
        
            
                
            
        

    
STILLWATER, MINNESOTA

Five Years Ago…

Black.

The suspect had painted every inch of his house black.

Obscured by snowfall, it looked like nothing more than an apparition in the storm, but through the binoculars its sinister presence loomed as large and solid as a monolithic tombstone.

Homicide detective Frank Atkins lowered the binoculars and handed them to his squad partner as the remaining S.W.A.T. officers took up positions to their left and right.

“This is it,” Frank said. He unslung the HK sub-machinegun from his shoulder and flicked off the safety. “We’re going to need to move fast to cross that field without being spotted. This psycho is a slippery son of a bitch. We can’t give him the slightest opportunity to get past us.”

Martin DeAngelo peered into the binoculars. “You do your thing, Detective. We’ll do ours.”

“I mean it,” Frank replied. “I want this bastard taken down once and for all.”

The officer smirked. “Just because you’re qualified for this shit doesn’t make you my commander. Follow my lead and leave the noble quest for vengeance up to the prosecutors, okay?”

Frank looked to the house with the word on the forefront of his mind. Vengeance. That’s exactly what it came to. Vengeance for Christine Mitchell. For Katie Hart. For Sean Edwards. Vengeance for the adolescent boy they still couldn’t identify. Vengeance for all of them.

“Jesus,” DeAngelo commented, still gazing through the binoculars. “I can already hear the insanity plea.”

Frank racked the first round into the breach of his weapon. “If I find him first, he won’t be going to court.”

Maybe it was the hiss of contempt on Frank’s tongue, or the soft squeak of rubber as his hands wrung the handle grip of is weapon, but DeAngelo’s stare broke from the house and regarded him with a creased look of uncertainty.

“You don’t really mean that, do you?”

Frank held his gaze. “Like you said, lieutenant: You do your job, I’ll do mine.”

The man opened his mouth to reply when the voice of the taskforce commander came to life on their radio headsets.

“Move in! Everyone, move in!”

The tactical team plunged out of their cover of evergreens and charged toward the farmhouse, plowing through snowdrifts to the war-drum beat of the twin air-units approaching fast from the south.

The black house loomed ahead. No lights, no sign of movement.

They’d closed within yards of the target when a cataclysmic blast of thunder exploded overhead, shaking the air with the concussive force of a bomb. Three serpents of lightning slithered earthward through the flurries, striking a canted weathervane atop the killer’s rooftop. Sparks showered in every direction.

Several of the men stopped in mid-stride, dropping into defensive postures.

“Jesus!” someone yelled over the radio.

“What the hell was that?”

“Everyone in formation,” Frank roared.

Praying they hadn’t lost the element of surprise, he crouched behind DeAngelo, staying close when the man hefted his riot-shield and rushed up the front steps to the porch. Another officer, Sergeant Rice, heaved a battering ram against the front door, pulverizing it in a hail of splinters and paint chips.

“Police! Search warrant,” Rice shouted as a second officer tossed a stun grenade into the farmhouse’s foyer.

Inside, the decoy device exploded, sending out a mild concussion to disorient anyone in the immediate area. The tac team rushed through the smoke in a stacked, two-by-two formation, spurred on by Rice shouting, “Go, go, go, go!”

Frank followed in line behind DeAngelo, moving fast and low. He kept one hand on the S.W.A.T. officer’s shoulder and held his breath when they crossed over the threshold.

Smoke swirled in the air.

Combat boots hammered the floor.

Three groups of officers, all entering the house from separate locations at once, began calling off cleared areas of the home. Frank and his squad entered a brightly lit foyer flanked by open doorways. Ahead lay a staircase and a long hall that extended toward the back of the house.

Contrary to the exterior paintjob, the walls and floors inside the home appeared immaculately clean. The walls looked smooth and unblemished by age, dotted by dozens of pictures in decorative frames. Ornate woodwork made up the baseboards and trim. Hardwood floors gleamed, exuding the scent of fresh polish.

From the hallway, Frank glanced into the living room on his right. He spotted a host of nickknack covered end tables, chairs with white doilies draped over the armrests, and a plastic-sealed couch with an eye-sizzling floral print.

“That room’s clear,” DeAngelo said. “Stay with me, Detective.”

Frank’s hand had come away from the officer’s shoulder while he contemplated the dichotomy of their suspect’s strange dwelling, and he rushed to catch up. The forward half of their twelve man team raced up to the second level, leaving Frank and DeAngelo to lead the remaining squad members deeper into the house.

A third of the way down the hall, they came upon a half closed door yet to be checked.

“Basement,” DeAngelo said. He kicked the door open, and the stairwell beyond expelled a hot breath of putrescence. The stench of decay invaded Frank’s lungs, causing his chest to heave with a reflexive cough.

“Police,” he yelled. “We’re armed.”

He followed DeAngelo down the stairs, passing between mortar-caked stonework that brought to mind the crumbling tunnels of a subterranean tomb. A bare light bulb over the lower landing cast a fiery glow on the walls, and combined with the smell of death assaulting his nostrils, Frank imagined he’d not only trod into the domain of a killer but had descended into Hell itself.

Four steps from the bottom Kale Kane lunged into view. Their suspect sprung from an open doorway to the right of the landing, brandishing an automatic weapon that exploded to life in a blaze of fire and noise.

“Look out!” Frank cried, but it was already too late.

The first barrage of gunfire hit DeAngelo’s shield center-mass then trailed up the stairs toward the other officers behind them. Bullets cut a dusty trail of destruction along the walls and risers as stray shots whined off the house’s cave-like foundation.

Hot lead cut the sleeve of Frank’s uniform. More screamed past his helmet.

DeAngelo fired two rounds from his sidearm. It was all he had time for. Following the second shot, sparks leapt from the stone on his left and a ricochet tore ear-to-ear through his head. Blood and brains sprayed Frank in the face.

He fired a burst from the MP-5, but the shots went wild as DeAngelo’s body collapsed backward against him.

The other officers higher up the steps erupted into a fury of shouts and hollers, everyone struggling to flee the cramped stairwell and retreat toward safety. Return fire sputtered overhead, amplifying the chaos and adding to the cries of several men shrieking in pain.

Half-blinded by the rain of debris coming off the walls, Frank shoved DeAngelo’s corpse toward Kane with all of his might, slamming the killer back into the room he’d emerged from.

The gunfire ceased.

Frank charged after Kane before he could regain the advantage. He rounded the corner in time to see the madman slap a fresh clip into his weapon.

Frank rammed him in the chest, tackling him to the ground.

Kane’s weapon roared, spitting fire inches from Frank’s face.

The two struck the floor and rolled apart, each coming up into a half-crouch with only a few feet between them.

Both snapped up their weapons. Their gazes locked over the gun sights.

“Drop it,” Frank shouted.

The killer’s eyes reflected the ugly orange light of the basement like twin flames set in the sockets of a half-rotten skull. They flashed with undeniable glee as he retracted his upper lip in genuine smile of delight.

“Fraaaaaaank!”

Frank shuddered at the sound of his name. It gusted from the killer’s mouth in an elongated breath of mixed wonder and jubilation.

“I said drop it!”

Kane’s smile only broadened. “You’re early, Detective Atkins. Not that it will do you any good. I’m finished.”

Frank’s heart thundered in his chest. Sweat slipped from under his Kevlar helmet and cut trails down his cheeks. Behind him, the stairwell rumbled and creaked as the SWAT team reassembled.

“Don’t come any closer!” Kane shouted to the officers without taking his eyes from Frank. “I’ve got your man Atkins. I’ll blow his head off!”

Frank’s grip tightened on his weapon. “How do you know my name?”

Kane’s laugher sounded like snakes slithering through dry grass. “I’ve been told all about you. Who you are. Where you live. I’ve stood over you while you’ve slept. You didn’t know that, did you? The veins in your neck have beat against my blade more than once, but each time I let you live. Do you know why? Because you pose no threat to me, Detective. No more than those dead men on the stairs.”

“There are fifty officers surrounding this place,” Frank growled. “You’ve got nowhere to go. Now drop the fucking weapon!”

Kane laughed again. “I’m counting on those fifty officers, Detective. Don’t you get it? You’re here because I want you here. This is where it starts!”

Frank’s trigger finger tensed when amber light suddenly flared to life on the other side of the room. For a split second his mind screamed BOMB! He flinched hard, but then recovered. Kane’s silhouette stood amid the blaze in stark relief. He could’ve cut Frank in half.

“You see?” Kane said within the light. “It’s begun.”

Frank squinted, trying to keep Kane in his sights.

Over the madman’s shoulder the blinding amber light seeped through the frame of a closed door set into the far wall, casting blazing slivers across the room that illuminated the basement. Then, as suddenly as it appeared, the light vanished. Kane’s spittle-slick grin snapped back into focus.

“The bible got it wrong,” the killer said in an oily whisper. “The meek won’t inherit the Earth, Frank. They’ll take it BACK.”

And with that, the smiling devil pulled the trigger of his weapon.

Each round punched into Frank’s chest with the ruthless power of a sledgehammer, their lethal progress stopped short of entering his flesh by his vest’s protective plating. Pain sunk its teeth into his nerves. Somehow he held the MP-5 steady, gripping it in both hands. He fired back even as he fell, his shots opening a dozen dark holes in the killer’s gaunt torso. Red geysers sprayed from exit wounds in the madman’s back. Unbelievably, Kane continued to grin, firing his gun empty as Frank’s 9mm rounds sliced through him.

The remaining officers poured down the steps and flooded into the basement, filling the room with the explosive roar of additional gunfire. Muzzle flashes lit up the room, creating a crowd of black shadows that danced on the walls like a cheering crowd of demonic spectators.

Frank collapsed to the floor, jaw clenched in a rigor of pain.

The final shot rang in his ears, followed by the shouts of the officers entering the room.

“Cease fire!”

“Officers down!”

“Get the medics in here!”

Frank caught a momentary glimpse of Kale Kane’s blood-splattered face staring back at him from the ground, eyes open. Then fellow officers crowded into the area, blocking the view.

Two of the men helped Frank to his feet. “I’m okay,” he said. “I’ll live.”

He pushed away and edged through the crowd until he stood over Kane’s corpse. The killer lay in an ocean of blood, one cheek peeled aside by a bullet to reveal those shiny white teeth, as if he was still smiling.

Frank sagged, catching his breath.

Across the room wood shrieked against a strike plate. When Frank looked, he saw one of the tactical officers trying to yank open a chipped and faded green door on the far wall, the same door that had contained the unexplainable lightshow moments earlier.

“Wait!” Frank shouted.

The door pulled free even as the words left Frank’s mouth, and the officers that closed in to clear the room beyond immediately choked and recoiled. The stench of rot that had enveloped them since first setting foot in the stairwell magnified to a near-suffocating degree.

“Holy shit,” one of them cried.

Another doubled over and puked.

Despite the overpowering odor, Frank hurried forward. He pushed through the crowd, wincing in pain, but came to a halt when he beheld the unimaginable sight that waited in the dirt-walled room ahead. He stared in dreamlike detachment, his mind straining to make sense of the madness displayed before him.

“My God,” he whispered.

And just when he thought his overstressed nerves had been pushed to their limit, one of the medics who’d bent over Kane’s body ended the shock-induced stillness with a scream.

“He’s still alive!”






CHAPTER 1
Five Years Later …

Jerry Anderson’s eyes snapped opened to see the last flicker of pale blue lightning depart from his bedroom walls, pursued into the night by darkness.

He bolted upright and surveyed the shadowy bedroom with widened eyes, searching his surroundings for the source of what had roused him. By the weakness of the lightning’s pursuing thunderclap, he knew it hadn’t been the storm.

Something moved in the darkness, and Jerry wheeled around to face it.

Outside, the wind gusted against the house and through the nearby treetops, its morose tone overlaid by the sound of rainwater dripping from the gutter. Inside, black shadows swayed on the walls and floor, but he saw nothing to justify his fear.

Nothing yet.

“Get up,” he hissed, shaking his wife.

Margaret Anderson jerked from sleep. “What—” she gasped, but Jerry clapped a hand over her mouth before she could finish.

“I heard something,” he whispered. “In the house.”

Her startled expression cleared, replaced by a look of stark terror. Even in the wan light of the bedside clock the color drained from her face. “No,” she groaned. “It’s been three days. Kern said three days and we’d be safe.”

“Kern’s a fool,” Jerry said. “We were idiots for listening to him.”

Her eyes flicked from his to the door, then back. Lightning flashed outside, and a peal of thunder trembled through the air. They listened to the silence that followed, straining to hear into the deeper reaches of the house.

“You’re certain it wasn’t just another nightmare?” she asked. “We’ve been through this before. You know how real they can be.”

Jerry shook his head. “We should’ve left when we had the chance.”

Turning away, he extracted a .44 revolver from the nightstand, keeping his gaze trained on the bedroom door. When he looked back to his wife, she’d already retrieved the Remington pump-action shotgun from under her side of the bed, just like they’d practiced.

“Stay here,” he said.

He eased out of bed and walked toward the hallway, holding the gun ready. He forced himself to keep his finger on the trigger guard rather than the trigger itself, afraid his shaking hands might fire the gun prematurely.

Clearing the doorway, he crept down the hall to where the stairs overlooked the foyer. Below, the reassuring red light of the front door’s new security panel glowed in the darkness: Property Secured.

He exhaled his fear in one great breath. If anyone lurked down there, the motion sensors would’ve detected them the moment they entered the room.

I’m a prisoner inside my home. And now even home no longer feels safe.

But maybe it was over; maybe Kern was right?

Lightning flashed outside. It lit the huge window in the adjoining living room and displaced the darkness, illuminating a collage of muddy footprints splattered across the carpet.

Jerry’s heart convulsed.

His jaw trembled; his legs weakened.

“No,” he whispered, clutching the railing for balance.

Darkness devoured the sight, but not before he saw the tracks proceeded up the stairs.

Then it came again, the noise he’d heard earlier.

Not wind. Not rain.

Someone moving through the darkness.

His skin went cold, and he whirled around, tracing the footprints back to the bedroom door, where they faded to nothing more than outlines on the carpet.

Margaret screamed.

“Not her,” Jerry cried.

Bounding faster, he came through the door to find the source of his dread looming at the bedside, silhouetted against the far window. Margaret thrashed on the mattress, battling to free herself from a cocoon of bed sheets wrapped tight around her head and held fast by the attacker’s hand behind her back. Her muffled cries came to him like the screams of a drowning swimmer.

The intruder stood silent, unmoving. Resisting Margaret’s violent struggle elicited no signs of strain whatsoever.

“Get away from her,” Jerry yelled. He thrust the gun forward. “You’re not welcome here. Leave us alone! Go the hell away and don’t ever come back.”

Despite the strength of his words, a cold sweat beaded on his forehead.

“Need you,” the trespasser replied.

“No,” Jerry cried. “Find someone else to torment. I’m not going to help you. I can’t do what you want.”

Another flash of light played across the sky, and Jerry gasped at what it revealed: his old flannel shirt; Margaret’s faded blue jeans with the patches on the knees. The intruder had taken the clothes off the scarecrow from their garden and now filled the mud-covered garments to the point of nearly bursting the seams. Jerry trembled at the nightmarish sight, mumbling “please” over and over again in a child-like whimper. His eyes searched the dirty burlap sack that made up the thing’s head for the slightest sign of mercy, but no details had ever been added to the simulated head to create a face. The only response to his pleas came in the form of a blank, expressionless stare.

Thunder boomed, shaking the house around them.

The scarecrow extended its free hand, holding forward an old, wooden-handled shovel.

“No,” Jerry mewed. “I won’t.”

The scarecrow’s face wrinkled, creasing into a look of rage. “You have no choice!”

On the bed, Margaret’s wild movements had dwindled to weak clawing actions.

“You’re not supposed to be able to come here anymore,” Jerry shrieked.

With tears slipping from his eyes, he sighted the weapon on the center of the wadded bed sheets and blew two bloody holes through his wife’s shrouded head.

Then, acting before the maniac scarecrow could stop him, he rammed the hot barrel under his chin and fired again.






CHAPTER 2
Mallory’s eyes widened as her father turned the corner and guided his Ford Expedition into the driveway of her new home.

“Holy shit, Dad, this is yours?”

“Hey,” Paul Wiess laughed. “Easy on the four letter words around your brother.”

“You’re in trouble!” BJ sang from his booster seat in the back.

“Shut up,” she replied. “Sorry, Dad. Won’t happen again.”

“I hope not.”

“My friends are going to be so jealous, though. Becky’s going to flip when she sees this place.”

“I guess I never really considered that during the selection process.”

The house looked like a castle compared to their old home in the city, and she stared in wonder at the wide front porch, three-car garage, brick outer walls, and multi-gabled rooftop.

“I want to be the first in the pool,” BJ, declared, slurping from a juice box.

Mallory rolled her eyes. “Will you stop saying that already? You’re six; you can’t even swim yet.”

“So?”

“So, I’m sick of hearing about all the things you want to do first in the new house. It’s not like you have to wait in line to get in.”

BJ leaned forward and burped at her.

“Freak,” Mallory snapped.

“Okay, you two,” her dad said, “let’s get your stuff out of the back. We can have lunch before setting up your rooms.”

Mallory exited the vehicle and went to unlatch the cargo door of the U-Haul trailer hitched to the rear of the Ford. “How many bedrooms are there?”

“Four on the second floor, one on the main level, and room for another in the basement if you like. You can take your pick.”

Mallory whistled. “Are you running a hotel here or what?”

Her dad gazed at the building. “I know it’s a bit much for a bachelor. It’s just that, since your mom and I split up, I guess it makes me feel more like … Well, like I’m still part of a family.”

A hint of sadness entered her father’s expression at the mention of her parents’ recent separation, and Mallory realized she’d been skirting the issue during the last three months since the divorce. She knew they should talk about it, that she should tell him she didn’t hold any resentment toward either of them, but on the few occasions when the subject had come up the words knotted in her throat, making it difficult to speak. Switching the subject was so much easier.

Unable to meet the hurt look in her dad’s eyes, she redirected her gaze to where they’d come from. At the crest of the hill, the front yard overlooked the tops of all the other houses, allowing a broad view of the lush country landscape beyond.

Her gaze traveled from the scenery to the house opposite her father’s, where a dark figure stood behind a large window, looking back.

Staring at her.

Mallory turned away. “Take a picture while you’re at it,” she mumbled to herself, wondering if the dude had been eyeballing her butt when she opened the trailer door.

She unloaded several boxes while her dad went to get BJ out of his booster seat, rolling her eyes when she heard the twerp say, “Look, dad, I tied my shoelaces to the door handle.”

Mallory shook her head and made another casual glance toward the house across the street.

The figure hadn’t moved.

She couldn’t make out any details other than a jet-black silhouette, but the size told her the watcher had to be an adult and not some boy checking her out. She knew the person was probably a nosy neighbor simply wanting to get a glimpse of the newcomers, but the idea of being spied on by some guy hiding in the shadows made her shiver. She rejoined her father alongside the car, putting the trailer between her and the stranger.

“Greetings,” a voice called. “This must be the family?”

Mallory turned to see an elderly, white-haired man come out of the garage next door, waving as he approached.

“Morning, Harry,” her dad replied. “Kids, this is Harold Fish, the best neighbor anyone could hope for.”

“I pay him to say that,” the man said with a wink.

Her dad made a round of introductions, mentioning Harry owned the company he worked for, and that’s how he’d found the house.

“You see,” Harry said, “I really do pay him to say that.”

Mallory smiled and shook the man’s eager hand. She listened with interest while he pitched the high-points of the area—the bike trails, the lakes, the surrounding woodland—but chanced glancing over her shoulder once the focus shifted to her brother.

The silhouette remained in the window.

“I won’t be keeping you,” Harry said to her father. “I just wanted to see if you and the kids would join me at church tomorrow? You were busy moving in all your furniture last weekend, so I didn’t ask, but I think you’d enjoy it. I could introduce you to some of the locals. Interested?”

Her dad nodded. “That sounds great.”

“Terrific!”

“Holy shit,” BJ cheered.

Mallory and Harry both broke out in chuckles, while her dad tried to explain the concept of first impressions to her brother.

“Excuse me, Mr. Fish?” Mallory asked, still grinning. “Whose house is that over there?” She gestured across the road, where the sentinel figure remained statuesque behind the glass. “That guy in the window has been watching us ever since we showed up.”

Harry craned his head to look over the Ford, and his face became sober. “That’s Judge Anderson’s place,” he replied. “I don’t believe you’ve met Jerry or his wife yet,” he added, once again speaking to her father. “Nice people, believe me, but they’ve both been acting a little odd lately.”

“How so?” Paul asked.

Harry shrugged. “They just haven’t been very sociable these last few days, that kind of thing. They’re usually pretty outgoing people. I spotted Jerry getting the paper last Wednesday while I was out for my morning walk, and the man looked like he hadn’t slept in a week. We said our hellos and what have you, but it was like I was talking to a stranger.” Harry sighed and shook his head. “I suppose I should’ve pressed him for details right then, but it’s hard to know when to prod into another man’s life. Beatrice, God rest her soul, was always better at that sort of thing than I am. She knew how to talk to people when they needed help working things out. I thought about going over there last night to see how they were, but that thunderstorm rolled in so fast I didn’t have the chance. Tried calling instead, but they wouldn’t pick up.”

As if cued by their conversation, the figure in the window moved out of view. Mallory rubbed her arms, still feeling like she was being spied on despite the man’s absence. She started to follow the others to the house but stopped short when the Andersons’ garage door growled open behind her. She glanced over her shoulder to see a large conversion van back out into the street.

Mallory tried to catch a glimpse of the driver, but the van’s tinted windows obscured her view.

The van’s tires screeched on the pavement as it accelerated away.






CHAPTER 3
The Killer drove into a dirt parking lot at the middle of a forest clearing, braking to a stop before an abandoned church. The silence that followed after shutting off the engine became a mute testament to the remoteness of the location.

Despite the solitude, the Killer slid out of the van and cast a wary gaze toward the church. In the past, the humble one-room sanctuary accommodated some sixty people under its wood-shingled roof and steeple. Now, deserted by its parishioners and weathered by neglect, the edifice once built for divine purpose appeared like any other earthly object subject to degeneration. Even the day’s bright sunshine did little to alleviate its dreary look of decay. On the contrary, the light intensified the darkness peeking between the cracks of each boarded-over window and deepened the shadows dwelling within the empty loft of the crumbling bell tower.

Noisy cicadas singing in the nearby brush silenced their buzzing when the Killer rounded the van and opened the back doors. There, sprawled in the cargo space behind the rear seats, lay the Andersons’ bloody bodies.

The Killer seized them by the hair and heaved them out of the van, slamming their corpses to the dirt.

Their untimely deaths only made things more difficult.

Now the Killer needed to find another to aid in the tasks ahead.

Like the girl from this morning.

Mallory they had called her.

“Maa-lll-oo-reee.”

The Killer knew her arrival at this pivotal moment couldn’t be by chance. Not at all. She was a gift, a boon delivered by the unseen forces of the cosmos in favor of the nearing holocaust. Properly slain, her death would be the catalyst for the start of a new age.

The mere thought of her demise sent a tremor of excitement throughout the Killer’s being, lessening the disappointment of the Andersons’ rejection. But before Mallory could die, preparations needed to be made, strength gathered, and for that the Killer needed others. Tonight, the Killer must hunt.

A crow cawed.

The Killer peered around the van’s open door, at the plot of land to the left of the church.

The cemetery.

Bordered by a four-foot-high wrought iron fence, the graveyard held several dozen former residents of the surrounding area, most long forgotten.

The Killer strolled to the fence and stared at the maze of slabs. Dry grass surrounded every tombstone, accompanied by brittle skeletons of parsnip and thistle.

Another crow shrieked from a canted cross not far away.

Dozens more perched amongst the headstones and along the church’s roof and steeple, hundreds of them. They stared at the Killer with dark, seditious eyes.

Below the birds the grass fluttered with the movement of numerous other animals that had congregated in the churchyard: mice, squirrels, woodchuck, garter snakes. A mother raccoon and her two cubs hurried out of sight as the Killer moved along the fence, and a stray cat hissed from its perch atop a tombstone. The killer faced it, causing the beast to retreat into the grass. It fled to the far end of the graveyard, where a trio of deer paced back and forth, flashing the whites of their tails.

Ignoring the animals, the Killer fixed on a specific headstone within the assemblage of graves, the newest addition to the lot.

No dates marked the stone’s surface. No heartfelt words of memory.

Just a name.

Kale Kane.






CHAPTER 4
After putting BJ to bed and locking the house, Paul Wiess switched off the downstairs lights and started up the stairs to wish Mallory a good night.

It had been a productive day. The kids were moved into their second floor bedrooms, the last of the decorations were in place, and the house had come together nicely.

Paul rolled his right shoulder, stretching the muscles. He had a few minor aches from lifting some of the larger pieces of furniture, but they were the satisfying pains of a job well done.

Best of all, he had his children back.

At the top of the steps, he found one of BJ’s superhero action figures lying on the carpet. He picked up the toy, staring at it with a smile on his lips until his eyes began to water.

Who knew you’d miss cleaning up after the kids so much?

He wiped his eyes and thought of the day after he and Vicky split up. His new apartment had only been a mile away from the home they’d shared, but the silence he’d awakened to that morning felt like ice water in his face, cold and merciless, and it washed away all false hopes that his fractured family could somehow be repaired. But that torment lay behind him now. Here he had a second chance to reconstruct his relationship with Mallory and BJ, an opportunity to rebuild some semblance of the life they’d had up until the divorce.

His prayers had been answered.

Paul set BJ’s toy on the hall table at the landing and turned left, heading toward Mallory’s bedroom. He’d just reached the end of the hall when the phone rang, followed by the sound of Mallory’s voice from the other side of her door.

“Hey, Becky, what’s up?”

Paul went to knock, knowing that waiting out one of Mallory’s phone conversations with her best friend would require a paperback novel and two bathroom trips.

“What do you mean Derrick Nolan dumped his girlfriend?” Mallory asked before he could announce himself. Her voice pitched with a note of astonishment. “He’s been asking about me—asking who? You’re lying, right? Please tell me you’re lying. I can’t believe this is happening now!”

There was a pause. Paul lowered his hand, listening.

“Good news?” Mallory cried. “Don’t you get it? Derrick finally breaks up with his bitchy girlfriend, and I’m stuck way the hell out here in Loretto. I know it’s only a forty-five minute drive out of town, but I don’t have my driver’s license yet. Hell, I don’t even have a car. Shit, Becky, I might as well not even exist. Argh! This is a disaster. What am I going to do? I’m trapped.”

Another moment passed in silence while Mallory listened to her friend. Paul looked to the far end of the hall, to his open bedroom door, but the disheartening tone of his daughter’s last statement had tethered him to the conversation like a noose.

“Yes, talk to his sister, put in a good word for me,” Mallory said. “And call me the second you find out anything new. Crap, I’m not going to be able to sleep tonight … What do you mean you know what I’ll be doing? Hey! Shame on you!”

Once they’d said their goodbyes Paul tapped on the door.

“Hey, pumpkin, can I come in?”

“Sure, Dad.”

He crossed the room and sat down on the bed.

“Was that Becky?”

“Yeah.”

She’d already switched off the lights, but he easily discerned the melancholy expression on her face.

“Sounded like she had some pretty interesting news,” he said.

“Nah. Just the usual girl-talk.”

He touched her chin and turned her head to face him. Light from outside caught her eyes, and in the softened glow he glimpsed the child within his daughter’s maturing features.

“I’m so sorry about all this, Mallory. I wish I could put everything back the way it was.”

“Dad, I didn’t mean what I said.”

Paul shook his head. “You’re not the one who needs to apologize. You’ve had to change schools and leave all your friends. And all at a time when … when relationships start to have new meanings. You have every right to be upset.”

Mallory formed a thin smile. “Hey, at least I’m still in the state. I would’ve had to start from scratch in Atlanta.”

“I know, but you didn’t have much of a choice in the matter. I’m sorry for that, and I’m sure your mom is, too. At the same time, I’m also thankful to have you back. Without you and BJ the last few months have felt like decades. I’ve missed you.”

Mallory put her arms around him. “Come on, Dad, you’re going to make me cry if you keep talking like that. I’ll love you no matter what. You don’t have to apologize.”

Paul held her tight.

When they separated he asked, “This Derrick is pretty special to you, huh?”

Mallory shrugged, but her bashful smile told the truth.

“Don’t worry. You’ll get your driver’s license soon enough, and then you can visit your friends whenever you want. I’ll even knock the drive time off your curfew.”

“I’m not worried. As long as I can keep in touch with everyone, and if they’re really my friends, then nothing will change, right?”

Paul nodded. “We’ll just have to make sure you do stay in touch with everyone, and a surefire way to do that is to have a pool party.”

Mallory grinned. “Really?”

“Absolutely,” Paul told her. “Invite whoever you please. We can get one of those mile-long submarine sandwiches, and you can blast the music until the neighbors call the cops.”

Mallory cocked her head.

“Well, okay, maybe not that loud.”

“You’re serious?”

“I’ll even take BJ to the movies so you can have the place to yourself. How many parents say that?”

“Awesome!”

“Of course, there’ll be a certain level of responsibility involved.”

Mallory’s head bobbed an enthusiastic “yes” before he even finished the sentence.






CHAPTER 5
Penelope Styles steered her Dodge Neon into the far left lane of the highway then watched the conversion van following behind her mimic the move in the rearview mirror.

“Shit,” she whispered to herself. “Shit, shit, shit.”

She swept several strands of purple hair off her forehead, feeling a cold sweat that had risen from her skin. In the mirror, the van’s headlight blazed like eyes of a jack-o-lantern.

She first noticed the vehicle about a half-hour ago, just after dusk, when she accidentally passed the exit ramp to north Highway 169. She’d been fiddling with her MP3 player, trying to change playlists, and ended up driving an extra six miles west before realizing she’d missed her turnoff.

That’s when she’d spotted the van.

She didn’t know how long it had been in her wake, but it pulled up behind her as she exited the Interstate to turn around, then followed her back east to the ramp she’d overshot earlier. It could’ve been a harmless coincidence—the two of them making the same mistake at the exact same time—but after becoming aware of the van, she’d kept tabs on its location behind her, noticing it would speed up when she did but wouldn’t pass when she slowed. Now she watched the driver copy her lane changes while she weaved through traffic, displaying a new level of boldness that made her neck hairs quiver with unease.

“Prick,” she shouted at the image in the rearview mirror.

She glanced at the Neon’s control panel and cursed again.

The car needed gas.

She preferred to stay on the road, content to let her vehicular stalker remain on her trail all the way to her parents’ cabin in Clearwater Creek—and to her father’s shotgun collection. Unfortunately, her parents’ place was still a good forty minutes away, and the needle of the fuel gage was already tipping precariously near empty. Like it or not, she needed to stop.

Keeping in the left lane, she eased her car alongside a pickup truck towing a horse trailer. It was only a little after ten, but traffic had already thinned out, and she’d made sure to stick close to the few cars still on the road.

The van trailed behind her, less than a car-length away. Up ahead, the next exit ramp flashed into view, its turnoff bordered by signs promoting food, gas, and lodging.

“Okay, asshole,” she said to the image in the mirror, “follow this!”

With the exit ramp almost on top of her, she slammed on the gas and made a hard right, cutting in front of the truck and up the ramp at the last moment. Horns blared from angry motorists behind her, and tires squealed on the pavement.

She looked in the rearview mirror the second she hit the ramp, trying to ignore the ghost of her reflection when she searched the road behind her. She expected to see an empty stretch of blacktop, but she found the van’s driver had anticipated her move and slowed down to avoid the other traffic.

Now he cut onto the exit ramp and raced to catch up.

“Fuck,” she hissed.

She wished she had a cell phone.

She wished she were closer to her final destination.

Sometimes, on hot dates, she wished she had bigger boobs.

The fact is wishes aren’t being granted at the moment, so you need to take care of yourself.

A two-way intersection came into view at the top of the ramp, and Penelope spotted a brightly lit gas station and sporting goods store about one hundred yards to the right. She started to make the turn when the Neon went dead.

The lights cut off. The engine died.

“What the hell?”

She had no more than a second to ponder the problem when the van roared up from behind. Its headlights blazed through the back window, blinding her in the mirror.

She screamed.

The van slammed into the Neon’s rear end, the sounds of exploding glass and crumpling metal overpowering her cry.

She bucked in her seat. The car skidded across the blacktop, pushed by the van, then jolted again when it crashed through a massive billboard advertising camping supplies. In a split second of raw terror, a chasm-like drainage ditch opened up before her, looking like a huge mouth ready to swallow her whole.

Unable to tear her eyes from the approaching pit, she clawed at her door with blind swipes. The handle eluded her. Leafless branches screeched across the car’s paneling like fingernails. The front tires went over the ledge, and the vehicle’s chassis bottomed out with a bang.

She rocked forward, instinctively clutching at whatever she could to stay balanced, and the door release seemed to jump into her hand.

Screaming, she threw herself out of the car.

She rolled clear of the two vehicles, falling flat on her stomach while her Neon plunged into the pit and crashed to the bottom. Its taillights glared up at her from the dark.

Beside her, the van slid to a halt at the rim of the ditch. Its front tires sat inches from following her car into the murk.

Penelope looked up.

The driver looked down.

And what she saw triggered the most basic instinctual reaction of survival.

She ran.

Slashing through the weeds and bushes, she scrambled up the embankment, back onto the road. Behind her, the van’s engine revved with furious power. Its wheels spun in reverse, issuing a banshee wail as they cut into the ground.

The memory of the driver clung to her mind.

Doll’s eyes, an inner voice shrieked. Empty black doll’s eyes!

Penelope sprinted toward the gas station, cutting across the open land that separated it from the roadside. Here, off the highway, away from traffic, the rural farmland surrounding her became an ugly black wasteland in the dark.

She hit the parking lot of the gas station and raced for the entry, glancing over her shoulder before reaching the doors.

Back on the road, the van’s headlights shone on the pavement like a bloodhound’s nose pressed to a game trail.

She whirled around and dashed inside the store.

∞Θ∞

The Killer growled, clenching the steering wheel.

Judge Anderson’s vehicle had proved more cumbersome than the Killer anticipated, and that error had allowed the girl to escape.

Her strength helped her to survive, aiding her in ways that, like Mallory, she didn’t even realize. Now she ran to the building, where people waited. They couldn’t save her, no one could, but they also couldn’t be left alive to tell what they’d see when the Killer attacked. The hunt had just become a slaughter.

If only the Killer were fully healed; if only there hadn’t been the need to follow this girl so far from Mallory. Time was being wasted.

But it was all necessary.

The Killer needed strength.

And the girl, Penelope, would provide it.

∞Θ∞

Penelope ran inside the store. “Help me,” she cried.

The building appeared to be the combination of a gas station and a sporting goods retailer. The large main room housed miscellaneous food and travel supplies to the left, various hunting, fishing, and camping equipment to the right, and a three-register checkout island in the center, positioned along the front windows.

She rushed to the service counter. “You have to call the cops! There’s a fucking maniac chasing me!”

A tall American Indian man with the muscled arms of a comic book superhero stood behind the counter. He’d been tallying the purchases of another female customer prior to Penelope’s entrance and now froze in mid-acceptance of a twenty dollar bill. Both he and the woman stared at her with tense expressions, and Penelope tried to imagine what they were seeing: a sweaty girl with dirt-scuffed clothes and purple hair, shouting with each breath.

“Who’s chasing you?” the clerk asked. He handed the customer her change, allowing her to leave.

The woman made a quick exit, and Penelope pointed past her to where the van had pulled to a stop outside the parking lot’s entry. Its headlights went dark.

“That man’s trying to kill me,” she said. “He’s been following me for over an hour, and he just rammed my car off the road.”

Three other people perused the aisles of merchandise: another employee stocking shelves, and two middle-aged men looking at fishing poles. Each regarded her with expressions of uncertain curiosity.

“Damn, are you okay?” the clerk asked. He wore a dark blue, short-sleeve shirt with a red stripe down the left side and the name “Bird” embroidered in white over the right breast pocket.

“I’m fine,” Penelope cried. “Just get the cops here to arrest that asshole!”

Bird picked up a phone from beneath the counter and set it beside the register. He glanced from her to the doors. “Do you know who he is?”

“Not a clue,” Penelope replied. “He’s wearing some kind of mask.”

Bird faced the massive front windows as he dialed. “Well, he’s watching us, whoever he is. Hopefully the sheriff will get here quick enough to catch the guy.”

Penelope thanked him in a confident tone but had to hug herself to keep from shaking. Taking deep breaths, she leaned against the glass countertop and tried to relax. In the display case directly below, her reflection stared back in the polished blades of a dozen enormous hunting knives.

She straightened up.

Bird put the phone to his ear and a concerned look crossed his face. Placing the handset back in its cradle, he faced the cold storage lockers along the back wall of the store and called to the other employee. “Hey, Jason, come watch the register a sec.”

The lanky, red-haired kid trotted over. “What’s up?”

“The phone’s dead,” Bird told him.

Penelope faced him.

“Don’t worry, I’ve got a cell phone,” he assured her. “Regular lines have been up and down half a dozen times since Friday night’s thunderstorm.” He briefed Jason on the situation and told the kid to keep watch on the van. “Use the binoculars; see if you can get a license plate number. Oh, and log the counter time on the surveillance cameras,” he added, pointing to a set of security monitors. “The Sheriff will want to look at the tape. I’ll be back in a minute.”

He turned and strode toward the back corner of the store. Penelope glanced from Bird to Jason and back, then hurried after the towering tribesman. She crossed between aisles of camping equipment, following him into a small office. She reached him in time to see the man searching through a gym bag alongside the manager’s desk.

“Thanks again for all your help,” she said. “I really appreciate it.”

He nodded. “Glad to do it.”

She wanted to sit tight, believe everything was going to be okay, but one question still undermined her resolve. “What if he comes after me?” she asked.

Bird eyed her, still hunting for the phone. “Not to worry,” he replied. “We’d see him on those.” He gestured to what looked like several portable TVs immediately to her left.

Stepping farther inside the office, she spotted four monitors similar to the pair out by the registers. Along with the two cameras keeping watch on the interior of the store and the fueling area outside, an additional pair provided wide shots of the property. She spotted the van in the upper right corner of the third screen.

“So what if we do see him coming?” she prodded. “What if he comes into the store?”

The large man smiled. He leaned across the desk and produced a short-barrel revolver from one of the drawers. “One problem. Six solutions.”

She tried to emulate his level of confidence but only managed a strained grin.

He found his cell phone and flipped it open. “I doubt it’ll come to that,” he reassured her, dialing the sheriff’s office. “He hasn’t even gotten out of the—”

He trailed off in mid-sentence, staring at the phone.

“What about the phone lines, though?” she asked, again turning to the security monitors. “What if they’re not down because of the storm? What if he cut them? That would mean he’s already out there?”

Before Bird could answer, the black and white images on the screens dissolved into static. One by one, they all went out.

Penelope spun, mouth open, but stopped short at the look on Bird’s face.

She froze. “What? What’s wrong?”

“Jason is dead,” he whispered, still staring at the cell phone. “That’s what the display on my phone says: Jason is dead.”

The lights went out. Everything went black.

The windowless office became a cocoon of darkness.

“What the hell?” one of the men asked from the main room.

Glass shattered at the front of the store, chased by a piercing scream that choked off abruptly.

“Crap,” another man shouted, his profanity punctuated by the noise of several fishing poles crashing to the floor.

Penelope’s hands swept the wall beside her, searching for the way out. Bird edged past her in the dark and shoved through the door. His massive silhouette charged toward the counter, and she raced to catch up to him.

Battery-powered flood lamps mounted in the back corners of the room provided some relief from the darkness, but their orange light also helped to enhance the shadows between the aisles and those gathered in the checkout area.

“Hey, what’s going on?” one of the men in the fishing section demanded. “What the hell was that noise? I’m blind as a bat’s ass over here.”

The two men had been separated from the rest of the store behind tall racks of fishing poles and nets. Now, in the blackout, she couldn’t see them at all.

Penelope hurried onward. She caught up to Bird, finding him backed against a pyramid of stacked windshield washer bottles directly across from the registers.

“We shouldn’t go out the front,” she started to say, but fell silent when she saw his eyes had gone wide and his mouth had dropped open.

Penelope turned, afraid the man had reacted to someone who’d approached from behind her, but saw no one at the empty checkout island or near—

The display case.

The glass lay shattered across the floor, the metallic framing blasted out of shape.

All the knives were missing.

Then she noticed the blood. It sprinkled out of the darkness like some hellish rain, splattering the floor in the center of the clerks’ work area. Shivering with fear, acting out of instinct rather than on command, Penelope looked up, tracing the liquid path back to its origin. She found Jason’s gutted body stuck to the ceiling, pinned in place with the stolen knives. The corpse remained half-hidden from view by overhead storage racks of cigarettes and lottery tickets, but she saw enough of him to know that his belly had been slit open and emptied.

Penelope opened her mouth to scream but the sound failed to come.

“Would one of you answer us,” a customer shouted.

She faced the voice to see the two men standing in the light at the end of one of the aisles, followed by the silhouette of a third man dressed in a fisherman’s vest, waders, and fatigue hat. He stepped into view behind the two customers, walking out of a display of set-up camping equipment. Lost in shadow, the person’s face hid within an ovoid patch of darkness.

But there was no one else in the store. Which means—

“Look out,” Bird shouted, voicing the words already screaming in Penelope’s mind.

The men stopped, unaware that the figure had just lifted a double-bladed ax from a wall-mounted hanger.

“Run,” Bird hollered at the men. He lunged in front of Penelope and opened fire with the handgun. Dark chunks exploded off the assailant’s upper body, but the wounds didn’t stop him. He raised the ax over his head.

The tool came down on the skull of the closest man—

Thwack!

—spraying gore, driving him to the floor.

The second man threw himself away from the gunfire, ducking behind a display barrel of foil-wrapped Glow Sticks. Bird ejected the spent cartridges and the man scrambled to find better shelter. Trapped between Bird and the ax-wielding maniac, he clambered up the six-foot-high steel shelves dividing his aisle and the next. The sheet metal bent under his weight, spilling an avalanche of merchandise, but didn’t slow his ascent.

He reached the top when the first tent stake hit him.

They came out of nowhere. A dozen of them.

Thud! Thud! Thud! Thud!

One after the other they plunged into his back like arrows fired from the shadows. Three more caught him in the head, casting him off the shelves and over the other side.

Bird cursed, thumbing fresh rounds into the revolver.

Penelope stood paralyzed by the sight. The shape at the end of the aisle advance toward her, moving with purpose. Bird grabbed her arm and hauled her after him.

“Come on!” He pulled her through the main doors, into the humid summer night. “My truck’s on the side of the building,” he said, locking the handgun’s cylinder in place. “It’s the blue one. The doors are—”

He fell to his knees with a shout, taking Penelope down with him. Three medium size knives jutted from his hip and side.

“Oh, shit, no,” she shrieked, trying to help him up.

She wrapped her arms around his midsection, struggling to lift his bulk. He gained one leg. Then the other. And five more knives jabbed into his shoulder and back, causing him to howl in pain. He collapsed.

Penelope pulled at his shirt, tears streaming down her face. “Get up.”

She looked to the store. The figure emerged from the doorway.

“Get up, Bird. Get up. He’s coming!”

The man had fallen silent, but his grip tightened on her arm. Pulling himself to a half-kneeling position, he pressed the handgun and truck keys into her hands. “Go. Hurry … Go.”

The words were still fresh from his lips when two more blades sunk into his flesh, entering his neck and the side of his head. His heavy body went slack and slipped out of her grasp.

Penelope staggered backwards, her gaze locked on the dead Indian. Five minutes ago he’d been an average guy doing his job. Now he was gone. She’d only known him by part of his name, but he’d helped her. Hell, he’d saved her life a moment ago. He didn’t deserve it, she thought. None of them deserved it.

Screaming, tears spilling down her face, Penelope pivoted away from Bird’s lifeless body.

She raised the revolver and opened fire on his killer.

Each shot jarred her arms to the bone. The recoil threatened to send the gun flying from her grasp, but she tensed her muscles and forced herself to hold the weapon level. At such close range—less than twenty feet away—the bullets pierced the killer’s body and punched into the walls of the building behind him.

Then, in a horrifying moment of heightened perception, she saw several sparks leap off a metallic cage of propane tanks near—

The building exploded.






CHAPTER 6
Melissa could smell the bodies all the way from the roadside, thirty yards from the house. Even here in the country, surrounded by sprawling green fields of soybeans and corn, the vast open space and gentle morning breeze did nothing to dilute the stench in the air.

She turned off the county road and onto the property’s dirt driveway, pulling to a stop behind the two Corcoran squad cars already on the scene.

She got out of the car and found herself in the shadow of a tank-like man who identified himself as Officer Davis. Melissa put the man at six-foot-four from the soles of his shoes to the top of his crew cut blonde hair. Despite his formidable size, a sickly pallor dominated his facial complexion. Beads of sweat dotted his forehead.

“I’m Detective Humble,” she said. “Hennepin County Homicide.”

After floundering for a response, Davis merely nodded.

“First body?” Melissa asked, giving the man time to recover.

“Yes, Ma’am. I’m sorry.”

“What can you tell me so far?”

“There’re, ah, two victims,” Davis said, leading her toward the farmhouse. “Mel and Florence Patterson, ages sixty-five and sixty-two. We found their IDs inside. One of’em’s in the house, the other’s in the garage.”

“Who found them?”

“Xcel Energy employee,” Davis answered. He pointed past the squad cars, to a white pickup truck with the power company’s logo on the door. “Guy’s name is Kevin Porter. He was doing scheduled maintenance both here in Corcoran and down the road in Loretto. He said he’d finished checking the transformer back near the road when he noticed the service pole feeding the house was down. He didn’t have a report on it, so he figured the people who owned the place were out of town and didn’t know their power was out. When he came up the driveway to have a better look at the damage, that’s when he saw the garage.”

The officer gestured to the large detached garage. The white aluminum door buckled outward at the center, as if someone had tried to drive out without raising it.

“That’s nothing compared to what’s inside,” Davis added in a whisper.

They approached the two-story home and ascended the front steps into the cooler shadows under the covered porch. Davis led her around the building’s front half, passing a cedar log bench swing and decorative bouquets made of dried cornstalks and sunflowers. He stopped at a side entrance to point out the first signs of destruction amidst the pristine yellow paintjob on the walls and the white trim of the doorway. Melissa crouched down to examine the splinters of wood that jutted from the doorjamb and strike plate like a vertical row of needle-sharp teeth.

She looked at the officer. “This door was kicked out.”

“From the inside,” Davis agreed.

He opened the door for Melissa and the smell of decay intensified to an almost unbearable level. Davis took a step back.

“It’s bad,” he warned her.

She glanced at him, knowing her small frame and youthful appearance often made other officers—male officers—feel inclined to treat her like a rookie on the first day of the job. But when she noted the unfeigned look of repulsion on his face, she strode inside without comment.

The door opened onto a true farmhouse kitchen, one that boasted two big ovens and a gas range that looked large enough to serve in any major restaurant. Copper pots and iron pans hung in neat order on ceiling racks over a central cooking island, and the dinner table looked like a marvelous solid oak work of art from a previous century.

Beyond those items the pleasantries stopped.

At the far end of the kitchen, between the counter and the ovens, Mrs. Patterson’s corpse hung on the wall like one of the knickknacks on the porch.

Melissa stopped in her tracks, gazing in disbelief.

The woman’s corpse had been nailed in place with every cooking utensil imaginable, pinning her back to the wall, arms outstretched. Knives, forks, tongs, skewers, corkscrews—even wooden cooking spoons pierced the body; their straight handles had been thrust into the eye sockets. The air hummed with flies.

“You ever seen anything so horrible?” the officer asked, now staring out the window rather than look at the deceased.

“Not like this, no.”

“We got us a real problem here, don’t we?”

Melissa didn’t answer. Instead, she moved closer to the body.

“Decomp has to be three or four days old,” she said, swatting at flies that darted for her face. She knew the coroner’s examination would determine if anything had happened to Mrs. Patterson prior to being stapled to the wall, but it seemed likely the bizarre crucifixion would prove to be a posthumous act, done as a deranged display by the killer. Then again, she knew anyone capable of taking a life was also capable of unthinkable cruelty.

Suddenly, something caught her eye, a mark half-hidden behind the hair drooping over the dead woman’s face. Melissa pulled a pen from her pocket and pushed the strands aside.

“Oh, shit,” she thought aloud.

Her comment jolted Officer Davis from his thoughts, and he turned his back on the blooming countryside out the window. “What is it, Ma’am?”

She stepped back to allow him a view of several incisions on the woman’s forehead. Maggots squirmed under the skin, but she knew it was the marking itself that caused the cop’s expression to pale in awe.

Melissa now knew that this would be an even stranger case than it already seemed. She’d found two overlapping twin Ks, the horrifying signature of serial kidnapper and mass-murderer Kale Kane. She knew the mark well. The maniac’s freakish signature that had become synonymous throughout the state—maybe even the country by now—with fear, malevolence, lunacy, and death.

“Oh, Jesus,” Davis whispered. “We got a copycat.”

Melissa looked out the kitchen door at the sound of approaching vehicles. The coroner van and the crime scene investigators had arrived.

“We don’t know it’s a copycat,” she warned.

“How many will this one kill?” he whispered, still staring at the corpse.

Melissa ignored the officer’s comment and edged past him, exiting the kitchen to go meet the forensics team leader. Outside, the rising sun’s heat did little to dissuade the shiver that ran through her.






CHAPTER 7
Dad, do we have to do this?” Mallory asked.

She looked at the gathering of strangers in the parking lot of Loretto’s Church of Saints Peter and Paul. “We don’t know anyone here, and people keep looking at us. I feel like an oddball or something. Besides, this is a Catholic church, and we’re not even Catholics.”

BJ hopped out of the Expedition and began plucking at his rear.

“It doesn’t matter,” Paul said, helping BJ adjust his clothes. “We’re here as guests. And don’t worry about not knowing anyone. That’s one of the reasons we came, remember? To meet people.”

“These pants go up my butt,” BJ complained.

Mallory rolled her eyes. Fresh out of the shower and in his junior suit and tie, the kid looked like a six-year-old mobster.

Paul checked his watch. “It’s almost eight, we better get inside.”

They climbed the double staircase that led to the entrance. The red brick church stood in a cul-de-sac on the incline of a modest hill, and its tall steeple towered over the surrounding houses. Inside, Mr. Fish greeted them near the door, initiating a round of handshakes and hellos. He led them inside, weaving through a mix of people gathered within the main chamber. They stopped at one of the right-hand pews, where a young redhead woman sat alone.

“Rebecca, mind if we join you?” Harry asked.

The woman turned, curious, and her face bloomed into an expression of surprise. Her green eyes sparkled even in the diffused light coming through the stained glass windows on the wall.

“Harry, how are you?” she asked. “And, Paul, this is a surprise. It’s good to see you again.”

Mallory’s eyes zeroed in on her father and noted how his smile widened when the two shook hands.

“Nice to see you again, too, Rebecca,” her dad replied. “You look … You look spectacular.”

Mallory cleared her throat, exaggerating the volume to regain his attention.

Her dad looked. “Oh, kids, this is Rebecca Fleming, the realtor Harry set me up with when I bought the house. She lives here in Loretto.”

“Mallory and Benjamin, right?” Rebecca asked. “It’s nice to finally meet you. Paul mentioned you’d be moving here. How is everything so far? Do you like your new home?”

“The pool is my favorite,” BJ chimed in. Not yet versed in the complex morays of social behavior, he had unzipped his fly and stuffed one hand down his pant leg to scratch his thigh.

Her dad flinched. “BJ!”

Harry gave a hearty chuckle. “Rebecca has a son about your age, Mallory,” he interjected while her dad adjusted BJ’s clothes. “Where is Tim, anyway?”

Though answering Mr. Fish, Rebecca kept her eyes on Mallory’s dad. “He’s visiting his father this weekend.”

“Oh, that’s right,” Harry said, leaning toward Paul. “Rebecca is also divorced. A.K.A. available. You two have something in common on that front.”

Rebecca reddened. “He already knows that, Harry, but thank you.” Turning to Paul, she added, “In case you haven’t noticed, Harry’s taken it upon himself to be my personal matchmaker.”

Her dad nodded while the woman talked, clearly trying to keep his expression serious despite Mr. Fish’s elbow nudges.

“Tim should be back later this afternoon,” Rebecca said, once again speaking to Mallory. “I’m sure he’d love to show you around town and introduce you to some of the other kids. Should I tell him to stop by?”

“Sure,” Mallory answered, knowing her dad would argue the matter if she said no.

Mr. Fish clapped a hand on Paul’s back and ushered him into the pew beside Rebecca. “You two go ahead and have a seat together. I want to sit next to Mallory so I can fill her in on the high school she’ll be attending this fall.” He leaned in close and winked. “The Dean is a good friend of mine, and I can give you all the dirt there is to know about any teacher in the school.”






CHAPTER 8
Tim Fleming stared wide-eyed, his breath held at mid-draw. On screen the two girls embraced, coming together at the mouth for an open, tongue-touching kiss.

“This could be interesting,” he whispered.

The girls’ names were Mystie Valley and Lolita Libido, and they made up just two of the many stars in the adult movie Pokeherhotass, which his father had given him at the finale of their weekend visitation.

Tim swallowed, finding his mouth had gone dry during the opening scene. The film began in a rustic cabin with the two starlets dressed to resemble a scantily clad Indian squaw and an equally half-naked cowgirl with short blonde hair. After their initial bout of kissing and rubbing, the Indian girl (who was clearly Latino) climbed atop an old wooden table and allowed her costar to remove the top half of her costume. She wore a tan, buffalo hide skirt with fur tails and multicolored beads tied to the waistline, and those items fell over the dark patch of hair between her legs when she spread them for the camera.

Tim shifted the TV’s remote in his sweat-slick hand. His heart raced.

A turbulent mixture of excitement and shame pulled at his conscience with equal intensity.

He recalled the jaw-dropping moment when his dad first presented him with the DVD on the previous evening, having handed over the graphically decorated case the way one might recommend a documentary on colonial-age lifestyles. Tim had sat in a speechless stupor while his father explained how boys his age developed a natural curiosity about girls, soon realizing the gift constituted his father’s best shot at a man-to-man talk about the dynamics of sex. And if the video hadn’t been embarrassing enough, his dad went on to regale him with stories of his own sexual adventures as a teenager. The awkwardness of the whole ordeal gripped him like a hand around his throat, leaving him speechless, and it didn’t let up until his dad told him they needed to end the outing early.

Now, alone in the living room, with the moans and gasps of the girls on the screen, Tim felt a whole new kind of embarrassment dwelling on his mind.

Originally, he hadn’t intended to watch the movie at all. He knew that if he did, it might lead to other activities, and masturbating to a porno flick would be just another way of reminding himself that real girls weren’t interested in him. Nevertheless, when he arrived home and found the house empty, he couldn’t resist the temptation of playing the video, and the first sight of the women had produced an instantaneous erection.

He looked at the clock. At the drapes covering the front windows.

The cowgirl knelt over the Indian girl on the table now, practically sitting on her face, and when the camera moved around her back, she slipped aside a thin pair of black panties to reveal her hairless vagina.

Tim’s hands flew to the buttons of his fly while the girl being straddled kissed and nibbled at the pink skin that protruded from the bald cleft above her head.

He shucked off his pants, started to pull down his boxers.

And heard his mom’s car arrive in the driveway.

“Oh, shit!”

He staggered forward, hobbled by his own clothing, and nearly toppled headfirst into the television screen. Regaining his balance, he jabbed at the DVD controls, hitting PAUSE, FAST-FORWARD, PLAY, and then STOP in his frantic quest to eject the disc. Contrary to his panic-induced clumsiness, his boner had vanished with light-speed efficiency.

A car door creaked open. Then shut.

He yanked up his pants and redid the buttons.

A key turned in the lock.

Tim switched off the television with one hand and grabbed the movie from the DVD player with the other. He tossed the disc into its case and wedged it into the waistband at the back of his pants to the sound of the front door opening.

His mother walked in. “Tim. This is a surprise.”

“Hi, Mom.” He remained by the TV and waved like an idiot, too afraid to move.

She kicked off her shoes. “I didn’t expect you back this early. I thought you were going to Valleyfair for the afternoon?”

“You know Dad,” he replied. “Work came up, and he had to go early. He left me the tickets, though.”

She shook her head with obvious irritation and opened her mouth to say something when she stopped and refocused on him. “Are you okay?” she asked. “You’re all red and you look like you’re sweating.”

“Me?” he replied, and his voice cracked at the end of the word. He cleared his throat. “Fine. I’m fine. Everything’s fine. We went fishing Saturday, and I forgot the sun-block. Won’t do that again. How was your weekend?”

She left her shoes at the entry and walked past him, toward the kitchen. “All right, I guess. I had two open houses, but only a handful of people showed up.” She paused at the refrigerator and turned around. “Do you remember that man I told you about a while ago, the one who bought the house next to Harry’s?”

“I think so.”

“I saw him again at church today,” she said, smiling. “I think he likes me.”

Tim grinned, and his ridged posture melted to a more relaxed stance. Unlike his father, talking to his mom came easy; the divorce had bolstered their relationship in that way, allowing them to confide in one another on almost any topic.

“Does that mean I’ll be getting a new daddy?” he asked, using the most innocent voice he could muster.

“Shut up,” she replied, but her words dissolved into laughter. “Seriously. I like him, too, and … Well, you know I haven’t dated much since your father and I split up. It’s kind of scary, thinking about rejoining the singles scene. Cut me some slack.”

He nodded. “Sorry, I couldn’t resist.”

Suddenly her eyes narrowed, and Tim found himself at the target end of a wily stare. “You know, he has a daughter your age. Her name’s Mallory.”

“Good for him.”

“She’s a very nice girl,” his mother continued. “And quite attractive.”

“So you have the hots for her, too, is that it?”

“Ha, ha, wise guy. Actually, I thought you might want to meet her. She’ll need someone to introduce her around, show her the town. Better yet, you have those passes to Valleyfair. You should ask her to go with you. That would be a nice welcome present.”

“Maybe,” he replied. “I’m not exactly Mr. Popularity, though.”

“Don’t sell yourself short, pal. I think she’d be thrilled if you asked her. You know what it’s like to be the new kid in town. Think about it. In the meantime, I’m starving. Do you want to help cook up some stir fry?”

“Sure. Just give me a minute to toss my overnight stuff in the washer.”

He sidestepped away from the doorway so she wouldn’t see the movie sticking out his pants and hurried to his room. Behind his closed door, his face warmed with a renewed flush of humiliation when he extracted the DVD from his waistband, thinking he should take it out to the garage and bury it at the bottom of a trashcan.

Instead, he went to his dresser and pulled the bottom drawer off its runners, dropping the movie into the hollow space beneath it.

Just in case he needed more fatherly advice.






CHAPTER 9
After she’d returned home from church and switched into a pair of running shorts and a sports bra, Mallory headed outside to go jogging. Mr. Fish had mentioned a series of dirt trails in the woods behind the neighborhood, and the sunny afternoon looked like a perfect time to familiarize herself with the area.

She left the yard, cut between the homes in back of her own, and found herself at the rear half of the block. A small path cut from the street into the forest. Leaving the pavement behind, she turned right and began jogging through the woods under a thick ceiling of lush tree branches.

Packed tight beneath the footfalls of countless travelers and worn flat by the abrasive touch of speeding bicycle tires, the ground along the path created a smooth tunnel-like passage beneath the trees. Forks branched from the main trail every so often, but on all sides a dense net of plant life blocked her view of anything beyond.

The close-knit greenery gave her a sense of isolation that she found perfect for clearing her thoughts, a calm she used to ponder the new developments concerning her old classmate, Derrick Nolan. Until last night, Derrick had always seemed unattainable to her, a person she could only dream about. Maybe all that was going to change?

Rounding a small knoll, her train of thought switched tracks, and she found herself wondering what Rebecca’s son, Tim, might be like. What if he proved an even better find than Derrick? It would certainly put a positive spin on the moving experience to find a cute guy waiting for a girlfriend.

Who knows? It could happen.

Lost in thought, it took her a second to notice how the dirt path had diminished to nothing more than a game trail. The forest leaned in on both sides.

Crap, I must have taken one of the forks.

She slowed down, about to turn back, when she caught sight of something beyond the trees to her left.

An old barn.

Mallory walked off the trail, pushing aside a curtain of ivy to get a better look.

Blackened by fungus and age, the enormous building sat at the far end of an overgrown field, looking dilapidated and on the verge of collapse. A towering concrete silo stood behind it, its dome top peeking over the barn’s sagging roof like an archaic observatory.

“Cool,” she whispered.

She glanced around, making certain the property was abandoned, then waded through the weeds until she stood before the ramshackle structure. She craned her head upward to take in the sight.

This close, the barn blocked out the sun, and its worn timbers hid in the shadows.

She rubbed her arms to dispel the electrifying chill that arose from her nerves at the thought of seeing a face appear in one of the building’s open windows.

To the left sat the fire-gutted shell of a two-story farmhouse, half-hidden by trees. To the right, a collection of tin henhouses dotted the weeds, all surrounded by the drooping remains of a rusty barbed wire fence.

She noticed spray-paint graffiti decorated the silo’s base with the names of those who’d visited here and felt the need to leave their mark, but none of the writing could keep her gaze from returning to the open front doors of the barn.

Mallory stepped up to the threshold and stopped. She panned her gaze from one side of the open main chamber to the next, sweeping the scene from the dusty floor to the high, hole-speckled ceiling.

She took her first tentative step forward, moving inside as if entering a forbidden tomb guarded by malevolent spirits.

Wide horse stalls took up most of the space to each side of the lower room, their wood walls dotted with insect burrows and rot. High above a wheeled rope and pulley hung from a rusty track along the central crossbeam. It appeared someone had added a new rope to the old contraption and turned it into a ride of some sort, using the wheeled runner to slide back and forth between the two open haylofts at either end of the building.

Uncertain whether the upper levels were safe or not, Mallory stuck to the ground level. She picked her way through the rubble littering the floor, occasionally kicking over a fallen wall panel to see what lay beneath it or prodding at suspicious bits of trash and mentally reconstructing how they had gotten into the barn.

The shadows deepened the farther she went, wrapping her in a cool embrace.

At the rear of the building she found a wooden storage bin in the far right corner. An open metal chute jutted from the wall directly above the bin—probably connected to the silo, she guessed—and inside the opening she discovered a host of writing scrawled across the sheet metal in permanent black marker.

Jennifer Johnson sucks dog cocks!

Go Green: Smoke weed.

HB loves JD

After making sure she wouldn’t step in anything gross, she climbed into the empty bin and stepped up to the chute for a closer look. She peered into the dark.

The rectangular passage extended upward at an incline into blackness, with the far end barely visible in the murk. The messages appeared to continue for the full length of the chute, hundreds upon hundreds of them, no doubt left by local teens over the years.

Mallory scanned the writing closest to her, sometimes having to guess at the words where one note overlapped another. She read proclamations of love, giggled at dirty jokes, and frowned at the occasional racial slur or homophobic remark. Drawings accompanied many of the notes, and they sometimes included phone numbers or web sites. She spotted peace signs and swastikas, hearts and skulls, naked cartoon people drawn with oversized boobs or gigantic penises.

She read almost two dozen messages before spotting a familiar name among the clutter: Tim Fleming.

Mallory’s eyes widened.

The last part of the name was scribbled over by the thatch of doodle-lady spreading her legs, but Mallory was sure she had the name right. The last half of the message reappeared on the other side of the drawing, and her brow furrowed when she put the two together, whispering the words aloud.

“Tim Fleming … is a dickless faggot.”

Mallory stared at the message, cringing with disgust. She read it again and recalled her meeting with Rebecca. The woman seemed nice enough, but that didn’t mean her son would be the same. Obviously he wasn’t too well liked by someone. And she had already agreed to hang out with him later in the day.

She looked up, into the chute, searching the messages a little farther inside.

And found another bearing Tim’s name.

Tim Flemwad is a pussy.

She looked to the left wall.

Tim Flemwad takes it up the ass.

To the right.

Tim Flemwad licks shit.

She counted twenty notes with Tim’s name, but the ink was faded and scratched, written over in some parts. The freshest-looking message lay just out of reach, but what little she could see of it told her that it promised to be the juiciest bit of info yet.

Tim Fleming Loves …

Mallory groaned, unable to read the rest.

“Who? Tim Fleming loves who?”

Due to the incline of the chute the last half of the message vanished into shadow. Even on her tip-toes, she couldn’t see what it said.

“Damn.”

She couldn’t help wanting to know the rest. It was like a sitcom at this point. And here, obviously, was the source of the whole conflict, teasing her like cliffhanger ending.

She rested her hands on the lip of the chute, testing its strength. She looked up. Obviously the metal was strong enough to hold the weight of those who had ventured inside to leave their tag on this makeshift bulletin board, and all the newer messages seemed to be farther up. Perhaps one of them would reveal the name of the mystery girl Tim loved and shed light on the reason for so many hateful comments about him?

After one last moment of contemplation, she climbed inside and crawled upward.

Up and up she went, getting closer and closer, but now her own shadow was blocking the light, and she couldn’t fully see the entire message until she was almost on top of it. Then, finally, mercifully, she discovered the final piece of the message.

Tim Fleming Loves … Fucking Donkeys.

Mallory rolled her eyes.

“I crawled all the way up here for THAT?”

She expelled her frustration in a single long breath, not wanting to think of how dirty she’d gotten, especially now that it was all for nothing. The upper opening of the chute waited just a few yards ahead, letting in a little more light, and she inched along toward it, searching the writing for more mention of Tim. She found plenty, but nothing that explained the anger behind the messages.

She reached the top of the chute.

Switching interests, Mallory wondered what the inside of the silo looked like, imagining it as a huge archive of spray paint and ink.

She leaned into the dank air of the silo’s interior, looking around to see what she could make out in the gloom.

The second she did, the foul stench of rot overpowered her senses.

She gagged and coughed with each lungful, involuntarily clutching her nose when she reeled away from the stink. With a moan of disgust, she twisted around to slide back down the chute, but with all her weight pressed on the unsupported edge at the opening, the sheet metal bent and the section she sat on tore away from the wall, spilling her backward.

Into the silo.

The world blurred into gray and black, rushing past her like a midnight wind.

I’m dead! I’m dead! I’m going to die!

She hit the ground before her fear transformed into a scream, landing on her back atop a carpet of moist soil and damp leaves.

She lay motionless, staring skyward. A brilliant beam of sunlight pierced the gloom from a missing panel in the silo’s domed roof, and she squinted her eyes against it, realizing she was unhurt.

No broken bones. No twisted limbs.

Groaning, she pushed herself to a sitting position.

The stench of death still polluted the air, and she slapped a hand over her mouth and nose to block it out.

Ugh! That’s sick, she thought. I have to get out of here!

She glanced up, searching for the chute opening, praying it wasn’t too high to reach, when she spotted something swinging in the shadows overhead.

Looking closer, she spotted a taut rope hanging from the highest reaches of the dome. Following the line with her gaze, she began to make out shapes in the murky chamber overhead: a pair of brown work boots hovering thirty feet off the floor; two legs dangling in the darkness; a hand sleeved in shadow.

Mallory’s hand dropped away from her mouth. Her body stiffened.

She saw where the rope ended in a noose, the frayed tether partially concealed behind a white face that gazed down with empty eyes.

A scream exploded from her throat. It bounced off the cold walls encircling her, amplified by the concrete. A flock of birds burst into flight, rushing from a hidden roost within the silo’s upper structure. The beat of their wings overpowered Mallory’s cry, and transient shadows darted across the dead man’s body as they flew out of the dome.

Mallory wailed again, pulling her knees up to her chest, miserably realizing no one could hear her.

Oh, God! The smell, that awful smell!

She inhaled to scream again when she spotted tufts of cloth and grass protruding from the corpse’s clothing. Her eyes adjusted to the light as she stared, and now she noticed wire secured around the dead man’s wrists and ankles, holding his boots and gloves in place. Duct tape bound a long and rusty kitchen knife in his right hand.

What kind of person would hang himself while holding a kitchen knife?

“It’s not real,” she whispered to herself. “It’s just some dumb prank.”

She stood up and took a second, longer look at the slack white face above. This time she saw a rubber mask instead of someone’s head, a stupid Halloween prop probably purchased for under ten bucks at any WalMart or Target store.

Shifting her gaze from the hanging dummy, she searched the floor and found the remains of a small animal—maybe a raccoon or a woodchuck—not far away, which had to be the source of the stench in the air. More importantly, she also discovered a small access hatch in the silo’s wall, outlined by glorious yellow sunlight.

“Thank God,” she whispered.

Wiping tears from her cheeks, she walked toward the door.

Overhead, a strong wind pushed through the hole in the silo’s rooftop and swirled down the concrete walls, turning the dummy just enough so that its hollow eye sockets seemed to track Mallory’s movements across the room.

The sight of it caused her bravery to vanish like a ghost.

She spun away, pushed the hatch open, and squeezed out into the warm daylight.

She didn’t stop running until she’d traveled beyond sight of the silo.






CHAPTER 10
Detective Melissa Humble pulled her car into the Pattersons’ driveway for the second time that day, arriving even as the coroner’s van departed with the homeowners’ bodies. She got out of the car and started toward the house in search of Dr. Otto Rictor, a former medical examiner and the senior CSI officer on the scene.

She opened the farmhouse door and stepped inside. The odor of decay had diminished, but the grisly display of dry blood on the far wall left the lingering impression of death, even without Mrs. Patterson’s body present.

Melissa found Dr. Rictor stooped over the kitchen counter, studying various Polaroid photos of the bodies and jotting notes into a ledger. Earlier, he’d led the photographers throughout the house and garage, making certain every detail of the crime scene got captured on film.

Rictor glanced up and smiled when the door springs announced her entry, an act that caused the lines sprouting from the corners of his eyes to triple in number. He pushed his half-lens reading glasses higher up on the bridge of his pudgy nose and said, “That was quick. You weren’t even gone an hour.”

After contacting and questioning the victims’ remaining family—two sons, both living out of state—Melissa had gone out to check the surrounding farms, searching for anyone who had either seen or heard from the Pattersons prior to their deaths. “Feels more like three hours,” she said. “How about you, having fun yet?”

He frowned but it didn’t change the amicability in his eyes. “Just the other day I was telling my wife it’s been a while since I’ve had a real challenge. I should’ve kept my damn mouth shut. Coffee?”

Melissa laughed and leaned against the counter beside him.

He handed her a paper cup from Starbucks. “One of Cocoran’s finest did a java run. I figured you could use it. Soy mocha latte.”

“You know me too well,” she said. “So, what’s the challenge?”

Rictor marked his page in the ledger and motioned her toward the blood-streaked wall. “Take a look at this first.”

She followed, sipping the coffee while he indicated specific areas of the scene. His pointing fingers darted from one detail to the next like long-necked birds pecking at breadcrumbs.

Various pins and labels now marked the rust-colored bloodstains smeared over yellow and white wallpaper, blotting out intricate little pictures of barns and hay bales. The labeled pins, Rictor explained, identified which holes had been made by each of the items that pierced the victim’s body and embedded in the plaster wall.

“We found thirty-two knives out of the total amount of utensils lodged in the corpse,” he said, “but only six of those were long and sturdy enough to penetrate the body and hold it in place. Now, look at where those knives were located.” He placed himself in a stance similar to the one in which Mrs. Patterson had been found. The reconstruction wasn’t perfect; unlike the victim, his feet remained on the floor.

“We have two blades in each arm, one through her left trapezium muscle in the neck, and the other in her right shoulder. None of those stabs would be instantly fatal, and you can see how much blood there is on the floor and wall.”

“So, you’re saying that she was alive when it happened, that her heart was still pumping?”

“Correct.”

“What about the other utensils?”

“Superficial anterior musculature damage. That many wounds would’ve killed her in time, no doubt, but the true mortal blow came from one of the cooking spoons in the eye sockets, which happened last, as indicated by the blood loss.”

“And there were no other traces of blood throughout the house?”

“None that we could find. We’ve used Luminal and ultraviolet light on some of the rooms, but nothing’s turned up. We’ll have to wait until nightfall to do the property, of course, but I’m not expecting to discover any new areas of interest.”

“Then this wasn’t just set up as a display.”

“No. I’d say this is where she died.”

Melissa stared at the blood on the wall, appalled by the brutality implied by Rictor’s findings. “Shit.”

“We still need to wait for the M.E.’s toxicology report to see if there were any chemicals or drugs in her system,” he reminded her. “It could be that she was unconscious before the killer attacked her, but somehow I doubt that anything will turn up. This looks like the work of good old-fashioned rage.”

“I have the same feeling,” Melissa muttered. “What about Mr. Patterson? Anything new?”

Rictor’s folded his arms in a contemplative posture.

“What?” Melissa asked.

“That’s the challenging bit,” he said. “Follow me.”

He led her out of the house.

Melissa had already surveyed the stage on which Mel Patterson’s final act in life had been played out, having come to its finale in the theater of the couple’s detached utility garage.

Mr. Patterson’s corpse had been found partially trapped beneath his green Ford Windstar, where he’d been crushed between the front bumper and the garage’s main door, thus causing the damage she’d observed when she arrived.

“There’s something a bit puzzling about the man’s death,” Rictor said once they were inside the building.

“Let’s hear it.”

“Well, if you remember, it appeared Mr. Patterson had been struck twice by the vehicle.”

Melissa nodded in agreement. “The first hit sandwiched him between the garage door and the minivan.”

“Which broke his hip, but didn’t have the force to kill him.”

“Then the killer backed up, collided with the workbench, and peeled forward again as Mr. Patterson tried to get out of the way.”

“Catching him in the torso, ramming him into the door a second time,” Rictor said. “His legs were crushed beneath the van’s oil pan. We had to jack it up to get him out. The thing that troubles me is that it appears he’d been working on the vehicle moments before the attack occurred.”

“What are you getting at?” Melissa asked, wary of the doctor’s disconcerted gaze.

“Well, once we got him out from under the van, we found the vehicle’s battery beside him.”

Melissa gazed at the tape outlines that marked the areas where evidence had been collected from the floor and noticed an appropriately sized rectangle less than two feet from the body.

“When we looked under the hood, sure enough, it wasn’t there,” Rictor continued. “It seems he’d been working on the air filter’s mounting bracket and needed to remove the battery to get at some of the screws.”

Melissa’s stare returned to the vehicle. “Are you saying the killer pushed the van into him?”

Rictor took off his glasses. “With the gearshift in ‘park.’”

“Impossible.”

“All I can give you are the facts,” he replied. “There was no battery in the vehicle when it hit the man, and that was the only one we found.”

“What about fingerprints? Anything on the casing?”

“Just Mr. Patterson’s,” Rictor answered. “We’re still checking the house over, but if you’re suggesting the killer brought along his own car battery to carry out this specific act of murder, I’d say you’re stretching it a bit, even for you.”

Melissa smirked. “Thanks for the input, Doc.”

Rictor grinned. “I’m going to finish up in the house. If you need anything else, just holler.”

Melissa waved and gave him her thanks.

She walked around the garage, pondering what she’d learned of the situation so far: no forced entry in the house, no valuables taken, no fingerprints left behind, no witnesses to the crime. And the only motive appeared to be imitative lunacy, indicated by the letters etched in Mrs. Patterson’s forehead. In the end, it appeared her only hope of identifying the killer hinged on whatever clues the lab techs could harvest from his victims.

“Who are you?” she whispered to the empty garage. “And where are you now?”






CHAPTER 11
The Andersons’ house.

The Killer returned shortly before noon and parked in the garage, having spent the night and a good portion of the morning engaged in the tedious labor of covering up last night’s risky venture.

The gas station explosion forced the Killer to work against the response time of the area’s fire department, but also aided with eliminating certain evidence before police arrived and had a chance to collect it. True, only a handful of people could recognize the significance of Penelope Styles’ death and become alerted to the approaching carnage, but kingdoms had crumbled because of such minor oversights.

The Killer destroyed each vehicle in a rainstorm of fuel and flame.

Mutilated all the bodies and cast them into the blaze.

Due to the rural location of the store, the Killer managed to complete some of the work before the firefighters arrived, but most of it secretly took place in their presence, while they battled the flames. It was a painstaking process, operating covertly, avoiding detection, but essential to maintain anonymity. The Killer’s efforts would be rewarded with time. Proper identification of the victims would now take a matter of days, and the Killer only required one or two to complete the final preparations before Mallory’s death.

Tonight, the Killer would assemble the various components at the cemetery, the ones collected from Penelope and the others, then capture Mallory and her family the following evening. The end of five years of agony had finally crept within sight, and the Killer shuddered with anticipation, like a wild dog gnawing through a restraining rope, soon to be free.

Searching through the Andersons’ garage, the Killer collected rope, chain, and tape. Paul Wiess should cooperate nicely when shown his daughter bound and gagged, assisting with the one task the Killer cannot complete alone.

Along the back wall of the room, the Killer located a variety of lawn and garden tools and paused to select a weapon. The Andersons’ firearms remained in the van, but for Mallory’s death, the Killer preferred to use something that cut.

A chainsaw. Tempting, but too noisy.

An ax. Perfect.

The Killer loaded the items into the van then returned to the house to make sure there wasn’t anything else of use.

Someone knocked on the front door.

The Killer halted in the foyer, poised at the foot of the staircase not twelve feet from the sound.

The doorbell rang, followed by a voice. “Mr. Anderson?”

The Killer kept silent.

“Mr. Anderson, it’s Father Kern. I was wondering if we could speak?”

The Holy Man.

Despite the fact that his calls went unanswered, Kern remained on the step.

“I heard you weren’t at mass this morning,” he said in a grave tone. “It pains me to think I’m the reason you were absent.”

The Killer drew closer, moving with caution. A tall rectangular sheet of clouded glass in the center of the door revealed nothing of the priest but a foggy silhouette.

“I assume you’ve heard I’m leaving the church,” he added. “I can understand how hypocritical that might appear in light of what we discussed about belief, faith, and salvation, but please don’t let my own … uncertainties … influence your newfound interest in The Church.”

The Killer paused inches from the door, a hand above the knob.

“I think it would be best if you sought spiritual counsel through one of my colleagues. If you decide to, that is. I’ve already talked to Father Bachman about it. He knows I’ve blessed the house for you, but if you’d like him to perform a second—”

The Killer threw open the door, and Kern snapped his head up in shock. The man’s pupils dilated, his eyes focusing on what loomed in the entryway.

His face paled.

The Killer stared back, peering through ragged holes cut in the scarecrow costume. The dirty burlap face reflected in Kern’s eyes.

“Holy Mary—”

“Mary was mortal,” the Killer said. “If you want the attention of a god, pray to me.”

The Killer seized the priest by his throat and lifted him off his feet, throwing him inside the house. His body crashed through the staircase’s newel post and railing, the noise of cracking wood accompanied by the sound of breaking bones.

Acting before Kern could utter an invocation of his discarded faith, the Killer leapt on the priest’s back and locked an arm around his neck.

The scarecrow mask pressed against Kern’s head, disorderly ranks of teeth brushing his right ear. “Atum has given me my hands.”

The Killer seized a shaft of wood from the shattered staircase railing and rammed it through the priest’s front teeth, shoving it down his throat. Broken incisors clattered on the ground.

“I perform The Opening of the Mouth on this, your mouth, so that you may speak in the Afterlife and praise the one who sent you.”

The Killer yanked the makeshift adze to the floor, tearing Kern’s lower jaw from his skull. The man’s arms flailed in wild arcs. He knocked the straw hat off the Killer’s head and tugged at the burlap mask while an arterial torrent pattered on the hardwood. The rich scent of spilled blood enveloped them like a crimson mist.

Kern’s eyes rolled in their sockets, and the Killer pulled his head back by the hair to gaze down on them, widening the wound. Raising the other arm, the Killer bit into the scarecrow’s glove, ripping it off to expose a hand wrapped in grime-covered rags. Claws jutted from each fingertip like cracked shovel blades of bone.

Kern’s eyes bulged.

“I am the flame which shines upon the Opener of Eternity,” the Killer roared, thrusting the exposed hand into Father Kern’s gaping gullet.

Blood spurted upward around the Killer’s forearm as it slid deeper, claws plunging through the muddy cavern of Kern’s insides, stabbing through the soft flesh to find his beating heart—and yank it free.

The Killer stood, extracting the blood-soaked prize.

Kern’s corpse smacked the floor.

The priest’s heart still pulsed in the Killer’s grip, triggering the welcome rush of energy that always punctuated the conclusion of a kill.

The house fell quiet, impartial to the bloodshed.

Sated, the Killer relaxed, refocusing on the situation.

People had noticed the Andersons’ absence and soon others would question Kern’s whereabouts. The time to leave had come, meaning—

The Killer straightened up and whirled around, tossing Kern’s heart aside. The dead muscle hit the ground and—thunk, thud, thunk—rolled down the hall, leaving bloody ovals on the floorboards.

Through the open front door, the Killer spotted Mallory jogging up the street.

The Killer moved to the doorway, momentarily captivated.

Her vitality. Her energy.

So strong.

Like a star among candle flames.

She ran inside her garage and vanished from sight, but the Killer stared after her, bewitched by the thoughts of her imminent demise. How magnificent it would be. How glorious.

Shaking the spell of enthrallment, the Killer realized the front door still stood open.

The Killer seized the doorknob, quickly searching left and right, making certain no one had seen.

The Wiess house.

Across the street, Mallory’s brother stood at the open front door, staring back, watching wide-eyed.






CHAPTER 12
BJ gawked at the big man standing in the doorway across the street.

He’d come outside to play cars on the walkway, but the sight of the oddly dressed stranger halted him in his tracks. The man looked like a monstrous version of a voodoo doll he’d seen in a Scooby Doo episode.

Voodooman stepped out of the shadows and started across the neighbor’s yard, headed straight toward him.

He’s coming to get me!

He knew it immediately. Saw it in the unwavering stare and quick, purposeful strides.

“Holy shit,” he whispered.

His whole body locked up and wouldn’t respond to his brain’s order to flee. Then the oncoming giant trod off the street, onto his front lawn, and he spun away, dashing inside.

“Dad! Dad!”

He slammed the door and ran to find his father.

He reached the kitchen, where his dad was preparing lunch. Across the room, Mallory rushed inside, entering from the garage. She let out an elongated sigh and leaned against the door after shutting and locking it.

“Am I to assume that means you had a good run?” his dad asked her. He stood at the counter, adding the finishing touches to three turkey sandwiches. The air smelled of tomato soup simmering on the stove.

Mallory exhaled one long breath and started across the room. “It definitely got my heart rate up,” she replied.

“Dad,” BJ called, but his father had already resumed talking to Mallory.

“You want something to eat, or are you going straight to the Olympics?”

“Actually, I’m going straight to the shower. What time is it, anyway?”

“A little past noon.” His dad smiled. “Are you anxious for Tim to come over?”

She opened the refrigerator and retrieved a bottle of water from the door rack. “I only agreed to that because you put me on the spot.”

“I’m sure he’s a great kid.”

Mallory laughed. “Not everyone thinks so.”

“What makes you say that?”

“Dad!” BJ shouted.

Mallory and his father looked at him in unison, sharing puzzled expressions.

“There’s a big man outside, and he’s trying to get me!”

His dad’s brow furrowed. “Who’s trying to get you?”

“The man across the street, the man that looks like a big, dirty, old doll.”

“That Anderson guy,” said Mallory. “I knew he was a weirdo.”

His dad told her to watch what she said about people she didn’t know, then came around the counter and asked BJ to tell him where he saw the man.

“On the front steps,” he said. “He came right at me, right across the street without even looking both ways for cars, then onto the grass.”

They left the kitchen and relocated to the foyer. BJ and Mallory stopped short at the mouth of the hall while their father proceeded to the door.

It stood open.

Outside, the cloudless afternoon shimmered in the warm sunlight. Songbirds chattered back and forth in birdtalk. Across the street, the closed front door of the Andersons’ house blocked the view of anything within.

His dad did a quick inspection around the exterior of the house while BJ and Mallory waited at the entry, but he found nothing amiss. Back on the steps, he knelt beside BJ and looked him squarely in the eyes. “Listen BJ, this is important. If someone came after you, I’m going to call the police and report it to them. That’s how serious this is. So I just want to be sure you’re not playing make-believe, understand?”

“Uh-hu,” he answered. “There was a man, honest.”

“Okay, I believe you,” his father said. “Now, can you tell me what this man looked like? Both his face and what he was wearing?”

“Sure,” BJ replied. “He was big. Real big. Bigger than you, Dad. And he was dressed like a voodoo doll on Scooby Doo.”

“Oh, boy,” Mallory muttered. “Here we go.”

“I’m not sure I understand,” his dad said.

“Well, he didn’t have a whole face, just eyes and a mouth. No nose.”

“You mean he was wearing a mask?”

BJ thought. “Yeah, I guess it could’ve been a mask.”

Beside them, Mallory made a shivery sound and rubbed her arms. “Okay, I’m officially freaked out. Maybe he’s not goofing around this time, Dad? Maybe you should call the cops?”

Their father scanned the yard once more. “I think—”

But before he could finish, the kitchen smoke alarm went off and everyone jumped.

“Oh, damn. The soup.”

“You used Mallory words,” BJ said.

His dad ushered them both back inside, closed the door—and locked it, BJ noticed—then hurried to the kitchen. Black smoke billowed upward from where the tomato soup had boiled over the pot’s edge and cascaded down the side, onto the burner.

“I’ll get the soup, you get the door,” his dad told Mallory.

With both ears plugged, she scooted past the dining room table and unlocked the sliding glass door that opened onto the back deck and pool area. Fresh air flowed through the lower level of the house, and the detector fell silent.

His dad set the pot and its smoldering contents in the sink and turned on the hood fan above the range. “I guess we’ll have to settle for just sandwiches,” he said.

Mallory rounded the table and started for the hallway. “Well, if all the excitement is over, I’m going back to my original plan of taking a shower. Is that okay?”

“No problem,” his dad said.

“But what about the Voodooman?” BJ asked.

His dad set BJ’s plate on the table. “Let’s talk about him.”

∞Θ∞

The Killer ducked into Mallory’s bedroom with the sound of her footsteps coming off the stairs at the far end of the hall.

For a moment the Killer halted just past the doorway, glancing around, disillusioned by the unembellished normalcy of the room. Any chamber associated with a being of Mallory’s strength should’ve been a shrine to her power, a temple of fear and pain, a palace of death. But nothing adorned this ordinary bedroom save for the common pieces of furniture used by any average person around the world. The Killer saw no altars or peseshkafs. No sacrificial slabs or offerings of worship. Not even a pleasuring fork.

The Killer broke from those thoughts and dodged into Mallory’s closet. She entered the room and crossed the space the Killer had occupied a split-second ago, not showing any signs that she suspected a hidden danger.

And she headed straight for the Killer’s hiding spot.

The Killer’s fingers curled into claws, ready to rip into her flesh, but she stopped just short of the cracked door. At her dresser, she selected several articles of clothing from the drawers.

The Killer’s hands remained rigid, unable to relax.

Her tender flesh lay almost within arm’s reach.

Since awakening from the coma, old instincts had returned, along with the inability to refuse them. Emotions struck like thunderbolts and actions followed with equal speed. But action now could mean disaster, and the Killer wouldn’t allow it.

Mallory paused, staring at something on the dresser drawer she’d opened. She wiped a hand across its surface and her fingertips came away smeared with blood.

Kern’s blood.

The Killer looked at the hand which had held the priest’s heart then back to Mallory. Her face crinkled into a look of disgust.

The Killer leaned closer. There was no choice now. Despite the risks, she would have to be taken before she realized the danger. The Killer stripped off the scarecrow mask and twisted it into a garrote.

“BJ!” Mallory shouted.

The Killer halted.

She snatched up a bath towel from a hamper beside the closet and wiped the front of the dresser clean. “I told you to stay out of my room! That means no food, drinks, or little twerps!”

She gave the dresser one last glance, then wadded the towel into a ball and threw it back into the hamper. Picking up her fresh clothes she stormed out of the room and closed the door behind her.

The Killer remained in the closet a moment longer, savoring the inert caress of the darkness. It helped calm the animalistic compulsions and made thinking easier.

From downstairs, the muffled sound of BJ’s voice flirted with the Killer’s ear while he spoke with his father, retelling his tale.

The boy needed to be dealt with.

Still fighting the craving to feed, the Killer slipped from the closet like a rat abandoning the protective cover of a rotten log. Not daring to come any closer to Mallory, the Killer exited out the second floor window, onto the roof. Over its peak, the Killer had an unobstructed view of the fenced-in backyard and pool area.

The Killer stepped to the edge and jumped to the ground, stamping deep depressions into the grass upon landing. Several feet away, on the deck at the back of the house, the sliding glass door to the kitchen stood open.

The Killer spotted BJ sitting at the table.

Back turned to the yard.

A foot from the opening.

∞Θ∞

BJ sat at the table and ate his sandwich while his Dad cleaned out the pot of burnt soup at the sink. “I can’t believe I actually burned soup,” his dad laughed. “Your Mom always said I was no good in the kitchen, but this is ridiculous.”

BJ didn’t laugh. “Dad, I wasn’t playing around like Mallory said I was. I really did see someone.”

His father nodded, then turned off the water and dried his hands. He came around the counter and knelt down beside BJ’s chair, adding a dessert cookie to his plate. “You know, sometimes you seem a lot older than your age, kiddo. It means you’re smart.”

“Do you still believe me, then?”

He nodded. “You said this man came out of the Andersons’ house, right?”

“Yup.”

“I’ll go over there and talk to him a little later, once Mallory’s out of the shower. I have to mow the lawn, anyway. Once I’m done with all that, maybe you and me could do something together. What do you say?”

“Could you teach me more swimming?”

“I sure can. But you have to wait a while after eating. If you don’t, you could get cramps, remember? You can play in here while I do the yard work. After that, I’ll go talk to Mister Anderson. We’ll get this whole mess sorted out, and then we can go swimming, okay?”

“Okay.”

“Do you think you’ll jump off the diving board?”

“No way. Not yet.”

His father patted him on the head and stood up. He closed and locked the sliding glass door Mallory had opened earlier, then collected his shoes from a floor mat and slipped them on.

“Tell Mallory there’s a sandwich for her in the refrigerator if she wants it. And no going near the pool without me, got it?”

“Yeah, yeah. I know.”

“Good, boy.”

His dad exited through the garage, closing the door behind him. Not two seconds after it clicked shut, BJ heard the smooth sound of the sliding glass door opening from behind him.

Hot air from outside collided with the air-conditioned coolness of the house, fluttering the fine hairs on the back of his neck.

BJ whipped around.

He expected to turn and find Voodooman’s gloved hands descending toward his neck, but nothing loomed in the doorway or waited on the deck outside. The shrubs bordering the deck’s railing blocked his view of anything beyond, and he had to stand on his chair to see over their tops. Even from this new perspective, he didn’t notice anything out of the ordinary in the yard.

There was something in the pool, though.

Something big, floating in the water.






CHAPTER 13
Tim rode his bike off the dirt trail he’d followed from the train tracks that ran between Loretto and Mallory’s neighborhood. Although the total distance between the two locations measured less than two miles, he’d taken nearly a half-hour getting here.

“Just say ‘hi’ to her and leave,” he told himself. “It’s not like you have to ask her out on a date or anything. You don’t even know her.”

Of course he didn’t need to ask her out, but by the way his mother described her he knew he’d probably want to. Whether or not he’d find the courage to do so remained the true question.

No, he didn’t need to ask her out, but he did have the Valleyfair tickets in his pocket.

Tim rode up the Wiesses’ driveway and halted beside their Expedition. The garage door stood open, and the sound of a lawn mower revved to life around the far side of the house.

He thought about riding away while he still had the chance.

∞Θ∞

BJ stood at the summit of the deck’s steps, surveying the landscape of the backyard. His dad always told him never to come out here alone, had warned him that he’d get punished if he did, but the need to find out what had fallen into the pool overwhelmed the threat of losing cartoons for a week.

His skin prickled with goosebumps when he cleared the decorative shrubs that skirted the deck and saw Voodooman floating in the water. The man lay facedown in the middle of the pool, arms and legs hanging just below the surface. The dead man’s float his dad called it. Was that what happened? Was Voodooman dead? Did he fall in the pool and drown? And if so, how’d he get back here, who opened the—

The lawn mower roared into operation somewhere at the side of the house, startling BJ from his thoughts. He took a step backward, ready to haul ass, as Mallory would say, when Voodooman broke into pieces and drifted apart.

BJ gaped, watching in horror.

The man’s head separated from his body; his torso split away from his legs. Both gloves popped loose from the arms and floated to the surface, while his boots detached and sank to the bottom.

The disembodied head rolled in the water; its vacant eyes turned skyward.

A scream grew in BJ’s throat but died out when he spotted the stuffing inside the man’s tattered clothing. Old rags spilled out the neck of the empty head and torn towels protruded from the cuffs of the shirt sleeves and pant legs.

He stepped up to the edge of the deep end, gazing at the disentangled garments.

It’s only clothes, not a person.

BJ smirked. Was Voodooman running around naked somewhere? Was he—

Something rose up from behind him, something big that cast a dark shadow on the wobbling, reflective surface of the water.

BJ gasped.

Two strong hands gripped him under the arms, lifting him off the ground with the ease of plucking a weed. Panic seized his whole body. Then he was airborne, thrown out over the pool, glimpsing Voodooman’s empty clothes dotting the water below him.

He plunged into the pool with a huge splash, enveloped by the warmth of the water and the smell of chlorine. His feet kicked but found nothing to stop his descent. He opened his mouth and water rushed in, cutting off his scream for help.

∞Θ∞

Tim parked his bike and headed for the front door when a piercing scream came from the back of the house. He halted in his tracks. The sound had come from somewhere beyond the back door of the open garage, but the door had no windows and the noise had cut off so fast he failed to identify it.

He stood in place, listening, already uncertain if he’d heard a human scream or a dog bark. Heck, under the right conditions even a power tool could’ve—

Another shout broke through the air, this one more frantic than the first, and this time the cry contained two distinct words.

“Help me!”

∞Θ∞

Mallory had just stepped out of the shower and wrapped herself in a towel when an odd noise drew her attention to the window. Looking out at the backyard, she spotted a dark shape move cross the far side of the pool area, but by the time she wiped the glass clear of condensation the yard appeared empty.

Then BJ splashed into view in the deep end of the pool, thrashing around like a fish in a blender.

She smiled, expecting to see her dad pop up from the water with BJ on his shoulders. Then her heart froze in her chest when she realized the horrific truth.

BJ had fallen in the pool.

“Dad!” she screamed, and raced for the door.

∞Θ∞

Tim rushed into the Wiesses’ garage and grabbed the handle of the back door with both hands.

Locked.

Running outside again, he went to where the backyard fence met the side of the garage. Three black hinges marked the position of a gate, but like some maddening puzzle the setup offered no latch or handle on his side of the boards. Cursing under his breath, he jumped up and hooked an arm over the top, hauling himself higher. His shoes skipped off the smooth surface of the wood. Without a decent foothold, he only managed to get the upper quarter of his body over the top. Switching tactics, he looked around, searching for a latch on the other side of the gate. He found it almost at the top of the boards—where it would be out of the reach of a child—only an inch from his left hand.

He snapped it up and dropped to the ground. The gate swung open.

Back on his feet, Tim started through—

The gate slammed shut.

It rammed him in the face and chest, knocking him off his feet. He dropped to the ground and skidded several feet across the grass, sprawled on his back. Blood trickled across his lips and nose.

On the other side of the fence, the weakening voice wailed one last time.

With his gaze locked on the gate, Tim scrambled to his feet and ran to his bike. He wheeled it next to the fence and stepped up on the seat, using it to boost himself over the top. Searching the backyard, he spotted a young boy thrashing in the pool. He tried to find whatever had forced the door shut in his face, imagining it may have been a large dog, but the rest of the yard appeared unoccupied.

Vaulting the fence, he dropped onto a shallow mound of landscaping wood chips piled near the gate and sprinted to the pool.

∞Θ∞

Mallory raced down the stairs, still screaming for her dad when he burst through the front door.

“What’s going on?’ he asked. “I heard a shout.”

“BJ’s in the pool,” she cried.

Together, they shot to the back of the house and out the open sliding glass door. On the deck, they spotted a boy jump over the fence and dive into the water. Mallory halted at the shallow end while her dad hurried to where the stranger resurfaced with her brother. They pulled BJ out of the pool and laid him on his side, huddling over him, getting him to cough up any water he’d inhaled.

Mallory fidgeted in place, pacing back and forth. She bit her lower lip, striving to hold back the tears that came at the sight of BJ lying so still.

Someone has to call the police.

She rushed inside, across the kitchen, snatching up the handset of the wall phone and—

Instead of a dial tone, there came a voice.

“Maa-lll-oo-reee.”

“Hello,” she gasped.

Had someone already made a 911 call?

“We need help. My kid brother fell in the pool and I don’t know if he’s breathing.”

While explaining the situation into the receiver, she hurried back outside and onto the deck. “Hello? Hello?” she cried when no answer came from the operator.

She exhaled with relief when she returned to find BJ sitting up, nestled against her dad. The stranger stood beside them.

“He’s okay,” Paul said when she ran up.

BJ clung to her dad. An occasional sob escaped him, but he seemed to be unhurt. She turned to face the stranger who’d come to her brother’s rescue.

The boy appeared to be about her age, maybe younger. He stood off to the side with a skittish and uncomfortable expression. Drenched from head to toe, his short hair clung to his brow. Their gaze met for an instant, but he immediately looked away.

“I don’t know how to begin to thank you, young man,” her dad said to the kid.

“That’s okay,” the boy replied. “I heard him calling for help, so I just jumped in.”

“Do you live around here?” Mallory asked.

The boy glanced at her, but looked away again with a hint of red in his face.

She studied him, wondering what was wrong, when her dripping hair reminded her where she’d just come from. She looked down at the skimpy towel clinging to her body and quickly stepped behind her dad while the boy made a second attempt to answer.

“I’m Tim Fleming. I believe you know my mom? She mentioned she saw you and your family in church today, so I came over to say hi and welcome you to town.”

“Rebecca’s son,” Paul said. “My God, I don’t know how I’ll ever thank you for saving BJ, but believe me, I’ll think of something. Come on, let’s go inside and get you dried off.”

Mallory hurried up the steps ahead of them, holding the back of her towel in place with one hand and feeling a hint of red on her own face.






CHAPTER 14
Tim waited in the small, tile-floor room off the Wiesses’ kitchen for Mallory to return, having turned down an offer of spare clothing from her dad. In the kitchen, Mr. Wiess paced back and forth, speaking on the phone with their family physician about what had happened. BJ sat on the countertop beside him, placated by a lemon-lime popsicle.

Tim pulled the Valleyfair tickets out of his pocket and shook them off. Fortunately, the paper had a waxy coating and the pool water hadn’t turned them to mush.

“What do you have there?” Mr. Wiess asked with the phone still to his ear, apparently on hold.

“They’re tickets to Valleyfair. I was wondering if Mallory might … if she’s free sometime … maybe she’d want to go.”

Mr. Wiess grinned. He tore a few paper towels off a wall spool and handed them to him so he could dry the tickets. “That’s awfully nice of you,” he said. “I’m sure she’d love to.”

Tim returned the smile and fidgeted in place, uncertain what else to say.

The doctor on the phone must have come back, because Mr. Wiess resumed his conversation. Before turning away, he gave Tim another friendly smile and a nod of confidence that seemed to say, “Don’t fret it; just ask her.”

Mallory reappeared carrying a pair of fluffy blue towels.

Tim’s heart rate tripled at the sight of her.

Her hair was still damp, but she’d brushed it neatly back from her forehead, perfectly outlining her face. The wet ends hung just above her shoulders like obsidian rain.

She’d dressed in white shorts and a pale-green tank top, the kind that left her midriff exposed. He quickly averted his gaze as she approached, realizing her new attire actually provided less coverage than the bath towel he’d first seen her in.

He tried not to stare when she handed him the towels.

“Here you go,” she said.

“Thanks.”

Paul Wiess hung up the phone. “Mallory, I’m going to take BJ to see Doctor Neil, just to be sure everything is all right. Will you two be okay here?”

“Sure, Dad, I’m only a teenager.”

Paul dug a set of keys out of his pocket. “That’s what worries me,” he teased back. “Tim, it was nice meeting you, and later we’ll see about fixing you up with some kind of reward for your heroics.”

“That isn’t necessary.”

But Paul wouldn’t let him finish. “No, no. You earned it.”

Carrying BJ, he exited out the garage, leaving them alone in the kitchen.

After a few moments of awkward silence Tim said, “He really doesn’t need to give me any reward.”

“I think you deserve one,” Mallory answered. “That was a brave thing you did.”

“It wasn’t brave.”

“Sure it was.”

“Good timing, but not brave.”

“Yeah? Well, my brother can’t swim, and you saved his life. I say you’re a hero.”

“A hero?”

“A regular knight in shining armor.”

“Am not.”

“You should ride a white horse instead of a mountain bike.”

“Quit it.”

“I bet your middle name is Galahad.”

He laughed and used drying his hair with one of the towels as a way to hide the blush blooming on his face.

“So, you’re from Loretto?” Mallory asked, taking a seat at the table.

He laid the second towel on a chair and sat down across from her. “Yeah,” he replied then sniffed when a watery sensation tickled a nostril.

“What kind of stuff is there to do around here?”

“Well, it’s not a really big place …” He sniffed again. “But there’s still stuff to do.”

“Like?”

He sniffed a third time, realizing he must seem like a slobbering idiot. He started to ask for a tissue when the run of liquid came too fast for him to stop it. Two droplets of blood raced down the curve of his upper lip and dripped onto the tabletop before he could cover his nose.

Mallory straightened up. “Are you okay?”

He pinched his nose and felt another blush of embarrassment. “I juss neeb sum tisoos.”

She got him some paper towels.

He nodded. “Thankths.”

“Tilt your head forward. Isn’t that supposed to help?”

He shrugged, only certain of the fact that his chances at getting a date with Mallory had washed down the drain and into the sewer.

“What happened?” she asked.

He stared at the blood, mentally scrambling to find an explanation. Then he remembered how the gate had slammed into his face. “Something hit the fence gate on the side of your house and it plowed into me when I tried to get through to help your brother.”

“That’s weird,” she said, bending to look at him. “Oh, you’re right. There’s scrapes over your temple and ear. I think you got some splinters, too. God, it must have really whacked you.”

“I thought you might own a big dog.”

She shook her head. “Not us. Let me get a tweezers and some first-aid cream.”

In less than a minute she returned from the downstairs bathroom. Tim accepted the tweezers and felt around for the slivers of wood.

After several failed attempts, Mallory knelt beside him. “Here, let me try.”

Working slowly, she extracted the five splinters lodged in his forehead and face. She kept his head steady with one hand, resting it gently against his right cheek. Her touch landed on his skin like sunlight, warm and inviting, and he had to concentrate to keep his cool. His gaze flicked to where gravity pulled the neckline of her tank top into a V, but he quickly looked away. Their contact, coupled with the fact that no one else shared the empty house with them, gave the experience a secret quality he didn’t want to end.

“There you go,” she said, giving the side of his head one last look. “I think I got them all.”

“Thanks, I appreciate it.”

They sat in silence for a moment, passing enough time for Tim to work up the courage to ask Mallory the one question that had been floating around in his mind since before he’d even met her.

“So, do you have … a boyfriend?”

A strange look flashed across her face, a sort of hopeful look. “No,” she said in a bashful tone. “Not right now.”

Without wasting another second, he told her about the Valleyfair tickets and asked if she’d like to go with him.

“Sure. When?”

“How about tomorrow night?”

Mallory smiled. “Okay, if my dad says it’s cool. I don’t have anything planned.”

“Now you do,” he replied. “Hey, do you want to go for a bike ride? I could give you a tour of the area.”

“Lead the way.”

∞Θ∞

The Killer watched Mallory ride away with Tim, the interfering whelp, and the desire to attack seethed with an even greater ferocity.

But the Killer didn’t move. Their time will come.

BJ couldn’t be destroyed yet, not without consequence, so Tim’s interference didn’t change anything.

“Slay the sheep and face the Shepherd,” the Killer growled.

Besides, Tim’s arrival could yet prove useful. The boy had power—nothing like Mallory’s, but useful, nonetheless. Best they died together, at the proper time. The Killer still needed to move the Andersons’ van to the lot behind the neighborhood, and later, after dusk, assemble the final components at the cemetery.

Then the carnage could begin.

The Killer returned to the Andersons’ house imagining the cries Mallory and Tim would emit during the removal of their skins.

Kern’s body waited in the foyer. The Killer grabbed the priest’s ankle and dragged him down the hallway, leaving his heart for later. There was no need to dispose of the evidence. The Andersons’ disappearance had already begun to draw attention, so the priest and his car would stay here to await the police.

Even so, that didn’t mean his discovery couldn’t be a memorable one.






CHAPTER 15
Mallory settled into bed that night with a smile. It was only the second night in her new room, but already she felt cozy and at home.

True, she still missed being close to all her friends, but for now she set that concern aside and focused on the more cheerful thoughts of her day with Tim.

She shook her head as she recalled the insanity of their introduction, grinning at the memory of meeting him while wearing only a bath towel—then snickered at the fact he’d been the one embarrassed by the moment. She smiled into the dark, recalling how he’d tensed when she’d laid her hands on him to get the splinters out of his skin. Maybe that’s what made him stand out in her mind, his strong yet humble nature. She felt like she could actually be herself around him, and not have to posture for his attention or fear embarrassment if she did something silly.

She was about to close her eyes when a dim light and the sound of muffled voices drew her attention to the hallway. Listening, she made out her father’s voice speaking to BJ.

Getting out of bed, she walked down the hall to her brother’s room and stopped at the doorway, squinting from the light.

“What’s going on?” she asked.

Her dad knelt beside the bed, talking softly to BJ. The boy had scrunched himself under the covers the way kids do when they turn their beds into havens from monsters. He’d been acting mousy ever since his experience in the pool, but she figured that was understandable enough.

“BJ just had a bad dream, that’s all.”

“Voodooman was here,” BJ whispered.

Mallory raised an eyebrow. “Voodoodude?”

“It was just a dream,” her dad repeated.

“No,” BJ insisted. “It was Voodooman. But he didn’t look like before. He looked … more scary. L-like a regular guy, b-but gray … gray and empty.” His voice wavered with fright. In one hand he clutched the small penlight their dad often used to dispel the shadowy disguises of BJ’s nighttime monsters, revealing ordinary objects misconstrued in the dark by his overly imaginative mind.

“It’s okay,” her dad assured him. “I’ll stay right here until you fall back to sleep. There’s nothing to worry about.”

Mallory yawned. “Well, I’m going back to bed. G’night, Dad. Night, Munchkinboy.”

She shuffled down the hall to her room.

She paused at the door, her eyesight still adjusting from BJ’s lamp. Lost in darkness, the far wall of her bedroom had become a solid black mass, interrupted only by the rectangular shape of the bedside window. Then she spotted something else, something that made her drowsiness vanish in an instant and caused a tingle of fright to prickle along her spine: the unmistakable silhouette of someone crouching in front of the window, kneeling before her bed, head down, sniffing her sheets.

Outside, a car drove past. Its headlights swept across the window, and in the split-second moment when the light passed over her bed Mallory saw what hid within the darkness.

A girl.

A girl with short purple hair. Splattered with blood.

Mallory gasped and the girl’s head snapped up. She gazed back with black shark eyes, baring bloodstained teeth in a hideous snarl.

Shock stole Mallory’s voice, and no sound came when she opened her mouth to scream. She wanted to run, but her gaze remained fixed on the girl by her bed, on the dried blood splashed across her bone-white skin and crusted around two overlapping letter Ks that had been cut into her forehead.

Kale Kane a voice whispered in Mallory’s ear.

The girl lunged.

Before Mallory could find her voice, the girl shot over the bed on all fours with the speed of a springing spider.

DAD! Mallory tried to yell, but the girl crashed into her, knocking her across the hall, through the bathroom door. She landed on her back, head bouncing off the tile floor. Her teeth clattered. Her vision blurred. At the same time, the girl’s full weight crashed down on her chest, knocking the wind out of her lungs and setting off a tremor of paralyzing agony inside her body.

Pain pinched her throat, seized her limbs.

Pinned under her attacker, Mallory could only gaze upward as the girl’s dead-white face loomed into her vision, black eyes gleaming. Her lips parted, revealing those bloody teeth.

“Dad—,” Mallory managed to get out when she heard her father call her name, but then the black-eyed girl clutched her jaw with one hand, forcing her mouth open and—

Aghk!

—shoved her other hand into Mallory’s throat.

A new pain exploded inside her chest.

Pain beyond pain.

Hell.

And with it came a terrible revelation: the girl gazing down at her was dead. Mallory knew it without doubt. Through the horror and torture her mind still detected the cold touch of the girl’s skin, the stiff feel of her flesh.

She dead! She’s dead, and I’m next!

Mallory gagged, convulsing in terror. Her legs kicked wildly, her hands closed over the appendage groping farther and farther into her throat. It was cutting off her air, choking her, trying to grab something inside her!

She pulled at the girl’s arm, dug fingernails into her skin. But the girl wouldn’t stop, wouldn’t relent. And just when panic had no more meaning, Mallory felt her fingers sink into the rotten meat of the girl’s forearm, piercing dead muscle and severing spongy bone until—

The girl’s hand broke off.

Mallory watched in perfect clarity as the girl drew her arm backward, trailing only a putrid black stump. And yet the fingers of the hand inside her still scampered and twitched and clawed to get deeper.

Mallory grabbed the thing’s wrist, seizing it with both hands, but when she tried to pull it free, the soft meat simply stripped off in her grasp, like oily skin sliding off an overcooked chicken.

Free from her grip, the hand plunged down her throat. She could feel her neck bulge as the slime-greased thing slipped past her esophagus, digging toward her stomach.

All she could do now was thrash about, clenching the muscles of her abdomen, trying again and again to lurch the hand up. She jerked from side to side, kicking and flailing, and—

“Mallory,” her dad cried. “Wake up!”

She jerked awake, still trying to lash out, stopped only by her dad restraining her arms.

“Mallory!”

Now the room came into focus. She saw her dad at the bedside, BJ huddling behind him, looking scared.

She stopped thrashing, relaxed. Lingering fear kept her heart pumping at a runner’s pace, but she managed to calm her breathing and sit up. Her dad released her and she wiped sweat-soaked bangs off her forehead.

“Are you okay?”

Too embarrassed to say anything, she merely nodded. But with the nod came a sob, and with the sob came tears.

Crying, she clutched her dad in a hug. He held her tight, stroking her hair like when she was young. He told her she was safe and that he loved her and that it was only a dream.

“Everything’s okay,” he said after she’d gained control again. “You’re safe.”

She wiped her cheeks dry. “I know. I’m fine now.”

“You sure?”

She nodded.

“Want to talk about it?”

“No way.”

He smiled, and she smiled back, even if it was forced.

“All right, then.” He ushered BJ out of the room and turned off the light. “Goodnight, Mallory. I love you.”

“Love you, too.”

After they’d gone and she found herself alone in the darkness, Mallory scrunched down in her bed and pulled the covers up to her chin, just like BJ.






CHAPTER 16
Harry finally had an excuse to visit the Andersons.

Earlier in the week, when he’d spoken to Jerry during his walk, the man had shocked him with the news that he and Margaret planned on attending church the coming Sunday.

“Maybe we could all go together?” Jerry had asked, looking sheepish and prepared for ridicule. True, Harry’s jaw almost dislocated from the surprise, but the man had obviously come to him looking for support, and it warmed his heart to hear the Andersons had actually developed an interest in God.

But neither of them had showed.

Harry meant to ask them about it yesterday, but then he’d noticed Father Kern’s car in their driveway and guessed the Andersons had called him for whatever spiritual advice they’d been looking for. The priest stayed for a long time, too, well into the evening, and Harry eventually decided to let the matter rest for the night.

Now he noticed Kern’s car had returned, parked in the exact same place, almost as if he’d never left.

He ascended the front steps and rapped on the door. Like a shot out of some old detective movie, the unlatched door clicked open on the first knock and drifted inward to reveal a scene of devastation: the staircase railing lay in ruin, its banisters reduced to firewood kindling.

Harry stood silent, his gaze taking in the damage.

“Jerry?” he called. “Margaret? Is anyone here?”

The air inside the house attacked his lungs the second he spoke, tainted by a smell that dredged up memories of Saigon hospitals ripened by the heat. He took a tentative step inside, his gaze fixed on a number of rust-colored smears leading toward the back of the house. His breath caught at the sight, and though his better judgment told him he should run back to his house and call the police, he needed to know what happened to his friends.

“Jerry,” he called louder. “Father Kern? Anyone?”

He ventured farther inside, following the reddish-brown trail toward the back of the house. It led out the rear door, across the patio, past the barbeque pit. From his place at the doorframe, he focused his gaze on where the marks terminated in the garden.

His mouth dropped open at the sight.

And for the first time in over fifty years, he screamed.






CHAPTER 17
Detective Melissa Humble found the small town of Loretto on the other side of Highway 55, going south on County Road 19, less than three miles from the Pattersons’ house. The neighborhood she’d been called to, a wealthy subdivision comprised of only a couple dozen homes, waited minutes to the east.

Harold Fish greeted her in the driveway of Jerry Anderson’s house. Even before getting out of the car, she recognized the look of absolute shock on his face, an all-too-familiar expression universal to the friends and family of murder victims.

She got out of the car and introduced herself. The man’s blanched face matched the ashen color of his powder-white hair, and his words trembled when he told her about the horrifying discovery he’d made in his neighbor’s backyard. For a second, Melissa thought he might even pass out.

“Y-you’ll have to forgive me, Detective,” he stammered. “I’ve seen bodies messed up pretty bad before, both what the Viet Cong did to our guys and what we did to them, but that thing in the backyard …”

“It’s quite all right, Mr. Fish,” she assured him. “Take your time.”

He explained how he stumbled upon the local priest in his neighbor’s backyard, and despite being prepared for it, Melissa stopped short when she saw the man’s body for herself. She lingered in the doorway like a swimmer catching her breath before taking a dive. The priest had been stripped naked and sliced open, propped up like a scarecrow with his decapitated head inserted within a gaping abdominal wound. The brutality of the crime seemed to match the violence of the Patterson killings, but she didn’t notice any obvious calling cards.

The wind gusted and a cloud blocked the sun, darkening the lawn where Melissa stood.

In the shadow, fluttered by the breeze, the flimsy green arms of the corn stalks in the garden appeared to be reaching for her.

∞Θ∞

Mallory followed her dad out to the Ford, navigating the front walkway on autopilot. Across the street numerous police cars lined the curb in front of the Andersons’ house. Barrier tape surrounded the front steps and entryway now, and a tall man with a camera circled the one vehicle in the driveway, endlessly snapping pictures.

She’d arranged to meet with Becky at the Mall of America by one—she was already late—but part of her wanted to hang around home and find out what was going on. She thought about the shape she’d seen watching her from the Andersons’ window on Saturday, and the creepy tale her brother delivered moments before almost drowning in the pool.

She glanced over at BJ while her dad buckled him into his booster-seat. He sat slack-faced, still acting distant, not himself. This morning she’d overheard him mention something new about the pool incident, something about clothing in the water, but she couldn’t remember seeing any.

She settled into the front passenger seat and once again turned her attention toward the house across the street when they pulled out of the driveway.

“What do you think happened over there?” she asked.

“I don’t know,” her father replied.

“Voodooman,” BJ said.

Mallory could tell her dad didn’t approve of the boy’s remark, but he didn’t comment on it.

“Let’s go,” he said. “Next stop, The Mall.”

∞Θ∞

Melissa strolled through Mr. Anderson’s den, a cozy room on the first floor styled with Scandinavian décor: unvarnished pine woodwork, exposed beam ceiling, forest green carpeting, stone fireplace in the corner. She’d learned from Mr. Fish that Jerry Anderson held the title of Judge within the Minnesota judicial system, although he’d been retired from the bench for several years now. From what she understood, he had no connection to Kane whatsoever.

She looked up and found Rictor standing in the doorway.

“I could hear the gears in your head turning all the way from the driveway,” he said.

Melissa forced a smile. “How’s it going out there?”

“Better than at the farmhouse,” he answered. “We’ve retrieved three bullets from the upstairs bedroom and the M.E. gave us an estimated time of death on the priest. I’d still like to get my hands on their vehicle, though; any word on the van?”

“I put out a BOLO report,” she replied. “Now it’s a time issue. Have you found any K markings?”

“No.”

“Me either.”

“Perhaps these two incidents aren’t related.”

“I’m not ruling anything out until we locate the Andersons or their van.”

Rictor nodded.

Melissa perused the room, still mulling over the feeble facts.

Late afternoon sunlight streamed in through the den’s window, illuminating dust particles that drifted in the air. The yellow beam ended at the far wall, beside the Judge’s desk, where it spotlighted a variety of reference books. Melissa’s gaze glided across the binders displayed on the lowest shelf—where law books and encyclopedias gave way to mystery novels—and focused on a small stack of paperbacks resting on the floor.

Kane’s name appeared in irregular black lettering across the spine of the fifth book in the stack.

If not for the sun’s rays reflecting off the book’s glossy red binding, she might not have noticed it so quickly. She hurried across the room.

“What is it, Detective?” Rictor asked.

“Look at this.”

She picked up the entire collection of books and transferred them to the Judge’s desk. On top sat a work about modern-day voodoo entitled The Risen Dead, followed by a book called Flesheaters, which had something to do with ancient tribes and human sacrifices.

“Grimly ironic subjects, huh?” Rictor remarked.

The title, The Lost World of the Aztecs, adorned the cover of the third volume in the stack—stamped in bright gold lettering—and it sat atop a thick reference work on Gnosticism. Next came the one Melissa had spotted, A Killer’s Shadow, the arrest of Kale Kane, by Frank Atkins.

Frank Atkins.

Melissa knew the name well. Detective Atkins had been the man who’d originally ended Kane’s string of kidnappings and murders. Frank had even been on one of the reserve tactical teams that stormed the killer’s farm in Stillwater. Melissa vaguely remembered hearing Atkins had been injured in the raid, and later retired from police work altogether. She had no idea he’d written a book on the madman.

“Have you ever seen this?” she asked Rictor.

He frowned at the cover and nodded. “Yes, some time ago—a year or two after the shootout.”

She opened the cover and noticed a yellow post-it note stuck to the inside that included Frank’s name and a phone number.

“It didn’t do too good on the market, if I remember correctly,” Rictor continued. “I recall seeing an interview Channel 9 did with the man a few months after it was published. He looked haggard, tired. I guess he got a lot of criticism for his writing. The local papers seemed ruthless about smearing his name.”

Melissa flipped the copy over and found a picture of a handsome man with thick black hair, passive eyes, and a thoughtful expression printed on the back cover. He looked more like a concerned psychiatrist than a cop.

“Did you ever work with him?” Melissa asked, looking to Rictor. “He’d already retired by the time I transferred here from Chicago, but I still hear his name in conversation from time to time.”

Rictor shook his head. “I was still a medical examiner in St. Paul back then. I did manage to get a look at one of Kane’s victims while Detective Atkins was on the case, though. One of the amalgamates, as my colleague referred to it.”

Melissa eyed him. “Amalgamate?”

Rictor nodded. “Remind me to show you a photo sometime; we had to call in a special veterinarian surgeon to aid in the autopsy. Now that I think of it, it was that experience that drove me out of the morgue and made me want to work in the field with CSI.”

Melissa shuddered at the mention of Kane’s butchery and redirected her attention to the slim paperback in her gloved hand. A moment later she glanced at the remaining piles of books on the floor.

Frank’s seemed to be the only one not based on the supernatural.

Yet the main subject sounded just as scary.






CHAPTER 18
Mallory met with Becky outside of Nordstrom’s.

“Back here at six,” her dad said when he dropped her off, then she hurried away with Becky.

Inside, they flowed with the crowds, updating each other on the current events of their lives. They hit all their favorite shops, spending sporadically, talking, checking out guys. Becky teased her with some new info about Derrick but then confessed that she didn’t really have anything to report.

At three, they saw Glade’s Bend in the mall’s theater complex then relocated to the food court to get something to eat. A group of older boys leaning on the low wall beside the escalator whistled when they walked past and Becky soaked up the attention as if it was sunshine.

“I think that was for you,” Becky said after they ordered their food, “but if you don’t want it, I’m happy to take the credit.”

Mallory shrugged and paid the cashier.

They sat at a table overlooking the huge central atrium that housed the paths, trees, fountains, game areas, and amusement park rides in the middle of the building.

“Why so spacey?” Becky asked while they ate.

“What do you mean?”

Becky made a casual gesture to the left. “That dude over there just flashed you his dong, and you totally missed it.”

Mallory gaped at her. “What?”

Becky laughed. “That’s what I mean. You’re in orbit. What’s the deal?”

She sighed and put down her fork. “Well, it’s just that—”

She stopped herself and looked around, making sure they were alone. She leaned forward. “If I tell you something kind of strange, do you promise not to freak?”

“Look who you’re talking to,” Becky replied.

Mallory took another swallow of her drink, biding an extra second. “I’ve been having these really messed up dreams lately,” she confessed. “Nightmares. I can’t even explain how awful they’ve been. But last night … last night I dreamed about being with a girl.”

Becky talked around her straw as she sipped her own drink. “What, like hanging out or getting nasty?”

“Nasty,” Mallory whispered.

Becky’s mouth dropped open. “For real? It wasn’t about me, was it?”

Mallory didn’t laugh. “No. It was this older girl with purple hair, Penelope. Penelope Styles.”

“Who’s that?”

“I don’t know. She in each of the dreams, though.”

“So what happened?”

Mallory looked at her food rather than meet Becky’s inquisitor-like stare. “Well, we were in this strange room. It was like someplace underground, with stone walls and fires burning around the room. There was this raised area in the middle with animal furs on it that I guess was supposed to be a bed. Anyway, we were kissing. Really kissing. I’m talking tongue knots. And we were …” She cleared her throat and continued at a lower volume. “We were naked, and after a while Penelope, you know, went down on me.”

Becky gawked at her.

Mallory shifted in her seat. “The sensation was so intense that when I woke up I think I had an orgasm.”

“You slut!”

Mallory glanced around, expecting to find the whole restaurant staring at her. “Would you keep your voice down. Shit, I knew I shouldn’t have said anything.”

“No, no,” Becky apologized. “I’m sorry. Did anything else happen?”

Mallory nodded, staring at her friend across the table, shivering at the memory of what came next. “I killed her,” she said.

Becky’s smile slid away. “Why?”

“I don’t know. I just grabbed her by the hair and slammed her face into the stone corner of the bedpost until there was nothing left to hold onto.”

Becky sat speechless.

“But it wasn’t really me,” Mallory rushed to explain. “It was like I was watching myself through someone else’s eyes, seeing me how they wanted me to be.”

Becky put down the sandwich half she’d been working on, rolled the remains of the food back into its wrapper. She pushed it aside. “You’re right. That is messed up.”

“I know it is,” Mallory replied. “That’s why I’m so out of it. I’ve been trying to imagine how I’d come up with something so twisted.”

“Hey, it was a dream. A wacko dream, but that’s it. It doesn’t mean anything.”

Mallory shook her head. “I can still recall every detail. It was more like reliving a memory than having a dream.”

“So we’ll get your mind off it. Will your dad let you come over tonight?”

Mallory shook her head again. “I can’t. I sort of have plans.”

Becky raised an eyebrow.

“I’m going out with someone.”

“Who?”

“A boy from the neighborhood.”

“You’ve got a date! This whole time and you haven’t said anything!”

“It’s not a big deal.”

Becky picked up her drink. “I swear I’ll douse you with this.”

Mallory laughed. She recounted BJ’s episode in the pool the other day and how Tim had come to his rescue. Becky listened wide-eyed.

“Holy shit, Mallory, why didn’t you tell me this earlier? And what about this Tim guy; is he hot?”

Mallory smiled. “I didn’t tell you because I knew this is how you’d react. I also didn’t want to make a big deal about it because I feel like I’m being a tease or something.”

“Why?”

“Because I think Tim likes me,” Mallory confessed. “He’s such a nice guy I couldn’t say no to him, especially not after what he did for BJ. But I’m still thinking about Derrick. I don’t know. I guess I feel like I’m leading him on. What should I do?”

Becky laughed. “You just met the dude. You don’t have to marry him.”

Mallory groaned. “I’m talking about not hurting his feelings.”

“The best advice I’ve got for you is to go with whichever one’s cuter.”

“Thanks a lot,” Mallory replied. She glanced to her watch. “It’s almost six,” she said. “We better get moving.”






CHAPTER 19
Melissa pulled into the Garden Park Condominium complex in Hopkins, the last known address of Frank Atkins.

She got out of the car. The sun had already begun its descent toward the horizon, but the humidity in the air held the heat index at well above ninety. Plenty of people crowded in and around the condo community’s nearby swimming pool, but when she scanned their happy faces, she didn’t spot Frank among them.

She turned toward the condos themselves, a series of two-story brick buildings outfitted with Cape Cod-style wood siding along their upper levels in an apparent effort to add curb appeal to the property. Frank lived in unit six of building 920. With no security door to impede her progress, Melissa marched directly inside and checked the mailbox cluster to her left. She counted eight units per building, four upstairs and four down. She located the box for number six and found “Atkins” on the ID label.

Good, he’s still here.

From the information she’d received, she knew he hadn’t married, lived alone, and had kept little contact with his coworkers after he retired. She hoped he’d be cooperative.

Only a second or two after she knocked on his door, the lock clicked and the door opened. It separated only a few inches from the jamb, still tethered by a chain lock.

Atkins peered out at her through the crack, and Melissa smiled in greeting, partly out of courtesy but also to hide her surprise. Although she recognized him right away, he looked far different from the photo she’d seen on his book: his hair had grayed; his face appeared unseasonably pale; he’d grown a salt and pepper mustache. All those things might have been expected, but the black patch over his left eye took her off guard.

“Frank Atkins?” she asked. Her gaze darted to the narrow shaft of pink scar tissue that traveled from behind the eye patch and down the side of his face.

“Are you a cop, or are you selling something?” the man asked.

Melissa smirked at the cynicism in his comment and produced her identification. “I’m Detective Melissa Humble with Hennepin Co—”

“I don’t do case consultations anymore,” he cut in.

“I’m afraid that’s not what I’m here for,” Melissa rushed on when he began to close the door. “I’m investigating a missing person’s case I think you might have some information about. Can we talk?”

He opened the door wider. “Who’s missing?”

“Do you know a Judge Jerald Anderson?”

He thought for a moment, then shook his head. “No. What does his disappearance have to do with me?”

“We found your phone number on a piece of paper in his office,” she replied. “It was stuck on the inside cover of a copy of your book, A Killer’s Shadow.”

His expression sagged at the mention of the book’s title. “Really?” he answered. “I’m amazed there are any copies left out there. Most of them were pulled from the stores a few months after the release date. It wasn’t a popular subject.”

“It must appeal to some people. We found the receipt from the book dealer in New York that Mr. Anderson special-ordered it from, an occult shop called The Dark Alter. He paid a pretty hefty price for it: five hundred dollars.”

The man’s eyebrows went up, but his face remained slack.

“From what I can tell, the Judge intended to contact you about something regarding its subject, which is another thing I’d like to discuss with you. Do you mind?”

“I suppose not,” he replied. “Hang on.”

He closed the door to let her in, but Melissa perceived a noticeable pause before the chain lock disengaged. It wasn’t an elongated lapse of time, just a second or two, but on impulse her hand glided to her belt holster and affirmed her weapon’s presence before the door came open. Her thumb flicked off the safety strap.

Frank opened the door and invited her inside.

Despite the clean white walls, the inside of the apartment was painted with shadows. Blinds covered all the windows in the living room and dining area, and the hallway on the far side of the living room appeared equally dim. Even in shadow, Melissa noticed Frank kept a clean house. The living room contained only enough furniture for a single occupant, but the tidiness of it compared to the sight of a freshly turned hotel suite.

Frank invited her into the living room and motioned for her to take a seat on the couch. Across from her stood a simple entertainment center housing a DVD player, VCR, and TV. Two open-faced bookshelves made up the lower half of the unit, each crammed to capacity.

Though she couldn’t read the title of every volume in the case, a majority of the books appeared centered on the subject of obscure religions and other strange practices. The names of cultures ranged from American Indian, to Babylonian, to Aboriginal, to some she’d never even heard of. The titles African Cults, Pacific Myths, Shinto Gods, and Zoroastrianism reminded her of the superstitiously oriented works she’d seen in Judge Anderson’s den.

Frank sat down at the other end of the couch. “All right, Detective, how can I help you?”

“Mr. Anderson seemed to have developed a recent fascination with Kale Kane,” she explained. “Along with your novel, we found a scrap book of various newspaper clippings about him. It was all current stuff, mostly articles written the day after Kane’s death, but Anderson had added notes in the margins that suggested he’d contacted the doctor from the St. Peter’s Asylum who pronounced Kane’s time of death, along with the county medical examiner who released the body. I spoke with both of them earlier today, and they remembered Anderson’s phone calls quite clearly. They told me he’d requested autopsy reports on Kane, proof he was dead—as if he didn’t believe it—and that he’d demanded to know where the body had been taken, even though neither of them had that information.” She studied him for a breath of silence then added: “They also remember talking to you about the exact same subjects.”

She paused to read his reaction, but Frank had broken eye contact at the mention of the asylum and now his gaze remained directed at the carpet. She found it ironic he’d revealed so much information through his body language alone. Originally, she believed if he had something to hide he’d know precisely how to do it, since he’d been a cop himself and knew all the signs. Instead, his fidgety movements and mild hesitations made it unmistakably obvious something about her visit bothered him.

“Still don’t know who I’m talking about?” she asked.

“I already told you I don’t,” he answered. “But I may know what he was looking for.”

“Tell me.”

His head came up and despite his civilian status the expression on his face reminded her he was an experienced detective. His look of weakness had vanished, and the switch in control between them happened in a heartbeat.

“You haven’t read my book yet, have you?” he asked.

“No,” she admitted. “I haven’t had the time.”

He nodded, as if she’d given the exact answer he expected. “Okay, here’s the short version: Along with my telling of the overall investigation, I revealed my belief Kane hadn’t worked alone during his crime spree. He had help.”

Frank Atkin’s statement jolted Melissa with the mental equivalent of a high-speed collision. The whole time she’d been considering the possibility of having to track a copycat, not a cohort.

For a moment, words failed her.

She cleared her throat. “I thought it was proven Kane was a loner.”

“That’s what we all thought at first,” Frank replied. “But if you look at the complexity of some of his crimes, weighed against his intelligence and education, there’s no question he had help.”

“Was this theory pursued?”

Frank shook his head. “Not officially. I didn’t come to this conclusion until after the case had been closed, and by then nobody wanted to hear about a potential reenactment of the Kane killings. Hell, they didn’t even want to think about it. Eventually, after I was unable to reopen the case through departmental channels, I started looking into things on my own time.” He spread his hands in front of him, as if watching sand slip between his fingers. “There simply wasn’t enough evidence to name a suspect.”

“What made you reevaluate your initial judgment of him?”

“Security systems,” he replied. His gaze reconnected with her eyes. “Locks did nothing to stop this man. He got through everything from household deadbolts to state-of-the-art electronics. It was the same with cameras. In every scenario where Kane encountered surveillance systems, all the cameras failed, capturing nothing but static. It didn’t matter if it was film in a standard VCR or a digital recording on a hard drive. And whatever was done to them stumped the pros we brought in to figure it out.

“Medical records show Kane suffered from mild retardation, not to mention having visual dyslexia. He dropped out of school after the seventh grade. Put simply, he didn’t have the brains or the skills to execute such jobs.”

Frank traced his scar with one finger while he spoke. “There was also something odd about his victims,” he added. “Kane would abduct a person from a high-rise downtown condo one day, then switch to picking off transients or runaways from the interstate. Inconsistencies like that led me to believe he was after certain individuals, not random victims like some of the profilers suggested.”

Melissa nodded thoughtfully. “Why go through all the trouble to sabotage security systems and risk working in confined environments like apartment buildings? Why not stick to remote locations, away from help or potential witnesses?”

“Exactly.”

“Well, if you’re correct, then this accomplice has been the real threat all along.”

Frank shook his head with a stern look of disagreement. “No. No way. Kane had help, but it was a team effort. If there’s one thing I learned from his history, it’s that he was rotten from the start. He liked to slaughter cattle as a child; collected knives and pitchforks; tortured other farm animals. He even gathered road-kill off the street like some people pick up fascinating stones. Sure, there might have been someone to help him figure out the more complicated ends of certain situations, but he was evil to begin with. I saw it in his eyes.”

“When was that?” Melissa asked.

He laughed without humor. “When he came back from the dead.”






CHAPTER 20
“Wow,” Tim’s mother said. “I wonder what’s going on over there?”

Tim glanced up from the passenger seat of the car. He’d been lost in thought, thinking about the evening ahead at Valleyfair, and feeling more than a tad nervous about seeing Mallory again. He knew it was just a casual outing, a simple get-together with the new girl, but there was also no denying the way his heart raced when he conjured the memory of her in his mind.

When he looked around, he noticed they’d pulled into the Wiesses’ neighborhood. Not far ahead, several squad cars occupied the street in front of the house across from Mallory’s, along with a white vehicle that bore an uncanny likeness to a hearse.

“That’s the Andersons’ place,” Tim said. “They’re on my weekend paper route.”

His mother pulled into Mallory’s driveway and shut off the engine. They sat in the car a moment longer, watching the police, wondering what could’ve happened to merit the response of multiple officers.

“Well, we can’t sit here and speculate about it all night,” his mom said. “How do I look, okay or too dressy?”

“You look awesome,” Tim replied. He couldn’t recall the last time he’d seen his mother so concerned with her appearance. She had on a delicate white sundress decorated with colorful wildflower designs, and she’d spent nearly an hour making sure her hair and makeup were flawless before leaving the house. Sam Hale, their neighbor across the road, ran his lawnmower right off the grass and into the street when he saw her come out to the car.

“Thanks, Tim, so do you,” she replied.

He grinned. “Yeah, right.” He wore a plain green tee shirt and a pair of denim shorts, having selected them specifically for their mediocrity. When it came time to tour the water rides at the fair, he wouldn’t worry about getting them wet.

They got out of the car.

Paul answered the door on the first ring of the bell and invited them into the foyer, where he was giving Lori Hanlon a crash-course on how to work the alarm panel.

“Hey, Tim,” Lori said. “Hi, Ms. Fleming.” The girl rocked on the balls of her feet, her fiery-red ponytail bouncing with each move. “Thanks again for the babysitting reference. Every bit helps for next year’s college fund.”

“Ready to go?”

Tim looked up and saw Mallory coming down the stairs. She wore white shorts and a yellow camo tee shirt that hugged every curve of her torso.

“Ready as ever,” he replied, thinking that if the house caved in around him he wouldn’t even notice.

Five minutes later they hit the road, all riding in the Wiesses’ Expedition. Despite the enormity of the backseat, Mallory slid up beside him, and their bare legs brushed together as they planned what rides to target first.

“Anything that goes insanely fast,” Mallory said.

“And upside-down,” Tim added.

“Or in lots of circles.”

“Of course!”

When they arrived in front of the fair gates at a quarter to eight, they scrambled out of their seats like a pair of sugar-fueled preschoolers.

“Have fun,” Mr. Wiess called out the window. “I’ve got my cell phone if you need to reach us; otherwise, we’ll meet you back here at around eleven-thirty, okay?”

“Got it,” Mallory confirmed.

“Will do,” Tim added.

Seconds later, they handed over their tickets to the admission attendants and headed inside, moving past the forward wishing fountain and main clock tower that marked the amusement park’s entrance.

On the other side of the clock tower, the thoroughfare stretched out to their right and left, its course lined with rides and shops and dotted by various concessions offering foods and drinks. Throngs of people moved from one attraction to another. Tim inhaled the unique blend of smells that lingered on the breeze: the faint mechanical scent of oil, grease, and diesel from the rides, mixed with the more noticeable aroma of popcorn, cotton candy, and deep-fried pastries.

They took the first left and hurried toward the Enterprise, a spinning contraption that looked like a huge, futuristic bicycle wheel lying on its side. Two-passenger gondolas hung along its outer edge. The ride began to spin at ground level, then a hydraulic arm gradually raised the whole machine to a vertical position, so the riders were going in high-speed loops.

On their first go, Tim sat in the back of the gondola with Mallory up front. Since there was no divider between seating areas, Mallory had to sit between Tim’s legs. Once the ride built up speed, she leaned backward against him, her fragrant hair blowing in his face.

At his request, they rode Enterprise three times in a row.

∞Θ∞

After the sun went down, the fairgrounds came aglow with a galaxy of colors. The ride lights flickered on, and the stars overhead faded behind a million twinkling, spinning, pulsing orbs of electricity and neon.

Mallory walked alongside Tim as they made their way down the exit ramp of The Corkscrew, having ridden the roller coaster for the fifth time since arriving.

“I swear it’s true,” Tim said. “It happened right here.”

“No way.”

“Yes way. The guy puked at the top of the first big loop and the barf landed on his head when the coaster came down the other side.”

Mallory chuckled. “You are so full of it.”

“I am not,” he laughed. “It was in the paper.”

She nudged against him and said, “Blaugh!” into his ear.

Tim wiped his cheek. “Oh, raunchy! You goobered on me.”

Mallory gasped, stopping in her tracks. She covered her mouth with both hands. “Seriously?”

Tim beamed. “Only joking.”

“You little shit,” she laughed. “Now I’m going to do it for real!”

“That’s not ladylike!”

Mallory sucked in a long breath, and Tim broke into a run. She chased him down the ramp, both of them snaking their way past the other people who had come off the coaster. At the bottom, Tim skidded to a halt beside the exit gate and held up a hand.

Mallory stopped.

Like the other rides they’d been on, he held the gate open for her, this time adding a theatrical sweeping gesture with his free hand, showing her the way out.

“After you, Madam.”

She straightened her posture and walked gracefully past him.

“Ah, such a gentleman,” she replied in an English accent.

An older couple passing by watched them with bemused expressions, and Mallory curtsied in return. Tim pointed at her and told them, “She’s raunchy.”

“That does it!”

They took off again, running along the concourse until the crowds got too thick to maneuver through. A gathering had formed beside the main road, making room for the marching band that preformed regular rounds of the park. The music boomed, drums crackling like action-movie gunfire and horns blaring louder than a fire engine siren. Behind them, the towering Ferris wheel gleamed with a luminous exoskeleton of multicolored tube-bulbs.

Mallory huddled close to Tim.

“Where to next?”

“I don’t know. It’s hard to see.”

Tim stepped onto a bench set against a retaining wall topped with clusters of marigolds, and Mallory climbed up beside him. From their new vantage point she had a clear view over the heads of all the people.

Tim pointed. “Look, The Monster line has thinned out.”

On the far side of the assembly The Monster made its revolutions, rising and dipping as it moved. The ride looked like a giant black octopus with four rotating gondolas at the end of each outstretched arm, all outlined by rows of glowing yellow lights.

Mallory looked left and right. “We’ll have to wait for the band to pass before we cross.”

“Not if we go now,” Tim said.

He grabbed her hand and jumped off the bench, towing her with him, weaving a path around the spectators. The band roared directly ahead.

“Tim, we’ll never make it!”

“Yes we will!”

Mallory laughed as they broke from the crowd and dashed across the thoroughfare, racing through the ten-foot gap between the drum major and the first rank of players. The music enveloped her, every blast of the horns and beat of the drums vibrating her body like the shockwave of an explosion. Her laughter escalated into a cry of delight, mixing with the noise. In her peripheral vision she saw the faces of the crowd turn to follow her, making her feel like a starlet in some old romantic movie.

They plunged into the throng of people lining the other side of the road and rushed on, moving like they had only one last chance to experience the park’s selection of mechanical wonders before Doomsday.

“Hey!” a voice shouted.

Tim stopped and looked to the left. Mallory traced his line of sight to see a man in a white shirt and black pants emerging from the crowd. He had a radio clipped to his belt and uniform patches with the word ‘SECURITY’ in capital letters on his shoulders, breast pocket, and ball cap. He was already coming toward them at a brisk walk.

Tim gasped. “Oh, crap. We’re busted.”

“Not if we keep going,” Mallory replied.

She sprinted away, pulling Tim with her the way he’d pulled her. They hurried to the entrance of The Monster, finding only a handful of other fairgoers waiting for the ride’s next boarding. They threaded themselves through the railings meant to corral the crowds, ducking under the metal beams rather than walking around them. Black cargo netting made up the walls and ceiling of the waiting area, and green lights glowed from concealed locations. They reached the end of the line and climbed over the railing along the northernmost wall. Tim held up the cargo netting, and Mallory slipped into the shadows.

“Stop!” the security officer’s voice shouted from somewhere far behind them.

Mallory glanced around, unable to hold back the smile of excitement that had taken hold of her lips.

“Where to?” Tim asked.

“I don’t know. We’re off the map now.”

Around them loomed the wooden superstructure of the fair’s oldest roller coaster, The High Roller. In daytime the forest of tall support beams and crisscrossing braces appeared bright and airy, but now, at night, with minimal lighting from the other rides, the shadows heaped on each other like a pile of fallen trees. They stood at the far end of the ride, where the tracks rose skyward and made a U-turn sixty feet in the air, sending its train of cars racing downhill and back to its start point. On the far side of the open space in the middle of the turnaround, the darkness beyond the towering struts seemed infinite.

Mallory spotted a small shed under the tracks thirty yards to her left. “This way!”

She resumed running, dodging around the concrete footings of support posts and ducking diagonal crossbeams. The tall grass licked at her ankles. They passed under one of the coaster’s rises just as the train of cars roared past above them, overpowering her cry of surprise. She looked back at Tim, exchanging silent laughs as her hearing recovered from the noise.

They reached the shed and hunkered down behind it, kneeling in the shadows. The building hummed with some internal contraption, radiating enough heat to add an extra ten degrees to the air. Tim peered around the corner and looked back the way they’d come.

“I think we lost him,” he whispered, chest heaving.

Mallory slumped against his shoulder, catching her breath. “And I worried I wouldn’t get my jog in today.”

Tim gave the terrain another glance then turned to face her, his expression uncertain. “We should probably try and get back to the main road as soon as possible. I didn’t mean to get us in trouble.”

Mallory smiled. “We didn’t do anything wrong. That was just some rent-a-cop trying to feel important.”

“Yeah, I guess.”

“It was fun, though, wasn’t it?”

The worry ebbed from his eyes. “It was pretty exciting.”

“I’ll say. I’m still shaking from when the roller coaster blasted over us. How freaky was that? Feel my heart beat.”

Mallory took Tim’s hand and held it to her chest, pressing his palm against her shirt. She gazed at him in the shadows, realizing a moment too late what she’d done. A blush heated her cheeks, and she recognized the tongue-tied look on Tim’s face as his eyes darted between her stare and where his hand rested above her breast.

He pulled his hand back.

The High Roller made another circuit of the tracks, wheels squealing around the curves and passengers screaming with each plunge. They both seized the distraction, watching the coaster race past them.

Tim fidgeted beside her. “Um … On second thought, maybe we should stay here a little longer. You know, just in case that guy is still looking for us.”

Mallory grinned knowingly, but nodded her agreement.

They settled into the grass next to each other, listening to the keen of the roller coaster’s brakes in the distance. Ambient sounds from the park filled the silence between them, and Mallory brushed her hair back with one hand as an excuse to look at Tim out of the corner of her eye.

He cleared his throat. “So, you like to go jogging, huh?”

“Three times a week at least.”

“Cool, me too.”

“We should go together sometime.”

“I’d like that. There’s a ton of great trails around your house.”

Mallory chewed her lower lip before replying. “Yeah, I explored some before you came over the other day. Did you know there’s an old barn in the woods?”

Tim grinned. “Pretty neat place, isn’t it? My friends and I used to play there all the time.”

She waited, letting her words sink in. After a second his expression shifted to a look of understanding.

“Oh, I take it you saw the hillbilly Internet?”

Mallory laughed. “Who wrote all that garbage about you?”

Tim shrugged. “Probably Brad Hill or one of his cronies. He’s kind of the local thug. I’ve been meaning to warn you about him. He lives on the other end of your neighborhood, so you’ll probably run into him sooner or later.”

“What’s his problem with you?”

Tim picked at the grass. “He’s pissed because he blames me for getting him expelled from school last year.”

Mallory gaped. “What did you do?”

Tim waved the conversation away.

“Come on! Tell me what happened?”

“No. It’s embarrassing.”

“So? You’ve seen me in just a towel! You owe me an embarrassing story.”

Tim laughed. “Yeah, I guess you’ve got me there.”

Mallory nodded. “Damn right. Now talk.”

“There’s not much to tell,” Tim admitted. “I was helping the coach set up for track practice one day and Brad’s class was playing dodge ball in the gym. I had to get in the equipment room, but when Brad saw me, he decided to include me in the game. He called my name, and when I looked, he nailed me with a headshot.”

Mallory scoffed. “What a jerk.”

Tim plucked more grass. “That wasn’t the end of it. His buddies joined in. I managed to avoid the next few shots, but that just made them try harder. Eventually they started working together, throwing from different directions at once. Pretty soon I was blocking shots instead of dodging them. And they kept closing in, picking up the balls that bounced off me to throw them again.”

“Oh, my God,” Mallory said.

“Makes me seem like a wimp, huh?”

“No. It makes them seem like assholes.”

Tim’s eyes remained directed at the grass, but he smiled at the remark. “They backed me into the equipment room, where I had nowhere else to go. That’s when I saw Brad closing in for the kill. I’ll never forget the look on his face. I don’t know what he gets from picking on people, but at that moment I swear he wanted to see blood.”

“What happened?”

Tim looked up, feeling a guilty expression on his face. “In the heat of the moment I blindly grabbed the closest thing to me and threw it at him as hard as I could.”

Mallory gazed at him in suspense. “What did you grab?”

Tim cringed. “A lawn dart.”

Her eyebrows arched in shock. “And what did you hit?”

The cringe deepened. “His crotch.”

Mallory’s mouth dropped open.

“It didn’t stab into him or anything,” Tim quickly explained. “But, needless to say, the impact left him dazed long enough for the gym teacher to come back from wherever she’d gone off to and see what was happening. He’s hated my guts ever since.”

“That’s insane,” Mallory replied. “The idiot deserved to be expelled.”

Tim shook his head. “No, that wasn’t it. The fight would’ve gotten him a three day suspension. It was the bag of pot that fell out of his pocket when his ass hit the floor that got him expelled.”

Mallory laughed a little too loud and quickly covered her mouth. They both peeked around the corners of the shed to make sure no one had heard.

Tim grinned, continuing at a lower volume. “Besides getting kicked out of school, Brad got a summer’s worth of community service, so you can understand why he wants me dead. The sad part is he and I used to be friends when we were kids. He’s only two years older than me, but after he went to junior high he just changed. It’s like I never knew him.”

Mallory nodded in agreement. “I’ve had friends like that.”

She trailed off without elaborating, thinking of Derrick for the first time that night. Contrasting emotions dueled inside her, sobering her mood. Guilt tugged at her heart when she realized she probably would have declined Tim’s invitation to the fair had they met under normal circumstances. At her last school everything was a competition, a never-ending battle for status. Since her parents’ divorce, her popularity with her classmates seemed to be the one thing she could control. But rising in the ranks meant others had to fall, and it was usually the meeker kids like Tim that her and her friends stepped on to reach the top.

Yet here she sat, wondering if the shy boy who could barely look at her the other day would make a move on her, somewhat hoping that he would.

Perhaps sensing her shift in emotion, Tim picked a wildflower growing in the grass between them. “My dad used to tell me ‘you never know who your friends are’ … but he always meant it in a sarcastic sort of way … like you can never trust the people you already know. I tend to think of it the other way around, like you always know who your friends are, even the ones you just met. Kind of how some people say that you always know when you’re in love—you don’t question it, you just know.”

He looked into her eyes and handed her the flower.

Mallory studied him in silence, the clatter of gears and the hum of machinery filling the gap in their conversation. High Roller shot past overhead with the sound of a rushing river. It climbed skyward and made its turn, then dove downhill across from where they sat. Light from the tracks flashed between the cars, blinking in yellow bursts. She held Tim’s gaze the entire time, watching him across her shoulder and smiling at the bashful glances he gave her as his true nervousness began to show. On impulse, she leaned over and kissed him on the corner of the mouth, smiling at the look of shock that solidified his features.

“What was that for?” he asked.

“For being my friend.”

He opened his mouth to say something when Mallory spotted a pair of headlights approaching on the far side of the coaster’s skeletal framework.

“Shh!” she said and pointed.

The vehicle grew closer—a golf cart judging by the size of it—and Tim nodded toward the thoroughfare, mouthing “Let’s go.”

Together, they hurried around the shed, following the low fence that surrounded The Monster ride until they rejoined the masses traveling the main road.

Mallory inhaled deeply, catching the sweet sent of fried food and powder sugar. “Hey, are you hungry?”

“Starving.”

“Let’s get funnel-cake!”

Tim eyed her. “You know there’s like a billion calories in those things, right?”

Mallory shrugged. “We’ll just have to run it off next week.”

Tim nodded his consent. “I’ll get two.”

She giggled as he escorted her to one of the benches along the thoroughfare, indicating for her to sit while he went to buy the food.

A smile lingered on her lips as she watched him go.

She’d been seated less than five minutes when Becky jumped in front of her.

“Surprise!”

Before Mallory could reply, Adam Brant—Becky’s boyfriend—and two of their other friends, Elsa Williams and Lisa Nolan joined her, accompanied by two other boys she didn’t recognize. Then Derrick Nolan stepped forward, snaring her attention like a net.

“Is this a surprise, or is this a surprise?” Becky asked.

Mallory nodded, speechless.

“Hey, Mallory,” Lisa said.

Adam waved.

She smiled back at each of them, but kept her eyes on Derrick, asking, “Where’d you all come from?”

Becky licked her lips and slid onto the bench beside her. “Don’t you remember me saying how bad I wanted to come out here tonight when we were at the mall?” she asked, sounding utterly bewildered. “You had plans, so I asked Elsa to go, and she invited Lisa. It almost didn’t happen, though, because Adam’s crappy car is in the shop. Derrick and his pals were headed in this direction, anyway, to go to some party, and they were nice enough to give us a ride.” She twitched her eyebrows. “They still had some time to kill, so I talked them into joining us for a while. I knew you’d show up at the funnel-cake stands sooner or later, so we’ve been hanging out here waiting for you.”

Mallory grinned.

“You owe me one,” Becky whispered.






CHAPTER 21
Orange light. Crumbling walls. Shouts for help.

Frank recalled the raid on Kale Kane’s farmhouse for Detective Humble, remembering every detail of the grotesque place with frightening clarity.

The fetid air of decay.

The confusion.

The pain.

Choking on the unsavory taste of spent gunpowder after his shootout with the killer, Frank stood at the threshold of Kale Kane’s root cellar looking at the bodies of the dead. The only illumination came from half a dozen stout candles burning at various points around the room, but even their meager light revealed the stain of death everywhere.

He lowered his weapon.

“Good Lord,” he whispered.

Kane’s victims hung from the ceiling, suspended by thin wires anchored in their flesh with huge steel hooks. Each corpse had been taken apart and reassembled with additional body parts. Thick stitches bound the flesh of both humans and animals, creating a small army of half-rotten, darkly-hided, multi-limbed nightmares.

The eyes of one of the closest constructions still shined with false life, drawing Frank’s attention. Their positioning in the reshaped sockets of a worm-infested pig’s skull seemed to communicate the level of terror experienced by their former owner at their time of death, as if the very emotion had been fused into the corneas.

Frank looked at the floor to escape the thing’s gaze.

Further emphasizing the pure wickedness the hecatomb reeked of, he found a wide pool of blood the killer had gathered in a shallow pit at the center of the room. It gleamed in the candlelight, encircling a large column of stone. A host of cryptic symbols decorated the towering obelisk, strange characters chiseled in a three-dimensional pattern that caused Frank’s head to throb when he stared at them.

He swayed on his feet, then flinched when another officer reached out to steady him. He couldn’t fathom what sort of diabolic compulsion could’ve driven a person to commit such vile acts, what level of mental imbalance—

“He’s still alive,” a medic roared.

Frank turned to see Kane’s eyes snap open and almost fell down the steps leading into the cellar when he flinched back in shock. It wasn’t possible for the man to still be conscious, not after the amount of damage he’d received. Yet the killer struck out with the speed of a springing viper, teeth bared and hissing.

Kane reached up and grabbed the medic by the neck, ripping out his throat in a single vicious action. The man dropped to the floor, hitting the ground as Kane arose from a lake of his own blood.

His eyes shimmered.

Shiny filaments of spittle stitched together the space between his open jaws.

Blood rained from his wounds.

Frank and the surrounding policemen trained their weapons on the killer in a uniform motion, but Kane lunged at the closest officer before anyone fired a shot.

“Shit,” Frank growled, snapping up his weapon.

Several members of the tactical squad broke formation and rushed forward, reaching for their teammate. Kane met their charge with an animalistic battle cry, snapping the neck of his captive in one effortless action.

The man’s death set off a chain reaction of rage, and the other officers charged.

Kane struck the first man to reach him with an uppercut to the mouth, knocking a shard of jawbone through his cheek. He jabbed at another, gouging out an eye.

Blood sailed from Kane’s wounds with each move, yet he twisted and flexed without the slightest sign of impairment. He met the onslaught of officers with a smile, hammering his adversaries straight through their body armor and Kevlar helmets with bare fists. He punched, flipped, kicked, backhanded, and head-butted opponents before any of them got close enough to help or do damage, then heaved them aside as though they weighed less than the clothing they wore.

The crowd shifted with each new assault, blocking Frank’s attempts to move forward and help.

Gunfire cracked from various points around the room as other officers took aimed shots at the killer, carefully placing each round so not to hit one of their own. Fresh wounds peppered Kane’s flesh. Yet the madman continued to attack, advancing on the crowd as they tried to fall back.

Kane snatched a man’s arm and broke it in two. The bone sprung through the officer’s shirt sleeve like a spring-loaded blade, and Kane rammed it into the throat of another man he’d seized by the neckline of his tactical vest.

Sergeant Rice plunged into the battle and thrust his sidearm into Kane’s face, firing a round directly into the killer’s left eye. Kane’s head rocked back with the shot, then snapped forward again as if recovering from no more than a hard slap. He bellowed at Rice, spraying blood and saliva across the officer’s face. In a blur, Kane punched through the man’s teeth, burying his fist in Rice’s mouth up to the wrist.

Frank flinched.

Kane yanked his hand free, taking Rice’s tongue with it, then hurled him at the other officers, grabbing the strap of his sub-machinegun in the process.

“Oh, shit,” Frank hissed.

Kane opened fire the second Rice left his grasp, painting the cracked walls with lightning-quick pulses of light and filling the air with the repetitive thunder of gunfire. He panned Rice’s MP-5 left and right, emptying the weapon’s thirty-round magazine into the crowd.

Pivoting away, Frank ducked through the cellar doorway the same instant huge holes exploded out of its frame. Clouds of splinters and mortar dust sprayed through the air. From his new position, he had a clear view of the space across the landing and up the main staircase, where he spotted reinforcements frozen on the steps.

“Get down here, God dammit!”

The first floor door swung shut without warning, slamming into its frame with such force the candlelight at Frank’s back flickered with the sudden change in air pressure. With the door closed, only two cops remained on the steps, cut off from above like him and all the others.

Before he could dwell on the door’s abrupt closure, the hail of gunfire ceased, replaced by the faint, bell-like sounds of spent 9mm casings bouncing off the concrete floor. Then nothing.

Silence descended over the room like a smothering hand.

Frank tensed, listening, afraid the fracas had affected his hearing. From above came the incessant pounding and muffled shouts of the officers on the first floor as they fought to break down the door. Beyond that, he picked out the haggard gasping of the wounded men in the adjacent room, followed by the louder sound of the empty MP-5 clattering to the floor.

Frank brought up one hand, signaling for the officers on the staircase to hold their position. Given the number of men Kane had dropped in the other room, a veritable arsenal of loaded weapons awaited the killer’s hands.

He looked to his own weapon. Smoke rose from a bullet hole that had peeled open the breach, exposing the copper shell of a cartridge.

Shit!

He knelt down and set the weapon on the floor. His helmet slipped forward on his sweat-slicked forehead when he did, and he quickly pushed it back, eyeing the doorway.

He upholstered his sidearm, a 9mm Sig, and readied to move.

Staying low on the narrow cellar steps, he tipped his head around the corner of the bullet-shattered doorframe and got a quick glimpse of the other room.

Kane stood amongst the crumpled bodies of the fallen officers like the sole survivor of a war, splattered with blood, surrounded by smoke. The final moans of the dying faded to silence.

Frank concentrated on the fact Kane hadn’t replaced the MP-5 with one of the other firearms scattered about the floor. Instead, the killer stood amidst the wreckage of bodies, arms in front of him, palms up, studying his own injuries in soundless contemplation.

Frank’s grip on the handgun tightened. He flicked off the safeties and put two pounds of pull on the trigger.

Across the room, Kane pulled apart the two halves of his shirt and Frank tensed. The cloth had once been faded brown with a lighter tan check pattern, but now glistened almost solid crimson.

Multitudes of dark gunshot wounds peppered Kane’s torso, each a fatal ticket that should’ve secured his passage to Hell. Stranger still, among the scattering of bullet holes lay a series of deep lacerations that could’ve only come from a knife. Not random cuts, either. They looked like designs carved into his flesh, symbols similar those written across the stone pillar sitting in the pool of blood.

Frank quivered with disgust.

Without warning, Kane’s expression changed from triumph to fear. Frank didn’t think it was possible after all the mayhem he’d witnessed, but he could see it in the maniac’s freakish eyes; pure, unbridled fear.

Frank watched the man curl his bloody hands into claws, staring at them in shock.

Kane shrieked at the sight.

Frank recoiled from the sound and almost lost his footing on the steps. Steadying himself, he readied his weapon, watching Kane slap at his bare chest and stomach, flailing himself, almost like he was trying to brush away the bullet holes. He cried louder with each breath, stomping his feet, ranting like a child in the thrall of a tantrum.

Frank motioned for the two officers on the stairs to get ready to move, certain they could take the man unaware while he wallowed in his deranged self-assault. He edged back out of Kane’s sight, stood up, and—

The orange light bulb over the landing suddenly popped and went out.

Frank’s half-drawn breath snared in his throat as darkness leapt in to take the light’s place, stopped at the cellar doorway by the glow of the few candles in Kane’s earth-walled lair.

He hesitated, poised on the verge of a tension-induced heart attack. Kane had fallen silent just a second before the light flashed out, and the thought of confronting him while nearly blind, armed or not, no longer seemed wise.

There came a noise: the subtle rattling of a chain.

It sounded at Frank’s back, from somewhere in the cellar of patchwork cadavers: an inconspicuous jingle under the clamor of men still trying to force their way through Hell’s gate at the top of the stairs.

“Fraaaaank,” a voice growled in his ear.

He swung around and fired three rounds into the wrinkled, slack-eyed face of a dead man chained at the far side of the room, at least twenty feet away. No one loomed behind him in the cellar. Everyone was dead. Dead and unmoving.

He twisted back to confront the doorway and met Kane’s grinning face. It flashed into the candlelight, his black eyes once again gleaming with a red reflection. Frank tried to aim his weapon, but Kane caught his hand, locking it in an unbreakable grip. He smashed it into the doorjamb, holding it there, with the handgun’s muzzle pointed uselessly away.

Then the knife flashed into view, clutched in the killer’s fist. It arced toward him with merciless speed, too fast to dodge, but skipped off the brim of his helmet when he tried to maneuver out of its way. The blade grazed his eyeball, splitting its surface, then stabbed into his face. It streaked down his cheekbone, cutting a hot trail from his ruptured eyeball to his jaw.

Frank shrieked.

Kane released him, letting him fall backward into the cellar. The killer smiled at him, his teeth gleaming in the murk.

Then Kane jolted and convulsed when gunfire exploded through him from behind, opening more holes in his chest.

The guys on the staircase, Frank thought.

He hit the floor, teetering on the dark edge of unconsciousness.

And blacked out when Kane collapsed beside him.






CHAPTER 22
Frank saw that his account of the raid on Kane’s farm had brought the young detective to the edge of her seat.

“The guys upstairs needed to use an explosive charge to get through the basement door,” he said. “The damned thing looked normal enough, but it had a solid steel core, with magnetic locking plates on the top and bottom.”

“What made it shut?” Melissa asked.

“Too many people trying to get around it at the same time,” he said, grimacing at the memory. “Once it closed, it locked. By the time the medics got to us again, Kane had slaughtered fifteen good men. It was a madhouse.”

Detective Humble shook her head in amazement. “And even after they shot him again, he still didn’t die.”

Frank nodded. “The headshot required the partial removal of his frontal lobe and reconstructive skull plates, but somehow he managed to survive in a coma. When I got word that he’d finally died last week … Well, I think you can imagine why I made those inquires to be sure he was dead.”

Melissa readjusted herself on the couch. “I never knew how intense the arrest had been for everyone involved. For you.”

Frank heard pity in her voice, and for a moment, he couldn’t respond. Recalling those details of the past had made him shaky, replete with emotions he couldn’t suppress. He looked at his clasped hands and said, “I put the whole story into my book, hoping I could rid myself of it for good—the arrest, the partner theory, everything. A lot of people said I was capitalizing on the misery of others, but I never did it for the money. I want you to understand that. I wrote the book because I was looking for closure. I suppose I was foolish to believe it would help.”

“What you did was a perfectly healthy way of dealing with it,” she told him.

He gave her an appreciative smile for her empathy, which she returned with a smile of her own. For an instant, he imagined himself leaning forward and kissing her. The thought blindsided him like an unseen assailant, hitting him hard, leaving him dazed.

Breaking eye contact, he redirected his gaze at the floor. How can you be thinking of such a thing right now? But he already knew the answer.

Not many visitors stopped by anymore, attractive women least of all. He’d grown accustomed to living alone in his small condo, the outside world closed behind the blinds, discarded. He only ventured into his old life long enough to collect his pension or disability checks from the mailbox. He didn’t even shop for himself anymore.

He glanced to the detective while she jotted down notes on a small pad. Being in the presence of such a smart and engaging woman, he found himself wishing he were insane, that Kale Kane’s accomplice existed only in his head. Then he could get help and maybe return to a normal way of life.

Melissa looked at him and said, “You told me you thought Kane preferred a certain type of victim.”

“That’s right,” he said, but paused at the frail sound of his voice. He cleared his throat. “Like I said, for all the trouble Kane went through to get at several of his targets, it seemed logical to say those individuals had something of a specific interest to him, something no one else could provide.”

Frank stopped himself again, deciding how much to reveal. Wracked by the understanding of what his life had become, he could’ve talked with Melissa all night. But he realized he needed to proceed with caution, reminding himself that he couldn’t let his rediscovered wanting for companionship cloud his judgment. Giving the detective too much information at this point would only cause her to regard him with skepticism, maybe even suspicion.

“Did you ever determine what the connection was?” Melissa asked, prodding him out of his thoughts.

“No,” he half-lied. “Once again, there wasn’t enough information. None of the victims shared any characteristics: physical, emotional, habitual, or otherwise.”

The detective said nothing, but her mouth pinched with disappointment.

“Did you ever determine what it was Kane was doing to them?” she asked. “I don’t recall hearing about the ritualistic stuff you described, other than the reconstructed corpses—the amalgamates.”

Frank didn’t respond right away, and when he did, he voiced the thought that had seized him the moment Melissa identified herself at the door. “This isn’t about an ordinary disappearance, is it, Detective? Judge Anderson is dead, isn’t he? He’s dead, and you’ve found something linking him to Kane. What was it? The double-K marking?”

She shook her head in protest. “Why would you think he’s dead?”

“Because I’ve feared this would happen,” he answered. “I’ve dreaded it for years. Recently, I thought I’d convinced myself I was just being paranoid, but when you came to the door I just knew.” Frank’s guilt seethed in him like a great furnace ready to explode. After all this time, his writing had finally served to educate the public of the danger still loose in the world. Now the Killer had taken the life of a man who’d wanted his help, and the weight of responsibility pressed even harder on his shoulders.

He wondered how the detective was interpreting what he’d told her. He’d seen her glance about the room during the breaks in their conversation, no doubt pondering the possibility that he might be the object of her pursuit. She hadn’t yet asked for his whereabouts during the time Judge Anderson had gone missing, but he suspected it was on her mind.

Melissa opened her mouth, maybe to ask that exact question, when five electronic beeps cut her off. She reached to her waist, for a pager clipped to her belt. “I’m afraid I have to go,” she said after checking the message. “I’d like to talk more about this if it’s possible. May I stop by tomorrow sometime?”

Frank nodded and stood up. “All of my reports concerning Kane are on file downtown; the rest is simply an old man’s opinion. Still, I’d be happy to help you any way I can, Detective. Lord knows I wouldn’t mind the company.”

“I’d appreciate it.”

He walked her to the door, unable to look her in the eyes after his last comment. She supplied him with one of her business cards, adding her home phone number to the back of it. He closed the door behind her.

After reengaging the locks, Frank slumped with his back to the entry and rubbed one hand over his face, feeling the scratch of thick stubble.

Although they’d only known one another for less than an hour, he couldn’t help but worry for Melissa. She’d already trod on dangerous ground without even knowing it, and her job would no doubt take her down the path of danger again before an end to the killings came within sight. He cursed himself for not having the courage to tell her the complete truth about Kane, even though he knew she wouldn’t believe him.

Like it or not, he was on his own.

He clenched his right hand into a fist and slammed it against the wall. Pushing away from the front door, he crossed the living room and went to the smaller of the condo’s two bedrooms. Full bookcases lined the walls, skirted by columns of other books stacked on the floor. Towers of boxes containing copies of past case files from around the country blocked the room’s only window. His computer desk sat in the far corner, flanked by a six-foot high filing cabinet and a cherry wood armoire.

Here the walls were lost under a collage of old documents: statement reports and crime scene photos from the original Kane disappearances; pictures from the Stillwater basement and cellar; lab analysis forms; blood work results; pictograph comparisons; maps of Minnesota, Wisconsin, Iowa, and the Dakotas.

Stepping over the pair of forty-pound dumbbells he used to keep in shape, Frank opened the upper half of the wardrobe exposing his safe. He dialed the combination and withdrew one of four identical folders, each containing more evidence gathered on Kane and his partner.

After setting the file on his desk, he closed the safe and turned to the room’s closet.

He slid open the double folding doors.

On the closet’s single clothes rack hung several rugged coats, a black S.W.A.T. jumpsuit, a bulletproof vest, and four styles of shoulder holsters, all purchased through military surplus catalogues.

The back wall of the closet had been converted into a storage area for Frank’s collection of weaponry. A gun rack held two Mossberg shotguns—one pistol grip, one with a full stock—an HK 33A2 assault rifle, and an M-16A1. Below the gun rack sat two three-drawer dressers. The first contained fifteen different handguns of assorted caliber and design, along with ammunition for each, whereas the second housed a variety of communication and sensory devices: a directional microphone, night vision goggles, a hand-held GPS unit, several TriField meters, and five different rifle scopes.

Frank shrugged into one of the shoulder holsters and chose a 9mm Glock from the dresser. He also took the pistol grip Mossberg, concealing it in a leather travel bag. Both weapons were already loaded and ready for use.

In the master bedroom, he traded his shorts for a pair of jeans and slipped a tweed jacket over his tee shirt and firearm. He looked a bit overdressed for the evening’s temperature but wouldn’t appear suspicious.

There were a number of phone calls to make, information yet to search out; he also needed to go out to the garage and prep the equipment on his Blazer. After almost three years of preparation and research, he had actual work to do.

More importantly: he had purpose.

Frank grabbed his wallet and keys off the nightstand and started to return to his office when he stopped. His eyes fixed on the darkness outside the bedroom window.

His mouth went dry at the sight. Before he could stop it, his mind superimposed Kane’s leering face over the glass, coming out of the night in the same horrific way he’d lunged through the cellar doorway in the past.

Frank fled from the room, into the hallway. He doubled over, gasping.

He stood there for a moment, allowing the memory to pass and the reality of what he planned to do to sink in. Leaving the house required mental readiness these days, and in his single-minded focus on organizing for the task ahead, he’d forgot the raw fear of it. He’d seen a therapist about his condition several years back, but quit going after the first few sessions. A doctor would never understand his troubles without knowing the whole story—he wasn’t about to risk getting himself admitted to a psychiatric hospital—and the medication he’d been prescribed did nothing but give him headaches and make him horny.

He forced himself to relax his breathing and straightened up.

He’d go. There was no choice now. He needed to act before the killer took more lives and gathered strength.

The therapist believed his fear stemmed from something in the past.

In truth, it came from the expectation of what horrors lay ahead.

And the idea of facing them alone.






CHAPTER 23
Blood.

In the sunlight it shone deep red. Now it appeared black.

The Killer waded into the dark pool and lowered the Wurakk stone into position at its center, maneuvering the chiseled eight-foot column of granite with the effort of repositioning a hollow bone.

The petroglyph settled into place, sinking a good four inches in the pool’s sticky liquid. Enamored by the sight, the Killer caressed the ancient writing on its surface, carved symbols that had taken almost two days to recreate.

Not far away, hidden within the old cemetery, Kane’s corpse waited.

The Killer grinned.

The preparations were finished. Only one thing left to do.

Get Mallory.

∞Θ∞

Tim sat in silence on the bench next to Mallory while she talked with her friends. He held the plate of cold funnel cake in one hand and his drink in the other, trying not to notice how Mallory ogled the boy named Derrick.

The guy looked seventeen, maybe older, dressed in a plain white tank top and faded oversized pants. He’d dyed his hair bright yellow and wore it stylishly spiked, whereas the skin on his face looked smoother than ice. When Mallory finally made a round of introductions, she’d spoken his name with a certain melody in her voice Tim hadn’t heard before.

She was commenting on the solid gold earring in Derrick’s left ear when one of the other girls, Elsa, spoke up. “What happened to the one with the massive diamond in it?”

“That was for Wendy,” he said. He looked to Mallory with a downhearted sulk on his face. “Wendy was my girlfriend. Since we broke up, I just couldn’t keep wearing it, you know? A diamond is like the perfect gem, unbreakable, and it was meant to represent our perfect love. But when I found out she was cheating on me, it totally shattered my heart.”

Tim looked away. Good grief!

“That’s tough,” Mallory said.

“Poor guy,” Elsa cooed, stroking his arm in a gesture of sympathy.

Derrick kept his eyes locked on Mallory, who remained enthralled by his gaze.

Eager for a distraction, Tim got up and used the excuse of throwing out the uneaten food as way to get away the group for a moment. He spotted The Wild Thing in the distance, the park’s largest roller coaster, and had the immediate compulsion to go and throw himself on the tracks instead of spending another second listening to Derrick.

He knew what was happening.

And he knew there was no way to stop it. Whatever spark ignited between them under the roller coaster had obviously burnt out, leaving him cold.

When he returned to the group, Mallory and her friends decided to move on. They strolled along the thoroughfare, talking, laughing, passing up rides he and Mallory had planned to hit before leaving.

Mallory didn’t even notice.

She stuck close to Becky now rather than Tim. The two girls huddled together as they walked, whispering back and forth, giggling secretively at times, howling with laughter at others.

Ironically, when they did choose an attraction, they chose Enterprise.

This time, Tim rode alone. Mallory went with Derrick.

After the large spinning disk—now gleaming in yellow, red, and white neon—came to a halt, he let himself out of his solitary gondola and made his way to the exit. There, Mallory and her friends regrouped, laughing and hooting about something he hadn’t heard enough of to comprehend. He lagged behind while they made their way to the next ride, once again taking grim notice of how Mallory always hovered near Derrick, swaying in his presence like a fragile flower in submission to a blustery wind.

After Enterprise, Mallory began whispering with Derrick instead of Becky, pairing with him more and more until they became inseparable. Tim tried to regain her interest, joking like he had before, but either his wisecracks weren’t funny enough, or no one understood the humor. He even tried joining in on her friend’s talks, but all their conversations centered on events at a high school he’d never attended, or past get-togethers with people he’d never known at places he’d never been. Eventually he gave up and just dragged along, waiting to go home.

Torture.

Not soon after Mallory and Derrick began riding together, Tim saw them come off the Tilt-a-Whirl and walk down the exit ramp with their pinky fingers interlocked, an innocent little gesture that soon evolved into handholding. After that, sitting several seats behind them on The Looping Starship, his mood had taken an even sharper plunge when they leaned together and kissed.

Tim recalled the silken feel of her lips when they kissed under The High Roller, along with the sudden rush of excitement, shock, and joy that flooded through his mind. He wanted to hang onto that moment and savor it forever, but seeing her heap the same affection on Derrick twisted the memory into a painful knot of thorns.

Now he made sure to keep his distance, staying to the back of the group while Mallory and Derrick walked side by side ahead of him. They chatted with their friends, oblivious of his absence, and it took all of his might not to stare at how Derrick kept his arm wrapped snug around Mallory’s waist.

“So, what now?” one of the nameless friends of Derrick said. “This is getting old.”

“I’m having a great time,” Lisa countered.

“Yeah, me too, you party-pooper,” Becky said.

“No shit,” added Elsa. “Who only comes here for a few hours? We’ve got all night.”

The guy made a sarcastic mimic of their remarks, then turned to Derrick for support. “Come on, dude, we should be on the road by now.”

Lisa fixed the older boys with a suspicious gaze. “What’s so secret?”

Derrick grinned, eyeing the first kid. “There’s a rave out in Norwood tonight. Troy works at SuperValue, and he managed to snatch a couple of dented-up cases of beer from storage. I guess he figures forty-eight cans should be enough to get him laid, but I doubt it.”

Adam cheered. “All right! Where’s the party?”

“Eat me,” Troy replied. “Who invited you?”

“You did,” Elsa said. “Or would you like your boss to find out where the beer went?”

Troy’s jaw clenched.

Derrick laughed. “Cruel, Elsie. I like it.” Looking to Mallory, he asked, “What do you say, want to go with us? There’s supposed to be some kick-ass bands.”

Tim glanced to Mallory and smiled inwardly at the doubtful look on her face.

“I don’t really drink that much,” she told him.

“Me, either,” Becky added, “but we could still hang out.”

Derrick jostled Mallory gently with the arm around her waist. “Nobody said you have to drink anything. Let them get smashed. We can just talk, get to know each other better.”

To Tim’s dismay, she seemed pleased with the idea.

“Tim and I are supposed to get picked up at eleven-thirty, so I’ll have to call my dad first.”

“That’s cool.”

“What do you think, Tim?” Mallory asked.

Without enough courage to voice his desire to leave them all and go home, he shrugged noncommittally, and they took it as a yes.

Derrick produced an iPhone with the smooth gesture of a stage magician and handed it to Mallory.

“Thanks. I’ll be right back.”

Mallory separated herself from the crowd to make the call, and the other girls slipped away, as well, heading for the bathrooms along with Becky’s boyfriend. Tim suddenly found himself standing with Derrick and his two buddies. He quickly distanced himself by going to the opposite side of a small round building shaped like the top of an old-fashion water tower. The stout wood structure housed a series of drinking fountains positioned around the outer wall, their spigots and drain basins set inside little nooks.

Leaning inside one of the recesses, Tim sipped at the cold water. The niche provided a small degree of sound dampening from the crowds, allowing him to reflect on his thoughts. He tried not to think about how the evening had started off so well, about how good it felt when Mallory walked alongside him, laughing and joking and nudging against him while they moved from ride to ride. Watching her drool over Derrick hurt, and in more ways than one. He couldn’t compete with Derrick in the categories of fashion, wealth, or physical appearance, and that left him with only his personality to hold Mallory’s interest.

Tim finished his drink and moved so another person could take a turn. He’d just rounded the water station to see if Mallory had returned when one of Derrick’s friends said, “Yeah, my roommate won’t be there tonight, but what am I supposed do, sit around and listen to you have all the fun? She’s your date; find your own place to fuck her.”

“Thanks a heap, Dickless.”

“You really think she’ll put out?” the other one asked.

“You’ve seen how she’s on me tonight,” Derrick boasted. “Not like Wendy. I can’t even get in her shirt without hearing about what her old man might do if he ever found out. Christ, he probably checks her twat after each date to make sure she’s not popped.”

They all laughed.

“So you’re definitely through with her?” one of them asked.

Derrick faced the first kid again. “Are you retarded? Wendy’s a quest now. I’m not letting someone else have a chance at her. That would be like winning the lottery and giving it all to charity. Who gives a shit about her drill sergeant dad? If he thinks he can break us up by simply grounding her for the summer, he’s in for a hell of a surprise. Shit, she calls me now more than ever. By this time next week, I’ll be the twat-checker.”

They erupted into a second, louder round of laughter.

Tim leaned against the water station’s wood paneling while the three teens went on to debate whether or not Mallory was still a virgin, not surprised in the least at what he’d heard.

The thought of Derrick and Mallory together set off a lightning bolt of emotion in Tim’s heart and sent a flash of anger through his soul. Part of him wanted to march over to the group and slug Derrick in the face.

And to Tim’s own surprise, he started walking forward.

He got about halfway to the trio before he chickened out and veered to the left, pretending to be occupied with the choices of fruit drinks at an ice-filled refreshment stand.

What could he do? Starting a fight wouldn’t solve anything. In fact, it would probably just land him in the hospital. Derrick had the slim body of a weasel, but his muscles stood out. And with two of his friends present, Tim faced a major disadvantage.

At the very least, he thought he should confront the creep about what he’d heard, or maybe get Mallory aside once she came back and tell her the truth about her Prince Charming.

But he already knew both tactics would fail. First of all, he possessed half the menace of a pissed-off chihuahua. Threatening Derrick would no doubt end with the hospital scenario. On the other hand, if he told Mallory about Derrick’s two-timing secret, she’d either play a jealousy card or go to Derrick for confirmation. And even if she did confront him, the asshole would just tell her a reworded version of the truth and woo her into believing Tim had misinterpreted what he’d said.

The concession attendant asked Tim if he wanted anything, and he politely declined.

Leaving the vendor, he slipped around the drinking hut and quietly waited out of sight, not rejoining the others until Mallory returned.

“Everything cool?” Derrick asked when she came back.

“Yeah, I told my dad you guys could give us a ride home, so he and Rebecca are going to catch a late movie. I still need to be back by midnight to relieve the babysitter, though.”

“No prob,” Derrick told her, once more sliding his hand over the curve of her hip.

Tim saw it and looked away.

They went on a few more rides, working their way toward the park’s exit. Tim remained silently removed from the crowd the entire way. At one point, Mallory asked him if everything was okay, why he was being so detached, but rather than speak up, he waved her concerns away, blaming his behavior on exhaustion.

When they reached the parking lot, the group split up. Becky, Adam, and Chris trailed after Troy, while Mallory, Lisa, and Elsa stayed beside Derrick.

Tim glanced over his shoulder at the park and wondered if he should just slip out of sight while the others weren’t looking. He could go back to the pay phones and call one of his parents, get the hell out of here and let Mallory sort out the details later, if she ever noticed he’d left.

“Hey, Tim!”

He looked up and saw Mallory gesturing to him while the others kept walking.

“You’re riding with us. Come on.”

Ahead of them, Derrick disengaged the car alarm of a gleaming black Mercedes.

“That’s your car?” Mallory asked, eyes beaming.

“Sixteenth birthday present,” he smiled. “Like it?”

“I love it!”

Lisa gave her brother an obvious look of contempt and opened the rear driver-side door. “Yeah, he gets this, and I’ll probably get a bus pass or something.”

Chris called from two rows over, shouting to Derrick and asking if he wanted back some borrowed CDs.

“I’ll be back in a sec,” the boy told Mallory, sliding his hand across her butt when he slipped away.

They piled into the car while he went to get his stuff. Much to Tim’s surprise, Mallory opted to sit between him and Lisa in the back seat while Elsa sat up front.

With Derrick not present, Lisa turned to Mallory and said, “My, God. Derry’s all over you tonight.”

“I’ll say,” Elsa chimed in, checking her makeup in the rearview mirror. “Watching the two of you is starting get me hot. This must be like a dream come true for you?”

Tim noticed Mallory glance at him from the corner of her eye and seemed reluctant to reply. “I’m having a good night,” she said.

Elsa swiveled around in her seat to listen, but when Mallory didn’t elaborate about Derrick, her eyes shifted to Tim. “You’re kind of a quiet guy, aren’t you?”

And you’re blunter than a baseball bat, he thought, forcing a smile. “Yeah, sometimes, I guess.”

Mallory turned to face him and put a hand on his arm. “You were so funny earlier; you guys should’ve heard some of the lines he had. I couldn’t stop laughing. He practically had Cherry Coke coming out of my nose at one point.”

“There’s a beautiful image,” Lisa laughed.

He gave her a dull smile, then stared out the window.

Ignoring her friends, Mallory leaned closer, touching his shoulder. “Are you all right?”

“Actually, I don’t feel so good,” he half-lied.

Her voice came again, this time with concern, and she slid her hand across his back. “Do you feel sick?”

“Nah, I just have a headache. Maybe I shouldn’t go with you.”

“We could stop and get you some Tylenol or something,” Elsa said.

Thanks a lot, he thought.

“Besides, our parents are already on their way to a movie,” Mallory reminded him.

Shit, I forgot about that. Now I really do feel sick.

Derrick returned and dropped into the driver’s seat. “Okay, all set. I think the only thing left to do is pick out some tunes.”

The boy began to list off his selection of music when Mallory interrupted him. “Actually, maybe you should drop me and Tim back at my house?”

Derrick swiveled around. If not for the uncomprehending shake of his head, he could’ve passed for a half-competent mental patient pumped full of Thorazine.

“It’s just that Tim isn’t feeling too well—” Mallory said.

“It’s okay,” Tim interrupted, not wanting to be responsible for ruining the night.

“No,” she assured, “we were supposed to hang out tonight, but we haven’t had much chance to.” She bit her lower lip and gave Derrick a pleading gaze that made Tim’s heart sag in his chest.

Derrick eyed Tim without comment then refocused on Mallory. “I could drop him off somewhere. You could still hang with us.”

“Yeah,” Elsa agreed. “Come on, the night’s young.”

Mallory glanced to Tim. “What do you think?”

He met her gaze, thinking of the conversation he’d overheard between Derrick and his friends. He tried not to imagine what the boy had in mind for her once he got her alone. “I don’t think so,” he answered.

The comment drew everyone’s attention, but before anyone spoke up, he opened the door and stepped out.

Mallory scooted after him along the seat. “Tim, wait a sec. Where are you going?”

He stood alongside the car, tipping his head toward the park. “I think I’ll stick around here for a while.”

“What, all alone?”

“Not for long. I thought I’d give Derrick’s ex a call and see what she’s doing.”

Mallory’s friends stared on in amazement.

“What’d you say, man?” Derrick asked from the driver’s seat. He leaned over Elsa’s lap to glare at Tim through the open passenger-side window.

Tim bent to meet the boy’s gaze. “What’s wrong with that? You dumped her, right? Why should she care if I told her you went to a party with another girl but I stayed behind to see if she’d like to join me here? Unless you’re full of shit and screwing around behind her back.”

The boy wordlessly unbuckled his seatbelt and exited the vehicle. Tim straightened up, waiting for him to round the front of the car. He didn’t even flinch when Derrick shoved him in the chest with both hands, slamming his back into the rear quarter panel of a pickup truck parked in the next space.

“Derrick,” Mallory shouted, but her cry vanished under Derrick’s bellow of rage.

“You wanna start some shit, smart-ass?”

A family of four had been passing by along the main avenue of the parking lot, and a middle-aged man in beige shorts and polo shirt stopped to face them. “This isn’t the place for that kind of language, young man.”

“Fuck off,” Derrick boomed at him.

The man got blown back a step by the force of Derrick’s reply. After a second hard look, he hurried after his wife and kids without saying another word.

Mallory slid all the way out the car and stepped up beside them. “Derrick, stop it. You don’t have to do this.”

“It’s okay,” Tim told her. “Better you see him for what he is, anyway.”

Derrick swung a fist at Tim’s head, and Mallory gasped. Tim sidestepped the blow—seizing the boy’s wrist—and used Derrick’s own momentum to yank him forward, into the truck. He locked the older boy’s captured arm behind his back and—

“Tim?” Mallory repeated.

He blinked and looked at the others sitting in the car around him.

“What do you think?” she asked again. “Do you want Derrick to drop you off before we go to the party?”

“That’s fine,” he said.

“Or we could all go back to my place,” Mallory suddenly added, turning back to Derrick. “My brother would be there, but otherwise we’d have the place to ourselves. Heck, he’s probably asleep now, anyway. It’s not exactly a rave, but my dad has a pool. We could go swimming.”

A sly grin inched across Derrick’s face, and he didn’t attempt to hide the glance he gave Mallory’s bare legs. “Pool party, huh? That sounds like a plan. A chance at seeing you in a swimsuit beats roll’n with a bunch of ecstasy freaks any day.”

A hint of red crept into her cheeks while she told him the directions to her house.

Derrick started the engine. “We’ll catch Troy at the turnoff on our way out of the park and let him know what’s up.”

On the way home, Mallory and her friends struggled to talk over the blare of the stereo. Twice she leaned over and asked Tim how he felt, but for the most part, she kept her head perched near the edge of Derrick’s seat, leaving him to stare out the window and imagine a whole host of fantasies where he stood up to Derrick and won Mallory’s heart.






CHAPTER 24
It was past nine by the time Melissa returned home and set about fixing herself something to eat. A lot had happened since morning, but because she’d made no headway in the investigation, she almost felt a meal and a shower were undeserved.

Skipping the shower, she made herself a simple dinner of tuna salad and hard-boiled eggs, accompanied by a large ice-filled glass of tea. She ate in the living room, seated on the couch, where she mulled over the day’s events.

Earlier that afternoon, after the medical examiner had bagged Father Kern’s remains and taken them to the morgue, Melissa stayed behind in the neighborhood. She went door to door, questioning residents if they’d heard or seen anything that would further her investigation, but like the Patterson case in Corcoran, nothing panned out.

Which reminded her; she had one last call to make.

After taking a generous bite of tuna salad, she pulled out her notepad and flipped to the page where she’d jotted down the phone number for Doctor Ryan Damerow and his wife. The Damerows were the closest neighbors to the Pattersons. Melissa had spoken with their gardener and learned the couple had gone to Duluth for a wedding. They weren’t expected to return home until sometime tonight. Hopefully, they’d be back now.

She picked up her cordless telephone from the end table and dialed the number, chewing while she waited.

The answering machine clicked on after three rings.

“Damn.” Setting the phone down, she turned her attention to the report on Mel and Florence Patterson resting on the table in front of her.

Melissa picked it up, then tossed it down again without opening it. She’d already read it twice. Through all the technical jargon, the coroner’s basic statement was that both people had died from a result of their injuries; the killer hadn’t left a single trace of himself on either of them, not even a microscopic one.

She stabbed at her salad, but then set it aside without finishing. Instead, she picked up the final item she’d brought home with her: Judge Anderson’s copy of Frank’s book.

Opening it, she leaned back and began to read.

The wall clock ticked off the seconds. Time slid by. She absentmindedly twirled a lock of her hair as she scanned the text, but with each turn of a page the twirling slowed. She straightened up as she read, her brow furrowing more and more often as the story unfolded before her eyes.

Halfway through Frank’s book, Melissa slammed the cover shut and tossed it aside.

“You’ve got to be kidding me!”

She picked up the remains of her meal and stormed out of the room, dropping the salad bowl into the sink a little too hard. She leaned against the counter.

Through the doorway, Frank’s book lay on the floor, cover up. His picture watched her.

In total, the book numbered two hundred eight pages, printed in big text that read, for the most part, like an elaborately worded police report. She’d skimmed through the beginning and middle, focusing on the parts they’d talked about earlier in the day. Despite its small size and simplicity, she scolded herself for wasting the time she’d already spent on it.

When Frank told her of his idea that Kane might have had an accomplice, she thought reading his book could help her understand what kind of a person—if an accomplice existed—she needed to look for. She had three bodies and two missing people who each seemed linked by the dead killer’s identity, so any information she could gain from it might aid her in her search for a suspect.

Not so. She found herself struggling with more questions now than before she’d started reading it.

To her surprise, Frank’s writing had revealed theories he never mentioned when she’d visited him, things he no doubt purposely neglected to discuss. And she understood why. If he’d told her his true beliefs about the killer, she would’ve labeled him insane. Hell, it was no wonder why his book had bombed. For God’s sake, the man actually believed Kane’s partner was—

The phone rang.

Melissa returned to the living room and scooped up the handset.

‘Private number’ showed on the caller ID.

Hoping for a return call from the Damerows, Melissa answered. “Detective Melissa—”

“Detective, it’s Frank Atkins.”

Her eyebrows rose in surprise. She paused to collect herself before answering. Considering how much information he’d withheld during their meeting, it was amazing he had the courage to speak to her at all.

“Hello, Frank. This is unexpected.”

“I’ll get straight to the point,” he said. “I saw a preview for tonight’s news earlier. They say there’s been a double murder out in Corcoran, that the bodies are a week old, and the killer might still be on the loose. Real nice sales pitch, isn’t it? Naturally, I’ll have to wait until ten to find out if I’m in danger or not, but I was hoping you could tell me sooner. Is what they say true?”

“You’re wondering if it’s related to Judge Anderson’s disappearance?”

“Is it?”

“You know I can’t give out case information, Frank. Even if you were an investigator once, I’m not obligated—”

“I know Anderson lived minutes from Corcoran, Detective,” Frank interrupted without raising his voice. “I had a friend from the department do a check on his unlisted address.”

“What for?”

“I’m concerned,” he responded. “Two murders, that close together; it can’t be a coincidence. If the killer is operating in that area, there are going to be more bodies, and soon.”

She smirked at his justification for becoming involved. “You’re not ‘concerned’ about just any nameless murderer, are you? You’re suggesting it was Kane’s partner.”

“I didn’t say that,” he replied, “but it’s possible. If so, I think I know where the killer will go next.”

“Where?”

“Kane’s grave.”

“I’ve given that thought,” Melissa agreed. “But right now I’m more concerned with finding potential witnesses and examining the forensic evidence rather than staking out a cemetery.”

“They worked together for years,” Frank went on. “There’s no telling exactly how long they knew each other, but one thing’s for sure, they were devoted to one another. I’m certain Kane’s burial site will attract the killer’s attention, and I’d be willing to bet it’s in the same area where the killings are taking place.”

Melissa closed her eyes and shook her head. Back in Frank’s apartment, she’d felt sorry for the man because she saw a good detective who had succumbed to an almost obsessive-compulsive need to prove the impossible. She’d heard of it before, about investigators who became so wrapped up in their work they refused to let it end, even when it had.

“So, tell me,” she said. “Where is Kane buried?”

“That’s the problem,” Frank replied. “I don’t know. After his death, his body was supposed to be released to his mother, Catharine. Unfortunately, she died almost two years before Kane came out of his coma. She’s buried in St. Paul, alongside Kane’s father.”

“So, what happened to Kale?”

Frank sighed with irritation. “It seems Catharine knew she might not live to see her son again, and that he might not make it out of his coma. She had a special condition added to her will that specified Kale’s burial site be kept off public record. I’ve spoken with her former attorney about it several times. I guess after all the carnage Kale committed she believed certain people might desecrate his grave. Her attorney oversaw all the burial arrangements. I managed to learn that Kane’s body was indeed interred, rather than cremated, but the attorney won’t disclose the cemetery’s whereabouts without a judicial order. All he told me was that they used an ‘old family plot’ and that everything was done in accordance to the law. The guy’s a weasely son-of-a-bitch, but he’s got powerful friends in the system, and he’s managed to stonewall me each time I’ve tried to get the location. And, believe me, the bastard takes great pride in being the keeper of that little secret. That’s why I called you.”

“What do you want me to do about it?”

“With your investigation, you can get a court order—”

“Hold up a second,” she cut in. “Frank, the thing is … I’ve been reading your book, and I’m afraid I can’t agree with your theories. I certainly appreciate your willingness to help—I really do—but I think I’ll proceed with this investigation based on the facts and make my own judgments to how they’re connected with the case.”

Frank had gone silent. Melissa read his frustration in the pause.

“I respect the work you’ve done,” she continued, “so I’ll definitely take your advice about checking into where Kane’s body is buried. At the moment, however, I’m caught up in trying to get all the information I can from the Andersons’ neighbors. Besides, if a seasoned investigator like you had trouble locating Kane’s grave, I doubt anyone else will have better luck.”

“Please, Melissa.”

“There were two homicides out in Corcoran,” she confirmed, “but it’s too early to tell if they’re connected with the Andersons’ disappearance. I’m having trouble getting in touch with their neighbors, which is why I really need to get going. I have a ton of calls to make yet. You understand, right?”

“Yes, of course,” he replied, his voice dry.

“Thanks again for your input,” she said, cringing at her inability to find a better way of letting him go.

∞Θ∞

Frank sped west on Highway 55, the night’s breath blowing against the Chevy’s windshield. He switched off his cell phone and tossed it onto the passenger seat.

“Damn,” he whispered.

Focusing on the road, he reminded himself that he couldn’t blame Melissa for not accepting his ideas. Not many rational people would. He knew he was on his own.

In his free hand he clutched a piece of paper with Judge Anderson’s home address on it. He held it up.

And saw a blood-soaked man run onto the road.

He cried out and slammed on the brakes, spinning the steering wheel to the left. The Blazer’s tires shrieked. He swerved into oncoming traffic, and the blinding glare of another vehicle’s headlights filled the windshield. A horn blared.

“Shit!”

He jerked the wheel right again and cut back into his lane, sliding to a stop half-off the road’s shoulder.

Frank pulled his gun and whirled around, aiming out the rear window.

Thirty feet behind him a tattered crimson tarp hung from an old road sign, one loose end fluttering in the wind.

Frank stared at it, chest heaving.

Slowly, he lowered his gun and faced forward again, taking a deep breath and closing his good eye. He touched the skin below his eye patch with his free hand, feeling the scar on his face. There was no time to stop and dwell on old demons.

He had to keep moving.

Frank opened his eye and holstered his weapon.

Beside him, on the passenger seat, an open laptop with GPS linkup displayed a mapped layout of the region, highlighting the directions that would lead him to the Judge’s neighborhood. If Melissa wouldn’t look into finding Kane’s resting-place, at least he could check the proximity of the two crime scenes. He’d gotten the name Patterson from an old contact at the same television station that aired the news announcement of the murders in Corcoran, and his Internet search turned up only one Patterson couple listed in that county.

He pulled back onto the road, giving the engine an extra burst of fuel to make up the lost time.

Oddly enough, every time he repeated the Judge’s directions to himself, the list of turns and road names triggered an unsettling bout of déjà vu, leading him to the same creepy conclusion.

He’d been there before.

∞Θ∞

In the living room, Melissa scooped up her phone and gave the Damerows’ home number another try, dialing the buttons by memory.

This time, the phone rang twice, and then nothing.

Melissa waited. It didn’t sound like the call had been answered, but she got the unsettling feeling the line had indeed connected, that someone was listening to her.

“Hello?” she asked.

Silence.

“My name is Melissa Humble.”

Still nothing.

“I’m a police detective investigating a murder. Two people were killed near your house, and I’m trying to find anyone who may know something about it. It’s probably nothing, but I had to check. Oh, hell, I guess I’m just wasting my time here. Actually, I know I’m wasting my time. I mean, let’s face it, for every scumbag I bust there’s fifty more to take his place. Isn’t that what humanity is, one big cesspool teeming with psychopaths? How the fuck can one cop change that? I can’t. There, I said it. Shit, I might as well put an end to this whole thing right n—”

Her pager went off, stopping her in mid-sentence.

“Wha-what was I …” She shook her head, unable to complete the thought.

She became aware of a strong buzzing in her ears and what sounded like whispering coming from the phone. Overpowered by dizziness, she staggered toward the couch but hit the wall instead. She dropped the phone. It clattered on the floor.

She slid to a sitting position as the room cantered around her for another few seconds, raising a hand to her forehead—

To discover that she now clutched her .40 Smith & Wesson in a white-knuckled fist.

She couldn’t recall crossing the room to her desk or pulling it from its holster.

“What the hell?”

The safety was off, a round in the chamber.

Setting the weapon on the coffee table, Melissa maneuvered herself to the couch. She looked to the phone on the floor, remembering the venomous sound of her own words and the volume at which she spoke them.

She picked up the handset and put it to her ear. An electronic voice was suggesting she try her call again. She terminated the message and hit redial. After three rings, she got the Damerows’ answering machine.

She hung up.

Her spell of lightheadedness had passed, but she still didn’t trust herself to stand. Instead, she looked to the item that had interrupted her outburst—her pager—and saw the latest message was a weather update from her service provider: severe thunderstorms were coming.

She erased the bulletin and tossed the pager on the coffee table.

“Get a grip, Humble,” she whispered.

Finally, she got up and returned the phone handset to its base. On the built-in answering machine, she found the light-up display blinking, indicating a new message. She hit the machine’s “play” button and listened to her own words echo from the speaker.

“Isn’t that what humanity is, one big cesspool teeming with psychopaths? How the fuck can one cop change that? I can’t. There, I said it. Shit, I might as well put an end to this whole thing right n—”

Her mouth hung agape. Along with the lost memory of retrieving her pistol from the desk, she’d apparently hit the phone’s record feature, capturing every disturbing word she’d spoken. Most unnerving of all, the agitated voice on the recording sounded eerily like someone speaking their final words before ending their life.

“This is nuts.”

Standing by the phone, she found herself reflecting on the clawing words of Frank Atkins.

“There are going to be more bodies, and soon.”

She didn’t know what had just happened, but after her long day of one frustration after another, the incident had drained the last of her patience and left her thirsty for answers.

Melissa slid back into her shoes and snatched her car keys off the end table in the entry hall. She knew she wasn’t crazy. Though she couldn’t remember it, she’d spoken to someone at the other end of the phone line.

Now she wanted to find out who.






CHAPTER 25
Lori sat with BJ on the floor of the living room, poised over the half-completed layout of a small Lego city they’d constructed while watching Monsters Inc. on Blu-ray. She enjoyed babysitting the boy. He was well behaved, fun to watch, and boasted an impressive imagination. He’d not only made a collection of buildings and vehicles from the construction blocks, but had also given them certain roles to fulfill within their fabricated community, including a police force, a taxi service, a grocery, and a postal system. Lori found that to be the funniest bit of all, especially since he claimed all the citizens were dinosaurs.

While BJ finished up the last touches on his latest creation, she glanced out the window to where the light had been replaced with darkness.

Getting up, she said, “Okay, trooper, almost time for bed.”

BJ looked shocked. “No way. I’m not tired.”

She frowned. “Sorry, the rules are the rules. I’ll bet once you’re under the covers, you’ll fall—”

“I’m not going to bed until my dad gets home,” he interrupted.

He glanced to the hall leading to the staircase, and she noted the unmistakable look of fear in his eyes.

She smiled. “I think I know where this is going. Are you afraid of monsters coming out of the closet, like in the movie?”

He simply stared at her.

“I thought so,” she said. “Well, there’s nothing to fear, because I’m a federally-registered monster exterminator with a black belt in butt-kicking. Just tell me where to find this goon, and I’ll scare him so bad he’ll jump out of his underpants!”

He didn’t smile like she’d hoped, but he also didn’t resist when she took him by the hand and started toward the stairs.

Moments later they stood in the middle of BJ’s room, the young boy at her side. They faced his closed closet door, ready for a showdown with whatever lay within.

Without saying a word, the two attempted to perceive any faint noise that might give away an interloper hidden within the walk-in closet. In that labored calm, the empty house downstairs seemed miles away. Lori marveled at the lack of common sounds she expected to hear in such a quiet background: the settling noise of the house’s foundation, crickets chirping on the outside windowsill, a wind-rattled screen.

Yet, nothing.

“Well, kid, what do you think?” she asked.

In no more than a whisper, he said, “I guess he’s not here right now.”

She squeezed the boy’s hand, holding back a smile that threatened to destroy her look of sincerity. She couldn’t help it. He looked so serious, so ardent in his belief that a supernatural beast occupied his closet. She remembered her own childhood years, recalling the nights spent with her favorite blanket wrapped tight around her shoulders, convinced a slime-slicked crocodile dwelled in the darkness below the box-springs. Now she knew the phantom creature never existed, but at the time, it seemed like a tangible, living thing. She understood how BJ could believe this fiendish whatever-it-was occupied his world.

“Sometimes I hear him moving in there,” the boy told her, speaking in the same quivering whisper.

She squeezed his hand again when it trembled in her palm.

“So who is this doofus? He’s obviously too scared to show himself with me here.”

She listened quietly as BJ told her about his fictitious tormenter. It took some time. At first he refused, saying if he revealed anything about the monster it would hurt his dad and sister. But after her reassurance that most monsters peed their pants at the simple mention of her name, she finally got him to open up.

He told her the creature had pushed him in the pool the other day and threatened him to keep quiet about it. If he ever told anyone what really happened or even mentioned he’d seen his tormentor, the beast promised to punish his family.

Now she understood. Paul had told her about the pool incident when he’d first shown her around the house, pointing out the new safety locks he’d installed on the sliding glass door that opened onto the back deck. BJ had obviously concocted this evil being to deal with his guilt over breaking the rule of not going near the pool without supervision, but now the being seemed unquestionably real to him.

She knew it probably wasn’t healthy to support the falsehood’s existence, but she decided to humor the boy in order to help him get to bed. She’d simply rely on the same imagination that spawned the ghoul to destroy it.

“Well,” she said, “I don’t hear anything in there right now, which probably means he chickened out and ran when he heard I’d be coming over. These guys know how dangerous I am. In fact, he probably won’t ever come back now that he knows we live in the same neighborhood. I’ll check just to be sure, though.”

BJ nodded but didn’t come any closer.

With a wink of encouragement, she opened the door and clicked on the light. Clothes hung in a line along a rack to the right, while shelves from floor to ceiling held various toys on the left.

“Wow! Check out this stash. Santa must clock some serious overtime when he visits your house each year.”

He didn’t reply but came a little closer, halting at the doorframe. He watched while she searched through the clothes, under stuffed toy animals, and along the uppermost shelves.

“No goblins in here, kiddo.”

The boy’s features remained gray. “He stays back there,” he said, pointing past her. “Back in the crawlspace, that’s where he lives.”

She looked to a second door at the far wall that no doubt led to an attic or storage space behind the walls between BJ’s room and his father’s study. “Okay, let’s check it out,” she answered. She crossed to the entry without pause, showing him he had nothing to fear.

Her hand gripped the knob, turned it, and for the first time in their silent surroundings, Lori Hanlon heard a noise.

Something behind the door moved.

She’d heard a soft, almost undetectable scuff on the other side, like a cardboard box nudged over a wooden floor.

The hairs along the back of her neck prickled and a shiver rose from her bones. She held onto the doorknob, frozen, imagining a masked burglar crouching in the shadows rather than BJ’s monster.

When she didn’t move, BJ took several steps away. “What? What is it?” he asked, looking small and poised to run.

Lori smiled at him over her shoulder, and her fear fled back to a rational level. BJ’s horror stories had obviously stirred up her own childish fears, and the noise—a settling noise, no doubt—had startled her only because it had been so quiet earlier. If not for their talk about ghosts and goblins, it probably wouldn’t have registered at all.

“Just giving him a chance to run,” she told him.

She opened the attic door and turned on the light.

Only a little larger than the closet itself but with a ceiling that reached high into the rafters, the tight storage space made Lori feel like a mouse in a coffin box. Trapped by the insulation, the hot air of the place warmed her lungs with each inhalation, filling her sinus with the scent of dry wood and dust.

Though the bare bulb over the doorframe did little to illuminate the furthest reaches of the room, no assailant lurked behind the various stacks of boxes or among the overhead crossbeams. She spotted several boxes labeled “Christmas decorations,” three sets of different length skis and poles, and a movable clothes rack with three sizes of winter clothing—sweaters, jackets, snowmobile suits, gloves, hats, and boots—but no monsters.

“All clear in here,” she said. She turned off the light and closed the door. “See, just like I told you. When those jerks hear me coming, they pack up and head for the hills.”

BJ looked dubious. “He’s gone?”

“He sure is,” she confirmed, “which means you can go to sleep and dream of saving the universe with Indiana Jones and The X-Men.”

“What if he comes back?”

She shook her head. “I don’t think he’ll mess around here anymore. But if he does, which I know he won’t, I’ll teach you a little lesson on how to get rid of him on your own.”

He looked intrigued. “How?”

“Easy. First of all, what makes a monster scary?”

He made an exaggerated thinking face and said, “They’re jus’ scary.”

“Why?”

He shrugged. “I dunno. They look scary.”

“Right. So, if you don’t look at them, they can’t be scary.”

“Huh?”

She walked him over to the bed, helped him onto the mattress, and slipped the covers around him. He looked so innocent. “If you happen to spot a monster, you can take away its power by closing your eyes and not looking at it. All you need to do is think of something else, something you really, really like: Saturday morning cartoons, what you want for your birthday, a favorite candy. Concentrate super-duper hard on ten good things, and while you’re doing that, the monster gets bored and leaves.”

“That really works?”

“I’d bet you a whole bag of peanut M&Ms it does.”

Per BJ’s request, she left the bedside lamp on and didn’t close the door all the way when she finally left the room. She pulled the door halfway shut and caught him yawning when she chanced one last look, guessing he’d be sound asleep by the time she got back downstairs.

Later, despite all the reassurance she’d used to help the boy overcome his fears, Lori found herself making a quick tour of the home’s first floor, turning on all the lights while she did.






CHAPTER 26
It took Melissa almost thirty minutes to reach the Corcoran border, time she spent mentally sifting through her conversation with Frank, looking for the nugget of information that would justify the long drive or condemn it as an unwarranted waste of time.

The piercing sensation that had driven her out of the house still needled her, spurring her onward. Cop’s instinct, she tried to tell herself, being a true believer in the human mind’s capacity for perception. But was it? Never before had she experienced an intuitive vibe so strong, so undeniable.

She turned off Highway 55, onto County Road 19.

Melissa pressed the gas pedal a little farther toward the floorboards, racing across the seemingly absent countryside that now appeared in the form of a dark swath under the nighttime heavens. She grimaced when she passed the Pattersons’ land along the way. The cheery yellow house seemed drab and lifeless now, no doubt its repose made unduly dour in her mind by the knowledge that nothing living dwelled there.

Several minutes later—after turning off 19 onto County Road 50—Melissa came to the long avenue of the Damerows’ driveway. The home itself, a two-story lodge-style building with decorative stonework along its base, sat well removed from the street, situated on a large and beautifully landscaped yard. In daylight the grounds had the appearance of a professionally groomed golf course.

Melissa parked along the spacious turnabout drive set before a wide three-car garage, once again trying, without success, to convince herself she’d wasted her time chasing a weak lead.

Despite the late hour, the home itself glowed bright. Security lights illuminated the front of the house and walkway, and multiple windows glowed from within.

“It’s about time,” Melissa told herself.

Crickets hiding in the low bushes along the brick sidewalk silenced their singing on her approach. She rang the bell, following up with a knock on the huge, brass-handled wood door. She waited.

After a minute she tried the bell again and knocked louder.

Lights could be on a timer.

After trying the door a third time, Melissa returned to her car and retrieved a black, four-cell flashlight from the trunk. She left her vehicle and started toward the far end of the garage, intent on doing a visual inspection of all the home’s key entry points, searching for any signs of disturbance.

She rounded the garage, one hand guiding the flashlight’s beam, probing it through the darkness, while the other rested on the butt of her holstered pistol. She hadn’t worn her bulletproof vest, but the touch of her weapon afforded her some mental armor in the form of confidence.

The Damerows’ ranch—or hobby farm, or whatever it was—sat alone, surrounded by night-cloaked forest and pastures rather than by neighboring homes. The darkness beyond reach of the security lamps appeared uncut and without end, offering a prowler easy concealment.

By the time she’d reached the backyard, she didn’t simply rest her hand on the sidearm; she gripped it.

Moving along the home’s contours, Melissa panned her flashlight around the shrubs and outer walls, unable to locate anything peculiar until she reached the back of the house. There, an impressive wood deck jutted off the main building, one large enough to accommodate a massive gas grill, a shaded picnic table, and an octagonal Jacuzzi. Melissa stepped up to a sliding glass door that connected the deck to the house and peered inside.

Beyond the parted blinds waited a spacious dining room and an open-air kitchen with appliance-stocked counters. Decorative ceiling fixtures lit both rooms, illuminating twin plate settings arranged kitty-corner on the dining table, each awaiting a dinner that apparently never got underway.

She looked to the kitchen: two amber-colored glass pots of mixed vegetables and potatoes sat on the stovetop; a loaf of French bread waited beside a cutting board; a bottle of wine that had yet to be opened stood at the far end of one counter.

Everything looked like a meal was in the process of being completed, except no power indicators glowed on the range’s settings panel and no steam rose from the two pots. Melissa couldn’t confirm it from where she stood, but she guessed a main dish of some type lay uncooked inside the stove.

She strained to see deeper into the house, looking for further irregularities that signified the kitchen scene evidence of an unnatural transgression. The far end of the dining room opened into either an entry hall or a living room, but that area vanished into a deep, concealing blackness.

Resuming her search, Melissa warned herself not to jump to conclusions. There could’ve been any number of reasons for what you just saw. Just because someone takes off before starting dinner doesn’t mean that a crime’s been committed. Besides, a big place like this must have some kind of security service looking out for it.

The thought caused her to stop in mid-stride. What the hell am I doing out here? Just look at yourself, lurking around like some paranoid lunatic! And all because of a stupid phone call. I must really be losing it. Imagine what the owners of this place would think if they come back and find me slinking around their backyard.

She shook her head at her unprofessional conduct during the last hour and fearfully wondered if the stress of her job had finally caught up with her.

Turning, she glanced back at the house and focused on a darkened ground-level window located between two evenly trimmed bushes. She spotted a small sign in the upper right corner.

“Ten bucks says that’s a security company’s ID sticker.”

She directed her light at the emblem.

And it illuminated a face staring back at her through the glass!

Melissa flinched and drew her weapon—

The shape dodged out of the light’s beam.

—then sidestepped away, moving out of the window’s line of sight.

She gasped. Crouching, she craned her head to see around the bushes now blocking her view, trying to find a way to approach the window without exposing herself.

She replayed the moment in her mind, trying to pull details from her memory. There hadn’t been much to see other than a head, but the look of the person’s face—the sight that prompted her to draw her gun—stood out clearest in her brain.

Maybe it had been a trick of the light reflecting off the glass, maybe a shadow cast by one of the bushes, but what she saw looked like the face of a dead person.

Melissa shuddered when she recalled it. She’d seen enough lifeless bodies in her time to recognize the difference between the real thing and a mask: the waxy skin; the depthless eyes; the frozen muscles. Death had its own face, and she knew it well.

But if the person in the window had been a corpse …

Who the hell was holding it?

She knew all too well her suspect liked displays.

Weapon ready, she ducked around the nearest bush and tried to see if anyone had returned to the window. They hadn’t.

“Crap!” Now the person could be anywhere in or out of the house.

First thing you have to do is get out of this open yard, she thought.

But against her better judgment, she found herself creeping closer to the window, staying at an angle, her Smith & Wesson held forward. She eased up within mere feet of the glass, then clicked on the flashlight and pointed it into the basement.

She crouched low and peered inside.

The space looked like either a basement storage room or a laundry area of some type. Exposed cinderblocks and dark-gray concrete made up the walls and floor. She panned her light around and spotted a large white box-freezer positioned against the far wall.

She immediately recalled a portion of Frank’s book that detailed the finding of similar freezers in Kale Kane’s barn—eight, to be exact—each of which had been found to contain dozens of body parts, depending on how they’d been butchered.

She aimed her light at the floor. A mess of store-bought meats, plastic-wrapped fish, bagged vegetables, and canned juice mixes were strewn around the cooler’s base, all sitting in a puddle of water. Judging by the food’s condition, the pile had lain unattended for hours.

She swallowed hard, attempting to gulp down her fear.

Bringing the light up again, she centered its beam on an odd mark left near the freezer’s lid.

A handprint.

A bloody handprint.

There’s the probable cause you were looking for.

Melissa withdrew from the window, retracing her steps around the house—keeping watch for movement in any of the other windows, taking it slow around the corners—and hurried to her car. She opened the driver’s side door and squatted down behind it for cover. She pulled out her cell phone.

The small phone beeped to life with one touch, but when she pressed the first number, its light-up display responded with a flicker, flashing a horde of electronic gibberish across its screen. A second later, it went blank.

Oh, that’s terrific, Melissa’s brain screamed. Now what? I don’t have a radio in my car, and the nearest phone must be at least a five-minute drive away. There and back, the person will surely be gone by the time I return. So, what are my options? The nearest phone is the one inside—

She looked up from behind the car.

The Damerow house. The front door.

It stood open.






CHAPTER 27
Frank’s flashlight beam cut through the moist night air like the Reaper’s scythe, illuminating the names of the dead in the Saints Peter and Paul Cemetery outside the town of Loretto.

He’d already swept the light across the small graveyard twice, yet not one plot of land below any of the tombstones appeared recently filled.

Kane isn’t here.

Abandoning the night for the lit interior of his Blazer, he climbed behind the wheel and studied each of the three outdated maps of Minnesota he’d brought, crosschecking them with the newer ones on his computer. Even with the global positioning system on his laptop and other technical equipment he’d installed in the vehicle, his quarry eluded him.

“Where are you, dammit?”

He’d already checked three local burial grounds, and not one held a plot for anyone named Kale Kane. Even if Catherine had gone to the extent of having him buried beneath a marker declaring him as someone else, there still hadn’t been any new burials in any of the local cemeteries. Not in this area, at least. He hadn’t spoken with anyone to confirm the fact, but each of the cemeteries he’d inspected had been small enough so a simple check of the ground sufficed.

But it has to be here.

Frank knew it the moment he arrived in Judge Anderson’s neighborhood. His previous bout of déjà vu had proven correct, and when the cluster of newer homes came within sight, he realized the second of Melissa’s two crime scenes sat atop the same land Kale Kane had grown up on.

Frank had been there before, when he questioned Kane’s parents about a rusted orange van registered in their name. The van had been spotted outside a small pawnshop in White Bear Lake, where someone sold a silver pendant that belonged to one of the missing women. A description of the victim’s jewelry comprised one of the few details Frank had released to the press, and the shop’s owner phoned in his discovery the moment the seller left the store.

Frank remembered the sense of high-octane anticipation he experienced on the drive to the business—and the feeling of defeat when he discovered the pawnshop’s security camera had failed to record the transaction, capturing only static for the duration of the seller’s visit. He’d gathered other bits of information to investigate, namely the ID the seller used to pawn the pendant, but the real break came when he stepped outside to leave and noticed a drive-up bank across the street.

The bank had an ATM machine that faced the pawnshop.

The ATM machine had a camera.

And that camera succeeded where the shop’s camera failed, recording both the suspect’s departure from the store and the rear end of his vehicle when he pulled away from the curb.

But his excitement soon crumbled beneath dueling emotions of elation and anger when the bank manager printed out the four still shots and handed them over. After all his hard work, after facing the victims’ families and promising them he’d bring the killer to justice, he finally had a photographic glimpse of the mystery man who’d evaded capturer over the last seven months. But because the camera’s lens worked best at taking close-up shots, not one of those pictures revealed the man’s identity, or even the license number on his van.

The wheel-cover over the spare tire attached to the rear lift gate of Frank’s Blazer still showed the dent where he’d vented his frustration.

Nevertheless, two eyewitness descriptions of the van, a data link to the Department of Motor Vehicles, and a pot of coffee started him on the kidnapper’s trail. And that trail had led here, to this area, where Kale Kane’s creepy alliance first began sometime in the past.

Now, he searched the night again, knowing Kane’s remains had to be here, somewhere close to home.

And if he could locate them, he’d find the accomplice.






CHAPTER 28
The Damerow house.

Melissa edged toward the open door, firearm ready.

She came out from behind her car and navigated the path from the driveway to the house like a predatory cat on the hunt.

It’s your duty, she told herself, but guessed that any other officer would’ve labeled her insane for entering a situation with so many unknowns. After her bizarre phone incident earlier, she wondered if they’d be wrong.

With her back to the outside frame, she paused in the doorway.

Had the prowler remained in the house, or had he already snuck outside?

She glanced toward the vast front yard and frowned at how little she could see of it. Verdant trees lined the far borders of the property, decorative boulders clustered near the walk, and terraced flowerbeds broke up the land’s level surface, totaling dozens of places for someone to hide.

Cursing, she turned away from the night and pivoted in through the entry.

On a good note, the foyer’s design worked to her advantage. A half-wall partition separated the greeting area from the living room, permitting her a fair view of the home’s open forward rooms while providing some protection.

No lights shone in this part of the house, but a vaulted ceiling allowed for the front-facing windows to reach two stories high. The ambient light from outside illuminated a great deal of the room, reflecting off white leather furniture and glass tables like moonlight on freshly fallen snow. In that pallid gloom, Melissa spotted the much darker, two-foot wide discoloration of dried blood that covered one of the couch cushions and part of the floor. Her gaze traced a trail of crimson splashes that led out of the room, toward a hallway entrance on her side of the dining room archway.

She didn’t move to follow the gory trail right off, however. Instead, she remained statue-still, listening for the sound of someone treading across the carpet or releasing a breath from around a corner. She didn’t know how many people could be in the house, or even if the one person she’d seen had stayed in the basement, and she didn’t like the idea of putting her back to an adversary while investigating where the blood went.

Something clattered to the floor in another room. Something metal. Downstairs.

Melissa froze. The prowler was still in the basement.

She moved from her crouched position and hurried to the hallway, crossing the distance with her back against the wall. She peeked around the corner, finding a hallway short enough to see into the four open doors it contained. She spotted a bedroom, a bathroom, a den, and a staircase.

The basement. She knew that’s where she needed to go, but leaving two unchecked floors above her had the same appeal of playing Russian roulette with a fully loaded revolver.

The faint squeak of a hinge issued from below, there and gone, like a swooping bat.

The window, she thought.

With no time to debate, she dodged across the basement entry and flattened herself against the wall, checking the steps with a quick glance. Finding the steps clear, she began her descent with the stealthy grace of a shadow, gun poised for action.

The smell of minerals hung in the air, earthy scents from the concrete walls of the house’s foundation mixed with the odors of bleach and laundry detergent. From where she stood, she spotted a washer and dryer opposite the unlit landing, flanked by clothesbaskets and a double basin scrub sink. A stack of uncompleted wash lay on the floor, but darkness obscured the rest of the room.

She reached the bottom.

Steeling herself, Melissa flipped on a trio of switches she located at the landing and fluorescent light flooded the room.

“Police officer,” she shouted.

She stepped forward with her gun leading the way.

Checking left and right, she discovered the basement encircled the stairwell, making the room all the more advantageous for anyone lurking near the back.

She went left and crept along the lengthy foundation, passing a workbench, boxed belongings, empty picture frames, and an old coffee table due for refinishing. Soon, she found herself standing amongst the heap of defrosted food before the freezer. The machine itself was positioned with its back to a cinderblock foundation wall on the underside of the steps.

On the opposite wall, she spotted the narrow window through which she’d first spotted the hideous face.

It stood open.

She remembered the squeaking-hinge sound. Shit.

Moving faster, she checked the rest of the room to verify it was empty, only finding stacked items patiently awaiting a garage sale. She returned to the freezer area and peered out the open window, guessing it had become the prowler’s escape after he opened the front door to find her at her car.

Melissa glanced to the ceiling, thinking of the other unseen rooms she had yet to inspect. Then she looked at the box freezer.

Someone had fitted the cover with an additional metal fastener, having screwed it in place over the seam of the container’s lid and body. A medium-size padlock dangled from the latch.

In her mind she saw the corpse-like face gazing at her through the window, mouth slack, eyes glazed over.

She knew that tampering with the freezer could destroy valuable evidence. But the bloody handprint not six inches from the lock provoked her into picking up a pry-bar from the workbench and motivated her into breaking it free.

The metal cracked. The door flew open.

And she found her corpse.

Melissa stared at the grisly contents lying inside the box freezer, alternating her gaze between the two bodies in the main storage compartment and the familiar double K symbol drawn in blood on the cover’s inner paneling.

She resisted the desire to close her eyes.

The killer had stacked the Damerow woman on top of what must’ve been her husband, turning the freezer into a frost-lined casket built for two. The fluorescent lighting caused crystalline flakes on her bluish-gray skin to shimmer and take on a luminescent quality. The rigor mortis of her facial features matched the expression Melissa had seen in the window.

Her killer had been here. And gotten away.

“Dammit,” she cried.

She pushed away to run for her car when the lights flickered.

Melissa tensed.

The effect had been minor at first, but when it happened again. This time the whole basement became awash in deep two-dimensional waves of light and darkness. The overhead bulbs didn’t just flicker, they flashed on and off like the emergency strobes of a squad car blinking out of sequence.

Melissa leveled her weapon. She edged to the right, looking to the opposite end of the room.

Where a figure stood by the stairs.

“Freeze,” she shouted, transforming her cry of surprise into a demand. She put the person in her gun sight. “I’m a police officer and I’m armed. Put your hands above your head.”

The lights continued to flash in erratic bursts, shrouding the person in the pulsing display. She couldn’t tell if he—the shape looked like a man—had a weapon or not, but now that she looked for his hands, she noticed his arms hung at his sides, unmoving.

So, who’s working the lights?

The bulbs over the suspect burst, hailing sparks and shards of glass. The suspect instantly vanished in the darkness.

Melissa flinched, her eyes wide.

More bulbs exploded: two went out over the garage sale boxes, three others ruptured from behind her.

She opened her mouth to shout a warning at the person when the sound of crackling glass emanated to her left. She pivoted toward the noise, and two powerful hands clamped down on her shoulders. They pushed her away, shoving her off her feet and into a metal storage shelf.

The impact jarred her to the bone. She spilled to the floor with half the items on the shelves, hearing dozens of things clatter and break.

She slumped to her knees, only to be seized by her clothing and hauled upward again. Her attacker spun her around, hurling her with unimaginable strength into the cinderblock wall opposite the freezer. She hit shoulder-first, saving her from a skull fracture. Bright fairies of light capered across her vision.

She fired her weapon blind, having somehow held onto it, but only wounded the floor.

Something flew out of the flickering darkness and clubbed her arm, striking the gun out of her grasp. She tried to stand and defend herself, but another blow caught her jaw and whirled her back into the wall. Hands of ice clamped down on the back of her neck and the waist of her pants. A frantic scream escaped from her throat, then choked off to a gasp when the attacker lifted her off her feet and over his head, ramming her into the lights. Glass shattered. Jagged metal corners tore through her clothes, raking flesh. Then down she went, body-slammed face-first onto something hard and cold. An icy chill molested her body.

Oh, God. The freezer!

She struggled to get up before another assault caught her in the back. Revulsion gave her the strength to ignore the pain in her limbs and push away from the frozen cadaver, but as she did, the barrel of a gun pressed against the base of her skull.

She went rigid, not moving a muscle. She clenched her eyes shut, saving herself from having to stare into the face of a corpse.

The attacker remained silent and slowly pushed her head down with the gun.

“Don’t do this,” Melissa finally said. Her voice cracked from lack of saliva. When no reprisal followed her remark, she added, “Like I said, I’m a cop. If you let me, I can help you. You’re only making things worse for yourself by doing this.”

“Need you,” a voice replied.

The sound of it spilled into her ears like poison from an assassin’s flask. Her body went rigid, paralyzed with the comprehension that her future now lay in the hands of someone who’d patterned their life after the atrocities of a madman.

“Y-yes,” she answered, choking on her aversion. “I can help—”

But before she could finish, the gun withdrew and the freezer’s lid slammed down over her head, covering her in absolute darkness.

She pushed off the shoulders of the frozen body beneath her, trying to force the freezer’s top open with her back.

The cover wouldn’t budge.

A grating sound penetrated the compartment, first at her feet, then again, closer to her head. It sounded like a power drill … or a screw gun.

He’s sealing me in!

She pushed up again and again, straining every muscle, but the cover wouldn’t give.

Silence enveloped her, broken only by her labored breathing.

She had to stop, had to calm down before she used up all her air.

Her mind hunted for a way to break free, but the more she thought about it, the worse her predicament appeared. She didn’t have her gun, so she couldn’t shoot an air hole through the cover. How long would the air last: ten, fifteen minutes? Sandwiched atop the dead body, with the freezer door at her back, she obviously didn’t have enough leverage to break whatever appliance her attacker had sealed her in with. Her only other hope, her phone, had died. No one would even know she was missing until she failed to show up for work the next morning.

The deepening cold embraced her, triggering a shiver, and she bit down on her lower lip to keep from screaming.

She couldn’t afford to waste the air.






CHAPTER 29
Lori sat on the Wiesses’ living room couch, a protective pillow held across her chest while she used the television remote to flip through the cable channels. Upstairs, she hadn’t heard a word from BJ since putting him to bed, which she took to mean he’d sleep peacefully through the night.

Their talk about creatures lurking in the darkness had gotten to her more so than she’d known, however. With the kid in bed, sitting there alone, the house seemed eerily large and unsafe. There were so many rooms, so many windows for a prowler to sneak in through. She kept thinking about the noise she’d heard earlier, behind the attic door, and she imagined that whatever made it had slipped out of sight before she turned on the light, slinking within the walls to emerge somewhere else in the house.

“Some hero,” she thought aloud, thinking of the bravery she’d tried to display earlier.

Thud!

She stopped channel-surfing and looked to the ceiling.

Thud!

Lori sprang to her feet. The muffled noise came again, the sound of a door slamming shut.

Clicking off the television, she hurried to the foyer and looked up from the foot of the stairs to the second floor landing. She should’ve been able to see the glow of BJ’s lamp from where she stood, but the hallway appeared dark.

The only light where Lori stood came from the outside lamp over the front steps. Its whitish gleam shone in through the sectioned windows lining each side of the main door and cast bar-like shadows over the floor and steps. In this strange setting, the entry seemed murky and uninviting, specifically designed to repel guests rather than to welcome them. She flipped on the entry light to dispel the mood.

“BJ? Are you all right up there?”

When no answer came, she mounted the steps two at a time, now fearing that what she’d heard could’ve been the sound of the boy falling out of bed, possibly injuring himself and breaking the lamp in the process.

“BJ?”

From the landing she could see through the crack in BJ’s door, and even in the dark she could tell he wasn’t in bed. The noise thumped again, closer this time. She spun to face the other half of the hallway.

Stepping into the lesser gloom below one of the hallway’s two skylights, she said, “For someone who was so afraid of going to bed earlier, you sure don’t seem too scared of playing hide-and-seek in the dark.”

He didn’t answer.

Of course not, she thought. That would ruin the fun.

She sighed and began moving from room to room, flipping on lights along the way. She reached BJ’s sister’s room at the opposite end of the hall with no sign of the boy.

“Come on, BJ,” she said, adding force to her tone. “Enough is enough.”

Every light on the second floor went out with a snap.

Lori backed up and groped for the nearest light switch, sweeping the wall with her hand faster and faster with each unsuccessful pass. Then she had it.

Click, click, click. The switch didn’t work.

“Shit.”

“Lori,” the boy called from his room.

She stumbled into the hall and took three steps toward the boy’s door, ready for an explanation, when that heavy thump came yet again, this time much louder. She stopped in her tracks.

Out of the corner of her eye, she saw the window in Mr. Wiesses’ study slammed shut. Before she had a chance to question what closed it, the air darkened around her. She snapped her head up, looking to the skylight overhead.

And saw the silhouette of man peering down at her.






CHAPTER 30
Melissa shook her head in the darkness of the box freezer, casting off another bout of weariness that strove to drag her into sleep.

Her teeth clattered together.

She shivered uncontrollably.

Numbness had changed to pain in the bare portions of her skin that contacted the frozen corpse beneath her and no matter how often she shifted position she couldn’t escape it.

Death seemed inevitable now, and the realization came to her with a greater measure of acceptance than panic. She wondered how long it would be before anyone discovered her body, what speculations the papers would report on her disappearance.

Her head dipped down when she began to nod off again, and it took a few seconds to comprehend that she’d laid one cheek upon the dead person’s parted mouth.

She jerked away, hitting her head on the freezer’s cover.

Was her life meant to end this way? It didn’t seem right, not after a lifetime of striving to protect others. And with that thought in mind, she began praying for the first time since childhood, begging for God’s assistance with her hopeless situation.

At any other time she would’ve argued the question of why God should spare her when so many others died daily, from soldiers in battle, to the innocent bystanders killed in high school shootings, to the victims of accidents and natural disasters. In her line of work the contemplation of death followed her like a shadow, but she’d always avoided discussing it with fellow officers, much the same way she’d avoided the consideration of whatever came next, if anything. Now, however, with her end in sight, she let go of her disbelief and pleaded for her life and soul.

Her head was floating down toward the corpse’s mouth again when a ticking sound guided her back from sleep. She perked up and listened, hearing what could’ve been somebody testing the freezer’s door handle.

“Help,” she shouted. “If someone’s there, help me!”

After a short pause, there came the muffled reply of, “Hang on. I’ll get you out.”

Melissa exhaled a breath of shock, accompanied by an inner shiver of wonderment.

Metal grated on metal, chased by a piercing snap and the whoosh of rushing air when the lid finally burst open. Melissa breathed in one lungful after another, unable to recognize the man who helped her up until she’d had a few seconds to catch her breath and focus.

“Frank!”

With the overhead bulbs destroyed, darkness filled the basement. The only illumination came from Frank’s flashlight, which he tucked under one arm as he helped her out of the freezer. Even behind the shadows streaked across his face it was clear he shared her surprise.

“Detective Humble,” he said. “What are you doing here? Are you all right? I saw the blood.”

“It’s not mine,” Melissa cut in. She steadied herself, letting the chill ebb from her flesh. “What are you doing here, Frank? How did you find me?”

Frank grimaced at the curtness of her inquiry, then traced her line of sight to the pistol clutched in his right hand.

“Here, this must be yours,” he said, offering up the weapon. “I found it on the freezer top.”

She took the gun, hefting it in her hand, but didn’t put it away.

“Are you sure you’re okay?” Frank asked.

“Do I look okay to you?” she fired back.

She’d smacked her head against the frozen corpse when she’d been hurled into the freezer, and her jaw still ached from the punch that had nearly knocked her unconscious. Ironically, her time spent in the cold seemed to have kept the swelling down, and when she ran her free hand across her cheek and mouth, the lumps didn’t feel too bad.

“I’ll be fine,” she said in a less defensive tone. “Just tell me what you’re doing here.”

The look of worry vanished from Frank’s face, replaced by an expression of dismay. “I didn’t put you in that box, if that’s what you mean. I’ve been driving around the area, looking for Kane’s gravesite.”

He told her about the discovery he’d made upon locating Judge Anderson’s home, how the surrounding area had once been the Kane family’s orchards, and why he believed Kane’s body must be nearby. She didn’t understand his obsession with locating the dead man’s remains, but she had to agree, if the Andersons’ neighborhood had been the killer’s old home, then the vicinity of the copycat murders might not be a coincidence.

“I was about out of places to look,” he continued. “But then, when I was coming back from the Saint Thomas Church near Corcoran City Hall, the geomagnetic field meter on my truck picked up a huge electromagnetic discharge in this area. I would’ve been here sooner, but it took me a while to pinpoint the—”

Melissa stopped him by holding up a hand. “Geomagnetic what?”

Frank nodded in the general direction of the driveway. “My Blazer’s custom-rigged with various meteorological and electrical sensing equipment. The expense seemed a bit extreme, even to me, but the gear paid off. I registered an EMP discharge of more than 200 milligauss about a mile away from here. Two or three is normal, 400 is considered harmful. The central surge must have been incredibly strong, but well focused. Unfortunately, the sensors on my truck weren’t designed for wide-range scans. I was able to track the residual static charge back to its epicenter using a negative ion detector. The trail led me here.”

He aimed his flashlight beam on the freezer. “I tried the front door, but when no one answered, I went ahead and checked the property for whatever could’ve caused the readings I detected. Eventually, I saw this handprint through the open window and noticed how someone had screwed the freezer’s lid shut at each end. It was like a bad memory repeating itself. I knew I was overstepping my bounds, but I had to check it out in case someone needed help—I sure didn’t expect to find you inside.”

They both glanced to the closed freezer and stood in silent deliberation of what had been found.

“I’d better call in a team and get forensics working on trying to find some prints,” she mumbled. “I’m going to catch this bastard if it’s the last thing I do.”

Frank shook his head. “You can forget about the forensic team for now. There’s not enough time.”

Melissa snapped her head up, not sure she’d heard him right. He looked to her thoughtfully and added, “They won’t find anything here that’ll help us catch our killer. They might even scare it away. The damned thing is saving these bodies, making sure they don’t decompose. It might come back here.”

“Hang on a second,” she protested. “You want to wait to report what we’ve found here? Yesterday morning I had a double homicide investigation, but since then it’s snowballed into a massacre. I’d say time isn’t exactly something I should be wasting right now.”

Frank studied her. “That’s why we have to hurry and find Kane’s grave. You know what we’re up against now; you must’ve seen it. Following conventional methods will only slow us down.”

She gave him a quizzical gaze, once again reevaluating his character. “What are you talking about? Would you please say something that makes sense for once? I was attacked by some guy, maybe two, and they might have left clues.”

“It was Kane’s guardian,” Frank said. “It was here, and we have to find it before someone else dies.”

Melissa felt her already strained patience ready to snap. “Don’t even start. You want me to believe that Kane’s accomplice is responsible for all that’s been happening lately, but in your book Kane’s partner is his own shadow. His shadow, for God’s sake!”

“I know how crazy it sounds.”

“Crazy?” she replied. “Frank, it’s impossible. You honestly expect me to believe that these people were murdered by a two-dimensional bogeyman?”

“It’s an entity,” he clarified.

“An entity?”

“Yes, a bodiless being of energy, like a ghost or a spirit.”

“So, now you’re saying Kane was possessed, is that it?”

“No,” he replied. “From what I’ve learned this thing can’t inhabit a living body, but it can construct bodies out of various materials or occupy items like dolls, statues, or bodies of the dead. It hides inside them like—”

“‘Like a seed of evil in a husk of flesh,’” Melissa quoted. “I read your book, Frank. It’s a nice line, but it doesn’t convince me.”

“You don’t believe it? Then, explain that.”

He angled his flashlight beam toward the floor, into the shadows to the right of Melissa’s feet. The rigid form of a woman’s corpse lay crumpled in a heap, the same woman from the freezer. Melissa stared at it, unblinking, having not seen the cadaver in the basement’s gloom.

She opened the freezer’s lid and saw only the man.

Stunned speechless, she directed her gaze back to the deceased, now noticing deep cracks in the woman’s flesh—most at the joints of her limbs—revealing the frozen, reddish-purple meat beneath her blue skin. Melissa recalled the sound of what she believed had been breaking glass just before her attack.

She shivered again.






CHAPTER 31
Lori gazed up at the featureless figure, trapped between an instinctual urge to scream and the need to rationalize the sight into something less threatening. It’s a trick, she thought. Just some light on the Plexiglas.

But then the shape moved.

It stepped over the skylight and glared down at her with two blazing white eyes, the only characteristic she perceived in the dark void of its face.

A flare of lightning ignited the sky, pulsing, broken light in which the towering shape overhead vanished and reappeared, vanished and reappeared, its form visible in the darkness, but transparent in the light.

She ran.

It took her two seconds to reach BJ’s room, and she dashed through the door, going straight to his bed.

Still empty.

“B-BJ?” she stammered, pawing through the bed sheets.

From somewhere overhead came a long, inhuman howl.

“BJ,” she screamed.

“Lori?”

She turned and found him huddled near the end of his double-wide dresser, crouched between the furniture and the wall behind a pile of stuffed animals.

“Voodooman came back,” the boy cried.

She took hold of his hand and pulled him to her, having no time to explain that ghosts and goblins exist, but the prowler outside did. It had to be a prowler.

“We’re going to go to your daddy’s office and use the phone,” she said. “I’ll call the police and everything will be—”

“No,” he shrieked, jerking out of her grasp.

“BJ, what—”

“I don’t want to go with you,” he bawled, shrinking away.

“BJ, it’s okay—”

“Stay away from me. Lori, make him stay away.”

Suddenly, she realized he wasn’t speaking to her at all. His tear-glazed eyes had locked on something over her left shoulder, something behind her, but when she whirled around to face it, she didn’t see anything.

“I won’t go,” he cried. “I want to stay with Mallory and my dad.”

Fear pulled at the corners of his mouth and squeezed tears from his eyes. He turned his head, seeming to track someone’s movement across the far side of the room.

“BJ, are you all right?” she implored, unable to hide the tremble in her voice. His gaze had fallen on the bed now, and he scrambled away from it, edging along the dresser with his back to the drawers.

She looked to him, to the bed, to him again. What’s happening?

BJ’s sobbing halted and a new degree of terror entered his expression. He shook his head in violent denial, begging to the nothingness over his empty bed, wailing, “No, no, no. Don’t kill Lori! She’s my friend, please don’t hurt her!”

She spun to face the bed again. “BJ, you’re scaring me.”

Suddenly, the bedspread shot off the mattress, its edges spread wide. The soft material engulfed her head and body. It tightened around her throat and pressed against her mouth, hugging her in a smothering embrace. She tried to scream but only managed a muffled groan. She stumbled backward from the impact, pushed by a bulk that couldn’t have solely belonged to the bedcover.

Propelled backward, her spine rammed into the edge of BJ’s dresser, and the back of her head shattered the dresser’s mirror.

She crumpled over. Fell to the floor.

Clawing at the fabric, she fought to free herself. She clutched handfuls of the material, pulled until her fingernails threaten to tear away from the flesh. Then she heard the blessed sound of ripped stitching, and the grip loosened. Soft stuffing spilled out the hole like dry innards.

The spread went slack, and she yanked it off her.

She gasped. Coughed. Gasped again

BJ ran to her side and grabbed an arm, begging her to stand.

The room appeared far darker than she remembered it. After a second, she realized that the backyard lights had gone out. But not just the backyard lights. BJ’s digital alarm clock had gone dark, and the lights from downstairs no longer cast a weak sheen across the wall near the stairs. All the power was out.

A new commotion boomed inside the closet, and she reeled around at the sound of metal instruments falling to the floor behind the walls. She didn’t have more than half a second to ponder the source of the noise when she heard the attic door crash open inside the closet.

“He’s coming,” BJ said, tugging at her tortured hands.

Heavy footsteps clumped across the carpeted floor within the walk-in closet.

“We gotta run away,” he pleaded.

The kid was right.

In a split-second action that surprised both BJ and herself, Lori leapt up from where she’d fallen and lunged at the door even as the brass knob began to turn. She plunged in an uncoordinated dive toward the closet, striking out at a child-safety latch near the top of the door— Snap!—sealing it shut.

She dropped to her stomach.

The door shuddered but remained closed.

“Come on!” she exclaimed, getting up. “Run!”

She clutched BJ’s hand in hers, leading him out of the room with the closet door thundering it its frame. She heard the wood crack behind them.

They ran. Down the hall, through the darkness, racing faster with each footfall.

They got to the steps overlooking the foyer, where the light of the street lamps outlined the front door with a buttery glow. They descended the stairs and ran for the exit.

Lori seized the front door’s knob with both hands but couldn’t get it to turn.

“Shit,” she groaned through gritted teeth.

Something scurried down the back of her neck, and she clapped a hand to it, finding her hair slick with blood.

Upstairs, the brittle splintering of wood erupted from BJ’s room, and the forceful stomp of boot heels resounded through the floor.

Lori looked up.

The shape appeared at the second floor railing, revealed by the light coming through the segmented windows by the door. Her breath caught at the sight. The intruder had donned the snowmobile outfit she’d seen earlier in the attic. Its puffy outer material matched the blackness in which it stood, but where there should’ve been a head, Lori saw nothing more than a dark hole rimmed by the suit’s collar.

The headless horror paused to hover over them, making sure they both caught a glimpse of the long carving knife it gripped in one hand. Apparently there had been a set of holiday cutlery in the storage space, and now the monster was showing them what it had found. It turned the instrument from one side to the other, so the wan light caught its silvery blade.

Lori shivered. The knife looked large enough to cleave whole turkeys in two with one swipe.

Got to call the cops, get help. The alarm panel!

But when she turned to it, the bulbs of its indicator lights appeared blacker than the empty eye sockets of a skull.

The living nightmare on the second floor didn’t bother with the stairs; it vaulted the railing and dropped into the foyer with the loud slap of rubber soles hitting tile. Lori screamed. She dodged to the left of the landing with BJ in hand, retreating into the forward living room where she turned right and ran for the back of the house.

The thing shot after them. The nylon snowmobile suit made swish, swish noises at their backs, sounding like the panting wheeze of a hungry beast.

They crossed the threshold that separated the living room from the family room, guided only by what weak light from outside made it in through the windows. Ahead lay the TV and fireplace seating area, where she and BJ had spent most of the night. More importantly, however, farther to the right waited the dinette area and sliding glass door, their passage to freedom.

In an attempt to stall their pursuer, Lori turned and flung shut the double French doors that divided the two rooms, hoping against hope it would give them enough time to make it outside.

The unearthly assailant crashed into the twin doors the second they locked together, blasting through them like a battering ram. She twisted away. Glass and wood flew in all directions, pummeling her back. The knife’s blade flashed within the storm of debris, and she fled between the couch and TV, where the sharp corners of a hundred scattered Lego blocks bit into her stocking-covered feet. She collapsed to the carpet, dodging the blade by mere inches. It sliced through one of the couch cushions instead of her flesh.

She stumbled as the aching soles of her feet gave less support with each step, and a second later she smashed her left foot into the brick mantel of the fireplace, pitching her forward. In the darkness, she collided with the hearth’s stand-up rack of tools on her way to the floor.

Across the room, BJ screamed for her. She swiveled around, trying to push away the throb in her foot and the wetness spreading over her scalp. The headless monster closed in on BJ, the carving knife held forward.

“Stay away,” he cried. “Lori, don’t let him take me.”

Empowered by his pleas for help, she clawed through the mess of fireplace tools until her hands closed around the handle of a wickedly pointed stoking rod.

“Get away from him,” she screamed.

She charged across the room with a bestial howl and slammed the pole down on the thing’s arm, knocking the knife away. The black terror swung toward her, but she’d already pulled back for a second attack, this time jabbing forward with the tool’s pointed end.

She lunged into the creature with all her might, thrusting the metal tip into its body. The rewarding noise of ripping nylon arose in the dark. She drove the beast to the wall, feeling the stoker’s hooked end erupt from its back and penetrate the sheetrock.

The creature grabbed for her, but she jumped out of reach. It grappled with the stoking rod, pinned to the wall by the tool’s flared hilt.

Taking BJ’s hand, she rushed to the sliding glass door and went for the lock release Mr. Wiess had pointed out earlier. She pressed the small switch with her thumb, but it wouldn’t budge. She pressed harder, pressed until it felt like her thumb would break off.

“You’re not getting out that easily, bitch.”

Lori clapped both hands to her head and each word hammered into her mind.

“I won’t let you.”

The creature pushed away from the wall, letting the rod’s handle rip though the hole she’d made in its body.

“Run, BJ.”

With those two words spoken, she realized that she should’ve been more specific. BJ ran, all right, but not across the kitchen and toward the garage like she’d been thinking. Rather, he broke right, the direction of the front door, then made another right and descended into the basement.

“No,” she yelled, hurrying after him.

Holding firm to the railing, she plunged into the oily blackness of the stairwell. On the upper floors there had been the trifling glow from the nighttime sky outside, but in the basement, darkness ruled every corner.

From overhead the tread of footsteps resumed, moving with purpose.

Lori navigated past the landing using the stairwell wall for a landmark. Like a ship set loose in an uncharted ocean, she drifted into the room with nothing to guide her.

She probed the air ahead in uncertain sweeping motions, convinced she’d smash another foot on something hidden in dark, or knock over an item that would give away her position.

The headless thing will have found its knife by now and be here any second.

Just then, a small light clicked on ahead of her. She found BJ perched at a half-open doorway along the right-hand wall, a penlight in his hand.

He must have grabbed it back in his room, when his nightstand light went out.

Now she could see that the room was virtually empty, save for a few unpacked boxes in the corner, and she almost laughed at her previous worry of a collision.

Without a word, she went with the boy, all the while paying heed to the sound of strained floorboards overhead. BJ led her into the back half of the basement, where a small utility room seemed to be their only source of shelter.

They crept inside and pulled the door shut, listening to the staircase steps rumbled under the monster’s tread.

And it was at that crucial moment when Lori looked to the doorknob of the utility closet and saw no lock on the inside.

∞Θ∞

The Killer reached the closet just moments after the two children, knowing they huddled inside by way of its natural ability to sense the life force of all living things.

It still inhabited the clothing it forged into a body in the attic, having elected not to waste the energy it would’ve required to abandon the vessel, pass through the floor, and construct a new form in the basement. Its ever-increasing powers had far surpassed mere knife-throwing, but the children currently had nowhere left to run, making the meager lead they’d gained all the more insignificant.

It threw open the closet door.

In its gloved hand, it once again held the knife Lori knocked from its grasp, having recovered it from the family room. With it, the entity would make the babysitter’s death a long and painful ordeal, thus showing BJ the consequence of his insurrection.

Lori cowered against the wall, peering up in terror. It relished her fear, anticipating the rush of energy that would spurt from her flesh when it cut the life from her.

It halted.

Glittering slivers of glass lay at the girl’s feet; above her head, the empty frame of a ground-level window opened into the night.

She got the boy out of the house!

With no time to waste, the entity shed the winter clothing for its true, incorporeal state and rushed out the window in pursuit of the child.






CHAPTER 32
Mallory leaned between the two front seats of Derrick’s car and directed him along the back roads that led home. Every now and again he gave her an enticing smile in the rearview mirror, and when he did, she tried her best to hold his stare without blushing.

She sat back in her seat once more when they pulled into the driveway and glanced to Tim. During the ride home, he’d sat quietly at her side, gazing out the window, oblivious to everything but the night. Twice, she’d asked him if his head felt any better, and both times he simply shrugged in response. Only once did he even look at her when he did.

Everyone piled out after Derrick switched off the engine, and Mallory frowned up at the house, not finding a single light in any of the windows.

Behind her, Troy’s battered Bronco parked along the curb and the rest of the group hopped out onto the lawn.

She turned her attention back to Tim. He lingered in the driveway, face expressionless, gazing at his mother’s car.

“So, how are you feeling?” she asked.

“I’ll be fine,” he answered. “I think I’m going to walk home instead of waiting for my mom, though. I’ll talk to you later.”

And with that, he started away.

“Wait a second,” she said, stopping him before he could take another step. “Walk home? That’s like two miles. I can’t let you do that.”

“I’ll be okay,” he began, but she wouldn’t let him finish. He’d paid for her entire evening, she’d had a fabulous time, and she wouldn’t stand to watch him walk off into the night with a migraine. “Come on, you don’t have to walk. My friends can drive you.”

He smirked. “No thanks.”

The others made their way up the driveway, remarking on the house.

“How about a tour?” Elsa asked. “Becky said your pool was huge. Let’s see it.”

“Yeah, sure,” Mallory answered. She just prayed BJ hadn’t trashed the place.

Taking Tim’s hand, she said, “Come inside with us. At least let me give you some medicine for your head. I feel really bad about you having a headache while I was having such a good time tonight.” She put on her most pleading expression and pulled him toward the front steps. Once again, he tried to decline, but she held fast, towing him with her.

Inside, Mallory called toward the second floor. “Hello? Lori? Tim and I are back.”

When no one answered, she proceeded toward the rear of the house, repeating her announcement and adding the news that her dad wouldn’t return until later than planned. She was about to say that she’d take over watching BJ, when she suddenly realized the first floor was vacant.

∞Θ∞

Lori didn’t attempt to cry out when the front door banged open, nor did she scramble from where she’d tucked herself between the house’s foundation and the water heater when the sounds of footsteps thumped through the floorboards.

She didn’t dare.

Three sides of her provided safety, but ahead lay an unknown realm of near-perfect darkness where she knew the attacker waited with a heart of ice and glacial patience.

To her, the cramped space of the utility closet had lost all sense of its original architectural dimension. Whatever existed beyond her curled legs might be nothing more than a few feet of empty concrete-lined room, or an entirely alien world with unattainably distant horizons. She didn’t know anymore. Her only certainty was that the attacker was still out there, somewhere, huddled in anticipation, waiting for her to make the move that would give her away.

And she didn’t plan on making that mistake.

Just go into the living room, she thought. Please, please go into the living room.

∞Θ∞

Mallory passed by the dark living room and hurried down the front hall to the kitchen, eager to find Lori and send her home. A note had been left on the counter, written in black Magic marker across a torn paper towel. She picked it up and frowned at the massive block lettering of the words and the chaotic manner in which it had been scrawled.

“Went to Lori’s,” Mallory read aloud. Why would Lori take BJ over to her house?

“Where’s the midget?” Becky asked.

Mallory dropped the note. “I guess he’s at the babysitter’s.”

“All right,” Elsa cheered. “We’ve got the whole house to ourselves.”

“I don’t think so,” Mallory responded. “They’ll probably be back any second.”

Becky opened the door to the deck, and everyone filed out to the pool area while Mallory flipped on the switches that activated the lights in and around the water.

“Wow,” Lisa said, watching the backyard light up. “Now this is livin’.”

Mallory stepped outside, about to accompany Derrick to the seating area at the pool’s shallow end, when she stopped and looked back. Tim still stood in the kitchen, looking miserable and out of place.

“I’ll be out in a sec,” she called to the others.

“Let’s get some Tylenol for your head,” she said to Tim. “Follow me.”

In the hallway bathroom, she gave him the medicine and a glass of water to wash it down with. “I’m really sorry you’re not having fun,” she said.

“I am,” he replied, and smiled for the first time since the beginning of the night.

“No, you’re not. You’ve hardly spoken a word since my friends showed up. You were so lively earlier. What happened?”

The bogus smile faded. “They haven’t exactly said much to me.”

“I know. I’m not blaming you for anything. After all, it was only supposed to be you and me tonight, not a whole group of my friends.”

Mallory stood in silence while he took the second pill and gulped it down with a mouthful of water. She was acutely aware of the voices of her friends outside and couldn’t help wondering what she was missing. More than anything, she wanted Tim to get along with them, wanted him to fit in and enjoy himself. At the same time, however, she wanted to get back to Derrick.

“Come on,” Mallory said, “we can go back out there and talk about something we’re all interested in.”

He shook his head. “I think I’d rather go home.”

“Are you sure?”

He nodded.

“Well, let Derrick drive you so you don’t have to walk.”

He shook his head again, this time with a look of distaste. “No offense, but I don’t like that guy.”

She blinked. “Why not?”

His lips parted and closed without speaking.

“You can tell me,” she encouraged, biting her lower lip and playing dumb in the face of his evident jealousy. She knew that was the reason behind his dispirited attitude, and she wished she could convey her guilt at being the cause of it.

“It doesn’t matter,” Tim said.

She thought of the kiss she’d given him at the fair, and the reaction on his face. Of course whatever he had to tell her mattered.

He moved for the door and she stepped in front of him.

“Still friends, right?”

Tim held her gaze, but she didn’t see the gleam in his eyes he’d had at the fair.

“Yeah, still friends,” he said.

Then tell me what’s wrong, she started to say when her friends beat her to it. Everyone erupted in a loud cheer of wonder, sounding like a crowd of people viewing a Fourth of July fireworks display.

She listened to the voices coming through the wall change into laughter, followed by a second array of shouts, hoots, and whistles.

“I’ve got to tell them to keep it down,” she told Tim. “My dad said I could have a pool party, but he never said when. The last thing I need is one of the neighbors calling the cops. Just stay here and I’ll be back in a minute.”

Outside, Mallory found the group had fanned out among the lawn chairs positioned around the pool. All eyes were now focused on Elsa while she tread water in the deep end. A crumpled pile of her clothes lay near the diving board and even through the screen of waves covering her body Mallory saw that she’d jumped in wearing only her underwear.

“Woo-ee,” she breathed. “This feels great.”

“I’ll bet you do,” Adam answered.

The comment earned him a slap on the shoulder from Becky.

Mallory giggled, automatically looking to see Derrick’s reaction. She found him sitting at the patio table, and out of all her friends he seemed to be the only person not eyeballing Elsa’s slim form while she glided through the water. Instead, he stripped off his tank top and reclined in one of the patio chairs.

Mallory gazed at the way his tan skin lay taut over the muscles of his abdomen and chest. She hadn’t noticed it earlier, but now that he’d shed the tank top she saw silver barbells pierced through both his nipples.

He smiled at her, and a hot blush rushed into her face. She began to turn away, then stopped short when she spotted the small bags of cellophane his friends had laid out on the table behind him.

“What’s that?” she asked Troy.

“Glitter.”

“What?”

“Glitter,” Troy repeated.

“You mean drugs?”

The kid smirked. “I prefer the term, mood-enhancers.”

Mallory glared at him. “No way,” she said. “Not cool. Definitely not cool! If I get caught—”

“Don’t wet yourself,” the boy laughed. “This stuff is like high-end caffeine tablets. It’s nothing hardcore.”

She turned to Derrick for assistance, arguing that if her dad came home and found them all hyped up on “mood-enhancers” it would be the end of any pool parties for the remainder of her life.

“You said the kid was gone,” Derrick replied. “And your dad’s at the movies. He won’t be back till after twelve at the earliest.”

Chris nodded. “Yeah, we can blaze out of here by then. He’ll never know.”

Mallory fell silent, not certain how to reply. She didn’t want to disappoint Derrick, who obviously didn’t think the situation was anything serious, but she didn’t want to lose her father’s trust, either. Then, while her mouth fumbled to find a reply to Chris’s last statement, she suddenly had a brainstorm.

“I’ve got an idea,” she said. “I know the perfect place to hang out, somewhere we won’t be seen or bothered by anyone. There’s an old barn in the back woods, behind the neighborhood. It must have a dirt road or a driveway that connects to it off one of the county roads. We could go there.”

The group glanced to one another for reactions, and all seemed to like the idea of exploring an abandoned farm.

“Cool, let’s do it,” Adam proclaimed, clearly eager to sample Troy’s goods.

“Sounds like fun,” Lisa added.

Derrick’s friends looked annoyed by the idea of having to relocate again, but they both obeyed when he told them to pack up their shit and get moving.

They all waited for Elsa to collect her clothes then left the yard together, hurrying back through the house and out the front door. In the foyer again, Mallory started to set the alarm—which Lori had carelessly left off—when she suddenly realized they were one person short.

She glanced back into the house while the others continued out to the cars. “Hey, Tim, come on, we’re going to go check out the old barn.”

When he didn’t reply, she walked to the bathroom but found the room empty.

“Are you coming or what?” Becky called from the front door.

“Tim’s gone,” Mallory answered, rejoining her friend. “He must’ve left when we were out at the pool.”

“So?”

“He didn’t even say goodbye. I think he’s mad because of Derrick.”

Becky shrugged. “Well, there’s nothing you can do about it now, right? Make it up to him later. Let’s go.

“Yeah, I guess.”

Exiting the house, she closed the door and locked it with her key, wishing that she’d had at least once more chance to thank Tim for inviting her to the fair. She cringed with another stab of guilt, realizing now that she’d just been setting him up for a fall by going.

She tried not to think about it. Instead, she hurried down the front steps and rounded the Mercedes, eventually settling down into the front seat next to Derrick.

∞Θ∞

Lori listened to the action upstairs.

The sound of footsteps trailed from one end of the house to the other, accompanied by the muffled noises of half a dozen voices.

She didn’t budge.

Overhead, she caught the clearer sound of a girl calling out to someone named Tim—Tim Fleming?—mentioning something about a barn.

Lori remained silent, not daring to speak.

It could be a trick. Maybe the girl was really … that thing.

After a moment of calm, the girl’s footsteps trailed to the front of the house and then came the sound of the front door closing.

Lori remained motionless.

Higher up the wall, she caught the subtle sound of insect legs scuttling over the cinderblock wall, a June bug or some other sizable beetle that had entered through the window frame.

Bugs! her brain wailed. Oh, God, please no, not bugs!

She stuffed a fist in her mouth, knowing that to scream at the bug or to lash out in hope of squashing it would call attention to her location, the same way calling out to the girl moments ago would have done.

Outside, a car engine came to life. Then another.

Don’t move. He’s out there. He wants you to cry for help.

She listened to car doors closing.

Suddenly, something dropped onto her face, something hard and smooth, about the size of a gumball. Half a dozen prickly legs gripped the skin of her cheek.

Covering the fading whir of the departing car engines, Lori screamed.






CHAPTER 33
Melissa trailed behind Frank when they left the empty ranch house, glad to trade the oppressive silence of its vacant rooms for the noise of crickets singing in the shrubs.

She found the night sky a blank chalkboard, lacking even the slightest hint of the starlight she’d observed earlier. A wind blew across the front yard, blustering her hair. The scent of ionized air carried on its back was the sure forewarning of a storm.

Together, she and Frank had searched the large home from top to bottom, but even their combined efforts failed to locate clues to the identity of her attackers. Against Frank’s recommendation, Melissa planned to use his cell phone to call for backup and request a forensics crew to process the new crime scene. Upon their arrival, she would make sure they scoured every inch of the dwelling for any indications of what had happened.

“I wish you’d reconsider,” Frank said.

She didn’t reply.

The two of them crossed the turnaround driveway in silence, Frank walking beside her without even a glance, preoccupied with his car keys. While he went to retrieve his phone from the Chevy, Melissa stopped at her own vehicle in search of some painkillers.

She dropped into the driver’s seat before she realized the dome light hadn’t come on when she opened the door. Groaning, she dug out her keys and tried the ignition. No response.

“Perfect!”

“The electromagnetic pulse probably fried your engine’s circuitry,” Frank remarked, having returned to her side. He handed her his phone. “Just like it toasted your cell phone.”

She looked up at him from the driver seat. “And I suppose the killer ghost is to blame?”

“In its natural state, the entity is a being of pure energy. At least that’s the theory. If it’s true, then such a creature could conceivably control other electrical forces. That’s how I believe Kane passed through doors sealed with state-of-the-art electronic locks and how he disrupted security cameras to hide his activity; the entity was helping him. But that same energy registers on devices like TriField meters, meaning we can use its own powers against it, as a method of detection; hence the equipment in my truck.”

“Very sci-fi,” she replied.

Lines of frustration marred Frank’s face.

She got out of the car. “Look, I’m sorry. I owe you my life, so I don’t mean to make light of your beliefs. At the same time, it’s not easy for me to immediately agree with your theory of what’s been happening. I just can’t.”

He fashioning a weak smile. “Five years ago I would’ve said the same thing. But”—he tapped his eye patch—“that was before this monster nearly killed me.”

“You mean, before Kane nearly killed you.”

Frank shook his head, and the added flicker of lightning on the horizon behind him enhanced the already uneasy ambience of her night.

“Have you ever read anything about human sacrifices?” he asked.

She cringed. “Why would I want to?”

“Because it has everything to do with your investigation.”

Melissa studied him for a moment, pondering a retort. In the end she simply crossed her arms and leaned against her car. “You’ve got five minutes.”

Frank nodded. “Then I’ll keep it short. What we’re dealing with, Detective, is a creature that can harness the life energy of its victims and use it to manipulate the environment. Humans have done the same in the past. Ancient cultures used sacrifices as a way to tap that power and use it in funerary practices, supposedly to reanimate the dead. Aztecs and Mayans believed the gods they worshiped required human energy as food, nourishment they provided in exchange for a prosperous existence. For those people, blood offerings played a crucial part in their lives.”

Melissa checked her watch. “Does this little anthropology lesson have a point?”

Frank walked to the passenger side of his Blazer. He reached through the open window and picked up a manila folder off the seat.

“Kane was also sacrificing people, but it wasn’t part of any ancient religious practice or deity worship. I think the entity was teaching him how to manipulate the life energy of their victims, using it as fuel for their magic, just like the Mayans and the Egyptians once did. Look at this.”

He held out the folder.

Melissa only stared at him. “Magic?”

Frank nodded. “Don’t underestimate its legitimacy. If this thing has been around for as long as I understand, there’s no telling what sort of knowledge it might possess, or how many ages it’s been since the world has seen this kind of power.”

“Magic?” she repeated.

Frank flipped open the folder and pulled out a black and white printout of an autopsy photograph, holding it up for her to see. The charred, reassembled remains of a headless woman lay spread across an exam table like a filleted fish on a cutting board.

“Jesus,” she whispered.

“I got this from a friend up north. They identified the girl using medical records after she was reported missing by her parents. Her name is Penelope Styles. As you can see, her head and hands are missing and her ribcage is almost obliterated. The investigators are waiting on DNA tests for an official ID confirmation, but the body shows evidence of a healed break on the collar bone, which matches the girl’s medical history. She died in that gas station explosion a few nights ago. According to the chief examiner, however, it wasn’t the fire that killed her.”

He offered her the file again and this time she took it.

“What was the cause of death?”

Frank’s expression remained stoic. “Someone removed her heart.”

Melissa met his gaze, then flipped to the autopsy report and confirmed his statement.

“A beating human heart is the most powerful of all sacrifices,” Frank said. “Dozens of cultures have practiced heart removal throughout history, and I’ve come to suspect that’s no coincidence.”

She closed the file and handed it back. “No, it sounds more like a shared trait of humanity’s brutal social evolution.”

“Is it?” Frank asked. “Or does it prove that these creatures have been plaguing the world for centuries, appearing throughout history and selecting certain people to train in their ways? You wanted to know what Kane’s victims had in common. Well, I’d say it’s a good bet each of them shared unusually strong life forces. That’s why Kane went to such extremes tracking down certain people, why he killed so many of them at once. He wanted all that energy released at the same time, feeding the entity, powering their enchantments.”

Melissa saw where he was going. “The wounds you described that were cut into his body, the writing on that stone …”

“All part of some spell,” Frank replied.

“But what spell?” she pressed. “And why would it need Kane?”

“It wants a body,” he replied. “A living, breathing body. Why it chose Kane, I can’t say. Maybe he fit some supernatural criteria only the entity understands. Whatever the reason, their overall goal was to bond together, to merge the entity’s power and consciousness with Kane’s physical form.”

“How could you know that?”

“From the writing in Kane’s basement,” he replied. “The FBI’s linguistics experts originally told me it was gibberish, but over the years I’ve shown samples of it to various anthropologists all over the world. Most of the characters show similarities to dozens of ancient languages—Incan, Hopi, Aramaic, Norse, Bahasa; the list goes on and on. It refers to a creature known as the Vermorca, a man-god raised from the dead, and the two symbols they found repeated over and over again stood for unity and flesh.”

Melissa sighed. “This is bullshit, Frank. Do you even hear what’s coming out of your mouth? The whole idea of it is just … just … incomprehensible.”

“What part don’t you understand?”

Melissa laughed. She knew she should drop the subject, let it go, but Frank’s level of conviction infuriated her, and now she wanted to prove him wrong. “All right, answer me this: if your entity-thing has been around for so long, since the time of Christ—”

“Before Christ.”

“Whatever. If it’s as powerful as you say, being able to cast magic spells and make bodies out of anything it wants, then why now? Why didn’t this thing come after you five years ago, when you busted Kane? You’re the one who tracked him down and put an end to his crimes, you’re the one who ruined his plans. In all this time, why hasn’t this thing killed you? Seems sort of convenient that it would just up and vanish the second Kane got captured. The way you describe it, you’d think it would’ve come looking for revenge.”

Frank’s one eye broke from her gaze and his posture sagged. With a heavy, miserable breath he seemed to age an additional twenty years before her eyes.

“Now, there’s a question I’ve asked myself more than once over the years,” he said, “and every time I do, I wonder if it would have really made a difference.”

“What does that mean?” she asked in a softer tone.

Frank looked at the ground and cleared his throat, perhaps buying more time before needing to answer. “I’m fifty-seven years old and I need to sleep with the lights on. Sometimes I wet myself in my sleep from the nightmares I have of Kane’s basement, of seeing my friends slaughtered. And when I’m alone, it takes me almost an hour to work up the courage just to take the garbage out. You can imagine how hard it was for me to come all the way out here tonight. I don’t have any family left, my friends stopped visiting when I was reluctant to leave my home, and I haven’t been with a woman since this whole mess started. Believe me, Detective, sometimes it seems like I’m already dead.”

Frank’s revelation of how his experiences had affected him left Melissa speechless. She found herself unable to meet the humility in his eyes. Instead, she turned and stared at the glowing windows of the ranch house.

“Up until now, I believed the entity to be a transient being,” Frank resumed, “going from one person to the next, abandoning its devotee whenever it desired. That’s what had me scared half-crazy for so long, thinking it could show up at any time, which is why I invested in all this elaborate sensory equipment after I retired. You may not have noticed it, but I have an EMF reader in every corner of my apartment. I needed the peace of mind. But now, with all this taking place after Kane’s death, I’m starting to think that the entity didn’t come after me simply because it couldn’t. If Kane and this monster were performing some sort of union spell, something to blend them together, and if we hurt Kane badly enough before it was finished, the entity could’ve been trapped inside his half-dead body. That might explain all the thrashing around I told you about, all the incoherent ranting; it was the entity realizing it had bonded with a dying body, too weakened from casting the original spell to free itself. It was stuck.”

The wind hustled a gathering of dried leaves across the driveway, producing a sound like scuffling feet. Melissa and Frank spun to face the noise, but relaxed when they realized what it had been.

Frank faced her. “We can defeat it, Melissa. I’m prepared this time, everything from holy water to plastic explosives with remote detonators.”

“Explosives,” Melissa echoed.

Frank smirked. “When you deal with bad guys all your life you learn where they shop.”

She looked away again. Despite what a dedicated detective he’d been in the past, Melissa had the disheartening feeling that Frank’s original bout with Kane had left mental wounds that might never heal.

In the distance she saw lights approaching, heard the wavering sound of far-off sirens. Behind them, several fingers of lightning reach over the horizon and gripped the cloudy sky. No thunder rumbled in the air.

Not yet.






CHAPTER 34
BJ dashed through the back lawn of another yard, not sure who the yard belonged to or how far he’d come from his own house. His only certainty came from the driving urgency to get away, even if it meant fleeing into the unknown.

High overhead, thick clouds closed out the heavens, blocking the starlight and limiting visibility to only a few feet. Obstacles exploded out of the night in his path, then faded away in his wake as fast as they’d appeared. He didn’t stop.

The cool grass cushioned the bare soles of his feet, but the roughed patches of dirt still retained a noticeable degree of warmth leftover from the day. Skyward, the wind bent the treetops, each pulsating gust stronger than the last. All around him the looming branches whispered a warning to remain quiet.

Shhh, Shhh, Shhhhhhh.

When he wasn’t looking for what obstacle would jump out at him next—bush, flowerbed, birdbath—he searched for a lit house where he might be able to find help. So far, all the buildings ahead appeared to be abandoned. Set against the white painted walls, their blackened window glass looked cold and uninviting.

He’d entered another yard—the grass reached slightly higher here, tickling his ankles—when the heart-stopping sound of a snapping twig caused him to skid to a stop and take cover behind a low shrub.

Holding back his burning breath, trying not to let out the wail of fear that squirmed inside his throat like a living animal, BJ hunkered down and forced himself to remain motionless.

At first, all went silent—all except for the wind and the trees. Soon, a stealthily hidden swarm of crickets began to sing, followed by the distant barking of a dog somewhere on the other side of the neighborhood; its heavy woofs seemed muffled by the umbrella of sooty clouds above.

Then the twig-snapping noise again.

The crickets’ song stopped.

Goosebumps marched across his arms.

He lay down on his stomach and eased himself backward, sliding farther under the shrubs. Across the yard stood a row of box-shaped bushes that divided this yard from the one behind it, and it sounded like the source of the noise lay concealed somewhere behind one of those tall plants.

Lying in the grass, with the earthy scents of plant and dirt filling his nostrils, BJ closed his eyes and thought about his dad and Mallory, praying Lori had been telling him the truth about how to ward off monsters.

∞Θ∞

The Killer navigated the wide sea of the night like an eel cruising through black oil, gliding from point to point, unimpeded by the darkness. Traveling through shadows, it crossed great distances in an instant and passed through solid obstacles like they didn’t exist.

At first, it proceeded with the deliberate grace of a superior hunter, searching for BJ’s trail. It drifted sedately among the yards, stalking the most likely hiding spots, confident the boy hadn’t gotten far. But while the search widened and the boy remained undetected, the entity spanned out from the Wiess property and searched neighboring homes. It flew faster, its rage and frustration building, until it became a frenzied beast running on predatory instinct. It dashed from one area to the next, depending entirely on its ability to sense life energy to seek out the boy.

And still nothing.

Somehow, BJ had escaped.

But how could such an inept quarry have eluded it … unless a greater power protected him.

Its anger boiled at the thought.

If it didn’t find BJ, it wouldn’t be able to coerce Paul Wiess into helping it retrieve Kane. It couldn’t afford another failure; there had been too many already.

No! Tonight, one way or another, it would prevail. The separation from Kane had left it weakened, the long wait having drained its power, but it had grown stronger with each victim and now it was ready for the reunion, ready for revenge.

Then, at last, a glimmer of psychic energy.

It shot toward the back end of the neighborhood, beyond the last line of homes bordering the forest. But when the boy came into view, it discovered that the life energy it detected didn’t belong to BJ but to one of Mallory’s friends.

Tim.

The entity watched, invisible to his human eyes.

He crossed the street and entered the woods, striding deeper into darkness.

And he was alone.






CHAPTER 35
Tim pushed his way through the bulwark of staggered trees and bushes planted along the far side of Terrace Street, those set up in an organized attempt to blend the landscaped embankment into the surrounding wild forest.

Once under windblown treetops, it only took him a few seconds to locate the earth-packed lanes of the bike trails. Even in the darkness he maneuvered his way along the paths with ease, having traveled them enough to be familiar with every twist, turn, and fork. Choosing a route that would take him to the railroad tracks—which he could follow all the way back to Loretto in half the time of traveling normal roads—he started home.

In the woods, he wouldn’t run into Mallory and her friends again, either.

Before he’d made his discreet exit from her house, he’d overheard her suggestion of a trip to the old barn. Walking along the street, they might have spotted him on their way out to the fields, and he didn’t feel like explaining why he’d left the house without telling anyone.

Wind gusted hard into the surrounding trees, and their branches moaned in protest. Off in the forest smaller plants mimicked the noise, sounding like the muffled whispers of unknown creatures.

Tim trod forward without pause, his eyes focused on the dirt.

A three-foot long branch had fallen across the path, and he kicked it out the way, imagining it was Derrick.

Two paces later he scooped up a rock and hurled it after the branch.

“Asshole,” he yelled.

He stormed onward, unzipping the jacket he’d taken from his mother’s car and put on to armor himself against mosquitoes. The night’s breeze was keeping them at bay and the added clothing only made him sweaty.

Someone laughed.

It sounded sharp and squeaky against the tranquilizing shift of nature, and Tim snapped up his head to see a huge black figure emerged into view barely fifty feet away. It glided toward him on the path with frightening fluidity, moving like a sentient glob of darkness out of a Lovecraftian nightmare.

Tim stopped dead in his tracks, rooted in place by fear. His nerves charged with energy, prepping his muscles to run, but then the advancing hulk broke apart, separating into the silhouettes of three teenagers riding bikes along the trail.

Fear melted into humiliation, and Tim’s shoulders sagged as the tension drained from his body. He wiped his brow, now picking up the first hints of jocular conversation and laughter. He started forward once more, composing himself so he wouldn’t look too geeked-out when they passed him.

But his fear returned when he recognized the loudest voice in the group.

Brad Hill!

“Oh, shit.”

Tim scrambled off the trail and took cover within the foliage, wincing with each sound made beneath his shoes.

He didn’t know if Brad still wanted revenge for the dodge ball incident, but if he did, Tim could only imagine what the larger boy would do to him out here in the woods.

The three drew closer. Thirty feet away now. Twenty-five.

Tim wondered how brave Mallory would think he was if she could see him now, cowering like a rabbit in the presence of a wolf.

He positioned himself behind a tree trunk less than four feet off the trail, not daring to chance looking for a better spot deeper in the woods. If he stepped on a brittle stick, he might call their attention.

Smarter to ease around as they pass. Just keep the tree between us, hide in the shadows.

From where he crouched, he saw the occasional red glow of a cigarette flare brighter when one of them inhaled, and he could vaguely make out their black shirts and dark jeans.

Tim held his breath, hoping they’d pass without—

Suddenly, the plants thrashed with movement at his back, rustled by something deeper in the trees. Before he could look, an object shot over his head like a bullet, sending shredded leaves fluttering to the ground behind it.

Tim held his breath to keep from gasping when he realized what had happened.

To confirm his fear, the silhouette on the far right of Brad’s group jerked backward, crying out in pain.

“Oh God, no,” Tim whispered.

The boy fell off his bike and crashed to the ground, howling through clapped hands locked over his mouth. Tim heard one of the others say something about a rock.

Tim looked over his shoulder and tried to find the attacker, but saw nothing past his own hiding spot. Just black plant stalks on a blacker background.

A light clicked on and swept over the bushes. It caught the back of Tim’s head in its beam, causing his shadow to flee over the plants ahead of him.

“There,” Brad’s voice boomed.

“Get the fucker,” another roared.

Their bikes hit the dirt, followed by the sound of footfalls thundering toward the tree he squatted behind.

“It wasn’t me,” Tim cried. He lunged from his hiding spot and sprinted onto the trail. “It wasn’t me!”

“It’s Flemwad,” Brad hollered.

Tim heard the sound of combat boots pounding the ground behind him as the older boys gave chase, and Tim took off like it was qualification day at track tryouts. He knew they wouldn’t give him the slightest chance to explain if they caught him—not that they’d believe him, even if they did. The mere thought caused tears to slide from his eyes and stream down his cheeks.

“Someone’s not going home tonight,” one of the pursuers laughed.

They closed fast, bearing down on him like charging bulls.

At the last second, he dodged to the right and took one of the forks in the path, hoping to double back to Mallory’s neighborhood. But no sooner had he made the turn when he discovered a massive cottonwood had collapsed across the trail ahead, its thick branches cutting off his escape with the effectiveness of a ten-foot-high fence.

Trapped!

“You’re dead, asshole,” Brad yelled. “Dead!”

Tim stopped hard, skidding on the dry soil. He wheeled around to face the teens.

The two boys sprinted forward. They had sticks.

With barely enough time to think, he scanned his surroundings and managed to locate a broken glass bottle to the side of the trail. He snatched it up by the neck and thrust its jagged end forward.

“Stay back,” Tim hollered. He thrust the broken end of glass bottle forward. “Keep away or I’ll use this, I swear I will.”

Brad and his friends kept their distance, but the confident looks on their faces didn’t waver.

“What are you gonna do?” Brad’s friend asked. “Give a speech on recycling?”

Tim ignored the comment. “I didn’t throw that rock.”

“Screw you, Flemwad,” Brad roared. “You drop that thing, or I swear I’ll shove it up your ass.”

“No!”

“Drop it.”

“I didn’t do anything!”

“I’ll count to three, you little shit.”

“I didn’t throw the rock!”

“One.”

“Honest, I didn’t.”

“Two.”

Fresh tears bunched at the corners of Tim’s eyes, then spilled down his cheeks. He could smell the reek of alcohol on their breath.

Brad and his friend edged closer, testing Tim’s threat.

He backed up a step, a move that only brought a wider smile to Brad’s face.

A white flash appeared at the edge of Tim’s vision, a faint undulation of light that pulsated from within the forest. It flew at him like a lightning bolt, vanishing again before he had a chance to see what it was.

The fight exploded like an avalanche blasting out of a mountain tree line. Everything happened at once. In contrast, time seemed to slow while Tim’s mind recorded and processed every action, and the oncoming assaults advanced in slow motion.

Brad surged forward, hands out—one reaching for the bottle, the other going for Tim’s throat. The second kid hefted the stick he’d been carrying and readied it like a baseball bat.

Unable to bring himself to use the broken glass, Tim closed his eyes and tensed in preparation for the first blow. In the same frozen second the sleeves of his jacket slipped down over his hands and constricted around his fists. The jacket’s cuff crushed down on the hand holding the bottleneck, forcing the blood out of his knuckles. Before he could react, the remaining jacket material replicated the sleeve’s action around his waist and torso, trapping him in its grasp.

Brad’s reaching hand came within inches of Tim’s wrist when the ensnaring clothing exploded with a life of its own. An irresistible force caused Tim’s arm to swing at the bully, propelling his captured limb with too much power to counteract. The pointed end of the makeshift weapon came between them and—

Shlick!

—something warm and wet spattered across his face.

Brad sucked in a sharp breath and heaved away from him, toppling into the woods, vanishing in shadow.

Oh, God, Tim thought.

Even as Brad went down, the second kid lunged forward, swinging the gnarled chunk of wood.

The jacket shifted again, this time thrusting Tim’s empty left hand at Brad’s friend in a counterattack. The strike hit the kid in his throat, hammering Tim’s restrained fist into his opponent’s Adam’s apple. The stick dropped without ever making contact, and the teen clasped both hands to his brutalized neck.

The jacket sleeve loosened its grip on Tim’s wrist and slid farther off his arm, twisting him around to snake over the other boy’s shoulders.

With the zipper still open, Tim seized the opportunity to shake himself free of the possessed jacket. He stumbled backward, anxious to get away, but his eyes remained locked on the animated coat while it grappled with the other teenager, engulfing him.

“What the hell!” Brad’s friend shrieked, thrashing his arms. But the nylon material wrapped itself around his face, smothering his cries.

Shivering with fright, hardly able to believe his eyes, Tim stood and watched the choking juvenile fall to his knees. Every so often the kid managed a short burst of strength and struck harder at the coat, coughing Tim’s name through the material.

He thinks I’m doing it.

“Help,” Tim screamed. “Someone help! Anyone!”

He glanced around, searching for the third boy from Brad’s group, the one who’d been hit by the rock, but apparently both Brad and his friend had already fled.

He was alone.

Alone with the nightmare jacket and a dying boy who’d wanted to smash his skull open thirty seconds ago, his pleas for help lost in the trees and the wind.

Shaking, with his sanity teetering on a wire over a chasm of madness, Tim realized that his right hand remained clenched around the bottle. He raised the blood-streaked glass to his face as if he’d just found it lying in the dirt, but the awful wet substance glinting on its surface reminded him he’d had it all the time.

The sight of Brad’s blood splattered over the back of his hand conjured the urge to throw the weapon away and run. But what about the jacket? What if it came for him next? And the boy? He couldn’t just leave the kid to die.

But by the time he marshaled the courage to act, the teenager had slumped to the ground, unmoving. The encompassing jacket began to uncoil.

Tim raced down the path and found one of the teenagers’ abandoned bikes. Hefting it up, he looked back and caught a glimpse of the garment. Now free of the boy, it pushed up from the ground with hollow arms and shuffle-turned in his direction.

Tim stared in disbelief.

It scrambled after him.

Tossing the bottle aside, he lunged onto the mountain bike and for home without a second glance behind him, too afraid that he’d see those hollow arms reaching for his neck.

Three hundred yards later he came to the first fork that led home.

The bike’s tires thrummed on the dirt as he made the turn, and he sunk down, ducking low tree branches.

He knew he must’ve outrun it by now, knew that he should slow his pace to a safer speed, but his heart had become a wild engine within his chest, and he continued on at full strength, relying on his knowledge of the trails to get him home intact.

The surrounding trees rushed past in a blur. Ahead, the forest shifted from side to side with the night’s increasing wind.

A train whistle howled in the distance.

The noise came over Tim’s shoulder from somewhere in the east, sounding like a banshee scream from The Beyond. He flinched, causing the bike’s trajectory to wobble. For a tense second he felt himself hurtling toward a future of broken bones and stitches before regaining control.

The whistle came again, longer this time, closer, and he guessed the engineer was giving advance warning before crossing Pioneer Trail.

Which means it’s headed toward town.

Tim swallowed the thought with a helping of dread. It wouldn’t be long before the train rumbled down the section of tracks he planned to use to get home, and that meant he’d be stuck waiting for it to pass.

Alone.

In the dark.

With a haunted jacket running loose in the forest.

He raced onward, bringing the bike up to full speed again by the third wail of the horn.

Without slowing, he made a sharp turn to the right, plunging onto a narrow side path just wide enough for the bicycle’s tires. He soared along the shortcut for thirty feet. Overhanging branches whipped his arms and legs, until he finally remerged onto Tomahawk Trail, an unpaved back road.

Across Tomahawk, a new set of bike trails branched in several directions, and he raced down the course that led to the railroad. He crested a small hill and sped onward, entering an uninterrupted sixty-foot dirt lane that joined up with the tracks.

The bicycle’s frame vibrated with the train’s approach. He slammed on the hand brakes halfway down the straightaway, fishtailing to a halt atop crunching gravel. At the far end of the trail, a strengthening light illuminated the darkness until Tim could see the train tracks in its glow.

The train’s lead engine rolled into sight, moving eastward at a languid ten or fifteen miles-per-hour. Tim slumped onto the bike’s handlebars, gasping and out of breath. He could double back, return to the bike trails and take the long route home, but just the thought of turning around made him sag further with exhaustion.

He looked behind him and found the trail mercifully vacant.

Okay … Five minute break …

Tim leaned forward, catching his wind, when a strange sound caught his ear. It came from something nearby, close enough to be heard over the clamor of the train: the sound of sticks snapping in the darkness to his left. He bolted upright, tensing.

Ahead, out of a pulsating cluster of tall plant limbs, an enormous deer clambered onto the road. It was a ten-point buck, massive, with antlers that reached above its head like gigantic open hands. It meandered across the lane twenty feet in front of him.

Tim exhaled and tried to relax.

Get a grip on yourself. It’s only a deer. The train probably just scared the poor sucker.

The animal’s hooves tromped the dirt—Clup-Clup—but it didn’t run away. Instead, its dark shape turned and started in his direction.

“Shoo,” he told it. “Shoo!”

Clup-Clup … Clup-Clup …

The animal showed no sign of relenting. It quickened its advance. Afraid it might charge him, Tim backed the bike away one step at a time, ready to turn and flee if the beast got too close. He glanced around, searching for something to scare the animal away with. He looked down and he saw a small pouch affixed to the bike’s frame that contained a plastic water bottle and, in a side pocket, a mini-Maglight like the one Brad had used earlier. Freeing the flashlight, he directed it at the deer and twisted it on.

The animal didn’t freeze in the light like he’d hoped.

He did, however.

The deer’s mud-splashed hide hung on its bones like a moth-eaten sweater, pockmarked by dozens of dark holes where its decaying skin had peeled off. It had no eyes, just two dirty sockets, and the flesh of its snout had rotted away to reveal twin rows of teeth. Maggots rained from its underbelly with each shuddering step.

“Did you think you could outrun me, Timmy?”

Tim staggered, clapping his hands to his head.

With no further warning the deer exploded into a run, shedding parts of its decomposing flesh in the process.

Tim screamed. He yanked up on the handlebars, spun the bike around on its rear wheel, and hit the pedals the moment he faced the other way. The rear tire kicked up dirt. The decrepit deer lunged, lowering its withered head. Jagged antlers reached for his flesh like Death’s bony fingers.

Tim careened to the right and dodged off the path. The diving points missed him by mere inches. The creature brushed past him and crashed into a sapling on the road’s edge, trampling it to the ground.

Not looking back, he rode down the steep embankment, plunging into a nature-made sluice eroded from years of runoff rainwater. The bike bounced and slid over the mixed terrain of hard rock and soft sand, but the momentum of his initial run drove him through it with minimal interference. He headed down hill, picking up speed.

In his wake came the crash and snap of the deer fighting its way through the entangling brush.

Pushing the bike faster, he guided it down the trench, jerking and jolting over the rugged basin floor. Half-blind, he expected to strike a large rock and flip over at any moment.

Instead, he made it to the bottom of the hill where the ditch leveled out beside Tomahawk Trail. He turned hard right onto a footpath he knew paralleled the railroad, separated from the tracks by sixty or seventy feet of forest.

He shifted the bike to its lowest gear and raced down the trail. Rubber tires hummed on the packed dirt, wind whooshed over his head, and the panting wheeze of his own breath made him feel like a locomotive himself, a grisly combination of flesh and machine.

The ugly abstraction triggered a frightening realization; if he didn’t get to town before the train did, it would block his route home again.

From behind came the clatter of trampled foliage, and the quick repetition of hooves stomping the ground.

Tim wailed, pushing himself to the limit.

His legs burned, his heart beat in his chest with the pace of a machinegun, and sweat spilled down his face.

The train whistle cried into the night, shrieking closer than ever. Tim knew exactly what it meant; the first engine had reached town. In seconds, it would temporarily divide County Road 19, cutting him off.

Cranking harder, he exploded from the woods. The canopy of shifting trees gave way to night sky, and Tim made a right onto the same road the train rolled toward farther up. To his right the forest blurred past out of the corner of his eye. At his left, an army of corn stalks flanked the road.

Keep going … a hundred more feet … Lights to the right … Train’s entering town.

The railroad signals clanged just ahead, their red warning lights flashed. Tim thanked God the designers hadn’t selected the type of signals that automatically lowered crossbars over the road.

The deer smashed out of a cluster of bushes at his right, having apparently tried to gain ground on him by darting crosswise through the woods. It leapt in front of him, but he swung around it, passing close enough to smell the creature’s putrid flesh.

The train flashed into partial-sight ahead, glimpsed between the buildings. It powered onward, rumbling closer and closer.

Tim flew forward, his eyes sighted on the warm beacons of light coming from street lamps on the far side of the tracks. He knew that Fritz & Joyce’s was closed at this hour, but the Choo-Choo bar would still be open. There would be people there who could help him. It wasn’t far now. He could smell the food.

The train’s horn screamed to his right, and it thundered into full view like a gigantic bullet. In another inexplicable moment of slowed time, Tim saw the conductor’s face peering out the engine cab, eyes fixed on him while he soared into the light. The man’s lips moved in wordless spasms behind the glass. The horn howled again.

Exhausted, deaf, scared shitless in the headlamp of the oncoming freight train now crossing the road, Tim raced over the rails, moving so fast that he doubted the bicycle’s tires were even in contact with the ground when the monstrous machine hit him.






CHAPTER 36
Derrick drove his Mercedes over the uneven ground of the farmhouse driveway, and Mallory directed him toward the front of the barn. Troy followed close behind in his Bronco, and they both parked on a flat stretch of land about forty feet from the building, the only place free of debris.

Mallory stepped out of the car as a train whistle cried in the distance. She looked to her friends. “So, what do you think?”

“Spectacular,” Elsa replied.

“And then some,” Lisa added. “When did you find this?”

“Yesterday on a run. Come on, I’ll show you around.”

They piled out. The others disembarked from the Bronco.

Derrick unlatched the trunk and got out two flashlights from a roadside emergency kit. Ten feet away, Troy unloaded the beer.

“You know how to pick the spot, babe,” Becky said.

“Hell, yeah,” Derrick agreed. “We can light a fire in the middle of the floor if it’s all dirt in there.”

“Adam and I will get some wood,” Becky said. “Give me one of the lights.”

“Wait a second,” Mallory interjected. “Before we go inside, turn off both the lights and just look up at it.”

They gave her odd glances at first, but then the lights went off and a heavy darkness caved in from all directions.

“Now, don’t say anything,” she whispered. “Just listen.”

The group went along with her request and soon nature’s familiar, yet unintelligible, language filled their ears.

The wind breathed. Trees rustled. Boards creaked. A rusted weathervane squealed. Far away, the heavens rumbled.

Mallory wanted to recreate the adventurous sense of treading on unfamiliar ground she’d felt here the day before, a sensation that would no doubt be intensified by the unlit nighttime hours.

Even in its forlorn condition, the barn appeared formidable and impressive. Gaping holes peppered the building’s outer skin, and the exposed support beams now seemed like aged bones when set against the deeper darkness within. The silo to the right-hand side appeared equally ominous, looking like a danger-filled tower from an older, more superstitious age.

Derrick led the group forward, entering the building without pause. Mallory and the others followed, shinning their flashlights around.

“Smells like raccoon turds,” Troy commented.

Ignoring him, the group went to work at clearing the floor near the entrance. Soon firelight pulsated on the ramshackle crossbeams overhead, and the throbbing shadows it cast made the barn’s upper reaches appear to be inhabited by an amorphous black monster.

They all gathered near the blaze while Adam deposited the last batch of lumber scavenged from around the property. To the side, a radio taken from Troy’s Bronco played background tunes as they relaxed, talked, and cracked open his stolen beer. Derrick passed Mallory a can, insisting that she’d like it, but after one taste she passed it back.

“So, what happened to your friend?” Lisa asked. “That Tim guy, where’d he go?”

Mallory had to pry her gaze away from Derrick’s eyes to answer. “He must have headed home earlier,” she said. “He had a pretty bad headache when we left the fair.”

“He’s one of those quiet types, isn’t he?” Elsa asked.

“Yeah, he is,” Adam agreed between chugs. “Probably psycho. Where’d you meet him, anyway?”

“They went out together yesterday,” Becky answered for her, twitching her eyebrows and grinning.

Everyone gave Mallory the usual hoots and whistles, but she waved them away without comment.

“I could see it,” Lisa agreed. “He’s sort of plain, but he’s cute.”

Another round of whistles arose from the group, this time directed at Lisa.

“I only met him a day ago,” Mallory clarified. “And don’t cut him down so fast. He saved my brother from drowning.”

Lisa gasped. “No way, BJ almost drowned?”

Mallory nodded. “He fell in the pool yesterday, and Tim hauled him out just in time.”

“I look up to him already,” Troy said, crunching his second beer can into a crumpled wad and tossing it over his shoulder.

Through flailing tentacles of the fire, she saw the girls twist their faces in genuine expressions of surprise and fascination, but before she could continue her recounting of Tim’s heroics, Derrick tapped her on the arm. He gestured to a rickety ladder leading to the structure’s second level. “What’s up there?” he asked.

She looked up and shrugged. “Hayloft, I suppose.”

“Want to go check it out?”

Mallory felt the cadence of her heart quicken, and her cheeks begin to warm. In the periphery of her vision, she each of her friends avert their eyes in one way or another, pretending to be enthralled by something else.

“I don’t know,” she said, trying to remain casual. “Do you think it’s safe?”

“I’m sure it’s safe enough,” he answered.

A distant peal of thunder filled the silence when her friends paused their conversation. Standing, she let Derrick take her hand and lead her across the room, catching one last eyebrow-twitching glance from Becky before turning to the ladder.

Mallory climbed the ladder after Derrick, passing through the ceiling portal and into the barn’s loft. They stood side by side, glancing about the shadowy space.

At the front of the building, a gaping rectangular doorway opened onto the night where workers once hauled up hay bales via a rope and pulley. Both doors for the opening had long since dropped off their hinges, leaving an empty frame painted by thick layers of bird droppings.

Slivers of firelight shone through cracks between the floorboards, projecting a tiger-stripe pattern over everything around them. That gentle radiance gave the loft an unanticipated feeling of warmth, reminding Mallory of the cozy glow of Christmas tree lights.

Derrick stepped away from the ladder without the slightest attention to the creaks and groans coming from beneath his feet. He boldly strode across the loft, showing her the boards could hold his weight.

Reluctantly, she followed.

They went over to the far corner, away from their friends below, to where the sloping roof minimized standing room. In that cramped portion of the room, some industrious group of people had managed to arrange a makeshift seating area. The corner boasted two rust-splotched metal folding chairs, a pale-blue ottoman, a worn, gold-colored armchair, one barstool with cracked vinyl upholstery, a ragged old couch capable of holding at least three or four individuals, and a small table made from four chipped cinderblocks and a yard-square section of water-damaged particleboard. To complete the living room setting, all the items had been positioned over a large section of shaggy, age-soiled carpet.

“Hey, all right,” Derrick said, brushing away a few old beer cans from the couch. “Doesn’t look so bad. It’s dry and free of bird poop. Care to have a seat?”

“Um, sure.”

She sat down next to him, finding his already alluring features softened in the shredded yellow light from below. She had daydreamed about this moment for three years, imagining the splendor of it through countless biology and history lessons. But now that the fantasy had come true, she realized she didn’t know how to conduct herself, or even what to say.

“You have the prettiest eyes of anyone I’ve ever met,” he said.

A smile spread across her face, and she needed to look away, afraid her huge grin would ruin the mood.

“I mean it,” he added.

She bit her lower lip to repress her smile. “Thanks.”

“So, there’s something I’ve wanted to ask you,” he whispered. “But I couldn’t do it in front of the others. You know how friends can be.”

When she raised her eyes to meet his gaze, she found it had remained constant.

“I know we just met tonight, but I really feel a connection between us.”

Mallory felt that same stupid grin creeping into her cheeks again, accompanied by a hot rush that swelled through her whole body.

Beneath them, the bonfire’s crackle carried up to the loft with the sound of small forest animals bounding through an autumn field carpeted by dry leaves. The others had resumed their conversations, eliciting bursts of laughter from time to time, but the sounds floated on the edge of Mallory’s awareness.

Derrick leaned forward and kissed her.

Her heart skipped, and a shiver coursed along her arms and legs.

After several uncountable seconds, he drew his lips away, only a few fractions of an inch, pausing just long enough to acknowledge that she hadn’t objected to his forwardness. Then, he kissed her again.

Their mouths pressed together longer this time, moving slowly, lips parted. Their warm tongues mingled. Mallory had never felt anything like it, kissing so deeply. She shuddered with excitement.

When at last they separated, she realized his arms had slipped around her waist, and she’d moved closer up against him. She couldn’t recall sliding over, only the heat of their kisses.

“Was that okay?” he whispered.

She nodded, feeling another pleasant tingle with the memory of his touch.

Her heart hammered against her breastbone.

Her nipples pushed into her bra.

They kissed again.






CHAPTER 37
The train engine’s roaring power vibrated through Tim’s body when he passed in front of it—crossing the tracks—but paled in comparison to the jolt that shook his bones when the mechanical juggernaut clipped the bicycle’s rear wheel.

Time didn’t freeze for this encounter. Just the opposite. Everything seemed to happen with the swiftness of a camera flash.

The engine swiped the bicycle out from under him like a huge hand shooing away a bothersome insect. The bike’s handlebars tore out of his grasp; he flew off the seat. The world turned into a blur as he tumbled through the air. Through some miracle of high-tension awareness, his ears picked out the grotesque impact of the dead deer when it caught the full force of the train’s unstoppable energy, and the sound reminded him of the noise made when biting into a ripe apple: crunchy, but wet. Then the ground slammed into his back just when he thought he was flying skyward.

The blacktop bit into his skin on impact, scraping it raw in spots. His left arm ended up in front of his face during the fall, saving his head from hitting the ground. Consciousness blinked like an old light bulb but didn’t go out.

He rolled to a rest with the sharp squeal of the train’s brakes cutting into the night.

Tim flopped on his back and winced in pain. His right leg ached to the bone. The wounds on his palms, forearms, elbows, and knees burned with a fiery sting that grew worse with each passing second.

Striving to postpone the thought of discomfort, he lifted his head and looked around, assessing the scene. To one side of him sat the partially mangled mountain bike; to the other, lay the severed head of the deer.

Tim stiffened at his proximity to it, but relaxed again when his brain processed the extent of the damage. Dead or not, the train had finished the animal for sure.

The train continued to move past him, the deafening keen of its wheels like an incessant scream for attention. He knew it was only a matter of time before people from the surrounding houses came to investigate.

No one would believe what he’d been through tonight. How could they? No doubt the train’s operator was furious, probably thinking that he’d been attempting some kind of dumb stunt. In fact, now that he thought about it, Tim realized the man was probably already on a cell phone or radio, calling the police. With his luck, they’d assume Tim fabricated the whole chase story simply to draw focus off his failed train-dodge. Someone might even suggest he’d positioned the deer carcass on the tracks himself, like some morbid joke. It was certainly a more plausible explanation than the story Tim had to tell.

All this after being rejected by Mallory.

Talk about a crappy evening.

And what about tomorrow? He was pretty sure if he wasn’t in jail for what had happened with the train, someone would eventually find Brad—or one of his friends; or maybe all three of them—dead in the woods, and he’d be the main suspect in their murders. He’d left his coat at the scene, and his fingerprints covered the bottle that had slashed Brad. Tim wasn’t sure how bad he’d been cut, but there had been a lot of blood, some of which had splattered on Tim’s clothes. And don’t forget the kid who got nailed by the rock, he reminded himself. They’ll probably pin that on you, too.

When he finally raised himself from the pavement, he saw the last of the train’s cars approaching.

With great effort, he pushed himself to his feet, wincing at the growing aches and pains now alive throughout his body. Thankfully, he hadn’t broken any bones. At least he wouldn’t go to prison in a wheelchair.

The train had slowed to a crawl, but the harsh shriek of its wheels remained strong enough to blot out all other sounds.

He stood up—and gasped without hearing it.

Through the gap between the last two freight cars, Tim saw someone standing on the opposite side of the train, staring straight back at him. He only caught a fleeting glimpse of a vague shape, registering nothing more than a silhouette against the blacker countryside beyond. In that brief instant, he witnessed the light from the shops behind him reflecting back in a pair of cold white eyes.

A chill worked its way up his spine, and his fear escalated with the imminent passage of the final car. What he’d glimpsed could have been nothing more than a concerned neighbor from one of the houses he’d already passed, someone who’d seen what had happened and rushed to out to check on him. On the other hand, the image that darkened his mind consisted of a single shadowy figure, its body black and featureless, with shimmering eyes that may have simply mirrored ambient light from the street lamps, or may have glowed with a fire of their own.

Tim whirled around and ran, almost crumpling under his own weight from the agony in his right thigh. He needed to get out of sight.

Instead of going up two streets and turning right onto Crestview, the way home, he made a sharp right onto Railway Street and sprinted east, around the post office. Half a block away the church loomed. The cross atop its steeple hovered over the town like a beacon of hope. Past the church, he could cut between yards all the way home.

He glanced over his shoulder before rounding the corner and saw the train had cleared County Road 19. Nothing waited behind it but more blacktop stretching into darkness.

He proceeded toward home at a slower, less painful pace.

That deer had to be diseased, he pondered in silence. Rabies or something, but it couldn’t have been dead.

Then he reminded himself about the alien voice in his head. Where did that come from?

The train had finally fallen silent behind him, and he picked out the first excited calls of those who’d been summoned by the commotion. He guessed by the buoyancy of several male shouts the onlookers had come from the Choo Choo Bar, but that seemed to be it for the moment.

Looking ahead, Tim hesitated before the poorly lit section of street between him and the church. In an instant, he forgot all about the scrapes and cuts he’d received from his fall. Instead, he concentrated all his attention on scanning the overabundance of shadows that littered his path.

Two roadside lamps thinned the blackness here on the street, one directly to his left and another farther up on the right. In addition to those lights, multiple security lamps illuminated the Parish Center and the church’s main entry. They gave off a caramel glow that coated both buildings but did little to disperse the dark near the road.

None of the houses offered much light, either. He counted four on the left and three on the right, including the Parish Office. Some had lights over their front steps, but none of the bulbs helped to diminish the oppressive darkness in his path.

Gathering his courage, Tim started toward the church, limping like his right foot kept landing in potholes. The wind picked up around him, prompting the tree branches to claw at the light.

He hastened his step.

I’ll be home in two minutes tops, Tim thought. It’s just past the church and up the hill. Hey, think of it this way, the next time I see Mallory, I’ll have a hell of a story to tell her. I doubt Mr. Mercedes has ever jumped in front of a train.

He passed the junction of Loretto Street on his left, just before the turnaround cul-de-sac preceding the church.

A sound rose above the wind, petrifying him in mid-stride.

He reevaluated the gloomy street, holding his breath, but saw no one.

The noise came again, sounding like a hand clawing at a shower curtain. Tim looked to the right, finding nothing but a bundle of extra-large lawn bags at the end of an empty driveway.

He turned to move onward when one of the lawn bags moved.

Its polymer surface suddenly shifted, something pushing outward from inside it.

Like a person in a body-bag!

No sooner had the idea formed in his head when five points stretched the plastic membrane, creating that elusive shower curtain sound.

Before Tim had a chance to react, the sack split open, torn down the middle by bony digits made from gnarled sticks. Twin glowing white eyes peered out from the hole.

“You can’t escape.”

Tim spun away but not before seeing the bag’s grassy contents blast forward in the shape of a lunging man. He screamed and tried to dodge, but wooden fingers closed on his shoulders and seized his shirt. The plant-thing landed on his back, tackling him to the asphalt. Explosions of pain detonated at various points across his body, ignited from the cuts and scrapes on his arms and legs. The creature’s claws hooked in his skin, and it rolled him over to confront its moonlight gaze.

His bowels weakened when an up-close view of the monster corroborated what he’d glimpsed a second ago. It had the shape of a man, but the damn thing was made of grass. The botanical beast cracked a wide grin and hissed a foul breath into his face. Tim shrieked a cry of both panic and rage in reply, simultaneously swinging his fist. He hit the beast square in the face and felt a sudden rush of encouragement when he knocked its head clean off its shoulders.

Lawn clippings sprayed through the air.

Tim coughed up a burst of laughter at the ease of his triumph, reminding him of the noise a car might make before its engine died.

Real scary, his mind hooted. Your ass is grass and I’m the lawnmo—

The monster’s head reformed, taking shape before the bits of its obliterated counterpart hit the ground. Two new ivory eyes blazed to life.

Tim struggled backward, staring in renewed terror when a second, more hateful face emerged. He shuffled rearward, freeing his legs as the monster opened a gaping mouth and blasted him in the face with a stream of stagnant water that stunk of sun-baked grass and dog crap.

Tim howled and shot away, this time without notice of any discomfort in his limbs. Knowing he’d never make it all the way home now, he altered course and clambered up the church steps. He collapsed against the double doors, mentally pleading they’d be open.

Locked!

He flattened himself against the entry, still screaming for help. He pounded on the doors one last time, then sunk to the floor and wrapped his arms over his head.

A second passed.

And another.

No assault.

Uncoiling his arms, Tim relaxed enough to look behind him. He expected the compost-beast to have vanished, along with any signs it had ever existed. He predicted the bulky trash bags would still be sitting by the curb, inert and undamaged, and what had just happened only existed in the head of a boy who’d gone crazy.

Instead, he found his attacker stopped in its tracks only yards away. The creature stood in the middle of the street, cloaked in shadow, with only its eyes visible in the darkness. It hadn’t crossed even half the distance to where Tim stood, and it didn’t appear geared to move any closer. It simply stood statue-still, its glowing eyes oozing malevolence.

“You can’t escape me,” it declared.

Though the thing had made no sound of its own, its hate-filled voice—the voice of the deer—rasped inside Tim’s ears.

“W-what are you?” Tim stammered.

“The first of many that will begin the destruction of your world.”

Tim choked on the statement. “B-but why? What do you want?”

“Everything,” it hissed. “You don’t deserve this. None of you do. We once had form and feeling. Before you, this was our world, the First World. In the day of the Nephilim and Áłtsé hastiin, when the son of Lamech deserted us, before the Other washed us from the plains and condemned us to the nothingness, we ruled. As we shall again. You and your people are just as subject to judgment. Soon, with the help of Kale Kane and what I’ve done to him, that time will be upon you. The two of us will put in motion this world’s apocalypse. You wish to know what I am? Then, know it.”

Before Tim could contemplate what the creature meant by those words, the world became a liquid image swirling down a drain. He slumped against the church doors for support, clinging to the handles while the view before him washed away and new sights poured into existence.

Sights, smells, sounds, textures, and emotions surged at him in a torrent of psychic information, mounting greater and greater until the deluge consumed him.

He watched thousands of men, women, and children appear impossibly before him, witnessed joyous celebrations of dancing and feasting, marveled at the sight of great palaces from a long-forgotten past. He tasted salty meats, heard jaunty drunken laughter, felt the fleshy press of soft kisses on his lips. The indistinguishable reality of it left him paralyzed.

Memories! This thing is pumping memories into my head.

And then the people changed to corpses.

The great palaces became crumbled tombs.

Death. Stench. Rot. Hopelessness. It hit him like an apocalyptic avalanche.

Tim’s stomach twisted and his legs buckled. His sight blurred. He pressed his hands to his head in a fruitless attempt to block out the assault.

Wars broke out. Cities fell. Crops withered. People died. He cringed at the sight of bloody fights between filthy-smelling men, trembled while he witnessed women being raped with animal savagery. Every wicked deed imaginable flashed into his mind. He saw cloaked figures raise children onto altars set before enormous solid gold idols—sculptures of alien beasts he couldn’t identify—then recoiled when the creatures’ worshippers rammed long knives through the children’s ribcages.

He shrieked against the inescapable torment—the only thing left he could do—screaming his throat raw while he watched the anarchistic society slake whatever transient primal lust demanded fulfillment.

In the next blink of his eyes, the images of death and destruction vanished.

Tim found himself staring at the empty church cul-de-sac, collapsed on his side at the top of the staircase. His whole body quivered in the aftermath of what he’d beheld, and his mind appraised the reality of everything he saw before allowing himself to believe the experience had ended.

His eyes flicked to the street.

The grass creature—or whatever force molded it—had departed and now only a pile of clippings littered the spot where it had stood.

Tim reached up for the staircase railing, missed it, and went down on his chin.

Groaning, he made another grab for the wood and pulled himself to a shaky stand.

No sooner had he gotten on his feet when he noticed that a single light had come on in the Parish Office to his left, transforming a second floor window from a block of coal to radiant gold. A downstairs light came on.

The rectory door opened and a silhouette filled the entry. “Who’s out there?” a voice asked.

Tim climbed over the staircase railing, jumped to the ground, and ran behind the building. He staggered at first, but the disorientation of his psychic experience dissipated with each new step. A dirt parking lot opened up behind the church, lit by two halogen security lamps that gave the far end of the building a sharper, bluish glare. Out of the parking lot, he ran between houses and across Hillview Lane, then between two more homes, not slowing his pace when he encountered the shadows this time. He ran at full speed, the wind at his back, certain if the nightmare tormentor had wanted him dead tonight, it easily could have done it.

The deer had been dead, its rotten body controlled by the same force that animated the bag of grass. Same with his jacket. He had no idea what manner of being lurked behind that hideous voice, or from what detestable realm it had come, but he wouldn’t question its existence again.

It was real. It was dangerous.

And it was still out there.

By the time Tim got home, his run had turned into a skip-like limp.

He rounded the corner of his house and mounted the front steps, door keys already in hand. Inside, he made straight for the kitchen wall phone, steadfast in his decision that he’d tell his tale to the police. He realized getting them to believe what he’d witnessed over the course of the evening would be a task bordering on impossible, but he had to do something to stop the supernatural horror that ran loose in his town.

Tim found the number for the State Patrol, intent on trying to reach his neighbor, Sam Hale, who was out on duty right now. If anyone would listen to him, Sam would.

The line was dead.

It couldn’t be a coincidence; the thing had gotten to the phones. But how? And was it just his house, or was the entire neighborhood without service?

With no time to dwell on the subject, no time to even tend to his own injuries, he hung up the receiver. He crossed the kitchen and exited into the garage, tapping the automatic door opener on the way to his bike. The segmented door growled open, and he took only a few seconds to scrutinize the cuts on his hands and arms in its overhead light. Crusted blood ran in rough tracks up and down each of his limbs, but nothing seemed to be bleeding freely. Confident he hadn’t suffered any serious damage, he got on the bike and rode into the night once more.

He had to get to the old barn.

The horrific psychic history lesson had been terrifying enough, but during their mental exchange, Tim had seen something that brought it all home: an image of Mallory, bloody and cold.

For some reason, the creature wanted her dead.

He now knew what had pushed her brother into the pool. He recalled the pile of wood chips near the Wiesses’ back gate when he’d jumped over the fence. The mulch had been heaped on the lawn in much the same way the pile of grass had been discarded in the street before the church.

Maybe it didn’t know where Mallory was yet. Maybe it did.

Either way, he had to get to her. He needed to warn her. He’d already been scraped, bruised, and run to exhaustion, but he vowed to reach her before that thing could.

No matter what.






CHAPTER 38
The entity soared through the night, crossing the distance between Loretto and Mallory’s neighborhood almost instantaneously. Seen from above, the lit windows of the clustered homes below looked like glowing eyes peering up from the darkness of oblivion.

It needed to act fast.

With Tim aware of its presence, the boy would seek help. Though his story might cause the average individual to pass him off for crazy, this was not an average night.

Victory hovered too close to take the chance.

The victims it helped Kane slay all those years ago had possessed knowledge as well as potent life energy, skills it harvested from their minds to aid Kane and learn the ways of the modern world. Now their knowledge had served its quest again.

To keep the advantage, it overloaded the phone system via a junction box at the post office before departing from Loretto, causing a town-wide communication blackout that would require replacement parts to repair. Following the sabotage of the landlines, it also sent an electromagnetic pulse through the power cables to a nearby receiver tower that serviced the local area’s cell phone users. That maneuver should have bought it enough time to retrieve Kane and capture Mallory before anyone suspected she was in danger. And thanks to Tim, it already knew her location.

It descended toward the homes below, to the vacant scar of a street that cut between the elaborately landscaped lawns of the opposing houses.

Tim had been amusing. And during their brief communion, it discovered he knew someone who might provide it with a few allies.

∞Θ∞

Brad ran down the street with awkward strides, fighting the fatigue that had invaded his body like a fatal virus.

Home … Home … Keep moving … Get home …

Despite his dwindling strength, he soon he stumbled over the curb and onto the plush grass of his front lawn. He looked up at the house.

Lights still off … Shit … No one home yet … Mom and Dad still out …

He clambered up the front steps and slumped against the entry, panting. He kept his left hand clamped tight over his right wrist, trying to stanch the flow of blood where Tim had cut him.

Bastard!

And the pain! At first, there had been none, but now it felt like a razorblade wedged under his skin.

Going to kill him!

Using his elbow to push down on the handle, he shoved the door open and staggered inside. His boots clunked across the polished stone floor of the entry, making the lonely blackness seem all the more abandoned and cavernous.

He went straight for the small half-bathroom beneath the main staircase. Once inside, he flipped on the light with his good hand and beheld the gory mess that coated his right hand like a sticky red mitten.

“Oh, shit,” he whispered, gaping at the amount of blood.

Looking at himself in the mirror, he found his face the chalky color of stripped bone. Keeping one hand pressed over the wound, he opened the medicine cabinet to the left of the vanity and shuffled through the contents. He knocked useless items out of the way and into the sink, searching for what he needed to make a dressing. When he found the proper material, he knew the time had come to inspect the damage. Holding his right arm into the light, he removed his trembling left hand.

And his stomach turned over at the sight.

A three-inch diagonal slash cut across his wrist, exposing damaged veins and tendons. No sooner had he lifted his hand to uncover the wound when the slanted mouth pulsed in rhythm with his heartbeat and spit a stream of blood at the mirror.

“Damn!”

He slapped his left hand back over the gash and swayed like a drunk. Darkness tugged at his eyelids. He collapsed to the ground, ripping loose a towel rack from the wall and sweeping a collage of amenities off the countertop. Glass shattered on the floor tiles.

Have to get to the phone … 911 …

Pushing to his knees, he crawled back into the entry hall and lifted himself to a stand with the aid of the staircase’s lower newel post.

He waited for his head to clear before trying to move, and as he did, he spotted something on the floor.

Footprints.

Two sets of them. One leading to the bathroom, the other up the stairs.

He shifted his gaze upward.

A second floor light clicked on.

His tongue lay in his mouth like a wool sock and he swallowed hard, trying to wet it. “D-Dad?” he called. “Dad, help.”

Steadying his weight against the handrail, he began to ascend the steps.

One at a time … Not far now … Light in my room is on …

Brad reached the landing and found the door directly across the hall standing open. His bedroom blazed with light, reflecting off the glossy-surfaced posters of various death-metal bands covering the walls.

He glanced back and forth, searching the empty room.

“Dad?”

His stereo switched on at full blast. Sound waves poured from the speakers at their maximum levels and words from the current music CD hammered the walls.

“You’re-gonna-go-to-Hell.

It’s-time-to-see-what-you’ve-been-missing.

Yeah. You’re-gonna-go-to-Hell.”

The thundering bass shook the window glass and reverberated through Brad’s chest. He looked to where the stereo’s remote lay on his bed, finding it right where he’d left it.

“You’re-gonna-go-to-Hell.”

He’d sung along with those lyrics countless times before, pretending to be behind the microphone at a huge concert, screaming them to a frenzied crowd of fans.

“You’re-time-is-up. You’re-gonna-buuuurn.”

Fear lashed his heart into a gallop. He pivoted away, ready to run, but stopped short when the hallway carpet bulged up from the floor, blocking his escape. The white material ripped away from the tacking and shred itself into long strips, rising from the floorboards to float in midair. The pieces spiraled together, taking the shape of a person. Legs. Torso. Arms. Head. It came together in seconds, looking like a seven foot tall Egyptian mummy. Two fiery white eyes burned out the darkness between the folds on the thing’s face, and Brad screamed as it cracked a toothy smile made of nails.

The thing seized him by the throat, lifting him off is feet.

“You’re-gonna-go-to-Hell,” the stereo prophesied.

Brad kicked and flailed, yanking at the monster’s arm, trying to break free.

The carpet-creature grabbed his injured wrist and twisted. The wound opened wide, sending a spike of agony through Brad’s brain. He screamed so hard his voice cracked and went silent.

“Relish this moment, human,” the creature said. “Compared to what awaits, you’ll wish it would never end.”

Its nightmare voice momentarily cut through the fog of pain clouding Brad’s mind and allowed him to focus.

The thing turned its head to look at the cut on his wrist, probing his flesh with the approximation of a thumb. Blood spurted.

“So fragile,” it whispered. “Yet so easily repaired.”

Brad sucked in a sharp breath, watching the fibers of the monster’s hand—the one clutching his wrist—unspool. A dozen nylon filaments stabbed into and out of his skin along his wounded wrist, crisscrossing like interlacing fingers, stitching the cut back together.

Brad howled. Pinpoints of light threatened to overwhelm his vision.

I’m blacking out! he screamed inside. Oh, shit, no!

His terror triggered a burst of strength, and with his free hand he let go of the monster’s arm and reached into his pocket. The act left him dangling by his neck, concentrating his full weight on his spine and skull. He felt the joints between his vertebrae widen, muscles and tendons stretching to dangerous lengths. The pressure in his head amplified, and the monster’s coarse grip cut into the skin of his throat like a hangman’s noose. His larynx crumpled in a bloody gurgle.

Through the pain and the terror, Brad knew he had only seconds to live. An awful darkness had crept into his vision, replacing the pinpoints of lights, and he willed it away with all of his might. Then, with Death’s hand within reach, his fingers encountered the item he was hunting for: his Zippo lighter.

His flicked it open and thumbed the striker wheel.

The wick lit instantly.

With another jab of pain the carpet-creature yanked tight the final thread on his wrist, and when it faced him again he snapped his arm up and held the lighter under its chin.

The glue backing of the carpet strips ignited easier than Brad imagined, and the shredded fibers went up even faster. Melting nylon dripped from the ignition point, landing on the monster’s outstretched arm, spreading the flames.

The thing roared, throwing Brad against the wall. The stereo cut out.

Brad crashed to the floor, and the choking pressure in his head and on his throat vanished. He inhaled a huge breath that felt like gargling glass shards.

The monster backed away, its head and arm on fire.

The hallway smoke detector blared, then exploded in a blast of plastic when the creature waved a hand at it.

“That was foolish,” the thing said through the blaze. “You could have been burned. I need you looking human if I’m to get the help of your friends.”

Like a gas fireplace, the flames went out with the ease of shutting off the fuel. Its half-melted head bubbled and smoked.

Brad ran.

He didn’t know if it was fear or adrenaline that gave him the strength to move, but it propelled him down the hall, through his parent’s bedroom and into their bathroom. He slammed the door and turned toward the window. It was a bone-breaking drop to the concrete patio below, but after the hell he’d already been through the two-story leap seemed minor.

He clutched the window frame with his good hand and—

A groan arose behind the walls.

Brad spun to face the door, but it remained closed.

He snatched his father’s straight razor from the sink top and flicked the blade open. Chest heaving, he stood silent and listened for sounds of the carpet-creature.

Why hadn’t it followed him?

The groan came again, deep and metallic. Pipes rattled. It came from all around him, inside the walls.

“Fuck this!”

Brad faced the window again. He lifted it an inch before it slammed shut.

“No!”

He tried again, but it wouldn’t budge.

Clenching his teeth, he made a fist and drew back to punch through the glass. Before he could, the toilet beside him exploded. It blew off his mounting bracket in a fountain of rushing water, knocking him back. The shock spurred him away without heed to what was near him, and his legs caught the edge of the tub, causing him to fall into it. His head smacked the opposite wall.

Dazed, he could only watch in wonder as the wall tiles shattered above him. Copper pipes crashed though the sheetrock, spraying the ceiling and creating a torrent of rain. The sink, the shower, and the tub drain erupted like high-pressure geysers, flooding the room with hundreds of gallons of water.

But it wasn’t the water that drew Brad’s mouth into a mute scream.

It was the thing within it, the invisible force that for a moment surged up before him in the shape of a towering liquid horror with blazing white eyes.

It crashed down on him with the force of a breaking tidal wave, violently gushing into his mouth and nose. He felt his lungs and stomach expand, convulsed in unparallel agony as the organs burst inside his chest.

This time, he begged the darkness to take him.

∞Θ∞

The entity stared down at Brad’s corpse.

Lying motionless on the water-soaked bathroom floor, coupled with the stone-gray hue of his skin, the boy looked like a statue toppled off its base.

It had almost gone too far in killing him, but the damage dealt to his internal organs was not noticeable on the outside. Disregarding his weak complexion, the teen’s body could still pass for human. Heavy clothing and deep shadows would easily disguise both his pallor and the wound on his wrist.

It slid into Brad’s husk and rose to a stand, flexing the boy’s limbs while it adjusted to the annoying pull of gravity.

The dead body offered none of the means by which its previous owner perceived the world. The lifeless eyes within Brad’s skull were nothing more than decorations on the mask of its costume, his skin a concealing blanket. But cadavers made valuable tools, providing golem bodies of flesh and bone it could use to interact with the physical world when its ethereal state proved impractical. It retained its own incredible perception, along with its potent mental capabilities, but there was no life to be sampled, just the cursed, never-ending numbness.

It strode to Brad’s closet, pawing through the few items on the hangers. It selected a change of clothing, including a black hooded sweatshirt to conceal the vessel’s peculiarities. Slipping it on, it hurried downstairs, heading to the basement.

In the elaborately furnished lower rooms, among a trove of framed sports memorabilia, it found an oak gun cabinet housing a formidable array of weapons. It crossed the floor toward the case, psychically manipulating the electrons in the metal of the lock. The door clicked and swung open.

It scanned the various hunting rifles and shotguns, eventually removing a Remington semi-automatic 12-gauge, along with a box of ammunition. The shotgun would be an effective instrument of intimidation, allowing the entity to gain the compliance of others without having to deplete its own valuable stock of energy. Every action—every telekinetically thrown object or electrically manipulated device; each constructed body and telepathic communication—burned more of the precious power it had gathered, power it needed in order to retrieve Kane.

Brad had already forced it to use more energy than it preferred.

Snarling with anger, it loaded the weapon to capacity—chambering one round and adding another for a total of six shots—then stuffed a handful of additional shells into the sweatshirt’s right pocket and clambered upstairs.

Now all it needed was transportation.

Back on the main floor, it strode through the kitchen and into the garage, where a highly polished black Lexus occupied the far side of the two-car space. Using the same means by which it opened the gun cabinet, the entity popped the trunk and stashed the shotgun behind a leather bag of golf clubs.

It glanced around the room, practicing the act of looking human. It twitched its facial muscles with precisely timed bursts of energy, doing its best to bring a look of life back into the boy’s dead flesh. Once satisfied, it walked to where a collection of lawn tools hung on storage hooks along the back wall and chose two long-handled garden shovels, adding them to the trunk.

The entity slid behind the wheel and once again used its control over electricity to activate the garage door opener and start the car’s engine, all at the speed of thought.

With the door up, it backed the car into the night.

It cleared the garage when the flicker of human life drew its attention, causing it to stop. Taillights stained the driveway red.

Looking to the left, it spotted the exact two humans it planned to go search for—Brad’s friends from the woods—both stepping off the street and walking across the lawn toward the house.

They eyeballed the Lexus with hard-faced features, each trying to look tough despite their earlier ordeal.

The entity created a wide grin on Brad’s face and rolled the window down.

“Where’d you two pussies run off to?” it asked in their friend’s voice. The sound came out gravely and uneven, and the entity adjusted the tissue of Brad’s throat. “We were just starting to have fun.”

The two stopped in their tracks, pausing to peer through the shadows of the sweatshirt’s hood.

“Us? Where the hell did you go, man?” It was the kid it had hit with the rock. “And what are you doing in your old man’s car?”

“I’m borrowing it,” it answered. “Want to go for a ride?”

“Yeah,” the second kid replied. “Take me over to that limp-dick Flemwad’s so I can kick his scrawny ass. That little bastard went psycho and nearly choked me to death.”

“Get in.”

The two piled in without hesitation. It didn’t know their names because it hadn’t bothered to read Brad’s mind while he died, and the dead organ inside his head was of no use to it now. It would scan their thoughts and learn their names on the road.

“All right,” the riled teenager growled. “Let’s go find Fleming and mess him up.”

The other nodded his agreement. “Yeah, and if we can’t find him, let’s burn his fucking house down.”

So much rage. Just like Kane had been at their age.

“That’s too kind,” it told them. “I have a better idea.”

“Like what?”

It grinned with genuine pleasure. “We’re going to dig up a dead body.”

The two stared in silence. They shared matching expressions of curiosity, but neither rejected the idea. They were rowdy, self-centered, and easily amused; just the sort of miscreants it should have sought out in the first place.

It dropped the car into gear and pulled out of the driveway. “There’s a cemetery in the forest not far from here. We’ll dig up the juiciest stiff we can find, track Tim down, and lock him in the trunk with it. How’s that sound?”

The boys laughed excitedly.

“Dude. Now that’s a plan.”

On the drive to the cemetery, the entity learned the boy’s names: Tom Fuller and Jay Dupree. Both remained sullen because of their previous run-in with Tim, but they were equally enlivened with the prospect of exhuming a corpse. It liked that about them.

They drove to the forest road, slowing to pass between the overgrown bushes that hid it from the highway. Gravel crunched below the Lexus’ tires like the sound of ground-up bones being dumped into an open grave. The entity maneuvered the car along the dirt driveway, steering around thick tree branches that overhung the path.

Around them, it sensed various animals emerge from burrows, dens, and nests, racing into the night to flee from its presence.

“I hope you know where you’re going” Dupree said, speaking around his split lip. “I don’t want to get stuck out here.”

They emerged from the forest drive, and the car’s headlights illuminated the churchyard’s dirt parking lot.

“We’re here.”

It pulled to a stop before the iron fence that extended off the church’s left side, using the sedan’s headlights to illuminate the property. It put the car in park without shutting off the engine.

“Damn,” Dupree commented. “I never knew this place was out here.”

“Me either,” Fuller admitted.

Ahead, tombstones sprouted from the overgrown weeds like relics of another age. Gnats, moths, mosquitoes, and flying beetles flittered between the graves, their black bodies transformed to ash-white in the headlights.

The entity stepped out of the car, prompting the others to follow.

Nothing had changed since its previous visits, yet it hesitated in the presence of the church. The place still appeared dead and forgotten, a nameless corpse left for the elements to gradually dispose of. But an invisible ocean of energy churned beneath the site’s physical façade, guarding the church and graveyard, keeping the entity out.

If only it had been stronger when Kane’s body died. Maybe then it could have recovered him in the asylum’s morgue without assistance.

Turning away from the church, the entity walked to the vehicle’s trunk and mentally opened the lock. It retrieved the two shovels, then lowered the lid again without latching it closed.

Fuller peered at one of the closest headstones. “Damn, 1862. These fuckers are old.”

“I’ll say,” Dupree added. “Which one should we open, Brad?”

“The newest addition,” it replied. “Kale Kane.”

They craned their necks to find the grave.

Dupree looked confused. “Who the hell is Kale Kane?”

“Dumb-ass,” Fuller said. “He’s the psycho who just keeled over. Watch the news once in a while.”

The entity thrusting the shovels into their arms. “You two go dig him up, that’s your job.”

Dupree smirked. “Us? What the hell are you going to do, sit back and supervise?”

“He must think he works for the city,” Fuller said.

“Cops check back here every now and then,” it lied. “I’ll keep watch on the road. When you reach the casket, haul it up and bring it over to the car. I’ll take care of the rest.”

“What rest?” Fuller asked.

“You’ll see,” it replied, smiling with Brad’s cracked, bloodless lips.






CHAPTER 39
BJ huddled in the bushes, eyeing the large shrubs of the next yard and listening for the crackling sound of movement.

Something at night is the same thing without light.

Something at night is the same thing without light.

His father’s reassuring bedtime poem echoed in BJ’s mind while he huddled against the ground. Often used while waiting for sleep, the nine-word verse reminded him that the room beyond his bed’s footboard—that area lost in oozy realms of shadow—was no different in darkness than before the lights snapped off.

Something at night is the same thing without light.

It seemed to make sense. He only hoped the same held true for the outdoors. He’d watched countless animal shows that stated nighttime became a whole new world when dealing with nature, a world comprised of nocturnal beasts who awoke at sunset to hunt and scavenge.

Something at night …

The snapping noise came again, closer this time. Not from the other yard like before, but right next to him.

He turned.

Two circular yellow eyes flashed into view deeper in the bushes.

BJ flinched at their appearance and his heart skipped a beat. The eyes hovered inches off the ground, level with his flattened body, staring straight at him.

The creature emerged from the bush’s lower branches, gliding into sight with the smoothness of a spirit rising from a grave. It stood up from where it had been lying in the shadows and rose to a height that would’ve come level with BJ’s shoulders had he been on his feet.

A Timber Wolf.

BJ’s body went rigid, locked up by fear.

Lightning flashed overhead, and the animal’s gray fur glowed silver in the ensuing gloom. BJ gazed in amazement, spellbound by his proximity to it. He didn’t immediately realize that the beast had crept closer until it lowered its snout and licked his forehead.

The warm touch of its tongue broke the enchantment.

BJ shrieked and scrambled backward, retreating in reverse. The animal watched him go with only a curious twitch of its ears.

He exploded out the opposite side of the bush and spun around to discover lights now ablaze in the house behind him. Through a rear sliding glass door, he saw a man cross a living room carrying bags of luggage in each hand.

BJ glanced back at the wolf, but the animal had gone, vanished into the night.

He ran for the door.

∞Θ∞

Tim rode through the night beneath black cumuli made visible by bluish-white sheet lightning. He raced east on Chippewa Road, a less traveled stretch of macadam just north of Loretto—farther north than he would’ve cared to be at the moment.

Initially he’d headed south, toward the same bike trails on which he’d fled from the deer corpse, intent on following them back to the old barn. When he returned to County Road 19, however, he’d discovered that the train he’d dodged earlier had reversed back across the road—so its forward most engine rested just behind the post office, but not blocking the street—and a crowd had gathered. The locomotive’s engineer had no doubt called the police, and Tim knew it wouldn’t be long before an officer arrived to take his report of what had happened.

Not wanting to be noticed riding a bike near the scene, he decided to take a roundabout way back to where the trails crossed the railroad; the spot where he’d first encountered the dead deer. In order to do that, however, he first needed to get around the train’s freight cars, which now extended several hundred yards behind its engines, blocking his passage.

Which took him farther and farther away from Mallory.

He pedaled faster and prayed the detour wouldn’t keep him from reaching her in time.






CHAPTER 40
In addition to the glow from strategically placed lawn lamps, intricate door fixtures, and a variety of interior lights, the strobe of red, white and blue flashes from numerous squad cars now decorated the forward face of the Damerow home.

Backup had arrived, followed by the requested forensics team.

Frank sat in his Blazer and watched the workers toil about their duties, debating what to do. Melissa already had his statement and other relevant information. Technically he was free to go. Yet he stayed, waiting to see what might turn up. He knew it was a waste of time, knew he should be on the move, but the small city of chaotic activity felt like safe and familiar ground compared to the black country landscape around him.

Here, he wasn’t alone.

Frank shifted his gaze west and witnessed a trident of light stab at the earth several miles away. He’d been watching the oncoming storm’s lightshow gather in strength for several minutes now, knowing by its speedy progression that rough weather would soon be upon them. Thunder followed the lightning, low and resounding, but the storm itself remained far enough away to mirror the situation: time was running out.

He looked at the keys hanging in the ignition. The entity is out there somewhere. You knew this day would come, so what are you going to do: spend another God-knows-how-many-years wondering when it’ll show up at your doorstep, or finish what you should’ve ended five years ago?

Frank exhaled a miserable sigh of frustration while considering his options. In all honesty, he didn’t know what he should do, or if he could do anything at all. From his research, he’d learned of countless manifestations possibly attributed to the presence of an entity. Unfortunately, none of those stories provided a definite method for its disposal.

He wasn’t even sure if it could be destroyed.

At his side, Frank’s console-mounted police scanner crackled with the conversation of an unrelated topic. He’d been listening to it when the squads first began arriving at the Damerow house, but now he turned its volume down. When he looked up again, he saw Melissa coming out of the garage, notebook in hand, heading for his truck.

He got out to meet her. “Found anything?”

Melissa crossed her arms. He knew from their talk earlier that she’d been up since sunrise, but her complexion and demeanor displayed no sign of fatigue, save for a gradually darkening bruise or two. He admired her resilience. Even with having slept in this morning, Frank’s feet dragged with the draining effects of the last few hours. There hadn’t been much physical work involved, but the psychological tax made up the difference.

She sighed. “If I tell you, will you promise to go home?”

Her words stung, but he detected no malice in them. He counted himself lucky she was speaking to him at all. “Fair enough. What do you have?”

“Just the basics so far. The husband was cut by a large kitchen knife, and we think the wife was initially strangled. She had ligature marks on her throat, but it’s hard to determine exactly what happened with all the damage the body received. I sent the remains downtown to be thawed out for autopsy.”

“Any children?”

“Fortunately not. There was a dog, though. A black lab. It was found in the washing machine, covered with laundry detergent.”

Frank nodded his understanding. “It was trying to keep the place from smelling and drawing attention.”

“Or maybe our perp is just racking up the shock points, like at the Pattersons’.”

“Maybe, maybe not.”

“Most likely not.”

“Any signs of how the killer got in?”

“None other than the window,” she answered, choosing to look at her notes rather than his face.

“What about personal property, was there anything stolen?” he asked, knowing there wouldn’t be, hoping he could make her see beyond the disguise of an ordinary crime.

“Can’t say for sure, not until we’ve talked with their insurance people to find out what might’ve been worth taking.”

Frank shook his head this time. “No. A crook doesn’t break into a high-buck place like this and not take anything. Whoever made the K markings just wanted victims.”

“That still doesn’t prove they were killed by a ghost.”

“No,” he agreed. “I guess it doesn’t.”

Flares of electricity ignited in the clouds to the west, bringing definition to the flat darkness overhead.

“What about the murder weapon?” he asked. “You said the man died of a knife wound. Did they recover it?”

She nodded. “It was in the basement, buried in that laundry-pile near the machines. There was also a lot of blood on the clothes themselves.”

Great footsteps of thunder crossed the sky and Frank leaned closer. “There wasn’t any blood that we saw.”

“No. The forensics guys found it in the middle of the pile, like someone had dumped the knife and bloody clothes there and then covered them up.”

“Why cover up that mess and not the one in the living room?”

She shrugged. “He had to take the wash out of the machine to fit the dog in.”

“Do you know for sure the clothes were in the machine to begin with?”

“They were wet and had liquid soap on them. CSI thinks the killer used it to wipe away any fingerprints.”

“How frightening that must have been,” he thought aloud.

She looked at him with a confused expression. “What, doing laundry?”

He shook his head. “Ask your lab people to examine that woman’s neck, where the bruising is, and to check her clothing. I’m sure they’ll find chemicals belonging to the soap she used in the wash. I wouldn’t be surprised if you found it on the man’s clothes as well—and on the living room carpet.”

Melissa began restating what he said, rebutting his idea, but his mind drifted toward the mental reconstruction of the facts she’d given him. He put shape to a possible scenario that explained what had happened to the couple in the freezer and the reality of it terrified him.

He imagined Mrs. Damerow prior to her death, carelessly going about starting a load of wash before dinner. He could picture the look of shock on her face when the washing machine’s lid suddenly flew open, the laundry she’d just loaded exploding out and attacking her. Frank guessed the creature crushed her windpipe for a silent death so the husband wouldn’t be alerted to the danger. Then it removed itself from the machine and sloshed its way up the stairs, into the kitchen. Mr. Damerow must have been sitting in the living room, probably watching TV, so he never heard the metal-on-metal sound of the butcher knife when the killer plucked it from its drawer. Seconds later, he collapsed in a pool of his own blood. The family pet had obviously come to its master’s aid too late, or maybe it had been outside at the time. Whatever the case, even if the dog had been present during the killings, there was obviously nothing it could have done to stop the slaughter. Afterwards, the killer must’ve carried the bodies downstairs, dumping them in their freezer for safekeeping and then stuffing their dog in the empty washer.

“What was that?” Melissa asked.

Frank blinked to free himself of his self-induced daze. “Pardon me?”

“What was that last transmission?” she asked. “On your scanner, turn it up.”

Frank slid back into the driver’s seat and adjusted the knob. He raised the scanner’s volume just in time to catch the dispatcher relaying the sketchy details of an accident call involving a juvenile bicycle rider and a freight train.

“Shit,” Frank remarked. “That kid could be seriously injured, and we’re the only ones out here.”

“They said Loretto,” Melissa added.

He nodded and started the engine. “We’re less than five minutes away. Let’s go.”

Melissa called to the house and asked one of the uniformed officers to get an additional car and follow them to the call.

She joined Frank in the Blazer.






CHAPTER 41
“Soon,” the entity growled.

It paced the church parking lot, pretending to keep watch for police. Around it, the encircling trees bowed their branches in compliance with the growing wind, and their undulating shapes emulated its excited state of anticipation.

Not far away came the musical sound of shovel blades scraping against earth. It waited, listening to the harmonic excavation. Fuller and Dupree grunted and swore and gasped while they dug, heaving off load after load of soil, bringing Kane closer and closer to the surface.

The wind blew.

Thunder rumbled.

The teens cursed.

Shovels cut into the dirt.

“Soon.”

But suddenly the shovel sounds stopped. Wind-tossed leaves fluttered, filling the void with their rustle. Then, out of the waist-deep weeds enclosing Kane’s grave, the two teens emerged into the car’s headlights, slouched and empty-handed.

“Why’d you stop?” it demanded from the cemetery fence.

“Union break,” one of them said.

“Yeah,” the other added. “You try digging that bastard up while getting eaten alive. There must be a million mosquitoes in these weeds.”

Its highjacked hands tightened on the iron fence, gripping the cold bars hard enough to split flesh and break bones. It clenched its vessel’s jaws, casting off pearl-white shards of fractured teeth that sparkled in the lamplight. No pain. Only rage.

Fuller climbed over the fence. “Man, that’s a lot of work.”

It stepped to the rear of the car, letting shadow fill the sweatshirt’s hood. It wanted to rip the defiant creatures’ heads off, impale them on the fence posts, but it forced the urge away, focusing on the task of regaining Kane.

“The grave is only a week old,” it said, concentrating to keep Brad’s voice sounding human. “The ground can’t be that hard.”

“Easy for you to say, you aren’t doing any of the work,” Fuller replied. “Let’s get the hell out of here and go get something to drink. We can come back later.”

“But there’s a storm coming,” it growled. “We should finish up before it rains.”

Dupree cursed under his breath and batted away a mosquito. Smears of dark soil covered his skin and half a dozen red insect bites peppered his sweaty face. “Hey, man, you want to finish this up so bad, you go do it yourself. I’ve had a pretty shitty night so far, and I’m not going to spend the rest of it being ordered around by you.”

The two teenagers got into the car and slammed the doors, both ignoring its repeated demands to get back to work.

No other choice remained but to force them to obey.

It opened the trunk. Extracted the shotgun.

They would either retrieve Kane, or they would join him.

Returning to the driver’s side door, it tapped the steel barrel on the window.

“Get out,” it ordered.

The two teens looked up and the expressions on their faces fluctuated, morphing from fear, to skepticism, then back to fear again. In spite of the evident danger, they still saw their friend, not the being within. To alleviate all doubt of the threat, the entity fired a blast through the rear window.

The glass exploded, showering into the night.

“I said, get out of the car,” it roared.

Both teens scrambled out the passenger door, shouting and swearing.

Clear of the car, Fuller backed against the cemetery fence, babbling incoherently.

Dupree ran.

He dashed into the night, heading for the far corner of the church, probably under the impression that “Brad” would lose him in the dark. The entity leveled the shotgun over the top of the car and fired.

Dupree spun away from the church’s staircase railing when it exploded into a cloud of splinters. He threw himself to the ground.

“Oh, Jesus,” Fuller exclaimed.

The entity expelled a malicious howl of laughter over the wail of Fuller’s screams. Dupree crawled through the dirt with feverish speed, clambering toward an open gate in the cemetery fence. He lunged through it and rose into a hunched run, trying to stay concealed by the headstones. It fired again. The third shot ripped into the church wall beyond him, striking so close the buckshot must have rolled across his back.

It fired again and again.

The forth roar of the Remington obliterated a marble angel effigy seated atop a tombstone. Dupree dodged the collapsing statue, but the fifth blast caught him in the back, opening a honeycomb of red holes in his shirt. He went down hard, smashing his face on the granite arm of a cross.

It bellowed with pleasure, its concentration fixed on the bloody memorial where Dupree dropped out of sight. It plunged one hand into the sweatshirt pocket and withdrew additional shells, loading them single-handedly.

The boy’s body had disappeared behind walls of thick weeds and tall grass, but the flicker of energy departing from his dead body glowed bright and visible. It glimmered on the church wall and nearby tombstones. The entity paused in reloading the shotgun, captivated by the growing light only it could see. Concentrating, it attempted to draw the force toward it, to absorb it, to feed.

A large rock smashed down on Brad’s left shoulder.

It hammered the shotgun out of the entity’s grasp, simultaneously knocking Brad’s body to the dirt.

Fuller scooped up the shotgun and backed toward the idling car. “D-don’t frigg’n move, man. I’ll blow you away, I swear I will.”

The teen’s eyes gleamed with tears. His body trembled.

Contorting Brad’s facial muscles into a grin, displaying broken teeth, it pushed itself to a stand.

“Don’t move, man,” Fuller shrieked. He reached back with one hand and opened the Lexus’s door. “I’ll shoot if you make me.”

Aiming the gun across his body, he slipped into the driver’s seat.

And the car went dead.

The kid stared in disbelief. He groped for the ignition keys.

There were none.

With its ability to manipulate electricity, it killed the car’s engine but left the lights on, so Fuller could witness everything that happened next.

“Where do you think you’re going?”

The boy flinched. “W-what happened to your voice?”

It stood up, peeling back the sweatshirt hood. “We have unfinished work to do.”

“No. Stay the fuck away!” He jump out of the car and leveled the shotgun.

Reaching up with its commandeered hands, the entity hooked Brad’s fingers into his own eye sockets, bursting both orbs and ejecting twin spurts of liquid. Fuller paled at the sight. His mouth dropped open. Before he had a chance to react, the entity seized fistfuls of the skin just below Brad’s ravage sockets and yanked down, ripping his face from his skull.

Fuller mewed with the tone of an injured puppy, and a stream of piss spilled out the right cuff of his pants.

The entity concentrated its energy, and the air thrummed around them. Churning within the human disguise, its true form burned under the flesh, converting the life-energy it had consumed over the last few days into raw power. Smoke streamed from Brad’s eye sockets, cooked by the heat given off in the process. Silvery-white light burned through the meat where the boy’s eyes had once been.

Fuller fired the shotgun.

Buckshot tore through Brad’s midsection, knocking it backward. The pellets exploded from his back in a ghoulish rain of red water. It staggered, but remained standing. Laughter bubbled up from its insides at the sight of Fuller’s increasingly panicked expression, and it howled with unbridled amusement as a second shot blew open the flesh over Brad’s breast bone.

A third shot boomed, striking it in the head. Teeth and bones shattered, pushed throughout Brad’s cranium by the intruding pellets. For a second, the broken skull sagged beneath the remaining skin, threatening to fall apart, but the entity immediately willed the bone back into shape.

Fuller shot again, aerating Brad’s liver, kidneys, and spleen.

The teen tried to chamber and fire another round, but the entity had only replenished four shells before being attacked.

Fuller had closed in to make his last two shots count, and now he stood just several feet away. He hefted the unloaded shotgun like a medieval club, backing against the car.

It smiled.

High aloft, lightning crackled across the heavens in erratic bursts, adding horrific detail to its butchered shell of a body.

“You—you’re not human,” the boy mumbled.

“No.”

Without averting its gaze, it seized two handfuls of the tattered sweatshirt and tore it in half, revealing the dozens of dark holes that marked the bloodless skin of Brad’s chest and abdomen. While the teen gaped in horror, it utilized its total control over Brad’s corpse and made his torso explode.

Skin and bone erupted with an annihilative force, ejecting a shower of gore into the night. Multiple tentacles of intestines launched from Brad’s abdomen and lashed forward, wrapping around the shotgun’s barrel before yanking it from Fuller’s grasp and heaving it away.

The boy teetered on his feet, looking ready to faint.

The organs retracted, sucked back into Brad’s chest cavity, and the splintered ribcage slammed shut like a gargantuan mouth.

Spattered with blood and screaming, Fuller turned and sprinted toward the driveway, running so fast he threw off a shoe.

The entity watched him go, savoring the moment.

Walking on Brad’s dead legs, it reacquired the shotgun and loaded fresh rounds into the pump-action magazine, chambering the first shot. The Lexus’ engine once again revved to life. It seated Brad’s shredded corpse behind the wheel and swung the vehicle around.

It caught up to Fuller in no time, coating the back of his fleeing form in the car’s headlights. Rapidly losing ground, the boy tried again and again to find a route off the road, an egress into the woods where he could escape the oncoming vehicle.

He lunged to the right, and a fence of broken sticks sprang up in his path.

He dodged to the left and found himself in a whirlwind of gravel.

If only it could’ve used its telekinetic abilities to rip out one of his leg bones; that would’ve been a treat. But flesh couldn’t be directly harmed by its powers any more than the force around the cemetery could be breached without consequences.

The boy made another dash for the trees, and this time the ground split open like a gaping maw. The boy teetered at the brink, then rushed onward.

Though the entity’s magic wouldn’t work to injure his living tissue, his attempts to flee mimicked the futile thrashing of a fish already trapped in the jaws of a shark.






CHAPTER 42
Frank turned onto County Road 19 and sped for the intersection of Highway 55.

He marveled at the dismal night around them. Turbid clouds had turned the heavens into such a deep and impenetrable murk that the transition between the silhouetted trees beside the road and the rain clouds in the sky appeared seamless. Thunder bellowed from above.

Frank angled his gaze to the right, looking to the darkened plot of land where the vacant Patterson farm stood.

“Frank, look out!” Melissa shrieked.

He jerked in surprise, shocked to see a teenager boy run into the road. He slammed on the brakes. The Blazer’s anti-lock system groaned beneath his feet. At the same time, he swung the vehicle right, trying to avoid the boy, when he caught sight of another car blasting out of the trees to the left, off a narrow dirt road hidden in the brush.

“Hang on!”

The scrambling juvenile thumped into Frank’s door, clawing at the window. Beyond him, the other vehicle screamed into a slide. Its rear end spun around ninety-degrees, spraying gravel, and smashed broadside into Frank’s Blazer, catching the boy between them.

Blood sprayed across the side window.

Oh, Jesus!

Frank’s air bag deployed. It sounded like a gunshot over the moan of stressed metal, tortured suspension, and the noise of bursting glass. Both vehicles jolted to a stop on impact, rocking on their shocks.

Frank shakily pushed the airbag out of his face. Dear God, what have I done?

He looked out his broken window, searching for the teen, and—

“Fraaaank!”

—locked eyes with the driver of the other vehicle.

Tremors of terror rippled through his body, his gaze locked on the grinning horror staring back at him.

The shredded skin. The protruding bones.

The collision had been fierce, but certainly not bad enough to produce the extent of damage he saw on the thing in the other car. Then he heard the guttural utterance of his name, saw the light beaming from the eye sockets of the driver’s near-skeletonized head.

This was no hallucination.

This was it; the thing he’d stared down five years ago in Kane’s basement, the malevolent entity that had been inside the madman’s body. But now, facing the beast for the second time, Frank’s remaining courage faltered. He shook his head at the thought of confronting the progenitor of five years’ worth of nightmares.

Half the skin around the creature’s mouth hung in torn strips, and it clacked its bare teeth in the parody of a smile. It opened the door to get out.

Shaking, feeling his muscles stiffen with fear, Frank panicked and slammed his foot down on the gas pedal. Tires howled on the pavement, and white smoke billowed up from the ground. But the two vehicles had locked together in the crash, held by bonds of reshaped metal. The Blazer wouldn’t budge.

He was trapped.

∞Θ∞

“Freeze,” Melissa bellowed.

She jumped out of her seat and pulled her gun, aiming it over the Blazer’s windshield.

She’d seen the sedan’s single occupant step out of the car, and she wasn’t about to let the man flee the scene.

Weapon held forward, she started around the Blazer’s passenger door to the front of the vehicles. Frank remained in his seat. She didn’t think he’d been injured, but when she called to him, he didn’t reply. He just stared through his window at the other car, his complexion the color of wax paper—

Frank tromped on the gas and tried to pull forward.

Melissa gasped. The Blazer lurched at her like an enraged animal, stopped short by its contact with the other car. She leapt backward, off the road. What the hell’s he doing, didn’t he see me get out?

She opened her mouth to scream at him when a gunshot shook the night. The Blazer’s windshield imploded, spraying glass across her left side.

“Shit!”

The acrid stench of burning rubber fanned out in all directions as she ducked down behind the right fender. She fired four blind shots over the hood, but the silhouetted gunman started around the two cars undeterred. Not giving her attacker a chance to gain ground on her, Melissa backed around Frank’s Blazer, keeping the vehicle between them. She dropped to a knee near the rear bumper and fired again when the man came into view.

She squeezed off four shots with perfect precision, planting the bullets in the attacker’s gun arm and shoulder. Despite the damage, the gunman didn’t drop his weapon or cry out in pain. He didn’t even slow his stride.

Then he emerged from the fog of tire smoke, and she saw his mangled face.

This can’t be happening.

He strode forward, shotgun pumped and ready. She fired her last six shots with lethal accuracy, pulling the trigger even as the gunman sighted her over the shotgun’s barrel. She planted four rounds in his chest and two in his head. The last two bullets exploded through the man’s teeth and opened a dark hole in his forehead. Both projectiles hit at pointblank range and thundered through his brain with enough force to hollow out his skull.

The gunman staggered back a few steps, then regained his balance.

Melissa’s mouth hung open. Impossible!

Her hands shook as she ejected the pistol’s spent clip. In the vehicles’ headlights she saw that the back of the man’s head had been split in two by her last shots. Double doors of bone swung back and forth on skin hinges.

She pushed off the ground, drawing one of her spare clips as the walking monstrosity once again raised its weapon. Her trembling hands worked faster, desperate to load her pistol, but the clip hit the gun’s handle and fell to the ground.

Melissa looked up.

Lightning flickered across the sky, but the roar of a shotgun replaced the ensuing blast of thunder.

Melissa jerked at the sound. The gunman’s firing arm blew apart at the wrist, and the weapon flew from his grasp as if snatched away by an invisible thief.

She flinched when another shot boomed, coming through the passenger-side window of Frank’s Blazer.

Frank!

The gunman lurched to the side, cloth and flesh spraying from his back.

Frank kicked the door open. “Shoot it!” he hollered.

He fired low and partially severed the gunman’s right leg at the knee, following up with another blast to the man’s torso. Muscle and bone exploded from an exit wound the diameter of a softball. Amazingly, the attacker got back on his feet! His splintered leg snapped back together with a horrible crunch.

The bullet-riddle assailant swung toward Frank and bellowed an inhuman roar.

Melissa could only stand and stare in shock. The monster’s eyes flared white, and the Blazer exploded off its tires as if hit by a bomb. It rolled across the road, crashing up and over the Lexus. Glass and steel and shattered plastic sailed into the air with each bone-jarring rotation. The crumpled remains finally slammed down on its wheels thirty feet away, half buried in the trees along the roadside.

Her mind raced. She knew Frank was still inside the vehicle, that he probably needed her help, but before she could run after him, she noticed something else.

From the corner of her eye, Melissa saw the gunman stumble.

Even as the SUV came to a standstill, the man sagged and slumped toward the dirt, his limbs flexing as if boneless. Half his skull fell apart in a shower of gory fragments, and fluid streamed from the countless wounds on his body. The sight went beyond any crime scene horror she’d ever beheld, and the pure ghastliness of it almost got the better of her when the man’s torso flopped open and his organs splattered on the asphalt.

He’s falling apart … literally falling apart!

She swayed, but fought the urge to flee.

Though she still couldn’t believe what was happening, she knew she needed to act now, while the fire in the gunman’s eyes was dimmed to mere sparks.

She looked down.

The ammunition clip still lay at her feet. She snatched it up and slapped it into her pistol.

Bullets blazed in quick order. Chest. Hip. Legs. Feet. She shot at any part of the gunman that hadn’t already collapsed to shreds.

She fired the gun empty, ejected the clip, and reached for her final spare when the pistol flew out of her grasp.

It shot across the space between her and the gunman’s remains, smacking into its hole-speckled hand. The man had fallen to his knees but still moved with the agility of an athlete.

And he was already rebuilding itself.

Melissa gasped.

She wanted to deny it, wanted to pretend she wasn’t seeing the strips of skin and muscle defy gravity and reattach themselves to shattered bones. But they did, and in the space of only seconds the bullet-riddled attacker stood upright, glaring hellfire from its eyes.

Melissa shivered, aware she had nowhere to run. Not that she could even move. She stood transfixed in awe as she watched the attacker’s midsection change. With the noise of churning minced meat the tissue of the thing’s open abdomen rearranged itself, constructing a cavernous mouth. Broken bones sprouted from the inside like teeth. She staggered away, gagging at the discharge of fluid that spilled forth when it spoke.

“You think that what stands before you is from a dream?”

It was the same terrible voice from the Damerow basement.

Melissa glanced at the Blazer. “Frank!”

“I’ve seen inside your mind,” the monster continued. “I’ve felt your hatred of mankind, and basked in your conflict with what awaits after death.”

The thing continued to change, skin and muscle and bone collecting into a worm-like creature that sprouted dripping tentacles of flesh. Melissa could only gape in terror.

“Rest assured,” the thing rasped, “I shall show you what comes next! But not before I treat you to the unimaginable agonies of this worl—”

SPLAT!

The beast flinched on what was left of its mutilated legs when a green canister smacked into the soft flesh of its side. Half buried in the meat, Melissa almost didn’t see word ‘EXPLOSIVE’ written across the side in capital letters.

“Oh, shit!”

She dove behind the back of the Lexus the same instant the night lit up in a blinding flash.

The explosion’s shockwave shook her bones and knocked the air out of her lungs. At the same time, a searing heat washed over her skin, followed by an inhuman shriek that managed to cut through the ringing in her ears.

Then it was over. She lie flat long enough to realize she hadn’t been hit by any shrapnel or set ablaze, then staggered to her feet. White light bathed the road. It burned with such intensity that she had to shield her eyes against it, squinting over the hood of the car to make out a hissing column of flames where the monster had stood.

Something banged behind her and she jumped. She spun to see Frank emerge from the Blazer, attaching another canister-like device to the end of his shotgun.

“What the hell was that?” she cried.

Frank nodded to the device on the end of his gun. “White phosphorus.”

“Not the grenade. That … That thing!”

“You know damn-well what it was, Detective.”

She opened her mouth to deny it, then didn’t.

“Are you okay?” Frank asked.

She took a breath. “I guess so. You?”

He gave her a wordless grunt she took as a yes, then returned his stare to the flaming remains.

Behind them, the wail of approaching sirens floated out of the night.

Melissa looked over her shoulder to see two sets of headlights flash into view when the cruisers crested a hill, but then her gaze fell on where the fleeing teenager had been smashed between Frank’s SUV and the Lexus. The teen’s intact upper body rested in a heap beside the car, his pelvis and legs crushed flat.

She spun around. “Frank, what about that one?”

Frank turned from the burning corpse and came to her side, shotgun ready. They moved forward in tandem, trigger fingers tensed. The stink of spilled blood and ruptured colon enveloped them.

Melissa hesitated, then reached forward to check the kid’s pulse. Frank hovered close with the shotgun.

After a few seconds, she leapt back. “Dead. Does that mean he’s going to come after us next?”

“No,” Frank replied. “There wouldn’t be any point. Besides, it’s Kane that thing wants, not us.”

The two squad cars cut off their sirens and braked to a halt. Melissa faced the officers when they got out of the vehicles.

“Ma’am, what—”

“Call for backup,” she said. “We’ve got two people down here, and the killer got away.”

“I’m on it,” the first man answered.

“We heard gunshots,” the other trooper said.

Before she could respond, Frank interrupted. “Does anyone know where this road leads?”

He gestured to where the Lexus had barreled out of the bushes. Despite being located less than a hundred yards from the Pattersons’ farm, Melissa had never seen the road before now. The other officers were also at a loss.

“We need to find out where that teenager came from,” Frank said. He opened the Blazer’s tailgate and extracted a battery-pack LED flashlight. He clicked it on and started into the woods.

“Wait a minute,” she said. “You want to just go off on foot? What about the train?”

“This is more important right now,” he replied over his shoulder. “That kid never would’ve outrun the Lexus, so the road can’t be too long.”

“Wait,” she called after him.

When Frank didn’t stop, she ran after him, glancing back at the bewildered officers just long enough to say, “This is a crime scene; no one touches anything until I get back. And one of you get to that 911 call.”

Then she turned and followed Frank, who’d already vanished into the dark.






CHAPTER 43
Cool night air spilled through the windows of Paul Wiesses’ Ford as he guided the vehicle along Highway 55, back to Loretto.

Beside him, Rebecca offered an advance warning that her house was a veritable disaster zone, making it sound like she expected city inspectors to come around any day now and condemn it to demolition. He laughed when she added a similar comment.

Not long ago, after Mallory had called from the fair to tell them she and Tim had a ride home, he and Rebecca decided to take in a movie. Due to the timing, however, most features had already started, and the following shows didn’t end until after midnight. Rather than wait, and because Rebecca had to work early the next day, she suggested they go back to her place, make a batch of popcorn, and select a movie from Tim’s DVD collection—a plan which Paul wholeheartedly agreed to.

“It’s been a while since I’ve had an evening this nice,” Rebecca said once they entered town. It wasn’t the first time she’d voiced her approval of the night, but with this remark, Paul detected a subtle tone that suggested their time together had been more to her than just a pleasant dinner.

“Me, too,” he replied.

On the radio, a female singer sung of ruined love and betrayal, yet the contrastive, upbeat instrumentals fit well with the moment.

He made a left onto Crestview Lane, and Rebecca’s house came into view a short distance away.

Drawing closer, they saw her garage door stood open, its neatly kept interior storing only shadow. But the sight of the garage only provided a backdrop for the State Patrol car parked in front of the house.

“That’s odd,” Rebecca said.

She spoke the words with less worry in her voice than Paul believed he might have managed. At the sight of the maroon cruiser, Mallory’s previous phone conversation leapt to the front of his mind, particularly her insistence on riding home with her friends. The terrible image of a mangled car and its teenage passengers slipped into his head, but he forced it away.

“Why would Sam be over?” she said.

“Sam?”

“Sam Hale. My neighbor.”

Paul pulled into the driveway, and the tall officer walked over. He had the graying crew cut of a military general and the sturdy look of a tank. Paul lowered his window once the man neared, feeling oddly like he was getting a traffic ticket.

Without even acknowledging Paul’s presence, the officer looked at Rebecca. “Is Tim home?”

There was no mistaking the concern in his voice.

“No,” she answered. “He’s out with a friend. Why? What’s happened?”

“A little while ago, some kid ran his bike across the train tracks,” Hale explained. “It looks like he may have been hit.”

“Oh, my God.”

The trooper put up a reassuring hand. “It wasn’t head-on. From the looks of it—and by what the engineer says—the kid just got nicked. On the other hand, we can’t locate him, so we don’t know the whole story. The reason I’m here is because Father Bachman said he saw someone running from the area, and he swears the kid looked just like Tim.”

“No,” Rebecca repeated. “He couldn’t have.” But then she looked to the open garage.

Paul followed her gaze and searched the near-empty stall. The shadows inside had been thick beforehand, but the light from Paul’s Expedition had evaporated the darkness so that he and Rebecca now saw there was no bicycle inside.

“It was open when I got here,” Hale said.

Rebecca faced Paul, this time with fear in her eyes. “You don’t think they would’ve come home this early, do you?”

“I doubt it,” he answered, trying to be optimistic. “Let me try giving Lori a call. Maybe she’s heard from them.”

“The phones are out all over town,” the sergeant informed him, then offered his apologies for being so forthright and introduced himself.

“This is the man I was telling you about earlier this evening,” Rebecca told Hale. “Paul Wiess, the one who just moved here from Minneapolis.”

The trooper blinked, looking as if he’d suddenly made a startling discovery.

“Tim knows better than to play chicken with a train,” Rebecca continued. “Are you sure all the phones are out? I bet if we call over to Paul’s on his cell phone, we’ll find Tim is there with Mallory.”

Rather than answer, Hale looked at Paul and asked, “Is your son’s name Benjamin Wiess?”

“Yes.”

“I think you’ll want to come with me.”

“Why?” Paul asked.

Hale’s eyes flicked to Rebecca before answering—only for an instant, but long enough for Paul to catch a glimpse of the trepidation in the man’s otherwise unyielding expression. “I’m afraid there’s been a breakin at your house. I heard it over the radio just a little bit ago. Lori Hanlon was over there, right?”

“She’s babysitting his son,” Rebecca answered for Paul.

“A breakin?” Paul repeated. “Are they—”

“The kids are fine,” Hale assured. “Benjamin got out and made it to one of your neighbors, who called the police on a CB. I’ll escort you out there. We can see if Tim’s shown up, too.”






CHAPTER 44
Storm wind gusted into the treetops, fluttering dark leaves in chaotic waves, causing their boughs to creak with the sound of stretched ropes.

Melissa hurried after Frank with only the slashing beam of his flashlight to help her keep him in sight. He was almost forty yards ahead now. She increased her pace.

Lightning pulsed overhead, causing the woodland plant life to turn the ashen-gray color of dead worms drowned in a storm puddle. Amongst those trunks, a hundred shadows shifted location, trying to hide from the flash, or from her sight. The idea halted Melissa in her tracks and prompted her to bring up her pistol.

She turned in a circle, trying to cover every direction at once.

Regardless of his eccentricities, Frank had been right about the killer—no doubting that now. And with that fact in mind, she couldn’t help but wonder if one of the dark forms in the forest was actually the monster from the roadside, the beast that had been inside the gunman’s corpse.

The lightning blinked out once more and darkness fell in behind it. Nothing unearthly appeared.

Monsters. What a ridiculous thought that would have seemed yesterday, or even hours ago. Now she expected them.

Melissa raced on through the prevailing dark, using a subsequent flash of lightning to guide her final steps to Frank’s side, not glancing at the trees again.

They’d come to the end of the road, where the gravel-packed stretch of land widened into a clearing, perceived at first only by the lack of hindrance to Frank’s flashlight beam when he panned it left and right.

They hadn’t been in the opening long enough to catch their breath when a third naked tree of electrical light spread its bright branches across the sky, revealing a church and cemetery in front of them.

“How appropriate,” Melissa said, catching her breath.

Frank stared ahead and seemed to think aloud, saying, “We’ve found it.”

Before she could respond, he started moving again. She dashed after him, not resisting this time, and together they rushed across the dirt lot toward the cemetery.

A low fence surrounded the graveyard, and the gate’s hinges squealed when Frank swung it open.

He waded into the weeds of the churchyard ahead of her, shining his light on the half-hidden tombstones. Melissa followed, keeping her attention on the darkened windows of the cadaverous sanctuary.

Frank stopped two steps in front of her, and she bumped into his back.

She looked forward and discovered why he’d stopped.

In the circle of his flashlight beam, Melissa saw another teenager’s body. A sinkhole of gore marked the location of his left eye socket, and when Frank panned the light lower over the body, it revealed a score of ugly holes in his chest that looked like exit wounds.

She snapped up her gun.

Frank swung the light off the corpse and pointed it at the greater portion of the graveyard to their left.

“What the hell?” she exclaimed, watching the body all but vanish from sight. “Point that thing back over here. What if this one—”

“It won’t,” Frank cut in, speaking in words that seemed much too calm. “The entity can’t come in here. We’re safe.”

“Bullshit.”

“Trust me on this,” he responded, then started off to where he had angled his light.

Melissa stayed put, dividing her attention between the graves and the shaded body at her feet. Then Frank shouted her name with an urgency that compelled her to put aside her fear and join him.

“Melissa, look.”

She found him facing one of the newer gravestones, his flashlight ray gleaming on its finished surface and blinding the words inscribed on it. More noticeable, however, were the piles of fresh earth heaped to each side of where the resident’s coffin should’ve been buried.

She opened her mouth to comment on the scene when her vision adjusted to the glare and focused on the headstone’s name. “Oh, my God. This is Kane’s grave.”

“Yes, it is.”

Melissa stared at the open ground. The hole’s depth measured less than three or four feet, she guessed, not enough to have excavated a coffin, which meant the madman’s remains still rested at the bottom, under a moderate covering of dirt.

“What now?” she asked, repressing a shudder.

“It wants him back, all right,” Frank mumbled.

“What?”

“It wants him back,” he repeated, still talking to the stone. “It must be true, then. There must be a connection between them. That’s why it killed the Pattersons. Don’t you see? They were the closest people it could find to help it dig him up, the most accessible. But they must have resisted, so it killed them for their energy and moved on to the next closest place where it could find servants: the Andersons.”

“Help dig him up?” she echoed. “I don’t get it. Why would it need help to get at Kane if it can make its own body out of whatever it wants? And even if it did dig him up, what good would that do for either of them? Kane’s got to be halfway to being a worm-circus by now.”

Frank licked his lips before speaking. He appeared to be teetering on the brink of a great revelation. “This is holy ground,” he said. “The entity is a profane spirit; it can’t enter the cemetery itself, so it needed someone else to retrieve Kane’s body.”

“But why bother?”

“Like I said earlier, I think it wants to finish what they started five years ago, to bond together somehow. Oh, Lord, what if it has the power to bring him back? What if it can resurrect his soul somehow, because of their tie to one another?”

Frank swept a layer of sweat off his brow and rushed on, sorting out his sudden storm of ideas. “For five years, it’s been stuck in Kane’s half-dead body,” he said, “kept alive on life-support in the lockdown ward at the St. Peter’s Asylum, utterly powerless. But now the body’s dead, and it’s free again. It must have hung around the hospital for a few days, gathering its strength, using what energy it could get to cause other peoples’ deaths, probably by manipulating other medical equipment. I bet if you checked with the staff, they’d tell you there was an unusually high death toll the day Kane’s body died. After that, once it was strong enough, it must have come here to find Kane, homing in on him through whatever link they’d forged together all those years ago. Only it couldn’t get to him.”

Melissa shook her head. “That’s nonsense; it’s impossible.”

“Everything we’ve seen tonight is impossible!”

She stared at him in silence, knowing she still clung to her old beliefs like a drowning swimmer in an ocean of uncertainty. She wanted to argue; she wanted to rationalize. But the last of her skepticism washed away when she recalled emptying her gun into a walking corpse.

“Okay, forget the technical garbage. What do we do to stop it?”

A flash of lightning lit the area, and the bleak expression on his face chilled her to the core. “Wait a sec. Y-you do know how to stop it, right?”

“I have some ideas.”

“Ideas?”

“I’ve studied up on various religious ceremonies, exorcism methods and what not, but I can’t be positive they’ll work. I’m playing this by ear.”

“Oh, terrific.”

Frank turned and headed for the cemetery gate, leaving Melissa dumbfounded.

“That’s it?” she called. “Where are you going now?”

“Kane’s body is safe for the time being,” he called over his shoulder. “The entity can’t get at him, but we still need to track it down. It’s already been here once, with those two kids, and it’s probably searching for someone else to lure here as we speak.”

They left the churchyard and jogged toward the main road. Melissa kept watch on the woods along the way, but tried not to let her imagination shape phantoms out of the shadows. Instead, she concentrated on forming a plan.

“Okay, we know it wants Kane, so it’ll have to come back here sooner or later, right? Can’t we set up some kind of a trap for it, rig up a bucket of holy water or something? Better yet, why don’t we just dig up Kane for ourselves and set the bastard on fire?”

“It’s not going to be that simple,” he replied. “For one thing, we can’t chance waiting for it to come to us. Before it returns here, it’ll probably try to disguise itself again, which means another human body. After that, it’ll need to find someone else it can use to do the shovel work. There are too many people at risk. Besides, if Kane and that monster are already half bonded, that may be the one thing keeping it from simply picking out a new follower and starting all over again. Kane’s body is the link between them; destroying it might set the entity free.”

“You’re sure about that?”

“Not really,” he answered. “But it’s possible. Otherwise it wouldn’t have been trapped in Kane for all those years. It would’ve abandoned him back in the cellar.”

Melissa clinched her fists. So much for the easy way out.

They returned to where Frank’s Blazer and the smashed sedan sat side-by-side on the far side of County Road 19, washed in the repetitive light of the one remaining police cruiser and numerous red flares the officers had put down to guide other vehicles around the wreckage. Not far away lay what remained of the teen-corpse’s charred body, tinted crimson by the flares.

“An ambulance is on the way here for the bodies,” the single remaining officer said once they reemerged from the forest.

“We need to get my truck back on the road,” Frank said to the man. “I’ve got tow straps in the back. Pull your cruiser up just ahead of me while I see if it still starts.”

Rather than follow Frank or the officer, Melissa paused to study the smoldering body on the blacktop. She approached cautiously and knelt a few feet from its heaped form. For a moment, she had the urge to reach out and touch it to verify that the night’s events weren’t apparitions in a dream.

“I think there’s something you should know,” the uniformed officer said to Frank, apparently mistaking him for her partner. “Dispatch radioed another emergency call just a few minutes ago. Some lunatic attacked a kid and his babysitter with a knife at that subdivision outside Loretto.”

Melissa bolted to her feet. “That’s the Andersons’ neighborhood,” she gasped. “Where did it happen, what house?”

The officer recited the address. “One of our guys is already there. Looks like both the kids are unhurt, but the perp got away.”

Melissa shot a distressed look at Frank.

“We have to hurry,” he answered. “It may already have a body preserved in the area that it can use, like it did with the Damerows. Maybe Judge Anderson? And we need to get those kids somewhere safe. The boy must be part of this, and if it tried for him once it might come after him again. That could work to our advantage. Maybe we can catch it while it’s still in a physical form.”

“What exactly is going on here?” the confused officer asked.

They didn’t have time to answer.






CHAPTER 45
The throb of firelight against the barn’s walls and rafters could no longer match the pace of Mallory’s pounding heart.

Derrick kissed her mouth, her cheek, her neck. He nibbled at her ear; she hadn’t expected such a thing to be so arousing. He kissed her neck again, her throat, cheek, then returned to her lips.

They slid closer together. Derrick ran one hand through her hair, then the other across her thigh.

She tingled with excitement, wanting to close her eyes and enjoy the exhilaration of the moment, but she couldn’t stop glancing over his shoulder, afraid one of her friends might ascend into the loft and see them. She wanted to wrap her arms around him, wanted to feel the contours of his body, but nervousness paralyzed her muscles.

Outside, another cycle of flashes shone through the barn’s weathered siding, casting bluish-white bands across the floor. Thunder growled, shaking the air with its low-end vibrations.

Derrick’s hand slid along her leg, caressing it, moving to her waist. He found the hem of her shirt, and Mallory tensed when his fingers passed from her shorts to the bare skin of her belly. His hand ascended the curve of her abdomen, climbing her ribcage, moving toward her chest.

For a second, she couldn’t draw a breath. Couldn’t move.

“Wait …”

The word whispered between their kisses, but Derrick didn’t respond.

She didn’t want to tell him to stop, didn’t want to disappoint him and ruin the possibility for any future together, but the setting wasn’t right. The sequestered barn, the storm, the warm firelight; those elements created a tantalizing ambiance, but she’d begun to notice a multitude of distasteful smells lingering in the air, half of which seemed to emanate from the old couch. Not to mention the presence of her friends.

Derrick’s exploring hand closed around the cup of her bra, and Mallory eased apart from him. Their eyes met, and she shrank away from his bewildered expression.

“What’s wrong?” he asked.

She wanted to explain the significance of the moment, confess how long she’d dreamt of being in his arms, but she only managed to say, “Too fast,” while pulling down her shirt.

His puzzled gaze worsened. “I thought this is what you wanted?”

Mallory blushed and looked to the loft’s ladder to hide it. “Well, yeah, sort of, but not here. I mean, what if someone comes up?”

He laughed. “I doubt you have to worry about that. I’m pretty sure they all know what we’re doing up here.”

The heat in her face flared stronger, and she stared at the floor, too embarrassed to speak.

He eased up behind her, folding his arms around her waist. “Hey, I apologize,” he whispered. “Is it… Have you never done this before?”

The question froze her blood. She tried to think of something, anything, to say in reply, but in the end, the drawn out silence spoke for her.

“Wow, you haven’t, have you?”

She replied with a wordless shake of her head.

“Not even when you went to school at Olson?” he asked. “You never fooled around in the back stairwell outside the swimming pool hallway? Everyone goes there once.”

“I guess no one thought I was pretty enough back then.”

“I find that hard to believe.” He planted a light kiss on the back of her neck.

The warmth ebbed from her face, creeping back into her veins.

“Don’t feel nervous,” he said into her ear, kissing her earlobe. “I can teach you things, show you how to feel good.”

Her pulse built up speed again, her heart a revving engine.

“I-I’m just a little shy, that’s all.”

“Don’t be, Mallory. Not with me.”

She hesitated, once more afraid of putting him off. He shifted beside her, one hand going to his crotch to readjust the bulge in his pants.

“Can we start again, then? You’re okay?”

“I don’t know,” she whispered.

“You can trust me,” he told her. “I just want to make you feel the way you make me feel.”

He leaned in, kissing her neck again as her own words repeated in her mind.

I don’t know.

Mallory’s lips parted, ready to accept Derrick’s next kiss, when her eyes popped open and she pulled away.

“What now?” he pleaded.

She looked into his eyes and saw only the threat of rejection. Not comfort or understanding, not concern or compassion. All night she had worried about disappointing him somehow, fearing she would say the wrong thing or not make the right move. It was the same on-guard feeling she’d forced herself to endure in her last school, and no matter how passionate his words, she still didn’t know how he felt about her.

Tim’s voice filled her thoughts.

You always know who your friends are.

Derrick tried pulling her closer.

She shook her head, sliding away from him. “I can’t do this. I made a mistake.”

He took a deep breath. “Mallory, I already said you can trust me.”

“It’s not you,” she replied. “Not really. It’s something Tim said to me earlier. Something I was too stupid to realize sooner.”

“What the hell does that mean?”

Before she could reply, a cry rose out of the night.

Mallory faced the loading doors. “Did you hear that?”

“Hear what?”

“Someone yelling,” she said. “Shouting in the distance.”

She stood up and hurried to the loft’s open doors, looking out at the expanse of parched and withered weeds in the fields beyond. The cries sounded like they originated within the far trees, from the same woods through which she’d first come to find this place. When the shout came again she recognized the voice of someone calling her name—screaming it.

“It’s Tim,” she said.

Derrick joined her at the loading doors.

Tim burst from the trees on a mountain bike and plowed into the field at break-neck speed, yelling her name with every breath.

“Up here,” she called.

Halfway to the barn, Tim’s bike hit something hidden in the weeds, and he crashed to the ground, impacting with the sound of punched dirt and crisp grass.

“Tim,” Mallory cried.

Derrick stifled a laugh.

The others had gathered near the front of the building, drawn by Tim’s shouts, and now they stood at the entry doors making remarks about his landing.

“Don’t just stand there,” she shouted down at them. “Go help him!”

But when she looked up again, he’d already scrambled to his feet and started sprinting for the barn. Even from a distance he looked like he’d just run through a minefield. His arms and knees had been scraped raw in numerous places, leaving dark clots of blood across the skin. Streaks of dirt and plant matter stained his torn clothes.

“Mallory,” he wheezed, speaking between strides. “We’ve got to get out of here. Y-you’re in danger.”

“What?”

“Listen,” he said, “T-this is going to sound crazy, but you have to believe me, okay? S-someone’s after you … this psychopath … I-I don’t have time to explain right now. It’s probably on the way here already … We have to get someplace safe, and we have to move fast.”

“Dude’s lost it,” Derrick commented under his breath.

She ignored his remark. “Hang on, I’m coming down.”

Tim opened his mouth to say something when a gunshot thundered out of the dark, taking the place of his reply.






CHAPTER 46
Having ignored two stop signs and driven nearly three times the posted speed limit, Paul pulled to a stop in front of his house—right behind Officer Hale’s cruiser—less than three minutes after leaving Rebecca’s driveway.

Two police cars already occupied the street, emergency beacons flashing. Paul’s heart rate increased to a thousand beats per minute when he saw them, and he nearly tore the vehicle’s door off to get out quicker.

Rebecca came to his side and took his hand, giving it a reassuring squeeze. On the way over, she’d done a noble job of keeping his mind on the gratifying fact that both BJ and Lori were safe and unharmed.

“Dad! Dad!”

Paul had just started across the lawn, toward an officer waiting near the open front door, when BJ called to him from behind. He turned and found the boy padding across the lawn from the neighbor’s driveway. Harry, clad in PJs and a suit coat, trailed close behind.

He rushed to his son and lifted him into his arms, hugging him.

BJ burst into tears the moment he leapt into Paul’s grasp. He tried to relate the story of what had happened between sobs, mentioning headless monsters and his imaginary nemesis, “Voodooman.” Paul knew they could sort out the details later; right now, he just wanted to hold his son.

“He’ll be okay,” Harry said. “Hell of a thing, but he’ll pull through.”

“Where did they find him?” Paul asked, straining to keep his tone passive.

“Alex Lancaster’s place,” Harry said. “He and his wife had just come home from up north when BJ started pounding on their back door. Apparently, Lori helped him out a window, but she didn’t get out until the police showed up. Poor girl’s a wreck. The son-of-a-bitch cut her head pretty good; she’s waiting on an ambulance at my place. Jesus-All-Mighty, what’s this world coming to?”

The cop at the front door had left his post and now walked toward them.

“What about Mallory and Tim?” Rebecca asked. “Have they come home yet?”

“Haven’t seen them,” Harry replied.

The howl of tires drew their attention, and a dark, beat-to-hell SUV with no front windshield or side windows rounded the far end of the street.

Paul held his son closer when the driver sped forward, headed straight toward them. It braked to a halt at the end of the driveway, and Hale signaled the driver not to come any closer. He kept one hand positioned just inches from his holstered weapon.

Two people emerged from the vehicle, a man and a woman. Paul couldn’t help but notice the woman’s disheveled appearance and hurried pace when she identified herself as a police detective to Officer Hale.

“Are these the people who reported the breakin? We need to ask them some questions.”

“Is this the boy?” her companion asked, indicating BJ.

Despite knowing that one of the two newcomers wore a badge, Paul didn’t like the urgent manner in which they spoke. Their troubled expressions and eagerness to question his son told him that he had yet to learn the full story of what had gone on here tonight, and he feared the impending news would include Mallory or Tim or both. Beside him, Rebecca’s hands closed on his arm.

“We didn’t make the call,” Paul said, “but it was my house that was broken into. Is there something else I should know?”

The man with the eye patch opened his mouth first, but Detective Humble cut him off. “We believe the person who was in your home tonight is a suspect in another crime, and we’re hoping one of you could confirm that for us. Did anyone here get a look at the perpetrator?”

BJ shivered in Paul’s arms.

“The babysitter must have,” said the officer who’d come from the doorstep. “She was the only one left in the place when we searched it, but she was hysterical when we found her. She’s calmed down a bit now. My partner’s questioning her over at the neighbor’s. Do you want me to see what she’s learned?”

“Yes,” Melissa answered, dividing her concentration between the officer and a discharge of lightning overhead.

The other man moved closer to BJ. “How about you, son?” he asked. “You had a bit of excitement tonight, didn’t you?”

Thunder reverberated throughout the cloudbanks.

When BJ didn’t answer, the man turned his attention to Paul and identified himself. “I know he’s had a tough evening,” Frank said, “but would you allow us to ask him about what he saw?”

Paul considered the request, then looked to his son. “Could you do that, BJ? Can you tell us what happened tonight?”

When he didn’t reply, Rebecca stepped forward and ran a reassuring hand across the boy’s back, speaking to him in a soft motherly tone. “There’s nothing to be scared of, dear. This man wants to help us. He’s with the police, and if you tell him everything you can, you’d be just like a superhero helping to catch the bad guy.”

BJ looked around at all of them, his eyes still large and wet. His lower lip trembled. “It was Voodooman,” he cried. “Vermorca Azkhaneb. The Opener of Eternity. He came to get me.”

Paul’s heart sank at the fear in his son’s voice. “BJ,” he pleaded, “whoever was in the house tonight was a real person, and we need you to tell us what he looked like.”

“Where did he learn those words?” Frank asked.

Paul opened his mouth to answer, but stopped short at sight of the expression on Frank’s face. The man’s skin had taken on the complexion of a mummified corpse. Beside him, Detective Humble appeared just as pale.

“BJ can have an overactive imagination,” Paul explained. “They’re just words he made up.”

“No, they’re not,” BJ cried. His shivering continued unabated, but his eyes now radiated a look of unwavering resolve. “The Vermorca threw me in the pool because I can see him. I thought he was a voodoo doll, but he’s more like a ghost. He said that if I told anyone about him, he’d punish me even worse. He said he’d take you and Mallory away, and then I’d be left all alone, without anyone.”

Paul held BJ tight, reassuring him that neither he nor Mallory would ever go anywhere without him.

“I told Lori about him because she said she could stop him,” BJ wailed. “But she couldn’t, and now he’s going after Mallory. H-he showed me what he’s going to do to her. I saw her die, with bright light coming out of all these cuts, and, and… and Voodooman sucked all the light up, drinking it, drinking up Mallory’s life… Then she was… she was dead… all dead and empty.”

Paul stopped BJ’s horrific tale by pulling him close and hugging him, unsure of how to react. Tears swam at the edges of his eyes, and Rebecca’s, too, when he looked up at her from over his son’s shoulder.

Frank looked to Paul. “You have a daughter?”

“Yes.”

“Where is she now?”

Paul fumbled for a reply in the wake of BJ’s outburst—not once but twice—then fell into a grateful silence when Rebecca’s hand’s settled on his shoulders and she answered the question for him. “She’s at Valleyfair with my son, Tim. You don’t think she could be in some kind of danger, do you? I mean, from whoever did this?”

Before anyone could reply, the officer who’d gone over to Harry’s called to them from the garage. “There was someone else in the house,” he said. Everyone glanced in the direction of the voice while he and his partner—a slim black woman—jogged over to the group.

“There were two perpetrators?” Melissa asked.

“No,” the female officer replied. “The girl remembers another group of people coming into the house after the intruder left. Poor thing. She’s so scared, I almost couldn’t calm her down.”

“So, maybe the kids were here?” Rebecca said to Paul, her features ashen.

“Did the young lady get a look at the prowler?” Frank asked.

The officer shook her head. “I don’t think she’s sure of what she saw. She’s convinced her attacker was invisible.”

“Invisible?” Hale repeated.

Frank and Melissa exchanged glances, the look in their eyes strengthening Paul’s fear that their presence here went beyond trying to track down a common criminal.

“That’s what she says,” the officer told Hale. “At first, I thought she was on something, but her story’s the same each time she tells it. She’s genuinely terrified.”

“What about the others she heard in the house?” Frank asked. “Who were they?”

Rebecca’s hand tightened on Paul’s arm when the patrolwoman repeated Lori Hanlon’s recollection of hearing Tim’s name called out and the mention of a barn.

“She’s talking about the old farm,” Harry said. “That rickety pile in the back forty behind the neighborhood.”

“I know the place,” Hale replied. “That’s where all the underage kids do most of their partying. The damn thing’s a teen-magnet.”

“How far is it from here?” Melissa asked.

Hale shrugged. “No more than a minute or two by car.”

“Show us,” Frank ordered.






CHAPTER 47
The first bullet zipped past Tim’s head, displacing the air inches from his left eye.

Before the introductory round smacked into the barn, five successive shots boomed out of the dark, kicking up dirt and hissing past at a heart-stopping proximity.

Everyone scattered, racing for cover. Tim was already facing the barn, but the open terrain between him and the doors would’ve made him an easy target. Instead, he ran to the right, toward a bank of old hen houses.

He glanced behind just long enough to catch a view of the gunman emerging from the forest. To his surprise he saw a man. Given all he’d been through, he’d expected to see another walking gestalt of mismatched garbage, something like the grass-monster from the church cul-de-sac. Regardless of the assailant’s human likeness, he knew the creature had arrived, just in another form, and that realization made his quest to reach Mallory all the more urgent.

Suddenly something sharp cut into Tim’s legs. He flipped forward, sailing off his feet, and slammed hard to the dirt, rolling painfully. At the edge of his awareness the scrape of metal on metal reached his ears. It accented each tumble and twist, and he quickly realized that while he’d been looking over his shoulder at the gunman, he’d run headlong into a sagging barbwire fence.

Sharp spikes bit into his shins and calves, ankles and knees. He looked down to discover he’d become entangled in the fall.

Footsteps crunched through the dry weeds. He craned his head to look behind him.

Thirty feet away, the killer strode past without even a glance.

∞Θ∞

After the sixth shot, the gunfire ceased, enabling the fleeing teens to reach safety before another assault. Troy, Chris, and Elsa all made it back into the barn unscathed, but upon their arrival, Mallory discovered that Becky, Adam, Lisa and Tim had become separated from them in the frantic rush to get away.

“Oh, God, where are the others?” Mallory cried.

“And my sister?” Derrick added.

They’d come to the edge of the loft, across from the trapdoor, miserably aware they’d become instant targets if they descended the ladder with the barn’s main doors standing open.

Chris’s breath came and went in quick bursts. “I think I saw them run for the cars.”

Elsa asked, “Who the hell is that? Why was he shooting at us?”

“I don’t know, and I don’t want to,” Troy huffed. “I say we find a back way out of this place and haul ass.”

“We can’t go without our friends,” Mallory snapped.

“Wanna bet!”

Chris peered around the door’s edge. A volley of lightning flashes flickered across the sky. “Oh, shit, he’s still coming,” he whispered. “We better do something fast.”

“Like what?” asked Elsa.

“The others are on their own,” Troy said.

“Shut the hell up,” Derrick hissed. “I’ve got an idea. I think we can take this fucker.” Pushing away from Mallory, he crossed the loft and grabbed hold of the armchair.

“What are you talking about?” she asked after him.

Without answering, he dragged the piece of furniture back to the loft’s ledge. “Okay, listen up,” he said, speaking quickly to the others. “You three grab some boards from the firewood pile, then go hide in the last two stables and wait for him—”

“Us?” Troy gasped.

Derrick made a fist at him. “Just listen, you idiot. There’s some furniture up here. We’ll wait for him to come through the doors then drop this chair on him. Once he’s down, you guys come out and beat the shit out of him.”

“Yeah, and what if you miss?” Chris challenged.

“We won’t miss,” Derrick snarled. “But even if we do, we’ll have distracted the asshole long enough for you three to take him by surprise.”

Mallory grimaced. “We don’t want to kill the guy.”

“Speak for yourself,” Troy replied.

“There’s not much time,” Derrick growled. “Now hide!”

∞Θ∞

Clad in an exoskeleton of flesh and bone, the entity marched forward, striding through the weeds toward where Mallory had taken refuge. The time for games was over. Too many people had become aware of its presence.

After departing from its encounter with Frank and the policewoman, it had returned to where it abandoned Judge Anderson’s van and took possession of his corpse, arming itself with the man’s revolver.

But now it tossed the empty firearm aside, along with a handful of extra ammunition. Conventional weapons were never its preferred instrument of destruction, and its skill in using them had already proved insufficient to meet its current needs.

Time was no longer on its side, either.

Instead, it decided to rely on its own assortment of powers in capturing Mallory and killing whoever tried to stop it.

The entity crossed the barn’s threshold and moved to where a crackling fire burned unattended just inside the main room.

Mallory.

It sensed her presence above it, detecting her glorious life force that churned like a near-bottomless reservoir of nurturing energy. Such a powerful reserve stood out like a nuclear fire in a starless void when compared to the others around her. It knew that three of the children hid near the back of the building, believing themselves to be cleverly concealed, much like Mallory and her friend above assumed their location was unknown.

Manipulating Anderson’s mouth into a wide smile, the entity directed its attention upward, to where the reward for its efforts waited.

∞Θ∞

Squinting like a frightened moviegoer in the grip of a horror film, Mallory watched the armchair drop into the gunman’s face, impacting at the precise moment he turned around and looked up.

It hit him dead-on, right in the head.

Mallory flinched.

He’s dead, she thought. Oh, Jesus, we killed him.

It seemed absurd to be concerned for someone who’d just fired six bullets at her, but despite whatever hatred he harbored for her, she didn’t want to see someone get murdered. She wished they could’ve found something else to restrain him with, something less damaging, but Derrick had disagreed, having argued that the chair was the only piece of furniture besides the couch that could incapacitate the gunman long enough for them to escape. But what if he’d miscalculated? What would happen to her and the others if the man died?

But the chair didn’t kill the stranger.

It didn’t even knock him down!

He staggered a few steps to the side from the impact, then regained his balance and angled his eyes upward again, looking right at her. His pale skin adopted the orange light of the fire when he stepped closer to the flames, and his cloudy eyes looked like twin blisters on an enormous burn.

Then she saw the blood.

It didn’t glisten in the firelight, as if caused by the chair, but it coated his shirt, neck, and chin in a frightening quantity. The hair at the back of his head stuck up like a crown of red spikes.

Worst of all, he wore an ear-to-ear smile of perverse anticipation.

Mallory shivered, shaking her head, thinking, I take it back—Hurry up and throw something else at him.

The stranger continued to stare at her in that unnerving manner while he moved toward the loft’s ladder, not taking his eyes off her for a second.

“He’s still coming,” she said.

Like they’d planned, Troy and Chris dashed out of the shadows. They charged the man from behind, boards raised over their heads in preparation to strike. Troy reached him first, swinging his timber at the back of the man’s head with enough force to crack a skull.

Whack!

“Yeah,” Derrick bellowed, adding, “Take that, fucker!” when Chris landed a hit to the man’s midsection.

The combined damage inflicted by the boys’ attacks should’ve killed a normal person, or at least brought him down, but the stranger withstood their assaults without making a sound.

Mallory gaped. He didn’t even flinch.

Below, Troy readied another swing.

And the man’s head turned around to meet him.

With the stomach-wrenching sound of snapping bone and torn tendons, the stranger’s head swiveled one hundred-eighty degrees to face Troy.

Mallory shrieked with surprise—then cried out again when she saw the huge empty hole in the back of the man’s head.

The leaping flames of the fire illuminated the petrified look in Troy’s eyes when the stranger pivoted and lunged. The madman struck out with one hand as if grabbing a fistful of the boy’s shirt, but his clawed fingers stabbed into Troy’s chest—stabbed—plunging between the ribs all the way to the last knuckles.

Gasps and screams resounded off the barn’s walls, while a concussion of thunder hailed it from outside. On the floor below, Chris dropped his two-by-four and backed away, slumping to the ground. He clenched his teeth, caging a scream.

Gripping him the same way an eagle would hold its prey, the stranger lifted Troy off his feet and hefted him over his head. He threw the boy away with such force his body crashed through one of the partitions dividing the horse stalls, blasting the boards asunder.

Mallory’s knees weakened.

“Hell with this,” Derrick screeched, his voice cracking. He dashed from the loft’s edge and went straight for the rubbish-cobbled coffee table. Heaving away the blotched particleboard, he hoisted one of the four cinderblock-supports.

He rushed back to the loft’s open ledge and slung the concrete at the stranger.

Below, the man stood gazing in the direction where Troy’s body had flown, oblivious of their movements in the loft. He opened his arms in a peculiar gesture, looking ready to receive a hug—then crashed forward as Derrick’s shot hit him square in the back.

The man flew off his feet, knocked to the ground.

Derrick hollered a cheer of victory, but choked it off when the killer turned on his side and got up.

Mallory gasped. The impact of the cinderblock had ripped through the man’s clothing and gouged into his skin, having stripped away the meat to expose his spine. Bone gleamed in the wound. Yet he climbed to his feet once more. He stabilized himself and resumed his march toward the ladder.

“This ain’t real,” Derrick screamed.

“Just get more things to throw,” Mallory yelled.

Together, they hurried to the remaining furniture and grabbed hold of the couch, tugging it away from the wall.

“Malloryeee,” a hateful voice called from below.

Before she could recall where she’d heard that growling tone before, they pushed the reeking couch forward—the old frame of its hideaway bed scraping the loft’s floorboards like claws—until it plunged over the edge. It slammed down atop the stranger, hammering him to the floor, pushing him into the fire.

Mallory froze, breathless.

The man crumpled beneath the furniture’s weight, forced into the flames. Pinned under its bulk, he lay motionless while the fire closed in around him like the fingers of a giant hand.

Nothing moved this time.

Tears slipped from Mallory’s eyes, and she sagged to her knees. The couch became a hazy orange mass through her tears as the fire engulfed it. By the time she’d wiped her vision clear, the flames had spread to the nearby armchair. The rising air from the blaze soon became strong enough to dry the sweat on her forehead and flutter her bangs.

“Hey,” Chris called from below. “Are you all right up there?”

“Yeah, we’re okay,” Derrick called back.

“Troy’s not,” Mallory mumbled.

Derrick looked at her with the dazed expression of an amnesia patient. Then he gazed at the shattered section of the barn.

Chris rounded the far side of the fire. “Come on. Let’s get the hell out of here.”

Derrick nodded. He fished his car keys from his pocket and tossed them to Chris. “Go find my sister and bring my car up to the doors,” he said. “I’ll be down in a second.” After voicing those instructions, he softly added. “Man, that fire’s spreading pretty quick.”

Mallory leaned over the loft’s edge and saw that ranks of flames had radiated from the central bonfire, doubling its mass. Several fiery tendrils now stretched across the litter-cluttered floor, while others climbed the beam of the nearest stable divider.

“Which one’s the damn car key?” Chris called up to Derrick, shuffling through his key chain.

Mallory was still watching the gathering flames below, only half-hearing his words, when the garbage scattered across the barn’s main floor—rotten boards, paper scraps, aluminum cans, broken glass, plastic bottles, leaves, twigs, hay—suddenly rushed together all at once. Running like water, everything flowed toward a focal point just behind Chris while Derrick described which key belonged to the Mercedes.

Mallory gasped.

Derrick fell silent.

She shook her head in denial while the pile rose from the ground in the shape of a ten-foot-tall giant, its body a craggy mass of splintered lumber and trash. A face sculpted itself out of the collected rubble atop the heap—a vile, cadaver-like face—and two candle flame eyes sizzled to life within its sockets.

“Look out,” Mallory screamed, but her cry succeeded only in causing the teen to turn and face his demise.

The monster clamped a massive hand down over the boy’s head after he wheeled around. Mallory clenched her eyes shut before seeing it squeeze, but her ears caught the loud, unmistakable pop that declared Chris’s death.

She slapped a hand over her mouth, holding back a cry of revulsion and terror.

When she reopened her eyes, she caught a final glimpse of Chris’s body being flung aside. Derrick stared in horror, face pale. His frozen expression of fear resembled an ancient Greek soldier who’d locked eyes with Medusa.

The monster roared and lumbered toward them.

“This way,” Mallory urged. “If we don’t hurry, we’ll be trapped!”

She seized Derrick’s arm and they dodged an enormous hand of steel and dirt that reached up and clamped down on the decking.

“Look out!”

Splintering planks popped up in their wake, missing them by inches. A three-foot section of the ledge tore away. Mallory shivered at the realization that the loft had to be at least fifteen feet off the floor, which meant the creature had grown even larger.

“Mallory,” the voice rumbled. “There’s no escape.”

Derrick reached the hayloft’s trap door and stepped onto the ladder’s first rung when Mallory noticed movement through the cracks between the floorboards. She glimpsed the creature beneath them, but before she could issue a cry of warning, the whole loft began to disintegrate around them.

Huge fists punched through the boards with explosive force, obliterating tire-size sections of the floor. Chunks of demolished wood flew to the barn’s ceiling then rained down again in a shower of splinters and nails.

“Jesus Christ,” Derrick shouted.

Still clutching his arm, Mallory yanked him backward as the ladder ripped away in a dust cloud of destruction.

They made a fast retreat to the corner where the couch and chair had been. Mallory felt heat spreading across her entire right side. When she glanced in that direction, she discovered the flames from below now reached level with the loft, climbing higher each second.

“Oh, shit,” Derrick gasped. “What now? What do we do?”

“We’re going to have to jump.”

Derrick shook his head. “No way. We’re like twenty feet up, and that thing’s right below us.”

Mallory could hear the golem-monstrosity moving beneath them again. Derrick was right; the second they hit the ground they’d be finished.

Then it came to her. “The silo,” she shouted.

Derrick opened his mouth to reply, but something drew his attention to the center of the barn before he could speak. Mallory followed his gaze and saw a huge burning mass suddenly elevate into view.

Every muscle in her body tensed.

The creature had seized the burning couch in both hands and raised it above its head. Dark clouds of smoke spewed into the rafters while a shower of embers ignited the flammable material of the monster’s mismatched composite, setting its entire body ablaze.

“Look out,” Mallory screamed.

The creature heaved the flaming couch, and they vacated the area seconds before it crashed down where they’d stood. Sparks and burning hunks of fabric scattered in its trail. It slid into the corner and collided with the other items, dispersing flames to the other pieces of furniture and up the walls.

Mallory looked on in horror. The blaze fed, growing in size.

“We’re dead,” Derrick wailed. “This thing is going to waste us!”

“No we’re not,” Mallory yelled. “We can swing across on that.”

She pointed to where the rail-mounted rope and pulley crossed the center of the room.

“There’s another loft on the other side. If we can get across, we can climb down and escape out the silo chute.”

Derrick searched the surrounding area with wild glances, appearing hesitant at first. Then another blazing item—the armchair, perhaps—flew into the loft and smacked the ceiling before slamming to the floor.

Derrick darted away.

Black moths of ash fluttered through the air behind him as he ran to where the slide’s rope was wrapped around a wall hook. He untied it and rushed for the ledge without even looking back.

“Derrick!” Mallory screamed.

She sprinted after him, a vicious fear suddenly tearing at her resolve. She jumped from the loft’s edge a full second after Derrick went airborne and caught the rope just below his hands.

The two of them soared across the open area above the horse stalls, passing clear of the flames reaching from below. The runner wheels screeched along the old track overhead, but they kept moving.

The second loft materialized out of the smoke.

Behind them, Mallory heard the fiery demon giving chase.

∞Θ∞

Less than five minutes had passed since the gunman entered the barn, and every second of it had been agony.

Tim hissed when another corroded steel spike cut into his skin, skin now slick with blood from numerous lacerations. Groaning, he forced himself to breathe through the pain and keep working.

He had no other choice. He had to help Mallory.

Tim shifted another loop of the wire off his feet. It came away with a shred of bloody cloth. He had to be careful how far he pulled or how fast he moved; too much pressure on one side of the entangling wire caused more barbs to bite into his flesh on the other.

“Come on … Come one … Come on,” he growled through his teeth.

One by one, he slipped the rusty coils down, off his skin, over his shoes.

He had three tight loops to go when Mallory screamed.

Tim let go of the last two circles of barbed wire that still clung to his shins, letting them drop back into place. Instead, he turned his full attention to the concussive blasts of demolition now coming from the barn. It sounded like a wrecking ball tearing through the place.

He sat motionless, staring, listening. Insects settled on his sweat-glazed skin and landed in the rivulets of blood that trickled down his legs, into the fabric of his socks.

Whatever was happening in there had to be the work of something massive, something entirely unearthly this time, and the idea that he’d be able to do anything about it seemed comical, at best.

He also had the fire to consider now. Tim noticed it the last time he’d chanced a quick glance at the building, and the unmistakable shimmer of orange light appeared far brighter than before. The place was going up. Between that and the rage of demolition, Tim had the heart-wrenching feeling that Mallory was already—

He heard her.

During a lull in the roar of devastation she shouted, “The silo!” Then she and another person dashed across the open loft loading doors, each silhouetted by the firelight.

She was still alive.

And he knew how she planned to escape. He’d explored the barn dozens of times before. The loft. The chute. The silo. It had to be how she was getting out.

The silo’s exit hatch had a locking bar on the outside. It was old but sturdy, and if it was down, they’d be trapped.

Tim pushed the thought aside.

The locking bar wouldn’t be down. He’d make sure of it.

Tensing, he shoved off the last coils of barbed wire without heed to the pain.

∞Θ∞

Mallory let go of the rope and landed at the barn’s second hayloft, stumbling to a halt beside Derrick.

“We made it,” he cried.

Mallory turned on him and slapped him across the face. “You bastard!” she shouted. “What were you thinking?”

Smoke dominated this less-ventilated portion of the building and she gagged and coughed between words. But she was thankful for it. Had she missed the rope when Derrick tried to leave her, she’d be a burning heap right now.

The idea intensified her anger, and before he could say anything, she swung at him again. This time he parried the blow—

“Get the fuck away from me!” he yelled.

—and punched her in the face.

Mallory’s head rocked back, and for a moment everything went dark. She staggered away, clutching her mouth. Pain stung her lips, the flesh pulsing to her heartbeat. She looked to the hand she’d cover her mouth with and saw blood glistening on her fingertips.

Her gaze flicked to Derrick.

Rather than meet it, the boy glanced at the burning behemoth, prompting her to look. The monster blazed forward, completely engulfed in flames. It shook the building with each stride, punching through the stable walls and tearing away support posts that blocked its path.

Derrick pulled the hem of his shirt over his mouth and nose. “Go,” he ordered, pushing Mallory in the direction of a trap door leading downward.

Fresh tears filled Mallory’s eyes, but her fear urged her onward.

She scurried down the ladder—jumping the last six feet—and spotted Elsa huddled in the corner of the room.

“Elsy,” she cried. The girl had tucked herself into a ball, knees up, arms clasped around her legs, head buried in her chest. “Elsy, get up. We have to get out of here.”

The roar of the inferno vibrated in the air. Perspiration streamed off Mallory’s face, mixing with the hail of dust and debris that floated down from the building’s rotted timbers.

She heaved Elsa to her feet and dragged the girl across the floor. Derrick had already dove into the chute and clambered out of sight.

Elsa stumbled at first, then started moving on her own. Mallory lunged into the chute ahead of her.

The passage quaked in correspondence to a thunderous crash behind them. Mallory’s mind conjured an image of the creature flinging itself through the walls of the tack room, imploding the aged framework under its bulk in one last effort to seize her before she got out of reach.

Why me? Why does it want me?

But when she looked back, the beast had taken Elsa.

Mallory gaped, and a bullet of grief put a hole in her heart.

The chute had been cut in half. A burning heap of ravaged lumber now occupied the area where Elsa should’ve been.

Because of me, because I went first.

Wracked by sobs of anguish but unable to repress the animalistic urge to get away, Mallory hurried up the shaft, toward the silo. Hot air rose at her feet. She maneuvered her way through the opening and dropped to the floor.

“Oh, yeah,” Derrick breathed in the darkness. “No way that big-ass thing can get in here.”

“Help me find the way out,” she demanded.

Except for a weak orange glow pulsating through the chute, the silo was a pitch-black void. Mallory’s hands quested in the dark. She hunted for the exit hatch, unable to remember its exact position in correlation to the barn chute.

She alternated between searching the wall and wiping tears from her eyes. “We have to find the others and get the hell away from here. We may not have much time.”

Derrick’s labored breaths haunted the darkness like unseen ghosts. “What do you mean?” he wheezed.

She remembered how the stranger had seemed so unstoppable, able to resist their harsh attacks without the slightest sign of discomfort. And even when they had eliminated their opponent, the second beast had arrived, having taken shape from the medley of refuse scattered about the floor. Was it possible the two attackers were the same being? And if so, could it switch bodies again? She didn’t want to believe it, yet—

“Oh, my God,” she cried, realizing where she was.

“What?” Derrick pleaded.

Mallory trained her attention on the gloom above their heads. A lightning pulse lit the sky. Its blaze shone down through the silo’s broken cover and illuminated the suicide dummy overhead, dangling from its noose.

Mallory gasped.

Rather than hanging motionless, the dummy thrashed about, fighting its securing line like someone who’d survived the drop from the gallows only to die of strangulation.

“Oh, shit,” Derrick screeched, flattening to the wall. “What the hell is that?”

The lightning faded, and two globes of searing-hot light distended out of the darkness, radiating from the eye sockets of the dummy’s pallid mask.

Screaming a string of obscenities, Derrick turned and attempted to climb back inside the chute leading to the barn. He jumped up and grabbed onto the ledge with both hands, but the thin metal bent under his weight, and he dropped to the floor.

Looking down on them, the suicide dummy shifted and became more relaxed, as if sedated by their fear. With its free hand, it reached above its head and clutched the rope. Its fiery eyes made every action visible. The light gleamed off the old butcher knife Mallory had seen on her first visit and now the dummy’s fingers clamped down on the blade’s handle, changing the prop into a weapon. In one swipe it freed itself from the noose.

“Oh, shit,” Derrick continued to scream, “oh, shit!”

Machinegun bursts of lightning flickered overhead. Passing through the stroboscopic flare, the demonic dummy appeared to teleport toward them, its shape found, then lost, then found again in the blast.

Seconds before the beast cut itself free, Mallory heard the metallic shriek of rusty hinges. She scanned the room, looking for its source.

Ten feet across the silo, a fire-lit square hole opened in the darkness.

“Mallory,” Tim shouted. “Mallory, are you there?”

“Yes!”

The creature dropped in front of her, blocking the way, casting the cold shadow of a mountain.

Thunder clashed.

The monster lunged.

Tim yelled.

Mallory tried to dodge right, but Derrick’s strong hands seized her shirt and pulled her to the left. He caught her by the shoulders, fingernails digging into her skin. There came a sound similar to cutting through a watermelon rind. Then she collapsed against him, propelled backwards by an irresistible force. Agony clutched every nerve in her body. She looked left, to the strongest source of the pain.

The butcher knife’s handle jutted from her chest.

Her shirt turned red around it.

Stunned silent by disbelief and pain, she looked up from the wound, immediately finding Tim across the room, gazing back in shock. She tried to speak, but couldn’t. Then the dummy jerked the knife out of her in one quick action, the blade trailing thin streamers of her blood. Derrick released his grip at the same instant, letting her fall against the wall. Her legs buckled and she slid to the ground.

She glanced around in a daze—to Tim, to the thing, to Derrick edging away from her. Astonishingly, she didn’t feel any pain now, only a numbing ache that squeezed her upper body.

Maybe it’s not too bad? she wondered. Maybe the blade didn’t go too deep?

But when she raised her other hand to the wound, she reeled with alarm at the feeling of warm blood flowing between her fingers.

Gushing.






CHAPTER 48
Despair seized Tim’s heart, striving to tear it in two.

It had been horrifying enough to find that the creature already occupied the silo with Mallory, but when Derrick yanked her in front of himself to act like a human shield, he’d almost collapsed from shock.

In the middle of the room, the creature stepped back and looked down at Mallory. She was defenseless; one more slash would finish her off. And yet, in spite of her vulnerability, the knife-wielding beast let her collapse to the ground.

Instead, it turned on Derrick.

The boy crept away from where Mallory had dropped, sliding along the silo’s wall in an effort to remain unnoticed. When he saw the thing face him, he screamed and dashed for the exit.

Tim knew from bitter experience that raw speed couldn’t outmaneuver this monster, and he turned his head when the knife’s blade hacked into Derrick’s face, stopping him in mid-stride. The boy collapsed to the floor with a terrible cry, and the creature dropped over him like a ravenous wolf tearing at a deer carcass.

Shutting out the sounds of ripping flesh and breaking bones, Tim did the only thing he could: he rushed to aid Mallory. He had to act while the monster remained blinded by its fury, unaware of anything other than its current victim. He ran to her side and wrapped his arms around her.

Mallory lolled in his grasp while he moved her to the hatchway, but she managed to work her way outside on her own. Tim followed her out the second she stumbled clear, then turned and heaved shut the silo’s access hatch, slamming its locking bar in place. He could still hear Derrick’s cries howling through the silo’s inner chamber, aware the sounds would forever echo through his future. He dared not to think about it while he hoisted Mallory back into his arms and helped her across the empty lot in front of the barn.

Side by side, they shuffled toward the cars.

Don’t worry. I’ll get you to safety, Mallory. Even if you hate me for the rest of your life, I won’t let that thing take you, too.

But looking at her now, he wondered if he’d be able to keep that promise. Already drenched with blood, Mallory’s shirt clung to her body like a second skin. And the effects of its loss were starting to show. Her body sagged in his grasp; her eyes wandered.

“Tim, I’m hurt,” she mumbled.

“I know, but you’ll be all right,” he said. “Keep pressure on the cut.”

“It doesn’t feel too bad… I’m so sorry for earlier.”

She’s going into shock.

“Just hold it tight,” he coaxed, slipping his hand over hers. He pressed down, feeling the warm skin of her breast and the wetness of blood. “It’ll be fine.”

They went several yards in silence, Tim’s breath coming in ragged gusts.

“Is Elsa okay?” Mallory asked.

“I don’t know.”

“I hope…” She trailed off, gaping skyward. “Oh, the barn’s on fire.”

He looked up to see enormous flames spreading above the building, casting light clear to the clouds.

“Don’t worry about it,” he told her. “Just keep going. We have to hurry.”

They were still forty feet from the vehicles when the silo’s access hatch wailed and moaned. He turned to see the metal door lurch back and forth against its lock, visible in the firelight. The concrete around its frame cracked and crumbled.

Oh, crap.

Driving Mallory faster, he ushered her toward Derrick’s Mercedes, mindful of the fact that neither of the cars would have keys in them. He had no idea of how to hot-wire an ignition, so the engine’s capabilities weren’t part of his concern. The German automobile was the closest car to them, and since Tim wasn’t certain how much longer Mallory would remain conscious, he wanted to get her out of sight before she passed out.

He hurried Mallory around to the passenger-side door and opened it one-handed. Moving carefully, he eased her into the seat, reclining it backward. He cringed at her moans of discomfort, knowing the shock of her injury would eventually recede, and she’d soon begin to feel the true extent of its damage. Still, he had no choice but to rush.

The silo access hatch bent, cracked. The lament of its metal wailed into the night.

Tim looked across the Mercedes’s hood and shuddered when the small door ripped inward, vanishing along with huge chunks of its surrounding concrete.

How strong is that thing?

Wasting no time, he went to the driver’s side and opened the—

“Hey, man,” a voice called.

Tim whirled about and saw Becky, Adam, and Lisa approaching.

“Where’s the guy?”

“How’d the barn start on fire?”

“What happened to Mallory?”

Rather than answer them, he threw a disquieted glance to the silo just in time to see the creature step out of the darkness.

“There’s no time to explain. Lisa, does your brother have a spare set of keys?”

The others had also noticed the advancing figure, and they all moved closer to the car, ready to dive for cover.

“Is that him,” Becky asked, “the guy that shot at us?”

“Keys,” Tim demanded. “Is there a spare or not?”

“N-no,” Lisa stuttered. “They’re at home.”

The dummy closed the distance with long strides, only forty feet away now. The glowing light had vanished from its eye sockets, leaving them dark and lifeless.

Thirty feet.

Twenty-five.

Unable to come up with a better idea, Tim opened the driver-side door.

“Everyone in the car,” he said.

They locked themselves in, Mallory and Tim occupying the two front seats while the others got in the back. Tim punched on the car’s cigarette lighter, wondering if maybe he could burn the creature’s current body once it came close enough, thereby gaining them some time to flee.

Everyone held their breath while the walking abomination of cloth, tape, rubber, and wire strode forward. The eerie details of its silhouetted appearance became clearer with each closing step.

The lighter popped out, ready for use. Tim made no move for it.

The dummy approached the front driver-side window and tapped the knife against the glass, staring coldly at him through empty eyeholes. The beast bent forward, bringing its sinister face closer, and everyone in the car screamed when a human hand burst from its rubber lips and smacked against the glass.

The severed limb clawed at the window with momentary life then fell limp and slipped from the thing’s mouth, leaving a thin trail of blood on the rubber lips when it dropped to the ground.

Tim gaped, but then noticed the firelight flickering across the creature’s face had taken on curiously new colors. Besides the yellow-orange of the fire, there flashed red, white, and blue.

Tim jerked around in his seat and looked out the back window, exhilarated to see the wavering beacons of a squad car making a cautious advance past the barn.

“The cops,” Becky cheered.

“Thank God!”

Tim laid his palm on the Mercedes’s horn to signal the nearing cruiser.

Yes, he thought to himself, witnessing the beast take a step away. We made it. We’re safe, and Mallory will be okay. We’ll get her to a doctor and she’ll be fine.

He was confident that in the presence of authority, the killer would withdraw, no doubt wishing to keep its inhuman presence hidden, like it had at the church. It would come after them later, of course, but at least they’d have time to convince others of its existence and devise some kind of a defense. The creature would probably take great satisfaction in leaving them facing a barrage of unanswerable questions, labeled suspects in regard to the fire and the four murdered teens, their only explanation of what had occurred an incredible tale no one would believe.

Alongside the Mercedes, the suicide dummy collapsed, dropping to the ground where it broke apart, reduced to ordinary scrap.

Tim fell back in the seat and exhaled a heavy breath of relief, looking to Mallory.

“I think it’s gone,” he said.

Functioning by itself, the Mercedes’s engine turned over and revved into operation.

The lights flicked on.

The instrument panel glowed.

“What are you doing?” Adam shouted.

Tim shook his head, equally puzzled. Before he could word a reply, the car sprung forward, flailing twin tails of gravel and dirt as it sped off to an unknown destination.

∞Θ∞

Melissa and Frank jumped out of the Blazer, weapons drawn.

“On the ground—” Melissa yelled, but the looming figure standing beside the Mercedes collapsed into a heap before she could finish.

Then the vehicle beside it roared forward.

“It’s in the car,” Frank bellowed, climbing back behind the wheel.

Melissa followed his lead, keeping her gaze on the fleeing car as it raced away amidst a flurry of dust and gravel tinted orange by the roaring barn fire.

“It can do that?” she exclaimed, then remembered the scene in the Pattersons’ garage.

Frank put the SUV in gear and they lurched forward in pursuit, almost taking off the right side-view mirror of the State Patrol cruiser beside them. “Be thankful that’s all it did,” he said. “If it were at full power, it could use its telekinetic abilities to crumple this vehicle into a wad of scrap. It’s saving what power it has. Each time it changes form it’s using up more energy. If we can keep it on the move, force it to keep switching bodies, we might wear it down.”

The Mercedes swung a wide circle around the barren lot before the barn, then tore off past the opposite side from where she and the others had approached. It burst through a small cluster of bushes and scraped past an ancient maple tree, shooting between the forest and the silo, mauling a path toward the driveway. Frank followed.

“But how?” Melissa asked. “It’s so damn fast and nothing hurts it.”

“Same as at the car crash with those teenagers,” Frank replied. “We’ll destroy whatever it leaps into.”

Melissa looked forward. “It’s going for the cemetery, isn’t it?”

Frank nodded. “It’s going to kill that guy’s daughter, then use her energy to complete the spell on Kane.”

He swerved the Blazer left, around a tree stump, then right, thundering over a rotten log. “Children are more susceptible to the supernatural than adults; animals, too. They can sense things we’ve lost the ability to detect.”

Melissa held tight to the door and dash, stabilizing herself and squinting against the rushing wind coming through the open windshield.

Only yards away, she could just make out one of the teenagers through the Mercedes’s back window—a young girl—staring back at her with a pleading, frightened gaze.

∞Θ∞

Paul chased after Officer Hale’s cruiser when he took off in pursuit of the two detectives and their retreating suspect. They passed in front of the devastating inferno the moment the barn’s roof cracked and caved in, causing an exhale of fiery breath out the open forward doors. The blazing walls toppled inward. Paul shrank away from the heat radiating through the paneling of his door, but he couldn’t pull his gaze from the cloud of hot embers that rose skyward like a mob of angry spirits.

He exchanged a glance with Rebecca after it happened, not daring to voice the dread he knew they both shared.

Instead, he focused on navigating the woodland terrain and following the others, praying that Mallory and Tim were two of the people inside the Mercedes.






CHAPTER 49
Mallory bounced in her seat when the Mercedes plowed out of the woods and onto the farm’s main driveway, low-hanging tree branches scraping her window like a dozen inhuman hands groping for her throat.

The car fishtailed when it hit the gravel, and the wild movements hurled Mallory against her door. A sharp pain manifested within her wound, but still nothing like she’d expected from such a serious injury. She couldn’t help but wonder if the lack of sensation resulted from the shock her body had taken, or if it meant she’d lost such a dangerous amount of blood that she was sliding placidly toward death.

Free of obstacles, the Mercedes shot forward.

Although lightheaded and groggy, Mallory remained coherent enough to be aware of the situation, almost wishing she’d black out.

Beyond the windshield, the flanking foliage blurred past on the periphery of the headlights. The narrow dirt driveway rushed toward them at such a nerve-ripping pace that fear prompted her to let go of her chest wound and feel for her seat belt.

Then, suddenly, she froze.

Out of the darkness, a T-intersection became visible at the end of the drive where it connected with another road, nothing but large trees and weeds on its opposite side. The perilous junction flew toward them, raising shouts of panic from the other passengers, everyone bracing for what would surely be a fatal impact.

Then the car began to slide

“Hang on,” Tim yelled.

The vehicle swung to the left and somehow held to the ground, its rear end careening onto the paved road with a squeal of abused rubber and the firecracker-sound of loose gravel pelting its undercarriage. A second later they accelerated again, their phantom driver racing even faster into the black land that lay ahead.

Mallory straightened up a little further, wincing when another flash of pain pulsed through her chest. She struggled to remain focused, resisting the urge to simply close her eyes and allow the chaotic world to disappear from her perception.

Beside her, in the driver’s seat, Tim busied himself with the vehicle’s controls. Though his facial features betrayed his inner fears, he appeared to be the calmest member of the group.

“Where are we?” Mallory asked.

His head jerked up at the sound of her voice, and his eyes locked on her as if viewing a reanimated corpse. “We just passed Hamel Road, onto Pioneer Trail. How do you feel?”

“S-scared.”

“Yeah, me, too.”

Lightning throbbed across the sky, and the automobile rattled over a craterous section of asphalt, paralyzing Mallory until the jarring motion ceased.

Even in her current condition, she recognized the futility of disputing how the Mercedes operated on its own. She still had no idea what was controlling the car, but she knew it had to be the same creature from the barn.

“Where’s it taking us?” she groaned.

“I’m not sure,” Tim replied. He shifted sideways in his seat so he could look beneath the steering column.

“What are you doing?”

“Trying to stop us,” he said. “Maybe there’s an anti-theft kill switch?”

The vehicle dipped on its shocks in response to soaring across a wide depression in the road, then rose again when it crested the other side, barely keeping contact with the ground.

“Hit the brakes,” Becky shouted for the twentieth time.

“Don’t you think I already tried that?” Tim countered. “They’re no good.”

“Then, pull the keys out.”

“There aren’t any.”

“What about yanking the fuses or something?” Lisa cried. “Will that work?”

“Try the emergency brake,” Becky suggested.

“Take it out of gear,” Adam demanded. “Put the fucker in park!”

Tim bolted upright. “It’s locked up, all right, just like the brakes. I’ve tried everything and nothing works, so quit yelling at me!”

The car took another wide but risky turn, the speedometer tipping just past eighty miles per hour. Mallory listened to the others fall silent while they balanced themselves against the centrifugal force, hearing a banshee wail arise from the agonized tires.

She cringed with the ache in her chest, but managed a sigh when they safely completed what should have been a suicidal turn. When she looked up again, she saw lights twinkling through the trees ahead—other cars—and in seconds, they emerged from the back road and shot down an entrance ramp onto Highway 55.

“Where are we going?” Lisa asked, once again igniting an explosion of questions from the back seat.

Wailing pleas of who, what, where, when, and why assaulted Mallory’s ears in combination with the roaring engine, screaming tires, and blaring car horns of other motorists. But above the discord, from behind them, she detected the wavering scream of a siren, only then recalling the others mentioning something about a police car.

“The police are behind us?” She turned to look over her shoulder and stiffened in pain.

Tim glanced to the rearview mirror for a moment, then nodded. “There are three vehicles following us. There was a Blazer behind us earlier, but now it looks like they’ve let the cop pull ahead to clear traffic. I think the third car is your dad’s.”

“My dad?” she repeated. Once again she tried for a look, twisting around far enough to make herself shout.

Tim looked to her and began to ask if she was okay when a blinding flash exploded throughout the Mercedes’s interior. A white bolt of energy blasted away from them with the speed of a comet, soaring forward, straight into oncoming traffic. The next thing Mallory knew, Tim was battling with the steering wheel, trying to pull them out of a deafening skid. He cursed between clenched teeth with the world screaming in circles around them.

∞Θ∞

Jimmy “Dirty Dog” Gibbs had a spectacular view of the oncoming police chase from the lofty cab of his International 9900i-semi. It was awesome. He saw a sleek black Mercedes tearing like hell away from a State Patrol squad car, zipping past what little traffic blocked its way. The driver was a full-blown lunatic. He cut onto the shoulder to pass a minivan towing a trailer full of junk, then dodged between some dude on a Harley and an old red station wagon, forcing the guy on the Harley to nearly bail into the grass ditch separating the east and westbound lanes.

“Hope you eat a tree, asshole!” Jimmy shouted out his window, simultaneously blasting the rig’s horn once the car neared.

He followed the fugitive auto with his gaze when it raced past in the opposite direction, hoping to catch a glimpse of the driver. Instead, a fiery, white ripple of light sprung off the Mercedes’s hood, exploded across the median and rammed into his windshield.

“Holy—”

Jimmy braced for impact, crossing one arm over his face. But nothing happened. No crash, no shattered glass. When he looked, he discovered the windshield undamaged.

“Jesus,” he breathed.

Before he had a chance to digest what happened and formulate an explanation, the big truck roared with increased power. It bound forward, acquiring speed free of his command.

The steering wheel slid through his hands like an enlivened serpent, angling the rig left, directing it into the shallow ditch divider.

“Shee-it!”

Jimmy heaved back and forth in his seat as the truck drove off the road and plunged into the weedy channel separating the lanes. Grass and dirt blasted upward where the front bumper bottomed out and gouged into the earth, spraying soil to each side like a boat bursting through a wave. But it didn’t stop there. The truck surged onto the opposite roadway just as violently, and no matter how hard he struggled to correct its course, the machine wouldn’t respond.

Flashing lights whipped across the windshield glass. A siren whined.

Jimmy looked ahead and saw the speeding police cruiser fall in line with the truck’s chrome hood ornament.

“Aw, hell!”

The officer slammed on his brakes, and his vehicle slanted to the right. Blue-white plumes of smoke screamed off the tires.

But Jimmy knew it was already too late.

The two vehicles came together and the patrol car disappeared in a cloud of destruction. Jimmy jolted with the collision, but his seatbelt held him in place. He gaped in surrealistic wonder at the sight of fractured pieces of colored plastic from the cruiser’s flasher coverings tumbling across the cab’s hood in slow motion.

Despite the force of the crash, the semi didn’t slow.

Its Herculean 600 horsepower Detroit Diesel engine roared onward, pushing through the cruiser’s wreckage, growling like a wild beast charging toward its next kill.

∞Θ∞

Rebecca couldn’t believe her eyes when she first saw the huge semi lunge into the wrong lane of traffic, but the explosion of sound when it collided with Sam’s squad car confirmed its deadly presence.

A scream escalated in her throat. Before she could voice it, the police cruiser’s forward end vanished into the big rig, its rear tires lifting off the pavement. The patrol car spun into the ditch amid a cloud of debris.

Transfixed on the accident, imagining poor Sam behind the wheel, Rebecca flinched in surprise when Paul slammed on the brakes and swerved toward the shoulder.

Then she registered the grating noise of a second collision.

Ahead of them, the truck had swerved to ram Frank Atkins’ Blazer. The big rig’s front bumper clipped the Chevy’s rear end as Frank tried to veer around it. The SUV leapt away from the crash like a cat with a broken tail, its rear bumper torn askew. Its wheels skipped off the asphalt, and the whole vehicle almost rolled before skidding onto the grassy divider.

Now nothing stood between Paul’s sport utility and the massive truck except a scant portion of open road that all but vanished in a second. Rebecca’s cry finally escaped her when Paul swung around the truck’s mangled front bumper, aware they were still too close to escape from danger. Less than halfway past the rig’s cab, the two vehicles scraped together with a squawk of colliding metal. The unmovable mechanical monster edged into them on the left, forcing the Expedition to rise up on its two right tires, off the highway’s shoulder.

The SUV toppled and rolled into the ditch.

The airbags activated.

Rebecca screamed and the night spun around them, the sky once again afire with bolts of lightning.

Then all went silent, vanishing into the darkness of unconsciousness.






CHAPTER 50
Tim didn’t even possess a driver’s license, let alone have the skill to manage a car in an out-of-control, high-speed slide. He had no idea how much brake pressure to apply, or which way he should turn the wheel in order to stop them from going into a spin. Adding to his predicament, the car had lost all power: no lights, no power steering, no anti-lock brakes. But against all odds, the Mercedes stayed on the road and slid to a halt about two hundred feet from where its unwavering route had first began to falter, its front end now facing the way they had come.

At first, no one spoke. Everybody seemed too focused on the fact that they’d survived, or on the pileup of vehicles they’d left in their wake. Cars in the eastbound lane screeched to a stop adjacent the accident scene, their taillights burning red. Tim gaped at the sight, finding the semi truck they’d passed only a moment earlier now angled diagonally across the road.

Thunder trembled in the air.

The sound brought to Tim’s mind the image of multiple lightning bolts that had striped the sky just seconds ago. And that memory sparked the recollection of intense light that had flown from the Mercedes at the exact moment it lost control.

It’s gone. The creature’s gone; that’s why we spun out. Just like it jumped into my jacket, it must have jumped out of the car.

He began fumbling for the door locks, about to voice his suggestion that they all flee the vehicle while they had the chance, when he noticed Mallory. She’d doubled over in her seat, hunched like a limp rag doll. She clutched her chest, moaning. Enraptured with the prospect of escape, he hadn’t stopped to think of how the car’s careening movements must have affected her chest wound.

“Mallory, I’m sorry. I’m so sorry! I didn’t know what else to do.”

She issued a pathetic weeping noise that made Tim tremble with worry. He reached out to her, his hand hovering for a moment before touching down on her back. “I’m going to get you to safety,” he whispered. “I—”

“Don’t touch her,” a demonic voice boomed from the car’s stereo speakers. Each word crackled and popped, laced by sharp electronic squeals and hissing static.

With the crack of a whip, the shoulder belt shot out from behind him, arced across his chest, and locked into place. The strap drew taut and yanked him backward.

Tim howled in pain.

Ensnared, with both arms restrained, he had no other option but to watch while Mallory’s safety belt lunged around her, pulling her upright. From behind, he could hear Becky, Adam, and Lisa also being seized.

The car came back to life.

Once again running in submission to their invisible captor, the Mercedes made a quick U-turn and resumed their terrifying journey westward.

∞Θ∞

Flickering blasts of lightning mimicked the barrage of thoughts that flashed through Frank’s mind.

Behind him, the rampaging eighteen-wheeler had come to a noisy standstill. The harsh keen of its air brakes still rang in his ears. But the damage had already been done. Seconds before, Frank and Melissa had swiveled in their seats and watched Paul Wiesses’ veering Ford vanish from sight behind the semi’s towering cab, its outcome still uncertain. The truck’s massive trailer continued to block their view. Worse yet, roughly thirty yards to the west, Officer Hale’s ravaged patrol car had settled into a deathlike repose halfway off the road. Its back end lay in the ditch while its crumpled front end pointed skyward—an optical illusion created by the monstrous amount of damage the vehicle had sustained. Indeed, from what Frank could tell so far, he and Melissa appeared to have been the most fortunate of the three. Though the Blazer had taken some damage and stalled out from their encounter, the two of them had come through the ordeal unharmed.

He looked to the Mercedes.

Removed from the inexplicable episode, it had skidded to a turbulent halt several hundred feet away and now faced them with darkened headlights.

No one got out. Nobody ran.

What was he to do? Should he stay and help—surely injuries had been dealt—or try to get to the teenagers trapped within the possessed auto?

Melissa had already made up her mind; she prompted him to check on the patrol officer while she went to find Paul Wiess’s Ford.

“There no time for that,” Frank said. “We have to get the kids before—”

The Mercedes’s headlights blazed white, and the car swung around.

“We can’t leave the others,” Melissa said, looking to the crash.

Frank seized her arm when she went for her door. “We can’t let it get to Kane’s body,” he said, restarting the Blazer. “If it reaches the cemetery, there’s no telling what we’ll be up against. We have to follow them.”

He didn’t wait for Melissa to protest and immediately gunned the engine.

They lurched in place, then sank to the right. The whole vehicle shuddered with the roaring motor, but the Chevy refused to move.

Melissa opened her door and checked left and right, her sights settling on something behind them. “It’s no use, Frank, your rear axle’s broken. We’re not going anywhere.”

Frank let off the gas, watching the gleaming black Mercedes speed away, fading into the tempestuous night.

∞Θ∞

The nightmare ride continued.

Tim closed his eyes and forced himself to block out the hysterical screams of the others, focusing all his concentration on how to escape their traveling mechanical prison.

He exhaled a long slow breath, relaxing his muscles. In his mind, he saw his body narrow and pull inward, felt the excruciating grip of the Nylon strap around him loosen.

Maintaining his calm control, Tim wedged his right hand between his hip and the seatbelt, striving to reach the lock release. He didn’t know if the stunt would work, but he had to try something, had to keep fighting. There was no telling where they were being taken, but he had the feeling once they got there the situation would only worsen.

At the intersection of Highway 55 and County Road 19, the speeding Mercedes jarred Tim’s eyes open when it sideswiped an old pickup truck and cornered right to race northward.

The car hadn’t traveled far before a curving line of bright red lights became visible farther ahead, on the street’s left-hand shoulder—a series of road flares glowing in the darkness, outlining the parameter of a stopped vehicle.

And he saw a police car.

Secured like a metal patient in a straightjacket, Tim had no way of sending a warning to the unknowing officer when the man stepped out into the middle of the road and began motioning them around the cordoned-off stretch of asphalt.

The possessed car hurtled forward.

Realizing the machine’s intent, the cop scrambled backward, drawing his weapon. Tim could already picture the first slug rupturing the windshield, and he joined in with the others, shouting at the top of his voice for the officer not to shoot.

But the Mercedes moved too fast for the man.

The cop abandoned his shooter’s stance and lunged to get clear of the car, only to find he’d backed up parallel to the disabled vehicle and had nowhere to go.

Tim closed his eyes.

The impact felt like a cannonball hit. The whole car jolted.

The windshield imploded. The roof bucked.

Shouts and cries that had originated with the terror of being trapped within the haunted auto and subservient to its evil presence silenced in the crash.

Tim opened his eyes to find that the safety glass of the windshield had turned white with destruction and now bowed inward toward them. Despite the devastation, it remained in its frame. Tim craned his head around to see what had become of the unfortunate officer, but all he saw were the terrified faces of Mallory’s friends.

Clear of the patrol car, the Mercedes rushed on, making a sharp right onto a heavily wooded side road. It plowed through outstretched arms of plant life that overhung its boundaries.

At the end of the drive an abandon church and cemetery emerged out of the murk.

The Mercedes slowed to a stop before an iron fence half hidden by overgrown weeds. Scores of various shaped headstones glowed in the vehicle’s high beams.

The car idled.

“Everyone out except Mallory,” the dreaded voice demanded.

The restraining belts lashed around Tim and the three teens behind him all clicked softly in their buckles and slipped away. The driver-side doors swung open.

“What about Mallory?” Tim asked. “Why won’t you let her go, too?”

He leaned over and checked Mallory’s ever-worsening condition, finding she’d slipped into unconsciousness and wouldn’t respond to his voice.

“If you want Mallory to go free, then you’ll do as I say,” the speakers transmitted. “Otherwise, I’ll tear her apart, slowly, piece by tiny piece, making her suffer a hundred deaths before I finally allow her to die.”

Tim didn’t question the validity of the monster’s threat, and the thought of what it might do to her made him choke. “W-what do you want from us?”

“Complete a job for me,” it replied. “The four of you go into the cemetery and unearth the center grave. There are shovels waiting and most of the work has already been done. Dig up the coffin and bring me the body of Kale Kane, if you want Mallory to live.”

Tim’s skin prickled with unease. Kale Kane. The serial killer? He’s here!

“Time is short,” the creature warned. “Bring me Kane now, or your friend dies.”

“All right,” Tim shouted.

He and the others piled out of the car and faced the waiting graveyard. Its eternal markers stared back. The night air had taken on an unseasonable chill, but remained thick with moisture and the threat of the churning storm above.

Tim moved away from the vehicle last, taking tentative steps toward where Mallory’s friends had gathered. They looked to him with imploring glances.

“What do we do now?” Adam whispered. His gaze kept darting to the wilderness.

“We do like it said,” Tim answered.

“But we could run,” Lisa said. “It couldn’t follow us out here, not through the trees.”

“No way,” Tim warned. “Now, come on, before it does something to hurt Mallory.”

They looked to the car, to the blazing headlights that seemed to watch them, then followed Tim through the gate. They let him lead the way amid the monuments, wading through the waist-high weeds to the grave they’d been instructed to unearth.

Piles of dirt rimmed the open pit.

Two shovels awaited use at each side.

“Oh, my God,” Becky screeched.

Hordes of glossy black crickets crawled across the tombstone and around its base, scuttling over and under one another, some spilling into the grave itself.

The two girls huddled close to each other and kept their distance. Tim didn’t blame them. Though harmless, the insects’ exaggerated number proved daunting.

He took up one of the shovels and cleared away a majority of the bugs, heaving them into the weeds. Once finished, he knelt and started into the hole, indicating for Adam to join him.

“Let’s get to work,” he whispered. “Maybe it’ll let its guard down if it thinks we’re doing what it wants.”

“Hell with that,” Adam said. “We have a chance, right now, just like Lisa said. If we can get into the forest, it won’t be able to catch us. We’re halfway there now.”

Tim shook his head. “Trust me, it can and it will.” He dropped into the open excavation and looked up at them. “Besides, I think I have an idea how we can all get to safety, but first we need to get Mallory out of that car. If we bring it the coffin, we might have a shot at freeing her, but I’ll need your help to do it.”

“You’re nuts,” the boy replied.

“It’s for Mallory’s life,” Tim replied. “What’s wrong with you people? Don’t you understand—we leave, and that thing will kill her. You guys are her friends, you can’t abandon her.”

“He’s right,” Becky said. The fear in her face seemed to have dwindled. Disentangling herself from Lisa, she stooped and picked up the shovel. “I’m with Tim. We have to help Mallory. She’s the one still stuck with that monster, not us.”

Together, Tim and Becky began clearing the remaining soil from the killer’s coffin while Adam and Lisa fidgeted several paces away, not watching.






CHAPTER 51
Paul knelt on the interior roof of the overturned Expedition, immobilizing Rebecca’s head with his hands while Melissa examined her injuries. Once the detective established she wasn’t in shock and it would be all right to move her, they eased her out of the seat.

“Got her shoulders?”

“Yeah.”

“Okay, she’s going to be fine, just hold her steady.”

They freed her from the wreckage and gingerly laid her in the short grass bordering the roadside. Not far away, the driver of the runaway semi paced back and forth, crushing a baseball cap in his shifting hands.

“Ah, crap, you don’t know how sorry I am,” he stammered. “Shit. I mean, I don’t know what happened. I tried to stop, I did, but the damn steering went out and the brakes wouldn’t work. L-look, I’m fully insured.”

Frank came around the Ford’s front end and handed Paul a folded blanket to use as a pillow. “Here, a couple of good Samaritans pitched in some supplies.”

Paul accepted the blanket and positioned it under Rebecca’s head, smoothing several strands of glossy auburn hair from her forehead.

“How’s the patrolman?” Melissa asked Frank.

“Alive,” he replied. “Which is damn lucky, considering how mangled his cruiser is. The brunt of the damage hit on the passenger side, but the guy’s in rough shape. One of the motorists who stopped is a surgeon, so I left him in her care while I came to check on you.” He gestured to Rebecca. “Is she okay?”

Melissa nodded. “Her pupils are responsive and she’s come halfway around once already. She should wake up any second. She probably just fainted but I still want her checked out once the ambulance gets here.”

Glowing eyes of lightning burned overhead.

“What about our kids?” Paul asked, voicing the question he knew would have a heart-wrenching answer. “Whoever took them got away, didn’t he? How are we going to find them again?”

Melissa looked at him, then glanced at Frank.

“You don’t have anything to worry about,” Frank replied. “I’ve got a CB in my truck, and we radioed for police backup the second we left the barn. With this accident, there’ll be cops all over the area in a matter of minutes. We’ll find that Mercedes, Mr. Wiess.”

Paul liked the sound of the man’s reassurance, but he couldn’t help noticing Detective Humble’s dubious expression.

“There’s a first-aid kit in my Chevy,” Frank added. “If you want to come along while I get it, we can check the reports and see if the car’s been spotted.”

Melissa opened her mouth.

“Detective Humble will watch over your lady friend here. We’ll only be a second.”

Paul nodded. “Yeah, okay.”

The two of them left the roadside and hurried to the grassy channel that separated the opposing lanes of traffic. Frank’s Blazer sat near its center, the vehicle’s right rear tire all but lost within the demolished wheel well.

Frank opened the lift gate and pulled out a shotgun.

Paul froze. “What are you doing?”

“I know where your daughter’s being taken,” Frank said. “And if you want to see her again, we have to move fast.”

Paul looked to the gun, to Frank’s face, then back to the gun. “What aren’t you telling me?” he asked.

Frank dragged a large duffle bag out of the cargo space and offered it to Paul. “I’ll explain on the way. Now take this and let’s get moving.”

Still stunned, Paul couldn’t answer. He accepted the bag and nearly dropped it to the ground before catching it with his other hand. Metallic items clinked inside. “What the hell do you have in here? It weighs a ton.”

Frank eyed him. “Consider it a modern-day exorcism kit.”

Paul gaped. “What does that have to do with—”

“I’m talking about your daughter’s life,” Frank cut in. “Now, are you with me?”

“All right,” Paul agreed. “But how will we catch up with them? Neither of us has a working vehicle.”

“Then, we’ll just have to borrow one,” Frank replied.

Leaving the Blazer, they jogged to the far side of the semi truck, where traffic had come to a standstill.

They approached the nearest automobile, a battered red station wagon with no muffler. “Police emergency,” Frank shouted “We need your car.”

Engrossed with eyeballing the smashed-up truck, the wagon’s single occupant didn’t respond to their presence until Frank jerked open his door and hauled the man out by one arm. The driver began to protest, but when he caught sight of Frank’s shotgun, he fell mute and fled.

Frank took over the driver’s seat.

Paul jumped in the passenger side, laying the bulky duffle across his thighs.

Frank gunned the engine and pulled off into the grass, rounding the semi. Past the big rig, the station wagon’s noisy motor must have alerted Detective Humble. She poked her head up over Paul’s Expedition just in time to watch them race past.

“Frank,” she hollered after them. “What the hell are you doing?”






CHAPTER 52
With each shovelful of earth bringing them closer to the corpse, a stronger emanation of death arose from the dank ground. The odor wafted into Tim’s nostrils, forcing him to pause every few shovel loads to straighten up and draw a breath of fresh air. Even the stiff breeze did little to disperse the stench.

“I think I’m gonna barf,” Becky said between breaths.

“Yeah, me, too,” Tim agreed. “It can’t be much farther now. Just try to hang in there, okay?”

She formed a weak smile in return and hefted another load of dark soil out of the pit. They both dripped with sweat, marred from head to toe with gritty black filth. Every now and then loose dirt spilled back into the grave and clung to their dampened arms and faces, smearing across their skin whenever they moved to wipe it away.

The bugs presented another annoyance. They hung in the air like a cloud. Mosquitoes hunting in the tall weeds had descended upon them in undefeatable numbers, continuously assaulting them from every angle and raising itchy welts across their flesh. Tim tried not to think of how many had become stuck in the blood coating his calves.

Despite the foul stink and regardless of their aching muscles or the torrent of insects, the two kept going, digging deeper and deeper, determined to appease the creature in hopes of freeing Mallory.

“God, I’m scared,” Becky whispered under her breath.

“You’re doing better than the others,” Tim encouraged her. “I know this isn’t easy, but right now, we’re Mallory’s only hope.”

“You must really like her,” Becky replied between shovel loads. “I mean, to go through all this for someone you haven’t known for very long.”

Tim glanced up. Even under the extraordinary circumstances a blush warmed his cheeks.

“You say I’m the good friend,” Becky continued, “but you’re the one who reminded me what was at stake here. If not for you, I might have j-just run away. W-what kind of f-friend is that?”

He could see she teetered on the verge of tears. He stopped to correct her, to tell her that her fears and the urge to flee were all justifiable. But before he could start the girl made another jab at the ground with her shovel and its blade struck something hard that lay less than six inches beneath the dirt. The impact vibrated through his shoes.

The two regarded each other with sober eyes.

Tim made several additional strikes with his own shovel, each hit producing an identical hollow-sounding thump.

They cleared the last of the dirt in less than two minutes, outlining a rectangular, flat-surfaced coffin.

“There it is,” Tim mumbled to himself, studying the box’s dimensions.

He had expected to uncover a modern casket made of steel or hard wood, one with a glossy outer finish, copper trim, brass handles, and a curved top. He also operated on the assumption that the coffin might be sealed inside a plastic or concrete grave liner, something he’d learned about after his grandmother’s funeral of several years ago. What they’d found proved to be far less exquisite. Whoever conducted the burial did so at a minimal expense, having utilized a simple particle board container just large enough to hold a body, with no grave liner at all. Realizing its flimsy construction, Tim stepped to the coffin’s edge, indicating for Becky to do the same, afraid their weight might be too much for the cover to hold.

“How are we going to lift it?” Becky asked, wiping her eyes.

He took their two shovels and tossed them out of the grave. “There are steel eyebolts screwed into each corner,” he said, pointing. “They probably lowered it down here using two ropes, one fed through each end. Maybe we could lift just one end at a time if we had something to use as a line. Do you have a belt on?”

“No, but Adam does,” she replied. “He wears the dumb thing with everything he puts on.”

“Adam, we need your belt,” Tim ordered.

“My what?”

Adam and Lisa lingered several yards away, their attention shifting between Tim and Becky in the open grave to the quiescent car in the parking lot.

“We need your belt to lift this thing,” Becky told him. “Now, hand it over and start helping, or you and me are through.”

The boy studied her expression for a moment, then began unbuckling the leather braided belt. “All right,” he replied, handing it over.

Tim took it and squatted down over the casket’s lower end, furthest from the headstone, over the dead man’s feet. He squeezed the belt’s end through one of the dirt-caked eyebolts, then threaded it back through its own buckle to form a closed loop.

“Okay,” he said. “Let’s do it.” He helped Becky out of the grave, then climbed out himself. “We’re going to need everyone’s help for this.”

The sky above them launched tortuous spears of light toward the ground. Several shots vanished just beyond the tree line, brightening the entire region. Everyone flinched with the immediate explosion of sound that followed.

“Shit,” Adam screeched. “That was close.”

“Don’t worry about it,” Tim responded. “Now, everyone get over here and pull.”

Adam and Lisa shifted nervously but finally joined Tim and Becky at the grave’s brim. They took hold of the belt and began hauling up the casket. After three good tugs, the box broke loose of the earth compacted around its perimeter and lifted several inches upward.

“Yes, that’s it.”

The coffin tilted to the tethered side and raised farther, a foot off the ground, two feet.

When the container’s opposite end had come away from the grave’s far wall, Tim went to the headstone. From that end of the hole, he lowered himself back into the grave, landing where the coffin’s head had rested. There, looking down at the sloping casket, Tim saw its surface highlighted by another flash of bright lightning. For a split second he imagined he could see straight through the coffin’s lid, the lightshow allowing him a glimpse of the corpse inside, eyes open, looking back at him.

He banished the thought and dug his fingertips under the casket’s edge before it could return, lifting while the others pulled.

Inside the slanted coffin, the body of Kale Kane shifted with each tug.






CHAPTER 53
Frank sped north on County Road 19, summarizing for Paul what had taken his daughter and what the monster intended to do with her.

“A sacrifice?” Paul blurted.

Frank nodded, shouting his reply over the vehicle’s blaring engine. “This thing is going to kill your daughter and harness her life energy—her considerably abundant life energy—to permanently bond itself with Kale Kane.”

“After bringing him back from the dead? You can’t be—”

“I am serious, Mr. Wiess,” Frank interrupted. “And everything I’ve said will be nothing compared to what will happen if we don’t save your daughter.”

Paul shook his head, his eyes shimmering in the street lights. “But it doesn’t make sense. Mallory doesn’t hear voices or see visions or anything like that. She worries about what boys will think of her hair style, or how many friends she has on her Facebook page. She’s a normal teenage girl.”

“Her power isn’t something you can see,” Frank replied. “She may never realize how gifted she is, but the entity knows it, and that’s all that matters right now.”

He reached into his jacket and pulled out an automatic pistol. “Have you ever used one of these before?”

Paul gazed at the gun as if it were a poisonous snake. “No.”

“There’s a double safety,” Frank said. He tapped a small button near the trigger and depressed it with a click. “The other you press with the thumb of your firing hand, got it?”

Paul nodded.

Frank passed the weapon over, and Paul accepted it with a hesitant hand.

“Keep a firm grip,” Frank said. “It’s loaded and chambered. You’re ready to shoot.”

“Fantastic,” Paul replied.

“I know how much this is for you to have to accept on such short notice, but believe me, it’s all true. If we don’t stop this beast from getting possession of Kane’s body and killing your girl, we won’t just be up against one of these things but an entire legion of them.”

“A legion of what… Demons?”

“Spirits, demons, monsters—it doesn’t matter what you call them. It simply boils down to Good and Evil. The problem with humanity is that we divide ourselves on the definition of what is Good and end up killing each other over whose beliefs are right.”

Ahead, Frank saw the Lexus that had rammed his Blazer sitting unattended on the roadside, along with an unoccupied squad car. Beyond them waited the turnoff to the cemetery.

“On the other hand,” he added, “Evil remains constant.”

∞Θ∞

Melissa looked around, searching for what could be done next.

In the last several minutes she had coordinated with other police and several civilians to gain control of the situation along Highway 55 and mold order out of the chaos.

Two backup squad cars arrived seconds after Frank had left the scene, one responding from the prowler call at the Weiss residence, and another from the Damerow farm investigation. With the combined assistance, they attended to several problems at once and treated the situation.

Dangerous debris had been cleared from the street.

Flares were set up around Hale’s cruiser while his injuries were seen to.

An ambulance was on its way.

In addition, while the workers completed those tasks, Jimmy Gibbs backed his battered but operational eighteen-wheeler onto the roadway’s shoulder, allowing the backed-up traffic to pass.

With a majority of the mess sorted out, Melissa removed herself from the scene to go after Frank. Hurrying down the road, she went to where Rebecca Fleming waited near her friend’s overturned Ford.

“How are you doing now?” Melissa asked.

Rebecca glanced up and her teary expression answered the question.

Melissa knelt next to her. “Look, I have to go after Frank, but I need you to stay here and do something for me, all right?”

She straightened up. “If it’ll help get our kids back, then yes, anything.”

“Good. Now, I don’t have a whole lot of time to explain, so you’ll just have to trust me. Once the police are done here, send them to this location—it’s an old cemetery off 19.” Melissa handed Rebecca a crude map she’d penned onto a page from her notepad, leaving out the details of what awaited them there. “Tell them that’s where I went, and where your children have been taken. That’s all I can really say without sounding insane.”

Rebecca studied the directions and nodded her understanding, though the expression of fear never departed her features.

Over the black fields on the other side of the road, arcing bolts of red lightning streaked across the sky.

They looked at each other, speechless.

With no other way to clarify the situation, Melissa turned and raced across the road. She hurried to where Jimmy Gibbs paced beside his truck, speaking on a cell phone.

“I need a ride,” Melissa ordered.

“Huh—what?”

She grabbed the phone out of his hand and snapped it shut, handing it back.

“Christ, officer, what in the hell has gotten into you?” Jimmy asked.

She opened the cab’s door and pushed him toward the step, urging him upward. “I said I need a ride. Now get behind the wheel or you’re under arrest.”

When he finally complied she rounded the semi and climbed in the passenger side.

“I need you to turn around, go west,” she ordered.

“What for?”

“I don’t have time to spell it out for you, so just do as I say.”

“Can’t you take a cop car?”

“No.”

“Why not?”

“They’re too small,” she said. “It’ll be able to control them easier. But not this sucker. This beast is way too big to maneuver in all those trees. Going forward and backing out along the driveway is about all it’ll be able to do. Now, let’s move—we don’t have much time.”

Jimmy gawked at her with puzzled, frightened eyes. Deciding to use his uneasiness to her advantage, she drew her Smith & Wesson and checked the breach. “We’re not moving.”

Jimmy glanced from her to the pistol.

Staring back at him, she let the slide snap into place.

Without another word, he put the rig in gear, and they rumbled on their way.






CHAPTER 54
Grunting, lifting, pushing upward, drudging beneath a bestial sky that flashed and boomed with clamorous activity, Tim raised the forward end of Kane’s coffin over his head and, working in unison with Mallory’s friends, they helped free the killer from his earthen tomb.

Another barrage of thunder crossed the heavens, extolling their efforts.

It had taken them several grueling minutes, but his plan had succeeded. The box and its rotting contents now rested above ground, leaving Tim alone in the grave.

Becky came to the grave’s edge and helped him up. She brushed away moist clods of dirt that had broken loose from the casket and tumbled over his head and shoulders.

“I can’t believe we did it,” she said, gasping. “What now? What do you think it wants us to do with him?”

Catching his breath, wiping sweat from his eyes, Tim had little time to answer before Lisa shouted, “What’s that?”

Tim pivoted. He looked to where the others had directed their attention, and saw that a halo of bright amber light now encompassed the Mercedes, beaming outward from its interior.

Oh, no. Mallory!

∞Θ∞

Mallory’s eyes fluttered open. To her surprise she had lifted out of her seat and was floating upward, out of the car and away from danger, into the nighttime heavens. She gasped and looked up, immediately raising her arms to shield her face before her head passed through the vehicle’s roof and emerged unharmed outside.

What’s happening to me, her mind cried. Then she rewound her memory of the night’s terrible events, recalling the unimaginable horrors she’d encountered.

Removed from the car, she looked up.

The sky overhead looked vast and clear, not stormy at all. Billions of radiant stars filled the sky, orbs so beautiful and mesmerizing her fear suddenly melted away and left her feeling—

Mallory jerked awake in her seat, blinking, shocked to discover the light from her dream now filled the car.

“Mallory.”

That voice!

“Not yet.”

She came fully awake and remembered where she was, in the car, trapped with the creature. But what was happening? What was going on?

“You can’t die. Not yet.”

D-die? she worried. What’s it talking about? I don’t want to die.

Suddenly, the intolerable agony in her chest vanished.

A fresh surge of strength swelled through her body. She gasped and looked down to see threads of flesh and muscle stitch the wound in her chest together, pulling is shut. The split skin merged, leaving no trace of an injury.

She drew in a deep breath, no longer needing to measure her intake of air in fear of debilitating pain. She flexed her arm, moving it without the faintest hint of discomfort. Her whole body felt rejuvenated, energized.

Healed!

∞Θ∞

Tim stood motionless, awestruck by the sight of the light radiating from the Mercedes. Given its intensity he expected the car to burst into flames, but as they watched, it didn’t appear to generate any heat.

Suddenly, Adam bolted.

He took off without warning, sprinting away from Tim and the others, snaking between tombstones.

“Adam, don’t,” Tim yelled.

The Mercedes went dark in the periphery of his vision.

“Oh, God,” he whispered. “It’s going after him.”

Adam hit the fence and clambered over, ripping dead plants out of his path in his attempt to reach the woods. The second his feet touched the ground, a massive old elm tree suddenly fell toward him.

No, Tim thought. It leaned toward him.

Dead bark whittled halfway to dust by a hundred years of insect borrowing exploded off the tree’s trunk in all directions.

Adam looked up. The branches descended.

He tried to alter course at the last second, but slipped. His feet shot out from under him, and he dropped to the ground, raising his arms in a futile effort to ward off a thousand wooden hands.

The withered branches snared his arms. His legs. His waist.

They hooked into his clothes and scratched across his skin, all assaulting him in unison from dozens of directions. His screams came in rapid bursts, eventually elongating to a single incoherent primal cry when the tree lifted him off his feet and hoisted him into the air.

Tim shuddered.

Becky had stumbled up beside him; her hands clutched his arm for balance.

They watched the tree flex and bend, marveling with unblinking eyes. More branches bowed inward and came together around Adam’s struggling form, creating scores of detailed faces out of the complex network of interwoven limbs, skeletal specters that themselves formed an even larger inhuman mask of wood. Tim gawked at the unfathomable immensity of its nightmare design, once again staggered by the scope of the monster’s power and control.

“Now, see the fate of those who refuse me,” the beast proclaimed. This time its words vocalized out of thin air.

The elm’s branches tightened.

Adam’s screams changed pitch, escalating toward madness.

“It’s going to pull him apart,” Becky howled.

“No,” Tim shouted. He unleashed the word with such unexpected force it felt like his voice box might burst. “No! Stop or Kane is history!”

He jerked away from Becky, grabbed one of the shovels, and swung it over his head with every bit of strength he had left. The blade slammed into the center of Kane’s coffin, hacking away a chuck of the cover.

The creature stopped.

Adam—barely visible within the cocoon of sticks and twigs—hovered spread-eagle in the tree.

“You want Kane in one piece?” Tim hollered. “Then let him go, right now.”

“You dare—”

“I said let him go,” Tim repeated. He raised the shovel for another swing. “Let him go or I’ll chop this fucker into so many pieces you won’t know where to begin putting him back together.”

The multi-face demon snarled with unparalleled anger. “You’ll bring me Kane, or Mallory will be the one in pieces.”

“First put him down, then we’ll do what you want.”

The tree’s grotesque sculpture made one more vicious snarl then melted into nothing. Overhead, the network of branches disintegrated when the possessing force evacuated, raining to the ground in a shower of shattered wood. Adam fell through the storm of mulched branches and vanished into the wreckage at the base of the trunk.

“Adam,” Becky screamed. “Adam, are you okay?”

A weak, almost inaudible reply issued from the elm tree’s remains.

“Oh, Jesus,” Becky mewed. “He’s hurt. We have to help him.”

But Tim snared her shirt when she started to run.

“What are you doing?” she cried, struggling to break free.

He held on, lowering his voice to a whisper. “Listen, whatever happens, stay in the cemetery, got it? That’s why it needs us, because it can’t come in here itself. We’re safe as long as we stay where it can’t get at us.”

Her body still shook with aftershocks of fear, but she nodded her understanding. “Is that what you were talking about when we first got here? When you said there was a way for all of us to get to safety?”

“Yeah.”

“But how can you be so sure?”

“Experience,” he replied. “Go get Adam, but have him come to you. You can help him over the fence if he needs it, but don’t make the same mistake he did. I don’t care if both his legs are broken; he comes to you.”

“What are you going to do?” she asked.

He took up the belt tethered to the coffin. “You saw how bad that thing wants this box of maggot food. Well, it’ll have to make a trade for it. Now let’s hurry, before it tries something else.”

While Becky and Lisa ran toward where Adam had fallen, Tim began dragging Kane’s casket through the thick weeds, closer to the cemetery’s fence and the ever-waiting Mercedes.






CHAPTER 55
After the mysterious amber light dissipated, darkness took up its place, leaving Mallory shaken despite her unexplainable revival. She searched the car with frantic glances, finding the other seats vacant. She couldn’t recall when the car had come to a stop, or where the others had gone once it had. Why would they just leave her here? Or maybe they hadn’t, maybe the car had done something to them?

Outside, the headlights cast white beams into an old cemetery overrun with tangled vegetation.

She couldn’t remember coming to a cemetery.

Further distressed by her new surroundings, Mallory began struggling with her bonds. She unclipped the seatbelt and groped for the door handle.

∞Θ∞

After uncounted eons of watching the failure of those who’d come before it—after waiting throughout the full scope of human history for its chance to return power to its kind—the nameless entity finally saw freedom drawing closer, pulled by a boy who would soon be dead at its newborn hands.

Returning to the Mercedes, the entity relished its impending triumph.

In minutes, it would kill Mallory and use her life force to reactivate the spells etched in Kane’s flesh—carvings that had long since become irremovable scars—thus releasing him back into this world, bonding them in an unholy coalition. United, they would be unstoppable, free to unleash the others of its kind from their torment and take back the world that was rightfully theirs.

Then, the real battle would begin.

Watching the children from a distance, it cursed the Other’s power, unable to fully perceive what the teens had discussed near Kane’s grave. No matter. Tim strode toward the car, dragging Kane’s coffin, and soon they would all be flesh for its brethren.

Upon reoccupying the vehicle, it found Mallory had broken free.

Impossible. She shouldn’t have regained consciousness so quickly.

She tried for the door, but the entity activated the locks, sealing her in. Revitalized, the girl moved with the agility of a spirit, dodging its attempts to recapture her with the seatbelt. She leaned back in her seat and kicked the damaged windshield with both feet. The gummy, shatterproof glass popped loose, folding away, and the girl scrambled out over the hood.

∞Θ∞

Tim approached within arm’s reach of the graveyard’s fence when half the Mercedes’s windshield broke outward.

The glass burst away from its frame and folded over on itself. A split second later, Mallory came crawling out through the gap, clambering onto the vehicle’s hood.

Tim dropped the line to Kane’s coffin. “Mallory!”

With a spray of gravel spitting from its tires, the Mercedes reversed away from the fence. It rocketed backward, jerking out from under her. She lost her balance and slid headfirst off the car’s front end.

Tim abandoned the coffin and bound over the fence after her. “Mallory, hang on.”

The possessed Mercedes slid to a halt a mere twenty feet away, its engine roaring.

“Look out,” he screamed. “Run. It’s coming.”

The car shot forward. Geysers of dirt and rock streamed into the air behind it. Tim’s pumping legs turned to jelly when he realized he’d never reach her in time to help.

The headlights found her. They glinted on her bloodstained clothes.

To Tim’s astonishment, Mallory lunged to the side, rolling clear of the Mercedes as its dented bumper closed in for a bite. The car roared past, missing her. It raged on to the far end of the lot, where it slammed on its brakes and slid around to face them.

Tim ran to her. “Mallory, are you all right?”

She spun around and seized his reaching arm. “Tim, what the hell’s going on?”

“Come on,” he urged, “we have to get back in the graveyard. Can you stand?”

By the time he finished the question, she’d already pulled herself upright. “Yeah, I’m okay now.”

He gaped at her chest wound, seeing only healthy, unmarked flesh through the rip in her blood-soaked shirt.

At the far end of the lot, the car’s headlights blazed with the white-hot intensity of a blast furnace.

“Let’s go,” he started to say, then fell silent when the ground beneath their feet began to quake and rumble. The hard soil fractured, ripped apart by a thousand jagged cracks that spread outward in a twenty-foot radius around them.

“What’s happening?” Mallory cried. She reached out and grabbed Tim for stability.

Their feet sank into the crumbling dirt like two explorers trapped in quicksand.

Tim opened his mouth to reply, but his words came out in an unintelligible moan when several dozen withered arms jutted from the split ground and clasp tight around their legs, dragging, yanking, hauling them downward. In seconds, they were up to their knees—then their waists—in the dry, churning dirt.

Their screams interwove to create a helix of hellacious noise.

The clammy arms of the dead lashed over Tim’s shoulders and around his neck, a dozen knotted, flailing arms, two dozen, reached upward, gripped his hair, slapped down across his face, clawed his skin.

No, he thought. Not corpses, not here in the parking lot. Roots. Old tree roots!

Knowing the nature of their spirited fetters made no change in the situation. They were still trapped, with nothing in reach to free them.

“Tim,” Mallory wailed. “Oh, God, no, Tim. Stop!”

These were no longer wild shouts of panic, he realized, but focused screams of terror. Twisting with all his might, he angled his head in her direction and saw the cause of her newfound fear.

Mallory had stopped sinking at chest level.

He hadn’t.

“Tim,” she shrieked. “Oh, shit, try and grab my arm.”

Immobilized by the entangling roots, unable to reach for her, all he could do was watch while the dirt dragged him down, coming closer and closer to pulling him beneath the surface.

Then he saw something.

Headlights. On the driveway. Racing closer.

A noisy red station wagon exploded into view at the far end of the lot and rammed the Mercedes at full speed. It punched into the driver’s side door like a huge metal fist, propelling the whole car halfway into the woods, slamming it against a line of trees with a deafening crash.

The lights blinked out.

Both vehicles became enveloped by dust.

And Tim stopped sinking.

∞Θ∞

“All right, now, get out.”

Paul had his door open and one foot already on the ground before Frank finished shouting the command.

He’d been warned to move fast. On the way down the driveway Frank had him transfer the duffle bag into the backseat so his movements wouldn’t be hindered.

Disengage the seatbelt. Grab the gun. Get the hell out.

Frank sprang into action, too, shotgun in hand. Once clear of the car, he turned and pumped two loud shots into his side of the wagon, blowing the tires flat.

Following his half of the instructions, Paul aimed the muzzle of his weapon and pulled the trigger, shooting out the front tire, then the back. With that done, he hurried around the wagon’s rear end and ran for the children, praying they were safe. They’d spotted them through the trees during their approach, illuminated in the high beams of the other car.

He gave a brief glance to the Mercedes; dark and vacant, it huddled between the station wagon and a thick tree, now a crumpled shadow of its former glory. But what about the driver?

He’d just passed the wagon’s rear bumper when the station wagon lurched backward at him, its engine suddenly alive.

“Watch it,” Frank shouted.

The car jerked to a stop inches from his hip, dust shooting from beneath its whirling wheels. Its front bumper had punched a hole in the other car’s door, snagging it like a fishhook and preventing it from moving farther. Paul leapt away from the machine with a curse, all too aware he could’ve been crushed beneath its tires. He brought up the gun and aimed at the car. But he saw nothing to aim at; no one sat behind the wheel.

Who would be? We were the only ones in there a second ago.

Frank had told him the creature they sought possessed powers, mentioning fantastic words like electrokinesis and telekinetics. But now Paul realized he’d only agreed with the man in the hopes it would get Mallory back, never expecting to actually encounter such extraordinary things.

The wagon jerked back and forth, its engine growling.

“Go,” Frank yelled over the commotion. “Get the kids.”

Paul didn’t hesitate. He turned his back on the crazed wagon and dashed to where he’d seen the children.

“Dad,” Mallory shouted, screaming for him like an injured toddler. “Daddy, help us.”

“The church,” Tim kept saying. “We have to get to the church.”

Tearing at the pale restraints, Paul freed the kids and lifted them from the shattered landscape. He stood up, helping his daughter to her feet when a strange noise emanated from behind him—an ominous, metal-wrenching sound.

And whatever made it caused Mallory to scream.






CHAPTER 56
Becky flinched at the harsh concussion of sound generated by the colliding cars, wanting to know what was happening at the front of the church but too terrified to investigate alone. She prayed Mallory and Tim were safe, prayed the new arrival was an ally and not another monster.

As if the noise of the collision were the crack of a whip across her back, Lisa scrambled over the cemetery’s fence and joined Adam on the other side.

“Come on, Becky,” he urged. “We have to get out of here.”

He leaned on the fence’s bars for support, favoring his left foot over his right. Blood oozed from numerous shallow lacerations scattered across his body, but he had enough strength to hobble on his own. “I’m going, with or without you.”

“You son of a bitch,” she hissed. Tears of fear and frustration rolled down her cheeks. “Tim saved your life a minute ago, and you’re still willing to turn your back on him and Mallory.”

“We don’t have a fucking choice.”

“He’s right,” Lisa sobbed. “There’s nothing we can do here.”

“But Tim said not to leave the—”

Gunshots boomed at the front of the church, at least half a dozen of them, and Adam and Lisa ran, leaving Becky where she stood.

“Adam!”

He and Lisa vanished into the darker gloom of the forest without looking back, abandoning her.

She fidgeted beside the fence, shivering with fear and alternating her line of sight between the darkness in the direction of the parking lot and to where the Adam and Lisa had fled.

Tim told her to stay in the graveyard, that the creature couldn’t get her here, but he never said anything about guns. A bullet could reach her here just like anywhere else, right? And by the sound of the shots there was more than one firearm involved. She wanted to stay, wanted to be certain Mallory and Tim were still alive, but she couldn’t handle being all by herself, not knowing what the hell was going on.

A new noise arose from the front of the building.

Mallory. Screaming.

She grabbed hold of the iron bars and hefted herself over, breaking into a sprint the second her feet hit the ground. She stumbled across the twisted pile of the elm tree ruins and charged into the ramparts of waist-high weeds. Her foot landed in a depression and she fell to her knees, needing to bite her lip to keep from screaming at the surprise. Then she was up again, trudging forward with thistle barbs snaring her clothes and nettle spines stinging her skin.

She pressed onward, toward the hungry darkness that consumed her friends.

Wait, she wanted to scream, don’t leave me. She looked to the graveyard, fearing even the thought of crying out would draw the creature’s attention.

“Becky.”

She spun to see Lisa emerge out of the gloom. The girl stood on the opposite side of an overgrown dirt access road that ran behind the cemetery, waving her forward.

“Look, look,” she said. “Look what we found.”

Becky squinted in the direction Lisa pointed and couldn’t believe what she saw.

Just off the side of the road, a white ambulance sat wedged between the trunks of two giant pine trees, its front end facing into the forest.

Adam hobbled into view from around the tree on the driver’s side, returning to the rear of the vehicle.

“Adam,” she whispered. “What’s going on, what’s this?”

He looked up but didn’t appear surprised to see her, or even grateful that she’d escaped unharmed. “It’s abandoned, I think,” he said. “The front doors are jammed shut by the trees, but I saw a CB handset inside. If the battery still works, maybe we can use it to call for help. Come here and help me try the back.”

The two girls descended into the heavier growth along the road, toward the double rear doors. “Don’t you need the ignition key to make the radio work?” Becky asked.

“I’ll hot wire the bastard if I have to.”

“You know how to do that?”

“Under the circumstances, I’ll learn,” he replied, and reached up for the handle.

The latch clicked and the doors flew open, expelling a humid breath of repulsive mist and the overpowering odor of decay. The blast hit them like a toxic cloud, and all three staggered away in disgust, coughing and wheezing and gasping for air. The vehicle’s battery did have a charge, and the moment the doors began to open, the overhead lights popped on to reveal the unimaginable horror that lay waiting inside.

Becky shivered, unable to take her eyes from the sight.

Lisa’s whole body flexed, expelling silent screams.

Adam vomited across the front of his shirt.

The entire interior of the ambulance dripped with gore.

Blood and gnarled chunks of dark red meat made up the majority of it, but Becky also spotted yellow blobs of fat, tufts of animal fur, and dark streaks of excrement. The filth coated every visible surface, splattered on the walls, ceiling, and medical equipment, leaving nothing untouched. In some areas, heavier bits of butchered viscera dangled on sinewy tethers from the ceiling.

But all that blurred into the background as she gaped at what hung suspended in the center of the compartment.

A body.

Not the remains of a human or animal but a mixture of both, an abomination of flesh and bone. The basic structure of the creature looked humanoid, and if the thing had been standing upright, it would’ve easily measured eight feet tall. In its current state, the thing hung by thin wires that had been secured through the roof of the vehicle and attached at various points on the monstrosity’s shoulders, torso, arms and legs.

Becky stood powerless in the grip of terror, her gaze locked on the monstrosity, attempting to dissect the components of its form.

The thing’s torso had been made to resemble the physique of a human body, but the bones and tissue were so oversized Becky could only guess at their origins. Its legs proved equally massive, displaying muscles large enough to have come from a horse. Thick tendons and barbed wire bound together half a dozen human arms below each knee, their open hands serving as the thing’s feet. Four more arms sprouted from the sides: two large and two small. The smaller set appeared human, while the larger arms reminded her of the powerful forelegs of a bear. All the fingers ended in wickedly hooked claws, and thick horns jutted from the skin at various points across the shoulders and chest.

The head had the general shape of a human skull, but a long gash cut down the center from the forehead to the chin, creating a vertical mouth in the middle of its eyeless, nose-less face. Sharp fangs bristled from the flesh to either side of the opening, framing a dark red interior.

To create some sense of unity among the assembly of different body parts, the entire creation had been stripped of its original skins and reupholstered with black animal hide. Large irregular patches of it had been fitted together with crude sutures, and a complex network of stitched seams crisscrossed the body like a roadmap of scars. It must’ve hung unattended for several days. Along with the overpowering stench, it was crawling with maggots.

Becky shook her head, unable to fathom what kind of demented soul would labor through the uncountable hours required to gather and construct such a detestable giant.

She clutched her stomach and took a step back, but the hideous scene proved inescapable.

The entire floor of the compartment swam with discarded scraps of cut tissue and ruptured organs left to rot by the corpse’s maker. The putrid mass had begun to liquefy in the advance stages of decomposition, and because of the incline of the ambulance, small rivulets of fetid fluid now trickled out the open doors. In fact, looking at it now, Becky realized that the whole ghastly bulk seemed ready to—

The entire mass of remains slid out of the vehicle and spilled over the edge. It hit the rear bumper step and splashed in all directions, catching the onlookers in the legs.

Becky gagged, felt her stomach seizure. She leapt away, stumbling out of the surge, and staggered to the left into a tall cluster of weeds. Her foot caught on a raised mound of dirt, and she fell forward, landing flat on her chest before a ten-foot-wide pool of inky liquid.

She froze in place, no longer concerned with throwing up.

Something’s wrong here, a voice screamed from the center of her brain. The ambulance was nothing; this is worse.

She could feel a coldness reaching up to her from the dirt beneath her body, the wickedness of a hidden presence, and she scanned these new surroundings with darting glances.

At this level, she could see that she’d stumbled over the lip of a shallow pit, a hole someone had excavated in the ground and filled with the strange black fluid. Her gaze glided across its murky surface, noting how it churned in lazy circles.

At the center of the pool stood an even more outlandish relic, a stone obelisk that rose eight feet from the black surface to a sharply tapered point. A host of unreadable characters had been carved into the jagged rock, alien lettering that warped and shifted with an eye-straining three dimensional effect.

Lightning flashed overhead, illuminating the pool. For the briefest moment, the unyielding surface became clearer than a thermal spring, and Becky saw an uncountable number of twisted figures jerk and spasm within its bottomless depths, writhing in a water ballet of agony.






CHAPTER 57
The station wagon’s engine revved louder, its mangled wheels casting hunks of shredded rubber into the air. Orange sparks sprayed from the bare hubs as they cut into the gravel.

Frank stood his ground.

He struggled to recall the ancient verses he’d studied, prayers once believed capable of subduing baleful spirits and banishing them from existence. Indeed, the words all came, but in his panicky state, their order became a disjointed rambling.

Something metallic snapped between the two cars, and the wagon rolled free of the Mercedes. Electric light flashed within its broken headlights and out through the demolished front grill. The vehicle reversed from the wreck and turned to face him.

He raised the shotgun out of instinct but knew the weapon couldn’t help him now.

“Frank,” the beast’s voice hissed in his head. “How fitting you should be here tonight.”

“It’s over,” Frank shouted back. “Without the girl, you don’t have enough power to bond with Kane, and without him, your time here won’t last long. He was your link to this world, your anchor, but now that he’s dead and rotting you’re due to go back to where you came from. And this time, you won’t have a body to hold onto for five years. You’re weaker now. This time, it’s done for good!”

“Even weakened, I am a god,” the entity roared. “What concept could you have of my strengths, of my power? My kind has spilled the blood of pharaohs; we’ve watched the fall of Tenochtitlan; we scattered the bones of the Anasazi like sand.”

“And yet this world is still ours,” Frank shot back.

The station wagon’s windows exploded outward, spraying Frank with a thousand shards of shattered glass.

“NO, HUMAN! NO MORE!”

Frank staggered backward, feeling an ominous energy charge the air.

The station wagon rolled closer.

He readied his shotgun, hoping to keep the creature’s attention off the church long enough for Paul and the kids to get inside.

The monster’s voice rumbled inside his head. “You claim that I am weak Let me show you the frailty of your flesh.”

The vehicle’s hood exploded open with the sound of a metal bar thrown into a wood chipper. A river of mangle machinery spilled forth from the engine compartment. Frank leapt away. He snapped his hands to his chest when the animated scrap formed two steel pincers and seized his shotgun, snapping it in half. He retreated, patting his clothing with both hands, searching for his cell phone.

With another metallic thunderclap the station wagon’s engine crashed through the radiator and grill, still tethered to the inside by a twisted umbilical of cables, wires, and hoses. The oil pan hit the dirt hard enough for Frank to feel the impact in his bones. One of the hooked appendages cut the air under his chin, trailing a cool breeze across his throat. He tripped over his own feet when the second claw swept past his chest, coming close enough to snag his shirt and tear a hole. The mechanical monster reared up and lunged again, dragging it’s titanic bulk toward him with smoke and oil spraying from its shattered crankcase.

He shuffled backwards, seeing the forest’s tree line slip into his peripheral vision.

The jagged claws poised to strike.

“Now, Paul, now!” Frank screamed.

From behind came the pop, pop, pop of gunfire, followed by the hollow sound of the bullets punching through the station wagon’s paneling. A window shattered. Then another.

The creature laughed, expelling a grinding noise from the crevices of its reconstituted body. The torso-like accumulation of motor parts swung to gaze across the vehicle’s roof at the church. Frank used the diversion to pull his cell phone and keyed in a number.

He pressed the ‘send’ button and—

The phone exploded in his hand.

Agony lit a fire in his palm, then across his forearm and chest when his body began to register the bits of the phone’s battery now imbedded in his flesh.

Gritting his teeth against the pain, Frank looked up to find the monster had rolled forward and now loomed above him. The engine’s fan sawed the air.

“Technology will not save you this time, Frank. Nor will calling on your friends. Weapons cannot harm me, and you have now s’khem to send me back. I rule this world now.”

Frank didn’t bother to tell the creature he hadn’t called for backup. Instead, he pushed to his feet and threw himself over the skeleton of a fallen tree. He collapsed on the other side and pressed himself to the moist dirt, flattening himself against the wood. He knew from his talk with Officer Hale that the local cell phone towers had been disabled, but his signal only needed to reach the receiver in his duffle bag, the one wired to a time-delay detonator and three pounds of explosives currently sitting in the station wagon’s bac—

The night lit up like a day in Hell.






CHAPTER 58
“There it is,” Melissa said.

She indicated to the smashed Lexus once it materialized out of the summer night’s gloom, illuminated by the truck’s only remaining headlight. She started to tell Jimmy to slow down when a blinding flash exploded in the forest to her right, accompanied by a blast of sound that shook the truck’s cab.

Jimmy jumped in his seat, shouting what sounded like four swear words rolled into one.

He slammed on the brakes and brought the semi to a halt.

“Keep going,” Melissa ordered.

“What was that?” he asked.

“Just keep moving.”

“But what the hell was that?”

“We don’t have time to waste.”

“Sounded like a goddamn explosion,” Jimmy said. “You never said anything about—”

A crumpled mass of machinery dropped out of the night twenty feet ahead of them. It hit the ground with earth-shaking force and shattered the asphalt at the edge of the road. It was blackened and heat-scarred, but Melissa thought it looked a lot like a car engine. One end had been pulled apart like a flower.

Jimmy gaped. “Are you kidding me?”

“Just move this heap,” Melissa pressed. “The turnoff is right there.”

She faced forward to point out where the church’s dirt driveway joined the road.

And saw the officer.

He lay crumpled on the roadside, almost lost among the tall weeds. If not for the truck’s lofty cab, she may have missed him entirely.

“Holy shit,” she gasped.

Jimmy saw the man at about the same time, and Melissa jumped out the door before he finished asking, “Is he dead?”

She raced around the front of the truck and ran to the fallen officer, her brain reminding her that she’d returned to the spot where her otherwise normal life had derailed into unthinkable realms. The skin-prickling sensation hit her with the same force as when she’d chased after Frank in the woods, and once again she glanced around like a soldier treading in enemy territory.

She waded into the weeds and knelt beside the collapsed policeman, now close enough to see the blood splashed on his face and uniform. He lay on his back, limbs splayed in a gruesome parody of a discarded rag doll; the divergent manner in which his hips and legs rested in comparison to his torso made her stomach roil with distress. Yet he still had a pulse. Melissa held her fingers in place several beats longer, confirming its presence, finding it strong and true.

“Hang on, just a little longer,” she whispered. “Help’s coming. I promise.”

Leaving the man, she hurried back to the truck.

“Is he—”

“He’s alive,” Melissa said, climbing inside the cab. “Give me the radio. Hopefully we can get some people over here from the accident site.”

After making the call, Melissa pointed out her window and indicated where the old road cut into the trees. “Okay, that’s where we want to go, over to the right.”

Jimmy hesitated. “Shouldn’t we wait for the cavalry?”

“There’s no time. Now go!”

Frowning, the trucker downshifted and squinted at the shadow-heaped forest. “Miss, there ain’t no way we’re gonna fit down that narrow-ass path.”

“Just do it,” Melissa ordered. “I told you, lives are at stake here, kids’ lives.”

Jimmy grimaced but throttled forward, swinging the semi wide to make the turn. They arced all the way across the road, where the driver-side bumper collided with the stalled Lexus and forced it off the shoulder, into the ditch.

Plowing onto the forest trail, the huge truck mowed down dense clusters of bushes and flattened several saplings. Pushing on, the branches of taller trees raked the cab’s walls, screeching across its roof and windshield and hissing past Melissa’s door.






CHAPTER 59
Mallory huddled with Tim and her father at the top of the church steps. Her ears still rang from the unexpected explosion that destroyed the station wagon in a single annihilative blast. The invisible hands of the shockwave had shoved her in the chest, knocking her flat. She’d fallen against Tim, both of them landing on their backs to the sight of a fiery orange cloud rolling skyward above the church.

She sat up.

The back half of the station wagon now lay in a twisted pile in the middle of the parking lot and smaller fragments continued to rain down through the surrounding treetops. Other than that, the night had taken on an eerie calm in the aftermath of the vehicle’s destruction. Even the storm entered an uneasy lull.

“Is everyone okay?” her dad asked.

He’d been in the process of attempting to force open the church’s doors when the blast occurred, and he’d been flung through the boards amid a whirlwind of dust and rotted wood.

Tim pushed to his feet and moved to the staircase’s railing. “We’re okay,” he said. “But what about the man you arrived with?”

Mallory looked to her dad and saw him swallow hard. At the far edge of the parking lot, beyond Derrick’s disabled Mercedes, the ground at the forest’s tree line looked like an old war photo out of Vietnam. The nearest trees bristled with dozens of bright gashes where shrapnel had stripped away their bark, and a hundred deformed auto parts lay scattered across the dirt.

Mallory watched her dad stand up, noticing he still clutched the pistol he’d fired at the creature.

“How many shots left?” Tim asked.

“Five, I think,” he said. “You two get inside. I’ll go check on Frank.”

“No,” Mallory cried. She leapt to her feet. “Dad, that thing’s not dead. It’s just out there somewhere, waiting for us.”

“She’s right,” Tim added. “This is the safest place there is.”

Her dad ran a shaky hand across his face then stepped to the edge of the steps.

“Frank,” he shouted.

His cry echoed in the distance, answered by a flash of lightning and a growl of thunder.

Mallory gasped at the sight the lightshow revealed, clutching her father’s arm.

Under the glare of the storm, they spotted a fallen tree at the far side of the lot and a man’s hand reaching up from behind it.

And from what they could see, his skin was covered in blood.

∞Θ∞

“Becky… Becky, wake up.”

“What happened to her—Oh, God!”

“Help me, Lisa.”

“There’s so much blood. Is she dead?”

“No, she’s breathing, but—”

Becky stirred at the voices of her friends, suddenly realizing she wasn’t dreaming. At first she couldn’t remember anything. Then the night’s fiendish roller coaster of insane events thundered out of a black tunnel in her memory and she jolted awake, sitting up fast enough to make Adam and Lisa jump in surprise.

“What happened?” she cried.

She recalled the inky pool of strange liquid and the freakish forms she’d glimpsed within its depths. Then something exploded. She’d stood to flee from the horrid vision in the pool when she witnessed the strobe of the detonation in the corner of one eye. Part of her thought a lightning bolt struck the ground beside her, whereas a more sinister inner voice suggested someone had shot her pointblank in the head.

Now she looked to the faces of her friends, trying to understand their expressions of mixed terror and disbelief.

Following their gazes, she looked down at herself.

And saw the blood.

Huge splashes of red streaked her arms and legs; a terrible wetness soaked her shirt.

Fear whispered all manner of possible injuries in her mind, but when she looked around she discovered the huge stone obelisk lying in the dirt beside her.

“It’s not mine,” she said. “I’m not hurt. I must’ve got splashed when that thing fell over.”

Adam helped her to her feet. “You’re lucky you didn’t get crushed.”

Becky opened her mouth to reply, but stopped short when a sudden noise overpowered her words.

A wire snapping.

The noise came again, and again, followed by a crash that sounded like it came from behind them.

Inside the ambulance.

Everyone swung around to see the vehicle rocking on its shocks. The paneling of the front doors screeched against the tree trunks with each shift, while a clamorous tantrum of activity raged from inside.

“It can’t be,” Adam said. “It just can’t.”

“It is,” Becky cried.

“No,” Lisa mewed.

And before Becky had a chance to voice her suggestion to flee, the blasphemous patchwork monstrosity tore free from the vehicle. It kicked the back doors out of its way, sending both flying off their hinges with a shriek of rent metal. The thing slid out the opening, using its massive arms to peel back the roof and make way for its head.

Becky stood paralyzed by the sight, her sanity grappling with emotions that surpassed all the rational boundaries she’d developed in the scope of her lifetime.

Beside her, Lisa fainted. On the other side, Adam had vanished.

Becky remained immobilized, certain the walking mound of reconstructed corpses would come after her next.

Instead, it strode toward the church, laying waste to everything in its path.






CHAPTER 60
Frank slid out from his refuge behind the fallen tree and used the trunk to help pull himself upright. The concussive force of the explosion had knocked his equilibrium off kilter for a moment, but the large tree managed to protect him from the dangerous shards of flying debris. By comparison, he’d fared better through the blast of the car bomb than the cell phone explosion.

He flexed the fingers of his damaged left hand, grateful for the pain and the throb of sensation.

But the fight wasn’t over.

He looked to the graveyard, knowing it was only a matter of time before the entity found another body and resumed its attack. If only he could stall it long enough to—

Frank tensed at the sound of a girl’s voice.

“No, Dad! Come back!”

He looked to see Paul Wiess step off the church’s staircase and break into a run, no doubt coming to help, despite the danger.

Frank stood up, waving him back. The man was already halfway across the lot before he got close enough to see.

“Paul, don’t leave your daughter!”

A look of relief softened Paul’s face when he saw Frank was unhurt, and his run slowed to a jog. “Frank! Thank, God, you’re all right. I thought you were dead.”

Frank inhaled, about to reply, but the words stopped in his throat when he saw the trees swaying at the edge of the forest. The ominous crackle of broken branches swelled out of the dark.

“Paul, run!”

The monster burst from the forest ten feet to Paul’s left, leaping into view among a downpour of shredded plants and knocked-over trees. Its feet hit the ground and punched twin craters in the dirt.

Overhead, lighting slashed a jagged wound in the clouds. The blaze revealed the monstrous proportions of the entity’s new form and the ghastly product of its exploits.

Frank gasped. “An amalgamate!”

The buried past erupted from Frank’s memory, and he staggered away from the onslaught of unwanted emotions that welled up in his mind. Terror trapped him in a merciless grip.

In the parking lot, Paul Wiess slid to a halt. He gazed at the beast, mouth agape. Frank saw his own fear in the man’s face, magnified beyond all understanding. The gun in Paul’s hand seemed utterly forgotten.

The creature lunged.

Paul shrank away from it, but Frank saw he couldn’t take his gaze off the madness before him. The thing swept him up with ease, clutching his throat in a huge, inhuman hand.

“DAD!”

The girl’s cry struck Frank like a slap in the face. His fear of the past vanished in an instant, replaced by the dread of what would happen if the entity succeeded in using Paul to coerce—

Mallory stepped away from the church.

“No!” Frank shouted.

The other teenager, the boy, held her back, needing to wrap his arms around her waist to keep her from breaking free.

Paul thrashed in the monster’s grasp. He clung to its fetid flesh when it lifted him upward, bringing his face level with its head. His feet kicked in the open air two feet off the ground.

Frank bound over the fallen tree and rushed forward.

The monster’s voice rumbled out of the tomb of its body, each word filled with an alien loathing for all human life.

“Mallory, your father needs you.”

Frank charged onward, closer and closer. He tore off his jacket and shoulder holster, abandoning what remaining weapons he had, knowing they’d do him no good.

Thirty feet away Paul aimed the pistol. Frank knew the weapon would be useless against the monster’s dead flesh, but the creature chose to snatch the man’s firing arm out of the air before he could shoot. Its grip tightened, cinching down on his forearm, and Paul bellowed with pain as the bones snapped in a series of five horrible cracks.

Mallory screamed, begging the creature to stop.

The boy continued to cling to her.

“Come save your father,” the thing called. “You have the power to heal him, Mallory. Just as I healed you.”

Frank neared within ten feet—

“Or…”

—Five feet—

“You can watch me tear him apart!”

Frank struck.

The beast swung around to meet him, but Frank anticipated its awareness. He ducked the assault and rammed his shoulder into its midsection, feeling the ungodly husk of meat and bones succumb to the impact. Its putrid outer skin stretched, pulling apart seams that expelled noxious odors of the grave.

But he knocked it off balance.

It took a step backward, suddenly battling gravity. Frank claimed the advantage and plunged his fingers into a row of stitches over its bicep. He seized handfuls of fibrous muscle. With a tremendous shout he yanked a huge slab of meat from the arm holding Paul, simultaneously unfettering other strands of black sutures. A sickening chorus of wet tears and sinewy rips declared Frank’s success, and the arm cracked in half, dropping Paul to the ground. The remains dangled from leathery tethers.

“Go!” Frank shouted.

No sooner had he spoken when the monster’s broken arm snapped back into place. The shredded tissue bound together like a cluster of octopus tentacles while the stitching rethreaded itself. The beast flexed its claws and turned its eyeless gaze toward Frank. He suddenly found himself staring up at a mouth large enough to engulf his whole head.

He gazed back. “Oh, shit.”

The beast lunged.

Frank parried a slash from one of the smaller arms then dodged a fist that punched a pothole in the dirt. He retaliated with a barrage of quick jabs. Each strike pulled away a wad of more stitching. Reeking liquid splashed from the ruptured sutures and droplets of gore cascaded over his face.

Frank growled through his disgust and snared another fistful of bindings, tearing a bundle of muscle from the monster’s right leg.

“Not so strong now,” Frank shouted.

One of the human appendages reached for him. He grabbed it and held fast. The beast pivoted for a second assault and he ducked, twisting the joints, executing an arm lock. He braced one foot on the thing’s thigh and tore the captured limb off the body. It pulled away to the sound of snapping twine and ripped fibers.

A pestilent river of yellow fluid spilled from the hole.

Frank flung the severed arm aside. “For a ‘god’ you don’t seem to be holding together so well. Also, you smell like an asshole!”

The monster roared. It swung a massive paw and raked Frank’s back with its talons as he attempted to dodge. Adrenaline muted the pain, but the impact spun him around—throwing him into the other claw-tipped extremity. Its razor sharp points sliced across his chest.

They cut deep, severing muscle, scraping bone.

Night air rushed into the wound, chilling his nerves before being flushed out by a deluge of hot blood.

Frank staggered and fell to his knees.

The creature caught him before he hit the ground, clamping his body in its arms. He twisted and kicked, squirming to break free.

Frank’s struggle slowed when he became aware of other movements pushing against his body. He looked down to see the creature’s hide bulge and swell, stirred from within.

A line of stitches unfurled along the monster’s right side and the half-skeletonized head of a dead woman emerged from the gash. It sprung forth on an impossibly long neck, trailing slime-soaked purple hair that dangled from the remnants of her scalp. Frank stared in horror. Trapped by the beast, he was unable to avoid the head’s lipless teeth when they bit into his abdomen.

On the other side, a mummified dog’s skull burst from the creature’s huge chest. Its jaws gnashed, sinking fangs into Frank’s shoulder.

He screamed and thrashed in its grasp, fighting to escape.

The creature laughed in his face. Its vertical mouth disgorged a foul breath of postmortem gases along with the bodies of five dead rattlesnakes that nipped at his face.

One tore off his eye patch, exposing the empty socket beneath.

The beast’s demonic voice boomed. “Now we’ll see how well you hold together.”






CHAPTER 61
“Let me go,” Mallory yelled.

She struggled against Tim’s grip, knowing he was only trying to protect her but furious with him for keeping her from helping her dad get back to the church—even after the monster had dropped him.

She dug her nails into his skin. Kicked at his feet.

“Please, Tim!”

“No! You go out there and you’re dead!”

In the parking lot, her dad stumbled toward them. He’d reclaimed the gun with his good hand and kept it aimed at the creature.

“Dad!”

Tim finally released her once her father reached the church steps, and she flung herself at him, clutching him around the neck. She wanted to remain calm, to be the action-oriented heroine she’d been at the barn, but once they were reunited her emotions overflowed, and she collapsed into sobs.

“Are you okay?” she cried. “I heard your arm break. Oh, God, Daddy, I heard it all the way over here!”

“I’ll live,” he said. “We have to help Frank, though.”

They looked to the parking lot and saw the other man hoisted into the monster’s arms, clutched in a titanic bear-hug.

Her dad aimed the gun with his good hand, but then lowered it again. “I can’t shoot with this arm. Even if I could, I’d probably miss or hit Frank.”

“Guns won’t stop it,” Tim said. “But I know what will: Kane’s body.” He turned and pointed at the cemetery. “The coffin is right there. That’s what this thing wants.”

Her dad’s expression went gray. “Kale Kane?”

Tim nodded. “It made us dig him up. It had Mallory.”

“Frank said the entity could bring that maniac back to life somehow. I don’t think I believed him at the time, but—”

Frank screamed.

Mallory flinched at the sound, not wanting to look.

“Get in the doorway,” her dad ordered.

Mallory shook her head. “But—”

“Do it, Mallory. I’m not leaving you.”

Tim slipped his hand into hers and pulled her to the top of the steps.

Her dad edged away from them, facing the graveyard. He snapped up the pistol, aiming at the coffin, and fired his final five rounds. Three of the shots missed, sparking off the fence and putting scars in nearby tombstones. The other two bullets opened dark holes in the cheap boards surrounding Kale Kane’s body.

Mallory spun to see if the creature had responded when—

“Look out!” Tim screamed.

Before she knew what was happening, he yanked her through the church doorway. His quick action gave her only a second to glimpse the twelve-foot long log that hurled out of the darkness toward them. It smashed through the steps and tore the whole staircase off the building, leaving a dusty cloud in its wake.

Mallory rushed back to the opening to find her father already climbing the ruins.

“Get inside,” he shouted. “It’s coming!”

Mallory didn’t hesitate this time. She joined Tim and dashed through the entryway.

Beyond lay a large, open room, lit only by fragile threads of outside light that stitched together the two opposing rows of boarded-over windows set in the building’s longest walls.

Another object rocketed toward them, this time a bolder the size of a car tire. It hit the church two feet above the double doors, punching through the forward vestibule and out the opposite wall, leaving two enormous holes in the building’s skin. Mallory and Tim ducked into the musty interior under a hailstorm of debris. Wood exploded across the one-room sanctuary, clattering over the rows of old pews and off the floor.

Mallory spun around, searching for her father.

He hurried close behind them. “Come on, kids, keep going.”

A second rock tore across their path. It shot through one of the windows, obliterating the wooden frame and covering boards, pelting them with more hazardous debris. It struck the end of a pew only two rows ahead of Tim, reducing the long bench to shattered kindling, simultaneously causing the one beside it to jump upward like a catapult.

“It’s trying to flush us out,” Tim said over the noise of destruction.

The upended pew crashed to the floor.

“All the way to the back,” her father cried.

They waded through the mess of splintered timbers as if navigating a jungle full of booby traps, but after the last rock, an ominous calm had settled over the scene.

They reached the halfway mark of the main chamber when an enormous, bone-jarring impact rattled the entire building.

Mallory glanced behind her and gaped in silent horror at the sight of Derrick’s Mercedes bulldozing through the ceiling, smashing apart the overhead crossbeams, barreling straight toward them.

∞Θ∞

The entity watched the Mercedes stab into the church, no longer caring if Mallory died before it had a chance to resurrect Kane and access her energy. She’d evaded its grasp again and again, and now moved too far out of its reach. It would rather leave with Kane to begin again knowing she’d perished in the one place she thought was safe.

The car blasted through the sanctuary’s roof, its rear bumper chased by the bell tower and most of the forward rooftop when those sections of the building caved in behind it.

Though it couldn’t detect even Mallory’s extraordinary life force from within the hallowed walls of the Other’s domain, it couldn’t imagine the girl surviving such an attack. She was only human, after all.

Turning from the ruined church, it reached out and grabbed Frank, savoring his cries of pain when it seized him by the arm.

“Stay alive a little longer, old man,” it said. “Wouldn’t want you to miss this. Kane’s going to be so happy to see you again.”

It hauled him across the parking lot to the music of his anguished screams, dragging him toward the graveyard.

∞Θ∞

Frank battled to remain conscious while the creature hauled him across the clearing. Dozens of bites had shredded his shirt, leaving hundreds of bleeding tooth marks in his skin. His strength waned with the loss of blood, and his awareness had become muddled by pain and exhaustion. The world around him distorted at the edges, and it took him a moment to recognize the devastated church when they passed it.

The creature halted at the graveyard’s iron boundary, where it dropped him facedown in the dirt. Spasms of pain rippled throughout his body. Groaning, he rolled clumsily to the side in an effort to distance himself from the beast, gaining only a few meager feet before the agony of his wounds immobilized him.

He lay there on his back for a second or two before the clang of metal and the sharp crack of breaking bonds drew his attention to the right. Beside him, the vile heap of animated body parts tore away a large section of the graveyard’s fence and cast it away.

Kane’s coffin lay just several feet away.

“At last!”

The beast took up another ruined section of the fence and used it to hook the end of Kane’s casket, pulling it within reach, free of the graveyard.

“Time to complete it, Frank. Time to put things back the way they were. Beg of us, and maybe we’ll allow you be part of the New World, host to one of our own. How does that sound?”

“Go to hell, you piece of shit.”

The monster’s rotten façade loomed closer. “Better yet, Frank, I’ll bring a part of it to you.”

The beast held its two largest hands over the filthy funerary box, and a sudden surge of energy charged the air. Amber light began to seep out from within the flimsy coffin, sizzling through the seams of its second-rate construction.

The box began to shake.

The thing inside was fighting to get out.

∞Θ∞

Mallory had trouble orienting herself in the church’s havoc-strewn darkness. To her right stood a thick iron cross that had chopped through the floorboards like a lumberjack’s ax; at her left lay a shingle-covered portion of what used to be the roof. Over her back came the tick and thunk sounds of loosened rubble still dropping to the ground.

She shuffled around and sat up. Five feet behind her, the hood of Derrick’s Mercedes had vanished into the floor’s splintered decking, buried up to its nonexistent windshield in debris.

“Mallory,” her father’s voice called. His good hand closed on her shoulder.

Turning, she found her dad and Tim, dust-covered and haggard-looking but alive. She roped her arms around her father and hugged him tight, regarding Tim over his shoulder with a teary gaze. “Thank God you’re both alive.”

Tim opened his mouth to speak, then closed it when the foggy darkness encasing them begin to recede, revealing greater detail of the devastation heaped around them.

They stood and hurried to one of the tall, glassless windows, where her father knocked loose a trio of old planks to reveal a full view of the cemetery.

Mallory gasped.

The creature stood at the churchyard fence, a blazing amber light radiating from something at its feet. Mallory squinted against the glare, trying to make out the nucleus of the blaze, when Tim uttered, “It reached the coffin.”

And the moment he said it, the rectangle of light broke open.






CHAPTER 62
Melissa spotted the amazing lightshow through countless arms of outstretched tree branches, but nothing could’ve prepared her for what she saw once Jimmy guided the truck into the clearing.

“What is that?” he howled, gawking at the huge figure silhouetted in front of the firework’s incandescent origin.

Melissa knew. She had no time to explain, but she knew what it was doing, what the light meant, and what had to be done next, before the creature’s sorcery could be completed.

“Hit it,” she ordered, remembering the beast’s only known weakness.

“What?”

“We have to stop it. Ram the damn thing. Now!”

“No way!”

“Do it,” she shouted. She slid across her seat and tromped her foot down over Jimmy’s, smashing the gas pedal to the floor, propelling the truck forward.

“Shit, lady, you’re nuts.”

Melissa held her position, pinning the accelerator all the way open. Even in their present gear, they closed the gap between the driveway and the monster with surprising speed. She spotted Frank crumpled at the creature’s feet, dangerously close to where they were headed.

She didn’t let up.

Amber light filled the cab.

The colossal figure pivoted, twisting around to greet them with three outstretched arms and a thunderous bellow of rage.

Jimmy pushed and squirmed, finally heaving Melissa off him. Screaming, he slammed both his feet down on the brake pedal, mashing it to the boards. The truck slid. Pneumatic screams joined the beast’s call while the semi’s air brakes strove to slow its advance. But regardless of its stopping power, the cab’s front end collided chest-level with the entity’s towering body, hitting the thing head on, propelling it into the one place she’d been told it couldn’t go.

Through the fence and into the cemetery.

∞Θ∞

Sprawled on the ground, Frank watched in semi-conscious wonderment when the two imposing juggernauts clashed together, the massive truck overcoming the entity’s humanoid configuration of flotsam with its inexorable momentum, launching the monster into the graveyard at the same instant one of its giant forward tires rolled over Kale Kane’s blazing coffin, crushing it like a snail shell and smearing its festering cargo.

The amber light vanished.

∞Θ∞

Mallory cheered along with Tim and her father when the hulking creature dropped to its back, smashing three grave markers to rubble beneath its bulk.

But, what next? Mallory wondered. Won’t it just switch bodies again?

The church shook.

Mallory backed away from the window, looking to Tim and then to her dad. With the light from Kane’s coffin extinguished, the old sanctuary had reverted to a cavern of shadows.

“Now what’s happening?” she cried.

“Look at that,” Tim shouted.

A glowing light had appeared within the cemetery, shining upward from the gaping pit of Kale Kane’s open grave. Mallory moved closer to the window, gripping its frame with tense fingers. Black light spilled skyward from the earthy excavation outside, impossibly black light.

The eerie luminescence began to expand across the churchyard. The soil piled around the parameter of Kane’s grave suddenly collapsed inward, the walls crumbling away like sand falling through the neck of an hourglass.

Inch by inch, the grave began to widen. Slow at first, then faster.

The killer’s headstone tilted and fell forward, vanishing into the fissure.

“I think we’d better move,” her dad said.

The hole continued to broaden. Clusters of weeds dropped out of sight, followed by two flanking gravestones, and then a third, fourth, and fifth.

They turned from the windows and hurried through the building’s wreckage, making their way outside.

∞Θ∞

Jimmy’s truck still shifted from side to side on its massive shocks. Melissa dropped out of the cab and hurried around its front end to look for Frank.

She rounded the bumper and came to a skidding halt at the sight of the odd glow rising from Kane’s empty grave.

Tentacles of electricity leapt out of the hole where Kane’s coffin once rested, lashing through the air. They sparked off the nearby fence posts in a series of blinding flashes. She threw herself backward against the dented grill of the semi when one jagged tendril sputtered across a portion of fencing not far from her feet, scorching the metal, leaving it steaming. In its wake, the sturdy iron bars appeared cracked and colorless; even the grass around them was now ashen and brittle.

The lightshow ceased a moment later, replaced by a pallid mist that billowed out of Kane’s dilated gravesite. It flowed between the rows and swirled amongst tombstones. In seconds the churchyard vanished within the haze, leaving only the entity’s giant legs visible at the edge of the phenomenon.

Melissa froze where she stood. To her right, she detected the sound of people moving inside the devastated church building, and to the far left, she registered three separate voices exclaiming words of amazement pertaining to the lightning strikes. She knew she should do something—warn the people to stay back, see if anyone in the church was hurt, find Frank—but when she finally started to turn, a fleeting glimpse of movement redrew her attention toward the misty land ahead.

∞Θ∞

The entity lay trapped, unable to vacate its anatomy of interconnected corpses.

Kane was gone. Its powers were gone. All was lost.

The ground vibrated. Fear became a phantom saber cleaving wounds of pure terror to its core.

The time had come to return to the others, to the torment, to the place where numbness would be a sacred blessing.

∞Θ∞

Melissa screamed and fled backward when two gigantic, talon-tipped claws solidified out of the mist and lunged toward her with savage speed.

Pinned where she stood by fear, Melissa looked on while the massive hooks dropped down and closed around the entity’s body, clutching it in a ghostly grip. They jerked back, hauling the monster into the impenetrable haze and out of sight before her mind had a chance to contemplate a reaction.

Melissa remained flattened against the big rig, shaking, watching the spiraling plumes of vapor that coiled over the land where the monster’s shape had just been.

“Melissa,” Frank’s voice called.

She jumped at the sound of her name, raking an arm over the truck’s ruined grill, cutting herself and drawing blood. The pain enlivened her. Still shivering, eyes wide and directed forward, she shuffled back along the semi, averting her gaze from the mist-laden graveyard only long enough to sidestep Kale Kane’s extirpated remains. Nothing recognizable remained of the killer, save for a molted green arm that lay in a liquid puddle of half-rotten flesh and embalming fluid.

She found Frank near the cab’s midsection and almost forgot about everything else when she beheld his condition.

She knelt at his side. “Jesus Christ, Frank, you look like you went through a meat grinder.”

He smiled. “Melissa—”

“Keep your voice down,” she warned. “Look, I knocked the entity-thing into the cemetery and something weird happened. Something really weird. I don’t understand this supernatural shit like you do, but I think we better get the hell away from this place and I think we better do it fast. Can you move?”

“There’s nothing to fear,” he answered.

“You don’t get it. Something’s out there, something even bigger than the entity.”

Frank shook his head, wincing from his injuries. “Not anymore, there isn’t. You did it, Melissa. You sent it back to where it came from, back to where it belongs. You saved us… Look for yourself.”

She traced Frank’s line of sight to the stoical slabs of the old churchyard, finding most of them now illuminated by the truck’s headlight. The mysterious fog had already evaporated into the night.

The entity’s body was gone.

A wide trench cut across the ground where the beast had fallen. The scoured trail led deeper into the cemetery, to the vacuous pit of Kale Kane’s grave. Numerous headstones had been knocked flat to the right and left of where the body passed, some crumbled to ruins and imbedded in the dirt.

Melissa heard footsteps approaching. Paul Wiess and two children poked their heads around the front of the semi to gaze at her with questioning faces.

“She did it,” Frank said.

“It’s gone?” Paul asked.

Frank nodded, struggling to sit up. “We’re safe; you, your daughter, all of us.”

“What about you?” Paul asked.

“I’ll live. We’ll all live tonight.”

“Lay still,” Melissa told him. “We have to get you an ambulance.”

Off to the left, three more teenagers made their way out of the woods, approaching cautiously. “Mr. Wiess? Mallory?” a girl’s voice called.

“Becky, is that you?” Paul asked. “It’s all right, kids. It’s over.”

Above them, in the truck, Jimmy poked his head out the cab’s window and glared down at Melissa. “Can I please have my keys back so we can get out of here?”

She tossed the set back to him. “Get on your radio and call for an ambulance. Hurry!”

Directing her gaze skyward while they waited for backup, she discovered the menacing storm clouds that had been growling overhead for the last few hours had vanished without a trace. The nighttime heavens appeared clear and glowing, filled with glimmering stars from horizon to horizon.






EPILOGUE
September

 

Mallory met Tim at the usual spot by the lake. She pulled her car into the small parking lot and spotted him sitting in the shade on one of the nearby picnic tables, dressed in his tank top and running shorts. The moment he saw her, he jumped down and rushed over.

“Sorry I’m late,” she said, exiting the car. “I suppose you’ve already gone through the warm-up routine, huh?”

“I have to show you something,” he said eagerly. “Follow me.” He took her by the hand, beaming like her little brother on Christmas morning. He led her across the grass, to where his gym bag waited on the table he’d been sitting at.

She regarded him with a quizzical gaze. “I take it we’re not going for our run today?”

“Yeah, sure we can. But you have to see this first.”

He stopped in front of the table and looked her in the eyes. She gazed back raptly, knowing his were the only set of eyes she could ever look into and find the level of trust and devotion she needed to get on with a normal life after their experiences at the churchyard.

“I went back,” he said, not having to specify a location.

Mallory gaped at him, blinking. Her mouth fumbled to make the words that would express her shock.

“It’s okay,” he rushed on. “In fact, it’s better than okay. It’s amazing.”

“But why would you want to go back there?” she asked. “That cemetery…”

“It’s changed.”

“What?”

He opened the gym bag, exposing a vibrant bundle of wondrous flowers. Mallory gasped in amazement at the radiant nebula of colors, hues so rich and powerful her eyes seemed unable to focus on just one color.

Like the stars.

“They’re all over the place out there,” Tim said, handing her a blossom that had to be half the size of a dinner plate. “Hundreds of them. Thousands!”

“But what are they?” she asked, testing the silken petals with her fingertips.

“Something new,” he replied. “Something we’ll have to tell others about in time, but I wanted to share them with you first.”

They sat in silence, sampling the blend of exquisite aromas emanating from the blooms.

“Do you ever dream about it?” Mallory asked.

“No,” he replied. “You?”

“Not yet. Hopefully we never will.”

“I don’t think we will,” he said, gazing at the flowers. “I think they’re a promise. You know, like the rainbow, but just for us.”

She leaned up against him and wrapped her arms around his waist.

“You want to go for that run now?” he asked, holding her close.

She shook her head. “Maybe we’ll just walk today.”

∞Θ∞

The kids were out; Paul and Rebecca were alone.

They sat together on the couch in Rebecca’s living room, the only light coming from the images on the television screen.

Paul remained speechless, mouth agape.

Rebecca stared with an equal look of astonishment.

“Y-you say you found this video in your trash?” Paul asked, clearing his throat.

Rebecca nodded, still staring. “I accidentally threw out the electric bill with a load of other papers, and when I went to look for it, I found this DVD at the bottom of the bag.”

They watched in silence for another minute. Gasps, moans, and seductive whispers exuded from the speakers.

Paul gestured to the women in the movie. “I’m no expert, but I’m guessing that’s not how a peace pipe is meant to be used.”
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Preview of:

JAMES ROY DALEY’S - TERROR TOWN

~~~~ PROLOGUE: CLOVEN ROCK

The people that lived in Cloven Rock considered the town’s final Monday a beautiful one, like most of the days in the recent weeks. The sun was shining; the air was clean and warm. Flowers bloomed and birds sat among the branches singing songs only birds could understand. Dogs chased master’s Frisbees and people said hello to strangers, not to suggest that thousands of tourists roamed the beachfront or the area that passed as the downtown core. That wasn’t the case; there were only a few. If you asked one of the locals why things were this way, the answer would be simple: Cloven Rock was an inclusive town, an uncomplicated town, a town that didn’t encourage a vacationer crowd even though sightseers would have flocked to it religiously. Many residents thought the town was special and they were right. It was special. It wasn’t a small place trying to be a big place. It was a town without civic uncertainty.

The Yacht Club Swimming Pool, a Cloven Rock favorite, had a full house the day before the town was lost. They also had an open door policy; if you were respectful, courteous, and didn’t pee in the pool, you were welcome anytime. Also on that day, friends sailed the calm waters of Cloven Lake and children built sandcastles on Holbrook Beach. Kids played in Easton Park while the people on the large wooden deck at the Waterfront Café enjoyed the spectacular view. The post office closed early. An ice cream store called Tabby’s Goodies was doing good business and a mile and a half up the road the men and woman working at the Cloven Rock Docks fought for, and won, a fifty-cent raise. Spirits were high at the Docks, and the personnel were getting along just fine. It wasn’t surprising. Nearly half the workforce was related and the other half was considered family.

The Cloven Rock Police Department was not at full strength when things turned ugly. One officer was on vacation, one had gone home due to an illness in the family, and two had the day off. Of the nine remaining officials, only Tony Costantino, Joel Kirkwood, and Mary O’Neill, were on duty when the reports came in. The other four were either at home or on call. Normally this wouldn’t be deemed a problem. Most locals figured a thirteen-person police force was nothing short of overkill anyhow. The Rock hadn’t had a stitch of recorded violence in six years.

The community as a whole didn’t know horror, as most tight-knit communities can understand. It knew long days, family activities, and simple living. It knew Thanksgiving, Christmas, and Easter. It knew family.

But sadly, like all communities, Cloven Rock had its share of tragedy.

2007 was a bad year.

It was the year a local artist named George Gramme had his hands caught in his motorcycle chain while he was working on it. He suffered two broken wrists and lost four of his fingers. He also lost his artistic spirit and the means to keep that spirit alive. In the weeks following, he put his motorcycle up for sale and fell into a state of depression that changed him into a different man.

Two weeks later the town’s senior librarian, Angela Lore, died from cancer on the same day that ‘odd-job’ Martin West fell off a ladder and broke both of his legs while shingling his neighbor’s roof.

2007 was also the year a car accident claimed the lives of three teenagers.

As the story goes, a half dozen youngsters were drinking on the unnamed road surrounding Holbrook’s pond. After several hours of alcohol consumption, the six youths plunked their butts inside two vehicles. In one car, Andrew Cowles and Dean Lee, a pair of borderline delinquents, drove home without incident and arrived safely. The second car, loaded with four of the sweetest kids you’d ever meet, weren’t so lucky. Two brothers, Guy and Henri Lemont, along with May Lewis and Lizzy Backstrom, the youngest of the crew, decided it would be a good idea to take a quick jaunt to Hoppers Gas on the 9th line. But on the way to Hoppers something stepped onto the road causing Guy to swerve left and lose control of the vehicle.

As luck would have it, Stanley Rosenstein, a foreman at the Docks and an all-around good guy, pulled his truck from his driveway the same moment Guy changed lanes.

Guy didn’t see the truck in time. The car clipped Stanley’s front bumper, veered off the road, rolled three times, and slammed into a large maple tree, roof first. The two brothers, Guy and Henri, were killed instantly. May Lewis spent nine days in critical condition before she passed away while her parents and grandparents watched. Lizzy Backstrom escaped with a broken back, three broken ribs, a punctured lung, two broken legs, and wide assortment of cuts, scrapes and bruises. Most figured she was lucky to be alive. A few figured she was unlucky to be alive. Once she was able to speak she said a bear stepped in front of the car and Guy swerved to miss it. There weren’t many bears in Cloven Rock so the statement generated a cluster of questions she wasn’t prepared to answer. She pushed the inquisition aside, saying, “It might not have been a bear but wasn’t a deer either. I don’t know what it was.”

Two months later, Lizzy broke down in tears, telling her friend Julie Stapleton that a monster the size of a tank stepped in front of Guy’s car and she got a real good look at it. She said the beast seemed like something from another planet and if Guy were alive he’d be the first to confirm.

Julie, sworn to secrecy, became worried about Lizzy’s mental wellbeing. She thought her friend had brain damage. Of course, Julie’s knowledge on matters concerning the brain could have been written on the on tip of her thumb, but that hardly mattered. She also didn’t know that Stanley Rosenstein––the man driving the pickup that fateful night––had a similar story. If she had known this little noodle of information she may have kept her big mouth shut. Or talked to Lizzy. Either way, that’s not what happened. Instead, Julie betrayed her oath, feeling it was necessary to tell Lizzy’s parents what their daughter was thinking. This forced a confrontation between Mr. and Mrs. Backstrom and Lizzy, who denied everything and never spoke to Julie again. Not ever. And a year later Stanley Rosenstein found himself separated from his wife, in rehab, and in need of psychiatric evaluation.

He thought there were monsters in Cloven Rock.

∞∞Θ∞∞

There were other tragedies.

Four summers before the heartbreaking car accident Simon Wakefield, the town’s only dentist, drowned in his backyard swimming pool while his wife Leanne talked to her sister not forty feet away. The year before that, faulty wiring caused a fire that burned Stephen Pebbles’ house to the ground. To make matters worse, his insurance expired the week before. Ironically, two weeks later the town was hit with a rainstorm that caused over two million dollars in damages. Stephen was quoted as saying that the rain should have come two weeks sooner; it would have saved his life’s investments.

The tales go on: tales of love gone astray, broken homes, poor health, and financial ruin. But these stories shouldn’t be focused on, even if they’re commonly considered the most interesting. Tales of sorrow don’t express the true face of Cloven Rock’s two hundred and nine years of existence. They pepper it in a negative light that was seldom felt or witnessed.

Cloven Rock was a peaceful community, a pleasant community. It was a place where folks could retire from work and enjoy a simple life. The town was good to grow up in, good to live life in, and good to grow old in. The problems were minimal and living was easy. People were friendly and the air tasted sweet with the spice of nature.

On the eve of its extinction, nobody knew what was coming. The locals never expected terror to reveal its vile and horrid face. Not in Cloven Rock. Not in a town of 1,690. The concept seemed out of the question.

But they didn’t know the heart of Nicolas Nehalem.

And only Stanley Rosenstein and Lizzy Backstrom had seen the monsters that dwelled in the dark shadows beneath the streets.

Something from another planet, Lizzy had said. If Guy were alive he’d be the first to confirm.

Stanley Rosenstein would have agreed.

It was the first Monday of June when Cloven Rock began showing the world a different face. And for many of the people that lived in the undersized and joyful town, it would be the last Monday they would ever know.

This is what happened:

∞∞Θ∞∞
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~~~~ CHAPTER ONE: NICOLAS NEHALEM

Nicolas Nehalem woke up from a happy dream and shifted his near-dead weight into a new position. His eyes opened and closed, opened and closed. He licked the dryness from his lips and ran his tongue across his teeth while forcing himself awake. The dream faded; he was some form of insect, if he remembered correctly, and upon awaking he noticed that his left hand felt funny. He could feel pins and needles pricking his fingers and a lack of sensation in his thumb and wrist. He must have been sleeping wrong, cutting off the circulation.

No biggie; it would pass.

The room was dark. A cool breeze blew through the open window, causing the thin off-white drapes to flutter. The clock on the nightstand said it was 4:08 am and while Nicolas was looking at it time moved ahead by one minute.

The babies were crying again. And they were crying loudly.

It was the crying that woke him. The babies seemed to cry more and more these days. He wondered if the girls missed their mothers. It was only logical if they did.

Nicolas sat up. He clicked on a lamp, grabbed his librarian-issue spectacles from the nightstand, and slid them on his face. He put his feet on the cold hardwood floor one after another. CLUMP. CLUMP. For no real reason he looked over his shoulder, lifted his feet, and dropped them down again. CLUMP. CLUMP.

The other side of the bed was empty. It was always empty.

He put a hand into the vacant space and squeezed the sheets with his fingers.

Taking care of the girls would be easier if he wasn’t alone with the job. Being a father was hard, and being an only parent was harder still. Some days he wasn’t sure if he could take the pressure of fatherhood. It was tougher than it seemed.

He pulled his hand away from the sheets and stumbled across the room. He entered the bathroom, washed his hands very thoroughly and poured himself a cup of water. The cup had a picture of a clown on it. The clown had a big red nose and was holding a balloon. The water inside the mug was warm but he didn’t mind. His throat felt parched and the liquid quenched his thirst nicely. He poured himself a second helping, re-entered the bedroom, and sat the cup on the nightstand, next to the clock and the lamp.

A brown-checkered housecoat hung from a shiny brass hook on the bedroom door. A pair of furry blue slippers sat near the dresser. He put the housecoat on and tied the cotton belt in a cute little bow. He slid his feet into the slippers and stumbled down the hall, rubbing the sleep-cooties from his eyes.

With a yawn and a burp he glanced into a spare bedroom.

The room was loaded with boxes. Not empty boxes. Full boxes. Boxes filled with goodies that go BANG.

Beside this room was a second spare bedroom. He stopped at the door and looked inside. There was no bed in the room. No dressers either. Nicolas had converted the room into his own private laboratory.

He was making stuff, just in case.

He had boxes of diatomaceous earth, sodium carbonate, ballistite, ethanol, ether, guncotton, sulfuric acid, oleum, azeotropic, nitric acid, and about ten other things that were hard to find at the local convenience store. He also had a large maple desk that housed a laboratory distillation setup. This setup included a heating tray, a still pot, a boiling thermometer, condenser, distillate/receiving flask, a vacuum/gas inlet, a still receiver, a heating bath, and a cooling bath.

Looking at his toys, Nicolas nodded and smiled.

They were fine; he was just making sure.

He entered the kitchen, flicked on the overhead light, and opened the refrigerator door. The inside of the fridge needed to be cleaned; it had adopted a funny smell. There were a few items that had really gone bad, including an old turkey sandwich that was sitting behind an empty carton of orange juice on the bottom shelf. The sandwich was nearly four weeks old and had turned green and black with mold. The spores inside the sandwich bag looked like moon craters.

Nicolas didn’t notice. Or maybe he didn’t care.

A bottle of baby formula sat on the top shelf, ready to go. In Nicolas’ current state of semi-awareness his fatherly duties just became ten times easier. It was a small victory but a good one.

The babies kept crying. Or was it just one?

Yes––one voice, not two. He wondered whose throat the wailing had spawned from.

Someone was being bad. Someone was being good.

He warmed the bottle in the microwave for two minutes and forty-five seconds while looking at his warped reflection in the kitchen window. His light brown hair was sticking straight up on one side, his eyes were puffy and his five o’clock shadow had become a three-day-old beard. He wasn’t extremely overweight, but the way his fat bunched around his waistline was far from attractive. He was thirty-eight years old but looked fifty or more.

Probably not getting enough sleep, he assumed.

A bell rang. He opened the microwave door and retrieved the formula. The bottle was too hot, way too hot. Crazy hot. He tested it on his arm and felt the milky fluid burn like liquid fire.

Good enough.

He opened the door to the basement, walked down a rickety staircase, and clicked on a florescent light, spooking a cockroach from its resting place. The roach scurried across the wall in an arched line and Nicolas tried to catch it between his finger and his thumb. He missed. The cockroach fell to the floor. Its tiny legs hustled towards a crack in the wall and in it went. The bug was gone.

Oh well, he thought. Better luck next time.

The basement smelled bad, much worse than the inside of the fridge. It smelled like piss, shit, sweat, blood, and rot.

The crying was louder now, much louder. If he had neighbors they’d complain for sure. This was a nugget of information that didn’t sit well with Nicolas, not in the slightest. Neighbors shouldn’t have to put up with such nonsense. It just wasn’t right. If he lived next to a noisy house he’d be seething in anger and out of his mind with rage.

Nicolas walked through a room that housed hundreds of shoes, countless jeans, shirts, socks, underwear, hats, wallets, belts, watches, and coats. He opened a cellar door and turned on another light.

The crying stopped immediately.

He walked down a second staircase. It only had nine stairs and none of them were very big. The unfinished room at the base of the staircase had a very low ceiling. Walking inside the room meant that you had to crouch down and tuck your head into your shoulders like a turtle. The room was cold; it was always cold. In the wintertime it was freezing. The walls were made of rock and seemed permanently moist.

The smell of shit and piss was strong now, strong enough to make a healthy man sick and a sick man pass out.

And there she was: Cathy Eldritch.

Cathy was thirty-one years old; her birthday fell on New Years Eve. She was right where Nicolas had left her… fourteen years ago––

Inside a cage.
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Cathy Eldritch was naked and covered in scars. Her ribcage stuck out from her skin and her muscles had wilted to noodles. Her large and unsightly nipples were dry and cracked, centering breasts that were nonexistent. Her arms and legs were nothing more then sticks, elbows, and knees. Her few remaining teeth were black and rotting; her hair was long and crawling with bugs. Below the pits that housed her bright and sunken eyes––eyes that seemed far too alive and knowing, like Sun Gods buried in an apocalyptic badland––her nose had become as thin as a wafer and crusted with dehydrated wounds. Lips that were so tragically withered and cracked made her look like a mummy, or a living corpse, or like a horror story monster that needed to be buried in the earth and forgotten, a ghoul that lurked in the darkest corners of the most twisted and perverted minds. All of her toes and three of her fingers had been amputated, proof she had been a bad girl thirteen times.

Nicolas named Cathy Eldritch: Kathy the Kitten.

She was a trooper and he knew it; nobody lasted fourteen years. It seemed damn near impossible.

Nicolas Nehalem approached the wire cage, which was nothing more than a modified, three-foot by three-foot square. He smiled a strange and outlandish smile, laced in twisted logic and perverted reason.

After opening a small door on the right side of the pen, he dropped the bottle of formula inside. The bottle rolled between two walls of wire and landed on the caged floor.

Cathy couldn’t reach the bottle. Not yet. Not until Nicolas released a lever that would unlock a small door inside the coop.

“What do you say, Kathy?” He adjusted his glasses and slid a hand beneath his housecoat. He began stroking himself calmly.

Cathy’s eyes were filled with starvation and madness.

At one time she wanted to kill this man, make him pay, make him bleed. She had despised him more than anything else in the world. Now she only wanted her nightmare to be over. She wanted to die. Not in theory, and not in some exaggerated way that people say it but don’t really mean it. She wanted to die for real. She wanted this life to end and whatever was waiting for her on the other side to begin. And she was close, so close. She had been clinging to death’s front door for as long as she could remember. All she had to do was stop drinking the formula and she would cross over. All she had to do was die. But she couldn’t. She just couldn’t. She was famished––and her hunger wouldn’t allow her mind to say no to the bottle. She needed the bottle, the formula. And for this reason she didn’t hate Nicolas. Not now. She hated herself for needing him.

She said, “Thank you daddy. I love you.”

“Very well done,” Nicolas replied, knowing she hated expressing her love. His voice sounded calm, yet agitated; it always sounded agitated. “You’re a good baby today, yes you are; yes you are.”

Nicolas wrinkled his nose playfully, raised his shoulders and opened his housecoat so Cathy could see his semi-erect penis. He released the lever on top of the cage.

The bottle rolled another two inches.

Cathy rammed a hand through the small cage door and grabbed the formula; flies buzzed around her. She put the bottle to her mouth and drank greedily, burning her mouth and tongue. She hardly even noticed.

On the other side of the room were two more cages. One was empty. It had been empty for three weeks. The other cage had a young girl in it. The girl’s name was Olive Thrift. She was fourteen years old, might have been Asian. At this stage, it was hard to tell.

Nicolas named her Pumpkin.

Olive said, “Daddy, may I have a bottle too? I’ve been very good lately. I didn’t cry tonight or anything. Honest I didn’t.”

“I’m sorry dear,” Nicolas said, stepping away from Kathy the Kitten. “I only brought one bottle with me. I guess I wasn’t thinking.”

“Oh.” Olive’s eyes slipped down to the stumps on her hands. She only had three fingers left; she didn’t want to lose them. A multi-legged insect walked across her face and she swatted it away thoughtlessly. “Okay daddy. I understand. I love you.”

“I love you too, Pumpkin. Have a nice night. I’ll see you tomorrow, or maybe the next day.”

“Daddy?”

“Yes dear?”

“Can I please have some water? Both of my containers are empty.”

“Mine are too,” Cathy quickly announced. “Can you fill mine too?”

Nicolas approached Olive’s cage with his housecoat wide open and his genitals exposed. He put his knuckles to the wire.

Olive suspected that he would. He had been doing that a lot lately. She figured it made him feel like royalty.

She crawled toward Nicolas on her mangled digits and knobby knees, closed her dark and cheerless eyes and put her lips to the wire. Flies flew in circles around her. She kissed his hand as gently as she could manage.

“You’re a good little Pumpkin,” Nicolas said. “Yes you are. And if you keep being a good little girl I’ll never have to smash your face in with a sledgehammer. Or set your cage on fire. Because you don’t want that, do you? No. Of course not.”

Nicolas walked across the room, smiling insanely. He lifted a hose from a hook on the wall, turned a faucet, and approached Olive spewing hose-water where it fell. As he stood over Olive’s cage, she held out two water jugs and he filled them. He made his way to Cathy’s cage and poured water inside her coop for a little more than twenty seconds. She was able to fill one container and wet her hair before he dropped the hose and turned the faucet off, deciding enough was enough.

At the top of the stairs he clicked the light switch on and off, several times. He was tired. He hadn’t been sleeping well plus he had to get up early. He had things to do, although he couldn’t quite remember what those things were.

“Oh yeah,” he whispered. A grin that could have given a slaughterhouse butcher nightmares crept across his face like a spider on a corpse. “Now I remember.”

Closing the cellar door, he thought he heard a whimper.

Sounded like Pumpkin.

Pumpkin was a good girl; she was trying. And that’s what counted most in his books: trying. He hadn’t been forced to punish her lately, which was a nice change. Not since the incident with Pauline Stupid-Head had he been forced to perform one of his little operations. Not since he emptied the third cage.

Thinking about Pauline’s empty cage made him sad and lonely.

Empty cages need to be filled. Sure they did. An empty cage was wrong; everybody with a lick of sense knows that. But Nicolas was a busy man, he had things on his mind and his work was never done. The cage would have to wait.

Nicolas crawled into bed wearing his housecoat. He lifted his cup from the nightstand, smiled at the clown holding the balloon, and slowly emptied the cup’s contents on the floor. Water splashed, creating a miniature lake where no lake had once been. He named this lake, Lake Empty Cage. He wondered how long the lake would last, and when he would be forced to make a new one.

The clock beside him read 4:19 am.

It was late, too late for feeding babies and making lakes. Maybe tomorrow he would punish Kathy the Kitten for waking him––maybe, but maybe not. He wasn’t sure yet. He would see how he felt in the morning.

∞∞Θ∞∞

Nicolas woke up early, went to the kitchen and mixed another bottle of formula. He warmed it perfectly, added a little chocolate and brought it to Olive; he apologized for not giving her a bottle the night before. Afterwards, he cleaned the basement and found each of his babies something to read. He gave them fresh blankets, a rice-crispy square, and a nice cup of coffee. Shortly after, he stepped inside a closet, stripped naked, and screamed for twenty minutes while pushing his fingers into his eyes.

End of Preview…
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