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Аннотация
A book about one woman's encounter with evil. Reminiscent of Dean Koontz's INTENSITY, this is a fast-paced tale that ventures into some very dark places.

Mercy Higgins is a recent college graduate who lives a fairly sheltered life. Following the death of her mother to cancer, her father brings her on a hike for a needed escape.�

Victor Dolor has been secretly watching Mercy. Consumed with the certainty that the End of Everything is fast approaching and he must help �cleanse� the world for the coming Dark Time, Victor pursues Mercy for one purpose.�

Up high on Blood Mountain, Victor brutally attacks her.

But that is only the beginning of the nightmare for Mercy. When her father is attacked as well, she is left alone to fight for herself.

And on Blood Mountain, the path to survival can get very gruesome.

This edition also includes the bonus short story, "Flies."
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This is for all the women in my life.
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ONE
Victor Dolor went to the diner because two months ago a man killed five people there. The man was Hugo Herrera. He was forty-one, divorced, recently unemployed from a downsized-factory job, and had finally been diagnosed with post traumatic stress disorder from something that happened when he was a child. Victor scanned several online articles for more specifics about the childhood trauma but found nothing.
In response to Hugo�s most recent therapy session with some high-priced psychologist, Hugo wrote a letter to The New York Times that said he was �sick of all the fucking shit and finally going to do something about all the worthless shits in the world.� The Times did not print the letter. Two days after he mailed it, Hugo took his hunting rifle into the Alexis Diner just outside of Stone Creek, New York, and murdered five people.
It was a sign.
There had been many signs recently but the Hugo Herrera murders was the most significant. Everything was changing. The period of acquiescent apathy was over. The time of now was the dawning of the age of the great cleansing when humanity would rid itself of the living detritus, shed the human excrement clogging the world, and give birth to a new golden age of empowered living.
Victor had been chosen. He was a cleanser. Hugo had been a cleanser. Unlike Hugo, however, Victor was not about to kill in one grotesque orgy and then blow his own face off. Victor would help cleanse humanity but he would do it so he too could one day enjoy the fruits of his labor. The next world would be his.
He had also gone to the diner for the girl.
She was in a booth with her father off to the left. Victor did not let his glance linger over her smooth flesh or soft red hair. She did not look up.
Victor sat at the counter on a plush red stool. A young Mexican boy slid a place setting in front of him and produced a glass of ice water. Victor stared at it. In the journey to preserve the status quo, to stave off the inevitable shifting landscape of the cosmos and humanity, the powers that be kept the water supply bloated with mind-numbing drugs. People who drank from this endless reservoir of placation would be blind to the ensuing changes. They would be ignorant of all the signs the universe offered. The warnings.
Condensation trickled down the side of the glass like tears. Or clear-colored blood.
The swinging door to the kitchen opened and a middle-age woman in a black and turquoise uniform smiled at him. Deep wrinkles creased her face like the cracks in dried mud.
�Morning,� she said to Victor. �Coffee?�
He smiled right back, nodded.
When she set down the glass he asked her about Hugo Herrera. He expected her face to pale rapidly, her meaty hands to grab at the counter and her throat to make some kind of choking, gasping noise that was really a cry for help. Instead, she shrugged and said she hadn�t been working that day, but it was a horrible, horrible tragedy.
Victor slowly turned his coffee cup in a circle. It made the faintest scraping noise against the counter, almost like the sounds the mice in his basement made at night. �Any idea why he did it?� Victor sounded so calm, so damn normal, so average-Joe.
The waitress paused. �Everyone has a breaking point, I guess. Sounds to me like he just snapped. Or he was crazy.�
�No doubt,� Victor said. The aroma of fried sausage swarmed around him like poison gas. �But why here? Was he a regular?�
�I never heard of him until that day when Arlon, my boss, called and said some wackjob shot up the place. Killed five people, one of them was a waitress.�
�You know her?�
�Sabrina? She was a new girl. Just out of high school, looking to save up for community college. She was a pretty thing. Such a shame.�
Victor glanced around, merely for show. The diner was fairly busy this Saturday morning. People were engaged in conversations in the booths while scraping their forks across plates that must have been used a billion times. The only other patron at the counter, however, was an old man in a big, heavy coat. He was at the far end, a cup of coffee before him and a newspaper.
�Place seems to have bounced right back,� Victor said. �Like it did after the last time.�
The waitress nodded. �I didn�t know what to expect. Thought I�d be out of a job. But Arlon reopened after three days, when the cops were done, of course, and people came back. Helps to be the only diner in a twenty-mile radius.�
�I�m sure.� Victor had lived in Stone Creek his whole life. The little town was squished on the corner of Orange County, New York, at the foot of Blood Mountain. The mountain was the second highest peak in the region next to Schunemunk Mountain, which, at almost seventeen-hundred-feet high, always got all the attention. Blood Mountain, however, had that killer name and the beauty that went with it.
�What did you mean, the last time?� the waitress asked.
�Some places are marked,� he said.
�Marked?�
�Cursed, I guess you�d say, but it�s more than that.�
�Uh-huh,� she said. �What can I get you?�
�The coffee is fine for now, thanks.�
�You just let me know.� She winked.
Victor smiled back. What would she look like beneath his hunting knife? Would she still wink at him when he pushed it slowly into that soft spot at the base of her throat where her skin had started to sag?
She walked down to the old guy at the end of the counter and then made her way to the front of the diner where the rest of her customers waited in booths. Victor spun slowly on the stool as if he were maneuvering to get up, maybe head to the bathroom.
The girl and her father had only coffee and water so far. But they would soon be eating quite a large breakfast. They wanted to have enough energy to make it to a late lunch if not dinner. They would have eggs and bacon and pancakes and toast and hash browns. They would eat up because they thought it would help them.
He would watch them eat for a little while. Watch the way the girl, not a girl but a young woman, chewed her food. The way her jaw moved. The way her lips pursed open just slightly like offering some secret kiss.
He would watch and then he would go back to his car and eat the tuna fish sandwich waiting there.
He would leave five dollars on the counter and a full cup of coffee.


TWO
Mercy Higgins did not want to climb some ugly mountain with her father when she could be at home reading a book or working on one of her short stories. Could be at the bookstore helping Pete clean out the fiction section for the new coffee bar he was installing.
Dad needed this, however, and that would have to suffice.
The book someone had given him at work--Daddy/Daughter Bonding: Activities to strengthen a Father�s Connection with his Daughter--waited before him like it was his meal. Several skinny Post-Its stuck out from the pages.
�I know you don�t want to do this,� Dad said. She started to protest but he continued. �I know this may not be what you want to do on a Saturday, but I think it�ll be good for us. Get some fresh air. Some distance from the world. You might actually have fun.�
They had never been camping. Dad never showed any interest and she certainly had no desire to sleep in a tent on the ground. Not to mention the hiking. They weren�t prissy people; they just liked their quiet time at home. It was warm there, especially in the reading room where Dad kept the fireplace going through the winter and the walls of books sheltered her like giant arms.
Mom had loved that room, too.
�It�s fine, Dad,� she said. �I�m looking forward to it.� She held his gaze long enough for him to believe it, or at least add it to the tomb of self-denial he was perpetually building.
�It�s supposed to be beautiful tonight. Maybe a little chilly but we�ve got the thermal sleeping bags and the arctic tent. The portable grill, too. Hopefully, I�ll be able to get a fire going.� He laughed in that way that always made him sound vulnerable. It was something she liked about her dad, something she�d liked about Joel at school, too. So many men came across as cocky know-it-alls; it was refreshing to find a few who could be self-deprecating.
�I know, Dad.�
�I bought the best stuff. It�s not like we�re heading out unprepared.�
�I know.�
�It�s going to be fun. Trust me.�
About a month before she died, Mom told Mercy all the things she loved about her husband. She said them slowly, breathing shallowly between words. When Mom started on the physical traits, Mercy had steeled herself against the expectation of graphic sexual references because sometimes in those last days Mom had forgotten what she was saying, gotten really vulgar. Instead, Mom said it was Dad�s smile that always moved her heart. So sweet and inviting. And those dimples.
Dad�s smile now was no less sweet but carried a weight of desperation. The beard he�d grown had covered his dimples and his face had thinned.
�You�re really sweet, Dad.�
�No pity on your old man. This is for us.�
When the waitress took their order, they both asked for more food than they had intended, like they knew they would need it.
Beyond the parking lot outside the window was Route 51, which led straight across the county to New Jersey in the west and onward to New York City in the east, and on the other side of the road, almost close enough to touch, waited the foot of Blood Mountain. Clouds obscured the peak like it was something secretive. Or dangerous.


THREE
Victor did use the bathroom before he left the diner. It was a cramped, two-person room with one stall and a urinal. When he relieved himself, Victor admired his penis. He stretched it out. From what he found on the Internet, it was above-average in length. When he had paid a woman to suck him off, she made no comment about his size. He almost asked but he didn�t want her to look at him with that skeletal face and gap-tooth smirk.
�Soon enough,� he murmured to it.
He put himself carefully away in his pants before he could get excited and washed his hands at the sink. Too many images crowded his mind. So many ways he could manipulate the female body. So many positions. He had to keep those images in check. If he let his excitement get control, he would lose the upper hand. He had planned this for far too long to let it get away because he was desperate for a woman�s touch.
After the cleansing, there would be plenty of women for men like him. Plenty of touching.
Mercy Higgins could be saved. It would be her choice.
Victor almost missed the writing on the mirror. He started to turn away, shaking his hands dry, and wondering if using their water had been such a good idea; it might permeate his skin, infect him.
In the lower right corner, scratched into the mirror�s surface, it said: Cleanse the World.
Victor traced the three words with his finger. The indentations they made in the mirror were like slices in skin, knife tracks about to spout blood.
It didn�t matter who put it there, Hugo or someone before him. It was another sign.
Victor left the bathroom. His smile must have looked so peculiar.


FOUR
While Mercy and her father gobbled eggs and pancakes and toast, the teens in the booth across from them discussed the recent shooting in which a crazy guy named Hugo killed five people in this very diner.
�Fucking guy came in with a shotgun or some shit and bam! bam! bam!� The teenage boy in the skinny jeans and body-tight hoodie made a child-like gun gesture with his thumb and forefinger.
His equally tight-dressed friend laughed like the kid was talking about some movie.
The first kid glanced around, like scoping out the place. �Can you imagine? Must of been sick to see it go down. Blood hitting the walls and shit.�
�You�re sick, man,� his friend said.
The first boy glanced at Mercy and her father. His gaze lingered briefly. What was he seeing in his head? Was he imagining fucking her in some degrading way? �Can�t be prude about it,� he said to his friend. �Most people live in a bubble.�
That�s what Joel had said: Mercy, you live in a bubble. And he�d told her to use fabric softener. Such a weird thing to say. You�re clothes always smell stale. So, she�d used dryer sheets and went around in a cloud of lemon. Then he�d told her she had clammy hands and that he�d found someone else. She tried to elicit a smile from him but he stared at her like she was some beggar on the street.
In a way she had been. She�d begged to have sex with him, told him she was a virgin and that she really wanted him, even though she wasn�t sure that was the case but she was almost out of college and nobody graduated college still a virgin. Only losers. Then he said her hands were clammy and he�d met someone else.
�Can you imagine how fucked up it must have been?� the first boy asked.
�I�m glad I wasn�t here,� his friend said.
�Fuck that. I would have taken that guy down. Would have shot him between his eyes. Watch the blood splatter. Been a hero.�
Mercy�s eyes started to water. A minute ago she had been fine. Her only feeling was one of slight dread about hiking up a mountain on a chilly spring day and then having to sleep on the ground at some campsite. Then those two boys started talking about the killing and she was remembering Joel for some reason and how he said she smelled stale and had clammy hands and wouldn�t have sex with her and then she had graduated a virgin. Now, she was crying. Sometimes she hated being a woman.
Her father put down his fork and touched her arm. �Honey, what�s wrong?�
She took several napkins out of the dispenser on the table and dried her eyes. When she looked at her father, he had that sweet face he always got when things didn�t turn out right for her. When she�d fallen off her bike as a little kid. When her violin audition for Juilliard fell through and she studied literature at the State University in Pleasantville instead. When Mom died.
�I�m sorry,� she said.
�You have nothing to be sorry about. This is my fault. I shouldn�t have pushed this whole camping thing on you. I just thought it would be fun. Thought we could have some time to bond.�
Tears began to reemerge. �It�s not that. I want to go camping. It�s just . . . Just . . .� She paused, breathed deeply. �I have to use the bathroom.�
When she slid out of the booth, the first boy said, �You think the guy wanted to have sex with any of the bodies? Shoot his load and then shoot his head off.�
If Mercy were a different sort of woman, she would tell them to stop being such stupid pricks and grow up and then she�d throw a cup of coffee on each of them.
She started to get her tears under control. A skinny guy with several-day�s worth of stubble on his face was staring at her. He was walking past the counter while she was on the opposite side of a dividing row of booths. He wore jeans and a black jacket. He was cute, too, aside from an undernourished face.
She knew him from somewhere.
Their eyes met and the man looked away. A moment later he was at the front door and Mercy was in the bathroom.
She knew him. She had spoken with him.


FIVE
Victor held the girl�s gaze for no more than a second or two. He would have loved to stare at her for hours. Loved to hold her close and stare into her eyes, caress the fragility of her soul.
There would be time for that later. If she caught on too soon, there was a risk the whole thing might collapse. He had pressed his luck, no doubt about that, and if he pressed it any further he would be, as his father used to say, S.O.L.
No dinner tonight, son. Sorry.
But I�m hungry.
S.O.L.
Shit out of luck.
Victor�s father hadn�t been a bad man or even a bad father. He was the kind of father who never understood what fatherhood was really about. He saw Victor as a roommate, maybe even an acquaintance. He didn�t belief in tender consolation. Life dealt you a bad hand? Well, looks like you�re S.O.L.
Victor didn�t want to be S.O.L. Luck had been with him for a while now. It would continue to be with him. He only had to trust the greater powers manipulating his future.
He turned from the girl�s soft white skin and innocent blue eyes. They would be his in time. Then he could chew on that flesh and suck those eyes right from her skull if he wanted. Maybe she�d even like that, get off on it. Her body would convulse in a spasmodic orgasm as her eye slid past his lips and onto his tongue.
He walked quickly outside to his car. The friction of his jeans only encouraged his arousal. His underwear, always a size too small on purpose, was doing little to stymie the growing bulge.
He had parked at the far end of the parking lot. His car was a beater from the late eighties he had bought for one-hundred dollars. It had two-hundred-eighty thousand miles. The steering wheel shook violently at speeds over forty and the exhaust stank of rotting eggs. But it was all he needed.
There were no cars near his.
He dropped into the drivers� seat. It groaned like it might finally give out. He yanked down his jeans and took his cell phone from his jacket. He caressed himself faster and faster as he scrolled through the fifty pictures he had taken of Mercy Higgins.
He managed to get the box of tissues out of the glove compartment in time.


SIX
Mercy almost started crying harder when she thought how much easier it would be to explain everything to Mom. Women understood how messed up they were. They knew their bodies were uncontrollable vessels of perpetually battling hormones. A woman could be giddy with happiness one minute and completely devastated at the crippling power of some perceived fear the next. She could not explain everything to Dad. She couldn�t tell him how she felt about Mom, about her desperation to have sex with Joel, her overwhelming feeling of failure about her music and her fear that her life was a pointless string of disappointments. Mom would have understood, let her voice her shopping list of worries and then shared a secret smoke with her and told her that life for a woman was much harder than a man could ever realize. Dad would blame himself because he was sensitive and then she�d feel even worse.
She almost surrendered. She almost told Dad that she wasn�t feeling well and that she�d rather just go home and curl up in bed with a book. Spend tomorrow at the bookstore helping Pete.
The bookstore. Where she had seen that guy.
Since high school, Mercy worked a few days a week at a local bookstore called Rune Books. Pete Harwinski started the place in the eighties and managed to keep it profitable through all the publishing scares. He created an online presence to make his place known for the people who prided themselves on shopping only at privately owned shops. He�d recently added free Wi-Fi and was building a coffee bar with a few plush chairs for costumers who didn�t want to buy books but liked scrolling the Internet in such ambiance. Since graduating, Mercy worked there six days a week. She�d probably end up serving coffee by the end of next week. Not very impressive for someone with a Bachelor�s in Literary Theory with a minor in English Literature.
The store was never very busy except around Christmas, but Pete made enough to keep the business going and pay Mercy twelve dollars an hour. She lived at home and didn�t really care about the money. She worked there because Pete was such a nice guy, a second father, really, and because she�d always loved books. She could sit in the store, breathing in the sweet intermingling aromas of new and old books and read all day long.
The small size of the store and the way the towering shelves of books obscured what dim lighting there was always intimidated newcomers. Most newbies wanted the latest bestseller from whoever, but some were on a mission to get a rare hardback copy of some novel published in the sixties or seventies.
Maybe two-dozen regulars frequented the store every few days or so on what seemed like a rotating schedule. Most were nice, some weird. She knew all their names, too, all except for the guy she had just seen in the diner. She should have recognized him immediately. He usually came into the store every three or four days an hour or so before closing. He never returned her hellos. He went right to the far end of the store, opposite the cashier counter. He never seemed to find anything to buy. Pete called him �the perpetual browser.�
Mercy was reorganizing a shelf of horror paperbacks from the eighties with their flashy covers of gory monsters and blood-soaked landscapes when he caught the man peering around the corner of the bookcase at her. She asked if she could help him. His eyes did some kind of weird jiggle or something and he said no. A moment later, he was running out of the store like he had forgotten some urgent appointment.
That had been a month ago. Since then, he had been in the store but always like a ghost, hidden from view, only felt as some kind of different presence. Not threatening, exactly, but certainly strange.
He probably wanted to ask her out.
Perish the thought.


SEVEN
Victor cleaned himself up and stuffed the towel back into the glove compartment. Free of that stuff, his body was calm, his mind focused. When he didn�t relieve himself for a while, he could get a little crazy. He accepted that. The pleasure he gave himself was part of his maintenance, like brushing his teeth or bathing.
With a clear mind, he could see the situation better. See the pitfalls. The danger. He had been stupid to enter the diner. Stupider still to stare at the girl and, stupidest of all, to make eye contact. It wouldn�t take long for her to place who he was. Not that she knew anything about him, but he hadn�t exactly been as covert as the situation required.
The girl might get freaked, call off the camping expedition. She�d told her friend over the phone that her father thought the night on the mountain would be some kind of bonding thing but she would much rather see a therapist together. The girl had laughed at something her friend said before saying that maybe it wouldn�t be so bad, maybe they would run into a cute hiker.
Victor had been near the back of the bookstore where she worked, on his knees, pretending to scan the bindings of old hardcover books. The girl�s voice echoed through the store and teased him with its sensuality like those mythological creatures and their songs that lured sailers to their death.
The girl was no beast. She was an innocent, perhaps marked for death as the old world gave way to the New Time, but he would give her a chance to save herself. At least for a while.
It was the how of this situation he had never fully calculated. He couldn�t simply speak to her. She would see the truth of his nature, discover he was a cleanser, and rebuke him. Then he would have to kill her.
For now, he would stay out of the way. Trail them up the mountain. Hide in the distance. Wait for his opportunity.
Like when the rats came out. He could spend hours waiting in the dark of his basement. His hearing would get fuzzy and then adjust to the silence. His eyes would find the outline of the furniture and then gradually reveal their hidden dimensions. If he waited long enough, his senses grew super keen.
Then the rats had no chance.
Sometimes he killed them outright. Other times he amputated their legs and then gradually sliced open their bellies to see how long they would keep fighting to live.
The struggle could last for some time.
He would trust in his patience, in his senses, in his self-control. In the power the universe had given him.
That was easy to do when his mind wasn�t flooded with images of the girl on her knees before him, mouth wide. In those fantasies, her eyes were black holes that cried tears of blood.
Like the tears the trees cried on the mountain.
The girl and her father were at a table in one of the windows. The glare from the sun painted the girl in a holy aura like a giant halo.
Two teenage boys were smoking on the opposite side of the front stairs. They were laughing about something.
Victor got out of the car and opened his trunk. He checked his supplies. He hoped the rifle would not be necessary. He had never fired one. It was the same kind Hugo Herrera had used. He must have been quick, reloading and firing to kill five people without anyone stopping him.
Too quick to almost be unbelievable. Why didn�t anyone try to stop him?
Because in those final minutes, everyone in that diner knew the bell of a special hour had rung. People spend lifetimes looking forward to things but when destiny catches up with them they are helpless.
We are all helpless before the Great Plan.
Victor caressed his backpack. The hunting knives were in there. Set of seven. Each sharpened and polished. Sometimes he stared at his reflection in those blades and imagined blood traversing the grooves like open veins.
He grinned.


EIGHT
The teenage boys were gone. On the table, they left one dollar. Dad looked so sad and helpless that Mercy�s tears almost returned full force. When he began to apologize and call off the camping expedition, Mercy shook her head like Mom used to and said she was sorry, that she wanted to go on this trip with him, she really did.
�It won�t be as bad as you think,� Dad said. �It�s not going to rain.�
He was trying.
She picked at the remainder of her meal.
Outside, the two teenage boys were walking across the parking lot toward the far end. Their tight jeans with the sagging butts looked ridiculous. They probably didn�t have a car. Maybe been up all night drinking, talking about sex. They were assholes, but boys had it easier. Living the bohemian way came naturally to them. Ratcheting up sexual escapades like they were collecting baseball cards. Virginity was a grease stain needing to be wiped clean.
Joel had not pressured her. He had given her intense physical pleasure. The first time he went down on her she was appalled and horrified, afraid he would comment on her smell, but those worries vanished in a full-body tingling sensation. She was nervous returning the favor and had done her best imitation of what a porn woman would do. Even after a month of similar exchanges, he denied her the full pleasure of his sex because he had found someone new and he didn�t want to take advantage of her.
How wonderfully noble of him.
�We can talk about anything,� Dad said. �I know I�m your father and that makes it weird sometimes, but I am here for you. I won�t judge you.�
He meant well but it made her feel even more like a little girl. She was supposed to be a woman, a college-educated woman, not some teen fretting over boy issues.
�I know,� she said. �I�m thinking about Mom.� Ironically, talking about Mom was a preferable discussion.
Dad�s face paled. �It was hard. But you were so wonderful, honey. So strong.�
�It�s fine, Dad.�
�No. I mean it. Without you, I would have fallen apart. My little girl saved me.�
�I was a mess.�
�You were so strong. There is a lot of your mother in you. I hope you know that.�
�Thanks, Dad.�
Gradually, their solemn faces brightened until he made that stupid walrus face and she managed a giggle. Like when she had been young.
The boys were almost at the far end of the parking lot where a small car with dark splotches of rust on its side waited, the trunk open. The guy from the bookstore was standing there, gesturing for them to approach, like he had something really wonderful to show them.
The boys came around the car on either side like jackals. All three stepped behind the open trunk lid.
�You don�t have to keep things bottled,� Dad said.
�I�m just looking at the mountain.�
Dad appreciated the view for a moment. �A little bare right now but in a few weeks the trees will be lush. By then, lots of people will be up there. The trails will be littered with wrappers and plastic bottles.�
Going up Blood Mountain was a rite of passage for many people in Stone Creek. Parents took their kids up there as infants. Boys shot their first deers up there. Teenagers gathered to drink and have sex up there. Or so she heard.
�This time of year is why the mountain gets its name,� Dad said.
The boys moved behind the curtain of the trunk. A jagged rust scar marked it like a battle wound on a soldier�s face.
�All the pine trees. They start excreting around now. Change in the temperature or something. Sap is deep red. Tourists come to see it. The Great Bleed, it�s called.�
Dad had been stumbling around the Internet again.
In elementary school, kids said the mountain got its name from all the Indians that were slaughtered up there when the white settlers founded Stone Creek. In high school, the story had something to do with a hook-armed psychopath who liked to kidnap teenage girls up there. He�d rape them and hang them naked upside down from the trees. He would slice their throats with a hunting knife and watch them bleed out. Even a teacher once supported the story. �Lesson is, girls,� the teacher said, �don�t go camping.�
�The Great Bleed?� she asked. She thought of the first time she got her period. Thankfully, Mom had still been very much alive.
�It�s what they say.�
�Who?�
�They.�
�Can�t trust everything they say, Dad.�
�You�re sure you want to do this?� he asked like she were debating getting on a roller coaster she�d finally gotten tall enough to board.
�Yes, Dad.�
Outside, one of the boys fell to his knees.


NINE
The boys said they wanted to see what he had in the trunk, like they were cops. He opened the case and pointed to each of the seven knives. The skinning knife, the work knife, the Tanto knife . . . They were each five inches long with wooden handles that gleamed.
�Know anything about knives?� Victor asked.
The boys stood on either side of him. They made stupid noises and laughed like they were retarded. They weren�t, though, they were just kids. Smelled like fire and bourbon.
Victor pointed to one of the knives. �See that? It�s the gut hook. Jam the knife in and drag that hook across. Spill the insides. Yank them out if needed.�
�That�s fucked,� one of them said. He was slightly taller than his buddy but just as skinny.
Victor removed a felt case from his bag. He unfurled it in his hand. The eight-inch knife sloped to a curved point. That made it easier for skinning an animal without hacking up the meat. The straight side was serrated. That was for splitting through ribcages. Just above the handle, VD had been carved into the metal.
�You�re like some sicko who lives in the woods?� one kid asked.
Victor covered the knife, placed it back in the bag. In there was also the small curved axe and the bone saw.
�You think it�s smart to talk to strangers like that?� Victor asked. �Especially one with so many knives?�
�Can I touch them?� the kid asked and his buddy laughed.
�No.�
�Why not?� The kids stepped closer.
�No one touches them.�
�Uh, okay,� the second kid said in a stupid voice.
�What you got in that bag?� the taller one asked. �Drugs and shit?�
�I don�t do drugs.�
The boys laughed. �Yeah, right.�
The kid stepped closer and reached toward the bag. The other kid was almost at Victor�s back. Victor brought his fist up out of the bag and cracked the bottom of the kid�s jaw. His head snapped back, his eyes rolled lazily, and he collapsed to his knees. He fell forward onto the pavement with a splat. Victor turned to the other kid. Blood dripped from the stainless steel points of the brass knuckles.
The kid stepped back several feet and was running away before Victor could say something really clever and witty. Not that he had anything in mind.
The kid on the ground moaned. His feet rocked side to side on the toes of his sneakers.
Victor grabbed one of the many towels in his trunk and cleaned the blood from the black brass knuckles.


TEN
Mercy had never seen a fight before. This didn�t qualify as much of a fight but it was the closest physical violence she�d ever experienced. When the kid hit the ground, she thought he was being stupid or something but then the trunk lid swung down and the man from the bookstore stood there massaging his right hand. The kid was on on the ground and her first thought was that he was dead.
�Daddy . . .�
But the kid�s feet were moving, not much, but enough.
�What?�
�That guy . . .�
But he was staring at her. Standing at the back of his car, some kid on the ground at his feet, the man smiled. It should have been repulsive. She should have started yelling that there was a crazy guy outside who�d just pummeled some kid, should have dialed 9-1-1.
He raised his hand in a half-wave and she returned it. His smile was big. Then he was in his car and pulling out of the parking lot, headed down the road toward Pennsylvania and New Jersey.
�What, baby,� her father was saying. �What is it?�
When had he last called her baby? Had she been ten? Younger? Right around the last time she�d called him daddy.
�Nothing,� she said. �Just a guy I recognized from the bookstore.�
�Oh, really?�
She blushed. She couldn�t help it. �I don�t even know his name.�
�Maybe he�s shy. Maybe he�s been following you around.�
That creeped her out some but it also intrigued her. Maybe the guy wasn�t as weird as he seemed. Perhaps he was shy and scared to make the first move. She could appreciate that. A little healthy stalking wasn�t the worst thing for a girl, was it?
The violence, however, helped her keep the warm flooding sensation from fully seizing her. The man obviously had problems, an anger issue, at least. The poor kid was still on the ground. His legs and arms flopped around like the last throes of a fish out of water. The guy had done some damage. And with only his fist, just one punch.
The kid had been an asshole. He�d deserved it.
When she was heading to the bathroom and spotted the man, had something passed between them, something she hadn�t fully realized at that moment? The man sensed how upset she was and, knowing where she was seated, assumed it was because of those stupid boys. It had been, too, at least partly.
So, this weird guy who watched her from around the corner of bookshelves had punished the kids, redeemed her honor.
That was stupid and yet, she kind of liked the idea. What girl wouldn�t? It was like the set up for some romance novel. The next time he came into Rune Books, she would casually go up to him, ask how his hand was and see what happened from there.
�You okay?� Dad asked.
�Yes.� For the first time in a long time she meant it too.


ELEVEN
Victor drove to the spot near the abandoned garbage trucks. The place had once been the home for a full-service garbage company called Murray Waste Co., but it had closed down a long time ago. Victor had been coming here for fifteen years. Since the day he�d killed the family cat and his mother threatened to send him to a Special Facility.
The cat�s neck had snapped like breaking a popsicle stick.
He ran to this place and stayed for six hours. His mother did not report him.
He had been inside the abandoned building several times but there wasn�t anything in there except for rickety office furniture, moldy folders with faded papers in them, and lots of cockroaches. Especially in the basement.
Teenagers frequented this place as well because the building sat almost on top of Route 51 and the lot opened up behind it. Two rusted heaps that had once been garbage trucks sat at the far corner by a warped mesh fence like long-forgotten sentries. There was enough room for a little league field. Occasionally, kids had drinking parties back here. Victor sometimes watched them from the woods behind the fence. One night, a girl had danced in the crisscrossing beams of the car lights and removed layer after layer of clothes. She�d been drinking Wild Turkey from the bottle.
Kids had busted most of the windows in the building and the structure had even started sinking like it was slowly lowering into its own grave. A large red sign on the front read CONDEMNED KEEP OUT. In the back, multi-colored graffiti crisscrossed over the peeling siding like convoluted spiderwebs. Across the back door that had once been used as an Employees Only entrance, the words FAGGATS EAT SHIT lived forever in gradually fading red paint. Someone had smeared his hand through the word SHIT, so the letters slipped down the wall beneath cartoon-sized fingers.
Victor ate his tuna fish sandwich and drank from his travel jug of water. The water was from a stream not too far from Blood Mountain. It had not been altered in any way.
He had taken a risk with the kids in the parking lot. For someone who liked to be invisible, Victor had really put himself out there. The plan might now be seriously messed up.
The universe wanted him to attack that kid. He believed that and he told himself again and again that it was true. He was one of the chosen ones. He would be a member of an elite class of humans still free to roam the world when everything began running down into the last dark times. A special role. A unique spot. Reserved only for him.
So long as he did not allow doubt to taint his faith.
When his eyes met hers inside the diner, he knew the plan had changed. The risk was unavoidable but necessary. The powers that reigned would protect him. The cops had not been summoned. Diners had not flocked into the parking lot to intervene. But the woman had seen. And waved.
If he were a hunter and not simply a guy with fancy hunting gear, Victor would have said that the trap was set.
He threw the rest of his sandwich out the window for the rats and got out of the car. He walked around to the front.
The main tourist entrance to the mountain�s trails was a mile or so further down the road, but there were several ways in all around the mountain and no real obstructions, only a few sagging fences and faded PROHIBITED signs. Across the street and down a ways along a dirt road the garbage trucks had once traversed on their trips to an illegal dumping location, there was a place for Victor to begin his ascent up the mountain. Only the true adventurers used that spot because the trail was not easily found and the smell of rotting trash that had not been exhumed often filled the air with potent plumes that burned your nostrils.
The east ridge of the mountain gleamed like the shining blade of a knife. He could almost see the bloody tears bubbling from the trees. Those trees were like something from a Greek myth. On days like today when the temperature was expected to spike out of the cold and into the surprisingly warm, the blood would gush out, form puddles like little tar traps that could suck the shoes off your feet.
A lot of people didn�t like to hike up there. They said the mountain was one giant trap.


TWELVE
A guy in his twenties hefted a large hiking bag on to his back and connected several straps across his broad chest. His sweatshirt was snug against his shoulder muscles and biceps. He did not glance her way while he readied himself for a hike.
Maybe they would run into him somewhere in the woods.
Dad was bent over in the trunk, assembling the supplies into four different piles: his stuff to carry, her stuff to carry, food, and first aid supplies. He had spend the night meticulously packing their bags and now, parked at the foot of the mountain, he had emptied those bags for a final check of supplies.
The guy in the snug sweatshirt was the only other hiker. His car was parked on the other end of the gravel lot near the metal HIKERS ONLY sign.
The man latched a thermos onto the side of his bag and then adjusted his iPod so the cords were tucked behind the bag straps. Maybe he would want to begin the journey with them. He could be a lonely guy who was only out hiking because he had no girlfriend to roll around in bed with.
God, she was pathetic.
The man headed toward the well-beaten path. He never glanced in her direction.
When she turned back, Dad was weighing the options between a travel-size first aid kit that was a small flat box and a home-sized one about the size of a tissue box.
�We�re not performing surgery up there, Dad.�
�Right,� he said and smiled, but the smile faded into that uncomfortable place between cheer and sorrow.
After another minute of debate, he placed the large kit back in the trunk and put the small one in a side pocket on his bag. The piles had dwindled and their bags now bulged like two alien seed pods.
Dad strapped the bundled pop-tent to the top of his bag and hefted the whole thing on his back. He sagged with the load, steadied his legs and straightened. He opened his arms as if to say, Well, whaddya think?
�You look like a tourist,� she said.
He did a stupid back and forth tap dance and pretended to doff a hat.
�That�s great, Dad.�
Mercy slipped her hands out from the sleeves of her sweatshirt and put on her bag. It was as heavy as it looked and her legs wobbled for a moment. The slight chill the morning air brought would soon be gone in a gush of sweat.
Dad held out his arm like they were about to enter an elegant ballroom. �Shall we?�
She smiled. �Sure, Dad.�
She took his arm for a moment and was surprised how well that helped steady her legs, and then they were headed toward the dirt trail. After a few feet, Dad turned around, clicked LOCK on the remote for the car. The confirming beep was reassuring, civilized.
Mercy gazed up at the mountain hulking before her. In a few weeks, all the trees would be lush and green but for now they were barren and steadily bleeding.


THIRTEEN
Victor had been up the mountain this way many times. The first time had been shortly after his discovery of the desolate lot behind the garbage company. He�d traveled an hour or two up the trail, always expecting the way to peter out or to come upon some unscalable rock or collection of fallen trees, but the way had been clear. Like he was meant to find it.
He knew the way very well, knew many hiding places, knew where a bear sometimes liked to wander.
He walked with the eight-inch hunting knife swinging in his hand like he were a carefree kid on a morning stroll. He slid it across the grey bark of several trees. He marked a few of the trees in case he had to find his way back quickly, but he was confident there would be no rapid escape from Blood Mountain.
Unlike the trail most people used, this trail ascended rapidly into a steep slope. Victor leaned forward and maintained a good pace. At times, he grabbed trees for leverage or leaned against one for a momentary respite. He wasn�t stupid enough to scale rapidly without pause. He had to conserve his energy. There was no rush. He was well ahead of the woman and her father.
A squirrel darted across the ground and leaped onto a tree. It stared at Victor. It was big and grey, its legs splayed out across the tree. It sniffed at a glob of red sap bubbling from a tiny hole. Victor stepped toward it. His boots crushed dead twigs and leaves in little munching noises.
When he was six years old, Victor found a tree near his home filled with squirrels. There might have been ten or more. Running up and down the huge maple, across the yard, and back up again. He charged after one of them, laughing at how they scattered. But when he got to the tree, one of them had not fled very far. Victor went for it and it lunged onto Victor�s back. When he fell, three more squirrels joined in. He screamed and cried and rolled around. By the time a neighbor came to his rescue, his shirt had been torn in several places, his back streaked with blood.
This squirrel froze, held Victor�s gaze. A small six-year old was one thing but a full grown adult was something else entirely.
Victor raised the long blade.
His next step cracked a dead branch and the squirrel launched up the tree. It scurried toward the top. An urge to follow after the damn thing rushed through Victor for a moment but it was ridiculous as well as impossible. The closest branch was well above him, at least fifteen feet high.
The squirrel stared down through a tangle of barren branches.
Victor slashed the trunk of the tree in one, fluid swipe. The blade went in nearly half an inch. A little sap bubbled from the middle of the gash.
The squirrel jumped onto a neighboring tree, way up high.
Victor continued on his way.


FOURTEEN
Mercy�s legs started to cramp less than an hour into the trek. Dad wanted to push on, even though he was panting.
�We�ll find a good spot to rest soon.�
There were plenty of spots to rest, plenty of trees against which to lean.
But she trudged on. The wide path began to narrow and the slope got steeper. The trees remained straight, of course, which was funny even though it made perfect sense. Trees didn�t emerge off a mountain like quills on a porcupine; they grew toward the sun. Each tree fought for its little spot of light.
Mercy had taken an environmental science lecture course to satisfy the general education requirement and the professor had been this young, skinny guy who gave twenty-minute diatribes about pollution and the mystical power of mother nature. He had once discussed how violent trees were, how plant life was constantly at war with the environment. The battles were too slow for us to notice. And plants never surrendered. Ever. It you cut down a tree, it would immediately start re-growing. The only way to kill it was to rip it from the roots. Trees had endured for millions of years. They were nature�s true fighting survivors.
The trail finally got too steep for them to continue without a breather. Mercy leaned against a tree and hoped her legs would stop shaking. Dad unhooked the canteen from his bag and gulped down some water. Mercy spilled a lot of the water across her cheeks and down the front of her sweatshirt, but she swallowed enough to make her feel better.
�We�ve got plenty of water,� Dad said. �Drink up.�
From this spot, the diner was a tiny building set a far distance off. It looked like a plastic model or child�s toy. Beyond the diner was a lot of nothing, some farmland and an occasional house or two. Far off, though it really wasn�t, was the town of Stone Creek. When you were in town, it felt like the mountain was right on top of you. Up here, the town was far off. She couldn�t even see her home.
�Not so bad, right?� Dad asked.
�It�s beautiful,� she said.
�Your mother would have loved it up here. Not that she ever would have agreed to the hike. We once took a helicopter ride over the town, right over this mountain. This was before you were born and the town was having its centennial celebration. Big fair. Carnival rides. Lots of parades. Went on for a few days that summer. For twenty bucks a person, you could get a half-hour helicopter flight over Stone Creek. Even took us into Pennsylvania.�
Dad was no longer looking out of the mountain at the view. He was staring back inside his memory. She wanted to hug him, tell him Mom loved him so much.
�We went up at sunset. The view was spectacular. The sky rippled in waves of red and orange and yellow. Like being inside a fire. Your mother was stunned silent. And you know she was never at a loss for something to say. It would have been a great moment to propose if we weren�t already married. God, that was so long ago but I see it perfectly. I can even feel the sensation of flying, that sense that you�re floating.�
Mercy wiped at her eyes. �You�re making me cry, Dad.�
He smiled at her and apologized. She held him extra tight when they hugged.
�Let�s keep going,� he said. �The map said there�s a clearing not too far ahead.�
Mercy glanced back at the panoramic view for a moment before following her father up the mountain.


FIFTEEN
Victor discovered the connection between the two trails when he was chasing a deer years ago. He had never killed anything larger than a cat and he needed to develop the survivalist mentality. He would need it when the world slid into the dark times and he was really called upon to cleanse.
He had no gun. They scared him. That was stupid but it was the truth. People were always shooting themselves. Eventually, he got the shotgun but he never carried it with him. And the thought of one hadn�t even been a blip on the radar of his mind back then.
The deer had been grazing and Victor had nearly stumbled into it. He was only twenty feet from it. The deer stared at him, frozen. Victor flung his knife at it and landed a blow in the animal�s back thigh. The deer took off.
The knife dropped off at some point but Victor kept pursuing. This had been in the summer when the trees were full and even the underbrush was lush with plant life. A thin trail of blood led the way.
Victor kept after it and thought he might actually get to it until his foot caught on a branch and he toppled forward. He almost smashed his face on a rock.
The deer was gone but a man was watching him. He stood in the middle of a wide, well-worn path. The guy wore a large bag on his back, the kind with metal tubes outlining the frame.
Victor backtracked toward the trail but didn�t find his knife. That was okay. He had found something much better.
That place was still a little ways ahead, but Victor knew exactly where. He had marked the spot. In time, he hoped to discover similar paths or create them himself. He wanted to know every section of this mountain. When the dark time finally came, this mountain would be his refuge and his home.
His time in the woods always helped calm Victor�s mind. He didn�t need to stop or appreciate the scenery or mediate. Sometimes at night sleeping with only a military-issue blanket he had bought, he would scroll through pictures of the woman on his phone, however, and release his negative energy. During the day, he needed only to keep moving up the mountain and his mind found clarity.
His plan had changed considerably. He gone to the diner to confirm that the woman and her father were really heading up the mountain today. He had let his urges drive him inside the place, let it put him directly in front of her. A stupid move, yet it was working out. He had only to trust the universe as it conspired to give him what he needed.
Even when he entered the diner well aware of the risk, he knew it was the right move. Everything happened for a reason, people loved to say, and Victor could take that further: everything happened according to plan. Hugo Herrera had killed five people in that diner. He had marked the mirror and subsequently marked the place. A holy place. An outpost for cleansers along the trail to enlightenment. Victor was one of the first. He was destined for a special place.
And it started with the girl.
Instead of tracking her up the mountain and waiting for an opportunity to strike, he was now honing a new plan, something that seemed highly irrational and risky but was, so long as he trusted the universe, exactly what he was supposed to do.
The girl had waved to him. She�d watched him punch the teenager and then she waved.
Victor marked a tree with a quick slice of his knife. For the first time in what felt like forever, Victor was smiling with his whole face.


SIXTEEN
Mercy and her father stopped at a little clearing that opened out on the valley. A few twisted cans of Bud sat in a small pile of faded ash.
Mercy took off her bag and dropped it. She was immediately so much lighter she thought she could run off the side of the mountain and glide through the air back home. Then her thighs gave out and she collapsed on her butt. Her father laughed.
�Guess we should have trained for this,� he said.
She tried to speak but couldn�t catch enough breath to not sound like an emphysema patient, so she gave Dad the thumbs-up. Several gulps of water later, her body began to level out. Sweat had gathered between her breasts and she wanted to take off her sweatshirt but then she�d probably get cold and that would make her more miserable.
Dad took off his bag and joined her on the ground. He rubbed her back for a little while the way he always did when she was a kid and couldn�t get to sleep. God, what she wouldn�t give to be home and in bed right now.
�Having a good time?� he asked.
She nodded before the words could form. �Great.�
He held her gaze for a moment and then turned to the trees around them. �This is great. Just us and nature. So good to get away from the chaos. It�s tough to separate from the daily nonsense. That�s what�s wonderful about coming up here. Nature can help us appreciate what really matters.�
It sounded like something he had read in that daddy/daughter book. Like he was trying to convince himself of its truth even while Mercy tried not to reveal how torturous this whole thing was getting. Irony in books was funny and could lead to intellectual exploration. Irony in real life was too depressing to even ponder.
He asked if she was hungry but she shook her head. Her breakfast had condensed into a hard ball of lard in her stomach.
After a few minutes in which it seemed Dad was debating whether to pick back up or make this an extended stay, Mercy fished through her bag for one of the books she�d stuffed in there last night. She found her copy of The Collector by John Fowles. The book that spawned the the serial killer genre. It was the copy she�d used in college, complete with her margin notations, pages with fold lines and a binding bent so many times that the title was no longer visible through all the vertical creases. She loved the blue butterfly on the cover. Dad probably thought it was some girly book. He only ever read accounting or money management books. That was until he�d picked up the one about bonding with your daughter.
She opened to a favorite section, the part told from Miranda�s point of view and was immediately in the world of the story before Dad asked if she wanted anything to eat.
�I�m okay,� she said.
�Apple?� He lifted one out of his bag.
She shook her head and dove back into the book. The students in one of her courses had gone on the war path when Mercy dared to suggest that Miranda felt sorry for her abductor and that perhaps she even enjoyed his lavish attention. The girls in the room wanted to rip out Mercy�s throat or, better yet, remove her sex so she could no longer be counted as female. The professor had encouraged Mercy�s views in the face of student opposition and Mercy wrote her term paper on the topic. She�d earned an A. That paper was part of the reason she came back to this book at least once a year.
What would it be like to be the subject of a man�s undivided attention? Obviously, the man in The Collector was psychotic, but if she were Miranda, Mercy thought she�d enjoy the man�s attention, at least for a little while. She wouldn�t be stuck-up like Miranda.
She could never tell anybody that, not even Dad because he barely understood women any way and the couple friends she still kept in touch with via Facebook would say she just needed to get laid. And there was that, too, she supposed, for why she enjoyed this book so much. If she were Miranda, she would have given it up without protest.
She always reread the part where Clegg takes pictures of Miranda in her underwear while she�s unconscious and then later when he demands to take pornographic photos of her. She wasn�t even bothered that the man preferred the pictures with Miranda�s head excluded. That pure physicality of the man�s urges (even though he�s never able to perform) tingled every part of her with a warm gush.
At some point, Mercy was dimly aware of Dad glancing through the bonding book and then closing it and staring at her the way customers at the store did when she was reading at the checkout and they wanted to purchase something.
She pulled herself out of Miranda�s doomed world. �Yes, Dad?�
�No, no,� he said. �Keep reading. I�m just watching you.�
�I saw you reading that book. What do you want to say?�
He glanced at the book closed in his hands. �It�s embarrassing to admit that there�s so much about you I don�t know. I�ve been a lame father. The book calls me a �Non-active Daddy.� I love you. I care about you. But I don�t know who you are.�
�Maybe you should stop reading that book.�
�What are your dreams?�
�Dreams?�
�When you were seven, you wanted to be a Rockette. We went to that Christmas show and then you went around the house kicking your legs. Then you took ballet.�
�And quit after three sessions.�
�You loved it, though. You�d twirl around and put on little performances for Mom and me.�
�I�m not that little girl anymore, Dad.�
He looked down. �I know, I know.�
�You�re a great dad.�
She expected him to get teary and ask if she really meant it and then she�d get teary and they�d share a hug. Instead he said he wasn�t a good father.
�But I�m trying. I hope it�s not too late.�
�Why would it be too late?� she asked.
He stumbled over words before finding his voice. �You�re a young woman now. Soon you�ll be out on your own and then I�ll just be some guy.�
She sighed. �Dad, you�re never going to be just some guy. You�re my father and you�ve been a great one.�
�I�m sorry to keep putting you on the spot. I�m so lost without your mother.�
�It�s okay. I know.�
�I know you�re not a child anymore but whenever I look at you, I see that little girl kicking her legs all over the house. You�re my little angel.�
�I always will be.� She should get up, go to him, hug him, but her legs refused to move. Maybe stopping had been a bad idea.
He was on the verge of crying and Mercy�s eyes began to water too.
�There�s something else,� he said.
She waited.
�I have cancer.�


SEVENTEEN
Victor stopped at the place where he had once thrown his knife at a deer. He ate sardines from a can and then tossed the empty can away. He loved how the sardines coated his mouth and liked to imagine that the little fish came back to life in his stomach only to die a painful death in the pool of acid. It was childish but no less amusing.
He continued on his way.
There was no path here but the faded marks on the trees guided him in the steps he had taken several times over the years. As usual, he hoped he would find his knife but did not hold out much hope. If he was meant to get it back, the universe would give it to him. Perhaps someone else had found it. Maybe that person was now a cleanser too. Sometimes that�s how it worked.
There weren�t meetings or secret websites only accessed with some special, constantly changing password. There wasn�t a monthly magazine or any public figures to represent the cause. If anyone ever tried something like that, they would be brushed aside as a freak. But that was beside the point. If someone dared to expose the Great Plan, at least as he understood it, that person�s place in that plan would vanish and he would be revealed as a fake. True cleansers didn�t need unity or reassurance or followers. They had each been chosen in a unique way and the universe would manipulate events to get them where they needed to be. But that didn�t mean cleansers couldn�t work together. In fact, the universe might unite several of them for one purpose.
When looked at the right way, Victor could almost see the inner workings of the world. That didn�t make Victor special, just specially attuned. And through that understanding, he knew peace. He knew purpose.
He moved through the woods slowly. He enjoyed deep inhalations of the air sweet with the dry remnants of decay. When the trees bloomed, the smell would become fresh like renewed hope but he loved being in the forest just before that. It was a walk through a barren land on the cusp of a great reawakening. The world had known cleansers before and it would know them again.
He picked up a pine cone from a pile of dead leaves. Something scurried across the ground up ahead. Another squirrel. Victor turned the cone over in his hand slowly like it was a bomb that might explode at the slightest disturbance.
He kept the cone in hand as he continued through the woods. He tried juggling it a few times and had to pick it back up, once out of a small puddle of sap. The thick blood-tinged stuff got on his hands and he grew interested it its sticky texture. He tossed the cone aside for good.
Blood was smooth like silk. This sap that looked like blood as it seeped from trees and coagulated on the ground was also smooth but much thicker than blood. It slipped between his fingers and he made a fist. He opened his hand wide, spreading the fingers to form a webbed hand made from glutinous sap. He turned his hand slowly back and forth like he had done with the pine cone.
Sometimes Victor felt like he was seeing the world for the first time. Often, those epiphanies happened here, engulfed by trees and miles from civilization. This was a place of a billion revelations. Out here, the world was born afresh repeatedly before Victor�s eyes.


EIGHTEEN
Mercy did get up now and go to her father. She stepped around the abandoned fire pit and noticed a small pile of snow a few feet deep in the woods. That was so odd. The last snowfall had been at least three weeks ago and yet some still survived on this mountain. Perhaps there was lots more, up higher near the peak.
Then she was in her father�s arms.
�What do you mean?� she asked. �What cancer? When did you find out?�
�It�s okay. I�m not gone yet.�
She hated that word--yet.
�Tell me.�
�A couple weeks ago I went to the doctor�s.�
�Weeks ago?� She wanted to slap him.
�Just for some tests.� He shrugged. �I have prostate cancer.�
The world went blurry. She clutched her father close and fought off the images cascading through her mind of the ensuing chemotherapy and sickness and the vigil at his bedside while he withered to nothing and the last breath and the wake with all the pictures of him on some magnetic board and the burial and her all alone with no one to hug. She wouldn�t bury him. She would have him cremated and then she�d re-climb this mountain and scatter his ashes from the summit.
�I�m so sorry,� he said. �But there�s still plenty of reasons to hope.�
Mercy sat back, wiped her eyes. �You need to tell me things,� she said. �You need to be upfront about everything that happens. I need to know. I�m not a little girl.�
�I know, honey. I just didn�t know how to tell you. After Mom, this seemed too cruel to be true. I was holding out, hoping the doctor would call, say it�s all been a mistake. Mixed up blood work or something. I didn�t mean to wait so long. I am sorry.�
They embraced again. This was too much to process. She had watched him go from her strong, healthy dad to a withered, living corpse to a pile of ashes in a flash and that�s all she could see right now. His death. This was too cruel to be true. God couldn�t be this mean.
�When do you start treatment? What happens next? What�s the prognosis.�
He rubbed her back. �No more of that now. This outing is for us to enjoy ourselves, okay? I don�t want you harping on my situation.�
�Harping? I�m concerned. I need to know. You�re my father.�
�Before she died, your mother said she knew I would be okay because you would take care of me. You�re so strong, Mercy. It makes me feel so old.�
�I don�t feel strong.� In fact, she felt like she never wanted to stand up again.
He broke the hug and held her at arm�s length. �You�re much stronger than you think. You need to believe that because I won�t be around forever.�
�Jesus, Dad, don�t throw in the towel yet. You said there�s hope. You said--�
�No more,� he said. �No more discussion of this today. Let�s continue up the mountain, find a good place to set up a tent and spend the afternoon exploring or playing cards or talking. But not about my prostate. That�s not proper for a daughter to discuss.�
He was trying to make her laugh but she wasn�t biting. She wanted to weep and throw herself against the ground and scream that this wasn�t fair. She wanted to hit her father and curse him for being so selfish and not telling her what he knew weeks ago and also for telling her today on this stupid mountain. She didn�t want to know. Why couldn�t she live her life in complete obliviousness? Yet, that thought pissed her off the most because that was the coward in her, the girl who never tried to make friends in elementary school, the girl who studied her childhood away, the girl who stayed in her dorm when others went to frat parties, the girl who didn�t want to end up in a comprising situation with some drunk jock. That coward inside her had given her this closeted life in which her virginity was bound to her like a yoke that binds to oxen.
She gathered herself together. �Okay, Dad. Let�s go.�
He smiled.
Mercy stuffed The Collector back in her bag and mused that the kidnapped woman in the story hadn�t had to worry about her father dying. She�d only had to worry for her own life.
�You got off easy,� she mumbled.


NINETEEN
Victor found the main trail which was a wide path of beaten dirt where vegetation had ceased growing many years ago. Stepping from his private trail onto this one that thousands of hikers had used over the years was like emerging from a narrow hallway onto a vast city block. He checked both directions as if a car might hurdle right at him.
Both directions were quiet.
He started up the mountain again. There was large camping ground near the summit that had grown from a clearing into a tourist spot with permanent charcoal grills and sectioned-off tent areas. Eventually, there would probably be running water.
People were so stupid. Civilization was once a small group of happy hunters and gatherers. Then people �evolved� and created towns and cities and whole countries. They discovered oil and industrialization brought most of the amenities now taken for granted. As if that wasn�t bad enough, people had kicked this evolution into even higher gear in the past years with the Internet and wireless everything. People wanted to be connected to everyone and everything no matter where they went.
Whoever ventured up Blood Mountain, however, walked alone. There had been talk of installing cell towers on the mountain and it might happen one day but for now there was NO SERVICE up here and NO HELP for anyone who couldn�t tap into the primal lives of their ancestors and survive off the land.
After the cleansing, those weak people would be the first to perish. The approaching New Time was for those who knew that mankind�s greatest existence had been at its earliest stages when life meant harmony with nature and survival was a constant battle always bordering on the cusp of death. Up here, away from the stupidity of a world of distractions, Victor could embrace an atavistic life where happiness wasn�t something pursued; it was an ever-present state-of-mind.
Victor did not avoid the burgeoning puddles of mud as he ascended the trail. He loved the sound his boot made when it mushed into the puddle and the sucking plop it gasped when he pulled his foot free. It would be so wonderful to feel the mud surround his foot and fill the gaps between his toes.
He had been working on his feet. He wasn�t ready to go bootless but would be soon. He used sandpaper on the soles of his feet to augment thick callouses. He performed strength-training exercises with his feet and toes. There were so many muscles in the feet. Primal man had possessed incredibly strong and agile feet resistant to most terrains. The advent of shoes, more so than anything else perhaps, was mankind�s first great step away from his proper existence. Now feet were weak, helpless without thick rubber soles that had tread like tires or even spikes.
Victor had walked up here barefoot before and loved every sensation of being so intimate with the earth but he couldn�t do that today. Normal people used boots and he had to keep that facade up as long as possible.
It was sad to think that if someone came across a completely primal human being, that someone would be horrified.
�We have forgotten who we are,� Victor said. �We have lost our purpose.�
Victor, however, had not forgotten nor lost his purpose. He continued up the trail, slashing an occasional tree along the way.


TWENTY
Hiking was supposed to be calming, some great trek through nature that made you reconnect with the natural world in a profound way. That was bullshit. Mercy�s thighs burned. Muscles in her back cramped. Her feet throbbed in the hiking boots Dad had bought for her two days ago. Several times, she stepped on a small rock or protruding branch and almost twisted her ankle. If she had it would be relief. They could go back home. Getting down the mountain with a swollen ankle posed its own challenges that might make her cry if she thought too much about it, but homeward bound was better than this ascent.
Dad stayed a few feet ahead and though his breathing grew rapid and shallow he never wavered and his every step was strong and solid. She wanted to tell him to slow down to not tire himself out.
She didn�t say anything. She had to be the good daughter. The strong one. Mom was gone and Dad might be gone soon too but she had to keep it together. Dad said there was strength in her. If she believed that, then maybe she could be the supportive daughter he needed right now.
Finally, with her heart racing and her sweatshirt forming a heated dome over her breasts, she said she needed to rest.
He didn�t pause. �We�re almost there, honey,� he said. �I promise.�
�Dad, I can�t.�
�Just a little further,� he said.
She had slowed to a crawl while he had continued up the path so the gap between them was getting considerable. He was still talking, saying she just had to dig deep, find the strength, and before she�d know it, they would be at the camping site. Remember your track days. A little belief, that�s all it took. Come on, you can do it.
She slung off her bag and let it drop. �No,� she said but he didn�t hear her. She dropped to the ground and winced as her bony ass absorbed the fall. �It was cross country!� she shouted. �Not track!�
He kept going. She glanced around for a rock or something and then laughed. Was she really going to throw a rock at her father? No, of course not. She would throw it near him, something to get his attention. Christ, he looked like one of the damn dwarfs whistling his way off to the mine. How could he not be tired? Didn�t he realize he had cancer? Didn�t he know that if he got exhausted, he could, he could . . . What? He wasn�t going to drop dead from hiking. Not unless he had a heart attack.
�Dad!� she shouted and finally he turned.
�Are you okay?� he asked.
�I need a breather.�
He thought for a moment, glanced up the trail and back toward her. �I�m going to see if it�s up here and I�ll be back.�
She almost told him not to bother. If he really cared so damn much about finding the camping site, he could trek all day by himself and forget all about her. She kept her anger in check. He was excited, that�s all. Ironically, telling his daughter about his cancer had probably given him a boost of energy. Like being freed from a jail cell. And here she was trying to hold him back again.
She got up slowly. Her legs palsied and she feared she might collapse again but the muscles tightened and she could stand. She waved to her father. Cross country had never been this hard.
Lifting the bag once more onto her back felt like heaving a boulder, like something she�d never be free of.


TWENTY-ONE
There was one other tent set up on the camping site. It was a one-man yellow half-cylinder shape that was really more like a puffed-up sleeping bag. Victor had been prepared to handle it if several people had been up here, but he had known they wouldn�t be. Blood Mountain was not the popular spot some believed. Its view could not rival that of Schunemunk Mountain, which offered an unobstructed panorama of the Hudson Valley as well as the opportunity to run across a trestle spanning the length of a long, deep valley. Assuming you weren�t afraid of approaching commuter trains.
Blood Mountain was the lesser brother and only frequented usually by the more experienced hikers or the loners. Families did make the trek every once and a while and, usually over July Fourth weekend, a drove of families filled this camping spot because, unlike Schunemunk�s quest for natural preservation, Blood Mountain had created this camping site to lure in the tourists. If the place ever got really popular, people would probably have to pay to stay.
So sad.
So pathetic.
Victor was nestled far enough past the edge of the camping area to be unnoticeable unless someone headed right for him. His bag was next to him, his shoes and socks were off, and his knife was in hand. He could wait like this for hours. He wouldn�t have to, but he could, if needed. It was comforting knowing that about himself. He did not suffer boredom like most people. There was more than enough stimuli to keep his eyes moving and his brain analyzing.
A squirrel ran past him. Maybe it was the same one. It had stalked him up the mountain. Now that would be something special. He let the squirrel pass without incident. There were far more important things to wait for.
His original plan, the one the universe had first offered to him, had required Victor to stay in this spot until nightfall. He would wait for the woman and her father to fall asleep and then he would make his move. If they had separate tents, it would be incredibly easy. If they had one large tent, Victor could handle that as well, though it might get messy.
The plan was simple and efficient. Primal-man efficient.
The universe had changed that this morning at the diner. It brought him face to face with the woman and offered those teenagers as the perfect set-up for a far more elaborate scheme, yet one that could prove immensely successful if he could keep his calm. If he let events take their natural course, Victor would be heralded in the highest echelons of the cleansers. He would gain his spot of greatness on this mountain and have the woman to satisfy his needs.
In the meantime, he had to wait.
He took out his phone and smiled at the slash through the service icon. He opened his image files and scrolled slowly through the pictures of Mercy Higgins. In one of them, she was bending over to place a few books on a low shelf and her wide-necked shirt had fallen open. Her breasts were small and perfectly shaped. He hadn�t believed his luck when he took that photo.
It was destiny.
The universe had decreed it.
She would be his.
He scrolled faster through the images and undid his belt.


TWENTY-TWO
Mercy caught up to her father only because he stopped and waited for her. She practically collapsed against him. Her breathing was heavy and clipped. He stood tall, a big smile on his face.
Before them the dirt path opened to a vast area of patchy grass and well-worn dirt squares with cast iron barbeque stations set between them in an effort to section off the area. This space could fit fifty or more hikers but only one tent stood at the far end. It looked more like an inflatable slug than a tent, certainly not like the dome-shaped ones Dad had bought this week. Ultra-light and ultra-warm. So far, the first claim hadn�t been true, so Mercy wasn�t holding out hope for a cozy sleep. She�d probably be shivering even with two sweatshirts and a thermal blanket.
�Isn�t this great?� Dad said.
He held out his arms as if someone were running toward him for a hug and walked toward the middle of the camping area. She followed. He spun around and reached for her with one, extended arm as if he wished to dance with her.
�Yeah,� she said. �Great.�
She took off her bag and collapsed next to it. Dad held his pose for a second longer and then sighed. He joined her on the grass. She wasn�t sure if she was in one of the proper camping spots or not and she didn�t care.
Dad patted her knee, which was hot and felt swollen. �You�ll be okay,� he said. �I guess we should have done a few practice hikes or used the old treadmill.�
�That dusty thing in the garage?�
�I bet it still works.�
�Sure about that?�
Gradually, Mercy�s muscles relaxed and her heart slowed. Her breathing normalized and for the first time since they started this hike, she noticed the rich, fresh smell of the trees. She had always heard that mountain air was good for you. They weren�t at the summit but they were close enough to feel the cool breezes that only blew up here. She shut her eyes against a rush of wind and felt like she was flying. Like she could lie down and be whisked away on a carpet of air. That breeze would prove very cold later when she wanted warmth but right now it was a cold pack to her flaming muscles.
�We�ll set up our tents and then . . .� Dad gestured to the tent at the far end, only he wasn�t pointing to the tent--he was pointing to dirt path that continued on up a grade that was gentle at first but which must get rapidly steep as the peak neared. The top of the mountain felt far away both in distance and height. Like it belonged in some other world, some fairy tale land of magic mountain people.
�Yeah, right,� Mercy said. �I�ve gone far enough.�
Dad held his smile. �Come on. The top. The summit. Getting there, standing on the top like a conquerer, don�t you want that?�
�It�s not Everest, Dad.�
He was staring off at the peak. �No, it�s not. But it is something.�
Was he thinking about his cancer? For him, would standing atop this stupid mountain be self-assurance that he could face the misery ahead, that no matter the pain he suffered he would prevail?
She almost started to cry thinking of her father in a hospital bed withering away while he talked about the time they had scaled Blood Mountain together.
�Give me some time to relax first, okay?�
�That�s my girl.� He patted her on the back. �I�ll get our tents up. Why don�t you eat something?�
She was about to say she wasn�t hungry when her stomach grumbled. She got an apple from her bag and ate it slowly, knees drawn up to her chest, one arm wrapped around her ankles. Her body had cooled and now the occasional breeze gave her quick chills. If only she had somebody to sit here next to her with his arm around her. Some burly guy with big arms, perhaps.
She laughed. God, she sounded like a middle-schooler.
Many of the trees around the clearing had already sprouted leaves and the evergreens stood as lush as ever. She expected there to be deer up here, maybe a whole family of them, and squirrels and bunnies, all frolicking together like some Disney film, but she didn�t see anything.
Somewhere, a crow made its distinctive call.


TWENTY-THREE
Victor had finished cleaning himself when the woman and her father entered the clearing. They sat for a while and talked but he couldn�t quite hear them, though the woman�s voice was like a sweet whisper on the wind. It teased his ears and he had to fight the urge to move closer. He had to stay in the woods. Had to wait for the right moment.
The woman ate an apple and then a sandwich while her father put up their tents. Two pop tents made from special material meant to withstand arctic temperatures. So laughable. If it was too cold for primal man to endure it, man was not meant to try. People spend too much energy going places they shouldn�t and attempting feats the universe never intended them to try. There was a word for that: hubris. Man was the most arrogant of animals and that self-centeredness blinded him to his vulnerabilities.
The day was soon when man would be taught his place. It was either harmony with nature or death.
Victor spread his toes into the cold dirt.
The important thing was that there were two tents. The woman had her own. His original snatch-in-the-night plan had changed but he always needed a back-up. He had to be prepared for anything.
A trio of crows flew overhead. They were messengers. They served distinct purposes. Their presence today on this mountain while Victor watched the girl eat her lunch and her father set up their tents meant that his forthcoming actions were not only welcome but blessed.
The universe decreed that this day would be Victor�s triumph.


TWENTY-FOUR
She needed more time to relax, so when Dad asked her if she was ready to head up to the top, she said her stomach hurt. Eating the food so soon after climbing the mountain. She felt like shit lying to him and felt even worse when he strapped on his bag and began the trek to the summit by himself. He was going to be by himself a lot soon, fighting against a disease intent on devouring him from the inside out.
Still, she couldn�t get moving.
When Dad had vanished into the woods again, Mercy took out her book and read a few pages but she wasn�t in the mood. The story always felt so immediate and dire and usually sucked her right in, but right now that fictional world felt as flimsy as a dream. She laid down with her bag as a pillow.
When she was a little girl, she used to lay out on the grass and watch the clouds for hours. She�d name the cloud creatures and march them through all kinds of adventures in the sky. When had she stopped doing that?
There were only a few thin clouds that stretched across the sky like those fake Halloween spiderwebs and Mercy couldn�t think of anything to imagine about them.
Arms pulled into the confines of her sweatshirt, she closed her eyes and let the breeze caress her face like flapping silk. She thought about Joel, which she knew was a really lame, little-girl-who-can�t-let-go-of-her-ex thing to do, but it was just her and the mountain so what difference did it make?
Their romance had been brief but there were times when he held her tight against his body and she never wanted to move. His hands curved around her sides and if he wanted he could have dragged her anywhere and she would have been helpless. She had wanted him to drag her places, the bed for instance, but he only ever held her tight. That was okay. It made her feel safe. She could go for one of those hugs now.
Something was moving behind her, in the woods. She opened her eyes but stayed still. The long, spider-web clouds were moving with the breeze and Mercy felt dizzy for a moment. Whatever was in the woods was moving slowly, each step a pronounced crunch.
She knew there were deer up here, maybe coyotes, too, but she hadn�t heard anything about bears. This couldn�t be a bear, anyway: the steps were too light. Unless it was a baby bear and that would mean the mother was around somewhere and if she found Mercy anywhere near her little cub . . .
Mercy sat up quickly and was surprised her arms were trapped inside her sweatshirt like someone had played a trick on her. She found the armholes as quickly as she could and was spinning around toward the sound thinking What the hell am I doing if it is a bear I need to be still pretend to be a rock or something when a young guy in hiking gear emerged from the tree line.
He was wearing jeans and a jacket with a black hiking bag on back. In one hand he was carrying a pair of boots. He waved at her with his other hand and she waved back, a little surprised at her own hand.
When he was close enough, he said hello. Mercy was getting to her feet, fighting the pain radiating through her legs.
He stopped ten feet away as if he wanted her invitation to come any closer. Like a gentleman, she thought. Or a knight entering a castle.
�Hello,� he said again. His face was smooth and handsome. And familiar.
�You�re the guy from the bookstore. I saw you at the diner this morning.�
He shrugged. �I don�t mean to disturb you.�
She gestured around her. �I wasn�t doing anything.�
He pointed to the dirt spot near her bag. �You mind if I take a seat?�
He sat and, after a moment, she sat as well, near him but not too close. This coincidence was a little creepy. That was okay, though. Mercy Higgins knew how to be cautious. She did caution very well.
The man�s feet were caked with dried mud. He spread his toes before him as if putting them on display for her.
�Something wrong with your boots?� she asked.
He smiled. He had a dimple on one cheek that was really cute.
�This is going to sound strange,� he said, �but I love the outdoors. Love coming up here and exploring outside of the path. Try to be one with nature. For a little while, anyway.�
�That�s not weird.� She was playing with her fingers like a little girl. She forced herself to stop.
�What�s weird,� he said, �is that sometimes I like to take off my boots and socks and walk around in nature. There�s something really calming about it. Can�t get much more in touch with nature than that.�
Unless you were naked, Mercy thought but didn�t say. That would make her sound like some kind of slut.
�Anyway, it�s something I do and usually people think it�s weird.�
�I don�t.�
�It is messy,� he said. �It�s tough to clean them off up here, so I usually wait until I get home and by then the sock is stuck to my foot.�
�Ew.�
�I�ve ruined a lot of socks that way. But I think it�s worth it to be connected with nature.�
�Sounds cool,� she said like she was some airhead teenager.
He glanced at her boots, still rigid with newness. �Why don�t you try?�
�I think I�ll pass.�
�You sure?� He reached toward her feet like he would help her take them off and Mercy felt a bit creeped out for a moment. The guy looked nice and probably thought of this as harmless flirting, but she was alone up here and she didn�t really know this guy who walked bare foot through mud.
She recoiled and he held up his hands. �Sorry, didn�t mean to be so forward.�
She felt bad immediately and almost started to remove her boots but thought better of it. She hadn�t done her nails in months, hadn�t really given her feet any kind of attention in weeks. What if her toenails were jagged or she had thick calluses on her soles? What if her feet smelled?
�Where�s your father?� the man asked.
�How do you know I�m here with my father?�
�I saw him at the diner. I just assumed he was your father. He�s not?�
She felt stupid again, being overly-cautious with this poor guy. �Sorry. He is. He�s trying to find the top of the mountain.�
The man glanced toward the distant peak. �That could take a few hours,� he said.
�I guess,� she said.�
�That leaves us lots of time to get to know each other,� he said.


TWENTY-FIVE
Victor Dolor had excellent self-control. When he wanted to. People always thought he was just some weird kid back in high school who sat by himself and scribbled cryptic things in a notebook. Teachers thought it, too. But if they tried to talk to him, Victor could become charming and engaging so much so that adults and teens alike were shocked enough to leave him alone. He really wanted to punch those kids in the face like he had that asshole this morning or tell the teachers they were full of shit and should back away before he sliced open their throats, but his self-control was always his greatest asset.
How many times had he wanted to kill his mother and yet restrained himself? It was an under-appreciated skill in today�s world. Sure, there had been times when he lost his cool. When he�d killed the cat, for instance. But that had been part of a greater plan, wanting to see just what he could get away with, needing to establish boundaries. Because boundaries were vital. If he didn�t know how far he could safely go then he was perpetually placing himself at risk.
When he reached toward the woman�s feet and she backed away, a boundary was identified. They had only just met. He could not yet be so intrusive. But that was okay. All boundaries would fall soon. Until then he had to keep his urges in check and sustain his charming facade longer than he�d ever had to before.
He had strategies, of course. His talent for self-control was like flipping a switch. It was like being in a disgusting sewer next to a ladder that led to freedom and walking around that ladder again and again, never jumping onto the rungs of the ladder and scrabbling to freedom. Self-control meant staying in the shit-stinking foulness of a sewer when fresh air was only a ladder climb away.
And there was his bouts of self-pleasure. These �onanistic episodes,� as his mother called them, were gusts of cool, fresh breeze in the stagnant sewer of self-control. They helped clear his mind, lower his testosterone levels. Sometimes it was necessary three or four times a day. Sometimes more. But that was okay. He wasn�t like regular men. He was built to survive the primal way and that stuff that burned within him to be let loose was the proof.
If not for his moment of release in the woods, he might have tackled the woman, tore off her sweatshirt and jeans and ravaged her. He would, eventually, but not yet. He had to know how much fight she would give him first.
�You didn�t want to go with him?� he asked about her father.
She stared at her slender fingers and how they rubbed over each other repeatedly. Some of her hair had fallen around her face. He wanted to touch that soft hair, yank it tightly, and snap her head to the side so he could suck on her neck like a vampire.
�I�m not much of a hiker,� she said. She looked at him and smiled a half-sort of smile which was either meant to complement her remark like a shrug of the shoulders or gently prod him with flirtation.
�I�m Victor,� he said.
She laughed. �I�m so stupid. I�m sorry. I�m Mercy. Since I recognized you, I felt like we knew each other but we don�t even know each other�s names.�
�We do now.�
Her smile was larger this time but she glanced toward the distant mountain peak. Maybe she would want to catch up with her father. That would be fine. In the woods, they would not be so exposed.
They shared a bout of silence in which he saw himself tearing at her body, lunging deep inside her, screaming into her ear as he released all the potentness inside him.
�How come you never introduced yourself?� Mercy asked.
�I thought I just did.�
�I mean at Rune. You�re always in there. But you never said hello.�
She was looking at him kind of strange. He had been staring at her breasts, though that was more an act of imagination because her sweatshirt was puffed out like she was a giant inflatable ball with a head. He knew her breasts, though. He�d stared at them in pictures for hours.
�I never wanted to bother you,� he said.
She appreciated him for a moment. �It�s kind of weird.�
He raised one mud-clad foot. �We already covered weird, didn�t we?�
�Sorry, I didn�t mean to . . .�
�It�s okay.�
�I�m sorry.�
She was looking down again. �Why are you sorry?�
�I shouldn�t be so rude. I just thought since I saw you earlier and now you finally said hello . . .�
�That I had been thinking of saying hi to you for a while?�
She lifted her head with a face like a child�s, full of vulnerability and helplessness. �I mean, I was always working when you came in.�
�What if I said I had wanted to say hi to you for a long time? What if I said I decided to follow you up here today when I saw you at the diner? What if I said I think you�re beautiful?�
�Do you?�
He smiled. Let her interpret that as she wished.
He waited. �I come up here all the time,� he said. �I would have left you alone but you looked lonely. I didn�t mean to give you any ideas.�
�I�m so stupid. I�m sorry.� She covered her red face like a child.
�Don�t apologize,� he said and paused. �You are really beautiful.�
She uncovered her face and he knew he had her.


TWENTY-SIX
After reading every damn Cosmo article since she was ten on how to talk to a guy, Mercy had made every mistake. She had practically been begging him to say that he was obsessed with her and dreamed of her every night, that she was his one and only and that now that they were alone in the woods he could confess his undying love and profess his eternal devotion.
It�s a wonder the guy didn�t run back into the forest.
The most important thing to remember when talking to a guy was not to come on too strong. Men needed something to pursue. Some men might like a forward girl, might even love a girl who demands to be liked and worshipped and other men might relish having a weak-willed girl who needs a man and is willing to do anything to get and keep one, but those weren�t guys you wanted to date. They weren�t well-adjusted.
Mercy had come across as desperate and childish and this guy had basically told her to go back to playing in the sandbox. You were never supposed to call a man out on his interests, even if you knew beyond a doubt that he wanted you--men don�t confess emotions. She was the one who sounded like a stalker. Always watching for him to return. Like some pathetic girl working at a bookstore who was forever waiting for her Prince Charming to whisk her away.
Well, wasn�t she?
But he had said she was beautiful. It was either a genuine remark or a pity complement. She�d gotten many of those over the years. They were like old Chinese food in the back of the fridge. Not exactly worthless but something she could do just as well do without.
She wanted to ask him if he really meant it--did he really think she was beautiful?--but she couldn�t do that. Couldn�t be that pathetic, needy girl.
�How long have you been coming to Rune Books?� she asked.
�A while. I love books, of course, but I really like the feel there. It�s dark and quiet. No screaming kids. No loud colors. No cafe bar. Just books and the people who love them.�
She almost mentioned that there would be a cafe bar very soon but he had stumbled upon something so coincidental that it struck her as magical.
�I thought of opening a store with that name.�
��No Screaming Kids�?�
She laughed and so did he and the moment felt warmer somehow. �Just books,� she said. �It would be a simple, little store. Nothing fancy. No superstore chain madness.�
�Sounds great.�
�Probably wouldn�t last anyway. Didn�t you hear that print is dead?�
�Who actually said that?� he asked. �I mean, first? Could it have been a hundred years ago?�
�I always think of Ghostbusters.�
�Dr. Spengler?� he said.
They stared at each other as if he had said something appalling.
�Don�t worry,� he said. �I don�t collect spores, molds, or fungus.�
Her laughter was so loud and unexpected that she felt herself blush again and she covered her face like a little girl during a horror movie.
�Guess I�m funnier than I thought,� Victor said.
She was apologizing but still laughing like it really had been quite funny and not just one of those amusing things people said that deserved only a chuckle or two. It wasn�t his delivery or even the line itself but her instant remembrance of every part of that movie which made her laugh like she was stoned.
�I love how uptight he is in that movie,� Victor said.
�And how the woman, the secretary, is trying so desperately to get him to like her.�
Silence settled between them again. He was looking at her like she had just confessed.
�Who played him?� she asked quickly.
�Dr. Spengler? I think it was Harold Ramis.�
�Yeah, that�s right. Isn�t he a director or something?�
�Groundhog Day,� Victor said.
�Where Bill Murray is experiencing the same day again and again.�
�And again,� he added. �And again.�
This stab at humor got another laugh from her but she had control of herself again. In that moment, she decided that Victor was a good guy, likable, and harmless.
Only a few hours later, she would no longer believe any of those conclusions.


TWENTY-SEVEN
Victor always marveled at the complexities and interconnectedness of the universe. It was incredible how everything always came back, even obscure films from the eighties he had watched as a child. When his mother left him alone, she put Ghostbusters on and told him to stay in place. If she wasn�t back before it ended, he was instructed to rewind and watch again. One night he watched the movie five times successively.
His mother was always out looking for �a new daddy.� She found a few stand-ins for a while but they never stuck.
Even now, he played Ghostbusters at night when his heart would race so quickly he thought it might explode right out of his chest. If that didn�t work, he got in his car and came up here. He�d been doing that a lot lately. Escaping to the wild.
It would soon be time to renounce all of society�s comforts and entertainments and this mention of Ghostbusters was only further proof. The universe was bringing everything back, showing him the use of things that had seemed like only distractions. He was jettisoning his past just as he was discarding all of modern society. His rebirth was upon him. He would be whole for once and complete with righteous purpose.
Mercy and he talked more about movies and then books and then television. He wasn�t able to keep the conversation going when she talked about reality shows he had never heard of, but she liked many of the same books he had found solace in at times in his life. Books like The Collector. Books about madmen and the women they stalked.
It was like she was telling him she knew who he really was and that she was okay with that. She was ready to play her part. Ready to be his captive.
He still had to keep control. It wasn�t quite time, yet. He would know when. The universe would tell him.
Until then, he remained Victor-the-charming.
Their conversation bored him at times and annoyed him at others but he did his best to stay smiling and inserting innocuous jokes where relevant. She laughed a lot and moved closer to him. He said something that she found particularly amusing and touched his arm, a quick, gentle pat. It took all his self-control not to seize her wrist, twist her arm behind her, and bite through her sweatshirt into her breast. He saw the splotch of blood soak into her sweatshirt.
Yet, he kept smiling.
�You don�t have to wait,� she said.
�Excuse me?�
�My dad will be back soon. I�ll be okay. You can keep hiking.�
�How do you know I want to?�
She smiled from the side of her mouth. �You didn�t come all the way up here just to talk to me.�
No, he wanted to say, I came up here to give you a chance to save yourself.
�I never really have a purpose when I come up here except to get away. I�ve been to the top before. It�s beautiful but going up there is never my reason for climbing this mountain.�
�You must have a lot of stress in your life.�
He thought vaguely of his life in a series of distorted mental flashes, some stained with vibrant crimson streaks. �Everyone does, right?�
She thought of something. Perhaps of her dead mother. He knew more about it than she could possibly realize. It was amazing how much you could hear if you only listened.
�I guess,� she said. �So, this place is like a retreat for you?�
�It�s paradise.�
�A lot of work to get some peace.�
�The exertion is part of it. I get drained. All the stress falls away. Everything is clearer.�
�When everything is clear, what do you find?�
�Purpose,� he said.
�Which has nothing to do with climbing to the top?�
�Not today, it doesn�t.�
The conversation wandered off into irrelevance and even politics, something Victor could not process very well and really tested his fortitude, but it always danced back to why he was up on this mountain, why he was spending so much time with her.
She sat with her legs stretched out before her, ankles crossed, arms propping her up, head tilted back to the sky like she was sunbathing. The bottom of her sweatshirt pulled up enough to reveal a sliver of pale skin. Her blood would be so potent against that skin. So alive.
�Some people would say you�re weird,� she said. �Come up here and sit in the woods alone with your bare feet in mud.�
�I told you, didn�t I?�
�Why do you come up here?�
�To relax, like I said.�
�I don�t believe you.�
His ears felt warm. �Why not?�
She rolled her head side to side and then turned to him. �I think you followed me up here.�
�Didn�t I already answer that question, too?�
�You lied because you don�t want me to think you�re a freak.�
His palms were sweating. �Do you?�
�Think you�re a freak?� She laughed. �You did punch a teenager in a parking lot this morning.�
His hand slipped into a fist with the memory. �Probably shouldn�t have done that, huh?�
She thought about it. �The kid was an asshole.�
�Right.�
�But someone might have seen you.�
�Someone did,� he said. �You.�
She tilted her head back and sunlight washed over her face and down her white neck.


TWENTY-EIGHT
Mercy Higgins was surprising herself with every passing minute. Somewhere between her initial embarrassment and self-consciousness and his vague answers about why he liked coming up here so much, Mercy discovered a girl who would have had great times at frat parties and maybe let girls suck shots off of her stomach.
Leaned back, head tilted, chest arched, she felt like a model. It didn�t matter she was wearing a baggy sweatshirt and her rattiest jeans and her hair was knotted behind her. Victor knew her as the quiet bookstore girl. And that was it. She didn�t have to stay that way. She could be the come hither vixen. Men always fell for that. It was all about attitude. Cosmo said so.
�What if I told someone? What if I reported you?�
�You didn�t,� he said.
�I still could.�
�You won�t.� His voice wavered just a little and she giggled. Being a vixen felt wonderful.
�And why is that?� she asked.
When he didn�t respond she fought the urge to open her eyes. He was panicking now, genuinely worried that she was going to report him for punching some stupid kid in the face. Moments ago, Mercy never would have been able to play this game. She would assure him that she wasn�t going to tell anyone. She�d apologize for making him nervous about it.
That woman was gone. Or at least on hiatus.
�You�re not going to report me,� he said, �because you liked that I hit that kid. He had been acting like an asshole. That pissed you off.�
�That�s why you hit him?� She broke character, looked at him.
He was staring at his feet. The mud was cracking off in clumps.
�Some people deserve to be hit.�
When he lifted his head there was something in his eyes she hadn�t noticed before. Something like darkness. Something a little scary.
�I guess so,� she said.
�Sorry. Didn�t mean to get so intense.�
She laughed weakly and waited for the darkness to lift or harden into something more tangible but it didn�t change, just floated there in his face like a cloud. She closed her eyes and tilted her head back. Dad would be back soon. She hoped so, anyway.
There was a long pause, maybe a few minutes. A few crows were cawing back and forth somewhere not too far away. The breeze had chilled and when it ran over her body she fought the urge to curl back into a hunched-over, cross-legged position like a little kid. She had the upper hand and she couldn�t let it go. Couldn�t let this guy think she was weak or easily won.
�I haven�t been honest with you,� he said.
�Oh?�
�I did follow you up here.�
She suppressed a smile teasing at her lips.
�I might have come anyway but when I saw you at the diner, I thought there might be greater meaning in it.�
�Like what?�
�Like destiny.�
�That�s kind of heavy-handed, don�t you think?�
He paused. �When I come up here, I always find some purpose. There is always a reason I am where I end up. Like fate. And on this mountain it is so much stronger. I feel at home. When I saw you coming up here, I knew I had to come, too. I knew this mountain was telling me something, giving me grand purpose.�
�Which is?� she asked.
�I have always thought you were beautiful. At the bookstore. And when I saw you this morning, there was pain in your eyes. But you were still beautiful. This mountain has given me so much and now it has given me the chance to spend a few hours with you. I�m not trying to be weird or anything; it�s just the way I see it. My purpose today has been to spend time with you.�
It was the sweetest thing anyone had ever said to her and she had no idea how to respond.


TWENTY-NINE
It didn�t take much to be charming. His mother had taught him all he needed to know about it. It boiled down to knowing what you wanted and telling the other person exactly what they needed to hear so you could get whatever it was you were after.
Some nights when his mother came home drunk and maybe stoned or high on some other narcotic, she would launch into long tirades about humanity. This included extended rants against the establishment, which from what the young Victor could gather, meant anyone who made more money than she. But her talks, her seated on the couch, glass overflowing with red wine in hand, inevitably came back to her strategies for success.
Her number one strategy for success? Be charming, of course.
She would wear some low-cut shirt that hugged her breasts, often going braless so while she spoke, Victor would find himself staring at her nipples. Sometimes they would stick out at him like tiny accusatory fingers.
�You can get whatever you want, honey,� she�d say. �You just gotta seduce �em. You gotta be charming. Charrrrming.� She would drag out the �r� in charming like it was some exotic word.
She would rub her legs together and yank at her skirt, which barely reached mid-thigh. If she caught him staring, she�d rub them slower as she spoke and ask him if he wanted to see her special place. Before she would, however, he had to charm her, had to practice the technique and make her proud.
Mercy Higgins said nothing for almost a minute. He had played her well. Been his charming best. Mother would be proud.
Finally, she stared at him like a love-lorn puppy and said, �Thank you.�
�It�s what the universe wants,� he said.
She blinked. �What do you mean?�
�Like fate, I guess. I was supposed to follow you up here. Supposed to spend time with you.�
�You think everything happens for a reason?�
He smiled. �Maybe.�
Her face darkened. �So, my mother dies of cancer--that�s for some reason?�
He felt like he had taken a wrong turn down a dead end road. �I�m sorry,� he said.
She was shaking her head and apologizing. �I�m sorry. There�s a lot on my mind right now. I didn�t mean to be so antagonistic. I want to believe everything happens for a reason. I guess I just don�t see what the reason could possibly be.�
�You need some guidance,� he said. �You need to find your purpose. What the universe wants you to do.�
�Are you going to help me do that?�
�Maybe. But it�s a solitary path. You will find it on your own.�
�I�m glad you�re so confident.�
He reached toward her, placed a hand on her bony shoulder and gave it a gentle squeeze. The bone would snap so easily. She glanced at his hand and then stared up into his face with that helpless puppy face again.
�I�m sorry. I get carried away with the whole �universe purpose� thing. I was only trying to help. You have such a pretty smile, you ought to show it more.�
And she did.
�There it is.� He shook his head as if it were the most stunning smile he had ever seen. Her two front teeth overlapped slightly and a thin stain accentuated where they joined. His other hand was clenching the grass at his side, fighting the urge to punch her in the mouth and knock out those teeth.
They stared at each other for several seconds, his hand on her shoulder, and he knew she wanted him to kiss her, just a soft, first kiss that teased the lips more than enveloped them, but he took his hand off her shoulder and sat back, delighted at how her smile wavered. Part of seduction was always keeping the target wanting.
It�s all about power, Mother had said. She�d start to spread her legs and he would lean forward and then she�d close them again and laugh. Once you have self-control, she said, you can get whatever you want.
If he wanted, Victor could ravage Mercy right now, here on the grass with the late-afternoon sun shining on them. But there was still a chance her brain would clear and she�d tell him to back off, to take things slow.
He couldn�t go after her yet. The seduction was not complete.
She licked her top lip slowly and he wondered what sound she would make when he tore her tongue out with his fingers.


THIRTY
She was fourteen again. She saw herself sitting on a little footbridge over a small creek behind her house with Dylan Olan. He was almost sixteen, about to get his driver�s license, and had an incredible head of black hair and a smile that she often thought about before falling asleep.
She was wearing shorts that she felt were too short, would have rather been in jeans to cover her pale legs, but she stretched them out before her just the same. Two shadow legs rippled over the creek below. She caught him staring at them and smiled. She had painted her toes yesterday. They were little aqua dots she wiggled back and forth.
Dylan spoke about high school and getting a car and going to parties but she didn�t really hear him. She was only thinking about his lips and how they would feel against her own. He mentioned Megan Booth and how he thought she might be interested in him but even that didn�t diminish her hopes for a kiss. His hands were on the bridge at his sides. She touched the one closest to her, ran her finger across the top in the shape of a heart. He stared at her finger and then looked at her as if he�d forgotten she was there.
�Hi,� she said.
He thought about something. �You�re cute,� he said.
�So are you.� Her heart was racing instantly and her stomach was knotted into a not unpleasant ball.
He nodded to himself and leaned toward her and she closed her eyes and pursed her lips just slightly like she�d practiced in the mirror and waited for what felt like forever for him to get closer and closer until she could smell the light sweat on him and then his lips touched her cheek and withdrew.
�I�ll see you around,� he said and left. Like he�d said goodbye to his sister.
Mercy had cried all night.
Now here she was again, fawning over some boy and desperately hoping for a kiss only to end up with an exchange befitting siblings. She felt like crying, almost did but mentally slapped herself. Be an adult, for Christ�s sake.
�I don�t even really know you,� she said as if she had been the one to deny him.
�What would you like to know?�
�How old are you?�
�Older than you. I hope that doesn�t make you uncomfortable.�
�Depends. Are you, like, fifty?�
He laughed. �Closer to thirty.�
She thought of that for a moment with trepidation and awe. Girls back in high school loved advertising if they had college-age boyfriends. In college, girls thought they were so special if their men were graduates, men with jobs and money. Mercy had always been envious and disgusted. Older guys could be creeps who lived in their mother�s basement and couldn�t find woman their own age. But older guys were more mature. They understood women. What they wanted. How to please them.
�That�s not old,� she said.
�Are you even old enough to drink?� he asked.
�Oh, yeah,� she said like she was a drinking, partying queen.
And on their conversation went into the minutia of what defines who people are: age, interests, aspirations, history. At one point when he was discussing his mother, showing enough concern for her to know he loved her but not so much that he was a momma�s boy, Mercy stared at his lips and willed them to come toward her.
The afternoon light morphed into the vibrant reds and oranges of a setting sun and the breeze that whisked past grew colder. By then, they were sitting only a foot apart.
�We should make a fire,� he said.
�Sure,� she said and in her head saw her jump on top of him and thrust her tongue into his mouth. Why the hell was he not making a move? They were alone. In the woods. It was almost too ideal to be believed.
Alone. Dad had been gone for hours. She stared off at the distant peak as if she might see him up there waving down at her. It was now a flaming match tip of yellow and red.
�How long does it take to reach the top?� she asked.
�A while,� Victor said. �There�s no reason to worry. I�m sure he�s fine. It�s not dangerous.�
�You�re sure?�
�I�ve done it several times.�
�Okay.� But in her head, Dad had fallen somewhere along the way or fainted or suffered a seizure and was slowly dying while she was desperately hoping some random guy might make out with her.


THIRTY-ONE
Victor gathered dead twigs and dried brush. He set the fire in one of the designated areas where gray ash long ago stained the ground. He had matches in his bag and after several false starts, he finally got the fire going. Mercy watched him with an expression on her face no one ever really showed him before. Even while his urges to attack her strengthened, he began to feel something indefinable in the pit of his stomach. It was like longing only laced with fear.
They sat next to the fire and talked but the flickering fingers kept Victor�s attention. Fire was so pure, so clean. It ate everything. It solved every problem. One day soon it would solve all the problems. The world would be eaten and he would be left to salvage life on an orb of ash. But he did not want to be alone.
That thought troubled him because he had always imagined himself as a lone man in these woods, preserving the sanctity of humanity�s purest purpose. But the universe was offering him this girl. She would be his companion. She would make the coming Dark Time almost pleasant.
Her father would be back soon.
Victor sat closer to Mercy and casually placed a hand on her thigh. The muscle tensed. It was strong, fit for a girl who spent her days reading books. He rubbed slowly back and forth, as if hypnotized by the feel of her jeans.
�Hey,� she said so softly it sounded like a voice from the crackling twigs.
When their eyes met this time, he did not deny her the kiss for which she had been longing, but he denied himself the pleasure of forcing himself upon her. Instead, he teased her lips gently with his own and lingered there only briefly. When he withdrew he smiled at her shut eyes and engorged lips. Self-control made her his.
�That was nice,� she said.
�You ever think about �the end�?�
�The what? What do you mean?�
The fire drew him in again. �The end of everything.�
�Like 2012?�
He chuckled. �Maybe.�
�Do you really think that will happen?� she asked. �Like in that movie? The ground will just break open. The Earth will be flooded?�
�People always think the end will be some kind of epic showdown with fire and explosions and tsunamis. It�s because we think so highly of ourselves that we can�t possibly fathom that our end might be quieter, more drawn-out. That humanity will pass on so gradually most people won�t even realize it. Then they�ll be gone and that�s that.�
�Like The Stand?� she asked. �Some kind of super flu?�
�Even a super flu has a grandness to it. No, it won�t be anything so marvelous. Though it will be spectacular in its own way.�
�Then what? What will end everything?� She asked him like a disgruntled school girl.
�The world seems to be falling apart. Uprises in countries everywhere. Death in the streets. The end has already started.�
�So, global unrest? That ends it all?�
�When I say �the end,� I don�t mean eternal darkness, though it will seem like that. The end of the world will be the end for most people and things. It will be the beginning of a new time. An age of enlightenment unlike any Man has experienced since he first walked the Earth.�
�You mean cavemen?� she asked.
�The people who survive the Great Shift will be one with their atavistic selves. They will be able to harness from nature everything needed for life and happiness.�
�So, cavemen?�
�Enlightened beings,� he said.
She said nothing for several minutes and he let his words begin to seep into her. He added more wood to the fire and watched the flames attack it. Fire was greedy. Never satisfied. Almost perfect in design except it lacked self-control, making it vulnerable. It didn�t know strategy. It only knew hunger. The fire in his soul would soon be unleashed and the conflagration would be unstoppable.
�How do you know who will survive?� she asked.
The sun was almost gone now and Victor felt the shadows dancing on his face like ghosts. Like promises from the universe.
�This is going to sound crazy,� he said as if he didn�t really believe it himself. �There are people out there who have a mission to sort it out. Meaning, people.�
�What?�
�They�re called cleansers. They free the chained minds and souls of the destined survivors and they help purify the world for the New Time.�
�What do you mean, �purify the world�?�
He stared at her. This was the moment. If the last several hours meant anything, it would be determined now. She would either be his or he would ravage her and throw her away.
He hesitated. His palms were hot, his heart beating rapidly.
�It means--�
From off in the dark, a man called, �Hey!�
Mercy turned and jumped up, headed toward the shout.
Out of the darkness came an older man with the slumped shoulders and heavy gait of a weary traveler. The bobbing dot of a flashlight rocked with his steps.
�Dad!� Mercy shouted.
When she hugged him, the other man appeared as if he had materialized out of the night.


THIRTY-TWO
She didn�t care about anything Victor was saying. She just wanted that kiss again. His lips had been so soft and the sensation rippled throughout her whole body. She fought the need to go after him. She couldn�t let him think she was so easy. He would kiss her again.
But he didn�t. He started talking about the end of the world.
Alarms went off in her head but she didn�t panic. So, the guy was eccentric. Just look at his mud-stained feet, which, by the way, she was overlooking for the sake of a little romance. Maybe he had weird theories but that didn�t mean he was dangerous. Besides, she wanted some kissing not a marriage proposal. Was that so horribly wrong?
When Dad arrived, however, she was relieved. Not only because it meant he wasn�t lying hurt somewhere but because it meant she wasn�t alone with Victor anymore and that made it safe to see how far she wanted to go.
She hugged him tightly around the neck like she used to do when she was little. Unlike back then, he did not pick her up and swing her around, singing some idiotic children�s rhyme. He sagged against her for a moment, chest heaving, and patted her on the back. When she broke the hug, she saw the man standing next to him.
�Hi,� he said. He was tall and broad shouldered and wearing well-worn hiking equipment over a sweatshirt. His flashlight was shining up into his chin, accentuating his high forehead and wide eyebrows. It took Mercy a moment to realize he was the guy she had seen this morning heading up the trail. She had imagined him as some lonely guy who would gladly hike along with them because all he really wanted was a quiet girl with whom to laugh and spend his life.
�What took you so long?� Mercy asked her father.
He sighed like he had expected this question but hoped she wouldn�t spring it on him immediately. He shared a glance with the new guy and Mercy wanted to grab Dad�s face and tell him that he had to be more considerate of her and of his own health and she had a right to know why it took so long up there--had something happened? Was he feeling okay?
She stopped herself, hugged him again instead.
�Don�t worry,� he said. �I�m fine. I met Caleb here and we got to discussing things. Didn�t realize the time had slipped by so fast. Caleb�s quite the experienced hiker. He knew right where to go. You should have seen the view, honey. From the top, our town looks like a pimple.�
�I�m sorry,� Caleb said. �He told me about you but I didn�t realize you were down here waiting. Looks like you had company though.�
All eyes turned to Victor and he glanced away. She felt bad for him. He was a quiet guy, maybe a bit strange, but he had opened up to her over the past several hours and now he was on display like something at an auction. She nearly forgot he had been talking about the End of Everything.
�This is Victor,� she said. �He came out of the woods.�
�Did you leave your boots in the woods?� Caleb asked and smiled the way so many jocks back in high school smiled. Joel had smiled that way sometimes, too.
They all moved back toward the fire and Dad and Caleb turned off the flashlights they had been carrying by their sides. It hadn�t quite been dark enough for them to do any good.
Dad shed his equipment and sat near the fire. She offered him water and he drank it. �I ran out,� he said.
�I offered him mine,� Caleb said, �but he refused.�
�Dad.�
�It�s fine. I�m here. Aren�t I?�
She offered him a displeased glare, thought of Mom, and shook it away. She hugged him again as if she hadn�t seen him in weeks.
�It�s lucky Caleb found me,� Dad said. �I could have been lost up there for hours. The path seems pretty straight but it�s really not.�
�There�s actually several paths,� Caleb said. He looked like the host of some nature show on Discovery. Taming the Wild, perhaps. �For a newbie, it can get daunting real fast. You think you�re near the peak and then you�re staring straight up at a vertical rock formation. You are near the peak, sure, if you�ve got your climbing gear.�
�It�s a mess,� Dad said. �But it all turned out okay. Have you just been sitting here the whole time?�
It was like he had asked if she had been eating chocolate bars while watching Olympic gymnastics. �We were talking,� she said.
�I guess we could have been more proactive,� Victor said.
�Victor was telling me about the End of Everything.�
Dad and Caleb made amused, oh, how morbid noises.
She started to explain some of what Victor had said, something about humanity slowly dying off and the survivors reverting back into primal beings, like cavemen.
�As in shoeless?� Caleb asked.
The laughing faded quickly.
�It�s something I believe,� Victor said. �It�s hard to disagree that the time is near when you look at everything going on right now. We are no longer on the cusp of great change: we are in the midst of it.�
�There have been so many times just like the present throughout history,� Dad said. �People thought the world was ending back in the sixties. Then the eighties. Every global crisis carries with it a sense of apocalyptic doom. People cling to that for whatever reason. Maybe it makes the daily grind easier knowing it will all be over soon. Course it never is over.�
�Humanity will devour itself and only the eaters will survive,� Victor said.
�You mean the violent?�
�The people who embrace our true natures.�
�Meaning the uncivilized brutes who believe violence is the answer to all problems? If that�s who is going to inherit the Earth, I don�t think humanity has very long to go at all.�
�You�re right about one thing,� Victor said. �Humanity, civilization, as we know and understand it, doesn�t have very long left, but the world you imagine is far too pessimistic. The approaching New Time will be one of enlightenment.�
�Living as cavemen?� Caleb asked. He smiled, so amused with himself.
Victor considered. �Not everyone is going to survive. People who refuse to accept what must be done will be cast aside.�
�That�s rather Biblical of you, Victor,� Dad said.
�God has nothing to do with this.�
�He�s merely watching the great debacle transpire?�
�The forces at work are greater than God. Much greater.�
�Now that sounds interesting,� Dad said. �What could be greater than God, assuming He exists, of course?�
�Do you know how many people there are in the world?� Victor asked.
�A lot,� Caleb said. Mercy thought of all the smart ass kids she ever sat near in school.
�Almost seven billion.�
No one spoke for a moment, the number weighing on them. Mercy couldn�t really imagine several billion of anything. The number was more like a random statistic than anything tangible. As if this whole discussion were philosophical.
Wasn�t it?
�How many people do you think will survive the Great Change?� Victor asked.
�Worldwide?�
Victor nodded like a wizened sage.
Dad toyed with an answer, a smile playing at his lips. �Why don�t you tell me.�
�Fewer than one hundred thousand,� Victor said.
�And what happens to all those other billions? They vanish?�
�Most will probably starve to death,� Victor said. �The rest? They�ll be cleansed.�
�As in bathed?� Caleb asked.
Victor stared at Caleb for what felt like a while and Mercy tried to think of something to say to break the tension, lighten the mood that had turned dark uncomfortably fast. She could not think of anything.
�They�ll be killed,� Victor said.
The slight smile that curved his upper lip made Mercy think of deranged madmen stalking the streets for vulnerable women. Men who carried knives underneath long, slick jackets.


THIRTY-THREE
Victor couldn�t help but grin. A lesser man, someone who believed he controlled his own success, would be gushing with masturbatory self-congratulations. Everything was falling very perfectly into place. Victor, however, knew he was only a servant to a grand, amorphous master. If he did what was expected of him, did not fight against it out of some misguided self-assurance that he knew better, but fully embraced his destiny, all things would come to him.
They were practically in his hands already.
Mercy�s father glared at Victor for a moment and then burst out laughing. �Of course they�ll be killed. The question is how.�
Victor shrugged. �How many ways are there to die?�
�Now, there�s a discussion,� her father said.
�Maybe for weirdos on the Internet at two in the morning,� Mercy said. �But I really don�t want to get into that now.�
�Okay,� her father said. �You�re right.�
When his eyes met Victor�s again, however, he said, �If billions of people are going to die, it�s got be some kind of global climate apocalypse. Thousand-foot tsunamis or unprecedented hurricanes or--�
�Systematic murder,� Victor said. �One at a time.�
Her father seemed to consider that. �Sounds like it�ll be a while before the Great Change then.� He laughed and so did Caleb. Victor joined in after a moment.
�Maybe not as far off as you think,� Victor said. �This process started a long time ago.�
The fire made crinkling, snapping noises and the darkness weighed on Mercy�s father like a foreign hand, slumping his shoulders, bowing his head. His face fell into shadow and the firelight set his hair aglow. It almost looked like a halo. As if angels actually existed.
Above, a crow cawed.
�You�re a very interesting man,� Mercy�s father said. Something more lingered on his lips but he kept it to himself as if afraid to voice those thoughts.
�You want to take a walk?� Mercy asked.
Her legs were pulled up to her chest, head tilted so it was almost resting on her knees and her hair cascaded toward the ground. It would be so easy to wrap his hand in that hair and yank her head back and forth. Yank it hard enough to snap her neck.
�No,� Mercy�s father said. �You shouldn�t go walking in the woods after dark.�
�Dad. There�s nothing out here. We�ll be fine.�
He turned to Caleb. �How about you show me that tent you�ve got over there. Some kind of fancy thermal igloo thing?�
�Sort of,� Caleb said.
The men stood. Mercy�s father nodded to Victor and then winked at his daughter. Caleb simply turned around and walked to his single-size tent. Before their forms could vanish completely into the darkness, flashlight beams shone from their sides like sabers and they became walking ghosts.
Victor didn�t believe in ghosts, not as most people thought of them anyway. Ghosts were manifestations of the universe�s will. They were messengers. He had never seen one but if ever there were a time and place to encounter one it was tonight on this mountain. Such a sign would be further vindication that he was not only right in what he was doing but empowered to keep going and going until the reward was his. Until Mercy Higgins was writhing beneath him, moaning or screaming in pleasure or pain. It didn�t matter which.
�I feel bad,� Mercy said.
�Why?�
�My dad is trying to be so nice while he�s . . .�
�He�s what?�
She licked her upper lip. �He�s got cancer.�
�I guess the conversation about the end of everything wasn�t exactly what he wanted to hear,� Victor said.
She shrugged. �He actually seemed interested. I don�t know. He only just told me today. I don�t know how he�s feeling. We come up here because my mother died of cancer a few months ago and he thought we needed some time or something.�
�You poor thing,� he said, sounding sincere and empathetic. For a moment, he wondered if he actually had been sincere.
She shook her head. �I�m sorry. I didn�t mean to get all sad.�
�It�s okay. I understand.�
She shifted her body closer. Her jeans pulled tight against the insides of her thighs.
�Well, you did start it with that apocalyptic stuff.�
�Guilty as charged.�
He held up his hands as if under arrest. She smiled in a contemplative way and touched her palms to his like they were playing paddy cake. Her skin was soft, like touching fine fabric. Her fingers were slender and perfectly straight, ending in clean, rounded nails.
�Hey,� she whispered.
Her fingers slipped between his and their hands curled together. She pulled him gently toward her while she leaned in. He could snap both her wrists with one, fluid jerk of his own.
She paused only a few inches from his face. Her soft flesh pulsed in shades of orange and yellow as if her blood was boiling. Her lips opened just enough to let her tongue pass slowly over them.
�Well?� she asked.
�Yes?�
�Why don�t you kiss me?�
He leaned toward her and she shut her eyes and her lips protruded toward him like a pair of eager worms. He stopped an inch from her face, their noses almost touching.
�You�re killing me,� she whispered.
�Maybe we should go in your tent,� he said. �So your father doesn�t have to watch.�
When she opened her eyes, tongues of fire lapped across their glistening surface.
�Not even one kiss first?� she asked.

�Once I start, I fear I won�t be able to stop.�
She kissed him quickly on the cheek and pulled off her boots. She appreciated him for another moment and then scrambled toward the tent as if something wonderful were waiting inside.
Victor approached the tent slowly. There were times to hesitate and manipulate for control. There were also times to take that control and surrender to all his desires.
His belt buckle was already swinging open when he crawled inside the tent.


THIRTY-FOUR
Mercy couldn�t believe she had taken control like that. Grabbed his hands and teased him with the tongue on the lips bit. It was corny and almost stupid, but it worked.
Tracy Runner had been one of those girls who seemed always to be at the peripheral of every conversation, though this was not because she was an outsider; on the contrary, she was accepted into every group of girls either because of envy or intimidation. She had a full head of blonde hair, a lithe body with perky breasts and an ass that bespoke hours on the Stairmaster. Everyone said she could be a model and, of course, she said she had done a lot of modeling but wanted something more challenging. Like most girls who were hot and knew it, she could also be a real bitch. She would walk into Mercy�s dorm room and interrupt a conversation to tell Mercy and whoever else was in there that they weren�t going to get any boys sitting around reading. �You could clean up really well,� she said to Mercy. �Then it�s all a tease. Lick your lips, push out your chest, bend over. Sounds stupid but it works. Boys don�t want you--they want the illusion of being with a goddess. Or a whore.� When Tracy walked on to bother other girls, Mercy�s friend remarked that Tracy was a bitch and Mercy agreed, but her advice burrowed into Mercy�s head.
And now it had worked. She laid down on the floor of the tent, which was really just laying on a piece of nylon set over hard, bumpy ground, and ran her fingers through her hair while twisting her hips and arching her chest. Like a Victoria�s Secret model sprawled on a bed in a black babydoll with matching panties.
She felt sort of stupid and ridiculous and the ground was already starting to bother her with its jagged pokes, but a kind of intoxication had seized her and would not let up. Her body flushed with warmth and she wanted this guy to touch her all over, to kiss her everywhere. She wanted to feel his hardness and then, finally, feel that stiffness inside her.
This was stupid and foolish like a teenage girl out of her mind with horniness but Mercy was a college graduate. A virgin college graduate. She didn�t need to wait for someone serious, for potential husband material. She had tried that approach and yet here she was anyway.
She was going to make Tracy Runner proud.
When Victor entered the tent, Mercy could smell the day�s sweat on him. It made her body tingle, the thought of his sweaty skin against her flesh. She wanted to grab him, yank off his pants and taste him, knowing he would be sweaty and even stink.
He whipped off his belt in one fluid motion and she imagined him slapping it across her ass, telling her that he was going to give it all to her, every single inch.
The cynical voice of caution that usually reigned in her brain was still yapping that she was being stupid, imagining ridiculous things, fantasies fit for a whore, and that if she didn�t stop now she would always regret this, might even get hurt. Mercy pushed that yapping voice as far back in her mind as she could and reached for Victor. Besides, her father was nearby if needed.
Her hands found the edges of his jeans and slipped underneath.
When she had him in her hands his whole body quivered and he groaned deeply and she thought he was going to ejaculate already, just shoot his stuff all over her chest and that filled her with even more lust. Could she really be driving a man so crazy that he would lose control like that? Joel had never been like this, so eager.
No, he had commented on her stale-smelling clothes and clammy hands.
Like Dylan who thought she was just a kid, pecked her on the check and left.
She could have lost her virginity at some frat party, if she had wanted, but she had held out for something better. Such a joke. She never meant to save herself for marriage, just someone decent.
You think this guy�s decent? He was talking about the end of the world, remember?
It didn�t matter. She wanted this. She did. Maybe Victor would still be the weird guy hiding in the corner of Rune Books or maybe he would bring her flowers, take her places. Maybe she was a whore to him or maybe this was the crazy start to a passionate love affair.
Victor thrust himself back and forth inside her hands and grew bigger and bigger and she wondered if maybe that cynical voice wasn�t on to something, if maybe this thing would hurt her, rip her up, leave her bleeding. That was a silly fear, of course. It was bound to hurt when she had never had so much as a trio of fingers inside her before but women had sex every day and of that number, how many were left bleeding and injured?
More than you think, that cynical voice said.
His mouth dropped over hers and she tried to embrace it but his tongue dove between her lips and probed toward her throat. A tickle started in the back of her throat and she knew she was going gag and that would ruin the moment. As for gagging, what if he wanted to put his thing in her mouth? If he was this violent with his tongue, he might be brutal with his thing, fucking her mouth and not caring as she choked and gagged and her eyes turned red and bulged with the pain.
Then you seize his balls, that cynical voice said, morphing into the voice of the protector. You tear into them, pierce them, rip them right off his body.
She touched them now, delicately as if they might crumble under the slightest touch. They were small and hard, pressed tightly against his body. He groaned more urgently and his tongue aggravated something inside her mouth and she was coughing violently, pushing him off her.
He let her get air and her whole body rocked with the coughs. She turned on her side and coughed harder, eyes watering, and hoped this sensation would pass. Let that be a warning to you, the voice admonished. When you try to be the whore, you end up hurt.
She wasn�t hurt, though, not exactly. Not yet.
His hands found her breasts and gripped them harder and she would have cried out if not for her choking. She batted his hands away and they went immediately to her jeans. She grabbed them as another fit of coughs seized her. He had her jeans undone and his fingers rampaging for her crotch and she tried to pull them back but his hands were too strong.
The first fingers that entered her sent convulsions through her. The sensation of penetration surprised her like something she would never quite be ready for but it also thrilled her and wasn�t her wetness a sign that she really wanted this? Maybe he was aggressive but that was kind of hot, wasn�t it?
She tried to tell him to slow down, that she would go all the way, but she was still coughing and now her jeans were down past her knees and he was spreading her thighs and ripping off her underwear.
�Please,� she managed between coughs.
�My pleasure,� Victor said in a gruff, panting voice.
Before she could protest that she hadn�t meant please fuck me, but please slow down, he yanked her on her back again and was on top of her and then, oh, jesus not yet I�m not ready, his penis was at her and she tried to clench those muscles (Kegel muscles, she thought) but she was so damn wet and his thing slid inside her and at first it was okay, nothing really, not much different than meaty fingers, but then holy shit the pain was intense and consuming as if his dick were as large as her whole body and she couldn�t breathe and she thought she would die right here with some guy�s dick inside her in a tent on a stupid mountain while her father was fifty yards away.
He pumped and thrust at her like some mindless beast and every movement was a stab of pain that clenched her lungs. Her wetness dried in her pain and that only made the pain worse. He grunted and groaned right over her face. Specks of spittle flew from his mouth onto hers.
This is what you get, that voice said.
But then it was the voice of the protector, screaming at her to fight back. Bite his face, rip his fucking lip off. Scream. For God�s sake, scream!
Not the protector. It was Mom.
Scream, dammit, SCREAM!
Somehow she found the air and did scream. It felt glorious to shout like that as if the scream were a release valve on an overheating boiler and now she would be okay, she wouldn�t explode, he would stop and apologize and she would check for blood and go hug daddy.
Victor punched her in the face instead.


THIRTY-FIVE
It was just like a stupid bitch to ruin a good moment. But she wasn�t going to get away that easily. Not a chance. His fist bounced off her nose and he felt her head smack against the hard ground. She coughed and gagged like he were fucking her mouth instead of the sweet spot between her legs, legs that were wobbling against his own as if her muscles were under incredible strain. Her skin had been flushed with warmth but it turned cold as if she were leaking heat out of her in a flood.
I�ll pump it back in you, he thought and continued his business.
Her head lolled side to side with the rhythm of his movement and she grunted like she was keeping the beat. He went faster and faster. Her body jiggled like she were dead and that was almost too much. It brought him right to the brink and he had to force the image away. If she wanted to fight him, Victor would be disappointed but he wouldn�t let that stop him from getting what he wanted. And then getting it again after he sliced her throat.
He could even fuck the stab wound. God, it would probably be so warm. Even warmer than what he was enjoying right now. He would straddle her face and rip her injury wide with his emphatic thrusts. Watch her dead eyes roll back in their sockets like she was experiencing the most intense pleasure.
That did it. The hotness rushed out of him in a long, continuous spasm. He groaned against the strain of every muscle in his body and knew he should be quiet but it didn�t matter. This was how the universe wanted it. The day had been spent in pursuit of this glorious release and now he had to be ready for what awaited him.
Consciousness returned to Mercy�s eyes as if a switch had been flipped and a scream ushered out of her that made Victor�s ears ring. He had to punch her again, break her nose, let her gag on some blood, but he was still unleashing the hot stuff and he couldn�t move, had to let it flow and flow and flow.
Mercy screamed again, louder still, and Victor did the only thing he could: he bit down on her nose and clenched his jaw with all the strength flooding his body and all the hotness gushing from him. Her scream now was of immense pain and that made him bite down even harder. Blood encircled his lips and dribbled on his tongue like something sweet.
From far away, Mercy�s father was yelling. �Baby! Baby!�
Oh, yeah, baby, Victor thought and screamed against the last fluid fleeing from his body. He knew this was the most vulnerable he could be and that he had to be prepared for her to strike back but he couldn�t keep up his cognitive or physical acuteness. Not after such an amazing orgasm. His muscles went lax, his jaw dropped from her nose, and his mind entered that hazy grey world where thoughts were amorphous blobs that flooded in an empty vastness like clouds in an eternal sky.
Mercy�s hands slipped under his shirt and gripped his chest. For a moment, he thought she wanted more and he felt himself start to grow hard again but then her fingers morphed into claws that pierced his flesh in the gaps between his ribs. She didn�t have long fingernails--he had seen those fingers and the close-cropped, smoothed ends of her nails up close--but the pain that rolled out from her attack like a flood engulfing his lungs could have been from the talons of some long-clawed feline predator.
Fire pokers scorched from raging flames pushed deeper into his skin and he couldn�t breathe, couldn�t get even the smallest gasp of air down into his burning lungs. His dick went limp and fell from the warmth of Mercy�s sweet hole and that loss of connection was almost worse than the burning in his chest for a moment because it was a complete detachment from what was his and it rang of defeat and embarrassment, of all the times he had tried and failed, the times he had been ridiculed and belittled.
Then the pain blanked out everything in his mind and he was the primal beast once more. He smacked her across the face and her hands dropped from his chest. He smacked her again and laughed at how her head snapped from one side to the next.
�You dumb bitch,� he said through panting breath. �We could have been so great together.�
Mercy started to say something, some variation of �Fuck off,� no doubt, but he punched her in the face again and this time broke her nose. Blood pumped from her nostrils and Victor smeared it across her lips. �Taste it, you bitch,� he said.
Her father was at the tent, ripping at the fabric like an animal confused how to get inside, and yelling �Baby! Baby!�
Victor couldn�t help but laugh.
Mercy Higgins clamped her mouth around two of Victor�s fingers and yanked her head viciously side to side like a wild beast trying to tear chunks of meat off a carcass. He swung at her face again but the hit went wide and one of her legs had somehow gotten between his own and he had just enough time to register the danger before her knee came right up into his balls.

THIRTY-SIX
Mercy had once read a story in Reader�s Digest about a woman who had been attacked and raped in a parking lot and had thought she could simply endure it and be thankful it didn�t get any worse but when the rapist put a knife to her throat and said he was done with her and now she was done with her life, the woman fought back and tore out one of the assailant�s eyes. The article, entitled, �Eye for an Eye: A Survivor�s Tale� had seemed so fantastic that Mercy thought it must be exaggerated. No woman could be so tough after something so horrendous.
The strength that raged through her body was not born of anger or disgrace or fear. It was something far more basic, something that stretched back to the very beginning of humanity when the earliest cavemen tried to drag the earliest rape victims to their caves and those first feminists had fought back and discovered that man might be bigger and stronger but, if hit in just the right place, far more vulnerable than any woman.
Victor recoiled from the smack of her knee but he couldn�t pull completely away because she wouldn�t let up on his fingers. If some woman had gouged out a man�s eye, she could rip off this guy�s fingers. Then she�d get on top of him while he cried like a little baby and yank his ball sack right off his body. She could dangle it over his face, stuff it down his throat.
Those courageous thoughts vanished in another direct punch and she could no longer keep her bite on his fingers. He fell off to the side, however, and she had a chance to crawl out, run away, get to daddy and then she�d be safe. She heard him outside the tent, yelling for her. Why wasn�t he in here? Why wasn�t he saving his daughter?
She got to her knees and dizziness nearly toppled her. The opening of the tent was only a few feet away but the world in here was a swirling mess of dark blobs like she was dropping into a black hole. Her head felt like it had detached from her neck and was floating off into another dimension.
The flashlight was somewhere to her right. She threw herself in that direction and thought for sure she would tumble endlessly into a bottomless black pit. Instead, the hard earth stung her knees but that was okay, hell, that was great, and so much preferable to the warbling pain in her head and the throbbing misery between her legs. When she finally got to check herself down there, she feared it might be destroyed.
Her hands found the flashlight. The plastic casing was cold and fragile but solid enough. She turned it on and the beam blinded her for a moment. She spun around and there was Victor grinning at her, blood on his chin. My blood, she thought, from my fucking nose. And there was his dick, dangling between his hairy legs and getting hard again. No, please, dear Jesus, how could he be ready to go again? She had just kneed him as hard as she could. He was supposed to be disabled, unable to breathe, helpless.
She screamed or groaned or something and lunged toward the entrance to the tent. Her hands tangled in something and she thought wildly that Victor had set a trap and that there was no escape, no escape from this madman, and then she realized it was her jeans. She grabbed them.
The end of the tent flung open and there was daddy with a stronger flashlight. His whole face was wide with fear and confusion. His head whipped side to side as if the tent were huge rather than a mere few feet wide. He saw her, she knew he did, and then he looked away as if he couldn�t process what he was seeing.
�Daddy!� she cried.
�Mercy?� he said like he had forgotten what she looked like.
�Help!�
The other guy, Caleb, with the broad shoulders, was behind Daddy, almost towering over him and that was great because Victor stood no chance against both men. He might be able to fight her father but not both. They would tackle him, tie him up with bungee cords and then drag him down the mountain and call the police. She could relax now. Everything was going to be okay.
Caleb�s arm came around her father�s neck as if Caleb were trying to stop Daddy from doing something stupid and she figured that was probably smart. They couldn�t kill Victor. If they did, this would turn into some kind of update of Deliverance with the three of them burying Victor�s body and then trying to control their paranoia that the cops were going to find out, find out and lock them all away for the rest of their lives. All for killing some shit head rapist.
�Mercy!� Daddy yelled.
Caleb�s arm tightened over his throat. �Whoa there, Hoss,� Caleb said like he was some fucking cowboy.
�Please!� Mercy said in a voice on the verge of hysteria.
Her father realized what Caleb was doing and grabbed his arm. �Get off of me,� he yelled.
�Afraid I can�t do that,� Caleb said. His body jerked forward and Daddy screamed, his own body slumping forward at the hips as if his back had given out.
�Daddy!�
He dropped to his knees, Caleb maintaining his wrap around the throat. Daddy ground his teeth against some intense, unseen pain. His eyes rolled frantically in all directions as if looking for some escape hatch from this sudden trap of pain.
�Mercy,� he said, only now it was less her name than the desperate plea of an injured, vulnerable man.
He reached for her but she couldn�t move. This was too much to process. It wasn�t happening, that was all. Victor was still on top of her, having his way with her, and she was off in some other now where the horror continued to unfold in the sinister corners of her mind where nightmares reigned.
When her father fell forward onto the ground, Caleb held the knife so the body slid free. Light glinted off the blade in the small gaps that blood hadn�t obscured.
�What an annoying fuck,� Caleb said and stared at Mercy. �Is it my turn yet?� His smile was the most horrifying thing she had ever seen.


THIRTY-SEVEN
Victor wished Mercy could appreciate the moment from his point of view. If fear and panic hadn�t destroyed her mind, she might be able to admire how well this plan had progressed. Instead, she was in the clutches of white hot fear, nothing more than a cornered animal desperate to escape.
He could push aside the pain emanating through him; he had learned to do that many years ago. Later he would suffer the crippling spasms and full-body seizures, but not now, not with the adrenaline flushing his veins. Even so, he knew how to keep control, to harness that primal strength, to not be rash and do something stupid.
Caleb stepped into the tent and got to his knees. He was completely focused on Mercy but his brain was flooded with the fantasy of rape, so he didn�t register the flashlight clutched in the girl�s hand as a weapon. Its light flickered on his face, distorting his features like a facade in a dream, but it was Caleb who was in the dream. He was overcommitting out of desperate longing.
Victor was not surprised when Mercy brought the flashlight straight up into Caleb�s chin in a quick, powerful arc. Caleb�s jaw snapped shut on a sliver of tongue and his head rocked back as if he had slammed it against a wall. It had been too easy for her to catch him off guard, too easy for her to disable him and scramble on her knees for the exit.
�You fucking idiot,� Victor said without surprise.
Caleb responded in single-syllable moans while he clutched his face and rocked back and forth on the ground like a traumatized child.
Mercy�s white ass glowed in the tent doorway for a moment, a small moon just for his pleasure, and then she was gone.
Victor pulled up his pants, secured the belt and went after her.
He made it halfway out before the girl�s father screamed to life and grabbed him around the waist. His fingers latched onto Victor�s belt and pulled him back inside the tent. Victor tried to yank free of his grip but the old man�s last gasp was a mighty one.
�My daughter,� he said through clenched teeth. �My baby.�
Victor rolled onto his back and kicked the man across the face with his bare foot. The grip came loose and Victor could reposition above him. He punched him across the face twice and waited for another retaliation.
�My baby,� he said as if in a dream.
�No,� Victor said. �Mine.�
With that, he punched the man again, knocking him into unconsciousness.
Caleb was still groaning like a pathetic puppy that had been kicked against a wall. �If you want her, you better get your ass out here and help,� Victor said.
The nighttime air was a cool blast that gave him renewed strength as if something potent had been injected into his blood.
Mercy had run to the far end of the camp where the trail continued up to the summit. She�d stopped to put on her jeans. She was fumbling with the second leg, trying not to fall. Victor did not run after her.
He had the upper hand. The key was to not lose it.


THIRTY-EIGHT
In fourth grade, firemen had visited Mercy�s school to give a presentation on fire safety. Most of the kids slept through the lecture on what to do in the case of a fire emergency and then came alive when it was time to investigate the truck like a piece of playground equipment and then stand back in awe at the awesome power of the fire hose. For Mercy, however, the notes on safety in an emergency held her rapt. She didn�t want Mommy and Daddy to burn to death in their own home. She created mapped-out escape routes in crayon on construction paper. Her parents humored her until she tried to have a fire drill at one in the morning. �But the fireman said we need to be prepared,� Mercy told her mother who looked like she had been beaten with a stick, one eye partially closed and twitching with sleep. �We have to practice what we�d do in an emergency. The fireman said--� but her mother hadn�t cared what the fireman said. If there was a fire, they�d get out. She didn�t need any early morning drills to know how to escape her own home.
This memory came back to her now and she almost laughed at the silly girl she had been and then started crying for her poor mother, who had only another ten years left to live, just ten and of those ten, how many restful nights would she have? And young Mercy had ruined one with her stupid drill. But it had been for a good reason. As the fireman said,
�In the event of an emergency, don�t think--respond.�
Mercy pulled on one leg of her jeans but her foot tangled in the opposite leg.
Drills conditioned the mind to respond to disaster. Schools had fire drills and tornado drills and lockout drills and lockdown drills, but they had never told her what to do if the event of a rape. Especially not when it happened on some damn mountain late at night.
Victor had come out of the tent but he�d gone to where they had been sitting before. At first she thought he was confused and that maybe he would wander right off into the woods searching for her, but then the flickering flames of the fire cast his hands in orange as they snatched up his hiking bag.
The two small fires in this large clearing conjured images of Satanic ceremonies. She could almost see the robe-clad worshippers circling the fires and chanting and a pair of pale arms raising a naked baby into the air as if the hand of God should come down and retrieve it.
You�re drifting, her mind scolded. You should be responding.
She should be fucking running.
She jammed her second leg through the pant leg and yanked up her jeans. The course fabric scratched her ass like sandpaper and ignited a fresh wave of pain in her crotch as if a lit firework had been crammed up there.
Might as well have been, she thought.
She turned to the trail before her and the distant peak of the mountain that was now a black splotch in a dark sea of sky but before she could take that first lunge of freedom, Caleb emerged from the tent and screamed something jumbled and distorted, something people wouldn�t quite catch unless they knew what was going on.
�Buuuuuiiiiiiiissssshhhhh!� Caleb screamed, by which he meant, bitch!
This monstrous cry held her in place as if hypnotizing her. Caleb lunged toward her in a haphazard stagger and at first it seemed like he might fall and maybe she�d get lucky and he�d knock himself out, but then his gait evened out and he evolved from ambling zombie to determined sprinter.
�YOU BITCH!� This time his words were much clearer.
She ran.


THIRTY-NINE
Victor might have laughed if there wasn�t a risk that Caleb might royally fuck this up. Caleb stumbled into a run, screaming like a wild man full of injured pride and bestial rage. Mercy watched him for a second and it almost seemed like she might wait for him, take him on face to face, but then she fled. It was the wiser move. But it made no difference to Victor. He had everything he needed.
He slipped two knives into his belt and kept another, the eight-inch work knife with the serrated inside edge and VD carved on the handle, in hand. The black, brass knuckles were cold against his skin. There were two flashlights in the bag: a Maglite and a flood. He chose the Maglite, the type Troopers carried for peering into cars in the dead of night. He had once purchased night vision goggles that, priced under a hundred dollars, had seemed too good to be true, and they had cracked in half the second time he used them. It would have been an unfair advantage, anyway. Primitive man did not have the luxury of technology. His eyes were getting better in the dark, anyway. Eventually, he wouldn�t need the flashlight. Although the flashlight offered other advantages.
Caleb vanished into the woods after Mercy. He was still screaming that she was a bitch and he was going to kill her. The sound echoed through the night like the distant call of some nocturnal beast.
Victor put on his boots. His feet were accustomed to this mountain and soon boots would be completely unnecessary. The soles of his feet were already thick pads of flesh that could withstand rocks and branches but boots gave him the extra protection he needed for what could become a prolonged hunt through the woods. And they were an excellent weapon, too.
He once found an injured crow on this mountain. One of its wings was cocked at a weird angle and wouldn�t fully extend. The bird tried desperately to get airborne with its sole-working wing but managed only to hop in circles. Victor stepped to it and the bird beat that single wing even more frantically. He watched it flap harder and harder until it ceased the struggle and appreciated Victor as if he might be its salvation.
The first stomp of his boot broke its neck. The second burst open the bird�s chest with a spew of guts.
He laughed at that.
Soon he�d be laughing in much the same way.
Victor Dolor headed across the open field to the path that wormed its way up the mountain and toward the black sky.


FORTY
The beam of her flashlight faded by degrees with every hard-footed lunge. The path ahead was clear but far from straight and the naked arms of branches protruded into the path, growing more imposing and sinister as the light dimmed. They were the skeletal arms of all the victims Victor had raped and murdered up here. They had come alive and instead of trying to save her, they wanted to seize her with their barbed arms and keep her in place so they could watch as Victor raped her again and then beat her to death. They�ll be laughing when he does it, she thought.
Mercy ran up the trail, grunting at the pain in her legs and crotch. The dying light wobbled before her like a psychotic vision before a patient collapsing into a seizure.
�You buuuuiiiiiissssshhhh!� Caleb screamed not far behind her, but far enough to offer hope.
The trail steepened. She bent forward as she ran and let her feet try to dig into the mountain for leverage. Somewhere in the back of her mind she realized she wasn�t wearing her boots. She had taken them off before entering the tent. Victor must have smiled at that. Even if she runs, dumb bitch will break all her toes, maybe even an ankle.
There was pain there, in her feet, but not so great as to block out the burning fire pokers in her groin. She could weep over her mangled feet later. If she survived.
That if, the great and only if that ever mattered, injected her with the extra adrenaline to keep scaling the mountain, keep moving up and up toward some distant plateau where the only escape was off a steep edge or down into the soil.
With the flashlight nearly useless and branches scratching at her face and arms, Mercy began to form a plan. It wouldn�t be anything miraculous or impressive, but if it worked maybe it could be considered both. Victor was coming after her, she knew that, but Caleb was the immediate threat. He was enraged and hollering out all his pain at her in a pledge of vengeance, but he was also injured and that made him vulnerable.
She clutched the trees lining the path and launched herself up the mountain, propelling herself ever forward. How long would it take to get to the top? Might it take hours? If so, how the hell could she maintain this pace? She would collapse well short of the top and then Caleb would be on her and even if she managed to stop him, Victor would be close behind.
She couldn�t think about that. Those were the worries of her cynical voice, which had gone quiet for once in her life. That�s because it doesn�t need to say anything, she thought. You know you�re fucked.
She wouldn�t accept that. No. She would not surrender. Not fall at the hands of two deranged men. Cancer had taken her mother but she had fought to the terrible end. She had, several weeks before that day of final gasps that dragged out interminably told Mercy that she would keep fighting. This cancer isn�t going to get the best of me, she said. I�m going to show it how tough a bitch I can be.
Mercy had fought tears when her mother said that to her but the memory now was like a glorious pre-game speech from a coach who truly believed that if the team took the field with all the confidence of winners there was no way they could leave it as anything but.
How tough a bitch can I be? Mercy wondered.
Grinding her teeth against the pain radiating from below her waist and still throwing herself up this damn mountain, Mercy felt the hard strength of complete confidence empower her.
�Tough as you want,� she said.


FORTY-ONE
Victor�s fingers hurt like hell. His balls had calmed from raging pain to a dull, almost detached sensation of numbed hurt, but the two fingers Mercy had bit throbbed like they were engorged to the size of plump diner sausages. Luckily they were the first two fingers on his left hand. He could make do without them. He could make do without the whole hand if necessary, but the pain was impressive. He had suffered many indignities of pain throughout his life but in only a few seconds, that bitch had trumped them all with a simple bite. The pain had been too great to carry both the flashlight and the knife. The blade with the carefully polished wooden handle joined the other blades along his belt.
Walking up the path at a quick, though not frantic, pace, Victor dared to shine the light on his injured hand. The fingers were swollen like they had been injected with some kind of filling that stretched the skin to the breaking point. His knuckles were faded creases in tubes of flesh and would not bend no matter how hard he strained. As if the joints had fused together.
Her teeth had broken through the skin just beneath the middle knuckles and ripped the flesh into a jagged, bleeding mess. The bones shone impossibly white against the fresh blood. If he wanted, Victor might be able to slide the flesh right off the bones as easily as removing a glove.
Fucking bitch. Before he sliced her throat, he would cut off all her fingers. Stuff them in her mouth and up her broken nose. Then he�d piss on her. Maybe even rape her again before finally destroying her.
He stopped. Caleb was screaming up ahead. His yells rolled through the quiet night with greater and greater insanity as if the trees were coming alive and hollering for blood. Victor could not let himself become another shouting madman. He had to remain calm, keep his crazed fantasies in check. Mercy had been clever and determined enough to escape into the woods and if let rage boil his mind, she might gain the upper hand once more. That once more might be all it would take.
The name of the game was calm, not crazy. She was probably launching herself up the mountain as fast as she could. She�d run out of steam pretty quickly. The mountain�s summit was a fair distance off with many steep sections that required patience to scale. She was not going to make it very far.
Even if she stopped at the cutout overlooking the town below, there was still nowhere to hide. The scenic lookout was a three-sided cliff with jagged rocks marking the drop all the way to the bottom.
He knew this place and she was just a stupid woman.
Victor took several deep breaths and continued up the mountain.


FORTY-TWO
Even tough bitches felt pain and that pain knew no bounds. The agony in her crotch had been the lead horse in the race of pain but her thighs were gaining on that horse and now her nose, a long-trailing contender, was galloping harder and harder, vying for the coveted lead position and right along with it was the race-fatigued head pain, always a participant, seldom a winner�s circle celebrant.
Every breath she dared take through her nose lit her nostrils on fire and that burning flared through her head as if electric shocks were zipping across the surface of her brain. She grunted against these shocks and screamed strength into her arm muscles to keep grabbing the trees but those muscles were burning and shaking and deteriorating to Jell-O. On top of it all, finally here came the misery of her poor feet. A big toe broken against a rock. A deep gash through the sole of her foot that could have been a giant carving knife laid as a trap.
Maybe Victor had set up traps. What if she was headed right where he wanted her to go? What if she made it all the way to the top of this mountain only to fall into some pit he had dug or step right into a bear trap? She would have to gnaw off her own foot.
That image released a flutter of cackles.
Now, you sound mad, she thought. Mad woman Mercy.
She could be a superhero like Wonder Woman only slightly crazed and out to castrate every male in the world. She�d wear a red cape and her weapon of choice would be a giant pair of gardening shears.
More laughter and her muscles nearly gave out in collective capitulation. No, no, no. She had to keep her wits and find that strength buried deep within her. She had to make it to the top of this fucking mountain and once there she could . . . could what?
�Chop some fucking balls,� she said and that did it.
As a child she had loved laughing so hard at jokes that the laughter constricted her breathing and pain radiated through her lungs with intense pleasure. She�d fall into those fits at some joke and then forget why she was laughing but her emphatic tear-inducing peals of joy were self-propagating and she could laugh at nothing but her own laughter for several minutes before her lungs insisted that they needed air. In such throes, she was helpless, vulnerable.
When new cackles morphed into all-out laughter, she did not reminisce on her hilarious laughing fits of childhood with fondness but focused on the vulnerability it presented and that brought fear. Tough bitches didn�t laugh. Tough bitches didn�t let themselves be vulnerable. Yet, somehow, the intense certainty that Caleb was going to jump out of the darkness and stomp her head into the ground like it was a watermelon only made her laugh harder.
�Bitch!� Caleb yelled, much closer now. �Bitch! Bitch! Bitch!�
Bring those balls, she wanted to yell. Bring them here because I�ve got my shears!
She fell onto her side laughing and rolled against a lush evergreen tree that seemed to vibrate in the night as if it were an angel. An angel tree come to watch the great Mad Woman Mercy chop some balls.
Her laughter was a torrential deluge on The Kentucky Derby of Pain. All the horses had gone back to their stables and just as Head Pain was about to pull off the upset of the season.
In her rolling fit of laughter, Mercy knew this apparent lunacy was panic borne from exhaustion and genuine fear. Even so, it was kind of funny to be laughing when you were about to die. People probably wouldn�t accept such a reaction as genuine but not everybody knew what it was like to be raped and hunted like an animal. Laughter might be the sanest response.
For a quitter maybe, a new voice said in her mind. Not just any voice, though. It was Mommy again. I never had a chance, she said. But I still fought. If you give up, I might as well have never fought to live as long as I did. I should have just killed myself.
That stopped the laughter as if it were water flowing from a spigot that had finally been shut off. She could laugh about this all she wanted. But not until later. Perhaps in some psychiatric ward. So be it.
�Fuckers,� she hissed and got back to her feet.
The horses were coming out of their stables again.
She started back up the path and stopped. The evergreen was glowing like a cutout set before a flood light. Not a floodlight, though. It was the moon.
She went to the tree and then pushed through its branches into a luminescent world where angels might actually tread.


FORTY-THREE
Victor�s mother loved playing hide and seek. It is the earliest memory he has of his mother. She would sit in the big red chair in the living room, the chair she called �Your Highness� because it looked like something a Queen might use, and count to thirty. He would run around the house until there were five seconds left and then he�d jump into the bathtub or squirm under the bed or cram himself in the back corner of his closet. Then she�d come find him.
She would stand right where he hid, on the other side of the shower curtain, beside the bed, or right outside the closet and wonder aloud where her little man had gone. He�d start giggling and then she�d reach in with her long arms and drag him out and he would be laughing hysterically even before the tickling began.
This went on for years. Sometimes she would hide and he�d have to find her. He found her once in the bathroom, completely naked, her body pale and spotted with red blots as if she were allergic to something. When he ran away, she called him back but he didn�t want to see his mother like that. He couldn�t help his eyes from taking in her drooping breasts and the dark patch of hair between her legs. The image would be with him forever.
Yet that was only the beginning.
She went after him. Found him in his closet, reached in with her sinewy arms and pulled him out, one hand gripped in his hair, the other on his wrist. Face to face with his naked mother, he kept his eyes shut and begged her to let him go. �First you have to do something for mommy,� she said. �Then you can go hide again.�
Then she started her lessons on the importance of being charming. Of seduction.
For years afterward, hide and seek meant Mommy needed something only her darling little boy could give her. By the time Victor was a teenager, he could give her what she wanted without trying to run away and hide. He knew how to send his mind somewhere else, off into a place he thought of as Elsewhere, while his body did what had to be done. While he gave Mommy her �prize.�
Mommy had been a bitch but he�d been too cowardly to do anything about it. Eventually he�d wizened up. Now, Mommy was playing a game of hide and seek where no one was ever going to find her.
Mercy was playing the same game, only she didn�t know it. But when he found her, Victor would not need to go to Elsewhere to do what had to be done. He would stay right here in this world and let that stupid bitch get what she had coming.
The flashlight dangled in his good hand. The white spotlight was a ghost orb keeping pace with him over uneven terrain. He didn�t need the light to find his way up the trail. The moonlight tinged the treetops silver and revealed much of the path, but he could track her on a cloudy night. This was his mountain, his refuge, his sanctuary. She had no hope. Just as Mommy knew every corner of the house and every place little Victor could hide, he knew this mountain and every dark corner where trees or bushes might lend her some comfort.
How surprised she would be when his arms emerged from the dark and seized her. She would think the very night had come alive to kill her.


FORTY-FOUR
People stranded in the desert, dying from thirst, suffered the most vivid hallucinations of distant water-filled paradises. Such a far off oasis galvanized the person ever forward until they sapped the last of their strength and collapsed into the sand, arm outstretched toward a magical world where all their ills could be healed. A world that they would never reach, regardless of whether it existed or not.
Mercy thought of a man dying in the desert with the impossible heat boiling on him not because she was thirsty (she was) or because she was exhausted (she was) but because what she was seeing could not possibly be real. It had to be a mirage, her personal version of an oasis in this forest of hell.
Past the evergreen tree was a small clearing not much larger than her bedroom. Trees ringed it on three sides like a wall to rest against when you stared off the side of the mountain into an enormous world where the moon was a gigantic, floating orb, an almost magical power hovering almost within reach. Even from the far end of this cliff, the view far surpassed the lookout where her father and she had stopped earlier, what seemed like days ago.
The small town lay farther away. Its miniature, twinkling lights were a minor pulsation on a heavy black curtain. A tractor trailer was traveling the road that went past the diner. Mercy almost laughed at how fragile it looked, as if it were nothing more than a toy.
While this view was more than enough to take away her breath, it was not why she at first felt like she had stepped into a mirage, perhaps even a dreamworld her traumatized mind had manufactured to save her sanity.
The white moonlight vibrated along the tips of every outstretched evergreen branch and as the branches swayed in a breeze she could not feel, the light flickered like thousands of candles. Thick, lush grass filled the clearing.
But she could hardly see that grass because of the crows.
It had seemed at first that the cliff began immediately and if she dared take one step, she would slip right off the edge and plummet into darkness. That darkness was not the distant ground, but tons of black crows picking at the evening ground. There could be as many as a hundred of them, maybe more, jammed into this little clearing, each one pecking at the soil with the smallest of intrusive noises.
The few closest to her flapped their wings briefly as if in annoyance at her presence. The rest, however, paid her no attention. There was no where to walk that wouldn�t put a crow, or her foot in harm�s way. She could try to skate the edge but the birds were pushed all the way to the wide trunks of the surrounding evergreens.
Forget about this, her mind spoke up. There�s a pair of psychos right behind you and you�re here cavorting with a bunch of birds.
Not exactly cavorting, more like witnessing, but she understood the concern. This place was a sight and sort of magical, too, but how the hell was that going to help her?
You need to run. Get to the summit.
No, she didn�t. Even from here, Mercy could tell that the cliff at the far end was plenty steep enough to accomplish what she wanted on the top of this mountain. And what had been that grand plan, exactly?
She stared at the flashlight in her hand. The bulb had dimmed to a barely perceptible glow like a match at the far end of a cave.
Like your hope for getting out of this mess alive.
From behind her, not far at all down the trail, Caleb�s convoluted scream added the exclamation to her mind�s warning.
Last chance to run.
But she couldn�t. Aside from her ailing body, from the hard truth that if she dared to continue up this mountain there was no way she would make it to the top before Caleb caught her, she simply didn�t want to leave this spot. This oasis in the woods.
Slowly and carefully, she began to walk around the edge of the clearing. Most of the birds hopped out of her way before her bare feet (what had happened to her socks?) could even touch them, but a few more obstinate crows had to be encouraged out of her way with a gentle tap. Their feathers were smooth like silk.
Evergreen branches poked at her with thousands of needle fingers and tugged at her clothes like claws. The most amazing aroma of freshness filled her nostrils. At first she thought it was simply the smell of the trees, that bouquet of Christmas time, but there was something more to it, some other, unidentifiable smell like clean clothes right out of the dryer, or a spring morning where the sky is clear and the sun full of warmth and promise.
Or maybe you�re going out of your mind.
�Anything�s possible,� she said.
A few crows flapped their wings as if in agreement.
�I�ll get you, you bitch!�
Mercy froze.
Caleb was just beyond the border of the trees, mere feet away.
A few crows offered a momentary glance in that direction but most simply went on foraging.
The evergreen at the far end shook. He was trying to find his way through it as she had. How did he know she was there?
He can smell you, she thought. Like a wild beast.
She gripped the flashlight in both hands, squeezing it until her hands hurt. If he barged in, she would run to the edge, lure him right to the cusp, and when he barreled after her, she would slam him in the face with the plastic flashlight and push him over the edge to his death.
Simple.
So simple to kill a person, is it?
Whose voice was that? Perhaps a teacher she had in high school, the one who always dared to question students� perceptions of the world. Mrs. Trolliver. Mercy had gotten mostly A�s in her class. Except on that persuasive research paper. Mrs. Trolliver refuted Mercy�s opinion on abortion in a half-page response written in red pen in which she insisted that one day Mercy would recognize the sanctity of life.
Her statement began, So simple to kill a person, is it?
Yes, you bitch, it is, Mercy thought and grinned.
Perceived confidence aside, she was already wondering what she�d say to the police and how many nightmares she would suffer and how she could live a normal life after taking someone else�s.
But he�s trying to kill me.
But he was gone. His next scream came from farther away, somewhere up the mountain a way. A crow in the middle of the gathering raised its head and cawed.

FORTY-FIVE
Victor was playing hide and seek again. It was almost funny. After finally ridding himself of his mother, here he was hunting for her in the woods. But it wasn�t his mother hiding out here among the trees. And when he found the girl, he would prove that to himself. He�d prove it in the most assured and intimate way.
Time to give Momma her prize.
Caleb was ahead somewhere, now a nonsensical screaming voice that warbled through the night like an audible, angry wind. If he were right in front of him, squawking away like a deranged fool, Victor would bury one of his knives into Caleb�s back. He�d use the one with the gut hook, so when he slid it free from the flesh, the man�s guts would come with it in one long, slippery crimson ribbon.
Caleb claimed to be a cleanser. Victor had accepted him for the advantages it offered rather than for the veracity of his claim. There were cleansers, after all, and then there were cleansers. Caleb was a maniac who wanted to rape and maim and kill and that had its usefulness for Victor, but when it came right down to it, Caleb was not going to survive the transition. An authentic cleanser would never allow it. The future belonged to the disciplined.
Victor had found him on this very mountain and had taken that as a sign that the universe intended them to meet, and the man had been useful so far, but now Victor dared to question if it hadn�t been a sign at all, was in fact a test of his will. Could he do the right thing?
The life of a cleanser was a solitary one. That was the point. Sure, there were others like him, thousands even, and there were specific �grounding points,� or meeting places (typically a �marked� place) where they could associate if needed, but the essence of the calling was the single-minded primal man who, though he might long for a family or clan, understood that true survival, the purest form of it, meant a life alone, constantly on the prowl for nature�s next offering.
He had been confused with the girl. Watching her from afar in the bookstore, following her home some nights, stalking her up this mountain--those were the signs of a desperate man. A pathetic man. He had wanted to believe he was being disciplined, wanted to believe that she was a potential life mate who would travel the dark future at his side. Again, he had misread the signs. This was another test.
Part of survival was internal equilibrium. That required a frequent letting of his fluids. He did that numerous times a day. Instead of relying on himself, or simply taking the girl and being done with it, he had fooled himself into believing she might realize his prowess and pledge her devotion to him.
If he could make himself vomit he would, he was so disgusted with himself. So pathetic. He had believed in love.
He knew better now. Love was a beast that hooked its talons deep inside you and infected you with some poison like a sedative that convinced you it was okay to be trapped, okay to be this beast�s victim. Okay to die in its embrace.
The trail grew steeper, Caleb�s screams closer, and Victor stopped.
His mind was clearing and sharpening. He knew the error of his ways and continuing to follow that idiot up the mountain was another error in this recent streak.
The girl didn�t scale this whole mountain. She would never make it before Caleb overtook her and that would be that. No, she was much closer.
He knew that with the certainty that primal man knew there were deer grazing just the other side of hill. Instinct guided the earliest men and it was all the purest cleansers really needed.
The girl was close. Very close.
Playing hide and seek with him.


FORTY-SIX
Mercy walked to the edge of the cliff. What would it feel like to jump off and plummet to the darkness below? The free fall would be exhilarating and horrifying, but her death might be long and protracted if trees cushioned her fall. She could end up lying as a broken heap of bones and torn flesh, paralyzed but alive. She would starve to death. The crows might pick at her skin, slowly eat her alive.
Okay, sweetie, her mother�s voice said like Mercy was six and it was time to wash up for dinner, time to come back from the dark side.
She wasn�t really contemplating suicide. Just curious, that�s all.
She could no longer hear Caleb, so he was either well up the mountain or perhaps his vocal cords had finally given out.
Or he�s doubled back and once you turn around, there he�ll be, grinning and calling you a bitch.
Victor was probably with him, too. That way they could take turns with her until she was too exhausted to fight back and then they�d double-team her before beating her to death and throwing her over the side.
She had heard something behind her but it couldn�t be him. That was too cruel, too nightmarish, too damn unfair. She turned slowly.
The surrounding trees stood still and dark like giant bodyguards. The crows continued grazing. They went about their scavenging in peace, slowly moving to grant each bird equal access to every spot of grass. A bird or two flapped into the air for a moment before settling back again, but there was no tension in them like birds usually had when anything got close to them. Birds were small and vulnerable. They took few risks. They had wings, after all. Better to fly away. Only pigeons crowded around people. They had learned in the big cities that people were slobs who dropped food everywhere like deer droppings. Those birds never got tense, just crazed for food.
If only I had wings, Mercy thought.
She had thought the same thing when she sat in the hospital room where her mother spent her last few days. Her mother�s chest strained to suck in enough air to keep living, sounding like a high-pitched whistle. Her head lolled back and forth on the bright white pillow and her eyes rolled in their sockets. She was loaded with morphine. The doctor said she was in another world at this point, a constant dream state. But sometimes when Mercy would look up from a book, her mother would be staring at her, eyes wide. Those eyes tried to convey what her voice no longer could. Her final noises were phlegmy chokes and that whistling sound like a little kid with a gap between his front teeth might make.
Mercy wanted to run from her room, hide somewhere, and sleep for days, years. She wanted to sprout wings and leap from the large hospital window, fly far from this hospital and her dying mother, fly to the other side of the world if she could.
But she didn�t have wings. All she could do was toughen up.
Be the toughest bitch you can be.
Tough bitches were strong and rational. They didn�t ponder death or daydream about flying fantasies that would never come true. They accepted the conditions of their situation and did whatever was necessary to survive.
The doctors had wanted to sedate her mother even further, essentially send her into a coma. They insisted it would be less painful for her. Once the muscles relaxed, her breathing would slow and stop and she�d be at peace. Dad had almost agreed but Mercy stopped him. �She wouldn�t want you to,� Mercy had said. �She�d want to tough it out.�
She had toughed it out like a true bitch until that last gasp that stiffened her whole body as if Death had seized her and then she collapsed into the bed, finally at peace.
Whatever was necessary to survive.
Right to the bitter end.
She took a deep breath and didn�t wince at the pain in her nose from the cold air or the misery running rampant throughout the rest of her body. She could be tough. Had to be. She had only to figure a way out of here, down off this fucking mountain.
The evergreen rustled as if an animal were crawling up the trunk. Maybe that�s all it was. But she knew better. Even before Victor Dolor stepped out of the tree as if emerging from another dimension, Mercy Higgins knew she had waited too long to get tough.
Now, it was either do or die.


FORTY-SEVEN
She was a blacked-out figure set against an impossibly bright moon that was far too big, as if this mountain�s peaks grazed the edges of the upper atmosphere. The moon�s light bathed over his own face and that was good. She could see the smile on his face and read the predatory determination in his eyes. He didn�t need to see hers to know she was scared out of her mind, even contemplating a leap from the cliff.
That would be a shame, but he�d get over it. Once Caleb made his way back down, Victor might throw him off the edge, too. Then he could put all this shit behind him and refocus his attention on the approaching Dark Days.
Then he saw the crows.
They completely covered the ground between him and Mercy. Normally loud and very social creatures, these crows were almost silent and pecked at the ground while moving with complete awareness of all the other crows. If not for the strong moonlight reflecting off their backs, the crows would bled into the ground and make it appear to ripple as if alive.
�Stay away from me,� Mercy said. Her voice shook as if she were cold.
�I certainly hope you don�t plan on jumping,� Victor said. �It�s a long way down, but the fall might not kill you.�
She sobbed once and then spoke with more fierceness than she really had. �If you don�t stay away, it won�t be me falling off this cliff.�
Victor laughed. He trailed the beam of his flashlight over the black bodies of the crows. �People all over the world are afraid of crows,� he said. �Farmers blame them for destroying crops. Cultures in all corners of the world associate crows with death. A gathering of crows is even called a murder. It�s because crows were commonly found on battlefields, picking at the flesh of the newly dead. That started their reputation as evil messengers.�
Victor pushed his foot through the birds to take a very short step toward her. While he spoke, he continued this almost imperceptible advance. �You could fall and not die, but it wouldn�t be long before these crows found you and began to feast. They�d probably start with your eyes. Can you imagine what that will feel like, having your eyes pecked right out of your head? It wouldn�t kill you. You could still be alive for quite a while before they finally torn you open enough for the blood to really flow.�
�Stay where you are!� Her scream was pathetic, the panicked growl of the beast at bay.
�I like crows,� Victor said. �They are misunderstood creatures. They are survivors. They travel in broods of thousands and communicate with several hundred different calls. They defend each other, including crows unrelated to their brood. They mate for life. There are, actually, the best example to Man for how he should live. And once the Transition begins, crows will forever endure as a symbol of why humanity fell.�
�What transition?� Mercy asked.
She was stalling, of course, but Victor didn�t care. There was nowhere for her to run. He stopped about halfway to her.
�Crows are not evil messengers from Hell, they are extremely intelligent creatures that can intuit future events. Crows didn�t simply find battlegrounds where the dead had fallen; they swarmed the places where a battle would soon transpire and waited for the bloodshed to begin. These crows are not simply feeding here, they knew something was going to happen at this spot. They are waiting for the real feast.�
Mercy stilted her body into something resembling a fighting stance. She held a broken flashlight. Victor continued his approach.
�There are a hundred crows crowded on this mountain ledge, perhaps more. But crows rarely travel in such a small number. The others are around somewhere, waiting for whatever big event is about to transpire. But we know what that is, don�t we?�
He stepped closer. The crows parted for him without complaint. They knew what was going to happen and they had no interest interfering.
�Stay back,� she said through clenched teeth.
�Think of how amazing it will be when the other crows appear, when they take to the air as one and descend upon the fresh kill. Maybe I�ll let you live long enough to hear the deafening drone of their thousands of flapping wings. It will sound like angels coming to carry you away.�
�You�re fucking crazy.� She was trying to sound tough but fresh tears muddled her words.
�Don�t worry, though, I�m sure you won�t last very long when they start feeding. They�ll clean you right down to the bones. Then I�ll take a few of your bones and carry them with me. They will keep me company when the Dark Time comes. They will remind me of the time we�ve had together. Of the smoothness of your flesh. Of the wetness inside you.�
She crouched at the edge. Her hands gripped at the sides of her head and she cried. �Please don�t hurt me. Please don�t do anything to me. Please.�
He was almost within an arm�s reach of her. He paused again. He could knock out all her teeth and then fuck her mouth before gutting her and letting the crows at her. He could hear the choked gagging noises she would make and he grew eager to have her again.
�Don�t worry about your father, either,� he said. �I will place him by your side. You may think I�m a monster but I�m not heartless. I would have gladly let him live if you hadn�t made this all so difficult. You could have been mine. You could have stayed with me and survived the End of Everything. Instead, you�re going to die on the side of this mountain. But not before I have you one more time. Not before you give me what I want.�
He stepped toward her, cast the light on her face. It was hidden behind hands grimed in dirt and blood. He reached for her head with his injured hand. The fingers had swelled up even further and blood trailed down the back of his hand and dribbled off his wrist onto the back of a crow.
A monstrous scream rose in the air like a piercing siren through a town falling before a tornado.
For a moment, Victor thought it was coming from the girl and then he realized what was happening and when he looked behind him, he gave the bitch the chance she needed.
Caleb launched out of the wall of bushes with the scream still croaking out of him and Mercy Higgins jumped to her feet and smashed Victor in the side of the face with her flashlight.
As Victor turned back to her, the crows took flight.


FORTY-EIGHT
She begged for him not to hurt her and that was factual but not altogether true. She didn�t want him to wreak any more pain upon her, but she knew her pleas would only encourage him and that�s what she wanted. Get him close enough and then attack. A strong enough hit could give her the time she needed to run. After that, well, it was time to see just how tough a bitch she could be.
The scream might have been in her mind. It came from the bushes just as she adjusted her grip on the flashlight and pounced up and toward him and that scream could have been her desperation for this to work, for her to have a chance to survive.
But it was Caleb, somehow finding his way back down the mountain and right to this very spot. That wasn�t good because what the hell was she going to do against both of them? But when Victor turned his head, Mercy was immediately thankful that the other asshole had tracked her down.
The flashlight�s silver plastic casing reflected in the moonlight and a thick puff of hot air from her frantic breathing obscured it for a moment before the head of the flashlight connected with Victor�s cheek and his head snapped to the side as if from a massive punch.
Then the crows took to the air in unison. For the length of a snapshot, they hovered at waist height and Mercy saw Victor turn back to her with blood running down his cheek and behind him was Caleb lurching toward them, his mouth a beastly rictus full of spit. Then the crows were up and the moon was blacked out. Mercy was lost in a darkness alive with flapping wings and human hands desperate to claw her flesh and rip her wide open.
Feathers brushed her face from all sides and she thought of being smothered beneath rolls of silk. To die in such comfort was uniquely disturbing. Then the thought was gone and Victor�s fingers were tearing at her face and entangling in her hair.
She screamed but her shouts were lost in the incredible thumping beat of the crows� wings and somewhere under that was Caleb�s distorted screech. She managed to hit Victor in the head a few times more with the flashlight before it fell from her hand and was gone, but his grip on her hair tightened and his other hand groped at her cheek, found her nose, and squeezed.
This scream rang in her mind as one whitewashed wall of pain that obscured everything else. She clawed at his hand but his fingers squeezed harder and then snapped to the side. The breaking of her nose was more intense than her anguished scream and for several seconds the pain was too great to process even as some mammoth wall of misery. She was merely nothing, only pain. When some semblance of rational thought returned, she wanted to sprout wings and fly off with these crows or even jump from the cliff and plummet to her death. Either flee or die. One or the other. She could not endure this pain any longer. It would drive her insane.
You could fall and not die, but it wouldn�t be long before these crows found you and began to feast. They�d probably start with your eyes. Can you imagine what that will feel like, having your eyes pecked right out of your head?
He had broken her nose but he wasn�t letting up on it. He snapped it back in the other direction and then back and forth again. He didn�t want to simply cause her pain--he wanted to rip her nose right off her face.
So, show him that he can�t do that to you. Mom again. Show him you�re a real, tough bitch.
The pain was hot flashes of bright lightning in a humid summer sky. Blood coursed over her lips and down her throat in a wave and she wondered if she could choke to death on her own blood. Of course she could. It wasn�t only flowing from her nostrils; it was gushing down her throat from inside where she couldn�t possibly stop the flow.
Toughen up, you bitch! Toughen up! Hurt him! HURT HIM!
Somehow she found the power to throw her hands at his face and in the darkness found the soft flesh of his cheeks where her nails dug in and then discovered the pulpy blobs that were his eyes and jammed her thumbs into both of them.
His grip fell away and it was like massive rains that cooled a scorching day. She tried to pop his eyeballs, tried to push hard enough to get those jelly orbs to burst and gush over her hands, but she couldn�t do it and a moment later he was tearing her hands free from his face.
The moon was still hidden behind a living cloud of black wings or maybe she was trapped in the dark abyss inside her mind where she had retreated to withstand the pain in her nose. What was left of her nose, anyway.
Hands hot and wet (with my blood on them) groped at her throat. She stumbled back--the edge! the edge!--and felt her feet tangle together and slip forward. Those strong hands pushed her down, down, down, and she fell for hours and days, dropping through an eternal night and she couldn�t even scream, could only accept that this was it, this was THE END of her and how fucking tragic and pathetic was that?
Then her back smacked the ground and she knew she had fallen only a few feet. Relief and horror gripped her with equal hostility. Her end was fast approaching but not as fast as it might have been.
The hands were no longer around her neck. They were nowhere else on her body, either.
She either opened her eyes or the dense flock (murder) of crows thinned out enough for the moonlight to streak through the flying shadows. Victor was gone.
He had fallen over the side. She accepted it with gratitude and disgust. She wasn�t disgusted at having killed him; she was disgusted at having survived.
�I�m sure glad that wasn�t me,� a man said behind her.
Victor stood in the middle of the clearing on silver grass as the last few crows flapped past him like he was a messenger of evil. A demon summoned straight from Hell.


FORTY-NINE
Victor hadn�t even thought to stop Caleb from charging right past him. With any luck, he would run right off the edge. Instead, he had fought the girl, severely injured her and he had died. A true win-win.
The final crow hovered before him for a moment but when Victor reached toward it, the bird flew off into the sky. They had given him all the signs he needed. The rest was up to him.
�I want to thank you for taking care of him,� he said. �I would have done it myself, but it was rather enjoyable to see you battle him off. Unfair advantage, however. You knew where the cliff edge was and he had no idea. His death was more luck than skill.�
Slowly, Mercy got into a crouching position. Her gaze was focused on him with potent severity, but her hands were caressing a softball-sized rock in front of her. She drew it closer to her, cupped it.
�I hate to say it,� he said, �but I don�t think you�re ever going to get your good looks back. He almost ripped your nose clean off. Though I did give him some help there. Didn�t I?�
�Fuck you,� she said in a garbled, phlegmy voice. A glob of blood slipped over her lips and down her chin. He thought of a wild beast raising its head from the latest kill. The thought only made him want her more.
�No reason to be cruel,� he said. �You did your fair share of damage, too.� He held up his hand with the injured fingers. �They might have to be amputated, but that�s okay. I�ll make myself content with it after I amputate all of your fingers. That sound reasonable?�
She had the rock gripped firmly in both hands just beneath her crotch. She could have been a trained monkey.
�You�re not one to surrender, I see. I like that. But think first: will that rock be much of a weapon against this?�
He slipped the work knife from his belt and held it up like a magic wand. The blade curved at the top and the inside was serrated.
Through heavy panting breaths, Mercy said, �I guess we�ll have to find out.�
She jumped toward him like a runner after the pistol shot.


FIFTY
For once, there were no thoughts in her mind. No extraneous voices. There was only the pain in her face and the hard rock in her hands. She was only vaguely aware of the large knife he held when she charged at him with the rock before her like the ultimate weapon.
The rock was rough against her fingertips and heavy but as she hefted it toward Victor�s head, she feared the rock would fracture in half when it connected with his face. It would split like an eggshell and fall to the ground where Victor would crush it beneath his boots.
He ducked as she approached and swung upward with the knife. Mercy twisted her body from the blade and let the rock pull her back toward Victor�s descending head and if she hadn�t released the rock at the last second should would have contorted into some grotesque back flip, sprained all kinds of muscles, and ended up heaped on the ground at Victor�s feet.
But she did release the rock and heard it crunch against the back of Victor�s skull. The momentum of her turn and release almost toppled her but she managed to keep her balance and propel herself toward the evergreen trees.
It was only a few feet to the trees and the path back down the mountain, but the seconds it took to clear that distance dragged interminably. Victor was up and coming after her with that knife. She would feel it slice into her back just as the prickly needles of the evergreen teased her fingertips and she would have a moment to think this was it, she was going to die, before the blade pierced her lung and she drowned in her own blood.
The knife slice didn�t come. She ran through the trees and was on the dirt path, huffing at the air as if she had been underwater for several minutes, before she dared to stop, just for a second, and glance behind her.
The tree was still. Crickets made their somnolent noise nearby and farther away, the crows were calling back and forth. Maybe they had found Caleb. Maybe he was still alive. Let the feast begin.
She wanted to go back to the tree, peer through it. That was stupid, of course. She had evaded him with strength and luck and now he was on the ground wondering what the hell had happened but he wouldn�t stay down forever. If she didn�t get moving down this goddamn mountain, she�d never get off of it. How far could she press her luck before it finally ran out?
Still.
She stepped toward the tree. Victor�s groans were weak but getting stronger as if he had been knocked out and was now fighting back to consciousness. He was probably disoriented. At least unsteady on his feet. Maybe he had even fallen on his knife. She could wish for such luck, but she doubted it. Bad guys were never felled so easily. She had to take care of him herself.
She parted a few branches of the tree and peered through. Victor was on his stomach, arms before him, and he might have been dead if not for the noises coming from his throat and the way his feet swayed side to side on the toes like windshield wipers.
When her mother�s voice spoke up, it did not say what she expected. Now you can kill him. He�s practically helpless. Pick up that rock again and smash in his fucking head.
She almost entered the clearing again. She saw herself slowly approach Victor, bend down to pick up the stone, cold on one side and warm on the other where it split his skin, and stand over his body, legs spread, and raise that stone high over her head.
But she�d never be able to hurl it down at his skull. He deserved it, no doubt about that, but she couldn�t murder him. If it was in self-defense, she would find a way to deal with the emotional wreckage it brought, but to kill him when he was defenseless was to reduce herself to his level.
You�re already a murderer, her mother said. Have you forgotten, dear? Only moments ago, you threw Caleb off the mountain.
�He was trying to kill me,� she said.
And what�s Victor trying to do? Show you a good time?
His arms pulled back, his body arched into a yoga pose, and he screamed. The sound was rage tinged with genuine pain. She had hurt him, perhaps quite badly. Maybe he would let her go.
Of all the pathetic hopes, that one was the worst and she knew it even as she thought it. What the hell was she doing? Waiting for him to get up and steady his feet like a boxer who has been knocked down before resuming her escape?
She turned from the tree and ran down the path into the darkness.
His next scream was much louder and echoed through the trees as if his voice had taken on a life of its own.


FIFTY-ONE
Victor was asleep when his mother came into his bedroom for the last time. He was lucid and resting only lightly, so the faint squeak of the door hinges brought him fully awake.
She had drugged him a few times, ground-up Tylenol PM in soda, he guessed, and he�d wake up in the middle of night with her on top of him and his thing buried inside her warmth. Or she would have it in her mouth or simply be caressing it. He�d try to fight his way free from the drugged stupor, but he never could. He could only let her finish, let her get what she wanted, and fall back into a dark world where his nightmares were preferable to his reality.
He would never be able to objectively assess how years and years of this destroyed his mind, but he was aware that it molded him into something other than he could have been. In some other world, there was another Victor who never had sex with his mother, who never had to wrestle with the moral anguish those moments wrought upon him. That Victor knew nothing of abortions that killed children he was never meant to father. That Victor was happy. He would never know that Victor and for that, she had to die.
She walked to the side of his bed, slipped off the silk nightgown she wore for these visits, lifted the comforter and eased beneath. Her skin was smooth and if he blocked out what was really happening, he could allow the sensation of skin against skin to excite him enough to give her what she wanted.
Her hands slowly traced over his bare chest and down toward the edge of his boxers. Her hot breath teased his ear and she whispered so quietly that if he were drugged, the words would be lost forever. �You�re Mommy�s little angel, aren�t you?� she said. �You�re so special, Victor. Destined for greatness. I love you so much. It hurts how much I love you.�
Her fingertips teased the top of his groin and he seized her wrist. He turned on her so quickly that she recoiled and would have fallen out of the bed if he hadn�t been holding her. Her breasts dangled toward the mattress like sagging dough.
�No more,� he said.
�I thought you were asleep,� she said.
�No more.� He was breathing very heavily. He had thought about this moment at great length but now that it was here he couldn�t carry through with it. The carving knife was tucked between the mattress and the bedspring but he couldn�t stab his mother. No matter what she had done to him, no matter how damaged he was as a result, he would not be able to slice her throat and feel her hot blood splash across his face.
�You�re Mommy�s little prince,� she said. �You love Mommy, don�t you?�
�You can�t have what you want anymore.�
Her eyes narrowed. �How dare you refuse your mother what she has a right to. I am your mother. You are my son. I love you more than any other person ever could or will. That is why I give you everything of me. That is why I want to be one with you.�
�No,� he said through clenched teeth. �Please.�
Her free hand touched the side of his face and gently caressed down toward his chin where she cupped it the way she used to do when he was a little boy. �My poor baby,� she said. �You need your Mommy. She�ll make everything okay again. I promise.�
�No more,� he said again. �No more deaths.�
�Is that what bothers you? Don�t worry about that, honey. I had the doctors remove my uterus. I can�t have any children. There�s nothing to worry about.�
�No. No more. Never again. Get away from me. Please.�
She yanked out of his grip and got out of bed. She stood before him, hands on her hips, with her sex glistening in the faint light from the windows. �You are being a bad, little boy.�
�I�m not a boy!�
�So, you�re a man now? A man like your father? Is that what you want? I should have cut off his cock. You want me to cut off yours?�
�Go away!�
She shook her head. �You don�t get to tell me to do anything. I�m your mother.�
�I wish you were dead,� he said.
�Your father said the same thing but he couldn�t do it. He was just a pussy. He thought killing others would make him tough. Look what happened to him.�
�Please leave me alone!� he screamed.
She stepped back as if his scream had physically hit her, but her comeback was so quick and unexpected that Victor had no time to prepare.
She seized the lamp on the nightstand and smashed it into his face.
That bitch had knocked him unconscious.
He woke in the dark. His crotch hurt. She had gotten what she wanted. If he didn�t kill her, she would keep taking it from him again and again. And if he couldn�t kill her, he would have to be like his father and put a gun in his mouth. The trigger would be as smooth as the insides of her thighs.
The moonlight streaming through the window blinded him for a moment and his bed was cold and damp. But he wasn�t in bed, or even in his bedroom. He was outside on the grass. Where was his mother? Would she be back?
No, he had killed her. He was sure of it. She wasn�t alive. She wasn�t on this mountain. She wasn�t--
Blood Mountain.
Everything came back and order reasserted itself. His mother hadn�t hit him in the head; it had been that other bitch. Mercy.
He managed to get himself onto all-fours with minimal pain, but when he tried to take a deep breath, his chest hitched, something constricted his throat, and he gagged violently. He coughed out a glob of something. Two pieces of teeth shone in the mess of blood and mucus like jewels. He gently touched his lips, which were tender, and slipped his fingers beneath to the gums. Where his front teeth had been were two jagged fangs. His touch vibrated electric shocks of pain into his jaw and around his head to the back where that bitch had hit him with a rock.
He sat back on his calves and waited for the dizziness to pass. He picked up his knife (he�d been lucky not to impale himself) and screamed as loud as he could. The sound reverberated all around him, might have even shaken the trees. The holler kept pouring out of him as if the floodgate to the reservoir of suffering within him had swung wide.
More blood sluiced out of his mouth and his ruined front teeth vibrated with his scream. He was a wild beast proclaiming its intent to wreak vengeance and lay waste to those who had injured it.


FIFTY-TWO
After her second fall that tore open the knee of her jeans and the far more delicate skin beneath, Mercy wondered in some kind of abstract, not quite defined way, how much abuse the human body could tolerate before it finally collapsed.
There were too many focal points of pain in her body for her to concentrate on any particular pain for longer than a second or two. Her nose was a mangled, throbbing hell, but her legs burned as if they might combust, and her crotch hurt, like really fucking hurt, as if someone had jammed a barbed branch, no, a whole goddamn barbed fence pole inside her, and her head radiated pain from what seemed like fifty different areas like earthquakes taking turns destroying various locations on the globe.
None of these agonies took precedence and so none had the opportunity to cripple her. Combined, torturing her simultaneously, those pains might kill her within minutes, or at least paralyze her, but as it went, with the pain rotating, she could find the will to keep moving.
The ability to stand once more and run down the mountain.
Without the flashlight, she kept her view on the ground where the dirt in the trail was much lighter than the rest of the ground and almost illuminated. This tactic worked for a while until a branch protruding over the path at chest height knocked her down. That was the first time. Then she tried to keep a decent view of what lay ahead of her and she missed the tree root jutting from the ground like a petrified snake.
She kept going. For that, she deserved a goddamn award. Best Performance by an Endangered Female. Most Impressive Struggle Against a Homicidal Maniac. Award for Unique Distinction During a Harrowing Calamity.
The laughter came out before she could suppress it and the convulsions threatened to topple her again. Her foot twisted over a pile of sharp stones and the rotation of pain settled in that foot for several seconds until she screamed it away.
�Tough bitch,� she said. �I�m a tough bitch.�
That was the award, of course. Toughest Bitch Award. The winner by a landslide: Mercy Higgins.
If she didn�t pick up her pace, however, she wouldn�t get a chance at the most precious award: Best Survival in the Face of Death.
She fell into the large clearing and was running across it before she registered the two tents. And her father.
He was halfway between the tent he had assembled, the one in which Victor had raped her, and the spot where she and Victor had spoken for hours this afternoon. Only the faint glow of hot embers remained in the fire. Her father was reaching toward it as if for salvation. Mercy thought of the guy in the desert and the oasis in the distance that he can never reach.
�Daddy!�
She tried to run to him faster. Her right hamstring tightened and gave out. She fell as if she had been shot. She clawed at the ground and crawled several feet before managing to get back on her feet and hobbled the rest of the way to her father.
He�s dead. You�re wasting time. That was good old Miss Cynical finally speaking up again.
She dropped next to him. He was sprawled on his stomach the way Victor had been only he wasn�t making any noise.
�Dad?�
She shook him and tried to turn him over. His body dropped from her grip and hit the ground with a sickening thump.
He was dead. Miss Cynical was right. Her father was dead and she could weep over him all she wanted but that wouldn�t bring him back to life. Worse, it would allow Victor to track her back here and kill her just as he promised he would: right next to her father.
His eyes opened to reveal shining, silver orbs and he coughed himself into a strained, heavy pattern of breathing. She helped raise him off the ground, but he couldn�t help and she had to set him back down.
�Daddy?� Tears blurred her vision. This was no time to cry but she couldn�t help it. Besides, if this wasn�t the time to cry when would she finally get the chance?
When you�re dead.
He groped at her shoulders as if he had lost the ability to use his hands correctly and he tried to speak but managed only a croaking whisper. Blood stained his lips. She almost said that at least they were both choking up blood but it didn�t seem as funny after a moment as it first had.
�I�ll get help,� she said. �I have to get out of here before he comes back.� She sounded much more confident than she felt: how could she simply abandon her father and run herself to safety?
His face squeezed into creases of strained flesh and he managed one hoarse word: �Two.�
She shook her head. �I killed Caleb. Knocked him off the mountain.�
He smiled. More blood dribbled out of the corners of his mouth. �Run,� he said.
She glanced back over her shoulder--nothing yet--and told her father that she was going to get off this fucking mountain and find help and come back for him. He had to be strong, be tough, and not die. She would be back. She promised.
Even as she made that promise and assured herself that no matter what she would come back to rescue her father, she knew it was not a promise she had any control over. If her fate was to die at the hands of Victor the Psycho, her only hope was that her father would die soon and not suffer up here for hours or even days.
�I love you, Daddy.�
His eyes opened again. Little moons in his face. �Keys,� he said.
She didn�t have to waste any time questioning. Like a good father, he had already sketched out her plan of escape. Down the mountain to his car and then off to the police. Or even someplace closer. If any place was actually open.
�I will come back for you.� She kissed his forehead and didn�t like how cold his skin had gotten. How long could he possibly last?
She couldn�t dwell on that right now.
The keys to the car were in his front right pocket where he always placed them. A small metal heart hung from the key ring on a chain. She didn�t need to look at it to know what it was. After Mom died, he bought the heart and had it engraved with her birthdate and day of passing. Between the two dates was her name and the following, Together, we live forever.
�I�m so sorry, Daddy,� she said.
He opened his mouth, breathed in as much as he could, and said, �Go.�
Tears streaming down her face to dilute the blood still coming from her nose and out of her mouth, Mercy Higgins got to her feet and continued down the trail.


FIFTY-THREE
Victor knew how to separate himself from almost anything. He could have conversations in which his body was a robot and his mouth said whatever was appropriate while his mind cavorted in more interesting places. He could suffer physical injury and, for short periods, keep his mind as something separate from the nerves registering pain in his body.
This had been especially useful those nights when his mother came to him and he was too drugged or disgusted to fight her off. She could have her way with his body, but she would not get into his head. She had, of course. She had burrowed deeply into his grey matter. There were moments when she was getting what she wanted from his body and his mind was completely separate. Those times he was able to protect himself. Yet the pleasure of his sex inside hers always threatened to crack this shield. He forbade himself from enjoying what was happening, but sometimes he couldn�t help it. Sometimes it just felt too good and he would thrust back, roll his hips against hers and let her moans carry him to the brink.
For those times, in particular, he hated her and had to kill her.
�That bitch,� Victor said as he finally got to his feet again.
His legs wobbled but he didn�t not fall. He would not let himself fall again. She had gotten the advantage over him somehow, pure timing and luck no doubt, but it was still his fault. The same way he tolerated years of his mother�s naked flesh against his own. If he didn�t assert his power, he would forever be a victim. Even worse, he would never be able to embrace his position in the coming New Times. He would be another weakling, wandering from place to place like a lost mouse, waiting for the moment he was cleansed off the planet.
That would not happen. He had not spent hours training his mind and readying his body to give up now, to allow someone else his rightful place. The universe wanted him to conquer this mountain. This was to be his refuge. But the wishes of the universe were not the same as fate. If Victor failed to rise to the demands of the occasion, the path of some other person would be crossed with his own. That person would be given the opportunity to embrace the coming darkness.
It started with Mercy. He could not let her get away. He had to kill her before she got off the mountain.
As long as his body didn�t give up on him, he would get her. She was obviously heading down the trail toward the parking lot below. It was a fast, direct route. But Victor knew this mountain. Knew the paths that only he had trod. He could get her. It would be a race and it would be close, but Victor was going to kill Mercy Higgins before she escaped Blood Mountain.


FIFTY-FOUR
Mercy glanced back into the woods several times and was lucky each time that she didn�t fall. It was stupid to keep looking, but she had to know because every few seconds she was sure he was right behind her, sure his hand was about to clamp on her shoulder or seize her hair and yank her to the ground.
She kept running, however, recalling the one season of cross country she had tried her junior year in high school because girls said that running was great for toning the butt. Mercy was the girl who, during gym class, walked the track by herself, book in hand. Girls like that didn�t get in very good shape, nor did they garner anything but bizarre glances from boys. So, she had joined the track team and endured one of the most torturous experiences of her life (got that one topped now) but she�d come away with a few important realizations about herself as well as a much firmer butt and thighs that looked damn good in really short shorts.
One thing she learned about herself was that she had a vast reservoir of endurance. Coach Phillips, who taught Social Studies to the low-functioning students, told her early on that running cross country was about unleashing the potential of the human body. Her first run, Mercy lasted a mere fifteen minutes before she had to stop. Phillips knelt next to her on the path in the middle of the woods behind the school and she thought he was going to tell her that maybe track wasn�t for her, but he�d said something else instead. Something that meant a whole hell of a lot to her now.
You�re only beaten, he said, if you surrender. This is a sport of the mind as much as the body. If you can focus on the finish line, you can push yourself to it.
His motivation was cliche and corny but it had worked. She had gotten up and run another twenty minutes before hitting the fabled wall. When she walked across the finish line, which was a stick the kids had jammed into the ground, she was exhausted and shaking all over but she was proud. And determined.
A month later, she was finishing the runs in above-average times. She never improved her speed much more than that, but her endurance kept getting better. She could run and run and run. When races ended where other kids collapsed or even vomited, she would still be jogging in place, asking Phillips if she could run it again, only half joking. She powered through violent cramps in her sides and overcame the pain in her ankle when she twisted it halfway through a competition.
You�re not a speed racer, Phillips told her after one race, but you are a marathon runner. Might not get you in the Olympics, but it may come in handy when you really need it.
Mercy stopped running that summer when her mother received the first diagnosis. God, that was so long ago. The cancer battle could be swift or it could be protracted. Her mother had waged a war. She knew she should run, knew it would help her deal with the stress, but she could never find the energy. Running felt too much like running away and she couldn�t do that. She�d tried a few brief runs during college but it never really came back to her.
If you don�t keep the endurance strong, Phillips warned her after she quit, you�ll lose it.
If only Phillips could see her now. Body aflame with pain, blood puddles dried on her shirt, bare feet mangled and torn as if they had been passed through a shredder, and still she ran. If ever there was a time for her inner marathon runner to strut her stuff it was right now. Endurance was the name of the game and anything but first place meant death.
Like when she was in the zone back in high school, Mercy ran with a very clear image of the finish line in her mind. She saw her father�s car perfectly. The slightly deflated front right tire that Dad pumped back up every week or so while commenting that he had to get new tires one of these days. The multiple gashes on the rear passenger door like grooves from a giant claw that Mercy had added to the car the first time she ever tried to back it into the garage. Finally, the vintage license plate with the tiny Statue of Liberty on it that he wasn�t legally supposed to have anymore but cops had never pulled him over for it.
She saw the car as well as if it were a high-resolution digital photo. She could even see the way the gravel crested in front of each of the tires like little mountains. And the way shadows contorted over the surface of the boulders set around the parking lot that, on a different day, children would use for an improvised playground.
She even remembered the other car in the lot: a beater relic from the eighties that--
That Caleb had been driving. She had even thought he was attractive with his broad shoulders, thought maybe they�d meet up somewhere on the mountain.
Good thinking, Mercy.
With any luck, he was getting his eyes pecked out right now.
Her feet slipped down the face of a rock that long ago split in half and she had to grope at the trees to stay on her feet. The small outcropping where she had stopped with her father earlier (what felt like much, much earlier) was around her somewhere. She thought. Or she might have passed it. Or it might still be ahead.
�Focus,� she told herself.
The major threat, Coach Phillips told the team before a particularly grueling practice, is not physical strain. It is mental torment. If you let your mind wander, if you lose focus, so too will your body. Then it�s all over. When you run, you run.
She blocked out any thoughts of that outcropping and kept her concentration on the path ahead of her. She was running and that was all that mattered. That and the car waiting in the parking lot.


FIFTY-FIVE
Even without a flashlight, Victor saw the trees and all the debris on the ground in brilliant lucidity. He was becoming the best of his primal self. He moved so fast that for several feet at a time he wasn�t even touching the ground. That might only be an illusory byproduct of his speed and adrenaline, but he embraced the sensation. The universe wanted him to track her down, get her under his knife.
He found one of his many side trails and paused only the briefest of seconds before continuing down the mountain. This way was much riskier than the well-beaten trail thousands of people had traversed before him, but it was Victor�s destiny to forge those new paths, to carve out of this world what would become the New Way.
The ground slanted to keep his feet moving and branches propelled him forward with skeletal fingers on his back. He filled his lungs to capacity in mid-stride inhalations that were like injections of superhuman power that coursed through him as hot, pulsating energy.
He had felt like this once before. A few days after what would be his mother�s last visit to his bedroom, Victor went to her room in the middle of the night, walked to the edge of her bed, and stood there for a while watching her sleep before raising the carving knife high over his head where some faint light reflected off it for a moment, and then stabbed his mother thirteen times. He stabbed her in both breasts, in the throat, which geysered out blood like a busted water pipe, and in her crotch. Her eyes opened after the first hit but she didn�t make a noise until he pierced between her legs and when he did, she moaned the way she always did when she was on his thing and telling him what a good little boy he was. He pushed the knife as far inside her as he could and when he removed it, his hand and most of his forearm were soaked in blood and strands of internal tissue. She died with her eyes on him. She was no longer breathing but life resided still in those eyes. They shone through the darkness like ghost lights. He stabbed each of them and then went about the messy business of cleanup.
There were a million things he could do wrong but he he was content. No, he was much more than content: he was liberated and empowered. He wrapped her body in her bloody bed sheets and dragged her down to the garage. Even after he cleaned up the blood trail he made down the stairs, he knew there would still be microscopic traces of blood, perhaps something more substantial than mere invisible specs; there would be plenty for cops to find and use against him. Hell, after he finished chopping her body into foot-long pieces, the concrete garage floor was so stained that he would have to paint the floor to cover it and that subterfuge would be easily surmounted during an investigation. It didn�t matter. He wasn�t going to get caught. This is what the universe wanted. This was his destiny.
He was so assured that he would never be caught that he simply toted a garbage bag worth of severed body parts into the woods behind the house and scattered them as he sauntered on a three-hour hike. He made sure to mark the tree where he placed her decapitated head. Three weeks later, he tracked back into the woods but the head was gone. Some animal had carried it off. That made Victor smile. In fact, he found only a small section of bone, either from her arm or leg, that had been stripped clean of flesh. He kept it. It currently sat on the windowsill behind the kitchen sink.
He could have brought her up here. Scattered her across the mountain. But that would be an insult to the sanctuary of these woods and the trees that steadily bled a deep red sap. He had done the right thing. Killed her and cast her away.
All of that had been years ago and Victor hadn�t so much as spoken to a cop about his mother. She hadn�t had any friends, just on-line perverts. People who knew her, avoided her, so her absence meant very little. If anyone bothered to wonder about it for more than a few seconds he or she would conclude that if something had happened to Mrs. Dolor, her son Victor would have reported it. Thinking any more darkly than that was out of most people�s capabilities.
Victor had gotten away with murder. He thought of that now as he ran through woods that he had traversed thousands of times. Gotten away with murder. It was his initial kill, his initiation into his future. He had not hesitated to do what the universe asked of him and for it he would be rewarded. He would get to Mercy. Track her down. Kill her. He would not fail.
Like Daddy.
He would not think about that. He would not let such things weigh him down. Daddy�s failure was cast down into the darkest pit in Victor�s mind and he was not about to exhume it so it could destroy him too.
But you knew this might happen. That�s why you went there. The universe called you there.
�Bullshit,� he said through clenched teeth.
You can�t escape your fate. Your destiny is not what you think.
�Fuck you!� he screamed and that�s what broke his focus.
His feet tangled on something, perhaps a branch or root or simply each other, and he fell. The world blurred while he fell and he thought in a flash that he was going to keep falling down, down, down, straight to Hell.
Daddy will be there.
Before he could retort, his face hit the ground and the world went black.


FIFTY-SIX
When you run, you run. Coach Phillips stayed with her. He pushed her to run faster, dig deeper, find that strength and run, run, run. He was a song stuck on repeat and that�s exactly what Mercy needed.
She slipped many times but did not fall. Her balance threatened to topple her but she powered through the runner�s vertigo. Sweat slipped into her eyes and she wiped it away without missing a beat. Her legs cramped and invisible knives stabbed at her sides but she breathed deeply and found the other side of pain where the hurt was dull and harmless.
Crickets made their noise seemingly all around her and two owls hooted back and forth. Perhaps they were talking about her. She was the nighttime entertainment. Maybe they would place bets. She saw owls wearing green, plastic visors exchanging money with wings as adept as hands.
When you run, you run.
Yes, coach.
�Focus, Mercy,� she said. �You want to die?�
Hoot! Hoot!
With every deep breath, the heavy aroma of rotting compost filled her nose. If she fell and Victor caught her, she would add to that compost. Bugs would eat her flesh. Worms would breed in her guts. In a few short weeks, fungus and plants would grow out of her back. She would be part of the glorious rebirthing of the mountain in springtime.
She ran harder. Breathed deeper. The cold air burned at her throat. Her body was flush with heat and sweat but the night had gotten colder and colder. She was removed from the night as if it were a backdrop and she was running through some other space, some other vast existence like outer space where it seemed like she was moving but she was really pumping her legs on some invisible treadmill.
Branches clawed at her face and rocks scraped the bottom of her feet. She clutched the keys in her hand. They would keep her focused and grounded, not let her drift into space.
Her hands closed against empty palms.
She glanced down at her open hands and thought, The keys! Where the fuck are the keys? before moonlight glinted off the silver key ring and then she tripped on something and fell forward. Her hands saved her face but the keys had come loose.
This time her palms really were empty.


FIFTY-SEVEN
Victor came back to consciousness like a hard slap across the face and knew exactly where he was and what he was doing. He got to his feet and stopped in mid-crouch, hands out before him like spider arms. Something was under his right hand. Something cold and flat. It could have been a rock or even the ground, but he knew better.
He wrapped his hand around it and didn�t even flinch when the blade of the knife pierced the insides of his knuckles.
He had lost this knife so long ago. Before he had killed his mother. Before he had truly embraced his calling. He had thrown it at a deer and never found it. He had discovered how his trail intersected with the main path and he had met Caleb, just standing there with camping gear on his back like some dumb tourist, but Victor always wanted his knife back.
Hours of retracing his steps, of stalking a blood trail. All in vain.
Until now.
And that was all Victor Dolor needed to get back to his feet and run as hard as he could. The universe wanted him to do this. He would be rewarded. He dropped the Maglite and the work knife. No longer needed. He didn�t worry about tracking that knife. This mountain was a magical place. It took and it gave. He merely had to trust it.
The wooden handle of the knife against his palm assured him that he would catch up to Mercy and have the chance to slice the bitch�s throat. He was barely aware that the two fingers Mercy had almost torn off were clenched around the handle too, as if the knife had healed them. Maybe it had.
The cold air whistled between his broken front teeth and the pain was immense but not enough to slow him from his prey. If the knife could heal his fingers then the mountain could heal his teeth, too. He just had to give it what it wanted.
Victor ran the rest of the way down the mountain without falling. He would not risk losing this blood trail.


FIFTY-EIGHT
She was crying and screaming and throwing her hands in every direction but the ground was a black shadow and everything she grabbed was rock or earth. This was not happening. There was no way. She couldn�t have dropped the keys. But she did. She had hallucinated dropping them, tripped, and then really lost them. They could have been launched several feet in any direction.
�Pleasepleasepleaseplease,� she said continuously.
She was going to die if she didn�t run, but without the keys, what the hell was she going to do? Where would she go?
Her father was going to die because she dropped the keys. She was going to die. A bloody finish to the Higgins family. Her mother was watching all of this from wherever people went when they died and she was shaking her head. Her daughter hadn�t been a tough bitch at all. Just a stupid one.
�Fuck! Fuck! Fuck!�
She leaped at anything that might be the keys and ran her hands over the ground like someone with poor vision hunting for fallen glasses. She lurched over the ground and screamed and begged for the keys to appear. She pleaded for God to have some fucking mercy (haha) for once, just once, but the keys had slipped off into some other where. God was twirling them around His almighty finger.
The heavy tramping over the terrain behind her coincided with her certainty that Victor was going to burst out of the darkness and kill her right here. His breathing was faint at first and then louder and louder, and here was the maniac huffing like a racehorse breaking free from the tangle of branches and barreling right at her and there was a precious second where silver light played off the blade in his hand and then he was toppling over her, tumbling further down the mountain as if he had planned the gymnastic maneuver.
She froze as if he were a bear that might mistake her for an abnormal rock formation. She had to run. Had to go now. But she couldn�t. Victor had landed on his back and now slowly sat up and turned to her. Dark streaks pattered his face like tread marks. His head tilted slightly as if he didn�t recognize what he was seeing. This was Death and not just a madman with a knife but Death with the capital �D.� When he stood, that knife would morph into a giant, cartoonish scythe and a heavy black robe would drape around him. He would glide toward her and reach out with one huge skeletal hand.
�NO!� Her scream tore her throat but gave her the needed shock to run right at him.
He crouched from her attack, raised his arms and there, finally, was some luck. He had dropped his knife.
She crashed into him and her hands snapped his head to the side. He fell over easily. Her bare feet trampled over his legs and she hoped she had scored another crotch hit.
His hands slid down her jeans, latched onto her right heel, and with the next step, her left knee buckled and she fell forward again. Her hands saved her once more but one of her fingers snapped and when she slid several feet before stopping, something sliced into her midsection like a scalpel.
She looked up and thought of mirages again.
She was almost at the bottom of the trail. There was the back of the dented metal sign that read HIKERS ONLY on the opposite side. There was Caleb�s elderly Toyota and beyond it, her father�s car. The hope that flooded her was as all-consuming as jumping into a freezing pool on a torturously hot day. Then she remembered the lost keys and brutal despair made her go completely limp. She was going to die mere feet from what should have been her salvation.
�Hello, bitch,� Victor Dolor said as if through a mouth of rocks.


FIFTY-NINE
The mountain had been so giving that he hadn�t even believed he�d tripped right over Mercy. It had to be an illusion. But then she was clawing at the ground and crying and begging for help.
Victor�s legs were steady, solid. He had dropped the knife but that was okay. There were two more tucked against his belt. One had the gut hook. But they were gone, too. No problem. The brass knuckles were all he needed right now.
�Did you really think you were going to get away?� he asked. His voice sounded strange, deeper and raspy. As if he were morphing into something else, some other Victor.
�Please,� she said, sounding like a little girl.
�Try screaming,� Victor said. �Scream as loud as you want. Who�s going to hear you?�
She was on her stomach, hands beneath her, head twisted back over her shoulder at him. Her eyes flickered like silver dollars. Beyond her was the start of the hiker�s trail and the small gravel lot where two cars waited: Caleb�s and hers.
He stopped short of her bare feet. They were smeared with blood, black in the light, the flesh torn deeply in several places as if someone had tried to skin her. Now, there was an idea.
�I never would have guessed you had so much fight in you,� he said.
He stepped farther, his boots on either side of her legs. He adjusted his grip on the brass knuckles. The first hit should land between the shoulder blades, right on the spine. That would cripple her long enough for him to have her one more time. He could pull her jeans off and have her just like this. She would feel even better the second time. Hell, he�d take her in the ass. If she managed to resist at all, he�d crack her in the skull. It would be a shame for her to get knocked out, though--she�d miss all the fun.
He bent over her, face approaching her ear, brass knuckles hovering over her spine. Drops of saliva, or maybe blood, dribbled onto her shirt. �You must hate your shitty luck,� he said. �Probably think you�re a real tough bitch, don�t you?�
�You have no idea,� she said.
She flipped over, stared at him for a beat with coins for eyes, and stabbed him in the gut with his own knife.
Victor was hardly aware of what was happening as he stumbled back, growling against the burgeoning pain in his midsection, and watched Mercy Higgins get to her feet and run away from him again.


SIXTY
Again, she ran. Her father�s car pulled her toward it with its promise of safety and escape but she couldn�t waste time with it--she had no keys and, unlike in the movies, there was no spare set tucked under the visor. Even if it was unlocked, the car would actually keep her confined so Victor could get at her.
But you stabbed him. He could be bleeding to death.
That was true, but she couldn�t count on it. She had released the knife almost immediately when she felt the firmness of his skin give way. The sensation of perforation traveled up the blade, through her hand, and into her arm like an electric shock that hurt and numbed simultaneously. It was an unnatural feeling, something innately wrong, and she wanted to get away quickly from that sense that she had crossed a boundary of acceptability.
Victor crossed that boundary first. A long time ago.
She did what she had to and maybe he would die and that would be the end of it, but that didn�t mean she could feel alright with it. Perhaps she never would.
She trailed her hand over the trunk of her father�s car as she passed. The metal was cold. It grounded her to a reality in which she was a quiet young woman who didn�t go out much, spent her hours reading, a girl who hadn�t been raped or even had sex, and who certainly had never stabbed anyone.
She wanted to cry. To stop running, drop to her knees, and cry it all out. Victor would catch up and kill her, but that didn�t matter as much as the need to purge her pain. To collapse and cry right now would feel as good as anything she had ever experienced before. The pure despair would feel so liberating in its relief.
There would be no stopping, however. No crying. Not yet. Later, if she survived, she would cry it all out, use an entire week to get it all out, but not now. Not when she had to keep running. When she had to find help or safety.
She ran over the gravel in the parking lot without feeling any of the sharp pebbles digging into her feet and crossed over onto Route 51, the main drag in and out of town. The asphalt was cold and flat and she imagined dipping her ruined feet into a soothing mineral bath.
The glowing spaceship of the Alexis Diner waited in the distance. It could have been hundreds of light years away, but Mercy knew it was only a mile or two, three at the outside. If she kept up her speed, she could get there in under a half hour.
When you run, you run.
Her renewed determination faded almost immediately, however, when she neared a long, dilapidated building on her right. It was the site of a former garbage company. The sign out front was crooked as if it might fall into the road from the slightest breeze and faded so badly she couldn�t read it until she was almost upon it.
She had passed this building hundreds of times, maybe more like thousands of times, but it had always been in a car and although she had seen the sign all those times, she had never let it register in her mind.
In large block letters, it read: Murray Waste Co. Next to it was another sign, CONDEMNED KEEP OUT. Her father had explained once that the place closed down because of financial fraud and illegal dumping. She hadn�t cared, but now it felt like urgent information and she tried to squeeze anything else from the confines of her mind where information is stored that is deemed unimportant. She came up with nothing.
It didn�t matter. She wasn�t stopping because this place held some secret meaning. She was stopping because there were people here.
Their voices drifted toward her from behind the building. Teenagers. At least two, maybe more.
She ran across the parking lot toward the rear of the building and tried to scream but nothing came out. Her throat was raw. It felt like she might never speak again.
Her feet slipped as she rounded the corner and ran directly into one of the teenagers. The kid was lanky, wearing baggy jeans and an extra-large sweatshirt. He tumbled backwards but moved aside to prevent a fall. Mercy clawed at his sweatshirt but couldn�t find a grip. She hit the ground.
�Holy shit,� someone said.
�What the fuck is this shit?� someone else added.
On her hands and knees, Mercy turned to look at her saviors.
Next to the baggy kid was another teenage boy but this one was wearing tight jeans and an equally snug sweatshirt. It was the same one he had been wearing at the diner so many hours ago. He had not been wearing the heavy bandage across the side of his face then, however.


SIXTY-ONE
Victor had only a handful of memories of his father. Most of these were purely mental pictures, moments his brain had preserved for whatever reason, yet Victor treasured them as if they could convey secret meaning. He recalled fights and the sounds of his parents having sex, loud and furious, but when he dared to recall any of the actual memories stored within him, the same one would always play.
Victor had been seven years old, perhaps not even, when his father came to him and said he had to go somewhere special. He picked Victor up from where he had been playing with his Matchbox cars and set him on the bed, legs dangling off, a million miles from the floor.
His father knelt before him. He was wearing his heavy winter coat with the thick, fury insides that reminded Victor of a dog. It was almost June. He hadn�t shaved in several days and he smelled stale like the fridge did when something went bad.
�Daddy�s got to do something,� he said. �He�s got to go somewhere special.�
�Why?� Victor asked.
His father�s eyes darted to the bedroom door and back to Victor. �Everyone has a calling. A purpose. Something they need to do.�
�Okay.�
�I didn�t know what mine was for a long time, but I do now. I need you to know that I�m doing it for you. Protect you.�
�What about Mommy?�
His eyes went back to the door, lingered there this time. �A man has got to do what is right for his son. That is all that matters.�
�Okay.�
His father grabbed Victor around his skinny arms, squeezed. �You need to listen to me very carefully. Can you do that?�
Victor squirmed against the hold but his father�s hands tightened even more.
�Can you do that?� he asked again.
�Yes.�
�Good.� The grip loosened. �I have to leave. There is something I have to do and then I�m going somewhere special. I�m doing it for you. I will save you a place, Victor. It is your destiny as it is mine.�
Tears welled in Victor�s eyes and he wanted to scream them out. �Don�t go, Daddy. Please!�
The hands came away and Victor thought his father might slap him even though he had never done anything like that before. Victor tried to wipe the tears from his eyes and something sharp poked him in the stomach. He opened his eyes.
Daddy was holding a knife against Victor�s bloated belly.
�I could stab you right now. Spill your guts all over the floor. That would save you the burden. I could do that for you. I love you enough to do that. Do you understand?�
�Daddy, please. It hurts.�
�Shut up. Be a man. It might hurt, but you�d be getting off easy. What waits for you is so much worse. But it is your purpose. I won�t kill you, but I would. You need to remember that. Daddy loves you so much, he would spill your guts.�
The tip of the knife pushed through Victor�s T-shirt and then Daddy flicked his wrist and tore a gash from Victor�s bellybutton to his right nipple. A streak of blood that sort of resembled a crooked �J� saturated his shirt and then pain rolled in like a massive asphalt compactor.
�Scream all you want,� Daddy said. �But for Christ�s sake, be tough about it.�
Victor aged twenty-five years in a flash and gagged himself out of the shock-coma. He didn�t remember falling. He recalled only Mercy Higgins stabbing him and then running away. Escaping.
This was not the end of Victor Dolor. Daddy had given him all the advice Victor would ever need during that final interaction.
Victor screamed himself to his feet. The handle of the knife jutted from his midsection like a malformed appendage. He took it in his good hand. Scream all you want, Daddy had said. But for Christ�s sake, be tough about it.
He yanked the knife from his gut and relished the toughness in his scream. His legs wobbled and dizziness threatened but he would not fall down again. He willed himself forward, one small step after another, and managed an awkward stumble into the parking lot.
The wound was hot and bleeding but not so quickly that he would bleed out before he could track that bitch down and slice off her fucking head.
His car was parked behind the condemned garbage company. That was okay. He made it to the car Caleb had brought. Something he�d stolen in Pennsylvania a week ago. The door was unlocked. Victor dropped into the passenger seat and screamed again at the eruption of pain in his gut.
�Be tough,� he told himself. �Be tough.�
Just like Victor�s were in his own car, Caleb had stored his car keys in the glove compartment.


SIXTY-TWO
Mercy threw herself at the one in the baggy clothes. �Help! Help!� Her words sounded hollow like her voice might give out any second.
The kid threw his hands up and backed up quickly until he was up against the wall and she was on all-fours again, facing them this time. �Cellphone,� she said.
The boys exchanged a glance. The one in the skinny jeans with the bandage on his face from where Victor had hit him that morning was holding a partially smoked joint. He glanced at it as if he feared this whole thing were a hallucination.
�Please!�
Why the hell were they just standing there, gaping at her like she was some bizarre display in a freak show?
She didn�t need to really ask that though, now did she?
�Please!�
The baggy-clothed kid squinted at her for a moment. �Wait. Didn�t we see this bitch somewhere? Oh, shit. She was at the diner.�
�Oh, yeah,� skinny jeans said. �She looked a hell of a lot better then. Fucking looks like she got raped by a gang of gorillas.�
The other kid chuckled. �Maybe she did.�
�That what happen to you?� Skinny jeans asked.
�Fuck!� Mercy yelled. �Help me!�
She expected some kind of humiliating comment about how they wouldn�t fuck her if she begged, maybe she should go fuck a dog or something, but the boys were silent.
�Please!�
The boys exchanged another glance and then they were running past her deeper into the big lot. She watched them disappear through a collapsed chain fence at the far end. She almost surrendered then. Maybe she could find a way inside this building and hide into some long-forgotten corner until the sun came up and she dared to go outside again. Giving up would feel so wonderful.
But there was a car parked off to the side. A newer car, not one abandoned years ago along with the rusted heaps that were once garbage trucks. Someone was still here.
She ran to it as fast as she could without falling and crashed against the driver�s window. She screamed and pounded her fists on the glass. Maybe there were kids in there, other teenagers who had come here to drink and fuck.
No response. She cupped her hands and peered in. Empty other than scattered sheets of paper on the passenger seat.
She tried the handle and almost fell over when the door opened. The courtesy light was a tiny sun that blinded her. She could hide in here, maybe. Victor wouldn�t find her. Hell, he was probably dead.
You don�t really believe that, Miss Cynical said. This is probably his car.
�Holy shit,� she said.
It was his car. She had seen it parked outside Rune Books several times. She recognized the long dent in the hood as if something heavy had fallen on it. If Victor survived the stabbing, he would come back to his car. It definitely wasn�t safe.
But he wouldn�t suspect she�d hide in it, either. She could crawl into the back and wait for him. Once he got into the driver�s seat, she could kill him.
That thought filled her with complete confidence and joy for a fraction of a second before completely dissolving. She couldn�t kill him. Stabbing him had been bad enough and she didn�t even have a weapon anymore. She�d have to strangle him with her bare hands. She could feel his skin against her own, his pointed Adam's apple bobbing against her palm as he choked and struggled.
She couldn�t do it.
So, what the hell are you going to do? Mom this time. Because cancer tried to run me down and I didn�t just lie down and take it.
Mercy got into the car. The light hurt her eyes. She opened the compartment between the seats. It was stuffed with tissues crusted with mucus. No, not mucus. It was semen.
She almost vomited. Instead, she turned to the glove compartment.
She could hardly believe what she found.


SIXTY-THREE
The keys were stashed in the glove compartments of each car for just-in-case scenarios. Victor firmly believed that the universe would protect him, but that didn�t mean he shouldn�t take intelligent precautions. If everything went to hell, he needed an easy escape. He didn�t care what happened to Caleb. He had told him that Victor�s car would be in the HIKERS ONLY lot, too.
Victor pulled the car out of the lot and stopped in the middle of the road as if he were staging a blockade. He glanced down the road in both directions. He would run her over first. Then slice her throat. Maybe he�d even rape her once more. He could baptize her in the blood from his injury. Smear it all over her face. Make her drink it.
She was either running down the side of the road where brush provided some coverage and obscured the the light of the moon or she was hiding.
There was only one place to hide that she could have reached so quickly.
He turned left and stomped on the gas.
She had probably found the way in through the back of the building. Thought she was safe in there. Stupid bitch. Other than Blood Mountain, Victor knew the insides of the former headquarters of Murray Waste Co. as if he had designed them in his dreams.
The car didn�t even reach forty miles-per-hour before the building was upon him. He slowed and started to turn off the road when another car rumbled out of the darkness and clipped his front bumper.
The car spun and came to a stop half on the road.
The other car stopped too. His car.
�You fucking bitch!� Victor yelled.
He crushed the accelerator. The wheels spun on the dirt and the back end fishtailed for a moment before the tires caught and the car lunged forward.
He crashed into the back of his own car. It jumped forward and then spun its wheels for moment before screeching down the road.
He followed. The main center of Stone Creek was several minutes away. She wasn�t going to chance going all the way to the police station. There was only one place she was headed.
Victor should have known from the very beginning.


SIXTY-FOUR
The engine screamed and Mercy screamed right along with it. She had wasted time and now he was right behind her. It was Caleb�s car but Caleb was dead or paralyzed somewhere while crows pecked at his eyes. It was Victor in the car. She couldn�t escape. He had devised his psychotic scheme and no matter what she tried, he had thought of it before.
She could drive all the way into town, go to the police station and the lone officer on duty would be off on some call Victor had paid someone to make. He�d kill her right in the lobby of the police station. He�d know which way to turn his back so the cameras couldn�t catch a clear shot of his face. He was going to kill her and get away with it.
The red and yellow neon sign for Alexis Diner hovered in the dark sky. They were open 24-hours, but who would actually be there? How much staff was really needed at three in the morning on a Sunday? There would be at least one waitress and a cook. The cook would have knives. That would have to be good enough.
She came upon the diner in only seconds and had to slam the breaks and turn the wheel hard to make the entrance. The back tires skidded and jumped the curb but the car made the turn and she straightened it out in time to avoid crashing into a parked black mini-van.
The car turned around behind the diner. In the rearview, the beat-up Toyota made the turn off Route 51 into the parking lot with less success: the whole car rode up and over the curb and barreled straight into the mini-van. The sound of the collision was a dinosaur growl of vengeance.
I hope it killed you, she thought without any real hope that it had.
She turned back to the windshield in time to see the white cadillac parked behind the kitchen where a door was propped open with a plastic crate.
Then she crashed into the cadillac and hoped she wouldn�t survive either.


SIXTY-FIVE
Victor was mildly aware of the hot liquid sensation growing in his crotch. He hadn�t pissed himself. There was too much liquid, too much weight, for that. He reached into the puddle of blood and raised his arm. Red streaks sluiced off his hand.
The car bounced over something and he rocketed into the back of a mini-van. The collision threw him against the steering wheel and he was sure a few ribs broke. His left hand, with the mutilated fingers flopped off the dashboard and it seemed like such an innocent, harmless thing as if his was a Gumby limb, but the flash of pain said he had broken the rest of those fingers and probably the wrist, too, if not also his forearm.
He stumbled free of the car and dropped to one knee. Blood fell freely from his injury to splatter on the concrete. It looked like a giant ink blot as it pooled across the diagonal blue lines of the handicapped space.
He had lost his weapons. Even the brass knuckles had come off. They were in the car but he couldn�t go back. He might pass out and he wasn�t going to surrender so close to the end. It didn�t matter. There were plenty of things he could use in the diner. Not to mention the set of knives in the kitchen or the scalding griddle.
He got to his feet, one hand over his wound, and ascended the steps into Alexis Diner where the bright lights burned his eyes.


SIXTY-SIX
Mercy Higgins didn�t die. She came to with her head resting on the top of the steering wheel and a terrific pain radiating through her chest. Hadn�t had time for a seatbelt, she thought and tried to straighten.
The windshield was a dense spiderweb of cracks that sagged toward her. A fist-sized hole in the glass revealed the crumpled front end of the car. It had fused into the driver�s side of the white cadillac. The windows had crinkled or shattered, the door dented.
Something made an animal noise next to her. A crow was on the passenger seat. Tiny pieces of glass speckled its head like sparkles.
It cocked its head at her and cawed again. Maybe it had come to escort her soul to the afterlife. Or eat her eyes.
The inside of its beak was a hollow void. As if the thing weren�t real, only some specter from another realm come to gape and taunt.
�Fuck you want?� Mercy said. Her voice sounded like her throat had been stuffed with pebbles.
The bird made its signature sound again and another crow flapped down on the hood, peered in from the hole in the windshield. It appreciated her for a moment before three more landed on the car.
Above her and getting louder and louder, the industrial-fan whup-whup sound of hundreds of crows filled her ears.
Supper time, she thought.
She tried the door handle but the door wouldn�t open. The window had shattered. A man in a white cook�s uniform with grease blotches on it that sort of resembled little hearts peered in at her.
She started to say something and then his hand grabbed the back of her head and flung her forward into the steering wheel.


SIXTY-SEVEN
Before his father walked out of the room to leave his young son to tend to his own injuries, he said one final thing. It came out almost as an afterthought, but it was the thing that Victor would come back to again and again over the following years. The thing that would reveal the path the universe had chosen for him. The thing that would connect him with others who were preparing for the Dark Time.
�It�s time to cleanse the world,� Victor�s father said.
He then drove to the diner out on Route 51 and shot four people to death, injuring fourteen, before putting the gun in his mouth and blowing off the back of his skull.
It was almost exactly what Hugo Herrera would do twenty-five years later.
And it was what Victor would do right now if he had a gun. He did have his gun; it was in the trunk of his car.
Inside the diner, there was only a chubby waitress with short hair and a single customer at the counter, head down on his forearms, bottle of beer and cup of coffee before him.
He walked right toward the far end of the counter where the partition was flipped up to allow access to the kitchen behind. He stepped with heavy, wet squeaks as if he had trudged through marshland. He didn�t have to check behind him to know he was leaving a trail of bloody boot prints.
The waitress had started to approach him but as he got closer, she backed off. �Sir? Are you okay?� She glanced at the sole customer. No help there. �I�ll call an ambulance.�
�Fuck off,� Victor said.
It didn�t matter what she did. Victor would be dead before any cops arrived. He knew that. There was no longer any doubt. His father had died in this very place and he would die here, too. His father�s cleansing had marked this place, made it special. It was why Hugo came here to kill, an offering to Victor�s father, a veritable hero in certain circles. It was why Victor believed having Mercy was his destiny when he followed her here yesterday. It was why he thought the mountain towering over the place was his to conquer. He would die here and that was good--he would be a martyr too--but not before he killed that fucking bitch.
Victor pushed open the door to the kitchen and entered. His hand left a smeared splotch of blood.
The kitchen was small with only a large flat griddle and a set of six individual burners. The smell of ground beef was heavy and, despite the gushing wound in his gut, Victor was suddenly hungry, ravenous.
Victor clutched at the island in the middle of the kitchen where plates were stacked. With every step, his legs were losing strength.
The backdoor was open and from outside came the grunting sounds of strenuous labor.
A row of knives were stuck to a magnetic strip on the wall. Victor lurched to the wall and chose the butcher knife. Big enough to cut a whole chicken in half with one, vicious swipe. He would see what it could do to her skull.
He went to the back door. The cook had Mercy Higgins halfway out of the destroyed driver�s window. The car was covered in crows.
�Lionel,� Victor managed to say.
Lionel glanced over his shoulder. He was smiling like a little boy who had found the greatest toy. The smile wavered. �She really fucked you up, huh?�
Victor leaned against the doorframe. More crows were landing around the car, and on Lionel�s ruined Cadillac and across the parking lot. A few cawed but most were silent.
A sign if ever there was one.
Victor raised the butcher knife. His hand shook. �We just have to kill her.�
�We will,� Lionel said. �But I can�t just let her go to waste without a little fun first.�
Victor said �No,� and what he meant was no, they had to kill her right now before he died and his life as a cleanser ended with nothing grander than one dead molester mommy under his belt, but the �No� could have been a warning, too, when Lionel turned back to Mercy to drag her all the way out of the window and she came alive in his arms and buried something in his neck.


SIXTY-EIGHT
There was no time for Mercy to register that the cook had knocked her out against the steering wheel and was now pulling her out of the window over pebbles of broken glass so he could rape her and then let Victor finish her off. She came out of unconsciousness as if she had been zapped with something, grabbed the first thing she could and jammed it into the guy�s neck.
Cars were made with glass that crumbled in tiny pieces so people wouldn�t be eviscerated during an accident. The glass from the driver�s side window was nothing but harmless little fragments without even a sharp point, but the broken windshield, where something had crashed through it, could be shattered into jagged pieces.
At first she thought she had been lucky enough to find such a dangerous shard but as the man stumbled back from the car screaming, she saw the frantic flapping wings of the crow beating against the man�s head is if it were birthing free from his skull. Its beak was imbedded in the flesh of the man�s neck.
She had time to think how what she was seeing was impossible before gravity dropped her free from the window. She pulled her head up in time to save a skull fracture. Upside down, Mercy watched the man beat at the crow.
He tripped on the concrete steps leading into the kitchen and sat with a thump. Again, she wondered how the crow could have broken through her windshield right as she crashed. It was an impossible thing.
No more impossible than cancer, her mother said. No more impossible than a psychotic stranger raping you on a mountain. No more impossible than you surviving all this.
The cook was screaming and finally got his hands around the frantic crow and yanked it free. He threw it and the bird spread its wings to glide across the parking lot where it settled among the growing gathering of crows. A few cawed in response.
Blood bubbled from the man�s neck, quickly saturated the shoulder of his white uniform. He tried to stop the bleeding but the blood overwhelmed his hands. Some spurted on his face. His scream now was one of desperation and disbelief.
She had a moment to realize that this guy, this nighttime cook at the Alexis Diner, was in collusion with Victor Dolor before Victor stepped behind the man and swung a huge butcher knife down into the top of his head. THWAP! The sound was heavy and final.
The man fell over, still.
Victor hobbled down the last step and paused. He was leaning heavily to the side. His pants were soaked with blood. I did that to him, she thought.
He spread his hands wide and tried to speak but nothing came out. It didn�t matter. He wanted her to come at him. He was out of weapons and bleeding profusely. She could run away and he would be dead before police ever arrived, but he was daring her to finish him off. The man who had raped her and would have killed her, was daring her to be a killer, too.
She got her feet under her, leaned against the car.
This will define who you are for the rest of your life. She wasn�t sure whose voice that was. It didn�t matter.
That voice didn�t understand that Mercy was no longer herself. She had broken. There was the Old Mercy who lived a quiet, reclusive life and loved books and daydreamed that a handsome guy would walk into her life. And then there was the New Mercy, a woman scarred from a horror that seemed interminable and yet had finally ended.
Almost, she thought. The last move is mine.
The split did not happen when Victor forced himself upon her or even when he hunted her through the woods. That was still the Old Mercy, fleeing for her life, praying for rescue. The Old Mercy had the chance to end this back on the mountain but she had pulled her grip at the last minute. She should have gutted him. Strewn his entrails for the animals to eat.
Sometime between then and the car crash, a new Mercy was born.
This Mercy�s mind flooded with blood-soaked fantasies. This Mercy was a danger. A genuine threat. She recalled her old self, screaming and beaten, and knew that the voice was right: what she was about to do would define her for the rest of her life.
Victor wobbled but kept his balance enough to wave her on.
As Nietzsche said about the abyss, when faced with evil like this, there was only one thing to do.
Mercy smiled as best she could and charged right at him.


SIXTY-NINE
The bitch knocked him backwards onto the steps and half on top of Lionel. Her hands clawed at his face, tore his nostrils, ripped the corner of his lips.
He tried to punch her but his left arm was useless and his right was crushed between them. He tried to push her off but she was too heavy. No, that wasn�t right. She wasn�t too heavy; he was too weak.
As blood slipped from him faster and faster, his strength dissipated. He couldn�t even scream. He laid back and let her tear at his face. She pierced one of his eyes but the pain was slight and numbed, as if it were happening to someone else.
She was screaming enough for both of them. Her hands fell away from his face and a calm, soothing coldness took its place. Like sliding into a pool on a hot day. He could let himself fall into this pool and it would be grand. He had failed in his quest as a cleanser, but he would find peace in this pool. All was not for nothing. His reward was coming.
He was sure of it.
When Mercy�s hand drove into his bleeding wound, however, Victor was yanked from the pool as if a predator had spotted his vulnerability and snagged him in its jaws. Now it was dragging him off to a hot, empty desert where it could feast on his organs so Victor could watch his intestines dangle from its massive jaws before finally dying while the hot earth burned his flesh.
Hot breath against his face, the beast spoke. �Now, I rape you. How�s it feel to be penetrated? You like it when I do this?�
Her hand pushed deep inside him. Pain like an earthquake that ruptures the ground rocked his body in a spasmodic shutter. Through pulsing flashes of bright white, he saw her arm thrust into him, faster and faster. Blood splashed up her white arm and across her face.
�You stupid bitch,� the beast said. �Take it all.�
Please, he tried to beg. Please stop. Please, Mommy, make it stop. Mommy, please, make it stop!
I can�t help you, Mommy said. Her severed head rolled through the leaves. Something had chewed off her ears but her eyes were still there, still staring at him, and her mouth moved. Her voice echoed to him.
You�re Mommy�s little angel, she said. I�m waiting for you, baby. I�ll open my legs for you. I�m going to swallow you deep inside me. Mommy�s going to keep you warm, angel.
�Fucking like it,� the beast said. �Don�t you?�
Fingernails scraped the inside of his ribcage and the vibration shook into his jaw. This could not be what the universe wanted. He could die and be content but not like this, please dear God, not like this.
Scream all you want. But for Christ�s sake, be tough about it.
He tried to scream and couldn�t. Couldn�t release any of the pain.
�What�s it feel like?� the beast hissed. �Is it a good fuck?�
A flash of white like an electric zap directly into his mind and there was Mommy and Daddy in the bedroom, naked, Daddy�s thing deep inside her. Get out of here, you little perv, Daddy screamed. No, let him watch, Mommy said. He�s curious. Daddy flipped Mommy on her stomach and attacked. Her screams sounded like he was ripping out her insides.
Yet, he couldn�t turn away.
�Fuck you till you bleed.� Who was that? Daddy? Mercy? �Then fuck you some more.�
Mommy and Daddy vanished in another explosion of light and there was Mercy�s bone-white arm pumping at his guts--slap-slap-slap.
The world faded at the edges and tilted as if about to fall off into nowhere. Mercy�s face tunneled toward him. Blood poured from her mouth. The beast was eating him.
�I hope that was good for you,� the beast said.
The world fell into the Dark Time.
The jaws came free and a moment later something hot and wet splashed against his face. The beast sauntered away but the pool did not return. He was alone in this barren world. Eventually, death would come for him. But not soon enough.
Not soon enough at all.


SEVENTY
Mercy pulled her arm free from the gaping hole in his midsection and tossed a handful of red guts on his face. She had no idea what it was she had pulled out of him. She had been trying for his heart.
She walked up the steps leading into the kitchen. Her arm was sopping blood all the way to her elbow. Blood dribbled over the concrete.
She stopped at the kitchen entrance, her back to Victor. There would be time, too much time, for her to reflect on everything that happened. She couldn�t go back down the steps and ask him why he had attacked her, why he had devised a scheme to rape and kill her. He was almost dead and out of his mind in agony. That was good. She didn�t really want answers. She also didn�t want to go back in time and undo everything. That was the pathetic wish of cowards. No, Mercy wanted only to rescue her father and then sleep for several weeks.
Behind her, crows cawed, wings flapped, and the feast began.
She didn�t watch them swarm over Victor Dolor and ravage his flesh but she smiled when he managed a scream.
He said people would die. Billions of people. Systematic murder. A necessary cleansing of the world to prepare it for the Great Change. Caleb had been in on it. And the goddamn cook. Could she trust anyone? Maybe the universe was conspiring to show her something. Maybe the Great Change was approaching and the coming days would be dark.
She walked through the kitchen and into the open diner. A waitress stood at the far end of the counter, phone in hand as if she might use it as a bludgeon. A man was seated at the counter, head on his arms. He could have been dead and it wouldn�t have surprised Mercy.
She continued toward the front of the diner. Her bare feet made wet slapping noises on the floor. She tracked blood footprints next to Victor�s boot marks.
�The police are coming,� the waitress said.
Mercy turned to her. The waitress pressed the phone to her breast.
�You think there�s a purpose to anything that happens?� Mercy asked. �Some grand plan for each of us?�
�I don�t know,� the woman said as if Mercy might kill her for the wrong answer.
�I just killed a man with my bare hands. You think the universe wanted me to do that?�
�I�m sorry?� the waitress said as a question.
�I�m not,� Mercy said. �He deserved it.�
The man at the counter had raised his head. Creases from his sleeve imprinted his forehead. �Jesus,� the man said. �You�re one tough bitch.�
The waitress stepped back until she was against the wall.
Mercy smiled real large. �Toughest bitch I can be.�
She turned back to the door and walked out. When she made it onto the outside walkway, the flashing blue and red lights of emergency vehicles broke the dark horizon.
The Dark Days weren�t coming; they were here--they were now. It didn�t matter if the universe wanted Victor to attack her. It didn�t matter if she was destined to kill him from the beginning. He was psychotic and she had survived. He was cancer and she was life. Sometimes, even in the darkness, there�s hope.
Mercy Higgins grabbed the cold railing and refused to let herself fall down. Blood Mountain hulked over her as a giant, black beast. The tears began to fall and soon the emotion was so great that she couldn�t see or hear anything but her own grief, yet she remained standing. Nothing was going to knock her down.
Not ever again.
THE END
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As a thank you for reading, here is a bonus short story, �Flies.� It�s a tale Victor would have loved.
Enjoy.
J.T. Warren
FLIES
I didn�t hate my wife. No matter what they say, my feelings toward Clara had nothing to do with what happened. It was the flies, of course. That may sound crazy; maybe it is, but that doesn�t make it any less true. It was the flies and it started with just one.
An ordinary house fly, not especially large, like the ones that came later, but not small enough to be confused for a gnat, was on the granite countertop, nearly blending into the swirling patterns of grey and black. It stood two or three inches from my wife�s hand. Her ring finger was bare.
Her rings were not there because Clara had removed them, as was her wont whenever she needed to have a serious discussion with me and had to make it perfectly clear that she wouldn�t hesitate to leave me. Removing her rings was her way of showing how serious she was, how very serious. She loved that word, very. Used it all the time.
And what did she want to discuss that was so very important while I was staring at a stupid house fly?
�You just don�t seem to care,� Clara said. Her voice had adopted that higher-pitched I�m-talking-to-you-so-you-better-listen tone that made my heart race and my blood pound in my ears. �You�re very distant.�
I nodded. There was no point engaging in conversation with her. If I started to defend myself or explain my behavior, I would only be giving her more fodder for her diatribe, a speech she had, no doubt, been stewing over all day at work and finalizing during her hour-long commute home.
�Tyler,� she said, sounding like the crack of a whip.
But even that I�m-really-serious-now voice wouldn�t sucker me into her trap. Besides, the fly was much more interesting. It had not moved from its spot, but it was moving, rubbing its tiny front legs together and then over its bulbous eyes. I could almost see the sheath of mucus glistening on its alien face.
�You�re just proving my point,� she said. �I�m trying to have a conversation with you and you won�t even look me in the face. It�s like I�m not even here. Is that what you want? You want me to leave?� She paused. �I�m not going anywhere. And I�m not leaving this spot until you start talking to me.�
The fly stopped at her pinkie, head twitching side to side as if checking for danger, and then tested the finger with its two front legs. It climbed onto the finger and paused right beneath her knuckle in the little tuff of blonde hair that grew on her finger like mold.
�You�re not even paying attention,� she said.
I grunted. The fly walked over the gap between the pinkie and ring finger and stopped right where her rings would have been.
The fly glanced at me with its bulging, compound eyes. I almost laughed. It was her ring--the perfect one for her: a living fly that could disgust and annoy all at once.
Clara grabbed me under the chin with her other hand and roughly snapped my head up. Something cracked in my neck. She stared at me with her large, grey eyes (almost like a fly�s, I mused) from beneath her slanting eyebrows. She shook her head slowly back and forth.
I yanked out of her grip.
The fly was gone.
�This is because you have women issues,� Clara said. �Your mother warned me. Your testes didn�t descend properly.�
�What?� For the moment, I forgot the fly.
�When you were born, your testicles were inside your body. The doctor had to surgically drop them.�
Something was ringing in my ear.
�It�s quite common, but it is also normal for males who start that way to have male-related problems.�
�I don�t have problems.�
She tilted her head; Oh, really? that tilt said. �You know what tonight is?� she asked.
The fly buzzed past me, slicing through the air. It swooped around and landed on Clara�s right shoulder. It rested there like a little pet. Clara the Fly Mother.
�Don�t play dumb.�
The fly twitched its head at me as if nodding. Even the damn bug knew it was Friday and even it knew what the hell that meant. The fly rubbed its legs together and cleaned its eyes while it waited for me to admit that I knew it was Friday, too.
�Yes, I know,� I said.
Her face softened, but not too much. �It�s very important we�re consistent.�
�Right.�
�Try not to think about the testes thing. It�ll ruin your ability.�
I nodded and waited for the fly to nod back.
* * *
Once we were together in our weekly act of sex, I thought of that stupid fly again. She hadn�t even noticed it when it was on her finger. Hadn�t even glanced at it as if she hadn�t felt it moving through the hair on her finger.
The average house fly can carry over one hundred different pathogens. It can transmit cholera, salmonella and tuberculosis.
I was near the end, Clara whispering in my ear that I was a big man, oh, yes, indeed, no little testes-boy here, when a fly landed on my back. The fly, I was sure.
I pushed off of her and slapped at my back frantically. The fly was long gone, of course, buzzing off to safety.
Clara looked at me with disappointed eyes, like I was a little kid who had spilled his milk on the floor. �We�re not done,� she said. �Not yet.�
At the base of her throat, a patch of white, dry skin had started to peel. It looked like scales.
I got out of bed and pulled on my sweat pants.
�Don�t be so afraid,� Clara said. �Nakedness is natural.�
The fly swooped past me again and landed once more on my wife. This time, it favored the spot on her right breast above her nipple. She made no move to swat it away.
Flies live off of organic waste and human excrement, even sweat. They excrete saliva to predigest food and then slurp it back up like a liquid carpet cleaner. And because they are constantly eating, they are also constantly shitting. They leave their invisible crap everywhere. That�s how the diseases spread. Like typhoid and cholera.
�A fly,� I said and pointed.
She checked herself, found the fly and brought her hand to it--slowly as if it were something poisonous that should not be startled. She cupped her hand around her breast, circling her nipple with thumb and forefinger. The fly walked across her breast and onto her hand. She brought her hand up slowly to her face.
She was going to eat it; I could already see it happening.
She waved her hand and the fly flew off.
The fly trailed over my ear with its ever so tiny and ever so delicate little legs. The sensation sent chills down my side.
Every fly is covered in hair-like projections that make them look like flying warts.
I swatted at the thing and it went right into my ear. Its buzzing echoed through my head loudly and furiously. I clawed at my ear with both hands, pulling and yanking at my ear while trying to work my fingers into the canal, but none of them could fit. And still the fly buzzed on. Burrowing toward my brain.
I ran for the master bathroom. From the corner of my eye, I saw Clara naked on the bed, hand over her mouth to stifle her laughter.
The buzzing got louder and louder until it was the only thing I heard, even while I flung open drawers and knocked items out of the medicine cabinet while I tried to find the damn Q-tips. They were underneath the sink, buried beneath boxes of tampons. I ripped open the back of the box. Q-tips spilled all around me. I grabbed one and jammed it into my ear. For a moment, the buzzing got even louder and then, mercifully, it stopped. My hearing went fuzzy.
The end of the Q-tip was tinged yellow and green. I used a bulb syringe to flush my ear. Greenish black mush seeped out of my ear and dropped into the sink with a soft splat.
Flies can also transmit parasitic worms that eat away at your insides.
* * *
Clara made me try again and I finally did what she wanted. �You�re such a very good little boy,� she said before turning away from me and going to sleep. She had made sure to slip her engagement and wedding rings back on.
I couldn�t sleep for a while. I could still hear that insane buzzing in my ear, though it was distant, a memory of discomfort, and my ear was wet and moist.
Clara was soon snoring.
A fly shot past my face, just above my nose.
I threw back the comforter and got out of bed. I wore boxers and an undershirt.
The nightlight in the bathroom cast the room in a greenish, sickening haze. I stopped at the open doorway and listened. Only Clara�s gentle snore came back to me. I waited.
No fly flew past, but I could hear it. That quiet buzzing sound, almost like a bee. And the more I strained to listen, the louder the buzzing became. There wasn�t just one more fly, but at least two, maybe a few, maybe more. All of them hiding in the dark of my bathroom.
Waiting.
I reached my hand inside the door and slid it up the wall to the light switch. Just before I turned on the light and stepped into Hell, I felt a fly crawl over my hand. Only it wasn�t a tiny house fly or even one of those bloated black flies that are easy to kill but so full of gooey guts; no, this fly was bigger, much bigger--beetle-sized bigger.
My scream of surprise was swallowed in the vibrating hum of thousands of flies crawling all over the bathroom. They covered the mirror and sink. They obscured the flower-print wallpaper and even surrounded the vanity bulbs above the mirror, shadowing the bathroom in blobs of darkness. They covered the toilet completely, inside and out to form one grotesque living chamber pot.
Even worse, not all the flies were of the small, ordinary house variety. Some were big like the beetle-sized one that crawled over my hand, yet still others were larger, almost kitten-sized. Their sharp hairs stuck out like spikes as the bugs crawled over each other with their jointed stick legs that almost sounded like little pins tapping on a hard surface, but that was just my ears playing tricks because all I could really hear was that droning buzz. That humming of their bodies and the frequent flap of their transparent wings.
I backed slowly out of the doorway, sure that at any moment all of the flies would leap into the air and attack me. They�d swarm around me in one gruesome hive and start suckling at my skin. The large ones might have enough suction to rip the flesh. What would happen if they got inside me? Could the flies eat me alive?
I hurried down the hallway and into the kitchen. I flipped on the hallway overhead light and then the fluorescent kitchen light. I thought there was bug spray under the sink, maybe even a bug bomb.
I stopped. There were flies everywhere. They were crawling over the wood cabinets and the drawers and over the stove and completely concealing the microwave. The front of the dishwasher was now a swirling mass of gray and black bodies, each with black stripes that made them look menacing. They surrounded the fluorescent light as if it were a hanging deposit of food and they canvassed the floor like scavengers.
A large fly, easily the size of a toy poodle, hobbled across the counter over the uneven terrain of thousands of other flies. Its bulbous eyes were black and monstrous. It stopped, cocked its head in my direction. Gelatinous slime slipped from its snout. I swore I could hear it slurp the slime back up into its mouth.
No fly swatter could kill that thing. I needed a phonebook or the giant dictionary we used as a doorstop. Or a shovel or a--
I turned and ran down the steps toward the garage but stopped on the landing. Flies covered the huge wall leading up from the foyer in one giant, living swirl. It was an enormous black eye, an all-knowing evil eye. I know that now. That eye was peering through from the darkness beyond reality; it was watching me, knowing what I did not.
I went down the second flight of stairs to the garage. A beetle-sized fly buzzed into my face. I screamed and slapped it away. It bounced off the wall with a thwap. I didn�t pause to stare at the flies covering the garage door or even swat away the ones on the doorknob; I squeezed the knob, letting the flies crush beneath my grip, their guts oozing onto my flesh, and swung open the door.
Thousands of flies filled the air like a dark cloud. The buzzing throbbed and echoed in here like the sound of a giant, groaning machine.
The shovels were on the opposite end of the garage, leaning against the wall between the two large car entrances.
How could I ever kill these flies? I needed an atomic bug bomb. But that didn�t mean I had to stay here, endure this madness.
I hit the two buttons for the automatic garage doors and they groaned to life. The clanking of their motors and the squeaking of their chains barely registered over the buzzing of the damn flies.
The doors rose in unison and the pale light of an autumn moon seeped into the garage, backlighting the flies so it seemed I was witnessing some theatrical illusion.
The world outside was thick with flies. It was as if the ground had opened and millions of the damn bugs had sprouted free.
My car sat only a few feet away. I could jump in and speed off, drive until I found a fly-free zone. Even if the bugs followed me, I could outrace them. Some might get into the car when I opened the door but I could kill those few. Unless a big one gets in.
The keys, however, were up stairs in the bedroom on my dresser.
I pulled my undershirt over the back of my head to shield my ears and ran across the garage with my hands up to swat the flies from my face. Even so, they nailed me in every exposed crevice. One struck me in the eye, tried to burrow into it. I had to squish it against my nose. Guts trailed down to my lips.
Flies crushed beneath my feet, their insides mushing up between my toes. But no matter how many I crushed, more flies swarmed onto my flesh.
Leaning against the far wall was a pointed garden shovel, a plastic snow shovel, and the one I wanted: a flat, metal snow shovel that was strong enough to break ice and wide enough to flatten tons of flies at once.
I grabbed it and swung it back and forth before me. Flies clinked and plinked off the metal. Some of them splattered against it. Others bounced off to die against my car and even the far wall.
I ran back inside the house, back up the stairs, which were now covered with flies. I nearly fell on the very top step, my feet slipping on fly gunk. I swung the shovel back and forth before me like some monstrous windshield wiper and ran down the hallway. The shovel bounced off the walls with a vibrating clang that shook my arms all the way into my shoulders.
Clara stood in the bedroom doorway. Her hair was a mess, her nightshirt and sweatpants askew. Flies crawled all over her. They hugged her breasts and swarmed over her crotch. They crawled in and out of her ears.
She opened her mouth to berate me and the two bulging grey eyes of a mole-sized fly filled the space between her teeth. She gagged, her throat swollen like she had swallowed a rolled-up sock. She choked and gurgled against the fly. The fly got its two front legs out, hooked around the sides of her chin, and pulled itself forward. Its head shook back and forth, trying to wriggle itself free. Then the large wings like clear plastic popped out and flapped against Clara�s face.
This was not simply a giant house fly. Its eyes were reddish brown and curved in a slightly different, more menacing way. Behind its head, a large tuft of brown hair poked up and its body was not grey with black stripes but yellow and brown. Yet the worst part, the most horrifying part, was its mouth. Instead of some almost ridiculous snout meant for vomiting and ingesting, this thing had a curved horn like a beak, but that�s not what I first thought. No, at first, I thought of the curved mandibles some vicious spiders have. The kind that�s made for biting, injecting venom, and killing.
I think I screamed, but I might have been screaming the whole time. I can�t be sure. The flies had killed my wife, used her as some kind of incubator, and now were morphing into creatures much more threatening than common house flies. This thing was nasty and, I had no doubt, would relish its first chance to stab my eyes out with its beak.
It came free from her mouth and went right for me. With no room to swing the shovel for a full-strength hit, I used it as a shield and deflected the bug into the wall. It bounced back with ease and came right at me again. It meant to stab me and bite me and, eventually, kill me. Then it would plant its eggs inside me so hundreds of others of its gruesome kind could be birthed into this world.
The shovel smacked it again with a stronger thwonk. It bounced off the floor this time and tried an upward assault. I swung the shovel like a golf club and hit the thing dead-on. Instead of knocking it down the hallway and into the living room, however, my swing carried it straight up to smack against the ceiling. I had barely a moment to register this before it dropped on my head.
It bit into my scalp with its pointed beak. I screamed and grabbed it with one hand. Its body was hard like a rock but slimy and its splotch of hair stabbed at my flesh like thorns. It shook in my hand and made a deafening, squalling noise that can only be called a scream. Its legs frantically tried to pry free from my grip. I tried to squeeze it but its body was too hard. Then its beak pierced into my thumb and I threw it to the ground. I brought the shovel down as hard as I could. Brought it down again. Still, the thing screamed in that high-pitched insect cry. I brought the shovel down again and then jumped on it. This finally killed the thing.
I turned back to Clara. Another fly, exactly the same with a pronounced, sharp beak was wriggling its way free from her mouth. And now flies were crawling out of her nostrils, stretching her skin to the point of transparency. They birthed free in gooey, bloody slop, most of them falling right to the floor.
Clara stretched out her arms and reached for me, a death groan vibrating from her throat. And then I knew it: she had willingly given birth to these things. She wanted them to use her, to be born from her. They would do her job. They would swarm after me, attack me, punish me. She was the Fly Mother.
The next giant mutant fly was almost free and Clara�s hands were nearly on me. I swung the shovel. I brought it right up into her face. Her jaw crunched against the fly. It screeched. Black blood poured down her chin. Clara stumbled back a few steps, steadied herself, and reached for me again. The groan in her throat, impossibly, became words.
�Kyyyyyyllllllllll,� she said. �We have to taaaaaaalllllllllk!� Her jaw crunched up and down against the still-struggling nightmare fly. �It�s veeeeeerrrrry impooooorrrtant!�
I swung the shovel again. It hit her face with a meaty crack. She stumbled. Another hit and she fell. Her hands came up to shield herself but now I had full advantage and I kept bringing the shovel down again and again until she stopped croaking words and that damn fly stopped screaming. At some point, I changed my grip on the wooden handle and brought the shovel down like a stake, right into her face. It tore her jaw completely off.
A new fly was crawling right out of her throat, its eyes covered in blood. It launched itself free and came right at my face. It landed on my nose, directly between my eyes, and stabbed me in the forehead. Intense pain erupted in my head like a blinding, white flash, and I had no thoughts, only reflexes. I brought the shoved directly up with a fast swing and knocked myself to the floor.
Intense pain flooded my head and the world spun beneath me. Darkness flooded in from the edges of my vision, but just before I fell into that black hole, I felt the fly crawl across my face and worm its way into my mouth, pushing my jaw open and tearing at my tongue with its beak.
* * *
Flies can live anywhere from a few hours to several months. In the proper conditions, like in a lab, flies can survive even longer, sometimes much longer.
I haven�t seen them in a long time, but I know where they are. Inside me, of course. I hear them buzzing in there. I feel them planting their eggs in my intestines. When the doctors come in, I try to tell them but they just give me shots. They won�t let me out of this jacket. Won�t let me get at the flies. They want them to be born. They think I�m some kind of freak experiment. They have no idea what they�re getting into.
But I do. When I close my eyes and listen to the flies buzzing away in my brain, I know what�s going to happen. I see that giant black eye made of thousands of flies, the way it stared at me. The way it brought me down into damnation. If they don�t let me kill the flies, they�ll all die, too. The doctors. The nurses. Die just like Clara.
I can feel the flies pushing against the inside of my stomach, beginning to wriggle their way up to my throat. They�re coming. Maybe it�s a blessing. Maybe they will finally put an end to everything. An end to me.
THE END
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