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    For those of you with a weaker disposition (no shame here, horror isn’t for everyone) please note that there are scenes within this novel that you may find offensive or upsetting. These scenes are often protracted and explicit.  
 
         Trigger warning for the following: murder, torture, domestic violence, mass shootings, child killing, homophobia, misogyny, and references to sexual violence.  
 
         This is your first and only warning. 
 
         Welcome to Rockford Sound… 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    A note on the text 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    In the past I have written a few short stories based on nightmares. This is the first time I’ve written a novel born from one.  
 
         The nightmare in question featured a man and woman having barely escaped a siege in a beach house. They escaped to a neighbouring one, only to start screaming as they watch their assailants steadily following them. The assailants in question were people, but their eyes glowed a noxious green. There was a feeling of pronounced dread, like these people were unstoppable.  
 
         The title came quite quickly – they appeared eye-less – but the reason for this happening eluded me for years. It wasn’t until I was deep into writing Summerside Lake Massacre that the hook finally came. Obviously, there would be no real-world reason for a person’s eyes to glow, so it would need to be supernatural. As soon as I knew the supernatural element, there then came a McGuffin. After that everything fell into place. 
 
         The initial plan had been for this to be the follow up to Summerside Lake Massacre, but after talking with my wife we both agreed I needed to write something with a smaller cast and tighter structure. As such I moved onto On the Moor. Had I known how difficult that one would be to write I would’ve moved onto The Eyeless earlier, but every project is additional practice. It was only after writing Summerside Lake Massacre and On the Moor that I finally felt confident enough to tackle a book as big as this.  
 
         Well, big by my standards at least.  
 
         As always, I hope you enjoy. To anyone that has read my work before, I hope the supernatural elements work. To newbies, welcome! Prepare to go to some dark places with me. 
 
      
 
    L. R. J. Allen 
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   T he sea was steady enough for the rowboat, so the Professor hurried. He threw an oversized canvas sack into the boat, the sudden change in buoyancy causing it to rock on the water and began to push it into the surf. He barely noticed the sea saturating his shoes when the scream stopped him short.  
 
         “CLIFTON!”  
 
         The cry echoed from the beach house behind him. Water now lapped up to the man’s knees as he considered returning the short distance to shore. The scream came from his wife. The act was impossible of course; he had murdered her only moments before. She lay in pieces in the upstairs bathroom, hacked to death with the same axe he had used to cut firewood the previous night. The thing that called to him, though, was no longer his wife. The cries now piercing the early morning breeze were mere figments that rattled through his head like a migraine.  
 
         He hesitated all the same. She had warned him of his studies and knew him well enough to realise his new work would consume him.  
 
         Neither of them could have had any idea just how literal that consumption would be.  
 
         Why did I chase the artifact? Clifton thought with great regret. He looked at the nondescript bag that lay in the rowboat. The object was wrapped inside awaiting disposal.  
 
         “CLIFTON!”  
 
         The Professor closed his eyes and covered his ears. The cries were definitely not his wife. It was yet another illusion designed to test his will. 
 
         He shook his head, pushed the boat out until it was deep enough and jumped in, taking an oar in each hand and rowing as fast as his ill-toned middle-aged arms could muster. The pace was slow, like traversing treacle. 
 
         He would take the artifact, take it as far out to sea as he could, and dispose of it.  
 
         The sun had yet to crest the horizon, however the dawn, coupled with the early morning sea fog, had created an eerie hue over the sea. The fog licked his skin like a hungry ghost, the icy chill spreading gooseflesh across his body.  
 
         As Clifton continued to row, his summer beach house gradually began to dwindle from sight until it was obscured completely.  
 
         And still the screams carried on the air.  
 
         He had no way of knowing which direction he was heading once he lost sight of land. There were two other houses along the shoreline he knew to be empty and other than the great expanse of beach and the bordering sand dunes, the area was free of people. Even the adjacent town had yet to stir.  
 
         Other than the echoes of his dead wife and the lapping of the ocean against the boat, Clifton was alone.  
 
         It’s for the best, he thought. 
 
         He rowed for fifteen minutes before his arms cramped in protest. As he grimaced in pain, rubbing at the lactic acid from his muscles, he wondered if he was far enough away from shore. How far would the artifact’s influence spread? There was no way of telling.  
 
         The waves were choppier than at the shore’s edge but not enough to warrant concern. Clifton’s sea legs were non-existent, despite having used the rowboat on many occasions, and as he turned to the canvas bag, he felt precariously unsteady and nauseous. A wave no taller than a foot hit the hull and rocked the boat enough for Clifton to tumble to his left, hitting the boat’s side with enough force to rock it further. He stared at the ocean, the fog flowing around him and the water grey as he waited for the rocking to settle. Once it had he focused on the bag at his feet.  
 
         The sack was far bigger than it needed to be but the more fabric between himself and the artifact the better. As he had left the house, he had scooped up the offending item much like he would dog shit and wrapped it up repeatedly with whatever fabric he could find. The bag had fallen open, and its contents thrown loose from the rocking boat. As Clifton looked down in horror, he could hear a soft musical humming. 
 
         The screaming from the house had stopped.  
 
         Clifton reached for the cause of all his recent madness and lifted the bag. The humming continued and the air around him vibrated with radiant energy. It was a sensation he was now familiar with and found increasingly difficult to overcome. To dispose of the artifact, he would need to look at it one last time.  
 
         He tipped the bag upside down and allowed the object to fall. It landed on his palm with ease, as if finding him.  
 
         The artifact was nothing more than a crystal no bigger than a soda can. It was jet black, impossibly polished and could be mistaken for cut onyx on first glance. Clifton knew better. Behind its black exterior was a core that radiated pure malevolence, which infected all around it given time and proximity. The humming continued and he could feel it vibrating softly in his palm. Soon enough, the blackness began to recede and the entity within came forth, emanating a hue of near neon green. The longer he stared, the less inclined Clifton was to be rid of it. His vision tunnelled and he was filled with wave after wave of complete euphoria. The thing in his hand promised him paradise beyond compare and implored him to spread word of its greatness. Clifton’s eyes began to glow the same green as the crystal, their light piercing forward like the beam of a flashlight until his sockets appeared void of any humanity. 
 
         And in the back of his mind, as he felt the urge to row back to shore and initiate others, there was a faint cackle that shattered the illusion.  
 
         He screamed in fury as his vision returned and the light receded. Clutching the crystal so hard his knuckles turned white, Professor Clifton Ludlow used the last of his energy to bring his arm back and pitch the artifact into the sea. It, however, had other plans, and as Clifton brought his fist forward, the crystal refused to relinquish its hold. It burned itself into the Professor’s skin and, as he tried to let go, he found he could not. The boat rocked with his momentum and Clifton toppled forward into the black ocean.  
 
         He gasped as the fridged water consumed him, the sudden rush of cold sending him into shock. Attempts at screaming were met with a mouthful of sea water and as he fumbled for any kind of purchase, be it the boat or buoyancy, the weight of the crystal grew. It did with such suddenness that Clifton’s arm yanked him below the surface with enough force to dislocate his shoulder. The Professor kicked his legs frantically to no avail as he screamed into the icy blackness. He was pulled into the depths with increased acceleration. The redness of dawn dwindled as darkness took over, all forms of light from the surface snuffing out one at a time as they found the limit of their reach. The pressure in his ears increased exponentially with every metre he plummeted until the sheer weight of the ocean could be felt all over his body. 
 
         He had time to feel a great many regrets before he could hold his breath no longer and inhaled.  
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
  
    
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    PART ONE 
 
      
 
    Rockford Sound 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Let this be an exercise in how to face your fears,
Step into the realm of madness, if you dare, my dear”. 
 
    Alter Bridge – Dying Light 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 CHAPTER ONE 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    1. 
 
   T he reviews to his previous novel were kind and sales had finally propelled him into the New York Times bestseller list. It was a place Elijah Young had always dreamed of being, seeing himself nestled among the best and most popular authors working in the industry. It had been many arduous years of hard work and persistence, with moments of crippling self-doubt thrown in for good measure.  
 
         Despite his newfound success, he was struggling with his follow-up. There was pressure now, from both his publisher and his fans. He was a known quantity, a-name-above-the-title kind of writer, which required a level of quality and consistency he had never fully appreciated with his preceding work. It was a stressful place to be and in truth, Elijah never knew what made a bestseller. When asked how he got his ideas – a question he loathed – he would merely shrug and quote an early interview from a well-known and popular author: 
 
         “I dunno man, and if I did, do you think I would tell you?”  
 
         For Elijah it was always about the joy of writing. The act of putting in hours in front of a computer and keyboard was all he had ever envisaged doing and he never went into the profession with the hope of making big bucks, though the advance he received for his current novel was substantial.  
 
         He did it for the love of the craft.  
 
         But now he was stuck. Where words once flowed from his fingers like water from a faucet, he found the same creative well desperately barren.  
 
         It was not a good place to be.  
 
      
 
      
 
    2. 
 
    He began his first novel shortly after having a small four-page short story published in the local student newspaper. It was a simple four-page tale, nothing extravagant. Its reception was lauded by his peers for creating a visual and visceral story in so few pages. The praise was so encouraging, in fact, that he immediately went to work on something bigger, a full-fledged novel. 
 
         With elements of the eighties remake of The Fly, Elijah set his new work in a fictional town in the American northwest and filled it with a much larger cast than he had attempted before, led by the town’s Sheriff Joe Baker – a recovering alcoholic who was attempting to rekindle his failing relationship with his daughter. The daughter was dating the youngest son of a degenerate family, much to Baker’s disapproval, and the two planned to abscond from town. At the same time, a drifter named Gordon Norrington arrived in town on the pretence of finding work, only for the reader to discover he was afflicted with a virus that transformed him into a werewolf. The townsfolk, much to the Sheriff’s horror, would start to disappear.  
 
         The world building had been a revelation for Young as his vision of the fictional town spilled onto the page. The characters were stock, sure, but he enjoyed writing them all the same. He was forty thousand words in, the prose flying off the page, when he was introduced to a film named Ginger Snaps. In the film, the eponymous Ginger is attacked by a werewolf and, much like The Fly, found herself slowly succumbing to the Lycanthropy gene infecting her.  
 
         After watching the film, Elijah felt dejected. Though not exactly the same, the premise was startlingly similar to his own. By the time the credits rolled he found he lost all passion for the project.  
 
         The next evening, he lay naked in bed with the woman that would eventually become his wife. Nicole asked what he planned to do. Elijah simply shrugged.  
 
         “Why not write a story about a haunted car?” asked Nicole. 
 
         “Stephen King did that years ago,” said Elijah. 
 
         “Yes, he did. And have you seen his latest?” said Nicole.  
 
         “Latest?”  
 
         She nodded to him, got out of bed and walked over to her bookshelf where she took out a hardback novel and handed it to him. It barely looked read. From a Buick 8, screamed the title, and the cover sported the eponymous Buick, its grille and headlights designed to look like a snarling beast.  
 
         “Look familiar?” she said.  
 
         “When did you get this?” said Elijah as he began to read the blurb.  
 
         “Came out last week. I wasn’t too keen on it personally, but you can borrow it if you want.”  
 
         Elijah nodded slowly as he read.  
 
         “I mean, if King is starting to repeat himself, there’s hope for all you writers,” Nicole continued as she took a cigarette from the open packet on her bedside table and lit the tip.  
 
         “I guess,” Elijah shrugged. 
 
         “Have you read Night Chills by Dean Koontz?” she asked.  
 
         “Can’t say I have,” said Elijah. 
 
         “How about Manchurian Candidate?”  
 
         “No. I saw the movie though.” 
 
         “Both deal with subliminal mind control,” she said, sucking on the filter. “And what about Armageddon and Deep Impact? Different movies, same premise. Wherever you look, there will always be stories that’re the same. List me ten haunted house novels.” 
 
         “Which ones?”  
 
         “Exactly!” said Nicole. “Sure, the characters are different, and the tragedies vary but there’s always a dark, creepy old house with one or more ghosts that have unfinished business.” She stubbed out the cigarette and knelt before him. “So, there’s a movie like your book. Big deal. You should finish it, so you know you can.” 
 
         “Maybe,” he said. He smiled and leaned forward to kiss her. She put a finger on his lips.  
 
         “Lie down,” she whispered. He did and as her head moved to between his legs and her lips enveloped him, he briefly forgot all about his stupid werewolf novel.  
 
      
 
      
 
    3. 
 
    He never did finish the book, but his buzz was re-invigorated all the same. Throughout university he continued to write with varying degrees of success and once he graduated, he had two full manuscripts he was happy with and a litany of short stories. All could be considered suspense - it was the kind of fiction he loved to read so why not write it?  
 
         After leaving university and beginning full time employment, however, his writing stalled. He began working in home insurance, not something he had ever really considered given his English literature degree, and within two years he and Nicole were married. They were happy and, as life came to find a natural groove, Elijah put his passion for writing to one side. 
 
         It was another two years later, when they were moving to a new house and Nicole was eight months pregnant, that she found a bunch of old shoeboxes destined for the attic. Curious, she opened one and found it filled with typed paper. It was the old stories from their university days. She opened the second one and found the manuscripts for Elijah’s two novels. The front page read: Bolt the Doors. She smiled. She remembered this one - it was a vampire story set in the old west. She pulled the full manuscript from the box and found the front page for the second. Volatile, it read. This one featured a psychic detective named Magnum Chan. He was on the hunt for a time-travelling serial killer if she remembered correctly. Elijah had pitched the ideas for both with great enthusiasm. She had laughed and told him the premise for both were ridiculous. This was, apparently, the greatest compliment. Elijah completed them with unparalleled obsession in the space of two and a half months during the summer between his second and third year of university. He had never got around to doing a second draft - the copies Nicole held were the only ones.  
 
         She sat on the bed and began reading Bolt the Doors. She needed a break anyway.  
 
         After assisting the removal men with the downstairs furniture, Elijah found his wife an hour later sat cross legged on the bedroom floor and over one hundred pages into the manuscript. He knocked lightly on the door frame. She held up a finger and said, “Just a moment,” before continuing to read. Elijah awaited a response. When none came, he strolled over, sat down next to her, and kissed her tenderly on the head. She leaned into his shoulder as she turned the page. 
 
         “This is good,” she said, still reading.  
 
         “It’s tripe,” Elijah laughed. 
 
         “No, honestly, it’s good,” Nicole said. “It’s a little rough around the edges but it’s nothing a second draft won’t fix.”  
 
         “You’re enjoying a book about vampire children set in the wild west?”  
 
         “You say that like it’s a bad thing?”  
 
         “It’s stupid,” insisted Elijah. 
 
         Nicole shrugged and said, “You wrote it. It’s stupid if your audience reads the New Yorker, but that’s obviously not who this is for.”  
 
         “I guess.”  
 
         “Do you doubt yourself in everything this much?” asked Nicole.  
 
         “Not everything,” said Elijah. “I never doubted us.”  
 
         She looked up at him and smiled. 
 
         “Now that is stupid.” She said and kissed him lightly on the cheek. “But I love stupid.” She held up the manuscript. “And you should give this another go.” She yawned and patted her bump. “Now momma and baby are starving and crave a turkey club. You’re buying.”  
 
         As they took a break for lunch, Elijah thought on his wife’s comments. Later that evening, when the bulk of the unpacking had been done and Nicole was napping on the couch, he sat in the office chair of their new study and began re-reading Bolt the Doors. After two pages he unconsciously reached for a red ballpoint pen and started making notes; he changed names, scored out useless words and excised whole passages that were not pertinent to the plot. He made notes concerning particular sequences: some were moved to later in the story, and a character beat written far into the third act was moved to the opening chapter. There were a great many things he hated but, overall, he was happy with the pace. It was approaching six years since he had completed both novels, and it was refreshing to be far enough removed to read it like someone else’s work.  
 
         Nicole found him an hour later hunched over his desk scribbling away furiously. She stood behind him and put her arms around his neck. The manuscript was a mess of red ink and scrappy annotations, but it showed a passion she had not seen in her husband since before they were married.  
 
      
 
      
 
    4. 
 
    Elijah’s editing process was slow. It was another year and three new drafts of each before Bolt the Doors and Volatile were ready for submission. Though confident, he was hesitant. He loved them, of course -why else would he have invested so much time in their refinement – yet the actual act of submission became a terrifying hurdle. It was Nicole, in fact, that, during one sleepless night with the baby, used the time to send both manuscripts to various publishers. The proceeding weeks were met with letters and emails saying differing variations of the same: thanks but no thanks. There was one potential hopeful. When they mentioned toning down the violence in Bolt the Doors, Elijah balked. While Nicole could not blame them – there was a moment featuring a screaming new-born baby being eaten like a chicken drumstick – she had to agree with her husband. Elijah responded to the publisher, thanking them for their interest and emphasising the book was a throwback to the splatter novels he loved. He mentioned authors like Clive Barker, Richard Laymon and Jack Ketchum, who were notorious for writing stories without limits. The publisher responded in kind to emphasise that Barker barely published anymore, Ketchum never achieved great success and Laymon was dead. To her husband’s credit, he did not continue to argue. He replied; while I appreciate the offer, I must respectfully decline. He did not hear back.  
 
         Despondent, Elijah began writing new material. Short stories came to him easily, yet material of novel length eluded him. One such story about a wife possessed by a cannibalistic succubus felt like a sure thing, yet, when completed, it was no more than fifty pages. He submitted these stories to various magazines and a couple were printed, but any real traction on his work failed to materialise.  
 
         And still, the elusive ‘next novel’ never came.  
 
      
 
      
 
    5. 
 
    It was in the summer of 2011, while he, Nicole, and their son Robbie were away for the Fourth of July weekend with friends, that one of Elijah’s old University buddies suggested self-publishing.  
 
         “What’s that?” Elijah asked. 
 
         “Literally what it says,” his friend David said. “There are websites that allow you to publish your own manuscripts. All you do is upload it, and they take a cut of any sales.”  
 
         “Really?” Elijah asked, taking a sip of his beer as he stared out at the landscape of the Rockies.  
 
         “Really,” David said. “It means that literally anyone can be an author, whether they have the talent or not. Think about it – any schmuck with a pen can be a published writer. Anyone. It’s both the best and worst thing to have happened to the publishing world in my opinion.” 
 
         Elijah laughed and said, “That never stopped terrible literature being published before.”  
 
         “True,” said David, nodding “but they’ve been vetted. Pretty much everything you see on the shelf has gone through the process of editing and proofing before release. They’re tailored to fit their market. If you self-publish, you could upload any old crap, warts and all.” 
 
         Elijah nodded. What David said was true but that did not make the prospect any less appealing.  
 
         “How many of these companies are there?” he asked.  
 
         David shrugged. “Beats me. I only know because Amazon have just launched one. It only does Kindle books though.” 
 
         Elijah scoffed.  
 
         “Still being a snob, are you?” David smirked.  
 
         “It’ll never beat an actual book,” said Elijah.  
 
         “And how many of those did you pack for this trip?”  
 
         “Four.” 
 
         David shrugged and said, “You can pack four-hundred with a Kindle.” He stood and pointed at Elijah’s beer. “Want another?”  
 
         Elijah nodded and David walked toward the cabin their families had rented. As Elijah drained the last of his current beer he pondered. The idea of self-publishing was not a bad one. He had failed to gain any traction with his novels, yet he had enough shorts to piece together a compilation.  
 
         It could work, he thought as David returned and placed an ice-cold beer in his hand.  
 
         By the time they left for home the following morning, a fire burned within Elijah that could not be quenched.  
 
      
 
      
 
    6. 
 
    Choosing to self-publish required more work than Elijah expected. It was up to him to take on the jobs a publisher would: editing, formatting, the works. For Nicole, he was a man possessed. There was the chance now for his work to be seen and the prospect of such filled him with an excitement that made him giddy.  
 
         Eventually his collection, Mistress of the Macabre, was ready. He chose the site he believed would give him the most traction, set up social media accounts, and built a primitive yet functional website, a link for which he supplied in the foreward to the collection.  
 
         Elijah sat in front of his laptop; his manuscript ready. 
 
         It’s now or never, he thought. 
 
         He hit publish. 
 
      
 
      
 
    7. 
 
    Chance, they say, can be a fickle mistress, yet it was chance that gave Elijah the foot in the door he so desperately wanted.  
 
         Sales were slow. While Elijah had no delusions on the commercial prospects of a collection of shorts, the lack of any real sales was discouraging.  
 
         That was until he opened his emails to see a message from a woman named Gretchen Archer. She was a literary agent, apparently, and was on the lookout for a new author she felt had commercial viability. Elijah was one of three she had approached with an offer to read anything they thought was of decent quality and to contact her as soon as they could.  
 
         Curious, though wary, Elijah typed her number into his phone and waited.  
 
         “Hello?” spoke a deep, aged voice.  
 
         “Hi, can I speak to Gretchen Archer please?”  
 
         “Speaking,” said Gretchen.  
 
         “This is Elijah Young?” he said tentatively. “I got an email from you yesterday?”  
 
         “Elijah!” she beamed. “Thank you for calling! I wasn’t sure you’d respond!” 
 
         “I almost didn’t,” said Elijah. “Not to be too frank, but are you genuine?”  
 
         “Absolutely my dear!” Gretchen said. “I’m a veteran in these circles and I’m always on the lookout for fresh new talent! I have to say, I came across that book of yours quite by chance.” 
 
         Her Grandson, it transpired, was a fan of reading self-published works, and grabbed a copy of Mistress of the Macabre during its first free giveaway. Gretchen, having access to her Grandson’s Kindle account, saw the cover – a provocatively dressed and large breasted vampire drenched from head to toe in blood – and became intrigued. She read the whole thing that night and, both awed and disgusted, reached out to him as soon as she could.  
 
         “Disgusted?” asked Elijah. 
 
         “In the best possible way darling!” Gretchen said. “For much of it I felt a deep visceral reaction to the horror, and I thought: I need to represent this man.” 
 
         “That’s very kind of you but I don’t think a collection of shorts will do much business.” 
 
         “Oh, don’t be so hard on yourself!” she said enthusiastically. Elijah imagined her pacing while gesticulating wildly. “You’re quite correct though. The market for shorts is about as profitable as poetry.” 
 
         “I’m guessing that’s not great?” he asked.  
 
         “Dreadful darling,” she said. “But it’s potential I see here. Potential.” There was a short pause followed by a series of gulps has she downed a drink before she continued. “Do you have any other work I can read? Something longer?”  
 
         He told her about his manuscripts for Bolt the Doors and Volatile. She asked to see them both.  
 
         “Give me two months darling,” Gretchen said. “Two months, and if I haven’t been able to sell either of these for you, then feel free to tell me to disappear.” 
 
         They said their goodbyes and Elijah sent her the manuscripts immediately.  
 
      
 
      
 
    8. 
 
    Two months was long enough for doubt to set in.  
 
         Elijah was an impatient man in many regards, and he checked his emails daily for updates. Only a week after his call with Gretchen, he emailed her asking if she had heard anything. She responded almost immediately telling him to be patient, she would work her magic.  
 
         It was during this time he began work on what would become his third novel. A seed of an idea blossomed into a Lovecraftian tale of a filmmaker whose movies became a literal gateway to a hellish dimension. The outline was thorough, detailing each character, their back-stories, and chapters beat by beat. It was a technique he had used for Volatile. Even his short stories were outlined, however roughly. The practice soothed him, it showed the story in anecdotal form before he put pen to paper. It was why Magnum Chan’s debut was completed so quickly. After another week of toiling, he had a ten-page outline for novel number three, tentatively titled The Movie Mogul.  
 
         There was still no update from Gretchen.  
 
         A month passed and he emailed her again. She responded with a phone call.  
 
         “Darling, I know you’re eager, but remember I said two months.” 
 
         He told her what he had begun working on and she asked to see the outline. The next day he received a phone call praising the concept and encouraging him to begin writing.  
 
         So, Elijah did. 
 
         But his patience was beginning to wane.  
 
      
 
      
 
    9. 
 
    A week before the end of the two-month deadline, Elijah received an email from Gretchen.  
 
         It said: Call me!!! 
 
         He did.  
 
         “Gollancz wants to publish Volatile,” Gretchen said. “They’re willing to pay you a $50,000 advance if you’re prepared to write three books, all featuring Magnum Chan. They’re thinking big here darling, something that can rival The Dresden Files. If the trilogy is a success, they’re prepared to publish Bolt the Doors too, or at least have first refusal. I sent them your outline too darling. If you can make that a Magnum Chan novel, they’ll include that as part of the trilogy.”  
 
         Elijah held his phone to his ear, completely numb. 
 
         “Did you say $50,000?” he said in a muted tone. Nicole, who had been sat behind her husband reading, looked up from her book with wide eyes. Robbie looked between his parents; his brow creased with confusion. 
 
         “For the advance, yes,” Gretchen said. “Anything over that amount is pure profit to be divided out accordingly. If you say yes, I can be on a flight this evening and come see you with the contract. That work for you?” 
 
         Elijah had barely processed what she was telling him. Nicole got up and walked over, slinking an arm around his waist.  
 
         “You there darling?” Gretchen asked. 
 
         “I’m here,” said Elijah, “it’s just a lot to take in.” 
 
         “Don’t think too hard,” Gretchen chuckled. “You just need to say yes, and you have a book deal.” 
 
         Nicole smiled and nodded at him frantically. The dream was now a reality, and all Elijah could do was stand immobile, dumbfounded. It changed everything. He could put in his two weeks’ notice that day and his career in home insurance would be a thing of the past.  
 
         Today was Friday. If he said yes, Gretchen would be with him tomorrow with a contract. 
 
         “Yes,” he said quietly. 
 
         “I can’t hear you darling,” said Gretchen.  
 
         “Yes! Of course, yes!” Elijah practically screamed. Nicole kissed his cheek excitedly and went to grab Robbie, who began to fuss in her arms.  
 
         “Excellent!” Gretchen said. “I’ll message you with my flight details and arrange for somewhere to meet. You’re Seattle, aren’t you?” 
 
         “Tacoma.” 
 
         “Eh, we’ll sort something out. I’ll see you tomorrow, writer.” 
 
         The call ended. Elijah stood there a moment, staring at his wife, before he cheered.  
 
      
 
      
 
    10. 
 
    Volatile was published ten months later in 2013, with a modest ad campaign and respectable pre-orders. Reviews were kind, with many considering Magnum Chan a worthy successor to Harry Dresden. It was not without its detractors but for Elijah that was ok. A book like Volatile was not written with the elite in mind – it was purely for genre fans.  
 
         By the time of Volatile’s release, he had all but completed the first draft of The Movie Mogul, now renamed The Beast of Celluloid. Gretchen loved it, as did the publishers. Nicole was now his full-time editor and was firm in her critiques. Elijah could hardly blame her – she wanted him to succeed with every project, even if it meant being hard on him.  
 
         The Beast of Celluloid was released a year to the day after Volatile. The sales were better, as were the reviews. While Elijah did not expect to see his work reviewed in The New Yorker, he was surprised to see one in The Washington Post, who described his sophomore effort as ‘A B-movie that is serious enough to have weight and silly enough to be fun’.  
 
         While Elijah was riding the high of the latest release, however, he was in turmoil.  
 
         Book three, it seemed, was eluding him.  
 
         With no new ideas coming, he opted to go back to that original werewolf story from his university days. Rather than the focus being the town’s Sheriff, Magnum Chan would follow the trail of the werewolf to the fictional town. While it ultimately worked and the writing was better than his first attempt, he was not happy with it.  
 
         Neither, it seemed, were the publishers.  
 
         “This was bound to happen at some time,” Gretchen told him. “It’s like a rite of passage.” 
 
         “But they didn’t even suggest a full re-write,” Elijah said despondently. “They flat our hated it.”  
 
         “I wouldn’t be too hard on yourself,” said Gretchen. Her tone was matter of fact. “What you do now is put it to one side and write another book.” 
 
         “But that’s the problem!” Elijah cried. “I can’t think of anything! The idea well has completely dried up! And what about this year’s book? The contract says a book a year!” 
 
         “Leave that to me,” said Gretchen. “That’s what you pay me for. You just need to figure out where the next Magnum Chan book comes from.” 
 
         True to her word, Gretchen and the publishers agreed an addendum to Elijah’s deal, allowing Bolt the Doors to be his third novel, while negotiating a small advance for the third Magnum Chan. The catch, however, was a non-negotiable release date. Magnum Chan would return in ten months’ time, by the following May. 
 
         No exceptions.  
 
         For the first time in his short career, Elijah Young felt pressure.  
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    “The issue is you think too much about it,” said Nicole. “You’re a planner, and that’s admirable, but why not just start and see what happens? Isn’t that what you did with Bolt the Doors?” 
 
         “I was a student then,” Elijah protested. “There’s a lot more riding on this now.” 
 
         “Is there though?” his wife asked.  
 
         “Of course, there is!” he said. “This is our livelihood!”  
 
         Nicole nodded. “True, and you’re not wrong to feel stressed. But think about it, they’ve given you nearly a year, and you’re a fast writer when you want to be. Why not just distance yourself from any distractions and write what first comes to mind?” 
 
         “That’s what my office is for,” he said, confused.  
 
         “What I mean is, why not get a change of scenery? The office is good, but it’s not exactly the most inspirational of spaces. We’ve not been on vacation in a while. Why don’t we get away? We can rent a beach house or a cabin in the woods or something, just me, you, and Robbie.” She looked at him hopefully.  
 
         As always, his wife was correct. His office was a neat bubble away from everything, but it was barely more than the converted attic space that it was. Something needed to change in the routine. Maybe what Nicole suggested was exactly what he needed.  
 
         “What about your classes?” he asked.  
 
         “They finish in a couple of weeks,” she said. “If you can’t wait that long to get started, you can always go ahead, and I can meet you there when I’m done.” 
 
         “Who will look after Robbie?”  
 
         Their son smiled at the mention of his name. 
 
         “I’m sure your mother can help out,” she said and placed a reassuring hand on his shoulder. “We can have a look at somewhere this evening once Robbie’s in bed?”  
 
         Later that night, they looked through Airbnb and settled on a place by the sea. It was one of three luxury guest houses along a small stretch of beach, each linked by a short road to the fishing town of Rockford Sound. The town itself was picturesque and almost stereotypical in its appearance. Might make a decent setting for the new book, Elijah thought.  
 
         They booked the middle of the three beach houses for a month. Elijah would go early and have a two-week head start, with Nicole and Robbie meeting him there later.  
 
         Despite the pressure he felt, it was the first time in a while that Elijah Young felt optimistic about his future as a writer.  
 
         Two days later, Elijah bid his wife and son goodbye and began driving to Rockford Sound.  
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    That same morning, one-hundred and fifty miles north, the resident of the third beach house, Professor Clifton Ludlow, stared at his dismembered wife in horror. He still held the freshly bloodied axe he had used to murder her. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 CHAPTER TWO 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    1. 
 
   T he sun, already warm, began its steady rise over the horizon. It did not yet have the power to dispel the fog that enveloped Rockford Sound that morning; that came later, when the town was abuzz with activity. Sunrise only warranted the endeavour of a few, and most of a certain profession.  
 
         The fishing trawlers sat moored in the harbor like phantoms as their respective captains arrived to begin preparations for their departure out to sea. They passed each other on the jetties and said their good mornings. Some drank coffee, others smoked, some did both. All were ingrained in their routines like they were bred into them.  
 
         There was great respect towards and among the captains. This respect extended to their crews. They were a family that prospered and suffered together as family would. There were bonds deep enough to be brothers, blood relations and relations joined by marriage. There were rivalries, some older than the youngest crew members, and punches were sometimes thrown. The wife of one captain was now the wife of another, with half siblings working on neighbouring boats. 
 
         When on land, the crews of these morning spectres were undoubtably human and prone to the highs and follies of man. On the water, however, they were heroes. They were as much part of the life blood of the community as the air they breathed. Their departure was always met with trepidation by both the crews and their families, as much as their return was met with elation and joy. Their job was filled with danger – mother nature took few prisoners – and those that did not respect the sea often found themselves at the bottom of it. Tragedy was never a case of if but when and when tragedy occurred, there was a mutual and shared grief among the crews.  
 
         Death, they knew, could come at any time. 
 
      
 
      
 
    2. 
 
    Captain Bob Anderson arrived at the marina shortly after 5am. His mood was foul that morning. 
 
         He was used to waking early. His alarm had been set to go off at 4am every morning for close to twenty years. He was the Captain of the Lady Jane, one of the oldest trawlers still in use, and it was his duty to be the first to arrive and last to leave. It was a mantra he maintained while in open waters, too. He would always be the first to rise, like clockwork, at 4am. It was a routine, a comfortable one.  
 
         That morning, however, Bob was running on a little over four hours sleep.  
 
         The call had come in just after midnight. The shrill of the phone had woken him from a pleasant dream, one where Darleen still lived, and the two of them were happily enjoying a date at the town’s summer fair. They were young too, in their early twenties, long before Toni had been born and in the initial days of their relationship. Darleen had been playing Whack-a-Mole and giggling as Bob watched, enraptured by the glow of her happiness. She had turned to him and smiled, before opening her mouth, instead of laughter, an ungodly wail came forth.  
 
         Bob was struck with a pang of sadness at being woken. He sighed and looked at his bedside clock.  
 
         00:03am.  
 
         He cursed and reached for the old rotary phone that sat on his bedside table.  
 
         “Hello?” he said sluggishly.  
 
         “Bob, it’s Pete.” 
 
         Bob’s heart immediately sank. If the Sheriff was calling, it meant only one thing.   
 
         “What’s happened now?” said Bob.  
 
         “She’s in the drunk tank,” said the Sheriff. “Larry refused to serve her anymore beer and barred her from the premises. We found her stumbling on the outskirts of town.” 
 
         “So, let her stew,” said Bob. “She can sleep it off.” 
 
         “She punched Larry before he threw her out,” said Pete.  
 
         Bob sighed and rubbed his eyes.  
 
         “He’s pressing charges this time,” Pete continued.  
 
         “Of course, he is,” said Bob, under his breath.  
 
         “This was going to happen sooner or later,” Pete said, matter-of-factly.  
 
         “Yeah, yeah, I know,” Bob said, resigned. “Maybe I could talk to Larry? See if we can settle this.”  
 
         “I would advise against talking to Larry if I were you,” said the Sheriff firmly.  
 
         “You speaking as a friend or as Sheriff?”  
 
         “I’m speaking as both,” said Pete. “He’s a good man, Bob. I know Toni’s been through a lot in the last year, but Larry was well within his right to turn her out. She committed assault, pure and simple.” 
 
         Bob could only sigh. 
 
         “I’ll be getting a full statement from him in the morning,” Pete said. “Maybe calmer heads will prevail, but if they don’t then Toni will need to ride this one out.” 
 
         Bob pinched the bridge of his nose as sleep disappeared and clarity set in.  
 
         “She’s asleep?” he asked.  
 
         “For now.” 
 
         “Then she can sleep it off,” said Bob. “I’m going to sea for the next ten days. Is there anything I’ll need to do?”  
 
         “We’ll release her in the morning, sobriety pending,” said Pete. “She won’t be allowed to leave town though.” 
 
         Bob nodded in the darkness of his bedroom. The house felt eerily quiet.  
 
         “Well, you’ll know where to contact me,” he said. He and the Sheriff said their goodbyes and hung up. 
 
      
 
      
 
    3.  
 
    As he stood in the bridge of the Lady Jane, a coffee in hand and a cigarette in the other, Bob contemplated how things had gone so bad with his daughter. While the sudden death of Darleen had undoubtably contributed to her decline, he had to admit that her behaviour had been a problem for years. She had a temper, one she could rarely control, and when it came there was no reasoning with her.  
 
         Darleen’s passing simply exacerbated the problem.  
 
         Bob considered himself a patient man, sometimes too patient, as Darleen often said, and it seemed that patience with his daughter was all but spent.  
 
         “Fuck her,” Bob said to himself. He would make her ride out whatever punishment was coming her way. Besides, he had a ship to captain. He had enough to think about without worrying for his delinquent daughter. She was an adult for Christ’s sake. She made this bed, now she could sleep in it. Who knows, Bob thought, it might kick her into shape. 
 
         Then again, it may make things worse.  
 
      
 
      
 
    4. 
 
    Some hours later, as the Lady Jane was readying to set sail, Elijah Young’s heart sank as he stared at his laptop.  
 
         A blank page stared back, mocking him.  
 
         The cursor blinked impatiently. 
 
         Ready when you are, it said. 
 
         He had been at the beach house a little over a week and nothing had materialised. He was initially hopeful. The change of scenery really was invigorating. Rockford Sound was quaint and perfect as the basis of a great setting. For the first few days after his arrival he walked around town taking in the sights, the people, the atmosphere. The residents were friendly and everywhere he looked he saw animated and cordial conversations. The people here knew each other well it seemed. Why wouldn’t they? With a population of only fifteen thousand, Rockford Sound was tiny compared to Tacoma and worlds away in terms of aesthetic and temperament. Despite being located in northern Washington State – less than fifty miles from the Canadian border, in fact – you would be forgiven for walking the streets of coastal Massachusetts. The aesthetic bordered on stereotype: the buildings, from the houses to municipal structures to the bars in town, were all built from timber, while their exteriors were painted in different shades of pastel – predominantly blue. Through the centre of town was a wide main street and in the centre was a water fountain that sported a large weather worn statue of the town’s founder, Philip Crowley. On either side of the fountain were the local police station and the town hall. 
 
         The waterfront was where the spirit of the town emanated. Rockford Sound was a fishing town after all, and even at a glance it was obvious just how ingrained the profession was to its identity. There were numerous fishing trawlers bobbing lightly on the water, waiting patiently for their crew. There were just as many empty spaces for absent trawlers, already on the open ocean earning their keep.  
 
         The stores were all maritime themed and ostensibly aimed at tourists, though considering the size of the town and its location, Elijah had to wonder just how much tourism there was. He counted four shops selling only bait and tackle. Elijah walked into one to see buckets of writhing creatures he assumed to be different types of larvae. It would explain the flies at least, of which there were many buzzing lazily around the store’s interior. When approached by the owner, Elijah had simply smiled and left.  
 
         On his first evening he travelled to the seafront bar, appropriately called The Crab Bucket, where he ordered battered shrimp and fries with a cold beer. He ate at the bar and eyed up the venue, noting the décor, the ambience, and locking it away in his ideas bank for later use.  
 
         When he ordered his second beer, the barman said, “Not seen you here before.” 
 
         “I’m new in town,” said Elijah behind a mouthful of shrimp.  
 
         The barman handed him his beer and smiled.  
 
         “How’s the food?” he asked. 
 
         “Delicious,” Elijah said, wiping his mouth.  
 
         “Hey, Clint!” the barman yelled. A dishevelled, sweaty face appeared in the hole where the bar and the kitchen met.  
 
         “Yeah!” the man yelled back. His face was gaunt with grey around his eyes. Elijah felt the man was either ill or sleep deprived.  
 
         “Guy here loves the shrimp!” the barman shouted, nodding his head towards Elijah. 
 
         The cook smiled and gave a thumbs up before ducking back into the kitchen. 
 
         “All caught fresh today,” the barman said, beaming.  
 
         “No kidding?” said Elijah. “Perks of being by the sea, I guess.” 
 
         The barman nodded and asked, “So, what brings you to our small town?” 
 
         Elijah thought for a moment.  
 
         “Why not the food?” he said with a smile.  
 
         “The food may be good but it ain’t that good,” said the barman.  
 
         Elijah smirked and said, “I’m a writer.” 
 
         “Is that so?”  
 
         “It is,” Elijah said. “Felt like a change of scenery might get the creative juices flowing.” 
 
         “I can’t tell whether you’re taking the piss,” the barman said, sceptically. 
 
         “No joke,” said Elijah. He wiped his fingers with the napkin and held out his hand. “Elijah Young.” 
 
         The barman’s face lit up and took the hand readily.  
 
         “Holy shit! My son loves your books!” he said, taking Elijah’s hand and shaking it vigorously. “Never seen him read anything as fast as yours!” 
 
         “Well, I’m happy he liked it,” said Elijah, smiling, taking back his hand. “Is he here? I could sign his copies for him.” 
 
         “He’s with his mom in Tacoma for the next two weeks. Not sure where the books would be either.” 
 
         “Tacoma?” said Elijah. “That’s where I live.” 
 
         The barman smiled. 
 
         “The hell you say! Man, he’s gonna be pissed he missed this,” he said. “Sorry, I’m Larry by the way.”  
 
         Elijah held up his beer. 
 
         “Pleasure to meet you, Larry,” he said.  
 
         “Hey, Larry!” came a call from the other end of the bar. “I’m thirsty here!”  
 
         “Sienna!” shouted Larry. A young lady at the other end of the bar looked up. “Get Bob a drink, would ya?” Larry pulled his cell phone from his pocket. “You mind if I take a picture?”  
 
         Elijah nodded in approval. “Not at all!” 
 
         Larry held his phone at arm’s length and pointed it at the two of them. Elijah smiled while Larry beamed as if he had just won the jackpot. The barman took three photographs in quick succession.  
 
         “Awesome,” he said, putting the phone back in his pocket. “Another drink?”  
 
         Elijah nodded and said, “When you’re ready.” 
 
         Larry quickly took another ice-cold beer from behind the bar and placed it in front of him.  
 
         “On the house,” he said, before receiving a barrage of jovial abuse from another customer. Elijah watched him go and enjoyed what was left of his food.  
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    Word spread fast that there was a successful writer in town. Over the next week he was approached by many that wanted a picture or just to say hi. One man – older with a sour face – did little to hide his annoyance that Elijah was not James Ellroy.  
 
         The more he explored, the more notes he took. He eventually had enough to re-create a fictionalised version of town for his next work. He even had the monster fleshed out: a society of shapeshifting lizard men infiltrating the town. The silliness of the concept was in keeping with his previous works, at least. 
 
         Yet, as he sat at his desk in the rented beach house, words failed to materialise. Even the thought of writing an intricate outline drew a blank. Where would he start? What would the opening be? Why are the lizard men infiltrating such a small town? What was their motivation? Despite the basic set-up, Elijah just could not flesh out his ideas into something bigger. 
 
         You think about it too much.  
 
         Nicole’s words rattled around his head.  
 
         He would relax a bit. That was what he needed. A cup of coffee, a quick glance at the news, and then he would get started.  
 
         There was no need for it to be perfect. It was a first draft. Perfect was for the second and third drafts.  
 
         It just needed to get done.  
 
         He rose from his desk and went to the kitchen. 
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    “Are you sure it’s safe?” Mia asked with both fear and apprehension.  
 
         “Relax, will you?” said Harper in a soothing tone. “No one knows we’re here.” She knelt by the small black key-safe attached to the wall by the beach house’s front door and typed in the code. With a small beep, the device unlocked. “Nice,” she said smiling.  
 
         “What if someone comes?” asked Mia. “What if the house is being used?” 
 
         “There’s no car on the drive,” Harper said.  
 
         “They could be out.” 
 
         Harper shrugged.  
 
         “If there’re people here, I’ll pretend I’m the cleaner,” she said. “I guarantee they won’t have met her.” 
 
         “Harper…” Mia said.  
 
         Her girlfriend turned toward her.  
 
         “I’m scared,” said Mia. 
 
         Harper pulled her into a tight embrace and ran her fingers through Mia’s hair.  
 
         “I know,” Harper said. “I’m scared too.” 
 
         “What if he finds us?”  
 
         “He won’t.” 
 
         “But he might.” 
 
         Harper pulled away gently and placed her hands on her girlfriend’s shoulders. 
 
         “He won’t,” she reassured Mia. “We just need a few days to get our shit together. Decide what to do next.” 
 
         Mia nodded.  
 
         “We should’ve killed him,” she said quietly. 
 
         Harper’s face flinched. It was slight, but Mia noticed.  
 
         “Then we’d be in a worse place than we already are,” said Harper. She turned, keys in hand, and opened the door to the beach house. Mia followed, praying to God the house was empty.  
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    Orson Cotcher awoke to the sound of the neighbour’s dog yapping. He sighed. As he rubbed his eyes he hoped, like he did every morning, that the last eighteen months had all been a terrible, terrible dream.  
 
         A bleak, unkempt studio apartment surrounded him.  
 
         “Fuck,” he said, rubbing his eyes again.  
 
         Another day in this pitiful existence.  
 
         You made this bed, he told himself. Now you sleep in it.  
 
         Orson checked the time before he stood, stretched, and headed for the bathroom. There was an hour before he was needed at work, plenty of time for a decent breakfast and a long shower. His life may have gone to hell but starting the day with small luxuries always helped.  
 
         It did little to distract him from his present situation. He grimaced as shame poured over him like a flow of hot lava.  
 
         How had he let it happen?  
 
         The affair had been brief, but costly. He had been happily married for over thirty years to the lovely Jasmine. Rockford Sound was their retirement plan.  
 
         They had only lived there two months when a beautiful lady young enough to be his granddaughter approached him at The Crab Bucket. It was obvious to Orson now that the only reason she introduced herself was because of the Rolex watch he was wearing. It was his money she was interested in, and she was willing to do anything to get at it. Even Larry had said in no uncertain terms to stay away from her – “that girl is serious trouble”, he told Orson – but he could not help feeling wanted. It was so dumb. There was nothing wrong with his marriage to Jasmine. They had grown old together, raised a family together, and earned a decent pension to spend the rest of their days together. But the attention of such a spritely, beautiful, and young woman made Orson feel invigorated again.  
 
         It took no time at all for Toni Anderson to sink her money grabbing claws into him and only six-months after their first meeting, Orson’s life had been irrevocably ruined. Jasmine had left him, his kids – adults now with their own families – hated him, and the house was gone, sold in the divorce. What money Orson had left would be unable to sustain him for a year, let alone until he died. He was forced to work again, the only job available being a short order cook at Rockford Diner.  
 
         Everyone in town knew about him, of his idiocy, and their looks of pity hurt him more than he would admit. Orson Cotcher was a proud man but his continued existence in Rockford Sound filled him with embarrassment and shame. In his prime he had been the epitome of the American dream. Now, in his twilight years, he had been reduced to a pathetic shell of what he once was, renting a tiny apartment above one of the gaudy tourist shops that peppered the sea front. A far cry from the four-bedroom mansion he and Jasmine had owned.  
 
         At least the view’s nice, he told himself as he turned on the shower. As the bathroom filled with steam he considered, not for the first time, whether he was better off ending things. Who would miss me? Jasmine’s love had evaporated the moment she found out both their marriage and life savings were done. His kids? Doubtful. Even Edith, his boss at the diner, would be mad more than upset.  
 
         Yet, as Orson stepped into the shower, he knew the reason why, despite thoughts of suicide, he would never go through with it: he was too chicken.  
 
         As the hot water pelted his skin, Orson began to sob. 
 
      
 
      
 
    8. 
 
    “Breakfast time sunshine!”  
 
         The voice was painfully loud in Toni’s head, exacerbated by the sound of grating metal as the cell’s meal hatch opened and a tray of bland food slid forward. The backs of her eyes hurt. Her mouth tasted like shit.  
 
         Toni turned on her side, feeling the familiar hardness under the pitiful mattress supplied in the cells.  
 
         Back again, she thought.  
 
         The smell of the breakfast found her, and her stomach churned. In spite of her profound nausea, she was ravenous. Sitting up on the bed, however, took a moment as her headache continued to ravage her brain. She finally opened her eyes and winced. The cell walls were ivory white and amplified the room’s brightness. She may as well have been staring at the sun.  
 
         Food would help. She hoped. 
 
         She gingerly stood and slowly approached her breakfast. It consisted of rubbery scrambled eggs, two strips of bacon, and a slice of stale bread. Toni knew from experience that the food served here was cheap microwavable crap but, in her current state, she was not one to complain. She picked up the tray and returned to her cot, where she slowly began to eat.  
 
         The knock at the door came ten minutes later as she stuffed the last piece of the bread into her mouth. Her stomach was temporarily soothed.  
 
         There was the rattle of keys and the click of locks before the door to her cell opened. Sheriff Pete Banner stood in the doorway, the cell keys in one hand, a set of handcuffs in the other.  
 
         “Will I need these?” he said, raising the cuffs. 
 
         Toni looked at them and then at the Sheriff. She shook her head.  
 
         Sheriff Banner stood to one side and said, “Let’s get going then.” 
 
         Toni knew the routine. She placed the food tray to one side and headed to the door. She walked past the Sheriff and toward the station’s front desk, Pete no less than five steps behind her, his hand resting on his holster.  
 
         They both arrived at the front desk as the night clerk, his face gaunt through lack of sleep, placed a tray with Toni’s belongings in front of them. It was disappointing to see her life effectively reduced to a few small items: her wallet, a half empty pack of Marlboros, a lighter, a single stick of gum, and her phone, its screen shattered. She began to put the items in her pocket while the clerk spoke.  
 
         “Toni Anderson?” the man asked.  
 
         Toni nodded.  
 
         “You are being released on bail this morning pending the outcome of the investigation into an alleged assault committed at 11:24pm on Sunday July 14th, at The Crab Bucket public house against the owner, Mr Larry Underwood…” 
 
         The clerk continued talking but Toni stopped listening. It was not her first time in the cells, though it was the first time her actions amounted to more than a warning.  
 
         Larry Fucking Underwood. 
 
         That fucking snake.  
 
         How much money had she given to that shit hole of his, and now he does this? She had no memory of the assault, nor did she care. If she had attacked him, she must have had good reason. 
 
         Toni was prodded on the arm by the Sheriff. She glared at him angrily.  
 
         “You need to listen,” said the Sheriff.  
 
         Toni sneered and turned back to the clerk.  
 
         “As I was saying, during our investigation you are not to approach Mr Underwood under any circumstances, nor are you permitted to visit The Crab Bucket. We also advise that you do not leave town until the investigation has been concluded.” The clerk looked at her, his eyes stern. “Do you understand?” 
 
         Toni stared back, her own eyes hard with defiance.  
 
         “Yes,” she said.  
 
         The Sheriff raised his arm toward the station’s entrance. “Shall we?”  
 
         Toni held her stare with the clerk for a moment before turning on her heels and walking to the exit. Sheriff Banner followed. 
 
         Outside, the last of the fog was evaporating, leaving ever dwindling wisps of condensation rising from the damp concrete. The sun had a punch to it, even this early in the morning. Not even the sea breeze was cool.  
 
         Toni pulled her Marlboros from her pocket and lit one. She looked at the Sheriff and offered him the packet.  
 
         “You know I don’t smoke,” he said.  
 
         Toni shrugged and put the packet away. She held the cigarette from her face and folded her other arm under her breasts while cocking her hip to one side. The move was deliberate. She still wore her outfit from the night before, one intentionally chosen to accentuate her cleavage. While she no doubt looked as haggard as she felt, there was no harm in giving the Sheriff a little look.  
 
         “Who paid my bail?” she asked, exhaling blue smoke.  
 
         “Your dad, who else?” said Pete, pointedly looking her in the eye.  
 
         Man, you’re no fun, she thought.  
 
         “So, where the fuck is he?”  
 
         “Where do you think?” Pete asked.  
 
         Toni scowled.  
 
         “He’ll be back in ten days,” he continued.  
 
         “And he left me in the cell?” Toni asked, incredulous. 
 
         “You’re an adult,” said Pete. “You can look after yourself without Bob holding your hand.” 
 
          Toni stared at the Sheriff; all thoughts of flirtation gone. She took a long final drag of her cigarette before dropping it on the ground and snuffing under her boots. Her eyes never left the Sheriff’s. 
 
         “That’s a fine for littering, you know?” said the Sheriff.  
 
         Toni scoffed and said, “So, send me the bill,” before turning away from the Sheriff, the station and storming off into town.  
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 CHAPTER THREE 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    1. 
 
   W atching the news was of little help to Elijah.  
 
         Political tensions were high, not just in the US but globally. The biggest threat, it seemed, was from Russia, and their increasingly unstable leader. Belarus was now earning his ire. The former allies, with a new anti-Russian leadership, were keen to join NATO, a move that caused Russia to respond with a threat of nuclear readiness.  
 
         Elsewhere in the world, an epidemic was growing in China. Large parts of the country were now in lockdown to prevent further spreading. News from within their borders was sparce, but the footage that did emerge showed public recreation spaces transformed into temporary hospitals. The WHO had yet to see any cases outside of China, reports showed they were watching with great interest.  
 
         In Eritrea, famine was ravaging the country, the likes of which had not been seen since the Ethiopian famine of 1985. Envoys for the UN were seen on TV helping where they could, but the situation was proving increasingly dire.  
 
         And at home in the US, there was yet another mass shooting, this one in a shopping mall in Kentucky. The death toll was already at twenty-one and rising.  
 
         Elijah turned off the TV and sighed. Despite the misery in the headlines, his thoughts were entirely selfish. None of it could help him write his novel.  
 
         He downed the rest of his coffee and returned to his desk, where his computer stared at him, mockingly. He scowled. 
 
         “Gimmie a break, will you?” he said to the blank page.  
 
         His cell phone rang. It was Gretchen.  
 
         “Daaaarliiiiing!” she cried immediately. “How is my favorite client?”  
 
         “I’m your only client,” said Elijah.  
 
         “Ergo, my favorite!” Gretchen said. “How’s the writing going?”  
 
         Elijah looked at the blank page, the cursor blinking.  
 
         “Great,” he said. “The words are coming at least.”  
 
         “Glad to hear it darling, glad to hear it,” Gretchen said offhandedly. “Listen, the publishers have told me they want to do a big marketing push for Bolt the Doors, we’re talking ads in Variety, radio shows, talk shows, the works. They like it darling, not like our friend Magnum Chan, but they like it enough to put some money behind it. You have a decent readership you know. If this works out, the whole series could be picked up by Netflix!” 
 
         “That’s great!” said Elijah genuinely. “Why does it feel like there’s a but coming?” he asked.  
 
         “What makes you think that?” asked Gretchen.  
 
         “I can sense it in your tone.” 
 
         “Ok, ok,” said Gretchen. “It’s only a small one though.”  
 
         “What is it?”  
 
         “It’s simple darling, they want to read what you have of the next book.” 
 
         The ground fell out from under Elijah.  
 
         Shit. 
 
         “That’s all?” he asked. 
 
         “That’s all,” said Gretchen. “If they’re happy with what you’ve written, they’ll make the push for Bolt the Doors.” 
 
         “And if they don’t like it?” 
 
         “Oh, they’ll love it I’m sure,” said Gretchen confidently.  
 
         Elijah stared back at the blank page, panic rising.  
 
         “When do they want to see it?” he asked.  
 
         “As soon as possible,” said Gretchen, bluntly.  
 
         Elijah thought for a second. He had nothing to show for his time in Rockford Sound.  
 
         “The thing is,” he said tentatively, “I haven’t got that much.” 
 
         The line was silent. 
 
         Elijah laughed nervously and continued, “You know me, I have to get my ducks in a row before starting fully. I have an outline for you if they’re happy to see that for the time being?”  
 
         Gretchen cackled down the phone. 
 
         “I thought you going away was to help you write spontaneously?” she laughed.  
 
         “I’m a creature of habit I guess,” Elijah said. “Give me today to polish it up and I’ll send it over to you tomorrow morning. Tell them they can have the first three chapters by the end of the week. That sound ok?”  
 
         “Hmmm, ok darling,” said Gretchen cautiously. “But those pages must be with me by Friday, ok?”  
 
         “Absolutely,” Elijah said.  
 
         “Ok, anyway, I absolutely must dash sweetie,” said Gretchen. “Bye-bye for now!” 
 
         There was a click as the line went dead. Elijah stood with his phone in his hand. The silence in the house was overbearing.  
 
         “Fuck!” he shouted.  
 
         He suddenly found himself very hungry. He needed breakfast. There was a diner within walking distance. Elijah grabbed his wallet, put on his shoes, and headed out the door, wondering how the hell he was going to get himself out of this mess.  
 
      
 
      
 
    2. 
 
    Mia watched the man in the next beach house leave with a fierce expression on his face. He would have to walk past theirs to get to town, so Mia hid behind the bedroom curtains and peered through a gap in the fabric. The man marched along, not giving the house a glance. He was too preoccupied with his thoughts to look their way.  
 
         Mia sighed with relief.  
 
         Downstairs, she heard Harper clattering around in the kitchen and cursing. 
 
         Mia headed to the top of the stairs and said, “You ok?”  
 
         “There’s no food!” Harper called back. “You’d think there’d be something!” 
 
         Mia made her way downstairs as the clattering continued. As she reached the kitchen door, she watched the scene with quiet amusement. All the cupboards were open with Harper on all fours, searching the pantry.  
 
         “Find anything?” Mia asked.  
 
         Harper screamed in fright, banging her head on the shelf above. “Goddammit!” she shouted before standing. “Nothing, not even cans.” 
 
         “I guess Jess doesn’t stock up between guests,” said Mia.  
 
         “I guess not.” Harper brushed the dust and cobwebs from her clothes and said, “I gotta eat. How about that diner we saw on the way in?”  
 
         Mia’s face drained of color.  
 
         “Too risky,” she said, shaking her head.  
 
         “Dan has no idea where we are,” Harper said, her tone calming. “We could be halfway across Oregon for all he knows.” 
 
         “Or he could’ve followed us,” said Mia.  
 
         Harper walked to Mia and kissed her softly on her forehead.  
 
         “He’s probably still in the hospital,” she said, soothingly. “And you said yourself he doesn’t have friends. He’s not getting a posse together to find us.” 
 
         Mia was unsure. The way they had left him, it was implausible for him to have followed, not from Houston. But Mia knew of her husband’s tenacity. His pride had been hurt in the gravest possible way. There was nowhere on Earth they could hide for long without him finding them.  
 
         Harper hugged Mia and said, “I can always go to 7-Eleven, if you’d prefer? No need for you to leave the house.” 
 
         “No,” said Mia. “You’re right, he’s probably not here. I need to go outside some time.” 
 
         Harper nodded and smiled.  
 
         “But,” Mia continued, “I don’t want to be alone either. Where you go, I go.”  
 
         “So, what, you want to go to 7-Eleven?” asked Harper. 
 
         “No, we’ll go to the diner,” said Mia, forcing a smile. “I’m starving and I really want some pancakes.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    3. 
 
    Rockford Sound was but a blip on the horizon, a vague shape of habitation, as Bob Anderson stared back toward shore. The Lady Jane moved further into open waters. He had smoked through nearly a full pack of Lucky Strikes since arriving at the marina and his pace had not slowed. His conversation that morning with the Sheriff had rattled him and the more he pondered, the sea air bracing against him, the waves lapping against the hull, the more certain he was in his convictions.  
 
         When he returned to shore, he would kick Toni out.  
 
         It was not a decision he came to lightly yet, in the wake of Darleen’s death, Toni’s behaviour had become intolerable. It would not be so bad had it just been the drinking. Hell, he had imbibed more than his fair share in the months after the funeral. At his lowest, the Lady Jane had been relinquished from his leadership - his second in command, Arnold Silva, had taken command until Bob had gotten his shit together. That moment had been the  wakeup call he needed, one that allowed him to get better.  
 
         Toni, by contrast, got worse. Her grief was an excuse for her already bad behaviour to take a downturn into the realm of malice. If her wrath had been bad before, it was now uncontrollable, and no amount of intervention seemed to work.  
 
         For a time, Bob had been sympathetic. Everyone handled grief differently and in the midst of both of theirs they had found a mutual, miserable space through which they bonded. Toni had opened up to him like she never had before, always after more drinks than Bob cared to count. In those moments Bob had hoped he was seeing a new Toni, one without bravado, without stubbornness, without spite.  
 
         How foolish he had been.  
 
         It was not long before she spent her first night in the cells. In a drunken rage she had damaged the car of a stranger that had the audacity to compliment her figure. She had not heard a compliment but a passive insult. It was true, said eyewitnesses, that the man had said it with a lecherous tone, but the punishment for such a transgression had been to punch him in the face, and begin to kick his car with vigour. She had screamed like a banshee the entire time and stopped only when a county deputy tased her.  
 
         This was a prelude, Bob now realised, to aggression he had never seen in her. It was not long before he bailed her out a second time, then a third. Pete’s phone call that morning had been the sixth. At present he and Toni were barely on speaking terms. Her feelings toward her father had gone from indifferent, to cold, to hatred for reasons he now knew were beyond grief. Bob had the unconditional love of a father, yet when Pete’s call had ended, he realised with startling clarity that they had never really liked each other. He was positive it was the same between Toni and Darleen. Toni saw her parents as an asset, one to use when needed that could be discarded on a whim.  
 
         There was no love there, not from Toni, and Bob had finally had enough.  
 
         She was an adult. She could deal with her own mess.  
 
         As Bob lit another cigarette from the butt of his previous one, he fought back tears. It was at times like these he missed his wife the most.  
 
      
 
      
 
    4. 
 
    Orson saw Toni enter the Rockford Diner and seethed.  
 
         What’s that cunt doing here? he asked himself.  
 
         “Orson?”  
 
         He shifted his gaze to Edith, his boss, who looked at him impatiently. He released his grip on the spatula, the color slowly returning to his knuckles. 
 
         “I’m sorry, what?” he asked. 
 
         Edith sighed and rolled her eyes.  
 
         “Two pancake stacks with bacon,” she said, “and a sausage and egg breakfast muffin, with bacon on the side. You get that?” 
 
         Orson nodded, and got to work, aware of Edith’s gaze. He had been warned on many occasions about his persistent daydreaming – Edith had called him up on it that very morning in fact. In the beginning it had been harmless, yet recently it had affected his ability to prepare meals correctly. His mistakes were noted, and dishes were returned from irate customers.  
 
         And in walks Toni Anderson, he thought. 
 
         Toni Fucking Anderson.  
 
         Her being here was a massive fuck you to his existence.  
 
         He placed a sausage patty on the grill along with six strips of bacon and watched them cook. He needed to focus on his job if he wished to keep it.  
 
         More than anything he tried to ignore Toni Anderson as much as he could.  
 
      
 
      
 
    5. 
 
    Upon leaving the police station, Toni was in a spiteful mood. A visit to the Rockford Diner was in order. 
 
         While she tried to avoid that wretched cook as much as possible, she occasionally liked to make her presence known. It was amusing really, watching the hateful fire burning behind his eyes.  
 
         He was just so easy. Toni knew full well she had a body most men desired and had used it to her advantage when she wanted to. Back when she had approached poor old Orson, she owed money to many people, and he had looked like a man of means. He wore a Rolex for crying out loud, of course he had money! She had no qualms using him. Orson was not her first unwitting sugar daddy, and he would not be her last.  
 
         It required fucking him but after that first time he was putty in her hands. Toni was amazed at how lax her inhibitions were when money was owed to unscrupulous people. From the look on Orson’s face the first time she gave him head it was obvious she had him in her web.  
 
         Once her debts were paid, she got bored. Then it was a simple matter of leaving a note in the Cotcher’s mailbox, addressed to his wife, and watch it all burn down. 
 
         It was fun, wielding that kind of power.  
 
         Looking at him now, a gaunt man at rock-bottom, she felt nothing. At least her debts were paid.  
 
         She took a seat by the window and stared out at the harbor; aware she could be seen from the open fronted kitchen. She felt no need to openly provoke Orson. Her presence would be enough.  
 
         Edith walked over and forced a smile.  
 
         “Toni,” she said. “What can I get you?”  
 
         Toni responded with a sarcastic grin. She loathed Edith. The woman was a cold-hearted bitch, a person that had fun once and hated it. There was a stick up her butt that she either could not or would not remove. She also knew about the episode with Orson – who in town didn’t? – and she looked at Toni like a grease stain on her pristine uniform.  
 
         “Edith,” said Toni with mock pleasantries. “How’s business?”  
 
         Edith continued to smile and said, “Just fine. Can I take your order?” 
 
         “I’ll just have a coffee,” she said. “Black.” 
 
         Edith rolled her eyes and walked away. Toni watched her go. What was the big deal? She was a paying customer, and the place was hardly busy.  
 
         She eyed the other patrons. A man in his late thirties was furiously scribbling away on a napkin, shaking his pen in frustration before continuing. As she watched him, he eventually gave up and called Edith over, asking for a piece of paper and a coffee refill. Edith nodded and headed toward the Staff Only door where the back office resided. The man waited patiently, though she noticed his leg tremoring under the table.  
 
         Not so patient, Toni thought. He was attractive, in a wholesome, geeky kind of way. His hair was mousy brown and shaped in a 1980s style quiff while his thick rimmed glasses sported a Tommy Hilfiger logo. His dress sense left much to be desired – a plain t-shirt and ill-fitting jeans - but it was not a deal breaker.  
 
         She clocked his wedding ring.  
 
         Challenge accepted, she thought with a wry smile. 
 
         In the booth to her left were two women. One was gently blowing on her coffee while the other was looking around like she was expecting someone. The worry on her face was palpable. Both women looked exhausted. The less agitated of the two screamed U-Haul lesbian, dressed not unlike the geeky man. She was the antithesis of what Toni considered sexy. Even her hair was stupid – a bleached blonde mullet with faded luminous pink tips.  
 
         Her companion, by contrast, was far more muted. Her hair was cut in a bob with bangs hovering just above her troubled eyes. She reminded Toni of Uma Thurman from that Tarantino movie, though more haggard.  
 
         U-Haul looked over at Uma and smiled, placing a hand on hers and gently stroking it with her thumb. 
 
         Toni bristled.  
 
         Fucking lesbians, she thought bitterly. 
 
         Uma smiled back and let her gaze wonder. She saw Toni staring.  
 
         Toni’s grin was wicked. 
 
         It was the opening she needed.  
 
      
 
      
 
    6. 
 
    Captain Bob Anderson was in the bridge, his stomach growling, when Arnold ran in, his eyes ablaze with panic. 
 
         “Skipper! There’s someone in the water!” 
 
         Bob grabbed his binoculars and followed Arnold out onto the main deck. The crew were stood on the starboard side, their jobs forgotten as they peered out to sea. The Captain pushed through them and raised his binoculars as Arnold pointed.  
 
         True enough, less than three-hundred meters from the Lady Jane was a body. It floated face down in the water.  
 
         “Shit,” said Bob as he turned to Arnold. “Call the Coastguard,” he said. “Tell them we’re bringing in a body.” 
 
         “Shouldn’t we wait for the Coastguard to come to us?” asked one of the crew.  
 
         “We’re close enough to shore to get back before they get to us,” said Bob.  
 
         “We’ll lose time fishing,” said Arnold, wringing his hand. 
 
         “And we can make it back up,” Bob replied. “If losing a few hours out means less money this trip, then so be it. Turn to starboard and bring them in.”  
 
         Arnold nodded and headed to the bridge.  
 
      
 
      
 
    7. 
 
    “See something you like?”  
 
         Mia’s eyes widened as the other woman in the diner spoke. Her gaze was malicious. 
 
         “No,” Mia said, flustered.  
 
         “Oh, I’m not worth looking at. Is that it?” the woman asked. Her flirtatious smile morphed to a hard scowl.  
 
         “Is there a problem?” Harper said. Mia watched her turn and face the woman, her posture defensive.  
 
         “What’s it to you?” said the woman.  
 
         “Anything you say to her you can say to me,” said Harper.  
 
         “Hate to burst your bubble,” the woman said, sneering, “but I don’t go for your type.” 
 
         “And what exactly is my type?” Harper’s face hardened. 
 
         Mia shrunk a little in her seat.  
 
         “You looked in the mirror lately?” asked the woman, her tone mocking. “You sure there’s not a dick between your legs?”  
 
         “You ain’t exactly a spring chicken yourself, honey” Harper laughed. “Have you looked in the mirror? You got bar-skank written all over you.”  
 
         “I’ll take that over butch dyke.” The woman’s eyes blazed. She’s enjoying this, Mia thought.  
 
         Harper smiled. 
 
         “You know what? You’re right,” she said, “there is a dick in these pants. It’s stained with your mom’s lipstick.” 
 
         Mia died inside. Any hope of de-escalation was gone. 
 
         The woman stood quickly; her fists clenched. 
 
         “The fuck you say about my mom?”  
 
         “That’s enough.” 
 
         The three of them turned to see the other patron, a man with combed back hair and glasses, watching them. His eyes were on the woman.  
 
         “What the fuck is it to you?” the woman asked through clenched teeth. Mia could see the veins in her temples pulsating.  
 
         “What do you hope to achieve here?” the man said, calmly. Before the woman could respond he continued, “These ladies haven’t done anything to you, they just want breakfast, same as me. Why don’t you just leave them alone and find somewhere else to eat?” 
 
         “Why don’t you leave and stay out of this?” the woman seethed.  
 
         The man shrugged and said, “I’ve already ordered. Besides, you only ordered coffee. I’ll cover the $1.50 if you leave now.” 
 
         Mia grabbed Harper’s hand firmly and squeezed it.  
 
         “Toni, what the hell are you doing?” The owner, Edith – Mia remembered the aged, yellowing, plastic name tag she wore - stood watching the scene, a coffee pot in one hand, a notepad in the other.  
 
         Toni smiled and said, “Just making friends.” 
 
         “I’d appreciate you do it somewhere else,” Edith said, impatient more than angry. “Or do I need to call the Sheriff? Again.” 
 
         “You know what I think?” Toni said, pointedly eyeing the man up and down. “I think you want some of this.” She licked her finger seductively and ran it over her cleavage. 
 
         The man shook his head, his eyes never wavering, and held up his hand. He emphasised his ring finger.  
 
         “I’m good. Thanks,” he said.  
 
         Toni shrugged.  
 
         “Never stopped me before,” she said. “Ask the guy cooking your breakfast.” 
 
         Edith took a step forward.  
 
         “You need to stop talking. Now,” she said.  
 
         Toni smiled.  
 
         “Hey Orson!” she called. “How’s your wife these days?”  
 
         A roar of unparalleled fury came from the kitchen. Mia sat frozen and saw the woman’s sneer turn to terror in a split second, all color draining from her face. 
 
         “Shit,” Edith said. She took a step toward the kitchen just as the cook barged his way through the doors into the dining area, his gaze squarely on Toni. Edith placed the coffee pot and notepad on the nearest surface and got in the man’s way, placing a hand on his chest. “Orson, stop it!” she said like a mother admonishing a child. The cook, blinded by rage, grabbed the pot of coffee and threw it as hard as he could towards his quarry.  
 
         Time stood still for Mia as she watched the coffee pot fly through the air. Edith cried out in shock as its lid opened and the contents poured out. The woman, Toni, simply stared in dumbstruck silence as the offending item soared towards her. The pot itself landed on the table next to her, shattering into tiny pieces that flew across the diner. The contents landed only a second after, its trajectory arching close enough to hit Toni’s lower arm before it splashed onto the table. Mia and Harper covered their heads with their hands as they felt tiny pieces of glass and coffee hit them.  
 
         As quickly as it had started, the commotion died. A stunned silence hung in the air as everyone looked at each other. 
 
         Toni stared at her arm. The space between her wrist and elbow was red and blistering.  
 
         “What the fuck!?” she screamed hysterically, shooting a look of pure hate. “You could’ve killed me!” 
 
         Orson took a step forward. Edith held him back.  
 
         “Enough!” Edith shouted at the cook, who looked down as if noticing her for the first time. “Get back in that kitchen,” she said, pointing. “Right. Now.”  
 
         Reason, it seemed, finally came over the man. He nodded. He took one last look at Toni. 
 
         “If I see you again, I’ll kill you,” he said. Despite the defiance on Toni’s face, Mia could see his words had hit their mark. The cook brushed the manager’s hand away from him and stormed his way back into the kitchen, the door slamming behind him. Edith watched him go before turning to face Toni.  
 
         “Leave,” she said. It was not a request.  
 
         Toni stared around the diner. All eyes were on her. She stood up straight and calmly walked to the exit. As she left the building, she turned on her heels, spat at the window, and flipped Edith off, that malicious smile returning with gusto.  
 
         It was only when Edith began apologising to them and offering free breakfasts that Mia breathed. She was shaking all over. 
 
      
 
      
 
    8. 
 
    The body was brought aboard. Bob directed his crew to place it below deck.  
 
         It was male and had been in the water some time. The flesh had a milky look to it and a slimy consistency, an effect of both decomposition and the length of time in the water. The face was bloated beyond recognition, the flesh spongey and soft to the touch. He saw some of his crew recoil in disgust as they dragged it from the water. Bob likened it to the slimy texture of kelp. There were many gouges dotted around the body. Post-mortem predation he assumed. Fish were not fussy eaters, crabs less so.  
 
         It was a grim sight and some of his men hurried to the railing to vomit. Bob could not blame them. It was a sight some went their whole lives never seeing. People died on the ocean, Bob had seen it happen, but it was rare to see the effects of long-term water saturation on a corpse.  
 
         He and two crew took the body below deck to the storage hold. They were careful not to place it close to their provisions before they covered it with a tarpaulin. Once ashore, the Sheriff would no doubt want to talk to Bob about their discovery. That would take time.  
 
         He would cross that bridge when he came to it.  
 
         As the crew left the storage hold, Bob knelt beside the corpse and patted its pockets.  
 
         “What are you doing?” asked Arnold as he watched from the door.  
 
         Bob found what he was looking for in the left pocket: a wallet. He opened it and found a driving licence.  
 
         “Clifton Ludlow,” Bob said quietly. The photograph on the licence showed a man with greying hair and a trimmed beard. Bob looked at the body. Apart from the facial hair, what was left of Mr Ludlow was unrecognisable.  
 
         Bob looked over his shoulder to see Arnold staring at him expectantly. 
 
         “I’ll be right up,” he said. “I’ll see if there’s anything here that’ll point us to how he ended up out here.”  
 
         Arnold nodded and left the doorway.  
 
         There was a thunk at Bob’s feet. 
 
         He looked down to see the late Clifton Ludlow’s hand had slumped against the deck, its grip curled around something. Odd, Bob thought, frowning. No one had noticed the body holding anything.  
 
         He turned the hand around. In its grip was a perfectly polished stone about the size of a soda can. It was immaculate and cut to look like crystal, the edges precise but not uniform, as if imperfect by design.  
 
         As he looked closer, he realised that gripping was not the right phrase. The thing was fused to the skin. It was like skin and stone blended perfectly where they met. That was not all. The dimensions of the item were not right, as if it was partly buried into the palm.  
 
         How did we all miss this? Bob thought. He had seen crystals before, usually in museums where they were displayed behind glass. Most were far more intricate and impressive than the one before him now, yet he could not take his eyes from it. The beauty was in its stark simplicity as well as its sheer size. Even in a museum, Bob had never seen one so big. 
 
         The crystal drew him in.  
 
         There was a faint glow, so subtle in fact that Bob squinted. Had he seen something? The longer he looked the more pronounced the glow became. Bob’s vision narrowed, his peripherals fading to a dim grey until all his focus was centred on the thing in Clifton Ludlow’s hand. Any questions he had regarding the body and how it came to be in the ocean disappeared. Coherent thought evaporated and was replaced with an overriding need to covet this item.  
 
         Bob reached forward slowly. The closer his fingers got, the more enamoured he became.  
 
         Yessssssssss, a voice hissed. 
 
         A shudder jolted him from his reprieve. The engines came to life as Arnold increased the Lady Janes’ speed. Bob took a moment to compose himself, having forgotten momentarily where he was. There was a tightness in his groin. He did not need to see the erection to know he had one.  
 
         Horrified and embarrassed, he stood quickly, the bulge pulling tight against his pants as he frantically thought of something, anything, to diminish the arousal.  
 
         What the hell has gotten into me?  
 
         Bob walked toward the door and stopped. He turned and looked back at the crystal. 
 
         He could not leave it behind. Someone else might take it.  
 
         He squatted again by the corpse and unfurled its dead fingers. Whatever hold the item had on the body disappeared in an instant as skin and crystal separated with sickening ease. The mass of the item rose from the palm, and as Bob lifted it in full, the interior of the hand was visible as if degloved. Bob barely noticed as he hurriedly hid the crystal in his fleece pocket.  
 
         As he walked into the hallway, he found his arousal had gone, thank God. 
 
         The urge to covet remained.  
 
      
 
      
 
    9. 
 
    Arnold looked up from the Lady Jane’s controls as the Captain entered the bridge. His boss looked flustered.  
 
         “You ok?” Arnold asked.  
 
         “Yeah, fine!” Bob said with a vague smile. “Why wouldn’t I be?”  
 
         Arnold frowned. Something was not right.  
 
         “How long ‘till we reach shore?” asked the Captain.  
 
         “A couple of hours,” said Arnold. “Coastguard said they’d have someone waiting for us when we arrive.”  
 
         Bob nodded.  
 
         “You sure you’re ok?” Arnold asked.  
 
         “Definitely,” Bob said. “If you’re good up here, I might head below. Write a statement.”  
 
         Arnold nodded and watched the Captain hurry from the bridge like his life depended on it.  
 
         It was the strangest thing, or was it a trick of the light, but Arnold could have sworn the skippers’ eyes were glowing.

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 CHAPTER FOUR 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    1. 
 
   N icole Young had great news for her husband.  
 
         “You’ve finished early?” Elijah asked, smiling. 
 
         “Yeah!” Nicole said over the phone. “The remaining classes are just study periods. I figured I can do that in my own time.” 
 
         “That’s great!” said Elijah. “In that case, when do you want head up here?”  
 
         “Why not tonight?”  
 
         “Tonight? You sure?”  
 
         “Yeah, why not?” said Nicole eagerly. “Robbie’s been wondering where you are and, you know, I’m quite keen to see my man.”  
 
         Elijah could practically hear her smirking.  
 
         “Careful what you say,” said Elijah, chuckling. “My wife might be listening.” 
 
         Nicole let out a loud bark of laughter and said, “There are no wives for you this evening. Just a ravenous maneater.” 
 
         “Promises, promises,” said Elijah.  
 
         “Well, once Robbie’s in bed,” said Nicole slyly. “Until then you’re stuck with Nicole, the Writer’s Wife.” 
 
         “Darn it! How ever shall I cope?”  
 
         His wife chuckled again and said, “I’m sure you’ll figure that out. Anyway, I’d better go. I need to pack and get Robbie from your mom’s. I’ll let you know when I’m on my way, ok? It’ll probably be mid-afternoon.”  
 
         “Sounds great!” said Elijah. “I’ll see you this evening.” 
 
         “Oh, you will,” Nicole said playfully. “Love you, loser.” 
 
         “I love you, too.” 
 
         Once Nicole hung up, Elijah turned to his laptop. His smile quickly evaporated, the cursor blinking at him again. He sighed. 
 
         “I know, I know,” he said and looked at the time. It was 11am. Plenty of time to get an outline written and sent to Gretchen. If only the words would come to him.  
 
         Where would he start?  
 
         Why not a writer? he thought.  
 
         It was a trope he had always wanted to avoid. The adage of write what you know often left authors writing fictionalised versions of themselves. Yet, despite his general disdain for the idea, the more he thought on it, the more it could work. The worry had been in getting Magnum Chan away from Seattle and into rural Washington. The worry had been about the motives for the lizard men. Yet, what if Magnum Chan was a supporting character? What if the protagonist was the author, sent off the beaten track to investigate a series of mysterious disappearances and gets in way over his head? In comes Magnum Chan to help!  
 
         It’s more than you had a moment ago, Elijah thought. It would need work, of course, but after all this time struggling, Elijah felt he had an opening.  
 
         He began typing. Within an hour he had the whole thing plotted in his head.  
 
      
 
      
 
    2. 
 
    Mia slept.  
 
         The events of that morning had shaken her deeply and Harper could only apologise. It was her idea to leave the safety of the house, her idea to go out in public. She could not have known something so unpleasant would happen, no one could, but that did not negate that she had not listened to her girlfriend.  
 
         Whatever hope she had of Mia overcoming her fears were as low as they had ever been.  
 
         And Mia was right: her husband was a bad man, one of the worst, and one that would be unlikely to rest until the great wrong they had committed upon him had been answered for.  
 
         Mia was also right about something else.  
 
         They should have killed him.  
 
         Harper only knew as much as Mia had been willing to tell her: she had met Dan Upton when she was fourteen and Dan twenty-eight. They were both members of the same church and Dan was the son of two much older parishioners who Mia’s parents held with high esteem. Though Mia had sworn that nothing untoward had happened at first, she now recognised Dan’s behaviour as grooming. He waited until her eighteenth birthday before asking her out on a date, but it was clear his desire for her began soon after their first meeting. Mia’s parents, who saw Dan as a fine match, encouraged her to spend as much time with him as possible. His own parents were thrilled at the prospect of her becoming part of their family and had almost squealed when he announced they were a couple.  
 
         While Mia smiled, inside she screamed. The courtship was almost medieval, her betrothal to Dan effectively set in stone as news of their relationship spread. Talk of marriage came quickly. The intention, it seemed, was in making the bonds between the families stronger. It was not a relationship born of love.  
 
         Her well-being was sacrificed for the supposed good of the family. Their first kiss had been an awkward experience, one that made her feel deeply uncomfortable, and the first time he groped her breasts she protested. After that Dan had spoken with her father, who sternly told her to not be so selfish. Even her mother, with whom she enjoyed a close relationship, agreed with him.  
 
         The worst of it was that, fundamentally, she did not find Dan attractive. Not in a sexual way at least. She could understand that Dan was a desirable man. He was tall and handsome, with a kind face and piercing blue eyes. He dressed smartly and was well groomed. Whenever he spoke, he gave you his undivided attention and made you feel like the only one that mattered. It was like you were the only person in the world. That was his power. 
 
         Yet, for all #his charm, there was an undercurrent of menace, an intensity she found unsettling. His gaze never wavered, Mia had told Harper, and he could pierce you to the core with those steely, icy eyes of his. When she had protested at his roaming hands, it was the first time she witnessed his calculating nature. He had not reacted negatively, or aggressively. In fact, he had not reacted at all. He drove her back to her house in silence, graciously opened the car door upon arrival, and walked through the front door without knocking. Her father was happy to see them, but his smile faded when he saw the fire behind Dan’s eyes.  
 
         “Follow me,” Dan had said to her dad. Not a question, a command. In their own house. “You stay there,” he had said to Mia, pointing to the couch. When Dan and her father finally finished their conversation, Mia noticed a queer look on her dad’s face. Later, once Dan had left, he spoke to her with a firmness that was unlike him. As he talked, she saw something behind his eyes that she had never seen before.  
 
         Fear. 
 
         Dan proposed a week later. Despite her hesitancy she accepted. She did not have a choice. The preparation was swift and in less than three months they were married. That night he took her to their wedding bed, and despite his tenderness, he was physically controlling. There was still no attraction and, as much as she tried, the wedding night was uncomfortable and unpleasant.  
 
         It was later that night, when Dan was gently snoring beside her and the ache in her groin endured, that Mia first wondered if she was attracted to men at all.  
 
      
 
      
 
    3. 
 
    The first true instance of his malice occurred only two weeks after their wedding night.  
 
         If their courtship had been old-fashioned, their marriage fared little better. Dan believed absolutely in traditional gender roles and Mia was expected to be the doting housewife. Her job – Dan’s words – was homemaker, and her existence going forward was purely for the betterment of her husband.  
 
         One day Dan had returned from work while Mia had been slaving away in the kitchen, working on the evening meal. The atmosphere in the home immediately soured. Dan was in a terrible mood. Though his face was impassive – when was it not? – fury burned behind his blue eyes. He would never speak to her of his frustrations of course. She knew little of his job and already knew better than to ask how his day was. Yet his demeanour told her enough. His breathing was deep and measured, while the familiar sight of the muscles clenching across his strong jaw made her grow cold.  
 
         She plated up their dinner, a lasagna, and called out that it was ready. They both sat and began to eat in silence, Mia pointedly looking down at her plate. Dan had only taken a single mouthful when he stopped and frowned. Mia looked at him as he examined his meal. He eyed Mia and shook his head.  
 
         “It’s burned,” he said.  
 
         “Burned?” Mia asked. 
 
         Dan turned the plate ninety degrees clockwise and pointed to the corner of the piece she had given him. Mia leaned forward and scrutinised. She was unable to see anything wrong with it.  
 
         “See?” Dan asked in a condescending tone.  
 
         Mia looked closer. She could still see nothing.  
 
         “I’m sorry,” she said. “I don’t know what I’m looking at.” 
 
         “That’s because you can’t cook for shit,” he said. “If you could, you would see that where I’m pointing is over cooked. Actually no, it’s not just over cooked. It’s inedible. Why would you make me eat anything that’s inedible?” 
 
         Mia looked at Dan, confused. She looked again where he was pointing. Still, she could see nothing wrong. Was it the light? Had the herbs she used clumped in a single place? The more she thought, the more confused she became.  
 
         “Honey, I can’t see anyth-” 
 
         Dan grabbed the plate and threw it as hard as he could against the wall. It hit with an almighty crash. The lasagna stuck to the wall as the plate shattered. Mia screamed, a high sharp noise of shock. She covered her head with her arms as pieces of their beautiful China wedding gift ricocheted around the kitchen. The sudden burst of violence was horrifying. 
 
         As she watched pieces of lasagna fall to the floor, she turned to her husband. He glared at her, his face deadly.  
 
         “Clean that up and make it again,” he said calmly.  
 
         Mia swallowed, terrified.  
 
         “Make it…again?” she asked.  
 
         “Did I stutter?” Dan said. “I forgot how slow you are.” He leaned in closer. Mia recoiled. “Clean that up,” he hissed pointing to the lasagna sliding down the wall, “and make it again. Clear?” 
 
         Mia simply nodded.  
 
         “Good girl,” he said. The condescension made her blood boil.  
 
         Before she could say anymore, her husband stood, grabbed his jacket, and walked out the front door.  
 
         She did as she was told. She cleaned up the mess and remade the meal – repurposing the filling as they had no more ground beef. Dan arrived back home three hours later. Mia stood in the kitchen, the new lasagna prepared and cooked perfectly.  
 
         “I remade it,” she said and hated how hopeful she sounded.  
 
         Dan nodded. He took an empty McDonald’s bag from behind his back and placed it pointedly on the kitchen counter.  
 
         “I’m not hungry,” he said. He planted a kiss on her head, got a beer from the fridge, and headed for the living room.  
 
         Mia stood in the kitchen, shocked and furious. It was a while before she noticed she was shaking.  
 
      
 
      
 
    4. 
 
    By the time Harper came into her life, Mia was desperately miserable. In the three years of their marriage, Dan’s behaviour had only grown worse.  
 
         He was a psychological monster.  
 
         Behind closed doors he was dreadful. The mind games were a daily occurrence. He took great pleasure in gaslighting her, belittling her abilities, questioning her judgement, all while bemoaning her lack of sex drive. A woman should perform whenever her husband desires, he repeatedly told her, so she would let him do whatever he wanted. Fortunately for her, what he wanted was pedestrian. He had no interest in foreplay; why would he when that involved being considerate to your partner? When sex happened, she would lay back and wait for him to finish. 
 
         Outside the home, however, he was beyond charming. In front of others, he treated her with a dignity that was totally absent when they were alone. She smiled and played the role he forced her into. In the early days, she had rebelled in her own small ways – undermining him in conversation, deliberately forgetting items when shopping, small ways to let him know he was not in full control – yet for every indiscretion there were harsh punishments. The first time it happened he refused her food. The second time he refused to speak or look at her for a week. On the third time, he locked her in the spare room for two days with only an apple and a bucket for her waste. She had begged for him to open the door by the end and was pathetically grateful when he did.  
 
         After that she did not rebel again, no matter how minor. 
 
         They had no children. Mia never got pregnant, for which she was secretly thankful. Though neither she nor Dan used protection – it went against his religious beliefs – he would always ensure he finished on her. It was yet another form of degradation on his part, an act he knew she disliked yet he did it anyway. Among friends and family, he would quietly tell those who listened that they had been tested and the fault was not with him. The tests had never happened but the looks he gave her when he told these lies were a provocation.  
 
         Contradict me, they said. I dare you. 
 
         Mia kept quiet.  
 
         Then, on a miserable wet day while Mia went grocery shopping, she met Harper.  
 
      
 
      
 
    5. 
 
    All Harper needed was a loaf of bread. That fateful morning all she had been craving was turkey sandwich, homemade, with a whole load of mayonnaise, and a few slices of pickle, like her grandma used to make. She had everything but the bread and nearly changed her mind once she saw just how heavy the rain was outside. The craving persisted, however. She grabbed her purse, her rain coat and left the house.  
 
         When she arrived at the store, her stomach rumbled. Seeing the rows of food before her aggravated her hunger. She needed bread, sure, but why not other things? There was nothing stopping her from creating a culinary feast! She was an adult, after all. 
 
         Bread first though, it was what she was there for.  
 
         She headed straight for the bread aisle.  
 
         As she reached for the nearest loaf, another hand touched hers. 
 
         It was accidental of course, just two people reaching for the same thing. They both immediately recoiled and looked at each other awkwardly.  
 
         “I’m so sorry!” the stranger said. Her voice was heightened, almost fearful.  
 
         “Hey, no sweat sister,” said Harper, smiling. She held up her hands in submission. “Please, go ahead.” 
 
         The woman jolted as if slapped.  
 
         “No, no,” she said. “You go.” 
 
         Harper’s smile faltered a moment. The woman’s reaction was odd, like she was terrified of them even talking.  
 
         “Honestly, it’s fine,” Harper said, calmly. “You go right ahead.” 
 
         There was a flicker on the woman’s face of something resembling a smile, like she was out of practice and found the process difficult. She nodded and said, “thank you” meekly before reaching for the bread. The woman grabbed two loaves and handed one to Harper.  
 
         “Oh, thank you!” Harper said kindly. She looked over at the woman’s basket and saw it filled with different types of sandwich fillings. “You making a platter there?” 
 
         “Hmm?” said the woman before looking down at the basket. “Oh! This. It’s for my husband. He’s picky with what he likes each day, so I buy a bit of everything.” 
 
         “He doesn’t make his own lunches?” Harper asked, amused.  
 
         The woman’s face fell, and she looked sheepishly at her feet.  
 
         “I’m his wife,” she said.  
 
         “And that makes him incapable of making a sandwich?”  
 
         The woman looked at Harper with an odd expression, like the idea of her husband acting autonomously was novel.  
 
         “You know, just ignore me,” said Harper. “It’s none of my business.” 
 
         “You don’t have anyone to take care of?” asked the woman, curiously. 
 
         “Honey, look at me. I haven’t wanted a man my entire life, and if I did, I certainly wouldn’t be taking care of him.” 
 
         “But isn’t that what wives do?” 
 
         Harper shook her head and said, “This is the twenty-first century. Wives aren’t subservient anymore. Unless you’re Amish.” Her eyes widened. “Shit, you’re Amish, aren’t you?”  
 
         The woman smiled.  
 
         “No, not Amish,” she said and held Harper’s gaze. She looked at Harper with a mixture of awe and curiosity. The way she spoke about her husband, or rather her duties to her husband, suggested this stranger lived a sheltered life. Maybe it was her first time seeing someone like Harper.  
 
         “Well, I’d better go,” said Harper awkwardly. “Nice meeting you.” 
 
         “Mia,” the woman said as Harper turned away. “My name’s Mia.” 
 
         Harper looked back. Mia was smiling. It lit up her whole face.  
 
         She’s beautiful, Harper thought. She turned back to her and held out her hand.  
 
         “Harper,” she said. They shook hands. Mia continued to scrutinise her, her smile widening before her face suddenly dropped. The colour drained. 
 
         “Dammit!” said Mia, snatching her hand away and looking at her watch. “I’m gonna be late! Excuse me!” And with that she hurried towards the registers. Harper watched her go and unpack her basket. Her body language was all wrong. Leaving the store was a matter of life and death it seemed.  
 
         After she paid, Mia practically ran out into the rain, not giving Harper a second glance. As Harper watched her go, she thought a great many things and all of them troubled her. What kind of relationship did she have with her husband to warrant such behaviour?  
 
      
 
      
 
    6. 
 
    They met again, quite by chance, only three days later at the Starbucks across the road from the store. Harper was already there, enjoying a large Americano – cream, two sugars – and reading the latest Robert Harris novel, when she heard the ding of the entrance door. Normally Harper paid no attention, yet since her meeting with Mia, she had hoped to see her again. She looked up from her book, hoping but not expecting to see that meek beautiful face.  
 
         There she was, staring right at her.  
 
         Harper’s heart skipped a beat. She looked even more radiant than before. The weather was clear and warm, and Mia wore a light but conservative blue dress that complimented her figure while revealing little. Her hair was tied in a small ponytail that accentuated her neck. Butterflies flew in Harper’s stomach.  
 
         She raised a hand and waved, smiling. Mia smiled and waved back. Harper pointed to the seat opposite her and raised her eyebrows hopefully. Seat? To her delight, Mia nodded shyly, while pointing her thumb over her shoulder toward the register. Let me get a drink. 
 
         Harper waited while Mia ordered. When she sat down, Harper could not help but watch her, entranced. Whatever she had ordered was in a to-go cup.  
 
         “Hey,” she said, still smiling.  
 
         “Hey,” said Mia, looking around herself nervously.  
 
         “You ok?”  
 
         “Hmmm?” asked Mia, noticing Harper’s gaze. “Oh, yes, sorry! I’m fine. I just get anxious in crowded places.” 
 
         “We can sit outside if you want?”  
 
         “No!” said Mia, that fear surfacing again. “In here’s fine. I can’t stay long though. Got errands to run.” 
 
         “Not a problem,” said Harper smiling while taking a small sip of her drink. 
 
         Mia looked sheepish and said, “Listen, I’m sorry about the other day.” 
 
         “Why are you sorry?” Harper asked. 
 
         “For running off like that,” said Mia. “It was rude, and you were being nice.” 
 
         “Hey, we all forget the time every now and then,” said Harper. “I forgot a dentist appointment once, despite my mouth being in agony.” 
 
         Mia giggled quietly before her face became serious.  
 
         “I know,” she said. “But it’s my husband.”  
 
         “The man who can’t make his own sandwiches,” said Harper.  
 
         Mia nodded and continued, “He gets angry if I’m late. He gets angry about a lot of things, really. If he thinks things aren’t…perfect.” 
 
         Harper frowned. 
 
         “What do you mean?” she asked.  
 
         Mia shifted uncomfortably in her seat.  
 
         “I don’t really want to talk about it,” she said.  
 
         “It’s ok, I won’t judge.” 
 
         “No, I mean it’s difficult for me to talk about it.” 
 
         Harper’s eyes widened.  
 
         “I’m sorry,” she said earnestly. “I wasn’t trying to pry. You don’t know me at all and here I am encouraging you to spill your guts.”  
 
         “It’s fine,” said Mia, offering a weak smile. “Honestly, don’t worry. You know, I don’t really know how to talk about things. I don’t have any true friends and the ones I do are the wives of my husband’s work pals. I don’t like them much and I don’t think they like me either.” 
 
         “What gives you that idea?”  
 
         Mia laughed. It was bitter.  
 
         “They’re quite a bit older than me,” she said. “And I come from a God-fearing family. They see me as young and stupid.” 
 
         Harper took a sip of her coffee.  
 
         “Do you mind if I say something?” she asked. “An observation.” 
 
         “An observation? Of me?”  
 
         “Yes,” said Harper, “and I promise it’s not bad.” 
 
         Mia looked at her curiously. She let out another laugh, this one nervous.  
 
         “What’s funny?” asked Harper.  
 
         “You. You’re funny,” said Mia. 
 
         “Good funny or bad funny?” 
 
         “Just funny,” Mia said. “You’re right, you don’t know me, but I somehow feel like I can relax around you.” 
 
         Harper smiled and asked, “Are you usually a good judge of character?” 
 
         “I’m a good judge of people’s moods I guess,” said Mia. “Well, my husband’s at least.” She took a sip of her own coffee. “What’s your observation?” 
 
         Harper leaned forward in her chair.  
 
         “You’re nervous,” she said. “Your behaviour the other day, it was like you were expecting me to snap at you. It was like you wanted to talk more but you were afraid to.” 
 
         Mia looked down at her hands and took another sip of her drink. She pointedly avoided Harper’s gaze.  
 
         “You didn’t speak of your husband in overly fond terms just now either,” Harper continued.  
 
         “You sound like you think a lot,” said Mia defensively.  
 
         “What I see is a woman behaving very similarly to my aunt,” said Harper. Her tone was even, almost soothing. “She was nervous too and that was because of my uncle.”  
 
         Mia looked up at the woman sat before her.  
 
         “How is your aunt?” she asked tentatively.  
 
         “She’s in care,” said Harper. “My uncle was a terrible man, and one day my aunt had enough, so she left. But he found her and put her in the hospital. He’s in prison now but it still took my aunt being permanently crippled for that to happen.”  
 
         Mia’s eyes widened. Harper’s honesty was refreshing.  
 
         “I’m sorry,” she said.  
 
         Harper shrugged and said, “It was years ago, but since then I guess I’ve become attuned to people like her. I like to think I’ve got a good sense of someone when I meet them.” 
 
         Mia shifted in her seat. 
 
         “He’s never hit me,” she said quietly.  
 
         “It doesn’t have to be physical,” said Harper.  
 
         Mia slowly nodded. Her lip trembled slightly. She looked at her watch.  
 
         “I have to go,” she said.  
 
         “More errands?” asked Harper. 
 
         “Can I…” asked Mia tentatively. “Can I see you again?”  
 
         Harper smiled. She reached into her bag, pulled out her cell phone, and handed it to Mia. A few short taps, and Mia passed it back.  
 
         “I’ll text you,” Mia said before offering her own smile and leaving. Harper watched after her. She was eager to see her again. 
 
      
 
      
 
    7. 
 
      
 
    “Harper!” came the call from upstairs. Harper snapped out of her memories and back to the present. Mia’s voice was not panicked, much to Harper’s relief.  
 
         “Yes, honey?”  
 
         “Can I have some water please?”  
 
         “Sure thing!” 
 
         Harper walked to the kitchen sink and filled a glass. She took three large gulps. Her mouth was bone dry. Though she was strong for Mia, her own anxieties could only be kept at bay for so long.  
 
         The night Dan found out about the two of them had been dreadful and Harper had been pushed to breaking point. She had never known that such violence was in her, but someone hurting the one you love can do that to a person. She had reacted and Dan had collapsed, but not before staring at her with a peculiar look of bewilderment and fury. There they left him and they had not looked back. That was four days ago.  
 
         Though she remained strong for Mia, there was no denying that Harper was terrified. 
 
         They could only run for so long though. By now Dan would have been found or his absence noted. It was only a matter of time before the authorities tried to find them.  
 
         “Honey?” Mia called. 
 
         “Coming,” said Harper, refilling the glass. She sighed and headed upstairs. She suddenly craved the warm embrace of her lover.  
 
      
 
      
 
    8. 
 
    The police were after neither Mia or Harper.  
 
         Dan had survived his altercation with them. Though Harper had hit him hard - the gash on his scalp pouring blood onto the beige carpet - his wife’s mistress had panicked and fled with Mia in tow.  
 
         But Dan was alive. Bruised but alive.  
 
         And he was angry. 
 
         Very, very angry. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 CHAPTER FIVE 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    1. 
 
   U pon leaving the Rockford Grill, Toni Anderson headed straight for the only liquor store in town. They refused to serve her so she lifted a bottle of cheap bourbon and ran from the store before they could catch her. She needed to drown her sorrows, on her own, preferably away from anyone and everyone. She headed for a place away from the marina, a small, beached cove towards the edge of town, and hid from her problems. She sat on a large, flattened rock, where she opened the bourbon, took a long gulp, and looked out to sea. The stench of seaweed was prevalent, infused with the saltiness of the ocean waves lapping laboriously across the rocks. The cove was hidden from view and, as far as Toni was aware, she was the only one that knew of its existence. It had been a refuge for her during dark times in her youth and became a further comfort after her mother passed. The seclusion suited her just fine and now, as she stared out at the endless ocean, she came to an obvious realisation. 
 
         She was done with this town. Everyone hated her and it was clear she was no longer welcome. That was fine. She could make it on her own. It was just a shame there was none of Orson’s money left. It would take a fair amount to find her feet outside of town. But, then again, she could always find herself another sugar daddy. It had happened before; she could make it happen again.  
 
         Toni took four long gulps on the bourbon, the reassuring heat sending tingles of joy down her body. She pulled her cigarettes from her pocket and lit one.  
 
         Rockford Sound was small and could only offer so much. Why she had hung around for so long she did not know. Maybe it was comfortable, safe, familiar, but none of those reasons were enough to keep her there, not anymore. It was perfectly situated though - Seattle was only an hour’s drive to the south and, better yet, Canada was roughly the same distance north, with Vancouver not much further past that.  
 
         She took two more gulps from the bottle. Her stomach turned in protest at the lack of food as the buzz of inebriation quickly set in. 
 
         Yeah, I could go to Vancouver. Different country, different city. Big enough to get lost in. Bigger than this shit hole.  
 
         Toni lit another cigarette and smiled. The police would probably look for her, but she doubted they would look too hard. She was a delinquent, sure, but not a danger. They were unlikely to throw up any roadblocks. She snickered, inhaled smoke billowing out her nose like a malicious dragon. She could cross the border before they knew she was gone.  
 
         She thought about her father. Would he be sad she was gone? Their relationship had never been great, even before her mom died, but now they were just strangers. That was no dig at Bob. He had done his best and Toni was aware enough to know she could be difficult, but it seemed the more she tried to make him listen, the less he wanted to.  
 
         He would be sad she was gone. But Toni thought, he would also be relieved.  
 
         My gift to you, Pop, she thought bitterly and took another long swig from the bottle, gazing out over the glittering sea. 
 
         Vancouver it is. 
 
      
 
      
 
    2. 
 
    The Lady Jane arrived back in Rockford Sound as the sun hit its midday peak. A squad car and ambulance waited for them. Sheriff Pete Banner watched the ship moor up. Once secured to the dock, the paramedics went aboard with a stretcher and a body bag. As they went below deck, Pete beckoned Bob over. 
 
         “Hell of a morning,” said Bob.  
 
         “That’s for sure,” said Pete. “Any ID on the stiff?” 
 
         Bob handed over the wallet he found and said, “Professor Clifton Ludlow. According to his driver’s licence he’s from Houston, Texas.” 
 
         “Houston?” asked Pete. “What the hell is he doing all the way out here?” 
 
         “Your guess is as good as mine Sheriff,” said Bob, fidgeting. He lit a cigarette and inhaled deeply. Pete looked at him with the look of a disapproving parent but said nothing.  
 
         “So, what happens now?” Bob asked.  
 
         “I’ll need to speak with your crew,” said Pete. “Who saw the body first, how it was handled, how many people carried it below, that kind of stuff.” 
 
         “I’ve got a written record if that helps?” said Bob. 
 
         “It’s not that I don’t believe you, it’s just procedure,” said the Sheriff.  
 
         Bob sighed.  
 
         “Problem?” asked Pete. 
 
         “How long will it take?”  
 
         “A couple ‘o hours,” Pete said. “Not an interrogation, it can be done here, but it needs to happen.”  
 
         “The boys won’t be happy.” 
 
         “I know.” Pete took off his hat and ran his fingers through his thinning hair. Bob appeared agitated. Of course he would – they had found a body. But this was more than shock. The Captain’s eyes were darting from side to side, like he was excitedly waiting for something.  
 
         The paramedics reappeared; the corpse inert in the body bag as they carried it to the deck on the stretcher.  
 
         “What happens to him?” asked Bob, placing another cigarette in his mouth. His hand trembled as he brought the flame to his face. The light of the flame danced over the glistening sweat on his brow. The more Pete looked the more he noticed how gaunt his old friend was.  
 
         “You ok there Bob?” asked Pete, frowning.  
 
         Bob snapped his head up and looked at the Sheriff, as if remembering he was there.  
 
         “Huh? Yes! Sorry, all’s good!” he said cheerily. “Just a hell of a day. Listen, I’m gonna talk to the boys, tell them what’s happening. I’ll send the guys who found the body to you first.” 
 
         Pete nodded. Bob smiled and strolled back onto the Lady Jane where his crew watched him, their faces glum.  
 
         As Pete watched the Captain, he was confused by the man’s behaviour.  
 
         It was as if he was suffering withdrawal.  
 
      
 
      
 
    3. 
 
    Nicole Young pulled into her mother-in-law’s driveway as the front door opened. Robbie came running out, squealing with delight.  
 
         “Mommy!” he yelled. 
 
         As she left the car, she scooped her son into her arms with a big hug and smothered his face with kisses.  
 
         “Hey little man!” she said as her mother-in-law watched from the doorway. “You been a good boy for Grandma?”  
 
         Robbie nodded eagerly. Nicole carried him in the crook of her arm and walked to the front door where she gave Elijah’s mom a peck on the cheek.  
 
         “Hey, Janice,” she said warmly. 
 
         “Hi,” said Janice, giving Nicole’s arm a squeeze.  
 
         “Robbie been ok?” 
 
         “He’s been an angel, haven’t you?” Janice said, ruffling her grandson’s hair, much to his delight. “So, you’re done for the semester?”  
 
         Nicole nodded. Her community college course had taken up more time than she had anticipated.  
 
         “Well,” Janice continued, “I think that calls for a cookie, don’t you? They’re just baking. Robbie helped, didn’t you?”  
 
         Robbie nodded and said, “Grandma let me stir.” 
 
         Nicole laughed.  
 
         “That’s a big responsibility,” she said to her son. “Did you manage?”  
 
         “He took it very seriously,” said Janice. “Told me when I could add more chocolate chips.” 
 
         “Ahh, a perfectionist,” Nicole said. “He’s definitely like his father.” 
 
         Janice smiled and said, “Come on in. I’ll make some coffee.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    4. 
 
    Elijah was back in the game.  
 
         He proofread the outline and, happy with it, he sent it to Gretchen with a feeling of triumph. The story was a little more absurd than his previous books, but he felt he had earned enough trust with his audience to allow for something more bizarre. He was already a thousand words into writing the prologue when he received a reply from Gretchen. It was short and simple:  
 
      
 
    Wonderful Darling! Just wonderful! I shall await this one with much anticipation!   
 
      
 
    Elijah chuckled. 
 
         It was another hour later and a further thousand words when there came a knock at the door.  
 
         Nicole’s here already? he thought, though he had received no messages from her saying she was on her way. He shrugged and opened the door.  
 
         His smile morphed into confusion when he saw one of the women from the diner stood on his doorstep.  
 
         “Hey!” she said. “Hope I’m not disturbing you. I saw you outside not long ago and I thought I’d come say hi. Is that ok?”  
 
         “No, not at all,” said Elijah. “Sorry, I thought you were my wife.” 
 
         “What, is she rocking the Miley Cyrus mullet too?” she said smiling.  
 
         Elijah laughed and said, “It’s uncanny. She’s coming down later this evening with our son.”  
 
         “That’s nice,” the woman said, warmly. “Listen, I wanted to thank you for what you did this morning. You didn’t have to get involved.” 
 
         “Hey, it’s not a problem,” Elijah said. “I’m not a fan of assholes and she was giving off major asshole vibes.” 
 
         “You can say that again,” the woman said, rolling her eyes. “But thank you, really. It’s nice to know there are some good people when it calls for it.” She held out her hand. “Harper.” 
 
         “Elijah,” he said, taking her hand. “Do you want to come in? Just brewed some coffee.” 
 
         “Actually, yes, that’d be lovely,” said Harper.  
 
         Elijah stood to one side and let her pass.  
 
      
 
      
 
    5. 
 
    Orson’s day was getting worse.  
 
         After his display that morning Edith had closed the diner, but not before offering a free breakfast to the remaining customers. They had accepted, despite his behaviour, and Orson had made sure everything was fresh and piping hot. He even delivered to their tables, while Edith cleaned up the shattered glass. He could not have apologised more.  
 
         After the customers had left, Edith had flipped the Open sign to Closed and beckoned Orson into her office. He knew what was coming. 
 
         “You’re fired,” Edith said as soon as they sat down.  
 
         All Orson could do was nod.  
 
         “I took you on in good faith,” said Edith. “A lot of people wouldn’t’ve have done after what happened with that Anderson woman, but I’m not one to judge. However, you cannot, cannot, behave like that, not here, not anywhere. I don’t care who it is that’s riled you up. You could’ve hurt the customers.” 
 
         Orson smiled inwardly. Edith was not worried about Toni’s wellbeing, it seemed. 
 
         “Got anything to say?” Edith asked.  
 
         “You’re a hundred percent right,” he said. “It was dumb and I’m sorry. I should never have put you in that situation.” 
 
         Edith sighed and said, “Listen, you’re not a bad guy. Foolish maybe, but not bad. Maybe I can put a word in for you somewhere, tell them you’re looking to do something other than flipping burgers.” 
 
         “Like where?” Orson asked. “I’m too old to be a fisherman and besides, Toni’s father wouldn’t have me within twenty feet of him.” 
 
         “I’m sure Larry would have you.” 
 
         “Maybe, but again, I’m getting old. I’m in bed by nine, let alone kicking out drunks out at midnight.” 
 
         Edith sighed.  
 
         “I’m sure you’ll figure something out,” she said, “but I can’t have you here. If it had just been Toni here, then maybe, but we had customers.” 
 
         Orson held up his hands and said, “Look, I get it ok? I messed up. I’m not going to ask forgiveness.” 
 
         “Can I ask you something?” said Edith.  
 
         Orson shrugged. 
 
         “Why do you stay?”  
 
         “What do you mean?” asked Orson. 
 
         “You came to Rockford Sound to retire, yes?”  
 
         Orson nodded. 
 
         “Then why do you stay?” Edith asked. “I don’t see what’s keeping you here. If I was in your shoes I would’ve packed up and put this sorry town behind me.” 
 
         Orson leaned back in his chair and said, “I don’t think you realise just how little I have left. You need money to move away, and I have none.” 
 
         “None at all?” 
 
         Orson shook his head.  
 
         “She got her claws into you, didn’t she?” said Edith.  
 
         “Don’t I know it,” he said bitterly.  
 
         Edith placed her hand on his and said, “I’m sorry Orson. I really am.” 
 
         All he could do was nod as his eyes welled up.  
 
         “Go on home,” Edith said, “and I’ll email you a reference.” 
 
         Orson nodded. He wiped his eyes and stood. He had brought nothing with him that morning other than his wallet and the keys to his apartment.  
 
         “Bye Edith,” he said before leaving the diner and heading straight to The Crab Bucket. 
 
      
 
      
 
    6. 
 
    While his crew were interviewed by the Sheriff, Bob Anderson excused himself and headed home. Arnold had protested – Bob was needed on the Lady Jane – but the Captain had promised he would be back in time to leave when they were ready.  
 
         Arnold was sceptical but kept quiet.  
 
         Now Bob was home, he hurriedly pulled the crystal from his pocket and studied its surface.  
 
         He was drawn to the item. It called to him, demanded his attention, and the more he looked the more enraptured he became.  
 
         The thing was alive. Just below its surface something moved, like it was waking from a long slumber. The impenetrable surface grew translucent, exposing an aura that flushed green. It was not a single shade though - it fluctuated like liquid, light refracting through it and producing every pigment of green he had ever seen.  
 
         It grew brighter.  
 
         Bob felt happy as he looked at it, happier than he had since before the death of his wife. It overwhelmed him, flooding his brain with a profound joy while also being hit with a pang of unenviable sadness. His emotions ran the complete gambit, his mood fluctuating faster than he had ever experienced, yet all the while he wanted the crystal more than anything.  
 
         His want for this thing was like an addiction and the more he stared at it the less inclined he was to be rid of it.  
 
         What’s happening to me, he thought as his senses came back to him with startling clarity. He looked around. He was in his home, though he initially did not recognise it, like he had woken from a lucid dream.  
 
         Confused, Bob checked his watch. A half hour had passed since he arrived home. His eyes widened with shock. 
 
         A half hour!? he thought. Is that all he had done in that time? Stared at an inert object like he would a lover? He looked down at the thing in his hand with disgust. There was no rapture to be seen anymore, no wonder, no profound transcendence, just a plain black crystal the size of a soda can.  
 
         “What are you?” he asked the thing as he turned it around in his hand. His concern turned to curiosity. Where had this come from, and why was it in the possession of the late Clifton Ludlow? And what the hell was Mr Ludlow doing in the middle of the ocean in the first place?  
 
         It was then that Bob noticed the smell of gas and engine oil. A closer look at his fingers showed thick black dirt under his nails. He brought them up to his nose and sniffed. Odd. He had no memory of being near the Lady Jane’s engines or the fuel tanks. That was Arnold’s job.  
 
         Bob checked his phone. No messages yet from his second in command. The police must still be questioning the crew. There was, however, a missed call from Toni. The date stamp was only fifteen minutes ago.  
 
         Damn, I didn’t even notice my phone go off. 
 
         He called her back. The call rang twice and went to voicemail. He did not leave a message.  
 
         Bob sighed and re-checked the time. It was now approaching 4pm. He and his crew would be lucky to return to the sea before evening.  
 
         He placed the crystal down on the kitchen counter and headed for the shower.  
 
      
 
      
 
    7. 
 
    “What you working on?”  
 
         Elijah turned from the percolator to see Harper eyeing up his laptop.  
 
         “A new novel,” he said. 
 
         “You’re a writer?” asked Harper. 
 
         Elijah nodded. 
 
         “Written anything I know?” Harper said.  
 
         “Depends on what you like reading I guess.” 
 
         “I like historical fiction mostly,” said Harper. “Like Ken Follett or Edward Rutherford.” 
 
         Elijah smiled and said, “Then I don’t think you’d like my work. My first book was about a psychic detective chasing down a time travelling serial killer.” 
 
         Harper stared at him a moment before leaning her head back and laughing.  
 
         “What’s so funny?” Elijah asked.  
 
         “Sorry, I don’t mean to be rude,” said Harper. “That sounds like something I’d find on the Syfy channel.” 
 
         It was Elijah’s turn to laugh.  
 
         “I’ll take that as a compliment,” he said. “I quite enjoy watching Syfy.” 
 
         “And what’s this new one about?” asked Harper curiously. 
 
         “Oh, you’ll love it,” said Elijah eagerly. “I’m changing it up and writing a historical piece about the local area.” 
 
         Harper eyed him suspiciously.  
 
         “You’re trolling me,” she asked. 
 
         Elijah smirked and said, “Of course I am. It’s about lizard men infiltrating a small town.” 
 
         “Touché,” Harper said, laughing. “Hey, if it sells, I’m hardly one to judge.” 
 
         Elijah nodded as the percolator began to gurgle. He turned and filled the two cups on the counter next to him.  
 
         “How do you take your coffee?” he asked.  
 
         “Cream and sugar,” said Harper.  
 
         “Damn,” Elijah said. “I don’t have cream or sugar.”  
 
         Harper chuckled and said, “I guess I’ll have it black then.” 
 
         Elijah handed her the piping hot mug.  
 
         “My bad,” he said.  
 
         Harper shrugged. “I’ve had worse,” she said and took a sip, her face creasing at the bitterness. 
 
         “So,” said Elijah, “what brings you to Rockford Sound?” 
 
         Harper took a sip of her coffee and shrugged. 
 
         “Needed space from an ex,” she said.  
 
         “Yours?”  
 
         “Hers actually,” she said, nodding her head in the direction of the other beach house.  
 
         “Ah,” said Elijah. “Let me guess, she’s not happy she’s moved on.” 
 
         “Well, it was her husband actually.” 
 
         “Oh!” said Elijah.  
 
         “That ain’t the half of it,” said Harper. “We’ll stay here a couple more days until we figure out what to do next.” 
 
         “You don’t have anywhere to go?”  
 
         Harper sighed.  
 
         “Not to get too personal,” she said, “but my family disowned me when I came out and I wouldn’t be surprised if hers do the same.” She leaned in conspiratorially. “They’re religious as all hell. Kinda adds insult to injury when you’ve left your husband for a woman.” 
 
         Elijah nodded.  
 
         “So, we’re kinda on our own at the moment,” Harper continued. “You don’t smoke do you?” 
 
         “Afraid not,” said Elijah. 
 
         “Damn, I could really use one right now. I quit three years ago and all I want right now is a smoke.” 
 
         Elijah smiled and said, “Is your girlfriend ok?”  
 
         “Mia? She’s…on edge, to say the least.” Harper forced a smile. “You said your wife was coming down?” 
 
         “Yes,” said Elijah. “She should be here this evening. The plan was for me to come down here for a couple of weeks to start the new book. She’d meet me later.”  
 
         “That’s a very patient wife,” said Harper, smirking. 
 
         Elijah nodded.  
 
         “That she is,” he said. “To be honest, if it wasn’t for her, I would’ve given up on writing a long time ago. She kept reminding me there’s a market for everything. I know I’m not writing high art; I write the kind of stuff I want to read. I just didn’t think anybody else wanted to.” 
 
         “And it sells?” asked Harper. 
 
         “Quite well it seems,” said Elijah. “Who’d’ve thought it huh?”  
 
         “Well,” said Harper, lifting her mug in celebration, “here’s to the lizard men!” 
 
         “Here, here!”  
 
         They clinked their mugs and laughed as Harper’s gaze shifted out the kitchen window to the house at the end of the quay.  
 
         “You know if anyone’s rented that place?” she asked.  
 
         Elijah followed her gaze. The house was identical and as far from where they stood as Harper’s place was.  
 
         “I don’t know,” said Elijah. “I didn’t really think to go introduce myself if I’m honest.” 
 
         “You scared?” Harper teased.  
 
         “Introverted,” said Elijah. “Can’t say I’ve seen any lights on, so maybe no one’s there.” 
 
         “There’s a truck on the drive,” Harper pointed out.  
 
         “So there is,” said Elijah. He shrugged. “Guess they’re keeping to themselves.” He turned back to Harper and smirked. “I get that.” 
 
         Harper nodded and drank the rest of her coffee. 
 
         “I’d better head back,” she said. “Thank you for the drink.”  
 
         Elijah took the mug from her and said, “No problem. And hey, if you need anything while you’re here, just come knock. And bring your girlfriend too. Sounds like she could relax a bit.” 
 
         “I’ll keep that in mind,” Harper said. “Thanks again.” 
 
         After she had left, Elijah turned back to the kitchen window and stared at the third beach house. It was odd that he had not noticed it before. No, that was not right. Of course, he had noticed it. It had just not warranted his attention.  
 
         Whatever the other guests were up to, it was none of his business, but if he saw them at all he would make sure to say hi.  
 
      
 
      
 
    8. 
 
    Sheriff Pete Banner did some digging on Clifton Ludlow as his deputies finished their questioning of the Lady Jane’s crew. He quickly found a match: Professor Clifton Ludlow of Houston, Texas, resident of Midtown with his wife, Eve Ludlow (nee Ilse). He had called their home, yet no-one had answered. He tried twice more with equally frustrating results. He would assign a deputy to try again intermittently over the evening. In the interim the Sheriff kept reading.  
 
         Records show that, until 2012, Professor Ludlow worked as a Professor of religious studies at the University of Houston until he resigned, ostensibly to write full time. He had written two books, one on the origins of religion and the other of the need for religion in modern society. Both had been received well in academic circles though the backlash to his second book had been fierce. His website stated that he was currently working on a third book with the hope of releasing it by the end of the following year.  
 
         So, why were you face down in the ocean by my town? thought the Sheriff.  
 
         Why indeed. 

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 CHAPTER SIX 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    1. 
 
   A rnold tried calling the Captain a third time to no avail. It was unlike Bob to not pick up and the timing could not have been worse.  
 
         Someone had fucked with the Lady Jane’s engine. Arnold had been walking past the engine room when he noticed the overwhelming smell of gasoline. Walking into the room he found the fuel tanks had been ruptured as well as engine oil smeared over the walls. He saw leaking hydraulic fluid too. The sabotage was not subtle, and the more Arnold looked, the more damage he found. The damage went beyond a simple patch job – the entire engine would need replacing, the cost of which would be high and leave the Lady Jane out of commission for considerable time. 
 
         There was no way they would get back out to sea, not for a while. Whoever was responsible had just cost the whole crew their wages.  
 
         Arnold told those on the ship to meet in the crew quarters and those ashore were ordered to come back.  
 
         The lack of contact from the Captain was a concern. Bob had not been himself since the discovery of the body and his insistence on heading home was out of character. It was not the first time they’d had to double back and whenever they had he had remained on deck to co-ordinate with the crew. This time, though, something was very different. He could not wait to get away.  
 
         And now, with a genuine crisis on their hands, he was nowhere to be seen.  
 
         Arnold went to the crew quarters as the last of the men arrived.  
 
         “What the hell is that smell?” one asked.  
 
         “That’s gasoline,” said Arnold. “There’s no good way to say this but the engine’s been completely destroyed.” 
 
         He watched the shock on each of their faces.  
 
         “The hell you say!” another piped up. 
 
         “It was no accident either,” Arnold continued. “Looks like someone took a weapon to it. And guess what guys? The fire axe is missing.” 
 
         The crew all looked at one another, dumbfounded.  
 
         “I’m going to ask this once, ok?” Arnold said. “Who did this?”  
 
         Silence.  
 
         Arnold sighed and said, “This is serious. Real fucking serious. It ain’t a simple patch job: the whole engine’s gonna need replacing, along with the fuel tanks. Until that’s done, we ain’t going anywhere. That means no fishing, and no pay, got it? I don’t know about you guys, but this is gonna make it real fucking difficult to pay my rent this month. That makes me pissed as all hell.” 
 
         “Where’s the skipper?” one man asked. 
 
         “At home I believe,” said Arnold. “I’m gonna head over there and tell him myself when we’re done here.” 
 
         “Ever heard of a phone?” the first man asked, laughing at his own joke.  
 
         “Gee, I never thought about that, smart ass,” Arnold said bitterly.  
 
         “He ain’t pickin’ up?”  
 
         “Let me worry about Bob. You just worry about which of you fucked the skipper’s engine, because when he finds out, y’all be lucky to not be the next floater we find.” 
 
         He watched the colour drain from their faces.  
 
         Good.  
 
         “Make no mistake,” said Arnold, “one of you did this, and that someone is in serious fucking trouble.” He looked at his watch. It was approaching 5pm. “I’m gonna go find the captain. No one moves from this boat until we’re back. Clear?”  
 
         “Who put you in charge?” came a protest. 
 
         “The skipper, when he made me his second, and anymore dumb questions from you, I’ll throw you overboard.” 
 
         “C’mon man! I’m supposed to see my girl.” 
 
         “My heart bleeds. If anyone’s missing by the time I’m back, those people are fired. Capeesh?”  
 
         The men shifted where they sat.  
 
         “Good. Anything happens while I’m gone, call me.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    2. 
 
    Toni came to with a worse headache than she had that morning, the bourbon violently fogging her brain and her stomach doing cartwheels. She had a moment of feeling nauseous before her gut compressed and she vomited. She narrowly avoided it splashing on herself as she rolled to her side, the offending bile and mucus splashing on the rock next to her. The smell hit her like a punch to the face, causing a second round of vomiting. The cycle repeated until there was nothing left to give but empty retching. Toni lay on her back and groaned, her eyes hurting. Why did she do this to herself? She had not eaten a bite since breakfast in the cells, yet she could not help but down a bottle of bourbon. 
 
         No wonder she felt terrible.  
 
         She looked around herself. Still alone, prone on the same rock, the ocean lapping against the sand.  
 
         She pulled her phone from her pocket and looked at the time. It had just gone 5pm.  
 
         There was a missed call from her father’s cell.  
 
         That’s odd, she thought. When he was out at sea he never called from his cell, always from the boat. There was no guarantee of a signal otherwise. Why was he back?  
 
         Toni needed to head home regardless. If she meant to follow through with her plan, she would need to pack. Clothes mainly, and a toothbrush. If her father was there, she would tell him straight up, otherwise a letter would suffice.  
 
         She sat up and steadied herself. The walk back would be laborious. 
 
      
 
      
 
    3. 
 
      
 
    When Harper had arrived back at the house, she found Mia sat in front of the TV, crying.  
 
         “Jesus, what’s happened!?” Harper cried, rushing over to her girlfriend, and pulling her in for a tight embrace.  
 
         “It’s nothing,” Mia said, sniffing. “It’s just, I thought I’d watch some TV, take my mind off things, but it was the news. I couldn’t stop watching.”  
 
         Harper looked at the screen. The breaking news was an update on the deaths attributed to the Eritrean famine, which now stood at over one-hundred thousand. Harper grabbed the remote control and turned off the TV.  
 
         “Why would you watch that?” she asked Mia, her voice soothing.  
 
         “Why is the world so horrible?” Mia asked.  
 
         “Because the world is unkind,” said Harper. “But you’re not, and I’m not, and there are many good people in the world that just want the best for everyone. Remember that ok?”  
 
         Mia nodded.  
 
         “I’m scared, Harper,” she said.  
 
         “I know you are,” Harper replied. “But I’m not going to let anything bad happen to you ok?”  
 
         Mia looked up at her girlfriend. She searched her eyes and saw love there. She brought her head forward and kissed her tenderly on the lips.  
 
         “Oh, I met our neighbor,” said Harper. 
 
         “Neighbor?” 
 
         “The man from the diner. He’s in the next beach house along. I figured I should say thank you for what he did.” 
 
         “Was he nice?”  
 
         “Yeah,” said Harper. “Turns out he’s a writer.” 
 
         “A writer? Like an author?”  
 
         “Yeah.” 
 
         “What’s his name?”  
 
         “Elijah.” 
 
         Mia’s eyes widened. 
 
         “Elijah Young?” 
 
         “I don’t know, I didn’t get his last name.” 
 
         “If that’s him, then he’s pretty big!” said Mia excitedly, wiping away her tears. “I saw a stand with his books in Barnes & Nobel once! We should see if they have his books in town, get an autograph!” 
 
         Harper laughed and said, “This town doesn’t strike me as the kind of place that has a well-stocked book shop.” 
 
         Mia pouted. 
 
         “It’d be cool though,” she said. 
 
         Harper laughed and looked at her watch. It had just gone 5pm and she felt the first pangs of hunger.  
 
         “What do you want for dinner?” she asked.  
 
         “Spaghetti and meatballs,” Mia answered immediately.  
 
         “Got a craving, have you?”  
 
         Mia nodded, smiling.  
 
         “I’ll need to head to the shop,” said Harper. “Will you be ok while I’m gone?”  
 
         Mia nodded again and said, “I’ll lock the door behind you.” 
 
         “Ok,” said Harper, kissing Mia lightly on the head. “And don’t watch the news while I’m gone. You’ll get upset again.”  
 
         “Yes ma’am!” said Mia, giving a mock salute.  
 
         Harper laughed again and stared lovingly at the woman in her arms. There was a youthful playfulness in her that had never been allowed to blossom while she had been with Dan. That man had sucked the joy out of life from her and stunted the woman she could have been.  
 
         “I love you, Mia,” she said with all her heart behind her. 
 
         Mia beamed. 
 
         “I love you, too,” she said. 
 
      
 
      
 
    4. 
 
    Nicole’s message to Elijah said she was on her way, yet she had gotten stuck within ten minutes of leaving their home.  
 
         The car had felt sluggish until she heard the unmistakable crunch of metal on concrete. She quickly pulled into the shoulder, her heart racing. 
 
         As they came to a stop Robbie asked, “Why we stopping mommy?”  
 
         Nicole sat there for a moment, breathing deeply. They had not had a blowout – that would have been far worse and potentially lethal on the highway – but the way the car handled suggested a flat.  
 
         She turned to her son in the back seat and smiled. 
 
         “Just need to check the car’s ok honey,” she said.  
 
         “What about daddy?” he asked. The crease in his forehead coupled with his pouty bottom lip was unbelievably cute.  
 
         “We’ll get to daddy, don’t worry,” she said. “I’ve just got to check. I’ll only be a moment.” 
 
         “Need to be quick!” Robbie said, his face becoming more serious. “Daddy’s ‘specting us!”  
 
         Nicole laughed and blew him a kiss as she exited the car. She did not have to look far to see the issue. The front driver’s side tire was totally flat, the rubber having worn away to the rim. That explains the scraping, Nicole thought and sighed. This was the last thing she needed. 
 
         She pulled her phone from her pocket and called her husband.  
 
         “You got a flat?” he said, concerned. “You guys ok?”  
 
         “Yeah, we’re fine,” said Nicole, looking at Robbie and sticking out her tongue. Her son giggled. “Just a little shaken. Going to need to call a tow company though. We’ll be late.” 
 
         “Hey, don’t worry about that!” said Elijah, relieved. “I’m just happy you’re ok. You think it’s just a tyre change?”  
 
         “I hope so, otherwise its gonna get expensive,” said Nicole, laughing nervously. 
 
         “Ok, well don’t let me keep you,” said Elijah. “Let me quickly say hi to the little man.” 
 
         Nicole handed the phone to Robbie who held the comically large object against his face in a sweet mimic of an adult. She watched him and her heart melted as father and son talked, Robbie growing animated when he spoke about the baking he had done with grandma. He soon grew distracted and handed the phone back to his mother. She and Elijah said their goodbyes and she quickly searched for a nearby breakdown company that may be able to give speedy roadside assistance. They said they would be with her in half an hour.  
 
      
 
      
 
    5. 
 
    Larry told Orson he had had enough to drink, and Orson was inclined to agree. Since leaving Rockford Diner he had gone to The Crab Bucket and drank, ordering a double Johnnie Walker on the rocks and a bottle of Budweiser. Larry had seen Orson like this before and knew better than to question him. His visits were so frequent now, in fact, that there was an understanding between them. 
 
         Though Orson was drunk, he was not as bad as he had been in the beginning, where he would sit outside The Crab Bucket and cry for his wife’s forgiveness while Larry desperately tried to console him. Though his woes were still terrible, coping with them had become easier, marginally at least. Losing his job at the diner was just another shit show to add to a long list of shit shows.  
 
         He nodded to Larry and asked for a coffee instead, strong double shot, to go.  
 
         “Sienna!” Larry shouted.  
 
         The young barmaid looked at him, irritated. 
 
         “Make the man a coffee, would you?”  
 
         Sienna rolled her eyes and turned to the coffee machine.  
 
         Larry leaned against the bar, his eyes on Orson, and said, “You know, I could do with an extra hand in the kitchen.” 
 
         Orson looked up, curious.  
 
         “I’ve literally spent the evening telling you why I just got fired,” he said.  
 
         “And I’ve no doubt that Toni deserved it,” said Larry. “If it’s any consolation to you, she’s banned from these premises.” 
 
         “No kidding.” 
 
         Larry nodded and said, “Punched me in the jaw when I cut her off. Well, I say punched. It was more like a tap, but that’s still assault. Taken it up with the Sheriff too. So, if you’re worried about meeting her in here, don’t.”  
 
         “I mean, she could’ve walked in at any time this evening,” said Orson. “I didn’t know she’d been banned.” 
 
         Larry laughed.  
 
         “What’s funny?” Orson asked.  
 
         “I get the impression you were kinda hoping she would,” said Larry. “She’s got you riled some.” 
 
         Sienna walked over with the coffee and placed it on the bar in front of Orson. He took a sip and stared into space. 
 
         “I don’t know if I could control myself if I see her again,” he said. “I always used to tell myself there was good in everyone, that I could never hate a person so completely. To me, to love someone is to willingly give your life for them, to love them more than you can possibly love yourself. If that’s the case, then hate would be the exact opposite. You wish that person was dead.” He looked Larry in the eye. “I don’t just wish she was dead. I want to see the life drain from her eyes. I want her to know it’s me that’s responsible.” 
 
         Larry stared at the man, disturbed. He had seen many people profess their darkest desires sat at this bar. When you lived in a small town it was easy for petty grievances to morph into something out of all proportion. Yet as he looked at Orson, he could see he was not joking. He saw murderous intent behind those eyes.  
 
         “I think it’s time I called you a cab,” he said. 
 
         Orson waved a dismissive hand and said, “No need buddy. I’ll walk. The fresh air will do me good.” 
 
         Larry nodded. 
 
         “Behave yourself now,” he said. “Sleep it off. And come see me tomorrow yeah? See if we can’t get you on the grill.” 
 
         Orson slid off his bar stool and raised his coffee in thanks. Larry watched him go, stumbling up the road towards his apartment. He considered calling the Sheriff before thinking better of it. The man was drunk and angry. Toni was problematic but not stupid. She would keep clear of Orson Cotcher if she knew what was good for her.  
 
      
 
      
 
    6. 
 
    Bob Anderson was huddled over the crystal like a man possessed.  
 
         Upon exiting the shower, he had felt a niggling worry that it had disappeared. It was an absurd notion – the house was locked – but his desire for the crystal had returned. A slight worry turned to panic and, naked but for a towel around his waist, he hurried into the kitchen, anxiety engulfing every fibre of his being. The crystal was there where he had left it. He lunged forward and grabbed it, clutching it close to his chest as relief flooded through him. He looked down at it like a concerned mother and began stroking its surface.  
 
         “It’s ok,” he said, smiling, a tear dropping down his cheek. “I’m here. I won’t let you go.” 
 
         He had sat there gazing into its surface ever since, water from his wet hair snaking down his body while the towel around him grew increasingly damp. The crystal spoke to him, it’s voice a deep caress against his ear that made him sigh with pleasure.  
 
         In the house, light dimmed, the very ambience sucked into a singular point where all that remained was Bob and the crystal. Around him the house went on as normal: pipes creaked, and the boiler turned on. A spider nestled in the corner above the TV cocooned its next meal. In the master bedroom a picture of Bob and Darleen in better days lay on the carpet where it had been knocked by Bob in his mad rush to find the crystal. The picture frame was broken in two places and the glass was cracked.  
 
         Outside the house life carried on. His neighbors went about their business, some preparing their evening meals, others engaged in heated arguments, and more headed back home after a day’s work.  
 
         In The Crab Bucket Larry and Sienna continued to serve paying customers while Clint sweated in the kitchen as he prepared food.  
 
         In the harbor Seagulls cawed as they flew lazily overhead in the deep ochre of the setting summer sun.  
 
         Bob’s crew waited restlessly on The Lady Jane for the Captain’s return and Arnold stalked towards the Anderson’s home with simmering resentment.  
 
         All this happened and more, much more, in the town and beyond, yet none of that mattered.  
 
         All that mattered was the crystal and the promises it held.  
 
         Bob saw a better future for himself, one without his job – he had long thought his love for fishing had died along with his wife – and without his difficult daughter. He scowled at the thought of Toni and grinned at his plan to kick her out the family home. The more he dwelled on it, the more excited he became. He would be rid of the last thing that was dragging him down in life and he could move forward in whatever way he wanted. The longer he held onto the crystal, the more unreasonable his animosity towards his daughter became, until his mind turned to murder.  
 
         Had Bob been rational, such thoughts would never have crossed his mind, but Bob was not rational, not anymore. The crystal’s power had insidiously clawed its way into his psyche and latched onto the darkest parts of his mind. Freud called it the unconscious-ID, the primitive part of the brain that acted on a purely animal basis. Bob Anderson was no longer himself. Even if he relinquished control of the object in his grasp, the effects were now so imbedded that he would never be the same again.  
 
         I will rid myself of these shackles, he thought, manically, as he stood and walked towards his bedroom, where his pistol was.  
 
         Behind him, the front door opened. 
 
      
 
      
 
    7. 
 
    Toni made no attempt to be quiet. She slammed the door shut behind her. If her father was in, he would hear her. Good. They needed to talk.  
 
         As she walked through the hallway, she was struck by just how dark it was. How dark it was getting. It was like the light from the house was getting dimmer the further in she went, the ambience being visibly removed like a candle dimming as she watched.  
 
         She looked back towards the front door, now only a few feet away, and found she could barely see it. She shook her head; afraid she was getting lightheaded. Unease began to ripple through her.  
 
         The fuck? thought Toni. She hurriedly took her phone from her pocket and looked at her home screen. The back light was as it should be, but the screen began to glitch, the pixels flinching with interference. The signal had disappeared too.  
 
         “What the hell is going on?” she muttered to herself and hated how her voice trembled. How drunk am I? she thought as the flutter of nausea reared its head again. But it was not just the dark that scared her. There was a foreboding the made her skin pimple with gooseflesh, the air heavy with dread, and the longer she stood, the more terrified she became.  
 
         She did not like it. Not one bit.  
 
         Toni placed her phone back in her pocket. She took two steps toward the front door, keen to leave, when a voice called after her.  
 
         Toni, it said.  
 
         The voice was loud but did not shout. She did not hear it so much as feel it reverberate through her head, inside her, caressing her ear like a lover. She stopped dead in her tracks.  
 
         Behind her, from the direction of the kitchen, came a sickly green light. It was the only thing able to pierce the gloom.  
 
         Toni 
 
         The voice now came from the kitchen. The longer she looked the brighter the light grew. Looking toward the kitchen filled her with comfort, the glow not unlike the reassurance of the night light her parents bought her when she was young. It was the strangest thing, but she could have sworn she saw the shadow of a hand beckoning her forward.  
 
         She gingerly walked toward the open door.  
 
         Toni gasped. 
 
         Stood next to the kitchen table was her father. He was completely naked, a towel by his feet, ignored from where it dropped from his waist. He had a hand to his side, while the other was inspecting something. In it he clutched the source of the mysterious glow, studying it like it was of profound interest. 
 
         As Bob shifted his gaze to his daughter, Toni took a step back.  
 
         Where his eyes had once been were now shafts of light the same noxious green that glowed through the room.  
 
         Toni, the voice from her father said. You’re home. 
 
         “Dad?” she asked, her voice trembling. “What’s happening?” 
 
         Glory, it said. Such wonder. Do you see it?  
 
         Toni watched with both awe and crippling fear as the thing that looked like her dad approached her, the glowing item outstretched before it. She could only eye the item with wide eyed wonder. It spoke to her, reassured her that her life was not as bad as she had feared. She was filled with a joy she had not felt in some time and a tear rolled down her face as she smiled.  
 
         “It’s beautiful,” she said, everything in her vision tunnelling toward this one source of light. She felt an unquenchable need to share this joy with others, but it also felt wrong somehow – the need to share was paired with the need for violence.  
 
         It was then that she saw her father bring his other hand up. Toni watched, confused, before shock finally registered.  
 
         ‘Bob’ placed the gun against her abdomen, it’s glowing eyes staring blindly at her, and pulled the trigger.  
 
      
 
      
 
    8. 
 
    Arnold stopped dead outside the house as he heard the unmistakable pop of the gun shot. He suddenly felt so desperately vulnerable.  
 
         Had Bob pulled the trigger. The skipper had not been the same since Darleen’s passing. Had he chosen to join her?  
 
         The front door opened.  
 
         Toni stumbled out clutching her stomach. Arnold stood and watched in horror as her eyes met his, pleading for help as blood seeped through her fingers and dripped at her feet.  
 
         Her eyes glowed the same green he had witnessed in the Captain earlier that morning.  
 
         Bob appeared behind her, his image sending waves of terror through Arnold. His nakedness was shocking in its impudence, his torso spattered with his daughter’s blood. He still held the gun, along with another item that shone with startling clarity. As Arnold watched the glow, he felt his fear dissipate. 
 
         As Toni fell to her knees, her father approached. He stood over her, his head tilting from side to side quizzically before raising the pistol and firing three times into his daughter’s back.  
 
         Arnold flinched, his senses returning. He had seen death before but never murder. The callousness in which his boss dispatched Toni made his stomach drop.  
 
         Bob’s glowing eyes continued to stare at his daughter’s body, a pool of blood spreading around her. Dropping the gun, he crouched beside her and tenderly stroked her back as if soothing her. The move did not appear deliberate so much as automatic, the man oblivious to the blood that now stained his hand. He turned her body over, Toni’s face slack in death.  
 
         Arnold watched in horror as Bob leaned toward Toni and put his lips to hers. The move was stiff and not tender. Light shone between their lips and hissed like a rushing wind. Toni’s body began to judder, the movement reminiscent of a seizure, before her eyes opened suddenly. No, Arnold thought, she had no eyes, not anymore. Where they once were was now sockets of chilling green light.  
 
         Bob stepped away from his daughter, taking the discarded pistol, as she too got to her feet. The expression on both their faces was blank, the personalities of both replaced with something incalculably evil.  
 
         They both turned their heads in unison toward Arnold. His feet refused to move despite the unparallelled fear in him as Bob raised the gun. He had enough time to scream a deep, primal, desperate cry before the bullet hit him in his face.  
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 PART TWO 
 
      
 
    The Eyeless 
 
      
 
      
 
    “The silence, the silence, the blinding ultra-violence,
Knocking at your door, pacing back and forth.” 
 
    Shinedown – DEVIL[image: ] 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 CHAPTER SEVEN 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    1. 
 
   E vil had arrived in Rockford Sound.  
 
         Its power was far from absolute, but in time it would be. The human mind had a delicious simplicity, its corruption pathetically easy. All it took was a spark to light a fire, and the fire would spread. 
 
         It now had two. The naked one hovered over the newest servant and shared its energy. The mind was more supple in death: there was no personality to contend with, no free will to break, just a blank shell of what that person used to be.  
 
         Now there was a third. This one was damaged – little remained of its face – but still viable. Had the brain been damaged, this was not an issue, though control required more effort, each fibre of the host’s form down to the marrow would be animated into an uncanny facsimile of human movement.  
 
         The second saw new hosts and approached. They would not be willing at first but once their life had dissipated, they would be willing enough.  
 
         Oh yes, evil had arrived. And it wanted more.  
 
      
 
      
 
    2. 
 
    The initial gunshot could have been mistaken for a car backfire. Only those with keen ears would have noticed and even then, the sound was muffled. It was only when Bob Anderson had gunned down his daughter in the street that people took notice. Neighbors stopped what they were doing, the fear of God coursing through them. When the fourth shot happened, taking much of Arnold’s face with it, the grim reality sank in.  
 
         Rockford Sound was now the scene of an active shooting.  
 
         Parents hid with their children and gun owners armed themselves. Lyle Johansson, who lived across the road from the Andersons, stopped eating with his family and immediately went to his gun cabinet where he armed himself with an AR-15 assault rifle. The magazine held twenty rounds of 5.56 ammunition, more than enough to take care of whatever whack job decided to fuck with his town.  
 
         As his wife hurried their two teenage children into the basement, Lyle exercised little caution as he opened his front door and aimed down the sights.  
 
         What he saw had no basis in reality, as Bob Anderson, a good neighbor, crouched naked over the man he had just shot and vomited what looked like green fire into the remains of the man’s mouth. The man then buckled before sitting up, oblivious to the fact he was missing much of his lower jaw.  
 
         Both men’s eyes glowed, their sockets incandescent.  
 
         Lyle stood frozen. He did not see Bob’s daughter approaching until it was too late.  
 
         He shifted his rifle towards her and pulled the trigger. A single shot echoed through the air, sending anyone left in the street scurrying away in terror. The bullet barely clipped Toni’s shoulder before embedding itself in the exterior wall of the Andersons’ house. Toni was unmoved and grabbed the rifle’s barrel, her skin sizzling as the heat from the muzzle burned. Lyle smelled the cooking flesh as the gun was yanked from his grip with impossible strength. He had little time to react as Toni used her free hand to grab him by the throat. She lifted him off the ground and tightened her hold, Lyle hitting her arm as hard as he could with no avail. His eyes bulged as her grip tightened. He momentarily thought of his family and hoped they would not be found. Toni crushed his throat. The force was enough to internally sever his spine. He died instantly.  
 
         Toni, still holding him, brought her lips to his. It was only moments until his body jerked, his eyes glowing. She relinquished her hold on Lyle and gently lowered him to his feet. Without a word, the thing that used to be Lyle turned and walked back into his house, its head flopping to one side as it casually returned to the gun rack and grabbed the 12-gauge shotgun, pumping a round into the chamber like it was second nature. It then headed down to the basement where the remaining Johansson’s hid. 
 
         As it kicked the door open and unloaded the shotgun into the basement, the blood curdling cries from the family falling on uncaring ears, the thing that was Toni Anderson turned and walked back into the street, indiscriminately firing the newly acquired assault rifle at anyone unfortunate enough to be in range.  
 
      
 
      
 
    3. 
 
    The Sheriff’s office was flooded with distressed calls, all talking of a mass shooting in progress not far from the central pavilion. Many included the sound of gunfire and carnage in the background. One call ended with the sound of agonising screams before the line went dead.  
 
         The Sheriff was notified immediately after the first call, and by the time the fifth came in – only thirty seconds after the first – Sheriff Banner and three deputies were on their way to the site of the slaughter, at the time believed to be contained within a single street. As the Sheriff approached the location, he was struck by the strange hue that emanated from the street. He was momentarily mesmerised, the ambience not unlike the sky during the aurora borealis. The eerie beauty, though, was at odds with the sourness of the air, a heavy corruption coursing through him the closer he got.  
 
         He arrived at the same time as the other deputies to a sight none of them had ever seen.  
 
         The assailants dotted the street, all with the single-minded purpose of murder. Some were disrobed, others injured, many displaying wounds that would be incompatible with life.  
 
         That’s not what struck Pete Banner though.  
 
         Every one of them had glowing green eyes and a neutral, robotic expression.  
 
         He exited his car and ran to the closest deputy.  
 
         “Call everyone in,” he said sternly.  
 
         The deputy reached for the radio. He was met with an ear-piercing feedback when he pushed the call button.  
 
         “Christ,” he winced.  
 
         “What the hell are you doing?” asked Pete.  
 
         “It’s not me, boss! The damned thing’s wiggin’ out on me!” 
 
         The Sheriff reached for his own radio and winced at the high-pitched whine. Where the hell was the interference coming from?  
 
         A scream close by garnered their attention. They looked up to see a young boy of maybe twelve years old being dragged out his house by the hair. The assailant had the same green eyes as the others, but Pete still recognised the man. It was Barry Parker, owner of the bait and tackle shop on the waterfront. The boy in his grip was his son, Greg.  
 
         The Sheriff aimed his pistol. 
 
         “Barry!” he shouted.  
 
         “Dad, stop!” Greg cried, tears streaking down his face. His clothing was covered in blood.  
 
         “Barry! Let go of the boy!” Pete yelled, his grip tightening on his pistol. 
 
         Greg saw the Sheriff and his deputies, their guns drawn and aimed at his father.  
 
         “He killed mom!” the boy cried.  
 
         “Barry!” Pete continued, the fear rising in him. “Let the boy go or I will shoot you!” 
 
         Barry stopped walking and tilted his head towards the Sheriff as if he had just noticed them. He let go of his son’s hair and stepped forward.  
 
         “Stop walking and put your hands on your head!” the Sheriff bellowed.  
 
         Barry continued forward as if he had not heard.  
 
         “This is your last warning!” 
 
         The Sheriff was briefly distracted by a scream from Greg and was horrified to see Barry’s wife walking from the house, her eyes also green. She had been eviscerated, her abdomen open and its contents bulging from the wound. She set upon her son like a rabid animal, straddling his prone figure and repeatedly hitting him over the head with clenched fists. The boy’s arms would only protect him for so long.  
 
         Barry still approached.  
 
         Sheriff Banner widened his footing and squeezed the trigger. 
 
         The bullet hit Barry Parker in the heart and sent him falling backwards. The two deputies also fired, twice each, their shots hitting him in the torso as he fell. Pete then aimed at Barry’s wife and fired a single shot in her side, the impact sending her off her son who cried in shock. The boy was exhausted, his arms bleeding.  
 
         “Chief!” one of the deputies shouted. 
 
         The Sheriff scanned the street to see more of the deranged residents turning their attention towards him, all with the same eyes and blank expressions. Those that had not noticed them continued their murderous rampage. Neighbors, friends, family, all turned on each other. Victims fought back but the assailants would not be stopped. People were being killed in the most heinous way, before coming back as lethal shells of who they once were. 
 
          Screams filled the air that cut through to the marrow and chilled the soul.  
 
          As five more of the monsters began their approach, Pete Banner realised with horror that he was in way above his head. He needed more men and fast.  
 
         “Head back to the station,” he ordered. 
 
         “Chief?” asked the nearest deputy, incredulous.  
 
         “I said head back to the station!” the Sheriff yelled.  
 
         “But there are people that need help!”  
 
         “We need more men, and we’ve got no control here!” said Pete, grabbing the deputy by the collar. “With our radios down, the only thing we can do is head back to the station, arm anyone we can, and hope to God we can find someone to call in outside help!”  
 
         There was another cry from the boy. The Sheriff and deputies witnessed his mother mount him a second time, armed with a shard from a broken nearby plant pot, before she stabbed him forcefully in the throat. Pete raised his weapon but could only stare in horror as the mother brutally murdered her son.  
 
         In his peripheral, he saw Barry Parker sitting up.  
 
         But we shot him! Pete thought.  
 
         As Barry got to his feet, three more had added themselves to the ranks of advancing monsters. It was only then that Pete noticed how many were armed.  
 
         “Get down!” he shouted as a fusillade of gunfire erupted in their direction. Their vehicles became pincushions as bullets embedded themselves in the metal. Glass shattered and rained down upon them as the whine of ricochets buzzed past their ears. One of the deputies screamed and fell flat on his back, clutching his leg as blood poured from his upper thigh. Pete saw the vehicle next to him buckle under the weight of something and looked up to see one of the possessed stood on the car’s hood, pumping a new round into a shotgun and aiming it at the wounded deputy. Before he could do anything, the gun fired and the chest of the deputy exploded in a red mist, leaving a crater where his ribs should have been. Another of the possessed was immediately on the corpse, having climbed over the squad cars, and locked its lips to the deputy’s.  
 
         The Sheriff raised his pistol and shot both nearby possessed, the one on the hood falling backwards and landing on the concrete with the audible snap of breaking bones. The one on his deputy he shot in the head, the contents of its skull splattering against the side of the second deputy’s squad car.  
 
         More still came.  
 
         Sheriff Banner and the remaining deputy scurried to their feet as others clambered over the car hoods while others saw sense and skirted around the vehicles entirely. He took one final look at the carnage as one of the houses began to billow smoke. 
 
         “Run!” he shouted to the deputy. They both turned on their heels and sprinted away as the pop of gunfire followed them. 
 
      
 
      
 
    4.  
 
    Fortunately for Nicole the tire change did not take long, though Roadside Rescue took over an hour to arrive. By the time they did, both she and Robbie were hot and irritable.  
 
         The man that arrived introduced himself as Carl and was overly friendly to the point of being annoying. Nicole held Robbie close to her in the crook of her arm and gave the man space to do his job. He explained that the tire was flat – no shit, Nicole thought – and that the wheel rim was bent, but there did not appear to be any further damage. There was no need for it to go into the shop, Carl said. Thank God for small favors, Nicole thought and asked how long it would take. 
 
         Carl smirked and said, “Got somewhere to be?”  
 
         “I’m meeting my husband, actually,” Nicole said, pointedly. 
 
         “Oh,” said Carl, his smile disappearing quickly. “Well, I’d say maybe half an hour?”  
 
         “A half hour?” asked Nicole, “To change a tire?” 
 
         “I’d guess so, yes.” 
 
         “But you said the damage was just to the tire.” 
 
         “Well, and the tire rim,” Carl said.  
 
         Nicole nodded and said, “So, why should it take half an hour to unscrew some bolts and screw them back on again?”  
 
         Carl looked at her and sneered. Nicole figured he was either unused to or generally disliked being called out.  
 
         “Unless,” she continued, “there’s another problem I should be made aware of?”  
 
         “No ma’am, no problem,” said Carl. “I’d best get started.” 
 
         Nicole nodded and made to call Elijah. The call went straight to voicemail. She frowned and tried again. Still, it went to voicemail.  
 
         “Hey, honey,” she said after the beep. “We’re still waylaid but shouldn’t be too much longer. The tire’s being changed now. I’ll call you again once we’re on the road. I love you.” 
 
         She hung up as Robbie started wriggling in her arms. She drew her son’s attention to what Carl was doing in the hope of keeping him entertained until they were back on the road.  
 
      
 
      
 
    5. 
 
    The first suspicion that something was wrong came when Elijah noticed an unearthly glow hovering over the town.  
 
         He had been in the shower and walked into the upstairs master bedroom when he saw it. He could not see much of the town proper. The road from the beach properties to the town led toward the marina and shore front. It was from there you could access the rest of the town. The beach houses were in no way elevated, and the land Rockford Sound stood on was flatter than a pancake. All that could be seen from Elijah’s position was the lights and festivities of the shore front.  
 
         This was more than just the ambience from the marina though. It was like the whole town radiated a radioactive glow.  
 
         Is there a festival going on I don’t know about? Elijah thought. It was not late, only half six in the evening the last he checked. It would not get dark for another couple of hours.  
 
         So, what the hell was this glow and why could he see it so clearly?  
 
         Through the sea-salt dirtied windows, there was smoke too: thick black smoke, the kind that came with fire.  
 
         He grabbed his cell phone and saw there was no signal. Odd, he thought. The signal had been fine when Nicole rang earlier. He sighed as he noticed the wi-fi was out too.  
 
         I don’t like this. 
 
         Pocketing the now useless brick, he put on a t-shirt and jogging pants and headed downstairs. In the kitchen was the router and house phone, he checked both.  
 
         They were dead.  
 
         Elijah headed for the front door. 
 
      
 
      
 
    6. 
 
    “Everything ok?” asked Harper.  
 
         “Sorry to bug you but have you guys got signal?” said Elijah. He held up his cell. “This thing’s bricked and the land line isn’t working either.” 
 
         “Hang on,” said Harper, heading into the house and beckoning Elijah to follow. Both hers and Mia’s phones were on the kitchen table. She checked them and frowned.  
 
         “What’s the matter?” Mia asked, timidly watching them from the couch. 
 
         “That’s odd,” said Harper, holding both phones above her head and walking around with them. 
 
         “That’s what I thought,” said Elijah. “Nothing at all?”  
 
         “Nada,” said Harper as she walked into the living room.  
 
         “What’s nada?” Mia asked.  
 
         “The network must be down,” said Harper absently. “It happens.” 
 
         “You got a landline?” asked Elijah.  
 
         “In the kitchen.” 
 
         Harper watched as Elijah went to the phone and put it to his ear.  
 
         “Nothing,” he said.  
 
         “Wait, the landline’s down?” asked Mia, panicked. 
 
         “How’s that possible?” asked Harper.  
 
         Elijah shrugged and said, “It’s the same as mine.” 
 
         Mia bristled. 
 
         “Jesus, he’s here,” she said. 
 
         “Who’s here?” Elijah asked.  
 
         “You didn’t see anyone outside our house, did you?” said Mia. 
 
         “I didn’t see anyone.” 
 
         “Are you sure?”  
 
         “Hey, don’t panic,” said Harper, placing the phones in her pocket and an arm around her girlfriend. “Just because the line’s down it doesn’t mean anything.” 
 
         As Mia nodded, there came the rumble of a large explosion. The three of them looked at each other, their eyes wide with fear. Elijah immediately ran outside with Harper close behind. Mia’s cries of panic were overridden by a second smaller explosion.  
 
         Harper caught up with the writer and stared in the direction he was pointing. There were now two pillars of black smoke, the closest billowing from the marina as detritus from the wreckage began to fall around them. Pieces of fishing equipment suggested one of the trawlers was the scene of the explosion.  
 
         “What the fuck?” said Harper. 
 
         “Over there!” said Elijah.  
 
         Harper shifted her gaze to see the black smoke was blowing across the road that joined the small beach side quay to the main town. Through it appeared a small group of people, five in all, their sights set on them.  
 
         All of them had glowing green eyes.  
 
      
 
      
 
    7. 
 
    Its power was growing.  
 
         It was a start, but to obtain full convergence, it needed more. So, it spread, searching for others to subsume into its whole. There would be more resistance – there always was – but as its influence multiplied, the less resistance there would be.  
 
         Some were already burned beyond repair. It could only do so much once the body had been reduced to cooked meat, but the ends would justify the means. The loss of a few would benefit the whole.  
 
         But it needed more. 
 
         Much, much more. 

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 CHAPTER EIGHT 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    1. 
 
   L eo Chaplin was pissed.  
 
         As soon as the skipper had said they would be returning home, Leo had messaged his girl. She had been delighted, of course, but all Leo had been interested in was a quick fuck before they headed back out. Ten days was a long time without the warmth of a good woman and Sienna was most definitely one of those. The things she did between the sheets would make a porn star blush, helped in no small part by just how great she looked naked. Leo was under no illusion as to just how lucky he was to have found her but for him it was just about sex. She had made comments about taking things further – they had been exclusive for over a month – but that idea somewhat soured his image of what they had. Her as a fuck buddy was hot. As a girlfriend, not so much. 
 
         When they had arrived in port, he told her they would be delayed. He did not elaborate on why they had returned or what the delay entailed and, to Sienna’s credit, she did not ask. Her response was a photo that left little to the imagination.  
 
         But then that fucker Arnold had told them about the damage to the engine and that they were now grounded. Leo’s initial elation was scuppered when the crew was placed on lockdown until the skipper returned.   
 
         “Who put you in charge?” Leo had said. 
 
         “The skipper,” Arnold had replied, “when he made me his second, and anymore dumb questions from you, I’ll throw you overboard.” 
 
         “C’mon man! I’m meant to be seeing my girl!” Leo hated just how petulant he sounded. 
 
         “My heart bleeds,” Arnold said, the sarcasm dripping from his voice, “If anyone’s missing by the time we’re back, those people are fired. Capeesh?”  
 
         Leo had watched that son of a bitch storm off the boat. He was furious. Why the hell did he need to be punished for someone else’s fuck up? But he needed the job, that was the truth, and it paid well.  
 
         He headed back to his bunk like a sulking child and messaged Sienna.  
 
         Still delayed. On lockdown until the skipper gets back. Someone fucked the engine so ain’t going nowhere. I’ll see you soon. 
 
         He ended the message with an eggplant emoji and a wink face and hit send. Twenty minutes later, there was no reply. When it got to thirty he checked his phone and frowned. He had no signal.  
 
         Outside, he heard a commotion.  
 
         Curious, he left his bunk and headed up on deck. Once there he saw the crew all looking toward an ominous aura that appeared to be emanating not far from the centre of town.  
 
         “The fuck?” Leo said to himself. There were others on the marina that were just as curious.  
 
         That was when the smell of smoke hit his nostrils. 
 
         He checked his phone again. Still no signal.  
 
         “Fuck this,” he said and headed back toward his bunk.  
 
         “Hey, where you going?” someone called.  
 
         “I ain’t stayin’ here,” Leo called back.  
 
         “But you’ll get fired!”  
 
         “Fuck him!” Leo shouted.  
 
         He was nearing his bunk when he noticed something further down the hall.  
 
         It was the same green glow that hovered over the town. Only now it was coming from the open doorway of the engine room.  
 
         Leo frowned. He walked toward the glow.  
 
         “Hello?” he called.  
 
         Silence.  
 
         Leo poked his head around the corner.  
 
         In the middle of the engine room was Arnold. His back was to Leo, but he recognised his clothes. He was pouring gasoline from one of the spare jerry-cans over the destroyed engine.  
 
         “Arnold?” asked Leo.  
 
         The boat’s second in command turned as he dropped the jerry-can. Leo took a step back in horror at the mess that was once Arnold’s face.  
 
         “Jesus!” Leo said. “Arnold, what happened!?”  
 
         He saw Arnold reach for something tucked into his waistband.  
 
         A flare. 
 
         He looked at Arnold, his palms sweaty and eyes wide as the realisation of his intent became terrifyingly clear.  
 
         “Don’t!” was all he managed before Arnold lit the flare. 
 
         The combustion was instantaneous. Leo spent a full two seconds experiencing the most intense, earth-shattering pain he had ever felt, before the flames reached the fuel tanks. 
 
      
 
      
 
    2. 
 
    On deck, the remaining crew had no time to react. Those that were not killed instantly were injured so significantly that death would soon take them. They flew through the air like rag dolls, body parts scattering like confetti across the marina. 
 
         What remained of the Lady Jane foundered, flames billowing from the wreckage before it began to sink.  
 
         Flaming debris fell from the sky and landed on adjacent roofs and other boats moored in the marina. It did not take long for the fire to spread. 
 
      
 
      
 
    3 
 
    The town’s fire station was located on Main Street, a block away from city hall. As soon as the pillar of smoke was seen by one of the station’s crew, they readied themselves onto the station’s single fire truck and headed over to the scene of the blaze as the first calls came in. 
 
         When they arrived, things were dire. The origin of the fire appeared to be a single house in the centre of the street. The sheer heat from the inferno coupled with the proximity each residence was to each other allowed for the fire to jump from house to house with ease. At present there appeared to be a total of five houses in varying stages of destruction with the blaze showing no sign of stopping.  
 
         The fire chief – Keith Lynton, a rotund man of fifty-eight – grabbed the radio with the intent on calling in any neighboring stations in the vicinity. The fire had grown beyond the abilities of a single truck and Lynton needed help as soon as possible. He was met with a screech of static.  
 
         “Chief!” someone shouted.  
 
         Lynton saw them before he had to ask. Surrounding them on all sides were people in differing states of raggedness, all terribly injured and all of them walking toward the truck with singular intent.  
 
         “What’s wrong with their eyes?!” one of the crew shouted.  
 
         More people emerged from their homes, from alleys, from their yards, from neighboring streets. The group grew and showed no signs of stopping their advance.  
 
         Chief Lynton stared at the street ahead. The route to the fire was thick with people, all heading straight towards them. Where were they all coming from? He looked behind them. The street was also blocked.  
 
         A bottle hit the truck’s windscreen. Then a bullet.  
 
         “They’re shooting at us!” the driver shouted.  
 
         A Molotov cocktail hit the side of the truck. There was a WHOOMPH as the gasoline inside ignited.  
 
         “Drive,” said the Chief.  
 
         “What?!” 
 
         “DRIVE!” he shouted and pressed down hard on the driver’s knee. The truck lurched forward as the driver took hold of the wheel. The mob began to run toward the truck, a barrage of projectiles pummelling against the outside as bullets thunked through the chassis. One of the crew yelled as a bullet pierced through and hit them in the leg. The truck collided with the wall of people who ran into it like it was nothing, crumbling under its weight like cattle to the slaughter. The noise as metal hit flesh made the Chief’s stomach turn, the crunch of breaking bones reverberating through the cab.  
 
         And still more came.  
 
         The truck slowed to a crawl.  
 
         “Go faster!” the Chief shouted, the panic and fear in his voice unmistakable.  
 
         “I’m giving it all the gas I can!” screamed the driver.  
 
         Those not torn to pieces under the truck’s wheels leaped against the vehicle. They tore at whatever they could. The driver screamed as a young woman, her head half burned revealing the tendons and sinew inside, began punching the driver’s side window. She did not stop, not when her bones splintered from repeated blows and not when residue from her broken hand smeared against the glass.  
 
         As the truck came to a complete stop and the monsters climbed onto the truck’s engine, the driver’s window finally shattered.  
 
      
 
      
 
    4. 
 
    The explosion from the marina did not wake Orson so much as blow him from his bed. 
 
         He had arrived home from The Crab Bucket with all thoughts of murder replaced with a wistful longing of what once was. The hole in his heart where his wife once resided hurt like a bitch, and when he finally stumbled through the door and into his apartment, he headed straight to the kitchen where he knew a bottle of Smirnoff waited. Orson personally hated the stuff – whisky was his drink of choice – but the vodka’s purpose was not for enjoyment, but obliteration.  
 
         He took the bottle and slumped into the threadbare armchair. He turned on the TV and watched as the news anchor updated the world on the progress of talks between Russia and Belarus. Orson took a swig of his drink and scoffed. If the fools wanted to nuke each other then good riddance! Let them wipe each other out and let the rest of the world get on with it.  
 
         That was when he felt his gut begin to turn and the unmistakable gurgle of too much alcohol. He sprinted from his seat, dropping the bottle of vodka, and barely made it to the bathroom before he vomited. What came up stung and was mostly cheap spirits. He stayed there until the contortions ceased, eventually lifting his head from the toilet bowl and slumping against the side of the bathtub.  
 
         Christ, what have I become? Orson thought and not for the first time, resenting the pathetic weasel that used to be a comfortable retiree. He did not cry, not tonight, and with his chin up, he got unsteadily to his feet and collapsed on the bed. He promptly fell asleep.  
 
         That was until he was rudely awakened by the Lady Jane’s destruction.  
 
         The blast shook Orson’s apartment and shattered the window, the shock wave showering him with glass as he fell from his bed. He felt shards cut into his skin and hissed when he hit the floor. He squeezed his eyes shut and moaned before realisation of what had just happened struck him. 
 
         His ears ringing, he gingerly got to his feet, still very much drunk, and shuffled his way to the now demolished window.  
 
         In the harbor he saw what remained of Bob Anderson’s boat list from side to side before succumbing to its damage and sinking. It did not sink far. The harbor was not deep enough for the wreck to fully submerge, though much of the main hull disappeared quickly with a hiss as the fire was drowned.  
 
         Something flew through Orson’s window, narrowly missing his head and landing on the floor with a wet thump. 
 
         He looked down. His stomach began to lurch again.  
 
         It was a hand, dismembered from the arm about an inch below the wrist. The skin was charred like a poorly cooked steak. Tattooed letters spelled the word F-U-C-K across its fingers.  
 
         Orson could not control himself. He leaned out the broken window and brought up anything left in his stomach.  
 
         The sound of screaming came from the marina.  
 
         He lifted his head to see a large group of people spreading out from the nearest street. They all had something wrong with their eyes. As soon as they came upon anyone in the harbor, they attacked. Screams echoed through the air as residents were murdered without thought. He saw Larry storm outside the Crab Bucket with his shotgun, while Sienna ushered fleeing people inside. Larry fired at anyone that approached with those weird eyes. To Orson’s horror, those that he shot got back to their feet and continued their advance. Larry kept shooting until his gun was empty, at which time two of the monsters were close enough to touch him. He backed away and hit them as hard as he could with the butt of the shotgun, but it was no use. He threw the weapon at them and ran back into the bar, closing the door behind him. The monsters followed, others now joining their ranks, and flooded into the Crab Bucket, where the screams of the patrons added another horrifying layer to the evening’s soundscape.  
 
         There was a bang at Orson’s door.  
 
         He turned, sobriety suddenly setting in, to see the door rattling on its hinges. Whoever it was wanted in badly and, unlike Larry, Orson did not have a gun. He hurriedly looked around until he saw his broom resting against the wall in the bathroom.  
 
         It would have to do.  
 
         As he hurried to his weapon, the door gave out and the assailant fell forward where they splayed on the floor. Orson wasted no time. He grabbed the broom and snapped it in half over his knee. He ran out the bathroom and stopped dead.  
 
         Toni was slowly getting up off the floor, like the fall had dazed her. She looked up at Orson without recognition or emotion.  
 
         Orson got a good look at her eyes. The sockets appeared empty, replaced instead with a source of illumination that was impossible. They shone brilliantly, their hue a sickening green.  
 
         It was only as he looked further that he realised how badly hurt she was. Her body was covered in blood, the white tank top she had worn that morning soaked through. In the fading light of the day, it almost looked brown. The source of the blood appeared to be numerous bullet holes – three in her back and one in her abdomen. With those kinds of injuries, she should be dead, yet here she was, smashing down Orson’s door like it was made of paper.  
 
         Orson raised his make-shift weapon like a bat as Toni got to her feet. 
 
         “Get back,” he said, his words authoritative.  
 
         Toni walked forward, unhearing.  
 
         Orson brought the broom handle down like he was batting a homerun. He hit Toni’s temple and sent her staggering sideways into the armchair, a new wound opening up and spilling blood down the side of her face. The armchair fell backwards with her momentum, sending her flailing.  
 
         Orson wasted no time. He ran past her straight for the front door where he was met by another of these eyeless monstrosities. He stabbed the spear down, cringing as it penetrated the eyeball – so they still have their eyes, he thought – and pushed him down the outside stairs. The body crumpled to the floor and twitched. Orson stepped over it and ran out the building.  
 
      
 
      
 
    5. 
 
    Sheriff Banner and the deputy made it back to the station as the explosion from the harbor boomed through the town. Lenny, the janitor, who was busy sweeping the reception lobby, looked at the two men with worry.  
 
         “What the hell happened to you?” he asked.  
 
         The Sheriff walked past him to the reception desk, where receptionist Annie Barbeito had a phone to her ear and was frantically hitting the receiver, her face a mask of confusion.  
 
         She looked up as the Sheriff approached and said, “The phones are down.” 
 
         “So are the radios,” said Banner. “How many men are in?”  
 
         “Ten in total I think,” said Annie. “Why, what’s happening?”  
 
         “I can’t explain it fully. I don’t understand it myself, but we have a riot on our hands,” said Banner. 
 
         “A riot?” Annie asked, astounded.  
 
         “And we can’t use the radios. There’s some weird interference. I’m guessing your cell is down?” 
 
         Annie pulled her phone from her pocket and frowned. 
 
         “Nothing,” she said.  
 
         The Sheriff nodded and said, “I need every available officer and civilian well enough to wield a weapon to arm themselves. Whatever’s happening is spreading and we need to help as many people as we can.” 
 
         “What do you mean its spreading? I don’t understand.” 
 
         “I don’t have time to explain!” Banner shouted. “Give me the key to the weapons locker and find me whoever you can that can fire a gun!” He turned and pointed at the deputy, who sat down staring blankly at his feet.  
 
         “You,” he said. 
 
         “Me?” asked the deputy.  
 
         “Yes, you!” Banner shouted. “What’s your name son?”  
 
         The deputy fumbled as he said, “Kline, sir.” 
 
         “Ok, Deputy Kline,” Banner said. “Gather anything you can that we could use as a barricade.” 
 
         The deputy looked at him blanky.  
 
         “That would mean now!”  
 
         The deputy hurried to his feet and headed down the corridor to the left of the lobby, nearly knocking over another officer as he did.  
 
         “Hey!” protested the officer. 
 
         Banner turned to Annie and held out his hand.  
 
         “Keys,” he said.  
 
         She opened the desk drawer to her left, reached inside and produced a keyring with seven different keys on it. She rifled through them until she found the correct one.  
 
         “This one,” she said, handing it over.  
 
         Banner snatched it from her, muttered a quick “thank you” and headed down the same corridor the deputy had just run down.  
 
         “You, with me,” he said to the dumbfounded officer, hoping they were not too late to try and gain control. 
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    Things were far beyond control.  
 
         Those initially subsumed into the horror were now its most devout agents. One became two, two became four, four became eight, and so on. The spread was vast and exponential. The hopes of containing it to a single street were futile and by the time the carnage had reached the sea front, nearly two hundred people were under the evil’s influence.  
 
         The phone lines were useless, the overhead cables having been destroyed once the possessed had spread from the initial street, and any form of signal was broken at best. Those towards the outskirts of the town saw the fires in the distance and the sounds of sirens. Many tried to contact friends or neighbors to find communication impossible. TV signal was patchy and those that could access the news saw nothing pertaining to what was happening downtown. Unbeknownst to most, the destruction in the marina coincided with the monsters flooding into the town’s central thoroughfare. In quick succession the town hall, the local government offices, shops, the fire station, and more were attacked. Murder happened en masse with residents either killed in their homes or dragged into the street, where they were executed and added to the whole. 
 
         Evil was gaining strength. Many could and would escape and the whole could not allow that. It shifted the focus of some possessed into containing the town. Vehicles were broken into and moved to form blockades, while pylons were brought down to block streets. Those trying to escape began to find themselves increasingly hampered at every turn.  
 
         Some made it. The monsters had yet to fully reach the outskirts of town where residents, frightened by the sounds emanating from the coast, had evacuated.  
 
         They were the lucky ones.  
 
         For a time at least.  
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 CHAPTER NINE 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    1. 
 
   T he five shapes marched toward the beach house. As they grew closer it was apparent three carried makeshift weapons – one the broken oar of a rowboat while two more dragged baseball bats behind them – and one was unarmed. The fifth, however, held a handgun.  
 
         It fired towards the house. 
 
         “Get inside!” Harper yelled as more shots were fired. The three of them ducked, Mia screaming, as they fell through the front door and sprawled across the floor. Elijah was last in and kicked the door closed behind him as a bullet shattered a window.  
 
         “Stay down!” he shouted, his hands covering his head. Both Harper and Mia nodded, their faces masked with fear.  
 
         The cracking stopped.  
 
         Elijah took his hands from his head and gingerly peered out the nearest window.  
 
         A monster with glowing dead eyes stared back at him.  
 
         Elijah screamed and fell backwards as a hand punched through the glass and grabbed at where Elijah was. When it found no purchase, it pulled its hand free and slithered away from view. The three of them had time to see the other assailants encircle the house before the front door began to open.  
 
         The thing in the doorway was unarmed. It looked down at Elijah, Harper, and Mia with complete blankness, a total void of humanity that horrified them.  
 
         Behind them, the window to the kitchen smashed as another monster attempted to clamber in.  
 
         “Mia,” said Harper, not taking her eyes off the man at the door, “in the front pocket of my backpack is Dan’s gun. Run upstairs and grab it.” 
 
         “What?” asked Mia, her voice trembling.  
 
         There was the crash of another window breaking from somewhere else in the house.  
 
         “A gun in my backpack!” Harper shouted. “Get it now!” 
 
         Mia leapt to her feet and headed for the stairs. Elijah scurried backwards as the monster at the front door walked toward him. He backed against the couch, a cry of panic escaping between his lips, before the man at the door lunged at him. Elijah rolled to his side and the man landed where he had just been, his face connecting with the floor with a sickening crunch. The impact would have knocked anyone unconscious, yet the man kept on, much to Elijah’s horror, and pushed himself up as if nothing had happened. Elijah hurriedly got to his feet as another crash of glass came from somewhere else. The man on the floor reached for Elijah’s foot with blood pouring from his flattened nose. The writer had enough time to see a bone protruding just below the man’s eye before he brought his foot forward in an arch with as much force as he could muster. The impact with the man’s jaw was blunt, the crack of bone reverberating through Elijah’s foot. The man’s head buckled backwards, his jaw now flopping where it had split in two, yet after a moment’s hesitation he began to get to his feet again. 
 
         Why won’t you stay down?  
 
         In the kitchen Harper yelled. 
 
         Upstairs, a gun fired.  
 
      
 
      
 
    2. 
 
    Mia had run up the stairs two at a time, her heart pounding in her chest hard enough to explode. Her fingers tingled with adrenaline as it powered her every move, and she could hear her breath as if it were a bullhorn in her ear. She saw the landing and the door to the master bedroom with a clarity she had never experienced before.  
 
         She heard the commotion downstairs along with Harper’s screams as she barged her way into the bedroom and hurried around the bed to where she knew the backpack was.  
 
         Front pocket, Mia thought as she fell to her knees. She fumbled with the zip, her fingers shaking, before she gained enough grip to pull it open. Reaching inside, she felt the cold metal of the pistol immediately. She had no idea Harper had stolen it, yet it seemed obvious. Should Dan come looking, they needed protection.  
 
         The weapon itself was a Glock 17. Mia had only ever fired this particular weapon at the firing range and even then, that had been once. She knew her aim was fine but not perfect, though in such close quarters she did not need to be perfect.  
 
         Behind her the window for the master bedroom crashed inwards.  
 
         Mia screamed and covered her face as one of the monsters climbed through the broken glass. This one was a girl no older than twelve and held an aluminium baseball bat, the weapon caked in drying blood and what appeared to be a flap of someone’s scalp. Like the others, her eyes burned green.  
 
         How she had scaled the wrap around porch roof, Mia did not know, but as the girl stood and looked around the room, Mia scurried under the bed.  
 
         The girl remained stationary. There was no way she would not have seen Mia, yet she made no move. Mia watched, prone under the bed and her heart thudding, as the girl’s feet finally took a step forward. The move was cautious, unsure. There was no way the assailant would not have heard her.  
 
         The girl turned and faced the bed.  
 
         Mia held her breath.  
 
         The girl squatted, her injured joints crunching like broken pottery as she peered below the bed. Her face was impassive, robotic even.  
 
         She locked eyes with Mia.  
 
         She barely had time to scream before the girl thrust the baseball bat towards her and began swinging it in long sweeping arcs. As it hit Mia’s shoulder, she screamed in shock before using her spare hand to block the next incoming attack. The force of the impact was surprisingly strong and hit her palm with a firm smack, sending shivers of pain up her arm. The girl grunted and snatched the bat back from under the bed. Mia saw her chance. She rolled out the other side and ran from the room.  
 
         She did not look back. She did not stop. She ran the length of the corridor toward the stairs where she could hear Harper and Elijah in battle. If she could just get the gun to Harper she- 
 
         Something hard hit her in the shoulder from behind and sent her sprawling.  
 
         Mia hit the floor with force, knocking the wind from her lungs. She had enough time to register the metal bat hitting the floor beside her before she noticed she had lost the gun. 
 
         Mia looked around hurriedly as the girl marched toward her down the corridor.  
 
         To Mia’s left was the open door of the bathroom. The pistol had flown from her grip and skidded to a stop next to the bath.  
 
         Mia threw herself towards the Glock as her assailant calmly picked the bat off the floor behind her. She turned in time to see the girl in the bathroom doorway, where she raised the bat above her head before Mia raised the gun and pulled the trigger.  
 
         The girl’s face was blemished with a sudden small hole below her left eye before the back of her head exploded outward. The bullet pinged off the wall behind her and landed with a dull thud on the hallway carpet as the walls were sprayed with brain and bone. Mia screamed as the shock of what she had just done sunk in. The girl appeared momentarily confused before she collapsed on top of her.  
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    Harper’s stomach dropped when she heard the gunshot.  
 
         Behind her, Elijah froze where he stood, his eyes wide as he looked in the direction of the stairs.  
 
         Their eyes met. 
 
         “GO!” Harper shouted as she backed away from her own attacker. Prior to the gun shot, she had succeeded in pushing him away, resulting in her falling against the oven. Her hands hit the stove. She was met with the sudden smell of gas as Elijah dashed past her. She then noticed another monster climbing through the broken kitchen window.  
 
         There were three of them now in the open plan kitchen and living space, with at least one more upstairs. They were outnumbered and Harper looked on in horror as the one that had attacked Elijah got up, its jaw hanging uselessly. The one she had succeeded in pushing away had righted itself and stood directly opposite her. And the third now climbing through the window brandished a wooden baseball bat. 
 
         It swung at Harper.  
 
         She ducked out the way as the bat hit the stove top. The metal fixtures bent under the force and the bat snapped in half while splinters flew in all directions. Harper yelled as wood hit her, pelting her skin like a barrage of needles as the hiss of leaking gas intensified.  
 
         Fuck this. 
 
         She turned and ran for the hallway and stairs before something pierced her side. The pain was appalling and red hot. She had enough time to look down and see the broken bat imbedded in her side before she fell to her knees in the hallway. 
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    Mia heard Harper’s scream as Elijah ran up the stairs towards her. He stopped his ascent upon seeing Mia. She was covered in blood and stood over the body of a young girl; her head blown open at Mia’s feet. He was about to speak when a guttural cry of pain came from downstairs. He and Mia stared at each other with wide eyed horror before he reached over and grabbed her by the wrist.  
 
         “C’mon,” he said. His voice was neither panicked nor stressed. It was oddly neutral.  
 
         Mia came to her senses and jumped over the body of the young girl only to scream as she looked down the hallway to the master bedroom and saw the fifth member of the murderous group stood in the doorway, the broken oar from a rowboat clutched in one hand. It must have followed its companion through the window. The back light from the bedroom presented the attacker in silhouette, the only distinguishable feature being those terrible glowing eyes.  
 
         Mia lifted the gun and fired another two shots down the corridor, one hitting the wall, the other skimming the attacker’s shoulder. It barely flinched despite a chunk of flesh flying from it and hitting the carpet with a sickening splat. 
 
         The young girl on the bathroom floor lurched into a sitting position.  
 
         Mia leaped from her skin and stumbled backwards into Elijah. The body struggled to stand. Mia stared in disbelief.  
 
         “I shot it in the head!” she screamed. 
 
         “Let’s go!” said Elijah, forcefully this time. He grabbed Mia by the wrist and pulled her down the stairs as the body heaved itself up and finally stood. 
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    Harper was bleeding badly.  
 
         The fucker at the window had thrown it’s weapon like a spear. She looked at the splintered wood and grew dizzy. The thing was wedged in tight and unmoving as blood poured from around the wound. The pain was immense and as she tried to stand again, she cried out and collapsed against the floor. The force needed to imbed the wood in her side so thoroughly would be significant, impossible even. 
 
         “Harper!”  
 
         She looked up to see Mia and Elijah stood at the bottom of the stairs, looking at her with wide eyes. Mia held Dan’s gun at her side. There was a large window behind them with an uninterrupted view of Rockford Sound. The town was aglow with a grotesque mix of green and amber.  
 
         “Mia! Go!” Harper moaned through clenched teeth as she looked up at the assailant stood over her. No shadow fell over her, only a sickly green glow. There was a shout from down the hall and the crack of gunfire. She looked round to see Mia screaming as she fired at the monsters swarming around them. Sprays of thick wetness Harper assumed was blood fell on her. Mia might as well have shot them with a pea shooter for what good it did.  
 
         There was a crash as the window behind Elijah and Mia shattered, the broken oar having been throw from upstairs. The two of them cried out in shock and looked up at something Harper could not see.  
 
         Harper yelled in pain as she was grabbed by the shoulder and rolled onto her back. She was greeted by the sight of three blank, expressionless faces peering down at her. One straddled her and rested its knees on her shoulders. Harper could not help but look into the creature’s eyes and, despite her fear, found herself being comforted by it.  
 
         She smelled gas as the monster opened its mouth, a viridescent energy cracking from its gullet.  
 
         She heard Mia screaming her name. 
 
         She heard Elijah yelling to run. 
 
         She heard them both climbing through the broken window as another monster ran down the stairs.  
 
         Then a spark ignited the gas. 
 
      
 
      
 
    6. 
 
    Elijah smelled the gas too as he watched three monsters fall around Harper, one pinning her so completely she was unable to move. Two more monsters approached from upstairs, the brainless girl stumbling around almost comically while its companion – its hands now empty from throwing the oar – wasted no more time and began to run at them.  
 
         He saw a strange radiance emanating from the monster’s mouth and knew they had to leave.  
 
         Elijah grabbed Mia and turned her toward the window.  
 
         “We’ve gotta go!” he said, panicked.  
 
         “What!? NO!” screamed Mia. “Harper! HARPER!” 
 
         “We go right now, or we die!” Elijah screamed. 
 
         Mia did not hear him and turned to her girlfriend, tears pouring down her face. 
 
         “NO!” she cried, “HARPER!” 
 
         Elijah saw the sparks spewing from the monster’s mouth and pulled Mia. The noises she made were terrible, a distressing amalgam of terror and sadness he never wished to hear again. She resisted little and as the monster lumbering down the stairs reached them, Elijah threw his weight against the window ledge. He and Mia toppled outside together, glass slicing the skin at their hips, as the fireball erupted inside the house.  
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    The fire from the ignition engulfed Harper and her assailants instantly. Harper barely noticed – the pain was only brief, her nerves burning away mere seconds after the initial blast.  
 
         The speed of the ignition was massive, travelling along the invisible cloud of gas through the entire living area of the house in the blink of an eye. The shock wave funnelled its way down the hallway, the blast of heat hitting the two remaining attackers and cooking them instantly. The house, made predominantly from wood, was the perfect tinder box. Flashover took place mere seconds after the initial explosion, sending the house up in flame faster than the eye could register. The energy from the explosion had nowhere to go but out and the windows all shattered with deafening force, showering the beach and adjoining road with smouldering detritus.  
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    The initial blast blew Mia and Elijah further out the window and onto the surrounding sand. They had barely registered what had happened when the house went up all at once. They both cowered where they lay as heat and flaming wreckage rained down upon them.  
 
         As the scene settled down to a burning inferno, Mia clambered to her knees and watched in horror as the house billowed flames from every window. She screamed with the ferocity of a wailing animal. 
 
         Elijah looked on in dazed shock.  
 
         “Mia…” he said. He could not find words. 
 
         Mia rounded on him and slapped him as hard as possible. Elijah recoiled as another blow came his way.  
 
         “WE COULD’VE SAVED HER!” she wailed as she brought her palm down against him again, “SHE WAS RIGHT THERE, AND WE COULD’VE SAVED HER!” 
 
         Elijah grabbed a hold of her hand as it came down a fourth time and looked at her sympathetically.  
 
         “There was no way,” he said gently.  
 
         “FUCK YOU!” Mia cried, hitting him with her other hand.  
 
         “If we’d tried, we’d be dead too,” Elijah continued.  
 
         Mia sobbed. There were no more words, just noises of grief that cut Elijah to his core. She fell against him, the tears flowing without end. Elijah let her, looking up at the burning house and thinking of his wife.  
 
         Don’t come here, he thought. For the love of God, turn back. 
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    The explosion was just one of many around Rockford Sound that evening.  
 
         The evil did not lament the loss of its disciples. Why would it when there were still so many ripe for the picking? 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 CHAPTER TEN 
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   D ammit,” said Nicole as the traffic on the freeway slowed.  
 
         “Dammit!” yelled Robbie from the back seat.  
 
         Nicole looked at him through the rear-view mirror.  
 
         “Don’t say that honey,” she said.  
 
         “Dammit!” said Robbie again, giggling.  
 
         “Honey don’t say that word, ok?” said Nicole. “That’s a bad word.” 
 
         “You said it.” 
 
         “I know, and I shouldn’t have, ok?” Nicole said. “Sometimes we say bad words when we’re angry, but we shouldn’t do it.” 
 
         “Why you angry mommy?” asked Robbie, his head tilting to one side quizzically.  
 
         “We’re just late getting to daddy’s, that’s all,” she said smiling.  
 
         “Daddy!” Robbie beamed.  
 
         Nicole laughed and, as the car came to a stop, she checked her phone. No calls from Elijah. No messages either. She studied the message she had sent earlier. There was only a single tick beside the text. It had been sent but not received. Nicole frowned. She knew the beach house was not in a signal dead zone as they had spoken only earlier that morning. Unless he’s turned his phone off, she mused. He did that occasionally – it helped stop distractions apparently.  
 
         Nicole was not worried. Not yet at least.  
 
         She switched to maps and looked at the traffic warnings. They were still another hour away from Rockford Sound and cars were apparently backed up for miles. Three lanes of traffic were being funnelled into one.  
 
          They were moving, just very slowly.  
 
         “Mom,” asked Robbie.  
 
         “Yes sweetie?”  
 
         “I’m boorrrrrrrred.” Her son crossed his arms and pouted.  
 
         Nicole rolled her eyes and sighed. 
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    Mia’s husband, Dan Upton, was also stuck in traffic. He was not angry though. He had a queer smile on his face as he gently tapped the steering wheel to the rhythm of Gimmie Shelter by the Rolling Stones. He smiled at his own cunning. His sleuthing had excelled in the last few days, and he could not help but admire his abilities to find those who wish to not be found.  
 
         The CIA should come calling, he thought. 
 
         But Mia was now so close he could taste it. And once he reached her, she would know pain like she had never felt.  
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    The morning after the assault from his wife’s cunt girlfriend, his mother-in-law had called.  
 
         “She’s just out shopping right now,” said Dan, his face impassive while he spoke cheerily down the phone. “I’ve honestly no idea when she’ll be back, I’m afraid. She does love her shopping.” 
 
         Mia’s mom laughed and said, “That she does. Just tell her I called, ok? I haven’t heard from her in a while.”  
 
         “Of course!” said Dan while he dabbed the wound on his temple with a wet cloth. It was starting to show a bruise. “Anyway, you take care now.” 
 
         They said their goodbyes and Dan hung up before she could say anything further.  
 
         He looked at himself in the mirror. The wound was relatively superficial. Harper had not hit him too hard, but it was enough to daze him. He realised now that he had been too arrogant in his belief that Mia would not hurt him. He had failed to take Harper’s own tenacity into account. But, then again, what did he expect from a butch dyke? Of course she had not reacted in the way a woman would – submissive, controllable, pathetic – because she was barely a woman. He should have accounted for this when he confronted them both.  
 
         And now, here he was, nursing his head and his ego with a pathological rage only the truly narcissistic embodied.  
 
         It would not be enough to find them – that task would not be difficult. He would have to make them suffer. He wanted to see the fear in their eyes. He wanted to inflict pain like they had never felt, to destroy any hope Mia had of escaping their marriage and not stop until his wife was completely and totally hopeless.  
 
         He had not yet decided whether to kill Mia. It would be the obvious form of revenge but also so pitifully basic.  
 
         But he would kill Harper. He would do it slowly and make Mia watch. 
 
         The thought made him smile.  
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    His suspicions were first aroused when Mia’s mood changed.  
 
         When they were together, she held herself higher than she had before, like a second wind had taken her. This concerned Dan. He had made significant efforts over the years to ensure his wife was an obedient, submissive automaton. He did not want a woman that could think. Why would any man want that? He wanted a woman that was attractive but malleable. A wife was not a friend, or a partner in crime, and any man that said as much was a definitive beta. Any man that could not control their woman was not a person Dan wanted to talk to.  
 
         When he came home one day to find her humming as she cooked, he immediately knew something was wrong. She seemed happy, upbeat, no longer cowed like she had been only that morning.  
 
         What was she up to?  
 
         “Evening,” he said. 
 
         Mia jolted at his voice. She had not heard him come in. Good, Dan thought and was pleased to see the joy drain from her face.  
 
         “Hi,” Mia responded. Her gaze shifted to her feet.  
 
         Dan walked into the kitchen, placed a finger under her chin, and tilted his wife’s head up. He searched her eyes. There was fear there. 
 
         He gently kissed her on the lips and smiled down at her.  
 
         “What culinary masterpiece have you prepared this evening?” he asked.  
 
         Mia stared back. Was there defiance in that gaze?  
 
         “Beef pot roast,” she said.  
 
         “Pot roast!” Dan declared, exuding optimism. He was happy to see his wife flinch again. “Well, that sounds great honey! Smells delicious too!” He gave her another peck on the cheek, still smiling. “Will it be long?” 
 
         “Ten minutes,” Mia said.  
 
         “Excellent,” said Dan. “Gives me enough time for a shower.” 
 
         He playfully bopped her nose and headed for the bedroom, where he stripped and turned on the shower. As the bathroom steamed up and he stepped under the scolding water, a plan formulated.  
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    He reacted by not reacting.  
 
         That night he ate the meal and was perfectly cordial. He asked about her day and commented on the quality of her food while he watched her like a hawk. She remained quiet and occasionally looked at him with questioning eyes. It was a game: they both knew it, and neither could admit it. Dan was fine with this was prepared to cultivate an oppressive atmosphere of geniality. Either she would let her guard down or crack under the pressure of what was not said.  
 
         Either way, he would triumph. He just had to wait.  
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    Daniel kicked himself at not thinking of it sooner. The truth was it had never occurred to him because he did not think it was possible. In hindsight, it was dumb of him to think so. In this day and age, where smart phones were now bona-fide supercomputers, there was an app for everything.  
 
         If Snapchat could make you look like a Pixar character without breaking a sweat, then of course you could turn a phone into a tracking device. 
 
         There was no way that Dan could be overt. In the early stages of their marriage, he would have had no problem telling Mia point blank that he would be having access to her phone. They had had that very conversation, in fact, ostensibly to ensure she was not being pestered by unsolicited cold calls. He knew her password and had his face registered to her phone.  
 
         Through all this, however, he had no idea that locations could be shared. As far as he knew, Mia was oblivious too.  
 
         One evening, he slipped a sedative into Mia’s drink. Nothing too excessive, and within an hour after dinner she was asleep. Dan watched her curl up on the couch as they watched TV and waited. When he heard the tell-tale sound of her snoring, he reached for her phone. He was happy to see it resting on the arm of the couch. Rummaging in her pockets was not ideal. Within minutes he had downloaded the correct app, synced it with his own phone, and hid the app in one of the many folders on Mia’s phone that she rarely used. Elated at his own subterfuge, Dan placed it back where he had found it and continued to watch TV. 
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    Much to his disappointment, it was some weeks of following his wife before he got any hint of infidelity.  
 
         Dan had been given charge of a new project at his work, one that afforded him more time working from home. It was initially amusing watching Mia potter around the house and complete her errands under his watchful eye. It was something that had not yet happened in their marriage and spending so much time in each other’s company was an interesting experience. It was obvious to Dan that Mia valued her time alone, and with that now gone there was a tension in her Dan relished. 
 
         Shortly after placing the tracker on her phone, however, it was time for Dan to get out of Mia’s hair. He was needed back in the office, he told her, and would leave for work like he used to at seven o’clock each morning. It was not a complete ruse, not entirely. He would arrive at work as normal, put in a couple of hours and come lunch time, head back out.  
 
         To his colleagues, he was saving face. It was good for the project lead to show up, even if it was for half a day.  
 
         To Mia, he was back in the office full time and out from under her feet.  
 
         Both were half right.  
 
         The mornings worked better for Dan. He knew his wife’s routine inside and out. Of course he would, he had conditioned her into it from the moment they married: the morning was for house chores, as Dan expected to return from work at the end of the day to a spotless home. Mia would go over the home from top to bottom, ensuring there was nothing Dan could complain about. This level of daily cleaning took hours. It was unlikely she would go anywhere in this time.  
 
         Midday onwards, though, was the time she would leave for her errands. This was the time to catch her out.  
 
         When he left the office, Dan would drive a few blocks down the road where there was a secluded parking lot that was seldom used. It was perfect for hiding and was within reasonable proximity to the places Mia frequented in the day. It was also unlikely he would be found by any of his colleagues. It was here that he would load up the tracking app and wait.  
 
         The first week was uneventful. The initial excitement of watching the placement marker moving away from their home was replaced by the sheer mundanity of the task he had set himself. That first week Dan came to realise just how pedestrian and uneventful Mia’s day to day routine was. Whenever she left the house, she visited only three places: the grocery store, the post office, or the bank. She appeared regimented in this, in fact, the only deviation being the order in which she visited them. During that first week Dan would follow her, leaving the relative safety of the parking lot and keeping far enough back to not be seen.  
 
         By the middle of the second week, he did not leave his hidden parking lot, and by the third week he barely looked at his phone at all, instead using his time to listen to the radio or read a book.  
 
         It was the second day of the fourth week, however, where things changed. 
 
         He nearly missed it and would later berate himself for allowing his concentration to wane.  
 
         He had been sat in the parking lot for an hour and was engrossed in a mammoth Tom Clancy novel, when he took a casual glance at his phone. Until that point Dan had begun to feel his efforts were all for nothing – his wife’s life was monumentally dull and tracking her was not much better. Had he been wrong in how he had interpreted Mia’s mood that evening all those weeks ago? Maybe she had just been happy. It happened to everyone, even the most downtrodden.  
 
         Dan looked at his cell and sat bolt upright, the Clancy falling from his grip and landing in the driver’s side footwell. Dan did not notice. He was focussed solely on the blip on his phone.  
 
         Mia, it would seem, was at the Starbucks in town.  
 
         The act in itself would not usually warrant concern, but, considering Dan’s observations, it was so out of the norm for Mia that his attention was well and truly piqued.  
 
         He put the car in gear and drove into town.  
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    The Starbucks in question was directly opposite the grocery store. Dan pulled up in the store’s parking lot and stared over at the coffee shop’s front façade.  
 
         It took some looking, but he found her, his Mia. 
 
         And she was not alone.  
 
         Sat with her was another woman, if she could be called that. Where Mia was dressed in an understated but flattering summer dress, the woman opposite her looked like she had taken fashion tips from Guy Fieri: she wore a black, short sleeved shirt with flames on the arms, and shorts that appeared three sizes too big. The more Dan looked, the more disgusted he became. Why were her socks white and pulled up to her knees? What the hell were those bangles around each of her wrists?  
 
         It was her hair, however, that offended him the most. It was short at the front and sides but long at the back, a style that had been out of fashion for the last forty years. The top had been spiked in a haphazard and chaotic fashion, while the back was packed with product to create messy waves. This woman, this interloper, could have been beautiful if she had aspired to traditional femininity, but her style was an insult to that ideal.  
 
         Why on earth was Mia hanging around with this creature?  
 
         Dan took out his phone, opened the camera and zoomed in on the scene. After a moment of watching, he flicked the app to video and hit record.  
 
         Mia was smiling, and she gazed at the woman with admiration. She laughed at something and placed her hand on the stranger’s. Dan zoomed in. Though the image was grainy, it was obvious her thumb gently stroked the top of the stranger’s hand.  
 
         Dan felt his blood boil.  
 
         It took everything he had not to march in there and confront them. Who the fuck was this woman that his wife was so enamoured with? Mia had no friends; he had made sure of that. How had he missed this? Where had they met? It would not have been at church: someone with the woman’s appearance would have raised eyebrows. She was hardly inconspicuous.  
 
         The more he dwelled, the more enraged he became. Mia, his docile and malleable wife, had a friend. She had defied the unwritten rules of their marriage. Worst of all was she had done it right under his nose.  
 
         His control on her was slipping. He would need to rectify this.  
 
         He stopped recording, put his phone back in his pocket and drove from the parking lot towards home like a man possessed.  
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    Mia arrived home an hour later.  
 
         Dan had paced the living room waiting for her return. He was unsure how he would react when he saw her. When he heard the keys in the front door, he remembered that not reacting was the best case. He had the film of her. He could give Mia enough rope to hang herself with before exposing her bullshit.  
 
         He sat on the couch and turned to face his wife as she came in.  
 
         She saw him and smiled.  
 
         “Oh hi!” she said cheerily. It was not the reaction Dan had hoped. “You’re home early!” 
 
         She’s not surprised, he thought, why is she not surprised?  
 
         Your car’s in the driveway idiot. 
 
         Dan inwardly scolded himself and smiled back.  
 
         “Yeah,” he said. “I decided to take the rest of the afternoon off. It’s been crazy in the office this last week and I felt I could do with some rest.” 
 
         He studied her. Though she feigned a cheery disposition, there was little colour in her face. Had she seen his car and panicked? Probably. He had to give her credit – the façade was impeccable.  
 
         “Can you do that?” Mia asked.  
 
         “I’m the project lead,” said Dan, smiling. “I can do what I want, so long as the work's done.” He stood from the couch and walked towards Mia. Her smile faltered as he approached. “Besides,” he continued, “do I need an excuse to spend the afternoon with my wife?”  
 
         She looked at him suspiciously.  
 
         “I guess not,” she said.  
 
         Dan took her hand and pulled her towards him. She did not protest. He enveloped her in a hug and held Mia fiercely against him. As he held her, he inhaled the aroma of her perfume. It was a favorite of his and one his mother used to wear. But as he held his wife, he felt something other than anger come over him. The warmth of her body, the whiff of perfume, the feel of her breasts against him, stirred an appetite that needed quenching.  
 
         Dan ran his hands down her back and rested his palms on Mia’s buttocks, giving them a gentle squeeze. Mia bristled at his touch, but Dan cared little. She was his wife; it was her duty to please him when he needed.  
 
         Saying nothing, he kissed her gently on the forehead, the bulge in his pants pronounced, and led her to the bedroom.  
 
         The sex was neither passionate, nor loving, and Dan soon noticed Mia avoiding his gaze. That was fine, he did not need her input. He just needed her to open her legs without question. She was a receptacle, nothing more. 
 
         As he neared his climax he felt his anger return. He increased his speed and grabbed Mia’s breasts aggressively. There was a sharp moan from his wife and not of pleasure. When he came, he let out a loud cry, the only vocalisation of their quick, unsatisfactory lovemaking. Dan collapsed on top of Mia, spent, his heart racing, and thought of all the ways he could get his revenge.  
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    The opportunity came less than a week later.  
 
         The following day, he chose to step up his surveillance. He told the office he would be working from home until the project was completed, while he told Mia he would remain at work. Every morning he would return to the same parking lot and study his phone. The moment Mia left the house he tailed her. For three days she strayed little from her usual routine, if at all, veering from it only once when she went to the dry cleaners to pick up a pile of Dan’s work shirts.  
 
         On the fourth day, a Friday, he hit gold.  
 
         She did not meet the stranger in the Starbucks but in the diner next door. He watched her from his truck as she entered and embraced the woman.  
 
         Dan put on a Red Sox cap, pulled it low over his face and left his truck. 
 
         No time like the present, he thought.  
 
         He was surprised how easy it was to enter the diner without being seen. Tailgating behind two other patrons, he was able to blend in enough to garner little notice and slip into the booth behind his wife. They were too busy ordering their lunch to care about another random patron.  
 
         “Scrambled eggs for me,” he heard Mia say.  
 
         “And for you ma’am?” asked the waitress.  
 
         “Just a coffee please,” said the other woman.  
 
         “Cream and sugar?”  
 
         “Sure. Oh, and a bear claw if you have them.” 
 
         The waitress scrawled in her notepad, thanked them, and came over to Dan. 
 
         “What can I get for you sir?” she asked.  
 
         “White Americano please,” Dan said, quietly.  
 
         “Any food?”  
 
         “Just a donut.” 
 
         “What kind?”  
 
         Dan found his patience wearing thin.  
 
         “Whatever one is closest to the coffee machine,” he said sarcastically while trying to keep his voice low and even.  
 
         The waitress barely acknowledged him as she jotted on her notepad and calmly walked away. Dan watched her go, admiring the way her skirt accentuated her buttocks, when he heard Mia talk.  
 
         “He knows,” she said.  
 
         “For sure?” said the stranger. 
 
         “Well, not for sure, but he’s been acting weird lately,” Mia said.  
 
         “Weird how?”  
 
         “He’s being nice.” 
 
         There was a brief silence between the two.  
 
         “That’s kinda fucked up that him being nice is suspicious,” the stranger said.  
 
         “It’s his way of acting natural,” said Mia. “He thinks I don’t notice but I can always tell when something’s up.” 
 
         There was a sigh from the stranger.  
 
         “I’m sorry babe,” she said. 
 
         Babe? thought Dan. 
 
         “You don’t know what he’s like,” said Mia. “He can be so…cruel.” 
 
         There was another brief silence. 
 
         “So, you think he’d try anything if you tried to leave?” the stranger asked. 
 
         “He wouldn’t just try,” said Mia. “He controls everything I do. I mean that: ev-er-ry-thing. All our assets are in his name. He’s the sole breadwinner. I don’t have my own bank account. Every penny I spend is his and I have to provide receipts for everything so he can check it against what’s in the account. He chooses what I wear-” 
 
         “You’re serious?” the stranger asked, shocked.  
 
         Mia nodded and continued. “I’m only allowed to cook what he likes and even then, he often picks faults in the food, even though I’ve cooked that meal hundreds of times.” 
 
         Dan heard a small sniff. The bitch was crying.  
 
         “Why haven’t you told me any of this before?” asked the stranger. 
 
         “Because it’s embarrassing, Harper!” said Mia, weakly. “He tells me I’m weak all the time and the longer I’ve stayed the more I realise he’s right.” 
 
         “You’re not weak,” Harper said gently.  
 
         “No? Would a strong person have stayed even though they’re unhappy?”  
 
         “Yes, they would,” said Harper. “You’ve just said it: he controls everything you do. He’s deliberately made it so you can’t move away. That doesn’t mean you’re weak, it means he’s played on your nature to his benefit. That doesn’t make him strong either, just monstrous.” 
 
         Dan felt his blood begin to boil. Not strong? How dare this woman call his strength into question. How dare she! She had no idea who Dan was, what his life was like. He had to maintain control! Mia was unable to manage on her own, how was that not obvious? Mia should have learned by now that everything he did was for her protection! His behaviour towards her was never cruel, it was necessary!  
 
         He clenched his fists, his nails digging painfully into his palms. 
 
         There was another silence between the women.  
 
         “I don’t have anything of my own,” Mia finally said.  
 
         “You have clothes, don’t you?” asked Harper.  
 
         Sniff. “Yeah.” 
 
         “Well, that’s something of yours,” Harper said.  
 
         “He has all the money,” said Mia.  
 
         “And I don’t?” asked Harper.  
 
         “Oh my God, I didn’t mean it like that!”  
 
         Dan could not help but be satisfied in the panic in his wife’s voice.  
 
         “I know you didn’t mean it like that honey,” Harper said, soothingly. “Listen to me: I’ve got money, ok? I’ve got enough to tide us over for some time until we find our feet.” 
 
         There was another sniff.  
 
         “You’d…do that?” asked Mia.  
 
         “Mia,” said Harper. “You’re the most wonderful person I’ve ever met. You’re kind, you’re radiant, you look great naked-” 
 
         “Will you keep your voice down?” Mia said, stifling a giggle.  
 
         “-And you’re a much stronger person than you think you are,” Harper continued. “I honestly don’t know what the future holds, but I know that I want to spend it with you.” 
 
         Another silence.  
 
         “Have you been practicing that?” asked Mia.  
 
         “A little.” 
 
         “It’s pretty corny.” 
 
         “I know.” 
 
         “I love it though,” said Mia.  
 
         “I knew you would.” 
 
         The two shared a laugh together. 
 
         “You know I love you, right?” Harper asked.  
 
         Mia nodded. 
 
         “I know,” she said. “You know I love you too?” 
 
         “I know.” 
 
         “Harper?” said Mia. “I’m scared.” 
 
         “Me too,” said Harper.  
 
         The waitress arrived with Dan’s coffee and donut, but he barely noticed her. He had registered very little, in fact, since Harper’s comment about Mia’s body.  
 
         They were not just friends.  
 
         They were lovers.  
 
         Feeling his face flush with rage, he stood, narrowly missing the waitress, and stormed out of the diner. There were protests from behind him, but he ignored them. There was no doubt he would have garnered the attention of both Mia and Harper, but he no longer cared. He just needed to be as far away from them as possible.  
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    Dan drove onto his driveway at speed, where he narrowly avoided crashing into the garage door. He kicked the truck’s door open, stormed into the house, his face almost purple, and locked himself away from the outside world.  
 
         So, his wife had been having an affair. And not only that, it was with a woman. After everything he had put in place, after all the controls he had nurtured over years of marriage, he had totally missed something so big and heinous that his mind cartwheeled. Infidelity was one of the worst sins and yet Mia had done it right under his nose. It was an outrage, a personal affront not only to him but to the idea of his masculinity. The man was the one in charge, the man, not some bull dyke with cunt hair. It was so emasculating. It was a feeling Dan had never felt before. He did not like it.  
 
         The bible said that the woman is the property of her husband, and that those that engage in infidelity or violate the sanctity of marriage should be stoned to death. Leviticus also stated homosexuality was an abomination. While the methods in the good book were somewhat archaic, Dan was nothing if not a man of God. The means of execution had improved significantly since Christ’s day. Stones were not needed.  
 
         His mind set, Dan walked to the bedroom and opened the closet door. On a shelf just above his head was an old, tired shoe box. He took it down, placed it on the bed and opened it.  
 
         Inside was a Glock 17 with a full magazine. It had not been used in over a year, not since he had first bought it and tested it at the local range outside of town. It mattered little that he was out of practice. Only an idiot would miss their target at such close range.  
 
         Gun in hand, he headed back to the living room and sat on the couch.  
 
         He would wait for his wife to come home. He would get her to explain herself before putting a bullet between her eyes.  
 
         Dan smiled.  
 
         He liked that idea.  
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    A car horn brought Dan back to the present, where he saw the traffic ahead of him had moved. He waved to the driver behind him and drove forward no more than six car lengths before the traffic came to another halt. Looking at his truck’s in-built GPS he saw the estimated arrival time at Rockford Sound still a couple of hours away. That was ok. Mia and the other bitch were unlikely to have moved on yet and, even if they had, he could always report them for breaking and entering. The beach house was not theirs after all. Their options would be further limited with an APB on them. 
 
         That would be a last resort. He did not want to deal with the police if he had to. Enacting divine justice was his right. His, and no one else’s.   
 
         Because I’ve got it all planned out, Dan thought with a smile. No matter where she ran or how far, he would find his wife.  
 
         He would find her if it meant both their deaths.   
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 CHAPTER ELEVEN 
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   R ockford Sound was enclosed in a halo of noxious green light.  
 
         It could be seen for many miles, and those that saw it found the illusion peculiar, though not particularly concerning. It was human nature to not concern oneself with the issues of others.  
 
         This was by design. Evil could not fall to outside interference. Not until it obtained its full potential.  
 
         All witnesses had the same observation. Though it was only early evening and the height of summer, the area surrounding Rockford Sound was becoming impenetrably dark, as if the town’s new halo was consuming all other ambience in its wake.  
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    The beach house continued to burn behind them as Elijah and Mia locked themselves inside Elijah’s rental. Mia was inconsolable, her cries coming out in full body sobs that showed no sign of stopping. Elijah let her. He could not imagine how she must be feeling. Had the same thing happened to Nicole, he did not know what he would do.  
 
         He closed the curtains facing the burning house. Mia did not need to see that. He led her to the couch and where they both sat down, placing an arm around her shoulder and pulling her close. She curled against him like a small child. 
 
         “I’m…” Elijah began. “I’m so sorry.” 
 
         Mia nodded and continued to sob.  
 
         “She seemed like a good woman,” Elijah continued. 
 
         “Don’t,” said Mia quietly.  
 
         “Sorry?” 
 
         “Don’t do that,” said Mia. “Don’t talk about her in the past tense.” 
 
         Outside there were the sounds of continued carnage. They were muffled and distant but there.  
 
         What the hell is going on? Elijah thought. The town, it seemed, was being consumed by a shared madness. The attack that killed Harper seemed to be one of many that were taking place all through Rockford Sound. As Elijah focused on the noise outside, he was startled to hear no sirens. There was the pop of continued gun fire, the distant sound of explosions, but no sirens.  
 
         And the screaming. It was a sound he would never be able to unhear. And it was constant.  
 
         “Did you see their eyes?” asked Mia, in a small voice.  
 
         Elijah nodded and said, “It was like they were possessed or something.”  
 
         “I shot one,” Mia sobbed. “I shot a child in the face and saw its brains hit the walls and it still moved. How’s that possible?” 
 
         “It isn’t,” said Elijah. 
 
         “But it still happened,” Mia said. “Surely, when you shoot someone’s brains out, that kills them. But she shrugged it off like it was nothing.”  
 
         Elijah did not respond. What else was there to say? Mia was right: what should have been impossible had happened right before their eyes. He had written about the fantastic many times but that was fiction. This was real life.  
 
         “You hear it don’t you?” Mia asked. “The screaming?” 
 
         Elijah felt a chill go through him.  
 
         “I can hear it,” he said.  
 
         “Oh, it’s not just me,” said Mia. She pulled away from his shoulder and looked at him. “What do we do now?” 
 
         Elijah looked back, shocked.  
 
         “You’re asking me?” he said.  
 
         Mia looked at him expectantly. 
 
         “You can figure out how to get out of this right?” she asked.  
 
         “What makes you think that?” said Elijah.  
 
         “Because…” but Mia did not finish. Why had she thought he could help? Because he was the man? No, that was not it. The last man that had taken charge in her life was Dan and Elijah was nothing like her husband. And then she had been happy Harper to take charge.  
 
         The answer came to her with miserable clarity.  
 
         Because she had never made the decisions herself. Even after escaping her controlling husband, she had continued her submissive behaviour, even with Harper. And why not? It was all she had ever known. Poor, weak, submissive Mia. Why change the habit of a lifetime? Why be a leader when it’s easier to be a sheep?  
 
         She looked at Elijah and realised that her new companion was just as helpless as she was. That was not to say hopeless - his actions at the diner and the beach house showed he had a strong character. But when it came to their current predicament, he was just as in the dark as she was.  
 
         What gave her the right to expect any different?  
 
         Elijah saw the color drain from her face.  
 
         “Hey,” he said soothingly, “we can get out of this, ok?” 
 
         “How do you know?” Mia asked, panicked.  
 
         “I don’t,” Elijah said. “I have no idea how things are gonna go or if we’ll make it.” He gingerly took her hand in his and looked her in the eye. “But I’ll tell you something, I’m not going down without a fight. And neither are you.”  
 
         Mia stared at him for what seemed like an eternity before she broke into a smile. The smile quickly bloomed into a chuckle. It was a reaction Elijah had not expected. 
 
         “What’s funny?” he asked. 
 
         “Sorry,” said Mia as she looked away, her expression wistful and forlorn. “It’s just Harper says cheesy things like that all the time.” 
 
         Elijah slowly smiled in return.  
 
         “She did?” he said.  
 
         Mia nodded and said, “It’s her way of making me feel better.” Her eyes glazed over, and her smile slowly wilted. Her bottom lip began to tremble. “She’s really gone, isn’t she?”  
 
         Elijah watched her, unsure what to say. Mia turned back to face him, her eyes no longer pleading, just seeking truths. 
 
         “Yes,” said Elijah quietly. “Yes, she is.” 
 
         Mia nodded again as her face creased and the tears returned. Elijah placed his hand on hers and gently squeezed.  
 
         “What do we do now?” Mia asked again.  
 
         Elijah thought for a moment.  
 
         “We figure out how the hell we’re gonna get out of here,” he said.  
 
      
 
      
 
    3 
 
    After running from his apartment, Orson Cotcher fled. His life depended on it.  
 
         The sight that greeted him was nothing short of a warzone. The town was under siege from something Orson did not understand, the aggressors all sporting the same vivid eyes and wounds that would prove fatal under normal circumstances. Small pockets of violence split off from the main to attack anyone unfortunate enough to be in the open.  
 
         Like white blood cells fighting an infection, Orson thought, though it was the opposite. These creatures were the infection, and they were spreading through town like a cancer.  
 
         Armed only with a broken broom handle, he picked a direction and ran.  
 
         It was not long before he was noticed.  
 
         While the road had appeared empty, he was quickly seen by a creature limping down the street in the opposite direction. Considering the sounds of chaos all around him, Orson was surprised to see the street was practically deserted. The mob, it seemed, was needed elsewhere. All except this one straggler.  
 
         It was an elderly woman in what was once a white nightdress, now stained with large patches of drying blood. Her movement was robotic, like someone or something controlled her.  
 
         They saw each other in the same instant. The woman did not so much as hesitate: she fixed him with a stone cold gaze and ran at him with the speed and agility of someone sixty years her junior. Orson ran. He got ten steps before passing an alley. He bolted straight down it. 
 
         The alley was nearly pitch black, abutted on each side by wood panelled walls – the left a house, the right a corner store. Its length was only that of the house itself and the yard fence, which, while deep, was only finite. The alley’s opposite end showed a burned-out car with three more assailants scanning the adjacent street for any would be victims.  
 
         There was nowhere to go.  
 
         As he came to the fence, he turned to see his pursuer enter the alley. Her pace had not slowed.  
 
         He did not stop to think. He turned to the fence, reached for the top and began to pull himself up. The old lady collided into him. The weight of them both against the fence caused the wood to fold. Orson had only a moment to register the collision before the fence buckled and they fell forward into the yard.  
 
         The two of them hit the ground hard but only Orson reacted. The wind was forced out of him like he was hit by a freight train. He turned on his back to see the old lady scurrying at him on all fours like a demon, clawing at his legs as he struggled to breathe. Her face remained impassive as she lunged forward, her hands pointed forward like the claws of a lion pouncing. Her fingers were aimed at his face.  
 
         Orson brought the broken broom handle up in front of him as the woman came down. The splintered wood pierced her face at her left nostril, her momentum aiding the weapon’s penetration of her skull. There was initial resistance where wood met bone, then the handle passed through the woman’s nasal cavity and into her brain. Blood sprayed from the wound and cascaded out her other nostril like a broken faucet. Orson was bathed in it as it hit his face and stung his eyes.  
 
         Through his disgust, Orson yelled as he pushed the woman off him. He stood quickly, hurriedly wiped his face, and kicked the woman in the head as hard as he could.  
 
         He heard footsteps approaching from the alley. 
 
         Fuck this, he thought and turned towards the home’s back door. He reached it just as three other monsters arrived at the broken fence. They saw him. Orson hurried through the door and slammed it shut behind him just as the weight of a body fell against it. He flicked the lock and stood back, watching with bated breath as a barrage of hits rained against the wood.  
 
         The door frame began to splinter.  
 
         That was enough. Orson turned on his heels, ran through the house and back onto the street from which he’d come. He fled into the darkness with no idea where he was headed.  
 
      
 
      
 
    4. 
 
    Larry watched the basement trapdoor rattle. It was the third attempt that those beasts had made to get into the basement, but the trapdoor was not budging.  
 
         With him was Sienna and Clint, The Crab Bucket’s long-suffering chef. Other than Larry, they were the only other survivors of the blood bath that had erupted in the bar above them. They had seen things no person should ever see, witnessed appalling acts of violence committed against friends and neighbors, where blood had spilled, and cries of terror had echoed. The mob had grown and without his trusty shotgun, Larry felt the basement was the only option. He had called Clint and Sienna over and shut the trapdoor behind them before anyone else could get through.  
 
         He was not proud.  
 
         Clint sat against the basement’s far wall between two metal beer kegs. He was smoking, his face illuminated by the burning cherry every few moments as he took long hard drags in silence. The man was fifty, yet his habit aged him ten years. As Larry watched him smoke, he swore he could see the horrors they had witnessed settle into the lines of his face. There were five stubbed out cigarette butts by his feet and the pile would no doubt get bigger by the time this madness had ended. 
 
         If we live that long, Larry thought bitterly.  
 
         Sienna, in contrast, paced back and forth anxiously, one arm hugging her chest while she chewed her fingernails. Much younger than the two men – only twenty-two, Larry believed – her nerves were shot to hell. How would they not be? She had not long witnessed many of The Crab Bucket’s patrons being viciously murdered. To see such a plucky, bright young woman reduced to a shell of her former self was difficult for Larry to watch.  
 
         She winced as the trapdoor continued to rattle. She walked over to Clint, who watched her curiously. 
 
         “Can I bum one of those?” she asked. There was a brief tremble in the voice.   
 
         Clint reached into his pocket and offered her a mangled pack of Marlboros and a lighter. She took both, placed the cigarette in her mouth and threw the pack back at Clint.  
 
         “I didn’t know you smoked,” the chef said, returning the Marlboro’s to his pocket.  
 
         “I don’t,” said Sienna as she touched the flame to the end of the cigarette and inhaled. In less than a second she kneeled forward and coughed her lungs up.  
 
         “Go easy girl,” said Larry, still watching the trapdoor. The latest assault appeared to have stopped. 
 
         “Jesus, you like these things?” she asked Clint, looking at the cigarette with disgust.  
 
         “I’ll have it back if you want?”  
 
         Sienna handed Clint the cigarette back, where he placed it between his lips next to his other one. He took another puff before taking the first and flicking it to the floor, where he stubbed it out under his boot.  
 
         Butt number six. 
 
         “I thought it’d take the edge off,” said Sienna.  
 
         Clint shrugged and said, “Don’t need to explain yourself to me, girly.”  
 
         “Don’t call me girly,” she replied indignantly. “I have a name.”  
 
         Clint nodded as if shaking the fog from his brain.  
 
         “Sorry,” he said kindly. “Where’s Sienna from anyway? The name, I mean. Is it Irish?”  
 
         “I dunno, my parents gave it to me.” She threw up her hands in frustration. “Seriously, how are you so calm about all this?” 
 
         “Calm?” Clint asked, surprised. “Why d’you think I’m calm?” 
 
         “You’ve barely said a word since we’ve been down here!” 
 
         Clint shook his head.  
 
         “Don’t mistake my silence for calmness,” said Clint. “Would it help you to know I’m actually terrified?”  
 
         Sienna stared at him, confused. 
 
         “You…are?” she asked.  
 
         “Absolutely,” said Clint, earnestly. “Believe it or not, I’m not usually prone to watching my friends being butchered.” 
 
         Sienna looked at him a moment before hugging herself and staring down at her feet.  
 
         “I’m sorry,” she said quietly. “I didn’t think.” 
 
         Clint inhaled on her cigarette and smiled at her. 
 
         “Don’t beat yourself up about it, kid,” he said. “Besides, I know someone that’s seen this kind of shit before. Ain’t that right Larry?” 
 
         “Fuck off Clint,” Larry replied, his eyes still on the trapdoor.  
 
         Sienna looked between the two men; her face creased with confusion.  
 
         “What do you mean?” she asked the cook. 
 
         “Larry here’s a combat vet,” said Clint. “Led a squad of young men into the desert to fight the ragheads. What desert was it, Larry?”  
 
         “Iraq,” Larry said.  
 
         Sienna looked at her boss, her surprise evident. 
 
         “You were in Iraq?” she asked. 
 
         “That was a long time ago,” he said, before facing Clint. “And why the hell are you bringing that up now?” 
 
         Clint shrugged and said, “Just passing the time.” 
 
         “Well don’t, ok?” 
 
         “But that might help!” said Sienna. “If you’ve had combat experience, you can help us get out of this!” 
 
         “Are you kidding me?” said Larry. “This is nothing like that! I shot one of those fuckers point blank with a pound of buckshot, and they didn’t even flinch!” 
 
         Sienna recoiled at her boss’s sudden outburst. Larry saw the fear in her face and felt immediately guilty. 
 
         “At least you know your way around a weapon,” said Clint, adding his current cigarette to the growing pile at his feet. 
 
         Butt number seven.  
 
         “Yeah, and a whole lot of good it did me too,” said Larry bitterly.  
 
         The trapdoor began to rattle with renewed vigour. The three of them snapped their heads in the direction of the commotion.  
 
         “You’d think they’d get the hint,” said Clint.  
 
         “Is that the only way in?” Sienna asked. 
 
         Larry looked at her, confused. 
 
         “The only way in?” he asked. “How do you think we get the kegs down here?” 
 
         Sienna’s face drained of color. Of course it was not the only entrance. How many times had she dealt with deliveries? In the next room – the one reserved for the empty kegs – was another, larger trapdoor at the top of a small set of stairs that lead out to the parking lot. The doors themselves were thick, sturdy steel, positioned at a thirty-degree angle and opened outwards. Though this stopped them opening should something heavy fall against them, that did not stop them being pulled outwards 
 
         “Oh no,” she said, panicked.  
 
         “What’re you worrying about?” asked Larry. “That door’s made of reinforced steel. I installed them myself. They’re gonna need something seriously strong to get that bad boy open.” 
 
         A clatter of metal on metal came from the door. The three of them looked at each other, their eyes wide. As Larry walked into the adjacent room there came the sound of a car engine starting up. No, not a car, he thought. The reverberation was too deep. This was something larger, with more power.  
 
         Above them, the trap door continued to rattle.  
 
         Larry turned to his companions, his mouth open to say something, anything, that can reassure them, when the engine revved fiercely before whatever vehicle was outside drove at speed. Larry had a moment to wonder why the sound was moving away from them when the doors began to groan in protest. The stress of the metal was deafening in the confines of the basement, both Clint and Sienna covering their ears, while the screech of tires on asphalt made itself known. Larry watched in horror as he realised what was happening.  
 
         There was little he could do. Even if the three of them grabbed the door’s inside handles, their combined strength would never be enough against the might of a truck.  
 
         The stress became too much. The metal bar across the door finally buckled, its sudden failure practically blowing the doors outwards as the force of the truck’s pull erupted instantly. Larry watched as the remaining structure failed, the hinges being ripped from the walls like they were paper.  
 
         Behind him Sienna screamed as, through the dusty hole where a heavy metal door once was, innumerable pairs of green eyes stared at them.  
 
      
 
      
 
    5. 
 
    More and more people found their way to the police station, some armed, most not. Annie Barbeito shepherded them into the main reception area as Sheriff Banner and his deputies laid their weapons and ammunition on the reception desk.  
 
         Their resources were lacking.  
 
         “Is this it?” asked the Sheriff. 
 
         “We’re a small town. This isn’t the city,” said one of the deputies, Anders. “We have a firearm per officer with a spare magazine each, plus the three shotguns you see here. The shotguns are fully loaded, and there’s a spare box of rounds.” 
 
         “How many rounds in the box?” Banner asked. 
 
         “Fifty,” said Anders.  
 
         Sheriff Banner did the math in his head.  
 
         “So, we have just less than three-hundred rounds for our firearms and about thirty total for the shotguns,” he said. 
 
         “Correct.” 
 
         “That ain’t much,” said Banner.  
 
         “Not against an army of those freaks.” This was Kline.  
 
         “Who else here is armed?” The Sheriff asked Anders.  
 
         “I don’t know, we haven’t made a tally.” 
 
         “Make that your next task,” said Banner, “and quickly.” 
 
         “Sheriff!” Annie called.  
 
         Banner looked over at his colleague, who stood at the station’s main entrance. Her face was white with fear.  
 
         He hurried over to her, Kline not far behind him.  
 
         “Outside,” Annie said. 
 
         Banner frowned. Annie nodded toward the door. The Sheriff peered out the entrance to see his town in chaos. The setting sun had all but been extinguished by the many plumes of smoke billowing from the countless fires that now raged.  
 
         To the station’s right, at the far end of the street, came a horde of monsters walking from the smoke.   
 
         Banner shut the door and took Annie by the shoulders.  
 
         “Get as many of those that’re unarmed down to the cells immediately,” he said.  
 
         “The cells?” she asked. 
 
         “The doors, they’re reinforced and maglocked. Take them down there and lock ‘em inside, ok?” 
 
         Annie nodded. 
 
         “And take this,” said Banner, handing her his pistol along with the spare magazine. “If you see anything green come down those stairs you pop ‘em between the eyes for me.”  
 
         Annie looked at the pistol and said, “But you’ll be unarmed!” 
 
         “I’ll take a shotgun,” he said. “Now get going.” He turned around to face the crowd of citizens and survivors that had congregated in the reception hall. “Ok, listen up!” he shouted. “I need everyone who’s unarmed to follow Miss Barbeito here! She’s going to take you somewhere safe and away from danger until I say otherwise!” 
 
         “Away from danger?!” someone cried indignantly. “Those monsters killed my daughter!”  
 
         There was a murmur of discontent among the crowd.  
 
         “And I don’t intend for that to happen to anyone else tonight!” the Sheriff continued. “We’re experiencing something of magnitude here in town this evening people! I don’t know how or why, but I do know that I won’t let anyone else suffer at the hands of this madness! So, I ask you, as your Sheriff, to please heed what I say and follow Miss Barbeito as quickly as you can!” 
 
         “What about the rest of us?” shouted someone else.  
 
         “Those that are armed and able stay here!” said Banner. “We’re gonna defend this building until outside help arrives! This is the Alamo people! Fight like it!” 
 
         A few members of the crowd began to congregate around Annie. One became two, and two became four, until the unarmed civilians began to walk hurriedly towards the basement door, and the holding cells.  
 
         Banner watched as the remaining deputies began organising those with guns. 
 
         “There’s outside help coming?” asked Kline.  
 
         Banner turned to him, his face stern. 
 
         “You lied?” Kline said, appalled. 
 
         “And what would you have me do?” asked Banner. “The moment these people realise we’re on our own is the moment they panic, and when people panic a lot more of them will die.” 
 
         “But these things!” Kline hissed. “They just keep coming! You saw what happened when we shot them!” 
 
         Banner grabbed the deputy fiercely by the arm.  
 
         “You keep that to yourself,” he said, his voice level considering his anger. “We don’t know what we’re dealing with here, not fully. So, we’re gonna hold our guard here, ok? We’re gonna buy these people what time we can.” 
 
         Kline looked into the Sheriff’s eyes. The man was determined, terrifyingly so, but that was not all the deputy saw.  
 
         He saw fear too.  
 
         Fear and desperation.  
 
         “They’re coming!” someone yelled.  
 
         As screams echoed through the station and those heading to the basement began pushing past each other, Sheriff Pete Banner ran to the nearest window and looked outside.  
 
         Staring back was a flood of people walking inexorably towards the station, all armed, all glowing, all with an unquenchable urge to kill.  
 
         As the first pop of gunfire hit the window above Banner’s head, all hell broke loose.   
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 CHAPTER TWELVE 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    1. 
 
   G retchen looked at the time. She was growing impatient.  
 
         Elijah’s outline was good, terrific in fact, and once she had finished reading it she replied to his email positively. Sure, it was schlocky but that was Elijah’s bread and butter. She loved the idea of Magnum Chan being relegated to a supporting role. It made the character more akin to someone like Hercule Poirot, a detective that inadvertently finds themselves stuck in some dastardly mystery. That was where the similarities between Chan and Poirot ended, of course – Agatha Christie never resorted to anything supernatural in her works – but it was the change of pace that Elijah’s creation needed, especially so early in his career. The readers would not want things to get stale so soon. 
 
         Yet, as Gretchen sat in her ostentatious living room, drumming her fingers on her art-deco armchair, she grew annoyed. 
 
         Her client had not responded.  
 
         She did not usually get irritable with him quickly. She tried to always give him the space he needed to create, and he was often too wrapped up in his prose to notice anything. It was why he had opted to spend time in that beach house he had been rambling on about – seclusion, solitude, privacy. Anything for him to get over the slump he was in.  
 
         Gretchen, however, had not been entirely honest with Elijah.  
 
         Despite what she had said, the publishers were not impressed with Bolt the Doors. Her representative at Gollancz, a boorish young upstart by the name of Neal Summers that likened himself to Donald Trump, was a persistent pain in her backside. While acknowledging there was a market for the book – based on Elijah’s growing popularity and a general resurgence of the horror genre as a whole – he called the novel a ‘detestable piece of shit’, and advised Gretchen that, were it not for Elijah’s already established recognition, they would never accept something so dreadful. Gretchen had tried to alleviate the mood, making some comment about one person’s junk being another’s treasure, yet Summers would not be moved. He had lost faith in Elijah, he said, and unless he saw something new from Gollancz’s golden boy soon, then he would need to rethink their continued partnership.  
 
         This was not Gretchen’s first altercation with Summers. The man had not liked her from the start. He had initially vetoed Volatile, calling the work nonsensical and a waste of time, until Gretchen had gone over his head to his boss. His boss admired Gretchen’s tenacity and, though it was not their usual way of finding new talent, he offered to read Volatile while he was away on vacation. Upon his return, he had ordered Summers to draft a contract for Elijah, Volatile and two sequels.  
 
         Summers had held a grudge ever since.  
 
         As such, the situation with Bolt the Doors was so precarious. Gollancz had not liked the third proposed Magnum Chan novel. This was not just Neal Summers either; the bosses were not impressed. It took all the bargaining power Gretchen had to extend Elijah’s contract to include Bolt the Doors, and this was mostly in good faith. Though she had always told Elijah to never worry, the truth was Gretchen was worried sick.  
 
         She had sent the treatment for the new Magnum Chan book both to Summers and his bosses. It had placated them, but they wanted more and quickly. Gretchen had no doubt that much of the ill will had been exacerbated by Summers, but the only way to dampen those flames was to get something concrete from Elijah.  
 
         Her email, though veiled, asked for whatever he had written so she could see it. She did not care if it was a mess, first drafts always were, but she needed something. 
 
         Gretchen looked at her phone. I should have just called him, she thought.  
 
        It was not Elijah’s fault that she was so stressed. She had opted not to tell him any of her current woes, something she now regretted. But maybe now was a good time to let him in on their predicament?  
 
         As she contemplated what to do, the phone rang.  
 
         Startled, she looked at the caller ID.  
 
         It was Nicole Young.  
 
         Odd, she thought. She and Nicole had exchanged numbers around the time Elijah had signed his contract, ostensibly to meet up socially, but both women knew the act was symbolic. They were too different. Besides, Gretchen was twenty-two by the time Nicole had even been born. What would they have to talk about?  
 
         Gretchen answered the call.  
 
         “Nicole! Darling!” she said, feigning enthusiasm. “What a pleasure it is to hear from you!” 
 
         “Hi Gretchen,” Nicole practically shouted over the background noise. “I’m sorry to bother you.” 
 
         “Not at all darling!” said Gretchen. “Everything ok?” She frowned at the noise on the other end of the line. “Where on earth are you?”  
 
         “I’m on my way to Elijah,” said Nicole. “Odd question, but have you heard from him?”  
 
         Gretchen was sent off kilter by the question. Why was Nicole asking her?  
 
         “I can’t say I have I’m afraid,” she said. “Not since this morning at least. Is something the matter?” 
 
         “Oh, no, I’m sure it’s nothing,” said Nicole. “His phone just keeps going to voice mail, that’s all.” 
 
         “That’s because he’s in the zone my dear,” said Gretchen. “He’s likely turned it off so he can write uninterrupted.” 
 
         “Is that what he said to you this morning?”  
 
         “In not so many words,” Gretchen said with a chuckle. “He’s very excited about his new book, darling. Very excited indeed!”  
 
         “Oh terrific!” said Nicole enthusiastically. “Well, if you hear from him at all, can you let him know I called? I know Robbie’s dying to hear from him.” 
 
         “Absolutely!” cried Gretchen. “Sending you all my love darling!” 
 
         They ended the call, though Gretchen grew concerned.  
 
         Elijah never turned his phone off. That was their arrangement.  
 
         She dialled his number. The line beeped three times and ended the call. Gretchen frowned and tried again. Three more beeps, then silence. She pulled the phone from her ear and stared at it. The screen showed nothing but her home-screen. No user busy icon, no redirect to voicemail, nothing.   
 
         “Are you ok darling?” Gretchen muttered to herself.  
 
         Elijah was anything but.  
 
      
 
      
 
    2. 
 
    Mia watched as Elijah walked back into the house. His face was grim.  
 
         “The car’s trashed,” he said.  
 
         “What do you mean?” asked Mia.  
 
         “The explosion,” Elijah said, “some of the wreckage landed on the engine block. The tires are shredded to shit too.”  
 
         Mia nodded vacantly and continued to hold up her phone.  
 
         “Still no service?” Elijah asked.  
 
         “None,” said Mia. “I checked your phone too. It’s like the satellite just fell out of the sky.” 
 
         “Or the tower’s down.” 
 
         “Or there’s electrical interference.” 
 
         Elijah nodded and said, “And there’s no dial tone on the land line either?”  
 
         “None,” said Mia. “That won’t be interference though, will it?”  
 
         “Not likely,” said Elijah. “The overhead cables would’ve been cut or destroyed somewhere.” 
 
         Mia took the TV’s remote control from the coffee table in front of her and turned on the TV. The picture was crystal clear, with no interruption.  
 
         “I don’t get it,” she said, muting the TV as images of the ongoing epidemic in China transmitted. “We can get TV, but cell signal is gone.” 
 
         “It’s cable TV,” said Elijah. “It said so on Airbnb.” 
 
         “Cable?” asked Mia. “What is this, the nineties?”  
 
         “I feel it adds to the rustic charm,” he said, smiling. “Shall we see if there’s anything on there about what’s happening here?” 
 
         Mia nodded, hit the TV guide button, and began scrolling through the news channels. There was more on the epidemic and the Eritrean famine, though new information was thin on the ground. The tensions in eastern Europe were at a stalemate, it seemed, with the warring leaders prepared to enter peace talks. Elsewhere there was the usual hyperbole about continued suburban violence. Nothing new there, Elijah thought, and Mia kept scrolling. There was so much doom and gloom in the world that Elijah was no longer surprised when he heard stories of those being brainwashed by the media. According to American news, the world was a truly terrifying place.  
 
         Yet, despite Mia’s searching, there was nothing regarding the plight of Rockford Sound.  
 
         “I don’t understand,” she whispered.  
 
         “I don’t either,” said Elijah.  
 
         “How can there be nothing,” said Mia, disheartened. “The networks I get, but we’re not that out the way. Surely someone driving by must have seen something!” 
 
         There was another pop from the burning house. Something else had succumbed to the ravages of the fire.  
 
         Mia’s heart ached at the memory of Harper. It was cruel that the final image of her was her screaming and engulfed in green fire. 
 
         She looked over at Elijah, her face a mask of both pain and rage.  
 
         “You didn’t see any more of those…things out there, did you?” asked Mia.  
 
         “No, but it looks like the road back into town’s been blocked.” 
 
         “Blocked? Blocked how?”  
 
         “With wreckage,” said Elijah.  
 
         Mia stood, pulled back the curtains and looked towards town. 
 
         Past the remnants of the first beach house, the town was in chaos. Night, it seemed, had come early to Rockford Sound. Despite the clear sky, the town had been reduced to darkness not unlike the formidable gloom just before a storm. Smoke continued to billow into the sky. What frightened Mia the most, however, was the eerie glow emanating from the centre of town, like distant floodlights of a football stadium at night.  
 
         The single road that connected the beach houses to the town itself was blocked, just like Elijah said. Multiple pieces of wreckage – large pieces of burning wood, burned-out cars - were piled high in an impressive barricade. The heap still smouldered. 
 
         There was no sign of anyone.  
 
         “Why would they block us in?” Mia asked herself.  
 
         “They’re not,” said Elijah, standing behind her.  
 
         “No?”  
 
         “This road doesn’t lead anywhere important, not from town at least,” he said. “It’s just a small bank of sand and a trio of houses. But it is a road, and it leads to the sea.” 
 
         “They’re stopping people from leaving,” said Mia.  
 
         Elijah nodded and said, “I think so. If people can swim away, there’s a possibility of escape.” 
 
         “Wait!” said Mia. “Why don’t we do that? Swim away I mean?” 
 
         “That’s not a good idea,” Elijah said.  
 
         “Why not?”  
 
         “I’m not a strong swimmer for one, but also, you’re talking about traversing open water. We’d have to swim some distance to get anywhere remotely safe, and that’s not accounting for currents. Or any number of problems we may face, for that matter.” 
 
         Mia’s head dipped. She looked defeated.  
 
         “We’re not beaten,” said Elijah.  
 
         Mia turned her gaze back to the burning house. It sure felt like they were beaten.  
 
         She wiped a fresh tear from her cheek and closed the curtains. 
 
         “I guess we’d better wait until help arrives,” she said. “But I don’t want to get caught with my pants down again. We should watch the road. Just in case anymore of those freaks show up, you know?”  
 
         Elijah nodded. 
 
         “I’m guessing you don’t have any weapons, do you?” Mia asked. 
 
         “Sorry, I left my machete at home,” said Elijah, playfully.  
 
         Mia put her hands on her hips, tilted her head to one side, and looked at him with disdain. 
 
         “Really?” she asked.  
 
         Elijah held up his hands and said, “Sorry. Bad timing. We can always look around the house. It’s a rental, who knows what people have left behind.” 
 
         Mia nodded.  
 
         “So, we’re holding the fort,” she said.  
 
         “We’re holding the fort,” Elijah nodded. 
 
         Mia exhaled slowly. 
 
         “I’m scared,” she said. 
 
         Elijah thought about his wife and child, driving towards a horror he could not comprehend. 
 
         “Me too,” he said. 
 
      
 
      
 
    3. 
 
    Escape was fruitless.  
 
         Wherever Orson went, he was blocked at every turn. Though his encounters with the eyeless were few, they did not see him. The horde that used to be the town’s people appeared to be congregating towards the central thoroughfare, the town’s main artery through which they could spread further. It made sense, Orson thought. The damage around the sea front, ground zero as it were, was already done.  
 
         Whatever was possessing the residents of Rockford Sound had not only told them to kill, but had organised them in a way that frightened Orson to his core. Many of the roads were blocked, if not by wreckage, then by the eyeless themselves. There was no way to drive out of town and if any survivors, like Orson, were on foot, the danger increased significantly.  
 
         So, he hid. His progress was slow, like a soldier stuck behind enemy lines, and any time he felt a sense of progress he came to yet another dead end.  
 
         He heard footsteps to his left and quickly dove behind the nearest garden fence. Peering through the wooden slats, he saw a young girl, no older than nine or ten, walking through the street aimlessly. Her face was smeared with soot, with the tell-tale signs of smudges down her cheeks from crying. She was still sniffling, looking around the street hopelessly. In her hand was a teddy bear that had seen better days. She held it against herself like her life depended on it.  
 
         More importantly, however, her eyes were not glowing. 
 
         Orson poked his head up from behind the fence. She had not seen him. He scanned the street. He saw no monsters.  
 
         I can’t leave her out there. 
 
         “Hey,” he said, as pleasantly as he could.  
 
         The girl jolted in shock and took a few steps back as she turned to face him, her eyes wide with fear and clutching the teddy closer. She eyed Orson warily, and why not? He was a stranger and he had no doubt he looked as terrible as he felt. The adrenaline had worn off and he had returned to being the same man that had been so rudely awakened only hours earlier - a depressed drunk with the mother of all hangovers.  
 
         “Don’t be scared,” Orson said, holding up his hands and standing up slowly from behind the fence. He scanned the street a second time. “Are you alone?”  
 
         The girl looked at him hesitantly before nodding.  
 
         “Where are your parents?”  
 
         The girl looked down at her feet. The expression of appalling sadness that came broke Orson’s heart.  
 
         “Did they become one of…them?” he asked. 
 
         The girl nodded and started crying.  
 
         “Hey, hey, hey!” Orson said, concerned. “It’s ok! Why don’t you come here ok? It’s dangerous outside.” 
 
         The girl looked up at him, suspicious.  
 
         “That’s what the last man said.” 
 
         “The last man?” asked Orson.  
 
         The girl nodded and said, “He said he would help me, and he didn’t. He was mean.” She sniffed and wiped her nose. “He shouted.” 
 
         “I won’t shout at you,” said Orson. In truth, he did not know what else to say. The idea that an adult could behave in such a way to a child horrified him. “Why don’t we start with your name? Can you tell me your name?”  
 
         The girl sniffed again.  
 
         “Kayleigh,” she said.  
 
         Orson smiled and said, “Hi there Kayleigh. That’s a lovely name. I’m Orson.” 
 
         Kayleigh looked at him curiously. 
 
         “You’re called Awesome?” she asked. 
 
         Orson could not help but laugh. 
 
         “Orson, my name is Orson. Though you can call me Awesome if you like.” 
 
         The girl giggled. It was progress.  
 
         Orson looked around the street. They had been stood there talking for too long.  
 
         His stomach growled. 
 
         “Are you hungry?” he asked. “I don’t know about you, but I could eat a horse.” 
 
         There was a pop of gunfire close by. Kayleigh turned to the noise, as her eyes widened in terror.  
 
         Orson held out his hand.  
 
         “Come to me,” he said hurriedly. “Quickly now.”  
 
         Kayleigh did not hesitate. She ran up to the stranger, took his hand, and ran with him into the nearest house, where he slammed the door behind them. 
 
      
 
      
 
    4 
 
    “So, all we have are the knives, a broom and a mop,” said Elijah. 
 
         “Looks that way,” said Mia, looking down at the assorted weapons they had spread around the worktop.  
 
         “Wait! The gun!” said Elijah. “What happened to the gun?”  
 
         “What gun?”  
 
         “The gun! The one you had on you when…” he trailed off. 
 
         “I don’t know,” said Mia quietly. “I must have dropped it.”  
 
         Elijah thought for a moment.  
 
         “Let me go find it,” he said. “And lock the door behind me ok?” 
 
         Mia nodded, absently. There was no point sending her out. It would be cruel to do so, to search around the wreckage where her partner had just died. 
 
         Elijah took the largest knife from the worktop, and walked to the front door.  
 
         “I won’t be long,” he said.  
 
         He let out a breath and opened the door, stepping back out into the threshold. Mia followed him, stuck in her own thoughts. Grief, it seemed, had come to say hi again after a short absence. Elijah looked at her, his face earnest.  
 
         “Lock the door,” he said and stepped out onto the terrace. He waited a moment before he heard the click of the lock.  
 
         Good, he thought, before he looked up at the still burning house a hundred yards up the beach and began walking. 
 
      
 
      
 
    5. 
 
    The house they found themselves in was dark but tidy. The residents were away – a discarded note to a neighbor regarding the house plants said enough – though that had not stopped someone from kicking in the front door. Orson placed a chair underneath the door handle and wedged it as tight as he could. It was a poor attempt at security, he knew, but it was better than nothing.  
 
         He led Kayleigh into the living room and sat her down. He gently asked if she was hurt and she showed him a bruise that had bloomed around her wrist, no doubt from when the ‘angry man’ had grabbed her.  
 
         “How did you get away from him?” Orson asked. 
 
         “I punched him,” said Kayleigh. “In his…daddy places.” 
 
         Orson looked at her, shocked.  
 
         “Well, that’ll do it,” he said, chuckling. “Does it hurt? Your wrist I mean.” 
 
         Kayleigh nodded. 
 
         Orson gently patted her hand before standing. “I’m gonna have a look around,” he said. “Maybe I can find something for the bruise.” He yawned. “You hungry?”  
 
         Kayleigh nodded again. 
 
         “Once I’ve had a look around, I’ll head to the kitchen to see if there’s any food, ok?”  
 
         Kayleigh nodded a third time as Orson smiled and walked to the kitchen. He did not dare turn on any lights. That would only attract unwanted attention. Opening the refrigerator, he saw nothing of note. No perishables at least. Why would there be if the owners were away? He began rummaging through the cupboards. His search was more fruitful. There were cans of all kinds - fruit, beans, soups, canned fish, and tomatoes. It would all do.  
 
         He found a can opener in the drawer by his waist and brought the food with him, hoping that there was something among the produce Kayleigh would like. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 CHAPTER THIRTEEN 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    1. 
 
   T he battle for the heart of Rockford Sound was fought and lost in the police station.  
 
         Once the first gunshot echoed through the building, panic took full control. Those following Annie into the basement toward the cells began pushing forward into the stairwell. Annie tried in vain to calm the fleeing residents. There were screams of fear and pain as the crowd became a crush, as people cried out for others to stop pushing. Some fell only to be trampled underfoot, the breaking bones and calls for help drowned out by the cacophony that surrounded them.  
 
         The deputies and the deputised began firing back at the mob outside indiscriminately. Windows were smashed for better line of sight, only for those stood by them to be riddled with returning fire from the horde. Those among the horde that were shot fell before getting back to their feet.  
 
         Sheriff Banner threw himself to the ground as a fusillade of bullets penetrated the thin wood panelled walls of the police station. He heard the ziiiip of bullets as they flew over him and through any surface they could. Those civilians that had not yet made it to the basement stairwell became pincushions, each impact sending bloody sprays of mist through the crowd and creating further terrified panic.  
 
         The walls may as well be made with paper, Banner thought, horrified at the senseless loss of life.  
 
         The noise in the station quietened as the barrage died down. Either the monsters had run out of ammo or were reloading – do they know how to reload? Banner thought briefly. He did not wait to find out.  
 
         “OPEN FIRE!” he shouted and aimed through the nearest window. His own assault was accompanied by others as the defender’s wall of bullets hit the horde. More of the monsters fell, while those behind began tripping over their fallen comrades. The Sheriff watched with renewed hope as the sheer volume of bodies began to topple over one another in their single-minded doggedness to enter the station. Those in the pile began pulling themselves out of the mass of writhing bodies. Other creatures helped, pulling on exposed limbs that clawed for assistance. 
 
         The wall of flesh continued being hit with round after round of automatic gunfire, yet they just kept on coming.  
 
         As Banner ducked out the way of an oncoming rock, he saw the mob begin to spread outward.  
 
         “THEY’RE TRYING TO FLANK US!” he shouted as more rocks pelted the exterior. He saw one deputy yell as he fell away from the window, clutching his eye as blood ran down his face. His companion ran to his aid, only to be hit in the gut by a stray bullet. The round practically opened the man’s stomach like a zipper. As offal poured from the wound, he fell to his knees and frantically tried to scoop up his guts, desperately pushing back in what was falling out.  
 
         The scene was but a small moment in a larger canvas of horror. The walls were riddled with holes, and the once respectable mahogany reception desk was now a mass of haphazard splinters. There were bodies scattered everywhere, most leading to the basement staircase where the final surviving residents had finally run from harm’s way. Some moaned in pain, others screamed, more were already dead. The place smelled fragrantly of blood - a sharp tang of iron - and cordite.  
 
         We can’t win, Banner thought with horror as the first Molotov came flying through the window.  
 
      
 
      
 
    2. 
 
    Annie had run into the basement ahead of the crowd as screams filled the stairwell. She needed to get the cell doors open, and fast.  
 
         Just a foot away from the nearest cell was a prominent red button on the wall. It was the emergency release button; one push and all the cell doors automatically unlocked. Next to it was a keyhole. Using the correct key and turning the lock clockwise reinstated the mag locks, relocking the doors.  
 
         Annie hit the button with the palm of her hand. There was a loud buzz followed by an audible click as the maglocks disengaged.  
 
         “Everyone into the cells now!” she screamed as she hurried people along the corridor. Along each wall were five cells a piece, usually used for only one detainee at a time. Now people crowded into them like sardines. 
 
         There were terrified screams from further up the stairwell followed by a frenzied push of bodies. Annie heard someone cry out a name in grief as pings of metal on metal ricocheted down the stairs. Annie noticed a misshapen bullet fall to the ground where at her feet before a mass of people surged forward into the corridor, pushing her violently against the wall, her head hitting the painted concrete walls. The Sheriff’s pistol fell from her hands and skidded across the floor. 
 
         All order had ceased. It was now survival of the fittest.  
 
         Dazed, Annie could only watch as anarchy took over. People were pulled from their cells to make way for others. An elderly man lost his footing in the scrum and fell to the floor. No one helped him up. A young boy, no older than four, stood against the wall away from the crowd and out of Annie’s reach, where he watched the mob, terrified and screamed for his mother. A teenage girl leaped from further up the stairwell, landing on an already bloodied woman who, to Annie’s horror, was heavily pregnant.  
 
         Everything had gone to hell and Annie could only watch.  
 
      
 
      
 
    3. 
 
    The Molotov hit the reception desk and ignited in a blaze of heat and light. Before the Sheriff could react, he saw deputy Kline running at it with a fire extinguisher in both hands. As he tackled the blaze, a second ignited at one of the windows, engulfing the two deputies stood there and lighting the wood around the window frame. The two deputies screamed in agony, dropping their weapons, and frantically dropping to the floor, where they rolled around helplessly. A third Molotov hit the main entrance door. Banner could feel the heat as the wooden door fuelled the flames.  
 
         It was then that the Sheriff heard the distant shattering of windows from further in the building.  
 
         Banner ran to Kline, who had run over to his colleagues in a vain attempt to save their lives. He noticed a few of the surviving volunteers had given up hope and had fled towards the basement.  
 
         “I need you to head downstairs,” he said to Kline. 
 
         “What?!” asked the deputy, incredulous.  
 
         “I need you down there. Annie’s gonna need back up while we try to hold them off up here.” 
 
         “But you need me!” Kline said. “We’ll lose the station!”  
 
         “THE STATION’S ALREADY LOST!” Banner screamed. Kline recoiled at the desperation in the Sheriff’s voice.  
 
         Pete grabbed him by the arm and said, “Look! We’re surrounded, ok? They’re breaking in as we speak, and they can’t be stopped. What we need is a small group to stay up here as a distraction and hope that they don’t think to head downstairs.”  
 
         The was a huge crash against the front entrance. Both Banner and Kline whipped their heads towards the door to see the wood around the lock had splintered. The Sheriff could only imagine the sheer weight of people pressing against it.  
 
         He reached for his utility belt, grabbed his spare magazine, and handed it to Kline.  
 
         “Go,” he said, “now.”  
 
         There was another push against the front door. Kline nodded, took the magazine, and sprinted down the stairwell just as the first of the eyeless wondered into the main hall from a corridor behind them. 
 
      
 
      
 
    4. 
 
    The number of civilians still wrestling each other outside the cells was much less than those that had found safety within them. Most of the doors were being held closed in desperation to protect their occupants.  
 
         It would have to be enough. 
 
         She took the cell key from her pocket, slid it into the keyhole next to the emergency button, and turned it clockwise.  
 
         There was a buzz as power was returned to the doors and the maglocks reengaged. The crowd still in the corridor continued to pull on the doors frantically, desperately trying to find safety, but they would not budge. 
 
         Among the confusion Annie saw the gun. It was only a few feet away.  
 
         She crawled on her hands and knees, trying desperately to avoid any stray feet. The crowd were beyond panicked and would not notice her presence. A knee connected with the side of Annie’s head. It was enough to send her off balance. She felt herself veer to her right just as a foot came down on her fingers. She let out a yell and used her other hand to push the person away before yanking her hand back, she felt a pop in her knuckles and winced with pain.  
 
         The gun was within reach.  
 
         She reached for it with her good hand, fought her way back to standing, raised the weapon above her head, and fired once.  
 
         The crowd screamed and looked towards her.  
 
         “EVERYONE LISTEN UP!” she shouted. “WE WILL HAVE ORDER HERE! THERE ARE INNOCENT PEOPLE HURT BECAUSE OF YOU!” 
 
         The crowd looked from her to the gun.  
 
         “RIGHT!” she continued, “THOSE OF YOU-” 
 
         There was a second gunshot and Annie flinched as if punched. A white-hot pain bloomed through her back, followed by dampness. The crowd looked at her, stunned into silence.  
 
         “Oh shit!” she heard a familiar voice say behind her. 
 
         Annie slowly turned around to see Deputy Kline with his pistol raised, faint whisps of smoke evaporating from the gun barrel. The color was entirely gone from his face as a wet patch expanded from his crotch.  
 
         “Billy?” she asked, before collapsing to her knees. She coughed, a quick wet cough. She brought her fingers to her lips. They came away red.  
 
         Billy Kline let his arms drop to his sides, where he let go of the pistol. He could only watch in horror as his colleague looked at him with confusion at what he had done.  
 
         “I’m-I’m so sorry,” he said quietly, disbelieving.  
 
         Annie coughed again, wet and sickening, that brought up a distressing amount of blood, before she fell on her front. Deputy Kline fell to his knees and watched as Annie’s pupils dilated.  
 
         She was dead.  
 
      
 
      
 
    5. 
 
    I’ve killed her, Kline thought. 
 
         You thought she was one of THEM.  
 
         He did not see the crowd watching him with fear, nor did he hear the crash as the main entrance door finally buckled. He just stared at the corpse before him and screamed.  
 
         It was then the lights went out and darkness engulfed them. 
 
         Then everyone screamed.  
 
      
 
      
 
    6. 
 
    More of the eyeless had made it to the main lobby from elsewhere in the building as the front door gave way. The Sheriff and his remaining men saw the throng of creatures fall forward, the sheer weight of their mass pushing them into the building. Those on the floor picked themselves up while those still upright stepped around them, swarming the building like a slow, determined parasite.  
 
         Banner raised his shotgun to his shoulder as the lights went out.  
 
         The men around him screamed as they were plunged into darkness, the only light emanating from the now crowded main entrance. That was not completely true, Banner realised. Each assailant became a silhouette in the chaos, a corporeal human shape defined only by the two glowing orbs in the centre of their faces where their eyes should be. Behind the horde, the flickering glow of the burning town created a stark halo around them. 
 
         Past the door, the Sheriff saw thousands of them in the street beyond, all funnelling toward the police station with a seemingly single, terrifying purpose.  
 
         He did not run. He calmly aimed the shotgun at the nearest glowing target and fired.  
 
         Their head exploded, sending a shower of barely distinguishable gore over its companions. The other remaining deputies followed suit, the interior suddenly awash with the strobe light of muzzle flashes. The number of those armed had gone from a posse of twenty-two souls to just nine, the others either dead or having fled toward the cells. One was quickly scooped up by the mob, who threw him hard against the nearest wall and snapped his neck. One of the eyeless brought the victim’s mouth to its own where the Sheriff watched in horror as a green fire passed between their lips. Other monsters attended to the corpses, reanimating them almost tenderly.  
 
         Through the main entrance, Banner saw something truly from another world.  
 
         A huge pulse of light, the same green that had become all too familiar, shone through the horde towards the door. The creatures in its way righted themselves, as if treating this newcomer with a reverence only given to the truly holy. It parted the eyeless like Moses and the Red Sea. The light became extreme, saturating everything with a brightness that stung the Sheriff’s eyes. The source stopped just as it stepped over the threshold into the police station. Its light dimmed. Banner was given a brief and horrifying vision of the main hall, now resembling an abattoir, before the source of the light came into focus.  
 
         Bob Anderson stood in the entranceway. He was naked, though he barely resembled his former self. It was not just his eyes that shone, but his whole body, his skin now translucent and taking on a waxy hue. His veins pulsed, the blood more resembling radioactive waste.  
 
         It was the item in his hand, however, that drew the Sheriff’s attention. Bob clutched a rock, a crystal, whose interior swirled as if alive. Bob’s hand was fused to it, the item and Bob one and the same. The hand looked gnarled, and it took a moment for Banner to realise the fingers were shrivelled as if frostbitten. The effect was not just at the fingers either: it was spreading up Bob’s arm. Whatever power this item held over him, it was draining his old friend, mummifying him slowly but surely.  
 
         Peter, Bob said, his lips unmoving yet the voice reverberated through the Sheriff all the same. Give up this errand. You cannot win. 
 
         “What’ve you done?” said the Sheriff. “What is all this!?” 
 
         A cleansing, said Bob. You must be cleansed of all sin. 
 
         “Me?” asked Banner. “What’s this got to do with me?” 
 
         The thing that was Bob started laughing. His lips parted into a malicious smile while the laugh spread from monster to monster. Outside the police station, the crowd began to laugh in unison.  
 
         Not just you, said Bob. Humanity. It must be cleansed. Your sins have grown too great, and his patience is only finite. This must happen. You can come willingly or be forced. That is the extent of your free will now. 
 
         Banner’s confusion only grew. What was he talking about? A cleansing? Of Rockford Sound? The creature had said humanity. But surely that was exaggeration, grandiosity meant to cull him into submission.  
 
         “Bob, you can stop this,” the Sheriff said, hating how desperate he sounded.  
 
         I will not, said ‘Bob’, as he lifted his withering arm and held the artifact before him. Banner stared at it in wonder. He could not help himself. Whatever this thing was, it was extraordinary. It called to him, reassured him that all was ok. You need not worry, it soothed. It was all part of the grand plan, one that Banner will be part of, must be part of, along with his men and those downstairs. 
 
         The people in the cells, Banner thought.  
 
         He snapped violently out of his fugue, the memories of the last hour flooding back to him. So many people had died, all innocent and in terror, at the will of something none of them understood. He was the Sheriff, their Sheriff, and he had sworn an oath to protect them.  
 
         He looked around the hall. His deputies were all transfixed on the artifact.  
 
         “No!” Banner shouted, before he raised his weapon and pulled the trigger. The shot hit Bob and the artifact, sending them both backwards. The sudden interruption caused the other deputies to shake their heads.  
 
         Bob righted himself quickly and stared at Banner, not with contempt but with pity.  
 
         Shame, he said. 
 
         The horde ran at them with all the speed they had.  
 
         Banner only managed one last shot before they were on him.  
 
      
 
      
 
    7. 
 
    From inside the cells, the survivors could only cower as those outside were turned.  
 
         Once the lights had died there was renewed panic. The doors creaked and groaned as survivors continued their attempts to get inside yet were unable to force the maglocks. The vague shapes of people could be seen at the small glass panes of each door as they hammered their fists against it, pleading, begging to be let in.  
 
         Through the glass came a noticeable viridescent light.  
 
         Then the slaughter started.  
 
         Those in the cells could only watch helplessly as the horde assimilated the other survivors. Some fought back, others pleaded, but they could not delay their fate any further. Against one pane, a survivor was pinned, their face twisted against the glass as they begged for their life. Their pleas fell on deaf ears. A large knife was thrust into their neck, blood spurting against the glass in a small geyser that would have showered the cell’s occupants if not for the door in their way. As life disappeared from the victims’ eyes, the body was turned to face their killer. Through the glass, the victim’s shape could be seen as light bloomed between them and their murderer. In short order, they who were once human were now one of the possessed. Their newest member shuddered briefly as their new lifeforce took hold, before they orientated themselves and stepped away from the glass.  
 
         The face of the assailant was now visible to those in the cell. There was a moment of shock as the occupants recognised the face, before Sheriff Pete Banner brought his fist back and punched the cell’s window.  
 
         The force was shocking and wholly unnatural, breaking every bone in his hand as the glass broke, an act that should have been impossible. The crushed and mangled fingers still grasped and as the thing that had been the Sheriff plunged his hand further through the small gap, he grabbed someone. The cell was now awash with fresh screaming as the latest victim was pulled inexorably to meet their fate.  
 
         The adjacent cells were scenes of equally devastating horror as one after another the remaining survivors were turned. Once one in the cells was transformed, there was no stopping what was coming.  
 
      
 
      
 
    8. 
 
    Outside the police station the horde had all but lost interest. The people inside had finally been subsumed. There was no reason to remain.  
 
         The evil’s strength was nearly full. More were needed but, with roads now completely blocked, there was nowhere for the remaining citizens to go. They would be flushed out. The evil did not need them all to obtain full convergence, but it was no reason to stop now.  
 
         The throng moved on.  
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 CHAPTER FOURTEEN 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    1. 
 
   O n the other side of town, Orson and Kayleigh sat in silence as they ate, oblivious to the carnage in the centre of town. While there was the occasional cry or gun shot, the noises that had once been harrowing had dulled into mere background noise. Both had grown numb to their ordeal. Nothing mattered in that moment other than sustenance.  
 
         Kayleigh, it turned out, was not a fussy eater and devoured all that Orson gave her. He opened the cans and handed her a fork, where she immediately went to work on the canned fruit. Orson ate the beans until Kayleigh asked if she could have some. They had eaten in silence for close to half an hour before either of them spoke.  
 
         “You’re nicer than the other man,” said Kayleigh, quietly.  
 
         Orson nodded and said, “It’s good to be nice.” 
 
         “Why was he so mean?”  
 
         Orson shrugged.  
 
         “I don’t know,” he said. “People can act badly in bad situations.” 
 
         Kayleigh nodded as if she understood. Orson looked at her fondly and smiled. She noticed.  
 
         “What?” she asked.  
 
         “Nothing,” said Orson. “You just remind me of my granddaughter.”  
 
         “Where’s she?”  
 
         “With her parents I assume,” Orson said.  
 
         “Are they here?”  
 
         “In town? No, they live in California,” said Orson, mournfully. 
 
         “Wow! That’s reeaaally far away!” said Kayleigh.  
 
         Orson laughed and said, “Yes, it’s pretty far.” 
 
         “Do you see her much?”  
 
         Orson shook his head.  
 
         “Why not?” Kayleigh asked, tilting her head inquisitively.  
 
         “Her Mom doesn’t like me very much,” said Orson. “That’s my daughter, you see?”  
 
         Kayleigh looked confused.  
 
         “You have Grandparents, right?” Orson asked.  
 
         The girl nodded.  
 
         “Well, they’re the Mom and Dad of your Mom and Dad,” said Orson.  
 
         Kayleigh rolled her eyes. 
 
         “I know that,” she said with a sass that made Orson laugh.  
 
         “Fair enough,” said Orson. “Well, I have my own daughter, Sophie, and five years ago she and her husband, Derek, had their own child. Her name’s Olivia.”  
 
         “And she’s like me?” Kayleigh asked.  
 
         “Yeah,” said Orson. “You and her are pretty similar.” 
 
         Kayleigh nodded again.  
 
         “So, why doesn’t her Mom like you very much?”  
 
         Orson thought about how to respond. He was talking to a child after all. How much would she understand, and would she judge him for it? Children were devastatingly blunt in their honesty but, then again, maybe some more blunt honesty was what he needed. 
 
         “Well,” he said, “not long after Olivia was born, I did a bad thing. You see, I moved here with my wife, Sophie’s Mom, a couple of years back. But then I met someone else, someone that made me feel good about myself. Say, when your Mom tells you you’ve done something good, you like it right?”  
 
         Kayleigh nodded.  
 
         “Well, that’s how this other woman made me feel,” Orson continued. “She made me feel happy. So happy, in fact, that I left my wife. But I was stupid, you see? I made a decision that was bad, not just for me but for my whole family because this other woman, she didn’t love me like I thought she did.” 
 
         “She didn’t?”  
 
         Orson shook his head and said, “No. She made me think she did. The truth was I had a lot of money, that’s what she loved, and by the time I realised my mistake, all the money was gone, and I’d lost my family. They were very upset with me. I’d hurt their feelings very badly. I’d hurt them so badly, in fact, that my daughter decided she never wanted to speak to me again.”  
 
         Kayleigh nodded like she understood, though Orson was sure she was pretending.  
 
         “So, she was mean,” she said. “The other woman.” 
 
         “Very mean,” said Orson, nodding himself.  
 
         “Why are people so mean?”  
 
         Orson shrugged.  
 
         “Some people just are,” he said.  
 
         “Have you tried calling Sophie?”  
 
         “Many times,” said Orson. “I’m pretty sure she’s blocked my number now anyway.” 
 
         “That’s mean,” said Kayleigh.  
 
         “I did a mean thing first,” said Orson. “You see, sometimes in life you can hurt the people you love most without really thinking. You don’t mean to, but your actions hurt them so much that you end up breaking whatever relationship you had with them. Unfortunately, that’s what happened with me and Sophie.” 
 
         Kayleigh’s thoughtful face became sombre. 
 
         “That’s sad,” she said.  
 
         Orson nodded.  
 
         “Yes, it is,” he said.  
 
         Kayleigh eyed Orson. She had a curious expression, like she was studying him. 
 
         “You don’t seem like a bad person,” she said.  
 
         Orson smiled and said, “That’s very kind of you to say. I try to be nice.” 
 
         “You’re a good person that did a bad thing,” she said, decisively. 
 
         “That sounds about right.” 
 
         “I did a bad thing once,” she said. “My Mommy was real mad.” 
 
         “What did you do?”  
 
         Kayleigh hung her head in shame and said, “I told a lie.”  
 
         Orson gasped, playfully.  
 
         “Now why would such a nice girl like you lie?” he asked.  
 
         Kayleigh smirked.  
 
         “Well,” she said, “Mommy had made cookies. Mommy always made cookies, and they had sooo much chocolate in them! They were the yummiest cookies. She said I could have one, but only one. It was nearly dinner time and she said I wouldn’t eat my dinner if I had more than one cookie, so I took one, and I ate it, but they weren’t very big, so I had another one, and then Mommy, she came in and saw I had two and she asked if I’d had another one, and when I shook my head she didn’t believe me, and…” 
 
         She trailed off. Orson watched her as she began to stare into space, her expression changing from excitement to sadness. Her bottom lip trembled.  
 
         “Mommy,” she said quietly, before she started to cry.  
 
         Orson put his food down and went to sit next to her on the couch, putting a tentative arm around her.  
 
         “Shhh don’t cry,” he said gently. Kayleigh leaned into him and continued sobbing. He let her. For someone so young to lose their parents was tragic.  
 
         “Orson?” she asked him through her tears.  
 
         “Yes sweetie?”  
 
         “Are we going to die?”  
 
         The question shocked him, though considering what she had likely seen, he was not in any way surprised.  
 
         “No,” he said firmly.  
 
         “But,” she said through sniffs, “how do you know?”  
 
         “Because I said so,” Orson said. He looked down at her. She looked up at him. “I won’t let anything else bad happen to you ok? From now on, we’re in this together.” 
 
         She nodded and wiped the tears from her eyes.  
 
         “Promise?” she said.  
 
         “Promise,” he said, smiling.  
 
         To Orson’s amusement, she extended her pinkie finger. 
 
         “Pinkie promise?” she asked. 
 
         Orson took her pinkie in his and said, “Pinkie promise.”  
 
         She continued to look at him with the same pleading eyes.  
 
         “What is it?” Orson asked.  
 
         “I have to go pee,” said Kayleigh.  
 
         Orson let out another laugh. He could not help himself. The girl was adorable.  
 
         “Well, let’s go find the bathroom, shall we?” he said.  
 
         Kayleigh nodded and took his hand. 
 
      
 
      
 
    2. 
 
    Mia held her arms across herself as she waited for Elijah to return.  
 
         Her mind wondered. It always did when she was on her own. Usually, she catastrophised about anything and everything, a hangover from her upbringing and exacerbated to a crippling degree by her husband.  
 
         It was to Dan, in fact, that her mind went to, and the night she and Harper ran.  
 
         Funny really, that after all that had happened and all she had seen over the last few hours that it was the violent circumstance of her leaving that came back to her. 
 
      
 
      
 
    3. 
 
    They knew immediately that he was the man that abruptly left the diner. They did not need to see his face. Mia only had to watch his gait as he hurried from the diner; it was definitely her husband. How long he had been sat there they had no idea, but there was no doubt he’d heard most of their conversation.  
 
         So, what she had feared most had happened.  
 
         Dan knew.  
 
         Mia looked at Harper, a bottomless pit opening in her stomach as her hands grew clammy. 
 
         “It could’ve been anybody,” said Harper, though she too looked concerned.  
 
         “It was Dan,” said Mia.  
 
         “Mia, it could’ve been-” 
 
         “It. Was. Him,” Mia hissed, sounding more like her husband than she liked. “I know, alright? I’ve watched his behaviour long enough to know it was him.”  
 
         Harper nodded. 
 
         “Ok, I believe you,” she said, her eyes drifting into the middle distance. “Fuck.” 
 
         “Jesus, he’s gonna kill us both,” said Mia, her anxiety boiling over into full on panic.  
 
         “He’s not going to kill us,” said Harper dismissively, though not convincingly.  
 
         Mia shook her head. Her body quivered. 
 
         “We need to get out of here,” she said.  
 
         “The diner?” asked Harper.  
 
         “Out of town!” Mia cried. “I can’t go back home and pretend everything’s all happy families! Not now!”  
 
         Harper reached over the table and held Mia’s hand.  
 
         “Breathe,” she said softly. “We can go, ok? Right now if you want.”  
 
         Mia looked up at her. 
 
         “Right now?” she asked.  
 
         “Absolutely,” said Harper. “My friend, Jess, has a beach house up north. We can hide there. Well, until we figure out what to do.” 
 
         “She won’t mind?”  
 
         “She won’t know,” said Harper. “She doesn’t rent it out to people, and I know for a fact she’s in Europe somewhere. We’ll have some time, ok?” 
 
         Mia nodded and said, “I’ll need some things. Back at home.” 
 
         “Are you sure that’s wise?” Harper asked. “He might be there.” 
 
         “I know,” said Mia, still shaking, “but all my things are there.” 
 
         “We can buy new stuff on the road.”  
 
         “Please, Harper,” Mia said. “Just some clothes. They’re the only possessions I have that are mine.” 
 
         Her girlfriend eyed her, thinking.  
 
         “Ok, this is what we’re gonna do,” said Harper, “we’re gonna do a drive-by of your house. If his car’s there, we just go. If there’s a light on, we go. If there’s any suspicion that he’s within fifty feet of the house, we go. I don’t want you walking into danger, ok?”  
 
         Mia agreed.  
 
         They left the diner, Mia’s head whipping back and forth as if she expected to see her husband approaching with venom in his eyes. He did not approach, nor did she see him, but the dread in her would not abate, not when they got in Harper’s car, not when she locked the doors, and not when Harper offered more words of encouragement.  
 
         Mia’s fear of her husband was all consuming.  
 
      
 
      
 
    4. 
 
    When they arrived at their house, there was no sign of Dan. His truck was not in the driveway.  
 
         They sat there in the car in silence, the engine idling.  
 
         “I don’t like this,” said Harper.  
 
         “I can be in and out in a flash,” said Mia.  
 
         “I still don’t like it. Let me come in with you. If he’s there-” 
 
         “If he’s in there, he’ll be even worse with you there,” said Mia. Her voice had started shaking again.  
 
         “We really don’t need to do this,” said Harper. “We can drive away and never look back.” 
 
         “He took everything away from me,” she said with a trembling voice. “If I can’t do this now, then he’s won.”  
 
         Before Harper could say anything more, Mia opened the passenger door and stepped out of the car. She was hit with a sudden wave of vulnerability. This is dumb, she thought. Harper was right: why had she come back? Was it worth stepping into that kind of danger over the sake of a few clothes?  
 
         No, Mia thought. This was not about her things. She would pile them up and set them on fire given the chance. This was about pride, about resilience. Dan had held her under his tyranny for too long. She needed to face him.  
 
         Mia was suddenly hit with an odd feeling: disappointment. What if the house was empty? She found she wanted the confrontation, she wanted to see him squirm, to hurt like he had hurt her. There was no telling how he would behave when pushed. He could get violent.  
 
         Mia found her concern lessen as she began to walk to the house.  
 
         Within a few moments she was at the front door, her house key in her hand. It took her trembling hands three attempts before the key slotted in the lock and she opened the door.  
 
         She was unsure what to expect but the silence that greeted her was unnerving. The house remained untouched, an odd detail considering it was as she left it. She had half expected to see it trashed, her husband taking out his rage on something she had kept religiously clean and tidy throughout the years of their marriage. Now it felt eerie, a space that somehow felt wrong. 
 
         In the living room there was a continuous tick as the clock on the windowsill counted away the seconds. On the ceiling, the smoke detector blinked, the red LED a protective eye in the home showing the battery was good and there was no smoke. In the kitchen the refrigerator hummed. There was a plink as water dripped from the faucet into the sink.  
 
         All of this was familiar to Mia. All of it was background noise as she went about her day, and she rarely gave it a second thought.  
 
         Now it was oppressive against the silence.  
 
         “Hello, Mia.”  
 
         Mia leapt from her skin as she turned towards her husband’s voice. He stood in the hallway door that adjoined the living room to the bedrooms. His eyes were cold, and he was dressed as he had been in the diner. She had never seen him wear a cap before. It made him look like a common thug.  
 
         In his right hand was a pistol.  
 
         “Hello, Dan,” she said, her eyes on the gun. Now she was face to face with him, all words had left her. There was no quick wit, not defiant rebuttals. Just ice-cold fear.  
 
         “How was your day?” asked her husband, his voice flat, monotone.  
 
         “I think you know how it was,” Mia said.  
 
         Dan nodded.  
 
         “I had my suspicions,” he said, taking a step into the living room. Mia stood her ground. “Tell me, how are you at keeping promises?”  
 
         Mia stared.  
 
         “You deaf?” Dan asked.  
 
         “You know I’m not.”  
 
         “Good, because for a second there I thought you were trying to push my buttons and, believe me, you do not want to do that right now.” 
 
         Mia swallowed, hard, her heart hammering in her chest.  
 
         “Let me repeat,” Dan continued. “Do you think you’re any good at keeping promises?”  
 
         Mia opened her mouth to answer but paused. He was clearly baiting her. How should she answer? 
 
         “This is a loaded question,” she finally said.  
 
         “You think?”  
 
         “Why are you playing games Dan?” she asked. “Just say what you have to say.” 
 
         Dan nodded.  
 
         “Fair enough,” he said, walking further into the living room and perching against the arm of the nearest chair. He rested the gun on his lap, the barrel pointed towards her. “The way we were both brought up, under the eyes of God, states that marriage is a sacred bond. I know I’m teaching you to suck eggs here, but I think it’s worth reminding you of that bond. We pledged ourselves to one another in the eyes of the Lord. To love and cherish each other in sickness and in health. It’s a bond. A promise.” 
 
         His index finger twitched over the trigger guard.  
 
         “Today I found out you broke that promise. Not only that, you also broke the sixth commandment. Thou shall not commit adultery. Do you remember that, or do you need a basic Sunday school refresher for that one too?”  
 
         “You broke your promise first,” said Mia. Her heart felt like it was about to explode.  
 
         Dan let out a laugh so maniacal that Mia’s blood ran cold.  
 
         “How d’you figure that?” he asked.  
 
         “You say the bond is sacred? There’s a key word in there you seem to have forgotten about.” 
 
         “Do enlighten me,” Dan said with a sneer. 
 
         “Love,” said Mia. “In the eyes of God, you promised that you would love and cherish me. You have done neither.” 
 
         “Don’t you tell me I haven’t done those things,” Dan said, his voice rising. “Don’t you DARE!” He lunged with a speed that shocked Mia. She had no time to react. With his empty hand he grabbed her by the collar and pinned her against the wall. “You think I haven’t loved you?” Dan hissed, spit hitting Mia in the face. “What the hell do you think I’ve been doing all this time? Why do you think I work so hard? Because I like it? I work to provide! To give you this house, your car, your life, for Christ’s sake! And that’s not love?”  
 
         Mia tried to respond but found it impossible. Dan had his entire weight against her, the pressure on her chest, her lungs, making it impossible for her to breathe.  
 
         “And you fuck a woman! A WOMAN!” Dan’s mania was now unchecked. “Don’t you know Leviticus? Queers are an ABOMINAAATIOOON! The good Lord said it himself! Do you know what else he said?” He leaned in close, his hot stinking breath against her face, and spoke viciously, “He said they shall be put to death.”  
 
         Mia watched him raise the gun to her head, his finger on the trigger. She whimpered. Harper was right, it was stupid to have come home. Why had she not just left, hit the road with her new lover and see where life took them? In being forthright she had now doomed herself.  
 
         “Please…don’t,” she said, mustering all the breath she had.  
 
         Dan lowered the gun momentarily and smiled. 
 
         “That’s it,” he said. “Beg.”  
 
         Something hit him in the head, something small but heavy. It connected with his left temple with a dull thud and sent him stumbling away in shock.  
 
         Mia saw a few things at once, as if time had stopped and her clarity amplified.  
 
         She saw Dan raise his hand to his temple with shock and confusion as he pulled his hand away. There was blood on his fingers.  
 
         The aluminum can landed on the carpet, a small dent in its side with a bright red label with the words Diced Tomatoes on the side. 
 
         She saw Harper, stood in the entrance way to the kitchen, her arm still outstretched from the throw, her eyes burning with fury.  
 
         Dan looked from Mia to Harper. Seeing his wife’s mistress in their home lit a fire within him, no ordinary fire, one that was fuelled with a hate so condensed it permeated down to his bones.  
 
         “You,” he said, his teeth pressed so hard together that Mia half expected to see them crack 
 
         “Me,” Harper said cooly. “I think you need to put the gun down before you do something you can’t take back.” 
 
         Dan smiled.  
 
         “You think you have any power here?” he asked. “Who says I want to take it back?”  
 
         He forgot Mia as he raised the gun at Harper. Mia did not speak, just acted. She pushed her husband’s outstretched arm away with all the force she had. There was a click as he pulled the trigger, yet the gun did not fire. Dan had a moment to stare at the weapon in disbelief before Harper ran at him, her arm arched back, and her fist clenched. She hit Dan square in the jaw, the force snapping his head sideways and sending him stumbling back, where he collided with the couch behind him. Mia shoved him while he was unbalanced, where he then toppled sideways. Dan had a moment to wonder how two women had gotten the better of him before his head collided with the heavy oak coffee table.  
 
         Mia and Harper looked at his inert body. Blood was soaking into the carpet and pooling around his head. 
 
         “Oh shit,” said Harper, her voice trembling. 
 
         “Is he…dead?” asked Mia. 
 
         “I don’t know.” 
 
         “This is bad Harper,” said Mia.  
 
         “I know.” 
 
         “We weren’t supposed to kill him!” 
 
         Dan suddenly inhaled deeply. The noise was awful, like a pig squealing. Both women jumped in horror as Dan’s eyes began to judder behind their lids. It only took another second for the rest of his body to follow suit.  
 
         “What the fuck is that!?” cried Mia.  
 
         “He’s having a seizure,” said Harper with surprising calm.  
 
         “Well, make it stop!”  
 
         Harper calmly turned to her girlfriend and firmly put her hands on her shoulders. 
 
         “You need to listen to me Mia, ok?” said Harper, her voice almost soothing. “You’re going to do what you came here to do. You’re going to get a bag and pack what you need.” 
 
         Mia looked from her girlfriend to her husband. 
 
         “Don’t look at him, look at me,” Harper continued. “Go pack a bag. We were never here, ok?” 
 
         “We’re leaving,” Mia said. It was a statement.  
 
         “Yes, we’re leaving,” said Harper.  
 
         “And we’re leaving him.” 
 
         “Especially him,” said Harper. “Go. Now.”  
 
         Mia did. She hurried to the bedroom, took a travel case from the closet and packed what she could. It did not take long and anything else they needed they could get on the road. Her car was still in the parking lot of the diner, but it could stay there. Using Harper’s car made more sense anyway: should Dan come to, he had no way of knowing the licence plate.  
 
         Mia walked back into the living room to see Harper still staring down at Dan. He had stopped moving and the carpet around his head was soaked with blood.  
 
         “Let’s go,” said Mia.  
 
         Harper nodded. 
 
      
 
      
 
    5 
 
    There was a pop in the distance that shook Mia from her reprieve.  
 
         She still had no idea if Dan had survived and she still questioned whether she and Harper had made the right decision, but she felt little in the way of any actual guilt. Dan was a piece of shit, a cruel, insecure bully that had culled Mia into the ‘perfect wife’. Was leaving him morally wrong? Maybe. But it was better than he deserved.  
 
         And yet, she and Harper had stumbled into something much worse. At least with Dan the horror was tangible, a thing that could be explained as the worst of human nature. Whatever was happening in Rockford Sound was all the more terrifying. She wondered, and not for the first time, just how bad things were in the rest of town.  
 
         Harper would know what to do, she thought, and was hit with a pang of unfathomable sadness.  
 
         While she waited for Elijah to return, she sat back on the couch and wept. 
 
      
 
      
 
    6. 
 
    As Elijah approached the burning house, now reduced to a smouldering frame, he too wondered how bad things were in town.  
 
         He and Mia had only seen a small fraction of the horror that was unfolding. Fires still burned with black plumes of smoke dotting the town like signposts of hell. Elijah had to wonder just how far the chaos had spread. He knew that much of the town was built from wood. If the fires were burning unchecked as he suspected, then Rockford Sound was a tinderbox.  
 
         Yet he was no wiser as to what was actually happening.  
 
         What both he and Mia had seen was logically impossible. It went beyond mass hysteria. Did hysteria allow for abnormal feats of strength? Did it allow for survival of mortal wounds? Of course not. There was something else at play here, something that seemed to possess – there, Elijah thought, I’ve said it – those that came in contact with it.  
 
         It would’ve made for a great story, thought Elijah, bitterly. It was something even he would have had trouble conceiving.  
 
         And his wife and child were heading straight for it.  
 
         He had not mentioned Nicole or Robbie to Mia, and she had not asked. He did not blame her – she was in the throes of her own grief – yet as the evening had worn on, Elijah felt more and more helpless. He had no way of contacting his wife. The sheer powerlessness ate away his insides like a parasite that could not be sated. He dared not venture into town, and even if he wanted to, the barricade had settled the matter for him. His current hope was that someone, anyone, would notice what was happening and send help, yet even that seemed more and more foolish. He and Mia had been held up for hours in the beach house and there had been no sign of help coming. Judging by the continued screams heard on the wind and occasional crack of gunfire, it would seem things were far from finished in town.  
 
         How could no one have noticed? It was hardly in the middle of nowhere. Even on his drive from Tacoma, there was a moment where Elijah had crested the brow of a hill and seen the town laid out before him. It was still a way off, but it was visible all the same, nestled on the shoreline for all to see. Surely someone would have seen the carnage, the great pillars of near jet-black smoke billowing into the sky and thought to call someone?  
 
         As he approached what had once been Harper and Mia’s beach house, he did so with caution. Though whatever had laid siege to the building had not followed, that was not to say Elijah was out of danger. Considering what he had seen of the durability of the possessed, he would not be too shocked to see them rise from the flames, their eyes glowing that terrifying lustre.  
 
         He watched for a few moments, almost hypnotised by the fire.  
 
         Nothing came for him.  
 
         Maybe they are fallible after all.  
 
         Searching for the gun would prove difficult. It was late evening. The sun was peering behind the horizon and day was quickly becoming night. 
 
         That’s not all, Elijah thought. It’s that green hue. It’s sucking away the rest of the light.  
 
         Elijah skirted around the house towards where he assumed they had fallen through the window. As he approached, he saw innumerable pieces of wreckage littering the sand, all dark, all indistinguishable from one another.  
 
         Shit, he thought. Like looking for a needle in a haystack.  
 
         Just look for the gun shaped one, he told himself, and quickly felt foolish for telling himself that. There was every possibility it was either buried or hidden underneath more wreckage, or any number of other variables impeding his search.  
 
         Elijah sighed. It was a fool’s errand really, but one he had promised to undertake.  
 
         He would allow himself ten minutes. If he had not found it in that time he would head back to his beach house in defeat.  
 
         If you’re even looking in the right place to begin with. 
 
         Elijah approached what he hoped was the correct area and began searching.  
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 CHAPTER FIFTEEN 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    1. 
 
   A t the same time as the police station was fully under siege, Larry, Sienna, and Clint were faced with their own stand-off.  
 
         The dust had barely settled, the basement door having been so successfully torn away, when the eyeless approached. Larry counted five in total, plus whoever had driven the vehicle that had ripped the door off. He felt extraordinarily vulnerable – empty handed and unarmed.  
 
         “Wait here,” said Clint as he ran into the other room. Sienna watched him go, aghast. 
 
         “Coward!” she shouted as she turned back to the approaching group. She heard a cry escape from Larry before she scanned the room. There was little to work with. There were empty kegs waiting for a collection that would never come, crates of empty bottles ready for recycling, as well as- 
 
         There was a clattering of glass as Clint returned with a crate of spirits, cheap vodka, and a pile of dish clothes that were filthy from use. He immediately dropped to his knees, placing the crate in front of him and unscrewing the first bottle.  
 
         “Help me,” he said, stuffing the first cloth in the bottle before lighting it.  
 
         “What the hell are you doing!” Larry shouted as Clint threw the Molotov at the approaching group. The bottle flew in a short arch before hitting the concrete not far from the basement door. It shattered on impact, the vodka inside igniting as it spread across the floor. The pants of the monster closest to it caught, the flame shooting up its leg. As Clint threw a second Molotov, the flaming creature was almost fully ablaze.  
 
         “What does it look like I’m doing?” Clint shouted as the second one hit the floor among the small group, adding to the flames.  
 
         “That’s our only way out you idiot!” Larry screamed.  
 
         “You got a better idea?” said Sienna, taking the bottle Clint had just prepared before throwing it. The fire was growing, spreading from monster to monster, yet they still approached. The three survivors began to back up, Sienna lifting the crate of vodka as Clint prepared yet another bomb.  
 
         Larry watched the fire spread through the cellar, aghast. Until then there was still a hope that his bar could be saved, that once the dust had settled on this terrible night that he could get things back up and running. A foolish hope, maybe, but one he had clung to. Now, as the fire spread, that hope had vanished.  
 
         As a fourth Molotov arched through the air, Larry’s stomach turned. He thought back to earlier that month, when the town had hosted its annual BBQ cookout in The Crab Bucket’s parking lot. While the guests had supplied their own meat, Larry and ensured that the other key item was on hand in abundance. 
 
         Propane.  
 
         The canisters were still by the basement door.  
 
         One of the eyeless fell, the fire too much for their body, their flesh resembling overcooked steak.  
 
         Clint and Sienna were preparing another Molotov as they backed into the adjacent room when Larry turned to them.  
 
         “Stop!” Larry shouted as the first propane tank exploded. The fireball erupted from the tank, enveloping the remaining monsters while the shockwave hit the three survivors with a deafening boom. Larry took the brunt of the force, the heat wave setting his clothes alight immediately. In an instant his entire back, from head to toe, suffered third degree burns. The pain was exquisite and unlike any he had ever felt before. His nerves fired on all cylinders as the shockwave threw him forward, lifting him off his feet and tossing him against the room’s back wall. 
 
         Both Clint and Sienna, buffered by the wall adjoining the rooms, watching in horror as their boss lit up like a Christmas tree before they were also blown backwards. Sienna fell with the crate still in her hands. The shockwave and her collision with the floor caused the remaining bottles to shatter, drenching her in vodka and showering her in broken glass that cut her skin. Clint was unable to brace himself. He fell sideways and had a moment to see the keg before his head hit metal. The was an almost comical bong as he was knocked unconscious, his skull cracking with the impact and the skin tearing. As his body slumped to the floor, blood pulsed from his head like a fountain.  
 
         The heat set off another of the tanks, shaking the building. Sienna threw the crate off her and curled into a ball in the hope that her arms may offer a modicum of protection. There came a cry from Larry as the second blast wave hit him.  
 
         Sienna waited a few moments; certain another explosion was coming. She was met with the sound of fire and the smell of burned hair. 
 
         As she went to stand the cuts on her skin stung as vodka seeped into them. She hissed with the pain. She saw Clint slumped against the wall between two kegs, the left side of his face slick with blood. She hurried over to him and gently shook his shoulder.  
 
         “Hey,” Sienna said, coughing as smoke began to fill the room. “Hey, get up.”  
 
         Clint did not respond. Sienna felt for a pulse and found none. She looked at his face and saw his eyes were askew and staring at nothing.  
 
         “S-s-sienna,” came a voice from behind her. 
 
         Sienna turned from Clint, the sight of his corpse unbearable, to see Larry in the next room, flat on his front and lifting a reaching arm towards her. She ran to him, heedless of danger, and knelt beside him. 
 
         His wounds were horrific and the smell coming from him made Sienna feel nauseous. She had never seen such extensive burns before and the sight was a roadmap of pain. Larry’s hair had burned away, leaving a smoking, bubbling scalp through which Sienna could see patches of his skull. She could not tell where the skin of his back ended, and his clothing began. The backs of his knees had burned down completely, exposing the muscle and tendons underneath.  
 
         She felt dizzy. 
 
         “How b-bad is it?” asked Larry, his body shaking with shock.  
 
         “It’s bad,” Sienna, making sure to look him in the eye. If she looked at his injuries any longer, she feared she may faint.  
 
         Larry nodded and asked, “C-c-can you g-get out?” 
 
         Sienna looked towards the fire. Considering the size of the explosions, she was surprised to see the flames had dwindled. The shockwave had blown some of the fires out, it seemed.  
 
         But it would not stay that way for long. As she watched, she saw the flames spreading again, finding new wood to catch as the old wood smouldered.  
 
         The bodies of the eyeless could be seen among the flames. Though their eyes still shone, they did not move. Their bodies had burned down to the bone.  
 
         “If I move quickly,” she said.  
 
         “Then g-go,” said Larry. “And d-d-don’t s-stop moving. Don’t l-let the flames c-catch you.” 
 
         “What about you?!” Sienna cried. 
 
         Larry shook his head. 
 
         “Can’t m-move,” he said. “Fuck, it h-hurts.” 
 
         The trap door began to rattle above their heads. It seemed those in the bar had not got the memo that there was now another way in.  
 
         “Go,” said Larry, coughing and wincing in pain. “D-d-don’t die here.”  
 
         Sienna looked at her boss and felt utterly helpless. He was right, there was no need for her to die too, but to leave him here to burn to death was something she did not want on her conscience.  
 
         A beam cracked nearby. The place was coming down. 
 
         “Christ, go!” moaned Larry. “Get the hell out of here!” 
 
         Sienna leapt to her feet and turned towards the exit. She could barely see it behind the wall of flames. The smell of vodka stung her nostrils, a dreadful reminder she was covered in flammable spirits. 
 
         But if she was quick enough… 
 
         She sprinted with all her might and plunged through the fire, her arms in front of her face. Heat burned her lungs as she breathed, and the smoke threatened to suffocate her. She was running blind, her eyes streaming tears as the smoke assaulted them. She had to make it out, she had to.  
 
         The heat suddenly disappeared, and she was met with the coolness of the night air. Sienna opened her eyes gingerly, relief flooding her body - she had miraculously been spared immolation. She saw the dark grey tarmac of the parking lot before she lost her footing and fell. She stuck her hands forward to brace her fall, her palms and knees scraping the pavement and sending fresh waves of pain through her, but she was out.  
 
         From behind came a scream of unparalleled agony that sent chills through her.  
 
         Sienna stood, her palms grazed and knees bleeding, and turned to face The Crab Bucket. It was not just the basement but the whole rear façade of the building that was now ablaze. Inside Larry continued to scream as more of the structure buckled under the stress. Sienna could only watch as part of the building collapsed, outside air rushing into the hole and feeding the flames.  
 
         Larry stopped screaming.  
 
         “I’m so sorry,” she said.  
 
         Behind her, an engine idled.  
 
         She turned to see the vehicle that had ripped the metal doors from their hinges. It was a towing vehicle, the towing wire hanging loose behind it, the basement doors still attached. The cab door was still open, and Sienna ran to it. There were no monsters inside.  
 
         Thank God for small favours, she thought as she hopped in the cab, put the truck into drive and headed from the parking lot at speed.  
 
      
 
      
 
    2. 
 
    The house was being reduced to cinders faster than Elijah could search. The light was also dwindling quicker than he would have liked.  
 
         Ten minutes had already passed.  
 
         He looked around the area. There were no monsters he could see.  
 
         He could afford to search for another ten minutes.  
 
      
 
      
 
    3. 
 
    The car pulled into Kennedy’s marina as the clock hit eight on the dot, the marina’s closing time.  
 
         Cal Kennedy looked up as he locked his office door and frowned. Who the hell was this asshole? Anyone that had a boat moored there knew the rules. The office closed at eight pm every day, no exceptions. Unless you lived on your boat, access to the jetty and, as such, your keys, was rescinded until eight the following morning. The rule was in place to reduce late night traffic, something that had caused troubles in the past from people that used Kennedy’s as their berth. Strike one, you got a formal written warning. Strike two your tender was terminated, and your boat removed.  
 
         Those were the rules. No ifs. No buts. No exceptions.  
 
         Cal watched as the car pulled into a parking spot nearest the office. He recognised the car but had not seen the occupant in quite some time.  
 
         The driver turned off the engine and got out the car. 
 
         “Evening, Cal,” said Dan cheerily.  
 
         “Dan Upton,” said Cal. “It’s been a while.” 
 
         “That it has, that it has,” Dan said. “Listen, I need a favour.” 
 
         Cal raised an eyebrow.  
 
         “It’s gone eight,” he said.  
 
         “I know,” said Dan. “But I wouldn’t ask unless it was really important.” 
 
         “Is that so?”  
 
         “And I’ve never asked to bend the rules before.” 
 
         “That may be,” said Cal, “but the rules are in place for a reason. You know it’s more dangerous on the water after dark. I don’t need to be losing customers.” 
 
         Dan smiled. It was a charming smile, Cal noted, one he was sure had won him many women in his time.  
 
         “It’s a good thing I don’t intend to get in any trouble, isn’t it?” he said.  
 
         “Few people intend to get into trouble Dan,” said Cal. “But sometimes the waters have their own plans.” 
 
         Dan nodded. 
 
         “So that’s a no?” he said.  
 
         “That’s a no,” said Cal.  
 
         “Not even for old time’s sake?”  
 
         Cal shook his head and pulled the office key from his pocket, holding them up and jangling them from his finger. 
 
         “Sorry pal,” he said. “I’m locked up al-” 
 
         Dan punched him square in the jaw. Cal had a moment to wonder what the hell had just happened before he stumbled to the side. He lost his footing and fell to the ground, his world now a spinning kaleidoscope that made his stomach turn. Dan was on him, punching him again and again, each new assault shaking his brain. By the fourth punch he was unconscious, yet Dan did not let up, his face impassive as he beat Cal within an inch of his life.  
 
         Dan felt his knuckles ache and looked down at them to see they were bloody. He noticed the office keys still in the proprietor’s hand. Dan wiped off his bloody hand on Cal’s shirt and took the keys.  
 
         Within thirty seconds he had the keys to his boat. 
 
         A minute later he was on the water heading in the direction of Rockford Sound. 
 
      
 
      
 
    4. 
 
    There was a crash of metal on metal outside so loud that Orson and Kayleigh flinched. The young girl looked up at Orson, her face a mask of fear.  
 
         “Get down,” he said calmly. Kayleigh did as she was told, getting off the couch, and hiding underneath the coffee table.  
 
         Orson quietly went to the window and peered outside. 
 
         In the street was towing vehicle. Its wheels were spinning, smoke from the tires billowing into the air with a God-awful stench. From where Orson stood, there did not appear to be anything holding the truck back. It was like it was suspended where it was by an invisible force.  
 
         “Fuck!” shouted the driver as they poked their head out the driver’s side window.  
 
         Orson recognised her.  
 
         “Wait here,” Orson said to Kayleigh. “Stay where you are and don’t come out until I tell you to, ok?”  
 
         “Where’re you going?” asked Kayleigh, scared.  
 
         “I’ll be right outside,” he said with a reassuring smile. Kayleigh smiled in return. “If you need anything, just shout, ok?”  
 
         “Ok.” 
 
         Orson nodded and walked out the front door.  
 
         As soon as he was outside, he saw the issue. The tow wire was taught. The truck was dragging something behind it. Whatever it was had caught on something. The sound of metal grinding on metal hurt Orson’s ears.  
 
         It would also attract unwanted attention.  
 
         Orson held up his hands and approached with caution.  
 
         “Sienna!” he shouted over the din.  
 
         Sienna’s head snapped in his direction almost instantly. Her eyes were wide, her look almost feral. Her face was smudged with what looked like soot.  
 
         “Orson?” she asked, speechless.  
 
         “What are you doing out here?” he asked in return.  
 
         Sienna jumped from the cab and ran towards him, slamming into him with all her weight and enveloping him in a hug.  
 
         “Fuck, you’re a sight for sore eyes!” she said.  
 
         “What the hell happened to you?” asked Orson, pulling her gently away, “and why the hell do you stink of vodka?” 
 
         “Larry’s dead,” she said, holding back tears “and so’s Clint. And The Crab Bucket’s burning down.” 
 
         That’ll explain the mess she’s in, Orson thought.  
 
         “I’m sorry,” he said. “They were good people.”  
 
         Sienna nodded, a tear running down her cheek and leaving a trail in the dirt. “Now the truck’s stuck,” she said, “and it’s dragging something, and now it’s stuck, and I can’t get to the beach, and-” 
 
         “Hey, hey, slow down,” said Orson. “What do you mean the beach?” 
 
         Sienna looked at him as if she had just remembered he was there.  
 
         “Orson,” she said. “You’re here.” 
 
         “Yes, I’m here,” he said, smiling. “What you need to do is slow down and breathe.” 
 
         “Slow down and breathe,” Sienna said. “I can do that. Did you see the roads are blocked?”  
 
         Orson nodded and said, “Yeah, they’ve been pretty thorough.” 
 
         “But the truck, I reckon we could use it as a battering ram,” said Sienna.  
 
         Orson looked at the truck. It was more durable than a car at least, but it was no plough. It could get through one barricade, maybe two, but no more. 
 
         “I don’t think that’ll cut it,” he said.  
 
         “It’s to get to the marina,” said Sienna. “I’m gonna get a boat and get the hell out of here.” 
 
         “The marina?” asked Orson. “Haven’t you just come from there?”  
 
         Sienna nodded.  
 
         “I drove out The Crab Bucket’s rear parking lot,” she said. “It leads away from the sea front.” 
 
         “Even so, what are you doing this far into town?”  
 
         “Look, I wasn’t thinking straight, ok?” said Sienna, exasperated. “I just watched my boss get burned alive and the roads are fucked, so forgive me if I’m a little out of it!” 
 
         Orson shook his head in shame.  
 
         “I’m sorry,” he said. “That was thoughtless. But the marina’s a bust I’m afraid.” 
 
         “What do you mean it’s a bust?”  
 
         “The boats, they’re all gone,” said Orson with regret. “I saw them destroy them all.” 
 
         “The boats are…gone?” Sienna asked, dazed.  
 
         Orson nodded and said, “I’m sorry. We’re not getting out of here by boat.” 
 
         Sienna leaned her back against the truck and sighed.  
 
         “Well, shit,” she said. “Guess we’re not going anywhere huh?”  
 
         “It seems that way.”  
 
         Sienna pushed herself from the truck, snapping her fingers in an animated fashion.  
 
         “What about the beach!” she shouted. 
 
         “Beach? What beach?” asked Orson.  
 
         “You know! The beach by the marina!” 
 
         “D’you mean the quay?”  
 
         “It’s got sand, it’s a fucking beach, but yeah, I mean the quay,” said Sienna.  
 
         “How’s getting there going to help us?” asked Orson. 
 
         “The beach houses, they’ve all got jetties!” Sienna said, her excitement rising. “Maybe they have a boat we can use!” 
 
         “Wait, I’ve seen those houses,” said Orson. “The jetties are hardly big. If there’s any kind of boat there, they’ll be small.” 
 
         “But we don’t need a big boat! Hell, even if it’s a rowboat it’ll be better than nothing! We’ve got to give it a try! We can…who’s that?”  
 
         Orson saw Sienna looking over his shoulder. He turned to face the house, following her line of sight. 
 
         Kayleigh stood watching them. 
 
         Orson walked over to the girl and asked, “You, ok?”  
 
         “I heard shouting,” she said meekly. “I thought you were in trouble.” 
 
         “No, I’m not in trouble,” said Orson, “In fact, this happens to be a friend of mine. Sienna, this is Kayleigh. Kayleigh, say hi to Sienna.” 
 
         Kayleigh gingerly raised her hand and waved.  
 
         “Hey kiddo,” said Sienna. She looked at Orson. “Family?”  
 
         Orson shook his head and said, “She was alone. Her parents are gone.” 
 
         Gone? Sienna mouthed. 
 
         Orson nodded.  
 
         Sienna grimaced.  
 
         “What is she doing with the truck?” Kayleigh asked.  
 
         “Trying to get us out of here,” said Sienna, “but the tow line’s stuck.”  
 
         “Why’s the tow line down to begin with?” Orson asked. 
 
         “The freaks used it to rip off the goods door at The Crab Bucket and I didn’t have time to fix it,” said Sienna, looking at the taut cable.  
 
         “Well, we’d better get it loose,” said Orson. “We’re sitting ducks out here.” 
 
         “And how do you plan on doing that? It’s anchored to something.”  
 
         “We can cut the cable,” Orson said.  
 
         “Look!” Kayleigh shouted, pointing. The two adults looked up the street where Sienna had just driven to see a group of possessed, seven of them, walking towards them with haste.  
 
         “Kayleigh, get in the cab,” said Orson as he turned to Sienna. “Check the truck. Quickly. We might be lucky and find bolt cutters.” 
 
         “And if we don’t?” she asked. 
 
         “Then we run as fast as we can.” 
 
         Sienna nodded and took Kayleigh by the hand, leading her into the cab where she began her search. Orson ran over to the winch. He had never used one before nor did he really know how they worked, he just hoped above all hope to find some kind of emergency mechanism, a quick release button or something that could rid them of their anchor.  
 
         Nothing. 
 
         “Find anything?” he shouted. 
 
         “Got it!” said Sienna, leaping from the cab, a pair of red bolt cutters in her hands. “Man, that was lucky!” 
 
         “Hurry up!” said Orson, eyeing the crowd. Their pace had quickened.  
 
         Sienna handed him the bolt cutters and he went to work. He pressed down on the handle with all his might. 
 
         The wire did not cut.  
 
         “You gotta be kidding,” he said.  
 
         Sienna placed her hands next to his on the handles. 
 
         “On three,” she said. “One, two, three-” 
 
         They both squeezed in unison, straining with all the strength they had. Their faces turned red and Orson’s aging body began to protest.  
 
         “C’mon you piece of shit!” he yelled as he saw the tense wire begin the fray. The wire pinged as its structural integrity began to fail. 
 
         Just a little more! 
 
         The wire snapped, the sudden release of tension rocking the truck while the wire went flying in the opposite direction where it hit one of the approaching group. There was a sickening whip of metal against flesh before the possessed man was propelled backwards with phenomenal force, his side torn open like a paper bag and his innards sprayed all over the sidewalk.  
 
         Sienna dropped the bolt cutters and she and Orson sprinted to the cab. Kayleigh sat between them as Sienna put the vehicle back into drive and hit the gas.  
 
         The truck sped away from the scene towards what was left of the marina, leaving their pursuers to continue their chase on foot. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 CHAPTER SIXTEEN 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    1. 
 
   T he sea breeze was bliss against Dan’s skin, and as it blew through his hair, he felt a serene calm wash over him. The black water was flat and lay before him like a quilt. 
 
         He pulled his phone from his pocket and checked his maps. It would take him another hour to reach Rockford Sound. That was fine. He would enjoy one final leisurely cruise, hugging the coastline and owning the ambience before the violence started.  
 
         He checked the find my phone app. There was Mia, having not moved from the beach house for some time. The dumb bitch never did figure out how he had kept tabs on her over the preceding months and, judging from the static dot on his screen, it still had not clicked. It was entirely possible that she would not be home when he got there but that was fine. He would find a way in. 
 
         And he would wait.  
 
      
 
      
 
    2. 
 
    Elijah let out a cry of success as he found the gun.  
 
         The barrel was partially buried yet the grip stuck out the sand like it wanted to be found.  
 
         He grabbed it and pulled it loose.  
 
         Sand appeared to be wedged in the crevasses of the firing mechanism. It had been some time since Elijah had ever fired a gun and only at the local firing range, but he knew about weapon maintenance to know that cleanliness is paramount. He blew against the gun, the sudden gush of breath blowing away some loose sand, yet much stubbornly refused to move. He blew again with a little more success. It would take some time and maybe a paper towel or two, but he reckoned he could get the gun back in working order.  
 
         He heard the guttural sound of a diesel engine in the marina.  
 
         Elijah looked up. His stomach dropped.  
 
         There was a truck on the other side of the barricade. The revving continued.  
 
         Shit, Elijah thought as he heard tires skidding on asphalt and the rise of the engine accelerating. He had sprinted only a few feet towards his rental home before there was an almighty crash of metal on metal behind him. 
 
      
 
      
 
    3. 
 
    “That’s a pretty big wall,” said Kayleigh. 
 
         The road linking the marina to the quay was blocked. Though the barricade was significant it was not solid. None of it was held together with anything but the forces of gravity and the weight of the structure itself.  
 
         “What do you think?” Sienna asked. 
 
         “I think we’ll destroy the truck,” said Orson.  
 
         “It only has to work once,” Sienna replied. “And I’m not sitting around waiting to die.” 
 
         Orson looked down at Kayleigh and said, “Cover your ears sweetie.”  
 
         The young girl did as she was told. 
 
         “What if there isn’t a boat to take?” Orson asked.  
 
         “There has to be,” said Sienna as she gripped the steering wheel. 
 
         “But what if?” asked Orson. “What’s the plan then?” 
 
         Sienna noticed something in the rear-view mirror.  
 
         There were more eyeless heading their way.  
 
         “These guys don’t quit, do they?” she said.  
 
         Orson looked behind them. This group was larger than the last with maybe twenty.  
 
         “Shit,” said Orson.  
 
         “What’s happening?” Kayleigh asked.  
 
         Orson and Sienna shared a look and nodded to each other.  
 
         “Put your seatbelt on, ok?” Orson said, grabbing his own from over his shoulder while Sienna did the same. He helped Kayleigh with hers as Sienna put the truck in reverse. 
 
         “Don’t get too close to them,” Orson said, eyeing the possessed. He was met with a condescending glare from Sienna as she hit the gas. The truck lurched backwards, approaching the mob at speed. At twenty feet away, Sienna hit the brakes and came to a stop, before putting the truck back in drive.  
 
         “You think that’s enough of a run up?” she asked, staring at the barricade in front of them.  
 
         Orson caught sight of one of the eyeless in the passenger side mirror.  
 
         “Drive!” he shouted, pressing his foot down on Sienna’s where she let out a cry of protest. The truck accelerated as fast as it could, the blockade approaching them menacingly. Orson looked again in the passenger mirror to see the crowd picking up pace, their purposeful walk now morphing into a run.  
 
         “C’mon, c’mon,” said Sienna as she eyed the speedometer. It increased with surprising speed considering the weight of the vehicle.  
 
         “We’re gonna crash!” Kayleigh yelled, her face draining of all color.  
 
         Orson watched the approaching barricade. He was inclined to agree.  
 
         He threw himself over the young girl as the truck made contact. There was the briefest moment of weightlessness as inertia transferred from the vehicle to its occupants before their weight snapped against the seatbelts. Kayleigh screamed in pain and Orson felt the sturdy fabric dig into his skin.  
 
         In the driver’s seat, Sienna bellowed a continuous, animalistic scream more akin to a war cry.  
 
      
 
      
 
    4. 
 
    Elijah watched as a tow truck smashed the barricade apart. Pieces of the wreckage exploded outward, framing the scene in further carnage before the grill of the truck burst forward like a demon escaping the pits of hell. It hit the ground and bounced on its suspension, those inside the cab thrown around like rag dolls. Whoever was driving struggled to keep the car straight as it weaved violently from side to side. 
 
         Elijah was halfway to the house when he saw Mia open the front door.  
 
         “GET INSIDE!” he shouted, though his cry fell on deaf ears. Mia stood and watched, transfixed by the scene before her. The truck was beyond the driver’s control. Elijah heard a string of obscenities through the open window as well as the screams of a young girl.  
 
         The driver managed to get the truck straightened where it drove onto the sand. Its momentum propelled it forward like it had a life of its own. Elijah could only watch as it bounced twice before it tilted to the side, the momentum barely dissipating as inertia took over. The truck flipped over violently, the people inside screaming as pieces of the vehicle flew off it. 
 
         All the while Mia just watched, dumbstruck, as the crashing truck headed straight for her.  
 
         “GET INSIDE!” Elijah shouted again but it was too late. Mia had enough time to let out a scream of her own and dove into the darkness of the house as the truck crashed into the front façade. The house may as well have been made of paper. The walls buckled flimsily, offering little resistance to the truck’s weight. It took out the front door and much of the surrounding wall before it too plummeted into shadow.  
 
         All went quiet.  
 
         Elijah stared at the scene in horror. Where once stood the front door was now a gaping hole, a ragged mouth of darkness that had swallowed an entire truck along with its occupants.  
 
         There was no sign of Mia.  
 
         Then a child’s scream pierced the air. 
 
      
 
      
 
    5. 
 
    Orson shook himself from his daze. Though he had not fallen unconscious, the crash had rattled enough for his vision to double. He hung upside down in his seat, his arms above his head.  
 
         There was a gasp to his left.  
 
         He looked over at Kayleigh to see her staring at a metal spike between her and Sienna. The thing had pierced through the cab and the seat, and though it had narrowly missed Kayleigh’s head, it had impaled Sienna’s shoulder quite successfully. The metal was slick with blood, flaps of skin and clothing dangling off the end of it.  
 
         Orson was unsure if Sienna was alive.  
 
         Kayleigh began to scream. The sound reverberated through Orson’s head like a siren.  
 
         He heard footsteps hurriedly approaching. 
 
         “Mia!” came a voice. They speak, Orson thought. Not one of the eyeless then. 
 
         “Hello!” he shouted in reply. “We’re in here!” 
 
         There was the sound of feet cautiously treading over wreckage as a shadow fell over Orson. He looked up at the stranger and tried desperately to focus.  
 
         “Oh Jesus,” the man said, scanning the scene in the cab.  
 
         Kayleigh still screamed.  
 
         “Kayleigh, look at me sweetie,” said Orson.  
 
         She continued to stare at the bloody spike. Orson gently placed a hand on her arm and squeezed.  
 
         “Don’t look at that,” he continued, “look at me.” 
 
         The touch on her arm made her flinch, and Kayleigh whipped her head around, her eyes ablaze with terror. She looked at Orson, studying his face like he was a stranger.  
 
         “Ok good,” said Orson, his voice soothing. “Do you remember my name?”  
 
         She continued to stare for a moment before nodding.  
 
         “What is it?” he asked. 
 
         “You’re Orson,” she said, her voice trembling. She then saw the man stood by the window. “Who are you?” 
 
         “I’m going to undo your seatbelt, ok?” said Orson, “then you’re going to go to this nice man, who’ll help you get out.”  
 
         Kayleigh eyed the stranger warily. 
 
         “You’re not mean, are you?” she asked.  
 
         “No, I’m not mean,” the man said before leaning in closer to Orson. “We need to get you out quick,” he said quietly. “I can smell gas.”  
 
         Orson smelled it too. 
 
         “There was a friend of mine at the front door when the crash happened,” the man said, concerned. “I can’t see her.” 
 
         “Get the kid out,” he said, “and find your friend. I need to help my own friend, here.”  
 
         The man looked past Orson to the immobile figure in the driver’s seat.  
 
         “You ready to go with this nice man?” asked Orson.  
 
         Kayleigh thought for a moment before she nodded.  
 
         “Ok, I’m just going to reach over and undo your seatbelt,” he said. “Hold onto me so you don’t fall.” 
 
         Kayleigh did as she was told and, as Orson reached across her to the belt buckle, she held onto him with what remaining strength she had. The seatbelt unfastened and Kayleigh let out a short yelp as gravity took over. Orson gently orientated her, taking great pains to ensure she did not hurt herself on any loose glass. The stranger opened the driver’s side door, the door protesting on its hinges, and reached inside.  
 
         “Take my hand,” he said.  
 
         Kayleigh did so and hurried out of the vehicle and into the strangers’ arms.  
 
         “You ok?” he asked.  
 
         She nodded back.  
 
         “Kaleigh, right? My name’s Elijah. Come with me for a moment.” 
 
         “What about them?” asked Kayleigh, pointing towards the upside-down truck.  
 
         “I’ll help them in a minute,” said Elijah. “We’re not going far. You just sit down and rest. You’ve been in quite the accident.” 
 
         She nodded gingerly and looked back at Orson. He too nodded.  
 
         “Go with him,” he said. “I’ll be right behind you.”  
 
         Kayleigh took Elijah’s hand and walked from Orson’s sight. 
 
      
 
      
 
    6. 
 
    The man led her to the couch. She could still see the truck – it was impossible to miss it – but her view of Orson was gone. That made her nervous.  
 
         Kayleigh gingerly sat down on the couch; her gaze fixed on the truck. The new man – Elijah was it? – squatted in front of her.  
 
         “Are you hurt?” he asked.  
 
         Kayleigh shook her head.  
 
         “You sure?” he asked. 
 
         She shook her head again. 
 
         “Ok. Ok that’s good,” said the man. “Do you need anything?”  
 
         Kayleigh ran her tongue around her mouth. She was parched.  
 
         “Water,” she said quietly.  
 
         “What was that?”  
 
         “Water please.” 
 
         The man nodded and said, “I’ll be right back.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    7. 
 
    Inside the cab, Orson undid his own seat belt. His fall was far less graceful. The sudden slackness of the belt relinquished its hold, and he immediately dropped down the foot of space between himself and the cab’s roof. The impact ricocheted through his head, and he was met with more dizziness.  
 
         Next to him, Sienna groaned.  
 
         Orson moved clumsily into a kneeling position and faced his companion.  
 
         “Hey,” he said, gingerly tapping the side of her face. “Hey, open your eyes.” 
 
         Sienna continued groaning.  
 
         “It’s me, Orson,” he said. “Can you open your eyes for me?” 
 
         “My head hurts,” said Sienna, wincing. 
 
         Orson looked at the piece of metal stuck through her. It was hardly large, not unlike the width of a pen, but the metal itself would be unclean, not to mention the sheer number of veins that snaked through a person’s shoulder. The metal was really the only thing stopping her from bleeding out. She could not stay there. The longer the wound was not treated, the greater the chance of infection.  
 
         “Anything else hurt?” Orson said. 
 
         “My shoulder,” said Sienna, her eyes still closed. “What happened?”  
 
         “We crashed,” said Orson. “The truck skidded on the sand, and we tipped over.” 
 
         “Sand?” 
 
         “We’re at the beach, remember?” Orson said. 
 
         “Beach?” Sienna asked with a small smirk. “I thought it was a quay?” 
 
         “Alright smart ass,” said Orson, chuckling.  
 
         “Is that gas?”  
 
         “It is,” Orson said. “Can you open your eyes?”  
 
         “Maybe,” said Sienna, grimacing. “Just my head, you know? It hurts like a bitch.” 
 
         “You probably have a concussion,” said Orson. “Probably doesn’t help you’re upside down.” 
 
         Sienna laughed and said, “I figured as much.” The smile faded from her face, her look serious. “Orson?”  
 
         “Yeah?” 
 
         “How bad is my shoulder?”  
 
         Orson had thought about how best to break her injury to her, but the idea now seemed foolish. Of course, she knew about her shoulder. She had been pierced straight through for Christ’s sake! 
 
         “It’s bad,” he said. 
 
         Sienna nodded and said, “And why’s it bad.” 
 
         No point in sugar coating it, Orson thought.  
 
         “There’s a piece of metal sticking through it,” he said.  
 
         “How big?” 
 
         “About the width of a pen.”  
 
         “So, not a complete disaster,” Sienna said.  
 
         “No, not completely. But it’s going to make moving you difficult,” said Orson.  
 
         “Shame I ditched the bolt cutters,” said Sienna. 
 
         Orson studied the injury further. There was a gap between the seat and Sienna, enough for him to get his thumb and forefinger in. “I’m going to check how moveable the metal is, ok?” he said. “I need to see if it can be moved with you. I’m sorry if it hurts.”  
 
         Sienna laughed and said, “Orson, this whole thing is gonna hurt like a bitch. Just do what you need to.” 
 
         “Fair enough,” he replied, smirking. He hovered his hand near the metal spike. “Ready?”  
 
         “Just do it.” 
 
         Orson nodded. He placed his thumb and finger on the metal. Despite the gap, he made contact with the wound. Sienna hissed in pain. He placed as much pressure on the spike as he could and wiggled. It did not move.  
 
         He pulled his hand away quickly. 
 
         “It’s not budging,” he said.  
 
         “Figures,” said Sienna.  
 
         “Mia!” came a cry from outside the cab.  
 
         “Who the hell is that?” Sienna asked.  
 
         “The owner of the house we crashed into,” said Orson. 
 
      
 
      
 
    8. 
 
    Elijah could tell just by looking at the wreckage that Mia was not among it. How she had made such a miraculous escape was beyond him.  
 
         But where was she now?  
 
         Like the burned down house, the ground floor was pretty much open plan, with the living room and dining area making up most of the floorspace while the kitchen sat in the corner. The only other room was the downstairs bathroom. He hurried over to it and checked the door. It was unlocked, but empty. Upstairs maybe? He ran down the hallway, passing the same style of window that he and Mia had been thrown out of earlier that day, and bolted up the stairs two at a time. The first floor was also quite small, with the main bathroom directly opposite the stairs while the upstairs hallway led to two bedrooms. He went to the nearest bedroom first, the smallest of the two, and flicked on the light switch. Again, the room was empty. He checked under the bed and in the closet. Also empty.  
 
         That only left the master bedroom.  
 
         A short sprint and he was there.  
 
         Empty.  
 
         Where the hell is she? 
 
         “Mia!” he shouted.  
 
         There was no response.  
 
         “Shit,” he hissed. He again checked under the bed and in the closet. She was definitely not in the bedroom.  
 
         She was not in the house at all. 
 
      
 
      
 
    9. 
 
    Kayleigh sat on the couch and listened to the murmured voices in the cab while Elijah ran upstairs when she noticed movement from the corner of her eye. She instinctively turned her head to look.  
 
         Outside the living room window, someone moved.  
 
         Kayleigh felt an initial drop in her stomach before she saw the absence of glowing eyes. This person was not a monster at least, but why they were wandering around outside, Kayleigh did not know. Though the person was in full silhouette, she could tell they were a woman. Women were never mean, were they?  
 
         The person looked lost, like they had wandered over and were unsure what to do.  
 
         “Mia!” 
 
         Is this the person the man’s looking for? Kayleigh thought.  
 
         She got up off the couch and walked outside, making sure to stay as far away from the truck as possible. As she walked through the hole that was once the front door, her nose was assaulted by a smell she recognised from the gas station. Weird, she thought. They were not near any gas station.  
 
         As she went round the side of the house, she saw the woman. She had a large gash on her temple that had caused blood to cascade down the side of her face. She was staring into space, like she was unsure where she was. Kayleigh had never seen such a gaze and would learn in time that it was known as the thousand-yard stare, something that afflicted soldiers during war. Now however, it was a look so vacant that it creeped her out.  
 
         She approached slowly and waved. 
 
         “Hi,” she said, cautiously watching the woman.  
 
         The woman snapped her head towards Kayleigh so quickly that the young girl took a step back.  
 
         “Did I scare you?” asked the woman, her face impassive.  
 
         Kayleigh nodded. 
 
         “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to do that.” The woman’s face softened. Maybe seeing another person had snapped her out of whatever daydream she was having? “What are you doing out here?” the woman continued. “It’s dangerous outside.” 
 
         “Well, we crashed into this house, you see?” said Kayleigh, confused.  
 
         “This house?” the woman asked, pointing at the wall next to her. 
 
         Kayleigh nodded.  
 
         “Lucky I got out the way when I did,” the woman said, smiling before she suddenly frowned. “Wait, you were in the truck?” 
 
         Kayleigh nodded again.  
 
         The woman seemed to snap out of her reprieve and hurried over to Kayleigh.  
 
         “Oh, my goodness, are you ok?” she said, kneeling before her and placing her hands on the girl’s shoulders.  
 
         “I’m ok,” said Kayleigh, letting the woman scrutinise her. “Your head is bleeding.” 
 
         The woman put a hand to her temple and studied the blood on her fingers. 
 
         “When did that happen?” she asked herself. 
 
         “My friends might be in trouble,” said Kayleigh. 
 
         “Your friends?” the woman asked.  
 
         “They’re still in the truck.” 
 
         The woman’s eyes widened. 
 
         “Are you Mia?” asked Kayleigh.  
 
         The woman now looked confused more than anything.  
 
         “How did you know that?” she asked.  
 
         “There’s a man in the house looking for you.” 
 
         Kayleigh watched as Mia’s brain began to work. Her eyes widened a second time as realisation hit.  
 
         “Elijah!” she said. “He’s inside?”  
 
         Kayleigh, again, nodded.  
 
         “Well, let’s go find him, shall we?” Mia stood and held out her hand. Kayleigh took it. As she was led along the side of the house towards the ruined front wall, Mia stopped.  
 
         The woman’s gaze was straight ahead, towards the town.  
 
         “No,” she said.  
 
         Kayleigh followed her line of sight. 
 
         Where the ruin of the barricade stood, through the wall of smoke that billowed across the road, came a group of people. Two became four, four became eight… 
 
         “No no no no no no!” Mia kept saying as she scooped Kayleigh up in her arms and fled back into the house.  
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 CHAPTER SEVENTEEN 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    1. 
 
   N icole Young and her son were not far from Rockford Sound now. Robbie had thankfully slept for much of the latter part of the journey, which was fortunate as the drive had taken far longer than Nicole had anticipated, their hold up with the tire and the traffic notwithstanding. Due to the freeway holdup, the car’s inbuilt GPS directed them off the freeway and opted to take them a route that was a shorter distance. This took them a way that mostly bypassed main roads and took them through the countryside. While the views had been terrific and had kept Robbie occupied, it had pushed their arrival time back further and further. And she was still unable to contact Elijah at all.  
 
         The lack of any kind of contact had continued to worry her. Now she was bordering on panic. None of her messages had gone through – they had been sent but not received – and whenever she tried to call it simply disconnected. Calling Gretchen was a last-ditch attempt at a semblance of contact. 
 
         Don’t worry, she told herself. There is absolutely an explanation for this.  
 
         That may be, but it was the not knowing that made her so anxious.  
 
         In the backseat, her son stared aimlessly out the window, thinking about whatever kids his age thought about. Despite napping he yawned and rubbed his eyes wearily. He had never been on a car journey quite so long before. Considering how arduous the journey was, he had been great. Now, however, he was getting bored.  
 
         “Mommy?” he asked.  
 
         “Yes sweetie?”  
 
         “Are we there yet?”  
 
         Nicole looked at the GPS. According to the map, Rockford Sound was less than a mile away.  
 
         “Yes, we’re nearly there,” Nicole said, smiling.  
 
         “And we’ll see daddy?”  
 
         “Yes, daddy will be waiting for us.”  
 
         Robbie smiled at this and clapped his hands.  
 
         “You happy?” Nicole asked.  
 
         Robbie nodded, his smile melting her heart.  
 
         They reached the bottom of the next hill and began climbing. 
 
         “What do you want to do when we get there?” said Nicole.  
 
         Robbie scrunched his brow in thought.  
 
         “Well,” he said, very serious, “I want to give daddy a hug.” 
 
         “Me too,” said Nicole. 
 
         “And then maybe have some chocolate?”  
 
         Nicole thought on this for a moment and asked, “Do you mean hot chocolate?”  
 
         Robbie nodded, looking at his mother as if it was a no-brainer.  
 
         “I’m sure we can do that,” Nicole said. “You know, we’ll be by the sea. Maybe tomorrow we can go crabbing.” 
 
         Robbie’s face lit up. 
 
         “On a boat?” he asked excitedly. 
 
         “Well, maybe not on a boat, but we can get some fishing line and head to the harbor,” said Nicole.  
 
         Robbie nodded as if he understood.  
 
         “Did you know the best bait for catching crabs is bacon?”  
 
         “Bacon!” Robbie shouted.  
 
         Nicole nodded and said, “Yep! Bacon. But they don’t like it crispy like mommy and daddy do. They like it raw.” 
 
         “What’s raw?”  
 
         “Raw food is when you don’t cook it.” 
 
         Robbie scrunched his face again, in disgust this time. Nicole could only laugh.  
 
         They crested the hill.  
 
         Half a mile ahead of them was Rockford Sound.  
 
         Nicole could only look on in shock.  
 
         The town was smouldering, fire illuminating a blanket of smoke hovering over it like a cloud of death. It billowed into the sky before it was caught by prevailing winds then blown out to sea. Among the smoke, however, was a persistent light that was almost radioactive. It emanated from a single point within the centre of town. It eventually faded into the night along with the smoke.  
 
         “My god,” Nicole said under her breath.  
 
         “MOMMY!” 
 
         Nicole snapped back to attention long enough to see a deer sprint into the road. She swerved to the left, clipping the deer’s hind legs with a sickening thunk before losing control of the car completely. They spun, the tires screeching on the road and Robbie screaming in the back seat, before they left the road itself. The sudden change from concrete to earth flipped the car over on its side.  
 
         The final thing Nicole heard before being knocked unconscious was the sound of her son screaming for her. 
 
      
 
      
 
    2. 
 
    “They’re coming!” Mia shouted as she and Kayleigh ran into the house. There was the sound of footsteps bounding down the stairs before Elijah came into view and ran towards them. 
 
         “Mia!” he yelled, his smile changing to fear as he registered what she said. “Who’s coming?”  
 
         “More of…them!” she shouted again, pointing towards town.  
 
         Elijah ran past her to the beach outside. There they were, a mob numbering a dozen, walking towards the beach house with purpose.  
 
         “That’s not good,” was all Elijah could think to say.  
 
         “What’s going on?” came a voice from inside the cab.  
 
         Kayleigh let go of Mia’s hand and ran to the truck. As she knelt by the cab, she flinched as wetness soaked into her pants. The smell was awful.  
 
         “Bad people are coming,” she said to Orson as Elijah ran back inside. “And it smells real bad.” 
 
         “Step away from the cab, ok?” said Orson. “That’s gasoline.” 
 
         Kayleigh flinched as if she had been smacked. Gas! Where was it coming from? She stood up quickly and looked over the truck. The underside was completely visible, with pieces hanging off or bent in ways they should not. There, slightly off centre, was a large bulbous block of metal that appeared to be leaking clear fluid.  
 
         Kayleigh pointed to it and said, “Is that gas?”  
 
         Elijah turned to her and looked at where she pointed.  
 
         “Yes,” he said.  
 
         “Should we plug it up?”  
 
         Elijah shook his head.  
 
         “The metal’s torn,” he said. “We might be able to stop it dripping over the rest of the truck though.” He knelt beside her and turned her to face him. “Outside the patio door over there,” he said, pointing toward the sliding glass doors next to the kitchen, “there’s a watering can. I need you to run out there and grab it for me. Can you do that?”  
 
         Kayleigh nodded. 
 
         “That’s great,” Elijah said, smiling. “Bring it back to me as fast as you can, and we’ll collect as much of this gas as possible.” 
 
         Kayleigh nodded again and ran to the patio door. 
 
      
 
      
 
    3. 
 
    The fear coursing through Mia’s veins was palpable as she watched the approaching mob.  
 
         She had seen first-hand how hard it was to kill them, and though Elijah had retrieved the gun, it would be next to useless against this new group. There were only five of them last time, and that ended with Harper dead and the house destroyed. There were roughly twenty of them now and as they drew nearer Mia felt all hope disappear.  
 
         She watched the young girl run off to grab the watering can and wondered how they could possibly survive. 
 
      
 
      
 
    4. 
 
    “Ok, we have to get you down right now,” said Orson, urgently. 
 
         “They followed us,” said Sienna. It was not a question.  
 
         Orson nodded and said, “That’s why we need to get moving.”  
 
         Sienna exhaled heavily.  
 
         “Let’s get it over with,” she said.  
 
         Orson eyed the wound. 
 
         “I’m not going to be able to get a tourniquet around it until you’re free,” he said.  
 
         “For Christ’s sake just get me down!” hissed Sienna. “I’m gonna bleed, so just do it ok!”  
 
         Orson nodded. There was no point in waiting any longer.  
 
         Outside the cab he heard the patter of footsteps and Elijah saying thank you. 
 
         “Right, I need you to undo your belt buckle with your good arm,” said Orson. “We’ll do a countdown ok? Hopefully gravity will do most of the work for me, but I am going to be pulling on you. There’s no way of doing this where it ain’t going to hurt like hell.” 
 
         Sienna nodded.  
 
         Orson placed a hand on her forearm and the other on her good shoulder.  
 
         “Ready?” he asked.  
 
         Sienna nodded again.  
 
         “Three, two, one…” 
 
         Sienna unclipped her belt buckle and immediately began crying out in pain as her legs fell toward the roof of the cab. Orson was prepared for this, letting her legs fall on his shoulders as he pulled her weight forward. Gravity was on his side and as the rest of Sienna’s body moved, she slid off the spike with surprising ease. There was nothing graceful about her landing and as her body flopped against the roof, she let out a howl of pain. Orson did not wait. He took his belt from around his waist as quickly as possible and wrapped it around her shoulder, looping under her arm pit and over her collar bone. He pulled it as tight as it would go while Sienna continued to groan.  
 
         “Mother-FUCKER that hurts!” Sienna screamed.  
 
         “Take my hand,” said Orson. Sienna did and followed him through the passenger side door, her shoulder protesting with every move. 
 
      
 
      
 
    5. 
 
    “Thank you!” said Elijah as he took the watering can from Kayleigh. He held it up against the tear in the fuel-tank and watched as what remaining fuel was left flowed into the container.  
 
         “Is that to stop it spilling?” asked Kayleigh, curious.  
 
         “Partly,” Elijah said, which was true, though not for the reasons Kayleigh thought. His last confrontation with the possessed ended in a conflagration that seemed to keep them permanently down. A shot to the head only inconvenienced them but fire was the thing that stopped them completely.  
 
         Now, if only he could lead the mob into the house.  
 
      
 
      
 
    6. 
 
    Orson helped Sienna up and slung her good arm around his shoulder.  
 
         “I feel dizzy,” she said.  
 
         “Stay with me now,” said Orson as he saw Elijah. “Is that a watering can?”  
 
         Elijah nodded and said, “We need the gas.” 
 
         “We need to get out of here,” said Orson, He looked in the direction of the mob. Their pace was steady, and they were closer than he would have liked. As they walked past the remains of the smouldering house, the heat caused whisps of smoke to begin trailing off them.   
 
         “We need fire,” said Elijah. “It’s the only thing that seems to keep them down.”  
 
         “You plan to what? Burn the house down?”  
 
         “Something like that,” said Elijah. 
 
         “You do that,” said Orson. “We’re getting on a boat and getting the hell out of here.” 
 
         Elijah’s face lit up.  
 
         “Wait, you have a boat?” he asked.  
 
         Orson stared at him, confused.  
 
         “What do you mean?” he asked. “There’s a boat at the jetty, surely?”  
 
         “If there was, do you think I’d still be here?” asked Elijah.  
 
         Orson shook his head.  
 
         “No, there has to be,” he said. He gently sat Sienna down on the couch and ran towards the patio door.  
 
         “I’ll wait here I guess,” Sienna muttered to herself sardonically. She stared towards the mob.  
 
         They had reached the burned-out house.  
 
      
 
      
 
    7. 
 
    Mia stood on the jetty and stared along the beach but not at the approaching mob. She stared the opposite way. At the third beach house.  
 
         She heard footsteps behind her, hurried, panicked, along with heavy breathing. She turned to a see a bloodied man stood not far behind her, looking at the water with a face of despair.  
 
         “NO!” he shouted before he turned and kicked the nearest wooden support. The move was almost petulant, like a toddler throwing a tantrum, and would have been amusing if not for the circumstances. He kicked the wood a couple more times before he noticed Mia. “I’m sorry,” he said. “It’s just…I was hoping for a boat.” 
 
         “There’s a house,” said Mia.  
 
         “Sorry?” asked the man, before he looked beyond Mia to the third and final beach house. It sat at the end of the quay, the design a match for the one they were currently at, with its own jetty. There was also no boat, but there was a truck in the driveway. All the lights were off but that was not to say it was empty.  
 
         “Wait here,” said the man and ran back inside.  
 
      
 
      
 
    8. 
 
    “They’re getting closer,” said the injured woman on the couch. Her voice was laden with fear.  
 
         The fuel tank was leaking the last of the truck’s fuel. There would be little more to gain, and Elijah guessed the watering can was half full. Not a bad haul but not enough for what he had in mind.  
 
         Orson ran back inside and shouted, “There’s another house!”  
 
         “What?” said Sienna.  
 
         “Down the beach!” yelled Orson. “There’s another house!”  
 
         “I know,” said Elijah.  
 
         “We can head over there! Hide from the mob!” 
 
         “We’ll be halfway there when they spot us,” said Elijah. He looked from the watering can to the kitchen.  
 
         “House or not, we need to get the hell out of here,” said Orson. “I’m heading over there. Maybe they have something we can use against them!”  
 
         “Maybe,” said Elijah, “but I think I have a better idea.” 
 
         Orson helped Sienna from the couch and said, “Think? Or know?” 
 
         Elijah looked from the kitchen and back to the can of gasoline.  
 
         “Ok, listen to me,” he said earnestly. “Here’s what we’re gonna do…” 
 
      
 
      
 
    9. 
 
    The mob was now halfway between the burned ruins of the first house and their quarry.  
 
         The group approaching the beach house was large by necessity. How else would the evil be able to take down a heavy moving vehicle? But now that vehicle had crashed, was there really a need to waste so many on only a few people? It was unlikely, but who was to say there was not another thirty potential victims in that house?  
 
         The evil took stock of its power. There were still large numbers of residents being turned in the suburbs and the total under its control now totalled over ten thousand. Gaining whoever remained in the beach house was inconsequential. But, then again, so was losing a few of its number.  
 
         It would attack the beach house. Whatever the outcome, it would matter little to their main purpose. 
 
         It was then that two of the survivors appeared at the hole where the front door once was. One held a bottle, the other a gun. As the one with the gun raised his arm, the other lit a cloth hanging from the bottle and threw it as hard as he could. The man with the gun fired, bullets hitting and passing through the mob while the Molotov connected with one of the group towards the front. A ball of fire erupted around them and the person next to them, engulfing them in flame. As the horde continued forward, the two on fire eventually collapsed, their bodies burned beyond function.  
 
         Yes. They would attack the house.  
 
      
 
      
 
    10. 
 
    Elijah emptied the pistol’s magazine as he watched the two burning people collapse. The remaining eyes focused on him and Orson, the group making a beeline for where they stood. 
 
         “That got their attention,” said Orson as they headed back inside the house. Elijah turned to the kitchen, dropped the gun, and ran to the oven, where he grabbed it with whatever purchase he had and pulled it away from the wall. Behind him Orson collected the watering can of gasoline and their single remaining Molotov and headed for the patio door. Elijah grunted as he made enough space behind the oven for what he needed. Reaching forward, the corner of the oven digging painfully into his abdomen, Elijah grabbed the flexible pipe leading from the oven to the mains and pulled with all his might. The pipe was made of old, brittle plastic, likely unchanged since the house was built, and tore with ease. He was met with the immediate smell of gas and spluttered as he inhaled.  
 
         He quickly headed towards the patio.  
 
         Outside, everyone stood and watched as Orson tipped the watering can and began pouring a trail of gas from the patio door towards the jetty.  
 
         Elijah walked to Sienna and Mia and asked, “You know what you’re doing?”  
 
         They both nodded.  
 
         “Tell me again,” he asked.  
 
         “We’re going to walk to the other house, and hide,” said Kayleigh, as she stood next to Mia, looking beyond scared. “If there’s no one in, we break in. And we keep to the shoreline.”  
 
         “And why do we keep to the shoreline?” 
 
         “Because this house,” she said, pointing to the wall closest to her, “blocks us from view of them.” 
 
         Elijah nodded and smiled.  
 
         “That’s great,” he said, rustling her hair, which garnered an annoyed look from the girl. He turned his attention to Sienna, who had her arm around Mia’s shoulders. “How you feeling?”  
 
         “Like I’ve been stabbed through the shoulder,” she said woozily. Her entire arm was covered in blood despite the tourniquet. They would need to plug the wound as soon as they could.  
 
         He looked at Mia.  
 
         “Get them there,” he said. “Ok?” 
 
         Mia nodded and said, “What about you two?” 
 
         “We’ll be right behind you,” Elijah said, smiling. Mia studied him, her eyes searching his, before she nodded again, turned, and began the walk towards the other beach house. Elijah watched them go, hoping above all hope that his plan worked.  
 
         He ran back to the house and did not allow himself to think of failure.  
 
      
 
      
 
    11. 
 
    Orson watched Elijah sprint past him back into the house while he continued pouring the gas. The hope was to have a continuous trail from the house to the jetty, like a trail of gunpowder from those old western serials he used to watch as a kid. He knew fire would never travel as fast along a line of petroleum as it showed in the movies, but it did work, that he was sure of.  
 
          He made sure the trail was poured thick. This was no time for failure.  
 
      
 
      
 
    12. 
 
    Elijah was assaulted by the prevailing smell of gas. There was a momentary spate of dizziness as he ran past the upturned truck. He briefly steadied himself against the truck and looked toward the horde.  
 
         They had not spread out and they had not thought to flank. They remained a solid group entirely focussed on entering the house through the front.  
 
         And they were no more than twenty metres away.  
 
         “C’mon you sons a bitches!” Elijah yelled before turning tail and running back inside. 
 
         There was no turning back now.  
 
      
 
      
 
    13. 
 
    The watering can was empty. 
 
         Orson threw it to one side and hurried to the sea to rinse his hands. He had no wish to handle any kind of flame with gas on his fingers.  
 
         He quickly pulled the box of matches from his back pocket and ran to end of the gas trail when Elijah sprinted out of the patio door towards him. 
 
         “They’re right outside!” Elijah yelled as he held out his hand for the matches.  
 
         Orson shook his head and said, “No, I’ll do it.” 
 
         Elijah looked up at him, confused.  
 
         “What?” he said.  
 
         “Go with them,” said Orson. He nodded towards the women who were hurrying towards the other house. They had made up nearly half the distance already.  
 
         “That wasn’t the plan,” said Elijah.  
 
         “Look,” said Orson. “I know you don’t know me but trust me when I say I’ve done some shitty things in recent years that I’m not proud of. But if I do this now, I can at least help our new friends over there, or that little girl. I’d rather do that than run away.” 
 
         “This is no time to play hero, friend,” said Elijah.  
 
         “Christ this isn’t about being a hero!” Orson shouted. “And we don’t have time for this! Go catch up and I’ll light the gasoline!” 
 
         Elijah stared at him, unsure what to say.  
 
         Orson looked at the house. Beyond the patio door from the bowels of the house came the collective glow of possessed eyes.  
 
         Orson pushed Elijah away. 
 
         “GO!” he screamed, before hurriedly opening the box of matches and striking one against the strip.  
 
         Elijah took one last look at the old man before running up the beach.  
 
      
 
      
 
    14. 
 
    Kayleigh looked behind her to see the bearded man sprinting at them as fast as he could.  
 
         Orson had stayed behind. She could see him crouched with his arm reaching toward a point on the ground.  
 
         “What’s he doing?” she asked.  
 
         “Keep going!” Mia said, sternly, as Sienna hissed in pain. 
 
         “But we can’t just leave him!” Kayleigh screamed. 
 
         The man with the beard and glasses was nearly upon them. He said, “Keep going! Move as fast as you can!”  
 
         “But Orson!” It was Kayleigh again, her eyes tearing up as she looked past Elijah and towards her savior. Orson had thrown whatever he was holding to one side with frustration and produced another.  
 
         That was when the first of the monsters walked out the patio door.  
 
      
 
      
 
    15. 
 
    The stream of gasoline finally lit. Orson let out a small cry of triumph before he looked up.  
 
         As the fire snaked its way along the gas, the first of the monsters arrived at the patio door.  
 
         The fire would not reach the house in time before they came lumbering out.  
 
         Orson collected the one remaining Molotov by his feet and placed the cloth against the flaming stream of gas. For a moment Orson cursed as the fabric stubbornly refused to light before it ignited. He quickly stood, taking a moment to watch the scene before him and worry at how close he still was, stood at the base of the jetty, before he threw the Molotov with all his might. He had enough time to see the projectile arc through the air and a second monster appear behind the first before the bottle flew passed them and into the house. There was a small crash from inside as the bottle broke.  
 
         Then everything happened at once.  
 
      
 
      
 
    16. 
 
    Elijah held back the young girl when the house blew up. The sound was deafening, carried on a shockwave that ran through them like a freight train. Elijah took the brunt, shielding the girl who still screamed, while further up the beach both Mia and Sienna were blown forward a few steps. Sienna cried out as she lost her hold on Mia and fell to her knees, the impact of her hands against the sand sending shockwaves of their own through her wound.  
 
         Heat then followed, billowing over them like a blanket of fire that was intense one moment before abating almost instantly.  
 
         Elijah turned around to see the house, the second of the three along the quay, now also on fire, detritus and splints of wood flying into the air before they violently came back to earth. They all watched the skies, terrified as pieces of wood, glass, truck, and people landed on the sand around them.  
 
         Elijah chanced a look toward the jetty.  
 
         There, in a lifeless heap, was Orson.  
 
      
 
      
 
    17. 
 
    His ears rang worse than he could ever remember, and his skin burned. The flash as the gas inside the house ignited had been immense, then the blast hit him, knocking the wind out of him and propelling him through the air like he was made of timber. The world tumbled around him like a kaleidoscope of death and destruction until he hit the ground. The landing was hard; he heard the tell-tale snap as one or more of his bones broke. He could only lay there is a daze as he struggled to breathe, stars invading his view of the beach and the burning town. Behind him he heard screaming.  
 
         Orson struggled to turn. He struggled to move at all. His body felt like it was on fire and the pain radiating from his multiple injuries smothered him in a cocoon of agony.  
 
         Get up old man, he thought. You’re not dead yet. 
 
         The pain told him as much.  
 
         He rolled onto his back and groaned. There was definitely a rib broken among the cacophony of hurt. His right arm was also swelling alarmingly fast around the wrist. He dared not move it as he tried to sit up.  
 
         Walking around the ruins of the beach house was one of the eyeless. It was remarkably untouched by the blast, their clothes darker with ash and their body sporting a few superficial wounds, but other than those, the person was nearly intact. It’s pace was slow, the stride not as confident as the mob had been before the explosion, yet they continued their walk inexorably towards him all the same.  
 
         Orson sighed as he got slowly to his feet. 
 
         “Hello, Toni,” he said to the approaching creature.  
 
         Toni stopped walking as she reached the jetty. It was a behaviour Orson had not seen before from the possessed. They had seemed too single minded in their quest. Yet here one of them stood, her head tilting slowly from side to side as if assessing him.  
 
         “You know,” said Orson, a queer little smile blooming across his face. “I’ve hated you for a long time. I know that won’t surprise you, but I need to say it. I didn’t think it was possible to hate someone so completely, but after what you did, and everything I lost because of you, it seems it is possible to hate someone that much.” 
 
         Toni continued watching, those glowing sockets boring into him. 
 
          Orson placed his good hand in his pocket. He found what he wanted.  
 
         “But after everything that’s happened in the last day, the more the hate has softened,” Orson continued. “Don’t get me wrong, I’ve often fantasised about doing some truly awful things to you, but I’m as much to blame in this. In fact, I hate myself more than I do you. I allowed it to happen. You didn’t exactly try hard, did you? All you had to do was flutter your eyes and show some cleavage and I was putty in your hands. I could’ve blown you off and you’d’ve just moved onto the next sucker.” 
 
         Toni stopped tilting her head, instead arching her neck forward like a hawk about to strike.  
 
         He pulled the crushed box of matches from his pocket, pushing the interior from the sleeve with difficulty. 
 
         “We doing this or what?” he asked.  
 
         Toni ran at him. The sudden burst of movement surprised him. The box was still full, but he only needed to light one. Moving the match box to his bad hand, he hurriedly struck the match against the ignition strip. The match caught immediately, where he quickly placed it in the box with the rest of them. The box bloomed into a ball of flame in Orson’s broken hand just as Toni reached him. Her head hit his with enough force to break his nose while the flaming mass in his hands pressed into her clothing. As Orson saw stars and blood sprayed from his nose, Toni burst into flame.  
 
         Orson had enough time to wonder how such an instant ignition had happened before his head hit the jetty.  
 
      
 
      
 
    18. 
 
    Elijah could only watch as the attack happened, Kayleigh thrashing around in his grasp while, from a distance, Orson hit the deck like a ragdoll. The monster that had charged at him had gone up in flames instantly and stood over Orson’s inert body, as if admiring their work until they too collapsed. Their legs buckled and they flopped at Orson’s feet.  
 
         The fiery mass in Orson’s hand caught his sleeve. As he regained consciousness, he let out a scream of panic, before rolling onto his front and crawling off the side of the jetty. The flame went out as soon as he hit the water. 
 
         The group watched with bated breath as Orson’s body floated to the surface face up. It did not move as the surf took him and beached him.  
 
         “ORSON!” Kayleigh screamed.  
 
         He did not respond.  
 
         “GET UP!” she screamed again.  
 
         Again, there was no response. 
 
         The girl fell to her knees then and wailed. Elijah fell with her and, much like he had with Mia only hours earlier, comforted his grief-stricken charge. He watched Orson, hoping upon hope that the man would rouse from his state, but the longer they waited, while Kayleigh’s wails evolved into full body sobs, the less likely he was getting up. 
 
         Behind him Mia and Sienna continue their walk to the final house. 
 
         There was nothing any of them could do.  
 
         “We have to go,” Elijah said gently.  
 
         Kayleigh sniffed and nodded. Elijah picked her up, where she wrapped her arms around his neck. As she continued sobbing into his shoulder, Elijah again thought of his wife and son.  
 
         The thought put the fear of God into him.  
 
      
 
      
 
    19. 
 
    Nicole regained consciousness suddenly, like being jolted from a bad dream.  
 
         The car was on its side, the headlights beaming against a tree and sending the light back in her face. She squinted as her head ached terribly.  
 
         Robbie! 
 
         She looked in the rearview mirror. 
 
         Robbie was not in his seat. 
 
         “Robbie? Sweetie?” she said. 
 
         No response.  
 
         Panic bloomed in her chest as she hurriedly undid her seatbelt. She hit the driver’s side window with an audible crunch. She wasted no time getting to her feet and peering into the back of the car.  
 
         Robbie was not dead. He was not injured, even.  
 
         He was not there at all.  
 
         Nicole let out a cry of despair. Had someone crawled in while she was knocked out and taken him? She checked all the windows. All were intact except the one next to Robbie’s highchair. Had someone come through there? Unlikely. The gap was too small. 
 
         For an adult. 
 
         Nicole reached up and opened the passenger side door with some effort before pulling herself out of the car. She ached but she cared little. All that mattered was finding her son. 
 
         She ran up the short incline to the road and looked around. It was dark, not full dark but not far off either. How was she meant to find Robbie in this light?  
 
         “ROBBIE!” she shouted at the top of her lungs. “ROBBIE WHERE ARE YOU!?” 
 
         Her gaze rested on the sight of Rockford Sound in the distance. The town burned and every few moments there was a pop of what could only be gun fire.  
 
         What the hell has happened here? Was Elijah ok? And where’s Robbie?  
 
         It was then that, as she looked down the hill, she saw him.  
 
         He was not walking like she would expect. His wobble was still there – toddlers were usually unsteady – but her son’s gait was purposeful. He was headed straight towards town, heedless of danger.  
 
         “ROBBIE!” she screamed. Her son did not turn. He continued his walk, as if eager to see what was behind the makeshift barricade he headed towards.  
 
         Nicole did not scream again. She ran as fast as she could after her son and just hoped she reached him before he disappeared into the chaos below. 
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 PART THREE 
 
      
 
    Convergence 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Some say the end is near,  
 
    Some say we'll see Armageddon soon,
I certainly hope we will,  
 
    I sure could use a vacation.” 
 
    Tool – Ænema

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 CHAPTER EIGHTEEN 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    1. 
 
   I n the centre of town, a blasphemous congregation emerged. 
 
         The number of eyeless now sat at three quarters of the town’s population, the remaining people either having fled before the barricades went up or stubbornly hid where the eyeless failed to find them. 
 
         Evil had other ways of flushing out sewer rats. 
 
         Gaining more souls would be easier now. It’s power, though not enough for its final form, would be ample for the final push of subsummation. Osmosis was the key, its energy radiating out now with enough force the turn the weak-minded and newly dead alike.  
 
         The one that was once Bob Anderson found his way back to the town’s central thoroughfare where, only two hours earlier, he had led the mob that had overrun the police station. The Sheriff and everyone else in the building were part of the whole and somewhere in town doing the evil’s bidding. The police station was a husk of its former self. When all was said and done, the symbol of authority was no different than the rest of the tinder the town had become.  
 
         Around Bob, the crowd grew, all staring at him intently and knowing what came next.  
 
         It was very nearly ready. It just needed the last few souls before it could reach its full power.  
 
         From where he stood, the creature raised the source of its power in the air and opened its mouth. The rest followed suit, their arms all rising to the sky like a twisted prayer.  
 
         Then, wordlessly, they spoke.  
 
      
 
      
 
    2. 
 
    The only light they could see from within the house as they approached was the faint flicker of a television. While Kayleigh and Sienna waited patiently outside, Elijah and Mia walked the perimeter. Peering through the patio window, the interior was dark despite the illumination from the TV, the continued flickering making it difficult to distinguish anything or anyone with much clarity. Elijah knocked on the door twice. 
 
         “Hello?” he called through the door. He had no way of knowing if he could be heard. “If there’s anyone in there, we could really use some help.” 
 
         Silence.  
 
         “There’s four of us: one’s a young girl and another is badly injured,” he continued. “We don’t want anything, just shelter and some medicine.” 
 
         He waited.  
 
         The silence stretched, broken only by the soothing noise of lapping waves against the sand.  
 
         Elijah gave up. He walked back around the front of the house to see Mia was already there, peering into the cab of the abandoned truck.  
 
         “Anything?” asked Sienna. Her speech was slurred, tired, and her face was deathly white. Elijah looked at her arm to see blood still dripped from her elbow. How they would close the wound, he did not know.  
 
         “No one’s answering,” he said, “but that doesn’t mean its empty.” He turned to Mia. “What are you doing?” 
 
         “Seeing if there’re keys in the ignition,” she said.  
 
         “Any luck?”  
 
         She shook her head.  
 
         Elijah noticed a sizable rock by the front door. In crude painted writing, it read Sandy Shores. The name given to the house no doubt, but the rock itself was large enough for what Elijah had in mind.  
 
         “I’m breaking the door open,” he said, eyeing up the other survivors. “If anyone has any objections let me know, otherwise, I’m just going to go straight ahead and do it.” 
 
         No one answered.  
 
         Elijah nodded and grabbed the rock. He turned to the front door and rested the rock against the door handle. If he hit it just right and with enough force, it should break.  
 
         “Why not just throw the rock through the patio?” asked Mia.  
 
         Elijah stopped and turned to her.  
 
         “That’s…actually not a bad idea,” he said.  
 
         “Wont that leave us more exposed though?” asked Sienna. “What’s to stop one of those monsters walking right in when we’re not looking?”  
 
         Everyone looked at her.  
 
         “You smash a door sized window, then you’ve got a gaping hole in the side of the house that anyone can walk straight through,” Sienna said. “At least we can prop something against the front door you know? Make a wedge between us and them.” 
 
         “They can still break the window though,” said Elijah. 
 
         “Yeah, but at least we’ll hear that,” Sienna continued. “Look, unless there’s a hammer and nails in there that we can board that patio door with then it’ll be a weak point regardless of how we get in. All I’m saying is, why make it easier for them?”  
 
         Elijah looked from her to Mia. Mia shrugged.  
 
         “I see your point,” he said. He turned back to the door and held the rock above his head, ready to bring it down with as much force as he could muster, before a thought came to him. He placed his free hand on the door handle and pushed it down.  
 
         The front door creaked open, swinging lazily away from him to reveal the dark interior.  
 
         Behind him, Sienna laughed. Elijah had to smile.  
 
         “Guess none of us thought of that huh?” he asked with a chuckle before his was greeted with the most horrific smell he had ever experienced. His stomach turned and he fought back the urge to vomit. Behind him, the others gagged. 
 
         “Gross!” shouted Kayleigh.  
 
         Elijah pulled his t-shirt up over his nose and mouth. It did little to stifle the smell. 
 
         “Stay here,” he said over the coughs. “I’ll be right back.” 
 
         Lifting the rock back over his head, his heart thumping in his chest, Elijah Young, a writer of cheesy pulp novels from Tacoma, swallowed hard before walking into the house.  
 
      
 
      
 
    3. 
 
    Nicole looked up at the barricade, the terror coursing through her veins like a poison.  
 
         She could not see the gap that Robbie had crawled through. Her son had remained out of reach even as she watched him get on all fours and begin crawling forward. It was the only time she felt she could catch up, to grab him by his feet and pull him into her arms and a modicum of safety, yet Robbie had evaded her, disappearing with a speed that was as much perplexing as it was unnatural. Had he been pulled through the other side? If so, who by? These were just a few of the many, many questions that rattled through Nicole’s head.  
 
         Just what the hell was going on here?  
 
         The town appeared under siege, a contained warzone that people were unable to leave or enter. If that was the case, how were there not others outside? Surely there should be a swarm of police, if not the army themselves, here trying to bring the town to order. Yet there was no one, as if the town had been left to its own devices.  
 
         Though the barricade was large, it was not completely impenetrable. To the left was a small industrial park made up of small brick buildings, and to the right was an office building that stood five stories tall. The barricade was wider than the road and clearly built to stop cars from leaving, but there was nothing stopping Nicole from climbing around it. The footing may be treacherous, but it was not impossible.  
 
         She ran to the left and saw the barricade spread over the sidewalk. The sidewalk ran alongside a large pond, clearly built along with the industrial park in some semblance of natural beauty to counteract the brick and concrete. The water was dark brown, no doubt stagnant, and gave off a rotten odor.  
 
         Thinking better of it, Nicole ran to the right. Here there was just a wooden fence, one that was easily traversable.  
 
         Much better.  
 
         As she hurried over the fence, her shoe caught on a rusted nail jutting out of the wood. There was the briefest of moments where she acknowledged the fabric of her sneaker tearing before she lost her balance and fell backwards. The rip from her shoe echoed through the air, absurdly loud against the quiet, before she fell down the other side, landing in the building’s parking lot. Her hands grazed against the concrete and pain shot from her backside and up her body. She let out a sigh of frustration at her carelessness, before getting back on her feet.  
 
         Her sneaker was torn but the laces held. So long as it stayed on her foot, Nicole cared little.  
 
         Rubbing her palms against her pants she hurried through the parking lot, aghast at the scene behind the barricade. Cars lined the streets, packed in like cattle to slaughter, many with hastily packed suitcases tied precariously to roof racks or thrown carelessly into back seats. People had tried to escape but found themselves unable. Nicole liked to think some left their vehicles and fled on foot, skirting the barricade like she had just done, until she noticed that many of the vehicles were burned-out husks. Fire had spread through the traffic jam, and the longer Nicole looked at the carnage, she noticed charred corpses, their bodies contorted as their bodies had burned, recognisable as people only by their shape. There was the faint smell of something not unlike pork in the air, a stale smell not dissimilar to the stench that stuck to your clothes from a barbeque. The thought lingered and, as she continued to stare at the closest corpse, Nicole leaned forward and vomited. Little came up, the mucus and bile burned the back of her throat. She heaved twice; long guttural heaves that came from deep within her gut.  
 
         Somewhere among this carnage was her son.  
 
         Nicole wiped her mouth and looked around. 
 
         “ROBBIE!” she screamed. 
 
         A giggle carried on the wind.  
 
         Nicole turned to her right. 
 
         “Robbie?!” she shouted, hope in her voice.  
 
         The giggle came again.  
 
         Maybe ten car lengths from where she stood, she saw someone dart between the vehicles. Someone small.  
 
         “Robbie!”  
 
         As Nicole ran to where she had seen her son, she felt the first pangs of something invading her mind.  
 
      
 
      
 
    4. 
 
    “You guys hear that?” asked Sienna. 
 
         Mia hugged herself and looked at the floor. She did not react and had barely spoken at all since they had arrived at the house. Kayleigh, in contrast, paced back and forth outside the open front door in a highly agitated state, occasionally chancing glances back to the other house. The night had grown dark and as the fire dwindled to cinders, it became more difficult to see where Orson lay.  
 
         Kayleigh stopped pacing and said, “Voices.”  
 
         “Yeah,” said Sienna, her voice increasingly more sluggish. “A lot of ‘em.”  
 
         “I don’t hear anything,” said Mia quietly. 
 
         Sienna smiled wryly and said, “Lucky you.”  
 
         “I can hear my mom,” said Kayleigh, her eyes growing pregnant with tears. Sienna looked at her with pity. 
 
         “What’s she saying?” Sienna asked.  
 
         “She’s telling me to come to the town square,” said Kayleigh as she stared off into space. “She’s there with dad.” 
 
         “Did they become part of…them?” asked Sienna.  
 
         Kayleigh nodded.  
 
         “I can hear my boyfriend,” said Sienna, her voice tinged with sympathy. “Last I heard from him, he was in the harbor being questioned by police. I assume he’s dead now, or he’s been turned.” She shifted where she sat, wincing at the pain and bringing a hand up to her wounded shoulder. “I don’t think it’s your parents. I think it’s them.” 
 
         Kayleigh nodded, a tear rolling down her cheek, and said, “I know.” 
 
         Sienna held out her good arm and beckoned the girl over. Kayleigh came and nestled into Sienna’s good shoulder. 
 
         “You’re nice and warm,” Sienna said with a chuckle.  
 
         “You’re cold?” Kayleigh asked, surprised. 
 
         “Yeah, I’m still bleeding,” Sienna said.  
 
         Kayleigh looked at her, confused.  
 
         “Blood loss makes you cold,” she continued.  
 
         “How do you know that?” asked the young girl.  
 
         Sienna smiled and said, “Point Break.” 
 
         “What’s that?”  
 
         “A movie you’re way too young to see.” 
 
         “Harper,” Mia said quietly to herself, her face creasing up. Sienna and Kayleigh looked at her.  
 
         “Who’s Harper?” Kayleigh asked.  
 
         “My girlfriend,” Mia said, sniffing. “I can hear her. She wants me to come to the town square too.”  
 
         “And she’s-” Sienna started. 
 
         “Dead,” Mia interrupted. “She’s dead.” Her face creased further as she started sobbing. “Oh Harper…” 
 
         Kayleigh stood and gingerly walked over to Mia. She held out her arms tentatively. Mia smiled and gently enveloped the girl in a hug.  
 
         From inside the house, Elijah screamed.  
 
      
 
      
 
    5. 
 
    Elijah noticed the smell when he had only taken a few steps into the last surviving beach house. It was a smell he was vaguely familiar with, though he had never experienced it with such potency.  
 
         It was the smell of decay.  
 
         The house’s layout was identical to the previous two houses, though in a state of considerable disarray. The kitchen was a mess, with plates and cooking implements unwashed and stacked high. The adjoining living room was not much better. The room’s only armchair had fallen backwards, staring at the ceiling with inert fascination, while the TV silently flickered CNN, illuminating the room in an ambient blue glow. Elijah saw the breaking news bulletin stating Russia was preparing to meet the Belarusian cabinet in order to de-escalate tension between the two.  
 
         On the coffee table between the upturned chair and the TV was a mess of papers that had no discernible order. Elijah would not have given them a second glance were it not for an image that gave him pause. 
 
         He crouched down beside the coffee table and lifted the paper with interest. On it was several symbols he did not understand among a language he did not recognise. The paper itself was old and felt fragile in his fingers. 
 
         In the middle of the page was a drawing, one that was more like something from a medical journal than anything else, and it depicted something Elijah and his other survivors were all too familiar with. 
 
         It was a man with glowing eyes.  
 
         “What the hell?”  
 
         A thump came from upstairs.  
 
         He stood suddenly.  
 
         “Hello?” he said.  
 
         Silence.  
 
         He gingerly stepped forward, painfully aware of the darkness down the corridor that led to the bottom of the stairs. Within a few moments he stood at the bottom of the stairs, the smell of decay immediately more potent. 
 
         “Anyone there?”  
 
         Thump. 
 
         elijah- 
 
         He turned on his heels as the voice whispered in his ear. The sound was right behind him, pressed close. He could feel the warmth of the person next to him, the breath against his skin, smell their perfume. He recognised the voice.  
 
         The space behind him was empty.  
 
         His heart beat faster in his chest. 
 
         Thump. 
 
         Elijah looked back up the stairs and reaffirmed his grip on the rock. It felt slippery under his sweaty palm.  
 
         “Please know that I’m armed,” he said, his voice trembling. “I don’t wish to cause any harm, but I’ll defend myself if necessary.” 
 
         He waited. 
 
         Nothing. 
 
         “I’m going to come up the stairs now,” Elijah continued. “Please don’t shoot me.”  
 
         He placed one foot on the bottom step and felt his confidence wain. 
 
         Just do it, he thought.  
 
         Elijah exhaled heavily before making his way up the stairs. He got halfway before he noticed the open bathroom door and the body on the floor. He stopped dead, his mouth open, and watched as the dismembered head of Clifton Ludlow’s wife looked back at him, grinning.  
 
         “Elijah,” it said mockingly, through a mouth that did not move. The voice resurfaced by his ear again. It was not Nicole’s soothing tones this time but a profound evil that seemed to sink into the centre of his head.  
 
         Elijah flinched as if slapped. He screamed and ran back down the stairs towards the front door. 
 
      
 
      
 
    6. 
 
    “Look at the beach!” Jasmine said. “Isn’t it beautiful?” 
 
         It was a good memory, one he held onto.  
 
         It was the moment he knew he loved her.  
 
         The smile that lit up her whole face. The happiness she radiated, it was infectious and filled him with joy. They had been younger then, considerably so, where their life together had not yet happened, and their bodies had not been altered by time. In his memory they were precocious young adults in their early twenties that were finding themselves as a couple, as lovers. He smiled as he watched his future wife grow giddy with excitement at the date he had planned. She was a person that liked experiences more than gifts. She would rather have a hug than flowers. A meal out was preferable to a new handbag. When he suggested an afternoon away somewhere, she was more than happy.  
 
         For Jasmine it was all about the gesture, and Orson was only too happy to oblige.  
 
         As they sat on a nearby bench, the memory shifted. The sun went behind clouds that grew darker and thicker with rain that threatened to ruin their day. Orson frowned. This had not happened. The day had remained glorious to the point where Orson had actually burned in the sun, so much so that Jasmine had called him a lobster until the redness had died down. The clouds were not a part of it.  
 
         “Why did you do it?” asked Jasmine.  
 
         Orson turned to face his future wife to see she had also changed. She was no longer the bright and joyous twenty-year-old but a haggard aged version of her former self. Orson had done this of course, his transgression with Toni aging his wife significantly between the day she found out to the signing of divorce papers. Looking at her now, however, was different. She looked worse than when he had last seen her, like he was staring at a version of her from ten years hence. Was this how she was now? Looking at her he felt his heart break all over again.  
 
         “I don’t know,” he said honestly. It was the truth. Sure, he had felt wanted and, for the briefest of moments, he had felt young again, but in the end, they were all excuses. He went into his tryst with Toni knowing full well what the consequences could be, yet he did it anyway. There was no thought or consideration, no sense or empathy, just lust. 
 
         It had cost him everything. 
 
         “I’m so sorry,” he said, staring at his wife’s devastated face.  
 
         “I know you are,” she said, her face softening. “And I don’t know if I can ever forgive you.” A tear rolled down her face. “However,” she said, her posture rising, “I want to try.” 
 
         It was Orson’s turn to cry. He did not deserve her forgiveness or her love. He had betrayed the person closest to him in the worst possible way and would have to live with that shame for the rest of his life.  
 
         Yet here she was, his wife of forty years, the mother of his children, giving him an olive branch. 
 
         “I’ll do anything you ask,” he said, sounding more desperate than he wanted.  
 
         Jasmine nodded sympathetically.  
 
         “Walk to the light,” she said.  
 
         Orson frowned.  
 
         “The…what?” he asked.  
 
         “The light,” said Jasmine, pointing to something beyond the windscreen. “Walk to it. If you do that, I will forgive you for everything.” 
 
         Orson looked to where her finger pointed. He was back in Rockford Sound. Standing in the marina, the town was back to how it was before the nightmare that had unfolded. The Crab Bucket was intact, and the marina was filled with fishing boats. It was daylight, early afternoon in fact, and while the gulls circled overhead, Orson was struck by how uncanny everything felt. The more he looked around, the more unnerved he became.  
 
         There were no people. The marina and adjacent streets were empty. It was as if humanity had disappeared at once and had left the town perfectly preserved.  
 
         “The light Orson,” said Jasmine.  
 
         In the distance, a green light shone like a beam into the sky. Orson could not see its source, but he could tell it emanated from the town square. The beam pulsated, like it was feeding from an unseen energy, and the longer Orson stared, the more frequent the pulses came. It was the most beautiful thing he had ever seen. He wanted to go to it, to become one with whatever power it held. If it meant his wife’s forgiveness, he would dive into it headfirst.  
 
         “You’re not Jasmine,” he said, his eyes widening in shock at what had been said. Where had this thought come from? Of course it was Jasmine! He was looking at her for Christ’s sake! If he could not trust his own sight, then what else could he not trust?  
 
         Then his memories came back. The fighting, the begging, her icy coldness when she said she hated him, her parting words meant to cut so deep they never healed.  
 
         He looked to his right. The bench was gone now, and he and his wife stood side by side. She smiled, one that held no warmth or tenderness but malice.  
 
         “Who are you?” asked Orson, fear rippling through his flesh.  
 
         Jasmine did not answer. She simply smiled.  
 
         Orson felt a terrible pain at his side. He looked down to see blisters forming on his torso, bubbling up his body to his neck, his shoulder, down his arm, the flesh radiating heat that agonised him to his bones.  
 
         “If you are not willing,” his wife said, her voice morphing into something too terrible to comprehend, “we will make you.” 
 
         The town around them began to crumble, the peaceful façade disappearing into the true image of Rockford Sound – burned and ruined. Orson stepped back, watching the transformation with horrified fascination as the pain grew worse.  
 
         Jasmine was no longer Jasmine. Her eyes receded, rolling back into her head with a dreadful sucking sound to be replaced with the same green light he had seen too much of.  
 
         “Wake up,” Orson told himself. “Wakeupwakeupwakeup-” 
 
         A deep guttural roar burst through the air from the centre of town, rattling Orson’s bones and sending flames and rubble away in the shockwave. His wife now gone; Orson watched as the shadow of a giant, fleshy behemoth rose from the town square. What it was made from, Orson could not fathom, yet the writhing mass stood as if from a slumber. As it came to its full height, Orson could only stare in awe at the terrible thing before him.  
 
         The giant opened its eyes, green floodlights against an apocalyptic night.  
 
         It looked straight at him. 
 
         “SOMEONE PLEASE WAKE ME UP!!!!” Orson screamed. “PLEEEAAAAAASSSE-” 
 
      
 
      
 
    7. 
 
    Orson’s screams echoed into the night as he woke up. A moment of extreme disorientation was met with a sudden choking cough as he inhaled smoke. The pain in his dream had followed him into the world and the memory of his confrontation on the jetty came flooding back. He was back in Rockford Sound, the real one, and his memories of the last twelve hours returned as an unwanted nightmare. He stood in the marina, though he had no recollection of getting there, his positioning not unlike where he had been in the dream. Had he sleepwalked? He must have done. How else would he have gotten here from the beach house?  
 
         He winced as he flexed his burned arm and looked down to assess the damage. The burns were severe. The skin felt tight like leather, and peppering its surface were more blisters than he could count. The same was true of his torso and as he felt his neck, he found the same there. The heat had penetrated to his bone, and the affected areas pulsated.  
 
         He needed water. He needed to soak his injuries, if not just for cleanliness, then for some relief from the pain.  
 
         The water in the marina was like a beacon among the chaos.  
 
         Orson leaped into the water with total abandon. The cool rush was bliss upon his skin and as he resurfaced, he let out a long pleasurable sigh. It was only a temporary respite until the salt began stinging his open sores. It was a painful reminder of his injuries. With burns so significant he was in dire need of medical attention, yet, in that moment, Orson was able to forget about everything, no matter how fleeting it was.  
 
         Then he noticed the speed boat.  
 
         It was small and white and, judging by the clear sheen of the paint job, apparently new. It was an odd sight, one that went against the rural, old-time aesthetic of the town. Most importantly, though, it was intact. In the surrounding chaos of the harbor, where every vessel had either sunk or was on fire, this perfectly preserved piece of modern sea-travel was a miracle meant for him.  
 
         Orson swam toward it at a measured pace, his body protesting, and his head just above the surface. When he saw the small ladder at the boat’s rear, he could not help but smile.  
 
         Where have you been all my life? he thought, a childish smile growing across his face.  
 
         Reaching for the ladder, he gingerly pulled himself up, kicking his legs for additional lift. His burns made themselves known again. Once his whole body had left the water, he fell forward into the boat, landing clumsily. He lay there for a moment as he caught his breath, staring up at the starless sky and willing his body to move. He was old and injured, but he was not dead, not yet.  
 
         Get up old timer, he thought to himself again, and groaned as he slumped into a sitting position. Looking at the boat filled him with renewed hope. There was enough seating for four people, not including the driver, and should they need it there was additional standing space for a few others. More than enough for any survivors he should find.  
 
         “Kayleigh,” he said to himself. Had his and Elijah’s plan worked? He could not see the house from the marina, but should he be able to get the boat running, there was nothing stopping him from collecting them. The roads were blocked, but they could make their escape via the sea.  
 
         As Orson made to stand, his hand slipped on the nearest railing. He thought little of it, his skin was wet after all, until he glanced at his hand. His palm was slick with something dark. He looked again at the rail to see it was covered in the same substance. Though the light was dim, he recognised it for what it was.  
 
         Blood.  
 
         That it had not yet congealed told him it was fresh, which meant whoever owned the boat was close by. As he stood, Orson saw the trail of blood continued along the jetty and toward shore. Why would someone come to Rockford Sound at this hour? They would have seen the chaos from the water, yet they had arrived anyway.  
 
         Orson shimmied his way to the driver’s seat and cursed. The ignition key was missing. Of course it was. Why would the owner leave it for anyone to find?  
 
         Orson was in no state to pursue but, then again, judging by the bloody trail, neither was the boat’s owner. He would find the person and plead his case. Hopefully it would not fall on deaf ears.  
 
         With a grimace, he lifted himself from the driver’s seat, and gingerly stepped from the boat onto the jetty and followed the trail with a mix of hope and caution.  
 
      
 
      
 
    8. 
 
    When Dan saw Rockford Sound, it was not the picturesque coastal town he had expected.  
 
         His journey along the coast had been serene, peaceful, his plan reaching its final stage with little in the way of fuck-ups. Sure, he had had to smack Cal Kennedy around, but that was something to deal with another day. Dan had his ways of persuasion, and he was more than confident Cal would keep his mouth shut.  
 
         As for Mia and her dyke friend, there would be no need for persuasion. Once he was done with them it would be like they never existed.  
 
         He was deep in thought – one involving a shard of glass and Mia’s genitals – when he rounded a rocky outcrop and saw his destination.  
 
         The town was lit up like a stadium on game night. It was bathed in a green light that emanated from the town’s center. Everything surrounding it was either on fire or billowing smoke.  
 
         What the fuck happened here?  
 
         The more Dan watched, the more uncomfortable he became. This changed things. There was no way he would find Mia among all this mayhem, and that was if she was still alive. Did his desire for revenge outweigh his own self-preservation? The immediate answer was no. Nothing was worth running into the jaws of death, even if he had been wronged.  
 
         daniel- 
 
         The voice was at his shoulder. He leaped from his skin in fright. He turned suddenly, losing control of the boat, where it hit a wave side on. He was thrown backwards, his head hitting the side of the driver’s seat. Dan’s vision blurred, and as he tried to regain his focus, he felt a wet slickness begin to drip down the side of his head. He did not need to place his hand there to know he had grazed his scalp.  
 
         Stupid! he cursed to himself. He placed his hand where he had hit his head and winced. It was more than a graze; the scalp had torn and as he felt around the wound his fingers brushed against a loose flap of skin that was wet and tender.  
 
         daniel- 
 
         Dan looked around the boat. There was no one there. Of course, there was no one there. There was no one else aboard. 
 
         she’s near, Daniel- 
 
         “Who’s there?” he whimpered, hating how weak he sounded. Dan was scared, probably more so than he had ever been in his life. In every aspect of his adult life, he had ensured he had absolute control. His job, his appearance, his standing within the church, and especially his marriage: all intricately tailored to be easy, convenient, manageable. As the day had gone on, it became more apparent that, even if he should succeed in his quest, there was a high probability that he would not be able to control the aftermath. He intended to kill his wife and her lover, and their disappearances would raise questions. Coupled with his assault on Cal, the police would look at him with significant interest. Daniel was not a fool; he knew how the game worked. The husband was the one they looked at first. In the back of his mind, he already knew this, had known it from the beginning in fact, yet he had allowed himself to be so blinded by rage he had ignored his own conscience.  
 
         Now, however, there was something even more insidious taking place. The town was ablaze, chaos reigned, and among it was his wife.  
 
         And now there were voices.  
 
         you can still find her- 
 
         “Who said that!” he shouted. He turned his head from side to side, hoping to see someone though knowing he would not. The sudden movement made him dizzy and he fell back against the driver’s seat. He closed his eyes as nausea took over. The feeling soon abated, but when he opened his eyes again, the scene was different.  
 
         It was no longer night but midday, the sky blue and cloudless, the sun warm and inviting. Any concern was suddenly overwritten by an overwhelming feeling of comfort. Dan sat back up and slowly got to his feet. The dizziness had gone and though the boat rocked gently on the water, his balance was good.  
 
         Rockford Sound was no longer an inferno but a picturesque fishing town going about its day. People milled around the marina while others went about whatever business they had. Greetings were shared and people stopped in the street to talk.  
 
         Dan watched, dumbfounded. 
 
         “How can it…” he said.  
 
         “Everything’s fine, see?” came a voice from behind him. He recognised it as his father’s. This was impossible of course. His father had been dead for nearly eight years.  
 
         His father placed a hand on Dan’s shoulder. The comfort he felt increased.  
 
         “Everything’s fine,” said Dan, unquestioning.  
 
         “Exactly,” said his father. “And Mia’s fine too. She’s in town, in fact. There’s a gathering in the main square. That’s where you’ll find her.” 
 
         Daniel nodded and sat back in the driver’s seat, where he increased the throttle. The boat began to move. 
 
         “I thought she was still at the beach house…” Dan said, his voice now a dull monotone.  
 
         “The beach house?” his father asked. “Ah yes! Of course! How silly of me. We’ve been trying to get her to come to the gathering for some time. She’s with friends right now. Maybe you can go get them? I’m sure they would be delighted to join.” 
 
         Dan nodded as he approached the marina. He frowned. How had he gotten there so fast? It seemed like only moments earlier he had seen the town as little more than a shape on the coastline. The marina itself was bustling with people. Some of the trawlers sat frighteningly low in the water but that was ok. The fishermen onboard did not seem to mind or care. Dan saw a free space along the jetty and brought the boat to a gentle stop. He took the key from the ignition, grabbed the nearest rope and secured the boat in place. He then strode towards town. 
 
         “You’re doing God’s work,” his father said, his hand still on Dan’s shoulder. “Remember that.”  
 
         “God’s work,” Dan repeated.  
 
         He walked past a man sat on a bench who appeared to be having an emotional conversation with the empty seat beside him. The man looked injured, his arm and side red and blistered. Dan found it a strange sight among the beauty of the sea front.  
 
         “Yes, God’s work,” his father continued. “You must convince them Daniel. Convince them to join you. And if they will not be convinced, make them.”  
 
         “How?”  
 
         “Through…necessary means,” said his father.  
 
         Dan nodded as he reached down and grabbed a shard of glass. He was aware of the sudden biting in his palm, but it was a distant niggle.   
 
         “Necessary means,” Dan nodded as he turned left and headed towards the quay. 
 
      
 
      
 
    9. 
 
    Sienna and Kayleigh sat on the couch looking through the scattered papers while Mia stood in the kitchen sipping a glass of water. Elijah slowly headed back downstairs.  
 
         He had put the fear of God into his companions as he ran screaming from the house. He had seen many terrible things that evening, yet the visage in the bathroom had smashed open a dam that allowed all his pent-up terror to come spilling out. Once he was able to speak, he told them the house was safe, but not to go upstairs. They had all settled in the living room as he went back to the upstairs bathroom and closed the door. The dismembered head smiled at him, laughing mockingly as he approached, and spoke of dreadful things that were happening to his wife and child. Elijah did not listen, despite his fears for their wellbeing.  
 
         As he returned to the living room, he saw Sienna leaning back on the couch as she studied a piece of paper in her hand. Her pallor concerned him.  
 
         “How you feeling?” he asked.  
 
         “Still breathing,” she said with a wry smile, “but I won’t lie; it hurts like a bitch.” 
 
         “You said a bad word,” said Kayleigh.  
 
         Sienna nodded and said, “Sometimes, bad words are necessary.” She held out the piece of paper toward Elijah. “Look familiar?”  
 
         Elijah took it from her and studied the picture. The drawing was crude, but he recognised it well enough.  
 
         It was a person with glowing eyes.  
 
         The paper felt delicate in his hands, like it was a centuries old relic. The writing surrounding the drawing was almost indecipherable.  
 
         “I can’t read this,” he said.  
 
         “It’s Old English,” said Mia from the kitchen. She had turned to face the group, still holding the glass of water. “There’s a bit of Latin thrown in there for good measure too.” 
 
         “Will you be able to translate?” Elijah asked.  
 
         Mia shook her head and said, “Not well. I haven’t studied either since college.” 
 
         “What’s this?” asked Kayleigh, as she reached for something under the pile of papers. She pulled out an A4 notepad that looked worn and barely held together. “There’s a name on the front. Pro-fess-or C. Ludlow?”  
 
         The adults all looked at one another and shook their heads.  
 
         “There’s something else too.” Kayleigh said squinting. “I don’t know what that word means.” She held it out for someone to take as Mia walked from the kitchen to join them. Elijah took it from the young girl and froze as he read it.  
 
         Kayleigh, sensing something had changed within the group, asked, “What is it? Did I do something wrong?”  
 
         The adults did not answer. They all looked at the notebook’s cover, a deep sinking feeling filling them all.  
 
         One phrase leaped out, one that was just terrifying enough to explain what was happening, one whose significance was not lost on the three of them: THE RAPTURE 
 
      
 
      
 
    10. 
 
    Robbie’s laughter taunted her. She could hear him but not see him. 
 
         “Robbie!” Nicole cried. “Robbie where are you?” 
 
         She approached a house, the front door open with a burned out husk of a body in the front yard. The laughter came from inside, she was sure, but considering the whispering she had been hearing since her arrival, she did not fully trust her senses.  
 
         “Robbie, you in there sweetie?”  
 
         The laughter returned. Where once the sound would fill her with joy, it now sat uneasily in her gut. The detritus of whatever had happened in town was plain for anyone to see. It terrified her to her core, yet her son had run into the chaos as if it was play time.  
 
         “Robert Jacob Young,” she said, hoping she sounded stern enough, “you come out here this instant.”  
 
         Silence.  
 
         Nicole stood on the threshold. The door was open, but the home’s interior was near pitch dark.  
 
         Something ran across the hallway. The shadow was small, the footsteps light.  
 
         “Robbie!” she cried, running into the house without care. She headed to the living room where she saw her son. He stood on the coffee table silhouetted against the light from outside.  
 
         His eyes were green. 
 
      
 
      
 
    11. 
 
    “What’s the rapture?” asked Kayleigh. 
 
         “That’s impossible,” said Sienna quietly. 
 
         Elijah had the notebook open and scanned the pages. The more he read the more alarmed he became.  
 
         “What’s impossible?” Kayleigh asked, more frightened this time.  
 
         “The rapture, the rapture?” Sienna said, disbelieving. “That’s just not possible.” 
 
         “Why not?” asked Elijah.  
 
         “Because it’s not real!” Sienna shouted. “It’s from Revelations! You know? The same book that said the world flooded and that Noah lived to be four hundred years old!” 
 
         “It’s from the New Testament,” said Mia quietly. 
 
         Sienna turned to her, indignant.  
 
         “What are you, a scholar?” she asked. 
 
         “I was raised a Christian,” Mia said, looking hurt.  
 
         Sienna’s face softened.  
 
         “Sorry,” she said.   
 
         “Look at this,” said Elijah. 
 
         On the open double page were four drawings, each of crystals and each with their own legend.  
 
         “‘It is told,’” Elijah read, “‘that the rapture would be brought about by four entities, each a representative of four key tenets of human suffering. These entities are called by many names and described as a multitude of different beings throughout history, yet, in the Christian and Catholic faiths, they are referred to, quite ominously, as the four horsemen of the apocalypse.’ 
 
         “‘The image of four men riding on horseback has become synonymous with tales of the end of the world, yet, when stripping away notions of superstition and religious feverism, it becomes apparent that there are historical records of such widespread acts or events that can be attributed to an outside influence comparable to one of these key tenets.’” 
 
         “Is this guy for real?” said Sienna, though there was a tremor in her voice.  
 
         “Look at this table,” said Elijah. It was crudely drawn, with each column headed with an initial: W, F, P, D. Down the Y axis were events in human history. There were ticks next to each event in the appropriate column. 
 
         “Why is there a tick in the P column next to Ebola?” asked Mia.  
 
         “Look there,” said Sienna, pointing. “There’s a tick in the W column for both World Wars.”  
 
         “And a tick in the D column next to Jonestown,” Mia continued.  
 
         Elijah turned the page. The table continued. At the bottom were three events, all grouped together as one: 
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    In the column headed D, there was a question mark.  
 
         On the page next to the table were four drawings, each of crystals and each with their own legend.  
 
         The first read: Location – somewhere in Europe. Maybe Russia? Color – red. 
 
         The second read: Location – China. Suspected to be Wuhan. Color – yellow. 
 
         The third read: Location – Eritrea. Found in archaeological site within the area of famine. Color – blue.  
 
         The fourth read: Location – continental United States. Item forwarded to my home in unmarked box from unknown source. Note attached to item. Color – green.  
 
         Elijah saw a loose piece of paper poking out the bottom of the notebook. He pulled it free from between the pages and turned it over in his hands. It was a plain white envelope with the words FAO: Clifton Ludlow scrawled hastily across the front. Inside was a torn piece of paper. Elijah pulled it out and unfolded it.  
 
         It read:  
 
      
 
    Dr Ludlow, 
 
         In this box is the item you’re looking for. Please heed my advice: Get rid of it. Do not study it. Its influence will consume you and all those around you. Take it out into the ocean and toss it overboard. No good can come of it. The others are already exerting their influence. Do NOT allow this one to do the same. 
 
      
 
         The letter was unsigned.  
 
         “This can’t be real,” said Elijah.  
 
         “The letters,” said Mia. “The headings of the columns. They’re them.” 
 
         Elijah nodded. 
 
         “What do you mean?” asked Sienna. 
 
         “W, F, P, D. They stand for War, Famine, Pestilence, and Death.” Mia’s voice trembled as she said it.  
 
         Elijah looked back to the diagrams of the individual crystals, his gaze settling on the final one. The one marked Death.  
 
         The one that was green in color.  
 
         “Jesus,” he said to himself.  
 
         “Bullshit,” said Sienna. “I call bullshit.” 
 
         “Why?” asked Mia gently.  
 
         “Because it’s completely unbelievable!” Sienna shouted. “Do you realise how ridiculous this sounds? Not only are we considering that the fucking rapture is happening, but that one of the four horsemen,” she said this with a sarcastic sneer, “has shown up in our sleepy town in the middle of butt-fuck nowhere?” She scoffed. “May as well tell me the earth’s flat while we’re at it.” 
 
         “But how do you explain-” 
 
         “I CAN’T alright!?” Sienna screamed. “I can’t! None of this makes sense, ok?! We’ve all seen things that’re one-hundred percent impossible!” 
 
         “But the cause being something from scripture is a step too far?” Mia asked, contemptuously.  
 
         “Oh, get fucked, ok?” said Sienna. “Don’t give me that high-and-mighty bullshit now!” 
 
         “Look,” said Kayleigh quietly.  
 
         “Why don’t you calm down?” said Elijah, his voice on edge. 
 
         “You’re not telling me you’re buying this crap?” Sienna asked. 
 
         “What does it matter if I do or not?” he asked. “Our situation doesn’t change. Something has destroyed this town and we’re stuck in the middle of it. You’re right, we’ve all seen impossible things, and frankly I don’t give a damn about the how’s and why’s of it all. I give a damn about the fact that my wife and son are on their way here. I give a damn that they’re safe. And I can’t contact them, which is making me sick with worry.” 
 
         “Look,” Kayleigh said again as she stared at the TV.  
 
         “I have to get out of this, ok?” Elijah continued. “I have to! If not for me then at least for-” 
 
         “LOOK!” Kayleigh shouted.  
 
         The three adults snapped their heads to face her. The young girl was pointing at the tv, her face a mask of pure terror.  
 
      
 
      
 
    12. 
 
    Robbie’s smile was unlike anything Nicole had seen before. There was glee, but the joy was filled with hatred. The smile stretched from ear to ear, his teeth, small as they were, almost glistening despite the darkness.  
 
         And those eyes.  
 
         She could see definition disappearing – his pupils were barely visible, and the sweet shade of hazel she loved so much was diluting – yet the whites radiated a light from within that was slowly consuming him.  
 
         Her son held something. 
 
         “Robbie,” she said, her voice as steady as possible. “You need to come with me now sweetie. We’re going to see daddy remember?”  
 
         “Daddy,” Robbie said, still smiling.  
 
         Nicole nodded and took a step forward.  
 
         “He’s waiting for us,” she said, her voice turning sweet, loving. “We’re going to the beach house. I know you like the beach.” 
 
         Robbie nodded.  
 
         “The beach,” he said, the smile faltering.  
 
         His mother took another step forward.  
 
         “When we get there,” she continued, “daddy’s going to be so excited to see you! He’s been away so long, I’m sure he can’t wait to see his favorite pal.”  
 
         As she drew closer, she noticed Robbie was not looking at her, but past her. It was the kind of look he gave when he was distracted, when he had stopped listening altogether and was lost in whatever thought had taken him at that moment. Was what she said working? The glow from his eyes seemed to diminish as she watched.  
 
         She held out her hand and said, “Let’s go see daddy.” 
 
         Robbie’s eyes locked with hers.  
 
         He smiled the terrible smile and threw what was in his hands at her.  
 
         Nicole felt something wet and spongy hit her face. She staggered back a step, shocked as she watched what had hit her land on the living room floor.  
 
         She recoiled in horror.  
 
         On the floor was a hand. The wrist was a ragged mess of torn flesh and sinew. The thumb, index, and pinkie fingers were missing, while the middle finger was completely degloved. 
 
         Robbie giggled.  
 
         She looked up at her son in time to he him lunge, snarling like a caged animal.  
 
      
 
      
 
    13.  
 
    Moscow was on fire.  
 
         Elijah picked up the remote control and turned up the volume. The sound crackled through the tv speakers as the picture fluttered with interference.  
 
         “Breaking news coming out of Moscow. It appears as though Russian rebels sympathetic to Belarus, along with a breakaway Belarusian paramilitary group have conducted a series of coordinated attacks all across the city. The siege, which began only moments ago, is thought to encompass nearly two thirds of the city.” 
 
         The scene cut to a helicopter shot of the Kremlin. The building was ablaze.  
 
         “As you can see, the seat of Russian government is now completely engulfed in fire. We now know that both the Russian and Belarusian presidents were in talks regarding a potential cessation of tension between the two nations in hope to stop any potential conflict. We do not know if either president was able to make it out of the building safely, however we can confirm there have been mass casualties.” 
 
         The scene cut again to footage taken from ground level on someone’s camera phone. People armed and wearing body armor could be seen firing indiscriminately into a crowd fleeing down the street. From the angle, it was apparent the one taking the film was hidden in an adjacent alleyway. One of the soldiers suddenly turned to face them before raising their weapon.  
 
         The person’s eyes were red.  
 
         “Turn it off,” said Sienna.  
 
         The scene changed again, this time to a Red Cross site. The breaking news bulletin also changed, stating: VIOLENCE ERUPTS IN ERITREA. 
 
         The sound was breaking up, the voices from the news team garbled, but a large horde of people could be seen surrounding the enormous American Red Cross camp, attacking anyone that fled.  
 
         A blue hue encompassed the mob.  
 
         “I’m going to be sick,” Sienna said before she stood and hurried to the front door. She was unsteady on her feet. She threw herself outside and disappeared from sight. The door did little to hide the sound of her retching.  
 
         Mia took a step forward before Elijah put a hand on her arm. 
 
         “Let her go,” he said. His face was pale. “It’s a lot to accept.”  
 
         “What’s the Rapture?” Kayleigh asked again, her bottom lip quivering.  
 
         Mia walked around the couch towards her as Elijah said, “Do you really want to know?”  
 
         Kayleigh looked between the two of them as Mia knelt beside her and placed an arm around her shoulder.  
 
         “Is it scary?” she asked.  
 
         Mia thought for a moment and nodded.  
 
         “I…I don’t know if I want to know then,” said Kayleigh before she started crying. Mia pulled her into a hug and allowed the girl to weep against her shoulder.  
 
         Elijah watched them both, unsure what to do, before he looked around the room confused.  
 
         He saw both Mia and Kayleigh do the same.  
 
         “It’s gone quiet,” Elijah said.  
 
         Mia nodded. 
 
         “The voices have stopped,” said Kayleigh.  
 
         Elijah looked at her with surprise. He had not thought to ask the others whether they too could hear anything. The voice in his head had spoken so directly, so personally, he thought he was alone in his torment. This thing he now believed to be Death incarnate would absolutely torment any remaining survivors.  
 
         Sienna let out a blood curdling scream.  
 
         Everyone in the house stood in shock and terror as Sienna stumbled back into the house, clutching a hand to her neck as blood pumped through her fingers. She tried to speak but could not, her voice reduced to a gargle before she fell to the floor. The other survivors could only watch as their companion’s blood poured from her neck like an open faucet.  
 
         In the doorway stood a figure.  
 
         “Dan!” Mia confirmed.  
 
      
 
      
 
    14. 
 
    Nicole instinctively raised her arms to her face as her son hit her. The momentum sent her careening backwards where she let out a sharp cry as she fell. The carpet did nothing to cushion her fall. She had only a moment to wince, pain shooting up her spine from her pelvis, before the back of her head hit the ground. Her ears rang as she saw stars.  
 
         Her son laughed, playful childish laughs, as he brought his fists down in a flurry of abuse. His strength shocked Nicole, her arms deflecting much of the assault as it rained down. He was kneeling on her stomach, his weight making it hard to breathe.  
 
         “Robbie!” she cried, her vision shifting in and out of focus. “Robbie it’s mommy!”  
 
         The laughter continued. The boy brought down both hands at once against Nicole’s wrist. There was a sudden snapping sound that sent white hot pain up her arm. Nicole cried out in agony and terror. She struck Robbie with an open palm across the face with her good hand. The boy yelled and fell to the side, hitting the living room floor and rolling on his back. Nicole quickly hurried away, clamouring to her feet as laughter continued to fill the room. She stood and looked towards her son.  
 
         The glow in his eyes was fiercer than before. 
 
         Come with me mommy, the thing said, we have such great things to show you. 
 
         Nicole’s eyes widened as her son leaped to his feet. The move was near instantaneous, sending Nicole back a step.  
 
         “Robbie…” she said, her voice riddled with despair.  
 
         Robbie’s one of us now, it said. Oh, how suggestible his mind is! What a sheltered life you’ve given him, mommy, it sneered. No need to kill this little one. His mind was totally unguarded. You, however, it said, pointing, yours is guarded a little too well. Just like your husband. 
 
         Nicole’s heart skipped a beat.  
 
         “Elijah?” she asked. 
 
         The thing nodded. 
 
         “He’s…alive?” Nicole said.  
 
         The thing grinned.  
 
         Not For Long, it said. And now, it’s time for you to join us. 
 
         It lunged again. 
 
         Nicole brought the lamp around from behind her. It hit the boy in the head and shattered into pieces of broken porcelain. As he hit the ground again, she straddled him and placed her hands on his shoulders. 
 
         “LET HIM GO!” Nicole screamed. “LET MY SON GO!” 
 
         “Mommy?” came a voice.  
 
         She looked down to see Robbie staring up at her with wide eyed terror. The monster had receded, his eyes their normal hazel.  
 
         “Robbie?” she asked, her hands pulling away from his shoulders as if jolted from place. She stared at her palms. She was horrified by what she had done.  
 
         You’ve been bad, mommy, he said. Nicole looked down in time to see Robbie plunge a shard of porcelain into her gut.  
 
         Time stopped. Her body recoiled in shock as she struggled to process what had just happened. Her son’s tiny hand clung onto the makeshift weapon. Nicole looked him in the eye to see the glow had returned.  
 
         You’ve been very bad, he said again before giving the shard a twist.  
 
         Nicole jolted in pain as she moved back with as much speed as she could muster. The shard slipped from her skin as her son’s grip remained. She brought her hand to the wound and winced at the contact, blood seeping through her fingers.  
 
         “Robbie,” she said, though it came out a whisper. The shock had settled in, and her body began to shake. The pain was extraordinary, unlike anything she had felt before. It was like a heat had bloomed within her, her nerve endings firing on all cylinders as she leaked blood that should have remained inside her.  
 
         Her son, still clutching his bloody weapon, stood and approached. 
 
         “Robbie, stop,” said Nicole, scurrying backwards, her hand to her stomach.  
 
         Robbie is but flesh, the thing said. As are you.  
 
         The boy thrust the weapon forward. Nicole brought her bloodied hand up in instinct and stared in horror as the shard pierced her palm and through her hand. The weapon’s tip pointed towards her, a single piece of flesh hanging off the end.  
 
         All motherly instinct fled in an instant. She kicked her son in his side, where he fell to his right with another childish giggle. The shard in her hand pulled free and she gasped at yet more pain. Her son faltered only for a moment. He was back on his feet instantly, where he lunged again. Nicole brought her feet up. There was a moment, a brief one as Robbie’s body landed against the soles of her sneakers, where she thought of what she was about to do, how she could do it to her son, before she kicked her legs forward with all the might she had.  
 
         Robbie’s body flew across the room. There was no giggling this time, just silence. She could only watch, regret filling her like a cancer.  
 
         His head connected with the coffee table. There was a distinct snap as his head twisted unnaturally before his body slumped to the floor.  
 
         Nicole looked over, struck dumb in the silence.  
 
         “Robbie?” she asked.  
 
         Nothing.  
 
         A sickening feeling came over her.  
 
         “Robbie, get up sweetie.”  
 
         Nothing.  
 
         She edged closer. Though the light was dim, she could make out his form without difficulty. He could be mistaken for sleeping were it not that his head was turned almost fully backwards.  
 
         The corpse still smiled.  
 
         The dam broke. Nicole howled like a wounded animal as she stared at the body of her dead child.  
 
      
 
      
 
    15. 
 
    “It’s time to come home,” said Dan as he took a step further into the house. His foot brushed against the body splayed on the floor. He took little notice. His gaze was entirely on Mia.  
 
         His wife gently pushed a little girl behind her. 
 
         “How did you find me?” she asked. 
 
         Dan’s face was a mask of smugness and condescension as he pulled his phone from his pocket and held it up. 
 
         “Did you know these have in-built tracking?” he said in mock surprise. “It’s quite extraordinary really. I would’ve thought you might have known that. But, then again, you always were a fucking idiot.” 
 
         The other man took a step forward.  
 
         “Whatever you’re thinking of doing-” he began. 
 
         “And what do you think that might be?” asked Dan as he turned his head to face the stranger. “It’s not like I’ve travelled hundreds of miles to find my wife, is it? Miles I’ve spent thinking what a disgusting, cheating, dyke of a whore she is.” Her turned back to Mia. “Speaking of which, where is that bull-cunt you ran off with?”  
 
         Mia’s face hardened and her lip quivered.  
 
         Dan smiled. 
 
         “Did she die?” he asked, the childish tone designed to cut like the glass in his hand. “Did she meet St Peter? I doubt it she made it that far. There’s no place for fags at the pearly gates.” 
 
         “Don’t talk about Harper,” she said, her jaw clenched.  
 
         The other man took another step forward. Dan raised the shard in his hand and pointed it at him.  
 
         “Another step and I’ll gut you,” said Dan. “And as for Harper”, he continued with a sneer, “the good book tells us all what happens to the homosexuals of the world. They burn in eternal fire. That’s where Harper is now, Mia. That’s what’s happened to your beloved.” 
 
         “Be quiet,” Mia said.  
 
         “Why?” asked Dan. “You know it’s true!” There was glee in his tone. “How do you think she’s paying for her sins? Hmmm? I like the idea of her on a pike, myself. Sharpened and pushed into her, penetrating her body until-” 
 
         “I SAID BE QUIET!” Mia screamed. Dan’s glee vanished, replaced instead with confusion. He could not remember a time his wife ever raised her voice, raised it at him.  
 
         “You do NOT get to talk about her!” Mia continued. “She was a better person than you will ever be! EVER! Hell, she was even a better fuck than you are! What makes you a man Daniel? Why don’t you tell me that? Being a bully? Spite? Control? Tell me, where did that get you?”  
 
         Dan smirked. 
 
         “I found you, didn’t I?” he asked. 
 
         “And?” said Mia.  
 
         Dan frowned. 
 
         “What do you mean and?”  
 
         “Have you really not thought that far ahead?” said Mia, her confidence growing. “How does this end for you? I’m not going back, so what happens now? You kill me? Ok, so I die. Then what? What have you won? Other than revenge, you’re back where you started. Only this time you return home without a wife. I know my parents aren’t the smartest of people but even they will question where I am. Despite your attempts to make me as small as possible, my absence will be noticed. You know that right? And if you don’t, then you’re dumber than I ever thought you were.” 
 
         “Oh Mia,” Dan said, his smirk returning. “That’s quite a speech but I’m afraid you’re quite wrong. You see, no one’s going to notice you’re gone. No one. How often do we see your parents? Maybe twice a year? They’re too insular, too selfish to even contact you unless you do it first. They might eventually notice, sure, but they won’t worry. Why would they? You’re off being a good little housewife. And what about friends? You have none. I made sure of it. It’s just you and me, and I can tell anyone anything about your whereabouts and no one will bat an eyelid. No one, I repeat, no one will notice you’re gone.” 
 
         Mia held his gaze, oblivious to the room and anyone else in it.  
 
         “Harper noticed me,” she said. “She noticed me despite you, despite your control. She noticed me because of who I am, warts and all.” Mia laughed bitterly. “All your control, all your rules, all your gaslighting, and still you failed. Your wife, your pliable, manipulated wife, found love elsewhere. And with a woman. Oh, I bet that hurt didn’t it?”  
 
         Dan clutched the shard of glass with enough force to slice neatly into his palm.  
 
         “What was worse for you?” Mia asked, now also smirking. “The fact that I didn’t want you or that I find your dick repulsive?”  
 
         “You’re only making it worse for yourself,” Dan taunted. He did not notice the other man taking another tentative step forward.  
 
         “There’re witnesses here too,” Mia continued. “What are you going to do, kill all of us? You may think of yourself as the man, but the odds aren’t in your favor.” 
 
         Dan nodded and smiled again.  
 
         “You know what?” he said. “You’re quite right: things don’t look good for me right now, and I hadn’t really thought of what’ll happen once this is done. So, I’m going to make it easy.” 
 
         Mia shuddered as she saw a faint green glow emanating from his eyes.  
 
         “I’m going to kill you,” he said. “Everything else doesn’t matter anymore.” 
 
         He and the other man moved at the same moment. Behind Mia, the girl screamed. The man crashed into him with his shoulder, sending both of them tumbling to the floor. Dan let out a cry of rage as he hit the floor before he brought his leg up and kicked the other man as hard as he could. The kick hit his groin, causing him to buckle forward in pain and curl into the fetal position. Dan wasted no further time. Using the couch for leverage, he pulled himself up in time to see a vase hurtling towards him. He ducked quickly, the vase passing over his head close enough for him to feel it brush over his hair before it shattered against the wall behind him.  
 
         “You missed,” he said mockingly.  
 
         “I won’t next time,” Mia said. “Why don’t you come out? Or are you scared?” 
 
         Dan did not like this new version of Mia. She was mocking, condescending. She had become the things he had used against her. Where had Dan gone wrong? He had been so methodical in dismantling her that her turning against him should have been impossible. Had she always been like this, deep down and hidden? Had she always had this in her? 
 
         No, he thought. No, she hadn’t. She had been corrupted. That was the only explanation. She had been so corrupted, in fact, that she was no longer the woman she was supposed to be. She was infected, and the virus had been Harper.  
 
         He raised his good hand above the couch. He heard a grunt as Mia threw something towards him. A glass hit the palm of his hand and fell intact on the carpet.  
 
         “You’ll run out of things to throw,” he said. 
 
         Mia let out another laugh. 
 
         I’ve had enough of this, Dan thought. He picked up the glass on the floor before him and stood.  
 
      
 
      
 
    16.  
 
    Mia had prepared another projectile – a stapler found among the flood of paperwork on the floor – when Dan rose from behind the couch. The suddenness of his appearance startled her momentarily.  
 
         Before she knew, the glass was flying back at her.  
 
         She reacted too slowly. A step to the left was not enough to dodge the flying projectile. The glass hit her temple and shattered on impact, slicing open the skin down to her skull. Kayleigh screamed behind her, covering her head with her arms as glass rained down. Mia was dazed, the warmth of blood flowing down her cheek, as she watched Daniel kick Elijah in the gut, walk around the couch, and stride towards her.  
 
         “Leave her alone!” Kayleigh screamed as she stood between Dan and Mia. Dan barely blinked as he backhanded the girl across the face. She screamed again and clutched her cheek as she fell to the ground.  
 
         Mia felt a rage burn inside her. She had detested her husband for some time, but seeing the callous way he could strike a child without thinking made her blood boil.  
 
         Then he was upon her.  
 
         With one hand he grabbed her throat and squeezed with all his might. The strength surprised her as she felt her windpipe narrow. With his other hand he held the very bloody shard of glass up to her face. The shard itself was almost fused to his hand, the edges biting into his flesh without any apparent pain.  
 
         “Now you die,” said Dan. A look of serene calm spread across his face like a weight was lifted from his shoulders. He pushed the glass against her cheek, increasing the pressure until the skin broke. The act was slow, deliberate, and designed for maximum pain.  
 
         Mia brought her hand up to her husband’s face and plunged her thumb into his eye socket. Dan let out a roar of agony. She felt a pop as his eye was yanked loose before he let go of her. She fell to her knees, gasping for air and coughing as her throat protested. She looked up to see Daniel floundering. He brought his good hand up to his eye and gently touched it before screaming. The sight was grotesque, his right eye hanging free by its optic nerve where it bobbed with his movement.  
 
         Behind him, she saw a shadow approach.  
 
         In its hand was something shiny. 
 
         Dan gasped as something sharp plunged into his side. He turned quickly in a vain attempt to ward off the attacker. The attacker backed away quickly and relinquished their hold on their weapon.  
 
         Mia saw the hilt of the knife sticking out from Dan’s side. As he turned away from her, she grabbed it and twisted. Her husband screamed and fell to his knees, unable to function under such immense agony. Mia then brought the knife sideways, the blade slicing open Dan’s abdomen from just beneath his ribcage to inches from his navel. Blood cascaded down his side like a flood, saturating his clothing, pouring over Mia’s hand and down her arm. It soaked the carpet only feet from where Sienna’s body lay.  
 
         Her hand too slick to retain a hold, Mia’s palm slipped from the hilt. As she stood, Dan turned his head and looked at her with surprise and outrage.  
 
         “You…damn you…” he said between shocked gasps.  
 
         Mia said nothing as she watched the color drain from his face, his eye still hanging from its socket. He reached up his good hand towards her before he keeled forward. 
 
      
 
      
 
    17. 
 
    As Dan Upton exhaled his last breath he thought of his wife and how she could ever have got the better of him.  
 
      
 
      
 
    18. 
 
    A wave of relief washed over Mia. She had often wondered how she would feel in the event of her husband’s death. It had never occurred to her that it would be at her own hands and, as she looked at his bleeding corpse, she was surprised by her tenacity.  
 
         He was dead and for that she thanked God very much indeed.  
 
         She saw Kayleigh rush past her and into the arms of the stranger. He was injured and winced as he embraced the girl. 
 
         Mia smiled. 
 
         “Thank you,” she said. 
 
         “I wasn’t fast enough,” Orson sighed as he looked mournfully over at Sienna’s corpse.  
 
         Behind the couch, Elijah groaned as he gingerly got to his feet. His hand rested between his legs.  
 
         “We thought you were a goner, buddy,” Elijah said. “How are you holding up?” 
 
         “It looks worse than it is,” Orson said, smiling and looking at the girl in his arms. Mia could see through the façade though. The man was in an enormous amount of pain.  
 
         Orson got onto his knees, his face level with Kayleigh’s. 
 
         “How you holding up kiddo?” he said.  
 
         Kayleigh looked at him for a moment before her face scrunched up and she began to cry.  
 
         “I want to go home,” she said.  
 
         Orson nodded as his heart broke.  
 
         “Me too,” he said, wiping away one of her tears. “What do you say we get out of here?”  
 
         Kayleigh nodded. 
 
         “How?” asked Elijah.  
 
         “I think our friend here,” Orson pointed at Dan’s body, “arrived by boat. There’s one in the harbor that hasn’t been destroyed.” 
 
         Mia’s eyes widened.  
 
         “He does!” she shouted. “He does own a boat! Jesus, I swear he loved that thing more than anything!”  
 
         Orson gently moved Kayleigh to one side and leaned over Dan. The keys were in the first pocket he searched.  
 
         Smiling, he held them up for everyone to see. 
 
         “Let’s get out of here guys,” he said. 
 
         Outside, the night erupted with a blinding light.  
 
      
 
      
 
    19. 
 
    Thousands had now congregated in the centre of town. At its nexus stood a now unrecognisable Bob Anderson, the crystal that was Death and the hand that held it indistinguishable. There was enough of them now, enough to begin its mission. Death’s brothers were doing their own work. They would succeed like he had. Humanity had reached the nadir of its potential, its susceptibility for corruption at its peak.  
 
         There was no saving them.  
 
         It was time. 
 
         The crowd pressed together. The glow that had permeated the sky on this terrible night intensified to a brightness that would decimate the human eye.  
 
         From Bob’s hand, light blasted into the sky like a beacon.  
 
         The apocalypse had begun.  
 
      
 
      
 
    20. 
 
    Nicole screamed as she was hit by a concussive wave that barrelled through the house like a freight train. It struck her from all sides, pushing on her body like a vice until she was blasted backwards away from her son. She landed against a glass cabinet where the doors shattered, it’s contents of decorative figurines breaking into pieces. Her back was shredded to ribbons, the flesh split, and muscles punctured. She could feel every pinprick, every slice, as she slid to the floor in a daze.  
 
         Through the fog of pain, she saw her son rise with extraordinary speed, his body bolt upright and splayed like he was crucified. His eyes were open, and his mouth distended further than was natural.  
 
         Nicole watched in horror at the visage: the boy whom she had carried for nine months, who she had gone through thirty hours of exhausting labor to bring into the world, who she had taken care of in his nearly four years on this earth with the unbridled love that filled any parent, was now reduced to a lifeless, bloodied marionet for whatever foulness had decimated this town.  
 
         As the glow in Robbie’s eyes intensified and the air began to rumble, Nicole’s sanity broke. She pushed herself from where she sat, her wrist slicing open on a piece of jagged glass, and ran from the house as fast as she could.  
 
         The sound she made was one of unbridled madness.  
 
      
 
      
 
    21. 
 
    Orson, Mia, Elijah, and Kayleigh all squinted as vibrant green light blasted from the centre of town. It was accompanied by a terrible tremor. The air around them vibrated like a bass note that was felt rather than heard.  
 
         Orson raised a hand in front of his face and shielded the worst of the light as he stepped towards the front door.  
 
         “Oh God,” he said under his breath.  
 
         In the distance, a beam of light shot up into the sky, lifted directly from his earlier nightmare. The light pierced the clouds and bloomed outwards, infecting the very air around it.  
 
         Kayleigh screamed behind him.  
 
         Orson turned to see the bodies of Dan and Sienna levitate. Their feet were a few inches from the ground, their toes pointed downwards. Their arms were outstretched, their heads held back, while green light shot from both their mouth and eyes. The very air around them shimmered like heat off tarmac as the bass grew stronger, reverberating through the remaining survivors.  
 
         They all clutched their hands to their ears and grimaced. 
 
         Orson felt his shirt being tugged. He looked to his left to see Elijah, his eyes streaming with his face a mask of pain.  
 
         “C’mon!” he shouted over the din.  
 
         Orson saw Mia was doing the same with Kayleigh.  
 
         They needed to leave and fast.  
 
      
 
      
 
    22. 
 
    Nicole had no idea where she was going. The streets were unfamiliar and in disarray. The very air vibrated and made her queasy. Her throat was hoarse from her screaming, which had now evolved to wails of grief.  
 
         She had never felt so alone.  
 
         Robbie was dead and she had no idea where Elijah was. Was he even still alive? Had he been taken by the same terror that had consumed her boy?  
 
         More than anything else, she was confused. She had yet to see another human being, as if the town’s populus had up and left. If that were the case, they had left total chaos in their wake. She had no idea how something so devastating could have happened without leaving someone behind, yet after seeing what had happened to Robbie, she had no doubt that whatever the cause was, it was something vicious and malevolent.  
 
         It had spoken to her. Its words had been cruel and cutting. The mockery that voice had intonated, the accusatory tone it exuded when speaking of Robbie’s upbringing, as if she was at fault for what was done to him. There was spite there, malice even.  
 
         Nicole fell to her knees and continued crying. Everything had turned so suddenly. Why, only a half hour prior, she and Robbie had been singing nursery rhymes together, like nothing could touch them.  
 
         Now her son was dead by her own hands.  
 
         My own hands, she thought, looking at her palms frantically. She gave a cursory glance to the dreadful cut that ran ragged across her wrist as blood seeped from it. She then remembered her collision with the cabinet and wondered how bad her back looked. Very bad if the pain was to be believed.  
 
         Nicole rubbed the fingers of her right hand against the palm, the digits running across the skin, the blood slick like oil. She did the same with her left hand, as if playing with the blood that stained her so decisively. 
 
         you have blood on your hands, the voice whispered in her ear.  
 
         Nicole let out a bark of laughter that did not stop. As she continued to look at the blood covering her hands, her arms, her clothes, the laugh evolved into a cackle reserved for the truly broken.  
 
      
 
      
 
    23. 
 
    The air was less oppressive outside the house, yet the sight of the giant pillar of light filled Orson with dread. He knew with certainty then that they could not stop what was coming. Even if they escaped, what had happened in Rockford Sound would only spread, and he and his fellow survivors were powerless to stop it.  
 
         He looked up the length of the beach and cursed. His body had all but given up and he was running on fumes. He was tired, and hungry, and wanted nothing more than to curl up and go to sleep. Any adrenaline he had was spent and his burns made their presence known more and more with every passing second. The distance from the house to the marina was not much more than half a mile but for Orson, it may as well have been in another state.  
 
         There was a scream from Kayleigh. Orson turned to see her cowering behind Mia as Dan and Sienna walked from the house.  
 
      
 
      
 
    24. 
 
    The bodies in the town square pressed closer together. Where skin connected the very atoms began to break down. What was once a spongy, solid mass of skin and muscle began to deteriorate into a substance resembling mucus. Where it pulled it left behind flesh that was both stringy and wet. Even bone was not immune to the metamorphosis. As the people pressed closer and closer together, their bodies melded into each other, becoming indistinguishable from one another until the mass of what were once the residents of Rockford Sound simply became a mess of flesh and organs. 
 
         As the outer fringes of the pile were joined by stragglers, the mass began to surge upwards, following the path of the beam towards the sky.  
 
      
 
      
 
    25. 
 
    Elijah watched hopelessly as the reanimated bodies of Sienna and Daniel approached. They walked with purpose; their eyes glowing.  
 
         There was nothing more any of them could do.  
 
         Elijah had a moment to think about a great many things. He thought of Nicole and Robbie, and was devastated to think he would never see them again. He hoped they were safe and far away from this madness. He thought of Gretchen, crazy, lovable Gretchen, who had taken a chance on him that had paid off, who had given him the job he had always dreamed of. And he thought of that moment all those years ago where Nicole had walked naked to her bookcase and handed him that dumb book about the haunted Buick in the hopes it made him feel better.  
 
         He thought of these things and more as his stomach dropped in apprehension of a violent and painful death.  
 
         Sienna and Dan walked past them.  
 
         Elijah and his companions watched, dumbfounded.  
 
         “What are they doing?” asked Mia quietly, almost daring not to speak.  
 
         The two eyeless moved closer together, their hands touching briefly. The skin fused together, their hands blending into an amorphous blob that continued to grow. The melding continued at the point of contact, where wrist, forearm, elbow, all began to combine between them. Within minutes they appeared like conjoined twins, each subsuming the other.  
 
         “Jesus,” said Orson. Elijah turned to him to see the old man staring towards the centre of town, all the blood drained from his face.  
 
         The beam of light dimmed as something large encroached up its length. The movement was slow but inexorable. Whatever was rising from the town’s central boulevard was enormous and ever changing. Elijah was briefly reminded of the 1980s remake of The Blob when he witnessed something that struck him dumb.  
 
         A column of what appeared to be glistening meat shot up from the top of the mass nearly twenty metres into the air. It ceased as quickly as it had begun, where it swayed in the evening breeze for just a moment before it split at its summit. A seam appeared down its length. The two halves of this gruesome totem separated as the tip of each half began to sprout several small nubs. These then began to grow too as each stalk began to bend halfway down their respective lengths.  
 
         Like elbows, Elijah thought with horror as he watched the elongated nubs begin to flex like fingers.  
 
         “We need to go,” said Mia. In Elijah’s peripheral, he saw her pick up a large rock before she threw it at the passenger side window of Dr Clifton Ludlow’s car. The glass shattered, jolting the others out their reprieve as Mia unlocked the door and climbed in. Orson took Kayleigh’s hand and followed, gently brushing away pieces of glass from the passenger seat as Mia let out a short cry of triumph. Elijah saw her jingle the truck’s key in her hand.  
 
         “In the sun visor,” she said before sliding the key into the ignition. By the time the engine had roared to life, Elijah jumped into the back seat.  
 
         Mia put the car in gear, hit the gas, and accelerated forward as fast as the vehicle could go.  
 
      
 
      
 
    26. 
 
    Nicole wandered, her pain ravaged body numb with adrenaline, her clothes a distressing shade of scarlet, when she heard a gruesome cacophony to her right. She pivoted and stood aghast as she witnessed a mass of flesh and bone grow towards the sky. The mass itself was startlingly close, only a block or two away, and as she watched she saw a form take shape. At first, she could not believe what she was seeing, but longer she stared the more sure she became.  
 
         The thing had sprouted arms.  
 
         As the two appendages separated – human shaped pieces tumbling off only to be subsumed back into the mass further down – a new growth appeared. Settled at the base of these arms grew a new mound of flesh, one that increased in size the further the appendages moved apart. Within seconds the mass had grown proportional to the rest of the whole, with the arms now lowering as if preparing to push the grotesque form upward. Below what Nicole now saw as the shape’s chest, the whole was pushed ever upwards, the body continuing to take form. The mound that had grown between the arms now rested on a neck and shoulders. About midway down it, two holes appeared like empty sockets. They filled with green light.  
 
         The head turned laboriously to where Nicole stood and gazed upon her.  
 
         It blinked.  
 
         In the distance, a vehicle approached.  
 
      
 
      
 
    27. 
 
    Mia clipped the fleshy mass that had once been Sienna and Dan and sent it sprawling into the sand. She chanced a look in the rearview mirror to see the vaguely humanoid shape spinning like a ballerina before falling.  
 
         “Eyes on the road,” said Elijah calmly, though he braced his hands against the dashboard.  
 
         They were approaching the gap in the barricade at the end of the quay. Jagged and burning wreckage lay before the gap like a minefield, with any number of metal and glass shards posing a threat to the viability of the truck’s tires. Mia slowed but dismissed any caution. If the tires burst, it did not matter. They only needed to get to the other side.  
 
      
 
      
 
    28. 
 
    There was a crash behind Nicole and while she continued to stare at the enormous monster before her, she heard the undeniable screech of tires on asphalt followed by doors hurriedly opening.  
 
         “NICOLE!” came the cry of a familiar voice.  
 
         She turned.  
 
         Her husband ran over with a look of both relief and horror, before wrapping his arms around her. She winced as he squeezed the roadmap of wounds that littered her flesh. She could stand no longer and, as her legs gave way, he held her as they fell to their knees.  
 
         Elijah pulled away and cupped his hands around her face, planting a long and passionate kiss on her lips. His eyes welled up, his face a mask of mixed emotions. 
 
         “You’re hurt,” was all he could say. Her blood stained his hands and clothes.  
 
         “Are you…real?” she asked. 
 
         He nodded vigorously and said, “I’m real.” He kissed her again as the first tears rolled down his face. She watched as his face turned from elation to concern.  
 
         “Where’s Robbie?” he asked. 
 
         Nicole’s heart broke again. How could she tell Elijah what had happened? She tried to find the words but all that came out was a sob so soaked in grief it hurt.  
 
         “No,” said Elijah. “No, he can’t be.” 
 
         Nicole began to sob in earnest and crumpled against her husband. Seeing his face, his soul, shatter was more than she could bare.  
 
         She felt his arms wrap gently around her as his body hitched.  
 
         Elijah screamed; a full throttled scream that came from deep within his being. Nicole could only listen as her husband broke.  
 
      
 
      
 
    29. 
 
    Death stared at the group with curiosity.  
 
         As its body grew it felt the need for more. Its final form was nearly ready but that was merely the beginning. Its purpose, its sole reason for existing, was to aid in eradication. That time was now, and though it would not think to waste time on such a small group, there was no harm in just a few more.  
 
         As the mass around its waist continued to form what would become its legs, Death reached forward. 
 
      
 
      
 
    30.  
 
    “LOOK OUT!” Kayleigh screamed. 
 
         Elijah looked up, his eyes filled with tears and his throat hoarse, to see a shadow fall over them. A giant hand loomed above where they stood, one whose surface undulated with the viscosity of slime.  
 
         As Nicole looked up, Elijah began to hurriedly pull her to her feet.  
 
         “Get up,” he said firmly, never taking his eyes off the hand as it approached. “Get up, NOW!” 
 
         Nicole stood with her husband as a cry escaped her. Elijah took her hand and pulled, his eyes finally leaving the monster and facing the water of the shore front. It was so close. They just had to reach it.  
 
         He could hear the undulation of the fleshy hand right behind him. 
 
         This is it, he thought.  
 
         A car horn sounded. 
 
         There was a thump on the concrete behind him as the hand hit the ground. The vibration, coupled with a gust of wind from the impact, sent Elijah and Nicole sprawling forward. They tumbled to the ground just as they reached the water’s edge, the pavement ceasing at a ten-foot drop into the water below. Elijah had enough time to see the hand resting perilously close to him, before he and his wife tumbled into the sea.  
 
      
 
      
 
    31. 
 
    The distraction worked. The writer and his wife were forgotten in the relative safety of the water.  
 
         Mia, however, was now in danger.  
 
         She, Orson, and Kayleigh had already begun their journey along the jetty towards Dan’s boat as Elijah had rushed to the bleeding woman. The way they had embraced told Mia enough; this was his wife. Though she watched briefly, Mia thought it best to leave them be for the moment.  
 
        Seeing Dan’s boat resting gently in the water filled Mia with so much relief that she almost cried. They were getting out of there, away from Rockford Sound and to safety. She thought of Harper in that moment and wished – not for the first time that evening – that she was by her side. She questioned if she would ever be rid of the grief. It came in waves, retreating momentarily before crashing back in to soak her in misery. The waves would lessen over time, grow smaller and less frequent, but they would never truly go away.  
 
         It was then that she saw Kayleigh turn towards her and freeze. The girl looked past her to something that frightened her to the core.  
 
         “LOOK OUT!” Kayleigh screamed. 
 
         Mia turned then to see the giant reaching towards Elijah and his wife. The movement appeared slow due in part to the creature’s size, yet it was closing the gap with speed. It would not take long for it to reach them.  
 
         Mia ran toward the truck. She did not have much time. The creature took no notice of her as she sprinted up the jetty and along the pavement. She would not watch more people die tonight.  
 
         She flung the driver’s side door open, leapt into the front seat, and pressed the horn.  
 
         The creature’s hand stopped as it reached Elijah, as if the thing it belonged to was irritated at the interruption, before in slammed its palm against the ground. It narrowly missed the writer. 
 
         Mia looked up.  
 
         The giant stared at her, its face impassive.  
 
         It balled its hand into a fist and began to swipe it along the road towards her.  
 
      
 
      
 
    32. 
 
    Orson could only watch as the fist slid towards the truck like a wrecking ball. He would never reach Mia in time.  
 
      
 
      
 
    33. 
 
    Mia moved to the passenger side of the cab as it was struck with an almighty force. The truck was momentarily airborne before it crashed down on its roof. Mia felt her ribs snap as she landed on her side against the now crumpled truck. Though she saw stars as she winced against the pain, she could see out of the broken windshield at the scene on the waterfront. The hand that had so successfully swiped the truck moved upwards, its momentum slowing before it stopped completely. It hovered over the truck as the creature continued to stare, before the fist began to fall.  
 
         Mia had to move. She yelled as she lifted herself from where she lay and crawled as quickly as she could toward the shattered windscreen.  
 
      
 
      
 
    34. 
 
    Both Orson and Kayleigh had reached the boat as the fist flattened the truck. Orson let out a gasp of shock. He felt helpless. 
 
         “Hey!”  
 
         In the water was Elijah, swimming one handed while his other held the head of his unconscious wife above the surface.  
 
         Orson got into the boat with Kayleigh right behind him. As the girl sat, Orson leaned over the side and reached out.  
 
         “Take my hand!” he shouted as Elijah reached him.  
 
         “Her first,” said Elijah, pushing his wife ahead of him.  
 
         Orson grabbed one of her arms, grimacing as his burns pressed against the boat’s hull, while Elijah used the buoyancy of the sea to push her upwards. Both men struggled, yet Nicole was quickly pulled on board. Orson reached for Elijah who shook his head.  
 
         “I’ll swim around,” he said, skirting the rim of the boat towards the jetty.  
 
         Orson heard foot falls on wood.  
 
         He looked up and saw someone running along the jetty towards them.   
 
         “Start the engine!” Mia shouted, her voice strained and panicked.  
 
         Behind her, the creature was nearly at full height.  
 
         Orson took the keys out of his pocket and hurriedly slotted them into the ignition. He turned it. The engine spluttered and coughed before it died. He tried again. Nothing more than a few short bursts of energy before the same thing happened.  
 
         “C’mon you son of a bitch,” he hissed under his breath. 
 
         He tried a third time.  
 
         “Give it some gas!” said Mia. She was no more than fifteen feet away.  
 
         Gas? Orson thought, before noticing the throttle lever to the side of the steering wheel. He turned the key again, this time pushing the lever gently forward. The engine caught just as Elijah came aboard, the sudden thrust forward sending him sprawling into the boat.  
 
         Mia was only a few paces away as the boat passed her.  
 
         Orson looked up to see something flying towards them.  
 
         “JUMP!” he shouted.  
 
         Mia did, leaping from the jetty and into the boat just as the wreckage of the truck crashed next to them. Everyone in the boat flinched or screamed as the trucked destroyed the jetty, splintering wood and metal alike and spraying them with water before buoyancy failed and it began to sink.  
 
         Orson glanced up at the monster only briefly – the thing now stood on two fully formed legs and stood ten stories high – before he turned the boat to starboard and gunned the throttle.  
 
      
 
      
 
    35. 
 
    Elijah saw Nicole lying motionless on the boat’s floor. Though the sea water had washed away much of the grime, her many wounds still bled. He sat down, reached under her arms, and pulled her close to him.  
 
         “Nicole?” he said, gently shaking her. “Can you hear me?”  
 
         She did not respond.  
 
         As the boat left the marina and headed into open water, Elijah was afforded a view of the creature that stood at the centre of Rockford Sound. It watched them go with eyes that matched those it had subsumed.  
 
         So, that’s what had become of the eyeless; controlled under the whims of an ageless evil to be nothing more than its conduit. Having read Clifton Ludlow’s diary, Elijah had no doubt that there were similar scenes taking place around the world: in Moscow, in China, in Eritrea.  
 
         This is what Death looks like, he thought as he held his wife close. His son was in there somewhere, dismantled and counted among the many souls that had been sacrificed.  
 
         He had failed Robbie. He had failed to keep his family safe. Nicole was with him, but what had the events cost them both?  
 
         He held his wife tighter – her blood pooling around them as her body began to shut down – and cried.  
 
      
 
      
 
    36. 
 
    Mia sat slumped against the nearest seat and stared straight ahead.  
 
         “We have half a tank of fuel,” said Orson. “How far will that get us?”  
 
         Mia blinked and looked up at him. He too stared straight ahead, the glassy black of the ocean staring back.  
 
         “I don’t know,” said Mia.  
 
         “We’d better stay close to shore then,” he said. “Don’t want this thing to die out in the open.” 
 
         Mia gingerly stood and looked back at the town.  
 
         “You’re heading south,” she said.  
 
         Orson nodded.  
 
         “Don’t go too far,” she said. “We don’t want to be anywhere near Seattle if that thing gets there.” 
 
         Orson thought about this for a moment and said, “Agreed.” 
 
         They continued along in silence for a moment, the sound of Elijah’s sobbing all but drowned out by the buzz of the engine.  
 
         “Should we warn people?” Mia eventually said.  
 
         “Who’d believe us?”  
 
         “Someone must’ve seen something!” said Mia, exasperated. “I can’t believe no one noticed what’s happened here!” 
 
         Orson nodded to the shore and said, “I don’t see any police, do you?” 
 
         Mia looked at the shore.  
 
         “I don’t see anyone,” she said, defeated.  
 
         “Warning people is futile,” said Orson. “The only thing we can do is get a head start.” 
 
         “But where will we go?” Mia asked.  
 
         Orson chewed the question over. It took him a long time to answer and when he did, Mia saw that, after remaining so strong for so long, he was truly, finally defeated.  
 
         “I don’t know,” he said.  
 
         Behind them, Elijah continued crying. 
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   T hrough perpetual night, the world ended.  
 
         The giants born from legend lay waste to all that stood before them. The scene that unfolded in Rockford Sound happened again in China, Russia and Eritrea. Initial shock was replaced with terror as scenes of mass destruction from the four corners of the world beamed into the home of millions.  
 
         Within an hour of Rockford Sound’s destruction, Seattle was hit. Death had added nearly half a million people to its mass before the military arrived. The retaliation was admirable but futile. Bullets had no effect. Tank rounds would simply rip off chunks that would fall to the ground to be re-subsumed into the whole. The effect of fire was no longer an issue: the creature was now too powerful. It swatted the army like flies, picking up tanks like they were nothing and crushing them in the palm of its hand.  
 
         It took little more than four hours for Seattle to fall. By the time Death had moved through Tacoma and onto its next target, its body had grown by nearly a million people.  
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    The horsemen roamed the world like nomads hellbent on annihilation, and as they grew in size, so did the level of destruction. In China, Pestilence was closing on Beijing when the government chose the nuclear option. Shanghai had fallen along with many other cities along the Chinese coast. The government, backed into a corner like a mouse to a cat, pushed the button that sent an ICBM, originally meant for one of its neighboring countries, straight toward the goliath at supersonic speeds. Moments before impact Pestilence braced itself before the missile’s implosion mechanism fired. In a blinding flash with the force of three megatons, the land twenty miles outside of Beijing lit up with the fire of a thousand suns, vaporizing everything within a two-mile radius of the epicentre and igniting anything for a further six. The destruction was massive and total, and while there had been consideration for the citizens of Beijing, given the explosion’s proximity to the city, the threat was deemed too great not to try.  
 
         Only moments after detonation, with the impressive mushroom cloud beginning its rise into the stratosphere, military command, under orders from central government, desperately tried to establish working visuals on the scene. A passing satellite captured a bird’s eye view that was beamed back directly to military command and, by extension, the Chinese premier.  
 
         In amongst the desolation wrought by the nuke stood Pestilence. It was stationary, its surface charred but otherwise intact.  
 
         As the Chinese premier watched in horror, the titan began moving again.  
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    The apocalypse was not quick, and as word got around that the nuclear option was not viable, the world descended into anarchy.  
 
         Daylight never returned and as the weeks went on, crops began to fail. Starvation soon followed as did a war on resources. Governments closed their borders with extreme force as they failed to control their own citizens. Neighbors turned on each other and families tore themselves apart. Without order basic societal functions collapsed and, within two months, the world had fallen into a new dark age.  
 
         As billions of people around the globe struggled to adjust to the new world and as people perished by the millions, the horsemen continued on, ever present, and growing.  
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    It had been fourteen months since that dreadful night in Rockford Sound when Mia, wrapped in a large winter coat, walked alone from her tent toward the makeshift soup kitchen across the road. She was hungry, and wanted company. 
 
         The five of them had ended up in Juneau, Alaska. Orson had turned the boat around and headed north once it became clear that Death was headed to Seattle. He wanted to be as far from that thing as possible and Mia did not blame him. By the time the boat had run out of fuel they were past the border, evading any sea patrols and coming to a gentle stop at the shoreline. By this time Nicole had succumbed to her injuries and Elijah was catatonic. Mia had been the one to speak to him, her voice soft as she gently led him away from his wife’s body. It had felt cruel, to pry a man from his wife so soon after learning of his son’s demise, but they could not take Nicole with them. Elijah understood, or at least she thought he did, and he came with them without protest. They had covered Nicole in a tarpaulin, her face peaceful – a stark contrast to her injuries.  
 
         Elijah had not spoken since and in the following days and weeks Mia regularly heard him cry himself to sleep.  
 
         Orson’s burns had healed terribly and by the time they reached a newly erected military outpost outside of Juneau, he had a fever that nearly killed him. The makeshift hospital was able to treat his burns with sterile bandages and antibiotics, where he eventually recovered. His appearance was permanently changed. Kayleigh never left his side.  
 
         They had stayed in the outpost for some time when word got out that China’s attack on Pestilence had failed. After that the soldiers were advised to pack up and head to the major cities to aid in evacuation. The soldiers, to their credit, balked at the order and the base soon became a permanent base, a refuge for those fleeing north. Supplies were limited and rations were implemented, but as weeks turned to months an equilibrium was established. The outpost was now their home. 
 
         Updates came in via radio as to the state of the world at large. All military campaigns eventually ceased, and survival became the focus.  
 
         And through it all, Death, Pestilence, War, and Famine continued their destruction.  
 
         Earlier that week there had been word that both Montreal and Toronto had finally been destroyed and only moments before Mia’s walk to the soup kitchen Vancouver had gone quiet. A pit grew in Mia’s stomach that she could not get rid of. If Vancouver was gone, then the creature was now potentially moving north, straight towards them.  
 
         Orson looked up from the cauldron of soup before him and smiled as Mia approached. 
 
         “Evening,” he said.  
 
         “Is it?” Mia asked. “I can never tell these days.” 
 
         Orson nodded as he ladled soup into a disposable cup. He handed it to his friend.  
 
         “Where’s Elijah?” he asked her. 
 
         Mia gently blew on the soup – a concoction of anything edible that could be foraged around site – and said, “Sleeping.” 
 
         “He needs to eat,” said Orson.  
 
         “I know,” said Mia. “I can’t force him though.”  
 
         Orson filled another cup and held it out.  
 
         “Try,” he said. “Please.” 
 
         Mia nodded and took the cup.  
 
         “Get Kayleigh to do it,” Orson said. “She seems to be the only one that can get him to react.” 
 
         “She’s sleeping too.” 
 
         “When she’s awake then.” 
 
         Mia felt a vibration through the ground. Around them, radios began to crackle as soldiers communicated.  
 
         “Anyone else feel that?” asked one of them through their radio.  
 
         “I felt it too,” said another.  
 
         There was a brief crackle over the radio as another vibration thundered through the ground.  
 
         “Hey!” called Mia as a soldier ran past her. “What’s happening?”  
 
         “Head back to your tent ma’am,” he said, his expression filled with worry.  
 
         “It’s here, isn’t it?” she said.  
 
         “Ma’am, head back to your tent and be ready to leave quickly.” And with that, the soldier was off, running towards one of the lookout towers.   
 
         Orson dropped the ladle and sprinted for the tent. Mia made to follow before the ground was rocked by a tremor so great that she stumbled. Orson fell to his knees.  
 
         Mia pivoted every which way. Some miles south was a mountain range that stretched as far as she could see. 
 
         Behind it was an all too familiar glow.  
 
         “Orson!” she shouted, pointing.   
 
         They both saw it.  
 
         Cresting over the nearest mountain south-east of where she stood was a familiar visage: the face of Death staring over the peaks and gazing directly at the village. The monster was enormous and impossibly tall. As it drew closer it became apparent it was still some distance from them, from the mountains even, and with every step it took it grew by orders of magnitude. Its stride stretched miles and by the time it reached the mountain range, the nearest peak came up to its knees.  
 
         Mother of God thought Mia with sickening finality. 
 
         Death stepped over the mountains in a single stride.  
 
         From the village came a wave of hopeless, panicked screams.  
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    Eliza Grant is leaving her home in Scarborough for a weekend away in the quaint seaside village of Staithes to be with her friend, Catherine. The two have not seen each other in over a year, not since meeting in the first weeks of University and surviving the trauma that brought them both together. 
 
    But Catherine is moving on, with a new job and a new man, while Eliza still struggles to move forward from the ordeal. A weekend in the company of her friend and the quiet of the seaside is just what she needs. 
 
    Yet, when Catherine's boyfriend shows up with an uninvited friend, Eliza's fear resurfaces. The weekend's plans quickly turn into something all the more terrifying, a new ordeal that leads them from the safety of Staithes deep into the Yorkshire moors. 
 
    Eliza is a survivor. She has learned from her past and will not allow fear to smother her as it once did. 
 
    But escape is only the beginning. 
 
    With her assailant in pursuit, can she survive the night ON THE MOOR?
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    Camp Summerside 1984.

A staple of summers in the town of Summerside Lake for the last twenty-five years, where kids and camp counselors get together for weeks of rural, fun activities.

But Summerside Lake is not as perfect as it seems. For its rolling hills and crystal-clear waters hold a deadly secret, one thought long buried and forgotten by all.

But not by everyone.

There are some who remember, some whose anger never dies.

And for those at Camp Summerside, the lake will run red with blood.
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    Come one and all!
Behold fables of grim reflection and macabre spectacle!

What tipple do you require?

A young girl embroiled in the wicked ritual of an aging witch?

The young man craving the perfect woman but at any cost?

Or would you prefer the husband whose love for his wife knows no bounds, including murder?

For there is something here for everyone. So long as you are morbidly inclined. 
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    Richard is the last man alive.

He has survived the super-flu known as Shaking Stevens when the rest of the world perished.

He has survived when his family has not.

He has survived with no survival instincts. He spends his days rummaging through the remnants of society as loneliness and anger set in.

That is, until, his wanderings lead him back to his place of work. It is familiar, it is comforting, it is routine.

Until, one day, his desk-phone rings. 
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