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Аннотация
Eleven year old Spencer Williams mysteriously re-appears in his bedroom after having been missing for two years. The story of where he�s been is one no sane person would believe, a tale of being kidnapped by a creature out of legend and taken to a strange underworld. A place where missing children the world over are subjected to horrible experiments by the original boogie man, the living nightmare known as Smiling Jack. 
Spencer keeps his secrets, happy to have been the only child ever to have escaped the clutches of Smiling Jack and his minions. With his nightmares fading into the past, Spencer returns home and tries to live a normal life. But when his baby sister goes missing, will Spencer be willing to take the ultimate risk to save her?
Will he be willing to return to Nowhere Blvd?
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by Ryan Notch


###
Thank you for purchasing Nowhere Blvd. I hope you enjoy it. Well actually I hope it scares the hell out of you. If you did enjoy it, please consider posting a review. It�s the best way to ensure you keep getting access to indie books, instead of just what big house publishers think you should be reading. And you�d be surprised how much stock a stranger puts in your opinions.
###

The boy didn�t look at the camera, but rather at the door. At least, the doctor who was watching him on the monitor thought, he looks like he�s looking at the door. The doctor had begun to suspect the boy slept with his eyes open.
�How long was he missing,� asked the second doctor. A man considerably younger who was currently reading through the boys chart.
�Two years, went missing when he was nine years old.�
�How did they finally find him?�
�That might be the strangest part. They didn�t find him, he just showed up in his old bedroom.�
�An interesting mystery,� said the second doctor as he looked up from the chart to the boy on the monitor, staring at the door to his padded cell. �Why would the kidnapper return him after all that time?�
�Why isn�t really the mystery. The mystery is how.�
The second doctor shot him a quizzical look.
�This boy disappeared from his bedroom two years ago, with no sign of entry, forced or otherwise. The parents had a second child only a few months later, a daughter. They built up that house like a fortress. Alarms, deadbolts, bars on the windows. Then, five days ago, they hear a noise coming from the boy�s old bedroom, which had by this time been turned into storage. The father goes in, gun drawn, and finds his long lost son. Barely recognizable, completely feral, but no doubt about it.�
�There must be a simple explanation,� said the second doctor. The first doctor had been a psychiatrist for at least two decades longer than the younger man, and didn�t have much faith left for simple explanations. No theories he could come up with began to explain the case.
�How far gone is he,� asked the second doctor.
�He hasn�t spoke a word since he got here, only snarls and growls. I�m only half convinced he even still understands English. His nails are torn ragged. Teeth rotten, skin covered in sores. The pediatricians say he�s suffering from multiple vitamin deficiencies. Their best guess is that he�s spent the last two years living off of candy and raw meat.�
�I can�t imagine the horrors he�s been through. So what�s he doing here? Shouldn�t he be in pediatrics?�
�He was, at first,� said the older doctor. �The police took him there as soon as his parents called them, standard procedure. The staff down there made the mistake of dimming the lights in his room after giving him a shot to make him sleep. When they came back to check on him a few hours later, they found pillows under the covers in his shape. As far as what happened next� well there�s a two hundred pound orderly who is going to need physical therapy if he ever wants to regain full use of his right leg. As far as the nurse, she had the good sense to run.�
�So they sent him to us,� finished the second doctor. �It�s going to take a long time to put some humanity back in that kid.�
�We won�t get the chance,� said the older man. �The parents got a court order to take custody of him. Spencer Williams is going home tomorrow.�
* * *
Spencer remembered his parents. He hadn�t at first recognized them, with the madness of the return and afterward being dragged off to imprisonment in the hospital. The truth was he�d given up on them long ago. All fond memories had faded as he�d realized they were never coming to rescue him. But he was glad to see them when they came to take him home. The hospital wasn�t secure. Drugged, restrained, kept in tiny rooms. There would be no where to run if Smiling Jack came for him. And running was the only thing you could do if Smiling Jack came for you.
They left the hospital on a bright summer day. Spencer looked up at the sky, so much higher than he remembered. His mom pulled up in a minivan. She looked a lot older than he remembered, as did his father. He hadn�t seen a car in a very long time (with the exception of the police car ride to the hospital), and was excited and nervous to ride in one again. He sat in the back next to someone his parents said was �Baby Suzie, your sister.� He didn�t remember her, except as a faint impression of a roundness in his mother�s stomach he had been convinced would be a baby brother.
Contrary to what the doctors thought, Spencer did understand English. He sometimes listened in when Smiling Jack gave orders to the Hollow Men, so he would know how to avoid their patrols for the night. Understood it, but hadn�t spoken it in a very long time. There wasn�t any point in talking to the half-things he lived amongst. They only understood hunger and pain.
Listening to Baby Suzie, though, he thought he might have forgot some of English. Half of what she said didn�t seem to make any sense at all, and she babbled all the way home.
When they got there his parents bubbled over and over about how happy they were to have him home, and how he was safe now. They showed him his room, newly restored to nearly the way he remembered it from before he left. It was completely unacceptable. Neither the closet nor under the bed had independent lights, and could serve as entry points for Jack�s �friends�. Plus with the bars on the windows, the only escape point was the door, which was easily blocked. As they showed him the rest of the house he picked out the best hiding spots, made escape plans from each area. His first thought was to just sleep in the tree in the backyard, but then remembered there was no threat of the Rejected Things coming up on him in his sleep here.
Perhaps worst of all the rooms for defense was Baby Suzie�s. As their parents proudly let her show Spencer her room, she spoke a few words of nonsense about it and began bouncing on the bed. Not only was there an entry point under the bed, but there was a closet sized wardrobe right by the door, where an intruder could easily arrive from to trap her. Not that she could outrun even the slowest of the friends of Smiling Jack.
Good fucking luck kid, he thought, mentally crossing her off the list of possible survivors.
* * *
Spencer didn�t remember every day he had spent in Nowhere Blvd. A lot of it was fairly boring, in a never ending terror kind of way. But he remembered the first day. A day which started out at night, in a dream.
He�d dreamt that a giant living teddy bear came walking out of his closet while he lay in bed. Spencer stared out at it from beneath the covers, unsure of whether to be excited or terrified. It looked just like the teddy bear that his father had thrown away months ago, saying Spencer was too old for such a thing. Covered in soft looking brown fur, a sewn up mouth, and buttons for eyes. When his old teddy was taken from him he�d felt like he�d lost a friend, but his old teddy wasn�t real. It didn�t move and talk, not like this one, which was taller than him but not as tall as his mother.
�My name is Mr. Buttons,� said the teddy without moving its mouth. �And you�re having a wonderful dream. Want to come to a magical place with me?�
That cinched it, because Spence loved good dreams. So he took Mr. Buttons� hand and walked into the closet. Only it wasn�t his closet anymore. It was crowded inside somehow, thick but not solid. They kept walking and walking until they came out the other side. It took Spence a moment to see anything, it was so bright after the darkness of his room.
But he could hear, and the first thing he heard was children laughing. When his eyes cleared he saw a room full of children playing in their pajamas with all kinds of toys. Bright sunlight shone through the high windows, though it had been night only moments before. The room itself was long, like a grand hallway. The door they came through was at one end (and looked like nothing so much as another closet door), the only other door was at the far other end. In between the walls were painting with images of children in ecstatic play at all kinds of wonderful places. Places like amusement parks and forests filled with mystical creatures and real animals alike. Their smiling faces and wide eyes imploring you to abandon yourself to fun.
Some of the children in the room looked up at him in curiosity, but most of the others stared and smiled at Mr. Buttons as if they knew him. A couple of the younger ones even ran up and hugged his fluffy legs. Twins boys, Spence saw, probably kindergartners by the looks of them. Mr. Buttons returned the hug with his big bear arms. Spence thought it must be pretty nice to be hugged by those arms.
The kids were all kinds of ages, though probably only a few younger than the twins and only one or two older than Spence. The toys themselves looked like lots of fun, if not very new. In fact they looked like antiques. Old toy guns and rocking horses and four-square balls and ventriloquist dummies. Exactly the kind of toys that he had never been allowed to play with for fear of breaking them. He stared at them all open mouthed and thought that Mr. Buttons was right, this was a wonderful dream.
�Go on Spencer,� said Mr. Buttons, as if reading his thoughts. �Go have fun.�
Spencer did just that. Making new friends with the other children. All of which spoke English. As the hours went on he began to doubt this was a dream, it was too real, too long. Which was fine with him, he�d always known in his heart there were places like this, that magic was real. And here it was, proof. Mr. Buttons alone was proof, who went away and came back through the closet door at the end of the hall a few times bringing more surprised children, until the room held a few more than his classroom at school.
And then, just when Spencer was beginning to wonder if they would play forever in this magical place, he arrived. If every magic trick must have a magician, than this was clearly him. He walked in from the door at the other end of the grand hall, tall and skinny and with the biggest smile Spencer had ever seen. He wore a black coat and tails with top hat, almost like Willie Wonka but more graceful and deliberate in his movements.
�Hi everyone,� he beamed, spreading his arms wide. �I�m Smiling Jack! Welcome to my home. Welcome to Nowhere Blvd!�
* * *
The day in Nowhere Blvd started like this. First, Jack lead them out like the Pied Piper himself. Out of the hall, down the sweeping black staircase of the high ceilinged main room, out of the mansion, into a sun filled day atop a high hill overlooking a wonderful town. They could see the shops along cobblestone streets, the friendly looking houses, even a Ferris wheel off in the distance. The whole scene reminded Spencer of Candy-Land.
Jack said how it was all for them, a place of fun and play for as long as they wanted to stay.
�I�m going to show you everything,� he said in tones of delight, still with that never ending smile. �But first there�s someone I want you to meet.�
Jack lead them down the hill and to the right, a direction Spencer arbitrarily associated with west. The sun was too high in the sky to navigate it that way (the way his dad had taught him), so Spencer figured Jack�s mansion was at one end of the place and a landmark that could be seen from anywhere, so he called it north. Spencer didn�t want to get lost, his dad had taught him how never to get lost. You especially didn�t want to get lost in a dream, you never knew what might happen in one.
Jack went before the line of children and Mr. Buttons trailed it down the winding path. And at the end they found themselves at the most warm and inviting looking house Spencer had ever seen. Old red brick and slanted roof with a neat little chimney pointing out of it. He couldn�t quite put his finger on why, but it just seemed to smile at them somehow. Comfy looking, but also big. Big enough for all them. He noticed some of the children were skipping along and singing as they went.
�Over the river and through the woods, to grandmothers house we go�.�
And as if summoned by the song, the front door opened and out she walked to welcome them. She didn�t look like Spencer�s grandmother. Spencer�s grandmother had been thin and had leathery skin from living in the desert all her life. But at the same time she did look like Spencer�s grandmother. She looked like everyone�s grandmother. The way she smiled welcome at them, beaming joy to see them. She was short and plump and round, with a poof of curly white hair upon her head and tiny round glasses on her nose.
�Kids,� said Smiling Jack. �I want you to meet Nanny Gurdy.�
�Oh come in, come in,� she said, waving at them. �Have some pie.�
There was all kinds of tasty treats at Nanny Gurdy�s. Pies and cakes and French toast cinnamon roles. Nanny giggled and fawned over them, bringing out plate after plate and licking her lips as she watched them eat. She might have been hungry, the way she kept licking those lips, but Spencer never saw her take a bite for herself. Jack went away for a bit while everyone ate their fills, some falling asleep for a nap on the comfy couches and chairs. Not Spencer though, tired as he was from only sleeping half the night. He hated to go to sleep when he might miss something exciting. Instead he played with a few others in the yard, a game of tag. They had to play in the front, Nanny said the back was only for special occasions. Spencer could only see so much of it before the view was blocked by a wide and tall wall of hedges.
The sleeping children didn�t get to sleep long, though some would have been happy too. When Smiling Jack came back it was time to play, ready or not. This time Mr. Buttons wasn�t with him, so Nanny came along to help give the tour.
They headed south along the cobbled path, Spencer still reckoning the mansion as true north. All the more so since the sun had declined to move an inch in the time they were inside. Smiling Jack lead them in a repeating song, sort of like �Row Row Row Your Boat�, except in a language Spencer didn�t recognize. A sibilant, piping one he didn�t think he�d ever heard. Nanny pointed out a long cabin as they passed, saying it was where their guests stayed. Spencer wondered what kind of magical people those would be, and wished he could be one of them.
They passed a lake surrounded by cattails on their right (named simply Jack�s Lake, according to their host). Off to their left they saw a path leading off to the amusement park, Ferris wheel and roller coaster towering high against the very pale blue of the sky.
�Can we go? Can we go?� asked some of the bolder kids, including the twins who each held one of Nanny�s hands.
�Soon, soon, everyone!� said Jack, doing a skillful spin in place to talk back to them and keep walking at the same time. �But first I want you to meet some more friends. Friends I made from boys and girls just like you, who came to visit me a long time ago and decided they loved it so much they wanted to stay forever.�
On they went to the end of the path. What Spencer judged to be the far south end of town judging by the wall of dark forest in the distance. Off a ways to the East were little houses that looked like the bungalows he and his parents had stayed in while on a trip to Disney World, though he didn�t know if a �bungalow� was only called that if it was on a beach. He wondered for the first time if his parents wondered where he had gone. The thought didn�t bother him much, he still thought he might wake at any minute. It was all just so unreal.
They walked over a small rise and found themselves amongst lines of shops along a street that looked like it was straight from the fairy tales. �Charming,� his mother would call it in her terrible imitation British accent she did sometimes. In front of the shops were gathered children of various ages, all dressed in very nice clothes from different periods and all smiling to the group. They waved to Spencer and the others in welcome.
�Come closer Perfect girls and boys,� Jack said to them. �Come and meet our guests!�
Jack introduced them one by one as they approached in a manner which Spencer couldn�t tell whether they were honest names or a sort of joke, that ever smiling face made it hard to read his expressions.
�This is Perfect Boy Johnny,� he said about the first. A blond headed boy of about twelve who had the tough but protective smile of someone you always wanted to be your older brother.
�And here�s Perfect Girl Jane,� he said introducing a freckled girl. She had her arm cocked on her hip, a tomboy waiting to play ball with the boys.
�Here�s Perfect Boy Joe, and Perfect Girl June, Perfect Boy Jake, and Perfect Girl Jen,� he went on, introducing nine in all.
The Perfect children took them on a tour of the shops, bells above the doors tinkling as they opened and closed them. In each shop the Perfects would take their place behind the counters and Spencer eventually realized to his amazement that the shops were run by the Perfects themselves. Candy shops and soda shops and toys and costumes. The contents of the latter two were all evidentially second hand, though again were so interesting and authentic so as not to matter. Some seemed old enough to have been played with by his grandparents when they were kids, others were handheld video games that seemed entirely new. Soon the whole of the street was filled with the sound of tinkling bells and running children, as they went from one shop to the next.
After changing into something more practical at an outfit store that seemed to have everyone�s sizes (a good thing since most of the kids were still in their pajamas), Spencer decided to check out a place called The Trick Shop. It had things like spring snakes in a can and garlic flavored bubble gum, and was run by a Perfect Girl with a peaches and cream complexion and wispy blond hair. She wore a sky blue dress that reminded Spencer of Alice in Wonderland. There were a couple magic tricks in the shop and when she saw Spencer looking at one she said he could have it.
�That�s how it works in Nowhere Blvd,� she said, responding to his questioning look. �You can have anything in any of the shops. Everything is for kids here.�
She was taller than Spencer and looked to be at least a year older. There was something about her that made it hard for him to talk, but Spencer wasn�t shy and talked anyway.
�I know a lot about magic,� Spencer said, surprising himself a little.
�I�m Perfect Girl Julie, what�s your name?�
�Spencer. Actually I like to be called Spence.�
She smiled and showed him some of the magic tricks in the shop. She didn�t seem nervous to talk to him at all, which made him feel all the more awkward for being a little nervous to talk to her. He showed her one of the magic tricks he knew with a deck of cards. She smiled again and he smiled back. Her teeth were white and straight but also a little tiny, which seemed to be the only thing that wasn�t perfect about her and somehow made her very likable. He wanted to make her smile some more and tried to think of everything he knew about magic just to keep talking to her some more.
Spencer thought more than ever that he must be in a dream. He often dreamed about making friends with a girl and going to magical places, something he almost never thought about while awake.
After a while of her showing him around the shop while other kids darted in and out, he heard Smiling Jack outside calling for everyone. He was content to ignore it, to stay there talking to her. For as a steady stream of punishments could attest to, Spencer Williams was not one who felt a natural need to do what he was told.
Perfect Girl Julie, however, practically snapped to attention.
�Come on,� she said grabbing his hand and pulling him outside.
Despite his more than obvious fun loving attitude, Spencer was beginning to suspect Smiling Jack of having the intentions of a day camp director, constantly keeping them on the move to keep them busy and out of trouble. Once outside he gathered them up (Spencer smiled when he caught Jack�s lips moving silently as he counted heads) and lead them off to the next activity. Spencer saw that the children around him mostly carried new toys and wore the costumes of spacemen and cowboys and the striped uniforms of prisoners. He was a bit surprised to find he was the only one who didn�t have a new toy, having spent all his time in the trick shop. The Perfect children marched along with them without having to be told. Perfect Girl Julie was next to him pointing off to the bungalows in the distance.
�That�s where I live, there,� she said, pointing at the second one in the line.
They walked vaguely in the direction of the amusement park, which is what Spencer thought they were heading too. Instead they ended up at a fun little park a short walk from the edge of the forest (which looked dead like Autumn despite the summer like atmosphere). There were objects moving in the park, odd things with sunlight glinting off the metal of them. Even as they got close enough for Spencer to feel like he should recognize them, he couldn�t quite.
Once he did make them out and was sure of what he saw, he still couldn�t believe it. Robots. Or at least something a lot like them. Brass and leather things that stood as tall as a man even though they moved about on all fours. They had necks that came out at an angle like that of a giraffe, or maybe like a preying mantis. Their heads darted here and there, looking about with huge shining eyes. Their thick tapering appendages had only one joint, high up, which bent out sideways like a spider. Each arm and leg ending in a pincer, sometimes stabbing sharply and sometimes separating into thirds to grab.
Of all the things he�d seen here, he thought this had to be the most amazing. Robots were even more amazing than a talking teddy bear.
Maybe robots, thought Spencer. Or maybe a person could fit inside all those leather wrappings and metal casings. A small one, like a circus acrobat. Or a kid�
The things moved slowly across the park, about six in all. The park itself looked like a good one, complete with baseball diamond and playground. No one rushed to play though, some of the littler children even hid behind the larger ones (Nanny Gurdy was nowhere to be seen, having left perhaps while Spencer was in the trick shop). They seemed apprehensive about approaching the things, a sentiment Spencer mirrored. There was something unnatural about the way they moved, like you didn�t exactly want them near you.
�These are my Hollow Men,� said Jack in a stage whisper as he pointed them out. �I built them to take care of alllllll my chores, so I could play all day. And that�s just what their doing!�
Spencer saw that Smiling Jack was right. They were using those pincers to clean up litter from the playground, both lost toys and candy wrappers. Jack seemed to have little patience for his creations though, his expression towards them turning a little sour despite his never faltering smile.
�Go away now, Hollow Men,� Jack yelled at them, hands cupped to his mouth. �Go away so we can play!�
The Hollow Men turned their heads as one to him, then began moving off in different directions. Their pincers making a tap tap, tap tap noise when they moved from grass to pavement.
Once they had moved off, the littler kids were happy to run off towards the playground, which had all the best things to play on. It even had a rocket ship shaped slide, one of Spencer�s favorites from when he had been younger.
Now though, he was just a bit to old to play on a playground. A few of the other kids in the group obviously were as well. Surely the Perfects were, or at least he had thought that. The Perfects went about playing on the swings and slide and monkey bars with a diligence that was almost business like. Spencer thought to go play with them, but instead started a game of catch with a ball one of the other kids had brought from a store. Most of the older kids played, and some of the Perfects as well (including the tomboy Perfect Girl Jane, right on queue).
After a while the sun began to fade. Not set, it hadn�t even moved. Just fade in place. Jack announced it was time to go, and Spencer was heartbroken at the prospect of leaving.
�Goodbye Spence,� Julie said waving to him.
�Bye,� he said quieter. He felt like he was waking up from a dream of a new friend he would never dream of again.
Which is why he was doubly elated when Smiling Jack lead them not to the Grand Closet, but to the long log cabin across from his mansion that they had seen on their way to Nanny Gurdy�s,
�Here�s where you get to sleep,� he said, excited as usual to be giving the good news.
Spencer checked out the cabin with the other kids. Lots of bunk beds, and a few singles, they even had two bathrooms. No TV, no lights even, but still he was both excited and happy to be staying, like someone who wakes up and gets ready for school only to find out it�s Sunday. Yet at the same time a new concern grew in his mind which he hadn�t thought before.
If Smiling Jack�s not going to make us go home, he thought. What if we wanted to go home?
It wasn�t long until he had his answer. One of the youngest of the children, a girl who came up no higher than Spencer�s waist, began to whimper. Nanny Gurdy, who had come to tuck them in, noticed her first and spoke to her in hushed tones. The little girl nodding in reply to what she said.
�Jack,� said Nanny Gurdy. �I think Misty here doesn�t want to stay. She wants to go home.�
�Reallly,� Jack asked. His smile never faltering even in his evident surprise and concern. �Of course you can go home if you want Misty. Anyone here can go home any time they want. But if you leave you can never ever return to Nowhere Blvd, and we have so much to show you. Are you sure you want to leave?�
Misty�s only reply was once again a tearful nod.
�Ok Misty,� Jack said. �Nanny, take her to the house and get ready to take her home. But Misty won�t you please wait a moment before leaving so I can come say goodbye. You�ll wait at the house a moment for me, won�t you Misty?�
Misty nodded again, smiling, and her and Nanny went off hand in hand.
Jack watched them leave then turned to the rest of the children, his eyes and voice grave even if his expression wasn�t.
�There is one thing, children, that you must remember above all things,� he said as the last rays of light faded behind him. �I didn�t want to tell you this before because I didn�t want to scare you, but it isn�t safe to go out at night in Nowhere Blvd. It�s very very dark and you could get very lost. Worse still, there are the Rejected Things in the forests of Nowhere Blvd. They don�t dare come into town during the day, but at night�Well of course it�s perfectly safe locked up here in the cabin, my magic protects you here. But if you tried to go outside, anything could happen��
The idea seemed a little silly to Spencer until he looked around at how dark it had become in the cabin in just the last few minutes. He could barely make out the faces around him. Jack�s grin almost floating in the dark like the Cheshire Cat�s.
�And then you�d miss out on all the wonderful FUN we�re going to have tomorrow,� he said, lightening up in tone. �Well goodnight children, goodnight!�
With that he slipped out the door, locking it from the outside (the only door with a lock Spencer had seen in Nowhere Blvd). Spencer wasted no time undressing and getting into bed. He thought for a moment of what Jack had meant by �Rejected.� He couldn�t really guess, but the connotation of a sort of monster was pretty clear. He thought he would be awake for a while thinking about it in this strange place, but instead fell asleep soon after and dreamt dreams he soon forgot.
* * *
Spencer�s parents had done a pretty good job of putting a bedroom together for him in the few days he�d been locked up in the hospital. His old bed, his old dresser, even a lot of his old toys. New clothes, which he supposed represented his mom�s best guess at his size. Same old closet, which he wasn�t happy about. But he had some ideas on that. He�d thought back to his second trip between the worlds through Jack�s Grand Closet. However it worked, it needed darkness. He knew it somehow, could just sense it on the trip back. Somehow the darkness was how it worked. And unlike in Nowhere Blvd, here artificial light was plentiful.
Things with his parents were awkward. He remembered the house, and remembered them. Yet still it felt for all the world like he was with strangers in a strange house. Despite Spencer�s not having said a word, his mom talked non-stop, as if to avoid any unpleasant silences. His father barely spoke at all, clearly at a loss for what to say. Baby Suzie would spin around and play pointlessly for awhile, then demand something of her parents and scream when she didn�t get it. Spencer found himself getting annoyed by her fast.
In addition he felt crowded, and on edge. Worse yet, he couldn�t stop sneezing. His eyes burning and watering.
�Allergies,� his mom said. �We�ll have to get you some medicine.�
Spencer didn�t remember having allergies, but on the other hand he hadn�t been around so much as a flower in at least two years, so he figured he just wasn�t used to the air. For lunch they had peanut butter and jelly sandwiches, sitting around awkwardly at the kitchen table. He remembered the snack as being one of his favorites, but now it only tasted strange. When the food in the hospital had tasted strange, he�d assumed it was just because it was hospital food. But he realized now it was him. The sandwich gave him stomach cramps, as if his body didn�t know what to do with it.
He�d dreamt about this house and fresh air and bright skies and real food for years, and now all of them seemed to be assaulting him in different ways. It all made him on edge, made him angry. He felt he�d been cheated somehow, been given a dream come true only to find out nothing was the way it was supposed to be. He wanted to be somewhere else, but didn�t know where.
That night Spencer skipped dinner (breakfast and lunch was already more than he was used to eating in a day). He went to bed at nightfall, like you got used to doing living in the woods. In truth he could barely keep his eyes open, the day had exhausted him. He didn�t know how sitting around a house could be more exhausting than hiding from a forest full of monsters, but didn�t question it. Before bed his parents made him brush his teeth, a process which was painful and produced not a small amount of blood from his malnutritioned gums.
In his room he left the light on, closet door open where the light could reach every corner of it. His parents had left him with a nightlight, which he plugged in under the bed so the light would reach the shadows there as well. After he�d pushed the bed in front of the door, of course. He didn�t plan on allowing himself to be cornered in here. He tried to lay on the bed, but it was too soft and hurt his back. Instead he took a blanket and pillow and slept on the floor, a substantial step up in comfort from what he was used to. He rested with his fingertips touching the cool steel of a knife under his pillow, which he had snuck from a drawer in the kitchen.
He thought that the light would make it hard for him to sleep. Instead, surrounded by light he slept better than he had in a long time, waking only once per hour to check and make sure the room was still secure.
* * *
The second day in Nowhere Blvd, and several after that passed much the same. Rides at the amusement park, swimming and fishing at Jack�s Lake (no one ever caught any fish). Playing in the park and eating at Nanny Gurdy�s and the snack shops. Most days he got to see Perfect Girl Julie. Sometimes he would ask her to tell him more about Nowhere Blvd. Once he asked her what Jack had meant when he said he had �made� the Perfects from ordinary boys and girls. Instead of answering, she just got a faraway look in her eyes and told him it was a secret. He didn�t like secrets, but something told him not to press the point. Most of the time there was a lot more play than talk, the Perfects were great at all kinds of games.
Every night at least one of the children would decide to go home, Jack always seeing them off. It was a whirlwind of fun and magic and making new friends. It was hands down the best time he�d ever had.
Spencer knew his parents must miss him, like Wendy�s parents had missed her in Peter Pan. And like in that book he knew he would eventually return to them and everything would be all right. But he meant to be the last to do so, to not leave until all the other children had. Somehow in his mind he thought this would convince Smiling Jack of his loyalty and courage. That this would maybe allow him to be granted a passport back to Nowhere Blvd, not to be sent away forever like the others. Maybe he could even become one of the Perfects. He didn�t know how he could live the rest of his life knowing that there was a magic place he was never allowed to go back to, just the boring old real world.
Of course, that was assuming it really was magic.
Once, when Spencer had been in second grade, there had been a magician at his school. All the classes got together in the auditorium to watch the magic tricks, two grade levels at a time. Spencer had loved the show, even more than the other kids. He loved the idea that there was magic in the world, and not just the boring everyday of class and chores. So after he saw it with his grade level, instead of going to lunch with everyone else he snuck back to see it again. He knew that he�d be caught if he tried to blend in with the older kids, who were cruel and best avoided. So instead he snuck around the way he knew to the back of the auditorium. He remembered it from the Christmas pageants they�d been in, singing carols to their parents in the audience. He hated the pageants, but remembered the secret backstage areas. His mom sometimes said he was real good with directions.
Watching the show from behind was thrilling despite the fear of getting caught. He looked out from a gap in the curtain not just at the magician, but at the whole audience. He loved that he could see them without them seeing him, same as when he hid behind the couch to listen to adult TV shows after he was supposed to be in bed, only better.
Except the tricks didn�t work from behind. The various levitations and magic boxes, from behind they weren�t magic at all. You could see the bars, the hidden panels. At first he thought the magician did a different show for the older kids, one without the magic, though he couldn�t understand why he would. But eventually he realized that the audience was just as amazed, they were seeing the same thing from their side. But from behind you could see how it really was, that is was all just pretend.
Far from being excited to be let in on this secret, Spencer was terribly disappointed. In one day he had both gained and lost all wonder in the world. These events by no means convinced him that there was no such thing as real magic, only forever after that he always looked behind things. Didn�t ever take things at face value.
Which is why he couldn�t just let it go when Jack said never to go out at night. He figured seeing the nighttime of Nowhere Blvd would be like the back of the theatre. If that�s what kids weren�t supposed to see, then that is where you could see how the tricks were done. He had no intention of proving it was all fake, he�d be happier to prove it wasn�t. It was more like stealing a little magic for himself, to take home with him.
He planned in advance for that night, stuffing tissue into the hole in the door jamb, so the door wouldn�t close all the way when Smiling Jack left that night. He figured if anyone noticed it he would just play dumb, it wasn�t like they could fingerprint tissue.
That night it was the twins that decided to go home. Spencer felt a pang of sadness at that, he�d grown close to them and liked to look after them. They were his favorites of the few kids who were left. All that remained were a handful of the younger boys and girls and the oldest boy of the original group.
The twins came and hugged him goodbye, little Bobby and Benny whom he had just learned to finally tell apart. As Jack walked them out of the door, Spencer felt a lump in his throat and wondered if he would ever see them again back in the real world. As the door shut behind them, Spencer watched it very carefully for the workings of his harmless sabotage.
He waited a little while and then, feeling confident everyone was asleep, he slipped on his clothes and made his way to the door. It didn�t open on the first pull, but when he slid the thin edge of a ruler he�d taken from one of the stores into the gap it was loose enough to get open the rest of the way.
He slipped out quiet as a mouse, leaving the door just the tiniest fraction of an inch ajar so he could get back in later. Outside is was dark, much darker than the city he grew up in. And not just because there were no street lights. There was a moon, a fairly huge one actually, as if it were much closer than normal. Like the sun, it would fade and glow in place rather than rising and setting. But despite this moons large size, it didn�t cast much light, and where the stars should be was only inky blackness.
Spencer was afraid of the dark, a little anyway. Much less than most kids, but still a little. Yet even in the dark, finding the way to Smiling Jack�s mansion would be easy. It was a straight shot north upon the road. It would be harder to miss it than to find it. Even if he lost the road, the hill it stood on dominated the whole north end of Nowhere Blvd and he would only have to walk up.
As he walked he was amazed at the silence of Nowhere Blvd at night. No cars, no buzzing streetlamps, no insects, not even wind. Just his own footsteps and breathing to keep him company in the whole universe. It was almost maddening. He only had to tolerate it for a few minutes though before he felt the ground rising beneath his feet as he climbed the walkway to the front of the mansion.
The large black doors stood there waiting, no lights on that he could see through the windows. He had no idea if they were unlocked or not, but figured that the front door was no way to sneak in to a house when the people inside were home. A house this big had to have lots of other doors. He snuck around the side, wondering if all the dark windows meant everyone inside was asleep.
Until he finally did find one window with just a little bit of light coming out. A basement window, rising only a couple feet up from the ground. He put his face to it, saw that the room it looked into was dark, but the hallway beyond had light trickling out of it. He remembered that his aunt and uncle who lived in the woods didn�t lock their doors, so decided to take a shot at the window being unlocked by the same principles. He jammed his fingers into the gaps around it as best he could and pulled. The old wood was stuck, but after a few tries he got it to come loose, a little louder than he would have hoped.
He lowered himself as best he could, hoping there would be a shelf or box beneath the window he could land on. When he reached the extent of his arms length and with his feet still dangling in air, he decided to chance it and let himself drop. Fortunately finding himself only another couple feet from the floor.
Through the dim light of the hall and the dimmer light of the window, he surveyed his surroundings. The basement both was and was not like other basements he was used to. Stone floors and brick walls, wood beams holding up the ceiling. All that was familiar. But it went on so much further than a normal basement, and had things he�d never seen. Lining shelves and leaning on walls and sitting half disassembled on workbenches were the inventions of history. An old metal diving suit, vacuum tubes, Tesla coils, surgical tools ranging from modern scalpels to Victorian saws and all the way back to flint knives. Bits of mummies hands and stuffed fish and embalmed animals (including a horse fetus that had the color and texture of porcelain). And that was just the stuff he recognized. Most of it was bits of machines or tools that he had never seen before.
It would�ve looked like a museum, only museums had stuff on display. This stuff was strewn about, beaten up. It looked like most of this stuff was actually used for something.
Maybe Smiling Jack really is a magician, he thought.
Spencer saw a flickering in the light pouring down the hall, heard footsteps a moment after. He hid behind a nearby shelf, fear and excitement flooding him in equal measure. It was just so fun to sneak around.
Peeking from behind cover, Spencer could see that it was Jack who came into the room. Even in the dim backlighting there was no mistaking his tall lanky form, his tread so graceful yet cautious. He was looking for something amongst the shelves. Spencer looked for a way to move back, should Jack come looking over in his area. But there was no need, Jack found whatever he was looking for and walked back down the hallway. Spencer waited a few moments, then followed.
He didn�t see where Jack had went, but it was easy to guess. At the other end of the hallway the light poured around the crack of a slightly ajar door. Spencer moved down the hallway as quietly as possible, ignoring the mostly dark rooms off to the sides.
All except the last one.
At the end of the hallway, on the left just before the lit doorway, was a tiny room with tiny kid sized chairs. The walls were old concrete, wet with humidity. It was plain and dank and no kid would ever want to sit in there. Only they wouldn�t have had much choice, because even in the dim light he could see that the chairs were bolted to the floor and each had shackles attached to them.
It seemed obvious that a room like this had to be for kids who were bad, to punish them. But Spencer thought there must be another explanation, because it just seemed so unbelievable that Smiling Jack would do something like that.
What he saw next, in lit room itself, changed forever what horrible things Spencer Williams was able to believe.
He tiptoed up to the ajar door, crouched down so as not to be seen, and peeked through the crack at the room beyond. He took it on faith that he couldn�t be seen, like behind the gap in the curtain on the stage, though couldn�t be sure.
Even from his position low to the ground he could see that it was an operating theatre of sorts. Older equipment, maybe even antique, but well kept. Polished and shining instruments of brass and silver. He saw Jack, wearing a leather smock over his fine suit, working on something at an operating table. Spencer couldn�t tell what exactly from his low angle. Though Jack�s smile was firmly in place, his eyes shone with a kind of maniacal concentration. He brows were furrowed as if he were having trouble with whatever he was doing. He was pushing hard at the table, causing it to rock with a wet squishing sound.
After a few more moments Jack took his hands away from the table and reached for something under his shirt collar. For a second Spencer thought he was reaching to scratch an itch, but instead he pulled up a flap of his flesh. Except�Spencer realized it wasn�t his flesh, it was a fleshy mask Jack was wearing. As he pulled the edges up it was revealed that it covered his entire head. He whole face, hair and all, was part of a big coverall mask. For the shortest of split seconds Spencer was actually a little excited. He thought that now he would see the ordinary person Jack was underneath the mask, the first real glimpse behind the curtain of the place. Only under the mask Jack wasn�t ordinary at all.
Not at all.
The eyes struck him first. Black as ink, all the way through. And not smooth like normal eyes. Lumpy, as if divided into several sections. The skin next, gray and hairless and lifeless. It was covered with a thick sheen of sweat that Jack wiped away with a bloody sleeve. The skin pulled taut when he wiped at it, then fell slack again, as if there were no muscles to hold it in any expression.
Except the smile. The smile remained, held in place by hooks at the corners. Without the extra skin Spencer could see the rest of Jack�s teeth, twice as long as a mans. Wires wrapped around from the hooks to a latched knob at the back of Jack�s head. In a moment he unwound the knob and pulled it off, leaving the dead skin of his mouth to hang in loose jowls.
It was plain now that Smiling Jack wasn�t a person. He was a thing. He was a monster.
And Spencer was in its basement.
He had to go, right away. Of course he had to go, but first he had to know what was on the table. In a real way he didn�t care, just wanted to be gone. Yet it hypnotized him, the thought of what it might be. So he stood up, ever so slowly so as not to be seen. He was more acutely aware than ever that he was only guessing that he couldn�t be seen through the gap in the door.
What he saw at the table was�confusing at first. He�d never seen anything exactly like it, so it took his eyes a moment to recognize and make sense of the horror of it. It was Bobby, one of the twins who Jack had taken away to go home only an hour or so ago. He was laying on his side on the operating table, facing the door. Behind him was what Spencer assumed was Benny. Jack was shoving on Benny hard over and over again. It looked as if he was trying to push Benny inside of Bobby through a large incision in Bobby�s back. Only no matter how hard Jack shoved at Benny he just couldn�t make him fit inside.
Spencer could see Bobby�s face. Though his eyes were open he couldn�t tell if Bobby was still alive or not. It seemed like it wouldn�t be possible, but the fingers on his arm that hung half way off the operating table were still gently opening and closing. Whether by reflex or not Spencer couldn�t tell. But Bobby�s eyes were staring right at him. The look in them just seemed to say he had given up, too overcome with what was happening to him to deal with it.
Spencer backed away, slowly. He didn�t take his eyes off the door, didn�t breathe. One step behind another, backing his way down the hall. He wasn�t even sure what his plan was, only that he had to put some distance between himself and that room. As he walked he noticed something he hadn�t on the way in. On his left one of the doors coming off the hall lead to stairs. If maybe he could find his way around the house at night then they would maybe lead up to the long hallway. And from there maybe he could get the closet to take him home somehow.
A lot of maybes, and right now his instincts were telling him to get out of the house the only sure way he knew. He could warn the other kids and come back with them, escaping that way.
So having made a decision he turned around and made his way back to the window he came in, trying to keep his ears open for Smiling Jack should he come back for more supplies. He found the window and jumped for it, trying to land softly when he didn�t reach the ledge with his outstretched fingers. He wasn�t surprised that he couldn�t reach it after the drop he had had on the way in. He looked for an alternative, a box he could stand on.
In only a few moments he found one, off in the corner. An old crate filled almost entirely with different kinds of scissors. He tried to lift it but found it was too heavy to budge more than an inch. He felt like he could drag it, but not quietly. Looking around he didn�t see a viable alternative, so started as gently as he could to lift out handfuls of scissors and put them on the ground next to the crate. After only a few handfuls he heard a sound from down the hall. He moved quickly, finding a place to hide. He waited a few moments, then a few moments more, but didn�t see any shadowy movement from the hallway. And yet he could tell by the increase in light that the door to the hallway was now open.
Is he coming? he thought. Did he go into one of the other halls?
Spencer waited until his legs were cramped from crouching, and then a while after that. If he just went for it he might get caught while his back was turned for the scissors. If he waited Jack might finish what he was doing and go to work in this room. He was getting sick to his stomach and his hands were shaking. The initial rush of fear was turning inward and he was having a harder and harder time not thinking about what was going on in the other room. Finally he decided he didn�t have a choice and went back to work on the pile of scissors, working as quickly as he reasonably could.
As he worked he could almost feel long fingers hovering over his neck. It even itched with the imagined sensation and he kept turning around expecting to see Smiling Jack (though by then it would be way to late). Finally, after an eternity, the box was half empty and he judged it light enough to move with a burst of all his strength. He hauled it over to the window, his fingers and arms straining not to drop it. Flipping it over would have provided better footing, but he was able to get his feet on the edges of it well enough.
He still couldn�t reach, so balancing carefully on the edges of the crate he jumped and gripped the edge of the window sill. Not much different than hopping the fence at school, he used his feet to scramble up the rest of the way. Even as he squirmed out the window he felt sure he could feel a hand about to grab his ankles and pull him back in. He panicked at the last moment and in his hurry let the window close too harshly. It only made a minor tap, but it sounded like a shotgun blast. Rather than wait to see if the noise was heard, he ran for it.
He sprinted down the hill, moving south as best he could back towards the cabin. He ran until he was utterly exhausted, and even then only ran slower rather than stopping. When he reached the cabin he charged right in, going to the bed of Marcus, the oldest boy and about two years Spencer�s senior. Marcus wasn�t much of an authority figure, preferring to be babied with the other kids, but he was the closet Spencer could get amongst the kids that were left.
He shook Marcus awake roughly, trying to whisper and catch his breath at the same time.
�Marcus�Marcus! Wake up, we�re in trouble!�
�What is it,� Marcus mumbled sleepily. �Is that you Spence? What did you do?�
Spencer didn�t reply at first, he was moving from bed to bed shaking all of them awake.
�Get ready everyone,� Spencer said as he went. �We�ve got to go, we�re in trouble. Jack is a monster.�
�You just had a bad dream Spencer,� said Marcus. �Go back to sleep!�
�No Marcus,� Spencer said angrily. �It wasn�t a dream. I snuck out to follow Smiling Jack. I snuck into his house, I saw his experiments. He was trying to put the twins together.�
�The twins went home Spence,� said Marcus with an expression he couldn�t quite place. It was like Marcus was mad at him, but why?
�Smiling Jack wouldn�t hurt us,� Marcus continued. �Nanny would never let something bad happen to us.�
At this point Spencer was willing enough to leave Marcus, content to just go off with the others. �We have to hurry,� he said to them, ignoring Marcus. �If Jack realizes I was there he�ll come for me. We have to hide, to find our way back to the closet we came in on.�
�You�re lying Spence,� said Marcus, no longer sleepy. He was talking way too loud for Spencer�s taste. �You did something bad and now you�re trying to get us in trouble too. But we don�t believe you.�
�Why�� Spencer started. He was going to say why would I lie. But something in the faces of the kids around him stopped him. They believed Marcus. He�d never lied to them before but for some reason they were believing Marcus.
�I�m not lying,� said Spencer. It sounded weak even to himself. �Ok then. I�m leaving, anyone who wants to live come with me right now. Come on��
But no one moved, they were all looking towards Marcus and back again. They seemed unsure, that they would rather stay in bed right where they were. Spencer couldn�t believe what he was seeing. Couldn�t understand why someone wouldn�t believe it when they were warned of something horrible about to happen. He decided that if he walked out strongly, they would be sure to follow him. At least some would.
So he walked away, not looking back. Outside he walked a few paces and waited, looking back. Not wanting to be too far away when the rest came out. He waited as long as he thought was safe, keeping an eye on the path towards the mansion.
But no one followed. No one.
So Spencer left, feeling betrayed and scared and alone. He didn�t go towards the mansion, even a split seconds thought of it was too much to bear. He went the opposite way, deciding the amusement park would be best for what he had in mind.
By dawn he had found several hiding spots amongst the rides he knew would be perfect.
* * *
The second day back at home with his parents he woke with the sun, moving his bed back into place quietly so no one would question where it had been. He got dressed in some new clothes, all a bit too small, and stared out the window at the street. He listened to the birds and watched cars go by, both strange and hard to get used to. After a while he heard a furtive sound behind him and turned to find Baby Suzie opening his door to peek in on him. He wanted to tell her to go away but wouldn�t say the words. At this point he wasn�t sure why he wasn�t talking. He couldn�t think of any good reason to stay silent now that he was back. It just seemed somehow like the thing to do.
Staring at Baby Suzie, Spencer decided he couldn�t hide in his room all day and so edged past her into the hall. He heard the sound of someone in the shower and wondered briefly if he should take one. His first shower in years had only been a couple days ago, attended by two strong orderlies and a power hose at the hospital. He decided to skip it and went downstairs.
In short order he decided there were at least two things about the real world that weren�t a disappointment. The first was water. Of course he�d had water in Nowhere Blvd, of a sort. But clean water on tap was a God damn miracle.
The second was TV. It took him a while to figure out the remote. When trying buttons like power and play didn�t do what he wanted them to, he began to doubt his ability to still read. The puzzle only made him want to figure it out more though, and eventually he found the right combo to turn on the right devices to actually get a picture.
�Dora, Dora,� said Baby Suzie, walking in front of him a moment later and poking at the remote. Spencer actually remembered Dora the Explorer from before he left, and wasn�t any more interested in it now than he had been then. He considered hitting her with the remote to get her to shut up.
�Suzie, we�re going to let Spencer watch what he wants today,� said his mom from the kitchen before he could make up his mind on it.
�Mom, Dora,� said Suzie looking sullen.
�Come in here and help me make breakfast Suzie,� said his mom with faked enthusiasm. Suzie followed obediently.
Spencer flipped through the channels, trying to find if there were any new action packed cartoons he�d missed while away. Before he could find the Cartoon Channel though he stumbled upon a show about a man demonstrating how to survive in the woods by putting himself in dangerous situations.
This guy doesn�t know the first thing about how to survive in the woods, Spencer thought disdainfully. I could show you how to really survive in the woods. Those aren�t even real woods he�s in.
But after a few minutes he realized to his surprise that he was wrong on both counts. These were real woods. Actual green woods with real animals in them. If anything the woods in Nowhere Blvd were the fake ones, locked in perpetual Autumn as they were. And beyond that, whoever this guy was he was using a series of survival tricks that Spencer (who thought he had living in the woods mastered) had never even thought of. He watched in fascination how the man made fishing tools and animal traps and shelters, almost entirely out of things at hand.
It was a revelation. All this time he had thought himself so clever, and yet now he saw how stagnant his thinking had been. He had never thought much beyond basic survival, had never tried new things after finding the first thing that worked. And yet this guy was showing the audience so many survival techniques that Spencer could hardly keep up. It was a bit humbling, but he guessed it made sense that one kid wasn�t going to be able to figure out more than all the survival experts in the world sharing their knowledge with each other.
He was hooked. He watched the rest of the show, and the one after that on surviving in the desert, and the one after that on surviving in the arctic. He barely paid attention to the blueberry pancakes his mom had brought him to eat on the couch. There was no question about it, television was better than the real world. Or any other world he�d been too, for that matter.
* * *
Despite his hopes, even after the last of the children that had come over with Spencer were gone, they did not stop searching for him. He heard the patrols of the Hollow Men (sometimes lead by Smiling Jack or Mr. Buttons) from his hiding spot in the amusement park. He shivered quietly with the cold, venturing out only rarely for brownish water from an old rusty tap, presumably used for cleaning. And never in the daytime, during which he grew parched in the heat of his cramped quarters. He waited and waited, lonely and missing his parents. He waited and wondered why they hadn�t looked in the closet for him. He had fantasies of his dad showing up with a gun and shooting Jack, of the police coming and calling for him and him running out of his hiding place to meet them. He thought how he would cry with happiness as his dad picked him up, and cried for real when he thought about it.
More than lonely, he was afraid. And more than fantasies of being rescued, against his will he daydreamed about what would happen when Jack finally caught him. Had the twins survived their operation, he was sure they�d be far from �perfect� by any standards. He had nightmares both sleeping and waking of Jack pulling him apart limb by limb like a fly. All the while staring up at Jack�s true face, the hook smile pulling back the dead flesh till it bled.
But even more than cold and loneliness and even fear, he was hungry. He had heard that a person could survive a month without food, and so was amazed at how hungry he could get in just a few days. The thought of food consumed him. The stomach pains were like knives, he legs and arms were getting weak. He would have been happy to eat rats, or even bugs, but Nowhere Blvd didn�t seem to have either. He thought about going to Nanny Gurdy both for food and for help. Thought maybe she would hide him from Jack in her house. Except what if she didn�t? Adults always kept secrets from kids, and when there was a secret they were usually all in it together. Still, some nights it was a close fight between his caution and his hunger.
Like any animal, it was that same hunger that finally drove him out of the safety of his hiding place.
Despite everything, he�d had the presence of mind to notice a few things about the Hollow Men. They made noise when they moved, squeaking and clanking. Sharp spines for legs clicking along the concrete. They moved loud, while Spencer could move very very quiet. Smiling Jack�s hard shoes normally made a pretty distinct sound as he walked, but Spencer was sure Jack had the gracefulness to move quietly if he wanted to. In fact he was pretty convinced he could walk right up behind you in the dark and you�d never know he was there. But he always seemed to stay with the Hollow Men, fortunately.
It was very dark at night in Nowhere Blvd. The moon�s never moving aspect had lead Spencer to decide early on that it was only painted onto a high ceiling up there. The sun maybe too, since it didn�t move either (but it did cast heat so he hadn�t really made up his mind on it). Both just faded in and out at dawn and dusk. On top of that the air was always stale, never a breeze. Not like a real town in the woods, more like a place called Mammoth Cave his family had visited once. Much bigger, but still like a cave. He imagined if a helicopter flew up into that sky it would crash right into it, chipping off the beautiful bright blue paint in the process.
He thought that the Hollow Men might have some kind of night vision, or maybe super smell like a police dog. But if they had either they would have found him already, as close as they had come. So mostly they had to just see and hear, same as Spencer. If he was careful he could avoid them in the dark, unless he turned a corner and ran right into one. If that happened, he�d find out whether those metal manipulators were cold and dead or hot and hungry.
Nanny Gurdy�s house was an obvious choice for food, thinking back to all the delicious meals they�d had from her kitchen. But besides the fairly heavy Hollow Men patrols, Gurdy lived there. And as nice as she seemed, there was no question she worked for Jack and knew what he did. This place was the embodiment of the �adults vs. kids� ideology that every kid had always expected ran the world. Them vs. us and the �them� were winning one hundred percent.
The snack shop was the better bet. Spencer couldn�t remember if there had been locks on the door, but he couldn�t think of any reason why they would bother locking the shops. No kid would dare wander at night here. Just him. And if it was locked, the whole front was made of glass. Anything could break glass.
Finding his way in the dark proved more difficult than he thought at first. Everything looked different at night, especially the kind of night he�d only seen on camping trips to the deep woods. You had to get pretty close to things to know what they were, to plan each move. It required paying a lot more attention than he was used to, but was doable if he tried hard to remember where things were. Across from his hiding spot was the Ferris wheel. Across from there the bumper cars. From there across the field to the eastern most shop, then shop by shop from there.
At first he stuck to the shadows, slinking crouched over from wall to wall on tiptoes. After a while he grew bolder and walked upright, steady but still careful. Not for the first time he was glad Smiling Jack provided socks and tennis shoes to his guests, instead of leaving them barefoot in pajamas like they�d arrived.
To his surprise and relief he didn�t see any patrols the whole way there. When he finally got there he prepared to rush in then paused, thinking for the first time of the possibility of a trap. His dad left out food in the woods to trap bears, and here he was at the honey pot itself. He looked around and through the windows, wishing his eyes could pierce the darkness. All he could see was the candy on display, and only barely. His mouth watered so much he kept having to swallow. He had to go for it, and did. Opened the door slowly, cautiously.
Slowly, but not slowly enough. The tiniest ting sound came from above the door.
The BELL! he thought frantically. He had forgotten about the silver bell that hung above all the shop doors. Spencer froze. Had anyone else heard it? He waited, watching the darkness and listening intently. His nightmares came true as a sound echoed down the lane.
Tap tap, tap tap. A Hollow Man was coming.
In or out, in or out?! he asked himself. He was too afraid to think clearly. If he moved that bell would ring again, if he stayed like this it would see him. He made an impulse decision, one he would regret. He ran into the store, letting the door close behind him. The bell rang even louder this time, there was no question the Hollow Man heard it. He had to hide.
Behind the counter? Under the desk in the office? In the bathroom?
No, the back door, every place had a back door! He ran to it, finding it in the only place it could have been, at the end of the short hall past the bathrooms. He twisted the knob, knowing it would be unlocked.
It wasn�t.
It wouldn�t even turn. Maybe wasn�t even a real door, he couldn�t tell in the near pitch dark. He froze again for a moment, despairing of the short time to find another spot. Wanting to curl up in a ball and just hope the monster ignored him. Then he thought of Jack and his workshop and ran into the storage room instead, praying to find a real hiding spot in there.
He did, and fighting claustrophobia wedged himself in as tight and deep as he could. He would have gone deeper to make sure no part of him showed, but didn�t have the time. He heard the bell ring again, and knew he had to hold perfectly still and perfectly quiet.
Tap tap, tap tap it went from room to room. He could see the creature in his mind�s eye as it searched behind the counter, under the desk in the office, in the bathroom. Finally it came to the storage room where he hid. He was sweating and painfully cramped where he had wedged himself in. He was running out of air in the pocket made by his hunched over body. Worst of all he started itching, right in the back of his neck. The itch grew and grew, till it was worse than pain. He listened as the Hollow Man searched behind the shelves and took the lid off each box and barrel to peek inside. Close it came, inches away. He would have smelled its oil if he had access to air. And all the while his hands twitched to just scratch that itch, to take the chance.
And then, just like that, it left. Tap tap, tap tap out the door with a twinkling of bells. Spencer knew it could be a trap, but it didn�t matter, he couldn�t wait any longer. He stood up, pushing past all the candy he had burrowed beneath inside the barrel. He gasped for air, reaching for the back of his neck to scratch an itch that wasn�t even that bad anymore. He reached down and grabbed one of the candies in the dark, tossing it into his mouth to find out what it was that had saved him.
A sour cherry, his favorite. He thought nothing had ever tasted so good, and swallowed it almost without chewing.
Before he would allow himself any more he went to the front of the store as quiet as he could, to be sure he was really alone. Finding that he was he went back to the storeroom and gorged himself on candy from the crates, so they wouldn�t notice it missing from the shelves. It wasn�t long before he became very ill and had to throw up in the bathroom. Then, once his stomach calmed down, he ate some more. He was filled with a sugar high and happiness at his daring. He grabbed a bag and took a bunch with him back into his hiding spot, even daring to explore the amusement park for a bit before going to sleep.
In the morning he was hungrier than ever.

After a couple weeks of candy, Spence didn�t need to be a nutritionist to know that there was a reason parents only let their kids have so much of it. He was getting weaker, and was sick all the time. He craved meat and bread and never wanted to see another sweet thing in all his life. Worse yet, Jack and his Hollow Men were ferreting out his hiding spots. They would do a circuit of all the ones they had found each night, and again in the day. He�d seen them at it, having taken to spying on them whenever he could using an old brass and wooden telescope he�d found in the toy shop one night.
Spencer imagined himself as an Indian Scout, collecting information on the enemy camp. It wasn�t just Jack and the Hollow Men he watched, he explored as much as he could. He watched the Perfects, who never ever left their houses at night. Jack sometimes watched them play on the playground on days when no �real-world� kids were around.
He watched in despair as the group he came with ran out (none became Perfects, and with Jack�s surgery techniques Spencer was surprised any of them ever had). And even more despair as another group arrived a few days later. Too heavily guarded now for him to even hope to warn them. It was terrible, but watching it all through the telescope was a bit like watching it on TV. Like it didn�t involve him, that it was all make-believe.
There was no question of what happened to his brief friends that came over with him. To his horror he�d seen the bodies carried from Jack�s lab to Nanny Gurdy�s house and into a cellar door on the outside, like in the old farm houses. He wasn�t sure what Gurdy did with them, but he�d seen behind her house since that first visit. Out past the tall hedges that blocked the view from her kitchen. A bone pit, as big as a swimming pool and almost full. He wondered if Nanny Gurdy had some beast in the basement she fed the children too. Certainly they weren�t fed to Jack, although that was his first thought. Jack never went down there, in fact he�d never seen Jack eat at all, or Mr. Buttons or even Nanny for that matter.
Although Nanny certainly looked like she liked to eat. Her generous mouth that opened so wide when she watched the children eating. The way she smiled at the kids, didn�t take her eyes off them. He remembered that strange habit she had of rubbing her hands together as she watched them fill up on pies and pastries. At the time he had thought she looked silly, like a cartoon. Now he thought that a lot of cartoon things would look horrible in real life.
He�d thought about taking to the woods, knowing that the Hollow Men never searched there. Jack didn�t either, though twice he�d seen Mr. Buttons go off into the woods alone, he didn�t know why.
The problem was that whatever lies Nanny and Jack had told them, the warning about the woods was true. There were monsters in them. Spencer had seen them vaguely at night, shadows slinking around. They didn�t move like men, and didn�t move like beasts. No two seemed alike, even in the shadows. But Jack hadn�t told the whole truth, because they didn�t come into town, not even at night.
Until one day he saw one in the light. Jack and two Hollow Men were searching the edge of the woods behind Mr. Buttons� shack, presumably for him. Spencer watched them from a rooftop a ways away, trying to ignore the grumbling in his stomach as usual, loathing to eat any of the candy in his pocket. Through the telescope he saw them look as a group to the north, maybe having heard something. Jack sent the Hollow Men off alone, investigating something nearby. Once they were out of sight the thing came for him. A surprise attack from the trees.
It had four arms, but only three seemed to work. Naked and hairless, and strangely off balance. Like the extra arms were attached wrong. It didn�t look natural, except that it did kind of look human. It kind of looked like a kid.
Whatever it was, it clearly wanted Smiling Jack dead. It had the jump on Jack, and knocked him off his feet. It clawed at Jack�s face, tearing the fake face-mask to shreds. Jack kept trying to get to his feet, but the thing kept knocking him off balance. Spencer watched the silent battle of monsters in fascination, praying that the Hollow Men wouldn�t get back in time to save Jack. But soon he saw it was in vain. As savage as the attack was, the thing wasn�t doing any major harm to Jack. Finally Jack did regain his footing. The thing jumped at him and with an acrobats nimbleness Jack sidestepped it, grabbing it by a leg on the pass. With incredible strength Jack swung the thing into a tree trunk. Spencer heard the crack of its skull echo even from his hiding spot. And the one after, and the one after that.
There was no longer any question in Spencer�s mind of his ability to kill Jack through a surprise attack. Jack was the king of the monsters here.
* * *
As the week wore on back home with his parents, Spencer couldn�t shake the feeling that he was an unwelcome guest in the house. He figured out after a while that both his parents still had jobs, jobs they weren�t going to because of him. Baby Suzie apparently had a day care place to go to. But him�well he just sat on the couch and watched TV all day.
They just can�t seem to figure out what the fuck to do with me, he thought.
Mother had suggested a party, for Spencer�s old friends to come over and see him. Spencer was as surprised at the idea as he was horrified. He�d never even thought about the fact that he had old friends still around. Somehow in his mind it was like they had all died or disappeared or something. The idea of seeing them again was so terrible that he considered talking just to tell her not to do it. Fortunately he didn�t have to. His father immediately put the kibosh on the idea.
�He�s just not ready,� said his father. �We have to give him time.�
It didn�t take much to convince his mother this was the truth, though he didn�t think this was why his dad didn�t like the idea. In truth they hadn�t had anyone over at all since Spencer got home, nor did they make him go to a psychologist like he had felt sure they would. He remembered how it had been before with his father. Spencer always had to be the perfect son. Brave, tough, good at sports, good at school. When Spencer didn�t live up to expectations, his dad always was angry about how it reflected on him.
He saw how as the days wore on they looked at him with some kind of mix between confusion and disappointment in their eyes, like he was supposed to be something he wasn�t. Looking in the mirror he wasn�t surprised. He wasn�t entirely clear on what he had looked like before he left, but now he looked like one of the escaped mental patients he�d seen on an afternoon TV show. Eyes red and sunken, cheeks hollow, hair wild. There was a jagged scar on his forehead from the cave incident not so long ago, which had also left his nose crooked. Not the image of the perfect son anymore, Spencer guessed he wouldn�t reflect very well on his father at all now. His father was still the business mogul, and appearances were everything. His father may have looked older, but Spencer guessed he was mostly still the same. Except Spencer didn�t remember his father drinking near as much as he did now.
They should at count themselves lucky I don�t smile at them, the way my teeth look now, he thought as he grimaced into the mirror.
* * *
After weeks wandering the rooftops and back alleys of Nowhere Blvd, Spencer was getting as lonely as he was hungry. He�d managed to supplement the candy with bits of food left in the parks and other areas that children had carried with them from Nanny Gurdy�s kitchen (if he could get to the scraps before the Hollow Men cleaned them, for in addition to their true job as enforcers, they really did do all the chores). But watching people through the telescope wasn�t really like having friends, although he liked to pretend otherwise. Most of all he liked to watch Perfect Girl Julie. Even though they hadn�t had the chance to be friends for very long, he would daydream of them escaping together. If she couldn�t find her parents, he was sure he could convince his own parents to let her stay with them.
For awhile he had thought that maybe the Perfects were in league with Jack. But the more he watched, the more it didn�t seem like it. They did what he said, and smiled and played when he came around, but they also avoided him when they could, he�d seen it. They were afraid of him. And besides, he had a sense, as all children did, that all adults were keeping secrets from all children.
Surely Julie doesn�t know what Jack does with the kids that visit Nowhere Blvd, he thought. She must think that they leave the same way they came in. She couldn�t just play with us and not warn us if she knew what Jack did. She�s just a kid. She�s my friend.
So he made up his mind. He was going to sneak into her house during the day. The Perfects all lived alone for reasons Spencer couldn�t guess, so he�d hide and wait till night to let her know he was there. That way if she started screaming, at least he could sneak off in the dark.
The plan was ruined in its first stages, but it didn�t matter. He scouted first, using the telescope to chart the locations of all of Jack�s minions. Nanny Gurdy in her house, Mr. Buttons in the woods, Jack likely still at home and the Hollow Men wandering about predictably in their search of his hiding places. He made his way along his open course to Perfect Girl Julie�s house, hopped the fence into her back yard, opened her bedroom window, and climbed right in.
Her bedroom didn�t look quite like he thought. He expected pink frills and unicorns, in keeping with Jack�s childhood ideals that he seemed to decorate all the other buildings with. Instead it was more muted, more �tasteful� as his mom might have said. There were dollhouses and stuffed ponies, but at the same time there were old Victorian portraits on the wall rather than rainbows or butterflies like he had envisioned it.
He shut the window and was preparing to see what food might be in the kitchen when she walked right into the bedroom. His one forgotten detail was so glaring that he was shocked by the obviousness of it. He had scouted the locations of everyone except her. The emotions danced across her expressive face so fast it made him dizzy. Fear, confusion, recognition, relief, excitement.
You�re not supposed to be here he was getting ready to say, when she interrupted him by running up and hugging him.
�Spence, you�re alive!,� she said. She was taller than him and his mouth was against her shoulder. She smelled so clean. Her skin, her sky blue dress. She smelled like the real world. He put his arms around her. Tentatively at first, then holding on tight. It had been so long since anyone had hugged him.
�How did you escape,� she asked as she pulled away.
�I� I hid in the amusement park,� he said, knowing how lame that sounded but not being able to find the words for all that had happened to him. Spence had figured out a while ago that he was better at doing things than saying things.
�But, look at you! You�re so dirty, and you smell bad,� she said crinkling her nose. �And you�re so thin now, you look sick.�
He felt stupid standing there as she inspected him. Stupid and lonely and little. It was like he was waking up from a nightmare, waking up from having to be brave.
�I�m hungry,� he said. �No one came for me.� His face flushed hot and he felt tears spill from his eyes.
�Oh, poor Spencer,� she said. �I�ll take care of you. You can hide here and live with me and I�ll bring you food. No one will know.�
He nodded, not being able to talk for fear of sobbing. As she took his hand and lead him to the kitchen, he was so relieved. So relieved that he barely noticed one tiny little thing nagging at him. Something about how she had said you�re alive, so surprised. Whatever it was that bothered him, he pushed it away and didn�t think of it again.
* * *
That first day in Perfect Girl Julie�s house was a mix of happiness and nervousness and shy awkwardness. He scarfed down the food she gave him, surprised at how little he enjoyed it compared to his fantasies. He hadn�t known hunger could grow to the point of being unable to be satisfied. He feared at any moment that Smiling Jack might burst in the door, a surprise visit trapping him without room to escape. He asked her again and again if Jack ever came by, and again and again she said never. She showed him around the tiny house and let him take a bath, promising to try and find him some clean boys clothes tomorrow. The bath felt good, though he was nervous about her walking in one him and seeing him naked. He�d never had a sleepover at a girls house and it was a lot more awkward than his male friends houses, in lots of ways. Her house wasn�t really that big. Kitchen, living room, bedroom, bathroom. It had a fireplace for heat, though the temperature in Nowhere Blvd. never seemed to reach extremes in either direction. The backdoor, at least, was real. He tested it. Leading out into a tiny yard with the high wood fence he had hopped. Brilliant green grass that was (he realized much later) entirely plastic.
They talked and played checkers and when night came she announced it was bedtime right away. And no wonder, Spence looked for a light switch but found there was none. No lights either.
Stupid, he thought. If any of these houses had lights, you would have seen them at night from the outside. The only house with light is Jack�s, and even that seems to have only one.
She looked at him as if deciding something, crossing one arm over her chest and putting a finger to her chin in a gesture of thought.
�We should sleep in the same bed, but your clothes are pretty dirty. I guess you could sleep on the couch for tonight.�
He was both surprised and relieved by this statement. Of course he should sleep on the couch, what was she thinking?
That first night he didn�t go to sleep at once. Neither the front nor back door had locks. Finally he settled on booby trapping them, stacking a few loud items in front of each in case someone should come in. He was used to staying up through much of the night, but when he lay down on the couch he was appalled at how luxurious it was, realizing that he was comparing it to the cold hard ground. He slept much more deeply than he intended.
The next day, true to her word, she did find some boy clothes. Sneaking them from the house of Perfect Boy Joe. It was weird, to change clothes after weeks of wearing the same ones. Even though the size was about right, they felt funny and ill fitting somehow.
That second day set the tone for every day after. Spence had in mind, vaguely, a best friends relationship. Or perhaps a big sister litter brother one. But Perfect Girl Julie had in mind very clearly that they would play house. One day she would be the working girl returning home to her househusband, another they would be married captains of a pirate ship. Spencer didn�t exactly like the game, in fact in a lot of ways he got tired of hanging out with just Julie day after day. But when he�d say something about her choice of games she�d argue, and he let her win every argument. She was the one who brought him food, she who could tell Smiling Jack where he was at any time. And though she never threatened him, she never really needed to. Her attitude said enough, she was in charge. They slept in the same bed, which was awkward at first. But he got used to it, even got used to her snuggling up close to him to keep warm.
Sometimes she seemed much older than him, older than she pretended to be. He could tell by the way she bossed him around. Could tell when she let down her act sometimes, the one she put on to live in Smiling Jack�s world. Over the weeks he was very aware, if a little confused, by how he had gone from lone wolf to house pet. He went from being terrified of being caught inside to being terrified to leave the house. He got used to and took for granted the comforts of a bed and regular meals. Something which, while thinking of the poor kids staying in the cabin, he had sworn never to do again.
She told him things about Smiling Jack, things he hadn�t guessed. Jack wanted Nowhere Blvd to be a magical play land. He�d built it, longer ago than anyone knew. He�d built the Hollow Men and Mr. Buttons too. Even Nanny Gurdy, though she�d also heard some of the other Perfects say Nanny started out as a kid Jack brought here once upon a time. Spencer thought about asking again whether Jack had made the Perfects as well, but Julie didn�t mention it and Spencer was afraid of how she might respond.
Jack wasn�t human, she explained, even though he looked like one with the mask. Maybe he�d never been human. He didn�t think about people things, like warmth and eating and sleeping. She could tell because he always had to be reminded. Nanny Gurdy would have to tell him that kids needed to eat and rest, or else he�d forget. Julie told him in a quiet voice about one time when Nanny was busy taking care of a huge batch of kids from the real world, Jack had kept the Perfects playing for days while he watched. He�d shake them awake with screaming anger if one fell asleep. They played until their feet were bruised and their hands bleeding from tiny cuts. Eventually one of them named Perfect Boy Jim had died. Smiling Jack had set upon the corpse in a rage, as if he were just being rude, throwing it around the room like a rag doll.
Spencer listened to all this with a shudder. Realized that this was probably why Jack had never set up a trap at the candy store for him. The thought just hadn�t occurred to Jack that Spencer would get hungry.
One thing she never brought up was what went on in Smiling Jack�s lab. And neither did he, though he wasn�t sure why. He did finally bring up the other important question though.
�And what about a way out? Do you know how to escape from Nowhere Blvd?�
The look she gave him at that was terrible, more angry than he�d ever seen her.
�You can�t leave me!� she almost screamed. �You can�t leave me alone again, you�re mine!�
He shook his head, afraid. �No, I mean we could go together. You could come live with me, I�m sure my parents�� He trailed off, his dreams burnt to ash within the fire of her gaze.
�There is no way out,� she said, her voice cold with repressed rage. �No one leaves Nowhere Blvd.�
She didn�t talk to him for hours after that, and he never brought it up again. The next day they were as happy as ever, playing dolls and dress up.
* * *
It wasn�t until they had played house for several weeks that she first kissed him. A quick brush upon his cheek that set his skin to tingling. He didn�t mind it so much at first, but then she started doing it a lot. Though he thought he might like it when he was older (he guessed everyone did) right now it just made him uncomfortable. He tried to tell her in as nice a way as he could, but she wasn�t listening. She would work it into their games. Kiss him on the lips, then stare at him as if looking for something, then kiss him again. She acted like she wanted something from him, but he didn�t know what.
Things got awkward after that. He felt like something was wrong. The feeling was, in a distant way, like when he had heard that bell ring sneaking into the candy store that first night. A warning of something he had missed that was catching up with him. Something about her attitude, like she�d made a decision she wasn�t telling him about.
The end came of his claustrophobic paradise came towards dusk one day. Instead of changing for bed alone like she usually did, she took his hand and led him into the bedroom. She took off her dress in front of him, the same sky blue dress she�d been wearing when he first met her. She stood there in her bra and panties, still a few inches taller than him, but not by as much as she had been months ago when he�d first shown up in her bedroom. Her skin looked so soft, so pretty pink. But he couldn�t shake that terrible feeling of the bell ringing, it was so strong he could almost hear it.
�We never did play Doctor, Spence,� she said in a voice not quite like a whisper. �Do you know how to play Doctor? We look at each others bodies and touch each other, just like a Doctor does.�
When he didn�t say anything she stepped closer, putting her hand on his chest and kissing him. For the first time he saw her breasts in the light of day. Not big like a grown up, but not like a little girl either. He felt uncomfortable, like he couldn�t breathe right, but also frozen in place. She looked over his shoulder at the door to the house, then looked back at him. She put her other hand on his cheek.
�When Smiling Jack made us Perfects out of normal kids a long time ago, he took out all the parts of us that made us grow up,� she said conspiratorially. �But some parts of me grew up anyway, inside. I want to show you Spencer. Do you want to stay with me forever so I can show you?�
The sunlight was dimming through the window. In a few minutes it would be dark, the weak moon shimmering in the sky. She looked up again at the door.
�I don�t want to stay here forever,� he said surprising himself as much as her. �I�m going to escape.�
She looked angry and he backed away. Her expression turned to pleading and she took his hand saying, �Smiling Jack can make you a Perfect Boy Spence. You can be the new Perfect Boy Jim and you can play here with me forever.�
RUN. He felt the idea with such force that he almost heard the word shouted in his ear. He didn�t know why but he knew he had to go NOW. He took another step back and she grabbed his arm. He tried to pull away but she still was older than him, stronger.
�No Spence,� she pleaded. �It�ll be ok, it only hurts for a while. Just wait!�
He struggled but couldn�t pull his arm free from her grip. For a moment he almost stopped struggling. Maybe she was right, maybe it would be ok. Then he thought about the twins. He balled his free hand into a fist and swung, a quick cross she didn�t see coming. The blow caught her in the nose. She stumbled in surprise and fell. In the fading light he saw blood begin to pour from her nose. He regretted it instantly and took a step towards her, then he heard it.
Tap tap, tap tap.
At least two of them, coming down the lane.
His senses may have been dulled by his soft living, but day after day he had planned for this. He didn�t need to think, just react. Spencer ran out of the bedroom and around to where Julie couldn�t see. Reaching the backdoor he slammed it open as loudly as he could, then climbed frantically just like he�d prepared. Less then five seconds later the front door burst open.
�He�s escaped,� Jack yelled. �Go after him!�
Tap tap, tap tap. He heard them run out the back door after him. Then waited in his hiding spot, trying to be as still and quiet as he could. Jack hadn�t left, Jack was still close. And someone else, a clicking of claws on the floor. Mr. Buttons.
�Perfect Girl Julie!� Jack positively screeched. �What has he done to you!?�
�Don�t hurt him Jack,� she said, her voice muffled by her bloody nose. He could tell by the sound that she�d left the bedroom, was standing right by his hiding space. �Make him like us, like you promised.�
�But Julie, look at your face,� he said with infinite regret. �It�s ruined. And your body�you�re not a little girl anymore. Oh look what he�s done to you Julie.�
�But I�ll heal right up Jack, you know that,� said Julie, her voice piteous with fear and pleading. �I�ll be a Perfect Girl again.�
�Oh no Julie. You�re not a Perfect Girl anymore. You�re not perfect at all��
�No Jack, no! I promise! Pleeeaaasseee!!!�
�Mr. Buttons,� Jack said with finality and resignation. �It�s your feeding time.�
Spencer heard the pad of bare feet. Julie was running out the front door. Mr. Buttons was right behind her, and Jack�s black shoed clop clop soon after.
After they were gone, Spencer climbed the rest of the way up the chimney he was hiding in, as he had practiced many times before while Julie was away. Lifting himself onto the roof silently, he found his telescope where he had left it hidden just in case. From behind the chimney he watched them. He got the impression that Jack was intentionally holding back, only jogging after the frantically sprinting Julie. But Mr. Buttons�
Mr. Buttons did something Spencer had never seen before. It fell to all fours and ran as a true bear. Though it didn�t seem that fast, the beast�s sloping gate slowly gained on poor Julie. Spencer wanted to do something to save her, to cry out and distract them, but he was frozen in place. Before he got a chance to even come up with a plan, Mr. Buttons caught up with her and took a swipe at her. It spun her around, and Spencer actually thought he saw the last light of the sun glinting off the drops of blood as they sprayed from her back. She crashed to the ground and Mr. Buttons was upon her. Terrible hidden claws had unfolded from its soft palms, the sewed up mouth tore open revealing rows of jagged fangs that bit into her neck.
It shook her back and forth like a rag doll by the throat. Spencer kept thinking that she had to die soon, that being torn apart like that she couldn�t keep struggling. She didn�t scream once, probably couldn�t. But she was still moving when the sun finally faded to black.
Just before it became too dark to see Spencer thought he saw Smiling Jack turn his gaze from the slaughter and look right at him. He quickly dropped to the ground, twisting his ankle but ignoring the pain. He ran to the next house and opened the front door as a decoy, then ran in the other direction in a zigzag pattern down the street. If Jack followed, he didn�t see him.
* * *
The next day Smiling Jack came after Spencer enforce. Before it had been like an impersonal inspection of the property, now it was a full blown manhunt. Jack clearly wanted Spencer dead or alive. He even enlisted the aid of the other Perfects, fanning them out to search the grounds.
Worse yet his ankle was hurt from the leap from Julie�s roof the night before. A night of running that had turned a twinge of pain into a steady burn. He winced with each step and his limping was getting worse. He wasn�t sure he could outrun the slowest of them at this point. After seeing what Mr. Buttons was capable of the night before, he wasn�t sure he could outrun the slowest of them even at his best. He�d spent the day in a deadly game of hide and seek, moving from one spot to another in an attempt to out-maneuver them.
At last, around mid-day, they�d seemed to back off. He climbed on top of one of the toy shops and through his telescope he saw that they had formed themselves into a line, working their way south across the length of the town. Beating the bushes, as his father had said once on a hunting trip. There was no way around them, he didn�t have any choice. He had to go into the woods.
By starting at the north end of town, they had ironically given him access back into Perfect Girl Julie�s house down in the south end. He stopped there to pick up food and whatever else he could find that would be of use. Though he had lived there just yesterday, the house seemed as if it could have been abandoned for a thousand years. Everything looked different, even the pictures on the walls. He felt as if he was seeing it through a stranger�s eyes. He grabbed some food, an extra pair of clothes, and a fork (the best weapon he could find and a poor one at that) all in a bag made of a blanket decorated with rodeo cowboys.
He looked around a moment from the door, wanting to say goodbye somehow. It was no good though. What he wanted to say goodbye to was already gone.
The distance between the last of the Perfect�s houses and the edge of the woods was less than a ten minute walk. It would have been so easy for the Rejected to go after the Perfects in their houses, especially since they didn�t have locks. Spencer wondered what kept them from coming into the town. He thought that maybe Smiling Jack had cast a spell on the town to protect it, though the idea seemed somehow childish.
He stood there at the edge of the woods, a blanket over one shoulder and a fork in his hand, staring into the tangled dead trees and trying to catch any glimpse of movement. What was in front of him was more frightening than what was behind him. Behind him was a fear he knew, before him were shadows and hints of monsters only glimpsed at.
But behind him there was no hope, the forest held a slim chance. And he had a plan. So he started moving, ducking under the low branches and trying to make as little noise as possible.
* * *
If Smiling Jack�s army followed him into the woods, Spencer didn�t know it. He had gone pretty deep, and found that you really didn�t need to go that deep at all to hide. Getting lost would have been a major problem if not for the sun and moon, but as it was he didn�t need to worry. With the false sky as low as it was, the stationary sun would only move in relation to oneself. Since the woods surrounded the town, and the sun was over the center of town, from inside the woods the sun always pointed directly towards the edge of the woods. A navigation point even more accurate than the real sun. Spencer figured Indian trackers like in the movies could follow his trail, but he didn�t really think Jack could. Especially considering the forest was almost entirely dead, no vegetation to disturb. Dead bushes, dead trees, dry logs. Winter without the cold or snow.
He didn�t see any of the monsters, which both relieved and worried him. He didn�t really want to see one of them ever, but if he was going to run into one he would definitely prefer to do it in the daylight rather than the dark. He wandered for hours, making his way west according to the plan and frequently stopping to rest his foot.
The whole plan for survival rested on one big guess, but it was a pretty good one. It was a guess that the monsters in the woods needed to eat, and that the food they ate had something to do with that bone pile in back of Nanny Gurdy�s. They must feed on the bodies of Jack�s failed experiments, which Spencer figured was just about all of them considering how few Perfects there were. The rest of the plan made assumptions too, but they were obvious enough not to be called a guess. While living with Julie he had had plenty of time to think it through. The fact was they would never stop looking for him until he was dead.
So he had to die.
Soon it grew dark, and Spencer was exhausted. He�d had little exercise in his time with Julie, and discovered traveling through the deep woods was much harder work than he was used to. A few hours into the night he found a fallen log and made a place for himself underneath it, as well concealed as he could manage. He spread the blanket on the ground and wrapped himself in it, nibbling on a few pieces of bread that he hoped to make last as long as possible. The ground was cold and hard. No more Julie and her soft bed and warm body. He thought about her standing there in her underwear, trying to imagine what she had wanted to do, wondering if it was like in the movies that he wasn�t supposed to watch. He thought about her and their time together and felt guilty about what happened to her, whispering an apology to her in the darkness.
But he didn�t think about her for long. He thought about Smiling Jack, just like he used to do every night before falling asleep. He thought about what would happen if Jack found him in the night. Thought about waking up to that Smiling face. He fell asleep trying to keep his eyes open.
* * *
Living with his parents, sitting on the couch watching TV every day, Spencer couldn�t help but feel like the must be something better he could be doing. He�d climb the tree in the backyard sometimes, noticing how his muscles were getting stronger despite the sedentary lifestyle. Probably because of the better nutrition. And rarely he would try and look through a book, remembering how to read. But overall, if it had been a summer vacation he would have felt he was wasting it.
It wasn�t like he didn�t ever leave the house though. His mom kept making token attempts. Bringing him to the grocery store or on other errands. It made him feel paranoid and claustrophobic to be around the people, as if someone was going to make a move on him. Unknown to her he carried one of the smaller kitchen knives with him wherever he went, often clutching it in his pocket when he got nervous. He was glad he didn�t really own anything else to carry around, because the damn thing had stabbed a hole in every pocket of every pair of his new pants.
Eventually after a few weeks his mom got the idea to take him and Baby Suzie to a movie. At first Spencer had been excited, even though it was a little kids movie. He didn�t like the idea of being around people, but in a movie no one was going to be paying attention to him. Plus he figured if TV was as good as he remembered, movies would be too. It was all going fine, almost like old times.
Until the lights went out.
Once that happened he realized he might as well have been in a giant closet. The theatre was all dark corners and dark faces. The light of the screen somehow made it even worse, blinding you. He tried to ignore it, to tell himself he was safe and to enjoy the movie.
Surely Jack can�t just show up in any dark room he wants, he thought. It couldn�t work that way. There�s got to be more limits than that.
But as the movie wore on the fear just got worse. He�d see forms slinking out of the shadows. See Jack�s face on people in the rows behind him, smiling down at him. He only made it half way through the movie before he couldn�t take it. He ran for it, stumbling out of the theatre to the relative light of the lobby.
He stood there, waiting. He was content to wait, didn�t mind waiting for his mom and Baby Suzie to finish watching the movie. But she came out anyway, dragging a crying Suzie behind her.
�It�s all right Spencer, we can see it another time,� she said half heartedly. He could barely hear her over Suzie�s wailing. Wailing which continued all the way home, driving Spencer to a simmering and barely controlled rage.
Several hours later Suzie was still in rare form. She�d skipped her nap and was basically throwing one marathon hours-long tantrum, still complaining about the movie in her garbled gibberish way (which Spencer figured was a new record in her attention span for anything). Spencer�s mom was loosing her cool, and Spencer himself was far beyond that point. His dad was working late, which he could tell was also contributing to his mom�s anger and the general bad temperament of the whole house.
Finally it all came to a head when Spencer decided to turn on the TV and drown her whining out. She toddled up to him and grabbed at the remote.
�DORA! DORA,� she screamed.
Spencer yanked the remote away from her savagely, swinging it in an arc that knocked her arms away at the same time. The sickening snap that followed was unmistakable. Spencer had heard the sound of bones breaking before. He�d broke peoples bones before. There was no mistaking that sound, or the way Baby Suzie�s arm hung at a wrong angle.
There was a breathless moment of stunned silence from her, then the scream that followed was unlike any that had preceded it. It was a scream of pain.
Spencer stared at her, stunned.
Jesus, he thought. How could anything be so fragile?
Spencer�s mom rounded the corner into the living room. She took one look at Suzie and guessed at what had happened well enough.
�How could you!� she screamed at Spencer. She picked up Suzie and went straightaway to the garage. Spencer heard the car leave a few moments later, obviously to take Suzie to the hospital. He was left alone, not knowing what to do with himself.
Fucking stupid kid. She should have known not to mess with me.
This was it for him, he knew it. They�d never keep him after this. Baby Suzie was their real child, he was just somebody they all had to live with. There was no competition between the two. They�d send him back to the hospital, or somewhere else. After all he�d risked to get back, he was going to be expelled again.
He went to his room, not wanting to be around to face any of them when they showed up. He sat in the corner with only a lamp for light. Stared at the open closet, his hand on the lamp�s power cord. Thought about turning it off, letting them come for him. He felt angry at Suzie, or something like it. The truth was he didn�t really know how he felt, but whatever it was it was terrible. He wanted it to be over. All of it.
Maybe it was for the best that they send him away. The truth was that his parents acted like they had lost everything, survived it, then been given back something broken to serve as a reminder. They didn�t seem to know how to handle it, and the thing about it was that he didn�t care how they felt about it. Any tender feelings he�d had for them had faded a long time ago, faced with the fact that there was absolutely nothing they could do to help him in Nowhere Blvd. The moment he realized he was truly on his own over there was the moment that in his heart he no longer had any parents. In fact any tender feelings he had at all seemed to have left him. He felt like he wasn�t a person anymore. That he couldn�t be a person ever again. He felt like a rock made of fear and violence. Not a human, a rejected thing.
* * *
As Spencer woke in the Rejected Woods the day after the manhunt, he ran over the plan in his mind. He�d never actually seen the transfer of bodies to the bone pile, but that didn�t mean anything. The angle was such that the only way to see it was from Smiling Jack�s mansion or from the woods themselves, two places he�d never been in his time on the run.
As he began walking west (finding his ankle to be considerably improved by the nights rest) he knew he should be prepared to wait a few days for another body to be delivered. Though in truth he didn�t think he would need to. He knew enough about hunger to know that if food didn�t show up fairly regularly, the Rejected monsters would start making sojourns into the town, no matter what normally prevented them. But of course he might have to wait for the right body.
He had quite a few fears about different parts of the plan, so much could go wrong. But as he walked through the forest that morning, one was already coming true. He figured the Rejects would be clustered around the food, like any animal. Especially considering the forest seemed to contain absolutely nothing edible, just trees locked in endless Fall. And as he walked towards the goal his theory was confirmed by the increasing number of furtive movements he saw off in the distance (or sometimes not so far off). Thankfully they seemed to be avoiding him, like most wild animals did when he and his dad had gone hunting. Either that or they were setting a trap for him�
Spencer arrived within telescope site of the bone pile around noon and watched it from the branches of a tree. The wait was long but his patience was of a quality he wouldn�t have thought possible back in the days of TV and video games. Over the course of the day he was witness to horrors the likes of which he�d never encountered in either.
The telescope spotted four of them throughout the day, the monsters of the forest. By the third he no longer questioned what they were. The first he caught digging around in the ground, perhaps for food that Spencer couldn�t see. It was the size of a faun and dark and hairless. It seemed to have fleshy snakes for arms, but closer inspection revealed instead that each arm had five or six elbows, allowing them to bend in strange ways. Its legs, contrarily, had no knees. And so it walked stiffly on all fours, lifting its neck painfully to look around. Its face looked very much like that of a boy of perhaps five.
The second looked something like a giant snake. It had mottled black and white flesh (human like, not scales) and squirmed along the ground. On closer inspection he noticed it had fingers in the front instead of a head. The head itself seemed to be lower down, the face presumably dragging along the ground. Unlike a true snake or worm, you could tell by the way it moved that it was clearly jointed in at least four places. No snake would ever move in such an inefficient manner, and he wondered if it might be injured.
He thought about where they might have come from, tried to think up different theories about how they might be born out here in the underground forest. But all his theories were hazy, didn�t seem to make much sense. Until the third creature came along. Unlike the first two she was clearly human. A girl of perhaps eight, with bright red hair. Also unlike the others, she was dressed, as if she hadn�t been out in the forest very long. She wore dirty jean coveralls and a green shirt and was normal in all ways except for the second head attached to her left shoulder. The head, which seemed to belong to a younger Asian girl, was clearly dead and was starting to turn black with rot. It hung there lifeless, stretching the stitches that held it on. Thick black stitches which Spencer could see even at a distance.
He looked at her and was somehow reminded of his last glimpse of the twins, and then suddenly he knew where they came from. He felt stupid for not seeing it before, it was obvious even if it was too horrible to think about. After all, it was all in their name. The Rejected. He realized that his assumption had been wrong. The Perfects weren�t the only ones who survived, they were just the only ones who came out right.
Why did Smiling Jack make these? Was it for some kind of monster�s fun? Jack hadn�t looked like he was having fun when working on the twins. He�d looked frustrated. And in retrospect, maybe even confused. It was like Julie said, Smiling Jack just didn�t think like people, didn�t understand them right. Spencer knew now that whatever else Jack was, he was batshit crazy.
Once Spencer realized the poor girl was a person he thought about calling out to her, trying to talk to her somehow. But how? What would be the point? She wasn�t really human anymore, and even if she was human, there was nothing he could do for her. He would just be putting himself in unnecessary danger, just like when he had come back to warn the kids from his original group.
He watched as she wandered away without seeing him, carefully never looking to her left. Finally he turned away to renew his watch on the bone pile. He thought about Julie again. He no longer felt guilty, not even a little.
* * *
He only saw one other Reject from his perch that day. An older boy, maybe twelve, who looked familiar somehow. His right leg had been moved about a half foot further up the side of his body. And while the boy still walked upright, it seemed to cause him some pain. By nightfall Spencer was beginning to think that he would have to wait another day for his plan and was getting ready to climb down from the branch. But just after the last rays of the sun faded to black he saw movement from Nanny Gurdy�s house.
A form was coming out of the exterior basement door in the back of the house, moving in and out of view as it rounded the tall hedges that hid the bone pile from the house. It was hard to be sure in the dim light, but the shadowy figure was round and walked on two legs and was clearly an adult. Nanny maybe, dragging something heavy behind her.
Spencer climbed down two branches then jumped to the ground, falling hard onto legs that were too cramped to hold him. He fought quickly back to his feet, hiding his blanket/pack under some dead wood and securing the fork and telescope in his waistband. Ignoring the pins and needles pain of his legs he started running as best he could to the bone pile. He had to time it just right. Had to get there after Nanny was gone, but had to be there and gone himself with the prize before the Rejected caught wind of the meal.
Making the distance to the bone pile in record time, he ran to the end furthest from the woods. There was a sickly sweet smell rising from the bones, but surprisingly not an overpowering one. Only a faint miasma in the area to let you know how many bodies lied below. No meat left on the bones meant nothing to decay but the bones themselves.
The moon shone white off of those pale bones, but there was no need to make a pretense at stealth. It was still dark enough to hide practically in plain site. He only hoped that nobody was hidden and waiting for him nearby. This very darkness cost him precious moments finding the new corpse. Finally discovering it on the other end of the pile, he tried not to think about what he was doing as he grabbed it. Thought he could avoid looking directly at the body, but was wrong.
A boy, probably. About the same age as Spencer. He had dreaded the thought of mutilating the body to complete the plan, of smashing the face to a pulp with a rock. But to his further horror he saw he didn�t need to. The face was gone, as were some of the other soft tissues. In the moonlight it looked very much as if they had been torn off, or even chewed off. Was this done in Smiling Jack�s lab? It didn�t look like the clean cut of a scalpel.
Something half eats these kids even before the Rejected Things get their taste, he thought with a shiver. For some reason it made him think of the fairy tale of the gingerbread house, but there was not time to dwell on it. He picked the body up as best he could under the arms, ready to drag it away.
Got to hurry, got to get out of here before�
But it was already too late.
They had already come from the forest, were already moving towards the bone pile. They could see him, he knew they could. Even in the dark it would be impossible for them not to by now. At least twenty of them, shambling towards him in some form or another. They didn�t have him surrounded yet, he could still run for it, but he couldn�t take the body with him. He felt like he was trapped even if he wasn�t. He had to convince them to let him take the body this one time.
As they closed in and he began to speak, some small part of his mind tried to tell him that he was just jumping off a cliff to escape from a tiger. But his reason was gone, panic had a hold of him.
�Wait a minute,� he said to none of them and all of them as they formed a circle. �Just wait, I need just this one. If you let me have just this one I promise I won�t take anymore. Really I promise.�
Most advanced slowly, but all advanced. Boldest of all was the one he had seen earlier, the older kid with the bad leg. He frowned down upon Spencer with a bully�s glare. All in a flash Spencer realized why he looked familiar. It was Marcus, the oldest kid from Spencer�s original group. He wanted to say something but was speechless with the surprise of recognition. He felt a moments twinge of relief, and was entirely unprepared for the backhand strike that caught him across the face and sent him sprawling.
On instinct he rolled to his feet while still moving, seeing from the corner of his eye the brief surge of the crowd towards him. He tried to look everywhere at once while at the same time maneuvering out of reach of the large Marcus-creature that still advanced on him. Spencer pulled the fork from his waistband, brandishing it as a knife. The bully paused at this, but did not stop. Only advancing more cautiously on Spencer.
Spencer made a stab at the bully, but it was ill timed and barely scratched at him. The bully used his longer reach to counter with a blow to Spencer�s face. One which he partially blocked with his left hand, getting knocked back but careful not to fall. Sensing his back was almost to the wall of creatures behind him, he quickly followed it up by dodging to the right.
The bully spun to follow him and stumbled on his bad leg, not quite falling. Spencer didn�t need to think about it, it was only instinct to spring upon this obvious weakness. He moved around to his right again, sidestepping crablike. Marcus couldn�t keep up and Spencer was behind him in a flash, kicking at the back of the knee on the good leg just as the bully was twisting it to follow Spencer. The other leg couldn�t hold his weight and he went down with a yelp of pain.
Spencer hesitated. It was less than a second, but it seemed as if in that moment everything slowed down and he could think with crystal clarity. This guy was down, attacking him now just wasn�t right.
It�s not honorable, he thought. But the moment he thought the word, it just seemed so childish.
He stabbed down with the fork, into the small of the once-kid now-creature�s back. It cried out in pain, but even under Spencer�s weight the fork only dug in a tiny bit. Not enough to kill even with a thousand hits. Only enough to make the thing mad.
The bully started to get up and Spencer got ready to stab again, but he didn�t get the chance. Something knocked him aside and he found himself amidst a crush of bodies, things pressing in on him that were terrible and unnatural to the touch.
When he fought free he saw that the crowd had surged in on the fallen monster. They had pounced on his weakness and now were tearing him apart, eating him alive. His screams were muffled, but still terrible to hear.
Spencer saw he was being ignored and grabbed his original prize under the corpse�s limp dead arms again, making his way towards the forest as best he could. The sounds of unbearable pain and panic following him.
That night was the longest of his life. He dragged the body through the woods, knowing by the distant and not so distant sounds that he was being followed in the dark. The burden under his arms was heavy from the start, and grew heavier by the minute. He wanted to stop and rest but knew he couldn�t. He pushed himself in a mad rush, far beyond the point of exhaustion.
Navigation was easy, since he continually stayed within visual distance of the edge of the forest. He went south around the curve of it, then east until he was directly south of the shops. Having reached his goal he did the thing he had been dreading almost as much as the mutilation of the body he had been spared. He traded clothes with the corpse. He was tempted to just through away the corpses bloody clothes, which got even more gore on them as he undressed the body. But nights in Nowhere Blvd. were still cold, and he didn�t intend to freeze. So suppressing his revulsion he put the dead boy�s clothes on himself and his on the dead boy.
He then dragged the body to the edge of the woods, confident that it was close enough to town that the Rejects wouldn�t follow. In fact he was pretty sure they had stopped following him a while ago. He made his way across the short jaunt north to the candy store. He could have climbed to a high spot and tried to pierce the dark with his telescope to see if patrols were nearby, but didn�t think he had the time and instead made the calculated gamble that someone would be in the area. Moving quickly but quietly, forcing his footsteps to be silent as he�d learned in his candy stealing days. Peeking around each corner, making sure not to be spotted until he was ready.
Finally he reached the candy store. He hesitated, trying to think if there was any other way. If he�d overlooked any obvious holes in the plan.
It was now or never.
Spencer opened the door, hard and fast. The bell above the door rang out loud and clear, squeezing a cold claw of fear and anticipation around his stomach. He slammed the door and opened it again and again, ringing the bell as loud as he could. Then he let it fall silent and listened.
Tap tap, tap tap.
They heard him all right. Now for another gamble, he had to run for it and hope they saw him, but not soon enough to catch him. He ran south, trying to make as much noise as possible. The ploy was almost the end of him. As he passed the last building on the edge of town he just missed running headfirst into a second Hollow Man who was rounding the corner at the same time. He�d been so intent on making noise that he hadn�t heard the thing. It reached for him with reflexes that fortunately weren�t as fast as Smiling Jack�s and he shot right by it.
It was on Spencer�s heels as he headed for the forest, and another one a ways behind it. His first thought was that it was too late, they�d run him down and tear him to shreds long before he reached the forest. Only they weren�t gaining, they were even falling a bit behind. He�d just assumed the Hollow Men could outpace him like Mr. Buttons, but their awkward gait was actually a little slower.
Of course, they didn�t ever seem to get tired and he was already exhausted. His breath came in tearing rasps from his throat and spots were forming around the edges of his vision. He pushed himself as best he could, but knew he was faltering. He stumbled and almost fell.
Just a little farther, he half thought and half prayed. Just a little.
He looked back and saw the gap he had created between them was closing. He looked for the body ahead, knowing he had to run right past it. He saw the place where he had left it but�
But something was moving.
The body?
No, it was the Rejected. They had been following him after all, and had found the body. He was headed right for them.
There was no guarantee the Hollow Men wouldn�t follow him right into the forest if he changed direction now. He had to try something so desperate and stupid that for a strange moment he was almost sure it would work, perhaps if only because he was too far beyond exhaustion to think about what would happen if it didn�t.
So instead of changing course, he charged right into the midst of the Rejected. He dodged the first one, but crashed directly into another one knocking them both to the ground. He was up and moving again in a flash, feeling talons brush the back of his leg as he jumped away. The Hollow Man behind him, heedless of the living obstacles, tried the same maneuver.
It wasn�t so lucky though. Its long legs were tripped up and it went sprawling amidst the Rejected. Spencer didn�t wait to find out what happened next but kept running until he could not longer see them. He climbed a tree and listened. He heard cries of pain and grunts and noises like that of an animal. It went on for a while, and he could even make out by the sounds when the second Hollow Man caught up and joined the fray. After what seemed like a long time he could hear nothing more.
He waited a long time for sounds of someone looking for him. He tried to stay awake but in his terrible fatigue he kept dozing off. Finally when he saw the first light of dawn he forced himself to climb down from the branches he was hiding in and sneak back to the scene of the battle. There were a tangle of bodies such that he couldn�t be sure who had won at first. Four Rejected lay full of stab wounds and bruised limbs. The two Hollow Men also lay motionless, leaking fluids that in the dim light could have been either blood or oil.
He was surprised, he didn�t think anything could kill one of Smiling Jack�s creations. Even if it had taken four of the Rejected to bring down two of them. And there lying amidst the carnage was his horrible treasure. The corpse of a boy wearing Spencer�s own clothes. He grabbed it by the shoulders and dragged it out into the open, about halfway to the town.
And then he walked away, deep deep into the forest as far as his tired legs would take him. He buried himself with leaves and lay with his eyes open, trying to stay alert for anyone that would sneak up on him as he fell into a rough slumber.
The next day that was it. The patrols had stopped. They had, obviously, found the body and mistaken it for Spencer, assuming he had been killed and mutilated by the Rejected. He knew his old life was well and truly over. He was safe from them forever, but only if they never ever saw him again. No more was he a creature of the town, now he was a creature of the forest. He would live amongst the Rejected but he would never, he told himself, become one of them.
It was two weeks of living off candy before he made his first trip to the bone yard to feed.
* * *
Much of his time living in the Rejected Woods was a blur. Survival was a day to day struggle, but one was much like another. He sought at all times to avoid the Rejected, save those times he had to scrounge for his share of the meat. In the year he lived amongst them he was caught by an aggressive one exactly nine times. Five of them he managed to outrun or otherwise evade. Two he managed to fight off in vicious, dirty matches. And two he was forced to kill with a short spear he�d made from a broken leg bone he�d found in the bone pile. Both times he ate of them until he had his fill.
He never tried to speak to the Rejected. It wasn�t that he didn�t think they could speak or understand him. He�d heard them some whisper and some gibber and some crying with loneliness in the night (especially the new ones). And it wasn�t just that he knew now how friendship could make you weak. It was that deep down he felt that if he ever talked to them, he would become one somehow. Become a monster like them. And maybe they thought the same, since every time he thought he heard them talking to each other, they would stop when he drew near.
Spencer didn�t give up spying on the people of Nowhere Blvd. He could watch them through the telescope from the woods without a chance of being spotted. It was the only way to pass the time, since the underground forest was nothing like real forests. It held none of the wonder or surprise or wildlife (besides the very rare insect). Just grayish brown trees circling the town from one end to another.
It was in watching the town and its inhabitants that he learned why the Rejected never left the forest. It wasn�t Smiling Jack they feared (at least not just him). Spencer discovered that Mr. Buttons wasn�t fed by Jack like everyone else, it fed off of the Rejected themselves. The teddy bear made regular hunting trips into the woods to catch one and devour them. Spencer knew that avoiding Mr. Buttons was more a matter of luck than skill, everyone knew bears could climb trees and he sure as fuck couldn�t outrun it. Still, when he saw Mr. Buttons heading for one part of the woods, he ran for another.
In his year in the woods his one preoccupation was in finding a way out of Nowhere Blvd. At the edge of the forest all the way around was an un-climbable rock wall, curving up to become part of the sky.
With two exceptions.
The first was obvious, the river which fed Jack�s Lake. The flow was gentle and he thought maybe he could swim beneath it until he came to an opening on the other side. He tried it one day, counting how many second he could hold his breath then swimming half that distance in the dark before swimming back. After that he spent weeks practicing holding his breath until he could last for almost 150 seconds count. He swam hard in the water and counted a hundred before turning back. He ran out of breath just before making it back, inhaling cool water which burned like fire in his chest. Just as he thought he would die he saw light and swam up to shore, coughing and throwing up and trying to stay conscious. After that he was haunted by the idea that the escape might be just 140 seconds in, if only he would go all the way. But he never tried again, knowing he might not be able to make himself turn back in time.
The second exception was a tunnel. It wasn�t until he�d been exploring several months before he found it, owing to the twin facts that it was behind boulders and under a pile of old leaves. He wouldn�t have found it at all if he hadn�t noticed while looking close one day that there was writing on the rocks. It looked like the old cave man paintings they had pictures of at the museum. In the primitive picture something was bursting from the ground. It looked like it was maybe a giant stick bug, but it was simple enough to where it could even have been a picture of Smiling Jack. The faded inks made it hard to make out the rest, but it looked like there were other things left behind under the ground. Things whose shapes were hard to make out, but seemed to stare malevolently from the rock painting.
The tunnel was pitch dark and Spencer had no source of light. Near as he had been able to tell, there wasn�t a source of fire or light in all of Nowhere Blvd. And he hadn�t bothered to try and make fire like the Indians with two sticks because fire would only attract enemies. One top of that, the temperature was constant all year round. It got chilly at night, but never freezing. He was used to navigating in the dark though. Even if he hadn�t been, nothing would have kept him from trying the cave.
The first part of it went down at an angle, encouragingly under the rock wall itself. It was small, but not so small he couldn�t crawl on his hands and knees. He went with his pack tied to a rope around his ankle. By this point he was wearing yet another pair of clothes taken from another body, the knees of which were being ruined pretty quick on the sharp rocks of the floor. After what seemed like a long time, but may only have been a few minutes, he came to a large cave and was able to stand up.
�HEY� he yelled, to gauge the echo in the darkness. He couldn�t be sure but the place seemed pretty big. With the exception of the cave leading to a dead end, this was the worst case scenario. Getting lost forever in here would be all too easy, and a terrible lonely way to die. But the ideas of starving to death and dying alone didn�t scare him like they used to, so he put his hand against the left wall and started walking.
He walked slow and careful, more so after hitting his head on a sharp stalactite hard enough to draw blood. The dark in here was far beyond even the exaggerated dark of Nowhere Blvd, though he�d known in advance what it would be like. Once upon a time the William�s family had gone on the tour of Carlsbad caverns, where the lights had been turned out briefly to show everyone what true cave dark was like. Then as now it seemed as if the dark was tangible somehow, you could almost feel it on your skin. And yet he had assumed that he would somehow sense it when a wall was right in front of his face, and had found out the hard way that without sight his other senses were pretty much worthless as well. After only a few minutes the darkness was maddening, suffocating, making him wonder how long he could go on in it.
It wasn�t really a question though, because the answer was obvious. He only had a couple days of water in a canteen stolen from the toy store. He wouldn�t last much beyond the end of that. Thinking about this he walked a little ways further, then stopped, because he did sense something. He didn�t know how knew it, but he knew.
Knew that he was not alone in the dark.
He was sure he hadn�t heard them before, but once he stopped moving and making noise, there was no doubt. And it was definitely a them. They moved quietly, no louder in his ears than his own heartbeat. But in the silence of the cave it was enough to be sure, and nothing moved that quiet unless it was sneaking�stalking. A sound akin to footsteps, though what forms those feet carried he couldn�t imagine. He could smell them too. He�d been so sure the cave would be empty that he hadn�t even thought about the smell. It wasn�t the smell of dry rock dust like it should be. It was a scent he didn�t remember ever smelling, but was familiar all the same. All of a sudden he was very, very afraid. And the fear of them was somehow familiar as well.
Something about that presence he felt, it was like he was born knowing to be afraid of them. An echo left over from ancestors a hundred thousand years back. Whatever they were, somehow every part of him knew they were bad. The terror of them pushed his very thoughts away, left him as no more than an animal. He wanted to reach for his bone spear, but was frozen in place. Then a new noise came, a high pitched whine this time. After a few seconds he realized it was coming from him, a tiny scream chocked off in his throat.
Spencer ran blindly, making his way as best he could back the way he had come, forgetting at first to put his right hand against the wall to feel his way back. By the time he did think of it, it was too late. He reached out as he ran and felt only empty space. He struck another stalactite, or maybe the same one as before. Not full on, a glancing blow against the side of his head that left a burst of stars in his vision. He couldn�t hear them following, such was their stealth.
But he could sense it. He felt them following.
He ran on, tears streaming down his cheeks, knowing already his panic had ruined him. They would have him in only moments, because there really was nowhere to run. And then his foot missed purchase, sprawling him face first down onto the ground. He started to get up dizzily, then realized even as his head still spun that he had stepped into the hole he had climbed in from.
He spun and scampered down it, pushing his pack in front of him before he could think to leave it behind. Through every inch of the tunnel he thought he could feel icy claws ready to grab his ankles. Crawling through that tunnel were the longest moments of his life. His panic was such that he thought his heart would explode.
And then, almost as soon as he saw the light of the end, he was out of it. Out and running, though he only ran a few feet before he fell. His right ankle was twisted badly from the hole and wouldn�t hold his weight. He turned on his hands and knees towards the tunnel to see what followed. There was nothing.
Or was there? Something just inside the mouth of the tunnel, just outside of the edge of the light. He thought just maybe he could make out eyes staring at him from the darkness. Black, lumpy eyes. The kind he�d seen just once before. The eyes of Jack�s people.
Staring�staring.
Afraid of the light, Spencer thought.
He backed away on his hands and his one good foot, never taking his eyes off it. He backed around the curve of the rocks so it could not longer see him, though still watched in case he should see some terrible thing appear from around that curve. He crawled until he found a stick he could use as a crutch, then moved as fast as he could as far away as he could. It was only after some time he noticed the throbbing pain in his ankle and head or that his nose was streaming blood from the fall.
* * *
The next day after Suzie�s broken arm Spencer woke with the sun, as always. He put his bed back away from the door and sat waiting. Trying to be stoic about what was in store for him and failing. Back in Nowhere Blvd. he�d lived in constant fear, but at least there he had had some control over his destiny. Here he didn�t control anything. He used to take what he wanted, now he only had what he was given.
After a while he heard something at the door. It was Baby Suzie peeking in. His first thought was that she came for revenge, trying to catch him while he slept. After a moment he realized how ridiculous the idea was and actually smiled at the thought of it.
Suzie came in the rest of the way, a purple caste on her right arm and a pink pony in her left hand. She walked up to the bed he was sitting on and handed him the pony. He looked at it, at a loss for what he was supposed to do with it.
Well if she�s not going to hold a grudge then I guess I won�t, he thought.
He pranced the pony around the bed, nuzzling it at her face. She gave him an inscrutable look and walked out, leaving him with the pony. He sat there a bit wondering what it was all about before she came back in with more stuffed animals, held awkwardly between her good and bad arm. He danced them around, amusing her as best he could figure out how to. Occasionally she would giggle at an animals particularly acrobatic antic. After a while his mom came looking for her and stood watching them with a hesitant expression for a few moments. Eventually she made up her mind and left them, calling them for breakfast a while later.
To Spencer�s surprise, he was not expelled from the house. He father gave him a dangerous look, as one gives a wild animal who is docile for the moment but might turn on you, but did not say anything.
Spencer was extremely relieved, but he didn�t think it was because of this change of fate. After some thought it seemed he was more relieved at Suzie�s state for some reason.
He wanted to do something for her, and thought about how her room was still completely un-secured. He figured that after breaking her arm, the least he could do was make sure they couldn�t get her in her sleep. He took the nightlight from under his bed and put it under hers, contenting himself with a little used lamp he�d found in one of the houses other rooms. As far as the large wardrobe in her room, he wasn�t even sure Smiling Jack could use them. The only reason he knew Jack could use the area under beds was because in the early days some of the other children had said that was where Mr. Buttons had come from. Still, it was better to be safe than sorry. The cabinets of the house were all secured with plastic baby locks, and he used an extra one he found to lock the wardrobe. If he checked it at night to make sure it was secure, at least if they tried to come for her that way they would be blocked.
* * *
That day in the cave was a turning point for Spencer. Because finally there was something in the world he feared more than Smiling Jack. Somehow when he had only had one option, it had seemed worth doing anything to find another one. But now that he had two, he could consider the first one in a new light. Because after all, there was another way out.
The same way he had come in.
He had thought about the closet at the end of the long hall without really considering it ever since his first escape. But he�d always been too afraid to go near Jack�s mansion, knowing that if caught while inside there would be no escape. But even Jack�s lab wouldn�t be as bad as that cave. He was convinced that nothing was, either in the world or under it.
And he knew he couldn�t stay in the woods forever. He was getting sick in a way that, unlike a cold, wasn�t getting any better. He skin had sores on it that didn�t heal. His joints hurt when he walked and he was getting thinner and thinner. He�d even lost two teeth that had just fallen out while eating. He wasn�t sure what was wrong with him, but he thought it would go away if he could get back to the real world.
So he began to plan.
First he had to wait until Smiling Jack was occupied. Although it was an unknown whether Jack ate or slept, this was still the easiest part. All he had to do was wait until a child was taken for Jack�s lab. There was the smallest tinge of guilt at this, like he should do something for that child. Maybe even a year ago he would have seriously considered it. But so much of his humanity had worn away that the idea of another dead child didn�t even warrant a fully conscious thought.
The Hollow Men were easy, rarely maintaining much of a presence at the mansion. He thought about making a distraction somehow to draw them all to the south end of town, but couldn�t think of any way to do it without raising alarms he�d rather avoid. Nanny Gurdy stayed in her house, which left only Mr. Buttons. His tree house was on the southeast corner of the mansions hill, which was a problem. It meant Spencer would have to approach from the northwest, the furthest corner from the stairs leading up to the hallway in the southeast. Also too close for comfort to Jack in his lab in the basement.
Ideally he would just have gone through the front door, which lead in almost a straight shot to the stairs that lead to the long hallway with the Great Closet at the end. But he remembered when those doors opened, they were loud. Also they were fully in view of Mr. Button�s tree house. No, he�d go in the same way he had before. He�d never found out whether they knew about the way he had come in that night, but given that they thought he was dead it was likely safe to use the same way again.
When the day finally came he was nervous in a way he hadn�t been in a long time. But he didn�t try and talk himself out of it. It was like he was too tired of being afraid to do it anymore. He left his pack behind, bringing only his telescope and his short bone spear. The latter wasn�t for fighting, it was to make sure they didn�t take him alive. And the former, well at this point it was mostly for good luck.
Spencer desperately wished that Jack would, at least occasionally, leave his house at night. He�d be happy to wait for the opportunity if he thought it would ever come. But with the exception of Jack�s manhunt for him, he�d never seen it happen. He thought about using that to his advantage, creating a distraction somehow. Even thought of a few scenarios, but ultimately it all seemed too risky. If he couldn�t get the closet to work, he needed the chance of sneaking back out and working on a plan B.
Spencer watched from the woods until he saw Jack and Nanny leave the guest cabin with a young boy around nightfall. He waited a couple hours after that as well, remembering the �waiting room� with the small chairs and shackles. Finally he decided it was time to make his move.
He made his way from the edge of the woods to the house with the stealth of a cat. At the basement window he was surprised to find that there was no light trickling down the hallway from the operating theatre as there had been before. He waited a bit with his ear to the glass, listening for something lurking in the dark. Finally he reached his fingers in the cracks and pulled at it, wondering if it would prove to be locked this time.
It wasn�t.
Jesus, he thought. Some people never learn.
Knowing the distance to the floor this time, Spencer quickly lowered himself from the windowsill and pushed off for the drop, crouching low on the landing to cushion the blow.
There on the floor, inches away from his face and illuminated barely in the dim light from the window, were the rusty jaws of an old bear trap. He�d missed it by luck alone, having jumped away from the wall rather than dropping straight down.
Decided to invest in a little home security after all, eh Jack? he thought. Not that a leg would be a high price to pay to get out of here.
Without the light of the lab to make his way by, the basement was almost pitch dark. Spencer moved carefully, going by touch and memory. He kept his feet low, testing each step for more traps. Spencer remembered the way well, just as he always remembered directions. The stairs were the third door on the left, which he counted by fingertips. He made his way up them, walking with his feet pressed up against the wall where the steps would squeak less. They didn�t squeak at all though, the house was utterly still.
He was surprised to find as he approached the top that there was illumination coming from the doorway. He peered through it to find himself in a kitchen. It was lit, though dimly. Not from the lights above, they were dark. In fact he couldn�t tell where the light was coming from, although he could see pretty well. Almost like the light from a full moon, but the kitchen had no windows.
It wasn�t like any kitchen he had seen before. It was both nicer and poorer than the ones he remembered. It looked like the kitchen a millionaire would have had back in his great grandparents time. Full of all kinds of old-timey fancy cookware he had never seen before, but nothing modern like a microwave. The room had a sense of disuse about it, but not dusty exactly. More like a display kitchen in a department store. Spencer suspected that the Hollow Men kept it clean of dust, even if no one ever cooked anything here.
Peeking out the door of the kitchen into the hallway he realized the whole house was lit up with the same ghostly light. Why this couldn�t be seen from the outside was as big a mystery as where the light itself was coming from. This was both a good thing and a bad thing. Finding his way would be easy now, but hiding from anybody would be mostly luck.
As he went down the hallway in what he was pretty sure was the direction of the front room, he took only cursory glances at the paintings on the wall. Some of people, some of demons, some of children playing in the shadows of ancient castles. There were a few small statues in alcoves, all of cherubs.
He followed a few other twists and turns, always careful to walk silently and to peek around the corner for occupants. Always careful to watch his back and keep an eye out for rooms to hide in if he needed to. Those rooms called out to what remained of his old curiosity. Peaks into them revealing hints at the unimagined treasures of the ages. Spencer wondered if the specimens in the basement were the junk of the house, what magical items might exist on display throughout the mansion?
But he didn�t hesitate to explore, not once. Only moved slowly, cautiously towards his escape. The boy that had wanted to believe in magic now did, unquestionably. It was no longer a curiosity, just another weapon of Smiling Jack.
Even moving slowly, it was less than five minutes before he found exactly what he wanted. The main room, with the grand staircase sweeping off to either side in a crowded embrace. The massive and dominating front doors waiting in silent accusation of his taking the long way around. He ached to make a run for it, the shining jet-black wood of the stairs pulling like a magnet. But forced himself to be even more careful still. Checking around corners and moving with well practiced stealth.
And yet even after peeking at the room as best he could, there was no way to be sure no one was waiting above. No way to sneak through it. No direct light source meant no shadows to move between. He would be completely exposed during his entire trip across the room and up the sweeping staircase.
Faced with no better alternative, he went for it. He moved fast but sure, short bone spear in his hand and ready as always. Across the black wood floor, across the long Persian rug with it�s faded threads depicting children in sun drenched fields, up the black stairs. And towards the door of the long hallway. Close, so close he came.
And then the front door opened.
Spencer froze, his instincts those of the mouse in the field, hoping by holding still he wouldn�t be seen even though he was right in the open. The click of claws on wood told Spencer who it was even before the figure crossed into view. Mr. Buttons, plain as day.
Mr. Buttons walked in only a few steps before it stopped. As if it could sense him, it looked right up at Spencer. The two stood for a moment, just staring at each other. Spencer looking down into those two dead black buttons, and the buttons looking right back up at him. Spencer had a surreal moment where he thought they were both feeling the exact same thing, but didn�t know what that feeling was exactly.
He wasn�t sure which one of them broke the spell first. Just a twitch from either would have been enough. At almost the same moment Spencer began to run, and Mr. Buttons dropped to all fours and began to chase him.
Spencer was only a couple feet from the long hallway, and was inside of it and sprinting in a flash, slamming the door behind him. He dodged and jumped over toys in the false twilight, knowing one stumble and he was dead. Probably was dead anyway. He saw the murals on the wall fly by him, realizing now that the children in the pictures weren�t playing with the forest animals, they were being played with by them. Their smiles and yells of joy were grimaces of fear and screams of terror.
Mr. Buttons charged through the door behind him, knocking it almost off its hinges with a roar that shook the rafters. One glance back was enough to see that the beast had torn its mouth stitches open, revealing the razor sharp fangs that so easily tore flesh. It was gaining on Spencer already, crashing through anything in the way.
The hallway seemed to grow even longer in front of Spencer as he flung himself down the length of it. He could barely feel his feet touching the floor, he felt like he was flying. And yet the crashing behind him grew closer and closer.
Just a little further, just a little further�
He dropped his bone spear, thinking only that he would need his hands free to open the Great Closet before him. It looked so simple. No giant panels carved with ancient spells. No arcs of electricity coming off of exotic machines. Just a plain closet door, the center of his entire world.
He hit it going too fast to stop, and was yanking it open even as he was bouncing off the wall. He flung himself into the darkness with only a halfhearted attempt to shut the door behind him. Praying without words that he wouldn�t hit a flat wall at the back of the closet.
He didn�t. Instead he kept running. Finding his way and even moving in a manner he couldn�t quite identify. Strange yet familiar from his last trip through. Like there was no question he knew where he was going and how to get there, even if he couldn�t say where he was. He saw a light ahead, only slightly brighter than the liquid dark through which he moved.
Spencer ran out of a doorway and slammed the door behind him, pressing his body against it as hard as he could. It was only a heartbeat before something slammed against the door, almost knocking him away. He held the doorknob in place while hands on the other side tried to open it. He knew with a sinking feeling that he couldn�t hold the doorknob against hands with that kind of strength.
And yet soon he realized he had an advantage because they weren�t hands, they were claws. He heard them clicking against the knob on the other side and felt them sliding against it, hot nails on cool bronze. Mr. Buttons couldn�t get a grip, couldn�t grab something it couldn�t dig its claws into. Bears didn�t have opposable thumbs.
Spencer realized they were at a standoff, one which would end when Mr. Buttons finally decided to ram the door open by brute strength. He looked around the room, but didn�t recognize it. There was only boxes around him, lit by a strange orange light coming through the window.
BANG, went the door as a massive paw was slammed against it.
BANG BANG. The wood was starting to splinter. Spencer hunched down and pushed like he was trying to force his shoulder through the wood. It wouldn�t be long now. He had to be ready to run.
And then the rooms other door opened, electric light from the hall outside blinding Spencer with its intensity. There was a frightening looking man standing there in t-shirt and jeans. He was pointing a gun at Spencer, who cringed with the expectation of getting shot.
Then the man turned on the room light and it stopped, it all stopped. Though he still held onto the closet door, he could somehow feel that it was empty on the other side now. That the light had closed the gap between worlds.
The man at the door lowered his gun. Though the bearded face looked very much different from the clean shaven business mogul Spencer had known before, he recognized the man anyway.
�Spencer,� his father said. �Is that you?�
* * *
In the first few days after her accident, Suzie fell on her caste and hurt herself no less than five times. Bringing about the dawning realization in Spencer that she was incredibly bad at taking care of herself. She wobbled towards dangerous places like the stairs or the street as if she had a death wish. She stuffed things into her mouth as if she was trying to choke herself. If he was going to help her out at all, securing her room was only the beginning. He began to take a much more active role in keeping her safe, in watching out for her.
In the following days he realized there really was no limit to the amount of time you could spend trying to keep a toddler alive. It was tiresome but at least it was distracting, even he could only watch so much TV. His mom focused in on his increased care of Suzie, bragging about it to his father as if she had found out that the family dog had proved not to have rabies after all. The sentiment bothered him, but at least it decreased the tension in the house.
At the same time he found himself getting stronger. His joints no longer hurt and the soars on his skin had finally closed. His gums barely bled at all when he brushed and his teeth weren�t loose anymore (though his parents continually warned of an impending dentist trip that would uncover no small amount of cavities). Even his muscles were getting stronger, he found that he could climb the tree in the backyard better than ever. It was no mystery that actual food (which started to taste normal) and vitamins were responsible for setting him right. It was ironic though that just as he was feeling stronger, in another way he could tell he was getting weaker.
He no longer slept with his eyes open like he used to. At night he noticed the hardness of the floor after the comfort of the couch whereas before he hadn�t thought about it. Used to be he could go days without eating before it was a problem, now he didn�t like to skip lunch.
His body was adjusting to the real world right on schedule, even if his mind was still stuck in the dark of the forest. There was no doubt that whatever his parents told themselves about him, it was not remotely close to what he really was. There was just no frame of reference by which they could understand. He still felt absolutely no attachment to them, only playing along with their parental game because he had no choice. And barely at that.
And Suzie, far from being a constant bundle of joy, at least she accepted him for who he was. Looking out for her gave him a sort of stake in the world, a reason to be in the game. A reason to get up and move around now that every moment wasn�t a fight for survival. He began to teach himself to read again, starting with reading her baby books silently to himself. Even began to think of what it might be like to go back to school.
It was funny, having a baby sister was the only thing he hadn�t missed about the real world, because he hadn�t had one when he left it. Now she was the only thing holding him to it.
* * *
The night Smiling Jack came for Suzie went like this. It started around ten or so, when Suzie had been asleep for two hours. Spencer, who no longer went to bed just when it got dark, was watching TV on the couch. His father was uncharacteristically sitting on the other end of the couch watching TV with him, a drink in his hand as usual. The sounds of the TV were accompanied by twinkling of dishes and a hush of running water from the kitchen where his mother was washing dishes.
Suzie�s scream of fear was piercing, unmistakable from a scream of pain or frustration. Spencer�s dad moved fast, dropping his drink and running with the look of a man whose just realized his nightmares have come true.
But Spencer was faster. He didn�t need to think about running when he needed to, didn�t need to decide to move. He just ran. He was up the stairs even as his dad reached the bottom. As he rounded on Suzie�s door he pulled the knife that he�d had hidden in his pocket. A fleeting ghost of a prayer shot through his mind that it would just be Suzie waking from a nightmare. Opening the door, he saw exactly what he thought he would see. Not Suzie�s nightmare, but his. A face he had only seen once before, and remembered every dark moment since.
Smiling Jack. But not with his mask, his true face. Dead flesh and black eyes staring back at him. The mask was gone, but the hooks were there. Pulling back the corners of his mouth as the metal wires cut into its cheeks. Oh yes, Jack looked very happy.
In his arms he held Suzie, too terrified to scream any longer. An imploring desperation in her eyes as she looked at Spencer. Jack was half way into the liquid darkness of the wardrobe already, sparing Spencer only a moments triumphant glance. Spencer shot for the light switch in a flash, flooding the room with light and sealing the gateway through to Nowhere Blvd. But Jack was faster, disappearing with Suzie into the dark. The wooden wardrobes solid backing the only testament to his passing.
Spencer�s father burst in behind him only a heartbeat later. But it was far, far too late.
* * *
The rest of that night was an endless torture, but Spencer felt none of it. He felt nothing at all as his parents desperately searched every nook and cranny. Police filled the house, questioning everyone a thousand times. His mother was hysterical, his father looked like a man who was trying to wake up but couldn�t. They wanted Spencer to talk, needed him to talk. To tell them where he had been for two years, where Suzie was now. He would have gladly told them everything if he thought it could possibly do the least bit of good. Telling them a monster took his baby sister through a hole in the wardrobe would be worse than nothing.
It was an environment of confusion and invasion and hysteria, but Spencer was only calm. What he had known would happen from day one finally had happened. Nothing else could have happened. If you weren�t strong enough to protect yourself, then Smiling Jack got you. No one could protect you from Smiling Jack.
The police scoured the house for clues, for fingerprints, but found nothing. They could see that the bars on the windows were intact, the security system undisturbed. The only clue being two pieces of a baby lock on the floor of Suzie�s room by the wardrobe, sawed in half. Not the work of a clumsy stuffed bear, but the work of clever tools and clever hands.
The way they questioned his parents made Spencer think the police didn�t believe it, any of it. If no one could have got in, than someone inside must have done it.
�A baby is a big responsibility,� they said sympathetically. �It can overwhelm someone, make them want to be free. Hundreds of children go missing every year. If there�s anything you want to tell us��
Eventually they asked his father to come with them to ask more questions. To look at mug shots and see if anyone had been following them or watching them at the mall or grocery stores. Someone gave his mother pills to sleep and they left a patrol car outside just in case. The house was quiet again until his father got home some time after dawn. He heard it distantly, having gone to bed in his room when the light got bright enough.
As he lay in bed for a few moments before sleep he thought about Suzie for a bit. It was too bad about her, but ultimately she was just another in an endless line of children he�d seen come and go from Nowhere Blvd. It was just the way things went for them. They were children, and then they were meat.
Meat if they were lucky.
* * *
The morning after Smiling Jack took Suzie, Spencer woke up around noon with a moment of almost-happiness before he remembered the previous night and what had happened to Suzie. Then he went numb again, thinking of how inevitable it all was. If you were lucky you got to grow up, if you were unlucky Smiling Jack got you. That was it, nothing anyone could do about it.
Spencer got up to find his mother in her room, his father gone. He fixed himself breakfast, watched his favorite TV shows, practiced climbing the tree in the backyard. A fairly normal day with a brilliantly bright summer sun that cast a somewhat gray light on the world.
Just another day, more peaceful than most. Except�except he kept thinking about something. A phrase he�d heard on a TV movie, though he couldn�t remember which one.
Blood calls to blood.
It went through his head over and over as the hours went by. And each time it did he became less numb, and more angry. Suzie was too young. Younger than any child he�d ever seen in Nowhere Blvd. She wasn�t just another random kid, Jack took her because of him. Took her to show Spencer who was boss. To show that no one escaped from Smiling Jack.
Who the hell does Smiling Jack think he is, thought Spencer as he stood looking down at Suzie�s discarded toys in the back yard, his fists clenched. He thinks he can just come into my house and take my sister? I�m not just some kid he fooled with his parlor tricks. I�ve beat every trap he�s ever set for me. I�m Spencer Williams.
The thought struck him like a thunderbolt. He felt like he had just woke up, could finally breathe and move again. Like the kid who had been standing there a moment ago was an illusion fading in the light of day. For the first time in over two years, Spencer was no longer afraid.
Blood calls for blood.
* * *
The rest of the day was spent in planning, then in action. Given the time difference between the worlds, there was a good chance Suzie had been pulled over in Nowhere Blvd�s day cycle. He�d never once seen Jack work in his lab during the day. Of course there was every chance Jack had pulled her to pieces the second he was in his mansion, but there was also every chance he hadn�t.
If Spencer was right, Suzie wouldn�t be enough for them. Spencer was the one who escaped, the only one. They�d want him back. And that�s what he intended to give them. It was six hours until nightfall, and he intended to be ready.
First, armaments. Guns would have been perfect, and his dad had plenty in his hunting supplies. Only they were locked up tight in a metal case. Spencer had no idea where the key was, and he discovered that picking locks was nothing like in the movies. It was impossible with everything he tried, including prying at it with a screwdriver.
So his dad�s big hunting knife would have to do instead. Not the only knife he intended to take of course, but the main one. It was vastly superior to even his old short bone spear, nostalgic as he was for it.
Second, supplies. Just like camping, he�d need a flashlight (soon to be the only one in all of Nowhere Blvd.). His dad had them in all shapes and sizes, and to Spencer�s delight even had a pair of night vision goggles. No expense spared for the businessman hunter.
Food and a canteen for water of course, but only enough to keep him going for a short time. If he couldn�t save her fast, then it wouldn�t matter what happened after that. His dad had a wealth of other supplies, many that were hard to turn away. Tents and camouflage and cooking gear and binoculars (he packed instead his trusty telescope, which he had kept in his room). But he needed to travel light and fast, saving weight for the two heavy items. One being the red plastic container sitting by the lawnmower. A gallon of gasoline should be plenty for what he had in mind.
And the other being something special. Something Spencer had wanted to give back to Jack for a while now.
His dad came home and caught him by surprise as he was packing a lunch in the kitchen. He looked at the hunting knife on Spencer�s belt, then at his son�s eyes. They glinted back like steal. Spencer thought he nodded slightly, but his exhausted eyes and stricken features said nothing. Spencer was worried that his parents would interfere with what he needed to do to prepare, especially with so little time until nightfall. But instead they avoided him. After a while he wondered if it might be because he reminded them of what they had now instead of their good child. And how surely they had lost her forever. Even if she ever did return, she would return like Spencer. Broken and crazy.
It was for the best that they stay out of his way, whatever the reasons. He couldn�t afford not to be ready. Because he knew he needed something besides the hunting knife for when Smiling Jack came for him. Even with a gun he wouldn�t have been really confident, not with the way Jack could move. His only hope was lethal surprise, like the Rejected Thing which had got a piece of Jack so long ago. Spencer tied to plan more cleverly than he used to, to think harder. He tried to plan like the heroes on TV, always outsmarting their foes when they couldn�t out fight them. Finally he opted for something simple. Something hard to screw up in the panic of the fight.
When night came Spencer didn�t know what he was more worried about, that Smiling Jack would fall for the bait or that he wouldn�t. Even more than that he was worried his parents would interfere with what he was planning. He had no idea how to explain it to them, even if he did try talking.
It turned out not to be a matter. His father passed out drunk before it was even dusk. His mother asleep on more pills beyond any chance of waking. Spencer was truly on his own, he couldn�t expect any help this time. He was used to it, but part of him wished it were otherwise.
All too soon the sun set and light fell from the world, it was now or never.
He went to Suzie�s room, shutting the door behind him. The room seemed as if it had somehow been empty for years. Reminded him for the first time how it had been before she was born, when his parents were just beginning to prepare it. He set his backpack in the corner, closing the doors to the wardrobe and placing his supplies on top of it then climbing up after them. From up high he used the knife to reach the light switch, flicking it off and leaving the room in pitch dark save for the sliver of light coming from under the curtains. He slipped on the night vision goggles and activated them, illuminating the room in grayish green. Crossing his legs so they wouldn�t dangle over the edge, he waited knife in hand. Not for the first time he wished both to see and not see a monster.
* * *
It was after three A.M. when it happened. Spencer had begun to doze off. All his fear and anger and anxiety about what was being done to Suzie were no match for the exhaustion he felt, especially when coupled with sitting still in a dark quite room for hours. He was expecting some sort of sensation when it happened. Was expecting to somehow sense a hollowness appear in the wardrobe beneath him when the shadow path opened. Instead his first warning was almost too late.
The wardrobe tipped a bit as the doors opened and it stepped quickly out. Spencer was so surprised that he almost blew the whole thing by standing up where he was, negating the whole advantage of the night vision goggles that let him see his enemy.
But it wasn�t Smiling Jack that came out, it was Mr. Buttons. This was hardly the best case scenario, but it was one Spencer thought might happen. It left the plan essentially the same, except for one difference. With Mr. Buttons being so much shorter than Jack, he would have to dive off the wardrobe in order to land the surprise weapon on it, leaving him exposed down on the floor, within range of a lucky strike from those claws.
Spencer moved quickly but quietly, taking only a second to grab the bucket next to him. He hesitated a second longer, looking down on Mr. Buttons as the bear looked around the dark room. The back of his mind tried to warn Spencer of the dangers of attacking the most savage creature in two worlds straight on. God but the thing was scary.
One wrong move�
But he moved anyway. Diving off the wardrobe straight at Mr. Buttons. Arms extended, he landed the bucket hard over its head. A bucket Spencer had filled with the houses entire supply of shampoo and super glue, with broken beer bottles mixed in for texture.
Mr. Buttons swung a claw at Spencer fast, faster than he had expected. But Spencer was already on the ground and rolling low, the claw passing over his head and gouging tracks in the wardrobe. He rolled to his feet as far away from Mr. Buttons as he could, then before he turned to look sidestepped again to keep moving. He spun to face the beast as he whipped the hunting knife from its sheath.
Mr. Buttons swung wild again and again, frantic. Spencer didn�t see any opening to move in on, one swipe would be the end of him. But if he waited until Mr. Buttons took the bucket off he would miss his chance. The thought of it made him careless. He lunged in as Mr. Buttons completed another wild swing with his right paw, this time ripping off the top of one of Suzie�s bedposts.
He stabbed the hunting knife towards Mr. Buttons� gut, but before he made it he got caught by the back swing of its paw. He got his arm up in time to block it, knocking him across Mr. Buttons to the other side of the room. He landed hard, smashing the night vision goggles into his face and sending him into darkness. He jerked them off his head, seeing the room now in the faintest of sodium orange streetlight coming from under the curtains. His right arm was stunned from the impact, but hadn�t dropped the hunting knife.
Spencer stood and made for the light switch, but stopped himself just in time. Though he might get it turned on and kill Mr. Buttons before it could get the bucket off, the light would close the shadow path to Nowhere Blvd. Instead he stood very quiet, and very still. Watching the direction of where he�d last seen Mr. Buttons, trying to pick out what details he could with his ruined night vision.
He heard a sucking sound, then a kind of plop. It was the sound of Mr. Buttons pulling the bucket from its head. Spencer had hoped it wouldn�t be able to, that the claws would slip off the bucket the same way they had slipped on the doorknob in the closet. He regretted not covering the outside with cooking grease, a move which he thought might jeopardize his ability to hold it and the knife.
He listened carefully for the sound of claws clicking towards him over Suzie�s hardwood floor. Soon his night vision adjusted enough so that he could see the light faintly glinting off the pieces of broken glass stuck to Mr. Buttons head. He saw the impression of moving shadows as Mr. Buttons reached up his arms to wipe away the sticky sharp goo from its button eyes. Eyes that were facing the window.
Facing away from Spencer.
Spencer moved fast. Maybe under better circumstances Mr. Buttons would have been able to hear the two whisper quiet footsteps and the leap. Maybe.
But the beast didn�t hear them. Didn�t hear as Spencer flew through the air, both hands clenched on the knife raised above his head. The next sound either of them heard was that of a terrible ripping as Spencer rammed the knife into the base of Mr. Buttons� neck. Holding onto it with his full weight and tearing it all the way down Mr. Buttons� back, opening the beast from stem to stern.
Why Mr. Buttons didn�t scream then, Spencer didn�t know. He didn�t know why there were no cries of rage as he reached into Mr. Buttons� insides and began tearing out whatever he could get his hands on. Clump after clump of bloody stuffing he ripped out, while Mr. Buttons just stood there twitching and trying weakly to reach around behind itself. The claws were as sharp as ever, but Spencer made no effort to dodge away this time. He knew bears couldn�t reach their backs.
It took a while to finish the job. Spencer kept yanking out what passed for Mr. Buttons� guts long after it had collapsed to the floor. By the time Mr. Buttons stopped twitching the floor was covered with wet balls of bloody cotton and gristle. The remains of Mr. Buttons were half collapsed in on themselves, the soft brown fur almost hollowed out by Spencer�s efforts. Whatever blood alchemy had created Mr. Buttons and sustained it Spencer couldn�t guess. He�d always half-expected to find a kid inside, the starting point for so many of Smiling Jack�s creations.
Spencer looked into the dead black button eyes of the thing. He had an idea.
* * *
The Hollow Men stood watching as Mr. Buttons came walking through the door of the Great Closet. Their machined eyes held no expression, but if anything could be read by the tilt of their heads it might have been expectation. Or perhaps even confusion. Mr. Buttons certainly didn�t look itself today. A little shorter, a little less filled out. The backpack it wore only partially covered the large vertical gash running along the once-great beast�s spine. Its walk was unsteady, the bears balance precarious as it took the heavy object from the backpack and left it inside the Great Closet before carefully shutting the door.
If they were at all suspicious of him, Spencer couldn�t tell it from the limited view offered by two eyeholes he cut in the back of Mr. Buttons throat. He tried his best to maintain his balance as he walked past the Hollow Men down the long hallway. It wasn�t easy with the blood soaked fur squishing under his feet. The furry cottony �skin� itched so bad it could have been used as a torture device. It was as hot inside Mr. Buttons as it would have been in a real bear. He hadn�t cut a separate air hole and breathing was becoming difficult, like when he used to try and hide under the covers from the boogie man. The only good thing about the situation was that the inside of the bear suit was almost entirely without scent, something he doubted would be true of a normal corpse if you decided to wear it out for a walk. Just the same, Spencer was worried he would pass out before he made it out of sight of the Hollow Men, who were luckily the only guards in the long hallway.
As Spencer reached the end of the hallway (the Hollow Men luckily not following), he paused for a moment at the door. He was afraid when he opened it that Jack might be standing there, smiling down in the rays of sunlight beaming down from the high windows. He�d actually been expecting Jack when coming out of the closet itself, or perhaps Nanny Gurdy entertaining a room full of new children. He knew the disguise was pretty poor, and had only a very slight chance of fooling Smiling Jack. Still, some chance was better than none and he�d noticed long ago that the Hollow Men seemed incapable of complex thought.
Spencer opened the door to find no one, not on the landing or anywhere in the entrance hall that he could see. Then made his way carefully down the stairs, holding onto the rail for balance. He thought about searching the house now, finding Suzie and making a run for it. Only if he ran into Smiling Jack before he was ready, it would all be for nothing. He had to take the chance of waiting.
Without glancing back he went out the door, squinting in the bright sunlight that proved once again that Nowhere Blvd. was not on the same day night cycle. He headed east, towards Mr. Buttons� tree house. It was a long walk in the growing heat of the suit and he began to feel himself getting dizzy, mentally weighing the odds of getting caught if he took it off now. The tree house itself didn�t have any means for human entrance, having neither a rope ladder or stairs. Mr. Buttons had simply climbed the tree with his claws. So instead he walked past it to his true destination, the Rejected Woods.
Not for the first time, he kept feeling someone might grab him from behind as he walked. He couldn�t turn his head far enough to see behind him, and had no peripheral vision through the eye holes. But the walk to the woods went without incident, and soon he was inside their protective cover. It didn�t take long at all to get far enough in to be completely cut off from the mansions view. He began stripping off the bear suit as fast as he could, breathing a great gasp of air as he pulled his face free of it.
It didn�t come off easy, kept sticking and sucking at him. Like trying to peel off wet jeans, but worse. In fact, to his horror he couldn�t get his right hand out at all. He pulled hard, yanking with increasing panic. He even went so far as to pull the suit inside out for better leverage on it. But it wouldn�t budge, and yanking it hurt. It was like the paw had grown into his own flesh, and one wouldn�t come off without the other. He worked at it for several minutes, even trying to work the knife blade in there. But the process proved to painful to continue. Finally he had no choice but to compromise, cutting the suit around the area where it was stuck to his arm. It left him looking like a boy with a bears arm. He looked down at his new hand/paw, wiggling his new claws. It cost him about as much dexterity as a pair of heavy gloves, but at least it was a weapon he couldn�t drop. His left hand could still hold the hunting knife after all.
Spencer headed north. Given the weight of the gas can on his pack, he regretted that his plan involved more than a little backtracking. What was worse was that he couldn�t be sure how much time he had to get all the preparations done. The first time he�d come to Nowhere Blvd. it was about the same real world time as it was now. At the time there�d been at least eight hours of daylight left in Nowhere Blvd. Going along that theory, he�d have about eight hours of daylight again. Except he wasn�t at all sure that Nowhere Blvd. moved on a 24 hour clock. He hadn�t had a watch when he�d come over and never stumbled upon one in the old scavenging missions. His internal clock could read the day/night cycles of the place almost perfectly, but that depended on having seen the beginning or end of that day/night. Because the sun in Nowhere Blvd. stayed in the same place all day, you couldn�t figure it out if you showed up somewhere in the middle.
The thought of it made him nervous. If he couldn�t be in position by sunset he had a much smaller chance of getting to Suzie in time. Jack tended to do his lab work early in the night, doing God knows what else the rest of the time. Running would sap Spencer�s energy, but should he try anyway? He was working blind here.
Well not entirely, he thought.
As he marched he began to realize that he had in a short time forgot a lot about Nowhere Blvd. It was a surprise, he hadn�t thought he could have forgot any details even he tried. Yet now he remembered how you could tell the time here by subtle temperature variations. Unlike in the real world, it didn�t get cooler towards sunset. Without the sun hitting at an angle, it got hotter and hotter the whole day, and colder and colder the whole night. He tried to remember what other details he had forgot. He reminded himself of the ways to tell if you were in danger. The tap tap of the Hollow Men patrolling in the streets, the clop clop of Smiling Jack�s black shoes, the shifting of dead leaves and the smell as a Rejected Thing was stalking you. And the sound Mr. Buttons made�well the thought of that brought a smile to his face.
He settled on a fast march, estimating by the heat he had at least a few hours before dusk. The bright light after the dark night of the real world gave him the curious feeling that he�d just woken up, that the real world had all been a dream. The smells of the forest, the crunch of sticks beneath his feet, it was all so much more familiar than his room back in his parents house.
The whole thing really would have been a very pleasant homecoming, if not for the overwhelming fear of being murdered.
He tried to plan what he would do if a Rejected Thing came after him. He realized he�d also forgotten his fear of them, his longtime neighbors. But he was no longer sick from the soars and weakness that came from malnutrition, and a steel hunting knife was a lot more deadly than a sharp piece of bone. To his surprise he realized there wasn�t a single one he could think of who could survive a fight with him now, and he was pretty sure he knew them all. Of course if things went poorly a few hours from now, a single one of them wouldn�t be his problem.
Spencer walked a horseshoe path around the north end of the forest. Snacking on an energy bar from his backpack, the hill and mansion always at his left just a little ways out of view. Finally arriving near Nanny�s bone pile just as the sun began to darken. He sensed the presence of Rejected Things nearby, caught a few shadowy glimpses in the distance. A few wasn�t enough for what he had in mind though. He needed to see all of them, and the only time that happened was during a feeding.
The feedings didn�t happen every night. But over time he�d noticed that the bodies of the failed experiments tended to remain in Nanny Gurdy�s basement for a couple days or so before being dragged in their half devoured state to the bone pile behind the tall hedges. Which meant he was going to have to go to one of the few places in Nowhere Blvd. he never had. As dusk fell there was no need to wait for dark. Nanny would be at the long cabin saying goodnight to the latest group of �recruits.� The comfy house at the edge of the woods would be abandoned for a little while.
At least theoretically, he thought with some trepidation. He could never be entirely sure what it was in Nanny�s basement that gnawed at the bodies before delivering them to the starving masses. The answer seemed fairly obvious after a while, horrible as it was to contemplate. But on the other hand, maybe there was a completely separate monster living in her basement.
Moving around the hedge to within view of the house he felt very exposed. Walking crouched down in stealth seemed silly given the sun still shining down on him. But it would be all too easy for someone to be standing inside that kitchen looking out at him, the glare preventing him from seeing he was walking into a trap. Having no option for stealth, he decided on speed instead and made a dead run to the trapdoors outside the kitchen that lead into the cellar.
Not surprisingly they were locked. But the wood of the doors was anything but new, making it easy to pry the lock out with the hunting knife. The doors came open revealing a short flight of stairs leading down into the darkness. He wished that his night vision goggles hadn�t broke, and wished even more fervently that he�d been able to get his hands on a gun.
He had at least one advantage though, that being the powerful flashlight he�d brought. Even better he was still able to hold it in his right hand, despite the loss of dexterity in the paw that now lived on top of it. Flashlight in right and knife in left, he used his old stealth to silently move down the stairs. Silent not because he had any illusions of surprise at this point, but so that he could hear anything else moving.
What he saw in the basement couldn�t have been more horrific if it had been designed that way. Dirty meat hooks hanging from the ceiling. Saws along the walls with bits of dried blood and hair on them. Dirt floors and wooden tables with nicks taken out of them from ax blades and machetes. A thick smell of sweat and mold and coppery blood. He�d hoped to never see anything like this, and yet had always suspected he would end up somewhere exactly like this. It was terrible to look at, and he wanted to leave right away.
Except it wasn�t nearly as frightening as it should have been. He�d expected he�d be shaking with fear, yet the beam from his flashlight held steady. He breath came not in rasps of terror but steady, alert yet controlled. He wondered at himself, was he so jaded?
Am I incapable of being afraid now? Of being horrified, he wondered. Except that I was damn near shaking in my boots when Mr. Buttons walked out of that wardrobe just an hour ago�
No, it wasn�t him. It was the place. When you really looked at it, there was an unkempt feeling to it. Trash in the corners, dirty clothes lying about. Not an evil mastermind at work here, just a dirty room. Not a place of terror, but a place of shame.
It was the opposite of the laboratory that haunted his dreams. All the pain and suffering was over by the time the children got here. The things that were done in this basement only hurt the one doing them.
Still, there was the body on the table. A baby black girl no older than four. It was easy enough to sling her naked and mangled corpse over his shoulder and head back the way he had come, closing the doors behind him to hide Nanny�s secret from the light of day. Involuntarily his mouth watered at the smell of the corpse, reminding him of many other meals he�d had in the woods.
God help me, he thought.
Spencer left the body at the edge of the bone pile as the last rays of the sun faded to black and the giant moon began to glow in place, knowing they watched hungrily from the woods. He walked back around the giant hedge and stood just on the other side, waiting for the sound of them.
He didn�t have to wait long. If you didn�t know already what Rejected Things sounded like as they moved, you�d never be able to guess what it was just by listening. Slithering and hopping and crawling and dragging all mixed together into one mass, the very antithesis of music. He steeled his nerves and his stomach and turned the corner, walking towards the mass in a way he hoped looked not threatening but definitely not afraid. Weakness was death with them, a lesson Spencer had learned well at this exact spot long ago.
It was an unprecedented event to the whole of them, a form coming back from the house while they were feeding. A few fled, a few became hostile. Most milled somewhere in-between, afraid to lose their food and not knowing how to react. Spencer was sickened by the look of them, these sad monsters and freaks and remnants of children. Ruined beyond all redemption. What had become numb in him while living amongst them was once again raw to the sight of their freakish forms.
He carried the flashlight in his right hand, currently turned off. The knife in a sheath on his left, un-drawn. If one of them charged he planned to blind then stab it. Bloodshed wasn�t what he wanted here, but the loss of a few wouldn�t matter. And more meat would only ensure a more captive audience. He stopped before them and held up his left hand in a gesture he�d always made in his mind when he thought about this moment.
�Listen to me,� he said. Surprised to the point of shock at the sound of his own voice. A voice which he hadn�t heard in over a year. One which wavered with unsteadiness from disuse and didn�t sound like he remembered it.
�Listen to me,� he said again. �Remember me. The boy who lived amongst you. The one who fought and fed with you. I was one of you, one of The Rejected. I am one of you��
The admission caught him by surprise. He�d hadn�t meant to say it. Hadn�t even thought it consciously before. But he couldn�t deny it. He realized now the truth of it, of what he had become. What they were on the outside, he was on the inside. He paused for a moment, shook to the core by the truth of it. Here, before them, he finally felt at home.
�You thought they killed me,� he continued in a stronger voice now. �But I escaped. You thought I was dead by the hand of Smiling Jack or Mr. Buttons. But Mr. Buttons is dead by MY hand. And I wear his claws!�
With this he passed the flashlight into his left hand and held the paw above him, shining the light upon it. A shuddering gasp rose up from the mob, rising even to a wail from some.
He lowered his hand after a few seconds and brought the light up under his face, as if to tell a ghost story.
�I earned my freedom with the kind of courage that comes from knowing you�ve got nothing left to lose. Tonight when you see a light in the sky it will be your only chance to take the town. Fight as one and there will be nothing left that can beat you. Hide now and you�ll cower in the dirt forever.�
With that he turned off the light and backed away, not willing to turn his back on them until he got past the tall hedge and began to make his way south east. He thought of a night a long time ago when he had tried to warn another group of children then ended up walking away alone. There was every possibility that these ones also would not listen to him, and instead would believe whatever was easiest. But it didn�t matter, they would make a good distraction rampaging around the town, but not a vital one. The real showstopper was sloshing around in the plastic gas can strapped to his backpack.
Tonight, he thought. Spencer Williams is coming home to Nowhere Blvd. And I�m bringing all hell with me.
* * *
Spencer�s emotions while he cut across the town were complex. A smoldering rage burned inside him, one that had been there a long time without his being fully aware of it. Walking away from his speech he felt like he could tear the whole place apart with his bare hands. He had to remind himself that getting caught by the Hollow Men out here would still probably mean death. He had to force himself to be afraid, to remember to listen for them.
In a larger way though he was already afraid, not for himself but for Suzie. Even though he was taking the risk of cutting through the town instead of taking the safer path through the forest, he was wasting precious time. Time that could cost her a terrible death.
Apart from both these feelings was a nostalgia so powerful it almost hurt. Walking through the same streets he had spent so many nights wandering and scavenging alone. As he walked by the bungalows of the Perfects he wondered if Jack had made a new Perfect Girl Julie yet. He thought that it would be very easy for him to sneak in, to look at her while she slept. Just to see what she looked like�
He walked on by, shaking with the thought of it. He hadn�t felt things this directly in a long time. He felt human for a change, not despite of but because of his spoken confession to The Rejected Things. Here in the dark of night he was finally awake to what he was, and it made him aware in a new way to all the world around him.
Just in time, he thought as he beheld the towers of the amusement park. To destroy it.
He didn�t expect any Hollow Men to be at the amusement park, and didn�t find any in a cursory search. After all the time he spent and all the spying, he never really was sure where they went at night. Back when they were patrolling for him he�d assumed they walked around all night, never sleeping. But after he�d faked his death and the patrols had stopped, they had disappeared at night just like everyone else. His best guess was somewhere in the mansion, the only building big enough to comfortably hold them. Which was exactly why he needed the distraction, since the mansion was exactly where he needed to go.
Much of the amusement park was made of wood, but the roller coaster was the tallest point. He used half the gas can on it, spreading the noxious liquid evenly amongst a few supports. It was exhilarating, the grand carnage he was about to reek. It made him giddy, a somersault in his stomach. Two years in Nowhere Blvd. and he�d only rode that roller coaster a few times in the early days.
What a waste, he thought. Though a smile was upon his face as he thought it.
The second half of the gas he used to prepare a trap he wasn�t at all sure would work. The approach to the roller coaster was made along a wide corridor of games and prize booths and carnival stands. There were paths between them that were pretty easy for a kid to slip through, but too narrow for the wider gait of the Hollow Men. At the far end of that corridor he created a barrier made of various stuffed animals from the booths. A barrier that would be very easy for the long legs of a Hollow Man to step over on the way to the roller coaster. Then he soaked the barrier with the rest of the gasoline, choking on the fumes.
The plan was to light the roller coaster on fire and set a fuse on the barrier, hoping to trap the Hollow Men between two walls of flame when they came to try and put out the roller coaster. The fuse would be another trick he�d seen on TV, a cigarette placed sideways in a book of matches. The cigarette burns down after a while and when it reaches the matches the whole thing goes up, lighting the barrier along with it. The Hollow Men didn�t have expressions, but just the same he wised he could be here to see them when they realized the trap they had stumbled into. He hadn�t had a chance to give the matchbook trick a test, but was sure it would work. After all, he figured, it worked on TV.
He�d decided it would be best to set the fuse first, since once he lit the roller coaster he would have to run fast so as not to meet with any Hollow Men who happened to be closer than he thought. He pulled the cigarette and matches from his pack, lighting the cigarette with one of them and taking a puff on it to get it going. An action that sent him into a coughing fit and left him feeling twice as nauseous as he had from the fumes alone. He carefully slid the cigarette into position and closed the matchbook around it. The gold leaf letters on the cover caught his eye. The Glen Carrig Lounge. His dad�s home away from home, if he remembered right.
As he moved close to carefully slide the matchbook into place under the edge of the barrier, the fumes of the gasoline were overpowering.
Maybe I overdid it, was his last thought before the explosion.
Waking up after what must have been only a few seconds, head ringing and vision blurred, he heard a strange roaring sound and his feet were very very hot. As consciousness made its way back he realized what was happening, jumping up and away from the heat. He almost fell again as his feet stuck to the ground, the rubber soles of his shoes half melted. Backed away from the fire, coughing on the poisonous thick smoke of burning plastic and stuffing.
He was thoroughly confused and off balance, was stuck between making a run for it and staying to assess the situation. He felt like a little kid who has broken a vase and is trying to decide whether to distance himself from the crime or try and hide the evidence. He had the absurd desire to go to his room and try and think up a backup plan.
He looked at the wall of flame, tried to think for a second as he breathed through his shirt. His face felt like he had a fresh sunburn and his eyes stung from the smoke. He saw by the firelight that all the hair on his arms had been singed off.
Fuck fuck FUCK, he thought as he realized how completely ruined the plan was. Can gas catch fire just from getting a match close to it? Fuck.
Spencer�d successfully blocked off his only access to the roller coaster. At least his only easy and fast access. The fire as it currently was might catch no ones attention at all, and on the other hand might have a complete robotic fire brigade on the spot within sixty seconds, perfectly willing to tear apart Spencer piece by piece as part of the job. He looked over at the pile of flaming rubbish. He could get close to the edge of it, for a second anyway�
He rushed in and grabbed a partially burning stuffed animal from the pile, darting back away quickly. Looked down to find he was holding a pink bunny, the manic smile on its face being quickly consumed by yellow flames with a greenish chemical tinge. Tossed it on the roof of a nearby prize stand and scrambled up after it.
He took the bunny�s leg in his right hand, holding tight with the paw that covered it. Remembering the little league games his dad had always demanded he win. Remembering the way his coach drilled him to throw. He took careful aim and launched the bunny as hard as he could.
Dad would have been proud, he thought, for the arc of flame as the bunny flew across the night sky was truly a thing of beauty. It landed just where he�d aimed, at the base of the gas soaked roller coaster supports. For a moment he was afraid nothing would happen, that the bunny would just burn itself out down there. But then the flames began to slowly spread upwards, and he knew it would be enough.
He wanted to wait, to stay and watch it. The fire was beautiful�entrancing. But time was short, even in these last few moments he felt there was a giant clock ticking its way to alarm somewhere, and he had to beat it. Hopped down from his perch and ran north, skirting around the edge of the town. Moving faster than ever without the weight of the gas can at his back.
* * *
As Spencer re-entered the town around the area of Mr. Buttons� tree house, he could only hope that the Hollow Men had by now all made their way south to fight the fire. He didn�t know if they really had any programming for that, but felt certain at least Jack would have directed them that way. The glow in the south was more than plainly visible, it was unavoidable from the entirety of Nowhere Blvd. If you couldn�t see it, you�d surely smell it. In fact Spencer began to wonder if, given his theory that Nowhere Blvd was completely enclosed underground, whether they would all suffocate from the smoke. There was always the possibility too that the fire would spread to the forest or the rest of the town, which would truly be the end of them. Although he didn�t think it very likely, given that Nowhere Blvd. didn�t have any wind.
Some deaths are better than others, he thought.
The next stop was the visiting children in the log cabin. Like Spencer before them, most only half believed what their friend Smiling Jack had told them about the monsters in the woods lurking about at night. But they started screaming anyway when a large rock flew through the window while they slept, followed by a shadowed figure whose claws glinted in the moonlight.
The screaming surprised Spencer, set him to glancing at the mansion nervously in hopes no one there was listening. For a boy used to wearing stealth as a second skin, a smash and grab job amidst a panicked mob was way out of his comfort zone. There wasn�t any help for it at this point so he turned on his flashlight and played it across the terrified faces of the children in their beds (and a few under them).
No Suzie.
His hopes fell. He hadn�t really thought she would be here, but it was the best case scenario. The only other place was in the mansion.
Well not the only place, he thought. I didn�t really check the bone pile for anyone new, or look closely at the faces of The Rejected�
He tried to push the thoughts from his mind. He knew where he had to go. He started to climb back out the window, then a thought struck him and he took a backward glance into the room of now mostly whimpering children.
�Smiling Jacks a murderer,� he said. �If I was you I�d run for your lives.�
With that he slipped out the window and headed up the hill. He didn�t even think of looking back.
* * *
The basement window was there waiting for him a third time. It was locked now, but easy enough to pry open with knife and claw. He played his light along the floor to check for traps, but saw none. Just in case, he shone it across the whole room as well, looking for ambush. Satisfied that no surprises were waiting for him he jumped down.
With the flashlight he could see the room better than ever. It really was amazing. The priceless collectibles and nightmarish antiquities strewn along the plain wooden shelves like disused power tools were truly unbelievable. In just a glance he saw a few things he hadn�t before. Like a spider�s head every bit as large as his own, encased in formaldehyde and with red eyes still glinting out from the yellow liquid. And an old tri-bladed dagger that might have been made of gold and had a hollow tube running down the center, laying on top of what looked like a generator with a crank on the side and a giant switch in the middle.
He glanced at these and more in passing, but didn�t stop to look closer. Instead he headed down the hallway towards the operating theatre. He felt as he moved that there were two crushing and opposing forces pressing on him. From behind came the force of panic, the fear of being caught and the need to hurry before it was too late. From before pushed back the terror and memories of what he might find, that it might be too late. He couldn�t breathe for the weight of it. His steps were unsteady and faltering. His heart beat against his chest like a fist and he moved forward by momentum alone.
Finally he stood frozen just at the edge of the room to his left. The �waiting room.� This, and not the operating theatre, was the deciding moment. If Suzie wasn�t in the one then she must be in the other. He decided that if she was lying on that metal slab that had known so many horrors, whether dead or still half alive, he would burn the mansion to the ground with the both of them in it. They�d be the last victims of Smiling Jack.
Please please please, he prayed to no one. There was no one left to pray to.
Finally he forced himself to take a step forward, holding his breath in anticipation. He shone his flashlight across the waiting room, examining the small school chairs one by one. He was so anxious to see her that each shadow seemed for a moment to be her shape. Until there�
There she was.
For the briefest of moments she just lay there limp in the chair, and Spencer felt sure she was dead. When she opened her eyes at the glare of the light and started to scream he could physically feel his heart begin to beat again. It was only a second before he realized though that he must absolutely shut her up as soon as possible.
�Suzie, it�s me. It�s Spencer,� he said while shining the flashlight at his own face. He wondered how she would react, given that he had never actually spoke to her before.
She stopped screaming and instead started sniffling, large tears running down her cheek. He went over to her and wrapped his arms around her, hugging her so tightly that he heard the breath get squeezed out of her in a huff. He realized belatedly that he had never hugged her either. He�d held her and carried her as a matter of course, but never actually hugged her. It was probably the best moment of his life.
He tried to lift her in his arms but was stopped by the shackles chaining her to the floor. Short work was made of them, though. Spencer had not neglected to bring a hacksaw.
* * *
Spencer carried Suzie up the stairs and through the kitchen and down the narrow hallways. The wyrd witchlight of the house illuminated his path as before, meaning he had no need of the flashlight. Suzie still whimpered despite his best attempts to keep her quiet. He�d learned many times that telling Suzie to shush was an extremely temporary solution at best, and yet he wished just this once she would cooperate and be still. As he moved down the corridors on his way to the entrance hall he paid even less attention to Jack�s ages old artwork than he had the last time. He didn�t need to use them as landmarks, he remembered his way perfectly. As he always did.
Reaching the grand entrance hall with its black tile floors and black wood stairs sweeping off to either side, he felt the exact same trepidation he had before. Crossing the open space, no where to hide should someone happen to show up at just the wrong time. If anything he was even more nervous given that last time that was exactly what had happened. Spencer glanced down at the paw that was his right hand, a fleeting sense of something like deja vu passing over him.
He paused only long enough to glance at as much of the room as he could see, then moved as fast as he could while still keeping his footsteps perfectly silent. An almost jog that had him across the room and up the stairs in less than twenty seconds. As he passed into the long hallway he glanced down at the front door, but didn�t pause.
Quietly he shut the door to the long hallway behind him, moving fast towards the Grand Closet. Was a good halfway down the hall and finally letting himself feel a sense of relief, but froze when it spoke behind him.
�Speeeennnnnncer.�
There was no denying that voice, no questioning it. He turned, holding Suzie�s head against his shoulder so she couldn�t see. At first confusion, because the door to the long hallway was still closed. But then in a beam of moonlight streaming in from the high windows he saw. Smiling Jack was rising to his feet from amidst a pile of ventriloquist dummies sitting in the corner. Spencer had walked right past without seeing him.
�Ahhh Spencer,� said Jack. His voice was soft, and he wore a look of happy rapture on his human-masked face. �How I wished and wished you would come.�
So close, thought Spencer. I was so close. He�d expected fear, but instead only felt a final depression. It had all been for nothing. And yet�
And yet there was a spark of hope still. Jack was a long ways away, and Spencer was halfway home. He had more of a lead now then he had when he�d run this same hallway with Mr. Buttons on his trail. He�d had less weight then, but maybe. When Jack started calmly walking forward, Spencer began matching step for step backward.
�You�re the only one Spencer,� Jack said as he cast his arms wide in a gesture of both amazement and welcome. �The only one to ever escape. After all I�ve fooled, you were the one that fooled me.�
Just a little further, Spencer half-thought and half-prayed. Just keep walking.
�The things I could do with you Spencer,� said Jack. A distant look of hunger smoldered in his alien eyes even through the mask. �The things I could make of you. After all these years, after ages Spencer! You could be the one. The real Perfect one. The child so Perfect that I can finally��
But Jack had stopped walking. Spencer stopped too, unsure if he would somehow break the spell of escape if he kept moving.
�Come here Spencer,� Jack said. It wasn�t a request, it was an order.
�Jack,� said Spencer. �You�re out of your fucking mind.�
Spencer turned and ran with every bit of the uncanny speed that he�d learned in the streets and forests of Nowhere Blvd. He was sure he�d make it, even with Suzie slowing him down he was already three fourths of the way towards the Grand Closet. And Jack was twice that distance away from him.
Spencer didn�t even come close.
Jack moved with all the preternatural speed of a jumping spider. His very movements a blur. Spencer was overtaken as if he�d been doing no more than calmly sleepwalking. Jack dealt him a glancing blow as he shot past. Spencer lost his balance and went sprawling, losing Suzie in the process. She landed with a thump and rolled away, too dazed by the impact to cry.
Spencer landed at a half roll and was on his feet in a second, the hunting knife drawn and readied on the way. He attacked by reflex, not giving Jack time to think as he slashed at the smiling face.
Jack deflected the knife and whipped it away with such grace and speed that one of Spencer�s fingernails was caught and torn away with it. In the same moment Jack slammed a fist into his chest that sent him flying across the hall into a pile of toys. Spencer landed in a heap, arms clutched around his chest. His breath had been knocked out of him and his attempts to suck in more only ended with a wretched choking sound. He�d never been hit like that in his life.
He was out of his league here, he knew it now more than ever. For the first time in a long time he felt like a little boy caught by the monster under the bed. All his long nightmares were about to come true.
His vision began to fade, replaced with a swirling bluish black haze. He saw Jack look away from him, still smiling in scorn. The last thing he saw was Jack start to walk towards Suzie. He could still hear though, could hear when she started screaming.
Spencer beat at his chest, trying to force his lungs to work as his mind shut down piece by piece. And miraculously at last they did. He breathed again, and found when he came back to full consciousness that he was already standing, having somehow dragged himself back up without realizing it.

I�ve got more knives. Maybe while Jack�s back is turned to go after Suzie.
But he saw now that Jack wasn�t looking at Suzie, or at him. He was looking down towards the entrance of the long hallway.
Spencer followed his gaze and saw something both monstrous and wonderful. The hallway was filling with creatures out of a nightmare, but they weren�t Jack�s creatures any longer. The Rejected things had seen the firelight in the sky, had remembered the way out of Nowhere Blvd.
They moved tentatively forward, not sure of what to do. Clearly Jack was alone, and yet they all still knew fear of him.
Spencer pointed one of his claws from his right hand towards Jack. He drew in as much breath as he could, the better to speak with.
�Now�s your chance,� he said in a breathy croak. �He�s weak, and alone. Kill him. Now or never.�
He wasn�t sure if they heard, but in the streams of moonlight Spencer could see their eyes. Eyes filling with enough rage to push out the fear. Their slithering and crawling and stalking was that of the predator, trapping its prey. Jack�s smile subtly turned from one of surprise to one of apprehension. His eyes betrayed fear for the first time that Spencer had ever seen.
But only for a moment. Then he turned that horrible smile upon Spencer, and there was triumph in his eyes.
�See you around Spencer.�
Smiling Jack ran for the closet door, moving infinitely faster than even the closest of the Rejected Things. Spencer ran after him desperately, knowing that if Jack escaped now it was only a matter of time before he found Suzie again.
Only a matter of time before Spencer fell asleep.
As he ran after Jack he thought-prayed over and over, Don�t see it in time, don�t see it in time.
And Jack didn�t. He opened the closet door and took one glance back as he stepped through. The POP of the metal spring and SNAP of the steal was loud enough to echo down the long hallway. Instead of sliding into the liquid darkness of the closet, Jack fell to the ground. Clawing at the bear trap that now crushed his ankle.
Jack had found Spencer�s present.
He�d meant it to be a deterrent, had meant to jump over it on his way into the closet if anyone was following him on the way out. Spencer didn�t pause to appreciate the irony of it.
Instead he charged straight towards Jack, trying to ignore the throbbing pain in his chest. The Rejected Things charged to, sensing the inherent weakness of a downed foe.
Smiling Jack screamed, and there was no pretense of humanity in that sound. It was what a spiders scream would sound like it you burned it in its own web, only it was loud enough to rattle the very windows in their frames. Everyone in the room stopped, frozen by that sound. Spencer paused only for a moment though, knowing Jack was still only inches from escape, that this would be his last chance. But the Rejected Things cringed in place, unsure of attacking anything that could make that sound. It was truly a terrible thing.
Spencer ran up behind him as Jack pried open the trap by brute strength alone. He couldn�t let go to deal with Spencer without letting the thing clamp shut on his ankle again, and Spencer knew it. He wasted no time, using his bear claws to tear and maul at Smiling Jack�s face. The fake skin tore away, revealing again the dead gray fleshy substance beneath. Spencer tried to tear at that too, but it was very tough even for all its looseness. Thick and leathery. He scratched at the black eyes but they wouldn�t puncture, were hard like crystal. Jack almost had the bear trap off.
Finally in desperation, Spencer grabbed with both hands at the thin metal wires that held the hooks at the edges of Jack�s smile. He pulled as hard as he could, yanking that joyless smile into a rictus grin. He put his feet against Jack�s shoulders for leverage and strained and jerked at the wires until reddish black blood began to froth at the corners of Jack�s mouth.
It was enough for the Rejected Things, who had been moving closer the whole time. The sight of blood was enough of a signal to attack any fallen foe. They swarmed on Smiling Jack, tearing at him with tooth and claw and tentacle. Jack killed what he could get his hands on, ripping out a throat or crushing a skull that fell within reach of his flailing arms.
Spencer didn�t flee, but instead pulled a knife from his ankle holster and joined in, stabbing down with both hands on Jack�s face. Finally he landed a blow hard enough to crack through the shell of one of Jacks black eyes. Again and again he stabbed at that weak point while the Rejected kept Jack�s hands too busy to defend himself. A final savage blow with all his strength and he penetrated the eye all the way up to the knife�s hilt.
Jack spasmed, a seizure of death ripping through him. He jerked around for a time, then was still.
Spencer crawled away, gasping for breath. He went over to Suzie, who sat quietly. She was awake, her eyes wide and filled with tears. She didn�t cry though. Perhaps in too much shock, he thought. She didn�t look too badly hurt. He lifted her into his arms and looked around the room. All eyes were on him.
�You�re free now,� he said wearily. �But you can�t go through that closet. You�re monsters. That�s not your home anymore. Your home is here now.�
He told them because it needed to be said, and didn�t have enough humanity left to care about whatever sense of loss they might experience from the words.
They can�t go back, he thought as he looked up at the Grand Closet door and prepared to leave. Not like me.
But can I?
Spencer looked around at the things before him. Could he go home? It hadn�t felt like home when he�d been there before. What was waiting for him? A life of growing up, learning to pretend to be like his parents? Working a job and buying a house and living like he was part of a world where the true sun shown down from the heavens, when he alone knew of a world where it didn�t?
He didn�t care about his parents, missed them less than ever because he�d seen what life with them would be like now. The only person he really cared about was Suzie, and she could stay here with him.
I can take care of her just as well here, he reasoned. There�s no one left here who can stand against me. Nanny Gurdy wouldn�t dare, and my army of Rejected Things can take care of any Hollow Men. We can steal our food from the real world, and I can do whatever I want with the Perfects. Maybe even another Perfect Girl Julie�
Spencer stood there thinking. Weighing his options, deciding his fate. The claustrophobic comforts of the real world, or the terrifying wonders of Nowhere Blvd. It wasn�t a decision to take lightly. He was finally free to do whatever he wanted. Go wherever he wanted.
Anywhere except home, because for Spencer Williams there was no such place.
Maybe stay, he wondered. Maybe go.
�Mommy,� said Suzie quietly, head leaning against his chest.
It was enough. Without a glance back, he stepped over the remains of Smiling Jack and into the closet.
The End

###
Thank you for purchasing Nowhere Blvd. I hope you enjoyed it, and now have to sleep with the lights on for a week. If so, please consider posting a review. It�s the best way to ensure you keep getting access to indie books, instead of just what big house publishers think you should be reading. And you�d be surprised how much stock a stranger puts in your opinions.
###
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Praise for the epic novel The Abyss Above Us,
�There is almost never a moment in which the reader is not compelled to ask himself, �Yes, but what happens next?��
�Albert Berg�s Unsanity Files

�Effective hybrid of science & cosmic horror.�
�Cameron, Good Reads

In this Kindle Horror Exclusive:
There is a place in the sky where there are no stars, no matter how deeply the astronomers gaze into it. Atop a lonely mountain stands a mighty telescope that turns towards the coordinates of this abyss nightly, as if drawn to it. Receiving its commands from a computer that hasn�t existed for twenty years.
Introverted network engineer Shaw is brought in to find out why.
To his horror he finds that while the night sky may be dark, it is not silent. A signal is coming from those coordinates. Creating a sound liquid and hypnotic with layers of data that suggest anything but randomness. A siren�s song that leads to horrific suicides in everyone who listens to it.
By the time Shaw realizes this, it�s too late to stop the signal he sent back into the night. A signal obviously received, for the abyss has begun to move.
And it�s moving towards us.
More praise for The Abyss Above Us:
��his ideas are novel, he avoids clich� at every turn, and his technical expertise shows through in his writing.�
�James West, Amazon Reader

For everyone who misses the early days of Stephen King and John Carpenter, The Abyss Above Us is your ticket back into great sci-fi horror!
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