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Dedicated to my wife Kelsey and my children, Layla and Marshall

To those cursed by their ancestry

And to all those whose burden lingers.


PART ONE

FISHING


Chapter One:

THE

FISHER

You cast your line, leaden down with bait. Ignore those little tugs, they’re nothing but your imagination, or tiny quarry testing fate. Bide your time; all things come to those who wait.

Feel it?

That sharp jerk?

That means you’ve got them on the line. You pull and yield, taunt and feign surrender, and slowly—ever so slowly—you seduce them into your design.

Success, of course!

You’ve hooked and trapped your prey!

But bear in mind each line can hook the other way.

For not just one hunter lurks, but two. One the killer, and one the prey that thought itself a killer too.

My earliest memory is of warmth, of being cradled against my mother in some dull red recognition of compassion, and a vague realization that I would remember this moment as long as I lived.

My next is of murder.

Not the actual crime, but a dream. I couldn’t have been much more than five. My mother had passed away by then and in my dream I slipped off my cot in the dead of night and into the forbidden land of my uncle’s bedroom. I had never been inside, but I imagined it just the same, and his sleeping body within. I watched him stirring in his sleep, and I knew, in the way that dreams work, that I had to act quickly or he would wake up and it would all be for nothing. Before his eyes more than flickered open, I gripped him around the throat and squeezed, my fingers digging in with impossible strength until I thought his head must come loose.

I didn’t hate Uncle Matty. I loved him. Even then I loved him. He was as much a father as any real father and he was all I had left. I certainly didn’t want him dead, but I had a plan. After I choked the life out of him, he would pass over to the other side where everyone said my mother was waiting. When he found her, I would call an adult—a doctor or a priest or even a mailman. They would give him some drug or perform some miracle and when he came back to life, he’d bring her with him. I don’t remember how it ended, but I remember waking up screaming, my hands clenched so tight that they ached.

I didn’t know much of anything at the time. I didn’t even know about fishing.

I grew up in rural Maryland, a little town called Fair Hill up in Cecil County, and I learned to fish early, in the lake behind our trailer. I was a gawky nine years old and could barely hold the rod and reel without my arm shaking. The bucket of damp soil and writhing limbless bodies twisting in anguish within it were unforgivingly heavy and I leaned off kilter as I stumbled after my uncle, out across the half-rotted pier to his battered aluminum boat.

We spent that summer swarmed by galaxies of whining gnats that hovered in a low fog over the still water and danced bizarre patterns among the cattails until they were set upon by frenzied, jewel-hued dragonflies. The air was humid and still, the sun’s first rays just peeking pale and gray across the sky. Everything felt sticky and dirty and positively primitive, but in all the best ways. I sat for endless hours on the boat’s water-warped, weather-stained wooden bench, tracing my hands over the ridges of soldering that pieced the hull together and kept it from joining so much other refuse down at the bottom of the dark, brackish depths that seeped in from the Chesapeake Bay. On that murky lake, I learned the ropes and rites of manhood.

There, before dawn had fully broken, my uncle taught me the basic and most vital tenets of fishing: How to bait a hook and cast a line and work a catch to keep it from escaping. How to revive the rusty little one and a half horsepower two-stroke when it died, and all the best curse words to say while doing it. How to make a fist and hock gluey balls of spit and how to shotgun Natty Boh and crush the can against the side of the boat without rocking it.

He taught me all the most important parts of fishing, with only one mistake: he never taught me that the greatest blessing can be a line that breaks.


Chapter Two:

THE

RITUAL

A decade later and the most profound things I knew were the lyrics to Yellow Ledbetter and the way the gritty residue of pot in Lacey Jameson’s mouth tasted. I was nineteen with no patience or plans for college, an uncertain job at the local Texaco, and no higher aspirations than seeking even more profound regions of her body. Lacey and I were sprawled on her bed in a square of sunlight that streamed through the curtained window one sticky summer afternoon and I thought I might just get there.

Lacey was having none of it.

“I’m not that kind of girl,” she said, tracing a red-painted nail across a stain on her faded sheets.

The air smelled vaguely like dirty socks, and the ceiling fan’s yellow light was overcast as it pushed the cloud of marijuana back down onto the bed where we lay. We were in her parents’ rancher, just a few miles southwest of my uncle’s trailer. Her parents were neglectful sorts of optimists. They left her alone in their house more days and nights than not, even with walking teenage pregnancy statistics like me. She acted like she was proud of their disinterest, celebrated it as if it were something of an honor.

If I’d had a few more ounces of compassion and a lot more sense, I’d have realized how alone she was and felt badly for her. Between the way her plain white tee shirt rode up just high enough to show a tantalizing glimpse of the small of her back and the curling wisps of smoke leaking up from the nub of a snuffed-out joint, I mostly felt like a teenage boy.

She was laying on her belly in front of the bowl we were using as an ashtray, shoeless, dirty feet kicked up in the air, her blonde hair a messy pool across her shoulder blades. I was almost casually letting my hand drift up the smooth skin of her thigh toward the tattered back of her jean shorts.

“Alex,” she said. “No.”

I rolled onto my back and stared up at the lazy revolutions of the fan and the faintly green glow-in-the-dark stars pasted to the ceiling. The room was a Hello Kitty holocaust, a curious blend of pastel pinks and girlish innocence giving way to metal-studded black leather and hairy, angry looking men. Posters of Hannah Montana and Slipknot plastered the wall. A dresser in the corner was stacked with dark make-up and draped with dark leather bags, but a fallen army of rosy socks with knitted-on smiles was stuffed underneath it and a plastic dollhouse with a cracked roof peeked out, forgotten, from her closet. An aggressively loved plush bear sat beside it, watching us both with vacant, button eyes.

“Can I at least, like…?”

She let out a sparkling laugh and kicked her feet off the side of the bed so she could get up. I realized I was losing the battle.

“I have a better idea,” she said. “Come on, let’s try something out.”

My pride was momentarily rankled, but it didn’t stop me from watching with interest as she dropped to her knees beside the bed and reached beneath it. She pulled out a large book bound in brown leather and set it on the bed next to me. I checked for a title, but the cover was bare except for an upside-down star branded into the leather. It looked old.

I wondered if she believed in the scam of spiritualism, but I didn’t voice my opinions. Any belief becomes reasonable if you want something from the believer. I tried to seem genuine. She stood up, set the book on the dresser and looked at me with a glassy-eyed concentration that reminded me of the plush toy near her feet. She took a deep breath, held it for a moment, and let it out in a rush.

“I want to do something, and I need your help.”

She didn’t need to be nervous. It didn’t particularly matter what she wanted from me. This was my big opening, my chance to prove myself. Scam or not, it wasn’t mine to judge.

“How can I help?”

“Just… be there. I’m too scared to do it alone. I know you hate this kind of stuff, so if something goes wrong you’ll protect me.” She paused. “Are you in touch with your spirit guide?”

“My what?”

She was right. I did hate the occult games that most of my friends favored. Indulgence has its limitations and the entire conversation was sounding dumber and dumber by the moment, but her suggestion that I could protect her made me sit up a little straighter.

“Never mind, it doesn’t matter.”

She combed her fingers through her hair, rolled one of the hair ties off of her wrist and with a precise, practiced twist of her hand she fixed her hair into a ponytail. She adjusted her tee shirt so the V hung down the slopes of her cleavage, but without showing her bra. A depressingly sexless gesture, and I had the sudden impression she had planned every moment of the day so far with this in mind.

“Is this why you invited me over?” I asked.

A shadow of guilt flickered beneath the surface of her face, and then hid under mock offense.

“I’m not that kind of girl,” she said. “I invited you over because I wanted help… studying.”

I’d graduated from Elkton High the spring before, and her senior year wouldn’t start up for another three months. That we had not studied anything other than each other’s bodies—and even at that, I’d come up short—crossed my mind, but only briefly. I wondered exactly what kind of girl she was. I had my hopes.

“So, what am I supposed to do?”

I picked up the book and inspected it. Closer, I saw that it wasn’t that old after all. The cover was made to look weathered and heavily used, but the edges of the pages were glossy and smooth and a publishing-house decal was stamped in bright pink and gray on the spine. It looked like someone had tried to etch it off.

“You’re supposed to come along,” she said.

She extricated the book from my hands before I opened it and then she slipped out into the hall. I followed. Her house was a cluttered network of rooms branching off one central hallway that divided the bedrooms from the living rooms. To me, it was a mansion.

She turned off into the bathroom and I hung back and straightened a thick-framed painting on the wall depicting a sailboat getting tossed about on cataclysmic seas. The proportions of the boat were all wrong and with a mainsail unreefed and unfurled during a storm like that, I assumed that either the captain was suicidal or the artist had never really seen a boat before. The walls were covered in variations of the same. I vaguely recalled her father was some sort of picture frame salesman.

She poked her head back out, blonde ponytail swaying like a banner.

“Come on,” she said.

I shrugged off my hesitation and followed to the doorway. Maybe it was the slightly anxious influence of the pot, but I did not want to step inside. While my uncle had not imparted any great gentility unto me, he had been very firm about certain rules. Stealing a few kisses from Becky Saunders that one night when her boyfriend was passed out drunk was one thing, but entering a woman’s bathroom was taboo. The bathroom was cramped, bare-tiled and windowless. The overhead light buzzed like a massive, trapped insect.

“What are we doing?” I asked.

“Magic,” she said. “We’re going to cast a spell.”

I was a smart kid, albeit by the somewhat lax local standards. I knew algebra and history and the basics of biology and chemistry, and had even read most of the high school classics that Mr. Caldwell hawked so religiously. I knew all sorts of information, and I knew enough to have long since convinced myself that my skepticism was sound.

“There’s no such thing,” I said.

She ignored me, stepped over to the tub and twisted the faucet handle. Water pounded into the basin with a dull, heavy roar. She turned back to me.

“Don’t just stand in the doorway,” she said.

I was going to ask her why she was filling the tub, but then she crossed her arms, gripped the hem of her tee shirt and tugged it up over her head. I tried to keep my eyes away from the slopes of her breasts cradled in a sky-blue bra with tiny polka dots of every hue. A wave of gooseflesh crossed from her neck down to her navel, nearly invisible hairs standing up and alert.

“You have to present yourself pure and vulnerable, without inhibitions or armor. It’s one of the rules.”

I cast all gallantry aside and simply stared as she unbuttoned her shorts, shrugged them down her legs with a thoroughly distracting rock of her hips, and kicked them into the corner beside the tub. Her panties matched her bra, the same blue with the speckles of color like rainbow flecks of paint. My blood throbbed through my veins and I realized I was holding my breath. She rubbed her hands up and down her arms and laughed at the expression on my face.

“Are you…”

I gestured clumsily toward what little clothing remained on her. The faint outline of her nipples pressed through her bra. My cheeks felt impossibly hot and a warm ache began to pulse in the pit of my stomach.

“Not that vulnerable. It’s just to keep us a little on edge. The readier you are to believe, the better this stuff works. Now your turn.”

“You want me to strip down to my…?”

She nodded.

I pulled my shirt over my head and tossed it behind the door, clenching my muscles to give a better impression than I was worth. I paused at my jeans, gave her a questioning eyebrow. I wondered if she would notice the effect that she’d had on me.

She nodded again. I unbuckled them and slid them off. I saw her gaze flicker down and she blushed. I fought the urge to flinch or shrug and instead smiled nervously. She stepped over to the sink and opened the mirrored medicine cabinet. In the reflection, I saw myself standing in just my boxers. I looked skinny and cold, with the first scruff of a patchy beard on my face and an unevenly tanned body caught somewhere in limbo between boyishness and manhood. In the full-length mirror on the door behind me I could see my back too. It gave the unnerving sensation of voyeurism.

Lacey took a small lavender candle out first and set it on the lip of the sink. Beside it she set a razor blade. It gleamed wickedly as it spun a lazy revolution on the porcelain. She absentmindedly touched her thigh and I noticed the pale white streaks of thin scars across her skin like tally marks. A few near the edges were sullen and pink.

“You do this a lot?” I asked.

Her blush reached up to her hairline.

She lined up the razor, the candle, and the book in the middle of the floor and then sat down cross-legged on the tiles, her back against the tub. She pulled the book onto her lap and nodded at the floor across from her. I sat down too. The tiles were cold and slick and unyieldingly hard. My erection was mercifully beginning to fade, but I was still only able to look her in the eyes with concentrated effort.

“What next?” I asked. For all I insisted the idea of magic was silly, an old stirring of dark fascination shifted in its shallow grave.

“We wait for the tub to fill. Water,” she said, “amplifies.”

She rested her hand on the razor.

“Blood binds.”

She touched the candle.

“And fire summons.”

She pulled my jeans over and reached into the pocket for my lighter. The wheel clicked as it lit. She set the candle in the center of the floor between us.

I had been sitting only a minute or two and already my tailbone began to grind against the ground. I shifted from side to side without relief.

If Lacey felt any discomfort, she didn’t let it show. She was tracing her finger again and again over the open pages of the book, her mouth making tiny movements as she read and reread. Behind her, the tub was nearly full. She turned the tap and the rush of water cut off. The newborn silence hung heavily.

“Hit the lights,” she said at last.

I gripped the sink and pulled myself gracelessly up onto legs that had fallen asleep. I flipped the switch, plunging us both into the dim, shifting twilight of an aquarium. The mirrors caught the candlelight and reflected it to the bathtub where the water twisted the glow into strange dancing shadows that slithered and rippled across the walls.

Blood rushed through my legs, restoring them to a half-numbed tingle. I wiggled my toes for a minute and then reluctantly sat back down into the same uncomfortable position.

“What—” I began, but my voice sounded unnaturally loud. I quieted it to a whisper without really knowing why. “What are we actually trying to do?”

“A summoning of spirits. We’re going to talk with my brother. A circle makes the gateway,” she said as she set the book off to the side.

I shifted uncomfortably once more, less from the unyielding tile than from memory. Her brother was dead. He had been in the Army and died a few months before in a helicopter accident out in what my uncle called “some sandy shitstain of a country.” Lacey and her brother had been close, close enough to spark a couple particularly nasty rumors about the two of them. I’d only met him once, but he’d seemed like an alright guy. Maybe a bit protective of her, but that’s all. In the unlikely event we succeeded, I suspected he would not have kind things to say about me sitting half-naked with his little sister.

She picked the razor up and held it against the patch of scarred skin along her right thigh. I reached for her wrist, but she slapped my hand away.

“Don’t,” she said. “I’m fine. It doesn’t hurt.”

She bit her lip as she pressed the corner of the razor blade against the milky white of her leg and dragged it down. I watched, mesmerized, as it rasped along her flesh for a moment and then the edge slipped smoothly through. Her skin split in a thin dark line that grew and pooled and dribbled distractingly toward where her legs met. It was bizarrely erotic.

Lacey ran a finger through the blood and painted a smeary dark circle on the tiles around the candle. It took several strokes, and by the time she was finished her fingers were mottled red. In the dim, shifting light it looked like ink. When she was done, she picked the razor blade back up and gently scooped the rivulet of blood as it snuck its way down her leg. She reached her hand out behind her and tilted it as she stared into the fire. The blood gathered on the corner of the blade, swelling as it hung in balance above the tub.

“John Jameson,” she said. “John Jameson. John Jameson.”

She tilted it further. The blood dripped free and splashed quietly into the water. As the droplets diluted, they formed dull tendrils that stretched downward like fingers and expanded to monstrous size before fading into transparency.

She collected more blood with the blade.

“John Jameson. John Jameson. John Jameson.”

I shivered. My stomach felt queasy. The eroticism was gone, replaced by a feeling of guilt. This was wrong. This wasn’t the sort of thing I was supposed to do. My uncle was pretty non-specific on religion, but it didn’t take a clergyman to realize that whatever she was doing was not something good people did. The rumors about her and her brother, which seemed so laughable just moments before, now filtered their way through my brain like nicotine. I reminded myself that the whole thing was silly, that outside was daylight, the summer sky a more brilliant blue than Lacey’s underwear and streaked with carefree, puffy clouds better designed for daydreams than rain. Dead was dead, and no silly ritual could change that.

The sun seemed an infinity away. Despite the cold floor, I began to sweat.

“John Jameson. John Jameson. John Jameson,” she said.

She scraped the last bit of blood from her leg. It was little more than a smear on the razor blade, and the droplet that gathered at the end did not drop. My teeth were beginning to chatter and my legs cramped from the awkward positioning. I almost asked her to stop, but I was far too proud, far too conscious of my semi-nakedness. She dropped the blade into the tub.

It had barely splashed when I heard a creaking from the front of the house and the sound of the front door slamming closed. I startled so badly that I nearly fell over.

“Lacey? We’re home!” A woman’s voice called out.

“Fuck!” she said. “My parents!”

She blew out the candle and darkness swallowed us. I heard the sound of the tub beginning to drain, of her moving around as I groped for the light and slapped it on. She was wiping a towel through the ring of blood.

“Get dressed!” she said. Her voice squeaked.

She put the razor and the candle back behind the mirror and had her shirt back over her head by the time I managed to retrieve my pants.

She tugged her shorts up, gave a slight hop at the end before she buttoned them, and then pushed past me to the door. She cracked it open, peeked out, and pressed a finger to my lips.

“Leave the light off. Give me a minute, I’ll go distract them, then you slip out when the coast is clear.”

“What do I—?” I began, but she had already hit the light switch and closed the door behind her. “What do I do if they come in?” I asked the darkness.

No response, except a quiet drip-drip-drip as the tub emptied. A shiver rolled through my entire body and I told myself it was just the closing of the door that sent a chill breath of air against the back of my neck. The room was oppressively lightless, a dark so deep it felt like I could swim through it, and I fought the urge to grope about to orient myself to my surroundings. For one horrible moment, I was afraid that if I reached out into the blackness for the sink I might touch nothing at all.

Or, worse, I might touch something else.

I closed my eyes and took a deep, slow breath to banish the sudden wave of claustrophobia. Of those terrible childhood fears I’d worked so hard to deny. It was far too easy to imagine hungry eyes staring at me from the darkness, that the guttering of water as it funneled down the drain was the wet clearing of a throat. That the faint whiff of something foul and rotten came not from some fleck of waste in the toilet bowl beside me, but instead from the rotten flesh of her butchered brother as he reached out toward me with mangled hands. I wasn’t sure if the ground trembled or if I did.

Lacey said to wait for a full minute. I made it maybe twenty seconds before I cracked the door open and the hallway light streamed in. The weirdness of it all evaporated in a palpable wave of relief, as if I could breathe again without ever really noticing I’d been deprived.

I looked back behind me into the bathroom to make sure I’d not left any incriminating clues, and, more than a little bit, to assure myself that I was alone. The floor was clear and clean and no evidence remained. I was impressed. Lacey’s real magic had been cleaning up that quickly. The dripping had stopped and I glanced into the tub to see if the last indication of our strange act had drained away. The water had been sucked down the drain, but in the bottom of the tub I saw that Lacey’s blood had not.

Her blood had settled into the unmistakable shape of two footprints.


Chapter Three:

THE

LESSON

As it turns out, blood rituals are an effective means to encourage higher education.

I did not go back to see Lacey. She offered once, still coy and bright-eyed and carrying herself with the subtle promise of sexuality, but I declined without explanation, and that was that. She wasn’t the sort of girl used to being turned down and when I refused, she did not ask twice.

I didn’t tell her about the footprints. I didn’t know how. I didn’t want her to think less of me. After a few weeks, I nearly convinced myself the whole thing was my imagination. After a few months, I barely thought of it, or her, at all.

What remained, however, was a shift in how I viewed the world. I was always a bit of a nervous child, much in the same way that oceans are a bit damp. Ghosts and ghouls and monsters had always birthed an awful, irrational dread that set my heart stammering, but I’d been fascinated by my anxiety, a consistent and powerful presence I couldn’t help but poke at like an infected cut.

After Lacey’s bathroom ritual I had absolutely no interest left in the magic of youth, in hidden doorways and buried secrets and those things that might answer midnight calls. I realized, for the first time, that I was an adult. I stopped spending as much time fishing and drinking and hanging around the trailer, filling my hours instead with work and school applications. My uncle viewed my transformation with a grim, if unspoken, disappointment.

I ended up going to college the following autumn. The University of Delaware was close by and willing to overlook my late application and my financial situation in light of what they viewed as an entertaining essay on rural superstitions. After that, I had other concerns far greater than Lacey Jameson.

I quit my job at the gas station and worked any spare hours at a Rite Aid in the tiny college town of Newark. When the bills started mounting, my uncle shouldered a good portion of my loans. Math was always something solid, something I enjoyed, and fixing things came naturally so I studied mechanical engineering. I even managed to pull steady B’s. I partied some, but drinking with preppy suburbanites felt a lot like a chore. I met a series of girls, and then I met the girl. I felt as if I were finally sorting my life out, pushing toward a goal I hadn’t quite decided on. The future looked bright.

When I came home that first summer, everything had changed. Fair Hill felt oppressively small and desolate, uniformly choked out with trees and bugs and swampy dampness. My uncle’s trailer was cramped and hot and sweaty and none too welcoming. For the first time I was conscious of the cloying odor of rot that permeated the air around the lake like an insidious, invisible fog.

The cot that served as my childhood bed was hard and uncomfortable and where I once slept in peace I now woke up aching. My uncle had changed too. He drank more. I guess I always knew he was an alcoholic, but it was finally beginning to show. Once I left, I guess he had nothing to distract him from full-time self-destruction.

Each meal, we’d sit in silence at the tiny folding table propped up amid a platoon of beer bottles, and I would shovel down microwaved dinners under his dissatisfied gaze. He had rarely been a warm man, but he seemed harder now. He seemed hopeless. When he spoke, his words were sharp and joyless and even mean.

A far cry from the man who had held my hand and walked me to the school bus stop way back when, who had smiled sleepily at me through the midday heat while the boat gently rocked, who had fed and sheltered and raised me without a hint of feeling owed.

I tried to tell him about college, about the parties, about the girl, but any time I brought the topics up, he responded with sullen silence. Dinner was the only time I felt any real spark of the man I’d known. He’d stop frowning, now and again. He’d have a story, a lesson, even just a fond look. It caused a burst of pleasure to see the specter of the man who had raised me. If you’re hungry enough, scraps are feasts.

“I’m keeping that one,” I told him.

He had cracked a joke, of all things.

Why are there no Jewish waiters? Because they never get to keep their tips.

I braced myself for what I knew would come next. I knew every one of his jokes by heart and the stupidest and nastiest ones came out when he was drinking. He knew they made me uncomfortable, and that, more than any real prejudice, is what brought them out.

Why are there no Jewish executioners? Because they get electrocuted when they check the body for spare change.

Anti-Semitism aside, I took it as a good sign.

“Ray would like it,” I said. I suspected that Raychel, whose last name was Goldstein, would not, but it seemed a solid segue. “We’ve been hanging out a lot and I think you’d like—”

“Hm? Ray?”

I realized that I had his interest for a moment and then I understood why.

“Ray. It’s short for Raychel. Don’t worry, I’m not some queer.”

Saying it left a bad taste in my mouth but I didn’t want to risk jeopardizing his good mood. It was probably the third-greatest fear of most local parents, just behind their children becoming Yankees fans and voting blue: that one day an heir of theirs would, like a rainbow-colored wolf hiding among a flock of sheep, cast aside their disguise and announce that they were gay. Then everything would somehow go to hell. Back when Patrick Gallagher came out, his father beat him so badly he could barely walk. The town consensus seemed to be that old man Gallagher shouldn’t have stopped.

My uncle, far from being consoled, stared down at his black plastic tub of charred lasagna, raised his bottle and took a swig, chewed at the beer in his mouth. Muscles of his jaw clenched with what could only be powerful emotion.

I changed tactics. Of course. It made sense. He’d raised me as his own, he had to be happy that I was maturing and moving on to better things. I was a grown man.

“She’s great. She’s pretty, she’s smart. She’s going to be a phlebotomy tech until she gets her RN. Stabbing people with IVs all day. I told her to be a doctor but she wants to actually work with patients and avoid the loans. You’d like her.”

He scooped one of the flat noodles up between two fingers, ignoring the molten cheese entirely, and shoved it into his mouth. He swallowed, and then stared at me.

“That’s… sweet,” he said at last. His knuckles were white around the neck of the bottle as he throttled it into surrender. “Thousands of dollars to get you out of this place you hate so much and the best you can do is brag about parties and flirting with someone who just wants a quick payout.”

It occurred to me that I may have misread the situation.

“I didn’t mean it like that. She isn’t like that either.”

I eyed him warily. He had been drinking hard, but I’d seen him drink harder. The only time I’d seen him react this strongly was when he found out about me stealing money from my cash register at the Texaco. His words slurred and fell out of his mouth like spit.

“Do I fuckin’ look like I care how you meant it?”

My uncle was never a violent man. Unlike most other parents I knew, he never believed that his fists were a proper way to make a point. Mr. Gallagher had a backhand that left week-long bruises, Mr. Saunders used a switch to lay open welts, but not my uncle. He rarely yelled and had never struck me. He simply could fill a room with his presence and cow people under with nothing but pure will.

I didn’t worry or even flinch when he threw the bottle. I heard the wet snap of my nose breaking before I felt it and then I was reeling out of my chair as much from shock as pain. Sudden tears stung my eyes. Blood ran down over my lips and I tasted metal.

He still didn’t yell. He didn’t need to. He had my full attention.

“If you think I’m going to pay just so you can waste your time drinking your chance away and throwing yourself at trash, you’re dead fuckin’ wrong.”

His hands were shaking and in that moment I realized I should be afraid of him. I’d hit a growth spurt since that summer with Lacey and I now had six inches and at least thirty pounds on him, but he was carved out of angry wood and I had no doubt that he could make Mr. Gallagher look like a Girl Scout if he tried.

I raised my hands and stepped slowly away from the table, but instead of approaching, he stared at the bottle as it rolled back toward him. It let out a hollow rattle when it hit the floor and he jumped back as if it were a snake. A dawn of disgust broke across his face.

He stormed off to his bedroom and slammed the door so hard that a hinge cracked.

The next morning, I packed my bags and we muttered half-hearted farewells. I went back to college and I successfully hunted down every even moderately acceptable reason to never go back.

I forgave him for the bottle. It broke my nose, but something far worse in him had given out. Maybe he thought so too, because he never stopped paying my student loans. It was the only time I remembered him lying to me. At the time, I was just grateful to get the money without having to deal with him. My world was moving on to greater things, things that Fair Hill and a drunken old wreck couldn’t offer me. The most important was Raychel.

The girl.

I met Raychel freshman year at a party. She was a gorgeous, strangely intelligent thing with wavy chestnut hair and glasses thicker than my thumb. Her cheekbones made her look like a queen. She was pretty, far prettier than I had any right to be seen near. I called her Ray Charles, and it stuck. Her friends all seemed to think she was too good for me and I agreed.

My music taste, in turn, was something Raychel teased me about constantly. I had a secret collection of pop music on my phone, as private as pornography, and she had hunted it down with an unerring ability to sniff out the hidden. She was good like that.

We started casually hanging out in groups of people, and she would sigh in exasperation when she saw me and then give a secretive smile, as if we were the only ones in on some unspoken joke.

By sophomore year, we left the groups behind, spending our days with each other, doing the typical flirtations of people who were dating without quite admitting it. We binge-watched television shows on her laptop, we stayed up unreasonably late talking, we laughed until we cried and when she cried after her grandfather passed, I made her laugh. The smell of her hair became a daily feature in my life.

By the time we graduated, I had put a ring on her finger. Soon after, I got my job at Tritoch Engineering. A gift from her family helped us scrape together enough funds to buy a house in Virginia. A careless night after a graduation party left her unexpectedly pregnant, but neither of us balked at the prospect. Well, not more than can be expected. The summer months came and fled. On one bitterly cold October morning, after making love in the warm bastions of our bed, we sat down to breakfast.

I had a career and a wonderful fiancée, a diploma, and a plan. My life was turning out to be everything I wanted without me ever knowing I had wanted it. It seemed impossible that the trend would ever change.

My ignorance was a blessing.

It kept me from seeing the cracks beneath me, the line unspooling and dropping deep, deep down.

Perhaps it had been unwinding ever since Lacey Jameson. Maybe it had been earlier, when I first slit open a fish’s gills at my uncle’s instruction and let its blood run slippery and cool in senseless paths down my arms. Maybe it had been that first dream of mine, of murder and mending that which could not be fixed. No matter.

That morning was the last breath of normalcy and it passed so swiftly that I never took the time to mourn it until it was long done and dead.


Chapter Four:

THE

SUMMONING

I got the phone call while Raychel and I were eating breakfast, some dull healthy grit that she called quinoa and I called Soylent Green. Since the pregnancy test spat out that terrifying plus sign back in June, it’d been a morning ritual. Bacon gave way to egg whites. Buttery toast became whole grain granola. Unlike most pregnant women who, as I understood, had cravings for ice cream and pickles, Raychel craved kale. I shared in the diet without complaint, but it never ceased to amaze me how willing she had been to condone treating our bodies like amusement parks and how quickly all that changed with the prospect of a child. As if our lives suddenly gained some purpose in place of a previous, unstated worthlessness that only she felt.

When we left, the thick, sloppy porridge was still warm on the kitchen table.

My uncle was in the hospital and fading quickly, the tiny voice on the phone mumbled through a haze of static. Even in the days of cellphones and satellites, static still reigned supreme in the rural nowhere of my youth. Buzz—his actual name was Buddy Zwolinski—hadn’t seen my uncle by the liquor store that masqueraded as a bait and tackle shop so he swung by his trailer to check on him. Buzz was a red-mottled bull of a man whose face came easily to mind from all the time he and Uncle Matty spent out on the porch together drinking. He was just about the only close friend I remembered my uncle ever having. He’d found my uncle passed out in the doorway, draped across the steps leading inside.

His liver, they said. Some medical professional, their voice tempered into a weary façade of optimism. Or his heart, or his lungs. Or all of the above. My uncle had never been a healthy man and perhaps it shouldn’t have come as a shock, but he had always seemed subtly impervious. The news crashed over me like a cresting wave, left me utterly disoriented. He had not yet woken, they said, and we should come quickly.

Not a call to come raise his spirits, but a death watch.

Ray had the car keys in her fist before I hung up. We made our way out into the early October chill, down the winding cobblestone path and into her beaten-down secondhand Kia. It probably would have made my uncle mutter about my eyes becoming slanted and the doom of generations to come. Except he wasn’t muttering now. The windows were dusted with fog, the first spider webs of frost having set across them the night before. Raychel hopped into the driver’s seat, and I settled in next to her. She could never stand to be in a car without sitting at the wheel.

We made the nearly four-hour drive primarily in silence, Raychel casting teary, worried glances over at me as the miles rolled by. Periodically she would announce banal prophecies and I nodded along to the mantra.

“He’s going to be alright,” she said. “You’ll be fine.”

It didn’t stop her from chewing on her lip. She was a terrible liar.

I didn’t know what to feel.

Maybe some sensation of upset and fear should have been automatically supplied, but it wasn’t. Raychel was near enough to crying and she had never even met the man. As I watched the carpet of slick, brown leaves disappear under the front of our car, I just felt surprised and, to my shame, a little inconvenienced. I hadn’t seen him in years, not since the incident with the beer bottle. He hadn’t attended my graduation, and I’d always found a reason to not make it home for holidays. Aside from a few painfully awkward phone calls, I hadn’t spoken with him in ages. Why should it matter if he lived or not? I watched the dying trees as they passed alongside us, mile after mile, the branches decked in neutrals now that autumn’s splendor was spent.

We arrived at Elkton Hospital just before midday.

Despite the largely rural locale, Elkton Hospital was a respectable size, serving most of the county. A large glass front was set into a painted brick frame, and pillars as majestic as monuments supported the roof. They almost hid the fact that the paint was aged and pitted and peeling.

I had been there once before when I snapped my wrist climbing—or, more accurately, not climbing—a tree, and the memory poured back in one brilliant image. My uncle standing next to me, holding my unbroken hand as an ambulance roared past us and lit up the ER’s doors in flashing reds and blues. My other hand was draped in a sling fashioned out of a tattered flannel shirt that was no stranger to the grime and dirt that marked my arm from wrist to shoulder. I remembered the way he clenched his jaw and hesitated before those massive doors, the reluctant glance he gave me before crossing through them.

“We’re here for my uncle, Matthew Wilson? He may go by Matty,” I told the nurse at the front desk, an elderly dark-skinned woman with rhinestone-studded glasses. A glass wall separated us, thick enough that it looked like it could stop a bullet. And possibly a train. She nodded, clicked a few times on her computer and froze.

“Matthew Wilson?”

I nodded back.

“One moment,” she said.

I glanced at Raychel. Ray smiled without any real conviction and squeezed my hand. Blue-cushioned chairs waited in back-to-back rows, sparsely populated by a collection of bored and sickly tenants. I decided to wait by the booth instead of joining them. The door behind the nurse swung open and a man in a physician’s coat with his hair pulled back into a bun bustled in, leaned in close and had a quiet conference with her. Both turned to look at us.

The doctor cleared his throat.

“I’m so sorry, no one told me you were coming. Mr. Wilson… he passed away just over an hour ago. Would you like to come back and see him?”

Raychel answered for me while I stared without comprehension. Already? The man with the bun stepped out of sight, and then reappeared, opening the doors leading inside to the hospital proper. He introduced himself, but I wasn’t paying attention. I had come as quickly as I could. It had to be a mistake.

“I’m sorry for your loss,” he said, his voice neutral and his eyes tired. He gestured with a tip of his head. “Follow me, please.”

The white halls and fluorescent blaze of light seemed blasphemous to my uncle’s lifestyle and I hated to think that he had died alone in a place so used to misery, a pilgrim in an unholy land. He had detested hospitals with a fiery passion, a feeling I firmly shared with him. Raychel’s chosen profession was something I actively overlooked.

The man with the bun led us back past a zoo of patients barred behind curtains, clamoring and cursing and yowling in distress as nurses in iron-gray scrubs bustled about with deliberate purpose. A snapshot parade of faces flickered by through the gaps in the flimsy barriers: the poor, the tired, the huddled masses, bleak dioramas isolated by the doctor’s swift pace. The air was cloudy with any number of smells, none of them pleasant. Ray craned her neck to sneak curious glances past the curtains, in spite of herself.

A short hallway later and we were standing before stainless elevator doors, the walls around them scuffed and dinged and dented.

“Wait here,” he said. “We need security.”

I studied the charts and laminated notifications taped along the wall, the checkerboard tiles, a faint smear of blood left in the print of a shoe. My mind was a tangle of loose ends, half-formed thoughts writhing across each other and all I could really hold to was a wonder why security was necessary. If they thought we were coming to loot the bodies or that we needed protection. And if so, from what?

We didn’t have to wait long. A fat man in a straining blue uniform approached and the four of us filed inside the elevator and waited. With a stomach-tugging lurch, we descended.

The physician stood, chin up, staring at the buttons as if they were the most interesting thing in the world. I joined him, looking anywhere besides the pity stamped on Raychel’s face.

“Was it bad?” I asked. My voice sounded flimsy and the question silly, but I didn’t know what else to say.

“Hm? Oh, er… no? He didn’t suffer. He was a very sick man. It’s easy for them to slip away, like falling asleep or getting into a warm bath. There wasn’t any suffering.”

The words sounded automatic. I wondered how many people he had assured of that, and if he ever told the truth. I tried to picture a warm bath, how it would feel to unwind, but the thought of bathtubs brought back a distant uneasiness.

“I wanted to see him before he went,” I said.

The man nodded and resumed staring at the elevator buttons. Raychel took my hand and gave it a squeeze.

The elevator slowed and shuddered to a creaking halt. The doors parted.

I expected a continuation of the floor above; relatively clean, moderately battered, and more than a little soulless. The doors swung open on something that far more closely resembled an unfinished garage than any hospital room I’d seen.

The ceiling was bare steel joists and beams, crisscrossed by cables and wires. The walls were unpainted, the drywall still dressed in bright blue tape. The floor, concrete. Rectangles of light dangled from the rafters and gave off a lukewarm illumination. Where the light failed, shadow stretched the length of the walls, obfuscating cabinets and shelves packed heavily with cardboard boxes. The dim reflective glint of plastic bags piled high on either side of a wide set of double doors. A furry shape loped across our path and out to the shadowed perimeter, looking more irritated at our intrusion than afraid. Raychel’s fingernails dug into the back of my hand but she didn’t say anything.

The security officer swiped a card over a panel beside the doors and they swung open.

“Through here,” the physician said as he resumed his brisk pace down a small hallway. The air inside was cold and sour.

Doctor Manbun led the way past two empty rooms with windows looking in from the hallway. Great steel tables stood at their centers and white countertops bore the weight of trays and tools and gloves that all blurred into a haze as we passed. The security guard slipped ahead and unlocked one final door that looked disturbingly like the door to a walk-in freezer. He stayed beside the door as the doctor escorted us into the darkness beyond.

Lights stammered into luminance as we entered, as if they’d been waiting for our trespass. Inside was colder still, cold enough that icy needles prickled across the skin of my arms. My breath fogged ever so slightly. The floor was battered linoleum, and the wall, bare plaster. In front of the wall, three gurneys were laid out and figures upon them were draped over with white sheets like Halloween ghosts. The smell was palpable and I could finally place it: shit.

If not for the temperature, the stench would have been overpowering, even with the thin veneer of antiseptic that attempted to mask it.

I wiped at my nose with the back of my hand.

The doctor glanced at me.

“Some of them defecate after…” he trailed off, apparently thinking better of the explanation. “It’s been a busy night.”

He led us over to the closest gurney with its filmy white tent, lifted a corner and checked a chart from the foot of the bed against a toe tag within. He pointed at the canopied figure.

“Wilson?” he asked.

“That’s the one,” I said.

“He’s not going to look pretty,” he cautioned.

“He wouldn’t start now,” I said, and immediately felt ashamed of the feeble joke. I had learned to deal with stress by rejecting it entirely and pretending it didn’t exist. It was an effective enough system and it was entirely wrong. I reminded myself that it wasn’t just a body. It was a human being lying under that blanket, broken. It was my Uncle Matty.

The doctor looked at Raychel. Raychel stared a challenge right back at him.

“I’m a tech. I see this kind of stuff,” she said.

He nodded and pulled the sheet back from my uncle’s face.

The odor of fecal waste poured out in a wave, sharp and foul, and I took a half step back in revulsion before I caught myself. From the hard line of his jaw to his deep sunken blue eyes, he had always seemed so powerful and unbreakable, like steel cables and old oak.

His face made a mockery of my memory—withered, wasted, reduced to a grim caricature of the man I’d known. His eyes and mouth were now taped closed, but stray flecks of vomit spattered his neck, a thin path of watery red had leaked out from his nose and dried against his hollow, bristled cheek. The slivers of his eyes beneath the tape were scarlet slits, blood vessels burst. Patchy rashes stained his skin and scratches etched into waxy, hard flesh. Bug bites scrawled in braille across his sun-leathered scalp and his ear had the undeniable nibble marks of some rodent connoisseur. He looked every bit as dead as he was.

It was appalling and utterly unreal. I tried to imagine it as just a body, not my uncle, not the man who had raised me from childhood. Just a strange corpse in a cold morgue. It didn’t help. Some doors open and don’t close back up. I stared down at my uncle, unsure of what to do and what was expected of me. What comfort could I offer him now? What gesture would do any good?

“What happened to him?” Raychel asked in a hushed voice. She swallowed.

Out of the corner of my eye I saw the doctor hesitate before he shrugged.

“Said they found him outside on the steps to his trailer, had been out there for a day or two. We did everything we could. The bites are just part of exposure. It’s heading toward winter, and, you know, things are hungry…”

I stopped paying attention.

Here was the man, my past, my last bit of family. It was the first time I’d seen him in years, the first time since I headed back to college after he threw that bottle. I tried to think of something to say, but nothing came. I felt frozen in place among the colder dead. Nothing to say. Nothing to do. Even Raychel and the physician were silent.

“Alex?” she asked. “Are you okay?”

I nodded slowly but did not move away and she did not ask again.

I don’t know how long I stood there beneath the pale fluorescent glow, but when Raychel eventually touched my elbow, I realized I was achingly cold, that I’d grown so used to the smell of feces and death that it had become all but undetectable. I shook my head once, a firm brisk refusal, and then I told the doctor that it was time to go.


Chapter Five:

THE Last

TESTAMENT

The funeral came and went smoothly.

Few people showed up. My uncle was a quiet, singular man, with few friends and fewer that were still alive. The man who had found him, Buzz, gave the eulogy, beer bottle in hand, calling out a wild, teary-eyed toast to the black-garbed handful of spectators.

Uncle Matty had surely been a young man at one point, but I’d seen scant few hints of it. Except for those rare moments that cracked through his control, he always seemed ancient past his age, unyielding and prepared. Buzz was the opposite. Red-faced and loud with bruised knuckles, missing teeth and a hearty laugh, he was a perfect counterbalance to my uncle.

The two met some thirty plus years ago at the old Baltimore Schluderberg-Kurdel meat packing plant, and most of his fond reminiscing involved tales of assembly lines crowded with animal carcasses and the antics that the two of them got up to while hooking out pig intestines to pack into sausage. They’d both been gut snatchers. Not a euphemism, the actual job title. I suspected that the Esskay, as it was known locally, was not much of a source of hilarity for anyone other than Buzz.

I listened with something close to embarrassment for the man and shot Raychel a few sidelong looks that she ignored. I had never seen the plant and my uncle rarely talked about his time there but I still remembered the stench of dead pig following him home, sharp and sour and foul, an inseparable part of my childhood. The Esskay closed only a few years after I came into Matty’s care and, to the best of my knowledge, both Buzz’s and my uncle’s last attempt at gainful employment had ended with it.

“I know they serve Natty Boh in heaven,” Buzz exclaimed at the end, eyes red and bleary, “’cause God’s an Orioles fan.”

He blew his nose into the sleeve of his plaid flannel.

When it was over, we all shook hands, muttered greetings and farewells, and fled to our cars. Buzz caught up to us in the parking lot. His eyes were bloodshot and his hands trembled, but whether from drink or from grief I couldn’t say.

“Lex. Glad you came. Ever want to drink a toast to Matty, you give me a call. You too, honey.”

He tore his funeral program in half, scribbled his phone number on each piece and handed one scrap to me, one to Ray. Raychel slipped hers into her black handbag but I’d wrinkled mine into a tiny ball by the time the keys were in the ignition.

I had no intention of turning back to that Chapter in my life. I had no expectation of hearing again about my uncle or from any of the residents of Fair Hill, let alone calling Buzz.

It wasn’t until the following Saturday when I received a notice in the mail from an attorney that I even considered the idea of a will.

I opened the parcel without much enthusiasm or expectation. It was a form letter with fill-in-the-blanks.

“I, Matthew Wilson, declare this document to be my Last Will and Testament,” it read. So on and so forth. I wondered who had coached him through it or if he’d actually hired a proper attorney.

Ray sat next to me at the kitchen table of our surprisingly spacious house. A couch separated the kitchen from the living room. There was a dining room too, but neither of us saw the point in using it. Anywhere else we’d have been pigeonholed into a cramped little townhome for our budget, but out in Northumberland County—a part of Virginia that was best described as adjacent to nowhere—our house was big enough that it could have kept another occupant without us ever noticing. The real estate agent who sold it to us claimed that it was a long-term high-potential property investment but he gave an apologetic smile while saying the lie. He needn’t have bothered. Raychel was game and, for me, the choice between a bunch of yammering neighbors peering into my life and a beautiful, secluded house was no contest.

It really was beautiful too, a two-story farmhouse with blue shutters and a wraparound porch standing among the creaking boughs of shortleaf pines and scaly-bark hickories, its back only a short distance from where the Potomac River met the southern edge of the Chesapeake Bay. With the trees beginning to shed their garb, the water could be seen sparkling from our bedroom. On warmer days Raychel and I would walk out to the bank and stand on the sandy shore and watch the gulls wheel high above the gently rolling current, hunting for stray dead things that the water gave back to the land.

Living near water, my uncle claimed, was healthy for the soul. I wondered whether that counted as irony or simply distasteful coincidence.

“I devise and bequeath my property, both real and personal and wherever situated to my nephew Alex Wilson,” Ray said, the document pressed flat under her hands. She leaned close to see it clearly through those same thumb-thick glasses she always wore. She arrived at the final blank that my uncle had filled in. “‘Everything goes to the kid.’ That’s really something, Alex.”

I grunted. A loved one dies and you get a prize. My uncle’s joke about the man electrocuted as he checked the body for spare change. Really something indeed. Funny how that works. I reminded myself that she was trying to be nice and chewed my sudden bitterness until I could swallow it.

“Are you going to go out and see it?”

“Not sure why I would,” I said. “Not sure why he left it to me, for that matter.”

The idea of the two of us visiting the old trailer seemed repulsive, an invasion of my own privacy as much as my uncle’s. Ray had grown up just north of Baltimore in a bustling little suburbia. She thought small-town life sounded romantic and never quite seemed to understand my dislike of neighbors who knew too much, the constant bitter struggle of it all. Better that she not be disillusioned. Better that she not see my childhood through my eyes. I had pushed for our isolated Virginian existence so I could be closer to Tritoch’s home offices. I never told her that I hadn’t applied to anywhere within two hours of Fair Hill.

Ray shrugged. “He loved you, Alex. Anyway, it’ll be good to say goodbye. I’m pulling night shift tonight, but we could postpone pumpkin carving from tomorrow and go up then?”

Ray loved anything and everything seasonal. Christmas, Hanukkah, the Fourth of July, she was an equal opportunity celebrator. Decorations, twinkling lights, anything that involved garland. No children were expected to come by to ogle her efforts and there were no neighbors with whom to compete. No one besides us would see it, but it didn’t matter to her. Pumpkin carving was the high point of her Halloween. We’d even made a trip to a patch almost two hours away to stand among curling thorny vines and bruised gourdflesh that stank of sweet, wet rot, until she found the proper ones.

The moment we’d gotten home she’d scrawled a day for carving on the kitchen chalkboard in nearly the same boldness as her upcoming ultrasound.

I made a noncommittal sound that she accepted with a roll of her eyes. She plopped down next to me on the sofa with its fresh ivory cushions and plush pillows in pleasing neutrals. It was the only piece of furniture that we’d bought instead of borrowed, scavenged or—being honest—stolen. Engineering didn’t pay much until you reached your second year and money was tight, but some luxuries are worth it.

She let out a sigh, stretched like a cat and thrust her belly upwards. She had started showing a few weeks before, and, like she had eaten a watermelon seed that adhered to my childhood fears, her flat stomach had grown progressively rounder by the day.

I inherited a beaten-down trailer from my uncle, but Raychel inherited an even less appreciable heirloom: pregnancies that resemble a Kafkaesque metamorphosis into hormonal shifts, nausea, and physical torment.

Childbearing was not gentle to any of the women in her family. The wild bouts of indigestion, the joint aches, the dizziness. I’d learned what pregnancy would be like from the scraps of sitcoms I caught while working at the gas station and from a smattering of biology courses. None of them covered holding your fiancée as she shivered in the bathroom and was faced with the Sophie’s choice between which end would use the trash can and which end would use the toilet. None of them mentioned the fact that at twenty weeks, while most women were just beginning to show a curve, her body decided to lie and claim she was closer to eleven months pregnant. And that she was preparing to give birth to a small truck. The idea of fitting into a wedding dress made her burst into tears, so we’d decided to wait until after she gave birth.

She turned the television on and flipped over to MythBusters. She could scarcely make it through an episode without pointing out the problems in their scientific methods and experimental constants, but she knew that I liked it. I smiled at her and idly rubbed her swollen ankles when she put her feet in my lap. She might as well have left the television off, for all the attention I paid it. I couldn’t help but wonder what my uncle meant by leaving his possessions to me. Was I really the only one left in his life? Was he really that lonely?

I began to suspect that Raychel, as usual, might be right.

Grave robbing never held any interest for me, nor did finding whatever embarrassing secrets he might have left about his house. The cash value wouldn’t be high, and the emotional cost might be. Nonetheless, I had to know. I owed it to him. There were questions to be answered, and homage due. Certain things simply must be done.

An hour passed and it was time for Ray’s shift over at Riverside Tappahannock, so she kissed me twice, told me she loved me and headed out toward the end of the driveway where one of the other nurses waited to carpool with her. I told her that I loved her and hoped that she and the baby had a good shift.

Before the red of the taillights had faded, I was gathering my things: a folding knife, a lighter, a pack of index cards and a spare pencil. The basic necessities. Note-taking might be required and my uncle had always insisted every man, woman and child should carry a notepad, a lighter and a knife. He had been full of lessons.

Bartholomew, Raychel’s portly tabby, paused from sharpening his paws against the sofa’s back to blink owlishly at me.

“You’re declawed,” I told him. “It won’t do any good.”

He chirruped at me and went back to his defiant task.

It wasn’t like I had any other plans for the night. I was talking to a cat.

The four-hour drive crawled by, my foot growing steadily heavier on the accelerator until the Kia shuddered from exertion. It didn’t take long. Zero to sixty in three point five minutes, Raychel would joke, and that was probably the only reason I didn’t have more marks against my driver’s license.

On the radio, Christina Aguilera howled about being a genie in a bottle amid the crackling static and I turned it up to drown out my doubts. And because it’s a fantastic song. Outside the window, patchy expanses of clear-burned forests fled by until I reached the sign beckoning me into the Old Line State and then civilization began to peek out from behind every corner.

That’s the glory of Maryland. In Virginia, you can drive for hours with nothing but trees and silence. In Maryland, any stretch of major road is populated every half hour or so with some tiny little town or another. I hooked past Baltimore and headed up along the coast, and the forests soon gave way to open farm fields, and then marshy wetlands. I crossed the Susquehanna River and familiarity sunk into my bones. That old remembered stench of decay infiltrated the air and painted my memories in hues of spoiled green and muddy brown long before I passed the sign welcoming me to Cecil County. I would be home soon. Some things die hard, and childhood is one of them.

When I left the house, the horizon was painted in the dull early sunset colors of faded denim and rust, colors that too aptly fit my destination. By the time I saw the first sign indicating I was approaching Fair Hill, the sky had receded into the thick velvet black that comes only upon areas unused to neon lights and rushing nights.

Fair Hill is haunted, for me. Has been ever since I left for college. Probably before then too, but like the smell of shit in the morgue, I’d been stagnant so long that I no longer smelled it.

I passed down Fair Hill Drive, that sad little avenue boasting our post office, our police station, our bus stop, our laundromat. All the small-town staples that slunk, shadowy and worn and abandoned-looking, past my car until they faded into the darkness. Night fell early in Fair Hill. Nine p.m. towns were common as weeds in rural Maryland, springing up unruly and unkempt along the roadside. The last bastion of blazing artificial light drew a sallow halo around the Texaco and I felt a rush of fondness as I trundled past.

After nine o’clock and up until two in the morning, teenagers used to gather at the Texaco because it was the only thing still lit up. That one miserable little gas station was the closest thing I’d known to a nightclub, with Jack Mitchell pumping out Alan Jackson from his excessively large and unironically retro boom box and Becky Saunders’ semi-reliable access to cheap beer. The gasoline smelled like freedom and the electric buzz of the lights was a welcome backdrop to our desperate play at adulthood.

Old Casey slumped in the booth, a bulbous, formless blob of a man with tiny wet eyes and a heavy stutter. He was old before I knew what old meant, an impressive feat considering the way he lived. I felt that Pavlovian trigger of sheepishness, as if I were late for work again, and I almost turned in to say hello. I wondered if he would recognize me. Not that it had been so long, but Old Casey had been dancing around the edges of dementia as long as I could remember. I remembered convincing him on more than one occasion that I had worked an extra shift just so I could pick up some spare beer money.

Such noble goals.

My uncle had chewed me a new one for that, and I’d deserved it.

The feeling of fondness spoiled like fruit, leaving a rancid taste in my mouth. My hands choked the steering wheel, my foot leaned down on the gas. I’d had the gall to brag about my petty thefts to my friends too. I’d been such an ignorant, arrogant little asshole, so impressed with my own cleverness that I never really stopped to consider that everything stolen, be it from a person or a company, comes out of someone’s pocket.

I was twice the fool for coming at all.

The place stank of settling. The charming whimsy that television portrays of small, poor towns? That’s all imaginary, like free lunch and centrifugal force and narwhals. Myths busted. That I’d avoided the black hole of drugs and abuse and self-perpetuation that pumped through the veins of Fair Hill seemed a miracle. I’d skittered just shy of it too, that summer with Lacey, dancing on the brink of inevitability’s event horizon.

Lacey’s brother hadn’t made it through the harbinger spring. The human wreckage they’d pulled from the helicopter crash was so badly mangled and unidentifiable that they burned it all and portioned out the ashes equally to the families of the dead, if you’re to believe the rumors.

That was just the beginning, though. By late summer, the destruction had reached a feverish pace.

The weather was still warm when Becky passed out drunk and woke up pregnant by Trip Freeman at the ripe age of seventeen. She walked down the aisle a couple months later with a black eye and a cracked collarbone. Her body was found just before their first anniversary, her skull split open with a high school football trophy. Trip fled the state and was never heard from again. Patrick Gallagher, that quiet kid with the lisp and carefully ironed khakis, took one too many right crosses from his father and when his college applications failed to grant him a way out, he loaded up a hunting rifle, shot his father twice in the head. and then slipped the barrel into his own mouth. Then neither of them had to worry about him being gay nor what people might say about it. Mitchell pushed too hard on a hot batch of heroin. He didn’t die, but he was never the same afterwards. Wherever he went, his mother followed with a bedpan and a gentle voice.

There were others too, and there hadn’t been that many of us to begin with. I learned to stop listening for news. I didn’t want to know.

Fair Hill taught me an ugly set of truths: Andy Griffith was an alcoholic. No one filed charges, but everyone knew not to leave their daughters near Ned Flanders. The Gilmore girls put on sixty pounds and drugged themselves on daytime soap operas until they almost believed they were happy with their stained, secondhand clothes and wandering, secondhand husbands. Being poor isn’t easy anywhere, but being poor in a city is a battle. Small town poverty is simply surrender.

I turned off Fair Hill Drive onto Lewisville, and a minute later I pulled onto an unnamed dirt road that was all too familiar as it cut its way through the sparsely treed and now skeletal cypress forests. The Kia bucked and grunted like a wild animal as its wheels spun in periodic desperate pursuit of purchase from the marshy, sodden slime of mud that served as a driveway.

I pulled up onto the gravel patch outside my uncle’s old trailer just shy of midnight.


Chapter Six:

THE

REVENANT

The optimism of television shows applies to houses too. Tiny houses are lauded as chic and desirable, a symbol of elitism and traveling. I spent more than my fair share of nights curled up on a hard, sweaty cot packed in a tight corner of the kitchen and I can confirm that it’s all a lie. A tiny home is just a pretty trailer, and an ugly trailer is a bit of a shitshow.

My uncle’s doublewide was the shittiest.

Unlike the rest of Fair Hill, which seemed to have constricted in upon itself in my absence, the trailer was exactly as I remembered it. Quaint was too timid a term. Either a laughable doublewide or almost-impressive single, it had likely once been a proud beast, but my earliest memories of it did not include it having wheels. The beige siding, yellowed blinds blocking dirty windows, the stainless-steel steps that proved “stainless” was something of a relative term. Bathed in the headlights, it was easy to believe that it had shared a fellow lifeline with my uncle. The once-proud American flag he had draped across the front window as a makeshift curtain had turned sun-faded and white and now hung in surrender like laundry laid out to dry.

Even by Fair Hill standards, I grew up poor. As a child, I didn’t understand how poor I was but it had never been all that important. Seeing it again brought an unexpected pang of pleasure and I caught myself smiling fondly at my innocence.

I missed the trailer.

Not the cracked paneling or the filthy windows, but the aura it seemed to exude. Those sticky summers, the humble persistence that kept it from collapsing into wreckage despite wind and rain and the destructive force of my youth. There was nothing maternal or particularly comforting about my uncle’s trailer, no pencil lines to mark my height over the years and no den for me to sprawl out on my belly and flip through baseball cards, but there was an honesty to it. A purpose. I flipped through my cards among the legs of the collapsible kitchen table, and I measured my height against a fishing pole.

Even sweat seemed more valuable here. Plunging my hands into the slick, muddy earth of the back yard and dredging up curling bodies of worms until I was painted brown felt far more like honest work than engineering ever had. My first birthday I remembered happened here, my first taste of ice cream scooped out of a cheap plastic bowl. I caught the bus to my first day of school and my uncle waved goodbye, his eyes damp. The first fish I caught, I hooked out back. The first time I had sex was on a musty blanket in the back of Kylie Mackenson’s pickup truck parked out front, just before heading to college. No one, not even my uncle, believed me about that last one. It only hurt my ego a little.

I didn’t just miss the trailer. I missed the simplicity, where the only masters were my imagination and my uncle’s curt, sharp words of reprimand when I pushed too far against the few rules he established: Don’t hurt anyone you don’t need to hurt, don’t steal, and don’t be a damn idiot. I’d broken all of them, of course, but anyone who hasn’t has never been a child.

I missed my uncle.

I stepped out into the night and closed the door behind myself as the chirruping bugs railed their brainless din among the tall grass that had overtaken the yard. The lake out back looked like a black plastic bag stretched taut beneath an endless night sky. The legs of the old pier punched into it, rotted and mossy, eroded thin and strangely stork-like as they devoted their feeble strength to the few planks still remaining.

Home sweet home.

I navigated a path through the brush to the beige, ivy-eaten façade and up the steps to the padlocked door. A twist of the key and I pushed my way inside. The place was heavy with the stale, strangely moldy scent of the elderly, and a lurking trace of the lake’s decay, so like the smell of slaughtered pigs.

Throughout my childhood, my uncle had been orderly to an extreme just shy of obsessive but it was immediately apparent that he had overcome any such issues since I’d left. The trailer was a disaster. Countless beer cans, Tupperware bowls stained red from canned chili, tinfoil and cigarette butts and wrappers from God only knew what were strewn about like dusty confetti.

I hung the keys on the nail beside the door and they let out a quiet, musical jingle. No matter what the will said, it wasn’t mine. I was a stranger here. It was a fond memory, but it was only that: a dream falling into senseless, windswept distance upon waking. I had only left it for a moment, but that was too long. I wondered if everyone felt this way about their first home.

I stepped by the cramped kitchen with its toaster oven in lieu of a proper oven and bucket-rigged sink full of dirty dishes, the tiny kitchen table under the looming cabinets; features so prominent in my childhood that I felt like I was growing younger with each step.

The small room where I used to sleep, the bed the exact way I’d left it. My uncle’s faded yellow chair, cracked with age and duct-taped into submission and in front of it, a TV with tinfoil tentacles sprouting out of it that, as I remembered, actually yielded fairly solid reception. A quilted blanket was pooled around the chair’s feet. On a shelf above it, a line of clumsily carved duck decoys, pockmarked with birdshot, that would fool only the least savvy of birds; hand-carved gifts from Buzz. Next to them, a picture of my uncle and me from that summer when I first learned to fish. I picked the blanket up, folded it and set it over the back of the chair.

I peeked in the tiny bathroom with its cramped shower stall and the cut milk jug attached as a urinal to the plumbing on the wall. There was a bucket beside it, just as I remembered, for when you couldn’t make it outside. It was filthy and a metallic-green fly hummed fitfully above it. I pulled the door closed until it clicked.

His bedroom was marginally neater, but mostly because it looked as if he rarely entered anymore. A twin-sized bed, a small dresser and a nightstand. A suitcase by the foot of the bed, piled high with clothing and ready for him to zip it up and take it to the laundromat as it likely had been for months. A pair of pictures stood on the nightstand peeking past an overladen ashtray and a cluster of beer cans, one of him and Buzz and the other of me. It was remarkable how similar my uncle and I looked, like two casts from the same mold, just differently aged. The same blue eyes, the same sharp jaw. The same sheepish hairline. I stepped closer to see it more clearly and kicked my way through the beer cans laying like fallen soldiers after a finished battle.

Cans upon cans, but not a single bottle. I swallowed hard.

He never met Raychel. He never knew that she was pregnant. I just hadn’t expected all of this, and so suddenly. But it wasn’t really sudden, I supposed. It had been years since I last spoke to him and he treated life like a work shift near over. It shouldn’t have been a surprise that he would join everyone else in the boneyard of mortality. People die. Parents die. I was an engineer; practicality and rationality were two of my highest callings. Even if I weren’t, my time in Fair Hill had made me no stranger to death. But the idea that such a twisted roll of the dice could fall from the hand of someone I was tied to, someone who had sweat and bled to feed me, a thankless child of his dead sister… it was all wrong.

I examined the picture for a moment. Again of us fishing, but this time I was sixteen and beaming with delight, holding a reasonably sized bass up beside the boat. In the reflection of the glass, I saw a smile that mirrored mine from so long ago. I picked one of the cans up to move it out of the picture’s way and it sloshed heavily, the stale stench of urine spilling out. I set the can back down.

I wanted to believe that there was something missing. Something I’d overlooked, some hidden piece of an unseen design that was knocked out of alignment and waiting for me to put it back in place. How like him, to hide a final lesson among the rubble of his death. I wanted to believe there was a higher reason behind it all, but the quiet voice of logic whispered that there was no meaning to any of it. He was simply gone.

The entropic doom of the trailer seemed wrong and cruel. He should have kept it clean. He should have fought harder, should have known that letting go with one hand meant letting go with both. He should have held to who he was even when there was no one left to check up on him. He had let his demons devour him. I wanted to shake the man I’d known, to scream in his face, demand to know why he’d let things come to this. Why he hadn’t simply asked for help.

I didn’t throw the beer can or break the ashtray or rail or yell or cry. I’m not that melodramatic. Acting in anger always seemed a bit foreign to me, a wasted effort. If something makes you angry, fix it or ignore it. Nonetheless, I realized that I was indeed angry. The picture of us smiling side by side next to the boat seemed like a sadistic joke. Only the pictures had stayed cleaned and dusted, but that really didn’t change anything. There was nothing to be done.

Whatever I had come for, this wasn’t it. I made my way back to the front door where I surveyed my domain one last time.

All in all, it wasn’t worth much.

The will bequeathed everything he owned to me, but the summary of value after the funeral was probably a month’s paycheck. How he’d afforded to help me pay my student loans without leaving a mountain of debt was just shy of becoming the eighth wonder of the world.

I took the keys from the nail beside the door and crossed to the back of the trailer where a padlocked plastic shed was hooked up. He had affectionately named it the Boat House, and I had trouble thinking of it as anything else. This, more than anything else, was what I remembered.

My Shangri-La, back then. Even though everything else had failed, I felt sure it wouldn’t disappoint me. The rusty lock sprang open without any hesitation despite its age. I stepped inside and instinctively reached to the shelf beside the door for the old electric railroad lantern that we had always used instead of an overhead. I clicked it on and yellow light bathed the shed.

In contrast to the general chaos of the house, the garage was still aggressively ordered.

Tools hung from a corkboard wall, a few small metal cabinets with drawers labeled in yellowing paper tabs lined the cramped wall space. Even the streamers of cobwebs which hung like a ceiling canopy seemed carefully arranged. In the center of it all, his pride and joy: the patchwork aluminum monstrosity he had named “The Buzzard.”

It sat on a wooden trolley, looking tired and ancient.

I smiled and ran my hands along the chilly edge. The soldering had rusted, the seat had warped with rot. Mold had lived and struggled and died along its outer hull, leaving the metal brown instead of mossy. It looked like it had forgotten its purpose. I wondered if it would still float. I was pretty certain it would.

I went through the motions automatically. I unscrewed the stainless metal bubble over the engine and poked about. I checked and liberally greased every moving part I could reach. The fuel tank itself only opened after a significant amount of struggle. The contents of the tank were dark and sour so I siphoned them off and refilled it from the jerry can mixture of oil and gasoline kept in the corner. It wasn’t within regulations and pound for pound it probably caused similar environmental damage to the bomb dropped on Nagasaki but when I gave the engine a tug it gave an asthmatic sputter and the propeller swiveled easily.

Without questioning the impulse, I pushed the doors open behind me and wheeled the trolley out, its aged cargo aboard.

I wanted to take it out one more time, needed one more trip out onto the lake, one final goodbye to my uncle, to Fair Hill, to my old way of life. Genetically, I was the last of the Wilsons, but in reality, our lineage had died out with my uncle. It deserved some closure. Any child of mine would share only blood with my ancestors. I could only assume my deviations came from my father, and I never much cared to know his qualities.

I gripped the gnarled rope and heaved the trolley through the long, dew-wet fingers of grass and up to the patch of gravel beside the pier. The pier looked every bit as unstable as I remembered so I went through the brush instead, up to the water line. I wrinkled my nose automatically. The lake was near-stagnant and it breathed a smell far too reminiscent of when my uncle came home from the plant, full of cloying decay and ammonia. I roped the trolley to the knobby wooden post at the pier’s entrance and placed the flashlight next to it, lit and pointing upward like a searchlight. I eased the trolley forward until the wheels slipped into the placid, glassy face.

I pushed the boat off the trolley, out until the dark water leeched, slick and cold, over the tops of my boots and then I climbed inside. I pushed at the ground with a wooden pole my uncle kept strapped to the side of the boat until I was clear of the shore and could slide the engine in deeper. I gave the cord a yank. The engine coughed into life and propelled me out across the black abyss. The moon had climbed high into the sky, a gleaming silver orb, almost full and glinting down off the gentle ripples that the small boat emanated in its passing.

The air was cold and clear and sharp and cut away at the lake’s foul breath. By the time I reached the center of the lake, the old fishing spot that I knew so well, I was shivering against the October winds. When I looked back toward the trailer, the flashlight I’d left at the pier was only a tiny blemish against the dark horizon of the bank. I turned the engine off and looked up into the crowd of stars.

I had sat out here so often. When it was cold I’d clutch coffee. When it was warm we’d eat while out on the water as often as not. There was so much that I would have changed over the last few years, so much I should have said and asked and done, but there was always at least this. I tried to rekindle my anger, but it was hard to stew in bitterness out on the peace of the water with my breath slow and deep and steaming.

The boat rocked gently, sloshing around a small trickle of water that was seeping through a crack in the soldering beside my foot. I watched it and simply sat, thinking of nothing and enjoying the rhythmic shift of the water like the pulse of a heartbeat. It was oddly relaxing. The throb of the living planet, the feeling of presence and isolation simultaneous and womb-like. The chill was about the only thing that kept the drowsiness at bay and it occurred to me that it was probably well after midnight and I had a four-hour drive ahead of me, even if I sped. My time was up.

When I tried to start up the engine to direct myself back toward the pier, it gagged and sputtered, but would not turn. I cursed at it out of habit as I flipped my pocket knife out and slipped the edge into the screw heads. I twisted and popped the metal bubble off so that I could better fiddle with the internals of the little engine that couldn’t. As usual, the fuel line had detached from the carburetor. I fished it out and after a few moments of blind tinkering, I slipped it back into place and primed it. When I tried the engine again it let out a snort that smelled like burning rubber and began to vibrate again with dubious purpose.

Revived.

I hadn’t lost all the skills from my childhood, then. I caught myself staring at the knife in my hands. Revived. The tiny pooling of water by my foot gurgled merrily.

“Come naked.”

For a moment it was like she was sitting there in the boat with me.

I had almost forgotten about Lacey Jameson and the clammy sweat of that afternoon, but looking down at the tiny dark pool pulsing like a cut vein, the memory echoed so clearly that I could taste the pot in her mouth, see the flickering patterns that the bathwater had inscribed across the walls and ceiling.

“Water amplifies. Blood binds. Fire summons.”

Revival.

She had been trying to talk with the dead.

I pulled my shirt off, balled it up and set it on the bench next to me. A rash of goosebumps spread over my body and I shivered hard enough to set the boat rocking. I considered removing my pants too, but I thought better of it. She said the degree wasn’t as important as the gesture, anyway, and the thought of frost-bitten genitals earned a shiver all of its own.

“Blood to bind,” I said.

Before I convinced myself how stupid the idea was, I flipped the pocket knife over in my hand and dragged it in one sharp slash along the back of my left forearm.

I felt the curious looseness even before the pain set in, a stinging fork of lightning that branched up to my shoulders, tanned skin splitting open into a thin, hot river. The cut was deep, far deeper than I intended, and I clenched my fists to keep my hands from shaking. In the moonlight, the blood looked black. Steam rose from it like smoke. I set the knife down on the bench beside my shirt and held my arm out away from me to keep any blood from getting on my pants. It pattered against the aluminum floor, mixing with the water that had leaked in.

I couldn’t help but think of all the blood I’d seen pooled there before, countless gutted fish mixing their fluids with brackish water in the bottom of the boat until it slopped about like pinkish soup around my bare feet. The sequin sparkle of scraped scales glittering from its depths. How the fish flopped and flailed even after they were cut and bled, when it was far too late for any but God to intervene. A bled fish tasted better, my uncle always claimed. At the end of a good day, my ankles were mottled pale red and puckered from soaking in the aftermath.

“A circle makes the gateway.”

I gripped the side of the boat with my injured hand and leaned forward on the warped little bench. I smeared the blood into a messy circle in the center of the boat with my good hand, stroke after stroke. I reached into the pocket of my pants and groped around until I found my lighter. I pulled it out.

“Fire to summon.”

I flipped the spur. A tiny yellow flame leapt into being, so sudden and purely glowing that even though the infant flame failed to illuminate the boat, the night around me faded darker still by contrast. Bugs hummed and the trees swayed in a gentle, distant breeze. The flame danced but held.

“Water to amplify,” I said at last.

I thrust my wounded arm out over the side of the boat and tilted my hand downward. The wet warmth streamed down my wrist, climbed between my knuckles and splashed into the lake.

“Matthew Wilson, Matthew Wilson, Matthew Wilson,” I said.

I squeezed my fist tighter, and the rush of warmth came again. It felt wrong saying his full name, a private sacrilege. He had always been Uncle Matty to me; to reduce him to just another Matthew seemed a blasphemy. For a moment I hesitated, the sting of my arm throbbing like a quiet alarm, but it was too late to turn back now.

“Matthew Wilson, Matthew Wilson, Matthew Wilson.”

I held my arm there until the trickling slowed to a drip-drip-drip. My arm was beginning to feel numb, either from the chill of the night or the blood loss. A sensation of dizziness washed over me and I forced myself to take deeper, slower breaths.

“Matthew Wilson, Matthew Wilson, Matthew Wilson.”

The dripping stopped.

My heartbeat thudded an unsteady rhythm. I wondered how it would happen—would he appear sitting across from me? Would I hear his voice in my head? Maybe just a certainty, a feeling of togetherness that would make it all okay, that would make me understand how he had fallen so far so quickly. That would make me understand why he failed me. I waited.

Nothing.

My silent anticipation gave way to a feeling of disgust. I flipped the lighter closed.

Of course nothing had happened. It was a stupid game.

My muddled memories of footprints in a tub were another fantasy born from fear. There were a thousand better explanations. I was a reasonable, learned man. An engineer. And yet here I was, sitting in the middle of the lake at an ungodly hour, bleeding in my dead uncle’s filthy old boat, trying some half-baked ritual in an attempt to… what? Catch up, years after I’d walked out? Unweave his history of self-destruction? Ask for his forgiveness, or ask to forgive him? Blur the line between the living and the dead?

The line wasn’t some malleable divide, it was a simple wall. On one side lay firing synapses and animation. On the other lay darkness as still as the water around me. I wondered how I was going to explain the cut to Raychel.

I flicked the stray droplets from my fingers and turned to reach for the engine when something struck the bottom of the boat hard enough to knock me to my hands and knees. The aluminum hull reverberated like a gong.


Chapter Seven:

THE

LAKE

I gripped the sides of the wildly rocking boat, splashes of the frigid water swishing up over my fingertips. The surface of the age-beaten metal was greasy and slick and cold and the edges quivered like a living thing. The boat sloshed noisily upon the glassy murk and as it eased to a tentative stillness, ripples traveled out toward the bank.

“Uncle Matty?” I asked, at last.

The lake gave no answer or echo, stealing my words into the night. Thoughts about bull sharks ricocheted around my brain like shrapnel. As a boy I’d made a study of them, in the way that boys generally study things—finding every gruesome fact available and fixating on them until they blossom into an all-encompassing nightmare. I could tell all about the shark attacks of 1916, how in one hot summer an enemy, assumed harmless, suddenly made its appearance and tore a bloody swath up the east coast. What I lacked in actual knowledge I filled in with whatever half-truths seemed most fascinating and macabre: they were vicious, territorial predators that cruised through sweet water as easily as salt, who invaded the hearts of small lakes and rivers and happily slaughtered everything that fit in their greedy, toothy mouths.

Childhood me was no stranger to hyperbole.

Naturally, I’d assumed that my chances of being eaten were at least as likely as not. It was all too easy to lay on the boat’s bench and imagine their dark shadows cut out against the light as it filtered down into the murky lake. All too easy to think those ripples were caused by the knife of a dorsal fin slipping just below the surface as it approached my feet dangling over the side.

I shook the old thoughts away.

The only sound was a quiet gurgle, slowly gathering in strength. A moment’s search gave me the culprit—the split in the soldering patch had opened wider, a thin black crack creasing the side of the boat like a stab wound. I clenched my hand around the knife before tucking it back in my pocket.

Whatever struck the boat had split the metal. Whatever the boat struck, I corrected myself. Dark water was spurting in with arterial enthusiasm against the side of my left boot.

The original tiny flaw had been no concern. It was easily outpaced by an occasional swipe of the small bucket Uncle Matty kept stashed beneath the seat. The wider crack, however, filled my stomach with a heavy, acidic worry. The boat could take little actual structural damage without flooding. The last thing I wanted was for it to sink.

I fumbled beneath the seat for my uncle’s patching kit, brushing aside spider webs and flicking the tingling scuttle of their builders’ bodies off of my hands. For a breathless moment I thought he might have removed it, that I was well and truly screwed for not checking first, but then my hand brushed against the canvas bag. I offered a quick prayer of thanks for his old habits and inability to change them.

I tugged the bucket out and the patching kit of glue, waterproof tape, and various-sized panels of plastic that my uncle had fashioned out of cut Tupperware. I set to work.

It was harder than I remembered, and every movement sent a lance of pain shooting up my injured arm to my shoulder and back. I slipped the first panel down the outside of the boat until it choked off the water spurting in and then I held it there as I fumbled to push a second panel into place on the inside, covering the crack. I pressed it flush with my knee as I spread the glue around its base and taped it down. It wouldn’t last, but it would hold long enough to get me back to shore. I had watched my uncle perform the trick a half dozen times or more without failing once.

When I pulled my hand out of the water, my fingers were clumsy and numb, and no amount of wiggling could restore proper coordination. My lips felt like ice and my breath blew out a steady fog. I leaned back to survey my handiwork. He’d been able to do it drunk. I was a trained engineer. Of course it should work.

Immediately, a hair-thin split in the metal began eating its way downward, past the seal. I watched in disbelief as it grew and grew, creasing its way down the side. All those engineering classes wouldn’t keep me floating. When the crack reached the bottom, it began to vivisect the boat.

I should have expected it. Metal grew brittle, especially when it was so long untended and in the cold. No point in trying a second patch. Instead I kicked the engine into gear and wheeled the boat toward the rotted pier, pushing the speed to its limit. The boat rocked and struggled against the water, and I had the sudden feeling of riding a cannonball’s trajectory—that I was not only moving forward, but inexorably downward too.

As the weary craft dipped deeper into the water, its dismal pace slowed and inevitability settled in. The boat was sinking far faster than I was returning. I swiped the bucket through the water now crawling over the toe of my boot.

It would be close, though, if I bailed fast enough. It’d only be a short swim. Cold, but nothing to worry about. A queasiness settled into my stomach and I checked the water behind me for dorsal fins, in spite of myself. For a moment, I thought I could see the silhouette of a man standing out among the gentle ripples. I blinked once and it was gone. Impossible, of course. About as likely as bull sharks. All my imagination. Just like the footprints in the bathtub.

My hands were slick with sweat and blood, my mouth dry, and I swallowed down the blind thrill of panic. Not really there.

“Come on, you motherfucker,” I muttered.

Not far, now.

The patch was about the only thing holding the side of the boat together now. The crack had wandered the labyrinthine crisscross of soldering patchwork on the bottom of the hull and was peeking up above the dark surface of the water on the far side of the boat. Gutted. I bailed more fervently with the bucket. Not far at all. Maybe another five minutes.

With the pier less than a hundred feet away I allowed myself to hope for a moment, even as the water pooled deeper and deeper around my ankles, that it was doable. It was then that the boat dropped a fraction too deep and the engine flooded and quit. The boat slowed to a tired drift. Water lapped up the sides and, no longer deterred by the momentum, began to spill over.

There was a sucking sound, and I stood on the wooden bench as the boat submerged. I was standing in the lake, the boat forming an elevator that descended into blackness. Into the lair of whatever had sunk me. Not really there.

I didn’t let myself stop or think.

I flung myself out into water so cold it stole my breath, so cold that I was reduced to a gasping doggy paddle, kicking out into the dark around me. I went numb immediately, but I could still feel a strange, textureless pressure against my legs. The long fingers of underwater weeds grasping at my boots, the cold-thickened muck, slick and heavy as I pulled myself through the depths. Just a little farther. I turned and risked a glance behind me, back out to the center of the lake, and in that moonlit clearing of open water I saw the strange, dark shape once more standing atop waves. The livewire terror re-echoed and I flailed, splashing helpless furrows in the water as I tried to drag myself away. Not really there. Not real.

The back of my head struck the pier with enough force to send stars bursting across my vision and a tide of the filthy water slopped its way down my throat.

I dragged myself, coughing and gagging, along the pier’s wooden legs and back onto dry land where I collapsed onto my hands and knees and vomited among the tangled brush. The water pouring out of my mouth tasted like shit, as best a non-shit-eating person could estimate.

When I stood and looked back at the lake, it was completely still. No one and nothing out there. My uncle’s boat—my boat, I supposed—had been swallowed completely under without a trace. Digested.

I got to my feet and rubbed the mud from my hands. It was a futile effort. I was soaked through and filthy, and my clothes already emitted a notably dismal smell. I was far too cold to really care.

I stalked a path through the brush and weeds back up past the trailer to my car, water squelching in my boots with each step, jeans heavy and chafing against my skin.

I twisted the key in the ignition and turned the heat to its highest. I pulled a towel from the back and threw it across my seat before I sat down and dumped my boots out on the gravel driveway. The water looked brown. Down past the tangled weeds and reeds, the lake remained empty, flat and featureless. There really was nothing there. The feeling of helpless dread continued tumbling inside my chest. Then I closed the door and locked it, and under the overhead lights I inspected the gash on my arm.

It was jagged and puffy and still leaking watery red, but the cold seemed to have helped. I wondered if I’d be fortunate enough to win the lottery of not getting a blood infection. Raychel would know what to do, I supposed. Raychel. She was going to give me hell. I pulled the damp towel up from beneath me and tied it tightly around my forearm. It wasn’t bad enough to tourniquet at least.

The upholstery made my back itch, but I didn’t dare move away from the heat that was baking the numbness out of me. I didn’t dare step back out into the night. Bile rose a steady path up and down my throat with each breath and a wave of nausea rolled over me.

I was being an idiot. It was a coincidence, and an unfortunate one, but that was all. There were more than enough skeletons of abandoned cars and boats out in the lake, more than enough rocks jutting up just short of touching air. Deep as the lake was, it could easily have been any number of unseen obstacles bobbing just beneath the surface. My uncle’s favorite toy was now just another among them. A floating branch, even. I nodded to myself. No need to build myths into mountains. A branch sounded just right.

I rummaged in the console until I found a spare granola bar and a half-drunk bottle of Gatorade. The contents looked murky and viscous, so I tossed it back behind the seat. The granola bar I ate in one ambitious bite. Instead of clearing the taste of the lake from my mouth, it mixed with it and nearly set me to vomiting again.

I spat the remains out in my hand and set it on the seat next to me. I should throw it out, I knew. I should go inside my uncle’s trailer, clean up, prep and eat, rinse myself off. Maybe even see about dragging the boat in. Call Raychel and let her know I’d be home tomorrow. I should do a lot of things, but I couldn’t bring myself to open the car door. I certainly couldn’t imagine getting back near the water and that—not really there—figure. The boat wasn’t worth much anyway, even before the damage.

On the plus side, I wasn’t drowsy anymore. I snorted at the thought as I put the car in reverse and pulled out. The optimism of a one-legged man saving money on socks. My rear lights painted the trailer in red, shifting shadows, and it seemed to me that I could almost see that same humanoid shape move among them but when I stopped to look closer there was nothing out of order in the rearview mirror. Only myself.

Coming back hadn’t been good. It invited far too much of the childhood terror I’d long since buried. Raychel, I decided, might have been wrong after all. The gravel tossed underneath my tires as I pulled out and left.


Chapter Eight:

THE

CLOSET

I arrived home just shy of sunrise, the pale dawn pushing the midnight blue into a softer, purpling gray. Raychel’s shift ended at seven, so that gave me about an hour to shower and clean up and concoct a convincing story for why I had a six-inch slash along my arm.

The driveway felt like frigid iron as I made my sleepy, stumbling way to the front steps, across the porch and, shivering like a man electrocuted, rammed the key into the lock. Home.

Warmth washed over me like the breath of life. The anxieties that haunted my drive home began to melt. I should have been surprised that the boat hadn’t hit a rock or shrub sooner. I hadn’t been out on the lake in years and even in the daylight it was tricky to spot debris beneath the surface.

Worrying was childishness. I was all grown up, no longer the scared boy who quietly wept into his pillow after saying “Bloody Mary” three times in front of a mirror. Those days were through.

I passed down the hallway and into the kitchen where I rooted around for a few minutes before locating a box of bran flakes and proceeded to pour it directly into my mouth. I hadn’t realized how hungry I was. Bartholomew was crouched under the kitchen table, as usual. I’d made a special trip to get him a cat bed to ease his move into the house, but I must’ve forgotten that he was a cat. It sat unused in the corner by the television, shunned in favor of the rickety round table that Raychel had borrowed from her family. I wondered how Bartholomew would take it when I finally threw the piece of junk out.

Bartholomew watched me intently, sniffing the air and huffing in his asthmatic, obese way, but he made no effort to greet me. I walked over to pet him, but he circled just out of reach beneath the fortress of table legs and ducked his vaguely spherical body under a chair.

“Brutus,” I said.

His whiskers spasmed and he began to lick himself.

I brought the box of cereal upstairs with me, never mind what Raychel would say. My idea of a rebellion: bran flakes in the bedroom. A comforting, if slightly depressing revolution. I was already in for hell with her, I might as well enjoy it. At some point, Jacob Marley didn’t need to fear another chain around his neck and simply reveled in the spoils of his greed.

I shed my clothing into the hamper and turned the shower on, turned it up so hot that it stung and then stepped in. Raw heat flooded back through my body, banishing the residual feeling of waterlogged dirt. I closed my eyes and simply stood there, listening to the whisper of water against the ceramic, thinking intently about nothing at all and certainly not about the hollow ring of something slamming into the bottom of an aluminum hull or the strange figure out among the darkness.

With liquid warmth came the return of sensations, and my arm slowly began to throb. I turned the water off and set about dressing the wound. Raychel would notice, of course, but if I was lucky and diligent enough, I allowed myself to hope that she might not catch it until the following morning.

I opened the medicine cabinet and pulled out the brown rectangular bottle of hydrogen peroxide and set it on the sink next to our medical kit, which was packed full of bandages, gauze, ointments and pills. The hoardings of a health care professional. I eyed the collection nervously until a vestigial memory of my uncle’s disapproval spurred me onward. He never would have balked.

Who we are is what we do when no one is around to see, he claimed.

I wondered what that said about the things I’d done alone, just hours before.

With more stubbornness than sense, I popped the bottle top open and squirted a jet of the fluid down the entire cut in one long squeeze. My vision blazed white from the pain. I hissed wordlessly through gritted teeth as the peroxide fizzed in the open wound. Pink froth spilled down my arm and pattered down into the sink. The second spray hurt less, and by the third I managed to convince myself it was relatively clean. I rubbed in Neosporin, wrapped my arm in gauze, pretended that stitches wouldn’t be a better decision and wondered if Raychel would believe that I’d fallen on a knife in the kitchen.

The reek of filthy lake water spilled out of the hamper and I was extremely grateful that pregnancy had snuffed out Raychel’s sense of smell for any but the strongest and foulest of odors. It would be hard enough to hide what I’d been up to without her literally sniffing out evidence.

I closed the medicine cabinet and in the reflection I saw a flicker of movement in the shower behind me, as if—

I whirled around with fists raised. The shower was empty, droplets still dribbling from the faucet. As if something had stepped just out of sight to avoid notice.

There was nowhere for anything to step. I licked my lips. My hands were trembling and I felt suddenly very stupid. What was I planning to punch?

My phone vibrated merrily on the floor and my heart gave a squeeze. Raychel’s signal that she was getting off her shift. I forced a grin onto my face. I was just jittery from the stupidity on the boat. That was the way of fear, I’d long since learned. It fed on itself, grew in exponential proportions. With each step you let it, it bounded a dozen more until you found yourself hallucinating people in your shower. I tried to imagine what Ray might say. Probably that I was a jackass for cutting myself. And, as usual, she’d be right. The smile almost remained after I stopped trying.

I toweled off as I walked back into the bedroom. The dresser yielded nothing that might hide my injury so I went to the closet, hunting for something that was inconspicuously long sleeved and unlikely to show any blood that leaked through. When I opened the closet door, he was there, waiting for me.

Uncle Matty.

Pallid skin stretched like thin, filthy parchment over a skeletal frame, bug bites dotting his face with raw speckles. A strange ring marred his cheek like a circular branding. His gnarled, blackening fingers scraped across the ribs jutting out of his emaciated chest, tracing paths through the greasy slick of water painting his pale, naked skin. His eyes and mouth were still taped shut. His head rolled sightlessly in my direction.

“Lks. Lks. Ish cmng,” he gurgled through his sealed lips.

Dark fluid bubbled up behind the tape of his eyes and mouth and spilled down to patter against the ground. He let out a whimper. His skin around the strange circle split and bloodless flesh quivered beneath.

I slammed the door to the closet and then I was stumbling backwards against the foot of the bed and gasping for breath.

I grabbed at the wall to keep myself from spilling onto the ground as I reached under my side of the bed and pulled out the shotgun I kept underneath. I tugged a shell off the sleeve, slid it in, and pumped once. The brass nub of the front sights twitched and jumped as I trembled.

“Come out, motherfucker,” I said. My voice cracked.

I waited.

Nothing.

I was paralyzed, torn between a certainty that I had hallucinated it and a heart-pounding terror that he was still standing there in the dark, that at my challenge I would see rotting fingers slip through the cracks in the door and push it wide open.

“Come out or I’ll shoot.”

I slipped the safety off. If anything came out, I intended to shoot too.

Still nothing. A minute passed. It felt like hours.

I took one step forward, and then another. I was intensely aware of my nakedness, but I didn’t dare divert my attention. I couldn’t simply shoot up an empty closet—and it was empty, the rational part of my mind still insisted—and I certainly couldn’t wait in the corner until Ray got home. Was I some child to hide from a boogeyman I’d imagined? Wounded pride was as good as courage, and I reached out, gripped the closet door and tugged it open. I jumped back, bringing the shotgun to bear on gently rocking shirts.

The closet was empty.

My muscles turned to mush as I leaned back against the bed frame, far more relieved than I cared to admit. It had just been my imagination, of course. Again. My uncle was dead and buried. He’d been my surrogate mother and father all at once and that had to count as trauma. I hadn’t slept, I had a significant bit of blood loss and I’d just performed a ritual to bring him back. My imagination acting up was to be expected.

I set the shotgun down beside me on the bed, but I did not take my hand off it for a long time as I stared into the closet, into the crowded button-down shirts and secondhand suit pants for when work required it. A patchy gray jacket that was just beginning to look threadbare. Simple things for a simple world. The clothing hanging from the gallows of its hangers was as worn and weathered as the memories I’d been indulging. Just memories. I wondered if he had ever had to wear suits like these. I doubted it. I remembered little of his work at the Esskay other than the strange, sharp scent of dead pig that clung to him even long after the plant had closed, but it didn’t seem the job for a dress code. He’d be every bit as much a foreigner here as I’d been in Fair Hill.

The adrenaline drained slowly out of me and I was left feeling heavy and sluggish as I kept up my pointless vigil. The only real kinds of ghosts were memories, and my childhood was full of more than enough irrational fears. Drug users had flashbacks, it only made sense that I might too. And yet I did not move until I heard the front door swing open and I realized Raychel was home and I now not only had a cut arm but I was sitting naked with a gun and staring into space. Not exactly the best look.

“Hey Ray,” I called out. I eased the pump on the shotgun to spit out the unused shell and then stuffed it back into the sleeve. I slid the gun below the bed as her footsteps climbed the stairs.

She peeked in at me, still dressed head to toe in navy blue scrubs. Her expression kaleidoscoped from curiosity to amusement and then to something close to panic.

“Babe? Well, I like the outfit. Why aren’t you asleep? And what the hell happened to your arm?”

“It’s nothing,” I said.

Raychel was never one of the girls to cower or sigh when panicked. She took control. I’d seen her at work with blood up to her wrists, barking out commands at swooning nurses and stabbing needles into bucking, terrified patients. Within the next three breaths she had the bandage off and was examining the cut with a critical eye. She looked up at me, her brow furrowed and the corners of her mouth tugging down.

“That’s not a scrape. That’s a cut. Did you…?”

The question lingered for a moment before I realized what she was implying.

“What? God no. This isn’t some cry for help. I promise. I’m fine.”

“Promise?”

“I promise.”

“One more time.”

“I promise,” I repeated.

“Okay,” she said. “That’s three promises. So what happened?”

“Stupid mistake in the kitchen. Ray Charles, your boyfriend is an idiot,” I said. “Simple as that.”

“I know he’s an idiot,” she said. “It’s why I don’t let you meet him.”

She stepped into the bathroom and came back again, the medical kit in her hand. She pulled my arm out straight and inspected it, bringing her face so close that I felt the warmth of her breath tickle my skin.

“It’s not as bad as all that,” she said at last. “But it’s a nasty cut. This can’t happen again, okay? For any reason. Mistake or on purpose. You owe it to me. To us.”

She took my hand and pressed it against her stomach through her scrub top. I held still while she cleaned the wound and wrapped it with sharp, firm tugs. When she was done, I examined her work. It made my efforts look absolutely silly.

“I’m going to go hop in the shower real fast. I want to wash all the shit off me,” she said.

I pulled my hand back.

“Go for it,” I said.

I listened to the shower running and watched the creeping steam leak out from under the door. I was suddenly intensely grateful to have her home, to hear her voice, to feel her nearby. It had all gone so much better than expected. A shroud of fatigue settled over me as I began to accept that everything was going to be fine. All my problems were just products of a tired mind building black fantasies. I was dozing when she came out of the shower, her towel wrapped around her hair like a tower.

My eyelids dipped lower as I enjoyed the sight of her naked body moving through the dimly lit room. Her stomach and breasts were swollen from the pregnancy, her joints moved more stiffly and her balance was so offset that she weaved when she walked, but she was still every bit as beautiful as the girl I’d met in college. Her breasts even looked better. She picked up the box of bran flakes off the dresser, shook her head in consternation and set it back down, then took the lotion beside it and began to rub it into her skin with slow, mesmerizing motions.

I tried to apologize but it came out only as a sleepy mumble.

We had been together long enough that I suppose she understood because she walked over and kissed me and the night receded to a hazy dreamlike state. She was warm and real and she loved me. The rest was just cruel tricks and silly superstitions. She crossed to the closet and leaned inside to hunt about. Her old clothing only rarely fit her anymore. Just approaching her fifth month of pregnancy and her previously tiny figure had already defied her wardrobe and sent her hunting through my clothes for comfortable sleep shirts. Genetics played cruel jokes. She looked down at the floor and I saw the irritation return to her face. As I slipped down the corridors of sleep, her voice followed.

“Alex, if you’re going to walk around in the closet, at least dry off first. It’s soaking wet in here…”


Chapter Nine:

THE ONE WHO EATS

YOUR FEET

When I was eight years old, my uncle’s friend Buzz made me wet the bed and I decided right then that I didn’t much like him.

The two of them hung out just about every weekend, sitting side by side on the front porch, dumping beer after beer down their throats and carelessly shuffling packs of cards and cigarettes between them as the bugs buzzed and bounced and battled through the brush. I sat by their feet, a gangly, dirty child intruding on their night and looking up at them as if they were gods to be feared and worshipped. As with most children, I had only a passing understanding of the divide of years between them and me, and I wanted desperately to cross over to their side. As with most adults, I think they viewed my attempts with a blend of equal parts amusement and annoyance.

It was terribly late that night, so late that the moon had long since paced its silver pathway across the sky and the velvet blackness was complete above us, punctured only by stars. A few tardy lightning bugs hung like clumsy comets above the dewy grass and an overzealous cicada sang out its demented morning ballad. My uncle and Buzz had slowed their drinking and their talking and were simply sitting side by side, gazing out into the night. I grit my teeth and fought sleep with all the will I could muster. Buzz spared me a glance and grinned.

“You know, Lex. You should get to bed. She’ll take your feet right off if you don’t,” he said.

Buzz always called me Lex. Like Lex Luthor, he said, even though I had no idea who that was. That he would call me by any sort of nickname at all made me slightly nervous and entirely hopeful. That it sounded like a girl’s name didn’t register until many years later.

“Don’t scare the kid,” my uncle said.

“I’m not scared,” I announced.

I’d have said pretty much anything to defy his tone.

The two of them shared a look. My uncle shrugged.

“Maybe you should be,” he said.

He smiled out across the water.

I think he thought he was being funny, or teaching me a lesson, or maybe he was just drunk. I later learned to recognize that what I thought was cologne was, in fact, eighty proof. No matter the reason, I was soon introduced to a universal truth: terrorizing eight-year-olds is about as difficult as popping a tab off a fresh beer, and leads to significantly more fun.

Buzz leaned in close, the reek of alcohol rolling off his breath, his eyes bloodshot and teeth stained sallow from chewing tobacco.

“Matty’s right, you know. You should be. You fall asleep out here, and she’ll…” he made a gesture as if grabbing something invisible from the air in front of my face. He smiled knowingly.

I smiled back. “Who?”

“The girl from beneath the lake. The original gut snatcher. She lives in dark places and she’s very, very hungry. You doze off out here, with your feet bare like that, and she’ll drag herself along up to you and tear your feet off at the ankle and gobble them down. Crunch. Crunch. It’s always the feet. She don’t have them, you see. That’s why you’re safe in your bed. She can’t reach up there. But if your feet dangle down…”

“You’re shittin’ me,” I said.

Buzz leaned back away, glanced at my uncle and then back at me. He shrugged.

“I thought so too. But y’ever seen what she did to my ankle when I got caught dozing, not in bed?”

I didn’t answer, my feeling of certainty wavering. He slammed his booted foot down on the stair next to me and I jumped. He hiked up his jeans to show one hairy, ruddy calf and tugged the boot off. Around his ankle, a long, jagged scar like a white smile leered back at me. I later learned that it was caused by a carelessly dropped ripping hook at the meat packing plant that took a bad bounce, but rational explanations were far beyond me back then.

“Still think I’m joking?” he asked. His smile was like a straight razor. “When at night you go to sleep, then she comes to eat your feet.”

A few hours later, the first blues of daybreak were showing their hues and I was huddled in cold, dripping-wet underwear, desperately blotting the hard mattress with my shirt and shaking sleep from my head. Leaning in close to detect if that acrid stench was still present, as if it might have disappeared from when I caught a whiff of it just moments before. Smuggling my clothes into the middle of the laundry heap so that my uncle wouldn’t notice it when he hauled it off to the laundromat. And when I returned to my damp sheets I threw myself onto the bed, just in case some clawed and scaly hand slipped out from beneath the cot and closed around my tiny ankle.

A hell of a night.

The story itself lurked in my head, but long after Buzz confessed he made it up on the spot to sweat me, the shame of wetting myself survived. Every night for the better part of a decade, the only way I could properly go to sleep was to cup my genitals with a hand as I drifted off to sleep, silently praying that if I was ever so weak as to soil myself again, I would be able to wake myself up when I felt it.

I woke up in darkness to the sound of Bartholomew scratching at the door, my hand cupping my testicles and my heart pulsing a heavy blacksmith beat in my chest. I snatched my hand back as if I’d been bitten and reminded myself that the days of fear and shame were done. Some things die hard, and habits are one of them.

I had been dreaming. I’d been on the boat, and something had been trapped in the black water beneath, like a vision on the far side of a mirror. It poked and prodded and scratched at the bottom of the hull until a crack ran its length and then I could see it sliding apart, like a closet door being opened, and for one disorienting instant as I woke, the world of dreaming and of waking blurred as the scratching sound echoed in from the real world.

The real world, I reminded myself, was far more mundane. Bartholomew, so named for his constant mewing, was a gentle thing with a pathological devotion to waking me up a few hours after I went to sleep. Neither rain nor sleet nor dark of night dissuaded him from his appointed task, but on the occasion when a closed door kept him out he threw a fit. Raychel was a cat person. I was a boat person. Bartholomew was her cat. Naturally, he snubbed her and adored me, as much as his dark little heart was capable of such an emotion. Cats.

I wished he’d go away.

I liked him. I’d never admit it to Raychel, but I even found his perverse hatred of my sleep endearing. Most nights, at least. Some nights it was just aggravating.

My wounded arm was aching and sticky and clung to the sheets and I pawed the sharp grit away from the corners of my eyes before I checked the clock radio sitting on my nightstand. 9:21 in the morning. With the blackout curtains drawn, it could as easily be night. The numbers of the clock radio painted the room in a faint nightclub glow. The bandages on my arm were dark. A goose egg bump had raised up on my head where it struck the pier and I felt like I’d run full tilt into a tree. I was in no mood for purring or meowing.

I relaxed, instead, and listened to the rhythmic huff of Raychel’s breathing. A rushing gasp of air, a hesitation and then a burst like an industrial press. Ever since that first missed period, she snored without fail.

Bartholomew did not relent. He rarely did. The house creaked and shifted outside the door. Breathing. That was what Ray called it, at least. I hated the term, hated the idea of the house like some living entity with us trapped, parasitic, inside. Trailers didn’t breathe—or sigh, or settle, or groan, or whimper and creak like some victim on the rack being pulled until their tendons popped. Trailers, ironically given their wheels, were remarkably inanimate.

I reluctantly swung my foot out of bed and had the unwelcome sensation of touching hair where there should only be a hardwood floor, and then teeth sank into my ankle.

When at night you go to sleep, then she comes to eat your feet.

The thought formed with instant certainty and I threw myself back into the bed.

My nightstand began to growl, low and deep and angry.

I stared senselessly into the darkness until I could properly make out the shape of something by my bedside.

“Jesus fuckin’ Christ,” I muttered down at Bartholomew.

I expected an indignant mewling, but his growling continued unabated. Bartholomew’s eyes gleamed like emerald headlights in the ambient luminance of the clock radio as he stared off toward the door. The scratching continued.

Even with my vision adjusted to the darkness, the room was little more than a puzzle of shadows and colorless shapes with artificial depth and false dimension. I had the curious sensation of staring into a painting.

The door shivered as if pushed and there was a quiet sound of something dripping, wet and patient, just out of sight.

Bartholomew let out a long, low yowl that drilled through my bones like ice and then the scratching stopped.

The room fell into a barbed, pregnant silence while I waited for the next impossible rustle, the next grisly dripping from unseen pipes like veins beyond the thin plaster flesh of the wall. Even Raychel’s snoring had stopped.

The door shuddered again.

I tugged the cord on my nightstand lamp and the room flooded with light. My eyes stung as I traced the landmarks of dressers, the chest at the foot of the bed, the closet, the door to the bathroom, and the door to the hallway. Nothing sinister. I looked back from the wall mirror, wild-eyed and pale. Bartholomew was hunched and bristling, his tail low and as thick as a toilet brush, back arched in a desperate façade of valor.

“Turn the light off,” Raychel sleepily muttered from her nest of covers beside me. “And stop harassing the cat. It’s almost lunchtime and I want salad.”

“Ray. Ray, wake up.”

Raychel put her hand up across her eyes, took a deep breath and let it out slowly. If she made any effort to hide the irritation from her voice, it failed.

“I’m awake, Alex. What do you need?”

“Something’s out there. Or in here, I don’t know.”

Something. Someone.

She sat up quickly, groping on her nightstand for her glasses. She pushed them up on her nose and squinted. I distantly noticed that even disgruntled and half asleep she was far prettier than I deserved.

“Where?”

I looked around. Her question was a fair one. The room was empty.

“You had a bad dream, babe. Go back to sleep.”

She pinched my shoulder, kissed me, and threw an arm across my chest in a combined effort of comforting and of reaching toward my nightstand lamp. A moment later, she found the cord and darkness returned.

The feeling of looking into a picture returned immediately as my eyes strained against the wall of night. Three-dimensional images climbed into focus and jutted toward me through the darkness, the shape of the dressers and décor now uncertain, the lines of the walls and doors.

Of the silhouette standing at the foot of the bed.

Bartholomew rocketed underneath the bed, his courage run dry. I understood the feeling but it was time to find my own. I tugged the light back on and the figure disappeared just as easily.

I extricated myself from Raychel’s grip and when I sat upright, she tossed in sleepy restlessness and pulled a pillow over her head. I didn’t want to leave her alone, but I knew that whatever was out there hadn’t come for her. I stood up. Bartholomew let out an apologetic whimper from somewhere beneath the mattress.

The scent of urine and rot from the lake echoed in my mind and I considered loading up the shotgun, but I doubted that it would do any good. Even if it would, I had no intention of shooting up my own house, gunning at ghosts. A visitation was the exact thing I had asked for.

Wasn’t it?

The blood felt tight in my veins.

I stepped out into the hallway and pulled the door closed behind me. I had taken no more than two steps toward the stairs when the scraping came again. I spun around and the figure from my closet was there once more at the bedroom door, groping blindly at it. The light from inside cut through its feet and in the absence it looked oddly as if it were floating a few inches off the ground.

I stared in awful realization, finally understanding that this dream was not in fact a dream, but every bit a reality. I heard Raychel slap at the lamp and when the darkness returned, the figure became complete.

If it was aware of me, it gave no sign.

“Uncle Matty?”


Chapter Ten:

THE

BARGAINING

The figure shifted.

Nothing as natural as turning around. One moment it was little more than the shadowy shape of my uncle facing the door, fingers aimlessly groping across it, and the next he was in front of me. My stomach twisted and jumped in something like butterflies, but with far more leathery wings.

“Alex? Alex is that you? I’ve been trying to find you for so long. Alex, why am I here? It’s so cold. Time… it’s different here. It’s so dark and it hurts…”

His mouth was no longer taped shut and his words scraped, complete, past maimed lips. I’d never heard the tone in his voice before. Even during his worst days drinking when he sounded like gravel and grit, there was a certainty to him. Now he simply sounded hurt and scared. It was a terrible sound.

The circle on his cheek had cut through the muscle and a hint of yellowed ivory peeked out from beneath.

“Uncle Matty, it’s me. I needed to talk to you. I needed to ask you…”

I tried to think of how to ask a question that I did not even know the words to form. An overpowering feeling of nausea swept over me and I had to grip the banister to support myself.

He stepped toward me, hands groping at the air like some 1970s movie zombie, and I stepped back automatically. As I watched, the sore covering his cheek split open wider and his teeth ground and chewed behind the tattered curtain of meat. A moan escaped.

Not real, my rational mind insisted, picking up right where it had left off hours before. Not real. Not real. It was a chant and with each failed repetition it became more and more like a prayer.

“It’s coming, Alex. It’s coming and there’s nothing I can do to stop it. Why are you here?” he asked. “I think… I think I’m in Hell.”

Not a cry, but a sad announcement.

“Uncle Matty, you’re here in my home.”

I wasn’t sure if he heard me or not. His voice seemed to echo from somewhere far away.

“I’ve been here so long,” he said. “It’s hurt for so long. I’m cold. Why won’t you leave me alone? Why won’t you stop?”

The circle on his cheek pulsed, swelling ever so slightly for a moment and then clenching down. His flesh retreated away from it. Matty threw his head back in agony and for a horrid moment I expected the tear in his cheek to meet his mouth. His neck strained and veins slithered and flexed beneath it. Air rasped in his throat.

“What’s hurting you? What’s happening?”

He did not answer. He simply panted, his tongue wagging behind the hole in his face.

“Uncle Matty, why didn’t you ever let me help you? Let me help you now.”

My voice seemed to agitate him and he shuddered hard enough to make the door behind him rattle. The tape over his eyelids slipped and his eyes snapped open. His gaze was wild but utterly sane and he stared directly at me with an intensity that slipped past my skin and into my gut.

“It’s killing me, Alex. Why would you bring me here? Why would you do this to me?”

“I just brought you here to talk. I didn’t mean…”

“Do I fuckin’ look like I care what you meant?” he moaned.

The same words as before, now not spoken in anger but in desperate pleading. He gripped his head in his hands, his fingernails splitting the old skin like brittle paper, digging bloodless red furrows into his scalp.

“Make it stop! God have mercy, make it stop!”

The door swung open and all at once he was gone. Not as if he disappeared but as if he simply had never been there at all and I’d been standing in a daydream. Raychel peered out at me from the bedroom, a look of concern on her face. She rested one hand on the swell of her belly and rubbed slow, soothing circles.

“Who are you talking to, babe? Are you okay?”

I looked over her shoulder, but nothing was there. My uncle was gone.

“My uncle…” I began.

She reached out and touched my face. Her hand felt cool against my skin and I trembled as the adrenaline drained out of me.

“Oh Alex,” she said.

I shook my head.

“I’m okay,” I told her. I hoped I wasn’t lying. “I’m just tired. I’m very tired. Go back to bed, I’ll be along in a minute.”

I stared down the empty hallway and waited until the light clicked off once more. No specter appeared. I didn’t really expect one to. As strange and inexplicable as the presence had been, I felt its absence just as certainly. In its place, a slight tension that reminded me far too much of Fair Hill. I began to consider the very real possibility I was simply going insane.

I crept down the stairs, sticking to the edges of each step to avoid any creaking. I didn’t want to disturb Ray again and frankly my nerves weren’t up to much at this point. I passed down the front hall and into the kitchen before I judged I was far enough away she wouldn’t hear me.

Morning light streamed in through the windows. A squirrel bounced along the porch fence, bushy tail waving like a banner. I thought again of the nibble marks on my uncle’s ear, and then of that ghastly throbbing wound on his face. I shivered and put the thought away.

I didn’t know exactly what I’d started, but I knew what I had to do.

A quick search on the internet and I had my phone up against my sweaty ear. I wondered how long I had been sweating, and pressed a hand against the windowpane until the coolness of the glass ran through me. The phone began to ring.

“Hello?”

Her voice brought a rush of nostalgia and I had to hunt for what exactly I was going to say.

“Lacey? It’s Alex.”

“Alex who?”

“Alex Wilson.”

A humiliating pause. If she had called me, I knew, I wouldn’t have wondered who she was.

“Oh. Um. Oh! I remember you, how are you, Alex?”

“I’m fine,” I said. Only I’m not. I’m really, really not.

“What can I do for you? I’m not really looking to buy anything, if that’s why you’re calling…?”

“What? No. It’s not a sales pitch. Lacey, do you remember that day you—we—tried to… summon… John in the bathroom?”

I only then realized how offensive the question, how inappropriate the entire phone call was, but it was too late to turn back.

“Alex, what’s going on?”

“Please, just tell me. Do you remember it?”

She fell silent. Somewhere on her side, a child let out an irate wail. I studied the whiteboard calendar that Raychel had hung up on the kitchen wall. I pathologically refused to read whatever Raychel wrote on it, but the colors on it provided a pleasant distraction from the feelings of guilt and self-disgust.

“Yeah. I remember it.”

“What happened afterwards?”

“You gave me the cold shoulder, I moved on.”

“No, I mean, did it work? Did you see John again?”

“Oh Alex, that’s a game I gave up a long time ago. I never tried it again after you bailed on me. My mom caught me when she saw blood in the tub and they found out about the cutting. They grounded me, shipped me off to therapy, dosed me up. The works. Why?”

“I think the ritual works.”

“You talked to my brother?”

Any humor had left her voice.

“No.” I realized it was far too much to explain over the phone. Particularly if I wanted to avoid sounding more insane than I’m sure I already did. “Can I stop by and ask you a couple things?”

She hesitated. I wondered what I would do if she refused. She finally gave her address and I scribbled it down on a scrap of paper.

“Come by in the afternoon. Not too late,” she added. “And Alex? Take care of yourself.”


Chapter Eleven:

THE OTHER KIND

OF GIRL

I stood outside the front door of what I believed to be Lacey’s home, feeling vaguely vulnerable and non-vaguely stupid. Knocking on unfamiliar doors was never easy. The worry that some stranger would open the door instead, and who knew what sort of person that might be? It was just one of the many quirks of nerves I’d never fully buried. Visiting Fair Hill seemed to have brought all those old anxieties into echo.

The house itself was a mighty two-garage, brick-faced behemoth among a neighborhood of similar houses, all pleasantly spaced out among comfortable yards which more often than not boasted weeping willows. Patios rested in the shade beneath them. There might as well have hung a sign out front proclaiming that the neighborhood residents were people who went places and made things happen. Upper middle class personified. It looked like comfort and success.

Lacey lived in the nicer part of the Upper Marlboro area, and for that I was entirely grateful. It was half the distance to Fair Hill and it gave me far less time to contemplate the nature of my pilgrimage or what Raychel might say if she learned why I had rushed out.

Before I had left, Raychel was eating her first meal of the day—breakfast and lunch are irrevocably integrated for night-shift workers—and I gave her a kiss as I picked up my keys and slipped out the door. She was so surprised that she never got a chance to ask where I was going or why and only called out for me to remember to not be too late coming home.

I wasn’t doing anything wrong, I assured myself for the hundredth time since leaving. I was simply trying to find out what happened with my uncle.

I heard the creak of approaching footsteps and then as I fought the urge to turn and beat a Bartholomew-style retreat, the door swung open just wide enough for a face to peek out at me.

“Alex! You came.” Lacey sounded both surprised and pleased.

She was dressed in a V-neck tee shirt and jeans and looked remarkably as I remembered her from that day in her parents’ house. She appraised me with a long scanning look from head to feet and back again. I got the feeling she was measuring the likelihood of me being a violent psychotic. Considering the phone conversation, I hardly blamed her.

She glanced up and down the street. A gust of wind, an emissary of the coming winter, whipped past her and she shivered.

“Come on in,” she said. “Mark won’t be back for a few hours and Laine is asleep upstairs. Laine’s my girl,” she explained.

I nodded absently as I stepped after her and closed the door. She stepped by me to lock it and then she ushered me into the family den. Beyond the den, her kitchen stretched out an impressive distance toward a wide green back yard. I looked around the room for a proper sort of icebreaker but ended up just marveling at it.

It appeared that in the ancient battle between Hello Kitty and Hell, the former had beaten those Vegas odds and arisen the victor. Little of the angry, macabre angst of her teenage years had laid claim to her house. Scrollwork wallpaper was covered with framed pictures and placards bearing cutesy sayings about life and love and family. The coffee table was a glass sheet on top of what looked like an antique lobster trap. Pink carnations filled a cabinet vase beside a massive television screen.

She gestured for me to take a seat in a floral-printed loveseat and I complied, drumming my fingertips against the plush, colorful leather.

She sat down across from me on the sofa, a faint smile on her lips.

“So what can I do for you, Alex? Been too long. You look good. Came a long way from that scrawny little teenager.”

Lacey had kept much of her remembered charm and her face was undeniably better suited for adulthood by any classical standard, but there was something slightly different about her that seemed wrong. Her daring, almost spark-like quality was muted. Permanent worry creases were showing on her brow and the girlish hint of baby fat in her face had shifted lower into the first hints of pudge that pressed against her shirt. It didn’t make her look worse, exactly, just indescribably more ordinary. I had to remind myself that she was younger than me.

“Thanks. You too.” I didn’t know how to best broach the question, so I jumped in with both feet. “Lacey, do you still have that book? You know, the one with the star on it, the one you used for the… summoning thing.”

Lacey looked a little startled by the question.

“Well hello to you too. You actually wanted to see it? I thought that was just…” she gestured vaguely and shrugged. “I probably have it stored away up in the attic, but I haven’t looked at it in ages.”

“Sorry, I don’t mean to come on strong, I just have a lot on my mind.”

“Sounds like it,” she said. “So what’s your situation? Married? Single? I heard you’re an engineer now.”

“Engaged,” I said. I wiggled my finger despite a ring not actually being on it. A circle makes the gateway. The nonsensical thought skittered through my mind and, just as quickly, left. “Yeah, I got a job in engineering. Do you remember the spells from it? The book, I mean.”

I wished I had paid more attention to it and less to her legs.

Lacey rolled her eyes and hugged herself just under her breasts. I glanced around the room and noticed that the pictures were almost exclusively of sailboats. I guessed it was a family thing.

“I mean, bits and pieces? I guess? It was like twenty bucks. I bought it so Jenn Harper could try to cast a love spell on that teacher. She carted it around to school for a few months and then she gave it back to me. Said it had changed or something. You know how Jenn was. Then John. After that, I played around with it for a few months. It was a game for lonely children, Alex. I’m not a child anymore.”

She gave me a challenging look as if daring me to say otherwise.

I wondered if she ever really was a child.

“Did you see John? Afterwards, I mean.”

She frowned. “No. I don’t think I should have, either. I broke the circle before I could finish it. Remember? My parents came home. For a couple weeks I was convinced I saw some… I don’t know. Something like a shadow moving around. But the drugs worked wonders. Therapy did too. Once I accepted that it wasn’t really there, I stopped seeing it. I guess it wanted out of Fair Hill too.”

She let out a harsh snort of laughter and then blushed.

I nodded and leaned back in the chair. I closed my eyes for a moment, picturing the figure at the foot of the bed. My uncle or some fellow spectral dead, standing over Raychel and me as we slept. I shivered.

When I opened them I saw her watching me with no small concern.

“You’re really serious about this aren’t you?” She shook her head and shrugged. “I’ll go check around for it tonight, if you like. It’s probably up in one of the boxes.”

“Thanks, Lacey. It’s important. I can come up and help you look if you like.”

“Laine is asleep upstairs,” she said again and pointed through the kitchen toward the staircase. “Alex, what’s this all about?”

I wasn’t entirely sure how to tell her. And how could I? I couldn’t even tell Ray. Things like these weren’t meant to be shared with anyone, let alone old flings.

“I tried it. I took my uncle’s old boat out on the lake out back. You know the one?” She shrugged and shook her head. “There are loads like it, but his was one of the bigger ones. Fed off one of those little streams on its way to the Chesapeake. Anyway, I cut my arm, I drew a circle and I went for it.”

“On a lake?” Lacey raised an eyebrow. “Good lord. Be glad you didn’t drown yourself. Water is supposed to amplify. The more of it, the more powerful. If it’s too powerful, it’ll rip the gateway apart. Supposedly. Think of it like speakers. A bathtub should’ve been enough to reach John thousands of miles away. A whole lake and…” She laughed and shook her head. “I can’t believe I’m actually talking about this.”

I couldn’t either. I smiled. At least it offered an explanation for what split my uncle’s boat in half.

“Only person I could think of who would believe it for a second.”

“So what then?”

I wasn’t sure she did believe it, but I could tell she wanted to. She pressed her palms together under her chin and leaned back in her seat. She watched me with something close to hunger.

“It worked. My uncle started showing up, but it wasn’t what I thought. I just wanted to talk. You know, say goodbyes, make my peace. Ask him why he stuck with me for twenty years and then just gave up on me and everything else. Anyway, he wasn’t doing so well. Isn’t. His ghost isn’t, I mean. He said time was different there, that it was all dark and cold and everything hurt. That something was after him. I think I shouldn’t have brought him back. That’s why I came to you.”

“Mhm. I think you need a drink.”

I shook my head. I was going to have to drive back and I was already sleepy. I would probably be fine, but a laconic voice of wisdom whispered that I might regret it. That Raychel could forgive a great many things, but drinking with strange women might lead to the few she could not.

“Well, I do,” she said. “I’ll let you know if I find the book, but I’ll be honest: I’ve left all that behind me.”

She got up and led the way into her kitchen. It was every bit as big as it had seemed through the doorway. Floral flour canisters stood next to a bright red tea kettle and wooden cutting boards and all manner of clashing, carelessly eclectic design. A massive granite slab for an island and a wide kitchen table of dark, polished wood were counterbalanced by a sink-side congregation of filthy forks and spoons with cracked plastic handles. A television was fixed to the wall across from the kitchen table, and if the poor quality of the filming and teary-eyed close-ups were any indication, it was showing a soap opera. Lacey rummaged around in the fridge and brought out two beers. She twisted off the caps and set one of the bottles next to me.

“So, you haven’t asked me what I’ve been up to.”

“What have you been up to?”

We talked for a while, about her kid, about her life. She’d met her husband while working at some restaurant, he’d swept her off her feet and then she got pregnant and so on and so forth. For all I tried to pay attention, I mostly waited for an excuse to ask again about how to help my uncle. When she had exhausted the topics of family and fortunes, we stood across from each other in an awkward silence.

Lacey tilted her head back and poured from the bottle of beer in a way that made me slightly uncomfortable.

“It’s a nice place,” I said. I gestured at the house. It was bigger than mine by a far stretch, and in a far more desirable location, but I felt no jealousy. Like most people who grew up poor, I’d adopted the automatic habit of appraisal when in new places. Unlike most, however, I never really understood the envy. I was glad Lacey was doing well. “We’re all grown up, I guess. Aren’t we?”

She made a sound that might have meant anything. I continued.

“You’re married with a kid and a house. I’m engaged, Ray is pregnant and we’ve got a house of our own.”

“It’s a dream.” Her mouth twisted.

“You don’t like it?”

She took another swig, this time with none of the lingering.

“No, I do. I love Laine to death, and Mark is good to me. Doesn’t hit me or yell, makes a great paycheck. Remembers things. Christ, the things he remembers. Anniversaries, birthdays, all of it. Just… things never work out the way you want them to, you know? When you’re young, you go after what you want with such enthusiasm. There was so much magic. You know how they always ask kids what they want to be when they grow up? It’s a stupid riddle. When you’re grown up, you just want to be a kid again. Sometimes I think growing up is just about the worst thing you can do.”

I realized that it was the first time I had heard her say anything of real substance since I had known her. She threw the coup de grace onto her beer bottle and traded it for mine.

“At least you got out,” I said.

She raised her beer in salute.

“Here’s to compromises for the greater good.”

I think she meant it in humor, but it fell flat. She sighed, took another sip and set the bottle down.

“I’m sorry, I don’t mean it that way. I’ve just had a bit to drink.” I spied the brown necks of a few beer bottles peeking out from the trashcan. I suspected she had been building the collection for quite a while before I arrived. “I’m sorry about your uncle,” she said. “I should’ve gone to the funeral. I knew he’d died, but I never really knew him. I keep up with the news there. Even visit now and again. Morbid curiosity, I guess. A good dose of misery helps you remember that things could be a whole lot worse.”

“It’s fine,” I said. “He’d never have wanted folks gawkin’. Gawking.”

My old drawl slipping back into my voice. I chewed my tongue into submission.

“Drove through it at night, but it seemed pretty dead. Old Casey was hanging strong at the Texaco.”

“It’s not much better during the day. Most everyone fled or…” I realized where the sentence was going just as she aborted it. “Pretty sure the only reason Old Casey stays is because he’s senile. Must be something in the water,” she said.

I had a hard time forcing a snort of laughter. A chill crept over my skin.

She leaned on the counter next to me, her elbows joining mine against the cold granite. We both looked off toward the television, minds elsewhere. She turned toward me and I was suddenly aware of how close she was, the warmth of her arm against mine, the foreign smell of her body. The tilt of her chin, her parted lips, the hooded eyes watching me through lashes caked in makeup. I coughed and stood up straight. I instinctively reached for the beer before I caught myself.

“I need to go, though. Don’t want to be too late getting back.”

That same twisted half smile and she nodded. “Sure,” she said.

In spite of myself I hesitated, looking for something to say. While she had lost the innocence of youth, she was still nothing short of beautiful and some part of that deferred desire had grown strong over the years. Mark was a lucky man, I thought, but I wasn’t sure. I felt a coil of self-loathing at my reluctance to leave and pressed a hand against the cut on my arm. It gave an irritated throb of pain for penance. The moment passed and then I was retreating toward the front door before it could come again.

“If you find the book, you’ll let me know?”

“Give me a call in a few days, Alex. I’ll let you know what I find. Think it over. And, next time use my cell,” she said. She pulled a canary yellow heart-shaped pad of paper over to her and scribbled her phone number on it. “Mark wouldn’t like to hear you on the other end. Call me for anything.”


Chapter Twelve:

THE WOMAN

SCORNED

When I got home, Raychel was waiting for me with a knife in hand, plastic bags taped across the table. For a moment, I thought she knew where I spent the day and had been preparing a kill room from one of the serial killer documentaries she liked to watch. Streamers of gooey orange string were splattered across the table and her clothes, and beneath the table Bartholomew was busily gorging himself on a small pile of it.

“You’re home! What took you so long? Where were you?”

I stared blankly at her without coming to any reasonable conclusion until I stepped far enough in to see the pumpkin sitting on the table beside her. It clicked home. Sunday. Pumpkin carving. That was why she had told me not to be late coming home. The jilted kitchen schedule paying vengeance.

My stomach twisted with guilt and I tried to remind myself, without much success, that I’d done nothing wrong.

“Oh shit,” I said.

“I started without you,” she said. “Boo!”

She turned her pumpkin around. A portly orange fruit smiled toward me with an impossible level of delight, its mouth face-consumingly wide. Inside its grin, a miniature second jack-o-lantern perched, goofily smiling out in cannibalistic rapture from a jungle of stringy yellow vines.

“For the baby,” she said with a conspiratorial wink.

The pumpkin seemed to be in on the joke. I managed a weak chuckle. She plucked the tiny, slippery pumpkin out from inside the bigger and resumed cutting.

“Clever. I love it, babe.”

I kissed her on her forehead, avoiding the streak of crusted pumpkin matter in her hair. She laughed.

I sat down across from her, watched as her slender fingers hooked gobs of pulpy guts out from inside it and heaped them into an intestinal mountain in the middle of the table. The kitchen knife wavered in one careless hand as she eviscerated the grinning gourd.

“So where were you? You left me hanging,” she said.

She leaned in close to file down the teeth to a softer, faded point. I’d expected more irritation, but the decorating must have put her in an unquenchably good mood because her lips were half curved into a smile as she studied the pumpkin’s face and nodded to herself.

I picked a paring knife up and proceeded to scalp the pumpkin she’d left out for me. I hoped that the distraction of the activity would help free my mind to more fluidly concoct a lie. No guilt, I reminded myself. I really hadn’t done anything wrong. I just didn’t want to risk being misinterpreted.

“I was out,” I said.

Zen never did work for me.

I gripped the stem of the pumpkin and tugged upward. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw a fluttering butterfly of yellow paper escape my jacket pocket and flutter to the floor between us. It was the shape of a heart.

I tried to slip it back into my pocket, but she got a foot on it first and pulled it over. She scooped it up, a smile still on her face.

“Oh cute, what is…”

She trailed off, staring at the phone number. I saw that Lacey had written a smiley face underneath it.

She set the knife down beside her jack-o-lantern with deliberate care and flexed her hand.

“Alex, what’s that?”

I didn’t want to explain it, didn’t want to risk having to explain any of the last day or two, but I couldn’t see any other way out. Still, I hesitated. Raychel closed her eyes, took a slow breath in and out and opened them back up.

“I know you’re going through a hard time, Alex, I do. I can’t imagine what it’s like to lose your one real parent like that. I’ve tried to be understanding. Disappearing for hours, coming home with knife cuts on your arm… I find you sitting naked and in a daze, having conversations with people who aren’t there… I’m trying. You know I am.”

I nodded and swallowed the thickness in my throat. The gentle tone felt far worse than anger. I hadn’t considered how much of a toll it must be taking on her.

“Is there some other girl?”

“No, Ray. I’m not having an affair with Lacey.”

She flinched at the name, as if I’d reached across the table and slapped her across the face. “Her name is Lacey.”

It wasn’t a question, but I answered anyway.

“It’s not like that. Maybe it was back in high school and maybe she still wanted…” I was losing ground. I tried to organize my thoughts before things got too far out of hand for her to really hear what I was saying. “Lacey is just someone I needed some advice from. We didn’t do anything. She’s married.”

“You just said she wanted to…” she gestured.

“She’s got some issues, but nothing happened and that’s not why I went there.”

“Oh?”

That she was letting me continue seemed like a good sign as best I could tell. Or she was just giving me enough rope to hang myself. When all lies fail, there’s always the truth.

“I did something stupid. That night with the cut?” She nodded. I could see her bracing herself, but I knew she had no idea what I was about to say. It gave a curious feeling of power. “I went out on my uncle’s old boat. I thought… I don’t know. That I could reach him.”

She furrowed her brow and shook her head. “Reach who? Why did you need the boat?”

“My uncle. I tried to reach him by performing a sort of… ritual.”

“Oh come on. You’ve got to be kidding. If you expect me to believe—”

I pushed ahead, talking over her.

“That’s why I cut my arm. I needed to use my blood. Blood, water and fire.”

She stopped. The night flashed back to me in absolute clarity, the bitter coldness of the water and feeling of helpless terror. Even the rotting fetor of the lake echoed into my senses, pungent enough to turn my stomach. I considered mentioning being half-naked and decided it wouldn’t help the situation.

“Are you serious? You tried to cast a spell.”

The disbelief on her face was no less painful than the worry. I wondered if I could have lied my way out instead. From the look she was giving me, I thought she might have been wishing I had tried. Even Bartholomew looked up from his pumpkin feast to eye me with alarm.

“I don’t know what I expected,” I told her. “I just wanted… something. Some part of him, a connection. I wanted to ask him why he let himself fall apart.”

“Oh Alex…” I realized only then how nervous she sounded. She wiped at her nose. “Honey, are you saying you heard voices telling you to go see this Lacey?”

I decided I should start from the top, but no sooner had I opened my mouth than I heard the screaming.


Chapter Thirteen:

THE

BROKEN DOOR

A horrible, sobbing scream, jagged and agonized.

The hair on the back of my arms rose up and I spun to face the hallway.

“The fuck was that?” I asked.

I reached behind me until I found the hilt of the paring knife jutting out of the pumpkin and ripped it free. It felt slick in my sweaty palm and I had to adjust my fingers to keep it from slipping.

“Alex?” Raychel asked. Her voice barely quavered. I wondered how she could remain so calm. “Alex, what was what?”

I looked back at her. She was standing, holding her knife and watching me warily. She eased the chair she’d been sitting on between the two of us and placed one hand on her rounded stomach. I shook my head. She couldn’t hear it. Maybe I really was going crazy.

The screaming continued, trailing weaker and into whimpers. Something else too: a dripping, sloppy sound, like chewing.

Bartholomew let out a low, warbling howl of challenge in response and stalked out from beneath the table until his body was between me and the hallway. His back was arched, ears flat, tail bushier than a feather duster. He was trembling as he stared out toward the front door.

“What’s going on?” Raychel asked again, a note of panic in her voice now.

If an overweight, declawed tabby could show bravery, so could I. I knelt next to him and stroked his fur, never looking away from the door. His plump body shivered in terror and he pressed back against my ankles.

There was a crunch like the sound of walnuts imploding and the chewing grew more pronounced. The shrieking stopped. Bartholomew slunk back away from me and under the sofa, his tail held low in shame.

The stench of the lake, that ammonia-tinged putrescence from my memory, had not abated either. If anything, it had grown stronger. Raychel gave no sign of noticing it, but that was more of a testament to how weak her sense of smell had become.

I stepped ahead into the front hall and saw my uncle once more, but no longer some quietly fumbling image. His skin was hanging in tattered rags from his naked body, his flesh peeled and torn so deeply that frayed muscles dangled like rope as he crawled on his hands and knees across the tiles. The image skipped through staccato snapshots.

One moment he was by the staircase, dragging himself down the steps. A flicker later and he was lying on the ground, back arched so far I was sure that I would hear it snap. The next he was clawing at the front door, pounding on it with his fist. He was weeping.

A strange smoke billowed up from his wounds and collected in the air above him, and for one moment, I thought I saw something perched between his shoulder blades, an absurd shape that looked like nothing I’d seen before. A mess of mouths and limbs; a clawing, squirming mass. The next flicker it was gone, but my uncle’s anguished sobs continued.

“Let me go,” he pleaded. “Let me die.”

My uncle slammed the meat of his fist onto the door and it shuddered under the force. Raychel gasped. He struck it again and the glass window at the top violently rattled. On the third strike, the pane cracked in half and toppled down to explode against the ground. Daggers of glass skittered across the tiles on which Uncle Matty was crawling. When they struck his body, he vanished entirely. I had that same nauseating feeling from before, like I’d been looking at a three-dimensional picture and imagining something that wasn’t really there.

Only the splintered glass remained.


PART TWO

GAMES


Chapter Fourteen:

THE

PLAYER

Three chairs face each other in a darkened room. Enter and take the center, your throne within the shadowed gloom.

On each of the other chairs, a mirror. On the ground between them, a candle. Light it. Look straight forward into the darkness beyond the flame and wait until the figures in your periphery begin to shift. You the king, they your queen and fool.

But the mirrors hold monarchs too, and looking out, what do they think of you?

Ask them questions and you just might get an answer.

It can take hours, but if you play it right, you’ll only ever play it once. It’s a game of waiting and of opening your mind. It’s unlocking a back door into yourself, and if you wait long enough, they just might come knocking, those other kings. Each are a part of you, but something else, too.

Keep looking forward. It’s a matter of faith. Of patience. Of knowing when to speak and knowing when to wait your turn.

Play it right, and oh, the things you’ll hear. The things you’ll learn…

I grew up as something of a black sheep. Part of it was poverty. Most of the locals were poor, but I was destitute. When the Esskay plant closed, it took its pension plans with it. Uncle Matty was far too proud for welfare, and I can only assume he survived on borrowed money and some wealth he’d hidden away over the years.

Uncle Matty himself was another part of it. With the exception of Buzz, he treated the other townsfolk like they had leprosy and should be avoided whenever possible.

I wasn’t much at sports and I wasn’t particularly handsome. Not that I was shunned, but I wasn’t winning any popularity contests. I simply drifted through and did my thing and waited for life to start making sense.

Of all the reasons I found myself alone, the greatest was simple nervousness. My imagination got the best of me and I would not play the games.

In poor towns, entertainment is scarce and children learn to make do. There are few things more entertaining than the gruesome. Lacey was not my first encounter.

For me, it started with Jack Mitchell, long before he took that heroin and cooked himself into a mumbling zombie, back when puberty had only claimed a few of us. At a Halloween party, Jack’s mom laid out Tupperware bowls, the contents hidden behind black plastic bags. Blindfolded, she took us down the line, one by one, and had us sink our hands into their slimy, squirming depths. Most of us had crushes on her. She was uncommonly pretty and had a mysterious smile and really, that was enough. We were all too ready to submit ourselves to her game and will it to life.

Her soothing, gentle voice would tell us what we were touching—or at least what she pretended it was. With a word, a bowl of warm peeled grapes became a bowl of slippery eyeballs scooped from the heads of helpless children. Sausage links became knotted coils of intestines, raw egg whites became the tepid mucus of some savage nameless beast. Oily long-grain rice became a seething mass of maggots.

The last bowl was empty.

When we got to it she leaned in close, until her warm breath tickled our ears. She asked us if we could feel it. When we shook our heads, she whispered that if there was nothing in there, it must have escaped.

I watched the others go before me with mounting dread. When it was my turn, I tried to hold my own, but to me it wasn’t just that they could be the foul things that sweet voice and those hideous textures proclaimed. To me they were. My lip trembled and she ended my journey early. I developed a convenient stomachache that cured my crush forever and as I walked home, I avoided the fingers of shadows writhing across the road.

As we grew older, the games matured with us. Like addicts seeking higher fixes, the stakes were raised.

Lay down with your head in the guide’s lap and let them place cool hands over your eyes. They chant a little song and talk you into a trance. First, they ask you if you are in a room, and the game continues when you say that you are. They ask you details, they ask you questions, and you respond. At first you have to think about it, but it gets easier and easier. They ask the color of the door leading out, and you walk into a new room. Room after room, door after door, it continues until you are held deep in a hypnotic lull. The game ends when you reach the final door and behind it, the guide tells you that the Maze Master is waiting. What that Maze Master is and what they do is up to the guide, but in the way of children, it was almost always something nasty.

You can feel it, too.

Believe it strongly enough and you’ll wake up bruised.

There were other games. They only got worse and worse. Three Kings. Dusty Bones. Midnight Man. I stopped even trying. The games terrified me. I told myself it was all a silly expression of escapism, a cheap morbid thrill that was beneath me. If I’d wanted bruises, I would have hung around Mr. Gallagher when he was ten deep into a twelve pack. After enough refusals I was seldom invited. It only made sense that when those games evolved into the sticky, needful games of puberty I was a couple years behind. It was a fair trade.

I’d learned enough about games and gambling after I bet Trip twenty bucks that the Orioles would win the World Series with only a five spot to my name. I’ve never prayed harder than I prayed for them to win. They lost, and I got my ass deservedly kicked. If not for hormones and pride, I’d never have entertained Lacey. I got bruised enough for fifteen dollars, so playing for higher stakes seemed a mistake reserved for fools.

I hadn’t realized that most everything we do is a game; it’s just sometimes hard to see that you’re playing when you’re looking straight ahead and you don’t know all the rules.


Chapter Fifteen:

THE

PSYCHIC

We stayed in a hotel.

It was an hour away and outside of our planned budget, but there was no hesitation on either of our parts. Bartholomew sat in the back in his cat carrier on the way there. Normally he complained constantly at the tiny cage, but instead he seemed subdued and even grateful for our presence. When we got there, I told her everything I remembered about Lacey, the ritual, the events at my uncle’s trailer. I could sense her building up a mental wall of explanations, but she let me finish.

After I was done, I sat in silence.

I knew the answer she was searching for and she was far smarter than me. It was only a matter of time before she arrived at the same conclusion. I might be going crazy, but craziness didn’t crack glass.

The hotel room was nothing much, but it was available and it accepted cats, so I couldn’t complain. It beat leaving the poor guy to defend himself from whatever I’d brought home from the lake, and there was no power that could compel me to return home myself without at least some idea of what was going on. I freed Bartholomew from the cat carrier and pulled the tab off one of his cans of food. Raychel knelt down on the shabby carpeting and kissed his back as he gorged himself on the foul-looking muck.

“My little warrior,” she said. I tried not to be jealous.

He endured her attention with exaggerated patience, then waddled over to press his side against my ankle until I scratched his head. He vibrated contentedly. Ray climbed into bed with only a tiny bit of difficulty. I followed.

We made love in a furtive, hesitant struggle for comfort, her hips rocking against mine and her nails raking my chest. Pregnancy had stirred up an inner ferocity in her and only rarely was she gentle anymore. Afterwards, as she slept, I listened to the creaking of the hotel and tried to convince myself the dripping in the bathroom came from leaky plumbing.

In the morning we scheduled a meeting with a psychic. There was a palm reader’s shop next to the Denny’s just down the street from the hotel, but Raychel said she would rather get scammed by professionals than by amateurs. While Raychel looked up reviews online, I fed Bartholomew the rest of the can of gravy-drowned slop and watched him sniff around the room with a casual and purely cat-like disdain.

“Here’s a good one,” she said. “Peters’ Clairvoyance and Consultation. They’re up in Baltimore. The Ouija board originated up around there, these folks claim they helped start it. That’s gotta mean something good for them, right?”

Broken glass aside, she was doing a fair job of crushing the night into something logical. She gave me a pleading look to come join her on the rational side of things, but I just shrugged.

“Why couldn’t you have just tried a Ouija board?” she asked.

I wished I knew an answer.

She drove the rest of the way up the 301 and into Baltimore with me sitting next to her, passing through patchy, isolated towns until the forests became concrete and stained with the looping block letters of graffiti. The land of sky-high prison rates and the home of those too poor to escape. Some things are universal.

We parked at a line of cast-iron parking meters and bought a few quarters’ worth of time. I wasn’t entirely sure how long séances took or what we were getting into, but I hoped it would be over soon. We left Bartholomew dozing in the back seat. We walked the rest of the way.

From Raychel’s description, I’d expected some massive enterprise, a church, maybe a block devoted to the occult. Instead the sign for Peters’ hung above a shop that looked remarkably similar to the Chinese food restaurants crowding in on either side. The front window was covered up and the glass door was bleary and smeared with fingerprints.

A bell on the door rang as we entered and Ray gave it a baleful glance.

“You would think, if they were really clairvoyant…” she began, but was interrupted by a heavily perfumed woman with frizzy black hair and crystals looped around her neck who stepped out in front of us. She wore a sequined purple blouse and cradled a clipboard like an infant in her arms.

“Come on in, dears, no need to keep the porch warm.”

Her accent was thick and warm and slow and spilled over my ears like southern honey. It almost distracted me from her used-car-salesman smile.

“My name is Angie. How do you do? And what can I do for you?”

“I’m—we’re—being haunted,” I said. “By my uncle.”

Raychel fidgeted but said nothing. I looked around the room. Between the beige carpet, the light gray and slightly abused sofa divided into slots by wooden gaps between the cushions, and the table in front of it strewn in dog-eared magazines from years gone by, it looked like a dentist’s lobby. There was even an aggressively neutral plastic fern sitting in the corner, the leaves artificially stiff and glossy.

“Well, that’s certainly a reason to come here, dear,” she said.

She gestured over to the sofa and we both sat. The woman remained standing across from us. She handed me a clipboard and pen.

“If you would just sign in next to the ‘X’ and fill out your package preference. Now the rates are pretty simple. Are you looking for a consultation or a séance or a reading?”

“Consultation, I think.”

“Well okay, dear, but if you decide to up it later you just let me know. We’ll be through the paperwork in two shakes.”

I nodded, handed her my credit card and signed the slip a moment later. She tucked it quickly away.

“Is that your angle on this?” Raychel asked at last. “The southern thing. Like Louisiana voodoo stuff? It’s a little overdone.”

Angie smiled sweetly back at her.

“Bless your heart, dear. No, I’m from Georgia. We extend our hospitality to… anyone.”

Ray looked a little startled. I tried to decide if she had just been insulted or not. Angie gestured at a pair of women who were sitting out of sight of the front door at a second lobby table. One was tall and thin with a cloud of wispy white hair and the other was short and bald and a pincushion of piercings. A card game was laid out between them. They looked like garish, sparkling spiders in bright blues and glittering greens. The wispy one waved back and returned to her cards.

“If you’ll do me the pleasure,” Angie beckoned for us to follow her with a toss of her head and strode off into a side room behind a swinging curtain.

Raychel gave me a long and extremely patient look before following her into the dimly lit room.

A moment’s study brought a thrill of hope; this was what I’d been hoping for. This was the sort of haven for the paranormal that I’d expected of a real psychic. The room was small and cluttered with stacks of books along the walls, and odds and ends piled up and peeked out from cabinets. Boards marked with archaic letters and symbols, divining rods, a small puzzle box sitting forgotten in the corner. A mirrored bureau sat in another corner and an antique table in the center surrounded by a ring of mismatched chairs. Upon the walls various totems had been hung along with wooden rings woven across by meshed rope. Feathers and beads dangled down from them like spiderwebs, hanging dangerously low over a small stone countertop with a miniature stove.

Angie poured hot water into four teacups from a kettle. She measured out careful scoops of some herbal mixture and dropped a serving into each cup with a quiet plop.

Raychel gave it all a disgusted once over. “How cliché,” she said.

How she missed the magic, how she couldn’t feel the electricity of it was beyond me. I reminded myself that she was new to it all, that she hadn’t yet seen the things I had seen. Angie ignored her and addressed me instead.

“Now, sit. Tell me about your uncle and this haunting.”

“If he tells you, then you’ll just warp it around and feed it back to him. You’re the psychic. If you’re real, you should be able to help him without clues.”

“Easy, tiger,” I said.

Raychel blushed.

Angie smiled thinly. She set a teacup in front of me, then one in front of the other two chairs. The last she cupped in her hands.

“Maybe I could, dear. But it helps to have any direction possible. That way I don’t end up channeling the wrong spirit and wasting my time and your money. I’m told it can all be a little hard to understand, so please do ask whatever questions you’ve got.”

Ray smiled a plague back at her and her jaw creaked from the strain.

“My uncle,” I said. “He raised me and then we had a bit of a falling out. He just recently passed away, but I started seeing him again. Not all the time, just every now and then. Shaking doors, making a mess. He looked… wrong.”

I wasn’t entirely sure how a dead man was supposed to look. I waited to see if she was also going to call me crazy, but Angie just nodded, jotted down something on her clipboard and took a sip from her tea. I took a drink of mine too and a sharp rush of mint left my tongue numb. I set it back down.

“Did you see him when you were awake? Or in a dream?”

“I was awake,” I said.

“He thinks he was awake, but…” Raychel said.

“Dear, it’s just details. The dead often speak to us through dreams. If he says he is being haunted, you should try to be a good wife and believe him. Or… oh? You’re not married, then?”

“Engaged,” Raychel said. She fiddled with her engagement ring. Red crept across her face as Angie eyed the swell of her belly.

Angie turned back toward me.

“He may have just been trying to talk to you. Ghosts don’t mean to scare. That idea of them leaping out in white sheets to yell ‘boo’ at people has long since been dismissed. Spirits look the way they do because it’s how they think of themselves and how our minds fill in the gaps. Time, space, it’s all different there. It’s up to interpretation. The last thing your uncle saw was his own body as he crossed over. That can have an effect that is powerful, sometimes frightening even, but it doesn’t mean he wishes you harm. It’s just a reflection of how he feels and what he’s experiencing, and how your brain interprets it.”

“It looked like something was attacking him.”

She sipped her tea.

“Excuse me, dear?”

“It broke the glass on our front door,” Raychel interjected.

Angie absentmindedly tugged at the crystal around her neck.

“He must have been a very strong man. Ghosts are just afterimages of who a person was in life, waiting to pass over to their final destination. There is something keeping them here, and if their energy is strong enough they can manifest some physical interaction, but you don’t need to be afraid of it. They’re visions with a little energy trapped inside. They almost never hurt someone. When they’re satisfied they’ll head on their way. Most hauntings are a self-fixing problem.”

I found myself nodding along to her vivid imagination and reminded myself that I had no idea what she was really talking about and there was little reason to put faith in her. A tiny childhood voice chimed in that experts said the same things about sharks not hurting people only a hundred years ago.

“How do I stop it?”

“That one is something only you know. Is there any reason he should be haunting you? Anything he might want to say to you?”

“I don’t know. I did what it said in some book of spells that a friend had. I don’t remember the title. It had an upside-down pentagram on the cover?”

She wiped her mouth as if to clear a bad taste.

“One title’s as good as another. Books like that were a dime a dozen after the Satanism scares in the 80s. Just enough knowledge in them to give us a bad name. What did it say to do, dear?”

“To make a circle with my blood and light a fire. Then to call him.”

Angie frowned. Raychel made a vexed sound. I was intensely conscious of the bulky bandage around my arm, pressing the shirt taut. It had scabbed up, but it still ached when I thought about it and it had begun to itch as it healed.

“Well, that does make it a bit different. If you called and he answered, he has to want to leave and you have to release him. Blood bindings just need consent. It’s like a disowning.”

“How do I release him? And make sure he agrees?”

I thought of the screaming. That part probably wouldn’t be a problem.

“As I said, problems like this resolve themselves. For his part, I don’t imagine he’ll much want to stay, especially if he seemed uncomfortable.” In agony. “Usually it’s a simple matter—a grudge, a secret, a final message. If you forgive him and ask him to forgive you, that should be enough. You just need to let him go. He’ll be fine. You will too. If you’d like to hasten the process, I could try to contact him. That technically constitutes a séance though, so you’d get bumped to the next bracket.”

“I’m somehow not surprised,” Ray said. “Maybe I’m the clairvoyant one. And to think I skipped all your… training.”

“There’s no accounting for who receives the gift. Let’s have a seat. Dear.”

The rational part of my brain pushed up a sudden desire to laugh. The two women took a seat on either side of me, staring each other down as if it were some sort of lethal standoff and not an attempt to try something as asinine as talking to the dead. A fourth chair, untaken, sat across from me. I signed my name on the sheet from her clipboard and then she lit the three ivory candles that squatted in the center of the table. She dimmed the lights.

She sprinkled a pungent, smoky incense into the flames and began humming softly to herself. Asinine or not, the humor drained out of me, out of the room. Anticipation roiled violently in my chest and down into my stomach, laced heavily with doubt. Like that moment before a first kiss, when you realize what is happening and scramble to prepare for it. I wasn’t ready. I didn’t want it like this. I didn’t want to see Uncle Matty’s broken body again, have that piercing, dead gaze burrow into my soul. I didn’t want to know what was happening to him. I wondered how Angie could be so calm and collected, knowing that the world was full of such horrors.

A trail of smoke slipped up from the trio of candles, coiled and dissipated into a ripple of heat. The aroma was overpowering and made my head foggy. My senses dropped off one by one, victims of the dimmed lights, the candle’s smoke, the numbing tea and her quiet humming. More dramatic emphasis, I figured.

I hoped it wasn’t all a scam.

“Now, in a minute, we will begin,” Angie intoned in her gentle drone.

The teacup across from me poured its winding tentacle of heat haze upwards and stirred the air over the far chair. I thought, for one split moment, that I saw a shimmer within it.

I’d nearly dismissed it as an optical illusion, but then it happened again and I could make out a form within the twisting air, nearly invisible. I squinted until my eyes watered. I didn’t dare blink. I certainly didn’t look away or turn to see if Angie was aware. If I stopped concentrating, I thought I might lose it. Without any idea of why, I had the impression it was concentrating on me too. The half-seen thing rippled in and out of existence like an image on a flipbook, flickering faster and faster until it coalesced into a consistent form.

The strange girl looked back at me across the table.

My mouth dropped open.

She was an odd thing. Dark hair, dark eyes several times too big for her pale, shadowed face and a head easily twice the size that her body warranted. Her mouth was long and narrow, her neck impossibly thin and an olive-green tunic dress hung across a scrawny body. When she raised her hand—in greeting or warning—her arm ended in a fingerless club.

She looked like a child’s drawing of a child.

I swallowed hard, closed my mouth, and shot a look over at Raychel to see if her skeptic’s eye could pierce through the illusion. If Ray was aware of the strange girl at all she gave no sign. She was watching Angie instead, as if Angie were a particularly rank sort of compost. Angie droned on about spirit guides and consulting the powers beyond, entirely oblivious to the one sitting at the table.

The candle flame danced shadows across the wall behind the three of us, but the wall behind the strange girl was blank. My bladder weakened, my hands trembled as I gripped the table. Even muffled by the aroma of the incense, I caught a stray whiff of the Fair Hill stench. After a brief fit of coughing, Angie began to speak.

“Beloved Matthew Wilson, we reach out to you from the living! Be guided by the light of this world and visit upon us. Your nephew, Alex, is here to speak to you.” She reached for my hand. “I’m joining hands with the man who wishes to speak with you. Matthew Wilson, if you are there give us a sign!”

“No,” the strange girl said. Her voice was high and sharp and she spat out the syllable in an oddly broken sort of way.

“What?” I said.

Angie faltered. They were both looking at me. Angie wrinkled her nose and rubbed at it with the back of her arm.

“I said I’m going to need your hand, dearie.”

The strange girl blinked those soulful eyes, as large as fists, at me. Her hair swayed as she shook her head, not in individual strands but as a unit. For one solitary moment, I thought there was something incredibly familiar about her. The feeling passed as she opened her mouth.

“Bad man. No go,” she recited.

She dragged her stumped arm across the table in a broad sweep and underneath it, words were hacked into the wood:

The damned shall be devoured.

Angie touched my wrist and I snapped my hand away from her. When I looked back, the message was gone and the strange girl had vanished, but her voice echoed in my mind.

“No go. Bad man stay.”


Chapter Sixteen:

THE THINGS THAT

DIE HARDEST

Moments later, I stumbled out onto the sidewalk and fresh air assailed my nose, as fresh as Baltimore could offer. Inside, Raychel snarled obscenities that would have brought pride to the staunchest sailor’s heart as she demanded a refund for the séance.

The door slammed behind her. Through the glass, I saw Angie raise a very inhospitable finger gesture toward us before she stalked back out of sight, presumably to join the others at cards while awaiting her next victim.

“What happened?” Raychel asked. Her face was flushed and smile fierce. “Don’t get me wrong, I enjoyed getting to tell her where to stick it, but…”

“You didn’t see that?” I asked. But I already knew the answer. Obviously she didn’t see it. Anyone who saw it wouldn’t need to ask. “There was a girl. In the room with us, in the empty chair.”

I tried to describe the strange girl to Raychel as we walked past an abandoned cardboard box village on our way back to the car. Charm City indeed. Her elation faded slowly into a worried weariness.

“We came here for help with whatever it is that’s been happening to you. These are the experts, as much as there are experts,” she said.

I shrugged. “I know.”

Raychel paused with her door open, and watched me across the top of it.

“If the experts say it wasn’t there, then you have to assume that it wasn’t. I don’t want to make you mad, but I have to ask: have you been having any dizzy spells lately? Any head injuries?”

I thought of the crack of my head striking the pier and I shook my head.

“No,” I lied. “She was just… there. Like the shadow at the foot of the bed.”

Raychel climbed inside and I joined her. Bartholomew was sprawled out in the back seat, soaking up every ounce of a sunbeam and pointedly ignoring us both. Raychel fiddled with the heat and then stopped. I could tell she was looking for the proper way to tell me that I was having hallucinations. She was looking for the proper way to accept it for herself.

“You saw the glass break. Just try. Try to listen to what I’m telling you. You have to trust me,” I said.

Raychel frowned at her hands. She picked at a nail whose polish had chipped and then made fists and pressed them into her lap.

“Glass breaks. It could’ve been the wind, or a bird or God only knows what, all more likely than this girl. She sounds like a Keane painting. Alex, if she was there, why couldn’t I see her? Or why couldn’t Angie, for that matter? She’s supposed to be psychic.”

She sounded a little affronted, as if I’d suggested she was the crazy one instead of me. I thought for a moment before answering.

“Maybe it has something to do with my blood. My uncle’s blood. I think that’s why you couldn’t see her. I used my blood to summon him, I share his blood and somehow the girl is tangled up with him. And Angie couldn’t see her because Angie is every bit as psychic as Bartholomew.”

In the back seat, Bartholomew sneezed and then proceeded to lick the droplets off his whiskers. He blinked back at us with emerald eyes.

“Actually, come to think of it, Bartholomew seemed to be able to see my uncle too.”

Raychel shook her head.

“You realize what you’re saying? You’re sharing hallucinations with my cat because an ex-girlfriend convinced you to cut yourself. Why? Why do you think there’s this strange girl, these ghosts of your uncle?”

“The girl said that I shouldn’t set my uncle free. She called him a bad man and said the damned are devoured, or something. Why would she say that?”

A sudden look of understanding dawned across her face.

“What if he did something bad? Maybe to you, and it’s only coming back now, since he’s dead? This could just be a… a manifestation of something you’ve repressed.”

I wished she was right. I wanted her to be right, as horrible as the prospect sounded. Molestation was far easier to consider than any of the other prospects.

“She was there. I saw her. I am telling you, Raychel, this wasn’t some manifestation of a memory or some pseudo-science psychiatry crap. She was there.”

“It was the far-better-founded science of hauntings? Suppose she really was there. Think about what you just said. There’s only a couple reasons why she wouldn’t want you to let him go. None of those reasons are good.” Her voice softened when she saw the expression on my face. “All I’m saying is maybe this isn’t something supernatural. Maybe your uncle just wasn’t the guy you want him to be.”

As we drove on in silence, the roadsides giving way to trees and withered foliage, I wondered what exactly I wanted him to be and what lies I had told myself throughout my childhood.

Some things die hard and secrets are perhaps the hardiest of all.


Chapter Seventeen:

THE

DAMNED

In one statistics class, my professor had counted out how many students there were in the room. Just shy of a hundred, but he rounded it off to make his point. He brought up a sheet of odds and told us to look around at each other as he read.

There were, give or take, about a million murderers estimated to be living in the US at a given time. It was not unlikely that one of us would join that number. There was a roughly thirty percent chance that at least one of us would be murdered, and if so, most likely by a friend or family member. Several of us almost certainly were rapists, and several more would likely yet join that crowd. If we were in line with the averages, almost twenty of us had suffered some form of sexual abuse as a child. A class of our size would average about three pedophiles. At least one of us would, as likely as not, commit suicide. If not for suicides, there’d very reasonably be at least one more filled seat in the auditorium. If you looked around and couldn’t imagine it from one of the other students, well, he said, maybe you should wonder about yourself.

He never said the odds on being haunted.

The numbers weren’t written in stone, he assured us. Statistics are little more than lies on an individual level, but the trends are what count, not the specifics. We like to think we’re all good, regular people but from a statistics standpoint the idea is somewhat self-defeating. Good or not, regular people have hideous secrets buried in shallow graves. Why we think any different of our family is nothing but delusion.

Angie may have been a fraud, but the problem did indeed solve itself.

I saw my uncle again in the front hall the following morning. I’d stepped out to grab the mail, and when I returned, he was huddled beside the stairwell. As much as he was there at all.

The little bit left of him looked like a pool of melted wax poured over an eroded skeleton.

The sight should have brought more fear or shock, but really it was just a bit sad. The damage was ugly, but that was all. The strange girl stood on the stair above him, gazing over the wreck of the man. She smiled with sunny innocence. I thought about calling Raychel over, but she was still treating me like I was mentally defective and I didn’t want to upset her with another episode. Not like she would be able to see them anyway.

To think, I could free him with a simple act of forgiveness. But should I really forgive him if he did what Raychel thought he had done?

I ignored him and turned to the strange, smiling girl instead.

“You said he’s a bad man. I need some details. What did he do? And why should I care what he did?”

But I did care. And although I thought I knew the answer, I wanted to hear it just the same. I needed to know.

“Bad man,” the strange girl said. She was not much of a conversationalist.

She was every bit as peculiar as before in her blocky, abstract way. Her feet poked out beneath the tunic dress, the same featureless clubs as her hands. I was struck again by the curious familiarity, not of anything specific, but of her look in general.

“Bad man hurt. Here. Here. Here.”

She jabbed toward different parts of her body with the stump of a hand as though at random, pointing at her legs, her torso, her head. A feeling of vertigo washed over me and twisted into my stomach. Turbulence at ground level. I shivered.

“Who are you?” I asked.

She stared blankly back. I had the peculiar idea that it was not refusal; she simply did not understand. Either she could not follow my words or she only understood certain, memorized phrases. Maybe it was my accent, I figured. Or, more grisly, maybe she had been dead so long that she had forgotten which words meant what.

I took the sheet of paper where I’d scribbled Lacey’s address, flipped it over and wrote the question in neat, bold letters. She had written that the damned are devoured, so I figured she might be able to spell. Maybe she had learned it from Ouija boards, I thought. I didn’t even crack a smile. I held the message up. She stared at it for a long moment before answering.

“I… are… hungry,” she said.

Her voice was that of a child, her words broken and clumsy as her stunted limbs. I wondered if English had been her first language. Maybe some foreign girl with no records at all with the misfortune to fall prey to my uncle. The more I studied her, the more certain I became that I had never seen anything like her, but that weird feeling of déjà vu remained, unfathomable yet undeniable.

“Have I met you? Did I know you back when you were… alive?”

I had been so preoccupied with her message and her off-putting appearance that I hadn’t really considered that she had once been a living human being. A child still full of life and light and potential until she met my uncle. The strange, dead girl gazed off toward my uncle’s quivering body once more. The dark pools of her eyes gleamed like mirrors as I waited for a response that would not come.

I wrote the question down and held it out, but she ignored the paper. At last, I asked the only question I thought she might understand.

“What do you want?”

“Bad man no go,” she said.

It was enough. Raychel was pregnant with our child. How could I suffer such a monster any mercy? I looked down at the melted, twitching body of the man I’d loved and nearly worshipped for the better part of my life. He was weeping softly from empty red pits. I felt revulsion, but no real pity. It was cruel, but it was what he deserved. He’d earned it, and he had always claimed that we own the things we pay for.

“Lksh,” he said. I realized that, mouthless, he was trying to say my name. That somehow, eyeless, he was still aware of me. I shook my head.

“No, Uncle Matty.”

He seemed to droop at my words. Slowly, he faded into the tiled floor and then he was gone.

After that, everything changed. The air still felt charged with that Fair Hill sensation of hopelessness, but I felt my uncle’s presence growing weaker. He appeared less often and more dimly when he did. A flicker of something hunched and wet on the stairs to the basement, a withered, bare-boned wreck of a man in a fetal position on the floor of the front closet. Things that startled with their gruesomeness, nothing more. With each appearance, he seemed to reduce and become less and less corporeal.

His final visit was little more than a passing shadow of his ruined corpse by the fireplace as I watched television and massaged Raychel’s ankles. He no longer spoke or screamed or sobbed. He let out a miserable shudder and I turned up the TV volume in case he started whimpering.

Out of the corner of my eye I could see the strange girl standing over the residue, proud as a peacock. Visceral delight was painted across her smiling face.

Better to let him suffer. The knowledge of his crimes felt like an anchor around my neck, dragging me under.

Most caustic of all was how obvious he had been and that I had never spotted it despite living with him for nearly twenty years. It explained his secretiveness, his disinterest in any wife or girlfriend, his aloofness when it came to any of the other residents of Fair Hill besides Buzz. He had weapons and spent his days gutting pigs at the plant and after the plant closed he moved on to gutting fish and shooting ducks, even out of season. He lived in the middle of nowhere and seldom permitted visitors, he had more than enough dump spots for any bodies. His neatness could easily indicate an obsessive madness, a desperate attempt to control murderous urges.

When I really thought about it, I was startled that I hadn’t at least considered the idea before the strange girl ever showed.

That summer he had taught me to fish, I was probably just about the same age as the strange girl. Who was to say that Raychel wasn’t half right? How could I be sure that I hadn’t repressed other memories? Darker ones of dry old fingers on my young skin, of those bright blue eyes and the air of quiet command.

I avoided the topic with Raychel, and she seemed grateful for my discretion. She knew it was a weight on me but as far as she was concerned, it either indicated that I was devolving into dementia at the ripe age of Twenty-four, or it really was a haunting. She had no interest in the dead intruding into our lives and was honestly, I think, more willing to accept that she was pregnant with a crazy person’s child.

My silence didn’t stop her from occasionally shooting me worried looks. When she didn’t notice me watching her, she would frown and rub her stomach, her anxiety like static electricity. Something shifted in her, ever since she’d seen my cut forearm, and it had only gotten worse since the night with the jack-o-lanterns. As if she thought I was a wild animal to be treated with caution. I wondered if she felt the Fair Hill restlessness too, or if the difference was really just me.

Raychel normally adored holidays but with the ghost’s arrival, the spirit of Halloween died. It lay murdered among the shards of broken glass that she swept out of the front hallway while I measured for a replacement. She stripped the house clean of Halloween decorations.

The fake spider webs and rubbery ghosts that glowed in the dark as they adorned our halls were hunted down and locked away in bright orange and black plastic tubs. The cackling witch figurine with gleaming, battery-powered eyes no longer stood guard beside the bathroom, the hairy toy spiders had been pried from the banister and clearly there were no sticky decals of pumpkins yelling boo on the front door’s missing glass. The tubs went back into the basement, buried like strange coffins among the color-coordinated boxes for every other conceivable holiday, down in the dismal shadows by the washing machine and constantly clanking dryer.

The only thing she kept and could not bring herself to part with were the jack-o-lanterns out front.

When I left for work on the morning of the thirty-first, I barely remembered the holiday at all.

Tritoch Engineering claimed its home among a squat annex of Virginian office buildings, and I walked down the aisle to my cubicle as usual. We were one of the many private companies vying for government contracts, but certainly not one of the smallest. I nodded to the ranks of my fellow nerds and number pushers as I passed. Not a particularly thrilling job. I was technically forbidden from discussing specifics, part of a non-disclosure agreement with the government, but in reality, I think it was to save the general public from boring tales of spreadsheets, copy-and-pasted formulas and mind-numbing repetition. If you take even the most fascinating and dangerous things and break them into their parts, they become mundane.

In celebration of Halloween, the powers that be had declared it a half day and time seemed to slow to a crawl. Schematics and plans got placed to the side and HR put out bowls of candy. The obsessively cheery receptionist was playing a loop of the Ghostbusters theme song on her phone while my coworkers milled about and laughed and joked in the lunchroom, but what normally would have seemed like a fun break passed by with me still sitting in my chair and staring at my computer screen.

Not working, though. Instead I found myself browsing the internet, looking up missing girls in the Fair Hill area over the last thirty years. The only cases I found were separated parents stealing their children from each other and only one ended in violence when a young boy’s mother had strangled him and then killed herself. I expanded my search to Elkton, with few more interesting results and none that panned out.

When I searched Maryland as a whole, there were too many to count and I wasn’t exactly sure what I was looking for. Most of the articles were about the Emily Kane kidnappings down in Baltimore, and there was no way I could make myself believe my uncle was involved with them. I didn’t have a name or proper description and for all I knew the strange girl might have been from out of state. I just knew that I needed to find her before I could lay it all to rest.

My shift ended and I headed home, oblivious to any well-wishing or holiday sentiment my coworkers might have thrown my way. I was glad to leave early.

When I walked through the door, Ray already had Rocky Horror Picture Show on the television and chili on the stove. Both were traditions for her, even if this year she had insisted that the chili be made with turkey meat and low-sodium chili powder. It looked orange and a bit diarrheal instead of the deep muddy red of my usual concoction, but it wasn’t bad.

Raychel was trying her best to be happy, and even though the effort was largely on my behalf, it was working. She was stretched across the couch with her feet up on the arms of it. She craned her neck back to give me a smile.

“Babe, can you bring me a bowl? I’d get it myself, but my knees are killing me. Feels like they’re pregnant too.”

“Sure thing, cute stuff,” I said.

Faceless lips crooned out about Michael Rainey’s demise as I ladled the chili into a bowl and carried it over to her. She blew me a kiss in gratitude and then proceeded to blow several more to the chili to chase off the steam.

I was just glad she was able to eat chili at all. The first few months of her pregnancy, she was like clogged plumbing until she ate any sort of soup, and then her body inflicted an explosive remedy to her constipation. I once more made a mental note of thanks that I was not the one pregnant.

“Come on and watch with me. The jack-o-lanterns all lit and ready?” she asked.

I shook my head. “Will be in a minute,” I said.

I stepped into the front closet and was tugging my jacket from the hook when I noticed the little black purse Raychel had brought with her to the funeral. A corner of a torn funeral program poked out from the dark leather folds and I fished it out. An unimpressive thing that looked suspiciously like it had been repurposed from a grocery store greeting card, and a far easier answer to my problems than chasing shadows of forgotten, missing children.

I turned the slip of paper over in my hands. Buzz’s phone number was scribbled in his shaky, drunken scrawl. The one person who knew Uncle Matty as well as me, probably even better. The only person who could solve the mystery of the strange girl.

I took it with me as I stepped out onto the porch.


Chapter Eighteen:

THE

TWO TYPES

A cloudy dusk was falling when I squatted down beside the jack-o-lanterns and fished out my lighter to give them life. The faint candlelight guttered and bobbed about in the pale snatches of sunlight. I pulled my phone from my pocket and tried to steel myself for what was coming. I took a long, deep breath of the chilly air and I caught a hint of something foul out in the yard. I wondered if some small helpless creature out there had died and begun to decay. It was the right season for it. The end of autumn was a proper time for dying.

I unfolded the program and dialed the number he had written. Six or seven rings later, Buzz picked up the phone.

“Buzz? This is Alex.”

He let out a slight hiccup.

“Lex! What’re you’in up to?”

His words slurred and tripped into each other.

He’d been hitting the bottle pretty hard, I guessed. I should have expected it. Halloween was a holiday. Also, it was a Wednesday.

I tried not to get my hopes up that he would be able to help me. The last Halloween I saw Buzz, I had been fourteen and he had shown up at Uncle Matty’s trailer, singing Christmas carols, with a never-again-seen guinea pig perched on his shoulder. Sobriety was not a strong suit. I still had to give it a shot.

“I have to ask you something about my uncle. It was a couple years back, probably. I’m really not too sure when.”

“Shoot.”

“Do you remember a young girl? Dark hair, probably… six? Eight? Uncle Matty knew her. I think he might’ve… had a thing for her. Or with her.”

Buzz choked and sputtered on his beer for a moment. It took me a moment to realize that he was laughing and not suffocating. He let out an amused sigh.

“Nope.”

I paused.

“I’m not accusing you of knowing Uncle Matty was doing whatever it was that he did, I’m just trying to find out if—”

Buzz interrupted me with a rumbling snort.

“Didn’t happen. Matty wasn’t interested in little girls.”

“What? How would you know?”

He slurped from his beer, set it down and when he spoke, his voice took on the mock paternal tone I remembered and resented so thoroughly.

“Lex, there are two types of people. There’re bullshitters and there are straight shooters. Your uncle and I, we were gut snatchers back at the Esskay.” I was not surprised the topic came up, but I still marveled at his fixation. “Even when he moved off the line, that sort of thing sticks with you. ‘Use everything except the squeal’ was the motto. Spend all day cuttin’ pigs open, some folks went vegetarian. They saw what went into meat. They’d always known—Hell, who doesn’t?—but after guttin’ for long enough they couldn’t lie to themselves anymore. The sort like your uncle and myself… well, we did what we did and we both enjoyed our share of pork chops.”

“Okay?”

“You ain’t gettin’ it. Your uncle. Me. There are a shit-ton of easy lies I could tell you. Some folk deny what they’ve done and what they’re doin’ because they can’t deal with it. Others take the good with the bad and enjoy it. N’point in lyin’ to you now and never was stupid enough to start bullshittin’ myself. Your uncle and I were something of a… a thing.”

I took the phone away from my ear and frowned at it. For a moment, I wondered if I’d called the right number. A bitter wind shouldered its way through the shadowy branches of the woods.

“Like… a couple?”

“Damn sure, Lex.”

He hiccupped.

It seemed utterly laughable. I wondered if Buzz had drunk enough to rot his brain entirely. My uncle wasn’t gay. I would have known. Things like that just didn’t stay hidden.

He just never found a woman who really understood him and never had any interest in spending time with them or anyone other than Buzz. He was secretive because he was killing children, not because he simply didn’t want to be found out by a bunch of gay-hating neighbors. At my feet, Ray’s jack-o-lantern grinned in delight, growing ever brighter as night fell. Sitting next to my frowning pumpkin, I was reminded of Greek theater masks. One full of mocking laughter. The other, a sad fool.

“But you’re married,” I said.

There had to be more to it. The strange girl had all but assured me of Uncle Matty’s guilt.

“Widowed,” Buzz continued. “Beth passed three years back. But I never was the best husband, and what I had with Matty was different.”

“How?”

I couldn’t think of a full question. How could it be possible? How was I supposed to believe it? But I realized that, for all Buzz’s unreliability, it was possible and I did believe it. Any engineer will tell you that the simplest answer is most likely the true one. A child murderer lurking in the backwoods of Fair Hill, hunting out-of-town children, was a lot less likely than a simple fear of prejudice. How had I been so willing to accept such a dark alternative? How had they kept it a secret from me? A world full of ‘how’s.

“How was it different? Think you can figure that out on your own, Lex. You went to college. How did it all start? Well, Matty and I would go over to Sherry’s Showbar after work most shifts. You know, the old strip joint?”

“A strip joint? Didn’t you just tell me he was gay?”

“Hell, if he wasn’t before, he sure was after. I snatched the guts out of prettier-looking things on the line. We went for the drinks. Anyway, we got to talking one night and—”

“I didn’t mean that.”

I didn’t know what I meant. You don’t need to worry, I’m not some queer. Words I’d told Uncle Matty, so long ago, just before he threw that bottle.

Buzz let out a drunken chuckle. He was enjoying my confusion far more than I thought appropriate.

“Didn’t you ever wonder why we went duck huntin’ so much? Why we were such shit at it? Hell, half the time he didn’t even bring a gun. And he named his boat after me—Buzzard is for Buzz. Beth knew about it for sure. Point is, I knew the man. He wasn’t interested in girls of any age.”

The second implication hit me. If he wasn’t a pedophile, then the strange girl was haunting the wrong person. He wasn’t the bad man she believed him to be. Or she lied to me.

Buzz continued, “’Course Matty and I had a bit of a falling out after you left. He closed up shop, talked to me less and less. And then Beth passed and by the time I moved to the city, I only saw him when I swung by Zach’s Bait. ’nd he looked at me like I was a stranger. Guess once I left I wasn’t welcome back.”

“Small towns are like that.”

It was a meaningless sentence, the only thing I could think of to say while I processed the rest. I wished Uncle Matty had trusted me enough to tell me. I couldn’t imagine how lonely of an existence he must have led, surrounded by the Mr. Gallaghers of the world and not even trusting that the child he was raising wasn’t just like them.

I heard the hiss of Buzz popping a tab and then him noisily guzzling for a long moment. He let out a stunted belch.

“Not every small town is like Fair Hill. Most folks are good people just tryin’a survive. Fair Hill’s somethin’ else. Even got to Matty. Beth used to say it was cursed, and I think she was onto somethin’. Ever since that Jameson boy died, place went to hell. The murders, suicides, all of it. Bad business all over. Place devoured people. Ate them from the inside out.”

And then when he finally lay dying, I hadn’t even granted him that peace. I had dragged him into a whole new world of suffering with my ignorance. I thought of him looking up at me, of his tongueless muttering of my name. I’d turned away when he needed me most. Again.

“I guess so. I need to go,” I said.

“Alright, Lex. Y’ever wanta call again or grab some drinks, you go ahead and do it. I could tell you some stories. Might learn a thing or two.”

He was still cackling when I hung up.


Chapter Nineteen:
THE
LION
I stared at the phone for a long minute before stuffing it into my pocket and looking around.
The sky was now black and shrouded in purple puffs of cotton clouds. Breaths of wind rushed through sparsely leafed trees. Night had made its claim. I regarded the chubby orange gourds at my feet.
Darkness had brought the candlelight to life, but my jack-o-lantern still looked depressed. Not irritated or menacing, but deeply, sourly saddened. It shared my opinion of myself, I suspected.
“Fuck you,” I told it.
Ray’s on the other hand, with the fire glowing, had taken on a more sinister light. I had been so caught off guard by Buzz’s revelation that I hadn’t really thought about the rest of what he’d said. The smaller pumpkin leered out at me through the other’s grinning mouth.
In the dancing light of the burning wicks, it wasn’t two pumpkins coexisting. It certainly was nothing cute. The outer shell was dark and frail, the inner guttering with hidden life as it was being digested. As it was digesting. The larger pumpkin’s residue had dried against its face and traced glistening, snail-like trails, but the smaller seemed all the more alive for it. It was no longer a baby, but a ravenous parasite. A consuming.
“Devoured,” I said. The word came to my lips and passed out before I could stop it.
Lacey had known it, too. Must be something in the water. The idea didn’t come as a flash of insight or anything new. It was something I’d always known, but never allowed myself to speak out loud. Now that I’d heard Buzz speak the words, I couldn’t shake them. Fair Hill really was haunted.
My professor had said statistics didn’t apply to individual cases but to trends, and there was a trend in Fair Hill that was far outside the numbers he’d cited. One or two out of hundreds was a tragedy, but when it crossed into a majority, that became an epidemic. That became the case of a predator hunting prey. Something had dragged the town down into the broken shell it had become, was dragging it further still. Gutting it as effectively as Buzz at his best.
Ever since John Jameson died, he had claimed, but he was wrong. That was a tragedy, but tragedies happen. The town had mourned the loss of its wayward soldier, but the decline hadn’t started until a few months after that. Not spring, but summer. Ever since Lacey and I had performed that bloody act of unnatural desire. We called out and something answered.
We had damned Fair Hill.
And damned my uncle twice over when I called him home.
“I forgive you, Uncle Matty, for anything you did or didn’t do. I release you. You were the best father I ever could have had,” I said. I swallowed past the catch in my throat. “I’m so sorry I didn’t sooner.”
I hoped he could hear it. I wondered if he would ever be able to forgive me.
No sooner had the words passed my lips than that smell of ammonia and rot waxed stronger. I turned to see the strange girl standing behind me. Had probably been standing there since I lit the jack-o-lanterns. Fire to summon. She looked like a crude, fleshy cut-out against the night behind her.
“Bad man,” she said.
My mouth was dry and no sound came when I tried to answer. I stared at her in the flickering light, at the malformed club-like feet and hands. The ungainly movements, the broken words, the childish appearance. Something that should be pinned up on a fridge to encourage a particularly inartistic child. A brutish caricature of humanity, like the faces on the carved pumpkins. The pang of familiarity hit me again, resonating through me to my bones. An imitation. Buzz’s voice, still fresh in my mind, brought it home to me and I found the word I sought.
“A decoy,” I said. “A goddamn duck decoy.”
Everything began to slide into place. Those clumsy, birdshot-peppered forms molded by hands unpracticed in artistry sitting side by side on my uncle’s mantelpiece didn’t have to be lifelike, just close enough to bait the trap. I remembered mocking the ducks that were dumb enough to fall for it.
The strange girl remained still, impervious to the wind that scattered leaves across the lawn behind her. Her expression locked in that soulful innocence as she watched me pace back and forth in front of her. Her head swiveled seamlessly on her neck. Her smile remained frozen in place, long and lascivious, a bowed red serpent.
“It was you. Fair Hill really is cursed. By you. I could feel you there. And now you’re latched onto me and you’re doing it again. That’s what’s different with Raychel. With me, too. That’s why I can’t sleep, why I feel so…” I waved an inarticulate hand.
I was pacing faster now, a slow, steady circle looping around her. As I walked, her head pivoted like a periscope to follow me. She did not turn. She did not need to. I stopped at the front porch.
“Who are you?” I asked at last. “What the fuck are you?”
She said nothing. She simply watched and smiled. I remembered her words from before.
Hungry.
“Wait here, I’ll be right back,” I said. And then I’ll fucking kill you.
I entered the house and locked the door behind me. I walked quickly into the kitchen, hoping for some weapon that looked like it could work properly on her, whatever she was. Raychel was engrossed in the spectacle on the screen and didn’t turn around when I pulled a knife from the cutting block. I inspected the blade and then thought better of it. I wasn’t certain, but I could figure that stabbing a ghost to death wouldn’t work. Instead, I opened the silverware drawer and rooted around in the back for the sterling butter knives that Raychel’s family had bestowed upon her. I took two and laid them over each other in the shape of a cross. Maybe stabbing it wouldn’t work, but all the movies said that wicked things feared crosses and silver.
I stepped back to the front door and unlocked it, but the porch out front was empty. She was gone. I didn’t doubt she’d be back, in one form or another. She couldn’t have liked me setting my uncle free. I wondered if I should tell Raychel or not. She deserved to know the truth, but I knew what look she’d give me if I tried to convince her that not only had the visions of the strange girl remained, but they’d started telling me awful lies.
Besides, Angie had said that the dead were like memories. There was no rush. At most, the strange girl could pull on our energy and spread the awful infection of her presence, but erosion took time. She couldn’t directly hurt us. In the reflection of the black glass I could see me giving myself the same look that Raychel would have. Even I knew that I sounded insane.
I went back to the kitchen. The knives in my hands felt utterly silly, but I didn’t set them down as I leaned against the island and listened to the chili bubble behind me on the stove. Raychel was still sitting on the couch watching her movie. As if she felt my eyes on her, she turned and flashed me a grin. On the screen, a homicidal alien in leather lingerie was discussing a rather tender subject. A tiny helpless giggle slipped out of me before I could stop it. The most normal part of my night.
“Come watch it, babes,” Raychel said. “Eddy said he didn’t like his teddy.”
It took me a moment longer to parse through her words and catch the reference, but then it all fell apart because the strange girl was there in front of the fireplace, and so much stranger still. Someone on the television began to sob.
She had always been eerie in a weirdly innocent, childlike way, but now the vestiges of childhood had gone to rot. The veneer of innocence peeled away and left a hideously crude sketch behind.
Pale white, wet orbs filled the gaping pits of her eye sockets. Her smile was wide and jagged with teeth as it split across her impossibly proportioned face. Circular patches of rashes mottled each of her half-limbs and the tunic no longer hung on her body but began to melt into her skin. The air shimmered and she flickered past the sofa, next to the table now. Her smile stretched wider still until it nearly divided her head in half and this close I could see the acne splitting open into toothed sores, like the mouths of a thousand faces caught just below her skin. Its skin. The stench of rotting flesh rolled off of it.
I closed my eyes and concentrated. Lacey had said the visions disappeared when she stopped believing in them and so I focused all my will on it. The room was empty. Raychel was watching her movie. I was imagining the smell, the feel of those swollen eyes riveted on me.
Even with my eyelids squeezed shut I could see her standing there, that twisted smile on her malformed face. When I opened my eyes, she had drifted closer. I wasn’t really surprised. It hadn’t worked back when Mrs. Mitchell had put the bowls out, there was no reason it should work now. And even if I had made myself unable to see her, that wouldn’t mean she was gone.
I raised the silverware cross in front of me and thrust it at her. The dead couldn’t hurt the living, Angie had said. But maybe I could hurt her. I stepped forward.
The strange girl indulged my approach with that same amused, empty smirk. When I was only a few steps away, she opened her mouth in a cartoonish yawn and raised her arms as if in an embrace. The damned are devoured, she had said. She wasn’t the least bit impressed or afraid. She was waiting for me to come to her.
The strange girl made a garbled, unintelligible sound and laughed with the lazy joy of something that had already won.
The knives shook in my hands, jangled against each other. I let them fall to my side as I took a slow, measured step backwards. It occurred to me that I once more may have misjudged several parts of the situation. I was walking up to some sort of creature that had eaten a ghost and I had nothing but cutlery and half-baked Hollywood ideas of fighting it. As I retreated, it let out another odd cough of high, weird laughter. I bumped up against the island, nearly fell and gripped ahold of it. In a moment of blind, stupid terror, I knew that Buzz’s story was about to come true. I hadn’t gone to sleep and now she was going to eat my feet.
Underneath the kitchen table, Bartholomew let out a furious, spitting hiss. His ears were flat and his eyes glittered hatefully as he slunk out, his back arched into a ludicrous camel hunch. His tail swished fitfully. His fur bristled like the spines of a porcupine.
The strange girl’s laughter cut off immediately.
“What’s the matter, Barty?” Ray asked, craning up over the back of the sofa. Her eyes scanned right past the strange girl without stopping. She wrinkled her nose, sniffed hard. “And what’s that smell? Christ, is that the chili?”
“Ray,” I said.
She frowned off toward the cat.
“Raychel,” I said again.
I was surprised at how calm my voice sounded. She must have heard the strain beneath it because she looked immediately toward me, her face paling when her eyes flickered down to the knives in my hands.
“What?”
I didn’t know what to tell her. I shook my head wordlessly as the chubby tabby squared off between me and it, every ounce of bravery mustered. Protecting me, I realized.
Bartholomew had endured enough.
With a yowling cry that beckoned to a heritage shared with lions, he hurled himself like a furry arrow toward the strange girl, teeth bared and declawed paws slapping through the air.
I had the odd sensation of my reality stuttering as he lunged. One moment the strange girl was standing there, watching the cat with an expression of uncertainty, and the next, just a heartbeat before he struck her, she flickered forward and he was writhing in her sore-riddled, stumpy arms.
One of his back feet kicked across her face and left a thin red stripe behind it, but for all his fury, he was no practiced warrior. He flailed wildly in her grip, his voice climbing higher and higher as she hugged him.
“Getthefuckoffhim!” Raychel yelled and I wondered if she was really seeing the battle, or just seeing her beloved pet contorting in midair. I dropped the useless knives and stepped forward, no certain plan in mind, just knowing that I had to try something.
I was almost to them when Bartholomew let out a wild, desperate shriek of agony and then the strange girl stuffed him into her absurd mouth, teeth gnashing hideously into fur and meat and bone.
Crunching followed. Wet, sloppy sounds. Splintered flecks of ivory and glistening purples and reds smeared a bib down from her chin to the center of her chest, spattered across the ground in front of her, sprayed the legs of my jeans. Stray bits of tabby hair danced like dust motes through the air.
The strange girl smiled with a satisfied, Thanksgiving-like look of slaked hunger and sleepiness. As quickly as she had come, she vanished.
Raychel began to scream.



Chapter Twenty:

THE FIEND OF

FAIR HILL

“That’s the house,” I said.

Raychel pulled up to the curb and slammed on the brakes hard enough to make the Kia whimper. She took a deep breath that sounded rough in her throat. Then she got out and stomped across the well-manicured blades of grass. I followed her.

The neighborhood was quiet and still. The weeping willows swayed sleepily alongside the street, glossy SUVs and sports cars were tucked in for the night in garages and on parking pads. Any trick-or-treaters had long since retired. A smattering of festive orange lights lit up a few of the houses and a witch decoration, spread-eagled on top of a broom to look like she had crashed, had been strung up to one of the neighbor’s trees. Nothing else bore witness to our arrival. Even the stars were blindfolded by clouds. There was no sign of the cat-eating monster.

I had spent the car ride in grim anticipation of that smell of rot that heralded its arrival, but no deformed child apparated in the back seat to sink yellowed teeth into our necks. The only thing I could smell was the pine tree car freshener that dangled from the rearview mirror. Raychel had spent the drive intermittently shifting between quiet weeping and baring her teeth in barbaric fury as she leaned on the gas.

Raychel got to the door before I caught up to her and she slammed her hand against the doorbell. She held it until footsteps answered the tinny chime. The front light blinked on and a moment later the door swung open. Lacey peered out. She did not look pleased.

“Isn’t it a bit late for trick-or-… Alex?”

Her eyes jumped over to Raychel and went a little wild.

“I… um…”

The door started to swing closed. Ray caught it on her forearm and shoved it back open.

“I’m not here to cause you trouble. You need to help us,” she said. “That… thing… ate my cat.”

Lacey looked longingly over her shoulder, back toward her living room. She reached for the door again.

“Lacey,” I said. She stopped and turned back toward me. A look of uncertainty was stamped on her face. “Lacey, this is for real. I need your help, and I don’t know how much time I have until it comes back. I would’ve called, but I didn’t want you to refuse. Can we please come in?”

Beneath her hesitation, the old hunger smoldered like a fanned coal. She licked her lips. Hunger won over and she relented.

“I guess. You just can’t be loud.”

The door swung open and Raychel and I stepped through it into the front hall.

Lacey was wearing a tee shirt and jeans again, but now all in black. Her eyes were caked in dark makeup and her nails were painted the same color as the sky. I didn’t get the feeling it was a part of any costume, but something of the reverse. That I was seeing a touch more of what she had once been, what she had hidden beneath the costume of her suburban domesticity.

“I’m sorry for springing in on you like this. This is Raychel. Raychel, this is Lacey.”

Raychel held out her hand. Lacey eyed us both warily before taking it. Their dislike of each other was palpable and instantaneous, a pure feeling every bit as potent and recognizable as love at first sight.

“Pleasure,” Raychel lied.

“Where’s Mike?” I asked. I didn’t particularly relish meeting him, under the circumstances.

“Mark. He’s out on a business trip. He can’t do Halloween, schedules around it. Says it’s a time for devil worship. He’s one of those revivalist types. Laine’s upstairs. You said you don’t have much time until what comes back? What’s this about?”

Lacey led the way into the den. Raychel scanned the room with its sailboat pictures and saccharine-sweet decorations but said nothing at all. The expression on her face covered her opinion quite well. I considered feigning that I did not know my way around, that I had not been here less than a week ago. My stomach gave a sickening clench. I hadn’t done anything wrong.

Lacey ushered us over to the sofa, into the looming presence of the massive television. The flowers, those pretty pink carnations from before, were drooping dead and forgotten in their vase. Beside the cabinet, a small stack of cardboard boxes slumbered with an unopened beer bottle perched on top.

“After I saw you, a lot of stuff happened. My uncle showed up again and broke a window. I didn’t think ghosts could do that. Some weird girl… I think she attacked him. She was pretty keen on me not setting him free. Apparently I could do that? Long story short, I set him free anyway. She got mad. Really, really mad. Or at least she got really hungry.”

Lacey digested the story. Her mouth twitched, but to my relief she did not smile.

“The ghost of a girl was attacking your uncle and now she’s angry at you. Um… are you sure?”

I expected disbelief, but not with such a powerful tinge of hope. She wanted to believe, I realized. Not just wanted. She craved it.

“It ate Bartholomew,” Raychel said. “So yes. I’m sure.”

“I… um… okay?”

“Bartholomew was our cat,” I said. I felt an unexpected pang of grief for the little fellow. Lacey still looked confused. “The girl, I think she’s from Fair Hill. Unhappy people come back as ghosts, right?”

I’d given it some thought. Lacey made a so-so gesture with her hand.

“Unfulfilled things. Unhappiness, secrets. If you have a strong enough reason to stay, you… do.”

“When we brought John back, what if we brought her too?”

“We never brought him back. We broke the connection in time,” she said automatically. She frowned in thought. “But I suppose it could’ve worked like bait and pulled her instead. And then you came along and caught her again and brought her home with you.”

Raychel shook her head and squeezed her eyes shut. Her lips moved in silent words that I assumed were either prayers for our well-being, or prayers for herself for getting dragged into the steadily devolving nightmare.

I found my gaze drawn back to the cardboard boxes. On the side of several, someone had written “ATTIC” and what I was looking at clicked home. I felt a wild thrill of hope. I scanned the living room until I saw it sitting on the carpet next to another beer bottle, also unopened.

“You found it?”

“The book? Yeah, I found it later that day. With Mark out of town, I thought I’d give it a read. I was waiting for you to call me, I didn’t know if…” She waved a timid hand toward Raychel. Raychel stiffened. I stepped toward the book, but Lacey darted past me and scooped it up before I could touch it. She cradled it to her chest as jealously as if it were a secret.

“Did you find anything in it?” I asked.

She gave an apologetic shrug. “I read it cover to cover, but um… I don’t know, Alex. That’s not an easy thing you’re asking. Releasing a ghost you’ve summoned should be easy. Both of you let go and it should pass over. But if you’ve already released your uncle and you’re still being haunted, I guess you really did end up bringing more than just him home. If this girl won’t leave you alone, I don’t know how to make her let go. I can’t just sever a blood binding. I don’t even know if there’s a way to do that. This… girl, or ghost or whatever, you said you think she’s from Fair Hill?”

“I don’t think she’s just from it. I think she’s the problem. All the death and suicide, we just assumed it was depression and poverty and just… shittiness, but I think it was her. Or partly her, at least. I don’t really know. I think she wanted us unfulfilled and miserable and was sucking away at us as best she could until we went crazy with it. I think she wanted us to turn into ghosts. And I think she ate my uncle’s ghost.”

“And my cat?” Raychel massaged her temples.

“That’s not a ghost that you’re describing. Ghosts don’t eat each other and they don’t typically drive entire towns into suicidal depression. Even at their worst, they can only spook you a little.”

“So what is it?” Raychel asked. “And please don’t tell me it’s a vampire. If you tell me it’s a vampire, I’m going to absolutely lose it.”

“It’s not a vampire in any sense of the word that I know. If he’s right… I don’t really know the name for it. You’re not the first person to claim there’s something out there that can feed on spirits, but I wouldn’t know what to call it. A soul eater? A ghost eater? The fiend of Fair Hill sounds too dramatic.”

But I knew the name. I could hear it pronounced in Buzz’s voice: Gut snatcher. The one who comes to eat your feet.

“So how do you recommend we deal with this ghost eater?” Gut snatcher. “You’re the expert, right?”

“An expert? No, I um…” She frowned. “I guess. Compared to you two at least.”

The thought took root and a smile blossomed across her crooked mouth. I realized that this was the secret fantasy she had lusted after the most, playing out in full. She wanted magic back in her life, and she was getting it. Her pleasure made me feel more than a little dirty.

Raychel cleared her throat. “If you can’t do it, then why don’t we just summon someone else to feed it? It got angry about Alex freeing his uncle, why don’t we just replace him with Hitler or something? Then it can leave us alone.”

I once again admired how much smarter she was than me. My best idea so far had been trying to menace it with ornamental cutlery, and I’d had a lot longer to think about it. Lacey considered the idea, her dark eyes reflecting the firelight like a mirror.

“Supposing that Hitler never did pass over, do you really think there’s any of him left? He steeped himself in misery and suffering and death. If Alex brought it home with a little blood and his uncle, I imagine that Hitler would have been a field day for them.”

“Them? You mean there’s more than one?”

“I don’t know, but where there’s one, there’s usually many. If something out there eats ghosts, it stands to reason that it isn’t alone. Maybe that’s the reason why hauntings are so rare and seem to fade over time. If the ghost eaters hear them, they come running. Anyway, summoning someone else for it is probably a bad idea. Like feeding something and then hoping it will go away.”

Raychel’s voice climbed as her frustration mounted. “So, what? If you can’t keep it away and there’s no bribing it off, what do we do? Kill it? Or do you suggest we just give up and let it do whatever it’s going to do to us?”

“It’s not about what I suggest, it’s just how things are. You can’t kill things on that side. The dead don’t die. They can pass over, but you can’t kill a soul. If you don’t make peace with the dead, sooner or later, they’re going to catch up. There’s just no avoiding that.”

“Quit the goth shit,” Ray said. “You have potpourri on your kitchen table and a high-def TV that’s at least… what, five and a half? Six feet across?” She gestured to a crystal bowl sitting on a doily in the center of the table.

I eyed the television more closely. It was smaller than the one in the den, but it was still a mastodon beast. It wasn’t even off-brand. I was once more impressed with how well Lacey had done for herself.

Lacey flushed crimson and the smile slid off her face.

Raychel turned to me. “Enough of this crap from you too, Alex,” Ray barked in her work voice. I’d visited her once on a lunch break and saw her use it to whip any number of techs, nurses, and even the occasional doctor into cowering obedience. “I don’t want rambling contemplation on souls and we can worry about what it is once it’s gone. For now, I want solutions. And if it eats ghosts and energy and happiness and whatever else, how the fuck did it eat my cat?”

Raychel looked back and forth between us. She placed one of her hands on her stomach and rubbed it soothingly. I shook my head. I had no idea.

Lacey perked up.

“That one I can answer. Cats are halfway between living and dead. I thought everyone knew that. People worshipped them for it back in the day. Supposedly they slip from our world to the other side and back again. Or they live in both, I don’t know, it’s all a bit vague. But things halfway between are vulnerable to both and are dangerous to both. They’re um… huh.” Lacey trailed off, lost in thought. She picked up the book and flipped through it.

Raychel tapped her foot. Her rubbing was growing less soothing.

“I don’t want to have to get a pet tiger,” Raychel said. “Any other ideas? Can we just visit the zoo or something and get one of them to kill it?”

It seemed like a bit of a stretch, but it was better than any of my ideas and time was not a luxury I wanted to count on. I scanned the shadows of the room, but they remained empty. For how long? And what was it going to do next? I wondered if it could directly hurt Raychel and me, but remembering the catastrophes that swallowed Fair Hill, I didn’t have any interest in finding out. It had been able to slaughter poor Bartholomew and that was reason enough to pass by the “live-and-let-live” option.

When Lacey looked back up, she was smiling. “I don’t imagine that would work, no. In my experience, most cats don’t do favors. But I have a better idea. I think I might know a way to kill it after all.”


Chapter Twenty-one:

THE

STUPID GAMES

The three of us stood around the fire pit in Lacey’s sprawling and pleasantly rustic back yard. A flagstone patio overlooked a wide field of still-green grass bordered by a sentry line of picket fencing. A cobblestone path meandered through the lawn and up to the shallow stone basin where kindling and sticks and slender logs had been piled. The basin was about a pace across and surrounded on all angles by Adirondack chairs and wrought-iron side tables. Lacey struck a match, sheltered it in a cupped hand and then slipped it into the hidden depths of the lumber. A few quiet minutes of puffing smoke and the yard began to glow in the guttering firelight.

The wind had begun to whip up in the air above and the clouds had thickened. It was going to storm later, I realized. A latent anticipatory energy infiltrated the air, and the faintest hint of moldering decay and ammonia. The strange girl was circling closer again, her hunger once more seeking satisfaction. A prickle snuck up my spine and across my scalp. Lacey had the book cradled in her arms like a child and was studying it. A small assortment of items sat next to her: a flashlight; a length of thin, braided rope; a box of matches; and a Swiss army knife. Raychel eyed her and the collection warily.

“Alex said something about water. Do you need water for this?”

“Water is for amplification. We’re not calling anything. It knows where we are.”

She picked up the knife and pressed the tip against her finger.

“Lacey,” I said. “Maybe I should be the one to do… whatever it is you’re going to do. I brought it. No need for…”

Raychel gave me a dark look. Lacey shook her head.

“You can’t. It wouldn’t work. You summoned it with your blood and it’s been feeding on your uncle. It’ll recognize you. It’s tied to you right now, and if it has that link it’ll be able to fight back and we don’t want that. It won’t be able to do anything to resist me. Understand?”

I had no idea what she was talking about, but I didn’t see the point in contesting it. Every part of me wanted to protest the idea, all of this. Games like this had gotten us into trouble in the first place. This was the part of the movie where the audience mocked the characters for being fools. For all my wanting, I couldn’t think of any better option.

She let out a tiny grunt as she pricked her finger. She dragged the small cut along the rope up and down for several strokes and then she set the knife aside. She twisted the rope a few times over in her hands in practiced, complex motions. She nodded to herself.

“Besides, like you said: I’m the expert. So, let’s begin,” Lacey said. If she was trying to hide the excitement in her voice, she was failing. “It says here this is how you can bind a spirit. I’m going to bind it to this rope, and then I’m going to let it try to come through. When it’s halfway through, I tie the knot, like it shows. That’ll trap it, and then we torch both it and the rope. Halfway between should make it vulnerable. Sounds about right, right?”

Raychel glowered at her self-satisfaction. “I don’t know. The whole thing sounds stupid to me, but I don’t generally practice black magic in my back yard. Maybe you should have done the research instead of summoning it in the first place.”

Lacey sniffed. She clearly enjoyed being in command. Her confidence was gathering by the moment and she even managed to match Raychel’s glare for a moment or two before quailing. She bit her lip.

“I’m doing you a favor, you know. I’m taking a risk. I could just lock the door and send you back home. See how you enjoy that,” she said.

But she couldn’t. I knew it, and I suspected both she and Raychel knew it as well. A greedy sort of passion guttered in her eyes, in her fingers as they trembled against the pages, in the sheen of beaded sweat despite the chilly wind. She had been looking for this her whole life, looking for some magic to make up for what the world lacked. Her teenage dream was finally reaching fruition.

“Fine,” Raychel said in a voice that indicated her definition of fine must include murderous loathing. “You do your thing and tell us what you need us to do.”

“Give me your hands, both of you,” Lacey said. “And hold each other’s.”

Lacey’s hands were soft and clammy with anticipation. Raychel’s were like a vise.

Lacey gave Raychel a nasty look and winked at me. “Like old times. Except we’re wearing more clothes.”

Raychel’s fingernails buried into the back of my hand.

“We’ve got witnesses, we’ve got the fire and the rope and the blood. Now we just—”

A stench washed over us that reminded me all too sharply of the time a waterlogged corpse of a dog had washed up on the lakeshore near the trailer. Its throat had been cut just above its collar and it had been decaying for long enough that the muscle beyond was swollen and green and maggot-ridden. It had taken the better part of a week before I could go outside without my eyes watering. Lacey gagged, but Raychel just grimaced.

The fire pit hissed and sputtered, and the smoke billowed out of it in an eraser smudge against the night. Instead of rising up into the heavens, it curled like a serpent and twisted in upon itself and as I watched, it coalesced into a far too familiar figure, the same I’d seen at the foot of my bed that first awful night after my uncle’s summoning.

The gut snatcher had arrived.


Chapter Twenty-two:

THE

STUPID PRIZES

The figure was certainly humanoid, but no more than that. It was featureless and fake, a silhouette as realistic as the androgynous decals on a crossing sign. A perfectly circular, faceless head atop rounded shoulders, formless arms and legs built out of the smoke. It was impossible to tell the movement of its head for certain, but I felt its attention swing between Lacey and me and back again.

It raised its right arm and pointed it toward its left wrist. I swallowed. When it turned to Lacey, it jabbed one hand toward its thigh, and obscenely lingered. A slightly darker slit opened among the smoke of its face. It smiled with teeth of sparks as they trailed up into the sky above.

Raychel made a choking sound. “This can’t be happening. I’m not really seeing this, am I?”

If the being heard her, it paid her no mind. Its attention turned entirely to Lacey as she pulled her hands free from ours and picked up the coil of rope. She wound it once between her fingers and then with a deft twist of her hand, she began wrapping it around itself, dipping the rope through loops that fed into other loops and twisting them back upon themselves. The figure’s fury mounted with every twist and tug. With each passing moment, its form began to coalesce into something more solid.

She paused to check the book in her lap, and the moment her eyes slipped away the smoky mannequin lunged toward her in a whirlwind flare of sparks. I jumped to my feet but far too late to interfere or do anything beyond mouth a breathless, wordless warning. There was no need. Lacey tugged the knot taut and muttered something under her breath without looking up. Invisible shackles sluiced into the smoke and the being’s arms snapped back against its sides.

The thing roiled and its borders flexed against the invisible cords. The rope in Lacey’s hands gave an agitated twitch and she nearly dropped it. She let out a grunt of surprise, shook her head, and returned to building the knot upon itself. I realized I was holding my breath.

“Stop that,” Lacey told the wraith. “You haunted the wrong people.”

I shivered at her words. I’d been a scrawny thing during my high school years, an obvious target for bullies and other opportunists, but only rarely did anyone pick an actual fight more than once. Every one-time underdog knows the dangers of taunting helpless, vicious things. I swallowed back any words of caution. I didn’t want to interrupt her, and I doubted it would much matter. We were gambling on her success and the stakes were already unreasonably high.

The thing obeyed. I didn’t get the impression it had much choice.

Jagged rage still charged the air like lightning, but it stopped openly resisting and instead began to delicately probe at the bindings. I again had the feeling that it was concentrating very hard, only now it seemed on the verge of panic. Lacey set the book to the side and stood. She tugged the knot one final time and the thing jerked stiffly, a puppet reined in by its strings.

“Game’s up. You’re mine,” Lacey said. She laughed as she held the knot up with both hands high above her head, a priestess holding up dark communion before her congregation. Her smile was manic, lips half parted over clenched teeth. In the firelight she looked ecstatic and terrible.

“Boo,” she said.

She threw the knot into the fire.

The invisible bindings burst into flame and the silhouette silently contorted. It writhed in helpless, violent pain and then degenerated into a borderless mass that heaved and stretched and slipped through the burning coils as they constricted.

A gout of fire sliced out of the fire pit, stabbing into the sky. The sharp, sulfurous burn of fireworks and struck matches assailed my nostrils. It smelled dangerous. Something beneath it too. A darker, dirtier odor like burned rubber. A bleak wind rolled by and then all at once the pillar of flame and bindings were gone and the smoke spilled formlessly upwards into the night to curl and conspire among the clouds.

The only thing moving besides Raychel’s mouth—forming a slow stream of quiet prayers and obscenities—was the tongues of flame in the pit, wagging and jumping in the night as the knot blackened at their base. The fire crackled and merrily popped.

Lacey let out a squeal of delight and flung her arms around me. I kept my hands pinned flat to my side and gave Raychel a look of unabashed nonconsent. Raychel still seemed dazed and it took her several moments to clear her throat.

Lacey blushed and stepped back.

“Is that it?” I asked. “Is it, you know, finished?”

“I think so,” Lacey said. She beamed with delight.

Raychel took a slow, deep breath and let it out. “Christ. That was the thing you said was in our house?” she asked me. Her eyes were wide. I nodded. “I’m sorry I ever doubted you. Blame it on the hormones making me a raging bitch. Good God, though. Sweet baby Moses.”

Lacey clapped her hands in enthusiasm. “That,” she said, “was a fuckin’ rush.”

Not, perhaps, the term I would have used. My heart was pounding like I’d run a marathon, pumping adrenaline through my veins. My vision swam and I felt more than a little sick.

“That rush killed my cat,” Raychel said. “But I suppose I should thank you for… you know.” She gestured at the fire pit.

We all turned to look at Lacey’s work. The knot spasmed under the heat of the flames, blackening within the blaze. It reminded me of a fishing line, tugging and jerking in panic. I hoped whatever was happening to it was painful. I was pretty certain that it was. Lacey accepted Raychel’s clumsy gratitude with a wave of her hand.

“Huh. I guess we can all thank John for this, if nothing else. I never did forgive him for leaving me like that, but if it hadn’t been for him getting himself killed, I wouldn’t have bothered learning any of it. I wouldn’t have been able to drive it off.”

“If not for him, you also wouldn’t have brought it here in the first place,” Raychel said. She put a hand to her forehead and leaned back in the chair. Her other hand rested gently over her stomach.

Lacey opened her mouth and then closed it.

As much as I wanted to blame her too, I knew it was as much my fault as hers. It had heard me call for my uncle out there on the lake. I might as well have gone chumming for sharks while inner tubing.

“If it was haunting Fair Hill, feeding on us, it should stop now, right? Do you think my uncle will be free?”

Lacey shrugged. “It should. As for your uncle, I don’t really know. Most of it’s just guesswork and conjecture. Maybe. If he’s not too far gone. Hopefully. Souls can’t die, but they can get broken down quite a ways.”

Something about that sounded wrong, some important detail that I should be noticing, but I couldn’t put a finger on it. There had been so much wrong throughout the night that any reasonable assessment of detail was beyond me.

“So… not to critique, but when will it stop?” Raychel asked.

She was watching the fire with a look of concern and when I leaned in closer, I saw what had her so alarmed. The fire popped and the wind tugged the flames back and forth but underneath it, the ropey bundle had not disintegrated. It held firm amidst the heat. Not just held firm, either. It was moving.

Tiny, almost imperceptible tremors at first that seemed like nothing more than a reaction to the heat, but then the knot shuddered hard enough to skip a tiny hop into the air. It began to move in earnest, faster and steadily more violent spasms that sent it scuttling around the basin of the fire pit, pinballing through the smoldering kindling.

Lacey made a curious sound. “Just death throes, I think. It should be getting weaker and weaker.”

But it wasn’t.

It was growing stronger.

Something was wrong. I felt it in my bones and blood and a sudden queasiness washed over me. And then it wasn’t just shivering or wandering about, but moving with a life of its own, twisting, jumping, revolving in a gyroscopic frenzy, faster and faster, a corded acrobat dancing through the tongues of flame. The smell spilled out again, like burning tires and ammonia and the evil, cloying sharpness of onion and decay. The fire sprang up higher, hurling molten coils up into the sky.

With a sudden tug that I felt in the marrow of my bones, the fire sucked into the night and vanished, and we were left in the cold and the dark.


Chapter Twenty-three:

THE

FIRE

We stood around in silence like a triad of idiots and then Raychel spoke up. “What just happened?”

I wasn’t sure. The feeling of wrongness hadn’t abated. I felt like its death should have been more dramatic. I expected wailing and fury and hissed screeches of rage. The simple disappearance was unsettling, at least as unsettling as the rest of the night. The fire’s sudden extinguishing left us vulnerable to the cold and the hairs on my arms prickled into gooseflesh. I hadn’t expected the fire to burn out but I hadn’t known what to expect at all. I felt like I was trying to solve a puzzle and was missing more than half the pieces.

Lacey picked up a flashlight from next to her chair and, in its sallow beam, the three of us inspected the fire pit. Lumps of wood filled it to the shallow brim, blackened and creased from where the fire’s heat had split and reduced them to little more than charcoal. The debris inside was smokeless and cool and no residue of warmth reached out toward us.

“Maybe it died?” Lacey suggested. “The knot might’ve just incinerated.”

She sounded far less certain than I would have liked.

The beam wandered across the charred kindling until it found its place, spotlighting the knot still cradled in the center of the pit. The coil of rope twitched sullenly and kicked up a tiny puff of ash.

“Well, it’s still there,” Raychel said. She pulled out her phone and bathed the fire pit with light. “It’s charred, but not at all gone. What happened to the fire?”

I sniffed the air. The creature’s acrid tang lingered like gun smoke, but it was fading. Like the source, I hoped. If the gut snatcher had been playful in its own hideous way before, it wouldn’t be now. If it survived, I wasn’t quite sure what it would do but I knew there would be no easy second chances. I felt a sudden kindred spirit with the pigs that my uncle had slaughtered and gutted so long ago. If the pigs ever tried to revolt, I wondered how they would be treated.

“Um… I’m really not sure. As long as it isn’t untied we’re in the clear. It should have burned up, though. The binding should’ve trapped it completely. Weird,” Lacey said. She held the flashlight close to the pages of the book, still propped open in her lap. “It doesn’t say what to do. It doesn’t really describe outcomes that aren’t… you know. Complete.”

Ray leaned toward the knot.

“Maybe we should untie it and see if the fire killed it? Worst case scenario, you do it again from the top.”

Lacey gave a sickly smile and shook her head.

“Heh. No. The knot doesn’t get untied. We pulled it halfway into our world, bound it and torched it. Untying it would open the rest of the way through. Whatever it is, ghost eater or fiend of Fair Hill, you don’t want it here in the flesh. Even if it is dead.”

Lacey blew on the fire pit but no glowing embers lit up. She reached her hand into the pit and poked the knotted rope. At her touch, it gave an irritated wiggle. Lacey wrung her hand.

“Not even warm. Huh.”

“It isn’t supposed to be moving, is it? Dead things don’t typically do that, do they?” The last few weeks had shaken my certainty.

“If it isn’t dead now, it should be soon. I did the spell like it said to.” Lacey flipped back and forth through the pages. She squeezed the paper between her fingers as if checking for missing pages. “Every single step. It diagrams the knots out. I used to practice them. For, um… fun.”

She rubbed her arms against the October chill and leaned in closer to the pages. Not for fun, I realized. She’d planned on bringing her brother back, and not just for a short conversation. I stepped closer to Raychel and slipped my arm around her waist. Maybe nothing was wrong. Maybe we’d just bury the knot and let that be the end of it all.

Raychel gave me a grateful smile and pressed back against me. Her body felt warm.

“We could start the fire again and let it bake, I guess. How sure are you that the book works?”

“It works,” I said. “We used it a long time ago when we tried to contact her brother. Lacey, I never told you, but I saw footprints in the tub, that day. In your blood. The book works. If it says the creature is dead, it’s dead.”

Lacey nodded. But for the vague uneasiness, there was no reason to think we’d failed. Considering the situation, it was understandable to doubt, but the knot moving could as easily be death throes as evidence of life. A car alarm began to chirp from the street and Ray glanced back at the house.

Even the three little pigs had managed to kill the big bad wolf. Although, from what I remembered of the fable, a sizable number of them had gotten eaten along the way. Better that we weren’t pigs, I decided.

When Raychel turned back, she was frowning in a way I recognized all too well. It was the face she made while she bent the world to her understanding. Problems fled before that frown.

“You saw footprints?” she said at last.

“Yeah. That thing was in the same room as us and we never even knew it.”

Lacey continued studying the book. Raychel shook her head.

“No feet.”

“Huh?”

“That thing had no feet. It didn’t just now, and you said it didn’t before. Safe to assume it’s footless. How did it leave footprints?”

Lacey sighed in exasperation. She gave us both irritated looks.

“Is that really what you’re asking? Who cares? You just saw magic. Real world magic. If that worked, then there’s all sorts of other things in here that I could try.”

I wasn’t sure I wanted to be around when she did. It occurred to me that if her parents hadn’t come home when they did and subsequently grounded her, there was no telling what she might have gotten up to. An emotional child with a loaded gun. I knew the feeling all too well. The car alarm continued to beep.

“How sure are you that you didn’t bring your brother home?” Raychel asked quietly.

Her body had been relaxed just moments before, but now it was as tense and taut as the knot. Lacey answered without looking up. “I broke the circle in time. It doesn’t make a difference anyway. That was ages ago. Even if John had answered, he would have passed back over by now. Water under the bridge. No way it would remember me enough to fight back.”

“Yes, but you just said you never forgave him…” she trailed off, the frown dipping deeper.

I realized what Raychel was getting at. I swallowed hard.

Lacey had forbidden me from tying the knot because if it had fed on my uncle and knew my blood, it would be able to resist me. It would be able to prevent me from banishing it. The feeling of presence in the bathroom echoed back to me. But if souls did not die, if he had come back and the strange girl had been feeding on her brother for all these years…

“Is that your car?” Raychel asked.

“No,” Lacey said. She was too busy twirling her hair and studying the pages to look up, utterly oblivious to the feeling of dread that rose up inside me like a black tide. “My car goes ‘ee-ooh ee-ooh’ not ‘eep eep’. The only thing I know that goes ‘eep’ is…” She trailed off and looked up from her book. Her eyes widened.

“Oh! Oh no,” she said.

She rose to her feet and looked toward the house. Nothing was exactly wrong with it that I could put a name to, but it wasn’t right either. The lights were still glowing through the windows, the weeping willow out front still bowed in the breeze and the fireplace was puffing out merry breaths of smoke, but it was enveloped in a peculiar sort of haze. It reminded me of a mirage. Maybe it was steam, I figured, but that made little sense either.

Lacey took a step, then another, and then she was sprinting toward the back door as fast as her legs could move. Raychel took off after her without hesitation. I was coughing by the time I caught up.

Not just steam, but heat. It pressed against my face even before my feet first struck the patio leading up to her back door. The alarm was louder; it wasn’t from the front road at all, but from within the house itself.

Lacey grabbed the back door handle, let out a strangled yelp of pain and snatched her hand back. She braced herself, grabbed it again and twisted. She wrenched the door open just as Raychel reached her. It was like opening the door to a blast furnace. Ray staggered backwards and Lacey ran forward, tossing the book to the side as she rushed through the kitchen toward the staircase. A thin whitish flag hung from the hissing door handle and it took me a moment to realize it was her skin.

“Laine!” Lacey yelled.

“Stop her!” Raychel shouted and barreled by me.

Lacey had made it barely to the first stair when Ray caught her by the back collar of her tee shirt and dragged her back. She shielded her belly from any flailing limbs and twisted one of Lacey’s arms behind her back at a sharp, unnatural angle. Lacey stopped struggling immediately.

“Help me get her outside,” Raychel barked.

“Elaine! Laine, hold on!” Lacey screamed again.

Plastic magnets, stuck to the refrigerator, were deformed and running in brilliant streaks across the charred pictures they supported. A child’s sippy cup on the drying rack beside the steaming sink was collapsing into a drooping puddle. The crystal bowl on the table now held only ash. I hunched my shoulders against the blast of horribly dry heat as I made my way to Raychel’s side.

I knelt down and tried to help Raychel pull Lacey to her feet. Lacey looked back at me and her eyes were wild with terror. I finally understood what she was saying.

“Laine,” she said. This time her voice was quiet, almost a whisper. Her cheek was an angry red where it had pressed against the tile floor.

“Get her away from the house,” I said to Raychel.

I ran by the two women and up the stairs, taking them great leaps at a time, barking my shins and crawling when my footing failed.

If downstairs was a blast furnace, then upstairs was hell itself. My ears stung, my eyes ached even when I squinted. The heat was dizzying, overwhelming, disorienting in its awful power. Pictures dangled on the walls in cages of scorched frames, curling brown sheets that warped as they pressed up against the glass. One ripped free and shattered on the ground and a trail of smoke leaked out of the hole where it had been nailed.

I threw my arm across my face so that I could draw in gasping breaths. My abused lungs felt like stubbed-out cigarettes. I raced down the corridor half blind, looking for some sign, knowing that I had only a matter of seconds before it was too late and I had to flee. For one moment, I thought I saw the strange girl again, standing in front of the door at the end and wreathed in smoke, but then I realized that it was only a human-sized Mickey Mouse decal, bubbling and blackened, the plastic running down the door like streams of blood.

Plastic letters above the door spelled out her name in dribbling char.

Elaine.

I took the last few paces at a run, raised up my foot and stomped the heel of my boot into the door beside the knob. It splintered open and sent me staggering through into Elaine’s room, a room packed with a toddler’s paradise of toys.

The paradise was lost. Dolls drooped and bent as they melted into the carpet as if it were made of quicksand, faces running off their bodies to stick to the floor. The floor is made of lava, I thought. The childhood game, and there, the child.

Plush toys smoked at the corners of the bed and I picked her out among them, curled up on her side. The covers around her smoldered. I kicked my way across a small city of wooden blocks scorched clean of their letters, of Hot Wheel cars that glowed like coals, and I scooped her up into my arms.

I turned to run but before I made it through the door and down the stairs to the cold salvation beyond, I saw a simple three-letter word scratched into the wall:

Boo


Chapter Twenty-four:

THE

AFTERMATH

Raychel and I held each other in the shower, washing the soot and grime from ourselves. It pooled in dismal gray surf at our feet and sucked down the drain with noisy slurps. Her body felt warm and slippery and wonderful against me. The rounded firmness of her stomach pressing into mine was peculiar but pleasant and the fullness of her breasts against my skin would have been distracting under any other circumstance.

She pressed up closer, her back to the faucet and face buried into my neck. Water poured down and into my eyes until they were stinging and bloodshot but I kept them open.

I didn’t want to close my eyes. I didn’t want to remember it, didn’t want to see it so clearly in my mind. I knew what was lurking the moment my eyelids fell.

How the poor girl’s fingers had melted off, her nose caved in and eyes clouded blind. How she had drawn that gasping breath and begun to cry, pleading for her mother. The sound that Lacey had made as they loaded her only child into the ambulance. The way her burned hand had looked as scarlet as guilt in the glare of the lights, reaching out toward the ambulance as it pulled away at breakneck speed. How her skin had dangled from her arms as they loaded her into an ambulance of her own, hanging like toilet paper stuck to the scorched, naked meat.

The firetrucks arrived in time to keep the house from burning down entirely, but not before the bricks had cracked from heat and the insides were reduced to cinders. Not before the walls had heated up enough to bake the child into oblivion.

I stood in the street after carrying her tiny body out. The heat of the house beat at my face as Ray hunched over the tiny body and began performing CPR in the light of the now-burning willow. Lacey sat on the lawn beside them both with her knees curled up against herself and her injured thumb in her mouth. She was glassy-eyed and looked stoned. Worse still, the child came back. She had just barely slipped away. Had been conscious through it all. What was left was little more than a deformed ghoul with a face like a Halloween mask. A sight so awful that it made bile surge up my throat. A horrible, hideous abomination, contorted in agony that would not, could not end.

That she died on that ambulance ride was a mercy.

“At least it’s gone,” Ray said. “At least we killed it.”

I didn’t know what to say to her, so I just let the water play over me. My body felt sore and more than a little singed. I declined going to the hospital despite Raychel’s urging. The burns hurt, but they seemed an unfairly cheap price. Other than a sharply tender spot on my chest and a sore throat from breathing smoke, I was no more injured than I’d gotten any number of times sitting out on my uncle’s boat without sunscreen.

The fireman said he thought it looked like an electrical fire. Said that they sometimes started in walls and climbed upwards. No matter what caused it, wall fires were incredibly dangerous. They were fast and deadly, could turn an entire house into a broiler in a matter of minutes. The house’s skeleton would have to be torn down, in time. Its structure was destroyed beyond repair. A total loss.

He didn’t tell me that the creature Lacey had summoned in her back yard had sucked every scrap of heat from the fire pit and pulled it into her house. How things trapped in between were vulnerable, but also dangerous. How it had reached through the weakness in her binding and lashed out with one final blow to ruin Lacey too. He didn’t know it, but he didn’t have to.

I did.

Just an accident, he said. Just a terrible accident.

When the rain came, and it did come, it hissed where it struck the house.

We stood under the warm cascade of the shower until a chill strain invaded the barrage and then I turned it off.

“I did this,” I said. “None of this would’ve happened if I hadn’t been so fucking stupid. I called her. I convinced her to help me. That was her daughter, Raychel. I killed her daughter.”

Raychel hushed me with a finger against my lips.

“Not everything is someone’s fault. She helped because she wanted to. Some things, they’re just awful mistakes. Terrible things happen. It’s going to be okay now, though. We’re alright. It’s over.”

A cautious, brutish sort of optimism that is probably the most common sort of silver lining: as heinous as something may be, at least it happened to someone else. It certainly was over for Laine. And probably for Lacey, in one way or another.

When the precious cargo expired in the back of that ambulance, I expected the better part of Lacey died too. As best I knew, she was still at the hospital, waiting for her own shred of silver lining that would not come.

I dried off and got dressed.

There were no monsters in the closet or clawing at the door. The world was still. The shadow of Fair Hill had lifted and I realized that, in time, the catastrophe would all fade into a bizarre story that could never be told. A deep, steely seed that I’d bury in the rocky earth of my soul and never share. A seed I prayed never grew to fruition.

Raychel called me from the bathroom to bring her a towel.

One day all our problems would be that mundane, I assured myself. The worst wish I’d ever heard was to live in exciting times. There was thrill enough in the simple. In the hidden pop-music muses and nicknames, in the revolutionary act of eating cereal in the bedroom when I wasn’t supposed to. In the weight of Raychel’s stomach.

I was going to be a father.

Anyone who sought more magic than that was a masochist, and a greedy fool. I’d failed Lacey’s child, but I wouldn’t fail mine.

A child.

The horrors of the last week threw it into contrast, and suddenly it seemed like a wonderful thought. Daunting, certainly, but wonderful. I was unprepared and it wasn’t what I had wanted for this point in my life, but for the first time I began to realize the blessing it contained: the promise of continuation and survival and rebirth. A chance to try again.

Raychel’s ultrasound loomed large on the calendar and I found myself praying that it would be a boy. A girl would be fine too, but I wanted someone to carry on in my footsteps. I wanted a chance to keep the things my uncle had done right, and right the things we both had done wrong.

In time, our lives would work out. My past would just be my past. I was sure of it. The thought seemed impervious even to the fried-ham stench of burning flesh that was seared into my memory. Hope was stronger than heritage. It had to be.

Nothing could shake that hope until I woke up with a bite mark on my chest.


PART THREE

REVOLVER


Chapter Twenty-five:

THE

REVOLVER

Keep the sights steady and aligned. Keep your target and beyond in mind. The pad of your finger rests, then tightens on the smooth, slick steel. The chamber aligns with the turning of the cylinder’s wheel. The hammer climbs.

Don’t look away from that front sight. It starts to tremble if you hold too long, but jerks low and to the left if you pull too fast. It’s all a measure of balance and practice as the pressure builds and the circle twists back toward the beginning and the hammer reaches its peak at last.

A deep breath in and then out, the stillness in your lungs after the release. That final focus—

—and then the squeeze.

My uncle taught me to shoot on an old Army surplus .38 he’d bought from a pawn shop. The revolver was blued steel with rosewood grips and twice the size of my fist. I had just turned twelve years old when I carved my initials into the butt of it.

Every kid should learn to shoot, he said, and learn I did.

It started off slow. My coordination didn’t meet the necessary level of precision and my scrawny arms ached when I raised the gun in front of me. The first year, I could barely hit a tree trunk from ten yards away. I punched my wrists forward to fight the recoil. I squeezed my eyes shut the moment before the bang. It took a while to learn to deal with the fear, but when I did, I came to realize that I was something of a natural.

I spent my early teenage years out back, tearing holes in rusty cans lined up along the stumps of water-rotted trees and dangling from nooses lashed to branches, round after round ringing tinny and hollow as they punched through.

I learned to delight in the crack of the bullets as they drilled through the air. I learned to love the gritty pull as the cylinder twisted a new round into position and turned the old spent casing out. The drop of the hammer, the filthy smoke of repacked cartridges stinging my nose and eyes, the jerk of recoil slithering up my arms and into my shoulders. It was a crude and powerful magic.

By the time I was halfway through high school, I could hit any cans that I could clearly see and I moved on to trickier game.

Uncle Matty made me promise to never use it without him, but of course I broke the promise. I waited until he left for the store or until he piled into Buzz’s pickup and then I went immediately to the garage and took the weapon and ammunition boxes from their hiding place in the tool chest. The gun was big in my hands and a little ungainly, but it whispered death across open space and the weight of it made me feel like a vengeful god. The sharp stench of cordite hung like a halo around me and the heat of the barrel alone could leave a blistering welt. I shot at squirrels, at birds, at anything big enough to see and slow enough to flee.

I burned through the ammunition far too quickly for secrecy, so I resorted to pulling from the reservoir of my income normally devoted to beer to replenish it. And then I started buying a little extra, building my own hidden stash of ammo that I stuffed beneath my mattress.

I started bringing it to school when I thought he wouldn’t check. Not to hurt anyone, but for the high of it. With a gun in my pocket, I could talk to any girl without worry. I could swagger past my bigger, stronger peers and they shrank away from the certainty with which I walked. I even showed it to a classmate or two just to see the gleam of envy and respect and fear in their eyes.

I was an idiot.

Then one day I came home and found Uncle Matty waiting on the steps to the trailer with the empty gun case in his lap and a look of such disgust and disappointment that I thought he’d have to spit it out of his mouth. He traded the revolver back in at the pawnshop for a couple cases of beer and the gun was never again seen or mentioned. His trust, betrayed. His precious education wasted on a fool.

But it wasn’t wasted.

I always remembered the lessons he taught. How to aim, how to hold steady and let each shot surprise me. I even learned a proper respect for guns, which I don’t think I’d ever have understood if not for his disappointment.

I never made a mistake like that again. He was a good teacher and in time the lessons remained after the stupidity died. He taught me every bit of precision and safety he could muster but he neglected one vital fact:

Some things linger. They turn. Like unshot bullets in that old revolving cylinder, they can only be forgotten for a little while.

Some things? They come back.


Chapter Twenty-six:

THE

BITE

I first noticed the strange, puffy circle of pink flesh on the center of my chest the morning after the fire, as I pulled a shirt on. It was little more than a weirdly rounded blemish, but it felt raw and tender and when the hairs on my chest tugged at it, it nearly took my breath away.

I didn’t make much of it and I certainly didn’t tell Raychel. Like my cracked and dried-out skin, I dismissed it as another minor injury that would fade away if I let it be. I was always a quick healer. Even the cut on my forearm had faded into a dark pink pucker that looked something close to lips. A good diet, plenty of water and sleep and most injuries bowed under.

I had other thoughts on my mind.

Everyday life cares only a little for catastrophe, and life as I knew it resumed. I cleaned up Bartholomew’s bowls and buried them out back in lieu of his body. I dragged the jack-o-lanterns one by one out to the Potomac and threw them into the dark, coursing water. They bobbed until their mouths filled and then they sank under and vanished completely. I came home on time for dinner that evening and afterwards Raychel and I made love on the sofa, her body almost feverishly warm against me.

Pregnancy had left her swinging between utterly repulsed by the idea of sex and insatiable, with only the shortest bit of notice. The impending sonogram seemed to have tipped the scales in my favor and afterwards she stretched out next to me, hair matted and sweaty and smiling, and I idly traced my hand across the smooth curves of her changing body. When she kissed the skin over my heart, I winced without really thinking about why.

I never considered that the circle was anything other than a rash until I woke up that night to a stabbing pain in my chest, a feeling like a cluster of razor-edged knives were sliding into the puffy, tender redness.

It tore me from my dreams and left me gasping and trembling, pressing my hands against it as hard as I could, as if the pressure could kill whatever it was that had cut me. The clock said it was morning, would be light soon, but I was far too disoriented and hurt to make sense of time. I stumbled out of bed and through the darkness to the bathroom and when I flipped the light switch, I had to fight back a whimper at the sight of myself in my mirror.

It had gotten worse. Far worse. Tiny triangular knives had punctured through the soft, tender circle and what had been sore and pink now dribbled watery red. I inspected the macerated flesh and an awful thought came to me: Not knives. Teeth.

Once the idea came, it would not be diverted and it could not be questioned.

I’d been bitten.

I caught a lamprey once, while fishing. It had latched onto a bass and hung off of it like a bizarre growth as I pulled them into the boat. The bass was cratered with bites and it was with some difficulty that I pried the lamprey free. The thing was slippery and pale and finless, the length of my arm, and had a disk-shaped mouth packed tightly with concentric circles of tiny yellow teeth. The gaping pink hole in the center looked vaguely obscene. The creature was far more hideous than anything that should be granted passage on God’s green earth. It had wriggled in my hands, twisting and flailing its foul head toward me until I slit it open.

I stood in front of the mirror and with delicate dabs of a hand towel, I wiped away the crust of blood and water that had matted on my chest. The injury beneath looked far too similar to that cruel, circular mouth and the torn fish on which it had fed. Even the gentlest contact sent pulsing pain through my body and I was breathing hard by the time I was done.

It looked infected. The skin swelled up in an angry red halo and the center was shiny and hot and hard to the touch. For all I examined it, I found no indication of what had bitten a chunk out of me. As if I didn’t already know. A tingling anticipation flowed through me and as I watched, the cuts twisted and sank deeper into my chest. An explosion of pressure and agony hit me like a falling tree and I let out a choked grunt as the air escaped my lungs. Fresh blood welled up and ran in a small stream down the center of my chest.

I moved in a daze of disbelief. I got out Raychel’s pack of medical supplies and pulled out the trusted regular tools: peroxide, Neosporin, bandages. The duct tape and WD-40 of medicine. Before my nerves could get the best of me, I squeezed the rectangular brown bottle and hosed down my chest. The peroxide fizzed wildly and an unreal invasion of pain spilled through my body. I was panting by the time it passed, and I remembered the last time I’d been in the bathroom, disinfecting an injury. When I looked down at the scar on my forearm I thought again of puckered lips. Of mouths. Of that crazed, round mouth of the strange girl as she wolfed down Bartholomew.

When at night you go to sleep…

It was just a silly story. Of course there was no girl who came to eat your feet. Buzz made it up on the spot to spook me, because I was legendarily easy to spook. And in retrospect, I realized he probably wanted some alone time with my uncle and was scaring off the third wheel. The strange girl was gone, and the haunting had stopped. It was all going to be alright. It had to be. And yet for all my denial, the bite remained.

I wanted to run or scream but I kept myself steady by gripping the porcelain sink until my fingers creaked against their joints. What would Ray think if I fled? What would Uncle Matty think about a coward? I shivered. The truth of the matter was, I didn’t know where I could go that the gut snatcher couldn’t follow and I didn’t think that running would help. I wasn’t sure if anything would. I swallowed the feeling of helplessness down like a mouthful of dirty water.

We may have banished it, but that sure hadn’t stopped it from torching Lacey’s house, and it didn’t change the fact that something invisible was biting me. I put the medical kit back together and tucked it back in place. Maybe, I thought, Raychel wouldn’t notice.

I traced my fingertips over the wound, but nothing moved or stopped my hand. Not just invisible, but incorporeal. I inspected my body up and down with my hands and eyes. I was almost finished when I realized it wasn’t just my chest either. A faint, second ring of tenderness was forming on the inside of my left bicep, just a short distance above the scar.

I reached out to touch it and heard a thump on the door followed by Raychel’s sleepy muttering. The doorknob began to turn. I grabbed a shirt from the hamper and tugged it over my head. My eyes watered as it scraped past the cut, but I didn’t let myself wince. Raychel peeked in. She was dressed in one of the loose white sleepshirts she’d been favoring. They fit her about as well as a tent, but options were limited and choosy beggars go hungry. She cradled her stomach in front of herself in the basket of her hands.

“Baby woke me up kicking something fearsome,” she said. “Need to pee. You okay?”

I nodded and let her by before stepping out into the dark bedroom. I automatically checked to make sure I didn’t kick Bartholomew before realizing my mistake. The room was empty, still felt as devoid as before. No acrid stench, no uneasy presence. If whatever had bitten me was still nearby, it was hiding.

Raychel finished her business, flushed and emerged from the bathroom to kiss me on the cheek. She sat down heavily on the edge of the bed and smiled sweetly up at me in the dim light from the bathroom.

“You’re up early,” she said. “You as nervous as I am?”

I had almost forgotten about the ultrasound. I nodded enthusiastically, but too late. Her eyes narrowed.

“No, yeah, I’m sorry. I am. I just have a lot on my mind.”

“So do I,” she chided. She studied herself in the wall mirror. “I feel like I swallowed a beach ball and they’re going to look inside my stomach in a few hours. God knows what they’ll find.”

“A healthy baby,” I assured her, and smiled.

I took her hand and gave it a squeeze. Her fingers had swollen with the pregnancy and made her uncomfortable and self-conscious, but I found it all oddly endearing. All the sacrifice and devotion spent on a tiny human being she’d never even met.

“It’s gonna be pretty amazing. Can you believe it? We’re going to be parents.”

I laughed and hugged her around the neck, pulling my chest back from her breasts to keep them from brushing the bite mark.

“Thanks,” she said. “They’ve been killing me. Time to put your bets in on whether it’s a boy or a girl, I guess.”

“You know, I was thinking we should wait to find out,” I said.

She snorted and shook her head in exasperation. “I’m too tired. I almost thought you were serious. Waiting this long has been torture enough. Christ, but I won’t mind when I don’t feel like I ate a low-flying zeppelin. Just think, in a few months, your wife won’t look like livestock.”

I laughed. There was no point in mentioning the bite. There wasn’t anything she could do about it and she had enough on her mind.

“Ray Charles, even if I were blind as you I’d still be able to tell that you’re beautiful. Cutest baby momma I’ve ever had.” I paused. “Not much competition, but hey. Easy wins still count.”

She threw a pillow at me and I ducked.

“Ass.”

I grabbed a button-down shirt from the hangers in my closet and slipped back into the bathroom. The bedsprings creaked in the other room as Ray lay back down.

I had barely closed the door when another wave of pain rolled through me, drilling through my chest. I sucked my breath in through gritted teeth and waited for it to pass. I looked up at myself and the man in the mirror had panic in his eyes. A tiny splotch of pink dampness blossomed on the white tee shirt. I would tell her, I decided, afterwards.

I splashed ice cold water in my face until I snorted it out my nostrils and scratched at the stubble on my chin. I should shave, I noted, without making any effort to fix the situation. Instead I opened the medicine cabinet, pulled out one of the many first aid kids and chose the largest bandage I could find. The gluey edges stuck to the hairs on my chest, but when I pressed down on it, it stayed mostly in place.

I pulled my tee shirt back in place and buttoned my shirt up over it. With the second layer and the bandage, the evidence disappeared entirely. Out of sight, out of mind, and on my way.

The bite mark hurt, but it was manageable. The tenderness on my arm was barely a bother. I could deal with it. A small price, considering what Lacey had paid. If that was all, I would be okay. I would grin and bear it until the situation fixed itself and everything worked out.

Everything would be alright.

I rehearsed the prayer, again and again, until I almost believed it.


Chapter Twenty-seven:

THE

ULTRASOUND

The ultrasound technician spread the clear blue gel on Raychel’s swollen belly and she visibly shuddered. Raychel was generally not an easy patient. I suspected health care professionals rarely were. The hormones spiking through her body couldn’t have helped either, but she endured it all quietly so I assumed the tech knew what she was doing. Ray tucked her arms up behind her head and her lips moved in silent prayer as the technician turned to the monitor and began to pitter away. The computer setup looked fathomlessly intricate, covered in switches and dials and knobs and screens, better suited for a spaceship or some wildly ambitious video game than anything medical.

The gel quivered on her belly as she drew breath after trembling breath and I tried to let her excitement infect me. When that failed, I absentmindedly admired the line of her hips just peeking out above her sweatpants, but my attention was still elsewhere. Most parents come to the ultrasound to have basic questions answered: is it a boy or girl, is the child healthy, is it in fact a human infant and not some demonic hellspawn à la Rosemary’s Baby.

Most parents didn’t have the constant blade of teeth digging into their chests to distract them.

Besides, it wasn’t that I didn’t care, but I knew the odds. Raychel had done just about everything she could to nurture the fetus. For all the grisly side effects of her pregnancy, there was no reason to think it was anything but healthy. I wanted a boy, but wanting never changed much. Medical visits were a formality, as far as I was concerned. I mostly looked forward to the baby being born.

We’d selected Mary Washington Hospital as our delivery option, a solid hour and a half away up in Fredericksburg. Not as close as Riverside Tappahannock, but far better equipped for delivery, according to Raychel. It was not ideal if her water broke unexpectedly, but she already had a tentative date for a cesarean section written onto her almighty kitchen schedule. Her mother had needed one. Her grandmother had too, and both of her sisters as well. Another trademark side effect of her genes that seemed utterly confounded by the process of reproduction.

It had certainly felt like a long drive, but that could easily be attributed to the periodic stabs of pain worming their way through my chest. The gaps between were only a little better, time spent in uneasy waiting for that moment when the chewing would steal the breath from my lungs once more. If Raychel hadn’t been so distracted by the drive and the destination I’m pretty sure she would have noticed. As it was, if I’d shrieked, I don’t think she would have heard me.

I touched the tenderness on my arm through the sleeve of my shirt. It was growing steadily worse as the day progressed.

“Sir?” the tech said.

I realized I’d been staring off into space while she’d been talking. She was a large woman, almost hulking, but she moved with a gentleness that was unmistakable and an enthusiasm that was only magnified by her pinched, homely face.

“You’re going to want to see this. The big reveal!”

Raychel gave me a puzzled look, but it was stampeded under by excitement as the tech turned the monitor screen on and brought a strange plastic wand over to Raychel’s belly. My wounds clenched and the skin on my bicep split open as if in resonance. My eyes watered. I swallowed hard.

“Will you be able to tell for sure?” I asked, more in an effort to distract her than any real doubt. I tried to keep my voice from wavering. “I hear there’s a lot of mistakes.”

The technician smiled. “I can tell. Besides, we don’t use those kinds of ultrasounds here. We’re state of the art. Three-dimensional sonograms, near enough to real time too. You won’t have to worry about some staticky gray image of a potato either, you’ll be able to…” She paused and grinned. “Well, wait and see.”

The pain faded and my body unclenched. A trickle of blood and water dribbled a slick path down my arm to my palm and I wiped it on my jeans before I took Raychel’s hand. She let out a nervous laugh as she watched the wand’s approach.

“Baby must know we’re watching. Little one is going bonkers in there.”

The woman pressed the wand against her belly and Raychel’s breath left her in a rush. A sepia-toned image with remarkable detail flickered into life on the monitor screen of a baby squirming at the voyeuristic eyes peering in. It still looked a bit like a potato, but it was a potato with my same sharp chin and her tilted eyes and the reality of it crashed home. My chin on a baby. My own baby.

“See the little arms and legs? And there you go! It’s a boy, see? That’s his little penis. Congratulations!”

I completely missed the moment to make any joke about the littleness coming from her side of the family because I was simply staring at Raychel in something close to awe. Raychel looked up at me, eyes wet with tears and suddenly the pain didn’t seem so bad. My stress and worry and the feelings of guilt all dropped away from me and I was smiling so hard that my face hurt.

I had a son. My son. An actual human being, even if it looked like an unshelled turtle.

“Matthew?” Raychel said.

It was the name we had agreed on for a boy. I nodded, trying not to cry and not at all succeeding. Not particularly caring, either.

Everything was going to end happily after all. I took her in my arms and kissed her forehead and hair while the large woman studied the monitor behind me and marked off boxes on her chart. I got the feeling she’d turned her back on us as much to give us privacy as any real need. I wiped the wet streaks of mascara from Raychel’s cheeks and kissed her again and again.

She giggled.

“Huh,” the tech said.

“What?” Raychel asked, never turning her smile away from me.

“Just a strange circle on the little guy’s tummy. It’s nothing to worry about but we should keep an eye on it.”

The words were like a bullet from a gun. They blew my world apart.

“A circle?” I asked.

“Yeah, just a little ring right above the umbilical cord. Perfect circle too. See?”

I didn’t need to look to see it. I’d seen it on my chest in the mirror. I’d felt the first traces of it on my arm. The joy and adrenaline poured out of me and I grabbed at the bedframe to keep from collapsing. The technician helped me into a chair. I hadn’t even noticed her cross the room.

“Sometimes these can be a little much for the dads,” she said.

I couldn’t look away from Raychel. The tears of happiness were still stinging in my eyes, hot and cruel as coals. I tried to smile some reassurance, but nothing came. My face felt frozen. Raychel’s laughter died out and her face transformed when she saw my expression. A tingle passed over my body as I watched her happiness turn into ash and a terrified confusion wash over her features. Of all the horrible things, watching the joy in her die was the worst that I’ve seen.

“It’s probably nothing to worry about,” the tech reassured us. She hadn’t noticed the exchange, was still bubbling over with enthusiasm for the baby, no matter that she had to perform the procedure at least a dozen times a day. “Just a weird little indentation. I’ll go get the doctor to review your charts and check in on the game plan and then you’ll be on your merry way. Congratulations again! It’s a miracle, you know. An absolute miracle.”

I nodded mutely.

She stepped out the door and might as well have vanished from the face of the planet for all I cared, because all that was left in my world was Raychel sitting in a hospital bed, her stomach swollen and smeared with slick fluid, her eyes wide and wet.

“Alex?” Raychel asked. “Tell me. You have to tell me.”

But how do you tell the woman you love that your blood is tainted? That your legacy is only sorrow and pain?

How do you tell her that her child is doomed?


Chapter Twenty-eight:
THE
PATIENT
Instead of going home we went directly from Mary Washington to Prince George’s Medical Center, where Lacey and her daughter had been sent following the fire. Lacey’s physical injuries weren’t severe enough to warrant her stay, but a quick phone call assured me that she was being held in the psych ward. A dizzying next step in the chain of hospitals, commutes and steadily mounting pain.
A quick flash of Raychel’s technician’s badge saw us past the nursing station and up into the elevator and when the steely doors slid back open we stepped out onto the third floor, home of the depressed, the deviant and the deranged.
The psych ward.
“We’re here to see a patient,” Raychel told the nurse at a desk in the small central hub.
She was spectacled and weathered and her hair had long since abandoned any named color. A few chairs lined the wall, presumably for people waiting to meet loved ones. They were empty.
“I was wondering if you could point us in the right direction. Her name is Lacey…?”
“Jameson,” I finished for her. “No, wait, I think it’s Anderson now.”
“Lacey Anderson. She’s a… friend of ours.”
Raychel set her badge down on the desk. The nurse studied it through her turtle-framed glasses and then the two of us. Her mouth was tilted in a frown that I suspected was more or less perpetual.
“A friend? Are you sure you aren’t family?”
“Family, then,” Raychel said.
The nurse checked her computer screen.
“Mm. Gonna have to SHARPS check you, yeah?”
I waited for Raychel to translate.
“Yeah,” she said instead.
“Alright. Put your bags and any belongings up on the tray,” she said.
The woman slid a plastic tray that looked like something stolen from a cafeteria up onto the countertop and Raychel immediately dumped her bag out onto it. Lipstick, crumpled papers, mascara and any number of strange tubes, vials and aspirin containers rolled to the far corners. A stray tampon, abandoned by time and situation, plopped out among the rest and then her bag was empty. They both turned to me.
I set my lighter, my knife, a pen and my wallet down on the tray. The nurse frowned even deeper at my contribution.
“Can’t bring anything like that in. No knives. No lighters. No pens. Nothing sharp or dangerous.”
Raychel repacked her bag while the nurse stared me down in stern rebuke. I tried to win her over with a smile, but it came out as a snarl. I was in no mood for indignities or reprimand. I stuffed my wallet back in my pocket but left the rest. She sniffed and tilted her chin upwards.
“You’ll get them back on your way out. Your friend is in Room 323.”
Raychel spoke a word of quiet gratitude and set off down the hallway. She moved with purpose and I had to break into a jog to keep up with her.
She knocked and the door swung open. A tired, elderly man in pastel pink scrubs peered out and over his shoulder I caught my first glimpse of where Lacey was staying.
Room 323 was little more than a cubicle box containing a monitor flashing numbers in reds and blues and greens and a bed with no sheets. No carpeting or checkered tiles gave a touch of life to the floor, no wallpaper lined the walls. Not even a chair. It made me think of a prison cell.
On the bed, a figure loosely dressed in a drab white hospital gown stared blankly up at the ceiling light. It took me a moment to recognize her and a moment longer to process what I was seeing. Her head was shaved and bound in a half turban of bandages that did not quite cover either of her eyes and her face held none of that trademark mystery. Her neck down to her shoulder was splotched with red.
An IV bag hung on its metal tree, feeding fluid down to her arm, and the thick wrap of restraints looped around her wrist and trailed beneath the bed.
“What happened to her?” I asked the nurse. He looked eerily like a mustached Christopher Walken. I found myself disliking him immediately and without any proper justification.
He shook his head and fidgeted with the breast pocket of his scrubs. He plucked a brass-plated pen out and tapped it against the clipboard.
“Stripped the bed and tried to hang herself. Try not to excite her. She’s in a bad place, and a head injury to boot. She could use the support.”
He turned to the prisoner within the room.
“Visitors,” he said.
Lacey shifted her head just far enough to see who we were, and then nodded. The nurse shepherded us in and then took his place back beside the door, studying a clipboard and scribbling something on it. I was pretty sure he was just doodling and not actually writing anything.
“Hey Lacey,” I said. “How are you doing?”
Lacey turned her neck a twitch further and winced. The red, puffy first hints of a circle were stamped on her collarbone, like a hickey gone terribly wrong. I wondered how much of her body was covered with them beneath the filmy gown and then I tried to think about anything else. Raychel opened her mouth and then closed it.
“Wondered when you’d come. Where’d it bite you?” Lacey asked.
“Chest. Starting to show up on my arm,” I said.
Lacey nodded.
“My baby. The marks are on my baby too,” Raychel said.
The faintest smile curved Lacey’s lips and vanished so quickly that I almost didn’t believe I’d seen it.
I glanced at Nurse Walken. He was still ostensibly reading his clipboard, but something in the way he stood made me think that we had his undivided attention. His doodling had ceased and his sharp blue eyes were staring at nothing at all. I could just imagine the gossip we were providing. He showed no signs of leaving so I continued anyway.
“Do you know what’s happening?”
“Don’t you? We tried to banish it. We failed.”
“It should have worked though, shouldn’t it? What went wrong?”
She snorted without humor. “It did work, partly. I pulled it in and bound it in the knot. After that, the fire should’ve killed it. I don’t know what screwed up. It could’ve been anything. Maybe I tied it wrong. Maybe the book was wrong after all. Maybe John …” she trailed off. “Like you said. If it was still feeding on him after all this time, if it had that link, the binding wouldn’t be complete. Nothing I can do now.”
I shuddered to think of how many eons John had suffered from our first screwup. If a few hours for me was days for my uncle, then all those years… there was no use in wondering.
“Why is it able to bite me now? I never had the bites before.”
“It’s stuck in between.”
She rolled her shoulder delicately and cringed back from the pain. She tried to reach for it, but the restraints clinked on their chains and snapped her wrist back by her side. She took a deep breath in and let it out slowly.
“Stuck in between?”
“Like a cat door,” Raychel said. Lacey glanced at her, that same contemptuous almost-smile flickering. “Bartholomew had a cat door to my bedroom at my parent’s house,” she explained. “Only we had to take it out because he got too fat and he’d get stuck halfway through. He would go ballistic on anyone who came near him.”
Lacey shrugged and nodded. “Sure. Like a cat door. It’s halfway through. It can reach us now,” she said to me. “You and me, we’re bound to it by blood. May not be able to reach everyone, but that’s really not too much of a comfort. Everything it did to your uncle’s soul, it’s going to do to both of us. To your kid too, if it’s getting bitten. Your blood is cursed. And there’s no one to release you, no way to escape. Souls don’t die. It’s going to eat us while we scream and beg and weep. It won’t end either. It’s just going to go on and on and on without end.”
“Stop that,” Ray said quietly.
Lacey gave a bark of humorless laughter and her lips curled into a sneer. “We deserve it. Fuck around and find out, you know? We went after it. Now it’s coming after us. Sooner or later it’s going to catch up. That’s what death does. This isn’t just some goth shit, or whatever you called it. This can only end one way.”
“Please,” Raychel said.
Pain jolted through my chest, cutting down to my ribs, a lesser echo answering from my arm. I bit the inside of my cheek, hard. Lacey’s softly beeping monitors spiked wildly and she scrunched her eyes shut. Discount Christopher Walken, who had long since abandoned even the pretense of reading the clipboard, stepped quickly forward to study the monitor. Whatever he found didn’t seem to make him happy. He reached for Lacey’s bandages and she snapped at him, teeth coming within inches of the blue plastic gloves.
The nurse let out a startled curse and dropped the clipboard on her before darting back. I clenched my fist and pressed it against my thigh as hard as I could, teeth grinding until my jaw ached, until I was so dizzy I could barely stand. The wave passed and I relaxed against the foot of the bed. A trickle of red escaped from beneath Lacey’s crown of bandages and slithered a path down her chin.
The nurse snatched the clipboard back from the bed, then rooted about in his pockets for a pen. He began scribbling furious notes.
When Lacey looked back at me, she was no longer sneering. Her eyes were wet with tears and her voice was weak and pleading. “Alex. Alex, you told me that your uncle said it was so cold and dark and alone, that time went differently. We’re going to die. It’s too late for us. But what if Laine is trapped there and there’s nothing I can do? What if your baby goes first and—”
“Stop,” Ray said, her voice a whip crack.
The nurse’s hand descended on Raychel’s shoulder.
“Ma’am…”
“You have to help us, Lacey.”
Lacey jerked forward against her restraints, teeth bared and eyes blazing. “I have to what?” Her voice was little more than a whisper but it carried an edge that cut through the air like a razor. “I have to help you? What the fuck has helping you gotten me? I don’t. I can’t. I’m done. Don’t you understand? I’m broken. I give up.”
The fury drained out of her and she flopped back down onto her back. Her hand clenched and unclenched as she dragged at the sides of her hospital gown. The restraint buckle jingled and flopped and each flex brought her a little more movement, but I couldn’t bring myself to feel threatened. She coughed violently and then continued.
“Just go away and leave me alone. If I’d never met you, I would be okay. Laine would be alive. If you hadn’t talked me into playing hero, none of this would have happened. Well, I’m done. I don’t want to rescue people or be rescued. It wasn’t supposed to be like this. If I jump, I just want to sink.” She looked over at the nurse. “Visiting hours are over. I don’t want to see these… people anymore. Ever again.”
The nurse gave us an apologetic shrug and nodded toward the door. Raychel left first but I lingered, looking back at Lacey, hoping for some sign of hope or forgiveness. Lacey did not yield and I turned to catch up with Raychel.
I had barely made it past the doorway before another knife of pain rolled through me. Little more than an aftershock. I shuddered with relief and gave the door frame a reassuring squeeze. A firm but gentle hand settled over mine and turned it over and then Would-be Walken was rubbing his mustache as he studied the red streak on the arm of my shirt. His eyes were far too sharp, far too knowing for my liking. He pursed his lips.
“Sir? Is something wrong?”
“No,” I said. “Everything is fine.”
In my experience, “fine” could mean almost anything but even stretched to its furthest limits, it wasn’t true now. Lying to him was certainly no worse than lying to myself. Lacey’s monitor continued its crazed arrhythmic chirping. The nurse glanced back into her room, but he didn’t let go of my wrist.
“What you were talking about in there? Whatever she’s got, you’ve got it too, don’t you?”
I jerked my hand out of his grip.
“Don’t ever touch me again,” I said. My voice came out a growl.
I tried to think of something else to say, but nothing came. I turned and hurried down the hallway after Raychel. I could imagine myself like Lacey, strapped down to a hospital bed while men in lab coats loomed over me and pumped me full of medication that would do no good. My throat felt as though an invisible fist was wrapped around it, squeezing. The thought dogged me as I fled but the nurse followed too, all the way to the elevator. He made one final grab at my shoulder. I pushed his hand away and bared my teeth and I must’ve looked exactly how I felt because he paled and took two steps back from me. His mustache quivered on his lip like a giant, hairy caterpillar.
“Sir, it could help…”
“Nothing,” I said. I stabbed my finger at him and he shrunk back a little further. Others were watching me now. Hands strayed toward telephones and conversations died out. I was making a scene. “Nothing you can do will help me. I’m going to fix this one myself.”
Raychel cleared her throat behind me and I felt my face heat up. There was a ding as the elevator slid open. He stared me down until I looked away.
“Can I get my things?” I asked the woman at the front desk.
She adjusted her glasses on her nose and then pushed the tray toward me. She studied the knife as if wondering if I intended to use it. I stuffed it and the lighter and the pen back where they belonged.
“I’m just trying to do what’s best for the patient,” he said.
“And I’m doing what’s best for me. Lacey can take care of herself.”
A scream echoed down the hallway and then another and an alarm began to bellow in response.



Chapter Twenty-nine:

THE

LAST DOOR

Code Blue. Code Blue. Room 323.

A sharp whoop of an alarm blasted from unseen speakers and it called its message out again.

Walken-lite started, gave the nursing station a wild look and took off down the way we had come at a run. Raychel stood, frozen, in the elevator doorway.

“Wait here,” I told her. “I’ll be right back, I just… I have to know.”

I followed a rushing stream of lab coats and scrubs to a small crowd milling about outside the door where I’d stood just minutes before. Pandemonium reigned inside. I tried to slip through the mess but when that failed I simply shoved my way past the others and up to the door.

People were shouting but between the monitors’ irregular squealing and the alarm overhead, it all faded into an angry sort of white noise. The nurse who looked like Christopher Walken was wringing his hands beside the doorway, looking in. He did not notice me pushing up next to him and a moment later I’d forgotten about him entirely too.

Inside, three or four nurses and a doctor were packed in the tiny room and the doctor was shouting orders at the others. One nurse was rummaging around in what looked like a small tool chest and passing equipment to the doctor while the others struggled over the bed, over what had to be Lacey. But for one bare leg that cocked past them, pale and ring-bitten, I couldn’t see any of her or what might be going on.

She gave a violent, flailing kick and something wet speckled the wall across from her. It took me a moment to process what it must be, that it was the same reason the bed was no longer white but murky and pooled in scarlet, and then the doctor stepped to the side. I immediately regretted any wish I’d had to see more.

A necklace of blood wrapped its way around her throat and spurted with each fading heartbeat through the gloved hands that attempted to staunch it. Hole after hole was gouged into her pale flesh, a grisly second rictus in her slim neck. I didn’t need to look for the object she’d used. The brass pen was sticking out of where her left eye had once been, and a sticky slick spilled down her face from where it had torn through everything on the way to her brain. Her feet jittered and jumped and the pen wiggled to match. A sudden memory of the knot’s twist and twitches came to me. Then I was being pushed back and away from the door and she was gone. The monitors screamed out their monotone goodbye.

A minute or so passed and the action inside began to slow down as desperate measures became little more than janitorial work. Would-be Walken was nowhere to be seen. The doctor stepped away from the others and tore messy gloves off her hands. She thrust her hands into the sink and worked the soap dispenser. She shot me an angry look.

“Don’t you have anything better to do? We don’t need spectators, let us do our job.” Her lab coat was spattered in blood. I fought the urge to tell her that her job in Room 323 was done for the day. “Where’s the one to one? And turn that goddamn code off,” she demanded of no one in particular. A moment later and the voice declaring code blue in Room 323 strangled off.

I made my way back down the hallway, my ears ringing in the silence. The nurses at the station were huddled together and whispering. Their eyes were bright with curiosity as they craned past me down toward Room 323. Raychel was waiting for me and I could see in her face that she knew what had happened.

“Is she okay?” Raychel asked.

I gave a feeble attempt at a nod. I couldn’t shake the image of her bucking and frothing, legs drumming wildly in spastic death throes, her once pretty face transformed into a gory, tattered pin cushion. The way the pen had quivered in her eye socket.

No, Raychel. No she’s not. She took a pen and gouged her throat in half and then she ripped her brain to shreds when that wasn’t fast enough. She is every flavor of dead, and when she killed herself, she took our best chance of saving my life and our child with her. Lacey’s pretty fuckin’ far from okay, and we are too.

“She’s fine,” I said. “A-okay.”

Raychel bit her lip and nodded.

I followed her into the elevator. The moment the doors were shut Raychel began to sob. I took her in my arms.

“Sorry,” she said. “It’s just the hormones. We have time to fix this, right? We can figure something out.”

It was a lot of things, I knew, but it was not just the hormones.

“It’s okay. It’s going to be okay,” I said. “We don’t need Lacey. We’ll banish it on our own. We’ll buy another copy of the book and I’ll cast it this time. It hurts, but it’s not too bad. It’s not dangerous. The baby will turn out fine. I promise.”

Raychel buried her face against my shoulder and I kissed the top of her head. We stood there swaying in each other’s arms like simpler, happier lovers until the descent was over and the doors slid open once more.


Chapter Thirty:

THE

DOMINO

My baby. My baby boy.

I cradled the smiling infant, looking down at the bright-eyed face peeking out from the cocoon of swaddling. He looked just like me, but from the twinkle in his eye I knew he’d inherited his mother’s mind.

“Da-da,” he said, and burbled with delight.

It was so, so close to perfect, but the nurse loomed behind me like a shadow and I knew my time was short. I wanted to hug him close and never let him go, but before I protested she had swept past me and scooped the child out of my arms.

I reached after her and she turned back, and I saw it wasn’t some nurse smiling down at my baby. It was Lacey. Not the scarred, chewed-up creature that lay dying in the hospital, not even the unhappy mother whose life was beginning to slip into the whirlpools of time, but alive again, as alive as she had ever been. Her body still lithe and firm beneath pristine polka-dotted scrubs, her face tragically, achingly beautiful. The old wanting stirred within me like a dormant virus.

I looked around for Raychel, but she was nowhere to be seen.

Lacey leaned her face in close and cooed at my little baby boy.

“Such a beautiful child. I had one like him once, you know. She was the most beautiful part of the world. I can’t find her here. Maybe she made it. Or maybe I was too slow. It’s very hungry and she was such a tiny thing. What I’d give…”

“You can’t have him,” I said. Or I tried to. My voice made no sound. I wasn’t sure whether hers did or not, either, but I felt every one of her words just the same.

I reached for the bundle of swaddling, but she stepped back, clutching him tight to her circle-stained scrubs and the image flickered and cracked. Not pristine at all. Certainly not polka dots.

Those awful circles, the same circles that were on my skin and cutting toward my center. Chewing, burrowing, deeper still. I pressed a palm to my forehead and squeezed my eyes shut. So close to perfect and at the same time all wrong. I only opened them when the pen clattered to the ground, greasy and copper-red between her bare feet. When I looked back up, the scrubs were a stained hospital gown hanging loosely from withered shoulders.

Her youthful facade melted like sallow wax and beneath it every inch of her skin was patchy and marbled with tooth-torn circular marks, all throbbing with the heartbeat of something very much alive. The tattered gaps in her neck spelled nameless terrors in frantic braille, and as her hair fell away, I saw the angry bites chewing away at her blood-yellowed skull. Her eyes were empty caverns, scratched out in that same brutal penmanship that had hacked the single word into her child’s bedroom wall.

“It can. It will. It always will. I’ve been here so long, so long, so long.” Her voice bubbled through the frothing holes punched in her throat. “It has more teeth than you can imagine. But oh the things you will imagine, before it’s through. The things you’ll know. There’s no freedom from this hell. There’s no death for the dead. There’s only suffering that never ends.”

“I’m going to make it stop,” I said. Again, the words without sound, but she seemed to understand. She shook her head without a smile, those etched-out eye sockets rooted on me.

“It will never stop. It’s coming, Alex. It can hear you. It’s already fed on me for long, for so long. It’ll eat you too, bit by bit, until you take the false mercy of a quick death or until you waste away and then you’ll be here. Like me. Like me. Forever. Time is different here. There is so much more of it. The damned are devoured, here in the dark. It’s cold, and lonely, and the only thing I feel is its teeth in me. Will you come too? Come feed this hungry god?”

I grabbed the child back from her, but the blankets fell apart. Inside was a doll with a too-large head, too-wide eyes and an awful scarlet smile. I stared at the thing in my arms. Lacey’s fingers traced a line down my spine. Her breath was cold against my neck and I could smell her like a reeking tomb just behind me.

“We’re marked. Only death awaits and I don’t want to be alone anymore. I’m not that kind of girl…”

I woke up in my bed, slick with sweat and panting in helpless fear, my hand cupping my testicles and knees drawn tight up to my chest. My mouth was dry and tasted foul. Just a dream, I told myself. Just a dream. Lacey was gone, my baby was bitten, but he was going to be okay.

Only a dream, I insisted to my racing heart.

Maybe it was just a dream, but I couldn’t help but hear a distant echo of a southern drawl telling me that the dead speak through dreams. It didn’t much matter. Lacey’s words were near enough to the truth and there was no way I was going back to sleep.

Not a week had passed since I first noticed the tender circle on my chest, but the sting had grown into a constant scourge. I was horribly, powerfully tired, but any time I relaxed enough to pass over, those invisible teeth wiggled in my flesh, the sharp tug of something burrowing ever so slightly deeper toward softer, sweeter meat. It dragged me into consciousness, again and again, until I was so exhausted that even the pain was buried under by weariness and when I did finally sleep, I had nightmares. Always nightmares.

I felt dizzy from sleep deprivation, and I tried to think of a time when I wasn’t so tired that my head ached.

Forever, she said. No freedom. An eternity of agony.

The damned are devoured. Come feed this hungry god.

I found my eyes locked on the shotgun peeking out from underneath the corner of the bed.

The pain in my chest and arm was bad enough, but now a new circular bite mark was emerging on my thigh too, a perfect circle of red and patchy skin scraped raw and bloody. It was spreading.

I wondered how long until I was covered with it, until it chewed me down to my muscle and left me as raw as my uncle’s ghost had been when he pounded on the door and pleaded for release. It was the realization of every childhood terror: the incredible really could happen, and it was happening to me.

My friends had played their games of Three Kings and Midnight Man with gleeful indulgence, dabbling in fear like it was a shallow pond, but by the time I heard my first campfire ghost story, I’d already started to build barricades of bravado and logic and skepticism.

Those dams were decaying.

Something inside me was acidic, eating away at them. If the reservoir poured forth, I knew it would take me with it. I would end up like Lacey, the shotgun’s mouth pressed against my own, eternal food for whatever unseen monster was devouring me already.

I waited in bed, hands clenched into sweaty fists, until the gnawing flood washed past me and left me stranded and trembling in its wake. Raychel’s breathing steadied and I felt her go slack. I swung my feet to the floor where Bartholomew used to lay, and stood. The hardwood floor was cold without the warmth of his body.

Raychel shifted in her sleep. I turned to her and rested my hand on top of hers, hoping to comfort her, to comfort myself. I allowed myself a moment to simply enjoy the closeness of her before I got moving. Her brow was furrowed and a tiny sigh escaped her lips. A thin line had begun to form between her eyebrows, a tightness of time and concentration. For the first time in my life, I saw what she would look like old. I could imagine her with gray hair and skin as dry and wrinkled as balled-up tissue paper, tired and bent with age and still more beautiful than I would ever have the words to say.

I swallowed the heaviness in my throat. No matter what became of me, our child would be born and grow and there would be a time when he would forgive me for what I’d put him through. There would be a time when he would forget my face. I just needed to make sure that time came.

Waiting was no solution. Attrition isn’t an option when you have the lower hand.

I rubbed my eyes until they were only a little bleary and then I walked to the door, moving as quietly as possible so as not to disturb Ray. She looked like a tiny white lump beneath her baggy nightshirt. It was one of the only ones she owned before the pregnancy that still fit her and I realized that despite the baby bump she didn’t look big at all. She looked even smaller somehow, more vulnerable.

I let her sleep. She deserved whatever stolen respite she could manage. One of us would at least get enough sleep to think clearly.

My laptop sat on the kitchen table where we’d left it the night before, when exhaustion had driven us to huddling as close as possible in the comfort of each other’s arms. Next to the laptop, the list of ideas, scrawled on a tattered piece of loose-leaf.

Banishment again? Exorcism. Psychic. Burn sage. Crosses.

The desperate acts of the pathologically insane and the damned, wild strugglings in a black abyss of infinite space. I booted up my computer just the same. I had to at least try.

I clicked through the usual motions, almost managing to forget myself for a brief moment in the unnatural glow and the whirring of the computer’s tiny fan.

The electric bill notified me that it was overdue. Tritoch had sent me an email demanding to know when I would be able to return and reminding me that the sick time I’d compiled in my short duration as an employee was just about used up. I didn’t know what to tell either of them.

I set to work on the list with a fervor.

The first idea was the most promising. It had almost worked for Lacey before, so there was some reason to think it might work for us. The plan of casting our own banishing spell had one fatal flaw: I knew neither the name nor the author of the book Lacey had used and I had last seen it on the kitchen floor in a house that was on fire.

I scoured the web, but it just so happens that there are quite a few books on the occult. Without a name or author or any description beyond the color of the cover, progress was nonexistent. With that avenue reaching a premature end, I looked up banishing spells.

Forums listed hundreds of different suggestions. Offerings, sacrifices, rituals. One claimed I should sacrifice a goat and paint the word “Azazel” in the blood, that some dark force would steal away the haunting spirit into the great beyond. Another suggested that I set up an altar on the west wall of my house, decked out with bones and needles and a week’s worth of urine. I stopped reading just as it got to what exactly I should do with a basket full of pigeon heads. I didn’t want to think how many people had filled up jugs with urine in an attempt to do whatever it was that the spell entailed.

The further I hunted, the less sensible the suggestions became.

One said to carve strange symbols into my skin so that I could call upon the archangels. One suggested mantras that I couldn’t even pronounce. Another hinted that mothballs might solve all my problems. One even said simply staying positive and smiling would be enough, but I suspected that person had a much easier time smiling without a monster chewing through their chest.

“I’m new to the occult, and I would like some help summoning Satan…” some nameless stranger confided.

I moved down the list to the next option.

Exorcism.

While the strange girl had shown no real fear or understanding of the silverware cross I’d made, I couldn’t guarantee an actual priest with an actual cross might not have better results. I was hardly a paragon of piety. I locked away any interest or belief in higher powers behind that old blockade of reason long ago. It stood to reason that if any god listened, they wouldn’t intervene on my behalf alone.

I called parish after parish hoping to find a real exorcist, but the few times I got a response I never got further than mentioning I had summoned a demon through a blood ritual. The line always went dead. I felt like the strange girl was listening, enjoying the futility of my efforts whether she understood the words or not. My uncle had always said a bled fish tasted better. I wondered if it was the same with men.

I called Angie over at Peters’ Clairvoyance and Consultation, but she hung up on me when I said my name. I called another psychic and tried to explain the situation. The voice on the other end of the line asked if I wanted to schedule a consultation next week. Their boredom and disdain leeched through the phone. Make an appointment with charlatans to drive off an imaginary threat. I thought of the calendar in the kitchen and imagined chalking in a chance at survival. As if wickedness would wait for worldly things.

Nonetheless, I gathered every phone number I could. I pled my case to any ear that would listen. I knew that each would be fruitless before I dialed the number, but dial I did until the numbers ran out.

I searched the spice rack until I found the small bottle of sage and I sprinkled some on the wound on my bicep. I tossed a pinch of it into a candle and lit it for good measure. I brought the wax pillar close and breathed in the smoke until I coughed. It smelled mostly like ashes and I couldn’t help but think that pouring seasoning on myself was probably not the best way to discourage anything from eating me. It made no noticeable difference.

I went back to looking up books on the occult, but more out of stubbornness and the comfort of familiar motions than any sort of hope for salvation. Even if, by some off chance, I found the book, what were the chances it would come in time? What were the chances I could wait long enough for some pretender’s séance that almost certainly would fail?

Another day seemed an uncertain thing. Another week was simply out of the question.

As if to punctuate the point, a lightning bolt of pain tore through my wounds and the teeth bit ever more greedily into me. Come feed this hungry god. The pain went on and on, rolling over me in waves. It carved into my arm, my chest, my leg, setting my nerves on fire. The seconds ticked on, each one feeling like a minute, an hour, a lifetime. Time is different here. There’s so much more of it.

I was panting for breath by the time it passed, my hands shaking in fists and tears hot and slick on my cheeks. I choked on a pitiful sob and buried my head in my hands until the shaking passed and my breath steadied. I would have to hold myself together. It might take days or weeks, but I would make it. If the baby could, so could I. I didn’t open my eyes again for some time.

Footsteps woke me from my doze and when I looked up Ray stood in the doorway, eyes squinting without her glasses, her hair frizzy and matted. A look of helpless terror was stamped on her face. In her white nightshirt, she looked almost like a ghost herself.

The shirt was hemmed in red.


Chapter Thirty-one:

THE

QUEEN

We went back to the hospital, to the very room where Raychel got her sonogram, but only the walls were really the same. The spirit of optimism and joy that had suffused it now seemed as distant as pinprick stars.

For the first hour or two, a stream of doctors flowed past, coming and going and shrugging their shoulders as they shared quiet conferences. They assured us that the baby was alive, but no more than that. Everyone who walked through the room seemed puzzled. They said phrases like “placenta previa” and “uterine infection” and I didn’t need to look them up to know what they implied for a pregnancy.

All the wrong diagnoses, but the same result. Miscarriage. Death. If I didn’t stop it, and soon, what they pulled out of Raychel would be little more than pulp.

They asked increasingly strange questions that reminded me of the futility in my own hunt for answers. Had we traveled? Had we been exposed to any toxins? Was there any likelihood we had contracted a parasite? Did any part of our jobs or habits involve exposure to radiation? As if they expected us to be stowaways from Chernobyl instead of desperate college graduates. Anything was better than a haunting. Had we been fighting? Had anything caused abdominal trauma? They studied us both but their suspicions lingered on me.

I could guess why. I hadn’t showered, I was sweaty and grim and my eyes were swollen from sleeplessness. I probably looked like a half-baked terrorist. I certainly looked the part of a man savage enough to beat the unborn life out of his pregnant fiancée. Even more damning, a small stain of red had leaked through my shirt. I casually covered it up with my hand as best as I could, which wasn’t very well. It was growing. All I could think about was that stain’s twin, stroking a sinister path down Raychel’s legs.

All I could think about was pain.

I suppose I must have known that there wasn’t going to be months of waiting and hunting for answers, no matter how much optimism I invested. I wasn’t just a soul and the gut snatcher wasn’t simply a torment. I was mortal. The baby was mortal. It was going to chew us up like we were chicken wings and spit out whatever gristle it chose to leave for a corpse.

I tried to keep calm, but my heart was hammering in my chest, just inches from the burrowing teeth. I sensed the thing’s glee. To think, I could have just stayed home, forgotten Uncle Matty’s will and lived my life without any of this nightmare. I didn’t know whether to laugh or cry.

Ray had wept the first hour or so without stopping except to suck in damp breaths. No loud sobs or wails, just quiet, constant tears and bleary-eyed sniffling. Eventually she cried herself out and simply sat there on the stiff hospital bed with its papery linens while the monitors cooed a discordant lullaby above. An IV trailed from her taped wrist up to a series of clear plastic bags hung above her. She looked every bit as exhausted as I felt.

I paced the length of the room, just a few strides long, back and forth, back and forth. I knew my pacing would irritate her, but I simply had to keep moving. Anything to distract myself from the awful waiting. The doctors checked in only sporadically now, and I got the feeling it was out of curiosity more than expecting a solution. An occasional nurse peeked through the open doorway to make sure we were okay and assure us that we were being looked after. They gave no answers, but I knew Raychel would arrive at her own conclusions anyway.

I hoped they weren’t the same ones that I’d found.

It wasn’t long before my weariness got the best of me and I sat next to her on the foot of the bed. I reached out to take her hand and she pulled it away from me.

“It’s your fault,” Raychel said quietly.

She looked up at me through the wall of her glasses. Her knees were huddled up beneath the filmy hospital gown, as close as she could bring them to her stomach. Not an ounce of affection on her face.

“Raychel, I…”

“No. There’s nothing else to say. It’s your fault.”

She was right. I’d been lying to her, to everyone, for far too long now. I’d been lying to myself, that last fatal frontier before delusion. Silly, empty lies to spare my own feelings. It wasn’t my fault. I hadn’t meant to hurt anyone. I had just wanted some peace. I was going to make everything right again.

The truth held no forgiveness.

Buzz said there were two kinds of people: bullshitters and straight shooters. People who hid from the things they knew and the ones who owned up to what they were and what they’d done. Uncle Matty’s three simple rules, written in the bedrock of my mind: Don’t hurt anyone you don’t need to hurt, don’t steal, and don’t be a damn idiot. I had forgotten the most important, the final one, the new commandment to fix all others. If I’d followed it, all of this would have been avoided.

So many tiny, rational lies. So many easy excuses. It was time for me to face the facts, as outlandish as they were.

I had brought the thing to Fair Hill. I had carried it home on my shoulders and infected what little family I had left and then fled in the aftermath. When that wasn’t enough, I packaged it up and brought the nightmare to the woman who would be my wife. To my unborn son.

Who knew what hells awaited the ones I’d damned? I bought my catastrophe with blood. As my uncle had always said, we own the things we pay for. And I had paid.

“I know, Raychel. I goddamn know.”

“Knowing isn’t enough,” she said.

I wished she would yell, scream, berate me. Some fragment of what I deserved. Raychel simply studied the wall across from her for what felt like ages before she turned back to me. Her eyes were bloodshot and swollen and scared, but beneath it all there was a reservoir of iron.

“You need to fix this. You said we had time, that it wasn’t dangerous. But it is. And we don’t. We have days. Hours, maybe. He’s too small. It’s too soon for him to fight. You need to do it for him. You always say you’re good at fixing stuff. Well. Figure it out.”

I nodded without the faintest idea how.

I tried to map out the possible methods in my mind but nothing came. I was tired and I was quickly losing ground. As if to emphasize the point, another wave of stabbing pain shot through my wounds. The teeth wriggled deeper, chewed into my flesh, slit deeper beneath the surface until they scraped their tips against my ribcage and between the slats of bone.

I barely made it to the trashcan before I vomited as much from sheer misery and horror as from hurting. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw the monitor flashing numbers and it began to squawk out an alarm. The pain passed as quickly as it came. The steady beeping returned.

When I looked back up, Raychel regarded me with something close to contempt. “Go. Get out. Come back when you have an answer,” she said. Her voice was labored and hurt, but no more yielding than her gaze. “You’re not doing your son any good here.”

I wiped my mouth with the back of my hand but the sour taste of acid remained. A nurse poked her head in and she looked a question at Raychel. The monitor’s chirruping must have summoned her. Before she could offer me any help, I pushed past her and out into the hallway.

Outside Raychel’s room the hospital continued rolling on, oblivious to the nightmare that was infecting me. I paced up and down the hall for a minute or two, but it was just annoying the nurses and it didn’t make me feel any better, and my legs ached from overuse. My world already seemed an endless cycle of hospital rooms and car rides and pain. I had thought I hated hospitals before, but by now it was something far stronger, a truly prodigious loathing.

She said to come back when I had an answer.

Only, maybe there was no answer. My baby was being eaten just as I’d fed my uncle to it. Just as I’d fed myself to it. Maybe that was all there was to the story. Not all equations get solved. I sat down, put head in hands and tried my best to think. The worst part about the biting pain was the unpredictability of it. My body clenched at any slight shift or movement, as if an invisible knife blade hovered just inches away from my body and I was waiting for it to plunge in.

No epiphanies came to me. No solutions presented themselves out of divine providence. I never expected them to. Instead I slipped my phone out of my pocket. I thought I was looking for inspiration, but as I automatically flipped over to my recent calls, I realized that I had a better reason.

Even if I couldn’t fix the unfixable, I had debts to pay.


Chapter Thirty-two:

THE

FOOL

College bars, from my limited experience, were lively and rowdy. The sullen workers’ drinking dens that grew up anywhere near service industry jobs were dreary, anxious and stained with an adolescent aura of discontent.

The bar Buzz had chosen was singularly different from either.

It was a quiet, subtly dignified place built not as an avenue for socialization, nor for a brief diversion to get amateurs through the night. It was a place for professional drinkers.

Just shy of noon and the oaken stools in front of the glossy bar were half full. Beaten steel ice tubs had been fashioned into lamps and fixed to the rafters; the walls were mostly bare but for an occasional bit of Orioles memorabilia. The floor had been scuffed and repolished enough times to feel smooth as glass.

The bartender, a large spectacled man with a curling mustache that swallowed his mouth, glanced up at me. He gave me a slow, careful assessment, as if gauging whether I was one of the crew or just a tourist. He nodded to me just the same and continued his smooth, practiced motions behind the beer tap.

A gray-haired businessman with a loosened tie accepted the beer and swapped an empty glass back. A few tired, older men and weary-looking women drank as a blurry television muttered a hypnotic white noise. None of them appeared particularly sotted or sober, but hanging in a balance of unthinking reverence for the drinks in front of them. I got the feeling they were experts at sobriety’s shades of gray.

It took me only a moment to locate Buzz, sitting alone with a pitcher of beer in one of the leather-bound booths. His face was grizzled and a little flushed, but he waved me over with an attentiveness that defied the half-empty pitcher.

I made my way over, aware that I was purposely walking as quietly as I could, but unsure exactly why.

“Lex,” Buzz said. “I’m glad you called me.”

I sat down and the bartender appeared as if out of thin air to place a mug in front of me.

“Can I get you anything else?” he asked.

I shook my head and he slipped away.

Buzz poured into my mug. “So what’s on your mind? Any other crazy questions you’ve got about Matty? Or are you just looking to chat?”

It took me a moment to realize he was talking about me accusing Uncle Matty of pedophilia. It seemed an eon ago and I wondered where to start. I looked into the yellowed depths of the mug. Bubbles formed a ring around the rim like soap suds.

I could use a drink, I knew. It would help deaden the pain. It would help me to hold myself a little better together. All I could think about, though, was the smell of stale urine from the can by my uncle’s bedside and the price it had cost him before it collected in full.

I sat back and watched the older man’s wrinkled face. He was wearing an Orioles cap and a flannel shirt like they were a uniform that brought him pride.

“I did something bad,” I said. “I didn’t know it was bad.” Another lie. There was no more time for lying. I sucked in a deep breath and the words tumbled out. “I guess I might have known it was bad. I knew it wasn’t good. I didn’t know it would turn out like this, though. I’ve pretty much ruined everything.”

I closed my eyes at the words. It felt good to admit them. It felt like penance.

“All have. All do,” Buzz said.

“Not like me,” I said. “I’m a fucking Olympian of screw-ups. You were right about Fair Hill being haunted, by the way. I brought Matty back. I don’t expect you to believe me, but I did. As a ghost. And it went wrong. Something attacked him. Something is attacking me. It killed Lacey. You remember Lacey Jameson? It killed her kid too. And it’s going to kill my kid. It’s going to kill me. And the worst thing about it all is Raychel. She needs me and I don’t know what to do.”

I expected I’d start crying, but I felt a peculiar sensation of peace stealing over me instead.

“You killin’ people?” Buzz asked. He pulled his lower lip between his teeth as he watched me over the top of the mug. “I don’t expect you brought anyone back, but if you’re killin’ people, you’ve got a problem and I’m prolly not your man. I told you Fair Hill was cursed, and I meant it. If makin’ claims like hurtin’ your uncle is a joke… you’ve got a cruel streak if you think you’ll find me laughin’.”

“It’s not a joke. I can prove it to you. Or something close to proof, at least. I can show you what it’s doing to me.”

I glanced at the bartender and then realized I didn’t much care what he or anyone else thought. I unbuttoned my shirt and peeled the sodden tee shirt beneath up to my neck.

The wound pulsed, the flesh trembling as I exposed it to fresh air. I didn’t need to look at it to see the wet, white puffiness of infection, the angry redness at the center that faintly throbbed with each beat of my heart. The teeth shifted inside me, teased ever so slightly deeper as if to hide from the air’s chill. I held it for a moment before tugging my shirt back down.

Buzz let out a low whistle and leaned back against the booth. He sucked on his teeth for a moment.

“Lex, what’ve you gotten yourself into?” he asked.

“There are others. My arm. One’s showing up on my leg. They’re going to show up everywhere. It’s going to eat me alive, and I’m afraid if I put a gun in my mouth, it’ll keep eating me in death too. I told you I wasn’t joking.”

He mulled over my statement. The man in the suit pushed his way out the front door, returning to whatever hobby paid for his true calling of alcoholism.

“What’re you gonna do about it?”

It was not the question I expected. I expected uncertainty, scorn, maybe even anger. A drunken guffaw, at the least. Buzz simply finished his mug off and refilled it.

“I don’t know what to do about it,” I said.

“Why’d you come to me, then?”

“To make amends. To try to put it right. You said you were in a relationship with him and I guess I thought I owed it to you both. I shouldn’t have called Uncle Matty back. I didn’t know it would happen like this, but I put him through hell. I think he made it through to the other side, but…” I shrugged. “I don’t know. I don’t know anything. I guess this is the point where you tell me that I’m crazy.”

Buzz snorted and rubbed his palm across his chin. “Lex, I’m an old man. I was older than your uncle, and your uncle was older than your daddy, by a stretch. When you’ve seen as many things as I have, you either accept that the world is full of strangeness, or you’re a fool and deny it all. And I’m no fool. I didn’t get old by being careless.”

I wasn’t sure how to respond.

He continued, “I didn’t get old by givin’ up, either. You sit across from me and tell me that you hurt Matty, that your wife and kid are dyin’ and that you have no idea except to come cryin’? Apologizin’? You’re shittin’ me, Lex. Matty raised you better.”

“What should I do?”

“You’re the college kid. What did you do to screw it up? What exactly did you do?”

I told him about the blood and the boat, about calling on my uncle. About how he had shown up in agony. About the strange girl and Bartholomew. About Lacey and the horribly failed banishing. About the bite mark appearing, about Raychel and our baby. It sounded insane, but Buzz accepted it with equanimity. He drained the pitcher, and gestured for another.

“Which leads you here to me,” he said. “And givin’ up.”

I shook my head, but without conviction. “I’m open to ideas.”

“Why don’t you just untie it?” he asked.

“What?”

“Put it back the way it was. At least then it was just eatin’ cats.”

“You can’t untie it. Lacey said that’d let the thing through. Like… completely through. Problem many times worse. Fuckin’ Lacey. Goddamnit, if she hadn’t gotten the book destroyed, or had just waited to kill herself…”

I realized that my old way of talking was slipping back, but it was a minor concern. A slow smile had spread across Buzz’s face.

The bartender appeared bearing a full pitcher, but Buzz held up a finger the thickness of a sausage and shook his head. The bartender seemed slightly surprised, but disappeared and took his treasure with him.

“Fuckin’ hell, Lex. You’ve got your answer. Let it through.”

I stared at him. “You don’t understand. It was bad. We brought it through further and it got worse. Pulling it all the way—”

“Does what?” He reached across the table and thrust his finger like a spear into the center of my chest. I sucked my breath in at the shearing pain. “You’re fucked, Lex. The soap’s dropped and you gotta pick it up.”

I gingerly rubbed at the wound as best the tenderness would allow. “I don’t even have the knot.”

“You’re tellin’ me you’d rather let your baby die than go looking? Lex, you tell me that and I’ll kill you myself.”

All traces of his smile had vanished. I considered his suggestion. It was either a good idea or an absolutely terrible one. Remarkable how similar the two can look when you’re desperate. He was right about one thing, though: it didn’t much matter how bad of an idea it was. We’d made that first gamble when Lacey had tried to banish it. I was very likely damned to an eternity of torment. How much worse could it get by betting double or nothing?

“She burned a house down and ate a cat. In one bite. She’s not big, but she’s nasty.”

“So’s a bullet. I’ll bring the bullets, you bring your demon.”


Chapter Thirty-three:

THE

LAST TRIP

I came back to find Raychel weeping quietly in her hospital bed. The doctors and nurses were still wandering in and out and passing printed sheets between them. They looked puzzled and unhappy.

Raychel rolled toward me when I walked in but she did not smile.

“Don’t leave me again,” she said.

“I won’t,” I promised, and I meant it.

I told her that I had a plan. She nodded and I helped her to the bathroom, where she changed into the clothes I’d brought. A pair of stretched-out yoga pants and a hooded sweatshirt. The sweater boasted the image of a bright, smiling wedge of cheese sitting among a pile of shredded shavings and above it, bold letters said “Life is Grate.” I’d given it to her a few months back as a joke and I had grabbed it without checking as we raced out the door to the hospital. It was one of the few things that still fit her. It looked absurd.

Raychel tugged it on anyway, dragged her fingers through her hair and studiously avoided any reflective surfaces as she got to her feet and headed for the door. The doctors clamored and threatened and demanded for her to stay for further testing and further rest, but we both knew there was no real point to it. She signed her AMA and then we walked out into the parking lot. She didn’t speak to me until we were sitting side by side in the car, her in the passenger seat for the first time since we’d dated.

“Are you sure you want to go?” I asked her.

“I’m sure.”

I wasn’t talking about simply going with me for the drive, I was talking about the plan at large. I had explained Buzz’s idea to the extent I really knew what it was. She’d accepted it without inquiry. She carried a grim and terrible determination in her eyes.

“It might be dangerous,” I said.

“It will be dangerous. And not just for us,” she answered, and that was that.

Buzz would meet us later at the house, with all the tools we needed. He assured me that he would bring enough to kill whatever it was. It was our job to retrieve the knot and bring it home. And then we would work some magic.

Despite the urgency and my natural habits, I could not bring myself to speed. I sensed Raychel’s growing agitation, but I ignored it and embraced my caution. The thought of crashing and sacrificing any meager chance I had to escape damnation was just too grisly and unrelenting to ignore. My life given value, as if it had none before. I looked at Raychel and understood. Her hands were on her stomach and her mouth was turned in a sad and beautiful frown.

Lacey’s neighborhood was becoming far too familiar for my liking. Those cheerfully successful neighbors and their half-million-dollar houses that whispered of hope.

Until we came, at least.

Fresh-cleaned cars bought from days of toil peeked out from open garages as we passed. I couldn’t help but feel like a virus. I wondered how long it would take the gut snatcher to devour the neighborhood, how long until madness and misery had soaked the aesthetically winding road in blood. And then there was Lacey’s house, as starkly contrasted from the rest as a blackened tooth or a gangrenous limb.

“At least Mark won’t be home,” I said. Or was his name Mike? I hadn’t even thought to wonder how he’d taken the death of his wife and only child. If he even had any idea of the events that preceded it.

Since he wasn’t waiting to gun me down like a dog, I assumed that he didn’t. In his blessedly ignorant world, it was just an electrical fire and the strangers who pulled his wife and child from the fire were just two folks passing by. It was probably for the best, even though it was hard to see much good in the wreckage.

I helped Raychel out of the car and the two of us stood before the seared remains.

The fire hadn’t burned the house to the ground, but it was destroyed just the same. The bricks were blackened and the roof as cratered as the moon. The shutters had burned away and boards jutted up across the once spacious windows. A padlock hung on the door. As if the natural foreboding wasn’t enough to keep even the curious away. Yellow tape had been wrapped around wooden stakes driven into the ground around it and I tugged it out of the way to make our passage up to the front door easier.

I peered through a crack behind the board nailed into place over one of the windows and inside was every bit as bad as I expected. Clumps of drywall stuck to the house’s blackened skeleton like chunks of meat, the once pleasant wallpaper now the color of burnt toast. Holes gaped in the floor, crisscrossed by a framework of ashy beams. I understood the feeling. I wondered if a house so ruined would still be able to creak and breathe or if trying would simply make it collapse. It looked like the most structurally sound bits remaining were the boards denying access.

I jiggled the padlock, but the lock held. It didn’t matter. The fence surrounding the house would probably be easier to cross and no part of me wanted to step back inside ever again. The house was a graveyard, and I’d had my fill of hauntings. I crossed to the side of the house and kicked down the charred remains of the picket fence that shielded their back yard from the road.

Raychel followed me through.

The daylight offered no cover from prying eyes, so we had to move quickly. Get in, get the knot, get out. Preferably before anyone called the police on a pair of odd vandals who were plundering a dead home. If we were arrested… I decided not to consider the prospect of what a night trapped in a jail cell being eaten alive would be like. Odd that caution should come so easily, considering what we intended.

An awful thought occurred to me: what if the knot had rolled away? I remembered the twitching, virile movements. If it had managed to get out into the yard there was no telling where it would be now, if we would ever be able to hunt it down. As I stood on the scorch-inscribed patio, I realized my fears were unfounded. I could tell without any doubt that it had not escaped.

Only a handful of days since I had last been in the back yard, but everything felt different.

The wind still ruffled the branches of naked trees and the Adirondack chairs still squatted on the cobbled stone, but it no longer brought a feeling of pleasant freedom and wealth. It felt poisoned.

Lacey should have been lounging beside it with her daughter, roasting s’mores on breezy summer nights and laughing at the stars, but instead it was daytime and frigid and tainted. Her absence was every bit as noticeable as the presence that had replaced it. The bowl of the fire pit stood scorched and yawning at the end of the path and all the feelings that had vanished from my house when Lacey tied the knot—that omnipresent tension and dread that had suffused Fair Hill and haunted me prior to the banishing—hung around it instead, a low and brooding storm cloud.

I wiped cold sweat from my forehead and glanced over at Raychel. Her face was a sickly, grayish green. We walked down the path, the air growing thicker with each step. Our footsteps rung against stone as we approached the leashed monster.

The stone pit still cradled its burden of ash and debris but it had been scuffed and traced with slithering tread marks. At the center of the labyrinth of whorls, like a coiled ball of intestinal yarn, the knot awaited us. I had a sudden lunatic moment of gratitude that no bird had carried it off from its stone prison, but I supposed most animals weren’t dumb enough to come this close to it.

“Not so impressive, are you?” Raychel said. She bared her teeth in a triumphant grimace.

The knot shivered in response. The rope was charred and frayed, but considering it had baked in a fire and then sat exposed for a week or so, it had survived better than the rest of us. The interwoven mesh of cord that formed the rope looked reptilian and scaly. I thought again about the danger in taunting vicious things but it seemed a bit late for that.

I reached out toward it and it skittered toward my hand. As if it were eager. I wondered how bad Buzz’s idea truly was. I swallowed my reluctance into a heavy pool in the pit of my stomach and then I scooped the knot up in my hand.

A spear of pain stabbed through my chest, and my arm and thigh split deeper. Aches I’d not yet realized throbbed all over me, circle after circle of cutting agony searing like a hundred future brands. Trenches gouged into my bones. I clenched my jaw until it ached and my vision swam. Devoured from the inside out. I thought of the fire in the walls, baking the child to death. I was panting. My eyes were blurred with tears.

I gripped the edge of the fire pit and ever so slowly the pain released its stranglehold on me, and I could breathe freely again. A fresh, warm wave of blood and water dribbled out of the wounds and I came dangerously close to wetting myself.

I looked over at Raychel, expecting to see her clutching her stomach, but she didn’t seem aware of anything at all. I hoped it was a sign that my bites were reacting to touching the knot and not because our baby had stopped fighting. I wondered if it would hurt the child as badly if she touched it, but I doubted it. It was my hand touching it that gave it the power. It was my blood that it was reaching through. The wounds gave a dull throb with every heartbeat and my shirt was heavy with wetness.

The knot was only a little bigger than a golf ball and weighed even less. I felt like it should be heavier; its size should echo the crushing weight of suffering that it exuded. But for the shiver of movement and the wretchedness pouring out of it, it was markedly mundane; just an intricately tied knot with a horrible secret.

I nodded to Raychel and she nodded back.

When we made our way back out through the picket fence, one of Lacey’s neighbors was standing on her front porch, hair a snowy halo around a withered face. She had a cellphone in her hand. It was time to go.

Ray climbed into the driver’s seat with some difficulty. I wanted to protest, but I was in less condition to drive than her and I suspected the knot was going to carve a healthy chunk out of me during the trip. I wondered how a pregnant woman who barely fit in the driver’s seat and a man so strung out on exhaustion and pain that he could barely hold a clear thought would be any proper threat to the fiend of Fair Hill.

“It doesn’t matter,” Ray said. I hadn’t spoken out loud, but I didn’t need to. “If we do nothing, our boy dies. You die. We’re going to try, even if it kills us both and the kid. We can stop this thing. And if not, my baby boy won’t go over to the other side without me.”

She patted my hand, the first sign of affection since we had spoken in the hospital.

“We got a bad draw. It happens. We’re not done yet.”

It wasn’t forgiveness, but she was trying. I felt a rush of angry, reckless love and I pressed it like a brand against the knot’s vicious draw. I wanted to say something, some string of sounds and words to tell her every measure of the feeling, but instead I sat quietly as she put the car in drive. Some things are too heavy for words.

The knot continued its twitching but I allowed myself to hope, for a moment, that it was twitching in fear. It would be over soon, one way or another.

I slipped it into my breast pocket and focused on the road as the miles disappeared. Without it touching my skin, the sensations dulled ever so slightly and I let out a sigh of relief.

When you’re hungry enough, even a scrap is a feast.

Soon, now. Soon.


Chapter Thirty-four:

THE CALM BEFORE

THE KILL

It was midday when we arrived back home, and Buzz was waiting for us on the front porch. He was dressed in his denim and flannel with an Orioles cap perched on his head and an unmistakable look of pleasure on his face as he sucked smoke through a cigarette. He had a rifle slung over one shoulder and a massive black duffle bag at his feet.

“Took you a while. Thought for a minute you were jerkin’ me,” he called out as I opened the car door.

A pair of twin brown trenches burrowed into the lawn leading up to his pickup, the same he’d been driving as long as I could remember.

“Buzz,” I said. I wasn’t sure what else to say.

Raychel stepped by me and walked up to him, extending a hand.

“Thanks for coming, Buzz. I’m Raychel,” she said.

“I remember,” he said. “From the fun’ral. Pleasure, as always.”

Buzz pulled his cap off and raised her hand to his lips. He winked at me.

“Lex, you ready to do this?”

Raychel disentangled her hand from his grip while I took a deep breath in and let it out slowly. The bites continued to throb and a feeling of unsteadiness washed over me.

Ready or not…

I nodded, pulled the faintly wiggling knot from my breast pocket and held it up. The stabbing pain rolled off of it in waves and a feeling of hopelessness crashed over me as it touched my skin. Better to just give up and sleep, that voice said, the same voice that had sent me whimpering and skittering from shadows as a child. Better to just feed the hungry god. I shook my head to clear it.

Raychel unlocked the door and the two of us filed in behind her and into the kitchen.

Buzz heaved the duffel onto the floor next to the couch with the sledgehammer crunch of metal on wood. I walked past them to the cabinets and grabbed a soup bowl. I tossed the knot into it and set it on the table.

When it left my hand, I felt my mind’s gravity right itself and that awful weight of despair faded to a distant roar. The searing pain chewing into me reverted into a dim pulse and I peeled my shirt away from the sodden bandages. It had not been an easy drive. Raychel watched me worriedly. Buzz grunted and tipped his hat toward the red stain.

“Gettin’ worse, huh?”

I nodded. There was no point in lying.

Raychel touched her stomach and drew a tight, joyless smile. “It’ll end tonight. It’s soon enough. We’re going to kill this motherfucker.”

I’d heard her curse and insult before, but never invest such loathing into a word. I nodded. The three of us gathered around the bowl and peered down at our prey. The knot wiggled as if aware of the attention.

“Well god damn. Living ball of yarn. Y’ain’t yankin’.” Buzz sounded a little surprised, but mostly pleased.

“I wish I was. What did you bring?” I asked.

His knees popped as he crouched down to pick up the duffel bag and set it on the kitchen table next to the bowl. He unzipped it and set the contents out in a neat line on the kitchen island as he listed them.

“I brought the fuckin’ case. Shotgun, rifle, two machetes, a hammer, a wooden stake I whittled while I was waitin’, a bit of silver. Quite a few bits of lead,” he added, as he stacked boxes of ammunition beside the collection.

“You’re a regular Van Helsing, aren’t you?” Raychel asked.

If Van Helsing were an alcoholic hillbilly, I supposed.

He grunted.

“There’s more, too. A crossbow, a bible, holy water, a revolver.” He held out the last item, a curiously familiar blackened metal frame that looked like it had seen at least as many years as Buzz himself. After a moment I stepped forward to take it. “That one’s loaded in case anyone tried to stop me comin’ here. You’ll take it. Heard you were a helluva shot.”

“Where’d you get all this stuff?” Raychel asked. She examined the greasy jelly jar that Buzz had claimed held holy water. Next to it were two sterling spoons and I felt a moment of relief that someone else had thought to try silverware against the soul-eating demon.

“Here ’n there. Mostly the g’rage. Scooped that from the bowl in Beth’s old church. The silver was a wedding gift. That’s my old Army service revolver,” he said and pointed toward the gun in my hand.

I held the revolver up to the light. The same weathered rosewood grips and blued steel barrel, the same dings and digs of wear. Even my initials were carved into the base of it. More than just familiar. The same revolver I’d learned on. Uncle Matty hadn’t gotten it from a pawnshop, then. And he hadn’t simply traded it in for beer. I could just imagine him telling Buzz about my folly as he returned it, the two fretting over what was to become of me. No wonder they drank so much. I hoped the old adage about God guarding children and drunks held some truth to it.

“Huh,” was all I could think to say. Buzz grinned. A second, more practical realization slipped through my weary daze. Revolvers hadn’t been service issued in the better part of a century, as best I knew. “How old are you, anyway?”

Buzz fished a shiny metal flask out of the bottom of the duffel, popped off the top and took a deep breath in. He saw my expression, twisted the cap back on and tucked it into his back pocket.

“Like I said. I didn’t make it this old by luck,” he said. “Got a shotgun?”

I nodded. “Upstairs. Mossberg 500.”

“Good. Get it,” Buzz said. He pointed to what looked like little more than a rusty metal tube lying next to the rifle. “Mine’s a single break. Figure if you’re gonna shoot this thing, you’ll want to shoot it more’n once. Damascus barrel, too, so piss for payloads, better to grab yours. Raychel? You know how to use a gun, honey?”

Raychel shrugged and then shook her head. “No, but I’m a fast learner.”

“You’ll take his shotgun then. You point it, hold it tight—very tight—and squeeze the trigger. It’ll do the rest for ya.”

As I climbed the stairs, I realized that I was very glad that Uncle Matty had taught me to shoot and not Buzz. I dragged the Mossberg out from its resting place, checked the shells in the sleeve and set it down on the bed. I found myself looking off toward the closet and thinking about when my uncle’s ghost first appeared. I hoped it would be enough. I looked around the room for anything else useful, but nothing came to mind. A dresser, a closet, a bed, all utterly domestic. Unless we were going to kill it with coat hangers, I wasn’t sure I had anything else useful to add to Buzz’s collection.

I picked up the box of shotgun shells from my nightstand and one of Raychel’s spare medical packs from the bathroom. It all felt entirely bizarre and more than a little silly. All these tools and preparations we made without expecting we’d ever need them, now getting their moment to shine all at once. The wounds throbbed for a moment and then the pain passed before it began. I wondered what it was thinking, if it understood any of what was happening.

When I returned downstairs to the kitchen, shotgun cradled in my arms, Buzz was having Raychel hold the machetes, one after the other, at arm’s length. They were dull, mean-looking things, one the length of my arm, the other about half. Both were speckled in rust that looked ominously blood like. He took the longer one away from her and set it aside. The shotgun and pack of bandages joined the arsenal laid out on the island.

I scanned the room for a proper location. The kitchen seemed a poor choice. It was crowded with the island, the table, the appliances, and I was a little uneasy at the thought of doing any sort of battle with so many easily grabbed weapons laying around. My prized sofa stood with its back to us, proudly dividing our kitchen from the living room. Buzz had set his rifle on it, still slick with gun oil, and I fought the urge to ask him to remove it. The living room was a far more likely candidate than the kitchen. It was spacious and relatively spartan, in the aesthetic of the house-poor. There was only the flimsy coffee table, the television, and the fireplace.

“Maybe the fireplace would work,” I said. “We could make a ring of stones in there and then…” I made a gun with my finger and pointed it at it.

“Pardon?” Buzz asked.

I remembered that no one had really filled him in on the plan, and I marveled again at his willingness to participate.

Raychel made a vexed sound as she hefted the machete and set it back on the kitchen island behind her. “He means that this… thing that attacked Fair Hill is going to show up here in the living room. Should I put down newspaper? What, you’re serious?” She let out a nervous giggle. It cut off sharply.

“You’re really gonna try to pull some sort of demon into your house? How?” Buzz asked. He hooked his thumbs into his jeans and gave the fireplace a dubious look. He looked back at the knot that was still rocking gently from side to side in its bowl throne. “Do you just untie that and ask it to show up?”

“Basically. Might be good to have a home-field advantage,” I said. I eyed the knot too. “If we’re going to imitate what Lacey was doing, we need a circle, a drop of blood, and a flame. Blood goes on the rope, the knot gets untied and it goes in the center of the circle. Then we light a fire, and it should come through. We’ll just make sure to keep from hitting all the requirements until we’re ready to kill it, and then…”

“The last time we tried this a house burned up from the inside and baked a girl to death. If it destroys this place, or we do,” she gestured at the shotgun that Buzz had laid beside her, “what then? What if it blows up or something? What if we have to run, how do you figure we’re going to escape? Hell, how are we going to afford it? I get the principle of the idea, but if we have some sort of soul-eating demon rip our house up, I’m pretty sure that doesn’t qualify under acts of God. Homeowner’s insurance void. Even assuming we win.”

It took me a moment to recognize the hysteria shallowly buried beneath her voice. I kept my bitter retort to myself. She was every bit as uneasy as me, probably more so if the hand trembling on her belly was any indication. Hadn’t there been a time when I dealt with disaster by sarcasm? It seemed like so long ago. I felt so drained. It would be soon enough. It had to be. Just a little bit longer.

Buzz’s face broke into a grin. “She’s a keeper. She’s right, too. Houses don’t take kindly to gunfire.”

“Where should we go then?” I asked.

I was in no mood for humor, even to break the tension. I was very tired and in a lot of pain. I just wanted to end it, now, before those teeth started wiggling again inside my flesh. I had to protect Ray, save the baby, avenge my uncle, lift the curse on Fair Hill and keep the old man from getting too drunk to help, all while I was being cored like an apple. It was too much to leave room for proper problem solving.

“Out back,” Raychel suggested. She craned her neck to look out the kitchen window toward the back of the house. “Out on the bank. We’ll gather some rocks, put them in a circle and then we’ll untie it. It’s nice and wide and open, a good backdrop for any shots that miss and nowhere for it to run or hide. Assuming it can’t swim. Even if it can, that water is going to be like ice.”

I gave a weary nod. A migraine was building like a bank of storm clouds fueled by the pain pulsing from my chest and arm.

Buzz gave her an admiring look. “Honey, in my younger days…”

“You wouldn’t stand a chance. Honey.” Raychel said. She smiled sweetly at him.

Buzz cackled.

Afternoon came gently, a masterpiece of a day, probably one of the few remaining beautiful days of autumn, before darkness reigned supreme and the bitter cold took its toll. Bright sunlight painted the lawn and brought life to the flagging boughs that the coming winter had already wrought and they swayed in a gentle breeze. A squirrel dashed across the yard and up a tree. It was picturesque. And no neighbors near enough to interfere. Or, if things went wrong, no neighbors near enough to get dragged into the disaster.

The three of us walked down to the riverbank, to where the slightly wild lawn gave way to dirt and then sand. The only things we could find to build a proper circle were driftwood and a collection of angular stones, off-white and pitted from sand and water. We gathered the chunks of rock and I arranged them in a circle on the bank beside the sparkling water.

“How big’s this cocksucker? You said ‘small’ but small what? Small dog?” Buzz asked, squinting at the circle.

“Little smaller than any of us. Don’t think the gateway has to be very big,” I said. I thought of Lacey’s fire pit. “Maybe a couple feet. I think the gesture is more important than the actual size.”

He grunted and rearranged the stones with his foot until he was satisfied. I stepped back and surveyed it. A seamless circle of stones among the sand, a spacious gap to light a fire; it all looked right. I took a deep breath of the cold air, held it in my lungs, and let it out in a rush.

“So what’s it supposed to look like?” Buzz asked.

“A young girl. Sort of. Maybe a person made of smoke. We’ll line up and as soon as it shows, we’ll shoot it into oblivion. If the guns don’t work, we’ll try something else. It’s not getting away from us this time.”

He nodded, spat something gluey in the sand and flexed aged fingers against the rifle’s stock.

“Wish Matty was here for this. He was twice as tough as I ever was.”

“I do too,” I said.

Uncle Matty was tougher than either of us, I suspected, and it’d broken him just the same.

Raychel tossed a stick of driftwood into the center of the ring and set a box of matches next to it. A tiny, single cloud punctuated the deep blue sky above, hanging like a spectator waiting for a show. The wind feebly pushed by us to flee the premises, and then the world was still. Everything was ready. Now to let the festivities commence.

My wounds trembled and I saw Raychel put a hand to her rounded belly.

“Let’s get started,” she said.


Chapter Thirty-five:

THE

UNWINDING

Raychel would be the one to untie it.

We brought the bowl with its twisting coil of rope out onto the porch for better lighting and Buzz and I both tried to unweave it. The moment I touched it, knives of white-hot pain shot through the bites and set my hands shaking so badly that it slipped from my fingers. Buzz squinted at it, muttered about arthritis and handed it back with an apologetic shrug. He wrung his hand afterwards, as if he had touched something filthy and was trying to flick it clean.

Raychel accepted the task with gritted teeth, but without complaint. Her nimble fingers were swollen and a little clumsy from the pregnancy, but they still traced over the twitching knot with the practiced skill of someone who slid IVs into struggling patients, day after day. She sat on one of the whitewashed wooden chairs and studied the knot before setting to work, bringing her nose so close to it that her glasses nearly brushed against the whorled folds. The shotgun rested against the wall behind her, blued steel gleaming dully in the sunlight.

Buzz and I watched closely at first and then in shifts as it dragged on. A steady bitter wind was cutting through the trees and a small tornado of leaves collected, rose and fell. An arrowhead of geese soared high above, bleating, ignorant of our plight. The waters of the Potomac drew Buzz’s gaze as he propped himself up against the brick windowsill.

An hour passed, and then another.

Even the horrifying becomes mundane if it does not deliver. The nervous energy abated and with each passing minute I found myself more and more restless. Raychel continued her concentrating, Buzz continued leaning against the house, looking off toward the river, and I stood awkwardly, wishing I had something to contribute.

I tried a few words of encouragement, but she ignored them. I tapped my foot against the side of the house until she told me to stop. I hefted the revolver, checked it for the hundredth time and it was still loaded, so I sat back and tried to relax and not think about the throb of pain, that warm trickle of wetness that leaked through the bandages.

Night fell and with its arrival, the temperature plummeted.

What had been briskly cool November air now made me shove my hands in my jacket pockets to keep them from shaking. Raychel’s lips slowly turned pale purple and her teeth began to chatter. Only Buzz seemed unaffected, dressed in his thick flannel and ancient jeans. He leaned against the railing, an unlit cigarette in his mouth and his eyes drooping closed.

Raychel let out a hissing curse and shook the knot impotently.

“Maybe we can cut it,” I suggested at last.

“Taking shortcuts with the lives of your wife and child on the line is a pretty damn stupid idea,” Ray said. She closed her eyes, took a deep breath and let it out. “Sorry, Alex. Just holding this thing is awful. Christ, but it’s bad.”

I nodded. I remembered how it had felt to carry it back on the car ride, the strange sentience of it, the awful sucking of any hope and joy until I just felt numb and drained. The plague of Fair Hill trapped in the palm of her hand. I wondered how she had managed to keep holding it to work on its labyrinthine mess of tangles. Her face had taken on a sickly, wan cast.

Buzz turned around from looking off into trees. He hefted the rifle and nodded. “Getting’ dark, won’t be able to see much. You wanna get this done tonight, we’re gonn’ need to get a move on.”

“We know,” I said.

“It’s okay, Alex. Buzz is right,” she said.

“Then let’s take it inside to work on it, finish it out here,” I said.

Ray gave a grateful smile and nodded.

The three of us filed back inside, defeated by a simple rope.

We made our way back into the kitchen to sit around the table. Ray placed the tiny knot in the center of the wooden disc and flexed her hand as it twitched and writhed and rolled feebly back and forth.

Buzz filled the tea kettle and put it on the stove. He lit his cigarette from the burner.

“Shouldn’t do that in here,” I said. “She’s pregnant.”

As soon as the words passed my lips I realized how stupid they sounded, but neither of the others called me out. Buzz just glanced at Raychel and she shook her head.

“We can make an exception. Anything to steady the nerves.”

Ray sat leaned over the table and watched the knot carefully before she began to prod it again. I had just poured the tea and flipped the burner off when she let out a muttered curse.

“What’s wrong?”

“Thing jumped on me and split a nail,” she said. “But I think I see what Lacey did with this.”

I cupped the mug of tea and let the warmth flow through my hands as I watched her hypnotic movements. Her hands were raw and swollen, but still moved with every bit of their lithe grace. A subtle twist, a tug, and with a hook of her fingers, a coil of the rope unwound.

“Hah!”

I rested my hand on her back and kissed the top of her head.

A thin tentacle of acrid smoke wiggled its way out from the knot as she tugged the loose end through. It burned in my nostrils.

Buzz let out a whistle of approval. “You have its attention,” he said.

How he was accepting everything that he was seeing amazed me, but he seemed entirely unfazed.

The first defeated tie seemed to unlock a floodgate in Raychel and her hands began moving faster. Another followed soon after, and another after that. The knot was growing smaller, closer to its final binding. Tendrils of smoke leaked regularly from the knot and began to collect in a roiling fog along the ceiling. I could barely make out the rope, but Raychel only moved faster and faster as the smoke gushed out. Her eyes were closed behind her glasses, fingers twisting and turning by touch alone.

“There! Got you, little cocksucker,” she said.

“You got it?”

Buzz and I both leaned in close and waited for the pillar of smoke to clear. I felt a moment of shame at how relaxed I’d been, how excited I was for something to break the monotony. I set my cup of tea down.

“A good tug here,” she gestured at a loose loop that poked out from the small tangle, “and the whole thing will come undone.”

She tossed the knot onto the table and stood up, stretching her arms up above her head. The hoodie’s mascot, that smiling wedge of cheese, seemed stupidly gleeful. Life is grate, indeed.

“Goddamn, I’m good,” she said. I laughed and kissed her again.

Buzz nodded, tapped the ash from his cigarette into his cup. The ember end of it glowed as he pushed the nub back between his lips.

“Now we just take it outside and…”

Buzz’s cigarette winked out. He slipped it out of his mouth and frowned his curiosity at the stub. Time seemed to slow to a crawl and for one moment I had that car crash sensation of inevitably, that heartbeat pause before the collision when you see the catastrophe but are incapable of diverting it.

The round kitchen table. The cigarette. The bleeding, broken nail.

The alien sensation of shifting rolled through the room and then the knot tore in half.


Chapter Thirty-six:

THE Gut

SNATCHER

The dead cigarette dropped from Buzz’s fingers.

I had assumed, as much as I had allowed myself to think about it at all, that it would be roughly the size and shape of the strange girl. It hadn’t occurred to me that the strange girl and the figure in the smoke had been nothing more than images it had selected, images to interact on a level I would understand. That my mind had filled in the gaps based on a drunk’s story designed to frighten a child. I noted, in some distant and surprisingly rational part of my mind, that I hadn’t learned anything from back when my arrogance first started it all.

The thing slouched across the table was the size of the Kia and not remotely girl-like or humanoid. A massive gray-green head perched atop a body of writhing tentacles puckered with toothy suction cups, the senseless face slashed fully in half by a mouth that bristled with yellowed teeth stabbing up and down at strange angles. A forest of eyes perched on hideous alien stalks like a ropy halo of spores around the mouth, blinking and twisting to peer at all of us at once.

The cloud of stinking smoke hung around its head like a crown, and I saw the streak of a scar along its chin among the patches of burned, rubbery flesh that mottled it. Right where Bartholomew had scratched the strange girl. The thought exited as quickly as it entered.

“Fuck,” Buzz said in a reverent tone.

He grabbed the rifle off the back of the couch and one of the long, puckered tentacles lashed out toward him and cut him open from bladder to sternum. He flopped, gagging in pain, to the ground. I didn’t spare him a glance. I couldn’t look away from the thing.

The gut snatcher.

It seemed to flex, bunching its tentacles together and rising up, the mouth opening wide in a scarlet yawn. The suction cups along the tentacles imitated the motion and I realized that they weren’t so much suction cups as more mouths studded in concentric circles of teeth all stabbing inward. It looked like a bouquet of lamprey mouths stitched together by rubbery flesh.

The long, wispy stalks of eyes twisted to study both of us. It shifted its bulk and the table groaned.

“Raychel,” I said. “Run. Get to the car and run.”

At the sound of my voice, all the eyes swiveled toward me. I took a step back as it leaned forward. Raychel wasn’t moving, didn’t seem capable of moving. Her eyes were glassy and blank.

The table gave out under its weight and it crashed to the floor. A wave of splintered shrapnel surged across the floor and everything began to happen at once. Raychel dropped to a knee beside Buzz. The gut snatcher gurgled and grunted and dragged itself across the floor toward me with a quickness that belied its bulk, and then I couldn’t tell what was happening in the kitchen because I was sprinting away from it.

The toothed tentacles bit into the tile as it approached, grinding and crunching as it pulled itself faster and faster toward me. I pounded my way down the front hall. By the time I was climbing the staircase it had hit its stride. It came surging up after me, gripping the wall, the ceiling, the banister, to launch itself forward in a wall of slavering jaws.

I felt the banister snap off as I reached the landing, tearing away from under my hands. I grabbed at the corner of the wall to swing myself toward the doors farther down and as I turned, I caught one last glimpse of it only a few paces away and cramming the banister into its gnashing teeth with greedy enthusiasm.

I threw myself into the bedroom, slammed the door behind me and slapped the knob lock.

The crunching continued and then silence but for the sound of its bulk dragging across the floor. I heard the light fixture in the hallway explode in a tinkle of glass and the light streaming in from underneath the door dimmed. I could imagine it wolfing down the broken shards and bared my teeth.

I hope you choke on it. I hope it cuts your insides to pieces.

I didn’t dare speak.

Everything had gone wrong. Disastrously so. I hoped Ray had made it away. I hoped Buzz… I didn’t think there was much to hope for in his case. I hoped he found Uncle Matty, or what was left of him, and passed over.

The chewing was close now, just outside the door, and the light beneath suffocated into shadow. Something probed the wooden frame with heavy, stabbing thumps. I felt a sudden commiseration with the little pig who had built his house from straw before the big bad wolf arrived.

The door stilled and a wispy stalk slipped under the crack at the bottom of the door. Another followed, and then dozens more. They shivered and inflated and I realized it was peering up at me in a messy jumble of eyes. Caught red-handed. I stomped down on the eye stalks with all the strength I had left, but far too late. The creature on the far side let out a gibbering grunt in some indecipherable, gurgling language and the stalks shot back under.

It snuffled at the door in confusion. I wondered if there were doors where it lived, if it understood any of the sane world around it.

I pulled the revolver out from my belt, aimed it and fired. The bullet slapped through the center of the door with a crack so loud I felt it in my bones and my ears set to ringing. The gut snatcher, far from being killed by the shot, pressed its body back against the wooden door frame until it creaked and bowed. I could hear the sound of the teeth rasping again as it peeled away chunks from the door with the awful, biting limbs and shoved them into its mouth. It didn’t need to open the door. It would simply eat its way through.

I raised the gun to fire again, but it was a futile gesture. Large grizzly bears could shrug off a .38 without any real difficulty. The creature outside the door could eat a grizzly bear as easily as it had opened Buzz.

Instead I turned and fled to the far side of the bedroom, ripped the blackout curtain aside and wrenched at the window. It refused to open. The door cracked and a split ran down the middle of it. Stalked eyes peeked through newly chewed holes in the wood, each one pivoting toward me. Watching as it wolfed down the remaining resistance. I pulled the fold-out knife from my pocket, twisted it open and stabbed it into the crack at the bottom of the window. I punched down on the handle with the flat of my fist and the blade snapped off, but the window jumped open. The door gave a sigh and blew inward as I dove out the window and onto the roof.

Tentacles slapped the sill as I rolled and skidded into a delicate balance on the tiles.

It stared out at me and its mouth contorted into an unmistakably frustrated grimace. It stretched probing limbs toward me, but they chomped and snapped at empty air, far too short to reach.

I was breathing hard, crouched low to the tiles. I wondered if I could climb to another window and kick it in, get back inside and downstairs to the weapons. Even in my panicked state I knew it was a terrible plan. The thing was not stupid. Not by a long shot. It would watch me climb in, and the moment I stepped into the hallway it would grab me and… I thought of the ease with which it had disemboweled Buzz.

If I wasn’t going in, that left waiting on the roof or jumping down. I glanced behind me and saw only open space separating me from a nasty fall. Fifteen feet, maybe. Less, if I hung down and dropped. But to what end? Where could I go? I stood slowly up.

The driveway.

If I could make my way to the driveway, I could climb down and flee. If Ray hadn’t already left. The creature backed away from the window, the green, lumpy body retreating to the far side of the room.

No need to rush. It was stuck inside. Slow and steady to win the race.

My relief was momentary.

The gut snatcher apparently had enough of waiting, unable to squeeze through, and no appreciation for parables about patience. Instead, it flung itself forward like a battering ram. The house sagged like cardboard as the beast tore through brick and mortar and dragged itself out onto the roof with me.

I took a first lurching step to run and then I collapsed onto my hands and knees as gravity tugged me toward the brink of the gutter. Slow and steady, I reminded myself. Slow and steady wins the race. If I fell off into the back yard, it would pounce down on me and I would be done for. I bear-crawled forward as quickly as I dared. It grunted and grappled at the window’s frame, but I didn’t risk looking back. If I had a hard time keeping my balance on the incline, it should have a far worse deal of it.

I fled across the rooftop and the gut snatcher followed.

By the time I hit the first corner, tiles were skidding by me and I knew it wasn’t far behind. Ahead of me, the Kia’s horn let out a long, angry blat from the driveway. Just a little bit farther.

As I turned the corner to the front of the house I glanced back and there it was, not fighting its way along the tiles behind me but above, a writhing black mass against the sky.

It was dragging itself along from windowsill to windowsill so that it loomed over me only yards away. There was no way for me to climb down without it plunging onto me first, so I pulled Buzz’s revolver from my belt and zeroed in.

I squeezed the trigger and the blast rang in my ears. The gut snatcher flailed its limbs in the air and I squeezed another round into it, and then another, and then it let go of the windowsill and burst down the roof toward me.

I flung myself to the side and scrabbled for all I was worth, scuffing my hands raw as I slid, farther and farther until the gutter smashed into my hip and stopped my decline. My feet dangled over the roof and wind rushed by as one of its tentacles swung just inches above my head. Then it was no longer as concerned with me as with itself.

Without the side of the roof to grip, it was at the mercy of the layered slate and its weight played against it. The gut snatcher slid forward on a cascade of tiles, arms waving wildly and groping futilely for purchase on the sliding slates. Raychel floored the Kia in reverse just in time.

The avalanche of stone and rubbery flesh careened over the edge and hit the ground where the car had been parked just moments before. I heard an awful, rubbery splat that reminded me unmistakably of overripe fruit.

I kicked my way back onto the safety of the rooftop and turned, as near to the edge as I dared. The gut snatcher hunched, dazed, in the front yard. Its many eyes fixed on me the moment I peered down into the twin triangles of the Kia’s headlights.

It let out a frustrated howl.

Raychel revved the engine and then the car shot forward, rammed into the thing and plowed it forward like snow. The airbags blew out in a puff of white, chalky smoke and I heard the splinter of the porch fence. The house gave a mighty shudder. Light spilled over the roof of the car and I realized that Raychel had cracked the wall like an egg.

The tires whirled and whined and the car bucked off the ground as Raychel leaned down on the accelerator. Then the front of the Kia crumpled and deflated like a pricked balloon.

Raychel stepped out, machete in hand. She steadied herself against the car. She was only a short distance below me and I wanted to call out, but then my hand skidded and the gutter I was gripping drooped and fell away.

I tried to backpedal away from the edge, but the roof sagged limply, the foundation irreparably damaged. Each step I scrambled up the roof’s shifting face, the sharper it declined. It pulled me unrelentingly downward.

The remaining support beams that Raychel hadn’t demolished finally surrendered, and my house moaned as though in pain. My struggle became freefall. At the last moment I twisted and skidded on my back toward the brink. Down below, I thought I saw Ray look up but then the cascade poured down, a hail of slate and debris and columns and me.


Chapter Thirty-seven:

THE

KING

The gun went off when I hit the ground and set my ears ringing. I gasped like a beached fish, my breath knocked clean out of my lungs and my vision bleary as I watched the dust and darkness swirl above the debris.

I couldn’t have lain there for more than a moment or two, but time felt as viscous as tar. I rolled onto my stomach. My left shoulder twisted in pain and my arm flopped, limp. I thought for a moment that I must have accidentally shot myself, but when I felt around there was no blood. When I touched my shoulder, the bone shifted outside of its socket. I sucked my breath through gritted teeth.

I tried to stand, but when that failed I simply sat back on my heels amid the destruction. I tugged my shirt off as gingerly as possible, whipped it into a sling with my good arm and draped my left elbow through it. It helped far more than I expected.

My bare skin prickled in the cold night air, but it wasn’t altogether uncomfortable. The wound on my chest was still there, a slick of blood smeared down from my stomach to my jeans, but it was no longer streaming. I poked at the bandages without flinching. Relief. The pressure had relented and already the pain was fading. From my arm and leg too. The teeth were no longer digging into me.

That half of the plan had worked.

I felt a desire to giggle with delight. If all I got from a fall like that was a dislocated shoulder, I could count myself lucky, I told myself. I was probably in shock, I knew, but there was no time to sort myself back. It was still out there. I found the revolver a few feet away lying among the roof’s remains and I picked it up.

A haze of dust had kicked up and swirled like fog through the darkness, but by the light of the broken wall I could see the thing pinned against the house. Very much alive.

It was flailing and pushing and chewing on the car, but without success. The jagged stalagmites of broken teeth jutted out of the car’s hood like spines. She’d hurt it alright.

Raychel, I reminded myself.

If my wounds were any indication, the baby was safe now. I just needed to find her and get away. Maybe the National Guard could take care of the monster. I tucked the revolver into my waistband as I squinted through the fog of dust.

It didn’t take long for me to find her. She was lying with one of the porch’s pillars across her chest, eyes surprised and staring blankly upwards. One hand was flung out to the side, reaching as if beckoning toward me.

“Ray, honey?” I said, but she did not answer.

I stared at her without comprehension. She might as well have been a picture of a sailboat on Lacey’s wall, without rhyme or reason or understood purpose.

“Ray, baby, we need to go.”

I took a step toward her and I heard a crunch. I looked down at the bent frame of her glasses beneath my foot and suddenly I felt it all caving in, the walls and dams I’d built collapsing under the insanity of it all, the screeching madness of the world that would not stop when I closed my eyes and insisted it wasn’t real. The childhood nightmares crawling out from the mouth of hell and sprawling in the shape of Raychel underneath the beam, staring upwards at senseless stars. A sound crept out of my throat, a jagged, idiot, animal sound, and I collapsed to my hands and knees, splinters and brick and slate digging into my knees.

“Raychel,” I said. “Come on babe. Ray Charles, I need you to get up.”

I crawled over to her, across her splayed legs and up beside her. She looked so much like the girl I’d carried to bed, the night of our engagement, her legs splayed out then too, but with such different portent. She looked so alive. She looked so beautiful.

I patted at her face but it was still as a mask. I could not feel her breath. I groped at her throat. There had to be a pulse, there had to be. I was just checking incorrectly. She was the nurse, not me. It should be me lying there. It should be me broken on the ground with the monster just beyond. Nothing as mundane as a roof falling should have been able to stop her. I’d told her to run.

“I told you,” I said. “You should have run. You can’t leave me like this.”

The sound of my voice was grating and strange in my ears.

A second voice, a cunning, nasty whisper, rose up. The same voice I’d buried every day of my childhood, the voice that craved dark rituals and twisted games and painting me in dread.

Not yet.

No splintered bones jutted out, no real blood or dangling neck to indicate a broken spine, just the weight across her chest. Nothing to show her stomach had been crushed. I could fix this. First though, I needed to get her free.

I grabbed the pillar pinning her chest down and heaved with what strength my right arm could muster. It shifted and for one terrifying moment I nearly spilled it over onto her face before I could ease it back down. It wasn’t enough. I needed both my arms. I looked around for a lever.

One of the car’s side mirrors sailed by my head and exploded out among the broken roofing. While I foundered at freeing Raychel, the gut snatcher was making fast progress toward escaping its prison. It had given up chewing on the car itself and was now tearing hunk after hunk off and flinging them like javelins across the yard. First the mirrors, then the hood of the car. The engine followed, crashing and rolling like a runaway boulder. The tires flew by with a strange whapping sound like a gigantic bird beating its wings. Everything it gripped it tore off and threw, and with each flung missile the car grew weaker.

The gut snatcher would be free in moments. I would never make it if I stayed.

And yet I stayed.

If I left Raychel, I knew what would happen to her. If I left her behind, there was no real reason to escape. And besides, that voice couldn’t be wrong. It wasn’t over yet.

The creature stripped off the door and fender and finally the car had had enough. It let out a feeble groan and slid backwards. The gut snatcher scuttled on top of it and smashed in the roof, swinging its many limbs like clubs and beating the metal into a dented, broken ball. If the car had seemed alive, it certainly was no longer.

Its prey felled, the gut snatcher turned its attention back toward me. It ripped the trunk lid off and fastballed it at me with a surprising level of accuracy. I managed to collapse back down behind the pillar just in time. When it struck the beam just inches above my head, it split it in half before ricocheting over my shoulder.

All at once, Raychel was as good as free.

I gripped the split pillar and heaved it aside, despite every sensible part of me realizing the futility of my efforts. The gut snatcher was far too close and there was nothing to keep it from charging. Whatever weapons were strewn among the wreckage or hidden away inside my ruined house would be no help to me now. I gave Raychel’s hand a squeeze and stood to face it. It let out a weird, high caw of delight.

I clenched my eyes shut and prayed to whatever foreign, neglected heavenly powers might be listening, hopelessly, desperately for one last chance to fix things, to save the girl and the old man and everything. There was a way. I knew it.

I felt it in my bones.

I heard the thing take one lumbering step toward me and then a detonation left my ears ringing. A brilliant flash of light blazed through my eyelids and I opened them in time to see a splatter of dark ichor spray along the wall, and the gut snatcher stagger. It let out a miserable howl of pain.

The cry gave me vicious joy and I turned to see Buzz, leaning up against the portion of porch railing still standing. One hand was clutched against his stomach, holding his insides in like a broken zipper closing a jacket. The other fumbled with the bolt on his rifle.

Not an avenging angel, but close enough. I nearly squeezed the trigger in surprise. I tucked the gun back into my waistband.

The gut snatcher let out an unearthly shriek of pain as it careened toward the old man, flinging itself over debris like it was leaping hurdles. Buzz fired again and the bullet whined past me and slammed into the trunk of a tree somewhere in the darkness of the yard with a splintering crack. I ducked instinctively, shielding Raychel’s body with my own.

When I peeked back up, the thing had grabbed Buzz in a loving embrace and was squeezing him into the folds of puckered tentacles. A moist, sloppy sound grated out and Buzz was still. If he let out any whimpers, they were muffled under the blanket of grabbing, biting limbs.

The gut snatcher flung the wreckage of Buzz into the wall hard enough to crack the bricks. The remains splatted in a blot of red and slid down to the porch’s wooden floor. Buzz’s entire front had been stripped down to the skeleton, his stomach cavity gaping wet and angry behind a bony fist of broken ribs. It crept back over to him to inspect the feeble wreckage with a probing tentacle and began noisily slurping up the pool of blood.

I’d gotten my chance, and I had no intention of wasting it.

I hoisted Ray’s body up over my good shoulder and pushed up to my feet. My back creaked and my arm trembled. I knew the danger in moving her, but I also knew the dangers were worse in leaving her there for whenever it had finished eating.

Her lifeless weight was unreasonable, seemed impossible for her tiny frame. I had carried her more than enough times throughout our time together and it had never been so difficult. The strange and terrible idea came to me that her soul had pulled her body up like a balloon but now the string was cut and drifting free. Drifting, but not yet lost.

I stumbled as I made my way toward the beach behind the house. I didn’t yet have a complete plan, but I knew I needed to keep moving and maybe, I figured, I could swim downstream with Ray, out of sight and out of mind of the thing. In the moonlight, the river looked like a silver ribbon.

I had no sooner reached the sandy riverbank when the gut snatcher let out a howl. I turned in time to see it drag its body past the crack in the side of the house and off of the porch. Light from inside spilled around it and it was a clear enough night, but I prayed that it wouldn’t be able to make me out. It rose upwards, eyes waving frantically until they fixed on mine, dismissing my prayer entirely. It took off at a gallop, legs slapping against the ground, gripping, pulling, tugging so hard that great tufts of the cold earth ripped up and flew through the air.

I made my way past the circle of stone we had constructed and then the sand became firmer and easier to traverse. I forced the last few steps out of my shaking legs and then I collapsed. Raychel rolled off my shoulder and onto the damp sand beside me. The iciness of the water trapped in the ground sucked the breath from me. Far too cold for swimming, I realized. Even if we evaded it, we’d only prolong our deaths until we washed up like driftwood, a pair of frozen corpses. That wasn’t why I’d come here anyway.

The river connected to the Chesapeake and from there to the Atlantic Ocean, and that gave me an idea. If a bathtub full of water could reach a specific target thousands of miles away, then the river should be enough to summon anything, enough power to shake the world. Ray couldn’t be far. Nothing was broken. If I could bring her back quickly enough…

Blood. I needed blood.

I looked for something to cut myself with but nothing was in reach, just sand and water and the ivory-colored rocks that we had gathered dotting the bank. My knife blade was, as best I could guess, still wedged in the window frame. The bite wounds were messy and red, but diluted with water and pus and it wouldn’t be nearly enough to make a circle.

The gut snatcher reached the sandy threshold of the riverbank and its progress slowed dramatically as its frenzied tentacles tore trenches out of the sand. Instead of lurching forward it weaved drunkenly, the ground evaporating as it sought hold. The more enthusiastically it pursued, the more the sand kicked away and the less successful its advance. It studied its tentacles and snarled in frustration. When it shambled forward again it moved more slowly, carefully pushing itself along with no small difficulty.

I checked the cylinder of the revolver but only one copper-jacketed tip remained, and I figured I might need it to keep from being eaten alive, should all else fail. Shooting myself in the arm for the blood was no option.

A rock would have to do. I ran half the distance to the mess of writhing teeth and limbs, grabbed a sharp, triangular rock about the size of my fist from the circle we’d prepared. I laid my arm against a second rock, raised the stone so the point was angled downward and slammed it into my wrist as hard as my shaking hands could manage.

The pain was extraordinary.

I had believed that one more injury would be little more than a bother. That the adrenaline would shield me. But most of all, I simply hadn’t considered what it would feel like, and then I was lying on my side, puking up tea and bile as my many-limbed death lumbered ever closer. Gouts of blood were pulsing out from the wound, soaking into the ground. The sand was saturated with it.

The gut snatcher howled in something like lust as it struggled the final few feet toward me.

I rolled and forced myself up to my knees, eyes streaming and feet unsteady as I squeezed my gushing wrist. I limped back toward Raychel and the water and dropped to a knee beside her. The gun jabbed into my side. There would be time for that soon, but not quite yet. I had one task left.

“Raychel,” I said. “Raychel. Raychel.”

I clenched my crushed hand as tightly as I could, but the wound must have run deep because my fingers only tingled and twitched. Streamers of red ran down my arm and I scooped them up with my free hand and painted clumsily onto the cold sand. The sand was gummy and stuck to my fingers as I worked, clumped and rolled and smeared in gritty lumps. I stared at the scarlet mess. It was no circle. I tried to dribble blood on it to solidify the boundaries, but the splatter just further cluttered the attempt.

I needed it to work. It had to work.

It looked messy and broken, not a gateway at all. Everything was slipping away from me. Maybe it would be enough, I told myself. I had to try.

“Raychel. Raychel. Raychel.”

I reached into my pocket with my good hand, feeling for my lighter to complete the ritual.

I found nothing.

I must have dropped it when the roof collapsed, I realized. Or at any point during my desperate flight to the riverbank. My uncle had always said every boy and man should carry a lighter and a knife, and my pockets were empty. He would be so disappointed. A high, delirious laughter built up inside me and then vanished under weariness more than fear.

What did it matter even if I could bring her back? I was cornered and defenseless. The struggle was over.

The gut snatcher was only paces away, had reached the spot where I had brutalized my hand with the stone. Raychel had set the box of matches there, but it might as well have been a mile away for all the good it would do me now.

The creature gibbered in delight and buried its face in the sand, eyes watching me from their stalks as it gorged itself. When it raised its head back up, its mouth was caked in bloody sand like sprinkles on some sort of heinous donut. The mouth opened wide, terribly wide, a perfect, round gape of fathomless hunger, the rows of teeth jutting out. By the light of the moon I could see dozens of tiny tentacles inside its mouth, little sentient tongues stretching toward me, and then it began heaving itself forward once more.

The Potomac lapped at my feet as it passed on by toward the ocean. There was nowhere to run. I was trapped on the very killing fields I had planned for it. I stepped back into the freezing water and the stabbing chill awakened something in me that had been buried under the mortal dread.

Raychel was right. I was an engineer, and there was a solution to the problem.

I thrust my ruined hand into the water. More than enough power to shake the world. I tugged the revolver out of my belt, aimed it not at my head but into the center of the creature’s mouth, just a few feet away. The sights held steady.

“RaychelRaychelRaychel,” I said, and I squeezed the trigger.

Fire leapt from the barrel of the gun as the bullet disappeared harmlessly into its blood-ringed mouth. Fire to summon. The mouth a ring of my blood. Water to amplify.

Enough power, Lacey had said, and the gateway will tear apart.

The air hummed with a momentary power and then the gut snatcher exploded.


Chapter Thirty-eight:
THE
JOKE
Water surrounded me, freezing cold and sharp as tempered steel.
My mouth and throat were full of it, my vision blurred and dark, body numbed and breathlessly sucking at air that wasn’t there until I found my footing and pushed upwards. I crashed through the surface, toward the star-stabbed sky, and flailed about before I realized the water was no more than hip deep.
I gagged and sputtered, clawing through the vicious surf and up onto the shore where I collapsed to my hands and knees among the froth. Watery bile drooled down from my mouth and added to the mess around me.
The beach was coated in a slick of gooey, viscous chunks and a red so dark it looked like tar in the moonlight. Like an absurd paint-packed bomb had burst, as if the blood from everything that the monster had ever eaten had poured out in its final cataclysm.
There was no halfway about it. It was most emphatically dead.
I fought my way to the largest lump and found Ray lying where I’d left her. She was drenched in the slime and I wiped her face as clean as I could. After a short effort, I stopped. My hands were filthy and it was hard to tell whether I was just smearing my own blood on her or wiping its blood off.
Her lips were parted as if she expected a kiss, but when my mouth pressed against them, they were cold and unyielding. I pushed at her chest with what little knowledge of CPR I remembered. It didn’t matter. It was too late to save her that way. If she were going to live, she would find her way back on her own now. I collapsed next to her.
I was cold, so unspeakably cold that my wrist barely even hurt. My breath steamed a smoke signal of victory up toward the thick, black sky and I wondered, if I chose to lie still, if I would see my soul escaping.
The night above was clear and beautiful. Black, true black, the way I liked it. I’d hated that constant glow when I was in college. Returning to true night and the pinprick glow of stars and moon was like breathing deeply or washing away sweat after a long day. I’d made love to Raychel on the same beach just months ago, during the fading days of summer. We’d lain side by side behind our home, like we were now, and counted the same constellations. We’d been unstoppable. Only now the constellations had shifted, migrated with the changing of seasons like nomads across the open sky. Now they spelled out something subtly different than before.
Unstoppable was just another word for inevitable.
I wasn’t home.
My home—my real home—had a lake out back.
To think I’d wasted so much of my life in fear. Fear of becoming like my uncle, fear of losing him. Fear of being normal, fear of being different. Fear of the monsters under my bed and outside my door. None of it really mattered, though. The end was the same no matter how you got there, whether lying in some hospital bed or bleeding out on a beach. The only thing that changed was what you left behind.
There were only two types of people: bullshitters and straight shooters.
My father’s heritage was shame. My uncle’s was poverty. Mine was fear. Mine was depression. Mine was that round-mouthed gun barrel exit out of life, and I had spread it as easily as a virus, shared it in every smile and every hug. My ancestry was a curse, a monstrous and unending thing that would long outlast me. What hope could any child of mine have had?
I felt anchored to the sand beneath me, and just as heavily stained.
“I’m sorry, Raychel.”
My voice sounded ugly, broken, small.
You studied, you worked, you scratched and clawed for every inch in life. A house, a wedding, a job, a dream. But you never really escaped who you were. And no one around you could, either. Those monsters were real and always had been. Lacey had earned that knowledge the hard way. I guess I had too.
A loved one dies, you get a gift.
Funny how that worked.
The stars blurred through tears and I took Raychel’s hand in my own.
My shivering stilled.
I felt them passing by me, those spirits of Fair Hill. The ghosts claimed by the gut snatcher, now released. Faces of my teenage years, of my childhood, of times immemorial before then. Lacey, Peter, Becky. My uncle too, and Buzz, hand in hand. All those that the monster had trapped and devoured. They paraded by and climbed a ladder up into an infinity of peace. They had earned their respite.
The things we buy, we own.
They smiled as they passed. They did not see me. They did not linger.
I shouldn’t have called to her. I hoped she had forgiven me. I hoped that I would see her passing by too, with Matthew in her arms. I hoped that she never looked back. Maybe then the cycle would be broken. Maybe then we would all be free.
No good would come from staying.
And what else might have heard my call?
Was that acrid whiff of ammonia and decay a simple product of the gut snatcher’s remains, or the fin of more circling sharks?
Where there’s one, Lacey said, there’s usually many.
I would know soon enough.
I thought back to my uncle’s lesson on fishing, on those first dreams of mine so long ago when I yearned to fix the unfixable. When I first stumbled onto the path that led here. Only one thing left to do.
The same thing my uncle had taught me so long ago:
You cast your line leaden down with bait.
Ignore those little tugs, they’re nothing but your imagination, or tiny quarry testing fate.
Bide your time; all things come to those who wait.
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