpered. “Please. I’m scared of the dark!”
Hands suddenly grabbed him by the shoulder, strong and sure.
David’s body lurched forward, propelled firmly through the open closet door.
Alan Carter whispered from the shadows, “So am I.”
 
* * *



 
 
 
 
 
 
Listen to Me Now



Chapter 1
 
John Krik pulled up into the large Victorian’s driveway. He squinted through the rain at the large structure that stood ominously in front of him. He waited, taking in deep breaths as the sound of the car’s windshield wipers swished back and forth in perfect harmony.
This is it, he thought to himself.
He looked at the houses around him, two structures that were remarkably similar, albeit a little homier, to the one he was going to inhabit for the next six months. The illuminated windows promised warmth and comfort, and he couldn’t help but wonder what his neighbors were like. Then he decided that he didn’t really care.
He was here to work. Nothing else.
John took another deep breath and stepped out into the rain.
 
***
 
“This will be good for you.”
John Krik sat silently in his seat, looking at his editor with a frown on his face. He had been listening to the man repeatedly go over deadlines and contracts so many times that he had forgotten why he had come in the first place.
Derrick Fern was an odd character, burly and balding, and quick to light a cigarette without a care in the world as to whether his company would mind. He was a small town man who had fallen in love with the city, and he fit in perfectly with everything obnoxious New York had to offer. He knew what he wanted, got what he wanted, and was quick to voice his displeasure if the opposite of either happened.
John secretly wondered if, sometimes, the man had a little bit of the devil in him.
As an editor, Derrick was worse, and it showed with the number of manuscripts he had shoved to a corner where they waited to be shredded. John suspected that at least two of his own had experienced the same fate, but things were different now. He was famous, and he had fans.
That brought out a kindness in Derrick that was even scarier.
“Maybe the place will spark some creative juices,” Derrick was saying.
“I can’t just up and leave,” John replied. “My son is in school, and Karen’s been promoted. I can’t pull them away from the life they know because you think I need some time away.”
Derrick frowned. Then he faked a smile John had gotten used to over the years, a smile that bordered on annoyance, the calm before the storm. “Who said anything about taking them with you?”
“What do you mean?” John asked, already planning his next reply carefully.
“You need to get away from them as much as anything else.”
John shook his head quickly, waving away the suggestion as if it were ludicrous. “That’s the stupidest thing you’ve ever suggested.”
Derrick leaned in, folding his arms over each other, and fixed his eyes on John’s. “It’s not a suggestion, John, it’s a request from your editor who is on the verge of canceling your contract.”
John gazed at the man in anger, half of him wanting to throw in the towel and tell him to stick the contract where the sun didn’t shine. However, he knew that he had no leverage, and the last two manuscripts he had kept aside for a rainy day had already been handed in.
The truth was, John was in trouble, and Derrick could smell it.
“I still have six months to hand in a new novel,” John said.
Derrick nodded in agreement. “Hey, it’s your call, buddy,” he said, throwing his hands up in mock surrender. “But I happen to know that you haven’t written a goddamn thing in three years, and there’s no sign of anything cooking in the oven.”
John sighed and looked away, hating how well the man knew him.
“What do you say?” Derrick asked. “The house has been empty for years, and no one’s going to ask you any questions. Besides, I grew up in the town. It’s boring, a bunch of lifeless stores and farms and run-down factories. You’ll be surrounded by a bunch of people who’ve lived too long to know any better.”
Derrick threw a set of keys across the desk and John watched them land perfectly in front of him.
“Take what you need, tell the wife and kid, and disappear for the next six months,” Derrick continued. “Consider it a gift from me to you. I want you to write the next John Krik bestseller.”
John gazed at the keys, then back at his editor. “You want your commission.”
“And you want to keep your advance,” Derrick smiled. “Do us both a favor and take the keys.”
John left with a frown on his face and the keys in his pockets, jingling the song of defeat as he walked towards his car.
***
 
John Krik pushed through the front door, wiggling the keys out of the lock and failing miserably as the bags he balanced under his arms fell heavily to the ground. He groaned at the dust that rose in their wake, hanging in the air as if freed from their endless sleep, the specks dancing about in the sunlight that seemed to have been missing from the interior of the house for years.
He kicked his bags inside, barely glancing at the dust trails they left on the hardwood floor as he forcefully pulled his keys out and shook the rain off his coat. It had begun to really pour, and he decided that he’d go back for the rest of his things later.
He walked down the small hallway, turning into what was supposed to pass for a living room. He made his way to the large windows, pulling the drapes open and letting more light in. In the back of his mind, he imagined the house screaming at this sudden intrusion, too comfortable with the darkness that had found a home within.
He took in his surroundings with a frown, wrinkling his nose at the smell of dust and decay. If the house had a caretaker, he or she needed to be fired immediately. He fought with the window latches, the hinges creaking in protest as he pushed the glass panes open slightly to let some air in. He knew the rain would find its way inside soon, but the smell of the place was unbearable.
He inspected the spacious room, the furniture covered with sheets that had turned yellow with dust over the years. It would take him at least a day to clean the place up, and he immediately cursed Derrick Fern for putting him there. He cursed himself, too, for agreeing to it.
He made his way back to the hall, trying the lights, flicking the switch on and off in fury.
“Let there be light,” he called out and was greeted by nothing but darkness.
He had hoped he wouldn’t have to drive into town for at least a few days until he had settled in, but it was apparent that he’d have to do it sooner than expected. He walked through the rest of the house, trying different switches, slightly thankful that the lights still worked in the living room and kitchen. His steps left footprints in the dust, and he toyed with the idea of hiring someone to clean up instead of wasting his time.
You have time, a voice in the back of his head seemed to laugh at him. You have six months of this crap.
John made his way upstairs, barely glancing at the empty frames lining the staircase, careful not to touch the banister. The second floor had three rooms, each big enough to be the master bedroom. He settled for the one with its own bathroom and walk-in closet, already deciding on which of the other two to use for his writing space.
If he actually got to writing.
He thought back to the past three years of his life, the ones following the success of his first published novel. He had worked on the thing for years, pouring his heart and soul into it, determined to make it so good that he would finally stop having to pin rejection slips onto the wall above his computer. It had been a hit, and suddenly things had started to look brighter.
The problem, though, was he had no idea what to do next. He had burned himself out for two years writing the bestseller, and his mind had started drawing blanks as soon as he sat down to write the next one. When deadlines started to draw nearer, he had kept Derrick quiet with older manuscripts, none of which were as good as the one he had published. He was riding more on the branding of his name than anything else, and that had kept Derrick at bay for as long as possible.
Now he had nothing to show for the past three years.
John walked into the second bathroom on the floor, switching on the fluorescents that immediately started to flicker on and off.
Add that to the list, Johnny-boy.
His cell phone rang, and he fished it out of his back pocket, cursing himself for forgetting to call Karen as he had promised to.
“Two hours and you’ve already forgotten about us,” his wife said, her voice a bright light in the gloom he was currently standing in.
“I’m sorry.” He ran a hand through his wet hair and watched the drops smack against the floor. “I just got in, actually.”
“So, how is it?” Karen asked, seemingly more excited to know about the house than how he’d been.
“It’s worse than I could have ever imagined,” he said.
“Oh, come on,” Karen said. “It can’t be that bad.”
“You have no idea,” John said, switching off the bathroom lights that were already giving him a headache. He closed the door, knowing that he would probably be using the one in his new room.
“Derrick said this would be good for you,” Karen argued, “and I believe him.”
“Sometimes I get the feeling that you’re happier about me being here than I am,” John teased. “Admit it, Karen Krik, you like having me out of the house.”
“It does have its perks,” Karen played along. “At least I can walk around the house without any clothes on.”
“So, you’re going to basically scar our son for life,” John smiled. “I never had a problem with you doing that.”
Karen laughed, and John suddenly missed her tremendously.
“Okay, I’ll let you get settled in,” his wife finally said. “I have to pick Dylan up from soccer practice.”
“Give him my love,” John said. “Tell him Panda misses him.”
Karen laughed again before blowing him a kiss through the phone and hanging up.
John smiled to himself as he put his phone away, looking up at his surroundings and immediately feeling a lot better.
He had a family to provide for, and if this place was supposed to help him, then he was going to give it a chance.



Chapter 2
 
The town was everything Derrick had promised. Even if it hadn’t been raining, John could hardly make out anything that promised more than his everyday needs. He spotted an arcade that was probably the only form of entertainment anyone got around here, but the faded paint and the flickering neon sign were an indication that no one cared much about it. He had caught a glimpse of a movie theatre on his way into town, but he hadn’t recognized any of the titles playing.
Just you and the senior citizens, Johnny-boy.
He pulled up to what looked like a market, the sign outside barely visible in the rain and dying light. He raced into the protection of the striped awning, shaking himself as he quickly skimmed the used paperbacks on display in the window. His eye caught his own book, blasphemously dog-eared, the pages wrinkled as if someone had dropped it in a toilet. He knew people had certain reading habits, but he had never felt comfortable with the knowledge that someone might be reading his words during their morning routine.
He pushed into the store, the chimes above his head jingling ridiculously. He scanned the small market, eyeing the rows of goods as he tried to decide what his immediate needs might be. He had tried writing a list of things to stock the refrigerator with, but that had been shot down when he realized the thing didn’t even work. Canned goods it would be.
John grabbed a cart and spent the next hour filling it up, stacking up on beans and tuna, cereal and instant coffee, throwing in a boiler for good measure. He’d have to get a microwave if he wanted to avoid the hassle of cooking.
You’re here for six months, Johnny-boy. Accept it already.
He pushed the voice aside.
“Getting ready for a storm?” the older woman at the cashier asked, looking at the items he was setting down next to the registry and smiling.
John smiled back weakly, wondering if he was actually required to engage in any form of conversation.
“Passing through?” the woman asked, not letting up.
John shook his head. “Staying,” he replied, his voice hoarse. This was a small town, and word spread quickly. He didn’t want to leave a bad first impression with the one place he could get food from.
“Oh? Related to anyone in town?”
John shook his head again and forced a small smile. “I’m staying at the Victorian out on Steel Lane.”
The older woman squinted, her hand hovering over his canned tuna as she inspected him over the rim of her glasses. “Now why on God’s green earth would you do that?”
John frowned at her as she went back to beeping his groceries across her small screen. “A friend said it was a good way for me to get away.” He didn’t even know why he had said that.
“Haven’t heard of anyone willingly staying at that place,” she clicked her tongue. “Should be torn down, if you ask me.”
“Why? What’s wrong with it?”
The woman shrugged. “Nothing, really,” she said. “It’s been empty for so many years you start to wonder why the hell it’s still there. Kids around here use it as a Halloween dare. The Greens next door wanted to buy it just to tear it down and extend their yard.”
“That seems like a colossal waste of money,” John remarked.
“Not for the Greens,” the woman winked. “Money grows on trees when it comes to them.”
John smiled. It was amusing being part of small-town gossip. He looked over the woman’s shoulder at the lines of bulbs. He pointed to them, and she immediately grabbed half a dozen and added them to the rest of his groceries.
“Do you know anyone who would be willing to help me clean the place up?” John asked. “I don’t think I could handle it on my own.”
The woman placed a hand on her hip and gazed up at the ceiling, thinking. She suddenly nodded and took out a pad and pen from under the register. She jotted down a name and number, ripped the paper from the pad and handed it to him.
“Gina Andrews,” the woman said. “Give her a call. The old bird might not have a lot left, but she’s tough as a nail, that one. She’ll have the place sparkling in a few hours.”
“Wow, that’s great,” John said, pocketing the number and helping her bag the groceries. “I owe you one.”
“Forget about it,” she said with a smile and wave. “Tell Gina that June Summers gave you the number. She’ll give you less trouble that way.”
John smiled and thanked her again, carrying his bags towards the door.
“Do you mind me asking you something?”
John turned to her, shrugging. “Shoot.”
“I’ve seen you before,” she said, leaning on the counter, eyeing him closely. “Just can’t place it.”
John smiled and gestured with his chin towards the book stand. “You have my book on display,” he smiled.
June’s smile delighted him. “Right, that’s it,” she said, waving a finger at him as if he had swindled her. “I knew I’d seen you somewhere before. I’m not good with names, but I never forget a face.”
“John Krik,” he introduced himself, curtsying.
“Well, welcome to Cafeville, John Krik.”
John gave her a thumbs-up and shouldered back out into the rain. He was beginning to think he might actually enjoy it here.



Chapter 3
 
Hank Pollard parked his truck next to the blue Toyota in time to see its owner wrestle with the bags he was carrying and fiddle with his keys. Hank pulled up his collar and skipped towards the man, grabbing the bags off him before he dropped everything into the puddles that had quickly found their respective places all across Gale Street.
“You’re a lifesaver,” the man thanked Hank as he opened the back door and took the bags off him.
“No worries, buddy,” Hank said, pulling his cap lower over his eyes as if the rain threatened to blind him. “You drive safe.”
Hank left the man and raced into the supermarket, waving at June as he made his way straight to the alcohol row, grabbing a six-pack and dripping water all the way to the cash register.
“Helluva an afternoon, June,” he greeted, pointing to a pack of Lucky Strikes behind her.
“Now what are you doing out in this weather?” June asked, handing him the cigarettes and beeping the six pack.
“Ran out of juice,” Hank said, smiling.
June gave him a knowing look coupled with a smirk. Hank looked out the supermarket window, watching the Toyota pull out and drive away. He cocked his head towards the receding car and asked, “Tourist?”
“Writer,” June winked. “Staying at the old Dean house.”
Hank frowned. “Didn’t know anyone bought that old thing.”
June shrugged and packed the cigarettes with the beer. “I don’t think he bought it,” she said.
“Do you think he’s renting it out?”
“I have no idea, but the Greens are definitely going to be interested,” June said. “They’ve been trying for years to find out who owns the place. They’re going to harass that poor man for anything he could tell them.”
“Damn Greens,” Hank spat. “Think they own the whole town.”
June shrugged and pushed the paper bag towards him.
“Thanks, June,” he said. “You say he’s a writer?”
June nodded.
“Maybe he did buy it,” he said with a smile. “I hear writers make a lot of money.”
“Get out of here, you fool,” June said, laughing.
 
***
 
John sat in front of the empty screen, coffee steaming next to him, cigarette in hand.
“Start,” he said to himself. “Start!”
Nothing came, and it didn’t surprise him.
The fact that he couldn’t get any words onto the digital page in front of him was something he had gotten used to over the years. Not that it made him feel any better; his frustration was getting worse by the day, so it would have been rather surprising if things had been any different tonight.
He had set up a workstation in the bedroom, too tired to clean anything else, and he sure as hell was not intending on changing any light bulbs in the dark where he could fall and break his neck. The rest of the house could wait. He would call Gina in the morning.
“Start, goddamn it,” he whispered.
He ran a hand across his face, sitting back and sighing heavily as he stared up at the ceiling. The rain was still pouring outside, tapping like a double bass against his window, a stranger begging to be let in. He looked out at the lights of the nearest house to him. The Greens, he remembered June saying. Their money grew on trees.
John shook his head and pushed back his chair, walking into the bathroom and turning on the water. He waited for the initial stream of brown gunk to pass, then washed his face with what he was hoping was cleaner water. He needed to relax. Stressing out over the writing wouldn’t help. He just needed a good night’s sleep.
The words will come, a voice inside his head said.
He hoped so.
John made his way back to his laptop, shutting the screen without even trying to sit back down and give the creative juices another squeeze. He lit another cigarette and inched the bedroom window open, the cold breeze welcoming, the rain splattering against his face more refreshing than the water in the sink.
He thought about calling Karen, but he knew that it was already too late and she was probably fast asleep, ready for her first day as manager. He hated the fact that he had to leave her during a time like this, but she had been incredibly understanding. He had joked about her being the sole breadwinner of the family, and she had given him a look he was grateful for. Karen was not the kind of woman who would cater to a stay-at-home dad.
He remembered the day Dylan was born, how he had offered her the chance to extend her maternity leave indefinitely. He could go back to teaching high school literature, he had suggested, but she had laughed it off. She had wanted him to follow his passion, and he owed her for being patient, for putting up with the frustration and anger that came with every rejection slip. Sometimes he wondered what he had done right to deserve her.
John blew smoke out the window, finishing his cigarette and flicking it out into the rain. He watched the ember soar in the wind, blown sharply as it fell, and closed the window. He loved the smell of rain, and if it were up to him, he would be out on the porch, legs propped up, watching the water descend from the heavens.
You need sleep, Johnny-boy.
John looked at the bed and pondered how long it would take him to fall asleep, experience proving that it usually took forever on the first night in a new place. This was why he hated book tours.
 
***
 
When he heard the crash downstairs, he was in his boxers and ready to turn in. He froze for a second, listening intently for any other sounds that would explain the previous noise. When he was sure no one was moving around, he pulled on a shirt and crept out onto the second-floor landing.
How are you sure there’s no one down there? It’s not like they’d walk in with a marching band.
John thought twice about investigating, straining to hear any movement, a sound that would confirm his fears. When he still couldn’t discern anything, he walked downstairs, flicking on the light switch and cursing when he remembered that he hadn’t changed the light bulbs. He stood in complete silence, hoping that if he wasn’t alone, no one would reach for him in the darkness.
He walked slowly down the hall, turning into the living room where he knew the lights still worked. He switched them on, the warmth of the few bulbs instantly illuminating the space, throwing shadows up where the light didn’t reach.
Nothing.
His eyes fell on the open window, the glass pane large as it swung back and forth in the wind. The rain was rushing in, mixing with the dust, creating patches on the sheets that protected the furniture beneath. On the floor lay a vase in pieces, the source of the crash he had heard.
Frowning, John stepped around the broken shards and pushed the window closed. He wrestled a bit with the latches but finally got them to lock. He was confident he had gone through these motions earlier, making sure the entire house was locked down for the night. He’d have to find someone to change the latches. He didn’t need a heart attack.
Opting to leave the living room lights on, he raced upstairs and locked the bedroom door behind him.



Chapter 4
 
Gina Andrews was everything June had promised, and more.
John had called her early in the morning, his voice raspy, only a few words exchanged. She knew the house, she had said. She would be there in an hour.
He had been in the kitchen when she pounded on the door, making her presence known, a single bang that rattled the wood in its frame. John glanced at his watch, impressed that exactly one hour had passed since their phone call, and hurriedly made his way down the hall and opened for her.
Gina looked like she had seen the world a dozen times over, and had the scars to prove it. Her face was wrinkled beyond recognition, the only intelligent sign of life radiating from her piercing blue eyes as she smacked her lips and glanced around the inside of the house from the door.
“Are you alone?” she asked, her attention on a point over John’s shoulder.
“I’m all yours,” he joked, his smile quickly fading when he realized she didn’t appreciate the humor. The look she gave him was one of annoyance and utter impatience.
Gina pushed past him into the house, the bag in her hand pulling her weight down to one side. He reached for it, hoping to alleviate the burden, but she quickly slapped his hand away and wiggled a finger at him. He was instantly reminded of a Roald Dahl book that had scared the hell out of him as a child; Witches. He stepped away from the woman and followed at a safe distance as she walked into the living room and dropped her bag onto the floor.
He waited, allowing Gina to take her time. She clicked her tongue and shook her head, scanning the entire room, one hand even pulling off a sheet and tossing it aside in a fog of dust. She sniffed the air, her face cringing, barely waving the dust away as she moved out of the living room and into the hall.
It took her twenty minutes to inspect the first floor. Unimpressed, she glanced at John every now and then as if blaming him for the mess she was being asked to clean up. He was amused at her judgmental look, wanting to remind her that the house wasn’t his, but decided against it. Barely a word had been spoken since she had arrived, and he felt that saying anything might interrupt whatever trance she was in.
He felt small, as if being tested, as Gina turned things over, pushed things around, and got a feel of the house. When she reached the stairs, she sniffed the air again and looked up.
“You staying up there?” she asked.
John nodded. “No rooms down here.”
“Never seemed to stop anyone,” she muttered to herself as she walked back into the living room.
John was about to ask her what she meant when she suddenly stopped and sniffed the air again. She looked about, frowning, smacking her lips as she stood in the middle of the living room with her hands on her hips.
“Your basement is rotten,” she said.
“What do you mean?”
“You don’t smell that?”
John sniffed the air, the dust clogging his sinuses and threatening to make him sneeze. Whatever it was she was smelling, he couldn’t sense it. He shook his head at her and watched her blue eyes roll.
“Figures,” she muttered.
She scoffed and walked to her bag, opening it slowly as she pulled out a change of clothes. She walked past him, her bony shoulder bumping into his, and made her way to the first-floor landing.
“I’ll be done in four hours,” she called out.
This is going to be fun, John thought and made his way back to the kitchen where his coffee waited.
 
***
 
He had given writing another shot, this time sitting more comfortably knowing that he wasn’t alone in the house, despite the strange vibe that seemed to radiate from Gina.
Nothing happened.
Fresh air. You need fresh air.
Gina barely gave him the time of day when he told her he would be outside for a bit, her back to him as she worked. In an hour she had quickly made the living room look more like a place where people could sit and laugh, rather than a place where rats came to die. He didn’t know if she had heard him, but he guessed repeating himself wouldn’t make much of a difference.
The air outside was cool, a light breeze blowing after the previous day’s torrent of rain. John breathed in the smell of fresh grass, a stark contrast to the stuffiness of the house. It was like it didn’t want to let up, even though Gina had opened every window possible to let some air in and give the dust a safe escape.
John walked to a side of the porch where an old bench stood, the wood rotten from the mix of rain and sun, and inspected it closely to see if it would take his weight. Testing it with his foot, he decided to give it a shot and settled down slowly, feeling the wood creak beneath him, rusted nails screaming bloody murder.
“I wouldn’t do that if I were you. Unless you want a tetanus shot.”
He turned to where the voice had come from, its owner a petite blonde clad in shorts and an oversized sweatshirt that hung lazily off one shoulder, no bra strap in sight. She was smiling at him, a smile he was sure had broken many hearts before it had found its way to him, and the green eyes above it were just as mesmerizing. She was walking towards him, barefoot, comfortable with the grass beneath her feet as she maneuvered her way around loose rocks and twigs.
“That thing’s been sitting there for years,” she said, closer now, looking up at where he sat. “Doctor Black doesn’t have a very steady hand, if you know what I mean.”
John stood up and looked at where he had been sitting, one rusty nail dangerously propped up close to where he could have hurt himself. He looked back to the blonde and smiled.
“Thanks,” he said. “That could have been ugly.”
She giggled and stuck out her hand, which he took. “I’m Eva, from next door,” she said, gesturing to the house behind her with her head.
“John.”
He looked over at the Green residence and nodded. Part of him was surprised that anyone her age still lived in this town. He remembered what June had said about the family, and Eva didn’t seem to fit the description. Then again, he was used to rich city folk. He had no idea what rich looked like out here.
“John,” Eva smiled. “Welcome to the neighborhood. Sorry I didn’t bring a roast or anything.”
John chuckled. “That’s okay,” he said. “I’ll survive.”
He turned sharply when he heard a crash from inside, and for a moment thought about whether he should look in on Gina or pretend he hadn’t heard that. Opting for the latter, he turned his attention back to the blonde and pulled out his pack of smokes.
“So, John, what brings you to Cafeville?” Eva asked, leaning on the porch railing, also ignoring the sounds from inside the house.
“Vacation,” John lied. “Needed to get away from the city, clear my mind. That sort of thing.”
“You chose the right place,” Eva winked. “Cafeville’s a good place to hide.”
John smiled. “I never said I was hiding.”
“I never said I was talking about you.”
John smiled. He liked her. Witty, pretty, a dangerous twinkle in her eye that seemed a little too daring. What the hell was she doing here?
That’s it, Johnny-boy. Loosen up. It’ll be good for you.
“Are you here with family?” Eva asked, briefly glancing over his shoulder at the open front door.
“Nope, on my own,” John said. “Just getting some help cleaning the place up. Apparently, nobody’s been here since God knows when.”
“Well, I’ve lived here for twenty years, and I haven’t seen a soul walk in or out of this place,” Eva said. “Since the Deans, my father says the place’s been empty.”
So she’s the daughter. Isn’t that something, Johnny-boy?
John quickly pushed the thought away, frowning at the mere hint of anything more than a casual conversation. He took a long drag from his cigarette, making sure to use the hand with his wedding ring on it, and nodded as if in deep thought about her previous comment. She noticed the ring, and her smile only grew wider.
“Why hasn’t it been sold yet?” John asked, catching himself looking at her bare shoulder, squinting slightly as he tried to keep his eyes on hers.
Eva shrugged. “No idea,” she said. “We’ve tried buying it, but no one knows who it belongs to. The records are so old, it’s basically been forgotten.”
“I’m surprised the town’s letting it stand here since no one’s claimed it for twenty years.”
“Things move a lot slower in Cafeville, John,” Eva smiled. “We’re a lot more laid back than the usual folk.”
He smiled awkwardly and looked back over the girl’s shoulder. A man had stepped out of the house, Father Green he assumed, and waved at him. John waved back, a gesture that made Eva look behind her and wave as well.
“Well, I better get going,” she said, winking at him. “Enjoy your stay, John. Don’t be a stranger.”
John didn’t answer and watched the blonde skip her way back home, smiling only when she glanced back and gave him a quick wave.
She’s friendly.
John put his cigarette out and walked back into the Victorian.
 
***
 
Gina finished as promised, four hours on the dot, and was already changed into the same outfit she had arrived in. Bag in hand, she stood stoically at the door as John paid her.
The house was spotless. He had no idea how she had done it, but the old bird had made it look like a million dollars. He was surprised at how well the inside of the house fared as compared to the outside; even the furniture seemed to smile with color. It was like all it needed was a good clean sweep to truly feel like home.
Gina folded the bills in her hand and made them disappear inside her purse, briefly looking at John as she seemed to size him up.
“Your basement is rotten,” she repeated.
“I still don’t smell it,” John said. Actually, the house smelled great.
“You will,” Gina said with assurance. “And one other thing, sonny. We have a saying around these parts: Never trust a Green.”
John frowned. “What do you mean?”
“I saw you talking with that perky little snake,” Gina said, smacking her lips. “Not all that’s pretty is good, sonny, and you’d do well to remember that. There’s history in these parts, and the poison always starts with a Green.”
John had an idea about what she meant and smiled uncomfortably. “I’m married, Mrs. Andrews,” he explained. “Happily married. Don’t worry about that.”
Gina stared at him for a moment, her blue eyes searching his face, then looked over his shoulder at the rest of the house. “Sometimes that don’t matter, sonny.”
John was about to say something when she turned around and walked away.



Chapter 5
 
That night, he decided to write in the living room.
He had spent the remainder of the afternoon changing the lights and making sure all the windows had been closed properly. The winds outside had picked up a bit, and he didn’t want another unexpected accident. Besides, the house was cool enough, the dust and stuffiness that had suffocated him the day before, gone. For the first time since he had arrived, he actually felt really good.
Except for the fact that he still couldn’t write anything worth a dime.
You’re thinking about the blonde.
“No, I’m not,” he whispered to no one in particular, taking a drag from his cigarette as he squinted his eyes in concentration. He felt his mind rolling inside his head, the ideas mixing and matching, finding no connection, no presence. He was still drawing blanks, and it was starting to get to him.
He got up, frustrated, and made his way back to the kitchen.
He couldn’t deny that the girl had made an impression on him, but that was all it was, an impression. Gina’s words played over and over again in his head, her warning a little too ominous to be taken seriously, probably nothing more than an old woman’s attempt at throwing some excitement into an otherwise mundane day of cleaning.
Eva Green was nothing more than the neighbor’s daughter. That was it. Whether or not he could trust the Greens was up to him. He’d let his instincts decide that, not some old woman’s ramblings.
Turning on the boiler, he leaned against the kitchen counter and waited. He had called Karen earlier, listening to her with a smile on his face and honestly showing interest in her first day as department manager. She had been excited, dreamily recounting her new position and responsibilities, and he was proud of her. She had worked hard for her promotion, and he was happy that when it had come, it was all she ever imagined it would be.
He had given her a quick summary of his encounter with Gina and had voiced concern over the fact that he still hadn’t written anything. Karen had been supportive, as always, and it had made him feel a lot better.
She wouldn’t have been as supportive if you had told her about Eva.
John winced. He had conveniently left that detail out.
The boiler clicked off, the bubbles of water inside hungrily rising and falling, waiting to be of use. He scolded himself as he poured the water into a mug and mixed the instant coffee with his regular three spoons of sugar. His head wasn’t on right, and he needed to get back in the game.
Walking back to the living room, he frowned when he caught a whiff of something odd. He sniffed again and felt his stomach turn as the scent of something rotten raced into his nostrils. He looked around him, wondering if a window had opened again and let the smell in, but as he moved around the house, he realized that the source was from behind a door in the kitchen.
Your basement is rotten.
Gina’s words echoed in his head, and he cringed in disgust as he moved closer to the door. He had no idea how he had missed it earlier, but if Gina had smelt it, it must have been faint enough to be missed. He put his mug down on the countertop and opened the basement door, coughing violently as the rotten air escaped and slapped him in the face.
“Damn it,” he cursed.
He quickly closed the door and ran to the sink, grabbing a towel and flooding it with water. He coughed again, the smell lingering in the air like a blanket. He squeezed the water out of the towel and quickly pushed it under the door, blocking out the space beneath and hoping the water would trap the smell. He quickly opened the kitchen window, leaving his mug behind and closing the kitchen door, in an effort to keep the smell out of the rest of the house.
He was going to have to call Gina again.
 
***
 
There was little Samuel could do on the night he found out his son had died.
Pulling on his overcoat and lighting a cigarette, he stepped out of the funeral home into the falling rain, the darkness around him hugging him like a warm blanket. He felt its fingers caressing his skin, like an old friend that was trying to comfort him, maybe even take away the emptiness he felt inside.
Samuel fought back his tears. He needed to be strong, for him and his wife. Let her do the crying. Mothers should cry over their children. Fathers needed to make sure that the world moved on.
He pulled up the collar of his coat around his neck and began to walk. His keys jingled in his pockets, reminding him that there was always the safety and warmth of his car if he needed it.
He didn’t.
Tonight he wanted to feel the rain.
He continued down the dark street, barely registering the faces of the pedestrians he passed, each one looking a bit like his dead son, each one seeming to smile at his misery. You deserve this, their looks said. You deserve everything that happens to you from here on out.
Samuel shook his head, trying to clear his mind of the delusions he was starting to feel. He had all the time in the world to blame himself for his son’s death, but tonight was about retribution. Tonight was about fixing his mistakes, and making sure that what had happened would never go unpunished.
He walked slowly, letting the rain soak him, seep into the spaces between the coat and his skin, the winds blowing against him forcing his body to shiver. Memories of his son raced through his mind, images of their short time together flashing before his eyes. His lips quivered, the pain he felt barely contained, the anger stronger.
When he reached the arcade, he pushed inside without breaking his stride. In a corner, surrounded by his two associates, sat the owner of the establishment, laughing and drinking. He fell silent as he saw Samuel walk in, but his smile didn’t leave his face. He watched as Samuel walked up to the table and stared right at him.
“Samuel Dean,” he said. “I heard about your son. I’m sorry for your loss.”
Samuel said nothing, only stared.
“If there’s anything I can do, please, don’t hesitate,” the man said, smiling at the others.
“You made your point, Alexander,” Samuel said, his voice hoarse as the tears now fell freely down his cheeks. “Now let me make mine.”
No one could have anticipated what happened next, and they watched in horror as Samuel Dean pulled a knife from his coat pocket and began to stab the man repeatedly.
 
***
 
John woke up with a start, his breathing harsh, his heart racing. His head was screaming, the pain of inexplicable pressure within forcing him to squeeze at his temples as he tried to stop the world around him from spinning.
He tried to get out of bed, his legs buckling slightly, and he quickly grabbed onto the bedpost to stop himself from falling. Feeling his way across the room, his eyes shut tightly as he tried to wish the pain away, made his way into the bathroom, fell in front of the toilet and heaved.
He hadn’t eaten anything all day, but torrents came out of his mouth, and soon he was coughing uncontrollably and curling into a fetal position on the bathroom floor. His entire body seemed to spasm, and he felt incredibly cold despite the warmth of the house. Waiting for the attack to subside, he pushed himself to his feet, holding onto the sink for support, and quickly turned the water on. He washed his face, the cold water shocking him out of his spasms, and quickly started to feel the effects of his attack wear off.
He staggered back into the bedroom, slowly making his way to the comfort of his bed. His eyes caught sight of his laptop, open on his desk, the usual blank page he had grown accustomed to seeing now full of words. He frowned. Barely able to hold himself up, he leaned against the chair and took a closer look at the screen, blinking repeatedly and waiting for his imagination to regress and the blank screen to reappear.
He hadn’t imagined it, though.
John stared dumbfounded at the beginning of a story he couldn’t remember writing.



Chapter 6
 
June Summers saw a completely different John Krik walk into her market that morning.
She was amused at his whistling as he skipped in, waving to her and immediately rummaging through the rows of goods. She could hear him singing softly to himself, something by The Doors, or The Who, terribly out of tune, but at least the lyrics seemed right. She waited for him to finish and practically dance his way to the register, the groceries this time a lot more appetizing than his previous purchase.
“You seem lively,” she remarked, observing him closely as he smiled like a little boy.
“I’m writing,” he said, the excitement in his eyes mirrored in his voice.
June cocked her head to a side. “You weren’t writing before?”
John shook his head and leaned in, elbows on the counter. “You want to hear a secret?” he whispered. He motioned to her to come closer. “I haven’t written a word in three years. It’s why I’m here.”
June chuckled and started to bag his groceries. “Well, I’m glad Cafeville’s charm is bringing you your muses.”
“A lot more than that,” John nodded. “It’s like I don’t even feel it happening. It’s incredible. For the first time in years, I’m on cruise control, watching the words come out, as if I were simply a vessel.” He took his bags and winked at her. “It’s quite refreshing.”
June smiled and threw in a pack of cigarettes with the rest of his stuff. “It’s on me. Consider it a congratulatory gesture for getting off the bench.”
John thanked her and pushed out of the store, whistling happily as he loaded the car with his groceries and drove off.
 
***
 
He was on a roll.
Since the night before, he hadn’t been able to stop. It was everything he had hoped for and more, and by the time he had gone out for groceries, he had finished another seven thousand words.
And the story was still coming.
It was unusual, even for him, especially since he was known for his romance novels. He had never considered a genre change, and he was excited to hear what Derrick would think of it. He would probably have to find a way to throw in a romance scene here and there, keep at least some of his fans satisfied, but he wasn’t sweating it. For now, he was riding the high of seeing words on the screen.
He had smoked through an entire pack of cigarettes in less than four hours. His fingers danced across the keyboard, a smile on his face as his mind raced with more and more ideas, descriptions and characters coming to life at his very fingertips. Never had he felt this rush before. With his previous bestsellers, every word had been pulled out of him painfully and slowly. Maybe he had never been meant to write romance. This was definitely more exciting.
John closed off a chapter, then sat back and looked at his work, admiring how far he had come in only one day. The ten thousand word count at the bottom left corner of his screen made him happier than ever, and it was with a heavy heart that he decided to call it a day.
It will be here when you come back.
John had no idea if that were true, but he decided to trust that little voice in the back of his head on this one.
Standing up tiredly, he stretched and shut down his laptop, grabbing the pack June had given him and making his way downstairs. He had considered buying a TV, but somehow he thought the thing might work more as a distraction than anything else. Besides, he had internet, and YouTube was more than enough for now.
He walked into the kitchen and cringed as the ever-present smell hit him. He had forgotten to call Gina, too caught up in the thrill of writing to really care, and only now did he realize that the smell had escaped past the towel and had made the kitchen unbearable.
Lighting a cigarette, hoping the smoke would distract his nostrils from the scent of rot coming from downstairs, he opened the basement door and turned on the lights.
The smell hit him harder than the day before, and he realized that no one in their right mind would venture down there without an oxygen mask. He tried breathing through his mouth, gagging at the taste of the air, and made his way down the creaking staircase.
The light from the single bulb was scarce, and he quickly found himself wishing he had bought a flashlight. He took a quick look around, silently hoping he would figure out the source of the smell quickly and not have to spend too much time here. When he couldn’t find what was causing the rot, he paced deeper into the basement and kicked a few old boxes aside.
The basement was empty save for the heater and a few shelves collecting dust to one side. He could feel the humidity down there like a heavy blanket. It had probably gotten into the woodwork.
Or maybe something’s buried here.
John laughed the thought away, but his eyes still scanned the floor for any signs that would confirm the thought. When he found nothing out of the ordinary, he made his way to the two basement windows and pushed them open.
He could feel the air inside rush out, as if escaping from a prison, and wondered when the last time this place had been allowed to breathe. Looking about again, making sure he hadn’t missed anything, John dropped his cigarette on the floor, put it out and climbed back upstairs.
It was possible he didn’t need Gina after all.



Chapter 7
 
John woke up to a knocking at his door.
Groaning, he sat up slowly, confused as to why he had fallen asleep on the couch. He looked at his watch, registered that it was one in the morning, and silently cursed whoever had decided to visit him this late.
He made his way to the front door, switching on the hall lights and frowning as they began to flicker. Deciding to check on them later, he looked out at the front porch through the small side window and felt his heart skip a beat. He opened the door, and Eva quickly ran in, closing the door behind her and laughing.
“Eva, what are you doing here?”
She put a finger to her mouth and quickly turned off the flickering lights. “My father would kill me if he knew I was here.”
“Do you know what time it is?”
“Sure,” she said, nodding and making her way down the hall, looking around with wide eyes. “I had to wait until they were asleep.”
“You should go,” John said.
Eva turned to him and pouted. “Oh, come on,” she pleaded. “I’ve always wanted to see the inside of this house.”
“It’ll still be here in the morning,” John said, opening the front door and gesturing for her to leave.
Eva walked up to him and stubbornly closed the door. “My father’s never wanted me near the house, and he’s already given me hell about my last visit. So, this is my only chance.”
John frowned at her, and she grabbed both his hands and hopped lightly in front of him like a little girl. “Please,” she begged. “A quick look around. This place is a legend. I promise it won’t take more than twenty minutes.”
“It’s a big house,” John said.
She giggled again and pulled him down the hall. “Then we’d better hurry.”
 
***
 
This is wrong, John thought as he showed Eva around the first floor, barely able to stay awake, annoyed at her excitement.
Whatever it was that made this house so special, it went right over John’s head. He was amused at how many questions she had, most of which he couldn’t answer as he constantly reminded her that he had just moved in and wasn’t the actual owner. That didn’t stop her, though, and she continued to inspect every nook as if she were preparing to write a paper about it.
John felt incredibly uncomfortable, more than ever wanting the blonde to leave, although a small part of him was thriving on the attention. He had had fans come up to him before, flirt with him on several occasions, but none as pretty as Eva. He again wondered why the hell she was still in Cafeville.
A girl like that could have whatever she wants. She could have you.
John shook his head quickly, smiling politely as Eva looked at him in awe after discovering something else in the house that struck her fancy. She moved gracefully across the living room, down the hall, into the kitchen and out, checking everything, opening everything. For a moment, John felt like he was under scrutiny, but her smile each time she discovered something new eased that tension quickly.
“What’s upstairs?” she asked, looking up the staircase, already starting up.
John sighed and followed, knowing well that a simple answer wouldn’t be enough. His eyes dropped on her behind as she raced up, and he quickly looked away, forcing his eyes down.
Oh, let it go already. There’s no harm in looking.
There was a lot of harm in looking, and John quickly felt for his wedding ring as he waited at the end of the second-floor landing while Eva looked around. He was going to have to call Karen in the morning, hear her voice, reassure that sinking feeling inside him that somehow, in some telepathic, wife-only way, she didn’t suspect anything.
She’s miles away, and she has no idea. Stop beating yourself up.
Only he wasn’t. Something in the back of his head was playing at the chords of infidelity that lingered there, tied down and caged behind bars with no way out. Something was tugging at his inhibitions, and he fought against that urge to smile a little wider, act a little more excited, play along with the blonde’s eagerness until she was inspecting more than the house.
“This is cool!”
John’s mind snapped back to the now, and he frowned, trying to discern where her voice was coming from. He made his way down the hall and caught her staring at his laptop in his bedroom, reading what he had written. He suddenly felt violated.
“Get away from that!” he snapped, rushing forward and slamming the laptop shut.
Eva stepped back, a mix of shock and embarrassment on her face, and a hint of fear manifesting behind a pair of emerald eyes. John ran a hand through his hair and sighed, as confused as she was at his overreaction.
“I’m sorry,” he said. “I don’t like people reading my work before it’s done.”
That’s a lie, Johnny-boy. Karen reads your work all the time.
This isn’t Karen.
Oh no, but I bet you’d like her to be.
“It’s okay,” Eva said, forcing a smile. “Are you a writer?”
John nodded, sitting down on his bed, running a hand across his laptop.
“Is that why you’re here?” she asked. “To write?”
“I’ve been having a bit of a dry spell recently,” John explained. “My editor suggested I come out here and clear my mind, kind of find some inspiration.”
Eva looked at him, her eyes admiring, her small smile a bit more genuine. “Is it working?”
John tapped his laptop. “Better than I had imagined,” he said. “Although, I’m not sure how long it will last.”
Eva walked past him, apparently returning to her inspection, leaning into the bathroom as she looked around. “Why?” she asked.
John thought hard about it, wondering how much he was actually willing to share with the girl next door. He hardly knew her, but her curiosity was amusing. He was beginning to think that had a lot to do with being locked up in Cafeville for twenty years.
“Don’t you go to college or something?” he asked, watching her inspect the walk-in closet, her shirt riding a bit as she reached and clicked the single bulb. “Are you on spring break or something?”
“I’m taking my degree online,” she said, smiling at him. “My father’s a bit overprotective. Doubts that he could trust me.”
“I can’t imagine why,” John teased.
Eva laughed and continued her inspection of the bedroom, closing the drapes carefully so she wouldn’t be seen through the window. “You still haven’t answered my question.”
“About?”
“The inspiration,” she said, moving back towards the bedroom door. “Why wouldn’t it last?”
John shrugged. “Experience, I guess,” he said. “I’ve found that my bouts of writing are further apart than I’d like.”
He frowned as Eva closed and locked the bedroom door, turning to lean against it. She smiled at him, a smile he knew well, and his heart began to race in his chest.
Don’t you dare stop this! Let it happen!
He was about to say something when Eva pulled her shirt off and threw it to the ground. His eyes immediately fell to her bare chest, the blonde standing on full display in front of him. He looked up into her eyes and saw the twinkle in them he had noticed the other day, and he knew that if he didn’t stop this right now, there would be no turning back.
You want this. You know you do. Let it happen, Johnny-boy.
Eva turned off the lights, the only illumination in the room now coming from outside, faint, barely enough for him to see more than her silhouette. She walked right up to where he sat, gently pushed him down on his back and climbed on top of him.
Leaning in, her face inches from his, Eva whispered, “Then we’ll have to make sure you stay inspired, don’t we?”
The voice in his head laughed in delight.



Chapter 8
 
Eva was gone when he woke up.
John had gotten out of bed with a pounding in his head and a heavy weight on his shoulders that threatened to drive him mad. Flashes of last night flickered in front of his eyes, and he tried his best to shut them out, push them out of his mind, delete the last ten hours of his life and start over.
He couldn’t, though, and the realization of what he had done hit him hard. He was mentally beating himself up for being so weak, for giving in when he knew he shouldn’t have. How he had been so naïve was beyond him. He shouldn’t have let her in to start with.
Oh, come on. You LIKED it, Johnny-boy. You enjoyed every second of it!
“Shut up!” he hissed to the empty room.
I say relax, enjoy the memory, and let’s get back to work.
John looked at his laptop, the screen up and his word document open to where he had stopped the previous night. Had she taken a look at it while he was sleeping? How did she get the password?
Who cares, Johnny-boy? Let’s rock and roll!
John squeezed his eyes shut, dismissing the voice that seemed a lot clearer in his mind, pushing it to the back of his subconscious where he hoped it would find a corner and die. He got up slowly, pulled on his boxers and staggered into the bathroom. Turning on the lights, he groaned at his image in the mirror and turned on the faucet in hopes of drowning out his guilt.
By the time he sat down to work, his mind was on overdrive, and he stared at the screen with dread when the words didn’t come.
There you go, doubting yourself again.
“I can’t think right now,” John said to no one in particular, annoyed at his sudden habit of talking to himself.
Then stop thinking and just write.
John sighed heavily, this time allowing the voice in his head to lead the way. He shook his head, set his fingers on the keyboard, and watched in amazement as his fingers flashed across the keys and words materialized in front of him.
After about an hour and three thousand words, John had forgotten all about Eva and was lost in his bubble of words, smiling.
 
***
 
Karen called in the afternoon, probably during her break, and he ignored it completely, unable to muster the confidence to talk to her. He had no idea if he would be able to hide the guilt he was feeling, and Karen was good at picking up on when he felt odd.
He sent her a quick message after her second call, letting her know that he was on a writing roll and didn’t want to stop, and that he’d get back to her later. He didn’t mention when later would be, and when she replied with a kiss and a thumbs-up, he felt a pang in his chest that made him instantly shut down the laptop and pace his room in anger.
Get some air, Johnny-boy.
It was a good idea; he needed it desperately and he couldn’t sit around alone in the house letting the voices in his head drive him up the wall. He grabbed his coat and spent ten minutes looking for his keys before finally finding them on the kitchen table. Making a mental note of the smell still coming up strong from the basement, he raced out of the house, got into his car and drove off.
He drove into town, choosing streets at random as he maneuvered his way around the old houses and barren shops. Cafeville seemed a lot homier during the day, especially when it wasn’t raining, and he soon found himself parking in front of June’s supermarket. He thought about going inside, engaging in some small town conversation with the only person he had gotten to know.
You’re forgetting Eva, buddy. You got to know her real good.
John slammed his fists on the steering wheel and stepped out of the car, abandoning his first choice and opting for a leisurely stroll of window shopping. A small breeze had picked up, gently blowing through his hair, whistling softly in his ear as he zipped up his coat and pushed his hands into his pockets. He kept his head down, avoiding eye contact, barely looking at the display windows he passed by.
He stopped in front of a hardware store, his eye falling on a sign that promised a discount home inspection with every hundred-dollar purchase. Thinking he might find some help with the stench coming from the basement, he pushed his way inside.
He instantly recognized the man behind the counter as the Good Samaritan from his first night at June’s. The man’s face was buried in a beard, the cap on his head slightly askew, his hands fiddling with what looked like an old microwave. John lightly rapped on the counter and raised his eyebrows in greeting when the man looked up at him, squinting.
“I saw the sign in your window,” John said, pointing behind him. “I was wondering if I could get a paid inspection.”
The man stared at John for a while before his eyes widened and he smiled in recognition. “You’re that writer fella, aren’t cha?” he asked. “From the supermarket. I helped you with your bags.”
John smiled as he took the man’s hand and shook firmly. “John Krik.”
“Hank Pollard,” he said, adjusting the cap on his head. “What can I do you for, John?”
“I have a smell coming from the basement of the house I’m staying at.”
“The old Dean house, eh?”
John’s smile faded. “Excuse me?”
“Aw, don’t worry about it,” Hank chuckled. “It’s a small town. June told me where you were stayin’.”
John nodded, his mind trying to discern what he had just heard.
Did he say Dean?
“You okay, buddy?”
John blinked twice and shook his head. “Yeah, sorry, my mind blanked there for a second.”
“It’s the weather,” Hank nodded. “Damn rain’ll do that to ya.”
“I guess so,” John said, frowning as he tried to recollect his thoughts. “What was I saying?”
“Stench from the basement.”
“Right, yeah, well, it’s stinking up the house. I went down there yesterday and couldn’t find the source. I even left the windows open, but it isn’t helping.”
“Might be the sheetrock,” Hank said, playing with his beard as he stared off in thought. “Maybe a mouse dead in the walls or somethin’.”
“Am I going to need an exterminator?”
“Nah, they won’t help much,” Hank said. “I can pass by tomorrow, give it a look myself. Sometime in the afternoon sound good for ya?”
John smiled at the man and nodded. “Perfect.”
 
***
 
“I was beginning to forget what your dead zone was like.”
John sat clumsily at his desk, nestling his phone between his ear and shoulder, tapping away at his keyboard as he listened to Karen. Half of what she said went unnoticed, and his replies came in short one syllable words he knew were beginning to annoy her.
Probably for the best. We don’t want to slip up and tell her about our little one night stand, do we, Johnny-boy?
“Are you even listening to me?” Karen asked.
“I’m sorry, baby,” John said, sighing as he swiveled in his chair and gave his back to the laptop, shutting out the voices in his head. “I haven’t been writing this well in years, and it’s really flowing.”
Karen chuckled on the other end, but he could hear how tired she was. Apparently she was finally feeling the downsides of upper management, and balancing her job with her duties at home, especially without him around, must have been taking their toll on her.
“At least you’re writing,” she said. “I’m happy for you.”
“Thanks, honey,” he replied, his eyes falling on his bed, flashes of his night with Eva popping up in his mind. “Listen,” he said quickly, closing his eyes. “You sound tired, and I’m almost done here. How about we call it a night and I’ll call you in the morning?”
“Good idea, Panda,” Karen said, yawning. “Love you.”
“Love you, too, sweetheart.”
He hung up and sighed heavily, covering his face with both hands as he tried to decide on what to do.
I say get back to work, and let the world heal itself.
John nodded in agreement and turned back around.
He fell asleep at his computer.
 
***
 
He woke up later that night to the sounds of running feet above his head.
His head snapped up, suddenly alert as he listened to the noise carefully. For a few seconds there was nothing, and then he heard it again. Feet, definitely feet. Children’s feet. Racing around above him.
John jumped up, quickly opening the door to his bedroom and following the sounds. The running was coming from the attic, and he made his way down the second-floor landing to the small ladder that led upwards. He hadn’t gone up to the attic since he had moved in, Gina herself telling him that cleaning it out would be a waste of her time and his money.
Guess the old bird was wrong. She was probably scared of whoever’s running around up there.
“There’s no one up there,” John whispered. “It’s probably a rat.”
You sure, Johnny-boy? Wanna bet on that?
John stared up at the attic door, listening carefully as the sound above his head started and stopped, changing directions, moving further away from him, then back. He grabbed onto one of the ladder rungs, ready to climb up, when the attic door suddenly lifted up and crashed back down.
John fell back screaming, his heart pounding so hard it threatened to burst out of his chest. He scrambled away for the attic door, his back pressed against the wall as he stared upwards. The door lifted a few inches and crashed down again, this time harder.
That’s one helluva rat, Johnny-boy.
John pushed himself slowly to his feet, his eyes following the sound of scrambling feet above. His breathing came in gasps, and he listened to the sounds above his head in horror, frozen in place. Then, as suddenly as they had started, they stopped.
John listened carefully, waiting. He stood as still as possible, scared that any movement he’d make would send the feet scurrying about again. He held his breath, his hands shaking by his side, his eyes scanning the ceiling as if he could see through the boards and into the attic.
I don’t know about you, buddy, but if whatever’s up there comes down, I’ll be fine. You, not so much.
John didn’t need to be coaxed any further. Taking a deep breath, he sprinted across the hall and into his bedroom, half expecting the attic door to suddenly fly open and whatever was up there to come flying out, all fangs and claws, reaching out for him.
Nothing happened, though, and he quickly locked his bedroom door and crawled up in the furthest corner from it. He kept his eyes on the door, waiting, listening, his heart racing. When nothing else happened and the sounds didn’t return, he crawled into bed, tired and wasted, and quickly fell asleep.



Chapter 9
 
“I have to say, I’m a bit surprised.”
John sat quietly as he listened to Derrick Fern talk about his submission. He had spent the whole day fleshing out the storyline, pushing his protagonist in different directions, his story growing darker and darker the more he wrote. At one point he had even surprised himself with what was coming out of his head and making its way onto the digital pages. And still, he had kept writing.
“This is a completely different direction, John,” Derrick said, the crisp sound of turning pages clearly audible across the line. “Completely different.”
“Is it bad?” John asked, cutting to the chase.
“No, not at all,” Derrick chuckled. “Actually, it’s better than anything you’ve written before. It’s not what fans would expect from John Krik.”
“Then let’s change those expectations.”
There was a long silence on the other end as he could hear Derrick weighing out the costs and benefits of going along with this new project.
“Come on, Derrick, you said it yourself, the work’s good,” John coaxed. “Give it a chance. This might be a new cash cow for you.”
Derrick laughed, but John could hear dollar signs clinging in the background. The man was no idiot, and he knew a good manuscript when he saw it. The real question was how they’d market it. It was like they’d be wading into new waters, unsure of whether or not they could swim in the currents.
“I’m not your first thriller author, Derrick.”
“No, you’re not,” the man replied. “You’re my first romance author to write a thriller, though.”
“And you can’t handle that?” John teased, knowing that Fern could never say no to a challenge.
“You insult me, John,” Derrick replied. “It hurts when you doubt me.”
He definitely sounds hurt.
John waited for a few more seconds before he finally heard the words he had wanted to hear. “Fine, let’s do this.”
“Great!” John smiled, slapping his knee in excitement.
“You’re sure about this?” Derrick asked.
“Definitely,” John said. “I’m already another seven thousand words in. I think I might get this book done in a month.”
“What the hell’s that place doing to you?” Derrick chuckled, his uneasiness slipping through the laughter. “Never thought you had this much darkness inside you. It’s a little worrying.”
“As long as it keeps the money rolling and my advance in my pocket, I really don’t care,” John said, and he hung up.
 
***
 
Hank clicked his tongue as he stood in the middle of the basement, hand covering his nose, eyes squinting into the corners of the basement. John watched him work, first inspecting the furnace, then knocking on various parts of the wall.
The stench had gotten worse, the open windows apparently useless against whatever it was that was causing the smell. John felt that if he stayed down here any longer, he might melt from the sheer toxicity of it. He fought the urge to ask Hank to hurry up, hoping the man could finally find a solution to the mess. However, it didn’t look promising.
Hank took another quick look around before turning to John and shrugging. He pointed upstairs and John sighed in relief, leading the man into the kitchen and quickly closing the door. He grabbed the towel, soaked it and replaced it in the space under the door.
“I don’t know, but it seems to me you’re gonna have to tear the walls down, replace the insulation,” Hank was saying. “Whatever’s causin’ that stink, it must be comin’ from there.”
“You think something died in there?”
Hank wrinkled his nose and shook his head in dismay. “I really can’t tell, buddy, sorry,” he said. “All I know for sure, that towel there ain’t gonna keep the smell out forever.”
“Tell me about it,” John sighed. “So, exterminator it is.”
“Sorry, brother,” Hank said. “I really thought I could help. Out of my league, this one. Never smelled anythin’ like it before.”
John waved away the apology. “It’s just as well,” he said. “I hear rats in the attic. I need to get that checked as well.”
Hank packed his tools away, pulled his cap off to scratch his head, and replaced it. “If you ask me, this whole place needs to go. Might as well sell it off to the Greens. They’ve been after it for years.”
“It’s not mine to sell,” John said.
“Then ask whoever gave you the keys,” Hank suggested. “Get out and don’t spend a single dime on this place, if y’ask me.”
We’re not asking him, are we? Tell this fool to get out.
John shook the voice away and smiled at Hank, leading him down the hall and to the front door. “Thanks anyway,” he said.
When he opened the door, both men stopped at the sight of Eva Green standing on the front porch. John felt his heart sink, a part of him hoping he had seen the last of the girl.
Looks like little Miss Green is back for more, Johnny-boy.
“Hello, Hank,” Eva said with a smile, her eyes on John.
Hank tipped his cap and tried his best to hide his scowl. “Miss Green,” he greeted, albeit a little too harshly. “See y’around, John. Let me know what the exterminators say.”
“Thanks again, Hank,” John called after him, both he and Eva watching the man climb into his truck and pull out.
John waited for the truck to turn the corner and disappear behind the Green’s house before he turned to Eva. “What are you doing here?”
Eva smiled at him. “I wanted to apologize for leaving the way I did the other night,” she said. “I thought I could make it up to you sometime.”
I suggest making it up now. How about you, Johnny-boy?
John stepped out onto the porch, closing the door behind him, making sure their conversation remained outside.
“Listen, you don’t need to make up for anything,” he said quickly. “In fact, let’s forget that anything even happened, okay?”
“That’s going to be a little hard considering we both seemed to enjoy ourselves tremendously.”
John sighed, holding back his anger, her nonchalant attitude annoying him immensely. “I’m married, Eva. Do you know what that means? It means that what happened that night was a mistake, a very big mistake, and I really don’t want to talk about it. Ever.”
Eva smiled and leaned against the porch railing. “I don’t know, John,” she teased. “It didn’t seem like a mistake to me.”
“Of course not,” John hissed. “You obviously don’t get it, so my explaining it to you is useless. Just stay away from me, okay? Stay away from this house. Go home.”
Eva stared at him, her face quickly turning into a scowl. Their eyes were locked on each other for what seemed like an eternity, and before he could repeat himself, she turned around and walked away.
John quickly went back inside and locked the door behind him.



Chapter 10
 
That was stupid, Johnny-boy.
“Shut up,” John replied to the darkness around him.
He was sitting at his desk, his fingers tapping away as his thoughts raced. His protagonist was in the middle of one of the most gruesome scenes he had ever written, and he didn’t need any distractions. He needed to stay in the zone, lost in the bubble around him. He heard the racing of feet above him again, but this time, he didn’t flinch.
Let them run. Let them come.
He squinted as he dug deeper into emotions he had never tapped into before, letting everything unravel on the screen, his story slowly gaining a momentum of its own; a life of its own. Derrick was going to love this.
I don’t see what the problem is.
“Of course you don’t,” John whispered.
The voice was starting to get annoying, but try as he may, he couldn’t shut it up. In a way, he felt like it was half responsible for the sudden burst of energy he was experiencing, the race of ideas flooding through his head as his story materialized in front of him. He felt like he was a mere co-pilot, the flesh and bone needed to tell the story.
I hate to see a chance like this wasted. Don’t you remember how good it felt?
“I’m trying to forget how good it felt.”
John felt himself smile, amused at the fact that he was conducting a conversation with a disembodied pervert. Oh, if Derrick could see him now. It would probably explain the writing, the man quickly coming to terms with the fact that his best author had finally lost it.
You’re not crazy.
John knew that, but he also knew that this was the first time since he had started writing that he was completely aware of what was happening around him. Since the beginning, the whole thing had seemed like a trance, an out of body experience he had detached himself from. Tonight was different, though. Tonight he was completely here, fully in tune, the emotions racing through him both familiar and terrifying at the same time.
You know that there’s nothing dead in the walls, right?
“I know.”
So what are you going to do about it?
“What Hank told me to do.”
John could hear the scurrying of the rats in the attic grow more frantic the more he ignored them. If they could feel how little he cared at the moment, then they were probably pissed off. He barely heard the attic door opening and slamming shut outside the room, but this time he didn’t cower in a corner the way he had the night before.
That’s right. It’s not the first time. Not even the second time. They’ve been running around up there since you got here.
“The exterminator’s coming tomorrow.”
Those aren’t rats.
“Then we’re going to be in for one hell of a surprise, aren’t we?”
The attic door opened and slammed shut a few more times, the frequency increasing until the sound was like a constant drumbeat. John ignored it, his fingers flying across his keyboard, completely oblivious to the lights of the bathroom that were flickering on and off on their own. The sounds in the attic intensified, rattling above his head, begging for attention and receiving none. Soon the attic door sounded like a double bass that was deafening, and John felt the muscles in his body tense at the sheer amount of distractions that were threatening him.
“Shut up!”
His scream echoed in the empty house, and everything stopped abruptly.
John blinked twice, his trance broken, his breathing heavy as he felt a headache coming on and his temples throb. His fingers shook above the keyboard as the words on his screen swam in and out of focus.
Great. Now you scared them.
John flinched when he heard knocking at the front door. He looked at his watch, realized that it was well past midnight, and had a sinking feeling about who his visitor might be.
You know how I feel about this, but hey, it’s your call, Johnny-boy.
John waited, hoping whoever he thought was at his door would leave. When he heard the second series of knocks, he got out of his chair, turned on the lights and made his way downstairs. Rubbing the back of his neck, easing the tension that had built up there, he opened the door without checking to see who was outside.
He wasn’t surprised to see Eva Green, hands on her hips, clad in an overcoat that reached below her knees. She stared at him challengingly, both of them quiet, and then opened her coat to reveal the black lingerie she was wearing underneath.
“You still think it was a mistake?” she asked, her eyes daring him to look away, the smirk on her face dangerously enticing.
John swept her into his arms, slammed the door shut and carried her upstairs.
 
***
 
June Summers was locking up when Hank pulled up in front of her store. She waved at him as he leaned over and opened the passenger door, waiting as she rechecked the locks and climbed in next to him.
“Thanks for driving me home, Hank,” she said, rubbing her hands together for warmth.
“No problem,” Hank said, shifting gears and pulling out. “Can’t let you walk home this time’a night.”
“That’s sweet,” she mumbled. She checked her purse to make sure she hadn’t forgotten the keys in the door the way she recently had become accustomed to doing, and sat back comfortably, closing her eyes. It had been a slow day.
“Did I tell you that I was at the Dean house today?” Hank asked.
June was suddenly wide awake. Intrigued, she raised an eyebrow at him. “Really?”
“That writer fellow of yours, the one you said was stayin’ there,” Hank explained. “He came into my store yesterday talkin’ about a stench in his basement. Went there today, damn place smells like dead bodies rottin’ away. I ain’t got a clue how he’s holdin’ up in there.”
“Well, it wouldn’t be the first time,” June said. “Remember last year? You couldn’t drive by that house without smelling the rot.”
“That’s just it, there ain’t nothing rotten there,” Hank said. “The basement’s clean. Couldn’t tell what was causin’ the smell.”
“Insulation?”
Hank nodded. “Told him to get rid of it. Dunno if he’s gonna do it.”
“It would be a waste of money if he did,” June said, looking out the window as they made their way out of the town center and onto the road towards her house.
“Told him to sell it to the Greens, said he didn’t know who owned it,” Hank said.
June nodded thoughtfully. “Don’t worry yourself about that. They’ll badger him about it soon enough.”
“I guess they’ve already started,” Hank smiled. “Saw Miss Eva there when I was leavin’. Seemed like they’ve run into each other before.”
June stared hard at Hank, and he frowned in confusion when he saw the look she gave him.
“What?”
“Don’t you go spreading rumors, Hank Pollard,” June warned. “That’s a married man, there. Don’t go talking about things you’re not sure of.”
“I ain’t sayin’ anythin’, June,” Hank said. “Just said I saw her there.”
“That’s already saying too much,” June berated. “You know David Green as much as anyone else in town. You know what he would do if he thought for a second something was going on between his daughter and John.”
“Fine, I’ll keep my mouth shut,” Hank said. “I only told you anyway.”
“Let’s keep it at that, right?”
Hank nodded, and they both fell silent for the rest of the drive.
 
***
 
John felt like a million dollars when he woke up.
There was no guilt this time, only a deep satisfaction that had lingered since the night before. He had stayed awake this time as Eva got dressed and left. Standing at his bedroom window, shades slightly drawn, invisible in the darkness, he had watched her race back to her house and sneak in through the back. He had lain in bed for a good ten minutes with a smile on his face before falling asleep peacefully.
Whistling to himself, he danced a little as he waited for the water to boil, completely forgetting about the smell coming from the basement, his mind free and rested. He had checked on his writing, happy with the progress he had made so far, and questioned whether or not to send what he had to Derrick.
Derrick could wait. Right now we’re celebrating!
“That we are, my friend,” John sang. “That we are!”
He filled his mug with coffee, lighting a cigarette as he moved to the music in his head. He couldn’t remember the last time he had felt this good, this alive, and he was going to cherish the moment as much as possible.
You never know how long the good times last, right, Johnny-boy?
John Krik couldn’t agree more.
He took his coffee and made his way upstairs, his cigarette hanging loosely from his mouth as ash dropped onto the hardwood floor. He was anticipating the next bout of writing, the next roll. He was really feeling how his story was coming together, the plot intertwining within itself to form a web of events that he knew would look absolutely beautiful when it was done. He felt like an artist, painting a canvas in what seemed to be random lines, and only he knew what the final image would look like.
His next bestseller was going to be massive.
John set his mug down and opened his laptop, slumping into his chair and readying himself for the rush.
Let’s get to work, Johnny-boy.
“Yes, please,” John said out loud, putting out his cigarette and immediately lighting another one.
He was about to start when he was stopped by knocking at the door. Frowning, he tried to remember if he should have been expecting someone. Had he called Grace or Hank? He clearly remembered postponing the exterminators for a few more days, feeling no rush to solve either the problem in the basement or the nest of rats upstairs.
Ignore it.
The knocking came again, and this time John decided not to listen to the voice in his head. He made his way downstairs, pulling on a shirt as he quickly put out his cigarette. When he opened the door, his heart stopped.
“Surprise!”
Karen threw her hands up in the air, her smile wide as she posed in front of her husband. She was wearing her travel pants, and two suitcases stood idly at her side.
“Karen?”
“Wow, John, don’t be so happy to see me,” she rolled her eyes.
John smiled and reached out for his wife, taking her into his arms and hugging her tight.
“I’m sorry, it’s just that this is completely unexpected,” he said, kissing her.
“Hence, surprise,” she said.
John held her at arm’s length and looked at her, taking her all in, unable to believe she was actually there. “What are you doing here?”
“For starters,” she said, “waiting to come in.”
“Oh my God, I’m so sorry,” John said, pulling her inside before grabbing her bags.
He watched his wife’s eyes grow wide as she took in the interior of the house, obviously impressed.
“Why the hell were you upset?” she asked. “This place is beautiful!”
“You should have been here when I first walked in,” John smiled. “You wouldn’t be saying that.”
What the hell are you doing? Why is she here?
John quickly shook his head and wrapped his arm around Karen’s waist as he walked her into the living room. She was clearly in love, and he found her admiration amusing.
“Where did Derrick find this place?” she asked.
Get her out of here!
“So, are you here for the weekend?” John asked, ignoring the demands of his subconscious.
“Actually, longer,” Karen said, slumping down onto the couch and throwing her legs up as she admired the fabric. “Took two weeks off work.”
“What about Dylan?”
“With Jody,” Karen replied. “You know she’s been begging me to let him stay with her for a while.”
John smiled as he sat down on the chair opposite her. “I’m flattered, but why take time off? You can’t possibly miss me that much.”
Karen looked at him for a minute too long, enough for John to know that something was wrong.
“Derrick called,” she said. “He sent me your manuscript. At first, I was surprised you hadn’t sent it to me first. After I read it, I kind of understood why.”
John nodded, already knowing what she was going to say. Karen was never a fan of the grotesque. “Are you here to bring me back to the rainbows and butterflies?” he asked with a grin.
Karen smiled and shook her head. “I’m here to make sure the darkness doesn’t tempt you with cookies.”
She’s going to ruin everything! What if she finds out about Eva?
John smiled at his wife.
For now, he would have to make the best of it.



Chapter 11
 
John woke up to the sweet smell of fresh coffee and bacon.
Stretching beneath the sheets, he opened his eyes slowly, letting the room swim into focus as he yawned loud enough to let Karen know he was awake. It was a little game between the two of them, and since she had come, he had quickly fallen back into his old habits.
Throwing his legs over the side of the bed, he waited for his mind to clear, and he slowly made his way to the bathroom. The lights didn’t flicker when he turned them on, and the water flowed as clear as crystal out of the faucet.
Things had changed for the better since Karen had arrived.
It had been a little awkward at first, both he and the house getting used to the fact that a woman had taken over and was bombarding them with her feminine touch. The color of the furniture seemed brighter, the electricity was stable and the lights stopped blowing out, and for the past week the smell from the basement had disappeared completely.
John remembered the first time he had walked into the kitchen, the day after she had arrived, and noticed that the towels he had put under the door to ward off the smell were gone.
“Why did you have towels there?” she had asked, clad in an oversized t-shirt while scrubbing away at the refrigerator.
“There was a smell coming up from the basement,” he had said matter-of-factly, confused as to why the stench had not stunk up the house already.
“What smell?”
She had actually gone down to the basement, fiddled with the boiler to stop the brown water from ever returning, and had aired out the humidity. He had been impressed, and a part of him was curious as to why she had succeeded where he had failed miserably. But he had quickly shrugged it away, happy that he did not have to breathe through his mouth every time he had to go into the kitchen.
Karen had quickly turned the whole place around, and the house finally felt like people actually lived in it. It was beyond him how her presence was enough to bring a different light to the place, but it pleased him, and he had quickly forgotten his initial reservations about her being there. Even Eva Green had disappeared completely, saving him the awkward need to introduce his wife to the girl he had cheated on her with. Twice.
The rest of his few acquaintances were a different story.
June Summers had fallen in love with Karen the minute she had laid eyes on her, both women hitting it off immediately when John took his wife to the market to stock up. June was quick to praise him in front of Karen, and his wife was quick to warn her that he was a charmer and wordsmith. Needless to say, John hadn’t needed to drive Karen into town any longer; she had quickly made herself at home.
That was the thing about Karen; she got along with everyone. Even when Gina Andrews had come to help with another round of cleaning, the old woman hadn’t seemed to mind Karen at all. She hadn’t said more than a few words to John, but she had talked her heart out while working side by side with his wife. He had begun to wonder why he had agreed to come out here alone in the first place.
John reached for the towel by the sink, dried his face and stared at his reflection in the mirror. He looked better, less disheveled, more himself. He had begun sporting the beginnings of a beard, something he had never done before despite Karen’s undying attempts to coax him into it.
His writing was taking a good hit, though, the past week giving him nothing more than a few thousand words, much less than he had written when he had been alone. When Derrick called, John had assured him that it was just a dip, but the story was still coming, albeit slower. His editor hadn’t seemed too upset, though, discussing John’s overall well-being more than he did his writing.
It freaked him out. Derrick had never cared about that before.
“Morning, cupcake,” he whistled as he made his way into the kitchen, hugging Karen from behind as she scrambled eggs. He gave her a quick kiss on the neck, forcing her to giggle when his beard tickled her, and poured himself a cup of coffee.
“That’s going to ruin your appetite,” Karen said, moving the pan off the fire and onto a cooler eye.
“I’m famished, baby,” John chuckled. “Believe me, nothing’s going to ruin my appetite.”
“Well, get some food in you and get to work,” she said, winking at him. “My man needs to make us some money.”
John smiled as he sat at the kitchen bar, nestling his coffee between his hands as he stared out the kitchen window at the yard beyond. The sun was piercing through, illuminating the kitchen fully and flushing out the off-white coloring of the cabinets and tiles. He hadn’t noticed their color before, couldn’t even remember if he had registered it at all when he had first arrived. Then again, it hadn’t always been this bright outside.
He sipped his brew as he watched his wife work, his eyes running over the curves hidden by the t-shirt, her ash-brown hair tied back in a high ponytail. She looked at least a decade younger than she actually was, which made him feel like an old fart next to her. He was more than aware of the wrinkles on his skin from the cigarettes and coffee, which was probably why Eva had been such a temptation. No one except for Karen had ever looked at him the way she did, and John began to wonder how sick he had to be to instantly fall for that.
“Did you call Dylan?” he asked, forcing the thoughts out of his mind.
Karen served him his plate and sat down in front of her own. “He says hi,” she said. “One day you’re going to have to learn to wake up early and actually talk to your son.”
“That’s not fair,” John said, already beginning to eat. His stomach growled in encouragement, satisfied that it was getting the attention it needed. “I talked to him yesterday after he got back from soccer practice.”
Karen smiled and winked at him. “My hero,” she said. “So what’s the plan for today?”
“Write, write and write some more,” John smiled.
“How’s that coming along?”
“Swimmingly,” John lied. “Just two more weeks and I might actually be done.”
Karen nodded and bit into her toast.
“You don’t look too happy,” he frowned.
“Oh, I am, believe me, I couldn’t be happier,” she said with a quick smile. “This place is starting to grow on me. I had kind of hoped we could stay here a bit longer.”
“What about Dylan?”
“Move him here with us,” Karen shrugged. “The school here looks pretty decent.”
John put his fork down and cocked his head at his wife. “Are you suggesting permanently moving here?”
“Why not?” Karen asked.
“For starters, we can’t afford this place,” John said. “Right now we’re riding on the publisher paying the rent, and that’s probably just until Derrick gets the final manuscript.”
“Then put off sending it to him for a few months.”
“I have a deadline.”
“Then let’s sell our house and buy this one.”
“And your job?”
“I can quit.”
“Karen!”
Karen slammed her fork down. “What?” she yelled.
John frowned at his wife, sitting back slowly and forgetting all about breakfast as he stared at her in disbelief. He had never seen her lose her cool like this before, even when he did something utterly stupid. It was a new side to her, and it worried him.
“I’m sorry,” Karen sighed. “The new job, well, it isn’t as easy as I thought it would be.”
“I thought you loved it,” John said. “Besides, you’ve only been at it for a week before you drove out here.”
“A week of hell.”
John frowned and leaned in towards his wife, grabbing her hand and squeezing it lightly. “Why didn’t you tell me?”
Karen shook her head and smiled weakly. “You had your own problems,” she said. “I didn’t want to burden you with mine.”
“You’re my wife. You’re supposed to burden me with your issues.”
Karen put her other hand over his and stared out the window. “It’s okay,” she whispered. “It just needs a little getting used to, and to be honest, it’s hard not having you around.”
John smiled, obviously amused. “One week without me and your whole world falls apart,” he teased.
“Don’t flatter yourself,” Karen shot back quickly, smiling.
He laughed and went back to his breakfast. “How about this? I’ll get some writing done until dinner, and then we can talk all about the new job and what’s bothering you. Sound good?”
Karen nodded and picked up her fork, the two of them exchanging a smile as they resumed their breakfast.
 
***
 
Karen pushed through the screen door, sipping her coffee and closing her eyes as the sun’s rays grazed her face. She stood still for a moment, letting the soft morning breeze blow through her hair before she made her way to the porch bench and sat down.
Hank Pollard had fixed the bench up for them a few days before, Karen insisting that she wasn’t going to have furniture lying around uselessly. It had taken the man less than a few hours to get it done, and she remembered the accusing look she had shot her husband. Sometimes she wondered what John would ever do without her.
She pulled her husband’s pack of cigarettes out of her pocket and glanced quickly at the door to make sure he wasn’t coming outside after her, and lit one up. She took a long drag, filling her lungs with smoke before blowing it out, slowly. She had been careful not to let John know she had picked up the habit, and it wasn’t too hard since he was usually the one who smelled like a walking ashtray. Anything out of the usual could easily be pinned on him.
Cradling her mug between her thighs and untying her ponytail, she let her hair loose as she took another drag. Her eyes wandered across the small road to the closest house to her. The Greens, she remembered June telling her. She had asked John about them before, but he had been oddly vague, waving off the conversation as if he had had better things to do.
Which he did, but she found it hard to believe that her usually curious husband had not once toyed with any assumptions about his neighbors.
She knew from June that the only other house on the street was home to an old couple rarely seen by anyone, the blue truck in their driveway the only proof that anyone even lived there. In the past week she had seen only a single car stop there, every two days like clockwork and only for an hour, then disappear again. She assumed they had a caretaker.
Karen sipped her coffee, legs propped up in front of her and resting comfortably on the porch rail as she observed the Green estate. Soon enough, the blonde walked out the front door. Karen glanced at her watch, smiling at how the girl’s routine was as predictable as everything else in this town. The blonde immediately looked over, her gaze falling on Karen and her face in a deep frown. The first few times it had happened, Karen had found it confusing. Now it was just amusing.
What’s your story, little girl?
The blonde spent her usual five minutes outside, forcing herself to look straight ahead, Karen knowing well that she was observing her from the corner of her eye. She continued to stare at the girl until she turned on her heels and walked back into her house, inexplicably frustrated.
Karen made a mental note to ask June about the girl when she met her later today.
Are you sure you want to do that, cupcake?
Karen smiled to herself as she finished her cigarette.
What was the worst that could happen?



Chapter 12
 
John slammed his laptop shut in frustration.
It had stopped completely. During the past few weeks, he had been worried about how the thought process had slowed down a bit, daily word count going down, his characters becoming stale and boring. He needed a new edge, and that edge wasn’t manifesting. He had thought he had built momentum, a way to move forward, but he had been wrong.
Running his hands across his face, he sighed as he tried to think of a new angle, a new approach, something that might jump-start the writing again. But, there was nothing.
He shot up angrily, looking for his pack of cigarettes amongst the piles of notes that had accumulated over the past week. He looked at his workspace in disgust; it was starting to look more and more like his desk back home, and the image was depressing. Notes meant brainstorming, and that meant a loss for words he had not experienced before Karen had arrived.
Maybe Derrick was right. Maybe you needed to get away from her, too.
But Derrick had been the one who had called her. John kicked at his chair, looking about the room in fury, wondering why something as simple as lighting a cigarette was becoming so problematic.
He had switched rooms, moving the small makeshift desk and his laptop as soon as he realized that he wouldn’t be able to write in the master bedroom anymore. Besides, it was hard enough sleeping next to his wife in the same bed he had cheated on her in; the whole room had become a distraction.
Cursing, he made his way downstairs, his frustration getting the best of him. He searched the living room first, tossing cushions about and not bothering to put them back where they belonged.
Let Karen deal with it. This is her fault, anyway.
John stopped himself, freezing in place as the voice in the back of his head suddenly fell silent, cowering into the corner where it had been hiding for a week. This wasn’t Karen’s fault. Karen was helping. She had left her job, their son, everything, to be here with him. She was worried, and she was being the woman he had fallen in love with; considerate, patient, supportive. What was he thinking?
She’s here because she couldn’t handle things without you. It’s a selfish reason, come to think of it, Johnny-boy.
John quickly pushed the thought away. He had to be careful. The lack of writing was starting to get to him.
Making his way down the hall, his nose picked up a scent he had never thought he’d smell again. Frowning as he neared the kitchen, he groaned out loud as the familiar stench of rot seeped out from the basement.
“Damn it!” he cursed, opening the door quickly and switching on the lights.
When the bulbs didn’t respond, he laughed in annoyance.
Murphy’s Law, Johnny-boy.
Anything that can go wrong, will go wrong.
Might as well not go down there. The way things are going for you, you might end up falling and breaking a leg. Or your neck.
John closed the basement door and immediately went for the towels. The stench hadn’t reached the point where he couldn’t stand being in the kitchen, and he was convinced that this time around he could stop it from getting any worse. He reached for his phone, hoping to catch Karen and ask her to bring some lights with her from June’s, and he wasn’t surprised when he couldn’t find it in his pocket.
Of course.
“You’re telling me,” John said out loud.
He grabbed the towels from the drawer, wet them and stuffed them in place. He scanned the kitchen, found his pack near the boiler, pocketed it and made his way out onto the porch. He sat heavily on the bench, lighting a cigarette with shaky hands, his mind racing as his body shook with frustration.
He needed to write. He needed to write now. He couldn’t lose the momentum, not now, not when he was this close to finishing the story. One idea; he only needed one idea to get him going again, and try as he would, he couldn’t find it.
You do know why, right, Johnny-boy?
John hated to admit it, but there was a part of him that had to agree. Ever since Karen had arrived, ever since she had changed things in the house, made it homier, his ideas had stopped coming. He laughed at how ludicrous the notion was, but it was the closest thing to an explanation he could find. His story was dark, twisted, a new John Krik who wasn’t supposed to be indulging in bright sunlight and home-made breakfast. He needed the dark, the flickering bulbs, and the running feet. He needed the voices in his head.
Hey, I never really left, buddy. You’ve just been ignoring me.
“Help,” John whispered to the wind, his cigarette stuck between his lips as he stared out into space.
You don’t need my help. You know what you have to do.
John thought long and hard about it, and nodded to himself. He had to get rid of Karen. He had to convince her to leave, to return to their son and her job. But, how was he going to do that? He had promised to talk to her tonight, and she was dead set on staying. It wasn’t going to be easy.
Well, you better think fast, buddy. I have a feeling she’s already got her eyes on your special friend.
John frowned as he looked over at the Greens’ house. He hadn’t seen Eva since Karen’s arrival, and he had counted his lucky stars for that. He had never considered the possibility that Eva had come before and Karen had scared her off. His wife had been asking him about the Greens for a few days now, and he had never once thought of the possibility that she might have met the blonde. Had Eva said something?
It doesn’t really matter, Johnny-boy. What matters now is writing.
Right. What mattered was writing.
John blew out smoke and flicked his cigarette out into the driveway. He thought long and hard, his mind trying to piece together a way to get back on track. He longed for the nights when his fingers danced on their own, the words popping up on the screen as if someone else had been doing the work, not him.
Fine, just this once. But from now on, we play it my way, got it?
John felt his eyes cloud over and his mind kick into overdrive. In an instant, he had the angle he needed to continue writing. He jumped up and raced back into the house, taking the stairs in twos as he fell heavily into his chair and began to type.
John wrote, and the smile on his face said it all.
 
***
 
“Tell me about the Greens.”
Karen was leaning against one wall of the small storage space, smoking a cigarette as she and June took a break from the inventory. She had promised the woman a few days before that she would help her with it, and Karen was never one to go back on promises. She had come with another agenda, though, and had waited for this break with anticipation.
Karen couldn’t really help it. She had to admit, she was as curious as her husband, if not more, which was why his vagueness and disinterest with the Greens annoyed and confused her. They had always been quick to play the guess-who-they-are game, each one taking turns picking out random people and making up stories about their lives. John did it for the inspiration; Karen did it for the thrill. She had offered him the chance to do the same with the Greens, and had been surprised that, contrary to his usual excitement, he brushed the notion off and told her to forget about them.
“I’m not here to socialize,” he had said.
Karen didn’t believe it for a second. The Greens seemed intriguing, and the way June hesitated when she asked her to talk about them made Karen want to know about them even more.
“They are an interesting bunch, aren’t they?” June asked with a smile, as if reading Karen’s mind.
Karen nodded. “It’s rare for me not to know my neighbors.”
“And you haven’t gone over yourself?”
“I keep telling John that I want to,” Karen said. “He doesn’t seem very interested in getting to know them, which I think is quite odd. It’s not like him.”
Karen caught the confusion on the other woman’s face and instantly felt something in her stomach turn. “What is it?” she asked.
“Nothing,” June lied, and Karen knew it. “I’m thinking about what you said.”
Karen decided not to probe any further, for now. “Well?”
June sat down on one of the many boxes around her, dusted her hands together and leaned back against a wall. “The Greens,” she whispered. “Where do you start?”
Karen chuckled. “How about the beginning, June.”
June seemed to think about that for a moment, then nodded in agreement.
“Cafeville is an old town, one of the oldest in New England I suppose. Earliest settlement this part of the State, although right now you’d probably not even find it on the map. Never grew much larger than it is right now. Come to think of it, there’s only ever been three or four streets added to the ones that had first been established. The school could be considered new, although that was built in the thirties.”
June stared into space for a few seconds before shaking her head and blinking, as if she had suddenly traveled back to another time and place, and had returned just as quickly.
“Anyway,” she continued, “the town was founded by four families; Dean, Toled, Pollard and Green. You know Hank, of course. He’s the last of the Pollards left in Cafeville. The others all sold everything they owned here and left, scattered all over the country.”
“I thought Hank was married,” Karen said.
June shook her head slowly. “His wife died years ago. The poor soul can’t bring himself to take off the ring. He’s never been one to let the past be.”
“That’s sad,” Karen frowned, grateful she had found this out before going through with her plan to invite him to dinner; asking him to bring the wife would have been awkward.
“Well, all things considered, the Pollards are the only family of the four that’s had it good here in Cafeville. That’s probably why the rest left. Didn’t want to push their luck, I guess.”
“What do you mean?”
“I think it started with the Toleds, really,” June said, concentrating as she tried to remember the town’s history. “This was before I was born. They’re the family that lives to the left of the house you’re staying in.”
“The older couple that doesn’t want to leave?” Karen asked.
“Or can’t leave, depending on how you look at it,” June said, her voice barely audible. “All three families, Dean, Toled and Green, built their homes on that road, each with their own little riches, each trying to compete with the other, although my grandmother says it had all been good sport back then. You can’t really know, if you ask me. Happened way before her time, too.
“What we do know for sure was that Maverick Toled was the first to go nuts. Killed his entire family, only missing his youngest son because the boy was with relatives out of town. Wife, two daughters and eldest son, who was to be wed to the Deans’ daughter actually; all dead. Then he hung himself in the basement.”
Karen stared at her in shock. She had been expecting an interesting story, but nothing like this. June saw the look on her face and frowned apologetically.
“I’m so sorry, Karen, if I had known it’d bother you –”
“No, no,” Karen interrupted her. “Go on. It’s a little shocking, that’s all.”
June nodded as she eyed her, considering whether to continue or not. When Karen nodded at her, the woman went on.
“The Toled’s house stood empty for years, and over the generations, Green and Dean would fight over it, each trying to buy it for themselves. By then the two families were competing furiously, openly, no longer much of a sport. They were at each other’s throats the whole time.
“I was a little girl, taking my first steps, when Benjamin Dean died. By then, both the Deans and Greens were playing dirty, and the rumor was Alexander Green had somehow tried to sabotage the Dean livestock. They say it had been a fire, over one hundred cows burnt alive. It was the source of the Dean fortune at the time, acres upon acres of land just outside Cafeville in their family’s name. Little Benji had been playing in the barns with his siblings when the fire had broken out.”
“That’s horrible!”
June nodded in agreement. “Took the fire brigade two days to put it out, some of it making its way into the woods behind the barns, a real mess. Everyone had a feeling Alexander Green was behind it, but no one could really prove it. That’s when Samuel Dean took matters into his own hands.”
“Samuel Dean?” Karen asked, her eyes wide.
June frowned. “You’ve heard of him?”
Karen quickly shook her head, wondering if it was a coincidence that the main character in her husband’s story had the exact same name.
“Well, on the night he buried his son, Samuel went into the arcade a few stores down from here and stabbed Alexander Green to death, and then went after his entire family. He would’ve killed them all if the sheriff hadn’t stopped him in time to save the children.”
Karen suddenly felt very faint, her mind recounting the events in John’s story and correlating them to what she was hearing.
“June, have you told John any of this?” she asked, hoping that her husband had just decided to base his book on a small town’s lore.
“Not that I can remember,” June said. “Why? Is something wrong?”
Karen didn’t even know where to start.



Chapter 13
 
“For a second there, I thought I had lost you completely.”
John smiled as he listened to Derrick Fern praise the new chapters.
The sun had already begun to set, and for the past five hours, John hadn’t stopped writing. In less time than usual, he was done with ten thousand words and had sent them to Derrick to review, his editor calling an hour later with applause and a laugh that ringed dollars.
“I did kind of drift away for a few days,” John admitted.
“You don’t say!” Derrick chuckled. “I was slapping myself for calling Karen.”
“That was a stupid call,” John said, unable to let the man feel any satisfaction. “I only got work done because she’s been out all day.”
There was silence on the other line. “Then get rid of her.”
“Excuse me?” John said, static mixing in with Derrick’s words, unsure whether he had heard him correctly or not.
“You can’t get rid of them,” Derrick said, his voice louder. “They’re family. Family’s important.”
John frowned, unsure if those were the exact words Derrick had used just a moment before. “I’m going to try to get some more work done before Karen comes back,” he said.
“You do that,” Derrick said. “I’m rooting for you!”
“I’m almost done,” John said, and hung up.
 
***
 
John sat in the dark, cigarette in one hand, his head laid back against the couch as he smiled at the ceiling.
The story was coming along beautifully. In the two hours since his telephone call with Derrick, he had written another four thousand words, and was riding a literal high. He had wanted to celebrate with something stronger, but decided that if he were to finish up with the work at hand, his mind needed to be clear.
He took a long drag from his cigarette and blew smoke into the darkness. Karen was going to go absolutely crazy when she got home. She hated it when he smoked indoors, and from experience he knew well what her reaction was going to be. Surprisingly, not a thread of him cared. Let her blow. It might give her a reason to leave.
Doubtful, Johnny-boy, but I like where your mind is going.
John smiled.
Before retreating to the living room, he had gone into the kitchen, kicked the towels aside and opened the basement door all the way, letting the stench race out into the house like a dog that had been freed from its leash. The smell filled every corner of the Victorian, and for some strange reason, he didn’t seem to care. He was even breathing through his nose, letting the stench sting his lungs along with the smoke he was inhaling.
Somewhere upstairs, he could hear the attic door opening and closing, the familiar sound of rats in the walls ringing in his ears. This was it. This was exactly what he needed. This was the fuel that would push the story forward. He smiled to himself when he thought of what Karen would do when she got home. He looked at his cell phone, pondering whether to call her or not, and decided to wait for her to return.
She’s a big girl. She’ll be fine.
Again, he didn’t seem to care.
John stretched his arms wide, feeling exceptionally good about himself. Maybe there was a point to staying here. Maybe a year or two in Cafeville, and he could have a whole series of bestsellers lined up and ready to make him millions. Derrick would love that, and Karen could finally stay at home.
She’s holding you back. She’s been after that job for years, and now that she’s got it, she doesn’t want it.
John frowned. That was a bit like her, only interested in something until the moment it was attainable. That was probably why she wanted to move out here. An isolated town, a house that would eat up their savings; that was usually the direction Karen set off in whenever she made a decision. Always looking for the most complicated of goals, just to throw them away once she realized that she could achieve them.
You have to send her home. We don’t need her here. Look at how much you’ve achieved because she left the house.
John nodded to himself, agreeing with the voice in his head, the voice that had now confidently come out of hiding and was setting up shop in the forefront of his mind. The voice that now had a microphone and a direct line to every single part of his brain. A part of John dreaded it, but only a small part. The rest of him was grateful for its presence.
Of course you are. I’m basically writing your story for you.
“Cheers, brother,” John said in the closest imitation to Derrick Fern he could muster. He chuckled to himself.
If you could get her to leave completely, it would free some extra room in that bed for someone else.
John smiled, thinking of his nights with Eva, images flashing before his eyes.
Sounds pretty good to me, Johnny-boy.
His mind wandered to thoughts of Eva, what he would do to her if given the chance. The blonde would be helpless in his hands, and this time he wouldn’t let her leave. Just one night, that was all he needed. He didn’t care who her father was or how much pull he had in town. The girl was old enough to make her own choices. What was the saying? The heart wants what the heart desires?
There’s more than heart in this one, buddy.
John chuckled and took another drag from his cigarette, his nose stinging from the scent creeping up from the basement, the rattling of the attic door starting to become louder. He heard the window latches turning, slowly, screeching, metal scratching against metal as they loosened completely and the living room windows flew open with a crash. The house suddenly felt like a whirlwind was blowing through it, and the lights flickered on and off, on and off. A bulb in the hallway burst, the sound of shattering glass echoing through the empty house.
“Show off,” John whispered, a smile on his face as he sat still in the chaos around him.
Then, suddenly, all at once, everything stopped. The stench dispersed, the lights stopped flickering, and the attic door was suddenly still.
She’s coming.
He felt a hand on his shoulder, soft, calming, squeezing him gently. John laid his head back, looking up into the face staring down at him, eyes dead, beard similar to the one he was growing, grin wide and manic.
She has to go. We have work to do.
John smiled back, and the sound of his laughter echoed through the entire house.



Chapter 14
 
“Did you remove the towels?”
John sighed at the sound of Karen’s voice calling from downstairs. He had just started writing, opting out of breakfast after his wife had returned the other night and had gotten into a fit about him smoking indoors, and of course, the smell. She had replaced the towels, closed the windows and had decided not to talk about her day, especially after John gave her the cold shoulder when she tried to ask him about his writing.
The truth was he couldn’t bring himself to ask her to leave. He wanted to, God did he ever. Every inch of him was aching to tell her to go home, but his mouth would open and nothing would come out.
When they had finally fallen asleep, still arguing about the smoking, John had already promised himself that he would do it in the morning. But he had woken up with an urge to continue writing, and the thought of having a break that would get into another heated argument made him wince. The conversation could wait.
No it can’t, Johnny-boy. She’s already settled in and made friends. It’s only going to get harder.
John ignored the voice and went on typing. Not now. It could wait.
That wasn’t our deal.
“I said I’ll do it tonight,” John whispered, eyes concentrated on the work at hand.
“John!” Karen called out from downstairs. “Where the hell are the towels?”
John sighed and slammed his laptop shut, ready to drive his fist into the wall in frustration.
I guess she’ll push you to do it, buddy.
John quickly made his way downstairs, angrily storming into the kitchen as he pulled the towels out from behind the door. He held them out to his wife, Karen’s fury apparent in her eyes as she stared at him accusingly, as if he were the one causing problems. He wanted to slap her across the face.
“Why do I get the feeling that you actually enjoy the smell of whatever it is that’s coming up from there?” Karen spat, snatching the towels from his hand.
“I warned you about that,” John retorted. “I told you something’s dead in the walls.”
“Then fix it!”
“I tried!” John threw his hands into the air. “How about you do something about it? I’m actually busy!”
Karen stared at him angrily, then slammed the towels into the sink and turned the water on them. “Right, of course,” she muttered. “Why do anything when I can, right?”
“What was that?”
“You heard me!” Karen shouted, turning around to face her husband. “For the past few years it’s been me taking care of every little thing while you sat at your laptop and made up stories!”
John couldn’t believe what he was hearing. “Hey, that’s not fair!” he shouted. “I’ve been helping out just as much as you have. You can’t deny that.”
“Sure you were,” Karen scoffed. “Tell you what, the next time I need a babysitter for Dylan, I’ll give you a call.”
John slammed his hand against the countertop and pointed at her angrily. “I gave this family as much as you have, if not more! Don’t you go taking your frustration out on me!”
“I wouldn’t be frustrated if someone had talked to me last night like they were supposed to,” Karen hissed.
“You’re the one who came in shouting up a storm.”
“You were smoking in the house!”
“It’s not even our house!”
They stared at each other for a few seconds, both frowning, each trying to come up with the best thing to say to get under the other’s skin. When neither could think of anything, Karen turned back to the towels and John stormed out, making his way back upstairs.
That went well.
“Shut up,” John said as he sat down, opened his laptop, and picked up where he had left off.
 
***
 
June Summers felt a cold wind rush through the store when David Green walked in.
The man was a towering presence, quick with a smile that chilled and eyes too cold to really be mirrors into any kind of soul. His white hair cascaded over his shoulders in neatly combed waves, and June was quick to notice how they hid a nasty scar along the side of his neck.
Fishing accident, she remembered someone once saying. She wondered how much truth was behind that.
David gave June one of his infamous smiles and absently grabbed a pack of chips off the closest shelf to him, his eyes locked on her. She braced herself as he walked to the register and dropped his purchase in front of her.
“What do you want, David?” June asked, matching his stare but not his smile.
David looked down at the counter and then back at her. “Chips,” he said.
“I’m serious.” June pressed her lips together, already annoyed.
“The author, the one living in the old Dean house, what’s his name?” David said, snapping his fingers as he looked away thoughtfully.
“John,” June said, trying to hurry the conversation up.
“That’s it,” David said, pointing at her. “John. I see his wife’s moved in with him. You wouldn’t happen to know if they’re buying the old dump, would you?”
June shrugged and swiped the bag of chips against her screen, pushing buttons on the register. “No idea,” she said. “Why don’t you ask them?”
“I would, but I doubt they’re a very friendly bunch,” David said. “I’ve seen his wife in here a few times,” David went on. “Seems like the two of you have gotten pretty close.”
“That’s really none of your business, but what of it?”
David smiled and leaned against the counter. “I thought that June Summers would be able to help a friend out and share some of what she knows,” he said. “I know where the town gossip starts.”
June folded her arms and stared angrily at the man, her eyes squinting. “First of all, you ain’t my friend. Second, you can find your gossip in the bar down the road, if they’ll let you in.”
June thought back to the month before when David and Hank had been at each other’s throats in Denny’s Bar after a heated argument. Denny had kicked them both out, and had warned them to never set foot in the bar again. Since then, Hank had apologized and won the man’s trust back. David Green was not the apologizing type, and had been trying to shut the place down since. Needless to say, it didn’t make him any more popular.
“How is Hank anyway?” David asked, his smile widening. “Has he gotten over Irene yet?”
“Watch it, David,” June warned.
David Green chuckled, a deep, hoarse laugh that had always made June cringe.
“So there’s nothing you can tell me?” he asked.
“There’s plenty,” June shrugged. “I just don’t want to tell you.”
David nodded as he straightened himself. He looked about the small shop, his eyes taking it all in, before he took out a few bills and threw them on the counter.
“I’ll be seeing you around,” he said, turning and walking out.
“You forgot your chips,” June called after him.
He didn’t answer her. June watched as the man pulled up his collar against the wind, looked back at her with that smile of his and walked away.
 
***
 
Karen blew smoke out in rings as she sat quietly on the bench outside. Wrapped up in her windbreaker, her hair loose and her knees pulled up to her chest, she quietly watched the skies change color as the sun set. It was calmer out here, more peaceful, and there was no way she was going to spend time inside the house with that foul smell floating around. How did John even handle it?
I think he’s right. Call an exterminator.
She wasn’t going to call anyone. If her husband couldn’t pick up the phone and do something as simple as that, then she was just going to suck it up and soldier through it. If he could stand it, so would she, until it at least got bad enough for one of them to fold.
He’s been living with the smell for a week before you got here. Do it yourself.
Karen shook her head in reply, the thought ludicrous. No more. She wasn’t going to go out of her way for him anymore. If John wanted something done, he would have to do it himself. She was done playing mommy.
She took a drag, hearing him moving around in the living room downstairs, not bothering to put out her cigarette. So what if he saw her smoke? He’d been smoking for years, hadn’t even quit when she was pregnant with Dylan, which was probably the reason why their son had to move around everywhere with an inhaler in his pocket.
He’s a selfish son of a bitch, that’s for sure.
She thought back to the years spent pampering and cooing, pushing him to write, always there when he needed her. She had been through it all, even before the bestseller that had finally given them some breathing space. She had watched him struggle to write another one, Derrick twisting his arm into sending in the other two manuscripts that were supposed to be their insurance policy. And she had smiled through it all.
You know, cupcake, there was probably a time when you actually liked being in charge.
“I was never in charge,” she whispered to herself.
Despite being the only one bringing in some constant income, she had maintained the husband and wife role she had been raised to believe in. John wore the pants in their household, and she had been more than happy with that. Now it seemed like he was taking her good nature for granted.
“He could call his own damn exterminator,” she mumbled.
I think it’s more than just that, cupcake. Don’t you think it’s a little funny he’s been acting up ever since you told him you wanted to stay here?
She hadn’t thought about that before, although the notion deserved some consideration. It was only after she had voiced her intentions did he suddenly shut down and change. Was he causing that smell? Was he doing it all on purpose to drive her away?
Oh no, he’s definitely an ass. But why show that much of it now?
Karen thought about it and could only come up with one conclusion; he wanted her gone. It was the only thing that made sense. He had started to write again only when alone, and yesterday had been the first time she had spent the entire day out since her arrival. She had seen what he had done, a bulk of his writing finished in only eight hours while she was with June.
He wants you gone.
The more she thought about it, the more it made complete sense. Suddenly, her frustration turned into anger, her mind finding it hard to believe that he would stoop so low to get rid of her, especially after she had told him she was going through problems. She couldn’t remember the last time he was this inconsiderate. What the hell was wrong with him?
I think the real question here, cupcake, is why he wants you gone.
Karen frowned and lit another cigarette. She inhaled deeply as a car pulled around a corner and sped by their house, cruising into the Greens’ driveway. She watched it with little interest, her eyes tiredly following the only moving object around her. The wind had started to pick up, and the skies had turned to a deep velvet haze that would slowly envelop the world in darkness.
She watched as the driver climbed out of the car, tall, his hair long and dancing in the wind. She assumed it was Papa Green. The man moved to the trunk of the car, opened it and froze when he looked up at her and saw her staring. They observed each other from across the twenty or so yards separating their houses, and Karen couldn’t stop herself from raising her hand in a small hello.
The man smiled and raised his own in reply, rummaged a bit in the trunk and closed it with an echoing bang. He looked over at Karen again before making his way up the porch stairs of his house, the front door opening as his daughter greeted him. He said something to her, and the blonde immediately turned in Karen’s direction.
She’s frowning again.
“She’s always frowning,” Karen whispered back. “Those are going to put some awful wrinkles on that pretty face.”
Papa Green seemed to notice the tension and said something to his daughter, the girl quickly turning to him and waving her arms about in a tantrum. The man grabbed her by the arm and roughly pushed her inside, the front door slamming behind them.
I wonder why she hates you so much.
Karen shrugged and went back to staring out in space, enjoying her cigarette in the light chill of the evening air. She had no idea what the girl’s problem was. She had never even spoken to her.
John knows.
“Why would John know?”
Well, he’s been awfully vague about the neighbors, a bit dodgy even. Maybe he’s already run into them.
Karen thought about that, but quickly dismissed it. Why would John not tell her about that?
Why does John do anything he does these days? It’s weird how uncomfortable she seems whenever she sees you.
“He would have told me,” Karen muttered as if trying to convince herself.
The girl is gorgeous, though, isn’t she?
“She is,” Karen agreed.
A real treat, wouldn’t you agree?
Karen suddenly felt extremely uncomfortable.
So, cupcake, remind me again why we think John wants you gone.
Goosebumps broke out on her arms as her body gave a sudden shudder.
Karen looked over at the Greens and took a long drag from her cigarette, her features folding into a frown of her own.



Chapter 15
 
Karen was gone when John woke up the next morning, his entire body in pain, his muscles screaming. His temples throbbed, and his head felt like an entire demolition crew blowing parts of his brain to threads as they worked tirelessly at causing the greatest amount of pain conceivable.
In the darkness, he rolled out of bed and reached out to pull back the drapes, expecting a little bit of sunlight to brighten his mood. All he got were gray skies and the soft trickle of rain. He called out to Karen, and when she didn’t reply, he quietly thanked the Gods for it. He had wanted to be alone, especially after the mutual silent treatment they had given each other the entire day.
Look on the bright side, Johnny-boy. The book’s almost done.
He felt like he had cheated the muses a bit, going back on his promise to push Karen away, his wife relentless in her quest to stay. She hadn’t even bothered with dinner, or anything else for that matter, letting the house sulk in despair as it went unattended.
What the hell was she doing out in this weather anyway?
He trudged downstairs, leaning hard against the walls as he tried his best not to buckle and fall the rest of the way down. His feet felt like lead, and it was hell getting himself to the kitchen to turn on the kettle. He glanced at the basement door as his nose wrinkled at the stench that had now become stronger, and he was half surprised when he found the towels tossed to one side as if someone had opened the door, and then forgotten to put them back in place.
She was down there. Probably trying to figure out what was wrong on her own.
It didn’t really matter anyway. All he could think about was the constant hammering inside his head, and he rummaged through the kitchen drawers in search of anything that might help him fight the pain. He was disappointed, though, suddenly frustrated as he slammed the drawers shut and kicked at the bar stool, stubbing his toe against the cold steel.
John wobbled his way to the living room, forgetting the coffee in favor of the need to attend to his toe. He felt like he had broken it, and as he slumped onto the couch, he wiggled it to make sure. It hurt, but it was definitely not broken.
He let himself drop onto his side, curling up in a fetal position as he squeezed his eyes shut, waiting for the pain.
Okay, sissy, you need to get up and get to work. She might not be here now, but she’ll be coming home soon, and then you won’t get anything done.
“Just five more minutes,” John stammered, already feeling his body relax and his mind swim.
The knocking on his front door brought a groan out of him, and he sat up angrily.
Don’t say I didn’t warn you, buddy.
“Karen has a key,” John argued with the empty room as he stood up and rubbed his temples. “That’s someone else.”
Big whoop!
He trudged to the front door and opened it without bothering to see who was outside. He froze when he saw Eva standing on the front porch. She was wearing a jacket two sizes too large, her hair matted to her head and face, wet and dripping as she gazed at him. Even in the cold, she was clad in shorts that could have passed for bikini bottoms, her long legs ending at bare feet that had been muddied from her trek across the yard to his house. Her shirt stuck to her like a second layer of skin, wet and revealing, his eyes immediately finding their way to her chest as he stared at her.
Now would you look at that!
“Eva,” he greeted simply, dumb, unable to think of anything better to say.
“Is she here?” the blonde asked, peeking over his shoulder.
“Who?”
“Your wife,” she replied, her voice cold, the words coming out like a venomous hiss.
You know what, Johnny-boy? I take it back. Distractions are good.
John shook his head, ignoring the voice.
“Good,” Eva said and pushed her way inside, wrapping her arms around John as she pressed her lips against his, their touch soft and wet and everything he had ever wanted. His hands came up immediately, wrapping around her, kissing hungrily before he realized what he was doing.
He pushed her back. “Wait,” he said, blinking as he tried to clear his mind. “Stop, this isn’t right. We can’t do this.” Eva tried to kiss him again and he pulled away. “I’m serious.”
She stepped back and threw off her jacket, letting it fall in a wet pile next to the door. John could see her footprints across the hardwood, and he immediately began to think of how to clean them before Karen came home.
When Eva started to pull off her shirt, he grabbed both her hands to stop her. “Eva, wait.”
“Is it because you’re married? Really?” she asked, suddenly scowling at him, her face confused as to why he was not taking what she was offering. “It didn’t stop you before.”
She has a point, Johnny-boy. You don’t sound very convincing right now.
“Listen to me,” he said through the voices laughing in his head. “You’re a beautiful girl, and I will never forget what happened between us, but it stops at that. I can’t do this anymore. It was a beautiful mistake, and it should stay at that.”
“Two mistakes,” Eva said, still frowning at him.
“I can’t make a third one,” John explained. “My wife can’t know about this. I love her, Eva, do you understand that?”
You are one of the worst liars on Earth, Johnny-boy. You’re practically staring at her chest.
“I don’t care,” Eva said, surprising him with her boldness. “I want this, and I know you do, too. She doesn’t have to know. She isn’t here.”
John hesitated and shook his head, but he wasn’t convincing. Eva stepped closer to him and pushed her body against him, her wet clothes soaking his own.
“Ten minutes,” she whispered. “She won’t be back in ten minutes.”
I say go for it, buddy. It might just be what the doctor ordered.
“I can’t,” John said, unsure who he was talking to.
Eva pushed up on her toes, her face inches away, her lips grazing his. “Ten minutes, John,” she said. “If we’re never going to do this again, I want ten minutes.”
Are you going to refuse a girl’s request for a goodbye romp?
John decided he wouldn’t.
 
***
 
When Karen came home, the entire house was in darkness.
It was quickly turning into a storm outside, and it had taken her longer than usual to drive home through the torrents of rain. She wished she had left June’s earlier, but the story of the founders had been too intriguing, and June definitely had a way with words. She had made a mental note to tell John about that.
She turned on the lights and sighed when nothing happened. It was starting to get frustrating how much money they were spending on bulbs. She would have to call an electrician, worried that the house’s faulty wiring might cause more than a few blackouts.
Forget the lights. Didn’t we agree that the hubby would handle things from now on?
Karen felt her way down the hall, her eyes catching sight of the living room windows open and the rain flying in. One of the panes was broken, obviously from the force of it swinging open, glass barely visible in the moonlight and the occasional flashes of lightning. She wondered how John hadn’t heard it, and decided not to bother with that, either.
Let the hubby deal with it.
She turned the kitchen lights on and immediately closed her eyes against the blinding fluorescents. She put the bags of groceries down next to the refrigerator and started to unpack them, when she suddenly heard a loud crash from upstairs.
Looks like the hubby’s still awake.
Karen frowned, ignoring the groceries as she made her way down the hall and up the stairs. The crash sounded a second time, and suddenly she heard something else. She stood completely still a few steps away from the floor landing, trying to figure out where the noise was coming from. When she realized it was coming from above her, she instantly understood what the sounds were.
Rats.
It’s time to actually nag, cupcake. You need that exterminator.
The crash came again, and then again, slowly sounding more like a drumbeat than anything else. Karen walked up the final few steps and opened the door to her bedroom. John was in bed, buried under the covers and snoring, unaware of either the crashing or the sound of rats above his head.
She looked about, and it was only when she turned on the second-floor lights did she notice where the sound was coming from. At the end of the hall, the small trap door leading to the attic was opening and closing, rising a few inches before crashing down again. With every crash, the sound of rats increased, as if they were scurrying away from the sound and finding somewhere safe to hide.
Have you ever seen that before?
She hadn’t, and she made her way down the hall. She walked slowly, hands against the wall as she tried to look through the opening of the trap door, hoping to see why it was doing what should have been impossible.
When she was directly under it, the trap door flew open and the darkness beyond gaped at her. The scurrying of the rats disappeared completely, and a stench as strong as the one coming from the basement floated out of the attic.
Are you going to just stand there?
She wasn’t, and despite her better judgment, Karen grabbed the first rung of the ladder and made her way up. She felt around the opening, making sure there weren’t any furry surprises waiting for her, and then slowly pushed herself all the way up. Moving quickly, she jumped to her feet and tried to make out anything in the darkness, the single window in the far corner barely letting any light in.
A silhouette moved in front of the window, something dark, the shadows around it rising and falling in ripples as the face of a woman seemed to materialize between them. Karen froze as she looked into the eyes staring at her and the smile that appeared beneath them.
We need to talk, cupcake.
Karen listened.
Karen watched.
Karen saw.
 
***
 
John woke up with a start, the sound of thunder rattling the window of the bedroom as flashes of lightning illuminated the room and threw shadows against the wall.
Something’s wrong, Johnny-boy. You better get up.
John rolled out of bed, quickly noticing that it was two in the morning and Karen’s side had not been disturbed. He failed to imagine any reason as to why she would still be out at this hour, and reached for his phone to see if he had missed any of her calls. When he found nothing, he dialed her number and pressed the phone against his ear, waiting.
He heard the sound of her cell phone echo up from downstairs, and he instantly relaxed, making his way out of the room to see why she hadn’t come to bed. He froze when he crossed the threshold onto the landing, his eyes registering the open attic door and the familiar stench they had been trying to shut away downstairs.
That door’s never been open before.
John felt his stomach turn and his heart skip a beat.
She’s up there.
“She can’t be up there,” John whispered, his head shaking slowly, his hand suddenly shivering against the cold that seemed to be dispersing throughout the house.
You sure it’s the cold, buddy?
John edged towards the attic, quickly turning on his cell phone’s flashlight and shining it through the dark opening. He tried to make out anything up there, but from where he was standing, it was almost impossible.
She’s up there.
John put his hand on the ladder rungs.
You sure you want to do this, Johnny-boy?
John felt his whole body shiver and nodded to himself. If Karen was up there, he had to get her down. There was no knowing how dangerous the attic was.
He climbed the ladder slowly with the cell phone in his mouth as he angled the light into the darkness. He pulled his body all the way up and sat at the edge of the trap door, shining his light through the entire space. It was bigger than he had expected, but he saw Karen instantly.
She was standing completely still in front of a small window to one side, her back to him, and her breath coming out in fogs. He instantly felt colder up there, and he wondered how she could stand the chill.
“Karen?”
She didn’t answer.
John pushed himself up to his feet, balancing his weight as he stepped over the trap door opening and edged towards his wife.
“Karen, what are you doing up here?”
This doesn’t feel too good, Johnny-boy. I say leave her here and get the hell out.
John frowned, the thought too ridiculous to even consider. He touched his wife’s shoulder and instantly pulled back from the coldness of her skin.
“Karen?”
He reached for her again, moving around her so she could see him.
That was when he felt his entire body go limp, his knees buckling beneath him. Karen was staring right out the window, not even registering his presence, her face static and emotionless. But, it was her eyes that brought the fear of God into him. Her beautiful auburn eyes were gone, replaced by only whites, the milky film a reflection of everything that seemed empty in the world.
He stepped away from her, his body shaking uncontrollably as he tried not to scream out in horror.
I warned you! Why the hell won’t you listen?
Karen’s head slowly turned towards him, the whites staring at him as her brow furrowed.
“She told me everything,” she said, her voice soft, as if coming from far away. “She showed me everything.”
John tried to answer, but his mouth was frozen shut. Slowly, Karen’s eyes rolled back into place, the whites gone as she blinked her vision back into focus.
“I know,” she said, staring accusingly at him.
John shook his head in confusion, still unable to voice anything comprehensible.
“I know, Johnny-boy,” she said.
“What are you talking about?” he stammered, his heart racing, his breathing coming out in gasps.
“Eva Green,” she hissed. “I know about you and Eva Green, you son of a bitch.”
 



Chapter 16
 
When John Krik walked into Hank’s shop, he was a different man.
For starters, Hank had no idea when John had last looked at himself in the mirror. The man’s hair was completely disheveled, a comb absolutely useless if used to tame the chaos. His eyes had dark patches below them, almost completely black, as if he had just been in a bar fight and had taken one too many beatings. There were scars on his right cheek, something that looked like a cat had tried to claw his eyes out, and the inflammation around the scratches looked horrible.
There was something else that worried Hank more, and he couldn’t put his finger on it until John was standing three feet away from him. That was when he realized the actual problem. John was staring at Hank with eyes that were utterly emotionless, like he was staring into space, looking right through Hank instead of at him. The look disturbed him, to the point where he wanted to turn away from those lifeless beads and busy himself with anything at all.
“Jesus, John, ya look like hell,” Hank said, his voice a whisper, still taken aback by the shell of a man who stood in front of him.
“I’m not sleeping very well,” John admitted.
Hank nodded and put away the small radio he had been working on. “Ya don’t say?”
“Karen and I have been having problems,” John stammered, “and that stench in the house isn’t helping.”
Hank nodded slowly, half listening to what John was saying. “Back, is it?”
“For a week now,” John replied, running a hand through the mess on top of his head as he scratched aimlessly at his scalp. “I wanted to see if you still had that contact of yours. The exterminator?”
“Sure, buddy,” Hank said turning around, keeping an eye on John as he rummaged through a few shelf drawers and pulled a card out. He set the exterminator’s business card on the counter, opting not to actually touch John, as if what he had was contagious.
“Ya sure you’re okay?” Hank asked, genuinely worried about the man. Over the past three weeks, he had really grown fond of the couple at the Dean house, and seeing John this way upset him.
John shrugged and nodded, apparently unsure how to answer that.
“How ‘bout we put off the exterminator a bit,” Hank suggested, “and get ourselves a coupla drinks at Denny’s?”
John scratched his head again and squinted. “I’m not sure, Hank. I don’t want to leave Karen alone right now. She’s in a really bad place.”
“The wife’ll be fine,” Hank said, grabbing his keys and crossing around the counter, gently nudging John along. “This’ll be good for ya.”
John didn’t argue and let Hank lead the way.
 
***
 
Karen sat idly on the bench on her front porch, cigarette in hand, legs crossed as she looked out at nothing in particular. For the past few days, this had been her usual routine, completely ignoring John throughout the day until they both went to sleep and she had made sure he was in his own room with his door locked.
He had frowned in confusion the first time he saw her smoking, indoors for that matter, but hadn’t said anything. Actually, he hadn’t said much since that night in the attic when she lashed out at him, breaking several nails as she clawed at his face and slapped him in relentless fury.
Karen thought it strange that only two hours after her outburst she had become completely numb, John’s presence nothing more than a reminder that another living being occupied the same space she did. By the third day he had become a mere haze, a presence that differed only from the rest of the furniture in the house in that he moved and talked.
She had moved out of their room the very night she had found out about his sexcapades, her eyes fully relaying her desire that he stay as far away from her as possible if he valued his life. Since then, he had complied, quiet, almost lifeless, giving her the space she needed to process what she had found out. Every now and then she would hear him tapping at his keyboard, and a part of her always wanted to storm into his room and slam the laptop against his head.
That desire only lasted a day, though. Now he was practically dead to her.
At least he’s stepping up his game, cupcake.
“Don’t call me that,” she whispered, already hating the voice in the back of her head. She hardly remembered anything that had happened that night, only that she had seen things so clearly. Every kiss, every position, every scream of pleasure, their bodies entangled together in her bed. How could she be so blind?
Well, now you know.
This was one of the many things Karen wished she hadn’t known.
John had changed dramatically since then, cooking, cleaning, making sure everything in the house was up to the standards she usually kept. She wondered how long that would last, how long the guilt would keep him trying. Then she realized that she didn’t care.
At least now he’s not trying to get rid of you.
“No, he isn’t,” Karen thought out loud, but deep down she wondered if she actually wanted to stay. She couldn’t stand being around him anymore, being in the same house he had cheated on her in. She had wanted to take the bed out to the backyard and burn it, sometimes imagining him tied to it while the flames lit up and he screamed into the night.
You have to let this go, cupcake, and move on. At least you’re staying, right?
“I said, don’t call me that.”
She heard a door open and close, and she numbly looked to her right as Papa Green walked towards his car. He saw her and waved, but this time Karen didn’t wave back.
Do you think he knows?
Who cares? She obviously didn’t. David Green waved again, probably assuming she hadn’t seen him, and when he didn’t get a reply, got into his car, pulled out of his driveway, and drove off in the opposite direction. She watched the car disappear, inhaling her cigarette smoke as she felt it burn her lungs.
It doesn’t matter whether he knows or not, you’re right. Let’s go back inside and try to find something better to do.
Karen shook her head slowly as she felt the tears collect in her eyes, her head starting to throb lightly as her emotions washed over her. She hated Cafeville. She hated the Greens and the Deans and the whole lot of them. She hated this house, and she hated Derrick Fern for sending John out here in the first place.
That’s a little overdramatic, cupcake.
She didn’t reply. She suddenly felt a weight on her chest, suffocating her, and she quickly realized that she was beginning to panic. She needed to get out of here. She needed to pack her things, get into her car and drive home. No stops, no breaks, all the way to their house. She wouldn’t even pick up Dylan for a few days. She needed some time alone with her thoughts, somewhere familiar.
Not here. Definitely not here.
You can’t go now.
“Why the hell not?”
Think about it, cupcake. You just found out about John’s little side project. You’ve been avoiding him since, and I don’t blame you. But, how do you think he feels?
“I really don’t care how he feels,” she whispered back. “He wanted me gone anyway. Might as well.”
I get it, I really do, but when you’re gone, whose arms do you think he’s going to go running to? Who do you think he’s going to bitch and scream about you to?
Karen took a long drag from her cigarette and stared at the Greens’ house.
And let me tell you something, cupcake. She’s going to welcome him with open arms.
Karen felt the cigarette’s flame at her fingertips as she let it burn down to the filter before throwing it onto the wet grass. She instantly grabbed for another one, lighting it up as the flames danced in her eyes. She stared at the twin Victorian down the road, looking from one window to the other, wondering which one looked out from Eva Green’s room.
Do you really want to go and leave him here with her?
Karen felt her brow furrow as her tears quickly dried up, her self-pity quickly displaced with anger.
I’ll tell you what, go. If you really can’t stand being here anymore, then go. But don’t be surprised if he decides to stay here and leave you a hundred miles away.
“I might get some closure,” Karen said, knowing fully how unconvincing she sounded. “Free myself from all this and run away.”
Stop being a drama queen. You know you can’t do that.
“Then what do you suggest?”
The voices went silent, and Karen wasn’t surprised. At the end of the day, they were her own thoughts, and they were equally ignorant as to what she was supposed to do now.
Do you want to be free?
Karen nodded.
You need to get rid of the girl. Then you can do whatever you want.
Karen took a long drag from her cigarette as a small smile appeared on her otherwise emotionless face.



Chapter 17
 
“And ever since then, I’ve been ridin’ the lightinin’ alone.”
John felt his head growing heavy as he listened to Hank talk about his life in Cafeville. On any other day, his story would have probably been interesting, a nice touch to an otherwise dreary conversation. On any other day, John would have been taking mental notes of various details, hoping to find some way to weave Hank’s story into one of his own, even create a protagonist out of him for his next book.
But today wasn’t one of those days.
John took several gulps from his beer before slamming it back down on the bar. He felt like he was going to fall off his stool, and when Hank’s hand rested on his shoulder to steady him, he realized that four beers were more than enough for one evening. Besides, he didn’t want to go home drunk. He didn’t want Karen seeing him like this.
“I think you’re done for tonight, buddy,” Hank chuckled.
John nodded, his head spinning, his eyelids heavy as he rested his head against the palm of his hand. “I need to get home, Hank,” he said, his voice slurred.
“Well, you’re in absolutely no shape t’drive,” Hank said, searching John’s pockets and relieving him of his keys. “How ‘bout I take you home? I could drive your car back to your place tomorrow and bring the exterminator along.”
John smiled, resting a friendly hand on Hank’s shoulder as he tried his best to stand straight. “That would be excellent.”
Hank wrapped an arm around his shoulders and nodded at Denny, mouthing the word ‘tab’ to him as the two of them trudged out of the bar and into the cold night air.
 
***
 
Eva Green was less than happy when she opened her front door and saw Karen standing in front of her.
Eva had recently been reprimanded by her advisor over the large number of homework assignments she had missed, the man berating her in a long email full of words like ‘immature’ and ‘lazy’, ending with a conclusion about how long distance learning was about more than sitting at home and pretending to be a college student.
Needless to say, her recent infatuation with John Krik had taken her mind off of what mattered, and she was suffering the consequences. She had a lot of catching up to do, and despite her father’s help, Eva was still a long way from making up for her lack of promptness. Seeing Karen at her front door was the last thing she needed now.
Karen Krik was smiling at her, carrying what Eva could only assume from the smell coming out from under the lid, was a homemade cooking experiment gone wrong.
“Can I help you?” she asked, less than friendly, the door only half open as she looked at the brunette with her ridiculous smile. What the hell did John see in her?
“Hi, my name’s Karen, from next door,” the woman said, a little too cheerfully. “I wanted to come over and say hi, although I admit it’s a couple of weeks late.”
Eva looked at her suspiciously, eyeing the tray in her hands, wondering how to respond to the gesture.
“I know,” Karen said. “It’s not usual for the new folks to greet their neighbors, but I was getting a little too fidgety. I’m used to knowing my neighbors.”
Eva forced a smile, hoping that it would be enough to send the woman back home. “I’m sorry, but my father isn’t here. Maybe you can come back later?”
“That’s a shame,” Karen said, pouting and handing Eva the tray. “Well, this is from us. I really wanted to get to meet you and your father, seeing as my husband’s already made your acquaintance.”
Eva frowned. “Your husband?”
Karen nodded, her smile unfaltering. “John, from next door,” she said. “He’s my husband. I thought you already knew that.”
Eva felt a chill run down her spine as her hands gripped the tray tighter. “I’m sorry,” she said. “I’ve never actually met your husband. But thank you for this.” She stepped back into the house, shutting the door behind her.
Karen reached out quickly and stopped her. Eva pulled her arm away and stared at the woman angrily, challenging her, ready to give her a piece of her mind despite the other woman’s smile.
“I’m sorry,” Karen said. “I find that very hard to believe.”
“And why is that?”
“Well, you have been sleeping with him, after all.”
Eva froze in her place, her eyes locked onto the brunette’s, her body shivering as the woman’s smile faded and was replaced with a nasty scowl. Karen didn’t look very friendly anymore.
“What do you want?” Eva asked, not even bothering to deny the allegation, thinking that if Karen was confident enough to boldly confront her like this, then John must have told her everything.
Karen’s voice suddenly changed. “I want to see that pretty little face burn.”
Eva dropped the tray onto the floor, quickly reaching out to slam the door shut, but Karen had anticipated the move. She pushed her shoulder against the door, forcing it to swing completely open as it slammed against the wall, her hands immediately reaching out for Eva and only missing by a few inches. Eva turned to run, Karen slipping on the tray of food and falling hard on her knees, desperately grabbing for the blonde’s ankle as she fell.
Eva screamed, racing to the stairs and running up, not daring to look back, fearing that if she did, the other woman would be on her within seconds. She took the stairs as fast as she could, tripping in despair and pushing forward on all fours until she was on the second-floor landing. She could hear Karen behind her, footsteps heavy as she chased her.
Eva rushed into her bedroom, slammed the door behind her and locked it, instantly moving away. She screamed when Karen hurled herself against the door, rattling it on its hinges, desperately fighting with the knob as she tried to force herself inside. More slamming followed as Karen, frustrated, realized that there was no way in without breaking down the door.
Eva looked around her, panicking, trying to find anything she could use as a weapon, her tears falling in torrents down her face as the slamming continued. She raced around her bed, trying desperately to find her cell phone and crying out in despair when she remembered she had left it in the kitchen.
Glancing at her laptop, she quickly raced to it and clicked on the Skype icon, praying that any one of her contacts was online. She could reach them, have them call the police. She waited for the program to open, and when it didn’t, realized that her Wi-Fi was disconnected. She was running out of ideas, and the slamming at her door was not letting up.
The window.
She raced to it, sliding the glass upwards as she looked down at the two-story drop. She could do it. She had to do it. There was nowhere else to go.
Eva slid one leg out through the open window, bracing herself against the sill, hoping her years of gymnastics training would finally come in handy. By the time she had her other leg out and was desperately balancing her weight on her stomach and arms, the attack on her door stopped.
Eva froze, wondering where Karen had gone. Had she heard the window? She doubted it. There was no way Karen could have heard her moving in the midst of the commotion. Eva struggled with whether or not to actually risk the drop, and when she finally realized that her choices were to stay locked in the house with a crazy woman or take the chance and get out alive, she let herself go.
On any other day, the drop wouldn’t have been all that bad. On any other day, she would have remembered to drop and roll, relieving any pressure on her legs and only sustaining a few scratches and bruises. This wasn’t any other day, though, and her mind was clouded with fear. She landed on her feet, the pain instantly soaring up her legs and to her back, her ankle spraining as she fell to the ground in agony.
She desperately tried to push herself up, accidentally stepping on the wrong ankle and falling down to her knees again as she screamed in pain.
Get up. She had to get up.
She fought through the tears stinging her eyes and forced herself to her feet, resting her weight on her good leg as she began to wobble forward.
When Karen grabbed her by the hair, pulling her head back and bringing her down on her back, Eva screamed out as loud as she could, hoping somebody, anybody, would hear her. She looked up at the brunette standing over her, a manic grin on the older woman’s face, and desperately tried to push away.
Karen kicked her in her side, hard, and Eva cried out as she felt her entire rib cage shudder with the force of the blow. She turned around, and was rewarded with another kick to her midsection that forced the air out of her lungs and had her coughing in the mud. Karen grabbed Eva by the hair, pulling the girl roughly to her feet and dragging her back around the house. Eva tried to fight, thrashing at the woman as she tried to free the pressure that threatened to rip her hair out from the roots, but each attempt was rewarded with another kick.
Eva gave in, too tired to fight, desperately trying to stay on her feet as Karen pulled her into the kitchen and threw her to the ground. The linoleum floor felt cold against her skin, her hands slipping across it as she attempted to push herself up.
“That’s the problem with you Greens,” Karen said, opening drawers and rummaging through them as Eva slid away from her. “You think you can take whatever you want and there won’t be any consequences.”
Eva cried out again when Karen kicked her in the back, the pain from the blow soaring through her spine. Suddenly she felt the familiar tug on her hair and was pulled up into a sitting position. Eva blinked through the tears, Karen’s face inches from her own, swimming in and out of focus.
“Time to teach you Greens a lesson.”
Eva felt the blade of the knife slide in between her ribs, deep, puncturing her lungs as she gasped at the sudden invasion. She felt the breath race out of her, and grabbed onto Karen’s arm as the woman pulled away.
The world around her began to spin, and when Eva coughed, blood shot out of her mouth in wide splatters onto the kitchen floor.
No longer supported, she slumped down, her eyes staring out into space, the haziness she had first experienced quickly fading into complete darkness.
 
***
 
The first thing John registered was the smell of smoke. That was quickly followed by sirens and flashing lights.
“What the hell?”
John was about to say something in reply when Hank turned the corner onto their street and the world lit up in bright colors of orange, red and blue. John’s mouth dropped open.
Fire rose from the Greens’ Victorian house like tongues licking at the sky. The flames engulfed the entire construction, raging with heated fury, illuminating the entire street as firefighters tried their best to control the situation. Barricades had been set up all around, a small crowd having had gathered to watch as the house burned. Hank pulled up to the curb, a few yards away from John’s house as both men stepped out of the truck with wide eyes.
John caught sight of David Green as the man wrestled with two officers, trying to break through the barricade, screaming at the top of his lungs at the flames that were engulfing his home. John scanned the crowd, looking for Eva, his heart racing as he failed to find her, his eyes instantly falling back to the burning house and what her absence probably meant. He couldn’t believe what he was seeing.
“What in God’s name happened here?” Hank exclaimed, taking his cap off slowly as his eyes followed the dancing flames.
John feared the worst and trudged behind Hank as they slowly made their way forward, mesmerized by the chaos in front of them. The firefighters were attacking the flames from three different directions, water shooting into the house as the men desperately worked to put it out. He didn’t know much about fires, but John was certain that no matter what they did, the house was gone.
Probably with everything inside, too, Johnny-boy.
John felt his stomach turn. Had Eva been inside when the fire started? Was she still inside now? He could almost see her body sizzling in flames, the fire eating her with everything else, turning her into nothing but a corpse of ash. He shook the image away, praying to God that he was wrong, but there was an uneasy feeling in the pit of his stomach.
Murphy’s Law, Johnny-boy. Remember that?
John turned to his own house.
Karen was standing on the porch, arms crossed over her chest as she watched the fire from a safe distance away. She seemed incredibly calm, the light of the flames dancing across her face and throwing shadows around her. She looked peaceful, as if the fire were calming her down, her lack of emotion troubling in more ways than one.
She slowly turned to John, their eyes meeting, and in the shadows of the flames, she smiled.
 



Chapter 18
 
Sheriff Walter Garland felt like hell.
He pulled his cruiser up to the station, turning off the motor and sitting back with a frown. His eyes scanned the people walking back and forth across Gale Street, going about their business as they strode across the sidewalks, moving in and out of shops. He recognized many of the faces, a lot of the older ones he had grown up with. The younger, more vigilante ones had been only children when he had become Cafeville’s Sheriff.
He envied them. He envied the melancholy with which they went about their lives, most oblivious to what was happening right under their noses in their own town, the others ignoring things completely.
One would think that a small town brought about a kind of charm, where everyone knew everyone else, but Cafeville had changed over the years. The population had grown to almost a thousand, a number that would have been ludicrous a decade or two ago. There were times he would look outside his office window and not recognize more than two or three people walking by.
The competition between the founding families had done that. Healthy competition at first, but one that had grown quite sinister near the end. Still, the family feuds had brought more good to the town than harm, and Walter had been one of the first to pop open a bottle of champagne when it was finally over.
Thirty years without any incidents.
Thirty years, and now this.
Walter Garland shook his head in dismay as he heaved himself out of his cruiser and trudged towards the station. He had spent the last two days interviewing witnesses and going over forensic reports, and he was beyond tired. Insomnia, coupled with age, made the tragedy at the Green house more and more difficult to deal with. And all this just two years before his retirement.
He walked into the station, barely acknowledging his deputies as he kept his head low and made straight for his office. Unlike regular days when half the workforce would be kicking up their feet and just waiting for their shifts to end, everyone in the station seemed to be bustling about. They were already understaffed, but that had never bothered Walter. Nothing really happened in Cafeville that couldn’t be solved with a simple conversation and a pat on the back.
Except for arson, of course. And murder. Those were two completely different things.
Walter didn’t buy the initial reports of a gas leak. He knew the Greens; he knew all the founding families, or whoever was left of them. A gas leak would have been perfectly understandable if the family wasn’t paranoid and didn’t have everything in their house triple checked on a weekly basis. Hank Pollard’s business strived on the Greens, and it would be out of the question that Hank would miss something like faulty piping.
Besides, after interviewing the Kriks, Walter had a sinking feeling that there was more to this story than met the eye.
He shuddered as he slowly sat back in his chair, running his hands thoughtfully over his desk as he randomly organized papers and files. His mind kept returning to his latest interview with John and Karen Krik, the experience a little too familiar, too uneasy. He had known that something was terribly wrong the minute he had pulled up to the Victorian; it was as if a terrible weight had landed on his chest and threatened to suffocate him.
The last time he had set foot near that house was almost thirty years ago, and it was like he had just been there yesterday. The house was just as forlorn, and it had taken all his willpower not to jump back into his cruiser, turn around and drive the hell away. It was like the damn thing had been laughing at him, the wooden frames of its door twisting into the illusion of a grin.
Walter sat back in his chair, pulling out the small pad he had taken his notes in and opening it to where he had scribbled the couple’s statements. His handwriting was terrible, shaky even, a stark contrast to the rest of the pages in there. His mouth twisted in a grimace, his body shuddering as he tried to shake off the feeling that had lingered inside him even after he had left the house. He hadn’t noticed just how nervous he had been.
The husband seemed stable enough, although Walter had his doubts as to what passed for stable these days and what didn’t. His hair had been completely disheveled, as if he had just woken up and tried to comb it with his fingers. His eyes were bloodshot, the eyes of a man who hadn’t slept for days, like the world had decided to burden him with its infinite problems.
Walter had seen the photograph on the back sleeve of John Krik’s book. If he hadn’t known any better, he would have sworn they were two completely different people. The smile was faded, the face had atrophied, and the man living in the old Dean house could have used a little more sunlight for that pale complexion.
However, Walter wasn’t too bothered by that. He had asked his questions, which John had answered amiably enough, although his answers had come in fragments and mumbles, forcing Walter to strain in order to hear anything. His alibi was solid, not that he was really a suspect, and a quick telephone call to Hank Pollard had confirmed his story. All in all, Walter had felt sorry for the celebrity author.
His wife was a completely different story, though.
Walter had been welcomed into the house, but after a second’s thought, had opted to sit out on the porch instead. A part of him didn’t want to cross that threshold; a part of him still believed there was something evil lurking in there, something that had been waiting for nearly thirty years. Only when he had finished asking Krik his questions had the man called for his wife.
Walter had felt a chill run down his spine when she had come out to meet them. It was a mix of many things, a combination of horrors wound up into one moving mess of terror. Although dressed in a simple shirt and jeans, she looked like she had just been pulled out from under the bed. She had attempted to tie her hair in a ponytail, but had botched up the job so much that it looked like a hornet’s nest held together awkwardly to keep it from flying all over the place. Her eyes had been dead, lifeless, like she had not been completely there, and her smile had scared the hell out of him.
Walter could have sworn she looked just like Ana Dean. And even the idea of that had made him want to run for the hills. The thought alone had chilled him to the bone.
He believed that was probably when his hands had started to shake; that and the familiar smell that seemed to diffuse out through the front door. He remembered that smell, more clearly than he would have liked to, and it had brought him back to when he had last been to the Victorian to arrest Ana Dean for attempted murder. Looking at Krik’s wife gave him a terrifying sense of déjà vu, and his gut was telling him, even now, that there was some connection between the woman and the so-called gas leak.
Walter opened his desk drawer and pulled out a pack of cigarettes he had stashed away for times like this. He had given up on the habit years before, and had left the half-crumpled pack there for times when his will became too weak. If there were ever a moment of weakness that required a cigarette, this would be one of them. He frowned upon smoking inside the station, but at the moment, he really didn’t care how hypocritical he would look in front of his deputies. The way he saw it, he had every right to smoke, especially now.
He lit his cigarette and stood up again, crossing to the small file cabinet he kept in the corner of his office where the cases he had personally worked on were kept. He had made copies for himself, unwilling to indulge in the new wave of technology that had taken his station by storm. Let the youngsters have their computers and smartphones; Walter Garland wanted the feel of paper at his fingertips when he looked through reports and scanned crime scene photos.
With his cigarette hanging loosely from one corner of his mouth, he opened the bottom drawer and fingered through the files, slowly drawing out the Dean case reports and everything related to that fateful day thirty years ago. It was a case he had always hoped would remain in the bottom drawer, at the back, only visited in his mind during nightmares and conversations after one too many shots of whiskey.
Walter dropped the files on his desk, opening them tentatively as he settled heavily back into his chair. He scanned the police reports he had personally filed back then, looking over photographs he had hoped never to see again, images flashing before his eyes that had been secretly lurking in the back of his mind and had waited for this moment to come out.
It was the house. As ludicrous as it sounded, as crazy as it might have seemed, he had a sinking feeling that there was something seriously wrong with the Victorian. Something wrong with all three houses, for that matter.
Damn the founding families.
Walter flipped through the files one by one, reading, scanning, and ignoring the ash falling from his cigarette onto the yellowed sheets of paper. His mind was doing jumping jacks inside his head, and he could already feel a headache coming. He pondered handing the case over to one of his deputies, then quickly dismissed the idea. If anyone was going to relive the history of this town, if anyone was going to be burdened with the horrors that came with the founding families, it would be him.
Walter vaguely remembered Krik telling him that he had gotten the house keys from his editor, and it had hardly surprised him when he heard Derrick Fern’s name. His mind replayed his conversation with Fern’s mother three decades ago, the story she had told him about what she had seen and heard in the house. He had downplayed its importance back then, writing it off as a widow’s post-traumatic paranoia and need to explain the obvious. Now, he was seriously revisiting how wrong he had been about that.
Walter put out his cigarette and pushed the files away, rubbing his temples with his fingers as he tried to fight off what had started as a headache, and now threatened to turn into a full blown migraine. He knew that he would have to go to the house again, ask more questions, and spend a little more time interviewing the wife, this time alone. Maybe he could get something out of her he hadn’t been able to the first time.
Maybe he could ask her to come in. If he were on home turf, he would definitely be more comfortable, and whatever effect the house had on him would be out of the equation. The question was whether or not the Kriks would agree to that. In his experience, that house had a way of keeping people locked inside.
He briefly remembered looking up at the house as he was preparing to leave, an illusion of a shadow passing across the attic window having had caught his eye. The clouds, he had thought; the clouds reflecting across the glass.
Walter shuddered. Definitely call them in. He didn’t want to be anywhere near that Victorian.



Chapter 19
 
“I don’t know, buddy.”
John Krik ran a hand across his face as he clutched his cellphone to his ear, the stress of the past few days taking its toll on him. His hands were shaking, a slight tremor that would normally go unnoticed to anyone who didn’t know just how calm John usually was. He hadn’t slept in three days, hadn’t eaten anything proper in a week, and his only notion of sunlight came from the few rays that happened to find a way through the blinds he had drawn closed.
“What do you mean, you don’t know?” he asked his editor.
John could hear Derrick Fern sighing on the other end of the phone, the soft sound of turning paper making its way across the phone lines and piercing his ears. For some obscure reason, which John blamed on the lack of sunlight, the rest of his senses had spiked, and he was starting to hear things that didn’t exist.
“It’s nothing like what we’re used to seeing from you,” came the quick reply, a reply John didn’t want to hear this close to the end of his story.
He had been pushing through the past few days on overdrive, eager to be done, wanting to end the writing as fast as he could. The urgency had more to do with his need to leave, a sinking feeling inside him that if he were to stay here any longer, if he were to spend any more time in this damn house, he would go completely insane. The charm he had felt at first, the ludicrous notion of entertaining Karen’s wishes and living out his life in Cafeville, had disappeared.
“You’ve known that since day one, Derrick,” John almost spat, realizing that he was getting more and more short-tempered the longer he spent locked up in his room. “You read the first few chapters a month ago, and you gave me the green light. Don’t give me this bullshit now!”
Derrick paused on the other end, and for a second John thought about hanging up. He had never liked the way Derrick seemed to linger in thought before saying something completely stupid, and that habit was getting more and more annoying with each passing year.
“It’s just so dark, John,” Derrick said, and John felt his body cringe at the tone of his voice. It was a tone that usually preceded a refusal or a request for absurd changes.
Don’t change anything, John almost begged him. Please don’t change anything.
“This is going to completely alienate your fans,” Derrick continued.
“Then I’ll get new fans,” John replied, squeezing his eyes shut as he fought to stay awake.
“Why?” Derrick asked, and John could almost feel the man frowning. “Why go through building up an entirely new brand for your name when we already have one established? And a successful one at that?”
John shook his head and fought the urge to start shouting. “Hire a ghostwriter, Derrick, or write a frigging love story yourself,” he finally said, making sure he kept his tone in check. He wanted to sound convincing, not threatening, and Derrick was making that hard. “This is all I’ve got. I’m trying not to breach my contract here.”
“You see, and that’s exactly what’s worrying me,” Derrick sighed. “I have the feeling you’re just writing anything to please me.”
That is absolutely not what we’re doing, is it, Johnny-boy?
John shook his head again, squeezing his eyes shut as he forced the voice in his head quiet. Not now. He couldn’t deal with any voices now.
“Derrick, coming here was your idea,” John measured his response. “You said this place would spark my creative juices and push a masterpiece out of me, right? Well, this is what’s come out. Take it or leave it.”
Derrick paused as he contemplated John Krik’s words before saying, “Take it or leave it?”
John sighed, sitting back tiredly in his chair as he rubbed his closed lids. “You know what I mean.”
“Actually, I don’t,” Derrick said. “I have no idea what you mean about anything, to be frank. I even tried calling Karen, and honest to God, the woman’s making less sense than you are, which is quite surprising.” There was a pause. “What the hell are the two of you smoking up there?”
“Nothing,” John replied softly.
“Are the two of you okay?”
John thought about how to best answer that.
Ever since the fire, ever since he had seen the look on Karen’s face as she watched the Greens’ house burn, he had known that absolutely nothing was ever going to be okay again. He couldn’t prove it, and nobody could, but he knew the truth. He knew that Karen had burned that house down; she had burned it down with Eva inside, and that notion haunted him every day. She didn’t have to tell him. She didn’t have to come straight out and admit to what she had done. But it was as clear as day, somewhere between the lines, screaming at him and mocking him.
“We’re fine,” John said.
“I know what fine means in your book, buddy,” Derrick said. “You only use that word when there’s something going on, and you don’t want to talk about it.”
Don’t tell him anything.
“Who are you, my mother?”
“I’m the only friend you really have,” Derrick replied.
John almost laughed. If he hadn’t been so tired, so drained, he would have fallen off his chair in a fit of laughter strong enough to bring tears to his eyes. The idea of Derrick actually being his friend was amusing, but the simple fact that the man believed it was hilarious. Joke of the day, ladies and gentlemen. Watch the clown dance!
“Well, I assure you, friend,” John said through clenched teeth in a mix of stifled amusement and distaste. “I’m using the word quite appropriately right now. We’re fine.”
Good boy, Johnny.
He and Karen were far from fine.
That look in her eyes had scared the hell out of him the day Hank Pollard had driven him home. It had chilled him to his very core, and since that night, he had not come any closer than a few feet from her. The look had lingered since that night, his wife carrying it with her everywhere, the coldness in her eyes unbearable even now. He had moved his workstation out of the bedroom, too afraid to spend the night in the same room – let alone the same bed – and had set up in his ‘office’. He locked the door every night before going to bed, and often left it locked throughout the day except when absolutely necessary.
The woman living with him in the Victorian was not Karen. She was a shell of his wife, just the walking skin and bones of the woman he had married, but nothing else. Inside, she had changed. It wasn’t one of those obvious changes that came with knowing that your husband had cheated on you. No, he could handle a change like that. He could cope with the looks of hatred and disgust, the accusing glares of a woman. He would have been fine if that were what he had to deal with.
But, that wasn’t what he was dealing with. There was something else there, something just below the surface, something he couldn’t quite put his finger on and was too scared to look for.
And he wasn’t the only one who was noticing the change.
First it was the Sherriff, who appeared to have not wanted to spend any more time near the house than John himself did. He had heard about the Sheriff from June, the praises and the lore of the man who kept Cafeville safe, and John had even incorporated a mirror of the Sheriff in his story. But, the man who had visited them after the burning was not the man John pictured. The Sheriff had appeared uneasy and restless, and seemed to shake like a leaf when Karen joined in the questioning.
Hank Pollard had said something about it, too. John had almost forced him to come find a solution to the godforsaken stench that was not going away. He had had enough, and had voiced his concerns to Karen over numerous occasions, especially when she had gone down to the basement and returned without closing the door, like she enjoyed the smell. Hank had found nothing wrong, again, and John wasn’t very surprised. A part of him had only called the man to have someone else around the house for a change, another living and breathing soul unaffected by whatever the Victorian was doing to him and his wife.
Karen’s usual joking demeanor, the soft, harmless flirting attitude she had always reserved just for Hank, had been missing completely. At one point, she had even ignored a direct question, and when Hank had looked at him, the frown of confusion on his face had made John feel more relieved than ever. It was good to know that he wasn’t imagining things.
“So what do you say?” Derrick said, his voice breaking through John’s thoughts.
“About what?” John asked.
“You haven’t been listening to anything I just said, have you?”
John felt like reminding Derrick that he never really listened to anything he said, but decided against it. “You lost me for a second.”
“Well, just a few changes to the ending,” Derrick was saying. “In a way, you make it seem like the bad guys won.”
John felt his fist clench. “There are no bad guys in this story, Derrick,” he said. “There’s just a man who’s been betrayed, and a woman who’s been scorned, and their revenge.”
“Well, the man’s a cheat and the woman’s friggin’ insane.”
John felt his mind stall, for a brief second wondering who his editor was talking about.
“So, if they’re supposed to be the good guys, the ones who come out winning, then this is not a story that’s going to sell.”
“I’m in the storytelling business,” John said. “I write to tell a tale.”
“Then publish your work online,” Derrick said. “I need to sell in bulk. I’m in the bookselling business, and that well’s starting to run really dry. So, try to see things from my perspective, buddy.”
“Don’t call me that,” John mumbled.
“What?”
“Nothing,” John said, a lot more clearly. “I’ll see what I can do.”
Derrick clapped his hands together, and John cringed at the mere thought of the man smiling in triumph. “Excellent!” Derrick bellowed. “How about you get the sheriff to shoot them both?”
John felt that familiar locking inside his head, as if he couldn’t tell the difference between reality and fiction anymore. “What do you mean?”
“You know, the sheriff?” Derrick sounded a lot more excited now that John had agreed to make changes. “Why don’t you have him shoot these maniacs in the end? Poetic justice.”
“I don’t see it,” John said, immediately disliking the idea.
Probably the worst suggestions that bastard’s ever made, Johnny-boy. Why not tell him to just shove it and hang up in his face?
“Make the sheriff a hero, or something,” Derrick continued, chuckling. “You know what? Never mind, you’re the writer. Think of something spectacular!”
John didn’t answer, and after a few more minutes of polite conversation, hung up.
He got up and walked painfully across the room. Being in a sitting position for almost eight hours had put both legs to sleep. He reached for his cigarettes, grabbed the edge of the blinds and contemplated letting a little sun in. The room was getting dark, and soon the sounds would start again; today, he didn’t have any new writing to shut them out with.
John pulled the drapes aside and realized that the sun had already begun to set, the sky a deep crimson that teased him with the passing of the day, pointing and laughing that he had missed his chance at a few good moments of yellow sun.
He didn’t care.
John opened the window to his room, the latches straining, the pane swinging easily. He stared out across the field where just weeks before he had watched Eva Green skip home after a night together. The field was barren, and the Victorian that had been her home was a burnt out pile of rubble.
John lit his cigarette, took in a deep breath and exhaled as the sound of running feet started to echo above his head.



Chapter 20
 
Nobody had expected to see David Green so soon.
The tall man strolled through Gale Street, his head high, his eyes darting left and right as the people passing by averted theirs. His hair seemed to float in thin strands around his head, the strains of white having had increased over the past few days, giving him the tousled look of a man who had definitely seen better days.
And everyone in Cafeville knew that David Green was not a man used to seeing bad ones.
The Green fortune was known to all, marked on every corner and in every building that lined the new roads coursing through Cafeville. Even on Gale Street, the family had left its mark with one of the most notorious venues in town, the arcade, a place that had once been filled with laughter and fun, but was now a Halloween attraction for those brave enough to venture inside.
David Green was a force to be reckoned with, even now, after losing his home and his daughter all in one night. His tall frame was as intimidating as it had ever been, and even in the cold, his coat hung open and blew in the wind like the cape of a super villain out of a comic book. The sneer on his face pushed anyone away as his stride went unabated until he reached Hank Pollard’s store and stormed inside.
“You!” he bellowed, his voice echoing across the store as he pointed his finger angrily at Hank.
Hank immediately dropped the work he was doing, his hand instinctively going to the double barrel shotgun he had hiding under the countertop in cases of emergency. He felt like this might just be one of them, and he prayed to the Heavens that David wouldn’t force him to pull it out of its resting spot.
“It wasn’t a gas leak, was it?” David yelled.
Hank frowned and shook his head in confusion, his mind taking only a few seconds to register what the man was referring to.
“My daughter did not die in a gas leak!”
Hank stepped back far enough to make sure David couldn’t reach over the counter and grab him. Hank’s hand clutched onto the weapon firmly, his knuckles a gleaming white.
“You ain’t makin’ a lotta sense, Mr. Green,” Hank said, his eyes locked onto the man’s manic gaze. “What d’ya want me t’say?”
“You’ve been checking my house for years,” David hissed. “You never said one thing about a possible gas leak.”
“Cuz there ain’t never been one,” Hank said. “Everythin’ was fine with that ol’ place.”
“So how are they saying it was a gas leak, Pollard?” David balked. “How are they blaming my daughter’s death on faulty piping?”
Hank shook his head, trying his best to keep cool as his shaking hands threatened to give him away. “I don’t know.”
Hank had his suspicions about what had happened, but he wasn’t about to share that with David. Not when they were the only two in the store. Whatever consequences might arise from him voicing his opinion, Hank didn’t want to have only his word to fall back on. Everyone knew to take whatever he said with a grain of salt, even when he was telling the truth. Doing something stupid, doing anything at all actually, without witnesses would only mean he was digging his own grave.
David Green saw that. At one moment he was furious, his clenched fists slamming against the countertop with every stressed word, and in the next he was suddenly very calm and pensive, one eyebrow cocked as he read everything in Hank’s eyes.
“You know who did this, don’t you?”
Hank quickly shook his head, a little too quickly for his own good, and instantly regretted it. There was a glimmer of a smile on David’s face, and that small arch that was his lips was a chilling thing to see on a man mourning the death of his only daughter.
“You know, Hank,” David seemed to be confirming his suspicions to himself. “I can see it all over that round, porky face of yours. You know.”
“I saw nothin’ more than what anyone else’s seen,” Hank said firmly.
“It was Krik, wasn’t it?” David nodded slowly, rapping his fingers around the edge of the counter, his calmness a lot more alarming than his anger. “John Krik killed my daughter, didn’t he?”
“John was with me all night,” Hank said. “That house was burnin’ long before we arrived.”
David cocked his head to a side, frowning at the sudden shattering of his perfect explanation, before his eyes widened with a novel notion. “The wife!”
Hank didn’t reply, suddenly feeling a shudder race through his body from hearing someone else voice his same suspicions.
“The wife, she did it,” David said. “That’s the only explanation.”
“They’ve already said what caused that fire, Mr. Green,” Hank said. “I suggest you lis’n to them.”
David shook his head, a slow gesture that made him look more dazed than anything. “It was the wife,” he said, and with a final glance at Hank, he turned on his heels and left the store.
Hank Pollard exhaled in relief, reluctantly letting go of his gun as he rested the palm of his hands on the countertop and tried to calm the beating of his heart. He looked at the door to his store, a part of him worried that David Green might just storm back in and attack him anyway. He counted down from ten, and when no one came back, he ran a hand through his hair and tried to think of what to do. He had a sinking feeling that David Green would do something that would only make matters worse.
Hank Pollard pulled out his cellphone and swiped through his contacts until Sheriff Walter Garland’s name appeared.
 
***
 
This is ridiculous.
John ignored the voice, squinting as he tried to concentrate on the screen in front of him. The scurrying above his head continued, and he had turned off the lights in his room to keep their flickering from bothering him. Everything that seemed to be happening around him in the house was part of the routine. It was the new normal.
He heard the slamming of window panes against walls downstairs, knowing that the latches had come undone despite his many attempts at fixing and replacing them. Over the past few days, he had come to terms that if they didn’t want to remain shut, nothing he or anyone else would do could keep them closed.
The stench had also become worse, and John quickly found himself using a towel against the bedroom door to hinder the scent’s insidious attempts at suffocating his sinuses. He locked the door as well.
This is a waste of time, Johnny-boy. You need to stop.
John continued with the editing, at first reading through the last few pages he had written before deciding to delete the final three chapters and rewrite them. He had almost felt like he could hear the voice in his head scream with every deleted word, as if he had ripped its soul apart. There were pleas of mercy, then threats of retaliation, and John ignored them all, working through the changes like a sledgehammer against the drywall.
You can’t change the story! Whatever you have planned, it’s not the way it ends!
“I don’t care,” John said to the empty room. “I’m giving Derrick his ending, and then I’m done.”
You’re a storyteller. You’re supposed to tell the truth.
John was telling the truth, at least the one he believed readers wanted to read. Or, to be more specific, the one his editor wanted to read.
He had felt good about how he had first ended his work, the final pages rounding everything up nicely into a gruesome resolution worthy of the story being told. However, Derrick had been right; it was too dark, and it was not going to sit well with a lot of people. It had to go.
You’re a liar!
“Shut up,” John whispered as he began typing.
His fingers raced across the keyboard, working on their own, already comfortable with the pace of relaying his thoughts. It wasn’t hard anymore, hadn’t been for a while now, and even when he was not being pushed by the voices, when he was not being motivated by some sinister stirring within, he knew that he could finish this off by dawn. It wasn’t the ending he wanted, the ending worthy of a horrific work like this, but it was still an ending.
At the end of the day, the books had to sell.
You’re kidding, right? Do you actually believe the bull you’re spewing?
He didn’t.
John knew that with every word that materialized on the blank screen in front of him, he was writing a story that was far from the one he had originally intended to write. At this point, however, he didn’t care. No one would know the difference. Fiction was fiction, after all, and people wanted to be entertained. They didn’t care what changes had led to the final manuscript they were holding in their hands.
He just wanted to get this over with.
And then what, Johnny-boy? What are you going to do next?
“Go home,” John replied immediately, his mind already set on the sequence of events that would follow the final approval by Derrick.
John had imagined that final day during each waking minute of the past few days. Derrick would clap his hands and praise him for an outstanding piece of literature, if that was what anyone could call it, and he would light one final cigarette in his room. He would go to sleep, ignoring the voices and the sounds and the lights and the house.
In the morning, he would pack his bags. He wouldn’t clear out his stuff completely, because he really didn’t want to spend any longer than he needed to here. Just his laptop and the clothes strewn in the closet. He would pack hurriedly. He would throw everything in without even bothering to fold or organize. Then he would throw the bags in the trunk of his car and get the hell out of Cafeville.
The only problem with that plan was Karen, or the woman who was pretending to be his wife.
John had no idea what he would do about her. He had already given up on any hopes of talking to her. She was too far gone for reasoning or listening to logic, and even if she weren’t, she wouldn’t listen to him. Still, she was his wife, and leaving her behind was a worse sin than having had cheated on her. He just had no idea how to reach her.
A part of him thought of June Summers, and of asking her to coax Karen into going back home. He had toyed with the idea, had even considered it a worthy solution before seeing how Karen had reacted around Hank. Now, he wasn’t so sure.
Karen’s not going to go so easily.
John knew that, but he owed it to her to try. He owed it to their son. Whatever evil had found its home inside her, he really felt like it was tied to the house. If he could get her away from here, out of Cafeville and back in familiar territory, there was a chance he could save whatever remained of the woman he loved. He didn’t care if his cheating tore their marriage apart; at least, he didn’t care right now.
You can’t leave. What are you going to do, Johnny-boy? Are you really going to go back to your mundane city life where you couldn’t write a book to save your life?
“Yes,” John said to the empty room.
You can’t do that!
“Watch me!”
And what about me?
John stopped typing, the sounds in the house suddenly gone, his thoughts deafening in the emptiness. For a second, he heard the voice in his head as loud as someone whispering in his ear.
“What about you?” he asked.
John waited, but there was no reply.



Chapter 21
 
“I’m not going back.”
John stood patiently in the kitchen door, watching as Karen ran the water over the dishes in the sink and proceeded to scrub one after the other. His mind should have been focused on the fact that she had been wearing the same outfit for three days straight, her clothes wrinkled from having had been slept in. He should have been taking a closer look at her blistered feet scarred with splinters from the attic floor where she had been spending most of the last few nights, alone.
Or at least he wanted to believe so.
Instead he was trying to remember when the last time they had had a meal was; one that warranted her current dishwashing chore.
“Karen, please,” John begged, his voice weak. He hadn’t called June yet, and he was hoping he wouldn’t really have to. Karen was his wife, after all, and there had to be a part of her still inside that shell of a body. He had to believe there was a way to reach her.
“What’s wrong, honey?” Karen’s voice came back, raspy, unlike her. “Can’t find a reason to stay now that your mistress is gone?”
John sighed. “Karen, the book’s done. There’s no reason for us to stay.”
“On the contrary,” she said, dropping the dish in her hand. John watched it shatter as it hit the ceramic floor. “I told you before, I want to move out of the city. I guess I shouldn’t be too surprised that you weren’t listening.”
John’s eyes were fixated on the broken plate, shards littering the floor around her bare feet as she dropped a second one. She didn’t flinch as the sound of breaking china echoed in the kitchen.
“We can find somewhere else,” John said. “Just not here. This place isn’t good for us, Karen. Cafeville isn’t good for us.”
She dropped a third plate, and John knew she wasn’t going to stop until all the dishes in the sink were lying in pieces around her.
“But I’ve made friends here, John,” she said. “So many friends. People who care about me.”
“We can always visit June and Hank during the holidays.”
Karen chuckled, a sound that was foreign to him, and for a moment he wanted to turn her around just to make sure it was actually Karen he was talking to. “June and Hank are not my friends, they’re yours.”
“That’s unfair.”
“Is it?” Karen suddenly stopped what she was doing and turned around to look at him. The gaze he received sent chills down his spine. “Is it really? Tell me, husband dearest, did they know about you and Eva?”
John knew where this was going and tried to think of a way to change subjects. “This house is poisonous,” he said.
“Answer the question!”
Her voice was shriek, loud and piercing. It seemed to rattle the walls around him. He could sense her anger everywhere in the kitchen, the force of it suffocating him as he stood still and met her gaze. Her scowl made him cower, and he suddenly pondered actually leaving her behind. This was not his wife.
“They knew nothing,” John said.
Karen’s scowl softened and a smile found its way to her lips. Somehow, it made her look even more intimidating. John watched in horror as his wife slowly made her way towards him, his eyes drawn to her bare feet as they scrunched on the shards of broken china, cutting deep and drawing blood. She didn’t seem to notice, her smile unfaltering, as if she had no sense whatsoever of what she was doing.
He pried his eyes away from the bloody footsteps she left behind, looking up into eyes that mirrored madness and fury, a stark contrast to her smile and the calmness of her face. She stopped only when she was a few inches away, her eyes locked on his, and she reached a hand out to his face.
John flinched at the cold touch, the warmth of the gesture lost in the horror he felt as she stood so close to him.
“I’d like to believe you,” Karen whispered. “I really do. But, it just seems so unlikely.”
John felt a shiver run down his spine. For a few seconds, he could see Karen’s face shift and be replaced by an unfamiliar image of someone else before returning back to the more familiar features of his wife.
“Trust me, Karen, they know nothing.”
“Trust you?” Karen frowned, her expression suddenly changing as she frowned at him. “That’s asking for a little too much, baby. All things considered.”
John didn’t know how to answer her; the only thing he could do was step back and put some space between them. “You’re bleeding,” he whispered.
Karen looked down at her feet, then back at her footprints. She smiled again and shrugged, as if she had no idea how that had happened.
“How about a break?” John ventured. “We can just go home for a few days, see what we’ll do about moving out here, and then come back.”
Karen looked over his shoulder at the suitcases he had left next to the front door, and then back at him. She shook a finger at him, slowly, and clicked her tongue in disapproval. “You don’t look like you’re packed for a few days, Johnny-boy,” she said, and the way she said his name made his heart stop. “You’re not trying to trick me, are you?”
John shook his head quickly. “We’ll leave the bags here,” he suggested. “Just you, me, and the clothes on our back.”
He could see she didn’t believe him, her eyes searching his for a catch. He just needed to get her away, even as much as outside the front door. He believed that a few miles between her and Cafeville might just be enough to snap her back to her senses.
What if that doesn’t work, buddy? What if whatever’s in this house has somehow found a permanent residence inside her?
It was a risk he was willing to take. Despite everything, this was his wife, the woman he loved, the mother of his child. He had to try.
He was about to speak again when someone began slamming on the front door. Karen’s eyes went wide as she gasped in mock surprise. “Someone’s at the door, sweetie,” she whispered. “Did you invite someone without making sure I was decent first?”
John peered over his shoulder at the door, then back at his wife. He wasn’t expecting anyone, but was willing to believe that fate had dealt him a card in his favor.
Another slam, this time harder.
“Well, don’t leave our guests waiting.”
John didn’t need another invitation, quickly turning and racing down the hall. He didn’t bother to see who it was, welcoming any interruption that might make the current situation less horrifying than it was.
David Green stormed in as soon as John opened the door, the tall man immediately grabbing him by the collar and slamming him against the wall. John felt his teeth clatter as his head ricocheted against the hard surface, the strong smell of alcohol barely hiding the stench that already filled the house.
“You son of a bitch,” David Green hissed. “I’m going to see you dead for what your wife did to my Eva!”
John tried to break free of the man’s grasp, but the vice-like grip made that impossible. The man’s eyes were blazing with fury, and John knew that no matter what he said or did right now, David was going to take his suffering out on him and Karen. John could see it in his eyes; David Green knew who killed his daughter.
“Why?” the man yelled.
Karen began to laugh, at first just a soft chuckle that slowly grew to an uncontrollable fit. It sent shivers down John’s spine, and when he looked her way, he saw her standing in the kitchen threshold, leaning against the frame as she watched the scene in her hallway unfold. John could see David’s features change as he set eyes upon the woman he knew had killed his daughter and had burned his home to the ground.
David Green let go of John and immediately made for Karen, his stride quick, his goal only a few feet away. John quickly got a hold of himself and sprinted across the hall, grabbing David by the back of his shirt and catapulting him into a wall. The surprise attack threw the man off, and for a second David seemed unable to decide which of the two Kriks he was going to go after first.
Apparently, John seemed like a greater threat, and the man quickly landed a punch that sent John to his knees, jaw pulsating with the force of the blow. In an instant, David had his hands wrapped around John’s throat, strangling him, lips pulled back in an angry sneer as his eyes reflected a murderous intent.
John tried to break free, but the man’s grip was too strong. David wasn’t going to stop until he finished the kill, and the pressure his thumbs were applying to John’s windpipe threatened to break the cartilage there and kill him.
John helplessly slapped at the hands around his neck, his blows doing nothing more than angering the man further.
Suddenly David Green’s grip loosened and his eyes widened in surprise. Blood splattered all over John’s face, and he looked past the man’s surprised features at Karen as she raised and dropped her arm quickly and repeatedly, the shard of broken china in her hand stabbing into David’s back.
David Green tried to turn around, but his efforts were wasted. Karen was stabbing at him like a woman on fire, and within seconds, the man’s tall framed was lying dead in the middle of the hallway, blood pouring out of his wounds in streams.
John quickly pushed away from David Green’s limp body, the man’s dead eyes staring out into space as Karen relentlessly continued her attack. John saw the smile on her face as she toiled, and at that moment he knew he had lost his wife forever. He pushed himself to his feet, and without a second thought, raced towards the front door.
He needed to get out, now, before Karen decided to take out the remainder of her bloodlust on him.
The front door slammed shut before he could reach it, and as he grabbed for the knob, he felt a heavy blow to the back of his head.
John Krik’s eyes rolled back in their sockets and the world around him suddenly darkened as he dropped to the floor.



Chapter 22
 
June Summers knew that it was going to be a terrible day.
The minute she had woken up, she could feel it in her bones. There were mornings when she would get up and out of bed with a spring to her step, a lightness about her that made her feel like she could take on the world and come out victorious. On mornings like that, she tackled the day with vigor, her mind concentrating on the ups and playing down the downs, and she usually ended up back in bed at the end of the day with a smile on her face.
This morning had not been one of those days.
For starters, her joints had screamed out in agony the minute she had tried to walk to the bathroom. Actually, every joint in her body seemed to have had joined forces and decided to give her hell in unison.
Hank had passed by late as well, and he had been quiet for most of the drive into town, only briefly discussing the weather and smiling when she told him about her new shipments coming in today. He had offered to help, but she was still holding out for Karen.
She knew Karen Krik had been traumatized by the burning of the Greens’ house, Hank having told her how shell-shocked the woman had seemed when he had arrived with John at the scene. She had tried calling, a gesture that had gone nowhere, and had hoped to grab a ride out to visit her.
It didn’t seem like Hank wanted to offer, though, and she didn’t want to force him into anything. He had never denied her anything, bless his soul, but she didn’t want to cross the line between politeness and imposing.
Now she was going over the shipments she had signed off for this morning, and frustration was an understatement to how she felt. Half the things she had ordered hadn’t come through, and she had given the man in blue overalls hell over it, especially since she had promised clients that she’d have what they wanted by now. She already anticipated angry calls and exasperated complaints. Plus, the door to the back room storage space was causing problems, and she knew that she would be calling Hank in soon so he can find a way to open the damn thing.
The day was definitely not going as planned.
So, when Karen Krik walked into the shop looking like she had just been through the storm of the century, June was already halfway between deep frustration and full-blown anger, seriously contemplating whether or not to close up shop early and just head home. The woman standing just inside the door to the store, staring at her with a frown that was more threatening than June would have expected, was three hells away from the Karen Krik she had come to know.
June stood up from her crouched position, her hand still on the cutter she had been using to open the deliveries, and stared back at Karen in confusion. If the burning had affected her, Hank had really downplayed just how bad she had taken it.
“Oh God, you look like hell,” June said.
Karen cocked her head to one side, her eyes locked on June, her fists clenched by her side as she just stared at her.
“Honey, are you okay?” June asked, knowing well that she wasn’t, but oblivious to what else she could possibly say. She looked over the woman’s shoulder, hoping to see John coming in behind her, because she truly doubted that Karen was in any position to come into town looking the way she did.
“You knew, didn’t you?” Karen whispered, her voice barely audible, yet the words ringing loud and clear in the empty store.
“What did you say?” June asked, hoping she had misheard.
Karen took a few steps forward, slowly, her eyes locked on June as the scowl on her face seemed to deepen. June unconsciously took a step back, taking note of the woman’s bare feet, dirty and bloody as she seemingly floated towards her.
“You knew, June,” Karen said, more assertive, as if stating a fact. “You knew what he was doing, and you didn’t tell me.”
June’s mind began to race as she tried to understand what Karen was talking about. She remembered what Hank had told her about seeing Eva Green at the Krik’s house, and her eyes suddenly widened in comprehension.
Karen smiled and nodded. “So you did know.”
June quickly shook her head. “Karen, my God, of course not,” she said. “Hank had told me something about seeing Eva Green at your house, but I thought nothing of it.”
Karen suddenly stopped, her smile vanishing as she looked hard and long at June. “So Hank knew, too?”
“No, honey, no,” June said, realizing that she had put Hank in a tight position, especially since she knew how close he had become to the couple. “It was just an observation. We never thought there was anything going on. What makes you think something happened between them?”
Karen chuckled, and the sound of it sent chills down June’s spine. “I know, June,” Karen said. “Ana told me everything.”
“Ana?” June frowned, not recognizing the name.
“She’s my new friend,” Karen said, starting towards June again. “A real friend. See, she cares about me, June, enough to tell me about what was happening in that house behind my back.”
“I don’t know who this Ana is, Karen,” June said, the counter stopping her retreat, “but I think you should talk to John before you take anybody’s word for it.”
Karen stopped again, looking behind her as if she had just remembered something. “John?” she muttered. “John’s a liar, June. Why would I believe anything he says?”
“He’s your husband.”
“He’s a liar!”
June’s eyes clenched shut for an instant at the sudden outburst, her hands beginning to shake. Karen was not herself, and June had no idea what to say that would calm the brunette down. Her heart stopped when Karen pulled a kitchen knife out, the blade glinting in the fluorescent light of the store.
“You’re a liar, too,” Karen said softly.
 
***
 
John opened his eyes slowly, wincing from the throbbing at the back of his head. He waited for the world around him to fall back into focus, blinking repeatedly as he tried to make out his surroundings. There was little light, and the shadows cast by the single bulb were long and dark. He was sitting in a corner of the room, the cold ground beneath him creeping through his pants and causing his body to shiver. There was dampness in the air; he could feel it on his skin, and as he tried to move, to get up and stretch his aching legs, he felt the taut ropes around his wrists dig deep into his skin.
Slowly, the realization of where he was began to sink in. It was the basement’s stench that hit him first, his senses slowly returning and bringing with them the appalling scent he had tried for days to avoid. He looked around and his eyes settled for a second on the furnace in the corner, and then on the windows.
He looked up at where his hands were tied, the ropes twisting and turning around the piping, his efforts to pull out of the knots unyielding. His mind raced with possible solutions, but nothing seemed to present itself, and the pain in his head was making it difficult to think.
He was trapped.
Slowly, he began to remember what had happened, how Karen had attacked David Green and killed him, how he had tried to escape. He remembered the blow to his head, the darkness that had followed, and wondered how Karen had found the strength to drag him down into the basement and tie him up.
What had she done with David Green’s body?
John looked around aimlessly, not knowing what else he could do, trying once again to break free from his bounds. Nothing. He closed his eyes and tried pushing the pain away, tried forcing his mind to think.
Doesn’t look good, Johnny-boy.
“Shut up,” he muttered.
You’re alone down here, tied to a pipe, with no way out. I’m your only company.
“Leave me alone,” John pleaded.
“Are you sure you want me to do that?”
John’s eyes flew open. He was not alone.
The voice wasn’t in his head. His eyes scanned the darkness, squinting as he tried to discern anything in the shadows, but came up short. The single bulb flickered, its light weakening, throwing the room into deeper darkness as the scent around him suddenly became unbearable. The windows above his head opened and slammed shut again, as if something had pushed its way into the basement through them. John felt a sudden chill in the air, and he began to pull against his ropes with even more force.
“That’s useless, buddy.”
John stopped, his head snapping left and right, panicking as he tried to pinpoint where the voice was coming from. He felt a shudder race through his body, and his heart beat changed from a quick skip to a racing thud.
“You know, this could have been completely different.”
John’s eyes grew wide as a figure stepped out from the shadows, familiar with her hair falling down to her shoulders, her dress dark. Eva walked into the dimming light, the shadows on her face hiding her eyes, but not her smile.
“Hi, Johnny-boy.”
John kicked back, pushing himself further against the wall, wishing he could crawl completely into it and hide. He felt the world around him shatter, knowing that he was losing his mind as he stared at the figure in front of him.
“You’re not crazy, Johnny-boy,” Eva said, her voice raspy, like sand grains being rubbed against each other. “At least, not yet.”
“You’re dead,” John stammered. “You died in the fire. How are you here?”
“I’m not exactly here,” Eva chuckled, “and you’re wrong about the fire. I was dead before the fire.”
John shook his head quickly, blinking as he tried to clear his mind, tried to fight the illusions he was experiencing before he went completely insane.
“You see, your wife did quite a number on me,” Eva went on. “She’s pretty lethal with a knife, did you know that?”
“You’re not real.”
“Of course I am,” Eva smiled.
“No,” John said quickly. “You’re only a figment of my imagination. I was hit on the head. I’m suffering from a concussion.”
Eva walked towards John, forcing him further against the wall, and crouched down a few feet away from him. “You’re only half right, buddy,” she said, and in an instant her voice changed completely. “Eva is dead, and in a way, you’re to blame for that, aren’t you?”
John closed his eyes. He didn’t want to hear any more. He wanted it to stop. He wanted his mind to stop playing tricks on him. He wanted out, and he wanted out right now.
A cold hand grabbed his jaw and pressed down hard, forcing his eyes open as he groaned in pain, the pressure threatening to break bones.
Eva was gone. In her place was a man he only recognized from his dreams, his beard heavy, his eyes bloodshot above a chilling smile. John stared into his eyes, and for a second he could feel his mind snap.
Images flashed before him, a montage of places and faces frozen in time and space as they reeled before his eyes. He could barely make out anything he was seeing, each image never lingering for more than a second, so many so fast that it gave him a headache. It was like he was trapped watching a movie on fast-forward, and he couldn’t make it stop.
“Do you see,” the man whispered, the sound of his voice coming from far away. “Do you see why I couldn’t let you leave, Johnny-boy?”
John felt a heavy weight on his shoulders, tightness in his chest, and as the hand grasping his jaw pressed down harder, he felt the images slow down as they projected through his mind. It was as if he were being given someone else’s memories, sharing someone else’s experience, and the sheer volume of it was overwhelming. Generations upon generations of anger, love, laughter, hate and loss raced through him, and he suddenly knew that if this didn’t stop, he would go completely mad.
“I will not be alone again,” the man said. “Not now, not ever. You wouldn’t listen, Johnny-boy, but Karen did. Karen wants to stay, and she will. She won’t leave me the way you wanted to. She won’t pack up her bags and go. She’ll make sure I’m never alone, and she’ll need you with her for that to happen.”
“Stop,” John pleaded, the pain in his head excruciating as he tried to wrestle free of the hand holding onto him.
“There’s no end, buddy,” the voice chuckled. “There’s only you and me down here, and we’re going to be spending a lot of time together.”
John kicked out in vain, and suddenly a second hand grabbed him by the neck, pushing him roughly against the wall and pinning him there as more images raced through his mind. He couldn’t breathe, the hand on his neck suffocating him, choking as he continued trying to wrestle free. He was going to die like this, and the realization of that made him fight harder.
Then it was gone.
John felt the pressure on his neck loosen and the reel of images slow and stop, then disappear completely. He inhaled sharply, filling his suffocating lungs with rancid air as he coughed and spit. He felt the pressure inside his head subside, and when he slowly opened his eyes, the tears that had been trapped behind the lids rolling freely down his face, he let his head fall against his chest.
He could hear someone laughing in the darkness, a shrill sound that boomed about the basement as he tried to catch his breath and slow down the pounding in his chest. After a few seconds he looked up, searching the room with tired eyes.
He was alone again.



Chapter 23
 
Sheriff Walter Garland pulled up in front of the Victorian and squinted at the large house looming over him.
The sun had begun to set, the skies already purple as the world edged into the night. The temperature had dropped significantly, forcing Walter to slip on his coat and pull the zipper all the way up. He wasn’t young anymore, and the cold always found its way to his bones, promising a morning of excruciating pain and agony.
Which was why he would have rather been somewhere else. Home, for instance. That seemed like a more appealing destination than the Dean house.
Walter had taken Hank’s call seriously, knowing well what the effects of a traumatic experience could do to a man. He remembered the rampage Samuel Dean had gone on after the death of his son, and it wasn’t farfetched to believe that David Green could be capable of the same viciousness. He had lost his daughter, after all, and that kind of pain made a man do things. Terrible things.
Walter had spent the entire afternoon looking for David, first stopping at the small loft he had been living in since the fire. When Walter didn’t find David, he stopped at all the regular places, avoiding the imminent drive out to the Kriks. He was hoping that David wouldn’t be stupid, but in retrospect, Walter knew that this should have been his first stop.
He just didn’t want to come out here again.
Walter had wrestled with the thought of sending one of his deputies out to the house, but had quickly come to the conclusion that this was something he needed to do on his own. The burden of the past needed to be dealt with those who had carried it for this long.
Walter climbed out of his cruiser and slammed the door shut, hoping that the sound of his arrival would bring out one of the Kriks. Preferably the husband. Walter didn’t think he could handle dealing with the wife again.
He waited for a few seconds, and when no one came out, he reluctantly made his way toward the house. His eyes quickly glanced at the attic window, and he sighed in relief when he saw nothing there. He couldn’t imagine what he would have done if his stare had been met by someone else’s.
Walter made his way up the porch stairs, and as he neared the front door, his eye caught movement behind the small side window. He couldn’t recognize which of the couple it had been, frowning in confusion as to why no one had come out to meet him if they knew he was there. He knocked on the door, and instantly stepped back when it swung open, slowly, and stopped an inch or two inside.
It had been open.
Walter quickly pulled out his gun, suddenly fearing the worst, silently praying that David Green hadn’t done anything stupid. The stench from inside the house escaped through the small opening, and he felt a sense of déjà vu as he pushed the door all the way open, keeping his gun level in front of him as he slowly stepped inside.
 
***
 
The skies began to really pour when Hank locked up the store and raced to his truck, pulling the lapels of his coat up around his neck as the wind took a few blows at him. He climbed into the truck, gunning the engine and turning on the wipers, and looked down the street at June’s store. He recognized Karen Krik’s car parked outside and smiled to himself, happy that the woman had finally found the strength to leave the house.
She couldn’t have chosen a worse night, though.
Hank contemplated calling June to see whether or not Karen would be driving her home tonight when he caught sight of the brunette leaving the store. He frowned as he watched her walk into the rain, calm and steady, as if it were only a drizzle. She was also dressed far too lightly for this weather, and when he saw that she was barefoot, red flags popped up everywhere in his mind. He watched her climb into her car and start it, quickly pulling out into Gale Street and driving away. He shifted gears, a voice in the back of his head urging him to hurry, every inch of him certain that something was terribly wrong.
He jumped out into the rain, the truck’s engine still running, and raced into the store.
“June!” he called out.
When no one answered, he began to panic, quickly searching the aisles. When he couldn’t find her, he sped towards the back room, praying that he would find her hunched over her shipments, completely oblivious of his arrival. She usually went into a sort of trance when she worked, and he hoped that was the reason she wasn’t answering.
He did find her, but not in the storage room.
June Summers lay motionless in the small hallway leading to the back room, her head at an obscene angle to the rest of her body, her clothes bloody and her eyes wide. He rushed to her, quickly falling to his knees and lifting her into his arms.
“Oh my God, June!”
The woman stared past him, her eyes dead and fixed on a point above his head. He could feel the warm blood on his hands as he held her, and tears suddenly erupted from his eyes as comprehension sunk in. He could see the multiple rips in her clothes where she had been stabbed, and he touched each one of them tentatively as if trying to heal them. There were so many.
Hank quickly pulled his cell phone from his pocket, smearing the screen with June’s blood as he dialed the sheriff’s office, hoping to reach Walter.
“It’s Hank Pollard,” he stammered when one of the deputies answered. “June’s been murdered. She’s been stabbed to death. My God, she’s…she’s dead! She killed her. June’s dead!”
Hank dropped his phone, his body shuddering uncontrollably as he pressed June’s body against his, holding her tight as he buried his face in her shoulder.
 
***
 
Walter edged down the dark hallway slowly, his gun level, his eyes darting back and forth between the shadows. The sun had set completely, and as he moved into the living room, he reached out for the switch.
Nothing happened, and Walter almost laughed at his luck.
He tried the hallway lights, and when the bulbs flickered on and off, immediately giving him a headache, he switched them off again. He made his way down the hall, briefly looking in the bathroom before continuing to the kitchen.
Something crashed behind him, and he turned around quickly, gun raised, ready to fire. He couldn’t see anything in the darkness, and the stench that was lingering in the air began throwing him off. He needed all his senses, and right now he was working without two of them.
A second crash came from the living room, and Walter decided the kitchen could wait. He made his way back, stepping into the spacious room, edging between the furniture as he caught sight of the swinging windows, glass littering the floor underneath them. The rain from outside was starting to find its way in, and he had half a mind to go over to the large panes and close them before the water ruined the hardwood floor.
As he edged back, he heard a door slam on the second floor, his head snapping immediately to the stairs. He glanced around a final time before making his way to the stairwell. Pressing his back against the wall, he started the climb upwards. Another door slammed shut, and Walter quickened his ascent, his mind already drawing scenarios of what he would find. He was one hundred percent certain he would find David Green up there, hiding, having killed the Kriks and trying to escape.
When Walter reached the second-floor landing, the doors to the rooms were all open, welcoming, and his eyes quickly found the source of the slamming. He slowly stepped towards the attic door, briefly looking into each room as he made his way to his target, the trap door rising open and then slamming shut again. Walter frowned, unable to find a logical explanation to what was happening. Above his head, someone started to run, and the attic door flew open completely.
Someone was in the attic.
Walter rushed towards the small ladder, pointing his gun into the darkness beyond, unable to make out anything and cursing himself for forgetting to bring his flashlight along. More running and the sound of a window opening above pushed Walter forward. He forgot all about the flashlight and grabbed onto the rungs, pulling himself upwards quickly in hopes of stopping whoever was up there before they escaped.
As soon as he was through the latch, Walter jumped to his feet and raised his gun, squinting in the darkness.
“David, if that’s you, stop!” he called out.
Only it wasn’t David, and when the figure materialized in front of him, seemingly out of the blue, Walter’ eyes widened in sudden horror. He watched as the face of the woman in front of him shifted in the little amount of light coming in from the attic window. She was smiling at him, a spine-chilling smile he knew well, and when she raced towards him, arms outstretched, her scream piercing in his ears, he froze in terror. She slammed against him, her nails clawing at his eyes as he stepped back from the force and fell through the attic latch.
Walter Garland fell to the second-floor landing with a crash.



Chapter 24
 
Hank Pollard pulled up to the Victorian and parked right behind Karen Krik’s car, turning off the engine and grabbing his shotgun from the passenger seat.
He had left June’s store well before the police had arrived, his mind already made up as to what he wanted to do. He had returned to his store, grabbed his shotgun and had rushed towards the Kriks’ house with only one thing on his mind; kill the woman who murdered June.
He hadn’t bothered trying to call John, hadn’t even tried calling Sheriff Walter Garland on his private phone. All he wanted to do was find Karen Krik and make her pay for what she did.
Stepping out into the rain, he stormed towards the house, hands on his gun as he marched up the porch stairs. He was about to kick the door in when something crossed his mind.
What if she was waiting?
He remembered the way Karen had looked as she had left June’s store, barefoot and drenched in the rain, a woman in a complete daze. She had been completely oblivious to everything around her, but how sure was he that she hadn’t seen him? What if she knew he’d be following her, was even counting on it? Whatever had made her kill June, whatever sick thoughts were running through her head, there was a chance she might have had it out for him as well.
Maybe this was her plan. Maybe she was luring him to the house where she had the advantage.
Hank stepped back from the front door, his mind suddenly clearer as he scanned his surroundings. There wasn’t a single light on anywhere. Karen would be waiting in the darkness, he was sure, and just barging in on her would put him at a disadvantage.
He needed to find another way in. Somewhere she wouldn’t expect.
Hank lowered his gun and hurried down the porch stairs, immediately racing around the house towards the back. He knew there was a door there leading into the kitchen. If he was lucky, she would be waiting for him somewhere closer to the front door, counting on his rage to muddle his thoughts and send him barging in where she could jump him.
That was when he saw the lights coming out of the basement windows.
 
***
 
Walter Garland opened his eyes and found himself staring at Karen Krik.
The woman was sitting a few feet away from him, legs folded under her as she stared at him from on top of the bed. He tried to get up, but quickly realized that he was cuffed to the radiator, unable to move. He reached for his gun with his free hand, and when he couldn’t find it, looked at the brunette as she held it up for him to see.
She smiled, and Walter could feel his body go completely numb.
 
***
 
John Krik’s eyes snapped open as soon as the hands fell on his shoulders.
He kicked out immediately, half-expecting to see Eva in her dark dress, sneering at him as her hands wrapped around his throat, ready to overload his mind and body with more images and emotions.
“John, damn it, stop!” he heard a deep voice hiss in the darkness. He recognized that voice.
“Hank?”
Hank grabbed onto his legs, pinning them down as he scowled at him. “What are ya’ thinkin’, man?”
John felt a sudden relief fall over him, and despite his situation, he smiled. “Hank, you have no idea how glad I am to see you!”
“You sure have a funny way of showin’ it,” Hank said, letting go of his legs as he swiftly started untying him. “Why the hell are ya’ tied up down here?”
“Karen,” John explained. “She’s gone completely mad. This house, it’s doing something to her.”
Hank nodded quickly, the frown on his face deep as he finally undid the bounds. John felt the sweet release and started massaging his wrists where the ropes had cut him, letting Hank pull him to his feet and hold him until he found his balance.
“We need to find Karen,” John said quickly.
Hank shook his head and reached down, John’s eyes following him as he picked up his shotgun.
“You need to go, John,” he said.
John stared at him, eyes wide. “What are you going to do with that?” he asked, gesturing to the gun.
Hank hesitated, and John instantly understood.
 
***
 
Walter Garland rattled the cuffs as he raised a questioning eyebrow towards Karen.
“What are you doing, Mrs. Krik?” he asked. “Do you know how much trouble you’re getting yourself into?”
Karen chuckled. “Trouble? Sheriff, I’m just protecting what’s mine.”
“You’ve cuffed a sheriff to a radiator and have stripped him of his weapon,” Walter said. “That’s a whole hell of wrong right there.”
Karen cocked her head to one side and pouted. “But you’re trespassing, Sheriff.”
“The front door was unlocked, and I was worried about you and your husband,” Walter said. “I received a call warning me that David Green might try something stupid. He thinks you killed his daughter.”
“I did,” Karen said, her smile wide.
Walter’ eyes widened in surprise, unable to truly comprehend what the woman had just said.
“Are you admitting to murder, Mrs. Krik?”
“I am, Sheriff Garland,” Karen nodded, her eyes glinting in the dim light coming through the bedroom window. “You don’t have to worry about her father, though. I killed David long before you came looking for him.”
For a split second, Walter was reminded of the way Ana Dean had looked at him when he had gone to tell her about her husband’s death. He could see the same look on Karen Krik’s face, the look of complete insanity, a mind lost and replaced with sheer madness. The expression frightened him, and he instantly knew there was no way he was going to get out of this alive. Karen wouldn’t be admitting to all of this if she had any intention of letting him go.
“The real question is how long it will take your deputies to find out what happened to you,” Karen cut into his thoughts. “Ana tells me that they’re not a very bright bunch.”
“Ana?” Walter asked, frowning. “Ana Dean?”
Karen nodded.
“Ana Dean is dead,” Walter said. “She killed herself almost thirty years ago.”
“Oh, I know that,” Karen smiled. “Tell me, Sheriff, have you ever heard the expression ‘the walls have ears’? Well, they do, but they can also talk, if you care to listen.”
Walter shook his head in confusion.
“They do. Really,” Karen continued, “and the more you listen, the more the voices manifest themselves into lovely people. You see, this house has been good to me. It tells me everything. It told me about John and that whore from next door, and it told me what I had to do to make sure my husband never strayed again. It cares about me.”
“Mrs. Krik,” Walter said. “Karen. You need to listen to me. This house is not talking. I don’t know what you’re hearing, but you need to listen to me now. You need to take these cuffs off me, and come with me to the station where we can discuss this whole thing in a more civilized manner.”
“But, if I let you go, you’re going to kill me,” Karen said.
“Are the voices telling you that?”
Karen sighed and turned her head to look past him. “See, I told you he wouldn’t believe me.”
Walter felt the temperature in the room suddenly drop.
“Who are you talking to, Karen?”
Karen looked at Walter and nodded towards the bathroom where the lights had suddenly begun to flicker on and off. “Him,” she said simply.
Walter looked to his left and felt his heart stop as he stared at the open bathroom door, the figure of a man appearing and disappearing with the flickering lights, his eyes bloodshot and his smile as manic as the one on Karen’s face.
For the first time in a long time, Walter Garland began to pray.



Chapter 25
“You can’t!”
Hank pulled the gun back from John, angrily shoving him back.
“She killed June,” Hank spat. “I’m not going to let her get away with that.”
John grabbed Hank by the shoulders and looked him in the eyes, trying his best to find a way to calm the man down.
“Listen, that is not Karen,” he said. “My wife is not a killer.”
“I saw her!”
“I know,” John nodded quickly, squeezing on Hank’s shoulders as he tried to talk some sense into the man. “I watched her kill David Green. She tied me up down here. She did all that. But, that is not my wife!”
“So why stop me?”
“Because it’s the house,” John pressed. “The house is the problem, Hank, not Karen.”
Hank stared as if he were trying to understand quantum mechanics, the look in his eyes clearly suggesting that he thought John was insane.
“I know this doesn’t make sense, but you have to believe me,” John said. “This house is poisonous. It’s gotten to her somehow. It went for her the moment I pushed it away, and it’s been messing with her since. We need to get her out of the house.”
“She was out of the house when she killed June,” Hank said. “How will gettin’ her out now be any different?”
John didn’t know, but he wanted to believe that there was a way to save his wife. Even after all she had done, he needed to believe there was some part of her still there that could be salvaged. She was the mother of his child, the love of his life, and he had to try, even if it meant pulling her out kicking and screaming.
“There has to be a way.”
Hank looked at him hard, his eyes angry, his frown deep. He sighed and shook his head, his shoulders dropping as John could see him give up on the idea of murder. At least for now.
“So, what’s the plan?” Hank asked.
John quickly scanned the basement, searching for anything that might give him an idea as to how to proceed. When his eyes fell on the pipe he had been tied to just moments before, the plan materialized quickly.
“How did they say the Green’s house burned down?” he asked.
Hank smiled.
 
***
 
Walter Garland was dying.
The cold hand around his neck had blocked the air to his lungs completely, and his body was shaking in uncontrollable spasms as he experienced centuries of emotions and pain surge through him. Images flashed before his eyes, quick glimpses of the past, every single event that had ever happened inside the Victorian quickly filling his mind as if he himself had experienced them. In a matter of seconds he had lived through generations of Dean family members as their lives unfolded before him, inside him, tearing at the threads of sanity in his head, his mind unable to cope with the volume of emotion and information rushing in.
He wanted it to stop, but there was nothing he could do. Try as he might, he was numb to the world around him. He could hear Karen laughing from far away, as if he had been torn from this reality and were swimming in a different one where nothing existed except a myriad of memories and emotions.
He tried to break free of the hand around his neck, slamming his free hand against it, but there was no use. The grip was firm, and he slowly felt his eyes grow heavy as the world around him darkened.
“Karen!”
Walter felt the grip on his throat loosen, then break away completely, and he drew in deep breaths as he fought to stay alive.
“Karen, we’re leaving! Now!”
Walter recognized John Krik’s voice immediately, and as he looked up at his captor, he could see the look of anger on her face. Karen got up quickly, forgetting about the gun as she grasped a kitchen knife in her hand and made for the bedroom door. Walter watched her leave, and as she turned into the dark hallway, he could smell something else mixed with the already familiar stench. The scent was vaguely familiar, and it took him less than a few seconds to realize what it was.
Walter looked at the cuffs holding him prisoner, and then at the thumb of his bound hand. There was only one thing to do.
 
***
 
“What are you doing, John?”
John stood in the threshold of the kitchen door, hands held out, staring at his wife as she slowly walked towards him. He could see the knife in her hand, stained with what he could only assume was June’s blood. Her eyes were wide and crazed, her lips pursed as she frowned at him in disapproval, and for a moment John felt like he had bitten off more than he could chew.
Still, he had to try. Karen had come here because of him. She was in this state because of what he had done. He owed it to her to at least try.
“Karen, we have to go,” he said softly.
“We’re not going anywhere,” she replied, her tone firm as she edged closer to him. “I thought I had made that clear.”
John nodded. “You did, but I’ve changed my mind.”
Karen laughed, her knife raised so that her weapon was pointing straight at him. “You act like you have a say in this, baby.”
“I do,” John said. “I’m your husband, and I’m telling you, we’re leaving.”
Karen stopped, the look on her face changing from one of disapproval to anger and hate. “My husband?” she sneered. “You lost all privileges the moment you jumped in bed with little Miss Green.”
John held his ground. “Now, Karen,” he said. “Put the knife down, pack your things, and let’s go. I’m not going to ask you again.”
Karen smiled. “I’m not going –”
“Karen, now!”
His sudden anger resonated through the house, his voice loud and harsh, and it had the desired effect. Karen screamed in fury, raised the knife high and charged at him. John quickly retreated into the kitchen, his eyes locked on hers as she raced towards him. As soon as she was past the threshold, he watched Hank swing his shotgun around and slam its butt against the back of her head, sending her sprawling to the floor.
The knife fell out of her hand, and as she tried to push herself up, Hank brought his gun down again, harder, and she fell motionless to the ground.
“Quick,” John said, helping Hank lift his wife up. “We need to go now.”
The lights in the kitchen flickered and went out.
Hank looked up at John, and quickly turned around to follow his gaze.
A dark figure stood at the end of the hall.
John instantly recognized her. The woman from the attic, her face shifting as she stood motionless in front of them. John knew that the back door would be locked, and he wasn’t even going to consider the basement. Hank slowly stood up next to him, and John felt a little relief knowing that he wasn’t going to face this on his own.
“No one leaves,” the woman said, her voice like nails against chalkboard as she floated towards them. “No one will ever leave.”
John began to panic, unsure as to how he was going to handle this. He had hoped that taking Karen out would put the house to rest and give them a chance to escape, but apparently, he had been wrong. Hank raised his gun and fired, the shotgun’s sound echoing across the house and rattling the glass.
The woman kept coming.
Hank was about to shoot again when a voice rang out from the darkness.
“Ana!”
The figure stopped its motion, its eyes shifting as its head slowly turned to look behind it. John could see Sheriff Garland standing at the foot of the stairs, one hand holding his gun, the other limp at his side. He glanced at Hank in confusion, and the man simply shrugged at him.
“Ana, I knew,” Walter said. “I knew all along, and I did nothing.”
The lights in the kitchen began to flicker, and John suddenly began to realize that the attention was no longer on them. The house was concentrating on the Sheriff.
“Benjamin,” Walter was saying. “I knew Alexander Green killed him, and I did nothing.”
John motioned to Hank, and together they began to back towards the kitchen door. They moved slowly, holding Karen between them, and John prayed that the Sheriff could keep the house occupied long enough for them to get out.
“Benjamin,” the woman gasped.
Walter nodded. “That’s right,” he said. “I knew Alexander started that fire. I knew.”
The figure suddenly screeched, the sound piercing as glass shattered around them. John rushed to the door and flung it open. He looked back over Hank’s shoulder, and in the darkness of the hallway, he could see Walter Garland wrestling with the wraith, the woman’s screams making the hair on the nape of his neck stand.
“Get out!” Walter screamed, and in his hand, John could see the glint of a lighter.
John Krik turned and raced out into the night, throwing his wife’s limp body over his shoulder and shoving Hank in front of him.
There was a sudden whoosh, an instant intense heat, and the Victorian exploded in flames behind them.



Epilogue
 
Derrick Fern slumped into the chair behind his desk and ran a tired hand across his face.
He had spent the last few hours in meetings with the board members, partaking in mundane bureaucracy and watching as they gawked over graphs and numbers displayed across the large boardroom screen. He hated quarterlies, and if it hadn’t been for the sales of John Krik’s recent book, he would have had some very bad news to share.
Derrick wrapped his fingers on the small package his secretary had placed on top of his desk. The return address said California, with no name attached, but Derrick knew who it was from.
He hadn’t heard from John since his call from Cafeville two months back, after Karen had been released from the hospital. He had told him about the house, the gas leak, and how it had almost killed them and their visitors had it not been for the Sheriff’s quick thinking. Derrick had offered to help in whatever way he could, but John had politely declined, saying that he would take a long, much-needed vacation.
Derrick grabbed his letter opener and cut the package open, pulling out a small wooden box from within. The top lid slid off easily. Inside were a note, a blank check signed by John Krik, and a key.
Derrick recognized the key instantly, holding it up and smirking as he read the note.
Sorry about the house. Fill in the check with whatever you need.
Derrick chuckled to himself as he tossed the key back into the box.
He took out the check, looked at it for a moment, then ripped it in half and threw it on top of the manuscripts he was never going to read.
 
* * *



Bonus Scene Chapter 1
 
Audrey Fern covered her eyes and looked away.
No matter how many times she had dreamt of this day, no matter how much she had imagined looking into the dying man’s eyes as he shook and writhed in his chair, bolts of electricity racing through him, she still found it hard to experience the reality. She could almost smell the flesh burning, the man’s muffled screams as he shook in the chair hauntingly resounding in her mind, his eyes wide as he gazed back at the witnesses.
Then it was over.
Audrey got up quickly, not bothering with any hands that tried to comfort her, hurrying out of the witness room and escaping into the fresh air. She ran to the side of the road, belching loudly as she emptied her stomach into the ditch, the taste of acid on her tongue and lips.
She felt a hand on the small of her back and jumped, looking back to see Henry Pollard eyeing her kindly, the smile on his face one of pity rather than satisfaction. She could see it in his eyes; he hadn’t been comforted by the execution either.
“I’ll drive you home,” Henry said, waiting for Audrey to straighten herself and breathe before walking her to where his car was parked.
Audrey looked back at the prison, the walls dark and looming, the sounds of the dead man’s muffled screams still echoing through the architecture.
It was going to haunt her forever.
 
***
 
Sheriff Walter Garland walked down the halls of the Sanctuary Park Asylum with a frown on his face. He was flanked by two orderlies, closely following Doctor Hammond as the man led him to cell 4A. The doctor was whistling a tune he couldn’t make out, the sounds echoing off the walls amidst screams and shouts coming from behind the locked doors they passed. It took every ounce of energy in Walter not to tell him to stop. He had no jurisdiction here, and it was only through the doctor’s good nature that he was allowed entry.
Not that he really wanted to be here in the first place.
Sanctuary Park had always scared him, the irony of its name enough to keep any sane man away. He hadn’t been here much, but the few times he had been required to visit were enough to give him a picture of what happened behind closed doors. He had seen the almost vegetative state of patients out in the yards or in the ‘playroom’, and he had a pretty good idea what kind of healing methods were being used at Sanctuary Park.
Still, it wasn’t his place to say anything.
“I still don’t understand what it is you hope to achieve with this conversation, Sheriff,” Doctor Hammond said, almost a little too cheerfully given the circumstances. Sometimes Walter wondered if the man was high.
“It’s more of a courtesy call, doctor,” Walter answered. “I have to let her know that her husband’s dead.”
“And you believe that this will be wise, given her current condition?” Hammond asked, looking back at Walter with a smile that showed he didn’t really care. “First her son, and now her husband.”
Walter shrugged. “I’m not the one who makes these decisions, doc. I’m just following protocol.”
“Ah yes, protocol,” Hammond muttered. “Sometimes I ask myself for whose benefit we have them.”
Walter didn’t answer.
When they reached 4A, Hammond pulled out a key and pushed it in place. Just before turning it, he turned to Walter and smiled. “We have her, how should we say, tamed,” Hammond said, “for your conversation. An orderly will be with you in case she causes any unforeseen troubles.”
Walter nodded, not entirely comfortable with using the word tamed in any context that involved Hammond. Still, he had no idea what Ana Dean would be like after he told her the news, and maybe tamed was better than the alternative.
He remembered when she had first found out what her husband had done, laughing hysterically when news of Alexander and Martha Green’s death reached her. It was one of the deputies who had given her the news that her husband had been arrested and charged for murder, and when he called Walter in, Garland couldn’t hear the man over Ana Dean’s laughter.
They had picked her up from home when she had tried to set fire to the Dean house where the children had been staying with their aunt. Henry Pollard had stopped her just in time, Ana scratching his face and kicking at him as she escaped back into her own house and locked herself in. When Walter had broken down the door to get to her, he had to fight through a stench that made him gag, a darkness that was uninviting despite the sunlight coming in through the front door, and a madwoman swinging knives at him as she screamed at him to get out.
He had brought her to Sanctuary Park himself, and the words coming from her mouth were enough to make the Devil blush.
Doctor Hammond unlocked the cell door and opened it for Walter, smiling as he gestured for him to enter. Walter walked in, closely followed by the orderly named Ethan, and looked back at the cell door as it closed and locked behind them. He waited for his eyes to adjust to the dim light, the silhouette of Ana Dean barely visible as she sat in the corner on her cot.
“Mrs. Dean?” Walter said, his voice barely above a whisper.
The figure in the corner shifted but said nothing.
“Mrs. Dean, it’s Sheriff Walter Garland. I’m sure you remember me.”
“Of course,” came the reply, a raspy voice that sounded nothing like the Ana Dean he knew.
“Ma’am, I’m here on behalf of the state to inform you that your husband, Samuel Dean, died at three o’clock this afternoon.”
A chuckle. A cough.
“Mrs. Dean?”
“My husband didn’t die, sheriff,” Ana said. “He was executed.”
Walter hesitated. “I would also like to inform you that the Greens are pressing a whole bunch of other charges. We were wondering if there were any relatives you’d like us to contact to handle these matters.”
“Are the children okay?”
John was taken aback by the question. “I’m sorry, Mrs. Dean, I’m not quite following.”
“The Green children, are they okay?”
Walter winced at the mention of the children that had been left orphaned by Samuel Dean. “Yes, they are okay, all things considered.”
“Good,” Ana chuckled. “I’d hate to see anything happen to them before I leave this place.”
Walter felt a chill run down his spine as he glanced at the orderly, who just shrugged.
“Mrs. Dean, if you do get out of here, your stunt at the house will put you away for a very long time,” Walter said. “Not to mention you just threatened two children in front of a sheriff and another witness.”
Ana shifted again, standing up slowly as she stretched. It was then that Walter noticed one of her hands had been tied to the bed. Ana moved a bit into the light, her hair falling around her face, her eyes barely visible, only her smile shattering the distance between them.
“The house will get them, Sheriff,” Ana hissed. “It always does.”
Walter noticed the rope tied to her hand hanging loosely by her side, blood streaming down her arm to the floor. She looked down to where his eyes were focused, and then looked up again. Her smile widened and she suddenly jumped at him, screaming, hands outstretched as she went for his eyes.
The orderly stepped in immediately, and with a quick swing of his hand, had her lying still on the ground. He quickly banged on the cell door three times, and Walter finally let out the breath he was holding as he was quickly dragged outside.



Bonus Scene Chapter 2
 
Audrey Fern woke up to the sound of her son playing in the living room, already awake and wreaking havoc. She groaned, her body aching from the strain she had been under the past few weeks. She rolled out of bed, slowly, barely looking at the side where Sebastian had slept less than a month before.
The night Walter Garland had knocked on her door still flashed in her mind. The way he had looked at her, uncomfortable as he had told her the news of her husband’s murder, how he had sat with her for hours as she had wept. Explaining to her son what had happened, that had been even harder
Audrey walked out of her room and watched her only son play with a makeshift sword his father had made him. He was the striking image of her husband, and looking at him made her miss him even more. At least the boy was handling it better than she was.
“Breakfast, sweetheart?” she asked, walking into her small kitchen as she opened the shelves and scanned them for anything she didn’t have to spend too long making.
The boy didn’t answer, swooshing his sword as he jumped across the couches and coffee table. Audrey couldn’t help but smile.
She walked him to school and waved as he raced inside with the rest of the kids, immediately jumping in line next to a little girl in his class. He turned around and waved back, the girl doing the same, and Audrey’s heart ached at the thought that one day they would grow up and face misery and pain of their own.
Audrey made her way back into town, slowly, taking her time as she counted her steps. She almost laughed at the irony of her life. Working for both the Greens and the Deans, the two households that had helped keep her own home afloat, had been the same thing that had torn her life apart.
Sebastian Fern had worked hard ever since their son came to the world, but they had soon realized that his pay alone would not be enough to keep them going. He had asked Alexander Green if he needed a helping hand at home, Martha eagerly welcoming Audrey in and making her feel like part of the family. She had loved that woman, although she had never felt comfortable around Alexander.
She didn’t know if there was any truth behind his involvement in the fire that had taken the life of the Deans’ son. She had asked her husband about it several times, Sebastian always shrugging it off and telling her to stop asking questions she didn’t want answers to. Eventually she did give up asking, but only when he had assured her that he had had nothing to do with the fire. He never denied Alexander Green’s involvement, and the entire town supported his innocence.
Samuel Dean had obviously thought otherwise.
Audrey made her way down Gale Street, looking at the windows for any sign of help needed. She had called her sister in Boston and had already made plans to send Derrick there. She was in no condition to provide for both of them, and her sister was more than willing to help. She had a soft spot for her nephew that Audrey had been counting on. Telling Derrick would be the real problem.
When she neared the arcade, the doors and windows boarded and a deputy sitting guard outside, she quickly crossed the street. She didn’t want to be anywhere near the place where her husband had been stabbed to death, knowing that she would never truly be happy in Cafeville as long as that place was there to remind her of what had happened.
When Walter Garland pulled up to the curb next to her, she was eyeing a dress hanging in a boutique window, the same one Sebastian had promised to buy her with his next paycheck. She watched the sheriff climb out of his car, tired and wary, the last few weeks obviously taking a toll on him. He took off his hat as he approached her and attempted a smile.
“Mrs. Fern,” he greeted.
“Sheriff,” Audrey nodded back. “I’m starting to feel like I’m going to be seeing a lot of you from now on.”
Walter sighed and scratched the back of his head. “I’m sorry, Audrey, I really am,” he said, “but there are a few things we need to get settled, and you’re involved in a lot of it.”
Audrey frowned. “How so?”
“You’re going to have to come with me,” Walter said. “Everything’s at the station, and quite honestly, I want to get this whole thing over with as soon as possible.”
Audrey hesitated. “I’m not under arrest, am I?”
“Oh, God no,” Walter said. “It’s just a bunch of paperwork, a few questions, and a box with your name on it.”
“A box?”
Walter gestured to his patrol car. “Please? It won’t take more than an hour.”
Audrey eyed Walter Garland and then reluctantly got into the car.



Bonus Scene Chapter 3
 
“Sorry about all this.”
Audrey sat uncomfortably in the seat across from Walter Garland, eyeing the papers he was looking through, frowning in confusion as he struggled to find where to start.
“Ana Dean died last night,” Walter suddenly said, pushing a small box towards her, the initials A.D. on the cover. “She slit her wrists after lights out. They found her this morning.”
Audrey’s eyes widened in surprise. “Oh my God!”
“The doctor said it was probably because of her husband’s execution. The news must have hit her a bit too hard.”
Audrey tried to shake away the images of Samuel Dean writhing in the electric chair. She grabbed the small box, running her fingers over the wood and the carvings, trying to wrap her head around the news of Ana’s death.
“She left a message on the wall of her cell, written in what we can only assume was her own blood,” Walter said, leaning in. “It said ‘Fern knew’. Does that mean anything to you?”
Audrey frowned, a chill running down her spine as she avoided Garland’s eyes. “I don’t understand.”
“Well, I know you worked for both families for a while,” Walter said.
Audrey finally looked up, squinting at Walter. “I thought I wasn’t under arrest,” she said.
“You’re not,” Walter said. “It’s just follow-up, really. It was a strange thing to do, and I’m a little curious as to what the message meant.”
“Just curious, Sheriff?”
“Come on, Audrey,” Walter said, leaning back in his chair as he folded his hands over his belly. “Humor me.”
Audrey didn’t answer, her concentration quickly shifting back to the box in her hands as she turned it about in her hands. The truth was, she had an idea of what Walter was talking about, but she wasn’t sure if it would make any sense. Cafeville was a town that had its secrets, and she was just as guilty as everyone else when it came to those.
“What is this?” she asked, holding up the box.
“According to her will, Ana left that to you.”
“Why?”
Walter shrugged. “I was hoping you could tell me. I haven’t opened it, of course, but would appreciate it if you did that right now.”
Audrey looked at him for a moment, and then looked back at the box. She had no idea what Ana could have left her, and a part of her didn’t want to know. She began to wonder if maybe there were a way she could just give it back.
“Audrey?”
Audrey flipped the box over, looking at her former employer’s initials on the cover as she slid it off. There was a note inside, and a key, and Audrey took one look at both before dropping the box on Garland’s desk and getting up, quickly backing away.
Walter got up in an instant, worried.
“Keep that away from me!” Audrey screamed.
Walter turned the box around, looking inside. He frowned and looked up at Audrey questioningly.
“I don’t want it,” she said. “You can’t make me take it!”
Walter grabbed the paper and began to read, his eyes widening as he looked at the woman cowering away. He held the paper toward her. “This is the deed to the house,” he said. “Why did she leave you the deed to the house?”
“I don’t want it!” Audrey screamed out again.
Walter hurried around his desk as the woman collapsed onto the chair by his door, visibly shaking, her eyes fixated on the box and its contents. He sat down next to her and grabbed her hands, squeezing tight as they shook uncontrollably.
Audrey suddenly began to cry, leaning against Walter as he held her, muttering something incomprehensible as he strained to understand what she was saying.
“Audrey, you have to tell me what happened,” Walter whispered, and as he held her, as she shook in his arms and cried, she began to speak.



Bonus Scene Chapter 4
 
Audrey
 
When I first met Samuel Dean, Ana Dean had been visiting the Greens. I had always found it strange that the feud between the two families stopped at the men, the two women closer than anyone I had ever known, as if their husbands were acting like a bunch of children. I didn’t give it too much thought, though, and soon enough I was helping at the Dean household as well.
It was more than I could have ever hoped for, the extra bit of money a blessing really, and soon I was managing my time between both families as if it were nothing at all. The women were civil enough to manage their expectations and time the hours perfectly so that I was able to be of help to both.
To be honest, I loved the work. Many people would find it demeaning, but I liked that I was being of use. Sebastian’s job wasn’t enough, and we both knew how important this was. Besides, the children were wonderful, and both Martha and Ana treated me like one of their own. They even let me bring Derrick along, which was more than I could ask for.
Alexander Green was a harsh man, and I did my best to stray clear of him. I never liked how he treated his children, and he definitely was quick to use his hands on Martha. I never said anything, obviously. Maybe I was scared he’d lash out at me if I opened my mouth, and I didn’t want to put Sebastian in a tight position with the one man who was providing him with steady work. The men had been working together for years, and I didn’t want to get in the middle of that.
So, I kept my mouth shut. About everything. Whatever happened at the Green household while Alexander was away was none of my business. But, that didn’t mean I didn’t see things. I was there most of the time, after all, and soon enough Martha was comfortable enough around me that she sometimes forgot I was even in the house.
I had seen Samuel Dean only a few times. The man was the complete opposite of Alexander. He was charming, quick with a smile, and those eyes could easily make any woman melt. He treated Ana like a queen, and she cherished him like a king. Benjamin was their pride and joy, and it wasn’t hard to see that the child only brought them closer.
I don’t know how it started, or how long the affair had been going on, but it had definitely started well before I had started working for the Greens.
The first time I noticed it was when Samuel would pick up Ana. There was something in the way he looked at Martha, and the way she looked back. I didn’t give it much thought at first, but the more it happened, the more I felt something was going on between them.
I never brought it up with her, and I didn’t think that Ana had any idea. Alexander was definitely in the dark. A man like that wouldn’t let something like this slide, his wife bedding the one man in Cafeville he hated the most.
Soon I started to hear them. I’m telling you, Martha Green had gotten so comfortable, she didn’t even notice whether or not I was still in the house. There were days at a time when her husband would be out of town, and usually mine had been with him. During days like that, I spent the entire day there. I would hear them down the hall from the room she’d let me stay in, and I don’t know if she knew I heard them, but it didn’t stop her if she did.
Samuel knew, though. One night when Ana was visiting Martha, he confronted me, asked me a lot of questions, cornered me until I gave in and admitted that I had an idea. I’m telling you Walter, something was wrong with that man a long time before Benjamin died. He smiled at me when I told him I knew about the affair. The smile scared me more than anything, and he just stood there, looking at me, his eyes moving up and down my body like he was undressing me with them.
I stopped going to both houses after that. I made up some stupid excuse so Sebastian would stop berating me, and I locked myself in my home. I didn’t go out for a week, scared I might bump into any of them in the street. I ignored their calls, Sebastian usually answering and making up an excuse like I was sick or tired, or that Derrick had come down with the flu.
I could only escape them for so long, though, and soon I was working the Green household again. Ana had stopped coming over, and Martha had changed completely. She was angrier, more stressed and frustrated, once even throwing a glass at my head when I had spilled some wine on the floor. I’m telling you, something had happened, and I was finding it harder and harder to work there. I begged Sebastian to not make me go, but he had been insistent, reminding me how much we needed the money.
I remember the last night I worked at the Dean house clearly. It was a Monday, and Samuel was out of the house, probably down the street, and Ana had been drinking heavily. I had a feeling that she had found out about the affair but was keeping her mouth shut. The house had changed, too. It was getting harder to clean. It seemed like every time I went over, it was like I had to start from scratch. And that smell! Oh God, the stench! It was like the entire house was dying, rotting away from the foundations. It was intoxicating!
That night, Ana Dean had asked me to stay with her because Benjamin was feeling under the weather. I agreed, but to this day I have no idea why. I had never felt so uncomfortable before. The only thing on my mind had been how bad I wanted to go home. I wanted to get out of my clothes, take a shower, and scrub away the smell of the place.
I slept in the bed next to Benjamin’s. Well, not really slept. The smell and the cold made it hard for anyone to fall asleep, and the boy was tossing and turning in his bed. That’s when I started hearing the rats.
They were everywhere above my head, running back and forth, their little legs scurrying across the floor above me. I had never heard it before, and never in my life had I heard that many at once. It scared me to death, and I began to worry about Ana. I quickly wore my robe and stepped out onto the second-floor landing, with every intention of checking on her.
When I noticed the open attic, I ran to Ana’s room. I wanted to warn her about the rats, about the open attic door, but she wasn’t in her room. I looked in Samuel’s office, but she wasn’t there either. That’s when I heard her. It took me a while to notice it, but it was definitely her, and she was in the attic. With the rats, and whoever it was she was talking to. She wasn’t alone. I knew that, but for the life of me, I couldn’t tell who was up there with her. I doubt it was Samuel, but I wasn’t going to wait and see.
Walter, the darkness! I have never felt darkness that heavy before. It was everywhere, claustrophobic, as if it were a living, breathing thing that was swallowing up the light. I thought my eyes would adjust, but they didn’t. I tried to find Ana, but it was hopeless, and her voice had disappeared completely, as if she knew I was there and she didn’t want me to hear her.
I climbed the ladder, quickly, praying she was ok. I got to the top, and before I could pull all the way up, Ana fell to the attic floor in front of me. She was barely visible in the light, on all fours, screaming at me to get out, her eyes bleach white. My hands let go of the ladder immediately, my head hitting the side of the opening, and I fell. I landed hard on the floor, my eyes still locked on the face looking down at me, my pain forgotten as what I thought was Ana screamed at me again and again to get out.
I ran, Walter. I ran like I had never run in my life. I didn’t stop until I reached Gale Street. I staggered into Denny’s, screaming for help, out of breath, my feet bleeding.
I stayed there until Sebastian came to take me home. I never went back to that house. I had nightmares for weeks. In each of them Ana was screaming at me, those dead eyes digging into me, her mouth open in an endless scream as she chased me. Get out, she would scream, over and over again.
Two weeks later, Benjamin Dean died in that fire, and a few days afterward, Samuel started killing people.
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Walter sat quietly next to Audrey Fern as she finished her story.
The woman had her arms wrapped around her shoulders, rocking back and forth, and he found himself wondering how much truth was actually behind her story. He had known that Martha Green had her moments, and it was understandable when you actually got to know Alexander. But, Samuel Dean, now that explained a lot.
“Was Alexander Green responsible for that fire?” Walter finally asked.
Audrey didn’t answer, just continued to rock as she stared out into space. He decided that was answer enough.
Walter sighed and stood up, trudging to his desk as he sat down heavily behind it. His eye caught the back of the deed, and he pulled it closer to see what was written there.
You’ll know what to do with it.
He compared the handwriting to the signatures and realized it was Ana’s. Whatever had happened in that house, whatever had pushed her to try and set fire to the Greens, she knew that Audrey knew about it. Why burden her with it?
Walter looked up at Audrey and saw that she was aware of what his next question would be. She shook her head, her eyes begging him not to ask her, but he couldn’t.
“That night that Samuel confronted you –”
“Please, Walter,” Audrey begged him. “Please don’t.”
Walter nodded, understanding that more than just a talk had gone on between the two, and folded the deed neatly. He replaced it with the key in the box and closed it. He got up, walked to Audrey and handed the box to her. She looked at it, and then shook her head quickly, turning away.
“It’s yours now,” Walter said. “I can’t use a crazy woman’s blood painted words to prove anything. I won’t even admit to having heard your story, but you can’t stay in Cafeville, Audrey.”
The woman began to cry again, but she nodded. She knew he was right.
“Take it,” Walter said, placing the box gently in her hands. “This is yours now. Deal with it as you see fit. Sell it if you have to.”
“No,” Audrey said. “I couldn’t do that to anyone.”
Walter shrugged, sighing as he scratched the back of his head. “Then tear it down. If your story is true, then that place needs to go.”
Audrey looked up at him, her eyes red with tears, her body shaking again. “Alexander knew about the affair,” she said. “They all did.”
“That can’t be helped anymore,” Walter said. “We’re all going to have to live with what happened. God help us all.”
He walked Audrey out of the station, his hand on her arm to steady her. As soon as they were outside, the sun in their faces and the light breeze rustling her hair, he gave her a hug and sent her on her way.
It was the last time anyone saw Audrey Fern in Cafeville.
 
***
 
Derrick Fern sat silently at his desk, looking at the small box that had been hidden under his mother’s bed.
For most of his life, she had been a quiet woman, her secrets many and kept well. He had cleaned out her room a few days after her funeral, and finding that small space hiding under the floorboards had been quite a surprise, even to him. He had hidden under that bed several times as a child, playing hide and seek, and had never noticed that the floorboards weren’t even.
Derrick opened the box and unfolded the sheet of paper inside, the key within sliding out onto John Krik’s manuscript. He scanned the deed, frowning as he saw the handwritten message on the back.
Shrugging, he folded it back into the box and dropped the key inside.
Cafeville could wait.
 
* * *
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