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Аннотация
Anything Can be Dangerous contains four amazing stories, plus a preview to the highly praised novel Husk. The stories include:
Anything can be Dangerous ~ the simple things in life can kill.
Through the Valley of Death ~ a dark vampire story that will make you remember fear.
The Finger ~ zombie literature has never been so extraordinary.
Feeding Frenzy ~ lunchtime in a place called hell.


Matt Hults
ANYTHING CAN BE DANGEROUS


A word from the publisher:

I wrote an introduction for Matt Hults� wonderful debut novel HUSK, and made reference to a story he wrote called �Anything Can be Dangerous.� Matt keeps telling me that he loves the intro and that it makes him laugh every time he reads it. At some point it occurred to Matt that he wanted the story I mentioned to be made available, and he asked me to put together a little one-story sampler, selling me on the concept that it would make a great promotional tool for his novel. Being the grumpy old fart that I am I tried to blow Matt off, telling him that I was far too busy to promote his book in any way, shape, or form. I think my exact words were, You promote the stupid thing� I�m tired and drunk; get out of my face. Of course, this didn�t go over too well and he successfully managed to twist my rubber arm and get me to do something intelligent.
I set aside the things I was currently working on, including the paperback version of Husk, along with the upcoming titles Zombie Kong, Living Death Race 2000, Into Hell, Best New Zombie Tales #3, Best New Vampire Tales #1 (paperback), the paperback version of my sophomore novel Terror Town, the ebook version of my first novel The Dead Parade, Best New Werewolf Tales #1, plus the re-release of Gary Brandner�s famous �The Howling� trilogy�book one, two, and three.
When I told Matt I was busy, I�m sure he had no idea what I was talking about, or that I was so busy. But Matt�s one smart cookie, and I�m guessing that upon reading this little note he�ll be able to understand the spot I�m in. He�ll also figure out that a one-story sampler isn�t my style�so what you�re looking at here is a four-story sampler plus a preview for HUSK.
The first story is called Anything Can Be Dangerous. It�s a whole lot of fun and the only place it�s available is right here, inside this collection. Enjoy.
James Roy Daley


ANYTHING CAN BE DANGEROUS


1.

This must be what a kid with a normal childhood feels like on Christmas morning, Greg Shader thought as he opened the box containing his new laptop computer. He stripped off the shipping tape and tossed the Styrofoam packing material aside, exposing the long sought-after prize waiting inside.
The sleek silver machine was sealed in a clear plastic bag, which gave off the quintessential smell of new electronics when Greg pulled it out of the box, but his childlike smile of delight suddenly melted from his face when he turned it over and spotted the bold red-letter message written across its front side:
WARNING:
PLASTIC BAGS CAN BE DANGEROUS.

He stared at the bag silently, holding it in front of him as if his body had become nothing more than a lifeless mound of sculpted clay.
The label�s warning was followed by the advice that plastic bags should be kept away from babies and children due to the risk of suffocation, and even though Greg understood the obligatory legal nature of the notice, the phrasing of the first sentence triggered an outbreak of goosebumps across his skin.
To anyone else, the linkage of those particular words might�ve seemed normal, maybe even humorous. Greg knew that for every warning label ever made�especially the absurd ones�there was someone who�d done what it cautioned against and lived to sue about it. Consequently, everything needed a warning label these days, or a sign, or a sticker. What unnerved him about this warning, however, was how much it read like something his mother would�ve said when he was a child.
�Anything can be dangerous, Gregory,� she used to tell him, �so never let your guard down for an instant!�
The message on the bag struck him like her words from the grave.
But she was gone. Long gone.
As was her insane mistrust of everyday items.
Discarding his thoughts of the past, he cut through the seal at the top of the bag and unwrapped the computer. Living alone, he had no children or pets to worry about, so he tossed the empty bag on the floor, along with the box and its packing material. Those simple inanimate objects might have represented potentially deadly hazards in his mother�s eyes, but to him they constituted nothing more than trash.
He spent the next hour installing various office-related programs onto the laptop�s hard drive and transferring backup files of his second suspense novel from his out-of-date desktop.
As an unemployed insurance selection specialist turned author, the laptop represented a huge milestone in his new writing career, proving that his dream of being able to tell stories for a living and still pay the bills on time could soon become a reality.
Around four his cell phone rang, and Greg answered using the caller ID glowing on the display. �Hey, Jackass.�
�Ah, man, you changed my title,� Len Moore replied. �What happened to Numb-nuts?�
�Got a new bill collector. What�s up with you, bro?�
�Oh, you know, just reaping the benefits of working at a hospital.�
�Better health insurance?�
�No. Dating nurses. I�ve got a hot lead on two new RN�s down in Peds. I could set up a double if you�re game?�
Greg ran a hand over the stubble on his chin. �Let�s get some details first. What am I walking into?�
�Her name�s Mia, and I�m telling you, bud, this girl has the body of a goddess. You won�t regret it.�
�She isn�t like the last �goddess� you set me up with, is she? You remember, the one who looked more like Zeus than Athena.�
�No, I promise. That was a one-time thing caused by radiation exposure. Won�t happen again.�
Greg laughed. He�d heard that one before. Despite Len�s track record as a matchmaker a date sounded like a good idea, even if it was a blind one. He hadn�t been with a girl for over a month, and the potential for sex was always appealing.
�Okay, I�m in. Where are we meeting?�
Greg took down the address. He still had a number of errands to run before getting ready, so after talking with Len he shutdown the computer and closed it up for the day.
Before leaving the room he collected all the trash from the floor, gathering the computer�s packing supplies into the box for safekeeping, just in case he needed to return it later, thus avoiding any restocking fees.
He found everything but the bag it had been wrapped in.
He stood where he was, looking left and right around the edge of the bed, finding nothing but clean white carpet.
He knelt down and looked under the bed.
Still nothing.
Plastic Bags Can Be Dangerous.
He banished the thought from his mind.
�Thanks a lot, Mom,� he said to the empty room.
He tossed the box onto the bed and went to find his car keys, not giving the mislaid bag another moment of his concern.

2.

Greg got home after one in the morning.
He parked in the driveway of the detached garage then walked to the front of the house to unlock the door, smiling to himself while he strode through the summer night air.
Mia was spectacular. Beyond spectacular. Far better than Len could�ve ever described, because her personality was as intoxicating as her appearance.
And what an appearance: red hair; green eyes; slim body; pert breasts. Greg had always possessed the looks and wit to win the ladies� attention, but Mia�s charm and beauty had actually made him second guess his ability to entice her. For the first time since high school he�d actually felt awkward around a girl.
They�d started the evening off at a bar on the riverfront, staying only long enough for a quick drink and a round of introductions. After that, they relocated to a racetrack just north of the city, where Len�s cousin was driving in a demolition derby. There were live bands and plenty of food and drinks, but the show�s entire atmosphere reeked of redneck testosterone. Mia hated it, and so did Greg, and their mutual distaste of the event made them instant allies. About twenty minutes into the first melee of eardrum-splitting automotive battle they ducked away and took Greg�s car back to Minneapolis. By then, his initial bout of shyness had passed.
This being their first date, Greg steered clear of movie theaters and bass-booming nightclubs, preferring to find an activity that facilitated one-on-one conversation. They visited several exotic stores uptown, chatting while they window shopped, sharing summaries of their lives and desires. And they got along great. The conversation went so well, in fact, that the busy shops and crowded walkways soon became nothing more than background noise to their words, blurring into static. There were no uncomfortable collisions of interest, no lack of topics. The two of them seemed to fuel each other, keeping the dialogue going.
Their journey took them to a coffee house featuring live jazz, where they got double espressos and huddled together within the crowd, continuing their exchange using both words and body language amid the aroma of java, incense, and pipe tobacco. Around midnight, they ended the evening with a late-night stroll through the Walker Art Garden, where their mouths met on more than one occasion.
Greg had already replayed the entire evening three times in his head, now hoping to hang onto that euphoric sense of delight he�d felt while in Mia�s presence. They�d kissed long and meaningfully before going their separate ways, and he found himself content with the fact they�d not ended up in bed. He knew she was interested in him, there was no doubting that, but she wasn�t easy, and he found that appealing. They had another night planned for tomorrow�today, rather�and the anticipation of seeing her again was an experience of its own.
Greg ascended the front steps to the porch, thumbing through his keys, when he was startled by the sounds of the neighbor kid across the street. The surprise struck him like an icy hand coming down on the back of his neck.
�Damn!� he said, looking over his shoulder.
Ghost pale in the darkness, the young mentally disabled boy sat on the front stoop of his home, gleefully clapping his hands and keening, �Eyeee, Eyeee,� into the night.
Greg shook his head. He�d heard the eight-year-old late at night countless times before, but this particular instance clashed with his upbeat mood and made tonight�s display seem utterly disgusting. Yet again he found himself wondering how the neighbors to either side could stand it, or how the boy�s parents could allow him outside at such a time, especially given his condition. Not that Greg knew what his condition was, precisely. All he�d heard was the local rumor that alcohol had played a part during his mother�s pregnancy.
The boy continued clapping unabated.
�Eyeee, Eyeee.�
The disharmony of that noise had doused Greg�s ability to keep the pleasant memory of his evening with Mia alight, and he hurried to get inside, leaving the boy�s howling at his back.

3.

Despite the late night, Greg awoke early the next morning, just after seven, and the sun was already giving a preview of the glorious day ahead�the kind of day God had probably meant for humanity to enjoy on a regular basis before some asshole invented money. Thankfully, it was Saturday, the one day he allowed himself to take a break from his work.
He got up and made toast and eggs in the kitchen. Eating by the window, he compiled a mental list of possible activities for tonight�s date with Mia, fervent in his mission to recapture the feel of their previous outing. If he played his cards right�
Greg�s train of thought suddenly derailed when he glanced outside and spotted a dead dog in the backyard.
The sight of the hulking gray shape slumped against the side of the garage left him stunned, half a crust of toast still pinched between his teeth. He�d been thinking about the house and yard, about what he needed to do to make the place presentable in case Mia came over later, and that�s when he saw it.
Fur. Ears. Paws. Tail.
He got up and went to investigate.
He wasn�t even halfway across the lawn when he recognized that it was Gracy, his neighbor�s five-year-old German Sheppard.
�Ah, shit,� he whispered to himself.
He glanced to the Jacobsons� house next door, guessing that Tom and Angela were still fast asleep, probably unaware that the dog was missing. He wondered if he should tell them now, even if it meant waking them up.
His mental debate tapered off when he got closer to the animal and saw the full extent of its condition. The dead canine lay on its back, legs up, jaws open. In life, Gracy had been a healthy, stalwart specimen, but now her emaciated body looked ancient, her skin shrunken tight around her bones as if vacuum-formed to her skeleton.
�What the hell?� Greg muttered. He recalled seeing her playing outside just the other day.
Bright white fangs smiled up at him where the dog�s withered lips had peeled back; her nose had become a fleshless cavern in her skull. Both her eyes were missing, the sockets dark and empty, and Greg�s eggs and toast seemed to come alive in his belly when he noticed the flies that had already begun to explore those twin ovoid cavities.
How on earth was he going to break the news to his neighbors? He didn�t have a clue. Even to him it was obvious that the dog hadn�t died of natural causes, and he found himself fearfully wondering if it had caught some kind of abnormal disease.
As he pondered that thought, he suddenly realized that the green-gray mass of flesh that jutted from the Sheppard�s gaping maw wasn�t a bloated tongue, but rather a distended length of regurgitated intestine.
�Oh, God!�
He retreated to the driveway, away from the corpse, when he caught a glimpse of the garage door in his peripheral vision.
It was open.
He hadn�t opened it last night when he�d come home. And he was pretty damn sure it was closed when he�d arrived.
Collecting himself, he moved to the open doorway and examined the inside. The overhead light bulb remained dark, but the sunlight streaming in over his shoulder easily illuminated the single car space.
There was blood on the floor.
He saw it right away, a red trail of quarter-size droplets leading clear to the back wall, vanishing behind the collection of scrap lumber he kept stacked in the far corner.
He snatched up a long-handled shovel from the tool rack mounted near the main entry but didn�t dare go inside. What if the thing that made the bloody trail was the thing that killed Gracy? Maybe it was a wounded animal, something infected with a germ or virus that caused the ghastly deformities he�d seen on the dog?
He decided that his best bet was to close the door and call animal control.
He was about to back his way to his car, intent on retrieving the automatic control box for the door, when his eyes spotted something protruding from where the crimson stains disappeared behind the wood.
He squinted, focusing on the sight.
And suddenly he realized what he was looking at.
Without another second of hesitation, he strode inside, marching straight to the end of the blood trail, where he found the bag sitting behind the lumber.
Sure enough, it was the plastic bag his computer had come in, the one with the warning. It was half-full of clotted dark blood, some smeared across its transparent plastic skin.
He squatted down, still at a distance, and peered into the gloom between the stacked wood and the wall, but found nothing other than the bag and its grisly red contents.
Using the shovel, he dragged the bag into the open. A pair of work gloves hung on a peg beside the lumber and he quickly slipped them on. But what should he do? Tom would likely call the police once he found out what happened to Gracy, and the investigating officer would undoubtedly want to look around the scene, maybe inside the garage. He�d see the blood, the bag, and then what? Would they suspect that Greg was the killer?
No. That was ludicrous. Greg had been on good terms with the Jacobsons� since day one. Besides, he had no motive to kill their dog. Hell, he liked their dog! But something deep down told him that he didn�t want anyone else to see the bag, even if it meant tampering with evidence. If he hid it somewhere, he could discard it himself later, when no one else was around. Better yet, he�d destroy it�
Plastic Bags Can Be Dangerous.
�Gracy!�
Greg flinched, spinning toward the voice.
�Gracy!� Tom Jacobson called from next door. �Come on, girl. Where are you?�
Greg knew it was only a matter of seconds before Tom glanced to his right, through the branches of the hedge separating their properties, and saw his dead pet, forty feet away.
He turned his attention back to the bag, uncertain of what to do�
And found it draped across his foot.
�Jesus!�
He kicked the thing away, hit the button for the automatic door, and dodged under it as it descended. Running from the garage, he went to tell his neighbor about the dog and suggest that they call the police.

4.

The evening with Mia would�ve been as splendid as the last if not for the memory of the bag. Its gory afterimage remained imprinted in his mind, dominating his thoughts and polluting his mood.
He�d met Mia just after six, and they decided on a trip to Valley Fair instead of eating out. It sounded like a great idea at the time. He�d secretly hoped that the excitement of the amusement park�s rides and the noise of the crowds would distract him from his thoughts and help him focus on Mia, but the morning�s experience refused to relinquish its hold and the cheery atmosphere of the park only acted to further expose his dispirited frame of mind.
The bag.
The police never found it. That�s what was truly bothering him.
After seeing his dog, Tom Jacobson indeed called the police. Greg explained to the responding officer how he found Gracy�s remains slumped beside his garage and that he�d also spotted several drops of blood near the door. He never said that he went inside, though. And he never mentioned the bag.
Previously, he�d been uncertain what would happen if the police discovered it in his garage, all full of blood, but by then he wanted them to find it, especially after� after it moved.
He was still having trouble believing it himself, mainly because he hadn�t actually witnessed its advance, but it somehow crossed three feet to his foot. And he knew he hadn�t imagined its proximity to him. He�d felt the weight of its liquid cargo when he booted it away, its warmth on his ankle. There was just no mistaking it; the damn thing had moved! Nevertheless, how could he possibly hope to tell that to the police and expect them to believe it? Answer: he couldn�t.
So he�d kept quiet, waiting for the officer to find the bag and take it away.
Only the officer hadn�t found the bag. He�d done a brief search of the garage, noted the traces of blood in his report, but that was it. Gracy�s remains were taken by animal control to be autopsied for possible contagions, Tom got a case number, and, la-tee-da, life was back to normal.
Or at least it should�ve been. Greg still hadn�t gone back into the garage since the officer left, and he was beginning to wonder if he would ever set foot in there again.
�Is something wrong?�
Greg looked up, stirred from his thoughts by Mia�s soft voice.
�Sorry. What?�
She gave him a sheepish grin. �Well, I don�t mean to be blunt, but you don�t seem to be having a very good time. Last night� I thought we got along great. Tonight feels different. I know we just met, so if you�re uncomfortable or something, please tell me.�
�No,� he answered. �God, no. I�ve been looking forward to seeing you all day.�
She flashed him that fantastic smile.
�I just� I had a rough morning, and I guess it�s still troubling me a bit. I apologize.�
�Is it something you want to talk about?�
He hesitated, but decided to tell her. He felt bad enough making her suffer through the first half hour of their date wondering if she was the source of his distracted behavior, and he wanted to put things right. He didn�t tell her everything, though. He kept the details of his story centered on the shocking discovery of the dog and his surprise at Gracy�s unnatural death.
�That�s terrible,� she agreed. �I hope they catch whoever did it.�
�Me too.�
To his surprise, talking about the ordeal did make him feel better. In fact, it helped put everything in perspective. The bag of blood, the dog�s grotesque carcass; those things still stuck in his mind, but they no longer carried the eerie air that had dampened his spirits since he found them.
By the time they reached the next ride, his attention was once again focused entirely on Mia. She was happy, and that made him happy, and he slipped his arm around her waist as they walked side by side toward the entry gate of the Ferris wheel. It was a risky move, this being only their second time together, but she allowed it and even leaned her body against him.
They�d settled into the end of the line when he noticed an empty plastic bag with the fair�s logo on it go tumbling across the thoroughfare not far away, bounding end over end, propelled by the breeze.
His newfound smile faded.
The wind was blowing in the opposite direction.

5.

�What the hell is going on?�
Greg had asked himself that same question at least a dozen times since dropping Mia off at her apartment, but he had yet to come up with an answer.
After he saw the lone bag whisking across the thoroughfare at the park, he�d begun to see them everywhere.
Not that that�s hard to do, he thought. This is America, after all; plastic is about as commonplace as dirt.
Such an explanation sounded good when applied to the physical aspect of his sudden aversion to plastic, but deep down he knew that the menacing quality he�d begun to associate with such a mundane material was not only unusual, it was pure fucking nuts.
He didn�t let it trouble him around Mia, though. He forced himself to block it out. Now that she was gone, however, he found himself dwelling on the topic once again and genuinely fearing for his sanity.
He turned right, onto Quincy Street, intent on parking in front of the house rather than go up the alley to the garage. Even from a block and a half away, he noticed multiple police cars lined up along the street across from his house, as well as an ambulance parked along the curb. Their red, white, and blue flashers lit up the area like a Fourth of July fireworks show.
Greg parked in front of his own house and got out, pausing on the sidewalk before going to the door. He saw fellow neighbors standing on their doorsteps, watching the scene unfold, and couldn�t help be curious himself.
�It�s a hell of a thing,� a voice said from behind.
Greg flinched and turned around to find Tom standing at his back.
�I heard it was the boy,� his neighbor said, indicating toward the house. �You know, the slow one. I guess they found him in the basement.�
�Damn,� Greg muttered. �You mean� dead?�
Tom frowned, nodding. �Child Protective Services should�ve stuck their nose into that shit-heap years ago. All afternoon I�ve been listening to the kid�s mother calling his name, telling him to come home. Christ, they don�t even keep track of him. Like always, she never actually went out to look for him, either. Just stands there on the steps in her bathrobe, shouting up and down the block. Poor bastard was probably down there the whole time, already gone.�
Greg rubbed his arms, smoothing the goose bumps that had risen on his skin. �Did you catch how it happened?�
�Suffocation.�
Despite the warm, windless night, Greg shivered.
�Chad Wilks, the neighbor on the right, told me that he saw them working on the kid through one of the windows when he came out. Said he had a plastic dry-cleaning bag stretched over his head so tight it looked like he�d been shrink-wrapped.�
�Oh, damn,� Greg thought aloud.
�First Gracy, now this,� his neighbor continued. �Angela always says shit like this happens in threes. If that�s the case, I wonder what�s next?�
Greg shrugged, but said nothing. Without another word, he ascended the front steps and went inside his house.

6.

Sundays were Greg�s lazy days, but try as he might he couldn�t seem to relax.
At breakfast, he found himself standing in front of the open refrigerator, scanning the food. He�d bought groceries the day before meeting Mia, and he was acutely aware of how many items were stored in plastic bags.
Grapes, celery, sliced turkey meat, tortillas. There were eleven in all. Eleven bags in the refrigerator alone, with more on the counter, in the cupboards, and under the sink.
A box of thirty Ziplock bags in the junk drawer.
A roll of a hundred garbage bags beside the trash bin.
He closed his eyes, massaging his temples. He had to stop this; it was getting ridiculous.
He was thinking like his mother.
The idea chilled his spirit like an ice water bath.
No. He was nothing like is mother. She was insane, he wasn�t. Crazy people didn�t question their delusions or wonder if they needed help. Besides, his mother had seen threats in all sorts of objects, not any specific one. And if his fixation on plastic was the result of some malfunctioning gene passed on by his mother, why would it start affecting him now? He�d never felt this way before.
Whatever the case, he wanted it to stop.
Reaching into the refrigerator�s crisper, he extracted a bag of apples.
The warning on the side read:
KEEP AWAY FROM SMALL CHILDREN.
THE THIN FILM MAY CLING TO NOSE AND MOUTH
AND PREVENT BREATHING.

�They got that right,� he said, dumping out the fruit.
He turned the bag over in his hands, exploring its surface. He stretched it, crunched it into a ball, shook it back to its original shape. There was nothing remarkable about it, nothing to inspire fear, but he held it away from his body as he handled it, as if touching something foul.
Grimacing, he placed his right hand inside the bag, wearing it like a glove. If he was going to combat this new phobia, he was going to do it now, before it got any worse�
The plastic clamped tight around his forearm.
WHOOSH!
It sucked to his skin as though the air inside had been drawn out by a vacuum and sealed to his flesh.
�What the hell?� he shouted.
He clawed at the lip of the bag, digging to find a purchase. His hand inside immediately began to tingle, the healthy pink color of his skin taking on a tinge of purple.
�Shit!�
He grasped the edge of the bag and yanked it off, tearing it up the middle, feeling dozens of fine hairs jerked from their roots.
He tossed the bag aside and stumbled backwards, to the door. Almost weightless, the rent plastic floated to the floor like gossamer strands of spider silk, and Greg was outside before it touched the ground.
He stopped halfway across the backyard, looking around. The rational part of him�the Greg Shader he�d been up until two days ago�searched the yard in humiliation, hoping no one had seen his frantic behavior. But another part of him was assessing the surroundings, alert for the next sign of danger.
He heard a rustling noise and whipped around to face it.
The side door to the garage was cracked open, and the black lawn bag that he saw projected from the interior immediately retracted into darkness.
�Screw this!� he roared.
Though only dressed in boxer shorts and a white tee shirt, he bound across the distance separating his house and the Jacobsons�, going straight for the backdoor. He knocked half a dozen times, pounding harder than intended but not giving a shit.
He needed help. Now.
�Tom, open up!�
When there was no immediate answer, he tried the knob for himself, found it open, and stepped inside the Jacobsons� kitchen without waiting for an invitation.
That�s when he saw the cocoons.
Two human-size bundles of assorted plastic bags lay in the middle of the floor, with more bags entering the space from the living room doorway, slip-sliding closer. Greg stood frozen. He watched the smooth-surfaced material curl tighter around the two forms on the linoleum and felt his bowels loosen when he saw several of the outermost bags begin to fill with blood.
An extra large trash bag turned toward him as he watched, slipping across the floor like a shiny black slug.
He turned and ran for his car.

7.

Greg drove into the parking lot of the Amoco station three blocks from his house and shut off the engine, trying to calm down.
What the hell was he going to do?
He had the five dollars of emergency gas money he kept in the MagBox with the Mitsubishi�s spare key, and the next obvious step would be to call the police. But would they believe him? And even if they did, would they get to the Jacobsons� in time to see the bags for themselves? For some reason he didn�t think so. It certainly never worked that way in horror movies; the threat always seemed to vanish before the protagonist could get others to view it. But this wasn�t a movie; he had to do something.
He thought about lying to the police, telling the dispatcher he�d seen a burglar break in through his neighbor�s window. But then they�d be looking for a human suspect and might walk into an ambush.
His worst fear, though, was that the Jacobsons would be found alive and well.
It was a horribly selfish notion, one that made him sick to even think it, but deep down it was true. The longer this went on, the more certain Greg was that he�d end up in a mental asylum.
There was a siren in the distance, and the sound alerted him to how vacant the area seemed. No other vehicles shared the gas station�s parking lot with him, and other than a few cars, barely any traffic moved on the streets. He didn�t like that. Maybe his perception was skewed thanks to the morning�s insane events, but he felt there should be more people out and about by now, even for a Sunday.
And what about Mia?
Was she up yet? Or had the plastic bags in her apartment surrounded her in the middle of the night, all at once pouncing on her body, smothering her while she slept and sucking her blood out like a brood of polypropylene vampires?
He had to call her, had to make certain she was safe.
He got out of the car and hurried across the vacant fueling area to the front of the store. He needed change for the pay phone and God help the clerk on duty if he was given any shit about his current apparel.
But there was no clerk on duty.
An open magazine lay on the counter beside the cash register, but he saw no employees in sight. It was dark, too, and Greg noticed that the overhead lights were off.
�Hello?� he called.
There was no reply, but he took a step backward as if his inquiry had been answered by the ferocious hiss of some unseen adversary.
There was something here, all right, something he knew he didn�t want to face, and he fled from the doorway without a second thought.
When he turned around, he saw at least three-dozen bags coming across the street. They tumbled end-over-end, blown by a nonexistent wind. Some were clear, some opaque, some brown or black. Most were the size of hand bags found at grocery stores, but one looked big enough to contain a kitchen stove or a dishwasher.
�Jesus Chri��
He was still standing outside the gas station�s doorway when a white plastic bag dropped over his head and sucked to his face. The bag�s lip went tight around his neck, pulled backwards like a garrote wire, and Greg stumbled blindly in reverse, back toward the store. He felt the air being drawn out of his lungs, felt the flesh of his lips and nose and cheeks deaden as the blood beneath the skin was forcibly sucked to the surface.
Thrashing like a drowning victim, trying to remain upright as he was hauled backward, trying to breathe, he realized that he had but seconds to act or he�d be dead. Thinking fast, he opened his mouth as wide as he could and thrust two fingers into his open jaws, piercing the membranous plastic, making an air hole.
The strategy worked. The vacuum broke, and the constricting bag relented, allowing Greg the opportunity to grasp the ruptured portion of its body and widen the tear, freeing his face.
But he was still being dragged backward, the ripped bag still tight across his throat.
He saw that he was inside the store again, facing the door as it drifted closed on its pneumatic hinges. Then, in a nightmare moment of perfect awareness, he caught a glimpse of himself and the monster behind him in the reflection of the glass.
What he saw made him scream.
It was a man-shaped accumulation of bags; or rather, the corpse of the store clerk mummified in plastic. Greg saw tiny bits of the man�s uniform shirt and purple skin under the semi-transparent wrappings, a patch of dark hair, the vague definition of a face.
It was strong, too. Try as he might, he couldn�t break free.
Instead, he turned the attacker�s momentum against it, throwing himself into the creature�s chest, driving it backward as hard as he could. They tumbled in reverse, half-falling, half-running, until they crashed into the array of refrigerated soft drink containers along the back wall of the room, shattering one of the glass doors.
The two of them collapsed to the ground, and Greg was released. He rolled away and sprung to his feet, simultaneously flinging aside the remains of the bag draped around his neck. The creature struggled to get up, too, but it had become snagged on the soft drink racks like a fish on a hook. It lurched back and forth, arms outstretched, straining to reach him.
Greg turned and ran for the door�
But stopped short when he found the front windows of the building covered by bags.
He slapped both hands to his head at the sight, clenching his eyes shut and shaking his head in denial.
This can�t be happening! It just CAN�T!
But when he heard movement behind him and pivoted to see the clerk-wrapped thing on the floor beginning to stand up, he fled for his life. He shot through an open door to the right of the register and found himself in a small storeroom area. Along the back wall of the room he spotted another door marked EXIT.
Greg dashed outside, squinting as his eyes readjusted from the gloom of the store to the mid-morning sunlight. He found himself at the back of the building, near a dumpster, and even though he spotted a number of overstuffed garbage bags heaped in the container, none of them seemed to possess a malevolent life-force.
He didn�t question it.
Rounding the dumpster, he crept to the front of the building and peered around the corner. The bags were still plastered to the windows, crinkling softly as they caressed the glass. He expected to find the entire parking lot�the entire town�overrun by more plastic-enveloped cadavers, but the fueling area and the streets and shops beyond appeared mercifully vacant.
On the count of three, Greg sprinted to his car.
He reached it unmolested. Got in. Started the engine.
As he sped away from the station, he looked in the rearview mirror and saw that the bags no longer clung to the station windows.
They were trying to follow.
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He drove south on Central, ignoring the speed limit and running red lights. Mia�s place was only fifteen minutes away, and Greg decided to check on her first and sort out the rest of this nightmare later.
He passed several payphones along the way, but shuddered at the thought of getting out of the car again. There were other vehicles on the road, too. Not many, but some. Greg considered flagging down one of the passing motorists, but unless the other driver had also been attacked by a plastic-wrapped dead man, he guessed they�d have a pretty hard time believing his story.
Six blocks from the highway he slammed on the brakes, bringing the car to a screeching halt in the middle of the road. Ahead, roughly five miles away, the skyline of the city loomed into view. Multiple columns of black smoke rose from different locations among the skyscrapers, billowing darkly into the air against a perfect blue sky. There were shapes moving within the haze, about mid-level with the buildings, and after another moment, Greg saw that they were helicopters.
�Oh, God,� he whispered.
He knew he wasn�t crazy now. This was too big, too broad.
He was watching the smoke, tracking the endlessly circling aircraft, when he had an idea. �One of those must be a media chopper,� he thought aloud.
With a shaking hand, he flipped on the radio and dialed through the entire bandwidth, searching for a news broadcast, a bulletin�anything. Nothing but static.
�Dammit!� he cursed.
How could this be happening? What could�ve caused it? How would it end?
Then another, more terrifying question entered his mind: had his mother known this was coming?
The idea chilled his blood. It would explain why she�d been so obsessed with seeing the lethal potential in everyday items. And if it were true, it would mean that she hadn�t been crazy. Maybe she possessed some sort of precognitive sixth sense that had forewarned her of this day without specifically identifying the threat. After this morning, such an idea didn�t seem so far fetched.
But vampire bags? Jesus!
He was still frozen on that topic when three large lawn bags slapped against the side of the car and windshield, startling him from his thoughts.
They slid around the seam of the glass and side panel, probing the door seal, searching for a way in.
He let off the brake and slammed on the gas, bringing the car up to speed. He planned on using the aerodynamic design of the vehicle to work in his favor and let the outside airflow blow the bags away. But they held on! He didn�t know how, but they clung tight to the door and windows, inching across the glass.
He went faster, entering another business district doing double the posted speed limit. The bag on the windshield, a black Hefty, was fanning itself out, trying to block his view of the road.
How could it know to do that? his mind raged. How intelligent are they?
�Fuck off!� he screamed.
He flipped on the wipers and let out a wild cheer when the bag got swiped clear from the glass and thrown off the side of the hood. He craned his head around to watch it flip-fall in his wake, eventually flattening on the pavement.
He faced forward again just in time to see a police car pull out in front of him.
�Oh, shit!�
It came out of an alleyway between two buildings, emerging into his path half a heartbeat away.
Greg hit the breaks, swerved the car hard to the left. The tires squealed. He missed the cruiser�s front bumper with scant room to spare, and the stink of burnt rubber assaulted his nostrils. Then he was spinning the wheel right again, struggling to correct his course, but it was already too late. Even before the car began to spin, he could tell he was going way too fast to pull out of such a sharp turn, and now the momentum had him. It was like being on ice.
The car shrieked across the street, skidding in a full 360-degree circle, then collided with the curb along the opposite lane, hitting hard enough to flip over. It all seemed to happen at light-speed. Greg�s head whacked the ceiling with the initial impact, and the next thing he knew, he was hanging upside-down, held in place by his seatbelt.
His vision blurred like a bad video feed for a moment, but then cleared when he remembered the bags clinging to his door. He had to get out. Fast.
His hands groped the side of his hip, sliding along the Nylon strap, unable to locate the belt release, and a full lifetime seemed to pass before he realized he was looking on the wrong side.
�Fuck!�
He reached to the right, found the belt buckle, unlatched it, and dropped to the roof of the vehicle. The passenger side window had shattered in the crash, and Greg scrambled out through its frame as fast as he could. His legs wobbled under him when he first stood, but after several steps he regained his balance.
He looked up and saw the officer coming toward him, marching up the middle of the road. He never imagined he�d be so glad to have nearly sideswiped a policeman while speeding like a maniac, and the thought of it actually made him laugh. Then he remembered he was only in his underwear and didn�t have his license with him, and that made him laugh harder.
But his amusement died as the officer pulled his gun.
Not because of the weapon itself, but because of the wrinkly, milky-white plastic head staring at him from under the man�s uniform hat.
�No��
The thing strode forward, forty feet away and closing, walking with a stiff and irregular gait Greg had failed to notice offhand. Now it seemed appropriate.
The thing raised its sidearm as it lumbered closer but didn�t fire any shots. Maybe it couldn�t see well enough to aim properly, or maybe it didn�t really know how to use the weapon in the first place. Whatever the case, Greg wasn�t going to wait around to find out. Instead, he spun in the opposite direction, and�
And here was the sight he�d expected to see back at the Amoco station.
Dead people. Dozens of them. Wrapped in plastic and walking right toward him.
Like a scene out of Night of the Living Dead, they shambled forward, moving up the sidewalks and street with limited prowess, in uncoordinated numbers. But there was purpose in their jerky movements, a visible determination in the folds of the polymer material that covered their faces.
And blood. Sucked from their victims and dripping from swollen stomachs.
Greg ran.
He dodged left, around the wreck of his car, and sprinted between two buildings, into a back alley. There he found a steeply slanted concrete retaining wall on the east side of the alley, marking the base of a wooded hillside. Greg hit the wall running and clambered up eight feet to the top like he was walking on air. And he didn�t stop. He tore into the forest, grunting and cursing as he clawed aside leafy branches and tangled networks of vines.
The climb measured less than fifty feet all together, but the pace at which he took it left him gasping at the summit. He found himself at the rear of a residential neighborhood, its parameter marked by row after row of neat cedar fences. Greg scaled over the first barrier at the same feverish pace he�d ascended the hill, not allowing himself to catch his breath until he collapsed safely on the other side.
He slumped back on his ass the moment his feet touched the ground, falling to a rest atop a plush carpet of healthy green grass. His lungs burned as if breathing acidic vapors with each inhalation, while his legs had almost no feeling at all. He couldn�t recall the last time he�d pushed himself so fiercely.
He took slow, deep breaths, attempting to calm himself. At the same time, he knew he had to keep moving. Those things could be coming.
He wiped stinging beads of sweat from his eyes in preparation to get moving again when he saw something that stopped his breath in mid-draw and made him freeze where he was.
Minus his labored breathing, the day remained eerily silent.
He was in someone�s backyard, seated several feet from the edge of a rectangular in-ground swimming pool. It was a good size one, too, at least twenty feet wide by forty feet long. On the far side of the pool, closest to the house, Greg noticed a wide portion of the concrete walkway looked wet, making it appear darker than the rest of the walk encompassing the pool. The watery trail continued up the path toward the house, soaking the steps and floorboards of a broad deck before vanishing through an open sliding glass door, into the shadowy interior of the home.
Greg tensed as something moved inside. Something big.
Before he even had time to speculate on what it was, the pool�s aqua-blue solar cover slid out the open door, onto the deck, spilling forth like a gigantic amoeba.
Greg gasped.
The portion he could see covered nearly half the deck and it still wasn�t totally free of the house. Of course it had to be the same size as the pool, but part of him imagined it being much larger, massive, filling each room of the house with its horrible bulk. The thing had no eyes, no mouth, no real features whatsoever, yet it displayed the same mannerisms of a predator searching the yard for prey, moving as if testing the air for a scent, listening for a break in the silence, or watching for any sign of movement.
There was blood on it, too.
Greg could see the crimson smears coming off its belly as it oozed further into the light, then caught sight of three or four darker shapes held within it, trapped behind its almost-transparent skin. None of them were moving.
Greg leapt to his feet and burst into a sprint, racing past the deep end of the pool in a terror-inspired fervor, toward the front-left corner of the yard. He heard the hiss of the solar cover gliding over the railing of the deck as he crossed the walkway that ran parallel to the house, but he didn�t look back in fear of going mad. Instead, he sprinted to a central-air fan unit where the house met the fence and jumped on top of it, using it like a booster step to launch himself over the top of the fence. The barrier only stood six feet high on the pool half of the property, but the land dropped off in the next yard, and Greg suddenly found himself nine feet in the air.
He hit the ground with a growl of pain but rolled with his fall, got up, and kept going. He shot across the street at the front of the house, passing through two more yards before reaching the next street. There a car and a minivan sat in the middle of the cross streets, mangled together in a head-on collision. Greg didn�t notice anyone in the minivan, but a withering, twisting mass of plastic bags filled the interior of the car, and he continued running at full speed across the street and through the next set of yards without slowing.
He had to find some transportation.
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Greg eventually needed to slow his pace, but he kept moving, still cutting through yards, heading south. He was at least five blocks from the pool house now, although the distance did little to separate his thoughts from the sight of the blood-splattered solar cover and its indiscernible contents. He�d been ultra cautious in his selection of which yards to travel through since then, and he visually scanned each new area with paranoid apprehension. The size and value of the properties he encountered here were rapidly decreasing, and he guessed that he was nearing the highway.
Minutes ago, a helicopter had roared past, skimming the rooftops. Greg wasn�t positive, but he thought it might�ve been a military aircraft. Since then, all had been quiet�save for a faint, smoky-smelling wind that rustled the treetops.
He squeezed through the branches of a dry hedge and emerged in the weedy back lot of a dilapidated three-story apartment building surrounded by trees.
He wasn�t familiar with this end of town, and he hoped he was still moving in the right direction. He had no idea how to hotwire a car, and he didn�t trust knocking on the doors of homes that could be crawling with plastic bags, so he�d been hoping to find a ride once he reached a major artery of traffic.
He jogged around the side of the building.
Just as he did, a balding middle-aged man with a mustache and goatee flew around the corner at precisely the same time, followed closely by a half-naked woman wearing only the charred remains of a short yellow bathrobe. They saw Greg and both screamed, eyes wide with fear and surprise. The man skidded to an abrupt halt, slipping on the grass, and Greg didn�t see the gun in his hand until he heard the loud crack of the shot that exploded against a tree trunk less than two feet from his head.
Greg slid to a stop himself, slipped, regained his balance, spun around, and dashed back the way he�d come, leaping through the hedge even as the woman screamed, �Wait! Come back!�
Rather than answer, he turned left and raced down a shallow creek bed, putting a solid three blocks of ground between himself and the couple before slowing to a quick walk. By then, his lungs burned in protest again.
He climbed up the creek bank and found himself on a cracked and littered street that terminated about fifty feet away in a cul-de-sac rimmed by a duplex and several other old houses. Beyond it, Greg could see the land rose at a sharp grade, coming to a height that brought it level with the roofs of the houses. Through the trees, he spotted the telltale noise barrier created to help reduce the roar of traffic coming off the highway.
He tried to tell himself it was doing a hell of a job, because he couldn�t hear any noise at all, not a single engine, but he knew the terrible truth: there were no cars on the highway to hear.
Nevertheless, he had to check.
He located a dirt path probably made by teenagers to access the barrier wall, then walked another six blocks west before coming to a spot where he could get on the other side. Twice he heard gunfire from separate areas of town, but neither bout lasted long.
The highway looked like something out of a war movie.
He�d been wrong with his initial thought that there were no cars here. In fact, there were scores of them. They were scattered across all six lanes, spaced out as far as he could see in both directions. Some stood alone, while others had clustered in groups. They were smashed into the lane divider, the noise barrier, the lampposts. Ravaged scraps of metal and rubber lay everywhere. Half of the ruined vehicles had flipped over, some on their sides, creating the largest, most chaotic display of mechanical wreckage Greg had ever seen.
A few smoldering fires lingered here and there among the ruins, but the few vehicles that had gone up in a blaze were now nothing more than blackened, burned-out hulks.
He thought of the poor unsuspecting motorists, all cruising along at seventy miles an hour, off to the mall, or church, or coming home from a weekend getaway. How many of them had had plastic bags in the back seat, or the trunk, or the glove compartment, unknowingly traveling with a killer waiting to strike?
Greg let his eyes move from the river of twisted metal to a billboard along the roadside. It was a huge picture of a giant hand cupping a small and fragile sapling pine tree. The caption read:
The Future Must Grow; Recycle Today!

The bags are the ones doing the recycling now, he thought. They�re recycling us.
And suddenly, something clicked in his head.
Astonished, he looked up at the recycle billboard again then glanced around to the nearest wreck. Two cars down, he found a Chevy Avalanche half imbedded in the rear of a fourteen-foot U-Haul truck. Strewn around the open passenger door were three brown paper bags of fresh groceries that had split open on the pavement.
Greg rushed over and searched through the items. He picked up an empty box of Reynolds Plastic Wrap, finding the familiar triple-arrow triangle on the back.
�Son of a bitch,� he gasped. �That�s how they�re doing it!�
Dropping the box, he turned a slow 360 degree circle, his eyes darting around the wrecks, searching the rumble. He started jogging west, excited, afraid, still looking for what he wanted.
A quarter mile down he found it: a scraped and dented red Yamaha motorcycle, possibly the only type of vehicle that could maneuver through this obstacle course of destruction and still give him speed when the conditions allowed. It was on its side, having slid halfway under a pickup truck, and it took Greg a full ten minutes and a gallon of sweat to work it free. As he�d hoped, the key still sat in the ignition, and when he settled himself onto the seat and tried it, the engine revved to life.
Then he was off, weaving his way west.
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Greg saw the smoke from four blocks away.
It coiled skyward like an unearthly black serpent, rising over the rooftops of Mia�s apartment complex.
He gunned the motorcycle�s engine, cutting between car wrecks at suicidal speeds and weaving on and off of the sidewalk before skidding to a halt at the entry of the building.
Three stories overhead, a window exploded, showering him with glass.
He dodged the lethal rain without losing any skin and slipped through the broken glass of the main security door, which someone had apparently shattered using a potted plant from the lobby. He took the stairs in great bounds, pushing through the ache that echoed in his thighs after his earlier sprint up the hill. Mia�s apartment waited on the second floor, on the far side of the building�
Through a tunnel of fire.
Greg emerged from the stairwell to find the main hallway leaping with flames.
He flinched backward as the intense heat touched his skin. At the same time, he drew in a sharp breath of smoke that seared the back of his throat and overpowered his olfactory senses with its toxic aroma.
He managed to retreat three steps before stumbling over a scorched bundle of plastic similar to one of the cocoons he�d seen at the Jacobsons�. No sooner had he laid eyes on it when a dripping tentacle of half-melted plastic reached out toward him.
He shuffled out of reach as the stubby appendage slapped down on the floor, immediately adhering to the carpet like a slime-coated worm dropped on a hot griddle. It twitched feebly for a moment, then fell still.
He pushed to his feet and was about to return to the stairs to search for a fire hydrant when he glanced to the heap that the plastic limb had extended from and spotted a black man�s arm protruding from the mass, clutching a fire extinguisher.
Gasping, Greg seized the red metal cylinder and spun to face the flames.
CO2 vapor plumed out ahead of him as he emptied the extinguisher into the blaze, and soon he saw that the entire hallway outside Mia�s apartment was completely covered by fire-charred bags. Melted plastic dripped from the ceiling and walls like sludge from a ruptured oil tanker, coating the floor with a molten pool that billowed stinking black smoke.
He looked from the hot liquid to his bare feet.
Then turned to the dead man.
�I�m sorry,� he whispered.
Not wasting a second, he seized the cadaver with both hands the way a sanitation worker might lift an over-sized garbage bag off a street curb and heaved it into the mass of melted plastic blocking his path.
Steeling himself for what he planned to do next, Greg backed up several paces. He picked up the fire extinguisher�using the act to buy himself another second of mental preparation�then ran forward, leaping onto the corpse�s chest like jumping on a stepping stone.
A horrible crack! issued from beneath his feet as his weight came down on the dead body, and again when he launched himself forward, finally landing on the floor at Mia�s doorstep. A quarter-inch-deep pool of hot plastic welcomed his feet.
Screaming, Greg used the empty extinguisher to knock in the door, calling Mia�s name as he charged inside. The plastic stinging his feet tried to cling to the carpet with each step, tugging at his skin.
He searched the two-bedroom space from front to back, prepared to shred any plastic bags he encounter with his bare hands if need be, but nothing assaulted him as he dashed from room to room.
�Mia!� he shouted through the smoke. �Where are you?�
He found her huddled in the corner of the kitchen closet, a ten-inch butcher knife clutched in her hands.
Greg mewed at the sight of her.
Dressed only in panties and a torn �Vote for Pedro� t-shirt, he saw a frightening number of reddish-purple streaks that crisscrossed her exposed skin. The capillaries in her right eye had burst, changing the previously unblemished white around the iris blood-red, as if that eye had glimpsed a vision of Hell.
Tears blurred Greg�s vision, but suddenly, miraculously, she gasped and uttered his name.
�Greg� Oh, God, Greg!�
He took her in his arms, holding her tight.
�They came at us from everywhere,� she said. �Lucy must�ve got up before me and found them� my roommate� her screams woke me up.�
�Don�t think about it,� Greg told her, still holding her.
�They� they sucked her insides out through her mouth!�
She sagged forward, leaning harder against him. Hot tears soaked through his shirt, heating the skin over his heart.
�But they didn�t get you,� Greg reminded her as he ushered her toward the living room window that accessed the fire escape. �You fought them, and you won. But you have to keep fighting for me, Mia. We have to both keep fighting if we�re going to get through this!�
At that, Mia looked up at him. The hurt was still there in her features, the grief of losing her friend, but it had become a background to the tone of resilience he heard in her voice.
�What the hell is going on?� she asked. �What�s happened to the world?�
�It isn�t the world that�s changed,� Greg answered. �It�s the plastic.�
Once again he thought of the discovery he�d made back at the highway.
�The bags are all new,� he explained. �So far, all the ones I�ve seen have been clean and spotless. No rips, no smears of garbage.�
He told her about the Amoco station and the dumpster outside, how it had been practically overflowing with bags yet none of them had been possessed like those inside the store.
�But why not?� she asked.
�Because they were old,� he replied. �They didn�t come from the same batch of plastic that created these new ones��
He stooped down and picked up an empty box of kitchen wastebasket liners, as well as a vacated case of storage bags.
�Look,� he said, pointing to the fine print on each package.
�Made with 35% recycled resin�
�25% Post Consumer Content�
�It�s the resin,� Greg said. �Whatever it is, it�s in the recycled resin. That�s why there�s so many of them, why they�ve infected multiple products!�
�So what do we do?� she replied. �How do you fight such a thing?�
A crash boomed from somewhere deeper in the building and the floor vibrated under their feet. A second later, a fresh wave of smoke entered the room.
�First,� Greg answered, �we get the hell out of here.�
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Greg climbed to the roof of a four-story brick building using a steel ladder bolted to the outside wall for the purpose of gaining access to the billboards overlooking the street.
He had a pair of binoculars now, as well as a Polaroid camera that he�d looted from a deserted drug store along the way.
He ran across the roof�s surface in a low crouch, feeling like a soldier in enemy territory. At the opposite side of the building, he concealed his profile behind the massive back wall of the billboard stand.
He peered out, raising the binoculars to his eyes.
The recycling plant across the road looked like a small city or castle, consisting of a massive collection of gray buildings surrounded by a concrete mote of parking lots and roadways. Greg tried to figure out the best way in, looking for the most inconspicuous place to sneak past the fence. He also wondered which structure he should focus on once inside. He was trying to imagine the layout, speculating on where he should go to find the proof he needed to confirm his theory, but it was impossible to decipher the complexity of the place from the outside.
Not that getting in would be easy.
Trucks were coming and going as if it was business as usual, and that only strengthened his belief that this, if not all recycling plants, was the source of the plastic invasion.
The truck drivers had no faces.
Their outgoing cargo was huge spools of sheet plastic.
Greg watched the latest departure, a flatbed semi carrying dozens of brown cardboard barrels�containers probably filled with pellet resin for other plastic making applications�when suddenly he heard something that made his whole body go cold.
An inhuman howl droned out from the recycling plant, originating somewhere within the labyrinthine network of buildings that made up the factory.
It filled the air with a machinelike vibration, and Greg dropped the binoculars as he clamped both hands over his ears to muffle the bone-jarring noise.
After several excruciating seconds the howl died off, replaced by the keen of tearing metal and snapped welds, the sound of damaged aluminum, steel, and iron all crying out in elongated groans and quick gunshot cracks.
Greg saw the roof of one of the larger central buildings suddenly bulge upward and burst open, the steel crossbeams of its frame torn asunder by a quintet of enormous green tentacles. Each had to be over a hundred feet long and the diameter of a tractor tire.
�What the��
Eight more slimy appendages followed the first group, widening the hole. They fanned out, relaxing across the undamaged portions of the building�s rooftop, dropping limply over the sides. There was a second howl. This one sounded less frenzied than the first, more content, and Greg managed to endure it until all was quiet again. The trucks and workers below never paused in their activity.
Greg staggered away from the edge of the building, almost fell. Trembling, he raised the camera and snapped off as many shots as the film cartridge held, then raced back to the ladder and down to the ground, where Mia waited with the motorcycle.
�What the hell was that?� she pleaded as he slid onto the seat.
But Greg only managed a shake of his head as his mind raced to figure out how to reach the police or the military or whoever could blow up that building and destroy whatever hellish beast was growing inside.
He cranked the engine, opened the throttle, and they sped away.
Behind them, the trucks went on to make their deliveries.

FEEDING FRENZY

This story can be found in the anthology:
BEST NEW ZOMBIE TALES (Vol. 1)
The restaurant stood less than forty feet away, small and unimpressive in comparison to the encompassing forest landscape, but also the blackest thing in sight on an otherwise bright and sunny day.
Ron parked the rental car just outside the entrance to the parking lot, pulling to a stop amid a small pile of animal bones that crunched beneath the tires.
He switched off the engine. �Not exactly the first impression I was hoping for,� he said.
Beside him, Greg seemed undeterred. Minus his beer-gut and his rapidly receding hairline, the older man looked like a six-year-old kid on a jackpot Christmas morning. �Don�t worry about it,� he replied. �They told me the property was a little messy. Look at the building, though! Are you sure this is the right address?�
Ron nodded to the realty sign standing to the left. �This is the place, all right.�
�Jeez� It�s in great shape!�
Maybe, maybe not, Ron thought, but he decided to hold his tongue. They were already falling into their usual mode of operation, Greg seeking out the sweet deal while Ron remained ever-watchful for the lemon that could sour it.
They got out of the car.
Outside, the smell of dry oak leaves instantly enveloped them. Ron drew in a long breath of it, cleansing the stink of the rental company�s pine-scented air freshener from his sinuses. He glanced behind them, to the dirt lane that tethered the old restaurant to the highway, frowning at the distance. It couldn�t have measured more than fifty yards in length�he spotted traffic blinking between the trees�but the silence here made it seem immeasurably farther than it looked.
�It�s kind of out-of-the-way, don�t you think?� he asked.
Greg had already reached the building and was tugging at the locked doors. He glanced over his shoulder. �Are you kidding? This is a prime location. We�re surrounded by farmland and national forest. We�ll get all the traffic between Brainerd and Clearwater Creek. Cut down some of those trees and we can put up a sign that�ll practically be on the highway!�
Farmland and forest, Ron thought, but again he kept his comments to himself.
�The realtor must be running late, huh?� Greg asked. He cupped both hands over his face and leaned forward, trying to find a chink in the plywood armor that covered the building�s windows.
Ron strolled across the lot. He studied the dimensions of the restaurant, guessing that the original owner had attempted to emulate the layout of a traditional fast-food business but with a slightly higher-scale motif, to set it apart from the larger chains that dominated North America�s roadways.
He�d never seen a fast-food joint with a black slate-shingled roof and widow�s walk. Or wrought iron lampposts shaped to resemble a cluster of entwined tentacles. Still, despite its unorthodox appearance, Ron thought the building looked good and sturdy. That, coupled with the rock-bottom price tag, opened a world of possibilities for improvements. Nevertheless, he didn�t want to get too excited too fast.
Greg joined him as he made his way around the side of the building to get a look at the back.
�You said this was a fixer-upper, right?� Ron asked.
Greg nodded. �The ad mentioned �extensive fire-damage� but this looks a lot better than I imagined.�
Ron stopped walking.
�Oh, hey, a takeout window!� Greg said, pointing. �This is great! That�ll save us even more money on the renovation!�
But Ron wasn�t looking at the takeout window. �What�s that?� he asked.
Focused as he was on the drive-thru, Greg had failed to notice the giant hole in the wall of trees beyond the restaurant, or the enormous four-lane road that extended off the parking lot, stretching to a pinpoint in the far depths of the surrounding forest.
Greg gaped at the sight. �Holy, shit!� he laughed. �And you were worried about being too far from the highway!�
Ron ignored the comment and approached the road. A gust of wind ushered a group of dead leaves across the concrete, but, other than that, the vast avenue appeared as vacant as a desert wasteland.
No cars.
No people.
Just a wide lane of unbroken grey cement that receded into the distant shadows.
�You don�t think this is a bit strange?� he asked.
Greg shrugged. �Could be under construction� Maybe it�s a new expansion to the Interstate?�
�Leading to a restaurant?� Ron replied. �There�s no median, no streetlights��
The sound of wheels crunching over gravel broke into the conversation, and they both looked toward the parking lot.
�That must be the realtor,� Greg remarked. �We can ask her about it.�
They headed back toward the car. Ron let Greg lead the way, lingering behind just long enough to cast one last glance at the unusual forest road. They�d walked only a short distance, but from his new perspective he noted how the trees shielded it from sight, the branches interlacing overhead, enclosing it like a tunnel.
Greg threw a hand against his chest, halting him in his tracks.
�God bless the locals!� his friend said. Then, before Ron had a chance to get his meaning, the man resumed walking, stealthily adding, �Be a pal and let the single guy do the talking��
Ron followed his line of sight to where he spotted the realtor exiting her vehicle.
Dwarfed by the SUV she�d arrived in, the petite young woman looked in need of a climbing harness to get from the driver�s seat to the ground. On the contrary, she moved with an athletic grace, seeming to flow from one position to the next. Out in the open, her long blonde hair caught the full radiance of the sun, contrasting with the black material of her pants and jacket, which hugged the trim contours of her body.
He thought of Diane back home, so far away, knowing that if they did indeed buy the restaurant he�d become a local himself for the first several months of operation, overseeing the renovation and training all the staff.
Ahead of him Greg looked back, twitched his eyebrows.
Ron shook his head and followed.
This is business, he opened his mouth to say before the other man was out of earshot, but stopped short when his gaze once again shifted to the girl. She still stood next to the open door of her sport utility, a blatant expression of perplexity creasing the skin across her brow. Her full attention remained focused straight ahead, staring at the restaurant, and she didn�t even notice Greg approaching until he�d closed within the last ten feet of her.
She spun to face him as if suddenly realizing she was in the shadow of a grizzly bear.
�We�ll take it!� Greg declared before she had a chance to say anything.
Ron watched the look of fear mix with another fleeting flash of bewilderment, and then she was laughing with embarrassment. Her voice sounded melodic in the open woodland air.
�You must be Mr. Brunik,� the woman said, offering Greg her hand. �Wendy Thomas. We spoke on the phone.�
�It�s nice to finally meet the woman the beautiful voice belongs to,� he said.
Her smile stiffened at the corners, becoming more perfunctory than genuine.
A moment later Ron stepped up to join them, trying to think of something that would downplay Greg�s excitement until they�d viewed the entire property, and when the realtor faced him there was no mistaking the way their eyes locked. Her smile of sincerity returned and she instantly dropped Greg�s hand.
�And you�re Mr. Caldmond, correct?�
In her business-minded clothing, she looked like an office intern who�s college diploma was still a year or two away.
�Pleased to meet you, Mrs. Thomas,� Ron replied, purposely emphasizing the prefix.
Her hand slipped neatly into his, smooth and dainty, but slightly chilled. It lingered there a heartbeat longer than what might�ve been considered professionally courteous.
�Miss, actually,� she corrected.
Behind her, Greg placed his hands together and mouthed �thank you� to the sky.
Ron pretended not to see. He acknowledged the realtor�s smile with a polite one of his own, then pivoted away from both of them in an attempt to get things back on course.
He gestured to the restaurant. �So the bank is only asking for payment of the back taxes, is that right?�
The girl looked up at it. �Yes. Due to the fire��
They started walking toward the building. �Greg mentioned that. May I ask what happened?�
�Arson,� she said, glancing between the both of them. �The previous owner tried to burn it down, possibly as an insurance scam. It was the biggest news story the town paper has reported in ages.�
�Nice,� Greg commented. �Free publicity!�
At the door, Wendy entered her security code on the digital lock that secured the two door handles together and the device unclasped.
Ron and Greg both took a handle.
Together, they pulled the twin doors open.
Their eager shadows leapt inside the room ahead of them, a trio of jet-black explorers in an even blacker realm of darkness. Having all the other windows covered, the spacious main chamber exuded the ambiance of an empty mausoleum. The predominant smell of smoke hung wraithlike in the air.
�Oh, I forgot,� Wendy said, then reached to extract a small�
Greg flipped a switch on the wall and the overhead lights clicked on.
�flashlight from her jacket pocket.
She glanced around.
�Juice works!� Greg cheered.
They stood before the main dining area.
Dozens of heaped tables and chairs lined the walls to either side, no doubt pushed aside by the responding firemen on the night of the blaze, but all the permanent structures remained in place�booths, condiment counter, waste bins�and Ron immediately recognized the familiar floor plan typical of any fast-food restaurant, one designed with the intent of facilitating an easy flow from the ordering counter to the seating area, thus maximizing turn over at the registers.
Wendy cleared her throat. �As you can see, all the related equipment is included. Everything from the kitchen appliances, to whatever toilet paper is left hanging in the bathrooms. Let me show you the work area��
With a tap of his shoe, Ron set the rubber door-stoppers in place and proceeded inside. They crossed the tiled floor and passed through a partition in the far right side of the main service counter, moving behind the bank of cash registers.
�Feed the Customer� Obey the Rules!� Greg said.
Ron and Wendy both halted in their tracks and faced him.
�What?� Ron asked.
Greg pointed to a sign affixed to the wall beside the counter. �Must be a mission statement or something, huh?�
Resuming the tour, they migrated to the kitchen.
There, several overhead lights flickered in erratic bursts, their plastic diffusers hanging open. Rows of various stainless steel appliances lined the walls, veiled in streaks of soot and grease that reminded Ron of sunken ships overcome by rust.
Wendy pointed out the coolers, mixers, meat-slicers, microwaves, gas ovens, deep-fryers, hot-plates, and heat-lamps. The grill alone looked as long as one of the preparation tables, housing an amazing twenty burners, with a flattop fry-station at the far end. Overhead, all sizes of spatulas, ladles, whisks, colanders, pots, and pans hung from a ceiling rack. In the back, the door to the walk-in freezer hung ajar, emitting a smell that would make a health inspector�s head spin.
�This is great stuff,� Greg said, checking a giant mixer that stood tall enough to come level with his chest. �A little work and a few gallons of degreaser and it�ll be as good as new!�
Ron nodded his agreement, but remained silent. He spied the black residue of ash and cinders, still smelled the cloying stink of smoke�if anything, it was stronger here�but he had yet to see any real fire damage.
They moved along, visiting the dry-goods storeroom in the back�which seemed to contain all the original provisions that had been present at the restaurant�s closure�as well as the adjacent offices.
The manager�s office was crammed with all manner of clutter, from broken chairs that must�ve come from the dining room, to boxes overflowing with charred kitchen accessories and half-burnt legal papers.
Through the clutter, Ron spotted a large painting of The Last Supper hanging askew on the far wall. It seemed an odd choice of artwork to decorate a business office, and the peculiarity of it only magnified when he looked closer.
In the picture, behind Christ and his disciples, loomed the massive forest highway he�d seen outside. The sight produced a tingle of mixed puzzlement and unease, and he suddenly realized that somewhere during their round of introductions with Wendy he�d forgot to inquire about the road.
Now he opened his mouth to do just that when something banged deeper in the building.
They all jumped.
�What the hell?� Greg asked.
Then it came again, the noise of something crashing in the dining room.
�That sounded like the door,� Ron said.
He edged past Greg and Wendy, striding down the hall, to the front of the restaurant�
Where a man stood before one of the registers as if waiting to place an order.
All three of them jerked to a stop at the surprise.
The newcomer stood glaring at them from under a whirlwind of white hair, his eyes locked on them like gun sights. He wore a brown stain-splotched trench coat that looked as though it had seen a lifetime of squatting in abandon houses and sleeping under bridges. Although Ron had just laid eyes on him, the deep scowl of anger on the stranger�s face told him they were in for trouble. Across the room, the restaurant doors were closed.
�Food,� the derelict demanded.
Greg smirked. �Does this place look open to you, pal?�
The man hefted a double-bladed ax into view as his answer. It had been concealed by the counter, but now he brought it up fast, swinging it over his head and slamming it down into the register. The huge blade cleaved the machine in two. Sparks jumped into the air.
Greg flinched so hard he collapsed backwards on his ass.
�Food!� the crazed customer shouted. �Give me a burger!�
Ron stepped forward, shaking with adrenaline. The ax-wielder spotted him and readied another swing.
�We�ll get it right away,� he said, the words coming out of his mouth on autopilot. �How would you like that prepared, sir?�
It seemed surreal given the insane situation, letting his managerial instincts take over, hearing his voice adopt the familiar apologetic tone an angry customer always wants to hear, but amazingly it worked. The maniac relaxed, releasing his grip on the ax to scratch the stubble of his chin.
�Rare, I reckon,� he said in an almost-normal voice. �With, ah�fries and a sody-pop.�
Ron forced a smile. �Rare burger with fries and a drink. That�ll be just one moment, sir.� He backed up as he spoke, urging the others to follow. Greg shuffled rearward on the floor.
�No goddamn onions, though!� the man roared after them.
�Hold the onions!� Ron repeated.
They retreated to the back of the building, all moving in reverse to keep and eye on the entry to the hallway. Ron expected the madman to come rushing after them at any second, but they reached the storeroom unmolested.
�Jesus!� Greg gasped. Sweat glistened on his brow. �What the fuck was that about?�
Ron didn�t bother speculating on an answer. Instead, he charged to the storeroom�s rear wall, heaving aside a hill of empty boxes and other useless scrap. There, hidden behind the heap, he uncovered the set of loading doors he�d been hoping he would find.
To his dismay, a padlocked chain secured the push-bars to the frame.
�Wendy, do you have a key for this?� he asked, trying to keep his voice steady.
The girl shook her head. �Just the code for the one up front.�
�Shit!� Greg cried.
Ron dug into his pockets. Found his cell phone. �Look for something we can use as weapons!� he said, then glanced to the empty hallway, wondering how long they had before their disgruntled guest came to file a complaint.
He looked to the phone, but it didn�t even light up.
�My phone�s dead,� he said. �Anyone else��
�In the car,� Wendy replied.
Greg shook his head.
Ron held back the avalanche of obscenities that almost rolled off his tongue and sat down on a stack of milk crates to mentally scrutinize his options.
No phone. No windows. And no key to the only door. Which leaves trying to get past the psychotic hobo with the ax.
Just then, he spotted several boxes of press-paper dinnerware and plastic utensils on the other side of the room.
Back on his feet, he crossed the floor and grabbed a package of paper cups, tearing it open.
�What are you doing?� Greg asked.
�I�m getting him his drink.�
�Are you nuts?�
�Would you prefer he come back here and look for it, where we don�t have any way to escape?�
The idea seemed to sink in, and the man sagged into silence.
Ron cracked open a container of plastic lids for the cups. �Look, you saw how he eased off when I said we�d feed him, right? So let�s keep it up. We�ll pretend to fill his order, and when we go back up front, we can try getting out the drive-thru window.�
�I don�t think I�ll fit!� Greg replied. �Jesus, man, you can�t leave me!�
�We�ll help Wendy out, then. She can go for help, and I�ll stay here with you�unless either of you have a better idea?�
They made a quick detour through the kitchen, rummaging through the equipment for whatever they could use. In the far corner, Ron discovered a ten-inch butcher knife in a plastic crate beside the wash-station. All three of them stared at it, seeing its horrible potential, but said nothing as Ron slipped it into his belt and covered it with his shirt.
�Let�s go,� he said.
He led them toward the registers, finding the wild-eyed derelict exactly where they�d left him�
But now there were six more people lined up behind him.
Ron�s stride faltered when he saw them, and Wendy and Greg almost ran into his back.
He saw a slack-jawed boy in tattered overalls holding a shotgun.
A grossly overweight woman sucking a pacifier.
A blindfolded girl with a badly bruised neck�
Greg gave him a shove, prodding him onward.
�Just one minute folks,� he mumbled, and then they were at the end of the counter, where they slipped into the drive-thru station alcove and mercifully out of sight of the patrons.
�What hell is going on?� Greg asked.
�Did you see their faces?� Wendy whispered. �My, God, did you see them?�
Ron nodded. He looked down and realized he�d crushed the paper cup into a wad. Now he tossed it away and moved to the window, sliding it aside. He stepped back and kicked out the plywood board covering the frame.
Static suddenly hissed out of the nearby intercom.
Ron jumped at the sound of it, facing the small metal box as an unearthly voice issued from the speaker. ��ausage� muffin� an� two sma� ingers wit� side� f brai� s.�
Ron gaped at it. Beside him, Greg pushed past him and stuck his face to the glass.
�There�s a car!� he cried. �Hey! Help us! We�re trapped in here!�
Ron heard the growl of an engine. A cough of exhaust.
A second later the car pulled parallel with the takeout area�it looked like a fusion of a hearse and a 1950�s Buick�and the driver�s window rolled down, revealing nothing but a solid, impenetrable darkness.
�Get us out of here!� Greg pleaded.
But before he could say another word, a hand extended out of the void inside the car, a green sore-speckle thing that stretched impossibly long, bridging the gap between the vehicle and the building to reach through the takeout window and grab Greg�s shirt.
�Get off me!� he bellowed.
Both Ron and Wendy seized his arms, yanking him free to the sound of tearing fabric.
The arm withdrew, taking a scrap of cloth with it.
�Fuck this!� Greg screamed.
Ron�s grip on him had loosened as he watched the elongated appendage vanish back into the inky darkness of the car, and the other man broke free, twisting away, running for the front.
�Greg!� Wendy cried.
Her voice snapped Ron back to attention, and he bolted after his friend, rounding the corner in time to see Greg vault the counter, half-leaping, half-falling off the other side.
Where now over thirty customers shuffled about the main room, falling into lines before each of the registers!
Ron watched with paralytic wonder as they turned on Greg in unison.
Before the man even managed to regain his balance, the customers tackled him to the ground, dropping over him like bloodthirsty monsters in a zombie film. Ron stepped forward, about to lunge after him, but several of the closest patrons turned on him, each holding something sharp.
He froze in place behind the counter, covering his mouth as he heard what sounded like ripping carpet arise from beneath the pile.
Followed by a piercing scream.
He watched the things tear and gnash and snarl, and finally spun away when he saw the creatures begin passing around severed limbs and handfuls of dripping crimson gore. Fresh blood drooled from their mouths.
Wendy shrieked the entire time, crying out so powerfully that Ron�s ears rang with each new exhalation. Without looking to the feasting masses, he clutched her to his chest and guided her to the kitchen.
�Oh, God!� she sobbed. �They�re crazy! They�re going to kill us! What do we do?�
Ron peered through one of the heat lamp stations, looking at the motley collection of customers now churning shoulder-to-shoulder in the dining room. Those who hadn�t attacked Greg clustered at the counter, no longer content to stand in orderly lines. They pressed forward, leaning over the edge, searching the cashier area.
A wrinkled old man crawling with bugs jabbed a pitchfork at a register. A one-armed lady whose eyes glared through a net of bandages threw a rock at the menu. Behind her, a pair of suit-clad young men wrestled over a dead rat.
But none of them followed us, he thought. Why not?
�Because customers aren�t allowed behind the counter,� he whispered to himself.
Wendy�s sobbing slowed. She gazed at him as though a third eye had opened on his forehead. Ron met her eyes, thinking of the green hand that had tried to seize Greg, stretching out to reach him like something from a nightmare. He sensed a revelation teetering at the edge of his understanding.
�We have to get cooking,� he said. �Before they eat us, too.�
A small smile ticked at the corner of the girl�s mouth, like a seam about to come undone.
�Cook�� she echoed in a tone of disbelief. �For them?�
Ron nodded, eyeing the sign over her shoulder, the one Greg had spotted earlier.
Feed the Customer� Obey the Rules!
He looked to the crowd once again, his gaze drifting over a dozen ghastly sights: a man with no eyes; a woman half-enshrouded by mold; a pale sexless figure covered in ants.
They were something else, he realized, something super-natural, and he and Greg and Wendy had somehow become trapped here, held specifically for their servitude.
But Greg had broken the rules�
Wendy was already shaking her head, fresh tears brimming in her eyes. �You�re crazy!�
Before he could explain himself, a chair from the seating area smashed against the opposite side of the wall, shattering two of the heat lamps, pelting them with hot glass. He looked up and saw the crowd massing before the registers like rioters lined up against a barricade. A hundred voices hollered, �Food!�
�Trust me,� he said, hauling Wendy to her feet. �We need to feed them! Start looking for anything we can use!�
Together they attacked the kitchen, clawing open cabinets, searching shelves, rummaging through the detritus scattered throughout the room. Ron had no idea what eatables they could possibly find�if any�but as they searched the building, they discovered hidden caches of all imaginable ingredients: buns, condiments, spices, vegetables, canned fillings, pre-made mixes that declared: Just add water!
Ron went to the walk-in freezer, certain that there couldn�t be anything salvageable inside�not with that horrid smell seeping from the door�but when he looked, he found row after row of plastic-wrapped hamburger patties waiting for the grill. The temperature inside the freezer easily rivaled that of the kitchen, and though Ron knew the patties had to be rancid, he snatched up a bag in each hand and called for Wendy to come help him.
Something growled.
The sound made him jerk with fear, dropping the bags of hamburger as he drew the butcher knife from his belt.
Wendy ran to his side, reaching him in time to witness a cloudy white eyeball pop open on the gigantic pile of reeking meat heaped against the freezer�s far wall.
Her scream ripped across his eardrums at the very moment a lopsided mouth tore a hole in the huge mound of ground beef staring back at them. The meat-pile yawned as they looked on, displaying teeth made from broken bones and disgorging a huge bovine organ that must�ve been its tongue. Five smaller eyes surfaced at various points around the first one.
The thing�s attention focused on the knife in Ron�s hand. Its eyes narrowed.
A second later it coughed up a watery stream of red-brown liquid that struck Ron dead-center in the chest, soaking his shirt and hair, spraying in all directions.
He slammed the door and threw the locking pin in place, looking at Wendy, meat juice dripping off his face. Her mascara traced the paths of her tears down both cheeks.
�Co�come on,� he said, picking up the bags of patties. �We need to hurry.�
At the stove, he fired up the burners, switched on the deep fryer. Overhead, the malfunctioning lights had ceased flickering and now glowed bright and steady. Readout LEDs flashed to life on almost all the other appliances.
They completed sixty orders at an average rate of four minutes per meal, a miracle time born of high-pressure stress and good ol� fashion terror. The customers came, ordered, and paid whatever they felt like paying. Currencies from around the world disappeared into the cash drawers, along with shells and stones, bones and teeth. At one point, a skinny girl with blue-grey skin dressed only in fishnet stockings and a frayed leather dog collar offered Ron a �freebee� in exchange for her chocolate milkshake, to which he politely replied, �It�s on the house.�
Wendy refused to follow him to the counter, opting instead to watch the grill while he dealt with the horde of unearthly customers up front.
�We�re out of hamburger patties,� she said when he rushed to change the baskets in the deep fryer. She cast a furtive glance at where they�d stacked a dozen canisters of soft drink mix in front of the freezer door.
Ron sighed. �There�s something that looks like meat hanging in the janitor�s closet�I�ll go cut some slabs off that in a minute.�
He reloaded the fryers and returned to the registers, delivering a tray of fish sticks. Ahead of him, a sea of pale-skinned patrons waited their turn at the counter.
A teenage girl dripping mud and seaweed stepped forward.
�How�� he began, then had to stop, trying to work up saliva. He wiped sweat off his face. �How may I��
But he pivoted away without finishing, leaning against the ice cream machine, which currently churned a mixture of vanilla soft-server and black sludge.
�Screw this!� he cried. �I can�t. I can�t do it anymore��
�Hello, sir,� a voice said at his back.
Ron flinched and spun around, recoiling at the sight of a tall gaunt figure dressed in a paper hat and apron. Behind it stood a trio of men with wads of bloody gauze taped over their eyes.
�We�re here about the jobs,� the tall one said. He handed Ron a quartet of papers labeled �Application for Employment.�
Ron blinked, stammering a string of unintelligible sounds before finally saying the one thing that seemed the most appropriate. �You�re hired.�
�Thank you, sir,� the emaciated creature answered. It immediately took up a position near the deep fryer, causing Wendy to scream when she saw it coming. The thing reached into the bubbling oil with its bare hands, transferring the cooked food to the proper containers. The other men each manned a register, two up front and one at the drive-thru alcove.
Wendy hurried to Ron�s side. �What�� she started, but then trailed off, perhaps knowing he�d have no rational answer for her question.
The hours passed. Customers continued to arrive, flooding the dining room far beyond what would normally be acceptable by state safety regulations�yet the restaurant managed to accommodate them. More employees showed up, as well. They no longer approached Ron, acting out the formalities of regular job applicants as the first few had, but just turned up and went to work.
The rhythm of the restaurant filled the air. Pots clanking, registers buzzing, voices calling out the orders. From the dining room came the constant slavering sounds of snapping teeth and chewing jaws while the patrons devoured meal after meal after meal.
And they were getting stranger, too. As were their orders.
Ron glimpsed a walking jumpsuit with a mass of purple vines sprouting from the neckline; a mound of black fur whose hidden claws clicked against the tile; a skinless beast that reminded him of the malevolent mound of sentient beef in the freezer.
He avoided the front line as much as possible now, busying himself by stocking mundane supplies that mysteriously showed up in the storeroom: plastic forks; paper cups; napkins; straws. Occasionally he�d come across a box labeled �Dried Monkey Heads� or an economy-size can of �Powdered Semen�, but at least those items were contained and out of sight. It was when he�d encounter a worker delivering some hideous tray of ingredients to the kitchen that he felt his stomach somersault inside him. Twice he�d vomited on the floor, not having time to find the restroom. The first time a dutiful employee appeared with a mop and bucket; the second time they brought a carryout bag.
He was more concerned about Wendy than himself, though. She followed him like his shadow, crying out each time one of the malformed workers came within arm�s reach of her�which had become a regular occurrence given the cramped conditions. More than once he�d needed to lift her from the floor after she�d slumped into a corner.
Now he looked up as he deposited a fresh container of salt and pepper packets at the counter, shocked to see a normal-looking gentleman in glasses approach the register. He had a nervous, sheepish way about him that reminded Ron of the acting style of Woody Allen, and he almost screamed at the guy to run and find help.
Then the man smiled a mouth full of razor-pointed teeth. �Do you happen to have any live children?� he asked.
Ron stood frozen. �Fresh out,� he replied, praying it was the first and only time such a request had come in.
The gentleman snapped his fingers. He pushed his glasses up. �I guess I�ll just have a chicken sandwich, then.�
Ron keyed in the order and fled back toward the kitchen�
Where he noticed Wendy had disappeared.
�Wendy!� he shouted. He hurried through the kitchen, pushing past the workers as they went about their chores, but couldn�t find her. He dashed past the freezer. �Fucker!� the thing inside barked�and rushed down the back hall.
He found her in the manager�s office, tucked into the corner beside a plastic potted plant. The small room appeared immaculate, a far cry from when he�d first viewed it. The furniture all looked new now, as did the various office-related supplies and corporate-themed decor. Behind the desk, the picture of the Last Supper gleamed as if just painted.
�It�s my fault,� Wendy wailed when she saw him. �I knew something was wrong when I drove up. The place was fixed! When I first toured it last month, the building was just a burnt out shell. But today�I should�ve said something, anything, but I needed the commission��
Her confession deteriorated into a sorrowful moan.
He sat down beside her. Took her hands in his.
�We�ll be all right. We just need to feed the customers and obey the rules.�
�But what does that mean?�
�I don�t know,� he said. �It�s like we�ve skipped the Twilight Zone and gone straight to Hell. All I know is that we�re still alive, and if we can stay that way long enough, we�ll find a way out of here�this place seems to need us.�
�Which is why we�ll never get out,� she said. Despite her tears, the words came out soft and calm, sounding frighteningly like acceptance.
He opened his mouth, not yet sure what he planned to say, only knowing that he had to get her back to work before whatever force controlled this place decided she was slacking.
�Look we�� he started, but stopped when he spotted something lying forgotten under the desk. He let go of Wendy�s hands and crawled over to it.
He picked it up and hope instantly charged his nerves.
�Look at this!� he said. �It�s the ID badge of the previous manager.�
When she didn�t move, he returned to her side, holding the badge forward. He tapped the headshot under the laminate. �Wendy, do you recognize this guy?�
She stared at it for a moment, eyes blank, but then a look of understanding enlivened her features. �Al Tolbec,� she whispered, reading the signature on the badge. �Yes! He�s the owner, the one who tried to burn this place down.�
Ron could see a fresh glint of resolve in her eyes, a growing excitement he felt himself.
�And where is Tolbec now?� he asked knowingly.
�A mental hospital,� she replied. �That�s why the insurance company dropped the arson suit and ownership of the property reverted to the bank, because the courts found him insane!�
�Of course they did!� Ron laughed. �Imagine trying to tell a judge you built a restaurant that caters exclusively to the dead!�
He got up, helping Wendy to her feet. �That�s not the important part, though. What matters is that Tolbec got out. He got out and tried to destroy this place. And if he found a way to escape��
�So can we!� Wendy finished for him.
Ron nodded.
From the hallway came the background noise of the workers laboring in the kitchen, along with the constant undertone of the feasting creatures in the dining room.
Ron crossed the office and checked the hall, finding it vacant. He eased the door closed, wiping a layer of nervous sweat off his forehead.
�Okay�� he said, pacing back and forth. �For whatever reason this place seems to function on the same principles as an average fast-food business. Maybe we can use that somehow?�
Wendy pondered the problem, chewing her lower lip.
�We seem to be integral to servicing the customers,� Ron thought aloud. �Which would make us employees, I guess� But we can�t just quit and walk out��
Suddenly Wendy�s face brightened. �You could fire me!� she said.
�What?�
She stepped around the desk to stand before him. �Listen, the workers�those ghosts, or corpses, or whatever they are�they all listen to you! They came to you to get hired. They act like you run the place! If what you�re saying is true, that makes you the manager. I�m just another employee to them. If you fired me, I�d have to leave!�
Ron mulled it over for a moment, seeing her reasoning, but finally shook his head no.
�I can�t let you risk yourself like that,� he said. �I have a feeling that in this place you don�t get fired; you get terminated.�
Her expression of optimism dissolved into a shudder.
�We have to try something simple,� he said. Then, after a second of contemplation, he grabbed her hand. �Follow me!�
Ron raced out of the office, towing Wendy along with him, heading for the storeroom�
But slid to a halt after only a few feet, stopped by the sight of one of the skeletonized workers in the hall, blocking their path. It leaned against the wall, glaring at them like a back-alley thug.
Ron forced a commanding tone. �Afraid that wall will fall over if you don�t hold it up?�
The thing straightened. Its sneer vanished from its shrink-wrapped head, replaced by a definite look of unease.
�Get your bony ass back to work!� Ron boomed.
To his surprise, the figure spun away and hot-tailed it back to the kitchen.
He looked to Wendy. �Let�s move!�
They hurried to the storeroom, to where three waste barrels sat to the right of the chained doors. Each overflowed with stuffed trash bags.
He hefted a bag in each hand and turned to the doors. He took a deep breath.
�This place is a goddamn disgrace!� he said, voicing his words to the entire room. �Do I have to do everything around here?�
He looked to Wendy. �I�m taking the trash out.�
He knew it was a long-shot, an outright absurdity given the fact new supplies seemed to arrive out of thin air whenever needed, but when he looked back to the door, the padlock fell open.
Wendy gasped.
Ron pulled the chains away, dropping them to the floor. When he depressed the push-bar, he heard the beautiful sound of the latching mechanism release.
He faced Wendy. �Stay here,� he said.
She grabbed the sleeve of his shirt. �No��
�I�ll make sure it�s safe first,� he rushed on. �Obey the rules, remember?�
She held his stare, her eyes wide with fright, but her grip slid away from his arm and she nodded her understanding.
He pushed the door open.
Outside, darkness surrounded the restaurant. Ron hadn�t worn his watch and couldn�t recall seeing any clocks in the building, but he had the distinct feeling that the black air outside wasn�t a result of the passage of time. There was a substance to the abysmal depths that went beyond his full understanding, a presence that seemed to loom in at all sides, and after only several steps out the door, his exposed flesh had gone as cold as the plastic skin of a body bag.
He walked forward, forcing himself to ignore it.
Fifty feet away, a single lamppost stood in the gloom. It spotlighted a grime-splashed dumpster in a yellow cone of light, looking like two props on a vast empty stage.
He saw no stars overhead. No silhouettes of the trees that bordered the parking lot.
Thirty-some feet from the restaurant, he looked to the left, to where he should�ve been able to spot the concrete of the expansive four-lane highway, but again saw only the all-encompassing darkness.
He quickened his pace, finally stepping into the lamp�s circle of light. He glanced up to see its wooden post waver, as if not entirely solid.
He lifted the lid of the dumpster.
A hot breath pushed past his arm when he did, and his mouth fell open as he found himself staring into a massive tooth-lined throat that descended into a hazy orange oblivion of fire.
He stumbled away, shaking.
There was a heart-stopping moment when he felt the trash bags begin to fall from his grasp, and it only came out of the sheer terror of not knowing what might happen if he didn�t finish the task that he found the strength to heave them into the dumpster from a distance.
He turned and started back toward the restaurant at a fast walk.
From here, all he saw of the building was the white rectangle of light that marked the open back door. Wendy�s silhouette stood at the threshold, eagerly awaiting his signal to join him.
He shook his head as he neared, praying she saw it.
Don�t come out! he wanted to scream. Whatever you do, don�t come out here!
He�d closed to within sight of her when he spotted a new employee enter the room behind her.
�Wendy!� he cried, voicing her name far louder than intended. He�d meant to warn her that his plan had failed, that she should stay put, but she must�ve misread the horror on his face and thought he was reacting to the thing approaching behind her.
�Phone call for you, sir,� the worker announced.
She spun to face the man, and when she did Ron had a clear view of the creature.
It was Greg.
Though torn limb from limb just hours ago, the man appeared whole, pieced back together like some horrific jigsaw puzzle. Thick black sutures followed the bloody lines of his wounds like a network of interconnected rivers, crisscrossing the visible parts of his body. He had on the same type of grease-stained apron worn by the kitchen staff�which bowed inward over his stomach, as if covering a huge hole�as well as a creased paper hat.
Wendy ran.
She charged forward without a sound, bolting into the unknown.
Ron lunged for her as she ran past, but only grazed the soft skin of her hand.
�No! Don�t!� he cried.
He turned around to see the darkness flow forward, coming at them like a wave. Wendy froze at the sight of it, watching as it swallowed the dumpster and lamppost, racing toward her.
Ron grabbed her. Pulled her back to the doors.
But then something had her.
Both of them screamed as her feet got yanked out from under her, and Ron swung around to see her legs lift off the ground, immersed up to her knees in the darkness.
�Ron!� she cried.
He held her with one hand, seized the push-bar of the door with the other.
Greg�s corpse watched them indifferently.
�Ron! Oh, God! Help, me!� she screamed.
The darkness consumed her up to the waist, pulling her higher, until Ron was looking up at her as he fought the pull her inside.
Grunting, he held on with all of his might, feeling his muscle fibers stretch to their limit. The veins of his arms stood out like lightning bolts. But he wasn�t only fighting the brute strength of the entity outside, he discovered; he was straining against uncounted hours of sweating over a hot grill, handling food drenched in oil.
Skin slid over skin.
First he had her whole hand.
Then just her palm.
Then only her fingers.
He looked into her face as he felt her nails reach the edge of his grip, knowing that in the next second he�d lose her. With tears slipping from his eyes, he tried the only thing left that might save her.
�Wendy!� he shouted.
The terrified girl looked down, meeting his eyes.
�You�re fired!� he yelled.
Her screams cut off, replaced by stunned silence.
�Effective immediately,� he added. �Get off the property!�
She held his stare even as the darkness seeped over her face.
And then she was gone, pulled out of his hands.
The doors flew shut. Ron collapsed to his knees.
He sat on the floor in the aftermath of his actions, doubling over as a flood of emotions washed over him. �Oh, Christ,� he cried. �What�ve I done?�
Behind him, the thing that was once his friend repeated its message. �Phone for you, sir.�
Ron faced it, finding no hint of compassion.
He pushed to his feet, wiping tears from his face. �Where?� he asked. �There�s no phone in the office?�
�Up front, sir.�
He pushed past the thing, striding down the hall, trying not to dwell on the fact he�d just lost his last tether to the rational world.
Please, God, let her have made it out�
He didn�t look at the swarm of customers as he rounded the corner. Instead, he focused on the black rotary-dial phone mounted beside the notorious sign that outlined the restaurant�s enigmatic rules.
He snatched up the handset, expecting some disgusting slurping noise or something requesting an order of flame-broiled afterbirths.
�Hello?�
�Finally!� Diane�s voice spoke from the receiver. �You�ve had me worried sick for hours!�
Ron�s heart convulsed at the sound of his wife�s words. He almost dropped the handset as his whole body went weak. �Diane!�
�What�s going on up there? I thought you�d be back by now. Do you know how long it took to track down this number�?�
�Diane, listen,� he cut in, unable to suppress his desperate tone. �I need help! Call the police, or��
Ron fell silent as he saw a fresh batch of customers enter the restaurant. It was the first time he�d seen the doors open since setting foot inside, and his eyes boggled at the warm yellow sunlight glowing outside.
Where he spotted a van sitting in the parking lot.
Cartoon letters announced �We Deliver!� across the vehicle�s side.
Ron licked his lips, thinking fast. Four feet away, a decomposing cashier turned from his register to face him.
�Place an order!� Ron whispered into the phone.
�An order?� his wife echoed. �But I thought��
�I know, I know,� Ron said. �Just do it. Whatever you want! Please!�
�You know I don�t like the kids eating that stuff.�
�Please!� Ron nearly screamed.
�All right�� his wife answered. �Just bring home some hamburgers, I guess. But no pop! You know how Eric reacts to sugar.�
�Four hamburgers to go!� Ron called to the kitchen, almost laughing. �Right away, ma�am! Thank you for ordering! I love you!�
�Are you sure you�re��
Ron hung up the phone.
�Let�s go!� he shouted. �I got a VIP order to deliver, pronto!�
He moved through the kitchen, spurring the workers faster, simultaneously searching for keys. Miraculously, he found a set on a pegboard not far from the phone.
�Are we ready?� he called.
Four burgers were passed to the front, boxed for delivery.
He placed the keys on top of the stack, scooped them into his arms.
And turned around to meet the cadaverous face of a young man sporting a mouthful of worms. A glossy tag pinned to his shirt identified him as a �Deliveryman.�
�I�ll get that for you, sir,� he said, taking the boxes.
And before Ron could react, the thing was walking away, vanishing into the throng of inhuman customers.
Ron stared after him, numb. He spun to reach for the phone, but now the wall showed no sign of ever having had one installed.
Thoughts clashed in his mind, from the question of whether or not Wendy had returned to the real world and was even now trying to find help, to the idea that a reanimated corpse was driving cross-country with four boxes of god-knew-what, bound for his family.
In the end, he pushed those mind-shattering contemplations aside.
He�d wait, bide his time. But he had to remain sane.
At the counter, he slipped on an apron, faced the masses waiting to order, and stepped up to a register.
He cleared his throat.
�Next.�

THROUGH THE VALLEY OF DEATH

This story can be found in the anthology:
BEST NEW VAMPIRE TALES (Vol. 1)
Jacob wiggled his toes inside his loafers, finding that the soft material of the shoes had almost frozen solid. He wondered how long it would be before his flesh did the same.
He hugged himself tighter, drawing his wool dress-coat snug to his body. Though no wind gusted along the narrow mountain road, the thieving winter air had already seeped through his clothing and gone to work at stealing his body heat. If another vehicle didn�t come along soon, he knew the situation would become far worse than a mere inconvenience.
He glanced back and forth as he wiggled his toes again.
To his left the two feet of fresh powder covering the road appeared smooth and unbroken, better resembling a frozen forest stream rather than twin lanes of asphalt. To his right, the only sign of traffic came in the form of the overlapping tire tracks cut through the snow by his own SUV. Hoof prints from the deer that had bound into his path dotted the snow mere inches away from them.
Jacob cursed at the sight, knowing there was nothing he could�ve done to change what had happened. His only solace to having crashed his vehicle, avoiding a collision, was that he�d swerved to the right, toward the cushioning snowdrifts lining the forest, rather than left, where he could�ve smacked head on into the towering wall of granite bordering that side of the road.
He sighed, creating a miniature cloudbank in front of his face.
Across the road, his wounded vehicle sat at an odd angle, nose pointing toward the forest. The Chevy�s rear end canted upward, its undercarriage resting on an old log that had been concealed by snow until the SUV�s front tires crashed over it. Even at a distance he spotted the broken branch that had impaled the fuel tank like a medieval pike, spilling over thirty-five gallons of gasoline. Fumes still haunted the air, lingering around the wreck like a disquieted spirit with nowhere to go.
�Nothing yet?�
Jacob turned at the sound of his wife�s voice. Thirty feet away, Kate emerged from a small corpus of pines, carrying Sadie on her back to spare her from having to tromp through the hip-deep drifts on her own. In her puffy pink snowsuit, their daughter looked like a three-year-old astronaut.
�I peed and pooped,� Sadie cheered.
Jacob laughed. �Good job. Just remember that these are special circumstances, though. I don�t want to start finding surprises in the front hedge after we get home.�
He looked to Kate and winked, hoping the comment would soften her look of concern. She formed a weak smile and winked back.
He took Sadie in his arms when Kate walked up beside him, allowing her to brush off the snow that had crusted on her dress pants and in the imitation fur surrounding the tops of her boots.
�It�s been over an hour,� she said, her teeth chattering every few words. �We can�t stay out here much longer. Did you check the car again?�
He frowned. �We could use if for shelter, but we�d probably all start hallucinating within five minutes after sitting down.�
�That bad?�
�Afraid so.� He shifted Sadie in his arms as they crossed the road to the vehicle. Within five feet of the tailgate Kate stopped and waved one hand in front of her nose.
�Ugh,� she said. �You�re right.�
�Pee-ewe,� Sadie agreed.
A hawk shrieked from somewhere along the higher reaches of the cliff behind them, its icy cry accentuating the enormity of the wilderness around them. The sound echoed once in the dead winter silence then faded.
Sadie searched for it, squinting against the cloudless blue overhead.
�So what do you think?� Kate asked.
Jacob shrugged. He kicked the back bumper, knocking loose the crust of dirty snow that had caked on the license plate. �California tags, small family all dressed up like they�ve got money, gas-guzzling SUV� What do I think?�
He put Sadie down and covered her ears with his hands.
�Daddy!�
�I think those hillbilly bastards at the gas station screwed us,� he said. �I think they sent us up the wrong road on purpose, knowing we�d get stuck, so I�d end up having to trudge back there and pay a fortune for a tow.�
�Daddy, you�re deafing my head,� Sadie yelled.
Jacob released her. �Sorry, kiddo. Better?�
She nodded and ran over to a snowdrift.
Kate shivered. �If the road was closed we would�ve seen signs, though, right?�
Jacob put his arms around her, pulling her close. �You heard the radio. They were measuring nine-foot snowdrifts along I-80 after yesterday�s storm and that�s just a few miles from here. Remember those mounds we drove around that Sadie said looked like big molehills? One of them might�ve been covering a roadblock for all we know.�
Kate exhaled a fogbank of a sigh and leaned into his chest. �This is crazy,� she whispered. �There�s got to be someone who patrols this area: a local sheriff, DNR, someone. And how long before anybody knows that we�re missing? I told a few people at work we were going to your friend�s wedding, but that was over a month ago, when the invitation came. I didn�t think to mention it again. Hell, we were only supposed to be gone for the day.�
Jacob looked at his watch. �The ceremony won�t start for another two hours, and even once it does I don�t think we�ll be missed. Paul�s a good guy and all, but I doubt he�s counting the minutes until his old college roomy shows up.�
�Shit,� Kate replied. �Suppose no one comes. What do we do once it gets dark? We can�t sleep in the car with those fumes.�
�And we can�t make a fire,� he added. �You tossed out the cigarette lighter when you quit smoking, remember?�
�Hey, for the record, that wasn�t easy.�
Jacob rubbed her back. �And I applaud you, but right now I�m thinking we�ll have to hike back.�
Kate had tucked her head down into the lining of her coat to cover her mouth from the cold. Now she perked up, her rosy red lipstick matching the crimson color of her unprotected cheeks.
�Hike?� she asked. �Montgomery must be over a half hour drive from here.�
�Easily,� Jacob agreed. �But that�s not where we�re going.�
�Where then?�
Jacob tipped his head toward a gap in the tree line.
Kate�s mouth dropped open. �You can�t be serious. Cross country, in these clothes?�
He cringed at the thought of it. �It�ll suck, but I don�t think we�ll be out there too long. Look at that.�
Beyond the gap in the forest a wide valley opened up lower in the woodland, appearing as a huge swath of white surrounded by trees. There, on the other side, a series of angular gray shapes poked over the far treetops.
His wife squinted. �Are those buildings?�
Jacob nodded. �It�s probably Ethridge. That�s the nearest town to Montgomery on the map. If we took the road we�d have to detour around Voyager�s National Forest. Going across this valley, we�ll only have to travel three or four miles.�
Kate tucked her chin back into her coat. �All the experts say you�re supposed to stay with your vehicle if you get stranded.�
Again, Jacob agreed. �True, but we�ve got clear skies and almost no wind, plus five hours of daylight. Being that we�re still in the lowlands, I�m betting we can make the hike in well under that.�
He turned and looked at the tower of rock looming over them. �Besides, I�m not so sure I want to camp out under this monster. The sunlight will have those rocks warming up. All it takes is a few drops of melt-water freezing in the right crack after sundown and�BAM�we�re part of the mountain.�
�The forecast did call for flurries tonight,� Kate said.
�Which might equate to another two or three feet of snow in these parts,� Jacob replied. �If we�re going to go, this could be our best chance to do it.�
Kate eyed him. �Aren�t you supposed to order me to stay put while you go act brave?�
He pulled her close again, pressing their cheeks together until their combine warmth chased the cold from their skin. �Leave my little heater behind? Hell, no.�
Kate laughed, her breath tickling his neck. He held her in silence, not needing to speak to relay his dread of what lay ahead if something went wrong. The world seemed to shrink to a pinpoint, and the only thing left was his love for his family.
�It�s just a few miles,� he said. �We�ll be fine.�
Kate nodded, her gaze flicking to where Sadie was drawing squiggles on a tablet of unbroken snow.
�Hey, kiddo,� Jacob called. �Want to go for a walk?�
�Do I get a piggyback ride?�
�Sure thing.�
She ran over and he lifted her onto his shoulders.
�I�m taller than you, Momma,� their daughter declared from her perch. �I�ll beat you.�
�Momma goes first,� Jacob corrected. �Her boots are warmer than Daddy�s shoes. Plus, we can walk in her footsteps so I don�t accidentally trip on something hidden in the snow. You wouldn�t want to fall from way up there, right?�
�Uh-uh,� Sadie answered.
Kate leaned in and gave each of them a kiss. �Follow the leader,� she said.
Turning away, she stepped over the first drift bordering the roadside. Her leg sank up to her thigh in the powder, but she pressed on, moving into the forest, toward the valley below.
Jacob followed.
* * *
The first fifteen minutes passed in silence.
The ground sloped steadily downward from the road, dotted by huge boulders that jutted from the snow like colossal stumps of half buried bones. Even Sadie, with her insatiable hunger for new information, fell quiet while they navigated the terrain. The sound of their footfalls became the only noise in the snow-muffled stillness.
Jacob tried to ignore the various discomforts already encroaching upon his awareness as he marched. His cheeks burned. His feet ached. The bridge of his nose felt like a wedge of cold steel had been inserted under the skin. He had hoped that the snow wouldn�t be as abundant here in the forest, but the powerful mountain winds had managed to deposit a minimum shin-deep layering throughout the area.
They trudged onward.
Roughly sixty yards from the road they came to a vast grouping of tall pines. Each tree had to be well over a hundred feet tall, with the space between the ground and their lowermost branches a fifth of that distance.
The world grew darker.
Sadie�s grip tightened on Jacob�s shoulders.
Under the boughs of the evergreens the forest became a black and white realm of heaped snow and deep shadows. What little light did make it to the ground burned in bright pools around them.
When they first started off, Jacob�s main concern had been the snow and the cold, but now his mind conjured images of winter-starved bobcats and man-eating grizzly bears.
He glanced around, reevaluating the splendor of the forest.
The tall trunks of the encompassing trees appeared black in the shadows, their bark jagged and horribly knotted. Jacob grimaced when he passed under them, happy to get back into the light.
Ahead, a wide deadfall blocked their path, and Kate paused to consider her options.
Here, broken branches and more rocks gave the snow-covered ground the appearance of a mangled corpse shrouded by a white coroner�s sheet. The fresh scent of pine, which had filled his lungs with each breath since entering the woods, now smelled like something meant to disguise a more sinister odor.
Jacob shook the thought off and hurried to follow Kate when she turned right and resumed her trek.
The trees, the darkness, the strange shapes concealed by the snow� the whole area seemed to exude a malevolence Jacob wasn�t accustomed to, certainly not it connection with nature. He couldn�t say what gave him such an unwholesome impression, but, rational or not, the feeling persisted.
He suddenly wondered if he�d made the right choice.
A branch snapped.
It sounded off to the left, and Jacob pivoted to look. A flash of darkness merged with the deeper shadows under the trees.
He stopped walking.
�Hello?� he started to say, but stopped short when another twig cracked to his right. This time Kate came to a halt.
�What was that?� she asked.
Jacob held up a hand to silence her and continued to listen.
They�d come to another cathedral of pines, but the staggered ramparts of smaller saplings surrounding them limited his sight to only a few yards.
�Probably the deer that ran us off the road,� he said.
The snow had thinned out a bit under the larger trees, and Jacob used the opportunity to walk alongside his wife when they started moving again.
�Not long and we�ll be sucking down hot coco at the nearest restaurant,� he said to break the uneasy hush. �How�s that sound?�
�Yum,� Sadie cheered. �With mushmellows, too?�
�As many as you can eat.�
Jacob noticed Kate give the area behind them one last appraisal before joining in. �I just hope we don�t all end up with pneumonia.�
He smiled at her. �Did you hear the one about the doctor whose patient died of bronchitis?�
She regarded him with one eyebrow raised in suspicion.
�He said he knew the guy was a goner because of the coffin.�
Kate rolled her eyes but grinned.
�Get it? Coughing. Coffin.�
�Very clever, dear.�
Sadie leaned over his shoulder. �What�s bronto-po-cysus?�
Jacob looked up at her. �It�s like a really bad col��
But his reply tapered off when he spotted what loomed overhead.
He stopped walking.
Kate continued several steps before turning and tracing his line of sight. She gasped.
A deer�s carcass hung from the branches of the nearest tree, its skeleton picked clean. It seemed to float in the shadowy stillness, the tethers of rawhide that secured it to the tree all but invisible when set against the backdrop of the snow-frosted forest.
Jacob gaped at it, captivated.
Ice from the recent storm clung to its boney crown like transparent flesh, creating a sharp contrast to the darkness that gazed back at him from the black pits of its eye sockets.
Sadie mewed. �Daddy, what�s that?�
�Bones,� Kate answered for him. �Probably left by some hunter.�
�What�s hunting?� Sadie asked.
�It�s how people used to survive in the wilderness,� Jacob replied. He had to swallow to wet his throat. �Way back before grocery stores people had to hunt animals for food. Now most just do it for sport.�
Sadie shifted on his shoulders. �Sport?�
�Yeah, like a game, to have fun.�
�People kill things for fun?�
�I�m afraid so, kiddo.�
Sadie�s gaze returned to the bones, her young mind no doubt trying to make sense of the notion. �That�s not nice,� she said.
Fifty feet ahead a white glare cut through the trees where they opened into the valley.
�No, it isn�t, sweetheart,� Jacob agreed. �Come on. Let�s keep going.�
They altered course around the tree with the skeleton, Jacob taking the lead. He made it three steps before stopping again.
�Jesus,� he said out of shock.
He�d pushed through a cluster of spruce saplings to behold a towering curtain of fleshless animal remains blocking his path. Thousands of withered hides and stripped bones decorated the forest like gruesome ornaments on row after row of blasphemous Christmas trees.
Jacob stared, mouth hanging open.
Skulls. Femurs. Vertebrae. Ribs.
They adorned branch after branch.
Some hung in groupings meant to resemble the animals they came from, whereas others had been mixed and fitted together to create elaborate abstract sculptures of death.
Jacob thought of the wind chime hanging outside their kitchen window back home and wondered what kind of music this collection would make on a blustery day.
�My God,� Kate said under her breath. In the cold, the word came off her lips like a ghost.
�Was this from hunters?� Sadie asked.
�No,� Jacob replied. He glanced behind them, to the cavernous shadows under the pine trees and the million or so hiding places among the ground clutter and rocks.
Kate, too, scanned their surroundings. �Should we go back?�
Jacob strained to hear into the depths of the forest before answering. He thought he heard a low chanting in the distance, a repetitive cadence that he soon realized was his own heartbeat pounding in his temples.
He looked ahead of them, beyond the bones. Twenty feet away the woods opened onto a ledge overlooking the valley.
�No,� he answered. �Whoever did this did it a long time ago. Let�s just keep moving and put it behind us.�
He adjusted Sadie�s seating on his shoulders and moved forward, not looking up when he passed under the bones. Kate followed.
They cleared the trees, all squinting against the glare of the snow. The valley floor lay below them, looking like a vast frozen lake. On the opposite side, a palisade of pines hid the view of the town. The sun hunkered on the horizon behind them, creating a silhouette that looked like a row of black fangs.
Jacob gazed in disbelief.
Kate gasped even as he looked to his watch.
�Jacob, the sun��
�I see it,� he croaked.
�But how?� she asked. �It wasn�t even noon when we left.�
�I know.�
Sadie shifted uneasily. �Is it going to get dark now?�
Jacob patted her leg but couldn�t summon the saliva to answer. He looked back into the cave of trees where they emerged from the woods and the shadows that seemed dim beforehand had become impenetrably black.
�Jacob how�� Kate pleaded.
�I don�t know!� he shot back, then muted himself.
He stepped onto an outcrop and stared out at the valley. What had first appeared as a blank white palette now looked streaked with oranges and purples, divided by long, pointed shadows. Their brilliance faded with each passing second.
There was no denying it�they�d walked for less than an hour, yet his watch showed that it was five minutes to sunset.
�Let�s go back,� Kate whispered.
Jacob nodded his agreement and gestured to the left. �This way looks less rocky.�
He started walking, but a crisp noise suddenly cut through the stillness and his right leg sank up to his crotch. He buckled over, straining every muscle in his back to keep Sadie from tumbling off his shoulders.
�Shit,� he yelped.
Sadie screamed. Her small hands clutched his head.
�Hon�� Kate started, but Jacob cut her off with a shout.
�Stay back! I can�t feel anything underneath. I think we�re on a snow shelf or something. The way this land slopes away� Christ, we could be fifty feet off the ground.�
�Can you get back up?�
�I don�t know.�
He tried to push up with his left hand and it disappeared into the snow up to his elbow.
�Damn,� he cried. �Quick, take Sadie and back away slowly.�
Kate moved forward, easing her weight down with each step. The snow crunched underfoot. Below them, phantom sounds issued from something unseen, something Jacob knew could�ve only been hunks of packed snow breaking loose and dropping to the rocks.
�Don�t come any closer,� he shouted.
Kate froze, her arms outstretched. Sadie mewed at the force of his voice.
�It�s okay, baby,� Kate said. �Just hang on.�
Jacob sank another inch as he maneuvered Sadie off his shoulders with his free hand, struggling to keep her balanced.
�Momma!�
�I�m right here,� Kate said, her voice miraculously calm. �Just move slow and come to me.�
Jacob reached.
Sadie reached.
Kate clutched the girl�s hand.
And the shelf collapsed.
Jacob saw the crack open in the snow inches from his wife�s boots, giving them enough time to lock eyes before he and Sadie plunged six feet, dropping with the slow motion fluidity of a Hollywood special effect.
Sadie�s hand pulled away, leaving her empty mitten in Kate�s grasp.
Jacob saw the scream form on his wife�s lips, her cold-blanched face creasing in horror. But then the section she stood on followed suit, breaking off before the cry left her mouth.
The two massive slabs of snow shattered into a thousand hard fragments, engulfing them in an avalanche. The world went black. Jacob�s ears filled with a rumbling white noise. He felt Sadie yanked from his hands as the flow engulfed them, tumbling him end over end, contorting his body regardless of all efforts to curl into a ball.
With each roll and twist he expected a fist of granite to punch a hole in his ribcage or smash open his skull. But then he came to a halt in mid-summersault, suspended upside down in the snow.
He tried to move. His muscles flexed, straining each fiber, but the snow had packed tight around his body, immobilizing him in a frosty embrace.
Panic bit into his senses. He imagined Sadie trapped somewhere nearby, buried alive. The back of his throat seared with pain as he fought to scream through a mouthful of snow.
Something slammed into his back.
A hand grabbed his coat.
�Jacob,� Kate cried.
He felt the pressing weight of the snow shoved aside, and her shouts grew louder. She hauled him free just as his lungs seemed ready to explode.
He gasped for air, ignoring the frigid sting of it as he drew in breath after breath.
Kate helped him up, wiping snow from his face, and he exhaled a great sigh of relief when he saw Sadie standing next to her. The young girl�s eyes glistened but looked bright and alert.
�Are you all right?� Kate asked between sobs. �Is anything broken?�
Jacob shook his head. He looked up, shocked to find the ledge that they�d fallen from now towering three stories above them.
�I thought I lost you,� he said to his wife.
�Ditto,� she replied.
He reached out and hugged them, clinging to his wife and daughter as his own emotions evolved into tears. The last rays of sunlight bled out of the valley as he gazed over his wife�s shoulder, leaving the sky a deep shade of crimson.
When he finally released them, Kate regarded him through wet eyes. A faint grin dimpled her fiery red cheeks.
�Now the hard part, right?�
* * *
Runny nose. Freezing ears. Chapped lips.
None of the other pains compared to the ache in Jacob�s feet as he plowed onward through the dark.
Three hundred yards from the cliff the wind picked up, coming out of the north.
�Cover your face,� Jacob said to Sadie as another gust hit them. He held up one hand to shield his own face from the cold, and the suede material of his driving gloves felt like stiff rawhide on his skin.
With the sun gone, the valley had turned into a shimmering white sheet that glowed in the starlight. The forest had before a black ring around them, with the only sounds coming from their feet and the morose howl of the wind.
Jacob was trying to think of something to say when his wife beat him to it.
�Look,� Kate cried. She pointed through the flying snow.
Jacob peered past her, making out five figures moving toward them. He refused to believe his own eyes at first, worried the wind was playing a trick on them, but when the black shapes moved closer he knew he wasn�t imagining it.
�I�ll be damned,� Jacob said.
Both he and Kate waved their arms over their heads, signaling the newcomers. Jacob counted five people, their features lost in the dark. The shape in the lead waved once in reply.
Jacob pushed on to meet them, a fresh surge of hope charging his spirit.
�Are we glad to see you,� he said once they�d neared within speaking distance.
The men remained silent as they approached. All five appeared to be American Indians, clad in camouflage snow pants and jackets with bright orange hunting vests. Rather than rifles or shotguns, however, they sported more traditional bows and arrows that looked handmade.
Jacob adjusted his grip on Sadie, smiling.
�Hello,� Kate said.
The quintet closed within ten feet and came to a halt, watching Jacob and his family with unreadable eyes. None of them spoke, not even to acknowledge Kate�s greeting.
Jacob extended his hand. �I�m Jacob Strode, pleased to��
�What are you doing here?� the closest man asked. He was older than the rest, his face a craggy landscape of wrinkles.
Jacob swallowed, wetting his throat. �We had a bit of an accident with our car,� he explained. �A deer ran into the��
�This is sacred ground,� the man interrupted. �It is a spiritual place. You shouldn�t have come here.�
Jacob exchanged glances with Kate. �I�m sorry. We didn�t intend to trespass or anything. We�re just trying to get to town.�
�There are roads to town,� the man answered.
Jacob swallowed again. He saw Kate look to him out of the corner of his eye but kept his attention focused on the tribesman. He shifted position, trying to free himself from the snow hugging his legs.
�Like I said, we wrecked our car back there, and we haven�t seen any other traffic for hours. You see, we were on our way to a wedding, so we�re not really dressed for��
�You are not welcome here.�
�Please,� Kate cut in. �We just need a cell phone or a radio, and we�ll��
The elder shook his head. �Your white man�s magic will not work here.�
Jacob blinked, catching another shocked glance from Kate.
White man�s magic? Did he actually say that?
�This is a place of uneasy spirits,� the elder went on. �You have disturbed them with your presence, and for that you must die.�
Each word of the old man�s statement resounded with perfect clarity in the open air, but Jacob floundered for a response while he waited for the grin that would put them in context. In contrast, the man�s expression remained maddeningly impassive.
�We said we were sorry,� Kate said. �You don�t have to play games with us.�
�Regret means nothing,� the old man replied. �Only blood will cleanse your transgression.�
�This isn�t funny,� she shot back.
The wind howled, stirring up specters of snow that swirled around them. For a moment the distant trees become lost in a white haze, and the rest of the world vanished.
Jacob used the moment to turn to his wife and slide Sadie into her arms. When he faced the hunters again, he stripped off his gloves and dug his wallet out of his pocket.
�I have sixty dollars cash,� he said, pulling the bills out to show them. He strove to keep his voice level, as if the leader�s announcement never registered. �I know that�s not much, but if there�s a bank in town, I�d gladly pay you men one hundred dollars apiece to��
�Five hundred,� Kate interjected. �We�ll pay you five hundred dollars apiece. It�s all we have, but we�ll give it to you if you help us. Please.�
�Trade will not save you,� the leader replied.
Jacob�s eyes flicked to each of the men. They all shared the older man�s blank gaze, not one looking even the slightest bit insincere. Their silent subservience cleaved a new wound into Jacob�s resolve.
�Look, we�re scared enough as it is,� Jacob told them. �Why are you doing this?�
No one replied. Had someone sneered or offered a comment, then at least he might have had a clue to their intentions, but their incessant silence deepened his fear that the old man wasn�t joking.
�Is it a racial thing?� Jacob pressed, searching for the source of the unspoken hostility. �Is that what the white man comment was about? Because we�re not like that.�
The leader�s stare remained constant, his expression unyielding.
Jacob crammed the money into his pocket. A flush of anger drove the cold from his cheeks.
�Forget it,� he said. �We�ll find our own way��
�Jacob,� Kate cut in.
He turned to look at her, only to find her attention trained on five more natives who�d approached from behind. Like the first group, all of them wore hunting gear and carried handcrafted weapons.
By the time Jacob faced the leader again the other hunters had fanned out, joining with the newcomers to surround them.
�Come on, guys,� Jacob pleaded. �Enough is enough.�
Ignoring him, the leader nodded to his fellow tribesmen, and the men all readied their bows. They drew arrows.
Kate gasped, moving closer.
�Okay, stop this,� Jacob demanded. He glanced back and forth, trying to watch everyone at once. He shuffled his feet in the snow, hoping to bump into a rock or a stick, anything he could use as a weapon.
�This has gone way too far. If you�re not going to help us then just back off and��
But his words died off in mid-sentence when he saw the hunters knock the arrows to their bowstrings and pull back. The wood creaked as the pressure compounded.
Jacob froze, his anger turning to terror.
Kate grasped his arm.
�There is no fighting it,� the old man said. �The spirits demand sacrifice.�
Jacob�s heart machinegunned inside his chest, firing adrenaline to every muscle in his body. His hands shook. His legs trembled. Sweat burned on his brow.
The valley surrounded them like a wasteland, offering no shelter, no means of escape. The deep, clinging snow assured that even the fastest lunge would prove useless, and the nearest tree seemed a world away.
But not nearly as distant as reasoning with the man standing ten feet in front of him.
Jacob met the elder�s emotionless gaze.
�Take me,� Jacob pleaded. �Let my family go.�
�Jacob, no,� Kate cried.
�Yes,� he said, stepping away from her. �I�m the one who decided to cross here. Leave them out of this. I�m begging you, don�t hurt my family.�
The old man�s eyes never blinked. His pupils appeared huge in the gloom, and what Jacob saw welling in their black depths drowned his last hope for salvation. Behind his impervious expression of detachment, Jacob saw a glimmer of revelry in the old man�s dark gaze, a sinister obedience to customs that had been forged in another age and carried out over the centuries with an unbending devotion.
�The woman first,� the old man ordered.
And with those words, Jacob realized what had been nagging him ever since the hunters arrived: no steamy exhalations issued from the man�s lips when he spoke. His chest remained as still as the frozen valley floor.
Because he�s already dead, Jacob thought. All of them are.
�This is a place of uneasy spirits�
Jacob�s mouth dropped open even as the sound of bowstrings thrummed the air. Arrows hissed past on both sides.
Half a dozen impacts issued from behind, like fists hitting a pillow.
Moving with the tarry slowness of a nightmare, Jacob swung around to see his wife falling backwards, wooden shafts jutting from her torso and legs. She collapsed with her eyelids peeled back in shock, teeth bared in a display of animalistic horror. Sadie tumbled from her grasp, landing facedown in the snow.
�No!� Jacob bellowed.
Something punched him in the back.
He glanced down to see an obsidian arrowhead poking through his coat, just over the right breast pocket. Thin wisps of steam trailed from the blood smeared across its surface.
Jacob glanced up, immobilized by shock.
He saw Sadie, still stuck in the snow, unable to move. Kate rolled toward her, reaching out, striving to help the girl in spite of her wounds.
Then his eyes caught a flash of movement from the hunters beyond his wife and child, and suddenly five arrows stabbed into his legs.
The cold stone missiles punched through his aching muscles with brutal force, ravaging his flesh. Their sharp points chipped against bone.
Jacob howled in agony but lunged toward Kate as he fell, now hearing the terrible chorus of multiple knife blades as they were drawn from their sheaths.
The natives charged forward, casting up a blizzard of snow with their footsteps.
Someone dropped down on Jacob�s back, pinning him in place.
He struggled to free himself, but each twist caused him to sink farther into the icy carpet covering the valley, pressing the arrowheads deeper into his legs.
His breaths came out as a thunder of pain and rage.
The weight on his back shifted and someone snared his right arm, yanking it back. The steel edge of a blade found the joint of one finger and sliced it from his hand.
Jacob screamed.
Then again. And again.
The cold valley air struck the exposed nerves like liquid nitrogen poured into his veins. Teeth bit down on the open flesh and sucked his blood from the wounds.
�Yessss,� an ancient voice hissed with inhuman pleasure.
Jacob growled through the pain when the attacker released his arm, watching helplessly from ground level as one of the hunters seized Sadie by the leg and dragged her away, a stone tomahawk clutched in his free hand.
Kate grabbed at the man, snatching a leather strap from his boot before another native dropped to his knees behind her. He tore off her hat and clutched a fistful of her hair. With his other hand, he brought a gleaming knife to her scalp and�
The top of the man�s head exploded.
Even in his current condition of unparalleled terror, Jacob flinched at the sight. The shattered fragments of the hunter�s skull sailed through the air like confetti, soon joined by the distant report of a gunshot.
Jacob craned his head to one side and saw four muzzle flashes blink on the horizon.
The headless attacker kneeling beside Kate pushed to his feet, standing even as the bullets punched holes through his torso and exploded out his back in great plumes of dust.
The man didn�t stagger. Didn�t fall.
He disintegrated.
One moment he appeared as a solid figure standing tall; a heartbeat later he�d become a man-shaped accumulation of twigs, dirt, and leaves that blew apart in the wind.
The other natives had ceased in mid-action, and now all turned toward the wood line even as a fresh round of gunshots flashed from the shadows.
The tribesman looming over Sadie fell backward, his chest torn open to expose a hollow space filled with dried weeds and animal fur.
Another man�s shoulder erupted into a cloud of brown pine needles and feathers.
The weight on Jacob�s back suddenly lifted, and he looked up to see the old man standing over him, his eyes empty black pits, his mouth opened impossibly wide, filled with a hundred mismatched animal fangs. An inhuman shriek erupted from the cavern of his throat; then a rifle blast ripped it from his body sending his severed head rolling through the air, trailing streams of black ash.
It crashed to the snow and disintegrated into a dusty heap of crushed bones and black hair.
Several more gunshots boomed, now closer, but when Jacob glanced up again all he could see was Kate�s slumped form laying just out of reach. The heart wrenching sound of Sadie�s weeping emanated from somewhere nearby.
�Hang on, baby,� Jacob called, trying to raise himself high enough to find her. �Daddy�s coming, baby, just hang on.�
The butchered remains of his damaged hand reddened the snow when he attempted to push himself upright, and he screamed in agony when both arms sunk up to his elbows. Ice crystals stabbed at his wounds.
�Kate?� he howled. �Oh, God, Kate, answer me.�
�Jacob.�
The roar of a snowmobile engine overpowered his sob of relief at the sound of Kate�s voice, and within moments he heard the soft crunch of footfalls growing near.
He faced the sound to see another group of American Indians rush forward.
One of them lifted Sadie from the snow, gently wiping her face. Another rushed to Kate with a multi-tool, using its pliers to trim the arrow shafts. A third knelt beside her with a first aid kit.
Three others stood watch with rifles in hand, scanning the landscape with impatient glances.
Suddenly, a pair of hands settled on Jacob�s shoulders and rolled him onto his back. A broad-faced Indian stared into his eyes.
Jacob tensed, kicking his feet, pushing away.
�Try to relax,� the tribesman said. �We�ll get you to a hospital but we must hurry.�
It took a moment for the words to sink in, but then Jacob detected the tones of warmth and compassion. Unlike the elder, this man�s breath puffed in the cold.
Jacob tried to speak, failed, then tried again.
�My daughter. My wife.�
�Are being cared for,� the man said. He unfolded a cutting tool and quickly snipped the wood shafts jutting from Jacob�s body, setting off a dozen explosions of pain. Agony raked its claws along his nerves where the arrowheads nestled in his flesh.
�I�m sorry,� the man said. He pulled Jacob to a stand, hauling him forward. �We don�t have a choice. Time is running out. The blood makes them stronger.�
Jacob eyed him across his shoulder. �They were dead.�
The Indian nodded. �This is cursed ground, the burial place of a thousand rogue shamans who tried to stop the settlers from passing into the West. They were the drinkers of blood, and the eaters of children. They defied the Great Spirit to gain their power, and now they are trapped here, immortal but imprisoned.�
He deposited Jacob on the back of a snowmobile. Every muscle in his body seemed to disconnect from his bones, and he sagged into the seat. Several feet away Kate and Sadie were helped onto another sled.
�They�re coming,� one of the men shouted.
The broad-faced Indian spun toward the voice. Jacob followed his gaze to where one of the riflemen pointed into the black gulf of the valley.
The snow was moving.
�But you destroyed them!� Jacob cried.
�Only the sunlight can do that,� the man replied. �We must hurry!�
Sixty yards away a swell the size of a house had raised from the flat landscape, pushed upward from something beneath.
�Go,� another man yelled. The others jumped on their snowmobiles and the engines roared as the throttles cranked open. They spun and raced for the far tree line, the icy wind nipping at Jacob�s flesh like a buzzard.
He clung to his rescuer with all the strength he had left, glancing back just long enough to see the huge swell moving closer. The snow spilled away as it shifted and flexed, revealing the leathery hides of a thousand mummified corpses surging forth as a single, monstrous mound.
It was a mass-grave come to life. Chaos made flesh.
The mere sight ripped the breath from Jacob�s lungs and clawed at his sanity. He saw bone and hair and muscle and skin, teeth and eyes and dehydrated entrails. It moved with unearthly speed, closing the gap between them with the horrific pace of a nightmare.
Then they were past the trees, plowing into the forest. Evergreen boughs slapped Jacob�s head and body, folding inward behind him to block his view of the madness pursuing them. A second later they shot through another barrier of bones. Shattered skeletons rained to the ground, knocked loose from their tethers.
The snowmobiles slid to a halt, their front skis grating on hidden rocks and branches. Jacob shook his head, thinking No! Don�t stop! even as an enormous shadow darkened the thin spaces between the trees. The forest went black. Even the stars vanished from sight.
The titanic horror hit the tree line and exploded into a blizzard of snow. A huge cloud of white filled the air, blasting through the branches to cover the area with an additional two feet of powder.
When Jacob looked up again, the monster was gone. Stars once again dappled the night.
He hauled himself off the snowmobile. Pain knotted his insides, but he limped to Kate and Sadie, dropping beside them and clutching them in his arms. Kate�s pants glimmered with blood, but her grip was strong when she hugged him.
Jacob�s rescuer stepped up beside him, laying a hand on his shoulder.
�We�re safe,� the man said. �The dead cannot pass the barrier.�
No, Jacob wanted to say, the dead can�t get through it, but the dying still can.
He looked down at his hand and moaned at the bony claws that had sprouted from where his fingers had been severed, watching as the muscle and tendons and skin reformed around the bite marks in his flesh.
The pain in his gut intensified. He could feel his bodily fluids turn to dust, his organs shrivel inside him. He gagged as his throat became a cracked desert and winced as sharp fangs burst from his gums.
He gazed at his rescuers and would have wept if he could.
They�d risked their lives to save his family.
Now he only hoped they�d be enough to sate the centuries-long hunger that was boiling inside him, at least long enough for Kate and Sadie to get away.
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1.

Through some ironic twist of fate, the phone call from the morgue came while Jim Cooley sat watching Frankenstein on one of the cable channels.
�It�s me,� Stuart said when Jimmy picked up the receiver. �I got one. How fast can you get down here?�
Jimmy straightened up in his seat, letting the half-eaten bag of Crispy Pork Bits fall to the trailer�s floor. �Hot damn, Stu, are you serious?� he asked. �When�d he come in? Where�d they find him��
�I�ll fill you in on the goddamn details when you get here,� Stuart interrupted. �Harrington just went out to lunch, so we have less than an hour to do this.�
Jimmy grinned. �We�re really going through with it?�
�I guess so. Meet me at the back loading dock by twelve-thirty or the deal is off!�
He hung up.
Outside thunder rumbled across the sky like the footsteps of an angry god.
Jimmy continued to smile as he replaced the handset, then slapped his hands together with a jovial whoop of delight. �Hot shit!� he cheered. �The little bastard did it!� He jumped up from the couch and grabbed his jean jacket off the wall hook as he hurried out the door.

2.

Three inches of rainwater sloshed along the gutters and burbled around the storm drains as Jimmy guided his rusty Mustang down the alley that serviced the back side of the Hewitt County Municipal Building. The parking area at this end of the lot boasted twenty spaces, but only two other vehicles currently occupied the asphalt; Stuart Wyllie�s dented red Honda and a 1988 Ford that made up the third unit in the HCPD�s trio of squad cars.
Jimmy parked next to the sunken driveway that gave access to the lower loading bay of the building and got out. The rain continued to come down like a busted water main, soaking his shoulders and hair as he ran to the back door.
He rapped on the steel. �Yo, Stu? Open up, man!�
He knocked again when no one answered, letting his gaze flick to the old squad car as he waited. A smile crept onto his face when he thought of when he�d etched his initials in the vinyl on the rear of the driver�s seat back when the car had been new.
The door clicked and flew open.
�What the hell?� Stuart asked. �I never told you to knock!�
The kid glanced around like a mouse in a cat kennel as Jimmy stepped past him, into a green-tiled hallway outside the morgue office.
�I�m due back at the hospital as soon as Doctor Harrington returns,� Stuart reminded him. �We don�t have much time!�
�Don�t shit yourself,� Jimmy told him. �Now, what do you got for me?�
Stuart eased the door into its frame before speaking, and when he did, he kept his voice low. �Mexican male, no ID. Sheriff Picket said a trucker found the body under the I-30 overpass around four o�clock yesterday morning. He�s guessing the guy�s an illegal thumbing his way north.�
�Kick ass!� Jimmy cheered.
�Keep your voice down!� Stuart whispered, glancing up and down the corridor.
�Yeah, yeah�what else?�
Stuart ushered him inside the empty office, toward a door across the room. �We got him fresh,� he said, snatching a manila folder off the desk as they passed it. �Harrington pronounced the cause of death as heart failure two hours after they brought him in, and we just got the toxicology and blood work reports back from HCMC: negative across the board; aside from being dead, he�s as healthy as a horse.�
�Ah, man, this is friggin� perfect!� Jimmy agreed.
Stuart pushed through the door of the autopsy room and led the way past the central operating table and body hoist. Jimmy shivered as the first drops of adrenaline hit his veins. His neck hairs prickled on end the way they did in his childhood, when his mother would drag him to the doctor�s office with an ear infection or pneumonia. Cold sweat sheathed his palms as his eyes drifted over the various items in the room: the table, the scales, the shiny stainless steel containers. The drive over had been easy enough�even a bit exciting�but now his emotions sobered as the reality of what awaited him began to sink in.
Stuart unlocked another door, and they stepped into the cooler. Six stainless steel storage lockers took up the far wall, but only one displayed an information card in the holder on the exterior of the door.
�This him?� Jimmy asked.
Stuart gestured to the locker�s handle. �Be my guest.�
Jimmy reached for the handle but stopped short before his fingers touched the metal. He glanced to Stuart, to the purple latex gloves he wore, and with a smirk of self-admiration, he slipped the cuff of his jacket over his hand. �Can�t be too careful.�
He opened the door and rolled out the retractable table.
The corpse had already been packaged in a black body bag for its trip to the Hewitt County Medical Center, where it would await cremation if nothing came up on a fingerprint check, or if nobody claimed the body.
Still using his jacket cuff, Jimmy took hold of the zipper and opened the top third. With a final glance at Stuart, he reached up with both hands and parted the two halves of the bag to reveal a bloodless stump where the man�s head should�ve been.
�Holy Christ!� he yelled.
He snapped his hands back and leapt away.
�Son of a bitch!�
When Jimmy looked up, he saw that Stuart had cracked a grin for the first time since their meeting.
�Real hilarious, asshole! I thought you said his ticker crapped out?�
�It did,� Stuart laughed. �After he got hit by a truck.�
�Damn!�
�Hey, at least we don�t need to wait for the dental x-rays.�
Jimmy shook his head, still squirming from the surprise like a snake trying to work itself out of an old skin.
Stuart�s smile faded as he glanced at his watch, then to the door. �Okay, let�s get this over with. We�re pushing the limit here.�
He placed the manila folder he�d grabbed on the dead man�s chest, flipping it open. A second later, he produced an ink tray from the pocket of his lab coat.
Jimmy lingered at a distance for another moment, then moved forward again. He gave a fleeting glance to the shredded mess of torn muscle and broken bones in the bag�all that remained of the cadaver�s neck�then refocused his attention on Stuart as he held up the man�s right arm and dabbed his blue-gray fingers on the ink-soaked felt of the tray. The top form in the stack of papers Stuart had opened contained two rows of sequential square boxes, each labeled for the digits of the human hand. Starting with the row marked �Right,� he pressed the man�s fingers into the appropriate spaces one at a time, rolling them from side to side to transfer their impressions. He then repeated the procedure for the left hand, all except for the smallest finger.
For that box, he dabbed his own left pinky in the ink and rolled it on the paper.
He took the original fingerprinting sheet out of the file�the one Doc. Harrington had done when the Sheriff first brought the corpse in, Jimmy guessed�and crumpled it into a wad, using it to wipe away the excess ink from his hand. Once finished, he stuffed the soiled paper in his pocket, slipped the new form into the file, and gathered up the folder.
�I still say it should be your print on that paper,� he commented. �This was your plan, after all.�
�I got a record,� Jimmy said. �You don�t.�
�Yeah, yeah. Anyway, that�s my end of it� Your turn.�
Jimmy reached into his back pocket, extracting a sandwich-size Zip-Loc baggy and a dirt-flecked pair of pruning sheers.
He met Stuart�s eyes� then looked to the cadaver�s left hand.
To the smallest finger.
His heart hesitated in his chest as his hands moved forward, positioning the tool�s cutting edge between the first and middle knuckle. Then, after one last glance at Stuart, he squeezed down on the sheer�s handle with both hands as hard and as fast as he could.
Shick!
Stuart grimaced as Jimmy lifted the severed digit from the table, holding it between thumb and forefinger.
�You really gonna eat that thing?� Stuart asked.
�I ain�t gonna eat it,� Jimmy corrected as he slipped the finger into the Zip-Loc bag. �I�m going to do like we talked about and just� chew it a little.�
�This is nuts,� Stuart said.
Jimmy eyed him. �Hey, we�re in this together, man. Don�t start getting fidgety on me! Just keep thinking about that old lady who burned herself with the coffee from McDonalds. What�d she get for her lawsuit� a million? Two million?�
�Actually, I think it came closer to three.�
�Exactly! Now imagine what a big-ass chain like Smokey�s will have to shell out when I find a human finger in my food!� He clapped his hands together. �Hot damn, boy! Even split fifty-fifty we�ll both be rolling in it! I�ll make sure a couple of guys from the worksite are with to see me spit it out. Then those patty-flipping pricks will have to pay through the roof for emotional stress.�
Stuart�s expression remained as serious as ever, but Jimmy noticed a renewed gleam of determination in his eyes at the mention of the money. �Just remember to cook it,� the kid said. �You gotta simmer it in the chili for at least three hours at 180 degrees so the spices will permeate the flesh. That�ll give any prosecutor in the country an uphill battle to prove it wasn�t in the mix from the start. Especially since Smokey�s meat supplier just got busted for hiring illegals. I Googled the case settlement last week and��
Jimmy shook his head and laughed.
�What?� Stuart asked.
�Nothing,� Jimmy answered, heading for the door. �I just knew hanging out with a nerd like you would pay off eventually.�

3.

Jimmy waited three days, just like they�d planned, allowing the police time to do a fingerprint check on the Mexican, and when no word came from Stuart to abort the mission, he drove to work on the forth morning with the finger in a Styrofoam cooler full of ice on the passenger seat.
With the lid on, the white rectangular box hardly looked worth the three dollar price tag. Because he knew what lay inside it, however, Jimmy couldn�t help seeing the container as something secret, something important, and for part of the drive from the Shell station, he imagined himself as a character on one of those TV medical dramas transporting an urgently needed donor organ.
He arrived at the job site just after nine, coming to a stop amid the larger pick-ups and SUVs of the regular work crew. Construction had been suspended for the last few days due to the rain, but today the steel skeleton of the new Park Street mini-mall bustled with activity.
Before getting out, he peeked in on the finger. It lay in the Zip-Loc bag like a half-curled worm. Smiling, he closed the cooler�s lid and got out of the car.
The ground remained soft and moist from the recent rainfall, and Jimmy�s feet made loud smacking sounds in the mud as he walked to the construction company�s mobile office. He noticed Tom Ryder, the foreman, talking with two of the subcontractors working the same site, animatedly clapping them on the back as he always did during conversations, acting like a father congratulating his sons on a well-played little league game. Jimmy ducked into the trailer to clock in before the man spotted him.
He found Jeff Densi, the lead mason, out by what would become the entrance to the mall�s parking lot. Jeff crouched beside his brother, Roy, near the first of two walls that divided the lot from the sidewalk, and when seen side by side, the two looked like the working-Joe equivalent of Laurel and Hardy.
Jimmy waved hello as the men looked up.
Jeff had been kneeling alongside the guide wires that outlined the wall�s base, and he stood up as Jimmy approached, maneuvering his bulk with ease. He returned the greeting eagerly enough, but his features appeared grim. �You�re a half hour late, Cooley. What gives?�
Jimmy put on his apology face. �I�m sorry��
�I gave you a break with this job,� Jeff went on without pause. �You wouldn�t have it if my regular bricklayer hadn�t wrecked his back.�
�I know, Sir��
�With your work history you�d be lucky to get hired at a firecracker stand, let alone anywhere else. I took you on �cause I didn�t have another choice.�
Jimmy nodded, trying to look humble. �It won�t happen again, man. I just couldn�t find my lunch box this morning� I think Meg must�ve taken it with her when she split.�
Jeff had been glaring at him with what Jimmy had come to know as his �business look,� but at the mention of Megan, his true amiability reappeared and his face softened. �Your woman left you?�
Jimmy nodded.
�Shit, pal, I�m sorry to hear that.�
Roy had stopped his work to listen and now leaned on his shovel like a farmer watching his crops grow. �Women,� he said.
Jimmy shrugged. �Like you said, I�d be damned if I could hold a decent job for long, and that doesn�t look too good on a home loan application� She must�ve just got fed-up with living with a loser.�
Jeff waved his comment away. �Hell, kid, I didn�t mean it like that. Don�t be so hard on yourself.�
�I guess.�
The big man hooked his thumbs in his suspenders and simply nodded, looking uncertain of what else to say.
�Here comes Slappy,� Roy commented, breaking the silence. He tipped his head in the direction of the company trailer, and Jimmy spotted the foreman making his rounds.
Jeff clapped his hands together and gestured at the wall base. �Okay, let�s get back to it,� he said, sounding relieved to have gotten off the subject of Jimmy�s muddled love-life. �I hope everything works out for you, Jim�I really do�but we got a schedule to keep.�
Jimmy nodded. �Don�t worry about me. Besides, I got a plan to get her back.�
�Yeah?� Jeff asked.
Jimmy looked at the Smokey�s restaurant across the street and thought about the finger in his car.
�Why don�t you boys join me for lunch, and I�ll tell you about it.�

4.

Just before lunch, Jimmy went to his car under the pretext of retrieving his wallet. Using his body as a shield, he reached into the cooler and snatched up the Zip-Loc bag, slipping it into the pocket of his jean jacket.
Jeff and Roy had already started across the road to Smokey�s, and Jimmy caught up with them as they fell into one of the lines behind the bank of registers along the counter. The lunch rush had the small building packed to capacity. He wiped his brow in an unconscious reaction to the crowd, and his hand came away covered in sweat.
He stood in line, pretending to count his pocket change as he waited to order.
Jeff bought three cheese burgers, fries, an apple pie, and a Coke.
Roy went for a fish sandwich and a fountain drink.
Jimmy got a soda and a bowl of chili.
They grabbed a booth at the back corner of the main dining room as a trio of teens vacated their seats to leave. Jimmy pulled the plastic top off the paper bowl of chili as Jeff and Roy sat down on the opposite side of the table.
�I hear they got a new titty bar open�n up over by the air base,� Roy said, sipping his drink. �Seeing as you don�t got no current attachments, Jim, maybe you�d like to check it out sometime?�
Jimmy had steeled himself to keep cool, to just act normal so the others wouldn�t get suspicious, but he suddenly found himself speechless as his thoughts focused on how to execute the plan.
�Damnit, Roy,� Jeff answered for him. �Can�t you see the kid�s just had his heart ripped in two?�
Roy shrugged as he bit into his sandwich. �Just thought seeing some skin might cheer him up, is all.�
Jeff�s bushy mustache twitched under his nose. �You ever think about anything else?�
Roy paused his chewing for a moment then shook his head �no�.
Jimmy reached into his pocket as the two men exchanged looks, splitting the bag�s seal with his hand. He had to force a neutral expression as his living fingers found the dead one. Then, with the finger cupped in his hand, he picked up the packet of Saltines that had come with his order and tore open the plastic. �Check out the peach by the register,� he said, crumbling the crackers. �I�d like to see her in one of them places.�
The men looked over their shoulders, and he dropped the finger into the chili with the crackers, stirring it under with his spoon. Initially he�d planned to take a few bites before getting to business�to make the lunch seem more authentic�but the thought of swallowing a single drop of the food after the finger had been mixed in with it made his stomach flop over in protest.
Get a grip, Jim. Think dollar signs.
He churned the chili, feeling the finger�s weight against the plastic utensil. Then, with a furtive glance to make sure Jeff and Roy had their attention on their own meals, he scooped the finger into his mouth.
It slid off the spoon, onto his tongue, taking up far more space than he liked.
Don�t think about it, dumb-ass, just do it! he thought.
And he did.
He bit down, feeling the rubbery texture of the finger�s skin, the hardness of bone. The heat from the chili had yet to penetrate the cold from the ice and as his teeth came together, a frigid liquid spurted against the inside of his cheek.
His empty stomach seemed to fill with a putrid green liquid in reaction to the sensation in his mouth and his body instinctively fought to expel the nauseating object. But just as he prepared to spew it onto the tabletop, Jeff and Roy turned away, facing the front of the store to look at the menu.
They won�t see it! his brain raged. They have to see me spit it out!
So he held it in his mouth, feeling its horrid presence.
And it moved.
He�d raised his hand, about to slam it down on the table to regain the men�s attention, when he distinctly felt the finger uncurl, its nail scraping the side of one molar.
Every nerve in his body seemed to short circuit from the shock, and he stiffened in his seat, unable to move. Then the finger did it again, squirming like a half-dead worm trapped in a storm puddle, just as someone said, �Hey there, Jimbo!�
Slapping him on the back�
Gulp!
�causing him to swallow!
He felt the finger slide down his throat like a thick bite of licorice, pressing hard against his insides.
Oh, shit!
He clutched the table with both hands, tensing his neck muscles in a last ditch effort to stop the dead man�s digit from reaching his stomach. But then he felt one last squeeze deep inside his chest and knew it was already too late.
�Jimbo,� he heard Tom, the foreman, say from behind. �You alright, man? Damn, I didn�t mean to surprise you like that.�
The others set their food aside when Jimmy failed to respond, Jeff leaning in close, asking him what was wrong. Tom offered him a hand, but he pushed it away.
�Outta my way, you back-slapping asshole!� he cried.
Without another word, he leapt from his seat and raced for the bathroom.
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He elbowed his way through a group of teenage girls blocking the hall that accessed the restrooms, then shouldered the door open, only to slam it shut again and slap the lock into place. He caught a glimpse of himself in the mirror as he did, and for a heart-stopping moment thought he�d come face-to-face with an albino psychopath.
Without wasting another second, he turned away from the mirror and crammed his own finger down his throat in an effort to puke. He reached as far back as he could, painfully stabbing tender flesh and poking his tonsils.
He gagged a few times, but nothing came up.
�Dammit,� he shrieked. �This can�t be happening!�
He slammed his fists on the sink top and punched a hole in the plastic cover of the paper towel dispenser. He tried hitting himself in the stomach a few times, but when that didn�t work to bring up the finger, he took his frustration out on the waste basket in a flurry of kicks.
Huffing out of exertion and fear, he leaned against the sink and paused to collect himself.
�Think, dipshit! Think!�
His breathing had just begun to ease when the door to one of the two toilet stalls clicked in its frame and slowly swung open. Jimmy looked up. A moment later, a balding middle-aged man wearing a business suit and wire-frame glasses stepped out, clutching his unzipped pants at the waist. Without making eye contact, he edged toward the exit like an overweight tourist who�d fallen into the lion pit at the zoo.
Jimmy gaped at him. �Can�t you see I�m having a moment here, pal?�
�I don�t want any trouble, Mister,� the man quickly replied.
A dull silver cell phone poked out of the breast pocket of his shirt.
Jimmy saw it and lunged at him.
The stunned patron blubbered out a string of half-coherent pleas for release as Jimmy seized him by the lapels of his jacket and plucked the phone from his pocket. His pudgy hands flew up to ward off Jimmy�s attack, leaving his pants and underwear to collapse at his feet.
�Please, Mister, don�t hurt me!�
But even as he said it, Jimmy unlocked the bathroom, shoved the phone-owner into the hall, and yanked the door shut again before his bare ass hit the floor.
Jimmy flipped the phone open and dialed Stuart�s number.
�Hello?�
�Stu, it�s me��
�Jesus, Jim,� Stuart said. �I�ve been trying to get a hold of you all morning. Listen, don�t��
�I swallowed it, man!�
�What?�
�The finger! The fucking thing�s in my guts!�
Stuart�s reply came out as one word. �Wathefugitshididyoudothatfor?�
�I was hungry!� Jimmy bellowed back at him. �What do you think?�
�Jesus, this figures!� Stu moaned.
�What the hell does that mean?�
�It means Sheriff Pickett came by this morning and told Harrington not to ship the corpse over to HCMC for cooking, that�s what! Some homicide detective called about him last night, and he�s on his way here right now to ID the body. If he�s right, our illegal amigo might actually be a Navajo serial killer!�
�I don�t give a damn!� Jimmy replied. �I need you to pump my stomach!�
�I don�t know how to do that!�
�You�re the goddamn medical expert here, you gotta do something!�
�Shit�I don�t know� Just give it some time; it�ll pass through you.�
�I don�t want it to pass through me, you idiot! I want it OUT!�
Suddenly a fist pounded on the bathroom door. �Open up!� a formidable voice ordered.
�Jim, we�re in deep sewage here,� Stuart said.
�Yeah, thanks for the tip!�
Jimmy snapped the phone shut and shoved it into his jacket.
�I said open up in there!� the voice ordered.
Rather than go for the door, Jimmy kicked through the window at the back of the room and jumped into the alley, landing in a filthy puddle of dumpster runoff when he dropped to the ground.
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That night Jimmy tossed and turned.
He�d gone to a roadside motel off the interstate rather than chance returning to his trailer, and he spent the better half of the evening waiting for the police to show up.
Finally, around two a.m., he lay down on the bed. Sleep came in short spurts, but only out of exhaustion, and during the times when he dozed, he dreamed of the finger sloshing around in his stomach, refusing to digest.
Or trying to crawl out the way it went in.
Jimmy moaned at the thought, not wanting to recall it.
He�d chugged a whole bottle of FiberAll for dinner in an attempt to be free of the thing, followed by half a package of Exlax that he picked up at a small market adjacent to his hideout. So far, neither had worked.
Earlier, he tried to call Stuart but the bastard never picked up. On the contrary, his stolen cell phone rang about two dozen times, its display glowing with the names and numbers of callers he didn�t dare answer.
He finally drifted off to sleep as the first red rays of sunlight bled over the horizon.
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When Jimmy awoke he went straight to the bathroom.
The day had come and gone while he slept, and he felt confident that the long rest had given the meds time to generate some results. Much to his disappointment, however, he spent nearly twenty minutes on the toilet straining/praying to shit out the finger, all the while secretly fearing that he�d crap a whole hand.
Back in the bedroom, the television droned. He�d left it on last night to escape the burbling sounds produced from his gut, and now some sitcom gave way to the ten o�clock news.
�Our top story: a morbid case of burglary at the Hewitt County morgue��
Jimmy bound back into the main room with his pants trailing behind him.
��involving the theft of an unidentified corpse.�
He watched the report in a state of stupefied captivity as the newscaster went on to explain how the county�s medical examiner had found the morgue�s autopsy room in disarray earlier that evening, a discovery that led him to a second scene of destruction inside the cooler. There, the perpetrator(s) had stolen the decapitated remains of a body that was being held for forensic testing as part of a murder investigation by authorities upstate. According to sources, the room�s stainless steel door had been torn off its hinges in order to get at the body.
Jimmy dropped down on the end of the bed as he listened.
The events of the last few days spiraled through his head, chased by the dread of whatever new miseries the future might hold, and all at once, he thought his wish to be rid of the thing in his stomach was about to come true.
He clutched his midsection and ran for the bathroom.
The lurching started even as he leaned over the sink. He seized the faucet handles to stabilize himself while the tremors passed through him, then sagged in despair when the convulsions concluded with nothing more than a foul-smelling belch.
He rinsed out his mouth, and was about to leave when he glimpsed movement in his peripheral vision. He glanced to the left, facing the room�s tiny window.
And saw a dog staring back at him.
Two yellow eyes glinted in the dark air outside the motel, reflecting the light from the bathroom, and Jimmy leapt backward in shock even as his over-stressed brain realized that the eyes had to be at least six feet off the ground.
The window exploded in a hailstorm of glass.
Blood-splattered arms reached through the frame.
Jimmy shrieked as the attacker clutched fistfuls of his shirt, each hand a skeletal mess of torn flesh and exposed bone, as if the person outside had recently clawed his way out of a grave�or through a stainless steel door. Then, in a split-second moment of hyper-awareness he saw that the assailant�s smallest left-hand finger ended in a clean, circular stump.
The missing stiff from the morgue, he thought. Oh, Jesus, it can�t be!
He punched at the restraining limbs, struggling to break free. Several of the meatless fingers tore through his shirt, and he mewed in disgust when the cold bones touched his skin.
Then the man leaned through the window, into the light.
And Jimmy�s shouts of repulsion died in his throat.
Somewhere in his brain the information being sent from his eyes failed to find a rational point of emotional reference, and terror, bewilderment, humor, and awe collided together with a paralytic affect.
Unlike before, the corpse was no longer headless.
At the point where the man�s neck should�ve started, a railroad of thick stitches connected the severed head of a coyote to the human skin of his torso.
Jimmy shook his head in denial, unable to escape the glare of the animal�s yellow gaze as it stared down at him over a lipless snout filled with jagged white fangs. It pulled him to the edge of the window, inches from its reeking flesh, where a legion of maggots explored the bare patches of skin that dotted its fur.
�It was an accident!� Jimmy heard himself repeating again and again.
The chemical stink of formaldehyde wafted out from the thing�s dripping maw when it opened its jaws, and a new degree of terror pushed Jimmy�s mind to the edge of insanity as the monster started to laugh.
�Yee-nadlooshii!� the undead nightmare declared, speaking each syllable with perfect clarity despite the mouth that produced them.
Its putrid breath gusted into Jimmy�s face, but the ghastly state of the creature�s physical composition no longer compared to the terror of facing an intelligent being with supernatural strength and a malevolent spirit.
Suddenly the back of his head crashed into the wall.
A swarm of fireflies swirled across his vision, but when they cleared he saw the monster towering before him, still only halfway through the window, holding two equally shredded halves of his tee-shirt in its boney hands.
Jimmy patted his bare chest, just then realizing that he�d braced both feet against the sink in an effort to escape the creature�s grasp and must have torn clear through his clothes!
The coyote-headed horror roared, spraying spittle through the air.
It gripped the edges of the window frame and with the gunshot noise of cracking timbers it yanked a five-foot section of the wall into the night.
Sparks hissed from a severed electrical line and the bathroom lights went out.
A ruptured pipe shot water at the ceiling.
But Jimmy was already through the door and across the bedroom, fleeing from the building wearing nothing but his boxer shorts.
Behind him came another thunderclap of destruction. Another downpour of rubble.
Outside, in the parking lot, a blue convertible sat idling in the space reserved for the room next to Jimmy�s, trunk open, front end facing away from the building.
Jimmy jumped into the driver�s seat without even touching the door and left twenty feet of burnt rubber smoking on the asphalt as he peeled away from the motel with the accelerator mashed to the floorboards.
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Stuart�s house emerged out of the murk.
Jimmy drove the stolen car right up on the lawn and left the engine running when he hopped out and hurried to the door. No lights glowed in any of the windows, but he pounded on the door and franticly thumbed the ringer.
When no one answered, he kicked the door open.
Inside, he found Stuart sitting in the living room with a double barrel shotgun.
What remained of his head was still dripping from the ceiling.
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Jimmy pushed through the police department�s front door at ten minutes to midnight.
Deputy Vern Ferguson was eating a late dinner behind the long counter that separated the lobby from the offices, and Jimmy ignored the kid�s muffled commands to halt as he tried to speak through a mouthful of ham sandwich.
�Hey!� the young officer shouted when Jimmy let himself through the partition.
He found Sheriff Picket sitting at one of the desks in the open central area of the building known as the bullpen, and even from a distance Jimmy noticed the frown beneath his storm cloud of a mustache.
And he wasn�t alone.
A tall American Indian man in blue jeans and a suit coat (cop casual, Jimmy called it) stood off to the left. A roadmap of fresh cuts crisscrossed the man�s face, some linked by dozens of black stitches that looked all too reminiscent of the patchwork monster he�d faced at the motel. The sight stopped him in his tracks, and he had to make a cognitive effort to refocus his thoughts on what he�d come here to say.
�Want me to cuff him?� Ferguson asked from behind, but the Sheriff merely motioned for the kid to go back and finish his food.
�Sheriff, we got trouble,� Jimmy said.
Pickett stood, repositioning his pistol belt as he did. �Oh, I don�t doubt that,� he answered. �After what you pulled yesterday��
�Forget that shit!� Jimmy rushed on. �I�m the reason that dead guy disappeared from the morgue today!�
Pickett let out a short bark of laughter and raised his hands as if surrendering to Jimmy�s statement. �What a surprise!� he added with sarcastic flare. �Tossing a feller outta the john with his pants around his ankles and stealing his phone wasn�t enough fun, was it? Ya just had to find something more interesting! Alright, then, Cooley, enlighten us; what the hell did you do with a half-mutilated corpse?�
But before he could answer, Pickett�s eyes narrowed to two suspicious slits that focused on Jimmy�s boxers.
�You didn�t fuck it, did you?�
Jimmy stared at the man. �What? No! Jesus, Sheriff, I ain�t like that; I just ate one of the fingers��
Pickett�s bushy eyebrows seemed to fly off his forehead. �Christ, almighty, son! Now you�re mixed up in cannibalism?�
Deputy Ferguson laughed through a mouthful of his drink, expelling spurts of orange cola out his nose.
Pickett glared at the younger officer like an executioner with one hand on the power switch, ending the amusement. He then redirected his attention at Jimmy with equal intensity.
�This is Detective Riverwind,� Pickett said, motioning to the American Indian with the lacerated face. �He�s the one you�re going to have to make friends with if you don�t want to spend the next decade in prison.�
A phone rang at the desk. Vern answered it.
�Now listen up, Cooley,� Pickett continued. �If it wasn�t for the detective�s investigation I�d can your ass right now and Judge Morton would put it on the shelf �till winter. So if you have some serious information�and I mean it better be a goddamn treasure map with a big fuck�n X at the end of it�then start talking.�
�Hey, Sheriff!� Ferguson said. �We just got a call from that rescue shelter over on route nine. The neighbors say some nutjob broke into the place and hacked up all the animals with an ax. Sounds real messy.�
�Wonderful!� Pickett exclaimed. �Has the whole world gone crazy?�
�I think it would be best if I questioned Mister Cooley alone,� detective Riverwind said. �Do you mind?�
It was the first time he�d spoken since Jimmy arrived, and the power of the man�s voice sent a shiver down his spine.
Pickett waved them away. �You can have him!�
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A scarred, coffee-stained table sat in the center of the police station�s only interview room and Riverwind gestured for Jimmy to have a seat as he closed the door.
�Look,� Jimmy said once they were alone, �this is a waste of time, man. That psycho you�re after ain�t dead! He�s walking around right now, looking for me!�
Riverwind nodded his acknowledgement of Jimmy�s predicament, but didn�t reply. Rather than sit down, the man took off his jacket and draped it over the back of his chair.
�The �psycho� you�re referring to is a Navajo witch,� the detective explained, now rolling his sleeves up as he talked. �My people call them Skinwalkers because they have the power to assume the shape of an animal to avoid our detection. Seven days ago I beheaded the one you encountered, trapping its spirit inside its body, but the confrontation left me severely wounded and unable to fully dispose of the remains.�
Jimmy gaped at the man�s words, looking to his ravaged face and recalling the coyote-headed corpse ripping out the bathroom wall of the motel.
�I could tell you the whole history of how they came to be,� the detective went on, �but as you said, there isn�t much time. All you need to know is that by consuming the Skinwalker�s flesh, you�ve given it the power to thwart death and seek a new body.�
�Me!� Jimmy gasped. �But how��
�Your friend Stuart isn�t very good at keeping secrets,� Riverwind answered. �He told me about your little scheme when I questioned the morgue staff about the disappearance of the Skinwalker�s corpse. He mentioned how you�d inadvertently swallowed the creature�s finger. Now it�s using your energy, your life force, to stay in our world until it can transfer its spirit into your body.�
�So how the hell do we stop it?� Jimmy asked. �I mean, you can stop it, right?�
�There are two options,� the man answered. �One is to completely destroy its physical form, either by force or simply by waiting until the creature�s body decomposes to the point of being useless. The only problem is that you�re now linked to the Skinwalker by the same magical bond that reanimated it, which will allow it to follow you wherever you go. It will anticipate our moves.�
�Great! So it could be here any second?�
The man nodded.
�What�s choice number two?�
�I cut off your head.�
Jimmy blinked. �What?�
Riverwind reached behind his back and pulled out a knife large enough to reflect Jimmy�s whole face in the blade. It glinted in the light of the overhead fluorescents.
He jumped to his feet. �You can�t kill me! You�re a cop!�
�Decapitation is a proven method of separating a host�s spirit from his life force. You and Mister Wyllie have left me no choice.�
Jimmy shivered as a sudden pang of understanding ripped through his brain. �You killed Stuart!�
�An act of necessity,� Riverwind admitted. �I had to be sure he wasn�t lying about which one of you ate the finger.�
You stinking motherfu��
The detective slashed, and Jimmy leapt backward. He dodged death by scant millimeters, but the tip of the blade still managed to plow a red trench across the skin of his chest.
Jimmy dropped back in his chair and kicked upward as the wild-eyed detective lunged over the table. This time Jimmy was faster. His heel slammed into Riverwind�s face, popping loose a score of fresh stitches and peeling back a section of cheek.
The man roared in pain, clutching the wound.
Jimmy ducked under the table and scrambled to the door, throwing it open as six consecutive gunshots blared through the building.
He froze in the doorway.
Across the main room, past the bullpen, the Skinwalker rammed the front desk, demolishing the boards like a runaway wrecking ball. Pickett stood less than ten feet away, frantically reloading his sidearm.
The creature reared up on the hind legs of a horse, displaying the new additions it had made to its body. Jimmy recalled Vern�s mention of an attack at the nearby animal shelter, and he now knew the fate of those various creatures.
Or parts of them, anyway.
The Skinwalker had transplanted its torso onto the body of a horse, looking like a mythological Centaur out of the nightmare of a mental patient. Four new arms sprouted from its sides, each freshly skinned and glistening with red muscle. Two of those newer appendages looked to be human, but the last set clearly came from something much bigger.
The monster�s coyote head snarled, now topped with deer antlers and flanked on each side by the heads of a mountain lion and a goat. Each scanned the room independently from the other, seeking new prey.
Deputy Ferguson emerged from the rubble of the desk and squeezed off five shots from his service pistol before the creature turned and struck out with its powerful hind legs, shattering his skull. Blood sprayed the wall.
Jimmy watched it happen with a dreamlike detachment, unable to react even when the beast plunged two of its hands into the deputy�s chest and tore open his ribcage.
�Move your ass, Cooley!� Sheriff Pickett shouted.
Jimmy flinched at the force of the man�s voice, glancing over his shoulder in time to see Riverwind�s knife hack into the doorframe beside him.
The detective surrendered the knife where it imbedded in the wood and grabbed Jimmy by the hair, yanking him backwards even as his other hand drew a gun and fired three shots into Pickett�s chest.
The Sheriff collapsed into a heap.
The Skinwalker roared.
Then Riverwind hauled Jimmy back into the interrogation room, slamming the door shut as the monster charged forward.
Jimmy grabbed for the knife when he passed it, managing to pull it from the doorframe, but Riverwind preempted his action and slammed the pistol-butt down on his wrist.
The knife clattered to the floor.
�Now we end this!� the detective declared.
A moment later, the entire forward wall of the room bowed inward, shattering the sheetrock and splintering the wall studs. A hand tipped with eagle talons punched through the door paneling, snaring a hunk of Riverwind�s skin before he got clear.
The detective howled in agony, losing his grip on Jimmy�s hair as he strove to slip free of the hooks in his back.
Jimmy elbowed the man and made his escape, scooping up the knife when he did.
He spun around to face the trapped Navajo officer.
�Kill yourself!� Riverwind hissed.
The door to the room and most of the wall had fragmented into a spider web of destruction, and Jimmy watched as a furless bear�s paw reached through one of the cracks and clutched the man�s face, instantly crushing his lower jaw into a handful of mush.
Jimmy stumbled away from the spectacle, shivering with terror when he saw that the man�s eyes still gazed with awareness. When the creature released him, Riverwind raised the gun to his head and ended the pain.
The entire building seemed to shudder as the monster pressed forward.
Ceiling tiles rained to the floor.
Jimmy edged into the corner of the room as he watched the wall crumble, knowing he only had a matter of seconds before the creature exploded inside and did whatever pervoid mystical bullshit it wanted to do with him.
Which left him only one choice.
He reversed his grip on the knife and stabbed it into his stomach.
Outside, the Skinwalker bellowed with rage. Jimmy closed his eyes, blocking it out, then suddenly saw an image of himself in his mind, viewed from the other side of the door, as he plunged his hand into the wound to search for the finger.
An alien world of pain exploded inside his abdomen, and he had to reopen his eyes to be rid of the Skinwalker�s viewpoint when a pale blob of intestine slipped out past his wrist.
Darkness began to creep into his vision as his questing fingers slid over the rubbery landscape of his insides, encountering internal juices that felt too hot to be healthy.
The Skinwalker roared again, and he looked up to see more sections of the wall and door disintegrate in front of him, torn away as if no more than�
Suddenly he had something.
Something� not right.
He�d located a spongy potato-size mass deep in his guts and pulled it out of the wound amid a river of gore.
The moment he did, the Skinwalker fell apart. The individual components of its morbid construction spilled to the ground in a horrible avalanche, splattering across the floor with a sound Jimmy knew he�d never forget.
He stood quivering in the aftermath, too fearful to move. The pain in his stomach seemed to have dulled from the shock of thwarting an unnatural death, but he knew he desperately needed to haul ass to a hospital.
He staggered forward.
A frightening numbness had crept into his body, reminding him that he didn�t have time to waste being squeamish, and despite the fact he was still barefoot, he quickly waded through the mound off spilled viscera blocking the doorway.
Tissue squished between his toes.
Harder items poked into his heels.
He slipped twice but managed to keep his balance, emerging from the pile only to collapse to his knees as the last of his strength fled from his body.
Clear of the mess, he dropped to the floor and lay there for what seemed like eternity, one hand clamped over his gut, until he saw Sheriff Pickett push to a stand not far away. Riverwind�s trio of bullets dotted the man�s bulletproof vest like medals of Honor.
�You alive, Cooley?� he asked.
Jimmy tried for a �Yes, Sir, I am,� but only uttered a grunt.
The man stepped forward, eyes widening when he beheld the full extent of Jimmy�s condition. �My, God, son� What the hell happened to you?�
Jimmy shakily removed his hand from the wound for the Sheriff to see, only then realizing that he still clutched the thing he�d ripped out of his body.
He looked down and uncurled his blood-splattered hand.
And almost screamed at what he saw.
He stared at the thing, shaking his head as he tried to tell himself that it couldn�t be what it looked like.
�Holy Jesus,� Pickett gasped. �Is that one of your kidneys?�
Jimmy dropped the organ on the floor and swung toward the mass of dismembered animal parts.
�Easy!� the Sheriff said, quickly restraining him. �We have to get you to the doc!�
�It�s not dead!� he cried as Pickett lifted him to his feet. �The finger�s still in me! It�s playing possum, Sheriff! It�s gonna try and get me again!�
He tried to break away, his mind racing to think of a way to burn the remains or blow up the building before it was too late, but he didn�t have the strength to resist and before he knew it Sheriff Pickett had ushered him out the front door and into a patrol car.
�Keep pressure on the wound,� Pickett told him. �We�ll get you patched up in no time.�
Jimmy wanted to tell him that was exactly what the witch wanted, why it had played dead and allowed them to escape, but the words came out as little more than mumbling that even he couldn�t decipher.
The Sheriff started the car.
Switched on the lights and siren.
And as they pulled away, Jimmy thought he saw Detective Riverwind�s corpse standing in the entryway of the building, the Skinwalker�s four-fingered hand jutting from the hole in the man�s throat, waving to him, like an old friend promising to come visit again.
Once Jimmy was healed.
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STILLWATER, MINNESOTA
Five Years Ago�

Black.
The suspect had painted every inch of his house black.
Obscured by snowfall, it looked like nothing more than an apparition in the storm, but through the binoculars its sinister presence loomed as large and solid as a monolithic tombstone.
Homicide detective Frank Atkins lowered the binoculars and handed them to his squad partner as the remaining S.W.A.T. officers took up positions to their left and right.
�This is it,� Frank said. He unslung the HK sub-machinegun from his shoulder and flicked off the safety. �We�re going to need to move fast to cross that field without being spotted. This psycho is a slippery son of a bitch. We can�t give him the slightest opportunity to get past us.�
Martin DeAngelo peered into the binoculars. �You do your thing, Detective. We�ll do ours.�
�I mean it,� Frank replied. �I want this bastard taken down once and for all.�
The officer smirked. �Just because you�re qualified for this shit doesn�t make you my commander. Follow my lead and leave the noble quest for vengeance up to the prosecutors, okay?�
Frank looked to the house with the word on the forefront of his mind. Vengeance. That�s exactly what it came to. Vengeance for Christine Mitchell. For Katie Hart. For Sean Edwards. Vengeance for the adolescent boy they still couldn�t identify. Vengeance for all of them.
�Jesus,� DeAngelo commented, still gazing through the binoculars. �I can already hear the insanity plea.�
Frank racked the first round into the breach of his weapon. �If I find him first, he won�t be going to court.�
Maybe it was the hiss of contempt on Frank�s tongue, or the soft squeak of rubber as his hands wrung the handle grip of is weapon, but DeAngelo�s stare broke from the house and regarded him with a creased look of uncertainty.
�You don�t really mean that, do you?�
Frank held his gaze. �Like you said, lieutenant: You do your job, I�ll do mine.�
The man opened his mouth to reply when the voice of the taskforce commander came to life on their radio headsets.
�Move in! Everyone, move in!�
The tactical team plunged out of their cover of evergreens and charged toward the farmhouse, plowing through snowdrifts to the war-drum beat of the twin air-units approaching fast from the south.
The black house loomed ahead. No lights, no sign of movement.
They�d closed within yards of the target when a cataclysmic blast of thunder exploded overhead, shaking the air with the concussive force of a bomb. Three serpents of lightning slithered earthward through the flurries, striking a canted weathervane atop the killer�s rooftop. Sparks showered in every direction.
Several of the men stopped in mid-stride, dropping into defensive postures.
�Jesus!� someone yelled over the radio.
�What the hell was that?�
�Everyone in formation,� Frank roared.
Praying they hadn�t lost the element of surprise, he crouched behind DeAngelo, staying close when the man hefted his riot-shield and rushed up the front steps to the porch. Another officer, Sergeant Rice, heaved a battering ram against the front door, pulverizing it in a hail of splinters and paint chips.
�Police! Search warrant,� Rice shouted as a second officer tossed a stun grenade into the farmhouse�s foyer.
Inside, the decoy device exploded, sending out a mild concussion to disorient anyone in the immediate area. The tac team rushed through the smoke in a stacked, two-by-two formation, spurred on by Rice shouting, �Go, go, go, go!�
Frank followed in line behind DeAngelo, moving fast and low. He kept one hand on the S.W.A.T. officer�s shoulder and held his breath when they crossed over the threshold.
Smoke swirled in the air.
Combat boots hammered the floor.
Three groups of officers, all entering the house from separate locations at once, began calling off cleared areas of the home. Frank and his squad entered a brightly lit foyer flanked by open doorways. Ahead lay a staircase and a long hall that extended toward the back of the house.
Contrary to the exterior paintjob, the walls and floors inside the home appeared immaculately clean. The walls looked smooth and unblemished by age, dotted by dozens of pictures in decorative frames. Ornate woodwork made up the baseboards and trim. Hardwood floors gleamed, exuding the scent of fresh polish.
From the hallway, Frank glanced into the living room on his right. He spotted a host of nick-knack covered end tables, chairs with white doilies draped over the armrests, and a plastic-sealed couch with an eye-sizzling floral print.
�That room�s clear,� DeAngelo said. �Stay with me, Detective.�
Frank�s hand had come away from the officer�s shoulder while he contemplated the dichotomy of their suspect�s strange dwelling, and he rushed to catch up. The forward half of their twelve man team raced up to the second level, leaving Frank and DeAngelo to lead the remaining squad members deeper into the house.
A third of the way down the hall, they came upon a half closed door yet to be checked.
�Basement,� DeAngelo said. He kicked the door open, and the stairwell beyond expelled a hot breath of putrescence. The stench of decay invaded Frank�s lungs, causing his chest to heave with a reflexive cough.
�Police,� he yelled. �We�re armed.�
He followed DeAngelo down the stairs, passing between mortar-caked stonework that brought to mind the crumbling tunnels of a subterranean tomb. A bare light bulb over the lower landing cast a fiery glow on the walls, and combined with the smell of death assaulting his nostrils, Frank imagined he�d not only trod into the domain of a killer but had descended into Hell itself.
Four steps from the bottom Kale Kane lunged into view. Their suspect sprung from an open doorway to the right of the landing, brandishing an automatic weapon that exploded to life in a blaze of fire and noise.
�Look out!� Frank cried, but it was already too late.
The first barrage of gunfire hit DeAngelo�s shield center-mass then trailed up the stairs toward the other officers behind them. Bullets cut a dusty trail of destruction along the walls and risers as stray shots whined off the house�s cave-like foundation.
Hot lead cut the sleeve of Frank�s uniform. More screamed past his helmet.
DeAngelo fired two rounds from his sidearm. It was all he had time for. Following the second shot, sparks leapt from the stone on his left and a ricochet tore ear-to-ear through his head. Blood and brains sprayed Frank in the face.
He fired a burst from the MP-5, but the shots went wild as DeAngelo�s body collapsed backward against him.
The other officers higher up the steps erupted into a fury of shouts and hollers, everyone struggling to flee the cramped stairwell and retreat toward safety. Return fire sputtered overhead, amplifying the chaos and adding to the cries of several men shrieking in pain.
Half-blinded by the rain of debris coming off the walls, Frank shoved DeAngelo�s corpse toward Kane with all of his might, slamming the killer back into the room he�d emerged from.
The gunfire ceased.
Frank charged after Kane before he could regain the advantage. He rounded the corner in time to see the madman slap a fresh clip into his weapon.
Frank rammed him in the chest, tackling him to the ground.
Kane�s weapon roared, spitting fire inches from Frank�s face.
The two struck the floor and rolled apart, each coming up into a half-crouch with only a few feet between them.
Both snapped up their weapons. Their gazes locked over the gun sights.
�Drop it,� Frank shouted.
The killer�s eyes reflected the ugly orange light of the basement like twin flames set in the sockets of a half-rotten skull. They flashed with undeniable glee as he retracted his upper lip in genuine smile of delight.
�Fraaaaaaank!�
Frank shuddered at the sound of his name. It gusted from the killer�s mouth in an elongated breath of mixed wonder and jubilation.
�I said drop it!�
Kane�s smile only broadened. �You�re early, Detective Attkins. Not that it will do you any good. I�m finished.�
Frank�s heart thundered in his chest. Sweat slipped from under his Kevlar helmet and cut trails down his cheeks. Behind him, the stairwell rumbled and creaked as the SWAT team reassembled.
�Don�t come any closer!� Kane shouted to the officers without taking his eyes from Frank. �I�ve got your man Attkins. I�ll blow his head off!�
Frank�s grip tightened on his weapon. �How do you know my name?�
Kane�s laugher sounded like snakes slithering through dry grass. �I�ve been told all about you. Who you are. Where you live. I�ve stood over you while you�ve slept. You didn�t know that, did you? The veins in your neck have beat against my blade more than once, but each time I let you live. Do you know why? Because you pose no threat to me, Detective. No more than those dead men on the stairs.�
�There are fifty officers surrounding this place,� Frank growled. �You�ve got nowhere to go. Now drop the fucking weapon!�
Kane laughed again. �I�m counting on those fifty officers, Detective. Don�t you get it? You�re here because I want you here. This is where it starts!�
Frank�s trigger finger tensed when amber light suddenly flared to life on the other side of the room. For a split second his mind screamed BOMB! He flinched hard, but then recovered. Kane�s silhouette stood amid the blaze in stark relief. He could�ve cut Frank in half.
�You see?� Kane said within the light. �It�s begun.�
Frank squinted, trying to keep Kane in his sights.
Over the madman�s shoulder the blinding amber light seeped through the frame of a closed door set into the far wall, casting blazing slivers across the room that illuminated the basement. Then, as suddenly as it appeared, the light vanished. Kane�s spittle-slick grin snapped back into focus.
�The bible got it wrong,� the killer said in an oily whisper. �The meek won�t inherit the Earth, Frank. They�ll take it BACK.�
And with that, the smiling devil pulled the trigger of his weapon.
Each round punched into Frank�s chest with the ruthless power of a sledgehammer, their lethal progress stopped short of entering his flesh by his vest�s protective plating. Pain sunk its teeth into his nerves. Somehow he held the MP-5 steady, gripping it in both hands. He fired back even as he fell, his shots opening a dozen dark holes in the killer�s gaunt torso. Red geysers sprayed from exit wounds in the madman�s back. Unbelievably, Kane continued to grin, firing his gun empty as Frank�s 9mm rounds sliced through him.
The remaining officers poured down the steps and flooded into the basement, filling the room with the explosive roar of additional gunfire. Muzzle flashes lit up the room, creating a crowd of black shadows that danced on the walls like a cheering crowd of demonic spectators.
Frank collapsed to the floor, jaw clenched in a rigor of pain.
The final shot rang in his ears, followed by the shouts of the officers entering the room.
�Cease fire!�
�Officers down!�
�Get the medics in here!�
Frank caught a momentary glimpse of Kale Kane�s blood-splattered face staring back at him from the ground, eyes open. Then fellow officers crowded into the area, blocking the view.
Two of the men helped Frank to his feet. �I�m okay,� he said. �I�ll live.�
He pushed away and edged through the crowd until he stood over Kane�s corpse. The killer lay in an ocean of blood, one cheek peeled aside by a bullet to reveal those shiny white teeth, as if he was still smiling.
Frank sagged, catching his breath.
Across the room wood shrieked against a strike plate. When Frank looked, he saw one of the tactical officers trying to yank open a door built into the opposite wall. It pulled free on the third try, and the officers that closed in to clear the room beyond immediately choked and recoiled.
�Holy shit,� one of them cried.
Another doubled over and puked.
Frank hurried forward. He pushed through the crowd, wincing in pain, but came to a halt when he beheld the unimaginable sight that waited in the dirt-walled room ahead. He stared in dreamlike detachment, his mind straining to make sense of the madness displayed before him.
�My God,� he whispered.
And just when he thought his overstressed nerves had been pushed to their limit, one of the medics who�d bent over Kane�s body ended the shock-induced stillness with a scream.
�He�s still alive!�

CHAPTER 1

Five Years Later�

Jerry Anderson�s eyes snapped opened to see the last flicker of pale blue lightning depart from his bedroom walls, pursued into the night by darkness.
He bolted upright and surveyed the shadowy bedroom with widened eyes, searching his surroundings for the source of what had roused him. By the weakness of the lightning�s pursuing thunderclap, he knew it hadn�t been the storm.
Something moved in the darkness, and Jerry wheeled around to face it.
Outside, the wind gusted against the house and through the nearby treetops, its morose tone overlaid by the sound of rainwater dripping from the gutter. Inside, black shadows swayed on the walls and floor, but he saw nothing to justify his fear.
Nothing yet.
�Get up,� he hissed, shaking his wife.
Margaret Anderson jerked from sleep. �What�� she gasped, but Jerry clapped a hand over her mouth before she could finish.
�I heard something,� he whispered. �In the house.�
Her startled expression cleared, replaced by a look of stark terror. Even in the wan light of the bedside clock the color drained from her face. �No,� she groaned. �It�s been three days. Kern said three days and we�d be safe.�
�Kern�s a fool,� Jerry said. �We were idiots for listening to him.�
Her eyes flicked from his to the door, then back. Lightning flashed outside, and a peal of thunder trembled through the air. They listened to the silence that followed, straining to hear into the deeper reaches of the house.
�You�re certain it wasn�t just another nightmare?� she asked. �We�ve been through this before. You know how real they can be.�
Jerry shook his head. �We should�ve left when we had the chance.�
Turning away, he extracted a .44 revolver from the nightstand, keeping his gaze trained on the bedroom door. When he looked back to his wife, she�d already retrieved the Remington pump-action shotgun from under her side of the bed, just like they�d practiced.
�Stay here,� he said.
He eased out of bed and walked toward the hallway, holding the gun ready. He forced himself to keep his finger on the trigger guard rather than the trigger itself, afraid his shaking hands might fire the gun prematurely.
Clearing the doorway, he crept down the hall to where the stairs overlooked the foyer. Below, the reassuring red light of the front door�s new security panel glowed in the darkness: Property Secured.
He exhaled his fear in one great breath. If anyone lurked down there, the motion sensors would�ve detected them the moment they entered the room.
I�m a prisoner inside my home. And now even home no longer feels safe.
But maybe it was over; maybe Kern was right?
Lightning flashed outside. It lit the huge window in the adjoining living room and displaced the darkness, illuminating a collage of muddy footprints splattered across the carpet.
Jerry�s heart convulsed.
His jaw trembled; his legs weakened.
�No,� he whispered, clutching the railing for balance.
Darkness devoured the sight, but not before he saw the tracks proceeded up the stairs.
Then it came again, the noise he�d heard earlier.
Not wind. Not rain.
Someone moving through the darkness.
His skin went cold, and he whirled around, tracing the footprints back to the bedroom door, where they faded to nothing more than outlines on the carpet.
Margaret screamed.
�Not her,� Jerry cried.
Bounding faster, he came through the door to find the source of his dread looming at the bedside, silhouetted against the far window. Margaret thrashed on the mattress, battling to free herself from a cocoon of bed sheets wrapped tight around her head and held fast by the attacker�s hand behind her back. Her muffled cries came to him like the screams of a drowning swimmer.
The intruder stood silent, unmoving. Resisting Margaret�s violent struggle elicited no signs of strain whatsoever.
�Get away from her,� Jerry yelled. He thrust the gun forward. �You�re not welcome here. Leave us alone! Go the hell away and don�t ever come back.�
Despite the strength of his words, a cold sweat beaded on his forehead.
�Need you,� the trespasser replied.
�No,� Jerry cried. �Find someone else to torment. I�m not going to help you. I can�t do what you want.�
Another flash of light played across the sky, and Jerry gasped at what it revealed: his old flannel shirt; Margaret�s faded blue jeans with the patches on the knees. The intruder had taken the clothes off the scarecrow from their garden and now filled the mud-covered garments to the point of nearly bursting the seams. Jerry trembled at the nightmarish sight, mumbling �please� over and over again in a child-like whimper. His eyes searched the dirty burlap sack that made up the thing�s head for the slightest sign of mercy, but no details had ever been added to the simulated head to create a face. The only response to his pleas came in the form of a blank, expressionless stare.
Thunder boomed, shaking the house around them.
The scarecrow extended its free hand, holding forward an old, wooden-handled shovel.
�No,� Jerry mewed. �I won�t.�
The scarecrow�s face wrinkled, creasing into a look of rage. �You have no choice!�
On the bed, Margaret�s wild movements had dwindled to weak clawing actions.
�You�re not supposed to be able to come here anymore,� Jerry shrieked.
With tears slipping from his eyes, he sighted the weapon on the center of the wadded bed sheets and blew two bloody holes through his wife�s shrouded head.
Then, acting before the maniac scarecrow could stop him, he rammed the hot barrel under his chin and fired again.
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The September heat lay heavy on Los Angeles. In the condominium community called Hermosa Terrace all the windows were tightly closed. The only sounds were the hum of exhaust fans and the muted growl of a power mower.
In the living room of Unit Two, Karyn Beatty stood on tiptoe to kiss her husband, Roy. Lady, their miniature collie, wagged her approval from the sofa. It started as a casual husband-and-wife first-anniversary kiss, but it quickly became something more. Karyn drew back her head and looked into Roy�s clear brown eyes.
�Are you trying to start something?� she said a little breathlessly.
�Darn right,� Roy replied, taking her in his arms.
Roy pulled her close, his big, gentle hands warm through the thin material of her summer dress. He kissed her neck where the blond hair curled forward below her ear.
�Won�t Chris be here soon?� she said, her lips close to his ear.
�We won�t answer the door.�
�You couldn�t do that to your best friend. Especially after we asked him to come by for an anniversary drink.�
�I suppose you�re right,� Roy admitted. �Anyway, he won�t stay long. He has a date.�
�Anybody we know?�
�A new one, I think.�
�Doesn�t Chris ever get serious about anybody?�
�Who knows? I think he�s secretly in love with you.�
�You don�t mean it?�
�Why not? All my friends have good taste.�
* * *
Max Quist shut off the power mower and took out a soiled handkerchief to wipe the sweat from his face. He watched as a young couple in sparkling tennis whites climbed out of a sports car and ran laughing across the lawn. They didn�t pay any attention to Max. Nobody living in Hermosa Terrace paid any attention to Max. He was like another piece of shrubbery to them.
No, he thought, not even that much.
Max hated these people. He hated them for having all the things he would never have. He would quit this lousy job in a minute if it weren�t for his parole officer. Just once he would like to show the smug sons-of-bitches that Max Quist was somebody.
* * *
The telephone rang in Unit Two. Roy Beatty picked it up and frowned as he listened to the voice on the other end. He spoke briefly and hung up.
�Anything wrong?� Karyn asked.
�I�ve got to go to Anaheim. Deliver some books.�
�On Saturday? On our anniversary?�
�Dammit, it�s my own fault. I promised to drop off a set of inspection manuals at Aerodyne yesterday. Had them in the trunk of the car and forgot all about it. I don�t know how it slipped my mind.�
Karyn smiled. It was very unlike Roy to forget anything. He was always thoroughly organized, like one of the technical manuals he edited. When she had first met him she had thought Roy Beatty was as stodgy as a church deacon. However, she had soon discovered his warm sense of humor, an open-minded willingness to listen, and a depth of intellect that was not apparent in his All-American good looks. Karyn had been working as a convention hostess for the New York Hilton at the time. Roy was in the city for a gathering of engineers. For the first time, she had broken the hotel rule against socializing with the guests. Roy had stayed on for a week after the convention, and they had been together constantly. When he had returned to the Coast he had said he would be back for her on his vacation. She had not expected him to come, but he had. That was when she had finally admitted she loved him.
�Don�t be long,� she said as he stood at the door. She kissed him and watched him walk down the winding path through the neatly trimmed shrubbery. Karyn could not imagine how she could be happier. She had Roy and she had an excellent job with a hotel near the airport where she was in line for convention manager when her current boss retired. Tonight she would give Roy her special anniversary gift�the news that he was going to be a father. Yes, her life was just about perfect.
* * *
Max Quist watched the blond young man come out of Unit Two and stride down the walk past him without a flicker. Max might as well have been invisible. The woman stood in the doorway watching him go. Good-looking cunt. Too good-looking. Both of them. Like people in a magazine ad. Young, beautiful, healthy, rich. Max spat on the cropped grass. How he wanted to show them what it�s like to be hurt. Hurt them. Yes� hurt them.
* * *
Karyn was in the kitchen putting the lunch things away when the doorbell chimed. Chris was early, she thought. She dried her hands and walked out through the living room to the door. She did not bother to look through the tiny viewer. She never did. There was no danger here. This was Hermosa Terrace, not East Los Angeles.
Karyn opened the door and the heat pushed against the cool inside air. The man in the doorway was not Chris Halloran. He smiled at her.
�Yes?� Karyn said when the man did hot speak right away.
He had thick black hair that was poorly barbered. His cotton work-shirt was dark with perspiration under the arms. He seemed vaguely familiar.
�I�m supposed to check the pipes in your bathroom,� he said.
�There�s nothing wrong with our pipes.�
�It�s in the apartment next door. Their shower don�t drain right, and it might be plugged up where your drain pipes come together.�
Something in the way the man spoke was wrong. The short speech sounded rehearsed. Something about the man himself was wrong. He continued to smile.
�You�d better come back when my husband is here. He knows about those things.�
Without making any sudden moves the man had somehow come through the doorway and was standing in the living room. He was still smiling, but it was a different smile. �That�s okay,� he said. �We won�t need your husband.�
Over on the couch Lady raised her neat little head and pricked her ears at the strange male voice. After a moment she put her head back down on her paws, but remained watchful.
�I�m sorry, but I�d rather you didn�t come in now.� Karyn fought to still the tremor of fear in her voice.
�But I am in,� the man said. He reached behind him and closed the door. Without taking his eyes off Karyn he turned the small knob, shooting the dead-bolt lock into place.
�What do you think you�re doing?� Karyn wanted her voice to be angry and strong, but the fear was in her now. She could not hide it.
�You know what I�m doing,� the man said.
�I�I don�t keep much money in the house. You can have what there is. And my jewelry.�
�I don�t want your money or your jewelry. But you know that, don�t you? You know what I want, and you�re going to give it to me.� He reached out suddenly and squeezed her breast.
Karyn jumped back as though from an electric shock. �Please, leave me alone!� The sour smell of his body was sharp in her nostrils. �M�my husband will be home.�
�No he won�t. He just left. We have all the time we need.�
She took a careful step backward. The man�s eyes traveled over her body, probing at her. His hands shot out and seized her wrists.
�No!� she cried.
�Relax,� he said. �You�re going to like it.�
�Please� you can�t��
The man pulled Karyn against his body and mashed his mouth down on hers. Karyn clamped her jaws together as his tongue pushed in past her lips. He tasted of stale cigarettes.
�Where�s the bedroom?�
Karyn shook her head from side to side, afraid to trust her voice.
With a sudden movement the man twisted one arm up behind her back, forcing her to walk in front of him. He marched Karyn into the hallway that opened between the living room and the room Roy used for a den. She stumbled along in his grasp past the bathroom to the open door, through which they could see the bed.
All the things she had read about rape tumbled through Karyn�s mind. All the advice for women. Fight back. Don�t fight back. Scream. Stay calm. Blow a whistle. Run. Reason with the man.
Lovely advice, all useless. Fight the man? He was at least seventy pounds heavier than she, and certainly stronger. Scream? Who would hear? Hermosa Terrace Townhomes were proud of their soundproofing. Reason with him? Reason with an animal?
They were in the bedroom now. The man spun Karyn around and pushed her backward onto the bed.
The thinking part of her mind shut off and instinct took over. She crossed her arms protectively over her breasts and drew back her feet to kick out at the man when he came at her.
The man laughed at her efforts and batted the kick aside with an easy swipe of his hand. He grasped her by the ankles and forced her legs apart. Karyn writhed on the bed, helpless against his strength.
The man grinned down at her, showing large, strong teeth. Droplets of sweat stood out on his forehead and upper lip. His eyes moved down to her crotch. Karyn felt open and exposed with the thin velour pants pulled tight between her legs.
�I�m pregnant,� she said suddenly.
�Bullshit.�
�I am,� she insisted. �Three months.�
�Then you don�t have to worry about getting knocked up, do you?�
He released one of Karyn�s ankles and took hold of the velour pants at the waist. He yanked them down, exposing the smooth, pale skin of her belly. The snap and zipper held at first, but he tugged again and the material tore away.
Then she screamed. Not with any thought of summoning help or frightening the man off. A visceral scream of outrage and terror.
�Shut up.� he ordered. He leaned forward and slapped her hard on the face. She stopped screaming.
A sudden high-pitched barking behind the man spun him around. Lady stood braced on her little legs, yapping angrily. The man swung his foot in a vicious arc; the toe of his heavy shoe caught the little dog just below the ribs and lifted her off the floor.
Lady yelped in surprise and pain. Never before had anyone deliberately hurt her. She crouched on the floor whimpering, her eyes pleading for an apology, a comforting pat.
�Get out of here, mutt,� the man snapped.
Still whimpering, Lady moved uncertainly toward the door. She stopped and looked back toward her mistress. The man made a threatening motion with his hand, and the dog retreated into the hall. The man kicked the door shut behind her.
�Hell of a watchdog you�ve got there.� He grinned and came at Karyn again.
�Please don�t do this. Please don�t hurt me.� Even as the words came out, Karyn knew they were useless. This unspeakable thing was actually going to happen to her. Was happening to her. What had she ever done that she should be brutalized this way?
The man was upon her again, and Karyn�s mind ceased to function logically. He tore away the nylon bikini pants, and his fingers crawled over and into her.
Abruptly he dropped to his knees and thrust his face up between her legs. He clamped his mouth on her, and Karyn could feel his tongue like a thick, wet worm probing, probing at her. She pummeled his head with her fists, but the blows had no effect.
Then he pulled his face back and bit her high on the soft inside of the thigh. He bit down hard, and his teeth sank into the clean white flesh until the blood flowed. Karyn�s back arched up off the bed in reaction to the pain.
When the man at last unclenched his jaw and stood over her again his lips were crimson with her blood. Breathing in short, harsh bursts, he reached down and unzipped the front of his pants. Karyn twisted her head away, but could not shut out the sight as he freed himself from the damp jockey shorts and bore down on her.
He forced her legs farther apart and positioned himself between them. Blood from the throbbing bite wound left a red smear on the bedspread. With one cruel thrust he invaded her body.
Karyn cried out in pain and rage. She scrabbled at his face with both hands, clawing for his eyes.
�Bitch!� He hit her in the face with a rock-hard fist.
Karyn tasted blood, and the room swam for a moment, but she continued to use her nails to slash at the face above her.
The man pulled out of her for a moment and drove a fist into her bare belly. Karyn felt something break inside, and there was no fight left in her.
�That�s better.� He planted his hands on her shoulders and rammed into her again.
Karyn squeezed her eyes shut. When she was a little girl in the dentist chair and the drill hurt her, she would dig her nails into her palms, making a small hurt to ease the larger one. She did it now. The lower part of her body was on fire. The wound on her thigh screamed. The man continued to pump away at her, grunting with every thrust.
Get it over with! she cried inside her head. Get it over with and go away or kill me or whatever you�re going to do. Just finish!
And at last he did.
After endless minutes he withdrew and wiped himself with the satin bedspread. Karyn rolled her head on the pillow and looked up at him, but now the man would not meet her eye. Hurriedly he zipped up his pants and went out into the hall. Karyn heard him go through the living room.
She sat up on the bed and winced at the tearing pain in her stomach. Her insides felt loose, as though they might slide out between her legs when she stood up. She pulled the remains of the velour pants up over the mess on her lower belly and walked carefully to the door. She made it as far as the bathroom and vomited into the toilet.
She knelt there for several minutes on the cold tile with her hands gripping the sides of the bowl, waiting for the spasms of her stomach to ease. The sudden sound of someone moving around in the living room brought back the fear. When the bedroom door opened and the heavy footsteps came toward her she started to scream.
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When Chris Halloran found Karyn on her knees in the bathroom she was sobbing incoherently. Finding the front door open, he had sensed something was wrong. He walked in, and that was when Karyn began to scream. Chris held her in his arms for five minutes before she could tell him what had happened. He called the police, then left a message for Roy at the Aerodyne Company in Anaheim.
The two months that followed were a painful time for Karyn. The blow she had taken to the stomach had brought on a miscarriage, but no permanent damage. There was an infection from the bite wound on her thigh that was slow to respond to medication. The doctor advised against plastic surgery until the scar had completely healed.
The police, using their new, more sympathetic procedures for rape victims, made that part of Karyn�s ordeal as easy as they could. Her description of the rapist led them at once to Max Quist, the handyman, who had a record of assaults on women. Confronted with Karyn�s positive identification, Quist pleaded guilty.
It was psychologically that Karyn suffered most. Twice-weekly sessions with an analyst helped a little, and group sessions brought her together with other women who had been raped. Still, her recovery was painfully slow. She would wake up in the night, eyes wide and staring, and scream that someone was biting her. Of all the violations of her body, it was the horror of the teeth sinking into her flesh that she could not erase. She returned to work, but her life at home with Roy suffered. She could not feel comfortable in their lovemaking.
The analyst suggested to Karyn and Roy that they go away from Los Angeles for a while. Restful, rural surroundings, he said, would be the best thing for Karyn�s full recovery. The people at Karyn�s hotel were understanding, giving her a six month leave of absence. Roy worked out an arrangement with his firm, and they began taking trips out of the city to look for a place.
A friend in the real-estate business told them about an available house in a town to the north called Drago. They drove up to see it, but Karyn was not enthusiastic. The house was weathered and weed-grown, a mile outside the town, which Karyn thought looked like a cheerless cluster of wooden buildings. Roy, however, took to the place immediately. He assured Karyn that the house could be fixed up so she would love it. With some misgivings, she acquiesced.
For the next couple of weeks Roy made the trip alone to see that work on the house was being done to his specifications. He did not want Karyn to see it, he said. She would be surprised. When it was time to move in, he left a day early to see to last minute details. Chris Halloran volunteered to drive Karyn up to the house.
It was a crisp November day when Chris headed north on Interstate 5 with Karyn beside him in the Camaro. In the back Lady stood with her front paws braced on the seat and her face thrust into the wind from the open window.
They left the freeway for a two-lane blacktop road that snaked up into the Tehachapi Mountains. The outside air grew chill as they climbed.
�Do you want me to roll up the window?� Chris asked.
Karyn moved her head, letting the wind play with her loose blond hair. �No, it feels good. Clean.�
As they drove on the evergreen forest pushed in closer on both sides of the road.
�How much farther is the town?� said Chris.
�A few miles. Just over the ridge up ahead and down into the valley. Don�t blink or you�ll miss it.�
�I don�t doubt it,� Chris said. �I�ve lived in California all my life, and I never heard of Drago.�
�Neither had I,� Karyn said. �We were lucky to find the place. The house has been empty since the old owners died four years ago. Roy fell in love with it.�
�What about you, Karyn? How do you like the place?�
�It�s all right, I suppose.�
�You don�t sound convinced.�
�I haven�t seen it since Roy had it fixed up. Anyway, it�s quiet and out of the way. That�s what we wanted. And yet it�s only a two hour drive from Los Angeles, so Roy can commute easily.�
�You won�t mind being alone when he comes into L.A.?�
�Why should I? I�ve got to learn to be by myself sometime.� The words came out more sharply than Karyn had intended.
�That�s right,� Chris said. �It�s none of my business, anyway.�
They reached the crest of the ridge and the road leveled off for a stretch before descending into the valley on the other side. The air was pungent with the scent of balsam. Karyn reached out and touched Chris�s hand.
�Pull over for a minute, can you?�
Just before the road started down Chris eased the Camaro onto the shoulder and parked next to the metal guardrail. Below them lay a narrow valley, thick with evergreens. Where the road straightened along the floor of the valley a dozen or so toy-like buildings clustered in a clearing of the forest. Several narrow lanes branched off the main road. They could be seen only faintly through the heavy overgrowth. Here and there along the lanes a tiny house sat on a patch of cleared ground reclaimed from the forest. Although the valley was in shadow, no lights shone in the town of Drago.
�It doesn�t look like much from up here, does it?� Karyn said.
Chris did not answer.
�May I have a cigarette?�
He handed her one and lit it for her.
Karyn took several quick puffs before speaking. �I really do want to talk to someone, Chris. Someone who cares about me as a person, not as a case history to read at the next psychiatric convention.�
She mashed the cigarette into the ashtray. When she spoke again the words came out in a rush. �Chris, Roy and I haven�t had good sex together since that day. There�s nothing wrong physically, but it�s just not working. Roy and I have talked and talked about it, and God knows we do try. We go to bed and I want it so much� I go through all the motions. That�s the trouble, all I�m doing is going through the motions. There�s no feeling, and Roy knows it. He can�t help but know it� he�s not a fool. He�s been awfully sweet and patient with me, but I can�t expect him to put up with this forever. I just don�t seem to be getting any better.�
�Did you talk the problem over with your doctor?� Chris asked.
�Oh, hell yes.�
�Did he give you any advice?�
�Nothing I couldn�t have gotten out of The Reader�s Digest. Good, sound, logical advice, but I still don�t feel anything.�
�Give it a while,� Chris said. �Two months isn�t much time to get over what happened to you.�
Karyn nodded distractedly.
�Anyway,� Chris went on, �that�s what you�re moving out here to the woods for, isn�t it? Rest and rejuvenation?�
With an encouraging smile, he started the car, pulled back onto the road, and drove down into the valley. As they descended, the mountain loomed up behind and cut off the sun. The air grew cold, and they rolled up the windows. When the road leveled out into the main street of Drago, Chris switched on the headlights against the gathering gloom. They drove slowly along, past the buildings, which had a dusty, unused look. There were a couple of stores, a caf�, a gas station, a tavern, and a theater with an empty marquee. The only sound they heard was the singing of their tires over the pavement.
Karyn shivered slightly in the cool dusk of the tree-lined street. In the backseat Lady whined softly. Karyn reached back without turning around and rubbed the soft fur at the dog�s throat.
�Where is everybody?� Chris asked. His eyes ranged along the blank fronts of the buildings.
�I don�t know.� Karyn shivered again.
�Is your house on this street?�
�No, it�s up one of these little cross streets. They all look alike, though, and I�m not sure which it is. We�ll have to ask someone.�
Chris eased the Camaro along for a hundred yards, then braked to a stop as a powerful looking man in khakis and a Stetson appeared from the shadows.
Karyn rolled down her window and smiled at the man.
�Hello, there. I wonder if you could tell us how to get to the old Fenno house?�
For a moment she thought the man had not heard. He did not answer her smile, nor did he make any move to respond. His eyes continued to watch from the shadow of the Stetson. Then the man came toward them, moving with a deliberate measured gait. He planted both hands on the windowsill and looked in. Involuntarily, Karyn drew back in the seat.
�You want the Fenno place?� the man said. His voice rumbled up from the deep barrel chest.
�Yes. I�m Karyn Beatty. My husband and I are leasing the house, and I can�t remember which of these side roads it�s on.�
The man thumbed his hat brim up a fraction, and a faint smile twitched on his mouth. �Pleased to meet you. I�m Anton Gadak. I�m sort of the sheriff here in Drago. Fact is, I�m sort of the whole police force. But then, we don�t need all that much policing.� He looked pointedly past Karyn at Chris.
�This is our friend Chris Halloran. He drove me in from Los Angeles. My husband is waiting at the house.�
Anton Gadak nodded, apparently satisfied. �The Fenno place is up the last road that turns off to the left, just before you start up into the hills again.�
Karyn thanked him and Chris started away from the curb. He found the last turnoff with some difficulty. It was little more than a wide weed-covered path into the woods.
�As I remember, it�s up here about a mile,� Karyn said.
They passed two weathered old houses, dark and nearly hidden from the road by the brush. At each Chris looked over at Karyn, who shook her head. They came at last to a small clearing with a white frame cottage trimmed in apple green. A fireplace chimney trailed a ribbon of pale smoke across the slate-gray sky. Lights shone in all the windows, pushing the forest back. Chris pulled onto the clearing and parked behind Roy Beatty�s Galaxie.
Karyn clapped her hands delightedly. �What an improvement! You wouldn�t believe the dismal brown color the house was when we first came out. And the whole place was strangled with brush and weeds. Roy�s done a marvelous job.�
Chris got out of the car and walked back to open the trunk. As he brought out Karyn�s bags the front door of the little house swung open and Roy Beatty came out. He shielded his eyes against the headlights for a moment, then waved a welcome and hurried toward the car.
Karyn jumped out and ran to his arms. �Roy, it�s� it�s beautiful.�
�Didn�t I tell you it had possibilities?� said Roy. �Wait till you see the inside.�
With his arm around Karyn, Roy walked back to the car. �Come on in, Chris, and take a look at how us rural folk live.�
�Thanks, but I�ve got to get back to the city.�
�Are you sure? There�s steaks in the freezer, and the martini makings are already set out.�
�It�s tempting, but I�ll pass this time.�
�Got a date with a live one?�
Chris smiled and gave a noncommittal wave of his hand.
�Bring her out some weekend,� Roy said. �We�ve got an extra bed and plenty of blankets.�
�Maybe I�ll do that.�
Roy hefted Karyn�s two suitcases, then looked around, puzzled. �Where�s Lady?�
�She�s been acting funny,� Karyn said. �I don�t think she knows what to make of the woods.�
At that moment the dog put her nose out for a tentative sniff of the surroundings, then bounded out of the car and frolicked happily around Roy�s feet. He knelt and scratched her ear.
While Roy and Karyn watched the dog, Chris slid into his car and pulled the door closed. Roy walked over and reached through the window to shake his hand.
�Thanks for bringing the family out, buddy,� he said. �Sorry you can�t stay.�
�Maybe next time. I hope the place works out for you, Roy.�
�It will,� Roy assured him.
Karyn came over and kissed him lightly on the cheek. Chris backed out onto the narrow lane and drove back the way they had come. Soon the glow of the Camaro�s taillights was lost among the trees.
�I wish Chris had stayed for dinner,� she said as they started toward the house. �I think he�s lonely.�
�Are you kidding? A handsome thirty-year-old bachelor with a good paying job and an apartment at the marina? You call that lonely?�
�You sound a little jealous, mister.�
Roy set down one of her bags, and gave her a swat on the bottom. �That�s right, I can hardly wait to dump you so I can grow a mustache, buy a Porsche, load up on stereo equipment, and be a swinging bachelor.�
Laughing together, they continued up to the front stoop. Roy stood aside and gestured her into the living room.
Karyn started in, then hesitated. She ran her fingers down the surface of the heavy wooden door. Under the fresh green paint a series of deep vertical grooves like scars slashed the panel at about shoulder height.
�What do you suppose made these?� she said.
�Who knows?� Roy shrugged and went on inside.
Karyn followed, thinking about the marks. Absurd though it was, the angry furrows in the wood suggested only one thing.
Claws.
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LOS ANGELES (UPI)�A fire of undetermined origin swept through a narrow valley in the Tehachapi Mountains north of Los Angeles yesterday, virtually wiping out the tiny village of Drago. Firefighters from Los Angeles and Ventura Counties brought the blaze under control early this morning, and had it extinguished before it could threaten any of the neighboring communities.
As yet there has been no reported contact with any of the residents of Drago. Authorities refused to make an estimate on the number of casualties as crews were still sifting through the ashes for victims.
The only known survivors at this hour are Mrs. Karyn Beatty and a friend, Christopher Halloran, both of Los Angeles. Mrs. Beatty�s husband was missing and believed to have perished in the fire. Halloran and Mrs. Beatty declined to speak with reporters.
According to U.S. Forest Ranger Phil Henry, the final death toll may never be known. Since Drago was not an incorporated town, no accurate records were kept of its population. It is estimated that between one hundred and two hundred people lived there. So intense was the blaze, which destroyed two hundred acres of timber in addition to the village, that searchers are finding it difficult to distinguish human remains from those of animals.
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Karyn knelt on the moist grass and worked with her fingers in the dirt around the roots of the rosebush. There were no flowers on the bush, and there should have been. Karyn felt she was somehow responsible. Although David had never mentioned it, she was sure his first wife had been a gifted gardener. That was the trouble with marrying a widower�the departed wife was always good at everything.
As for Karyn, except for her houseplants, which enjoyed a special place in her affections, she had little interest in or aptitude for gardening. Outdoor plants, she felt, ought to be able to take care of themselves. However, David and Dr. Goetz thought getting outside and working with her hands was good for her, and she did not want to disappoint them.
While she poked idly at the damp earth, Karyn let her mind wander. There was vacation time to be worked out for Mrs. Jensen, the housekeeper, and a Parents� Day coming up at Joey�s summer school. She smiled, pleased at the commonplace concerns that occupied her mind these days. It was a healthy sign, she thought.
Karyn did not hear the soft approach of the padded feet behind her. The first indication she was not alone was the huff of warm breath on the back of her neck. She started to rise, lost her balance, and fell awkwardly to the ground.
She looked up and saw the other face staring down into hers. Its black lips were stretched in a canine grimace, the yellowed teeth bared. She tried to squirm away, but two heavy paws pinned her as the animal dropped its weight on her chest.
In that instant, all the horror of Drago flooded back from the closed-off portion of her mind. The wolfish face with its long, cruel teeth came at her. She screamed. The weight on her chest lessened for a moment, and she rolled away, curling herself protectively into a ball. She felt the animal prod at her, trying to turn her over. She screamed again.
The back door of the house banged open and a solid woman with graying, blond hair rushed out. She ran heavily toward Karyn, still lying on the ground by the rosebushes.
�Bristol, stop that!� the woman called. �Come here, you bad boy.�
Cautiously Karyn opened her eyes. A few feet away, Mrs. Jensen stood with her hands planted on her hips. Sidling toward her, a �don�t-hit-me� look in its eyes, was a coltish young German shepherd.
�Shame on you,� Mrs. Jensen scolded the dog. �Frightening people like that.� She seized him by the collar and tapped him lightly on the nose. �I�m sorry, Mrs. Richter. He�s just an overgrown puppy. He wanted to play, that�s all.�
The back door burst open again and David Richter hurried out. He was a man of forty-eight, with a strong, serious face. He wore a sweater and slacks, this being Sunday, but he never seemed really comfortable without the three-piece suit he wore daily to the brokerage.
Karyn rose unsteadily to her feet. David ran across the lawn to her side and took her arm.
�Are you all right?� he asked.
�I�m fine,� Karyn said, still out of breath. �It�s nothing.�
David turned on Mrs. Jensen, who was still holding the dog by his collar. The dog kept lunging up, trying to lick her face.
�What�s that dog doing here?� David demanded.
�It�s my sister�s puppy.� Mrs. Jensen said. �He didn�t mean any harm.�
�You know we don�t allow animals here,� David said.
�I was just watchin� the dog for an hour while my sister went to the dentist. She didn�t want to leave him alone.�
�Well, get him out of here,� David ordered. �And don�t ever bring a dog to this house again.�
�David, it�s not that serious,� Karyn said. �The dog just caught me by surprise.�
�He didn�t mean any harm,� Mrs. Jensen said again.
�Yes, yes, all right,� David said, softening his tone a bit. �But I want him out of here right now.�
�Yes, Mr. Richter,� she said. And to the dog: �Come along, you bad boy.�
As Mrs. Jensen led the dog around the side of the house, a dark-eyed boy of six dashed through the door and across the lawn to where Karyn and David stood.
�What happened,� the boy said, looking from one of the adults to the other.
Karyn ruffled his hair. �It�s all right, Joey. I was just startled by a dog.�
�A dog?� The boy looked around eagerly. �Where is he?�
�Never mind,� said David. �Mrs. Jensen took him away. You go inside now and wash up for dinner.�
Joey looked wistfully off in the direction the housekeeper had taken the dog. �Can�t I just go and see him? Just for a minute?�
�Inside, Joey,� said David. The boy trudged back across the grass and into the house.
�I feel so guilty because he can�t have a pet,� Karyn said.
�It won�t hurt him to do without one. Now let me help you inside. You�re still shaking.�
�Really, David, I�m quite all right,� Karyn said, but she allowed herself to be led into the house.
�Sit down there in the big chair,� David said when they reached the living room. �Put your feet up.�
Karyn did as she was told.
�Now wait right there and I�ll get something to calm your nerves.� He went off to the kitchen, and returned a minute later carrying a tall glass.
�Here�s a nice glass of milk,� he said.
A nice shot of Scotch would do her nerves a whole lot more good, Karyn thought, but she smiled her thanks and took the glass from David�s hand.
He stood with his arms folded, studying her gravely as she sipped at the milk. �You gave me quite a scare.�
�I�m sorry.�
�What a shame that this should happen just when you seemed to be getting better.�
Karyn set the glass down carefully on the end table next to the chair. �I hate that expression,� she said. �Getting better. It�s a constant reminder that I�m a convalescent mental case.�
�I didn�t mean it that way. It�s just that I�m a little disappointed that, after a year, Dr. Goetz hasn�t done more for you. Do you think we should try someone else?�
�Dr. Goetz is as good as any of them,� Karyn said. �Really, David, you�re making too much out of this. The dog came up behind me and took me by surprise. I overreacted, that�s all.�
�The dog,� David said, watching her. �It reminded you of that Drago business, didn�t it?�
Sure. That Drago business. The unpleasantness in the mountains. Nothing remarkable, really�just fighting off a pack of werewolves and seeing your husband change into� Karyn broke off the thought and shuddered.
David moved quickly to her side. �I�m sorry dear, I shouldn�t have brought that up.�
Karyn squeezed his hand. �No, darling, it should never become a taboo subject, or I will be in trouble. And you�re right about the dog. Seeing its face suddenly so close to mine took me back for a moment to Drago. It�s been only three years, you know, and we�ve got to expect incidents like that from time to time.�
�And you�re still having the dreams, aren�t you?�
�Yes,� Karyn admitted. �But not so often, anymore.�
David frowned. �When is your next appointment with Goetz?�
�Tomorrow.�
�And you really think he�s helping you?�
�As much as anyone could.�
David patted her hand awkwardly. �All right, then, we�ll go on with him. I just hope he can make you see that this Drago business is all� behind you.�
As she lay that night in bed beside her sleeping husband, Karyn recalled his words. She knew that what he had started to say was, �All in your mind.� She would be happier than anyone to be convinced of that, but it was not so. Drago was as real as the moon outside their bedroom window, and much closer. The werewolves were real too. And somewhere, Karyn knew, one or more of them survived.
* * *
Nine hundred miles away, in the grape country of California, another woman lay awake beside her man. Her long, supple body gleamed like old ivory in the moonlight. Across the pillow, her hair spread in gentle waves of glossy black, shot through with a startling streak of silver.
The man stirred in his sleep. The woman quieted him with a hand on his broad, bare shoulder.
�Rest easy, my lover,� she whispered. �Soon we will have much work to do.�
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From the window of Dr. Arnold Goetz�s office in the new Farrell Building, Karyn could see the sailboats skimming across Lake Washington under a stiff westerly breeze. It was one of those brightly washed summer days when the dreary months of rain are forgotten and the people of Seattle go outdoors to celebrate the sun.
Karyn stood at the window talking in a flat, emotionless voice. Finally she said, �So that�s all there was to it. Just a silly incident with a dog, and it was all over in a minute.�
Dr. Goetz waited a full fifteen seconds. It was a technique of his that Karyn recognized. The purpose was to encourage the patient to elaborate on, or perhaps contradict, the last thought. When Karyn did not offer to continue, the doctor spoke.
�There is no doubt in your mind, then, that it was only a dog yesterday.�
Karyn spun around to face him. �Of course it was only a dog.� She walked over and sat down in the chair facing the doctor�s desk. �I was frightened for a moment because it brought back bad memories. That�s all.�
Dr. Goetz nodded sagely. �Yes, I see. And tell me about the dreams. You say you still have them?�
Karyn bit her lip and frowned. �Yes. And they worry me more than the business with the dog. Will I ever stop hearing it at night, Doctor? The howling?�
�You do understand that it is only in dreams that you hear this� howling?�
Karyn leaned back in the chair. Sunlight from the window caught her pale blond hair and made it a glowing frame for her face. She was twenty-eight now, and there were little lines at the corners of her eyes, but the touch of maturity only emphasized her beauty.
�Yes, Doctor,� she said wearily, �I know it only happens in dreams. Now. But three years ago in Drago, the howling was real. As real as death.�
Dr. Goetz touched his glasses. Karyn had determined that it was his unconscious gesture of disbelief. He put on an understanding smile.
�Yes, I see,� he said.
�Bullshit.�
The doctor brightened. Gut reactions always encouraged him.
�You don�t see at all,� Karyn told him. �You don�t believe Drago actually happened any more than my husband does. Any more than all the other people I�ve told about it.�
After his customary wait the doctor said. �Karyn, whether I believe or not isn�t important. What happened in the past or didn�t happen really doesn�t concern us. Our bag is the here and now. All that matters to us is how you feel about it.�
Karyn met the doctor�s sincere gaze. He was having a difficult time making the transition from the traditional Freudian to the trendy transactional school of analysis. Everybody�s got problems, she thought.
�What it makes me feel is scared shitless,� she said.
Pause.
�Why?�
�Because I know they aren�t all dead.�
�When you say �they� you mean��
�I mean the wolves,� Karyn supplied. �The werewolves.�
She watched closely for a reaction�the narrowing of the eyes, or the little quirk, which she had seen so often at the corner of his mouth. Dr. Goetz held his expression of friendly concern. He was good.
�Do you want to tell me about it?� he said.
�Doctor, I have told you about it.�
�Tell me again, if you think it would help.�
Hell, why not, Karyn thought. There was no pain in the telling any more, and that, at least, was an improvement. Maybe if she heard the story often enough herself it would become meaningless, the way a familiar word repeated over and over eventually becomes a nonsense sound.
She stood up again and walked back to the window. There, watching the peaceful scene down on the lake, she repeated the story of the damned village of Drago, and the six months she spent there with Roy Beatty.
She described the way it began, with the howling in the night. Then there had been the cruel killing of her little dog. She told of the strange people who had lived in the village, and the huge, unnatural wolves that had roamed the woods at night. In a quiet, controlled voice she spoke of the black-haired Marcia Lura, who had bewitched Karyn�s husband and finally taken him forever with the virulent bite of the werewolf. Finally she told of the escape from Drago as she and Chris Halloran had fled the burning village.
Dr. Goetz waited, then spoke. �You said they aren�t all dead. The wolves.�
�As we drove out of the valley with everything behind us in flames, I heard it again from off in the forest. The howling.�
Abruptly Karyn stopped talking and went back to her chair across from the doctor. �Telling the story doesn�t make it any better or any worse,� she said. �All it does is keep the memory fresh. What I want to do is put Drago out of my mind, now and forever.�
�I can understand that,� Dr. Goetz said reasonably. �And that�s what we�re working toward, isn�t it? But, Karyn, before we can finally put this idea out of your mind, we have to find out what put it in.
Karyn stared at him. She spaced out her words carefully. �What put this idea into my mind, God-dammit, is that it happened.�
�Yes, of course,� the doctor went on. �Maybe when you were a little girl there was some experience, something ugly, with wolves or large dogs.�
Karyn shook her head wearily. �No, Doctor, not when I was a little girl. My only traumatic experience with wolves came when I was a full-grown woman. Three years ago. In Drago. You�re telling me the same old thing, aren�t you, that it�s a delusion?�
�Delusion is a term we don�t use much any more. We understand now that things that happen in the mind are every bit as vivid, and often more damaging than what we call reality. I�m sure your experience in Drago is as real to you today as this room we are sitting in. The important thing, as I said��
Karyn only half-listened as Dr. Goetz droned on in his silky, reassuring voice. He was saying the thing everyone else did. Namely, that she had imagined the whole Drago episode. Maybe in time he could convince her of that. If he could, he would be well worth whatever David was paying him. In the meantime, it did help a little to be able to talk.
There was a subtle change in the doctor�s tone, and Karyn saw his eyes flick over at the discreet little clock on his desk. Her hour was up.
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Karyn drove slowly north over the Aurora Bridge toward Mountlake Terrace, where she and David had their home. Her thoughts, as usual when she left Dr. Goetz, were on Drago and what happened afterward.
There had been one moment of triumph at the very end when she had fired the deadly silver bullet into the head of the black she-wolf. But that small victory, like the escape with Chris Halloran, had lacked a ring of finality. Even as she and Chris had paused to look back on the valley in flames, neither of them had really believed it was over.
For six tempestuous months they had tried to pretend it was, and that they were just another ordinary couple. After sharing the horror of Drago, it had seemed a natural thing to stay together. How wrong they were.
For a time they had traveled aimlessly from place to place, living on pills and nervous energy. Before long their pent-up emotions were turned against each other. At the end of six months these two people, who had shared more in a day than many couples do in a lifetime, were living on the edge of violence. The most insignificant squabble could erupt in an ugly word battle. They were staying in a Las Vegas hotel when the final blowup came.
Karyn had spent the morning in their room. She had the air conditioner turned up full and wore a sweater buttoned to the throat as protection against the dry cold. Chris had gone down to the swimming pool early, after making only a half-hearted attempt at persuading her to come with him.
At noon Chris returned. He glanced briefly at Karyn and went into the bathroom. Not until he had showered, shaved, and dressed, did he speak to her.
�Do you want to go down and get some lunch?�
�Can�t we have something sent up?�
�Why?�
�I�d rather not leave the room, that�s all.�
�For God�s sake, Karyn, you can�t just sit up here and hide from the world like a frightened child.�
His words cut into her like a dull knife. She fired back, �I can do anything I want. Who are you to tell me what I can�t do? Nobody asked you to run my life.�
Chris�s eyes had turned dark and dangerous for a moment, then he whirled and stormed out the door. Karyn fought down the angry impulse to throw something after him.
The rush of blood through the veins made a roaring in her ears. She walked over to the window, parted the draperies, and blinked at the bright white Las Vegas sunlight. Twelve stories down, she could see people in the pool and on the deck around it. Everyone seemed to be laughing and having a fine time. Was she the only one in the world, Karyn wondered, who was miserable?
She let the draperies fall back across the window, and returned to the chair where she had sat all morning. She was still there, shivering with the cold, an hour later when Chris returned.
He closed the door firmly behind him and stood looking at her. �Why the hell don�t you turn the air conditioning down?�
�I like it this way.�
She could see him start to get angry, then, with an effort, relax.
�Karyn, we have to talk.�
�Why?�
�Because we�re destroying each other.�
�Is that a fact?�
�Cut it out, damn it. I�ve had all of this I can take.�
�Poor you.�
�This continual picking at each other is tearing me apart. It isn�t doing you any good, either. Have you looked at yourself closely in the mirror lately?�
�Well, thank you very much.�
�Will you please stop playing childish games? I know what you went through at Drago, but��
Karyn sprang out of the chair and faced him angrily. �You have no idea what I went through. You were there only at the very end. I spent six months in that place. Six months in hell.�
Chris spoke in a carefully controlled voice. �I know that, Karyn. I know you suffered a lot. What I want to do now is help you.�
�Oh? And just how do you think you can help me?�
�It would be a start if we brought the whole thing out in the open and talked about it.�
�I don�t want to talk about it,� Karyn snapped. �Not to you, not to anybody.�
�I�m the only one you can talk to about Drago,� he said. �I am the only person in the world who would believe it, because I was there. I saw the wolves, and I know what they were.�
Karyn clapped her hands over her ears. �I don�t want to hear. I don�t want to think about it. Why don�t you let me forget Drago, so it will go away?�
�It will never go away,� Chris said. �It will always be locked in the back of your head. If we could just talk about it��
�There you go with your �talk about it� again. You sound like one of those fucking parlor psychologists. Tell me, where did you get your medical degree, Doctor?�
�Cut it out. I can�t take any more of this.�
�Don�t then. Don�t take a Goddamn thing you don�t want to. Nobody�s holding you.�
�That�s right,� he said in a voice that had gone suddenly cold. �Nobody is.�
In thirty minutes Chris Halloran had packed his clothes and left the hotel. That had been two and a half years ago. Karyn had not seen him since.
* * *
The weeks that followed the Las Vegas breakup with Chris were fragmented in Karyn�s memory. She knew that during that time she was very close to losing her hold on sanity. Somehow, she had made her way back to her parents� home in the Los Angeles suburb of Brentwood. For two months she had a full-time nurse, and never left the upstairs bedroom that had been hers when she was a little girl. The days were blanks and the nights were filled with shadows where lurked unspeakable horrors.
Then gradually the world came back into focus. Karyn at last learned to talk about the summer in Drago. Then as now, no one really believed her, but they listened sympathetically. She learned that Chris had been right. Talking about it did help.
After six months in the quiet, comfortable house with her family, Karyn began to feel whole again. She tried to contact Chris Halloran, but learned he had taken a traveling assignment with his engineering firm and was seldom in town for long. Maybe, she decided, it was better this way. She would have liked to say she was sorry about the bad days at the end, and keep at least a part of Chris�s friendship, but seeing him might just open old wounds.
Instead, she had accepted the invitation of a college classmate and flown to Seattle for a visit. That was when she met David Richter.
David was twenty years older than Karyn, and solid as Mount Rainier. He did not have the dreamy romanticism of Roy Beatty, nor the charm and dash of Chris Halloran, but he was exactly what Karyn needed. She had been a little hesitant about meeting David�s son, but she need not have worried. She and Joey hit it off immediately.
The big test, in Karyn�s mind, came when she told David the story of Drago. He had listened patiently and seriously, without laughing or patronizing her. He did not, of course, treat it as reality, but accepted it as a minor eccentricity as he might have accepted a slight limp.
David asked her to marry him two months after they met. He offered her security and stability, and a kind of quiet love she had never known. She said yes.
All in all Karyn was content with her life as Mrs. David Richter. Now if she could just stop dreaming of the wolves, and shake the feeling that someday, somewhere, they were going to kill her.
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Sheriff Gavin Ramsay stretched out a foot and nudged the switch on the electric heater to OFF with the toe of his boot. The heater coils twanged as the red glow faded. The voters of La Reina County, all 4,012 of them, would be proud of their sheriff�s economy moves.
Ramsay hoisted his foot back to the top of the desk and resumed his contemplation of the view from his office window. Out in front ran S31, a two-lane blacktop with a flaking yellow center stripe badly in need of repainting. S31 was also the main street of Pinyon, California, seat of La Reina County, Pop. 2,109, Elev. 3550.
Across the road from the sheriff�s office was Art Moore�s Exxon station, a Pioneer Chicken franchise, and Hackett�s Pharmacy. On his own side of the road, out of Ramsay�s line of sight, was Yates Hardware & Plumbing, the Safeway, the boarded-up Rialto Theater, and the Pinyon Inn. That was about it for Pinyon, except for the library and La Reina County Hospital, which were built off the road on the high ground between S31 and the mountains.
The storm that had hammered the town for two days had moved on in the early-morning hours, leaving everything wet and bedraggled. The landscape would need a couple of days of sunshine to dry out.
Gavin Ramsay was more than ready for some dry weather. The rain depressed him. Elise used to get poetic about the rain. Literally. She would go to her typewriter and turn out pages of tortured free verse whenever a few raindrops fell. Then she would show it to Gavin and ask what he thought of it. In the first year of their marriage he used to lie and say it was good, really good. After that first year he started telling her the truth. By that time it didn�t matter anymore.
Today was the last day of March, and with luck there would not be another big storm until fall. Summer would bring its own problems�motorcycle gangs, irritable tourists, lost hikers, and campers with poison oak. Nothing that couldn�t be handled as long as it was not raining.
Probably there would be fewer problems with hikers and campers this year. Thoughtful people were not eager to go into the woods since the Drago business. You couldn�t blame them. It was peaceful now, but sometimes on a quiet night you could still hear it. The howling.
In truth, there wasn�t a whole lot for a sheriff and two deputies to do in La Reina County. Well, one deputy and a trainee assigned here by the state, to be accurate. Right now the prospect of a quiet summer suited Gavin Ramsay just fine. After the double trauma of Drago and his divorce from Elise he could use the time to reassemble his life.
The people of La Reina County were happy to see things calm down again. Drago was enough excitement for several lifetimes. It was kind of fun for a while. Now the folks would just as soon not talk about it.
They still got a fair number of sightseers who detoured off Interstate 5 hoping to see something of the infamous village. They might as well have stayed home. There was nothing left to see.
The asphalt road connecting Pinyon to Drago had buckled and cracked with the heat of the fire, and there were wooden barriers put up by Caltrans to block it off. Still, determined curiosity seekers could get through in a tough truck. Those driving something less rugged turned back to Pinyon, where they searched in vain for souvenir shops. Some of the locals used to joke down at the Pinyon Inn about printing up a bunch of Drago T-shirts with bite marks and red splotches, but those jokes got old in a hurry.
Gavin Ramsay had functioned with his usual quiet efficiency during the Drago business. In a way it was a relief for him to get away from home at the time. Now, like the rest of the people in town, he didn�t want to talk about it. Not about Drago or Elise. That did not mean he had forgotten. Nobody who lived through Drago would ever forget. Elise, either, for that matter. You just didn�t want to talk about it.
He picked up a paperback novel from the other desk in the pine-paneled office, the one shared by his two deputies. Ed McBain. 87th Precinct. It must belong to Milo Fernandez. The trainee. Roy Nevins�s taste ran more to Hustler.
Milo was an eager kid, still excited by the idea of police work. Roy Nevins wasn�t excited by much of anything these days, except finishing up his twenty years of public service and living the rest of his life comfortably off the taxpayers of California.
They should be returning soon. It was after four and getting dark. Ramsay felt a little guilty about sending them out on what he figured to be a wild goose chase, but he could see Milo getting restless with nothing to do, and Roy had been on the verge of falling asleep. They were not likely to find Abe Craddock and Curly Vane in the woods. Those fearless hunters were more likely holed up in some saloon down in Saugus, where everybody had a tattoo and a pickup truck. Still, Abe�s wife had called to say she was worried about him, and it had been three days, so Ramsay was more or less obligated to look into it. Anyway, Milo would probably enjoy getting out of the office, and Roy could sure as hell use the exercise.
The gravel crunched outside and Orry Yates�s panel truck pulled onto the parking area. YATES PLUMING was painted on the side in no-nonsense black letters. Orry claimed the misspelling was done deliberately to attract attention. Ramsay had his doubts.
Orry got out of the driver�s side of the truck, and two teenagers, a boy and a girl wearing backpacks, climbed out of the other. Orry led the way toward the office.
Ramsay swung his feet down to the floor and waited for them to come in. A tightening in his gut warned that this was going to be trouble.
Orry held the door open for the young backpackers, then herded them over to Ramsay�s desk. �Got a little problem, Gavin,� he said.
�Oh?�
�These kids think they found a dead man in the woods.�
�They think?�
�You know how sometimes the light plays tricks coming through the trees. A tree stump or a mossy log can look like something else.�
The boy shot Orry a dark look. �If that�s a log laying out there, I�m Beaver Cleaver.�
Ramsay studied the young couple. The boy was thin and wouldn�t be bad looking if he shaved off the apologetic, little mustache. The girl wore a UCLA sweatshirt and elastic jeans that showed off her firm little ass.
The sheriff cleared his throat and got businesslike. �Tell me about it.�
�We were, you know, hiking,� the boy said. �On a trail that leads off the old Drago Road, and Debbie goes, �Hey, you smell that?� And I go, �Smell what?� And she goes, �Like spoiled meat.� And I go��
�Never mind the dialog,� Ramsay said. �Tell me about finding the dead man.�
�That�s what I�m doing, man.�
�Could you speed it up?�
The boy looked sullen and Debbie took over. �We found him a little ways off the trail. A big guy, you know. Smelled really bad.�
�How big?�
The girl shrugged. �It was hard to tell. He was laying down. Dead, you know.� She looked at the boy and giggled.
�What did he look like?�
�Like a dead man,� the boy said.
�His face,� Ramsay prompted.
�Who knows?� the boy said. �There wasn�t much of it left. Like something had chewed on it.�
�Gross,� the girl confirmed.
Ramsay levered himself out of the chair. �Think you can take me to him?�
They nodded without enthusiasm.
�You gonna need me anymore?� Orry Yates said.
�Not now, Orry. Thanks for bringing them in.�
They walked out of the small wooden building that served as La Reina County Sheriff�s office. It was built twenty years before as a sales office for an optimistic developer who thought there would be a migration of Los Angeles residents to the mountains. He was wrong.
Orry Yates climbed into the YATES PLUMING truck, waved, and drove off. Ramsay led the teenagers around to the back where the beat-up Dodge wagon was parked. His Camaro had gone to Elise in the settlement. La Reina County could afford only one sheriff�s car, and the deputies were using it.
Ramsay wondered if the dead man was Abe Craddock or Curly Vane. If it was, he owed somebody an apology for mentally placing them in a saloon somewhere. However, if it was one of them, where was the other? An argument? Too much booze and a gun goes off? Better stop building a crime until he had a look at the scene. He kicked the engine of the eight-year-old wagon to life and took off for the old Drago Road.
* * *
Deputy Roy Nevins stopped to pull his uniform pants free from the thorns of a wild blackberry bush. He knew this drill was one big waste of time. Craddock and Vane could find their way around these woods as well as anybody in the county. The only trouble they were likely to get into was when they came back to town and started drinking.
He knew Gavin Ramsay had sent him and Milo out here just to keep them busy. If it hadn�t been for the gung ho trainee, Deputy Nevins would have sacked out in the back of the car until dusk, then gone back and told Gavin there was no sign of Craddock and Vane. That�s what their search would add up to anyway. Zip. Only difference was now he�d get all wet and scratched up from these fucking thorns and his shoes would be ruined.
�Roy!� Milo called unseen from off to the left.
�Yeah?�
�Just checking our positions.�
Yeah, great. Ten-fucking-four. Milo could be a pain in the ass sometimes. But what the hell. He was only twenty. When Roy Nevins was twenty he�d been gung ho, too. The kid might grow up to be a good cop. Not in La Reina County, where a couple of overdue library books was a crime wave. But it was a start. Three months from now the state would put him somewhere else. Nice gentle way to break in as a cop. Not the way Roy Nevins had done it, on the grungiest street in the grungiest section of Oakland.
Roy had been a cowboy back then himself. No more. Now he was sitting on a pension, just putting in his time. Couple more years and he could buy that mobile home down in Baja. Sit around fishing with a cool Carta Blanca in his fist. A man could still live pretty damn good in Mexico for peanuts. Until then he would have to pass the days as comfortably as he could and put up with a certain amount of shit like slogging through these dripping woods.
�Hey!� he yelled in the direction of Milo Fernandez.
�Yo!�
�Let�s take a break.�
Roy stuck a Winston in his mouth and lit it. He eased his broad butt down onto a boulder that looked reasonably dry. Milo Fernandez, neat and slim in his uniform, pushed through the wet underbrush and joined him.
The younger man looked up at the patches of sky, they could see through the thick tops of the pine and Douglas fir trees.
�Not more than an hour of daylight left,� said Milo.
�Yeah.�
�You think we�ll find those guys before dark?�
�Craddock and Vane? No way. Not before dark, not before Easter Sunday. They gotta be lost before we can find them. Those two ain�t lost. Shit-faced somewhere, maybe, but not lost.�
�How do you know?�
� �Cause I know them two assholes. Why Betty Craddock wants us to find Abe beats the shit out of me. Best thing that could happen to her, he falls down in the middle of S3l and gets run over by an RV.�
�Well� we can give it a try, anyway.�
�Sure. Old college try. You go to college, tiger?�
�Junior college, actually. I need two more years for a degree.�
�Waste of time. You want to be a cop, don�t you?�
Milo Fernandez nodded.
�They not gonna teach you that in college. Only way to learn about being a cop is to be one.�
Roy was about to launch into a war story from his days as a real cop in Oakland, but the young deputy�s attention strayed.
Milo looked around at the dark, dripping trees. �Roy, where�s Drago from here?�
Nevins pointed off toward the south. �That way. Four, five miles.�
�I�d like to see it sometime.�
�Nothing to see. Dozen or so burned out buildings.�
�What was it like, Roy? The fire and all. Was it exciting?�
Roy shrugged. He pulled on his Winston, coughed, spat on the ground. �Sure, if you get off on poking through ashes trying to make out which is human and which is� something else.�
The young trainee caught the older deputy�s hesitation and looked at him quickly. Roy studied the glowing tip of his cigarette and stopped talking.
Milo Fernandez looked off toward the south as though trying to see the burned out village through five miles of forest. �What do you think was going on there, Roy? At Drago? Before the fire?�
�Who knows? Cult of some kind. Los Angeles types. The people living there never went much outside their own village.�
�There were stories.�
�Yeah, I heard the stories. Bunch of crap.�
�Not human, people said.�
�Crap.�
�There was howling, they say. In the woods. At night.�
�So what? There�s lots of funny noises in the woods at night.�
�People still heard things out here after the fire. After everybody in Drago was burned up.�
�Look, amigo, some other time we�ll sit around a campfire and scare the shit out of each other with ghost stories. I�m not in the mood now, okay?�
�Sure, Roy. I�m just curious.�
Something rustled the bushes up ahead. The two deputies raised their heads, listening. They looked at each other, then back toward the sound.
�Who�s there?� Roy Nevins called.
Silence.
Another rustle of brush.
�Craddock�? Vane�?�
No answer. A flash of movement. A head rose above a clump of brush twenty feet ahead of the two deputies. A face looked at them. A pale face streaked with mud. Dark, matted hair. Eyes wild, with lots of white showing.
�Hey!�
The face ducked out of sight. Squishy sound of running feet on the wet ground.
�Son of a bitch.� Roy mashed the Winston out under his shoe and took off. Milo was already ahead of him, chasing the fleeing figure, who ducked and weaved among the trees.
The runner left the trail and fought through the undergrowth. The two deputies followed. Roy Nevins swore as the thorns clutched at him and mud seeped over the tops of his shoes.
�Halt!� Milo Fernandez called out. �Sheriff�s officers!�
Roy pounded on, the breath wheezing through his open mouth. He fumbled at the leather strap that snapped to the holster over the butt of his .38 police positive. Regulation.
Never could free the damn thing in a hurry. The hell with it. Firing your piece only meant trouble these days. You had to account for every fucking bullet. Nothing in sight to shoot at anyway. He could only catch glimpses of Milo�s back as the young deputy charged after the fleeing figure.
There was a thump of colliding bodies up ahead and a damp thud as they hit the ground. Roy floundered through the brush and almost fell over Milo. The young deputy was applying an armlock to the fugitive, who lay prone on the damp pine needles.
�I got him, Roy.�
�So I see. Suppose you flip him over so we can see what we got.�
Milo warily eased his hold. When the figure on the ground did not move, he grasped a shoulder and turned him over.
�A kid,� Roy said disgustedly.
The face that looked up at the deputies was pale and frightened. Oddly, he seemed not to be breathing hard.
�What�d you take off for?� Deputy Nevins said. The large, frightened eyes flicked from one of the deputies to the other. The boy made no attempt to answer.
�Get up.�
The boy rose to a crouch.
�And don�t think about running anymore. We�re taking a ride into town.�
Nevins took the boy�s arm and raised him to a standing position. The muscles were firm under the smooth flesh. He gestured with his head for Milo to get going. The younger deputy was staring at the boy�s face.
�Let�s go,� Nevins said. �I want to get him back to the car before it gets dark. What�s the matter?�
Milo Fernandez hesitated. �Take a look. There�s something funny about his teeth.�
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The room on the second floor of La Reina County Hospital was pleasant and bright. Outside the window of the small private room a night bird sang. The boy sat propped in the bed in a half-sitting position. His green eyes skipped around the room as though searching for an escape.
Holly Lang stood at the foot of the bed and smiled down at him. She was tall and supple, with short dark hair and hazel eyes. Her smile was good, and it usually made other people smile in response. But the boy�s expression did not change.
�Well, you look a little better now that you�re all cleaned up,� she said.
The boy�s eyes flicked over her and away.
�How are you feeling?� she asked.
No answer.
�A little scared, I guess.� Holly kept her tone soft and conversational. �I don�t blame you. Hospitals can be scary. My name�s Holly. Do you want to tell me yours? It�s all right if you don�t. There�s no hurry.�
The boy�s fingers moved restlessly on the edge of the sheet.
�I�m a kind of a doctor.�
The green eyes met hers for an instant.
�Not the kind that sticks people with needles,� she said quickly. �Mostly, I just talk. And I listen, too, if you want to talk to me.�
The boy turned away and stared through the window at the dark trees. His expression told Holly nothing.
Holly waited, watching his face. �What happened to you out there?� she said, more to herself than to the boy. �What�s haunting you now?�
La Reina County Hospital had more the look of an expensive mountain resort than an institution. It was tucked into the picturesque wooded hillside overlooking the town of Pinyon. Behind it the Tehachapi Mountains rose from gently sloping foothills. The facilities and the equipment at La Reina were excellent, courtesy of the California taxpayers. The same could not be said of the staff.
Somehow La Reina County Hospital had become caught in the backwash of bureaucracy and was known as a haven for medical misfits. Med school graduates from the lower third of their class found a home there. Doctors with a questionable past, nurses with borderline records� these made up the staff at La Reina County.
There were always more beds than patients in residence. The administration lived in fear that during one of the periodic budget battles in Sacramento someone would ask why the hell they needed a hospital down there at all. The funds would be cut off and a lot of people would be out of work. Somehow, the budget checkers in Sacramento kept missing it.
Dr. Hollanda Lang, known to everyone as Holly, did not belong with the staff of misfits. She had passed up a lucrative private practice as a clinical psychologist to work for the state Social Services Department. When people asked her why, she told them she was absolving her liberal guilt. Holly found it embarrassing to admit how deeply she cared about helping people.
And La Reina appealed to her precisely because of its quirky reputation. Her opinion of the medical establishment was not high, and here among the outcasts she found some original thinkers she could relate to. Her one disappointment had been in the lack of challenge in her cases. Until they brought in the boy from the woods.
Holly looked down at the pale boy now, wondering what it would take to communicate with him. In the two hours since he�d been brought in, the boy had not spoken. She had finally gotten the curious onlookers cleared out of the room and felt the boy was at least beginning to relax with her.
There was a sound at the door behind her. She turned, annoyed at the interruption.
Sheriff Gavin Ramsay stuck his head into the room.
�All right if I come in?�
�Could I stop you?�
�Sure. Just say go away.�
Holly felt the muscles tighten at the back of her neck. She knew her aversion to police was an unreasonable throwback to her campus protest days, but she couldn�t help it. �Come on in,� she said.
Ramsay nodded to her. �Thanks, Miss Lang. I�ll make this as short as I can.�
�It�s Doctor.�
�Oh, right. Dr. Lang. Sorry.�
She made herself relax. �That sounded pompous, didn�t it? Shall we try first names? I�m Holly.�
�Gavin,� he said.
Not a bad looking man, Holly decided, if you liked the macho type. Sort of a younger Marlboro Man. She had seen him around Pinyon and thought it was a pity that he had to be a policeman.
�How�s the kid?� he asked.
�Doing well enough.�
�Has he said anything yet?�
Holly looked quickly at the young patient. The green eyes regarded the sheriff warily.
�We�re just getting acquainted,� she said. �So far I�ve done all the talking.�
�I�d like to ask him a few questions.�
The boy seemed to shrink a little in the bed.
�Suppose we step out into the hall,� Holly said.
�Sure.�
She followed Ramsay out through the door and looked up at him when he turned. Holly was five-eight in her stocking feet, and well built. Not many men could make her feel small. Gavin Ramsay could, and she resented it.
�I wish you�d give me some warning before you barge into the room.�
�Sorry. The door was ajar.�
�Well� no harm done, I suppose.�
�I�m relieved to hear that.�
�You must understand it�s part of my job to keep my patient from being disturbed.�
�Fair enough,� Ramsay said, �but you�ve got your job and I�ve got mine.�
�I�m not sure I understand.�
�I�ve got a couple of hunters missing and a dead man downstairs in the pathology lab.�
�What has that to do with this boy?�
�I don�t know that there�s any connection, but I want to find out. From the looks of the kid when they brought him in, he was out in the woods for at least three days. That�s about how long our man downstairs has been a corpse.�
�You�re not suggesting that this boy has anything to do with it?�
Ramsay�s eyes flashed blue fire. �Why not, because he�s a minor? Last week a twelve-year-old in East Los Angeles set his mother on fire because she found his heroin stash. A seven-year-old girl in Beverly Hills drowned her baby brother in the swimming pool because he got too much attention. Two boys in Glendale hung a baby girl from a swing set. The boys were six. Want to hear more?�
�No, thank you. I�ll concede that there is no age limit on criminal behavior, but I won�t jump to the conclusion that this boy is guilty of anything.�
�Holly� Dr. Lang� all I want to do is talk to him.� Gavin raised his arms. �See, I didn�t even bring any handcuffs.�
�Well, he isn�t talking yet. He�s had a frightening experience, and it may take a while. Shouldn�t you be trying to find out who he is?�
�I should and I am. I�ve put his description out on the wire. So far he doesn�t fit any missing-boy report.� Gavin looked back over her shoulder into the room. �You will let me know if he says anything?�
�Certainly, Sheriff.�
He started to go, then turned back. �Is there any chance we can get back to using first names?�
She held a stern expression for a moment longer, then relaxed. �What the hell� See you, Gavin.�
�See you, Holly.�
The boy�s eyes followed her as she came back and sat in the chair next to the bed. She smiled at him, studying his face. The two deputies who brought him in had said there was something �weird� in the way he looked. Probably a trick of twilight and their imaginations. Holly saw only a frightened boy of perhaps fourteen. High forehead, straight nose, firm mouth. The eyes were a deep, lustrous green. Certainly nothing there that could be considered �weird.�
�Getting sleepy?� she said.
The boy�s head rolled from side to side on the pillow.
A response. The first sign he had given that he understood. Holly kept her voice gentle. �I�ll just sit here for a while, then. If you feel like talking, fine. If not, that�s fine too.�
The boy�s eyes never left her. Holly thought she could see his body relax, just a little, under the hospital sheet and blanket. She picked up a magazine from the bedside table and pretended to read. She did not leave until she was sure the boy was asleep.
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~~~~ PROLOGUE: CLOVEN ROCK

The people that lived in Cloven Rock considered the town�s final Monday a beautiful one, like most of the days in the recent weeks. The sun was shining; the air was clean and warm. Flowers bloomed and birds sat among the branches singing songs only birds could understand. Dogs chased master�s Frisbees and people said hello to strangers, not to suggest that thousands of tourists roamed the beachfront or the area that passed as the downtown core. That wasn�t the case; there were only a few. If you asked one of the locals why things were this way, the answer would be simple: Cloven Rock was an inclusive town, an uncomplicated town, a town that didn�t encourage a vacationer crowd even though sightseers would have flocked to it religiously. Many residents thought the town was special and they were right. It was special. It wasn�t a small place trying to be a big place. It was a town without civic uncertainty.
The Yacht Club Swimming Pool, a Cloven Rock favorite, had a full house the day before the town was lost. They also had an open door policy; if you were respectful, courteous, and didn�t pee in the pool, you were welcome anytime. Also on that day, friends sailed the calm waters of Cloven Lake and children built sandcastles on Holbrook Beach. Kids played in Easton Park while the people on the large wooden deck at the Waterfront Caf� enjoyed the spectacular view. The post office closed early. An ice cream store called Tabby�s Goodies was doing good business and a mile and a half up the road the men and woman working at the Cloven Rock Docks fought for, and won, a fifty-cent raise. Spirits were high at the Docks, and the personnel were getting along just fine. It wasn�t surprising. Nearly half the workforce was related and the other half was considered family.
The Cloven Rock Police Department was not at full strength when things turned ugly. One officer was on vacation, one had gone home due to an illness in the family, and two had the day off. Of the nine remaining officials, only Tony Costantino, Joel Kirkwood, and Mary O�Neill, were on duty when the reports came in. The other four were either at home or on call. Normally this wouldn�t be deemed a problem. Most locals figured a thirteen-person police force was nothing short of overkill anyhow. The Rock hadn�t had a stitch of recorded violence in six years.
The community as a whole didn�t know horror, as most tight-knit communities can understand. It knew long days, family activities, and simple living. It knew Thanksgiving, Christmas, and Easter. It knew family.
But sadly, like all communities, Cloven Rock had its share of tragedy.
2007 was a bad year.
It was the year a local artist named George Gramme had his hands caught in his motorcycle chain while he was working on it. He suffered two broken wrists and lost four of his fingers. He also lost his artistic spirit and the means to keep that spirit alive. In the weeks following, he put his motorcycle up for sale and fell into a state of depression that changed him into a different man.
Two weeks later the town�s senior librarian, Angela Lore, died from cancer on the same day that �odd-job� Martin West fell off a ladder and broke both of his legs while shingling his neighbor�s roof.
2007 was also the year a car accident claimed the lives of three teenagers.
As the story goes, a half dozen youngsters were drinking on the unnamed road surrounding Holbrook�s pond. After several hours of alcohol consumption, the six youths plunked their butts inside two vehicles. In one car, Andrew Cowles and Dean Lee, a pair of borderline delinquents, drove home without incident and arrived safely. The second car, loaded with four of the sweetest kids you�d ever meet, weren�t so lucky. Two brothers, Guy and Henri Lemont, along with May Lewis and Lizzy Backstrom, the youngest of the crew, decided it would be a good idea to take a quick jaunt to Hoppers Gas on the 9th line. But on the way to Hoppers something stepped onto the road causing Guy to swerve left and lose control of the vehicle.
As luck would have it, Stanley Rosenstein, a foreman at the Docks and an all-around good guy, pulled his truck from his driveway the same moment Guy changed lanes.
Guy didn�t see the truck in time. The car clipped Stanley�s front bumper, veered off the road, rolled three times, and slammed into a large maple tree, roof first. The two brothers, Guy and Henri, were killed instantly. May Lewis spent nine days in critical condition before she passed away while her parents and grandparents watched. Lizzy Backstrom escaped with a broken back, three broken ribs, a punctured lung, two broken legs, and wide assortment of cuts, scrapes and bruises. Most figured she was lucky to be alive. A few figured she was unlucky to be alive. Once she was able to speak she said a bear stepped in front of the car and Guy swerved to miss it. There weren�t many bears in Cloven Rock so the statement generated a cluster of questions she wasn�t prepared to answer. She pushed the inquisition aside, saying, �It might not have been a bear but wasn�t a deer either. I don�t know what it was.�
Two months later, Lizzy broke down in tears, telling her friend Julie Stapleton that a monster the size of a tank stepped in front of Guy�s car and she got a real good look at it. She said the beast seemed like something from another planet and if Guy were alive he�d be the first to confirm.
Julie, sworn to secrecy, became worried about Lizzy�s mental wellbeing. She thought her friend had brain damage. Of course, Julie�s knowledge on matters concerning the brain could have been written on the on tip of her thumb, but that hardly mattered. She also didn�t know that Stanley Rosenstein�the man driving the pickup that fateful night�had a similar story. If she had known this little noodle of information she may have kept her big mouth shut. Or talked to Lizzy. Either way, that�s not what happened. Instead, Julie betrayed her oath, feeling it was necessary to tell Lizzy�s parents what their daughter was thinking. This forced a confrontation between Mr. and Mrs. Backstrom and Lizzy, who denied everything and never spoke to Julie again. Not ever. And a year later Stanley Rosenstein found himself separated from his wife, in rehab, and in need of psychiatric evaluation.
He thought there were monsters in Cloven Rock.
* * *
There were other tragedies.
Four summers before the heartbreaking car accident Simon Wakefield, the town�s only dentist, drowned in his backyard swimming pool while his wife Leanne talked to her sister not forty feet away. The year before that, faulty wiring caused a fire that burned Stephen Pebbles� house to the ground. To make matters worse, his insurance expired the week before. Ironically, two weeks later the town was hit with a rainstorm that caused over two million dollars in damages. Stephen was quoted as saying that the rain should have come two weeks sooner; it would have saved his life�s investments.
The tales go on: tales of love gone astray, broken homes, poor health, and financial ruin. But these stories shouldn�t be focused on, even if they�re commonly considered the most interesting. Tales of sorrow don�t express the true face of Cloven Rock�s two hundred and nine years of existence. They pepper it in a negative light that was seldom felt or witnessed.
Cloven Rock was a peaceful community, a pleasant community. It was a place where folks could retire from work and enjoy a simple life. The town was good to grow up in, good to live life in, and good to grow old in. The problems were minimal and living was easy. People were friendly and the air tasted sweet with the spice of nature.
On the eve of its extinction, nobody knew what was coming. The locals never expected terror to reveal its vile and horrid face. Not in Cloven Rock. Not in a town of 1,690. The concept seemed out of the question.
But they didn�t know the heart of Nicolas Nehalem.
And only Stanley Rosenstein and Lizzy Backstrom had seen the monsters that dwelled in the dark shadows beneath the streets.
Something from another planet, Lizzy had said. If Guy were alive he�d be the first to confirm.
Stanley Rosenstein would have agreed.
It was the first Monday of June when Cloven Rock began showing the world a different face. And for many of the people that lived in the undersized and joyful town, it would be the last Monday they would ever know.
This is what happened:

~~~~ NICOLAS NEHALEM

Nicolas Nehalem woke up from a happy dream and shifted his near-dead weight into a new position. His eyes opened and closed, opened and closed. He licked the dryness from his lips and ran his tongue across his teeth while forcing himself awake. The dream faded; he was some form of insect, if he remembered correctly, and upon awaking he noticed that his left hand felt funny. He could feel pins and needles pricking his fingers and a lack of sensation in his thumb and wrist. He must have been sleeping wrong, cutting off the circulation.
No biggie; it would pass.
The room was dark. A cool breeze blew through the open window, causing the thin off-white drapes to flutter. The clock on the nightstand said it was 4:08 am and while Nicolas was looking at it time moved ahead by one minute.
The babies were crying again. And they were crying loudly.
It was the crying that woke him. The babies seemed to cry more and more these days. He wondered if the girls missed their mothers. It was only logical if they did.
Nicolas sat up. He clicked on a lamp, grabbed his librarian-issue spectacles from the nightstand, and slid them on his face. He put his feet on the cold hardwood floor one after another. CLUMP. CLUMP. For no real reason he looked over his shoulder, lifted his feet, and dropped them down again. CLUMP. CLUMP.
The other side of the bed was empty. It was always empty.
He put a hand into the vacant space and squeezed the sheets with his fingers.
Taking care of the girls would be easier if he wasn�t alone with the job. Being a father was hard, and being an only parent was harder still. Some days he wasn�t sure if he could take the pressure of fatherhood. It was tougher than it seemed.
He pulled his hand away from the sheets and stumbled across the room. He entered the bathroom, washed his hands very thoroughly and poured himself a cup of water. The cup had a picture of a clown on it. The clown had a big red nose and was holding a balloon. The water inside the mug was warm but he didn�t mind. His throat felt parched and the liquid quenched his thirst nicely. He poured himself a second helping, re-entered the bedroom, and sat the cup on the nightstand, next to the clock and the lamp.
A brown-checkered housecoat hung from a shiny brass hook on the bedroom door. A pair of furry blue slippers sat near the dresser. He put the housecoat on and tied the cotton belt in a cute little bow. He slid his feet into the slippers and stumbled down the hall, rubbing the sleep-cooties from his eyes.
With a yawn and a burp he glanced into a spare bedroom.
The room was loaded with boxes. Not empty boxes. Full boxes. Boxes filled with goodies that go BANG.
Beside this room was a second spare bedroom. He stopped at the door and looked inside. There was no bed in the room. No dressers either. Nicolas had converted the room into his own private laboratory.
He was making stuff, just in case.
He had boxes of diatomaceous earth, sodium carbonate, ballistite, ethanol, ether, guncotton, sulfuric acid, oleum, azeotropic, nitric acid, and about ten other things that were hard to find at the local convenience store. He also had a large maple desk that housed a laboratory distillation setup. This setup included a heating tray, a still pot, a boiling thermometer, condenser, distillate/receiving flask, a vacuum/gas inlet, a still receiver, a heating bath, and a cooling bath.
Looking at his toys, Nicolas nodded and smiled.
They were fine; he was just making sure.
He entered the kitchen, flicked on the overhead light, and opened the refrigerator door. The inside of the fridge needed to be cleaned; it had adopted a funny smell. There were a few items that had really gone bad, including an old turkey sandwich that was sitting behind an empty carton of orange juice on the bottom shelf. The sandwich was nearly four weeks old and had turned green and black with mold. The spores inside the sandwich bag looked like moon craters.
Nicolas didn�t notice. Or maybe he didn�t care.
A bottle of baby formula sat on the top shelf, ready to go. In Nicolas� current state of semi-awareness his fatherly duties just became ten times easier. It was a small victory but a good one.
The babies kept crying. Or was it just one?
Yes�one voice, not two. He wondered whose throat the wailing had spawned from.
Someone was being bad. Someone was being good.
He warmed the bottle in the microwave for two minutes and forty-five seconds while looking at his warped reflection in the kitchen window. His light brown hair was sticking straight up on one side, his eyes were puffy and his five o�clock shadow had become a three-day-old beard. He wasn�t extremely overweight, but the way his fat bunched around his waistline was far from attractive. He was thirty-eight years old but looked fifty or more.
Probably not getting enough sleep, he assumed.
A bell rang. He opened the microwave door and retrieved the formula. The bottle was too hot, way too hot. Crazy hot. He tested it on his arm and felt the milky fluid burn like liquid fire.
Good enough.
He opened the door to the basement, walked down a rickety staircase, and clicked on a florescent light, spooking a cockroach from its resting place. The roach scurried across the wall in an arched line and Nicolas tried to catch it between his finger and his thumb. He missed. The cockroach fell to the floor. Its tiny legs hustled towards a crack in the wall and in it went. The bug was gone.
Oh well, he thought. Better luck next time.
The basement smelled bad, much worse than the inside of the fridge. It smelled like piss, shit, sweat, blood, and rot.
The crying was louder now, much louder. If he had neighbors they�d complain for sure. This was a nugget of information that didn�t sit well with Nicolas, not in the slightest. Neighbors shouldn�t have to put up with such nonsense. It just wasn�t right. If he lived next to a noisy house he�d be seething in anger and out of his mind with rage.
Nicolas walked through a room that housed hundreds of shoes, countless jeans, shirts, socks, underwear, hats, wallets, belts, watches, and coats. He opened a cellar door and turned on another light.
The crying stopped immediately.
He walked down a second staircase. It only had nine stairs and none of them were very big. The unfinished room at the base of the staircase had a very low ceiling. Walking inside the room meant that you had to crouch down and tuck your head into your shoulders like a turtle. The room was cold; it was always cold. In the wintertime it was freezing. The walls were made of rock and seemed permanently moist.
The smell of shit and piss was strong now, strong enough to make a healthy man sick and a sick man pass out.
And there she was: Cathy Eldritch.
Cathy was thirty-one years old; her birthday fell on New Years Eve. She was right where Nicolas had left her� fourteen years ago�
Inside a cage.
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Cathy Eldritch was naked and covered in scars. Her ribcage stuck out from her skin and her muscles had wilted to noodles. Her large and unsightly nipples were dry and cracked, centering breasts that were non-existent. Her arms and legs were nothing more then sticks, elbows, and knees. Her few remaining teeth were black and rotting; her hair was long and crawling with bugs. Below the pits that housed her bright and sunken eyes�eyes that seemed far too alive and knowing, like Sun Gods buried in an apocalyptic badland�her nose had become as thin as a wafer and crusted with dehydrated wounds. Lips that were so tragically withered and cracked made her look like a mummy, or a living corpse, or like a horror story monster that needed to be buried in the earth and forgotten, a ghoul that lurked in the darkest corners of the most twisted and perverted minds. All of her toes and three of her fingers had been amputated, proof she had been a bad girl thirteen times.
Nicolas named Cathy Eldritch: Kathy the Kitten.
She was a trooper and he knew it; nobody lasted fourteen years. It seemed damn near impossible.
Nicolas Nehalem approached the wire cage, which was nothing more than a modified, three-foot by three-foot square. He smiled a strange and outlandish smile, laced in twisted logic and perverted reason.
After opening a small door on the right side of the pen, he dropped the bottle of formula inside. The bottle rolled between two walls of wire and landed on the caged floor.
Cathy couldn�t reach the bottle. Not yet. Not until Nicolas released a lever that would unlock a small door inside the coop.
�What do you say, Kathy?� He adjusted his glasses and slid a hand beneath his housecoat. He began stroking himself calmly.
Cathy�s eyes were filled with starvation and madness.
At one time she wanted to kill this man, make him pay, make him bleed. She had despised him more than anything else in the world. Now she only wanted her nightmare to be over. She wanted to die. Not in theory, and not in some exaggerated way that people say it but don�t really mean it. She wanted to die for real. She wanted this life to end and whatever was waiting for her on the other side to begin. And she was close, so close. She had been clinging to death�s front door for as long as she could remember. All she had to do was stop drinking the formula and she would cross over. All she had to do was die. But she couldn�t. She just couldn�t. She was famished�and her hunger wouldn�t allow her mind to say no to the bottle. She needed the bottle, the formula. And for this reason she didn�t hate Nicolas. Not now. She hated herself for needing him.
She said, �Thank you daddy. I love you.�
�Very well done,� Nicolas replied, knowing she hated expressing her love. His voice sounded calm, yet agitated; it always sounded agitated. �You�re a good baby today, yes you are; yes you are.�
Nicolas wrinkled his nose playfully, raised his shoulders and opened his housecoat so Cathy could see his semi-erect penis. He released the lever on top of the cage.
The bottle rolled another two inches.
Cathy rammed a hand through the small cage door and grabbed the formula; flies buzzed around her. She put the bottle to her mouth and drank greedily, burning her mouth and tongue. She hardly even noticed.
On the other side of the room were two more cages. One was empty. It had been empty for three weeks. The other cage had a young girl in it. The girl�s name was Olive Thrift. She was fourteen years old, might have been Asian. At this stage, it was hard to tell.
Nicolas named her Pumpkin.
Olive said, �Daddy, may I have a bottle too? I�ve been very good lately. I didn�t cry tonight or anything. Honest I didn�t.�
�I�m sorry dear,� Nicolas said, stepping away from Kathy the Kitten. �I only brought one bottle with me. I guess I wasn�t thinking.�
�Oh.� Olive�s eyes slipped down to the stumps on her hands. She only had three fingers left; she didn�t want to lose them. A multi-legged insect walked across her face and she swatted it away thoughtlessly. �Okay daddy. I understand. I love you.�
�I love you too, Pumpkin. Have a nice night. I�ll see you tomorrow, or maybe the next day.�
�Daddy?�
�Yes dear?�
�Can I please have some water? Both of my containers are empty.�
�Mine are too,� Cathy quickly announced. �Can you fill mine too?�
Nicolas approached Olive�s cage with his housecoat wide open and his genitals exposed. He put his knuckles to the wire.
Olive suspected that he would. He had been doing that a lot lately. She figured it made him feel like royalty.
She crawled toward Nicolas on her mangled digits and knobby knees, closed her dark and cheerless eyes and put her lips to the wire. Flies flew in circles around her. She kissed his hand as gently as she could manage.
�You�re a good little Pumpkin,� Nicolas said. �Yes you are. And if you keep being a good little girl I�ll never have to smash your face in with a sledgehammer. Or set your cage on fire. Because you don�t want that, do you? No. Of course not.�
Nicolas walked across the room, smiling insanely. He lifted a hose from a hook on the wall, turned a faucet, and approached Olive spewing hose-water where it fell. As he stood over Olive�s cage, she held out two water jugs and he filled them. He made his way to Cathy�s cage and poured water inside her coop for a little more than twenty seconds. She was able to fill one container and wet her hair before he dropped the hose and turned the faucet off, deciding enough was enough.
At the top of the stairs he clicked the light switch on and off, several times. He was tired. He hadn�t been sleeping well plus he had to get up early. He had things to do, although he couldn�t quite remember what those things were.
�Oh yeah,� he whispered. A grin that could have given a slaughterhouse butcher nightmares crept across his face like a spider on a corpse. �Now I remember.�
Closing the cellar door, he thought he heard a whimper.
Sounded like Pumpkin.
Pumpkin was a good girl; she was trying. And that�s what counted most in his books: trying. He hadn�t been forced to punish her lately, which was a nice change. Not since the incident with Pauline Stupid-Head had he been forced to perform one of his little operations. Not since he emptied the third cage.
Thinking about Pauline�s empty cage made him sad and lonely.
Empty cages need to be filled. Sure they did. An empty cage was wrong; everybody with a lick of sense knows that. But Nicolas was a busy man, he had things on his mind and his work was never done. The cage would have to wait.
Nicolas crawled into bed wearing his housecoat. He lifted his cup from the nightstand, smiled at the clown holding the balloon, and slowly emptied the cup�s contents on the floor. Water splashed, creating a miniature lake where no lake had once been. He named this lake, Lake Empty Cage. He wondered how long the lake would last, and when he would be forced to make a new one.
The clock beside him read 4:19 am.
It was late, too late for feeding babies and making lakes. Maybe tomorrow he would punish Kathy the Kitten for waking him�maybe, but maybe not. He wasn�t sure yet. He would see how he felt in the morning.
* * *
Nicolas woke up early, went to the kitchen and mixed another bottle of formula. He warmed it perfectly, added a little chocolate and brought it to Olive; he apologized for not giving her a bottle the night before. Afterwards, he cleaned the basement and found each of his babies something to read. He gave them fresh blankets, a rice-crispy square, and a nice cup of coffee. Shortly after, he stepped inside a closet, stripped naked, and screamed for twenty minutes while pushing his fingers into his eyes.
Want to keep reading?
Check out the rest of the story here:
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Carrie Paige�s favorite duffle bag in the whole wide world had a picture of Kermit the Frog on both sides. The bag was black and cute and it said IT�S NOT EASY BEING GREEN on the strap and Carrie thought it was the greatest thing she had ever seen. She brought her bag into the backyard with her when she was playing with her dolls, and she was planning on showing it off on her first day of school, which was eleven days away. She was excited. Big kids go to school, her mother often told her. Big kids go to school and little kids stay home. Eleven more sleeps and it would be official; she would be a big kid. She was so excited she could hardly think.
Carrie reached into her Kermit bag and shuffled through her important possessions. This included a flower made of construction paper, playing cards, multicolored rocks, a bag of marbles, a handful of crayons and a plastic horse with a squished head.
The playing cards were always in her Kermit bag. If they were out of the bag she had them spread around so she could see every card at once. They were very special to her. She cherished each and every one of them and as a result the cards looked like hell.
Her favorite boy card was the one that said READY FREDDIE.
Ready Freddie looked so adorable sitting at the kitchen table with a knife in one hand and a fork in the other that sometimes she kissed the card. Freddie had yellow socks, a green bandana, and his tongue was sticking up from his pencil-line lips suggesting that he couldn�t wait another minute to eat.
Her favorite girl card was FANCY NANCY.
Fancy Nancy sat on a pink-and-white striped chair. She had a hat on her head and a mirror in her hand and a purse that looked like a teakettle. Carrie imagined Ready Freddie and Fancy Nancy getting married someday and having babies that looked just like them.
Other cards she loved included Jolly Jean, Corny Carl, Lady Luisa, Skinny Minnie, Jumping Jack, Scary Harry and Slim Jim. Then there was the OLD MAID. Nobody liked the Old Maid. And because nobody liked her, Carrie decided she liked the Old Maid just fine. It was only fair. And her mother always said if you can�t play fair, you shouldn�t play at all.
Carrie pulled a photo album from her bag and put the bag at her feet.
The album had a picture of three Care Bears on the cover: Love-A-Lot Bear, Tenderheart Bear and Bedtime Bear. Care Bears were okay, but they weren�t half as good as Kermit and were nothing next to SpongeBob.
SpongeBob SquarePants and his best friend Patrick were amazing. If she were a resident of Bikini Bottom she would eat at The Krusty Krab every day, just to play Old Maid with the pair of them.
She opened the photo album, which held one picture per page. She flipped through the pages slowly; then she lifted her Coke can from the cup holder and sucked a mouthful through a straw like she was in a drinking race.
After she put the can back in the holder she said, �I hafta go the bathroom.�
Stephenie was thirty years old and looked a whole lot like her daughter. Not so much now, but when she was Carrie�s age the resemblance was spooky. Back then she was cute. Today she was beautiful. She had subtle features, a slim nose and lips that were neither thin nor full. On a day like today she fixed her hair and Carrie�s hair the same way: in adorable little pigtails. The twosome looked so delightful it made you want to barf.
Stephenie said, �What�s that? You need the bathroom?�
�Yeah.�
Stephenie slid a hand along the steering wheel, looked at the gas gauge and said, �Okay. I need to stop anyhow. I�m almost out of gas.� She stuck her tongue out and made a silly face and for a moment, Carrie thought her mother looked like Ready Freddie.
Carrie said, �Really?�
�Yep. The gas gauge is telling me it�s time for a fill up.�
�Are we going to run out of gas? Madeleine Nyssa said that her daddy ran out of gas when they were going to their grandpa�s house and they had to call a doctor to get some help.�
Stephenie pinched her smile and tried not to laugh. Sometimes it was impossible not to laugh. Carrie was constantly saying things in ways only a child would consider appropriate. �Madeleine Nyssa told you that, did she?�
�Uh-huh. Yes she did. She also said her mommy got mad at her daddy and they were kissing and then she got a bleeding nose.�
�Oh really?�
�Uh-huh.�
�Well, I don�t think we�re going to run out of gas there babe, so don�t get too worried about it.�
�Okay mommy. I won�t get too worried about it. I�ll try to keep my nose from getting all bleedy too.�
Stephenie smiled. �That sounds good. How bad do you need the washroom, really bad?�
Carrie grabbed her Coke and put the straw to her lips and enjoyed another drink. She put the can down and said, �Yes. I have to go really bad. It might come out in my pants a little.�
�Well don�t do that. If you need to pee I�ll stop the car and you can pee at the side of the road. Do you want me to pull over so you can go?�
�No. I can hold it inside my tummy �til we find a bathroom.�
Stephenie put pressure on the gas petal and the car moved a little faster. The highway was pretty much empty so she could drive as fast as she wanted. She didn�t need a speeding ticket though, so if worst came to worst she would pull over and Carrie could relieve herself at the side of the road whether she thought it was a good idea or not.
She said, �Do me a favor, babe?�
�Yeah?�
�Stop drinking the Coke. It only makes you need the bathroom more.�
Carrie eyed the can suspiciously. �Okay, I won�t have any more until after I go.� She grinned, showing the big hole where a tooth had once been.
�Great. Do you have to go number one or number two?�
�Number one.� She held up a single finger so her mother could see.
Stephenie nodded her head and Carrie smiled.
Carrie loved her mommy more than Kermit, the Care Bears and SpongeBob together. And after watching Stephenie nod her head, she decided to nod her head too.
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Ten minutes passed.
Stephenie turned on the radio and flipped through the stations. She found a song that wasn�t too annoying, might have been Radiohead. She turned it low and let it play. Resting an elbow on the open window she looked at the gas gauge again.
She was almost out of gas.
She didn�t tell Carrie this information, but she was worried about how much gas was in the tank and how far it would take them. Being stranded at the side of the road was quickly becoming more realistic and today wasn�t a great day for that type of adventure. It was hot outside. The late August sun wasn�t fighting its way through many clouds and the wind factor was nonexistent. Then again, it was nearly 7:30 pm. The heat was sure to ease soon.
Carrie flipped through the pages of her photo album.
Looking at a photo of her daddy, her face saddened. It had been five months since daddy had gone to heaven and she was finally beginning to accept the fact he wasn�t coming back. It wasn�t fair. Madeleine Nyssa�s daddy didn�t have to go to heaven. In fact, none of the kids she played with had daddies that had to go away forever.
She wanted her daddy to come home. Sometimes she asked God to send daddy home and she promised to keep it a secret and not tell anybody. Sometimes she asked God if daddy could drop by for a visit because she missed him, and because she wanted to show him the tooth that fell from her mouth after she wiggled it with her tongue. God didn�t respond. She wasn�t sure if she liked God. She knew she was supposed to love him and figured that loving him was okay, but she didn�t know if she liked him. God didn�t play fair. He never responded to her questions, he never dropped by to say hello, and he was keeping her daddy all to himself. Mommy said people that don�t like sharing are spoiled brats. Sometimes she thought God was a spoiled brat but she never said anything because she didn�t want to say any swears.
Stephenie looked at Carrie; her brow furrowed.
Carrie didn�t notice.
Stephenie said, �Do you miss him?�
Carrie turned the page. �Yes.�
�It�s okay to miss him you know. I miss him. I think about him every day.�
�So do I.�
�We�ll be okay babe. We�ll get through this. Every day things get a little easier so don�t worry. It�s okay to miss him but try not to worry.�
�Are you going to get us a new daddy?�
Stephenie took a moment to find the right combination of words. �I don�t know what to tell you babe. Right now I�m not looking for a new daddy but I don�t want to say there won�t ever be one. Do you want me to find a new daddy?�
�No. I want the old one back.�
�Carrie, you know��
�Yeah, I know, I know. Daddy is on an elevator for heaven and he can�t come back to visit us ever, even if God says it�s alright. You don�t hafta tell me. I know he�s not coming home. God won�t let him.�
Stephenie didn�t say anything. She didn�t know what to say. This wasn�t a new conversation; they had talked about Hal�s death a hundred times or more.
Hal had a terrible accident while he was at work and now he was dead and life goes on, even though it�s hard. And it was hard. The past five months had been hard for so many reasons. Hal�s death was the big reason, of course. But the fact Stephenie had been in-and-out of therapy and prescribed a handful of drugs wasn�t helping anything. She was irritable and irregular and her nightmares had her waking up in tears. The doctors (all four of them) were telling Stephenie that when they found a suitable combination of drugs and dosages, sleep would be easier and her body would function more regularly. Until that time she had to be strong, pay close attention to her body and let them know what was happening.
Stephenie figured the trip would be good for both of them. Visiting mom and dad was something she didn�t do often enough. And besides, a six and a half hour drive wasn�t that far. It was doable. And it was time.
Hanging from the rearview mirror was a small portrait of Jesus Christ.
Stephenie�s mother had given it to her at Hal�s funeral. She hung the portrait around the mirror for no real reason, aside from the fact that her mother would notice it and appreciate it being there. Oddly enough, she liked it there too. She wasn�t a Catholic or a Christian, but she found comfort in the image. Jesus had eyes that were kind and sad and without a trace of anger. And if the stories were true he had a reason to be angry, beyond angry. If the stories were just stories, well then, she supposed there was something worth thinking about inside the message.
Stephenie looked at the gas gauge again.
Empty.
A cold sweat threatened to break out on her forehead.
Carrie said, �Are you okay mommy?�
Stephenie took her eyes off the road and looked at her daughter. �What�s that babe?�
�I said are you alright?�
Stephenie was emotionally charged, strung out on meds, and had a reoccurring nightmare where her husband fell eighteen stories and landed on a sign that said DANGER�� MEN WORKING. Sometimes Hal screamed as he fell and sometimes he didn�t. Sometimes he said things as he dropped. Things like, I told you I didn�t want to go to work today. I told you I wasn�t feeling well, right babe? Why did you push me into going to work today Stephenie? Why didn�t you let me stay home? I knew I wasn�t feeling well and you said I was being a lazy baby. You said I was making excuses and now I�m dead. Is that what you wanted Stephenie? Is that what you wanted, babe? Who�s going to take care of Carrie now, huh? Who�s going to bring home the bacon? Not you Stephenie. You�re falling apart. You�re falling apart and I�m just falling. And when I hit the ground I won�t make a simple little splat on the sidewalk, I�ll come down on the fence and my body will be severed in half. It will be a closed casket funeral and while you�re standing above my remains it will occur to you that I could have been placed in two separate boxes. Whose fault do you think that is, huh babe? Do you have an answer for me? Huh? Do you or not? Do you know what I think? I think it�s your fault I was chopped in half at the waist Stephenie. I think it�s ALL YOUR FAULT.
�Mom?�
�Huh?�
�I said are you alright? You look pale mom. You look like you�re sweating.�
Stephenie focused on the road, knowing she could have driven the car straight into a river without knowing it. She said, �I�m okay babe.�
�Are you sure?�
�Yeah. I�m sure.�
Carrie put her hand on the Coke can then pulled it away as if her fingers had been burned. She squeezed her legs together and snuck a hand in-between them.
She said, �Okay mom. Just checking.�
�I love you babe. Don�t worry about me. Things are going to be all right. You just watch.�
Up ahead was something; Stephenie wasn�t sure what the something was but it looked promising. Less than twenty seconds later everything came into view. There was a gas station with a restaurant attached to it. Carrie could go to the bathroom and she�d be able to fill up the tank. Everything was going to work out just fine.
�Look babe,� Stephenie said. �A place to go to the bathroom.�
Carrie looked honestly relieved. �That�s good,� she said. �I thought I might go pee-pee in my pants even though I said I wouldn�t.�
�Can you hold it another minute?�
�I think so.�
�Well try babe. Try.�
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Stephenie pulled off the highway and onto the establishment�s asphalted driveway. A large neon sign said KING�S DINER. It looked seventy years old or more. She pulled her car next to a pair of gas pumps that looked as old as the sign, if not older. Above each pump a weather-faded notice read: WE SERVE.
Carrie opened her door with a grunt, jumped out of the car and tossed her photo-album on the seat. The pavement felt hard beneath her feet. The book bounced and fell open to a random page. The page had a photo of Carrie sitting on a swing with Stephenie standing behind her.
�Wait a minute babe,� Stephenie said, reaching for her ignition keys. She thought she heard the words, Okay, mom. But then she watched Carrie shaking her head in total disagreement.
�I can�t,� Carrie shouted. �I�ve got to go to the bathroom super-duper or I�m going to make an uh-oh in my pants!�
Carrie hustled towards the restaurant like she was in a hurry, leaving the car door wide open. She squeezed her knees together and struggled with the restaurant door, which seemed to weigh a thousand pounds or more. She pulled on the handle with all her might; in the end she managed to wiggle herself inside. Just.
Stephenie turned the car off, unlatched her seatbelt and felt it slide across her waist. She unlocked her door, swung the door open and stepped outside, leaving her keys dangling in the ignition. The sun had begun to set but the temperature was still hot. It was muggy out; the air felt thicker than most days.
Her eyes scanned the parking lot for an attendant. Didn�t see one.
Across the road a single bungalow sat before the backdrop of undeveloped land like it had been misplaced. It had dark windows and was made of brick. It had a long driveway on the right hand side. There was no garage, few trees. Thick green grass was growing long. There was no sidewalk in front of the building, no curb either. The grass just shrank away, diminishing into rocks, pebbles and sand until it came to the clearly defined edge of the highway, which was old but in good condition, faded but not overly weathered.
She dismissed the house and all the details that defined it. She walked towards the gas pump and looked over each shoulder, once again trying to locate the man in charge. She didn�t see him. There was a greased-out gas-shack attached to the restaurant. Maybe he was there? Or perhaps he was picking his ass inside the restaurant, ordering coffee and making time with the waitress. That seemed about right. For a moment she wondered if the attendant might actually be a woman, but for reasons unknown the idea didn�t seemed to fit. So assuming the attendant was a man, where the hell was he?
The attendant�s hiding place was unknown, a lackluster mystery.
Didn�t really matter, she supposed. She knew how to pump gas and if the attendant didn�t like it he could suck on a lemon and piss up a rope.
After she unscrewed her car�s gas cap, she lifted the nozzle and switched the pump on by lifting an ancient looking metal lever. She stuck the nozzle into her tank and squeezed the trigger. Nothing happened. She opened her fingers, waited a moment and squeezed the trigger again. Still nothing.
�Huh,� she said, with an eyebrow lifted and her tongue peeking out between her teeth.
Stephenie flicked the gas-pump switch on and off a number of times and squeezed the trigger a number of times and still nothing worked. She returned the nozzle to its place and walked around in a circle.
It was a hot day. Nice, but hot.
She waited ten seconds that seemed like ten hours and walked towards the restaurant feeling like a failure.
Between the entrance to the gas station and the restaurant�s main door was a patio swing made of wood. The swing could hold three people, two comfortably. Sitting on the swing was a thin girl with dark hair. Her name was Christina Split; she wore an attractive brown dress covered in white polka dots. The dress looked retro. She looked about eighteen. Stephenie noticed her earlier but ignored her because she was clearly not the person in charge.
Christina�who had been quite literally, twiddling her thumbs�lifted a hand from her lap and waved, offering a sad little smile.
Stephenie waved back. She considered saying �hi� but didn�t. Instead she pulled the restaurant door open and stepped inside while nodding her head and making a face that felt comfortable to wear but might have been humorous to see. Bells rang. Not the electric kind, but the old-fashioned, �bells hanging above the door� kind that made every day seem like Christmas. Carrie didn�t open the door with enough gusto to make them cry out, but Stephenie had. Then the ringing faded and the door closed behind her. Stephenie�s eyes popped open. Her heart started pounding, her breathing became labored and she thought she might be sick.
The restaurant was a slaughterhouse.
The customers and staff were splattered everywhere. They were slumped over in the booths and in pieces on the floor. Body parts were on the tables and chairs. The walls were soaked with blood. The carnage was nearly immeasurable.
Stephenie stumbled; her mouth became dry.
Spinning, the world was spinning.
She put her hands on her knees and felt her stomach heave. Somehow she held it in. She wasn�t sick on the floor but she wanted to be. Not that being sick would fix anything. It wouldn�t. And her view wasn�t better now that she was crouched over like an umpire at a ball game; it was worse.
She was looking at a corpse.
The corpse wore a yellow waitress uniform that consisted of a loose button shirt, glossy black shoes and a miniskirt. The dead woman was twenty-five years old, give or take a year. Her nametag said SUSAN; her head was twisted awkwardly towards the door. Her skull had been cracked apart like an egg.
Stephenie could see the woman�s brain just as clearly as she could count the bone fragments lying on top of it. And still, she held her nausea at bay. She held it because she didn�t want to vomit on the girl. She didn�t dare move, fearing her stomach would revolt against such action, leading her into a bought of illness that would last fifteen minutes or more.
She closed her eyes and squeezed them tight.
When she opened them nothing had changed. She was getting a real close look at this waitress named Susan, whose eyes were wide open, shockingly open, dreadfully open. Her face held an expression of terror so absolute she seemed to have died of fright before the killing blow had been able to claim her.
In time, Stephenie lifted herself to an upright position.
There was a puddle of blood around Susan�s head and tiny footprints were in it. Tiny footprints. Carrie�s footprints.
�Where�s Carrie?� she whispered.
Then she closed her eyes, telling herself she was trapped inside a dream, a terrible dream�a nightmare in fact. More than anything else, that�s what she wanted to believe. Otherwise she�d need to face the fact that she was standing in a horrific bloodbath and her five-year-old daughter was suddenly gone.
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The scene was tranquil. Everything was calm. The customers were eating and socializing, the staff was working and everyone was happy. There was no blood on the walls, no bodies slumped over in the booths, no body parts lying amputated on the floor. There was nothing out of the ordinary. Nothing disturbing. Nothing to suggest there was a problem big enough to have people shaking their heads in disbelief. It was a diner, just a simple diner with no strings attached. It had stools with red seat covers, which were bolted to the floor in front of the counter. It had booths with divisional walls that were a little more than waist high, giving privacy but not too much privacy. It had cheap paintings on the walls between the dark windows. Florescent lights buzzed in the ceiling and ceiling fans spun below. It was the type of place that gets labeled a greasy spoon and often times deserves the label. It smelled like coffee, toast and bacon. The smell alone was enough to get your stomach rumbling and your waistline expanding.
Stephenie felt a tug on her finger. She heard a voice. It was a child�s voice, her daughter�s voice.
The voice said, �Mom?�
Sitting inside a booth in the center of the diner was a woman named Angela Mezzo. She was a beautiful Italian lady with dark hair and an exotic appearance. Her lips were full and her cheekbones were high. She was roughly the same age as Stephenie, twenty-nine, maybe thirty. But unlike Stephenie her youthful exterior was no longer present. Not in a bad way, in a good way. She had womanly features that weren�t restricted to the curves of her body, but on her face too. In contrast, Stephenie�s appearance suggested that she might carry her inner-girl around with her until the day she died.
Angela lifted a coffee mug from the table with delicate, manicured hands. She swallowed a sip of coffee without making a sound.
The mug had a yellow happy face painted on the side. It was the same yellow happy face that had been produced and reproduced a hundred million times and can be found on cups and glasses in dollar stores around the world.
Stephenie felt another tug on her finger. She heard the voice again: �Mom?�
Angela sat the mug on the table in front of her. She started to grin, but the grin sat on her face wrong somehow, like it didn�t belong there, like it belonged somewhere else.
Stephenie�s eyes narrowed. She had seen that smile before but didn�t know where.
Angela�s grin thickened, growing hard across her features like old gravy left forgotten on the stove.
Now Stephenie knew.
The smile was lifted from her late husband Hal. It was the same smile he made in her dreams, in her nightmares. Not when he was falling, but the moment before he hit the sign that said DANGER and his body was severed at the waist. But why was Hal�s smile on Angela�s face? It had to be a coincidence.
Angela began changing. Her eyes turned blacker than oil and her mouth crept open like a squeaky door in a haunted house. Her head tilted, hair swooped in front of her face and her skin became pale. For a moment Stephenie thought she might crumble into dust.
Then came a third tug on her finger.
The tug seemed more urgent this time, but still, it was gentle. A child�s hand was wrapped around her finger and Stephenie knew it was Carrie�s hand, which was good news indeed because if Carrie was pulling her finger Stephenie knew exactly where the girl was hiding and there would be nothing more to worry about, nothing at all. Nothing except the cold hard fact that a room full of strangers was chopped into a million pieces and somebody was responsible. Strangers don�t kill themselves when they step out for a bite to eat�no way, no chance, no how.
But the room wasn�t filled with dead people. The room was just the way you�d expect it to be: the staff were bustling about and the customers were enjoying their meals.
Except for Angela Mezzo.
Angela was sitting at the table with her happy face mug in front. Her eyes were black and her mouth hung open like someone had snagged it with a hook on a string and given the string a good yank.
Now she was about to say something.
Stephenie didn�t want to hear it, not a single word. Once Angela started talking everything would be so bad she�d want to scream.
She felt another tug on her finger. Then the hand slipped away and that was the end of it. The finger tugging was over. If Carrie had been there she was gone now. She was gone to wherever she may be.
Stephenie was alone. Alone in the room with the cheerful people that didn�t notice Angela�s eyes had turned black and the color was draining from her skin. She was alone in the room with a ghoul that was opening her mouth so horrifically wide that a rat could crawl from her throat with room to spare.
Now Angela did speak. She did. And when she spoke it wasn�t a woman�s voice Stephenie heard. It was a child�s voice. It was Carrie�s voice. Carrie�s voice was creeping free of that cavernous void that needed to be shut.
The voice said, �Mom?�
And Stephenie opened her eyes.
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Angela Mezzo was indeed dead. Her lifeless body was lying awkwardly across the table. Her fingers were wrapped around the coffee mug like she was about to take a drink. The yellow happy face on the mug smiled in spite of the carnage around it.
Stephenie lifted her stare from Angela, but everywhere she looked there was a new horror waiting to be seen. The restaurant was a killing box, simple as that. It was a killing box that had been exhaustively used.
She said, �Carrie?� Her voice sounded weak and shrouded in terror. �Where are you?�
She stepped forward. Her foot brushed against Susan�s corpse. A spike of fear and panic gripped her with such strength she thought she�d faint. She turned quickly and reached for the door. Her foot slipped in the blood, not enough to knock her off balance; just enough to let her know what she was standing in. The walls seemed nearer; the ceiling seemed lower.
She pushed on the glass. The door opened, the bells sang and out she went.
She was outside.
Yes. Outside. Outside was good. The clean air and the open sky eased the claustrophobic feeling that had clutched her so tightly a moment before. She put both hands on her knees and breathed hard, like she had gone running. Her throat felt dry now, the sweat on her neck gave her a little chill.
This was bad, so very bad.
She stood up army straight and looked over her right shoulder. The swing was empty. Christina was gone. She looked over her left shoulder. Nothing.
The reality of the moment came rushing in, hitting her with enough power to knock her right out of her shoes.
Where is Carrie? Where�s my daughter?
At first she didn�t know what to do, what to think. The car was empty. The parking lot was empty. So what did that leave?
It left the restaurant; that�s what it left. It left that fucking slaughterhouse, the gore-zone, the abattoir. And she didn�t want to go in there. She didn�t even want to think about going in there.
Stephenie stumbled away from the restaurant like she had one too many at the local pub, more anxious now than anything else. She said, �Carrie? Carrie where are you?�
There was no answer.
�Carrie?�
Nothing.
Carrie was in the restaurant. She had to be. There was nowhere else to hide unless she, she�what? Wandered onto the highway? Sprouted wings and flew away? Disappeared into black-hole void like a spacecraft from a science fiction story?
She was inside. Goddamn it, she had to be inside somewhere.
Maybe she�s dead.
Stephenie spun around quickly, holding a hand at her chest.
Don�t think this way, she thought. Don�t think she�s dead, not even for a minute. My daughter isn�t dead, just misplaced. Whoever�s responsible for this mess is long gone, which means there�s no danger here. None. So don�t start thinking Carrie is in trouble; it�ll only make matters worse.
She eyed the door.
The door looked the way you�d expect an old restaurant door to look: big and grimy with a large glass window. The bottom half had little splotches of dirt and mud clinging to the chipped paint. The glass was tinted dark and nearly impossible to see through. Behind the glass, a thin, dirty curtain hung from a cheap gold colored rod. The curtain needed to be cleaned. The rod needed to have its screws tightened, otherwise it would likely fall from the door before the season�s end.
Stephenie stepped towards the building and wrapped her fingers around the door handle. The handle felt like trucker sweat and french-fry grease. She tightened her grip; then taking a deep, stabilizing breath, she pulled the door open. Bells rang. The carnage became visible before she even stepped inside.
�Carrie?� She whispered.
The door closed behind her. The room was awful; it was also very quiet. But there was something, a sound of some kind. She wasn�t sure what the sound was but it was there, no louder than the buzz of an electric heater. It didn�t sound like a heater though. She didn�t know what it sounded like. Scratching? Was that it? Did it sound like something scratching the wall?
�Carrie? Are you here? Hello? Anybody? Is anybody� alive?�
No response.
Stephenie�s eyes found Angela again, but she didn�t want to look at the woman because Angela did one thing very, very well: she made Stephenie nervous�beyond nervous, actually. She made Stephenie feel like she was ready to die of anxiety. So she looked away, looked towards a dead body that was slumped against the counter, because that was better. Sure it was.
The corpse had a name: Craig Smyth. He was twenty-one, dressed in a nice white shirt. His hands were on his chest. His legs were curled towards his body, suggesting that he recoiled from something terrible in his last moment of life. There was a large wound near Craig�s heart; it separated his ribs and caused a giant puddle on the floor around him. His white shirt was drenched in red.
Stephenie turned away. She said, �Carrie? Are you��
A wet hand slapped the floor, shocking the silence of the room. Stephenie flinched. Her words got caught in her throat as her head snapped towards the corpse once again. She wasn�t sure what she expected to see but she felt like screaming.
Craig�s arm had shifted; his hand had fallen from his chest. Now it was lying on the floor, surrounded in blood.
�Don�t freak out,� she whispered, allowing a little moan to escape. But Stephenie knew she might freak out. Oh yes. Freaking out was right around the bend and becoming more appealing all the time.
She heard the sound again: scratch, scratch.
It came from behind the counter. Yes, she was sure of it now.
She moved past Craig, trying not to look at him. And as she rounded the counter�s corner she noticed the countertop had a big hack mark in it, like someone had slammed an axe into it. There was blood around this spot, but that wasn�t really surprising; there was blood everywhere. She moved ahead. Another corpse came into view. It sat on the floor near the stove, leaning against a cupboard door that was missing a hinge. It was another waitress: Jennifer Boyle. The young woman�s open eyes stared at nothing. Her legs were spread wide, creating a V, exposing her skimpy pink underwear, exposing her flesh. Her left arm had been severed near the elbow. Now it sat in a dark red puddle at her side that was easily a quarter of an inch thick. The open hand faced the ceiling like an overturned spider. Blood dribbled from her stump.
Stephenie looked at Jennifer; she looked at the severed arm. She was about to turn away when she heard that sound again: scratch, scratch. It sounded like, like� like what, a rat dragging its claws against a door? Maybe. She didn�t know. But there was a door beside the corpse, and that�s where the sound was coming from.
What was in there, a staff bathroom? Closet? Storage room?
�Carrie?�
She walked along the path behind the counter, past a pair of coffee makers, towards Jennifer and the door. She could smell greasy food. She could smell coffee as well. There was heat coming from a stove so Stephenie took a moment to turn the elements off. It seemed like the right thing to do. She placed a foot between Jennifer�s open legs and put a hand on the doorknob. In contrast to the hot stove, the knob felt cold. She turned it quickly and pulled, disregarding the fact that she hated rats. In her books, rats were disgusting.
The door opened, hitting Jennifer in the leg.
Stephenie pulled harder, causing Jennifer�s right leg to slide towards her left. The sound of dead skin dragging across the floor was enough to make her stomach churn.
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Preview of:
PAUL KANE�S ~ PAIN CAGES


Ask someone to describe pain�
And they might say, the feeling they get when they stub their toe on a table, or accidentally hit their thumb with a hammer when they�re banging a nail into the wall. Pain can be more than merely physical, of course: it can hurt when a marriage breaks up or a loved one dies. That�s even harder to put into words.
But these are all just shadows, echoes of something much greater.
Pain, true pain is impossible to describe, no matter how hard anyone tries. It can rip apart a person�s soul, leaving them a shell of what they once were. And if it is hard to endure, it is certainly much harder to watch.
For some.
This story is about pain, in all its forms. We enter this world screaming and crying as we fight to take our first breath�being struck on the back to rouse us into consciousness. Most of us leave this world the same way: with a jolt. If we�re lucky it will be quick, if we�re not�
This story is about pain.
True pain.

One

The piercing screams wake me.
Not straight away, but slowly. They sound as if they�re coming from a million miles away. The closer to consciousness I draw, though, the louder they are, like someone turned up the volume on a stereo: surround sound, sub woofers, the works. Then that I realize they�re not part of some strange dream, but coming from the real world.
From somewhere nearby.
I open my eyes, or at least I try to. I never would have thought it could be so difficult; the amount of times I�ve taken this simple action for granted. But now� Actually, I can�t tell whether they�re open or shut because it�s still so dark and I can�t really feel my eyelids. My guts are doing somersaults; I feel like I need to be sick.
And all the time the screaming continues.
My face�my whole body�is pressed up against a hard, solid surface. I�m lying on a smooth but cold floor, curled up like a cat in front of a fireplace, though nowhere near as contented. I try to lift my head. I thought it was difficult to open my eyes, but this is something else entirely. Jesus, it hurts�a shockwave traveling right down the length of my neck and spine. Instinctively I try to clutch at my back, but I can�t move my hand either. Must have been one hell of a bender last night. And the screaming? Had to be a TV somewhere, someone watching a really loud horror film with no thought for anyone else. Wait, had I turned it on after managing to get back home in God alone knows what state?
This is the weirdest hangover ever. I have some of the symptoms�head feels like it�s caving in, aching all over, stomach churning� But my tongue doesn�t feel like someone�s been rubbing it with sandpaper; I�m not thirsty from dehydration. Maybe someone slipped something into my glass?
Maybe you took something voluntarily. Wouldn�t be the first time.
There�s movement to my left and my head whips sideways. I immediately regret it as stars dance across my field of vision. I still can�t see anything, even after the universe of stars fade. Now I realize some sick son of a bitch has put a blindfold over my eyes.
More movement, this time to the right. I try to lift my hands to pull down the material, but again they won�t budge, neither of them. My fingertips brush against metal and now I know why. It�s not because of any fucking hangover: I�m handcuffed. My fingers explore further and find a chain attached to the cuffs. The manacles?
When I hear the screams again, the terror racked up a notch, it dawns on me that I�m in a whole world of trouble. Maybe my groggy condition made me slow on the uptake, I don�t know, or perhaps I just couldn�t acknowledge the shouts of agony as real. But they are; there�s no doubting that now. And I�m definitely suffering from the after-effects of drugs, just not in the way I thought. Drugs designed to knock me out rather than get me high.
More movement, this time a swishing sound in front of and behind me at the same time. How is that possible? My heart�s pumping fast, breathing coming in heavy gasps. I try to say something but all that comes out are a series of odd grunts.
�Sshh,� whispers a voice; can�t tell whether it�s a man or a woman, but they�re close. �Keep quiet, and stay still!�
The advice seems sound, but I�ve never been one for taking any kind of orders. I pull at the chains holding my hands in front of me. Now I realize my feet are shackled too.
�Do as he says,� comes another hushed voice, this one definitely a woman, �or you�re going to get yourself killed.�
�And us with him,� spits the first person.
Killed? What the fuck? So many questions: where am I? Who are these people talking to me? Why can I feel heat on my face? Smell something burning? No� cooking. Like roasting meat on a barbeque.
Struggling again, I scrape my face against the floor, trying to pull down the blindfold. The screams reach fever pitch, mixed with pleas for help. The cloying smell is in my nose, down my throat; I gag.
I nose at the ground like a horse eating hay, and the blindfold slips a fraction. I can see a little through my right eye; there isn�t a lot of light, but I see metal bars in front of me, all around me. A glimpse of the cages on either side: a man, no more than forty, cowering in the corner of his. A woman�the one who�d told me I�d get myself killed�is transfixed by something right in front of her, tears tracking down her cheeks.
I follow her gaze and wish I hadn�t.
I see the shape, the thing in yet another of these round cages. It�s smoking, charred almost black, but here and there are patches of pink. A tuft or two of singed hair at the top of what must have been its head. Its eyeballs have melted, the liquid running down its cheeks, viscous and thick; flesh pulled taut over teeth that gleam so brightly they could have been used in a toothpaste commercial. This hunk of burnt flesh I�m looking at is�was�a person. That makes the stench even more pungent; just that bit more sickening.
I notice the screaming has stopped. It must have been coming from inside that cage as the flames did their worst before petering out.
It feels like I�m watching the body for hours, but it can�t be more than a minute.
Then, without any warning, the burnt figure lurches forward. No screams this time�its vocal chords are jelly�but its body rattles against the bars of the cage, which swings, suspended above the ground (as we all are).
Flesh, and what�s left of the person�s clothes, have stuck to the bottom of the cage, coming away from its body like molten plastic and revealing more raw pinkness. It makes only one last-ditch attempt for freedom before collapsing, never to move again.
This time I really do throw up, seeing stars again as the blindfold slips back over my eye. Too late, I�ve seen it now� I can�t ever forget.
When I pass out I barely notice the transition�darkness replaced by darkness, black with black.
But I still see that body, hanging. A scorched mess that had once been human.
The ghosts of its screams following me back now into the void.

Interlude:
Twenty Years Ago

This happened to me when I was ten; still holding on to childhood for grim death, in no particular hurry to be an adult.
I grew up on a council estate away from the city�farms and fields within walking distance. The houses were all uniform grey, there was a small park that the older kids wrecked periodically, and the council failed to keep any of the streets tidy. Old women gossiped over fences while young girls left school and became baby-making machines so they could live off benefits for the next twenty or thirty years.
Mum and Dad were still together back then. She worked part-time in a bookies and he worked on the busses. At family gatherings I�d sometimes hear my Uncle Jim telling people Mum could have done so much better than Dad. �With her looks, she could have had her pick.�
He was right about my Mum, though. She was beautiful in a kind of film star way, all blonde hair and curls like Marilyn Monroe or Jean Harlow, and even at that age she�d lost none of the glamour. Sure, Dad was boring, but I like to think she ended up with him because he was a kind man with a kind face. In the end she did �do better� as my Uncle would have called it, running off with owner of the bookies. She ended up with money, but was as miserable as sin. And, we suspected, the guy beat her. While my Dad wallowed in a tiny flat, getting drunk until his liver just gave up the ghost. But that�s another story, and long after this one.
I first saw The Monster one Bank Holiday. Dad was working overtime, but Mum had the day off. I was an only child, so had to amuse myself a lot of the time. That day I was getting under my mother�s feet while she was trying to watch some musical on TV.
�Christopher Edward Warwick, do you have to make such a row!� she finally bawled. I couldn�t really blame her: I�d turned the whole house into a spaceship and was busy piloting it into the deeper reaches of the Galaxy, battling one-eyed aliens with veiny skins.
She sent me out to play with the other kids, but that wasn�t really my thing. I ended up wandering off to explore what the locals called �The Cut��I never understood why, because it didn�t look like anyone had cut the grass down there in centuries. Maybe it was because a pitiful excuse for a canal ran the length of it like a wound. Here I could pretend that I was in the jungle where giant snakes and lions lived, and down by the water there were man-eating crocodiles (in actual fact you were more likely to find used condoms and fag ends).
I didn�t go down there very often, not many kids did, but on that day I wandered further than I meant to�up a winding path to a small iron bridge crossing the canal. There I played Pooh sticks, something I hadn�t done since I was six or seven, dropping twigs in the water on one side of the bridge to see which would come out first on the other side. Not much of a game, but the snakes and lions appeared to be hiding that day.
There were only a handful twigs lying around, so when these were gone I went into the undergrowth to find more. I hadn�t gone that far in when I found the den. It was covered up with foliage; quite well hidden beneath the trees, a hollowed out bit of green with earth for the floor and the remains of a fire. It was empty. I figured it must have been the older kids that had made it, looking for a private place to hang out.
At that age caution always fell a close second to curiosity, so I dropped the twigs and went inside. There was a strange smell, a toilet smell. I was about to leave when I spotted something towards the back, pages scattered.
And a glimpse of something that, until today, had been forbidden.
I crept further in, certain that the older kids had been here because they�d left behind an Aladdin�s Cave of porn. The magazines were screwed up, the pages creased�yet the pictures of half naked women posing for the camera were a revelation. At that age girls in my class were just pests, there to torment, but this was different. These weren�t girls, they were women, and they were showing me parts of their bodies willingly, opening up as easily as I was opening the pages.
I began to feel stirrings, a pleasant sensation as I ogled the photos. Then something fell out of one of the magazines. A piece of paper with handwritten scribblings all over it. I bent and picked it up, but could barely make out the spider scrawl. All except one phrase, written time and time again: �They watch, and they wait.�
I frowned, then checked more of the magazines. I hadn�t gotten very far when I heard the snapping of twigs I�d left in the entranceway. I spun and saw my monster. It was big, hairy, and its skin was almost black. It wore an old trenchcoat that strained tight at the shoulders. When it opened its mouth to speak I saw rotting teeth inside. Drool spilled onto its beard as it gargled, �Did they send you?�
I shook with terror. My erection shrank away and I dropped the magazine, a couple more of the handwritten sheets slipping out onto the floor. His wide, staring eyes followed them down. He covered the distance between us easily, grabbing hold of my arm�so hard I thought it might break. He towered above me. �They did, didn�t they, boy.� It wasn�t a question. His fetid breath almost caused me to pass out.
I shook my head, unable to get any words out.
�Yes. They�ve sent a little spy.�
�P-P-Please don�t hurt me,� I spluttered.
He yanked my arm. �I�m not going back!� he shouted. �You hear me� Never.�
I nodded. He seemed pleased that he�d got through to me. Then he drew me in so close I could see the insects living in his beard. �You go back, you tell them that, boy,� he growled.
He let me go. I gaped, but suddenly my natural survival instinct kicked in and I ran out of there. I plunged through the undergrowth, catching my head on the branch of a low-hanging tree. I fell, hard. Shaking my head, then casting a glance over my shoulder, I got up and began running again.
I felt the wetness at my temple, but didn�t stop. I ran up that path, never looking back in case the �monster� had decided to give chase.
I�m not going back� Never�
When I got home my mother said, �For God�s sake, Chris, whatever have you been doing?� She took me into the kitchen, washed the cut on my head, then put some antiseptic on it. When she asked me again what I�d done, whether it had happened playing, all I could do was stare, opening and closing my mouth.
�Christopher Edward Warwick,� she said a final time, �you tell me what happened, right now.�
�M-Monster� c-canal�� was all I could say.
�You and that blasted imagination of yours,� she said. �Go to your room!�
When the truth emerged a day or so later, she felt pretty bad. I heard that some of the older boys had stumbled upon my monster and gave him a good kicking before telling their parents, who then called the police. He�d gone by the time they got there, but it was all around the estate about what had happened: that some pervo nutter had been living rough down by the bridge.
Mum hugged me when she when found out. She never said anything, but she knew. Knew the monster had been real.
I know better now�he wasn�t really a monster at all. Just someone who knew the truth, and it had sent him insane.
�They watch and wait� he had written.
They watch and wait.

Two

When I wake again, the blindfold is gone.
I open my eyes and look around. The bars are still there in front of me, I�m still shackled by the hands and feet, but the bonds are looser, my hands apart. I can move a little, maneuver myself up into a sitting position. I don�t ache as much now, either. I wonder how much time has passed since�
Then I remember. The person burnt alive. It�s gone now, the cage empty, the body taken away while I was unconscious.
�Welcome back,� says the man who�d told me to be quiet, hanging in his own cage like a canary. He�s wearing what look like sweatpants and a top, the kind of thing you�d find people dressed in at a country health spa.
�We thought you were out for the count,� adds the woman who�d also spoken to me before. She�s perhaps in her late twenties, with a slender frame�or what I can see of it beneath the smock she�s wearing. Her dirty-blonde hair is matted with sweat; looks like it hasn�t been washed in a couple of weeks. �How do you feel?�
�How� how do I feel?� I snap, a mixture of confusion and anger.
The man throws me a vicious look. �Christ, can�t you keep it down? I told you before.�
�I�ll keep it down when somebody tells me what the fuck�s going on,� I yell at him, returning his glare with one of my own. I pull at the chains, testing their length.
�If you do that, they�ll just make them tighter,� the woman warns.
�Who will? And who did that�� Words fail me so I simply point across at the empty space where the charred body had once been.
�You ask far too many questions.� This comes from another speaker, his voice richer, deeper. I turn and see yet another of the cages behind. In it an olive-skinned man sits crossed-legged, dressed like the first guy: in loose clothing. A prisoner�s outfit.
�What�s that supposed to mean? Who the fuck are you?�
�That�s two more,� he says.
I make to get up, about to grip the bars of the cage.
�I wouldn�t, if I were you,� the olive-skinned man tells me.
�Well you�re not m�� Too late I see the wire curled around the bars, and no sooner have I touched the metal than I feel the electric shock. It ripples through my body, not strong enough to put me out again, but enough to blister my hands. �Shit!�
Is that what happened to the person in the cage in front? I wonder. Did someone just leave the current on�running along the bottom as well�long enough to set fire to the poor sod inside?
�I did warn you,� says the man, his dark brown, almost black, eyes fixed on me.
As I rub at my palms I take in the room: rectangular, the walls smooth. There�s a red tinge to the lights, giving the space the look of a photographic dark room. Nothing to give away a location. Just a single door.
�Where am I?�
�Another question,� comes the reply from my neighbor.
�What do you expect, Kavi?� says the woman. �He�s bound to be a little disorientated at first. We all were.�
�And do we know any more now than we did then?� asks the man she named. Nobody rushes to answer.
Instead the woman introduces herself to me. �I�m Jane,� she says, touching her chest, then thumbs over at the other man. �That�s Phil.�
�Philip Hall,� he announces proudly, like it means something.
I shrug. �Chris. Chris Warwick.�
�Welcome to the party,� says Phil snidely.
�So nobody knows anything about this? About why I saw someone just get fried right in front of me.�
�You saw that?� Jane sounds shocked.
I nod. �Managed to drag my blindfold down a bit. I saw enough.�
Phil gives a half laugh. �Resourceful little devil, isn�t he? That�ll get you a one way ticket to hell around here, kid.�
�This is Hell,� says Jane with complete conviction.
�How long have you been here?� I ask, though it�s Phil who butts in.
�Longer than you,� he says.
�Then you must have seen who�s holding us.� I round on him. �Who did that?�
Nobody says a thing.
�Oh, come on! This is ridiculous.� I stand, almost putting my hands on the bars again. �You can�t just kidnap a bunch of people and then��
�Why not? Happens all the time abroad,� Phil comments. �Places where his lot come from.� He nods over at Kavi.
The dark skinned man smiles. �With one breath you betray your ignorance,� is his only remark.
�We�re all ignorant in this place,� Phil replies.
�But how did you wind up here?� It�s another question, and I expect Kavi to say something about that, but he doesn�t. This time he asks me one of his own.
�How did you?�
It suddenly strikes me I don�t know. I had thought I�d been out on the town or something, and just got completely smashed. But I couldn�t remember a thing about the previous night, the previous day (what time of day is it anyway?), let alone how I ended up in this cage. �I� I think I was drugged.�
�Well, of course you were drugged!� barks Phil. �It�s how they get you here, and put you inside these things.� He points at the cage.
�But why? Are they after money?�
�Looking for a ransom, that what you�re thinking?� Phil grunts. �And why exactly would anyone pay money to get you back, Chrissie-boy? Loaded, are you?�
I hang my head. �No.�
�Me either. How about you, Jane? Fitness instructor�s pay suddenly gone up by a few million in the last month or so?�
�Piss off,� says Jane.
Phil grins wearily. �Wish I could, sweetheart. Really wish I could.�
�So what do you do?� I enquire out of mild curiosity.
�That�s for me to know and for you to find out.�
�He works in an estate agents,� Jane informs me.
�Thanks a bunch,� Phil grumbles.
�What about you?� I ask Kavi.
�Aw, who gives a shit,� Phil breaks in before he can answer. �That was in the outside world. In here you�re just another plaything.�
I look again at the empty cage. �Why did they do that? Burn that person up, I mean.�
�Nick,� Jane says quietly, her eyes glistening. �His name was Nicholas.�
�They don�t need to give a fucking reason,� Phil explains. �They�ll just come in, douse you with petrol and strike a light.�
�Phil, please,� begs Jane.
�Especially if you make a fuss, draw attention to yourself,� he carries on, ignoring her. �Just like Nick did.�
It was Jane�s turn to glare now, at Phil. �He didn�t do anything wrong. He was just��
�He asked one too many questions,� Kavi points out, looking at me.
Phil nods in agreement. �Every time they came in, he was at it. What the fuck did he expect?�
�Come in? Hold on,� I say, switching the subject, �so you have seen the people holding us then?�
Phil considers how to answer that one. �They don�t exactly let us get a good look at their faces.�
�I don�t understand.�
�You will,� Kavi promises.
�Nick didn�t do anything wrong,� Jane continues, as if the conversation hasn�t moved on at all. �It wasn�t because of that�they just enjoy it.� Without thinking, her hand goes to her neck and now I see the scar. It�s a fresh one, still quite raw. �They enjoy hurting us.�
�But why? What could they possibly gain from this? What do they want?�
�That,� says Kavi, �is precisely what Nick wanted to know.�
Want to keep reading?
Check out the rest of the story here:
PAUL KANE�� PAIN CAGES
* * *
Thank you for reading this book!
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