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The boy stood at the
workbench and drew in smoke. His lungs and throat exploded in fire, but he didn’t cough half as much on the exhalation as last time, nor as much as the other boy did.
“Come on! Let me hit it again!” the other boy said, reaching for the thin cigar. He batted the boy’s hand away, not hard, but not weak enough to show deference either.
“My house, my cigar,” the boy said, though he smiled and handed it over after another good-sized puff. As the other boy drew in and began his own coughing and retching, the first grabbed at the small glass they shared between them. It smelled like paint thinner, but he took a big swallow nonetheless, trying in vain to hide his revulsion at the burning taste—like paint thinner as well. He reacted with a shake of the head and a rush of saliva to his mouth, as if his body meant to vomit. The other boy ashed the cigar in the old paint can they had found.
Neither his father nor his mother would be alarmed by the smell in the garage, not after the previous night. Six large, dirty men chugging on cheap cigars and swilling rotgut whisky had smelled it up plenty as they all but threw poker chips at one another and swore like sailors. So, the two boys smoked, choked, coughed, and drank. By the time they had finished, the haze still clung to the air and a pleasant buzzing had crept into the boy’s head.
“What do we do now?” the other boy asked. “And what do we do with the can?” Taking the paint can by the little wire handle, he who felt like the man of this house took it over to the beaten steel trash can in the corner, checked for any glowing ash, and tossed its contents in.
“Harold, have you ever been drunk before?” He walked back to the workbench to retrieve the empty glass. He was planning on getting a little more. No one would miss another few shots of it, he was sure.
“Of course I have!” Harold proclaimed, seeming so offended by the implication that he hadn’t been. He need not be worried—this was Max’s first time too, though he wouldn’t tell him that.
“Well, I say we get a little more of this here,” Max flourished the glass. “And then we go exploring. I even found a couple cigarettes we can smoke.” Harold’s face lit up, flushed red, maybe from the whisky, maybe from all the coughing.
“Hell, yeah! How about we go down the street and cut into the woods near the river?”
“Man, we go down there all the time. I said explore, Harold.” Max opened the door to the house and almost tripped on the step up. He recovered quickly and they entered the kitchen. Both were still laughing as Max spun the cap off the Jack bottle. “I saw some high schoolers sneak into that abandoned house across town. We should go see if they left anything good there. We can’t take much more out of here anyway.” In reality, Max had never been close enough to actually see the house full on, much less know who was breaking in. He had only heard a group of them talking about it, as they passed cigarettes—some of the wacky tobacky variety—around behind the school. He poured half of the glass, and Harold’s eyes went wide.
“That’s a lot, Max,” Harold said. Shrugging, Max drained half of it, having to fill his mouth.
“What? Are you a pussy?” He laughed to show Harold he was just kidding and offered him the rest. “Anyway, let’s get going. You have your bag?” Harold coughed, almost dropped the empty glass, and set it in the sink.
“Yeah,” the other boy said, tears standing in his reddened eyes.
The two boys, stomachs sloshing with Jack Daniels, packed up their essentials—a half pack of old cigarettes, some snacks, and a flashlight each—and set off down Elk Street then turned down Main to cross town.
The abandoned house they meant to sneak into sat off an old dirt road a mile South of 13th Street and was nothing short of local legend. No sane man would go near the place, much less deign to buy the fucker. It was an old house, all sagging spiny towers of rotting timber, with most of the windows boarded up or caked to opacity with old dust. The bullet holes punched into the front were said to go all the way through. Fifty cops, armed with machine guns, in half as many squad cars, had swarmed the place in the sting to end all stings. Half, again, had been gunned down by the return fire. Nothing short of an army of gangsters had been there; some meeting of families it had been, though one ridden with moles. Running as many guns and drugs as they had drew big attention. Now, naught but ghosts resided, it was said, and the state had fenced off the property in 1962, after which only drifting bums and horny kids used the place to smoke or drink or fuck.
The two thirteen-year-old boys who waltzed drunk toward it, passing a cigarette between them now that they were out of eyeshot of lookie-loo adults, knew most of this history; everyone did. Out of the two, only Max knew of the man who had actually tried to buy it in 1990, however.
“Ooh, I don’t think we should be doing this!” Harold whined, pulling Max to a stop. They were only fifty feet from the fence, but just one of the four tall towers cornering the house was visible through the leafy branches.
“Jesus Almighty Christ!” Max took a drag from the cigarette, stifled the cough that rose, and turned toward Harold. “Man, we already walked all the way down here and there ain’t nothin’ in there but stray cats, old dusty rat shit, and whatever those high schoolers might have left us. Don’t be such a wuss.” He started off again, drawing more smoke, feeling oh-so fine in the bright daylight despite his anger at his friend. Maybe the walk had begun to sober Harold up, and that was why he was being such a pussy. Regardless, Max wouldn’t let that stop him.
“What could they have left us that could be that cool, anyway?” Harold had caught up to him and was tugging on his arm again, insistent. “I mean, we got a few more cigarettes, and I’m sure we could find some more to drink somewhere.”
Fuck, he just didn’t get it, did he? Well, Max couldn’t explain it to him. Truthfully, Max himself couldn’t put his finger on exactly why this felt so important to him. He knew, however, that he had to go into the house. He came to a stop, the second tall tower on the front of the old mansion peeking through the branches.
“I’ll tell you what we’ll find.” He put a hand on his friend’s shoulder, who was three inches shorter than he. “You know who I saw down there?” Max paused to lay on the right amount of drama. “Sarah McDermott.” Harold’s eyes went wide, his mouth almost dropping open.
“The one with the—”
“The one with the huge knockers, yeah,” Max overrode him. “And she was on the arm of Chad fucking Michaels. The Q.B. for the fucking Hornets, Harold. Now I know that you’ve heard the talk about her, and I swear to you, if there isn’t a set of panties there or a bra maybe, I’ll eat my hat.”
“You don’t have a hat, Max,” Harold reminded him, though distractedly; his mind was apparently blank, excepting the image of Sarah McDermott’s big, bouncy fun bags, that was. Max shook his shoulder lightly, once for each word.
“Harold. Massive. Fucking. Knockers. And her bra and panties are right in there.” Max pointed toward the huge mansion. Harold seemed to understand that and turned toward their path once again, a long-overgrown driveway that curved to the right, through the trees and the fence, up to the house itself.
It didn’t take them long to toss their bags over and clamber up the fence, all the while trying not to look at the house but stealing glances all the same. An old stone fountain blocked the front door from view. It was copied smaller and mirrored on the left and right of the ovular driveway. All three were grown over with moss, and the stone that was showing was pitted and cracked. The two front towers rose high, though one looked on the verge of collapse, and maybe a few feet shorter than the other after long years. The greying, rotting wood continued on all that could be seen of the house, except at the base, where it was a stone foundation, and the windows were indeed either boarded up or pale grey with dust, staring blind like cataract eyes.
Two pairs of sneakers crashed to the gravel driveway at the same time, and the boys retrieved their bags. Harold looked freshly afraid, his face pale and scrunched up in anxious lines. Max had no doubt his was a similar shade and shape as he peered toward the sides of the house and, unthinkingly, behind him. He had that feeling of something sneaking up wherever he couldn’t see. He really began to feel the whisky then, shaky and a little light in the head.
“Holy shit…” Harold breathed. “Oh, God. Are you sure we should be going in there, Max?” Max swallowed but tried to push impatience into his voice rather than the fear he felt.
“We’ve come this far. Just gotta find those panties and hopefully some more drink.” He smiled, looking at Harold but couldn’t seem to feel the smile, not really.
“On one condition,” Harold said, not looking at his friend.
“What?”
“I get to keep the bra.”
“Sure, man. I’ll take the panties.” Max said this with all sincerity and put a hand on Harold’s shoulder. That seemed to be enough for the other boy. He began to walk forward, and Max followed, taking another glance behind him.
A crow squawked at them as they rounded the fountain, and both boys jumped. The creature was perched upon a stone gargoyle, pushing black talons into the blanket of moss covering half of the small sculpture. Cocking its head, the large bird squawked again, and beat black wings up and over the house, leaving a feather to drift lazily back and forth as it fell, like a child on a twisty, invisible slide. Max tracked it with his eyes, thinking of why he was here. Not the bullshit he had fed Harold, some promise of more alcohol or cigarettes, or a high school girl’s undergarments, but the real reason, the reason no one else knew of, and one he had needed to be drunk to have the balls to actually go through with. Only three years ago, a man had tried to buy this house from the state, which had refused him and still owned it now. They must have refused him, as no one was living in the house now.
The bank that had first held it—hoping to salvage the ruin and sell it to one of those men whose pockets were nearly as deep as their morbid interest in a house with such violent history—had dissolved (imploded, rather) after some pedophilic scandal had entangled almost every head of the bank, whose offices were nowhere near the small, thickly wooded town with the gangster mansion rotting on its south edge. The property they owned in this state and a few other neighboring states had been sold, divvied up between the bottom feeders, and the investors had stolen away to other, less scandalous, ventures. Thus, it was just these three acres of dense wood and the greying, bullet-ridden house purchased by the state and promptly left to fester.
So went the official story, official only in the way rumors in small towns with big histories were official. Regardless, it was true for the most part, though a certain thirteen-year-old boy knew a bit more. How, one might ask, would Max Lee Wengren III have come upon information like this, when even the nosiest in the town—those with binoculars glued to their eyes most of their tired, retired days and their own shades drawn tight—hadn’t the slightest idea? He had seen the man, if that was what he was, and had spoken to him, though the recollection of that day was hazy at this moment.
The two boys, feeling all too sober as they stared at the huge grey-black door, crept toward it, hands clasped tightly, though neither consciously noticed the fact. Harold seemed to pull back on Max’s hand as they took the first creaking step up, but Max tugged softly, eyes forward, heart pounding in his thin chest. There was no knob on the door, only a jagged black eye where it had been blown out, and the door was likely only held loosely closed by the sag in the old hinges. Another crow, though it could have been the same one, split the dead air with a squawk, and the two boys jumped, though only Harold glanced back at it, seeing it dig its clawed feet into the moss atop the center fountain. Max’s attention was locked on the door, its one black eye staring back, reminding him now of how the man’s eyes had looked with his parting words to Max.
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That day had been much hotter than this one, and the sky had been clear blue, though about to grey, as summer thunderheads plodded their slow way in from the west. July 1990 had been hotter than the pits of hell so far, and Max had so wished for those clouds to bring their afternoon bouts of rain. Today, as he would three years later, he walked along the path toward the old fenced-off mansion, in that time just another of the town’s odd legends, though the only one he had not yet investigated for himself.
He thought the heat of the season was, in part, to blame for his parents’ recent fighting, which had been worse even than when his father had come home to find the local plumber laying all the wrong kind of pipe. His mother and father, of course, thought they had hidden it well from their young son, but a lot could be gleaned from screaming matches through thin walls. So, Max found himself on another hot summer day, roaming, lounging anywhere that was not his house. He walked the path. Now it had shrunk to no more than a wide trail, grown over with wild grass and brush.
Max was nearly around the final bend and could see one off-kilter greying tower of the big house peeking through the trees. The sky began to darken, pleasantly covering the hot ball of gas falling in the west.
“How are you this fine day, sir?” The voice, deep and languid, sliced the silence, and Max nearly pissed his pants. He spun to see a figure, one as tall as he had ever seen, striding up the path behind him. The man was nearly gliding, avoiding the low, thick tufts of brush without even a glance down at them. His eyes were fixed on Max, looking down on the ten-year-old boy with eyes that were grey-white like the approaching clouds. The man must have been six and a half feet tall, made only a bit taller in shiny, heeled dress shoes as black as his suit, a long thing that fit his legs perfectly. It made him look like a dark thin tree, straight as a well-grown pine.
“Um.” It was all Max could manage, though he was not oft caught speechless. He swallowed, and the man was on him in a few quick strides. He stopped three feet from Max, holding an equally black briefcase at his side. “I’m…” He coughed. “I’m doing fine...sir.”
The man already wore a grin; it split his face from ear to ear, and now he laughed, an unsettling mix of Count Dracula and Santa Claus. With the man’s head raised in his mirth, Max saw the small tattoo at the base of his neck. It was a cross…but it was upside down.
“That is good,” the stranger said. The smile remained, though it didn’t touch those grey-white eyes. “If you were not fine, I would myself be distraught. It is such a fine day, so bright and hot; how could anyone not be fine?” Max thought of his parents, one day screaming in rage at each other, the next screaming and crying with pleasure, and the next back to rage. They were not fine, and it didn’t feel to Max like he was either, making his first words to this man a lie.
The man did not wait for a response, anyway. He leaned over about his waist, maybe to get closer to Max’s level. Now he looked like a tree that had begun to grow wrong somewhere in the middle of its life, slanting to one side. The man still towered over the boy, but perhaps by only five and a half feet now. 
“So, you are fine. And though you did not ask, I am also doing fine, even better than, if truth be told.” Max realized he had not offered any sort of real greeting, or any interest in how the man was doing, and the man had noticed. He was reminded of just how far they were from any populated road, over a mile south of 13th Street, and of how large the man was. Thin like a tree he might be, but a man like this could carry a boy off or leave him much more dead than he had begun.
“Uh…” He coughed. “That’s good…That you’re fine, I mean, sir.” The man’s grin was still plastered on his face, showing a mouth of perfectly white teeth, big and square.
“What is your name, young man?”
“Max,” Max replied with only a little hesitation.
“Max. A good name, perhaps a powerful one. And though again you did not ask, I have the honor to be Alistair Svend.” The tall man said this with a tiny bow and a flourish of one long arm. “Now what little mission are you about today? I am curious.”
“I…uh…” He would not tell this man of his real plan: to march straight into that big house, and search for the ghosts people said haunted the place. “I was just exploring. Nothing to do at my house and it’s so hot. I wanted to be in the trees.”  The tall man, Alistair Svend, was nodding, still leaning over Max.
“Yes, and you found yourself mighty far south, it seems,” he said, tracing his jaw with a pale, long-fingered hand. Max swallowed and heard something click in his throat. “Found yourself very near that big old house around the bend.”
“No, I, uh…” Max began. He thought of the big no trespassing signs on the fence.
“Oh! Don’t worry, Max. I would not try to get you into trouble.” Alistair Svend laughed again and stood erect; the sound sent cold adrenaline through Max. “How could I blame such a young soul for his curiosity? I could not, for I know what it is to be…curious.” Max said nothing; he couldn’t think of anything to say. “Not a talkative one, I gather, are you, Max?” It was more a statement than a question.
“I, um, I just wanted to see it up close. I never have,” Max said. He felt like he had when he’d broken the shelves in the garage. He had been climbing them to get a look at the hunting rifle his father kept on the top shelf. He had just been curious, but the shelf snapped and fell, and down with it came paint cans that popped their tops, boxes of miscellaneous shit, and Max himself. He had to tell his father about the incident when he got home, which had earned him a tongue lashing from both parents, and a real one from his father. Instead of a tongue lashing, though—or the real lashing of the belt—Alistair Svend raked his free hand through his thin black hair. That horrible smile still split his face.
“Yes. You do seem like a curious one. My father hurt me too…when I was curious.” Max blinked. He had not said anything aloud. “As to seeing the house today, I cannot let you do that. It won’t be ready for guests for quite some time, but maybe you’ll come to a housewarming party. Perhaps you’ll bring a friend.” The smile did not warm his face as a smile was supposed to; the whole of it was unlined, and as pale as his eyes.
“That’s your house?” It made some sort of sense now, why the man was here, but it was fenced off, and Max had heard the thing was about to fall over anyway. Who would want to live in it?
“Oh, no. Not yet, Max. But…”—Alistair Svend lifted the briefcase, wiggling it in the air—“Here, I have the tools to make it mine.”
“Oh,” Max said. It was a pitiful reply, but it was all he had. He did not want to look at Alistair’s eyes; they looked like clouds, dotted in the center with small black pupils. Instead, he stared at the ground, where once two tracks had cut through, the original grass pounded down and out of existence by big gangster cars filled with tommy guns, cocaine, and huge brutes of men whose cracking knuckles sounded more like air ratchets than bones. Although the tracks were faint, Max made them out.
“Max,” Alistair said; it sounded like the voice of his father. “Look at me.” Max raised his eyes slowly, reluctantly, to meet those grey-white clouds, and his mouth dropped open. Alistair’s eyes were no longer the grey-white of clouds; instead, they were pitch black, as if his pupils had engulfed the rest of his eyes. There was no smile on his face now. “Will you come back to see me when my house is ready?” Max saw the small tattoo, the upside down cross, on the man’s neck. It was no longer the faded blue of tattoo ink, but blood red, and seemed to pulse.
Max tried to move his feet. He pushed with his mind, but nothing happened. He only stood, frozen, eyes locked on the dark pits that were Alistair Svend’s own. He didn’t want to reply; he wanted to be out of here, running away from this man, and back to his house, screaming parents be damned.
“Y-yes. I w-w-will,” Max said. The stuttering words felt yanked out of him, and though he had no intention of coming back here ever again—not within a mile of the big house—the words Alistair Svend had pulled out of him with those eyes, like the dark bottoms of thunderheads, felt like a promise. That “yes” felt not only final but also binding. “But how will I know when to come?” he asked.
“Oh! Do not worry, Max,” Alistair Svend said. “You will know. And as I said, perhaps you will bring a friend. Will you, Max? Will you bring a friend to come see me?” His eyes were so intense, gripping Max’s own like sticky, molten pits of tar.
“Yes.” Max’s reply was immediate this time, his voice flat and calm, though his heart threatened to explode out of his chest. The smile returned to Alistair’s long pale face, showing those big square teeth.
“That is good,” the black-eyed man said, starting past Max in those long strides, seeming to glide over the grass. “Now scamper off elsewhere. And do not return until you know it is time.”
The sky was then full grey, and the clouds above seemed heavily pregnant with rain. A drop hit Max just under his eye as he stared up. He flinched at it, and wiped it away with a numb finger. He spun to see Alistair Svend’s long black form disappear around the last bend to the house. Perched atop a thick pine limb, perhaps twelve feet above the ground and thirty feet away, a huge crow as strikingly jet black as Alistair Svend’s suit, shifted its pale grey talons on the branch, and turned its head toward Max. He looked into those beady eyes, as black as Svend’s, and the crow stamped one talon twice. It cocked its head to the side and squawked at him, making the boy jump at its volume. Max ran back up the overgrown path toward town. He was drenched by the time he crossed 13th Street.
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Hot summer blue had turned to ash grey as the clouds moved in. Max and Harold were only a step away from the big door now, though Harold lagged behind as much as he could. Their hands were still locked together, and Max’s free hand was poised near the blasted hole that used to be a doorknob. That hand shook, but as he took the last step to the door, he put his fingers through the hole. Max pushed, and as if it wanted to, the door swung inward, despite what should have been hinges so caked in rust as to make a lock.
The crow let out another squawk, and both boys glanced back. The bird was huge, its body as wide as the center stone pillar of the fountain it perched on. Cocking its head, it cried at them again, seeming to stamp its feet on the lumpy moss, perhaps trying to ward them off the place. It was an insane thing to think, yet Max thought it all the same. But he had to go into the house. He was only half aware of why. There was something lurking in the back of his mind—just a black silhouette, a long, dark shape, yet it pushed him forward. He pulled at Harold’s hand, and turned back to the doorway, a grey-black expanse. Max couldn’t see much of anything in the house, except the shape of the stairs going up into further blackness.
He swallowed, his stomach heavy and dull with pain, though his mind felt clear enough. When the crow let out yet another irritated squawk, Harold whimpered. Still, both boys went forward, slow, trudging. The smell of old wet wood wafted out to meet them, pungent on its current of warm air. Both choked on it. As their eyes adjusted to the dimness, they saw the flight of stairs first.
The wooden handrail had been well made. Thick, sturdy maple, a spiral carved into it at the nearest end, rose with the stairs, though chunks of both the rail and the stairs had been blown out of the middle by flying lead, and any varnish had worn away decades ago. At the top of the stairs, the rail turned left, following the landing. All the furnishings around the first floor were grey-brown, where once they had been the deep red-brown of stained wood. Yellow and red and blue spray paint marred the floor and walls. Though the state had put a fence around the place, plenty of people over the years had used it for their general degeneracy: booze, dope, sex, and shitty graffiti art.
The boys were all the way in the house now and had let go of each other’s hands. Max’s palm was sweaty from clutching Harold’s. He wiped it on his jeans and peered around the dim house. Though it was a bright kind of grey outside, the windows—either caked with dust or boarded up—let in little light. Dust floated in what few rays of light did punch through. Max took slow steps forward, staring up at the second-floor landing. There was only blackness up there, and only the rail itself was visible.
“Max?” That was Harold, still trembling a few feet from the doorway, looking to their left into the living room.
“What, man?” Max said, taking a step toward the other boy. “You okay?”
“Yeah. I’m fine.” Harold shut his eyes tight and took a huge, slow breath. A moment later, he opened his eyes again, looking a bit more calm. “Where do you think those panties are?” Max’s face split into a big smile; he felt so indescribably good at finally being inside the house. Getting in; that had been the hard part, he knew now. It was calm in here and he felt he had accomplished something. And Harold wasn’t being such a little pussy anymore; his mind was finally back on Sarah McDermott's undergarments, where it should have been. No more was he sniveling and pulling back on Max’s hand, on Max’s plan. Max sighed with relief, then laughed. Harold joined him. He had come back, and he had brought a friend.
Their laughter was cut off when the big door first wiggled, then slammed shut with a banging clap! The rush of warm, humid air fluttered the boys’ hair and both screamed, although it was more akin to little girls’ screams than boys’. Harold was at the door immediately, beating it with small fists and screaming. That clear relief Max had felt turned to a muddy sort of dread that filled his head. He only stood, watching his friend beat on the door and yank at the jagged hole where some grey light poked in. He could barely hear Harold’s words and shouts of terror; instead, he heard the creaking of a board behind him, farther into the big house. He knew he should turn, knew he should look at what stalked him, but his head refused.
Suddenly, his vision of Harold and the big door in front of him fuzzed over, blurry and seeming a mile away. He heard another creak behind him, louder, closer, and saw the tall man behind him in his mind’s eye. As if in the third person, he saw the long face, smooth and lineless even with its curving, toothy smile behind him. Alistair Svend’s eyes were black pits, patches of wet tar that grew into spinning black holes as the long shape bent toward the boy, folding at the waist to align those eyes with Max’s own. There was no vision of Harold now, nor any door or house. He was in blackness, looking into the eyes of his tormentor, unable to even breathe. The tattoo on the thing’s neck pulsed red, writhing, and Max felt a furnace heat emanating onto his own neck.
Alistair Svend’s smiling mouth widened and then closed, his lips purplish black and pouty, like an aging bruise.
“Max!” The name Alistair Svend barked, sounded like a gunshot in Max’s ear, sharp as a knife, and deafening. He recoiled, trying to push the vision away. It remained for a moment, that curving abhorrent smile returning to the thing’s face. Then it was all smoke, a dissipating haze of vapor that floated into the air and flowed into a vent on the side of the stairs. Trying to blink away the haze, Max found himself staring into the blackness of the peaked ceiling. Harold knelt beside him, tapping at his face and jostling him.
“Max!” he yelled. “Max, get up! We have to get out!” Max blinked again. Harold kept shaking him. Max rolled onto his side, feeling his heart slamming in his throat, wanting to burst from his chest. Max rose to his knees and then, with an effort, to his feet. His eyes darted all around him, looking for the tall man—if it really was a man—but finding nothing but the grey-brown walls and the scrawled messages and pictorials in spray paint. “Max! Help me! We have to get the door open!” Max heard his friend and knew he wanted to get the door open, but he also knew it would not open. Not now and not ever again. It had been as much as promised by the look in those black holes of eyes he had seen. It had been promised by that smile, so maliciously triumphant that it filled Max’s veins with cold adrenaline, and made his stomach roil.
That was when Max’s eyes flicked to the message: big red letters scrawled at the base of the stairs. It was in a sloppily flowing cursive, and paint had dripped where the can had slowed or stopped for a moment, making red tracks on the wall like fat splatters of blood.
HAVE YOU SEEN THE MAN IN THE VENTS?
It was too much. Max bent at the waist and vomited everything in his stomach. What splattered on the dirty, scuffed floorboards was yellow and black and thin. It drooled from his gaping mouth and from his nose. He choked on the hot, rising smell and hurled again, getting only acidic drops tasting of bile and paint thinner. Max glanced at Harold, who had backed up a step and was staring at the thin puddle of sick on the floor.
“I don’t think we’re going anywhere, buddy,” Max said, then chuckled. As his friend’s face met his own, his mouth agape, Max’s laughter rose to a hysterical howling, and he choked on it. Bent double again, he coughed and spat, trying in vain to rid his mouth of the vile taste, then attempted a farmer’s blow to clear his nose. He wiped his face on a shirt sleeve and looked toward the door.
“Max?” Harold’s voice was pitched low, the voice of a child in shock, and he reached a tentative hand out to Max. “A-are you all right, Max?” Max still stared at the door, mind trying to race along, but only achieving a slow trudge. He looked at the hole where the doorknob once was, darkening now as the entire house was, the image of Alistair Svend’s eyes burned into his mind. He was breathing short and fast, but still getting too much of that odor, a mix of old rotting timber, various human smells: spilled and dried beer, rotgut whisky, the old reek of piss, and his own hot vomit.
How did he get here? Why was he in this horrible old mansion? He had seen the inhumanity of Alistair Svend the very second he had glided up the path toward Max, and although then—when he had seen those inhuman eyes, grey-white and then black, shifting with the clouds above—he had known this place was essentially evil, Max had still returned and had brought a friend, just as the man-thing all clad in black had instructed.
“Max!” Harold cried, and pushed him hard. Max was pulled out of his staring match with the jagged black hole, stumbling to the side, though retaining his feet. Harold still sounded more scared than angry, though he was beginning to turn that way. His eyes shone with tears, even in the low light; a fat one spilled over and ran down his left cheek. “We need to get out of here.” He paused. “Please.”
“I’m…I’m sorry.” Max’s thoughts were still slow, and he felt shaky, like he had a bad flu. He thought of Harold, who had only been pulled into this because Max had lied to him and gotten him drunk to better accept those lies. He put a hand on Harold’s shoulder. “I’m just freaked.” Max still wore his backpack, but now unslung it and took out the flashlight he had packed and the old—and now badly crumpled—pack of cigarettes. He shook out two, passed one to Harold—who took the pale dart with a shaky hand—and reached into a pants pocket for the box of matches. “We just have to calm down. Nothing like a good smoke to calm down.”
The two boys lit up, dragging deep and only coughing a bit. Harold glanced about, wiping the tear off his cheek. After a long moment, he unslung his own small backpack, took out his flashlight, and tapped it as if for good luck. Max already had his on and flicked it about in the growing dimness. He trained it for a few long seconds on the vent the smoke had flowed into. Nothing but an old vent, its paint nearly completely chipped off, except for a few stubborn flakes at the edges, the metal underneath rusty. He made his way to the door and put a hand through the hole. Sighing, he pulled. Nothing. As if the door had just been hung, and its dead bolt driven, the door did not budge. It wouldn’t move an inch, where before it had seemed to want to swing open, to let them in. Harold shouldered in with Max, putting his own hand into the hole and pulled. They pulled together, and still nothing. Harold yanked at it, making a low whimper deep in this throat and putting his insignificant body weight into each tug. Yank! Nothing. Yank! Nothing. Frantically now, both boys jostled and pulled and were met with nothing, not even the sound of the door hitting something in its mechanism. It was held fast, frozen shut.
Max let go, and took a step back, glancing over his shoulder for a very tall man, all in black. His eyes met nothing except for that red question—only vague, twisting shapes on the darkening wall now: HAVE YOU SEEN THE MAN IN THE VENTS?
“Fuck!” Harold cried with another yank. “Fuck!” with another.
“Harold,” Max said. “Harold, stop. It won’t open.”
“Fuck!” He was screaming it now, “Fuck-ing” and yanking, no doubt, with the beat of his heart, and that of Max’s own.
“Harold, stop!” Max grabbed his friend’s shoulder and dragged him back. It was difficult, with the boy putting his entire being into pulling the door open, his muscles small, hard snakes under his skin. “We have to find another way out. It won’t open. He won’t let it open.” Harold’s eyes were crazy: bright, angry, and filled to spilling with scared tears. Max felt close to that himself, but he had gotten them into this house and he had to find them a way out.
“Who won’t let it open, Max?” Harold grabbed at Max’s arm and held it like a small vise. “Who?” Max regretted letting that slip. He couldn’t tell Harold about Alistair Svend, not now anyway.
“That’s not important right now. We have to find another way out.” He pulled away from his friend and flicked the flashlight beam about again. Heart still pounding high in his throat, Max walked toward the living room. No furniture remained, nothing for a man as large as Alistair Svend, he who stood like a black pine—straight tall and proud—to hide behind. Yet to Max’s eyes the room loomed above them, the corners forming into great pockets of shadow, where anything could hide. He flicked his flashlight into each, illuminating nothing more than the same brown-grey wood paneling mottled and marred by all the spray paint colors of the rainbow: dirty messages in colors ranging from shit brown, to piss yellow. Harold tiptoed behind Max, hovering his light wherever Max’s went, cramping in close, almost huddling up against him.
The two took small, short steps farther in, breaking the stifling silence only with their fast breaths, the creak of loose boards underfoot, and the occasional inhalation and exhalation of cigarette smoke. Half of a once-fine mirror leaned against the wall farthest from them, a jagged diagonal crack parting the barely reflective mirror from its dull black frame. It looked oddly like a yin-yang symbol. Dust covered the remaining mirror half, making Max’s flashlight beam return only as a hard pinprick of light. There were three vents in this room, each as rusty as the one in the main room. No face appeared in the vents, no shiny black eyes set above wicked purple-black lips, yet at each darting of the beam to one of these square cavities, Max’s breath drew in sharp and hard, his chest pounding to an ever-increasing beat, as he almost heard again the barking gunshot voice in his head. All in that voice had been triumph, and malicious joy, projecting the demeanor of a cat with a cornered and mutilated mouse, for which lay ahead hours of head-numbing torture. Max drew deep on his cigarette, moving toward the front of the living room, where three huge windows were set, centered in the wall and equidistant from one another. The two on the ends were boarded up, plywood underneath heavy two-by-sixes, and writ with similar graffiti as all else, but the middle window—three foot-wide panes across and four high—was intact of glass, and through it filtered the only light in the room, though it was still dull light: that of a pale blue moon, pushing its way through the dust caked glass.
Harold still huddled close to him, and the two both raised sleeved arms to wipe at the glass. Some of the dust remained on the outside of the panes, but the majority could be wiped away from the inside, so when small portholes were made, both boys could blurrily see the grounds of the mansion. Where before the day had been boiling hot, with not a cloud breaking that pale blue gem of sky until they got into the house, now a slab of polished jet alight with speckles of white stars was all they could see, as they craned their necks to peer through their tiny windows within the window—that was, except for the giant coin above, bouncing bright sunlight around the earth and turning it from yellow-white to that bright yet melancholy blue of a calm, full-mooned night.
It would have confused any other boy to see that the sky had shifted—and all its celestial bodies within—as much as in hours, though only minutes had passed. Max, However, knew of the man in the vents. The man who was no man at all, but a creature capable of extraordinary, and utterly morbid, acts. The front door had been welded shut by some force beyond Max’s understanding, and the time in the day had shifted under the control of that same force, he had no doubt.
“What the fuck?” Harold breathed, sounding almost calm to Max, though more shocked than calmed, he was sure. “Max. How did it get so dark?” The boy’s body was half crouched, his neck craned upward to peer at the moon, as both theirs had been a moment before. Not forming a reply, Max turned toward the dark living room, flashlight in one hand, his nearly finished cigarette in the other.
They would find no way out from this window. It had no opening, and even if it did, it would be as tightly shut as the door through which they had entered. His eyes had adjusted to the dark, though long shadows still made those pockets of pitch-black in corners and around jutting pillars in the walls. To their right stood the double doorway, where large sliding wooden doors once stood. Far on the left, near one corner of the room, was a smaller doorway. This still had the door hung in it, though it sagged from many decades without upkeep and a hailstorm of bullets. Max did not want to go any deeper into the house, especially when he had no idea of the layout, but he didn’t see any other option. Perhaps they could break the window and try to leap out before the man who wasn’t a man could grab at them—try to leap out without gouging themselves on the jagged glass—but Max thought he knew what would happen if they found something hard enough and heavy enough to throw through the glass. Whatever it was would turn to rubber and shoot back at them, or disintegrate into a goop of black nothingness. Or the man in the vents would only block it, force it away, and form into Alistair Svend to drag them screaming down into the cellar, or break their bodies right here in front of the window, in front of the full moon. Max felt so like a mouse with a broken leg and a tiny, concussed brain, waiting, terrified, helpless to do anything but crawl away, being batted down by a huge paw, picked up and tossed over and over and over.
“Max!” Harold shook his arm, body erect now, away from the window. Max jumped at the noise, shuddering at the image of those pouty lips colored like a bruise that had begun again to rise into his mind.
He turned to his friend. “What?” he asked, taking a slow draw from the cigarette.
“Should we break the window? There’s no latch on it, so we have to break it open, right?” Max drew again on the cigarette, then dropped it to the floor and stomped out the glowing ash.
“We don’t have anything to break it, Harold. We have to find another door, or a window. One with a latch, like you said.” He began to move, to make for the door, which likely hid a big dining area. Maybe there would be a corridor to a mud room, one that would have a broken door, one completely off its hinges so nothing could force it shut, a hole in the wall where they could hide from their predator and his claws. He hoped, and that was a start. Harold’s hand was on his arm again, a small vise.
“What if it won’t open? Like the front door, what if it’s frozen shut?” Max had no answer. He didn’t want to think of that possibility, for it felt to his subconscious more like a certainty. He just looked at Harold, into his friend’s usually hazel eyes, turned now to a black-brown haze in the dark. After a moment, he pulled away, and Harold followed.
The door had indeed sagged on its hinges, it and took the both of them to push it open, squeaking its rusty denial all the way. What lay inside, illuminated in bits and pieces by their flashlights, was a large table, long enough to sit twelve rich, well-rounded men on each side: the kind of men swollen with spaghetti, ravioli, and bands of drug money. Max could imagine the dealings going on here, half a century past: the names, numbers, and figures rolling off fat tongues in such copious quantities as to shock any mob boss, and much more the police detectives turned drug-pushers, who sat with wires taped to their chests under cheap Italian suits.
He did not have to imagine so intensely the rain of automatic fire that had blown through the windows running the length of the room. Though they themselves were boarded over in the same fashion as the others, the evidence of such still made dark jagged holes in the cabinets and wall opposite the windows, and the table was barely standing, blasted and splintered as it was. Evidently, the meeting had been held here, making this room’s furniture the only things not to be taken into police custody and later auctioned off. Nor, it would seem, had the majority of this house’s occupants—past the last crime family who owned it—ventured past the big living room. The walls were mostly clear of graffiti messages, though there were a few. One, in bright green paint, stood out to Max, pleasantly pulling him out of the terror he was in and into insane levity for a moment out of sheer surprise. It said, “Maddy the Muncher has one deep throat. Just watch out for teeth!”
If only Max could laugh. He felt it, poised in his chest like a cobra, ready to spring forth in brays of silly, hysterical laughter, but the now green drips, where the can had stopped or slowed, reminded him too much of the red question at the base of the stairs. All too well he recalled that cold gunshot bark of Alistair Svend and trembled rather than laughed.
The two boys moved along the table, close to each other, hands clasped though again neither consciously knew. Rounding the table, they saw two doorways, opposite each other: one to the left, the other to the right. The one on the right was an intact door, though it was riddled with black bullet holes; the other was only the opening to a long corridor, with a door that looked pitifully small at the other end. Likely there would have been a coat rack, and a bench seat for people to remove dirtied shoes and garments before entering the house proper. Now, at the end of the hall, stood only the door, closed, though with a few holes punched through it, allowing that pale moonlight in.
Max thought the other door would open into the kitchen, which was undoubtedly large enough for an upscale restaurant but now empty except for unsalvageable cabinets and countertops. Deeper into the house was not where they needed to go, and though he had the crawling, stomach-turning idea that the other door was glued shut just as the front was, it was the only sane option. Max looked at Harold, released his hand, and retrieved the pack of cigarettes from his pocket. He shook out the final two, handed one to his friend, and reached for the matches again. They lit up from the same match—Max first then Harold—and drew in new smoke from old cigarettes. Although it tasted like dirt and dead, dry vegetation, Max thought it was wondrous. It might be the last smoke of his life.
Cigarettes in one hand, flashlights in the other, the boys ventured toward the left and into the corridor without speaking. Max and Harold were nearly to the door, their hearts racing in anticipation, in terror, when the voice called to them. It began as a low rumble but rose and became sharper by the moment. Max felt that cold adrenaline again, pulsing icily through his body, filling his head with a haze of reaction. The noise coming from the opposite end of the hall was nearly a scream now, full of anger and spite, though it also sounded to his ears a joyous howl, like the syncopated call of a pack of wolves tearing down an elk. He felt light in the head, and slow of body to the point of stopping dead at the height of that shrill scream, two feet from the door.
Max looked back, the corridor growing dizzily long now, tiny at the end, and saw a tall figure creating itself out of a vent in the floor. As he peered down that long, dark tunnel, the hazy smoke from the vent poured out, and coagulated into Alistair Svend, looking more than six and a half feet tall now, magnified to maybe twice that. Like long sticks being grown over with shadow moss, the man-thing’s appendages grew from black twigs into hideous branches thick with age—thick enough to bend and bow, but not break under the winds of time.
Alistair Svend carried no briefcase now, where once he had hidden the tools of his trade, the tools of his infection of this place. What had been in there? Scrolls and tomes filled with words no man could read? Sticks, stones, and gems to call upon unholy forces? Or was it the bones of children the thing had carried in there: fractured skulls, femurs, and tiny finger bones, scorched with black fire?
The eyes came last, filling in two huge cavities with spinning black pits of tar—or of void. At once, the thing that had claimed to be a man, by wearing the thin skin of one, began its gliding stride toward the two boys, its face split into a rictus smile full of huge, square teeth. Those black eyes blazed and glared at Max like the dilated pupils of a cat playing with its catch.
Something broke his paralysis, some want or need to survive this premature night strong enough to break the stare of Alistair Svend. Max spun, his head still light, as if on greased bearings, and shoved at the door with Harold, overcome by numb terror that wiped the mind clean of everything except the need to flee. Neither had their flashlights in their hands now—all four small hands were on the door, shoving, punching, banging, but to no avail. This side door was as welded shut as any other in the big mansion would be. Both were screaming, writhing their heads, catapulting hot tears onto the door, onto each other.
Why? Fucking why had Max ever come back? He had seen death in those inhuman eyes. He had seen the void of nonexistence, yet he had come back just as they had commanded. Why, why, fucking why? Both boys pounded on the door as hard as they could, hard enough to make the bones in their hands vibrate and flare with pain. Why? Why? Why? They pounded their fists as one. Nothing. The door held fast, making nary a sound in its frame as they beat on it, held shut by a force beyond comprehension. Max’s heart pounded in his chest, and he ached for the light of the sun, the light of the moon, even. He ached for the loud voices of his parents, for their sharp words and derision. He ached for the piercing snap of the belt on his ass, for the dull aching thwack of even the buckle end, though it left deep bruises. Max ached for release from this fear, from the hysterical blankness that his mind was now, knowing only the mental stench of terror.
As he pounded on the door, he became aware that Harold was no longer beside him, that he was the only boy at the door, banging and shoving at that which held his salvation in its wooden grasp. After a long moment of that same insane beating of the door, Max turned. It was then that his ears caught up to the reality around him and sound poured in, engulfing him. The other boy’s scream was palpable; its shrillness tore at Max’s eardrums, tore at his mind. Harold was in the long, branch-like arms of Alistair Svend, held like a wailing baby by its mother, though the embrace had no love in it. As he flailed his legs, the thing that only barely resembled a man now flexed itself. The boy crunched audibly under the thing’s arms and wailed overtop of it. The sound wrenched at Max, his eyes gushing fresh hot tears. Alistair Svend’s smiling mouth opened wider than his face, those square white teeth forming into sharp jagged ones, like shattered beach-white stones.
Then, as if it had never existed, Harold’s head was gone and his scream with it. The majority of his torso was gone too. Above it were the bugging, black pits of Alistair Svend’s eyes. The creature looked like a praying mantis, though one with contorted human features, like it had stretched thin hide over its carapace. Even in its gluttonous consumption of almost half of Max’s friend, the thing’s eyes were fixed on Max, as if to drive home the blame for his actions. As Harold’s forearms dropped to the floor, blood from his lower half sprayed Max full in the face. The hot sheet of crimson blurred his vision, and filled his nose with the hot, wet smell of fresh blood.
Max ran. Blindly feeling for the wall, he sprinted away, past the horror that continued to shove the rest of the boy into its maw, making unearthly chomping and cracking sounds. He wiped crazily at the blood in his eyes and regained some semblance of his direction. There was nothing in his mind now except the cold adrenaline that numbed his body, and the need to live, the need to run.
Now able to see dim shapes and silhouettes, he rounded the table. Blowing through the door to the living room, he heard an animal roar that rose to that same joyous scream of triumph. Max ran on, crossing the empty living room in what felt like a few strides, and spotted the front door.
It was wide-open now! Pale blue moonlight flooded in, making a long shadow out of the huge bird that bobbed its black head in the doorway. It squawked at the boy, making him put on a burst of speed. The crow had come to save him, just as it had tried again and again to warn him away from the house. Max was saved. He could see the light, and the open door, and the world beyond. The cry that followed him was one of surprise and of foiled rage. The thing that was Alistair Svend had not known of the crow and now would be deprived of its full meal. Max sprinted for the door, feeling a rush of cool night air that smelled of trees, and of summer drizzle, and of life. He knew now that he would awake from this nightmare, that he would live.
Darkness. Darkness washed over him now, as the door first wiggled, then slammed shut with that same banging clap! Like a waft of black smoke, the crow was buffeted out and into the shimmering night. Max slid to a stumbling, arm-waving stop, his mind seeming to twist and break at the realization of the black door in front of him, huge and no doubt frozen shut as firmly as it had been before. Had there really been a crow? Had there? Perhaps…or something that wore the skin of such. Yet, it had not been powerful enough to hold the door open, or Max had been too slow to take the opportunity.
Max spun to see the legs of a tall man, taller than any man had ever been. His eyes rose, meeting the descending face of Alistair Svend as he bent at the waist. That face had shrunk again: a man’s face, though only a facade over sharp, alien features. Blood dripped from the blackened lips. A scrap of cloth dangled from between them.
Max looked into those black holes of eyes, and knew death.
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Two young boys found
Dead
and
Mutilated
near the southernmost track of Giordano Station early Sunday morning, making a new count of seven brutal killings since the year began. The families of both 13-year-old Max Lee Wengren III and Harold Young of the same 13 years were devastated when before they could even file missing persons reports, the remains of the pair of curious young boys were found dumped with no ceremony on the sloped side of a railroad track. The gruesome details of these most recent deaths have been withheld from this publication but have been confirmed to match the MO of the other horrendous acts. Local and state police have made no definitive statement regarding either any clear motive for the killings or any current suspects but have assured this newspaper that the search is being “narrowed and expedited” and for the public to remain “cautious but calm.” As the writers of this article and the editors of this paper are mothers and fathers themselves, we will rouse a call to action to our detectives and their superiors to FIND THIS KILLER! Now, in commemoration of all seven victims of this bizarre and disgusting tragedy, and in the hope that no child should ever go through what they must have, all seven will be listed in the order of their sad and untimely deaths:
Robert Varnum (11), Hannah Crentel (9), Penelope Josten (9), Ronald Wexler (14), Sasha Mary Gold (10), Harold Young (13), Maximus Lee Wengren III (13).
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