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Part One



Hollow Man



Too long a sacrifice

Can make a stone of the heart.

O when may it suffice?

— W.B. Yeats



The past isn’t dead. It isn’t even past.

— William Faulkner
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I doubt many people know what their last act will be before they die, but it amused me to think that mine would be as mundane as storing hay for a winter I’d never see, back on the same farm that I grew up on nearly a century ago.
I lifted another hay bale out of the bed of my ancient blue pickup, enjoying the fragrant smell of high summer coming off of it in the cool September air. Each square bale was about the size of a footlocker, and weighed a little over sixty pounds, which is pretty amazing for what amounts to a brick of dried, hollow grass. A single piece is too light to feel in the palm of your hand. A stack of it can kill a man.
I’ve never been a farmer. The grass grows and I cut it down, mostly because no matter how old I get, I still can’t let the farm grow wild and disorderly. My father instilled that into me over eighty years ago, and it’s no less a part of me today.
Being “not a farmer” was pretty much my entire self-identity growing up, when I spent all my time stewing in directionless anger and clutching my reflexive rebellion to my chest with all my might, just waiting to lash out at every opportunity.
If it hadn’t been for the war, I’d likely have run away and spent the rest of my life in jail or worse. As it was, when Pearl Harbor was hit, the whole country lit up like a live wire, and me right along with it. All that restless anger finally found a focus and became an obsession that eventually carried me halfway around the world. But that was all a long time ago.
I squinted up into the clear morning sun at the open doors of the loft, thinking about the kid I used to be, and how much he didn’t know. The miles traveled only to end up right back on the same soil almost a century later. I marveled at the enormity and symmetry of it all.
I took aim at the ten-foot-square hole in the face of the second floor of the barn, some thirty feet off the ground, and tried hard not to miss. If I did, the wire would snap and the bale would burst open on the side of the barn, raining hay all over the place. That wouldn’t be tidy, not the way I wanted to leave things.
I leaned back just a hair and threw the bale underhand, my shoulder and biceps flexing smoothly, effortlessly. The dense greenish-gray block soared into the air, silhouetted against the pale blue sky. It passed neatly through the second story hay loft doors, just under the rope-and-pulley hoist that I should have been using, and then tumbled back into the shadows with a thump.
I gave a little smile of satisfaction. Not bad for an old man of eighty-six years. Not that you could tell from the outside that I’m a day over thirty, but from in here? I feel every single one of them. But today that’s just fine.
I emptied the truck’s bed, putting a dozen bales into the loft, one after the other. Once that was done, it was time to go upstairs and stack them neatly against the back wall to keep them out of the winter weather. It wasn’t necessary, since I wasn’t planning to sell these, but years of habit wouldn’t let me walk away from a job half done. It just felt wrong. The thought that somebody would one day get up into that loft and think that I just left things a half-assed mess because I was too lazy or stupid to do it correctly was intolerable.
I walked to the ladder a little ceremoniously. I could have jumped right up there, it certainly would have been quicker, but there’s no way to do it that doesn’t make you look like a jackass.
You’re gonna land in a heap, like you were shot out of a cannon for thirty feet, and then you have to pick yourself up, all covered in dust and hay. I did it a few times for Margaret, and I’ll tell you she laughed until she cried.
I remember looking down at her from the loft with hay sticking out of my hair and grinning like an idiot, my joy at her joy bubbling out as a whoop, and then savoring the delight on her face as I jumped back down to snatch her up and spin her around.
But Margaret has been gone now for five years as of today, and I can’t bend my pride to do it, even though there isn’t another soul for a solid mile in any direction. So I solemnly climbed the ladder to the loft, feeling how the stiff soles of my boots flexed and slid on the painted wooden rungs.
When I got upstairs, I found the bales in a righteous mess, so I took my time stacking them properly, careful not to get dirty. I was wearing freshly pressed jeans and a flannel shirt that Mags had given me as a birthday present a few decades ago. It was faded and a bit thinner at the elbows than it used to be, but it was still my favorite.
Satisfied that my last chore was done properly and that the farm was in order, I got back into my old truck and headed towards the house. Together we bounced and rattled down the narrow dirt road, tired, but wearing our miles proudly.
I parked in the garage by the house, next to an empty space where Maggie’s car used to be, back before she couldn’t see well enough to drive anymore. I remember how much it had hurt her to be diminished like that, to have proof that she was becoming less every day, but as with everything else, she took it with a smile and a wink. She dickered with everyone who came to call about the car, as if she might suddenly decide she was going to keep it after all. It broke my heart when she finally sold it.
The engine of my truck rattled down to nothing as it always did, reluctant to sleep, and the door gave a deep creak and a hollow bang as I shut it. I ran my hand over the fender as I walked away. The paint was old and rough, with just the tiniest glimmer remaining of the sheen that I used to be able to see my reflection in. All these years and it never once let me down. I smiled as my hand trailed away off of the hood and brushed the glass of the headlight.
People often give affection to things that aren’t alive. Seems to be our vehicles mostly, but other things, too. My truck isn’t even one thing, it’s thousands of things, all working together. When I replace the spark plugs, the wiring harness, the oil, it’s still the same truck to me. New hood, new headlights, same truck. So at what point does it lose its essential character, the part that I feel affection for? How many parts can I separate or remove, before it’s just parts and the truck is gone?
I thought about that on the way to the house, but I wasn’t really thinking about my truck, as much as I love that old heap. I was thinking about my life, and when it stopped being my life and turned into just a collection of things and memories. When I stopped feeling fondness and affection for it. I lost parts of it over the years, and without knowing it, enough parts came away that I could no longer recognize the shape of it or feel a connection to it. I’m not complaining, mind you. I have no patience for whiners, but there comes a point when you realize that the race is over, win or lose.
Inside the house, I hung my keys on a small brass hook screwed into a wooden heart painted red with white piping. There’s another hook right next to it, just as scratched and dull as mine, but it’s empty.
On my way through the kitchen, I dropped my hat over the same chair back that I’ve used nearly every day for the last forty years. In the living room, the TV tray that I had set out next to my recliner was still there. My old Browning M1911 was on it, waiting for me. I sat down in the recliner with a familiar creaking of wood and springs and looked around at the room, at the walls.
Everywhere my eyes touched, there was a part of my life. Of our lives. Every picture and figurine and knick-knack had a story behind it, some that would take hours to tell in order to explain who the people grinning in black and white were to us, or where we had been, or why we had gone there. It was hard to look across them and not be overwhelmed by the past they represented, an entire lifetime compressed and separated into picture frames. Parts, all in a heap.
I picked up the Browning, the first and last gun the US Army had ever issued me back in the Second World War. Another thing that never failed me, that old.45. I had a sentimental fondness for that gun, and I don’t mind saying that I felt a little bad about how I was going to end its years of faithful service.
I put the barrel under my chin and didn’t flinch at the cold touch of the metal. I felt it distantly, the chill steel on someone else’s skin. I pulled the hammer back and the click was loud and wrong in the still, comfortable house. I squeezed my eyes shut, though I don’t know why. I know it won’t make any difference, but I do it anyway, and Margaret’s face appeared as I remembered her, back in her prime and glorious. She looked at me in shock and disappointment.
I opened my eyes to clear the image, and my guts knotted up. I tried to get the detachment back that I’d worked so hard to earn for the last year, and I managed to keep my face calm, even if some tears leaked out. Nobody could see them anyway.
The gun was rock steady as I put my finger through the guard and laid it on the trigger. The flesh of my fingertip started to whiten as I put slow, relentless tension on it.
The doorbell went off.
I froze, willing the intruder to leave. The flat bong of the bell struck at me again.
I’ve spent the last year cutting all my ties. Nobody was looking for me. Nobody needed me. I had dropped my phone service months ago, cancelled my mail. I paid a lump sum to my utility companies with instructions to terminate service when the money ran out.
I did this because connections to things bring obligation. Obligation is like a piece of fishing line with a barbed hook in the end. These ties are hard to see coming, hard to break, and impossible to ignore. Friends and family are the worst, but even casual friends can snag you tightly.
But after a year, I was clean. No hooks. Now, when I can finally go out on my own terms, I get this determined visitor. If I pull the trigger, they get to hear the shot, make a horrifying discovery, and deal with the image for the rest of their lives. I couldn’t do that, not even to some stranger selling magazines. I felt the hook bite.
The doorbell rang again, followed by sharp, determined knocking. A young woman’s voice penetrated the door. “Hey! I know you’re in there, I saw you drive your truck into the garage! I have to talk to you!”
The hook sank all the way in, barb and all. I untucked my shirt and put the pistol behind my back, my belt pressing the now-warm steel into my spine. I didn’t want whoever it was to see the gun laying around.
I went to answer the door.
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I pulled the door open and fresh morning air rushed past me into the stale house. Standing under the covered porch and on top of my ancient daisy-printed doormat was a young woman in her late twenties. She had auburn hair and dark eyes, and she was rubbing the knuckles of one hand.
“Hi,” she said, before I could speak. “I’m looking for Abraham Griffin. Is he here?” As she spoke she tilted her head slightly to peer behind me into the house. I could feel my face hardening up. The dismissive glance around me, her bright clothes, even her quick, focused movements grated on me.
Against the softly faded backdrop of my farm, she was too vivid, like a color cutout pasted on an old photograph. Her presence felt inappropriate, like a party dress at a funeral.
“I’m Abe.”
“I meant Abraham Senior, I guess. I’m the granddaughter of one of his old army buddies, Patrick Wolinsky.”
“There’s no other Abe Griffin.”
She glanced behind her at the long driveway. “Is there another Griffin residence around here? The man I’m looking for would be really old. He was in the second World War with my grandfather.”
“You have the right house. I know Patty, what does he want?”
“Oh, I’m so sorry!” She touched a hand to her mouth. “Did he pass away? He must have been your grandfather.”
Assumptions make for the best lies, second only to ambiguity. “What can I help you with, ma’am?”
“Can I come in?”
I tried to be gracious as I stepped back from the door and waved her into my living room, but I probably looked as irritated as I felt. She stepped past me trailing crisp fall air and too-sweet lilac perfume. The room was dim and cave-like, so I opened the curtains to let the morning sun flood in. I kicked myself as habit took over and I said, “Can I get you some coffee?”
She looked relieved at this first sign of civility and nodded. I spent few minutes in the kitchen glaring at the percolator, and when I came back she was sitting in my easy chair. She had a picture frame in her hand, taken from a shelf across the room. It was, of course, of my old squad. “You look so much like your grandfather.”
I ransomed the picture with the cup of coffee and delivered it back to the shelf where it belonged. I stood for a moment after setting it carefully back in the dust-free rectangle it had left behind and locked eyes with myself. That poor sap grinning back at me from under his steel pot helmet had no idea what was going to happen to him three months later. I silently communed with him, feeling for that sense of rightness, when everything was still fine and I knew everything there was to know about the world. I didn’t find it. I turned my back on that smiling soldier and faced my visitor.
“What brings you all the way out here?” I had turned off my phone and mail service to discourage casual contact from my few surviving friends. I had no idea where this girl lived, but last I heard Patty was stuck in a VA retirement home Alzheimer’s ward on the other side of the Minnesota border from me. That was a good four-hour drive from here, so I had a sinking feeling that this was one of those “last request” visits.
“My grandfather is very sick,” she said. Here it comes. “Physically he’s in good shape for a man his age, but mentally … Well, I’m worried that he’s going to hurt himself. He can’t walk, you know, since the stroke, but he’s been having these episodes lately where he’ll try to get out of bed and crawl out of the room.
“One of the night nurses actually caught him in the lobby not ten feet away from the entrance. Can you imagine what could have happened to him if he had managed to get out into a dark parking lot, lying there on the ground?”
I could see in her face how much the thought upset her, which earned her a few points. The thought upset me, too.
“Isn’t that common?” I asked, as gently as I could. “Sometimes Alzheimer’s patients become confused, don’t they?”
She nodded. “Yes, but this is different. He might forget where he is, or who you are, but he’s never acted like this before. He’s desperate and frightened, like he’s reliving the war or something.”
“I’m not sure what I can do, Ms …?”
“It’s Anne. I’m sorry, I never told you my name.” She rested her head on her hand for a moment and laughed softly, embarrassed. “I’m not usually like this.”
I knew that name. I hadn’t spoken to Patrick in over a decade, but I remembered that he had mentioned Anne, full of the pride of a grandfather. I guess I should have realized she’d be a grown woman by now. “I understand. You were saying?”
“Well, when Patrick has one of his attacks, he’s shouting for your grandfather. That’s who he’s trying to reach. He’s calling out ‘Abe’ at the top of his lungs, and dragging himself along the floor.”
A sick, awful feeling turned in my stomach. The image of one of my oldest friends scrabbling on the floor calling my name filled me with shame, even though I didn’t have anything to do with it. Right there with it was the guilt that I did deserve, as a fleeting feeling of relief passed over me at the thought that I had been spared the horrors of old age that Patty was suffering.
“So I came out here hoping to bring Abraham to my grandfather. I thought that maybe if he could make that connection, then he would be okay. If he could just deliver that message or see that his friend was all right, he could rest. I know what it sounds like, but I have to try.” Her breath hitched and she pressed a finger under one eye.
I went to the bathroom and got her a box of tissue, but when I returned she had regained her composure. I put the box down on the arm of the easy chair.
Anne gave me a sharp, shrewd look that made me rethink my initial impression of her. “Can I ask you something? While you were gone I was looking at that picture, and I had a thought. Please don’t think I’m a bad person, okay? But my grandfather’s Alzheimer’s is very advanced. Sometimes when I visit, he calls me by my mother’s name. He doesn’t always know what part of his life he’s living in, if that makes sense. I know you don’t know me, but would you help me? Will you come with me to see my grandfather?”
This was exactly what I didn’t want. I wanted to escape all these strands of obligation and care and heartbreak. After five years of grief and mourning, when I was finally ready to lie down and rest, I deserved to be left alone. She must have seen something in my face because she stood up and put one hand on my arm.
“I know it sounds horrible, lying to an old man, but at this point I’ll try anything. He was always there for me and my mom after my dad left. I need to do this if there’s any way at all it could help. Please?”
I closed my eyes, thinking of what I owed Patty “Cake” Wolinsky. Some debts, no matter how much we may wish otherwise, must be repaid. No matter the cost.
“I’ll come. Let me pack an overnight bag, and I’ll meet you at the VA home tonight.”
“Thank you so much.” She stood a little taller as some of the tension left her.
She wrote down directions and an address for me, as well as her phone number. She thanked me two more times on her way out the door, and then waved as she drove off. I watched her little blue Japanese sedan disappear down my quarter-mile-long driveway in a cloud of dust.
Just one more day, one more obligation, and then I could rest. I went back inside and closed the door. For the first time in a year, I noticed how silent and empty the house was.
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I threw my duffel bag on the floor of the truck and put my gun in the glove box. I don’t travel unarmed, I guess that’s out of fashion these days. The house had only needed to be locked, having been ready for a long absence for weeks now. I turned the key in the ignition and the truck jumped to life like a dog hearing the pantry open.
The house receded in the rearview mirror, blurred by the vibration of the gravel driveway passing under the tires. Getting back on the road was an unexpected pleasure, one that I savored with the windows down and the radio on. I hadn’t asked for it, but now that it was here, I couldn’t see a reason not to enjoy it. I wasn’t planning to check out because I was sad, just because life as I knew it had ended, all my friends, family, and world were in the past. I was just the last one, turning out the lights. I could enjoy this last road trip and still finish up tomorrow.
It was late afternoon by the time I crossed the Minnesota border and dusk when I rolled into Eyota. Anne’s directions got me to the Brightwater Retirement Village, which turned out to be a collection of small bungalows clustered around a large central dining hall and medical facility. The low buildings were tidy and brown, surrounded by a carefully tended landscape looking desperately cheerful with too many holly bushes and small evergreen topiaries lining the walkways, all laboring in vain under the gloomy feel of the place. I saw Anne’s car in the otherwise empty parking lot and pulled into a nearby space.
She came out of the lobby and hurried to meet me as I locked up the truck. Looking anxious and relieved at the same time, she took my hand in both of hers and squeezed. “Thank you so much for coming, Abe. I really appreciate it.”
“Happy to do it.”
We walked down one of the wide concrete paths that crossed the lawn to Patty’s place, one of the many detached bungalows on the property, which he had to himself. Anne stopped me once we reached the door and her manner became crisp.
“Just go inside and let me introduce you as a visitor. Let’s see how he’s feeling, and if he recognizes you. I don’t want to lie to him and tell him that you’re his old army buddy, but if he thinks it on his own then we just won’t correct him. Sometimes he’s not very lucid, so if that’s the case, we can try again in the morning, okay?”
She sized me up with her eyes, as if trying to decide if I could be trusted to follow instructions. It was a look I hadn’t seen since my Army days.
“Got it.”
“All right. Let’s give it a try.” She opened the door and ushered me into the miniature house. The tidy kitchen we passed through had bright, flowery wallpaper and unused appliances. The living room had a large oil painting of a sunny field suspended over a couch that was barely larger than a loveseat. It was a half-hearted attempt to make the place feel like a home, but the smell revealed its true nature.
Strong antiseptic cleaners and bleached linens announced “hospital” loud and clear, as did the stainless steel rails at hip height on every wall. Everything was spotless and unused looking, like a vacant hotel room. I followed Anne down a dim hallway done in lime green carpet and dark wood wainscoting.
At the end of the hall, we entered a tiny bedroom that was dominated by a large hospital bed in the center, with the usual array of monitors and incomprehensible beige blocks with blinking lights behind it.
The man in the bed looked shrunken and anonymous until he turned his head and saw me. Then his eyes brightened and his face animated, stamping his real face onto those withered features. I could see Patty looking out at me from that face. “Sarge! You came!” His voice was high and thready.
“Hey Patty, good to see you.”
He raised one of his large, skeletal hands and I shook it gently, feeling the soft, watery flesh around those brittle bones. His body was frail, but his eyes were piercing as always. I could see the resemblance between grandfather and granddaughter in that gaze.
“I been looking for you, Sarge.”
“That’s what I heard. What do you have for me, Cake?”
During basic, the DI’s assigned everyone the most demeaning nicknames they could think of, and more often than not, they stuck. Patrick Wolinsky became Pattycake on the second day. As so often happens, as he became one of the men, it turned into Cake, and was a term of familiar endearment. He became the guy who could take a tough job and make it look easy. Cake. He had another talent, too, which is how he ended up holding the short straw that got him lumped in with the rest of us leg breakers.
His eyes widened, and his voice dropped to a hoarse whisper. “At first they only came every couple of days, but now they’re here all the time. They’re always here.”
“Who?”
“Baitbags, Sarge. I can smell ‘em.”
I’ve spent sixty years and more, living with my memories of the war. I won’t lie and say I don’t wake up every now and then in a cold sweat, but, by and large, the past is just the past and no longer has the power to terrify me. But at those words, the past pressed close to me, and electricity leaped up my spine, making my hair prickle and stand up.
Every man in our squad bet his life on Patty’s nose because he was never wrong. He was our sensitive, and he was aware of things that the rest of us weren’t. He always said it was a smell, but it was one that nobody else could ever scent. I found that my faith in this man had not diminished one jot in sixty years. Adrenaline made me weightless.
“Like Warsaw?”
He nodded jerkily. A thin, silver rope of spittle escaped his thin lips. “Close now!” His eyes snapped to a point past me. “Here!”
The sound of breaking glass was loud and distinct over the hum of the monitors next to the bed. It came from the parking lot, right in line with Patty’s gaze. I jerked, startled. Then I headed for the door at a run.
“What was that?” asked Anne, pressing the back of her hand to her nose. “Does it have something to do with this horrible smell?”
“Don’t leave the room.” I flung open the door and bolted around the side of the bungalow.
When I want to, I can move pretty fast. I was quick when I was a boy, racing through the corn with my buddies, but in that strained, jolting way people have when they’re pounding along as hard as they can. I run differently now, and much, much faster.
Maggie always said I ran smooth as a cat, and that’s how it felt. Smooth and supple, even over rough ground. It always felt good, like one of those early morning stretches when you first get out of bed. The more I ran, the more I wanted to run. I realized then that I hadn’t really run for years, perhaps because it was impossible not to feel exhilarated and alive when I did it.
I shot across the dark lawn and hurdled the decorative bushes that bordered the parking lot without breaking stride. A heartbeat later, I was standing in front of the source of the noise. My truck.
The front windshield was smashed in. The side and back windows were just empty holes. All four tires were punctured, and the last one still had a screwdriver sticking out of it. The hood was standing open, and I could see bits of plastic and hose sticking up every which way in the engine compartment by the dim light of the hood bulb. I opened the door and stuck my head inside to survey the damage. A large rock sat in the middle of the bench seat, surrounded by glittering chunks of safety glass.
Anne screamed. More shattering glass.
The truck had been a goddamn diversion, and I fell for it like an amateur. I lost a few precious seconds as I snatched the 1911 out of the glove box, and then raced back to the room. A greyhound wouldn’t have beat me across that lawn. I heard Anne’s scream change from one of surprise and fear to rage, even as I burst into the room.
Shards of glass from the shattered patio door littered the floor. The pale green curtains writhed fitfully, curling into the room and falling back with the breeze. Anne’s eyes were locked onto a whip-thin man who was stabbing Patrick in the face and neck over and over again. His eyes were glassy and feverish, but his expression was gleeful. His top lip had risen to uncover his top teeth, and he was panting as his arm plunged up and down in short, jerky movements, but not with exertion.
The second man was taller with an enormous beer gut that strained at his overalls. His huge, meaty hands were ripping drawers out of the lone dresser in the room. His lips were pursed in concentration as he worked, his eyes as hot and unfocused as his partner’s.
I raised the 1911 with two hands, flicking off the safety at the same time. The gun boomed twice, deafening in the small room. The thin man jerked and twisted as the.45 caliber slugs hammered into the center of his chest and his right shoulder. The slender boning knife he had been using spun across the floor.
“Motherfucker!” With his good arm, he shoved the bed towards me. He was far too strong for his skinny frame. The bed’s locked wheels skidded over the thin carpet and then grabbed tight, tipping the bed over and spilling Patty out like a rag doll.
I dropped the gun and caught him in my arms before he could hit the floor, ending on my knees. The bedrail hit me in the head, splitting the skin over my right eyebrow. The bed ended up on its side, between myself and the intruders.
The big one said, “I’ve got it.”
I gathered Patrick to me as gently as I could and stood up in time to see both men turning to dash out of the smashed patio door.
Anne dove for the gun, came up in a neat roll, and fired, all in one smooth motion. She hit the fat one right between the shoulder blades. My eyes widened in surprise. I couldn’t have made that shot. Apparently there was more to Patrick’s granddaughter than I thought. Of course, the bag never slowed down.
A second later, they were gone.
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I knelt down next to Patrick. He was dead, and probably had been before I even got back to the room. The wounds were terrible. Black blood pooled in weeping oval slits all over his neck and upper chest. His face was worse, with long rips across his jaw and cheekbones, the skin flayed open away from the bone underneath.
None of those wounds killed him. He had been stabbed through both eyes with that long, slender knife, penetrating deep into the brain. I hoped it had been an instant, painless death.
I pulled a sheet over Patrick’s remains as reverently as I could. When I stood up, I bumped into Anne, who had been standing inches behind me, one hand covering her mouth and nose, the other still holding my gun. She was staring at the dark stains that were already seeping through the sheet, so I put my hands on her shoulders and turned her away. With one arm around her waist, I guided her gently away from the body and tried to gently take my gun out of her hand. She resisted me at first, but reluctantly let it go.
We crossed the room to the couch where she pulled away from me and hugged herself tightly, her hands locked around her biceps in a white-knuckled grip. She was shaking, struggling not to make a sound, while tears made silent tracks down through the crease of her nose to her lips. Not knowing what else to do, I took a step towards her, but she turned her head and moved back.
I’ve seen a lot of grief over the years and decades and it never changes. Even after all this time, I can close my eyes and be right back at Maggie’s bedside the moment she died. I watched Anne struggle under the weight of it and felt small and helpless.
We stood like that for as long as it was bearable. Eventually I walked back into the bedroom, both to give Anne some space and also to look for something that I didn’t want to find. I stepped respectfully around Patty and the bed and moved closer to the window.
I know I hit the thin one twice, and even though he didn’t drop, he bled. As I expected, there were dots and strings of blood on the floor where he had been standing. The blood felt sticky when I dipped a finger into it, and when smeared against my thumb, left a black smear. Normal blood looks black if it’s thick enough, but if you smear it flat when it’s fresh, you’ll see that it’s really a shockingly bright red. This blood stayed black.
I sniffed at my fingers and quickly blew the bitter stink out of my nostrils. It made me want to spit. Patty had said it was bags. His peculiar ability to know things, to sense them, had never once let me down. Looks like he went out with an unbroken record.
Over by the wall, Big and Tall’s handiwork was clear. The contents of the top two drawers were scattered all over the floor. The drawers themselves were tossed to the side, and I could see where the rails had been pulled completely out of the dresser, wood screws and all.
I remembered him telling Skinny that he had “found it.” On the ground, lying in the broken glass and wood splinters, were all of Patty’s remaining possessions. A picture of his departed wife Hazel, broken. His Victory Medal and Purple Heart. His wedding ring. A dozen ribbons in a medal box. Some change and a couple of pens.
Looking through the remainder of my friend’s life, I could tell that these were things that other people had decided to keep for him, once he was put in this place. Patty didn’t care about medals. Except for the wedding ring, all of this stuff would have been stored away in an attic somewhere and only taken out at someone else’s request.
The picture of Hazel would have been displayed, rather than packed in a drawer, and there would have been a pile of old drawings and knickknacks made by his great-grandkids kept close at hand.
The last time we spoke, ten years ago or more, Patty didn’t have any more interest in the war than I had. We talked about the Packers, his great-grandkids, our mutual friends, and then his great-grandkids some more. Whoever packed this drawer saw Patty only as a vet, something that probably would have surprised the old man.
The only other thing on the floor was an old wooden La Prosa King cigar box. It was empty, but Patty had glued felt down on the bottom of the box, and I could see the dents where something heavy had lain for many years. I brought the box out into the living room.
Blue lights were strobing against the hallway walls as police cruisers pulled up to the nearby private drive, reserved for ambulances and other emergency vehicles that made their too-frequent trips to the home.
Anne was sitting on the couch, a wadded up tissue in one hand. Her eyes were cold and hard now, furious. “Why?”
I wish I could have told her I didn’t know, because I knew damn well that being connected to this in any way was going to make me a target for her anger. But it was better that she was angry at me instead of being eaten up by the thought that her grandfather had been brutally murdered for no reason. “You ever see what was in this box?”
“That? They killed him for a souvenir? It was just a goddamn piece of metal he picked up in the war! He said it reminded him of his last big fight. It was worthless. Why would they want that?” It was more of a challenge than a question.
Faint sirens filtered in through the broken glass in the other room, growing louder by the second. “It was a piece of metal, right? Curved like a one-quarter of a flat ring, about six inches long? Kind of like a metal ruler, but curved. And it had two sharp spikes sticking out from the back?”
Before I could say anything else, the front door slammed back against the wall and two police officers entered the room with their weapons drawn. They took one glance at the two of us, and then both of them swiveled to point their guns at me, the guy with the blood all over his shirt.
“On the ground! Now!”
Hands out and fingers spread, I got down on my knees, then on the ground. I said, slowly and clearly, “I have a weapon behind my back, under my shirt, and a license to carry in my wallet.”
“Mike, he’s okay, his grandfather knew my grandfather. He came here with me,” said Anne. “He’s … he’s in there,” she said, pointing at the bedroom. She turned away and her shoulders shook, fury melting into grief in the space of a heartbeat.
“Both of you stay here.” The officer that Anne had spoken to walked to the bedroom, while his partner kept me covered. He came back a minute later and nodded to his partner, who removed my pistol and wallet. He looked at my ID and my concealed carry license, and then backed up.
“Okay, sir,” he said, “you can get up now.”
I stood up, and both men holstered their weapons.
Anne’s friend held out a hand. “Sorry, but you can’t be too careful these days. Mike Miller.” He had a round, boyish face and a mustache that looked like he spent a lot of time on it. He couldn’t have been more than twenty-five years old. I shook his hand.
“Abe Griffin. I understand. Better safe than sorry.”
“Dispatch said shots fired, that was you?”
“Yes. I fired at the man who killed Patrick.” I chose not to mention that Anne had also fired a shot.
“Hit him?”
I forced myself to keep looking at his eyes and not look away. “I don’t know. But he ran away under his own power.” Yes, Officer, I shot him dead in the center of his chest, but he didn’t even fall down, please lock me up for being crazy.
He turned to Anne. “Annie, are you okay?” She wiped her eyes and nodded. “Can you tell me what happened?”
When she spoke her voice was low and steady. I didn’t know if it was strength or shock that I was seeing, but knowing who raised her, I suspected the former.
“We were talking to my grandfather and there was this crashing sound from the parking lot. Abe went to see what it was, and as soon as he was gone two men broke in and…” She stopped and ran a hand hard over her eyes. “And attacked my grandfather.”
“You remember anything else?”
“No. Mike, they killed him for nothing! He’s just an old man in a nursing home, why would they do that? He didn’t have any money or jewelry or anything! They just killed him and grabbed whatever they could out of his dresser.”
Mike hugged her hard, which I don’t think is standard police procedure.
“You want to stay with us tonight? April can make up the guest room. She’d love to see you.”
Anne shook her head. “No, thanks. I’m okay. Really.”
He looked at her, clearly unhappy, then at me. I shrugged.
“Alright, but call me if you need anything, okay?”
“I promise.”
We spent the better part of an hour giving our statements while the small room filled up with uniforms of all kinds. Local cops, state troopers, medical examiner’s office, paramedics, photographers, the whole circus had come to see Patty “Cake” Wolinsky, lying on the floor in his hospital pajamas. It was a lesson that I had already learned when Maggie died. There is no dignity in death.
They let us go, even though I raised a couple of eyebrows with my lack of a telephone number, cellular or otherwise. If not for Anne’s roots in town, I would have spent the night in jail, at least.
The parking lot was a nightmare of rotating and flashing lights of every color, painting the busy, serious folks rushing around in lurid, disco colors. I walked over to the remains of my faithful truck, now surrounded by photographers and automotive forensics guys like ants on a grasshopper.
“This your truck?” asked an unsmiling man holding a camera the size of his head.
“It was.”
“Yeah. Sorry, but you’re not getting it back for a while. We’re going to impound it for the investigation. But we’ll contact you when you can pick it up.”
“Sure. You mind if I get my bag out of it before I go?”
“Sorry, man. No can do.”
I nodded, unsurprised.
“I’m so sorry about your truck, Abe,” said Anne from right behind me.
I turned to face her. “Not your fault.”
“Let me drive you home. You’re stranded out here, without even a change of clothes. It’s the least I can do.”
“That’s kind of you, really. But you’ve been through a lot tonight and it’s a long drive. You wouldn’t make it back until tomorrow morning at the earliest. I think you should go home and get some rest. Don’t worry about me, I’ll get home fine.”
“Please? I really don’t want to go and sit at home by myself right now, okay? Since your truck is all smashed up, I’ll drive you home. I want to.”
The entanglement of obligation. The sticky, unbreakable bonds of helping or being helped. These are exactly the things I didn’t want.
“Okay. Thanks.”
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Anne drove us away from the frenzied lights and swarming officials and towards the relative quiet of the highway. Barely half a mile away, all traces of the commotion were lost behind us. People don’t realize how secretive the world really is, easily swallowing up wonders and atrocities alike, aided only by a few yards of distance and people’s unwillingness to look.
Anne was discovering the truth of this now, having spent her entire life with her grandfather, and only tonight getting her first glimpse of his world.
I watched her drive in silence for a few minutes. Her face was stiff and her knuckles were white on the wheel. I’m not good at comforting people, but I gave it a try. “Hey,” I said. “You want to stop somewhere and grab a bite to eat? It’s a long drive and I missed supper. I bet you did, too.”
She inhaled, like she was remembering to breathe. “Yeah. Some coffee probably wouldn’t hurt, either.”
We pulled into a greasy spoon called Ginger’s, drawn in by a billboard boasting “All night breakfast and burgers! Never closed since 1961!”
The night was still young, so the place was noisy and crowded. We stood in front of the battered hostess podium until an unsmiling woman swooped in and acknowledged us with a terse nod, grabbed a couple of greasy plastic menus, and towed us into the fray.
“Can we have that booth by the window?” I asked. She changed course in mid-stride, slapped the menus down hard on the table, and left without a word.
“I think she likes me,” I said, sliding into the orange vinyl splendor of our booth. A tiny laugh escaped Anne’s lips with a sound that could almost have been a sob. She settled back into the booth and some of the tension left her face.
The coffee started coming as soon as we sat down, which was the second sign of a truly great diner, the first being surly-but-efficient service and the third having to do with heavenly pie coming out of a pit of a kitchen whose grease accumulation was now a structural feature. The coffee tasted surprisingly good to me, but that might only be because I’ve been drinking nothing but my own for the last couple of years.
I ordered a cheeseburger with a side of hash browns — you never eat at a roadside diner without getting the hash browns — and Anne got some kind of egg white omelet with broccoli in it called the Guiltless Pleasure. I’m sure the name was half right.
While we waited for our food, I kept an eye on our car, which was easy from the booth by the window. I didn’t expect any trouble, but I’d look pretty stupid falling for the same trick twice in one night.
Anne excused herself to go to the restroom, so I spent my time alternating between watching the car and the bathroom door at the rear of the restaurant.
All around me people were sharing meals at crowded tables. The sudden sound of laughter would occasionally ring out clearly over the general din, granting the shabby diner a more festive air than I would have expected from a roadside hash house. I guess life hadn’t stopped while I was hiding out on my farm after all.
Guilt nudged me because I felt good sitting here about to share a meal with another human being, surrounded by happy, energetic people. This feeling of guilt was born of … what? Penance for feeling anything but grief? Loyalty to the past? Cowardice? I honestly didn’t know. Withdrawing from the world hadn’t been a choice, it had been a straight, inevitable path. For the first time in five years, I felt the tiniest twinge of regret about my decision to end my time in the world.
Anne and the food arrived at the same time, and for a few minutes there was only eating and nodding at each other with full mouths and raised eyebrows. As I expected, the hash browns were outstanding. The cheeseburger was good, too, especially since it had more bacon on it than any of the breakfasts I could see.
“I can’t believe you’re eating that,” said Anne.
I shook the softball-sized burger at her, making the greasy bun flop. “This is what we used to call food. That stuff you’re eating would make a monk cry.”
She rolled her eyes at me, which I took as a sign that she was feeling a little better.
We made small talk while we ate. I figured that when she was ready to talk about more serious things, she’d bring it up on her own. We were waiting for a couple of slices of pie when the dam broke.
“I’ve been going over what happened tonight in my head, over and over again. I can’t stop thinking about it.”
I didn’t say anything. I’m sure it would have sounded good to tell her that it would be okay, and that eventually she would stop thinking about it, but that’s never been true for me. If anything, some scenes carve themselves a permanent place in your mind the same way that the unceasing flow of a river creates a canyon.
“You and my grandfather only spoke for a minute before … before everything happened, but I can’t make any sense of it. How did you know his old army nickname was Cake? Even I didn’t know that until last year, and that was from reading his old letters from the war when I was helping to move his things into the home.”
I shrugged. “I told you I was Abe Griffin.”
“I’m serious. Also, he said a word I don’t know. Baitbag? And then you said it was like Warsaw, and he agreed. What was that about? Did you know that my grandfather was wounded in Poland in the war?” She looked at me for a long second, her eyes going hard. “Did you set this up? He seemed to recognize you as soon as you walked in. Have you been visiting him? To convince him that you were his old army buddy? Is that why he sent me to get you?”
I nearly choked on my burger. “Are you asking me if I secretly set up this whole meeting so that I could shoot my own accomplices and then wait around to get questioned by the police afterwards? After I arranged to make sure you knew where I lived? I don’t know what you do for a living, Anne, but I’m going to bet that your day job isn’t police detective.”
She put up her hands. “I know, I know. I’m sorry. Nothing makes any sense, and I don’t know what to think. Just, please, help me understand what’s happening.”
It seems like my entire life has, in one way or another, revolved around keeping this secret. Those of us who survived Warsaw never told Command the whole story. Of everyone in the world, at least they would have believed it. But my men were willing to lie for me, so that I wouldn’t spend the rest of my life in a basement lab somewhere as a permanent specimen.
I started dying my hair when Maggie turned fifty in order to lie to our friends. There wasn’t much I could do for my face, but you’d be surprised how far a little gray will get you. I had to stop going to veteran’s functions a few years later, when the gray wasn’t enough.
In my own town, I had to avoid even my closest friends, becoming more isolated by the year. Eventually that became less of a problem as they passed away from age or accident or disease.
I let my youth force me into hiding, shrinking my world down to just Maggie and me, and that was just fine. Until she died. Now, sitting across from Patrick’s granddaughter, I found that I no longer cared. I realized that I was carrying the shield long after the battle was lost.
“The answer is that I really am Abe Griffin. Your grandfather knew me because we served together in the war.”
“Oh my God.” She looked at me closely to see if I was kidding. “You don’t really believe that, do you?”
“If I’m crazy, then so are you. Did you see me shoot your grandfather’s killer?”
“Yes.”
“Where did I hit him? In the chest?” Remembering brought pain to her eyes, but she nodded. “I hit that guy center mass with a.45 caliber slug. Right in the heart. He didn’t even fall down, much less die. Maybe you don’t know much about guns or hearts, but that’s not normal.”
“Maybe he was wearing a bulletproof vest or something.”
“Okay, let me ask you another one. You asked me about a smell before I ran out to the parking lot. You said it was a horrible smell. Have you smelled it before?”
“Off and on for the last couple of days.”
“Usually when your grandfather was having one of his episodes, right? And did you complain to the people who run the home?”
“Of course I did, it was awful.”
“And they couldn’t smell it, could they?”
“They said they couldn’t, but I think they were lying so they wouldn’t get into trouble, or have to clean it up. How did you know?”
“Here’s another one. I heard you scream from the parking lot before I heard the glass breaking on the patio. You knew they were out there before they broke in, didn’t you? I bet you looked right at the doors before they even got there.”
She put one hand to her mouth. “I don’t remember, exactly. But that can’t be right. It’s impossible.”
“What are you, twenty-five? Forgive me if I don’t trust your vast experience on what’s possible. Patrick had the same gift, our whole squad was built around it. My job in the war was to protect your grandfather with my life. Your grandfather and one other guy.”
“Did this other guy, you know, could he smell things, too?”
“No, he was the smart guy. Cake would lead us to things, and the Professor would make sense of it.”
“Lead you to what things?”
I smiled at her. “Crazy stuff. The world is so much more, I don’t know, unstructured than you think.”
I drank the last of my coffee and took a stab at explaining it. “This is how Henry, the Professor, explained it to me. He said that people change the world by looking at it, “Pressure of Observation” he called it. We’re hardwired to expect certain things, like cause and effect and the steady passage of time for example.
“No matter what beliefs you may or may not have, we share a primal, unchanging expectation of the world based on how we perceive it. That being the case, as a species we dampen the world’s natural tendency toward unpredictability and a general disregard for what we think of as natural laws.
“And the more of us there are, the more we enforce our world view, and the more stable and predictable things become. So, fast forward to the last couple of centuries where we’ve multiplied and smothered the globe in our worldview, and things are pretty human friendly. Not completely, but close enough. This effect is tied to people, so in places that don’t have very many people, or places that are far away, even underground, that Pressure of Observation is pretty weak and things get a bit wild. You with me so far?”
“I think so, but for the record, this isn’t making you sound less crazy.”
“Fair enough. Now picture the world like a pond, frozen over in the winter. We’re on top making ice and thinking the surface is the whole world, when most of it is really underneath us, and it’s not frozen at all. We walk around right on the top edge of the world, confined to the smallest part, and we think we see it all.
“But, of course, sometimes there are cracks in the ice and things get out. Sometimes those cracks are natural, and sometimes people make them trying to fish for particular things. The world is bigger and stranger than you can imagine.”
“There are more things in heaven and Earth?”
“Pretty much.”
“And you and my grandfather used to find those things in the war.”
“Yep. Or at least the ones that the bad guys were involved with.”
“For the government.”
“Yes.”
“And you didn’t get old, and my grandfather could smell supernatural stuff, and it was all top secret. You are so full of shit.”
I shrugged into the uncomfortable silence.
Anne toyed with her fork, her eyes far away. “I hated him, you know. I mean, not now, but when I was growing up. I used to think he was deliberately sabotaging any chance of happiness that came my way. It was hard enough not having a dad and watching my mom work two jobs just to buy me clothes I was embarrassed to wear to school. But on the off chance that I did make friends, I could never do anything with them.”
“Why not?”
“Because he was always making me go to the range after school or to shooting competitions on the weekends. Sometimes we’d leave on Friday night, drive for hours to some tiny match in another state, and then get back just in time for school on Monday. He was completely obsessed.
“At first it was fun. I didn’t have a dad, but my grandfather was always there. He started teaching me to shoot when I was ten. It was our special time together, just him and me. After a while he got me coaches and started entering me in competitions, always talking about scholarships and going to the Olympics. After that, every time I wanted to go to the mall or have a sleepover or even go on a date, suddenly I was sacrificing my future.”
“Did it work? Get any scholarships?”
She looked away. “Of course not. I could have, I really was that good. Amazing, in fact. But after I finished high school I just snapped. I moved out, refused to go to college, dropped out of the circuit, pretty much the whole teen rebellion cliche. I even stopped speaking to my family. That really broke my mom’s heart. And Patrick’s.”
Plates bearing wedges of pie slapped down on the table between us, breaking the moment. Anne stopped talking and poked at her pie to give herself something to do. Her fork stopped halfway to her mouth, the green and white layers of key lime quivering in midair. She wrinkled her nose and gave the piece a sniff.
“Ugh. I think mine is bad.” Then her eyes jumped to the window and beyond. Her fork sank back to plate forgotten, while she stared intently at a white minivan as it powered past the diner on the highway. “It’s not the pie, is it?”
My stomach tightened. It had come from the east, the same direction as my farm.
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I threw money at the table and pulled Anne out of her seat before it landed. We threaded through the tables too fast, and I ended up bumping into our hostess as we neared the door, knocking a stack of menus out of her hand. I yelled an apology over my shoulder, and she yelled something back at me, but I didn’t catch it. I’m sure it was nice, though.
Two seconds later I was standing by Anne’s passenger door trying hard not to yank at the handle as Anne fumbled with the keys. I was in the seat before the car’s unlock chirp faded from the night air, and moments later we were jerking backwards out of the parking space.
“What are we doing?” she asked, eyes darting between her windows and mirrors.
“Going back to my farm. Fast as you can.”
She threw the car onto the road before she started asking more questions. Anne would have made a great soldier. No hesitation and no arguing when taking action. Of course, if I knew anything about good soldiers, the latter would change at the first opportunity. We merged smoothly onto the long, empty highway before she spoke.
“It was the same men, wasn’t it?”
“I don’t think so. I think that van was coming from my farm, and the men who killed your grandfather wouldn’t have had time to get there and back since we saw them. Was the smell the same?”
“Will you stop with that? I couldn’t have smelled anyone on the highway from inside the diner.”
“You smelled them right before you picked out the van. We both know it wasn’t the pie. It’s not even a smell, according to your grandfather, it’s just your brain trying to interpret information from a sense you don’t have an organ for. Now, was it the same?”
She paused to think. “I don’t think so. It was the same kind of smell, like garbage and swamp gas or something, but it was different than back at the home. Like bad fish and bad steak both smell like rotten food, but not like each other. Why?”
“Patty used to say that they all smelled different. He could always tell if the same one came creeping around.”
“The what came around? The baitbags or whatever?”
“Them, or things like them.” I shrugged in the dark car. “Unnatural things, I guess.”
“I don’t understand what you’re telling me! What does that mean, unnatural? They’re people, right? Why do you call them baitbags? Is that some kind of army slang?”
I glanced at the speedometer. She was keeping a steady but brisk eighty on the highway, even while she was frustrated and scared. Patty would have been proud.
“It’s a nickname that Shadroe came up with. Shad was with your grandfather and me in the squad.”
I looked out into the familiar darkness. Each day was different, but every night was the same one, stretching back forever. You might leave it during the daylight hours, but it was always there, waiting for you to come back.
“It was nighttime, and we were hunkered down in a farmhouse outside of Warsaw. The owners had left after artillery had blown off one corner of the building. At least I hope they left, there was part of a bedroom in that corner. Anyway, that had happened months before we got there.
“So we were trying to get out of the rain for the night in the part of the house that still had a roof, when somebody started shooting into the house. Well, wartime etiquette being what it was, we shot back. This went on, back and forth, for maybe ten minutes. Felt like an hour, easy.
“The funny thing was that we were pretty sure it was only one guy, and like a crazy person, he would come right up close to the house to shoot in through a window. We would wait, rifles pointing at all the windows we could see, and sometimes we would get a shot off just as his silhouette appeared. We’d swear that he was hit, but a couple of seconds later, he’d come right back up at another window. Never said a word. Just one guy running from window to window, shooting into the room, keeping us pinned down and helpless.
“Now don’t get me wrong, we were pretty hard by that point in the war, but it scared us. Shadroe threw down his rifle and pulled out a grenade. Yanked out the pin and tossed it away before we knew what he was doing. That should give you an idea of how scared he was. How scared we all were.
“He was planning on throwing that goddamn grenade out the window, but nobody in his right mind would even think of doing that. Miss that window by a hair, and that potato is going to bounce right back into your lap.
“So now we’re scared of the shooter outside and of Shad with the grenade inside. His face is all white and he’s trying to look at all the windows at once to see where the guy is. I’m thinking about tackling him to try and get the grenade away from him before he lets go of the spoon, because I know that if the shooter does pop up in a window, the grenade will just bounce off of him and roll back into us anyway.
“All of a sudden, Patty points at the wall and keeps pointing. He moves his finger slowly towards a window, and Shad tosses that grenade out of it right before the finger gets there.
“After the smoke clears, we run outside and we see the guy. That grenade must have practically landed at his feet, because he’s really tore up. I’ve seen guys blown to bits by every piece of bloody-minded ordinance you can think of, but this was worse. One of his legs was off and he was split all up the belly and chest. That part I expected. But the crazy part was that what spilled out of him wasn’t just his workings, it was something else, too.
“There were long black wormy things in there, and they were thrashing around like crazy in the open air. Jumping and flipping around like fish out of water, only faster and harder. Like a movie reel sped up. You could hear this kind of snapping sound when they whiplashed around in the mud.
“Shadroe said the guy must have been a lousy fisherman, because he ended up having to eat his bait, and we all broke up. I know it sounds crazy, standing in the rain and laughing at a dead guy, with those worms all over the place, but we laughed until we cried. After that, when Patty would point out that it was one of them, we’d call ‘em baitbags, cause they were just sacks of fishing bait on two legs.”
“Oh my God, that’s disgusting. What were they?”
“Dunno,” I lied. That conversation goes places that I haven’t talked about for sixty years. After tonight, only one other man besides me knows anything about them, and that’s plenty.
“But why don’t they stop when you shoot them? Is it because of the worms or whatever inside them?”
“I don’t know. But it’s not true that you can’t stop them by shooting them. The worms seem to need the brain to drive the body, so headshots work pretty well, and of course you can always slow them down by hitting them in the knees and hips. Pain won’t stop them, but they need joints to move, same as we do.” I didn’t tell her about my preferred way of dealing with bags. She was upset enough already.
She didn’t ask any more questions for the rest of the trip. The both of us just went quiet and listened to the wind and the engine, trying to keep the fragile feeling of calm intact. We were both hit pretty hard by Patty’s death, and everything else on top of that just seemed to make things spin around out of control. We sat there trying to keep it together and hoping the other wouldn’t bring the whole house of cards down with the wrong words.
It worked pretty well until we got within a mile of my farm. By then we could see the ruddy orange glow reflecting off of the low clouds overhead. It was a fire, and it looked like a big one. I could feel my heart clench up in my chest.
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We slewed and bounced up the dirt driveway, the glare from the roaring house blinding us. When the car finally crunched to a stop, I threw the door open, letting in the continuous low thunder of the fire. As I got out, I could feel the heat pressing in on me, like it was trying to push me back into the car. My eyes and throat started to sting, even though there didn’t appear to be much smoke at ground level, just a kind of foggy haze, but huge ashy clouds of it were rolling out of the top of the house, made up of everything Maggie or I ever owned.
I couldn’t look away. Every letter and picture, every scrap of cloth or furniture that ever adorned our lives, was rising up in a billowing black column full of cherry sparks.
As they spiraled up and became cold and invisible, they took the weight of the incinerated bits and pieces of my life with them, leaving only the imprint behind on my soul, finally becoming the past in the way that I always imagined memories existed for everyone else.
Weightless.
I hadn’t been sitting in that chair with my gun because I was depressed, or not just that, but because that was the only thing left to do. My life was a single track, bounded and fenced by my past.
I wasn’t just some guy named Abe. I was Abe, Maggie’s husband. Abe the old man. Abe who came back from the war. After losing Maggie there was nothing left in front of me, only a past and no future. That Abe’s track had only one stop left.
But watching the things that defined me drift away into the forgiving sky, I felt myself getting lighter. In that moment of complete loss, I was free. For the first time in nearly a century, I felt like I did when I was a boy leaving the farm for the first time, seeing the future expanding out in front of me. A quiet bittersweet exultation, but exultation all the same, filled me and lightened my body from the inside out.
I drew in a deep breath, full of scorching air and wood smoke, and when I exhaled, all my tired hopelessness seemed to flow out with my breath. It felt good. The east wall of the house crumpled just then, and a fierce bloom of heat tightened the skin on my face, pulling me back to the present.
“Back up the car,” I shouted over the roar. “You need to get further back!” I heard the engine rev and the tires bite as I slammed the car door shut. When I judged that Anne was no longer in danger of having things melt off of her car, I ran towards the house, cutting a wide circle around to the side.
My farm was built by my father in 1908, before electricity and refrigeration came to the countryside. That meant a big root cellar for storing preserves under the house. I hoped that the fire hadn’t eaten the foundation supports and let the house collapse into it just yet. I had things other than fruit preserved down there.
I saw immediately that that the cellar doors set into the ground were thrown open, and the padlock was laying on the ground, reflecting red and copper against the scorched grass. The shackle had been neatly severed with bolt cutters. I sucked in as much relatively smoke-free air as I could and hustled down the steps with my hand and forearm shielding my face from the heat.
The cellar was a surreal, hellish environment. Yellow and orange flame clung to the wooden ceiling in a rippling sheet. It looked like an upside-down lake of fire, rolling and boiling. Smoke filled the top half of the room, forcing me to shuffle crablike along the earthen floor, which was littered with shattered glass from broken jars of preserves. The air was a reeking stew of burning wood, plastic, insulation, and fruit.
I lifted the neck of my shirt over my mouth and moved as quickly as I could towards my workbench. The heat was suffocating and insistent. Hot glass crunched under my boots, and more than once I had to catch myself with an outstretched hand to keep my balance, earning me deep cuts and burns in my palms and fingers from the scorching glass and bubbling, tar-like preserves which stuck to my skin like peach and strawberry napalm. I wanted to laugh at the idea of weaponized fruit, but the pain kind of sucked the funny out of it.
Under the workbench was the large metal toolbox that I was looking for, also sitting open with the lid thrown back. I was already seeing spots from the smoke and my throat was burning, so I flipped the lid closed and fumbled with the hot latch until it closed. Then I burned my hand again grabbing the handle and dragged it painstakingly across the floor and up the stairs.
I managed to stagger a few yards away from the cellar doors before dropping the box and myself on the cool grass. We were both steaming and smoking in the night air. In between coughing fits that produced bitter black phlegm, I could hear sirens approaching in the distance. Since the nearest fire station was in town proper, I figured my neighbors must have called them at least fifteen minutes ago.
The steel toolbox that had started life a glossy gray was now a brownish sandpapery gray, thanks to the patina of rust covering it. It was over two feet long and probably weighed twenty pounds empty. I had long since taken out the metal tray of tools inside of it, so now it contained only a few old cigar boxes and a long bundle wrapped in cloth.
“What the hell is wrong with you, running into the fire like that? Are you crazy? You ran under a house that was on fire.” I hadn’t heard Anne approach. “You could have died over that stupid box, you fucking idiot!” She knelt down next to me and punched me in the shoulder, hard.
“If that was supposed to be first aid, you’re doing it wrong.” I took out a wooden cigar box with a picture of a matronly Cuban woman smoking a fat cheroot on the top. As soon as I picked it up, I could tell it was empty. I handed it to Anne. She opened the lid and then tossed it back to me. “You risked your life for an empty cigar box. Great. Good job.”
“Yesterday it had a piece of metal in it, just like Patrick’s.”
“You think those men came here to get it, exactly like at the nursing home, don’t you?”
“Except for the arson, yeah.” I took the box back and ran my fingers across the gently bumpy surface of the bottom and sides, as if to check the validity of what my eyes were telling me. The box stayed empty. The things that did this know who I am, and they wanted to hurt me. And they did. But I’ll bet you my last dollar that none of them stuck around after setting that fire. Like I said, they know who I am.
We sat on the lawn as gleaming county vehicles began to surround the house, reflecting the blaze in their chrome and glass. The inevitable flashing lights added hints of blue and actinic white to the mix. It didn’t take long to be surrounded by a swarm of determined and polite people going about their tasks in a controlled frenzy for the second time in one night.
After a quick checkout from the EMTs, we ended up sitting on a rough wool blanket well back from the house, supplied with bottles of water and instructions not to go anywhere.
After sixty years of silence, things were once again in motion. Everything in my sight was transformed. Flames from the inferno reflected off of the black glass surface of the lake behind the house, making it look like a hole full of fire.
The trees and grass had a macabre aspect in the blood red light. Even the hazy night sky bled and pulsed. Who could have guessed that the end of the world would start with a nursing home murder and a house fire?
I pulled myself to my feet and picked up the box. “Come on, I want to get this into your trunk before we become the center of attention.”
She wrinkled her nose. “Why are we keeping that? It smells awful, and they already got the thing out of it.”
“I guess because as of now this box is everything I own in the world, so I’m keeping it.”
“I’m sorry, Abe. Of course.”
The box went into the trunk. By dawn the fire was out, leaving the house a soggy, charred skeleton. Statements had been given, and paperwork had been filled out. Anne was sitting on the ground, leaning against her car and dozing while the swarm of vehicles drifted away in the pale morning light like bees returning to the hive. The dew in the grass shone like tiny diamonds, uncaring. I shook Anne gently and her eyes blinked open.
“Hey, we can go now.”
She yawned and stretched. “‘kay.”
“I’m pretty beat. Would you mind driving me up to the motel in town? I might be homeless, but I still have my wallet.”
“Sure, Abe. Not a problem.” She took a deep breath and rubbed her eyes. There were circles under them, and it wasn’t all because of a sleepless night. Neither one of us had been granted the time to feel the full weight of Patrick’s death, but it bore down on us nonetheless.
She followed my directions in a tired but companionable silence all the way to the shabby splendor of the Sweet Pastures Inn. Built in the fifties, it had served America’s glory days of highway travel, when the summer months were filled with family sedans packed with kids and luggage on their way to see the Grand Canyon or Niagara Falls and stopping at motels and roadside attractions along the way. It was far past its prime, but still managed to be clean and to mostly avoid the “hourly rental” crowd that seemed to claim so many older motels.
We pulled up into one of the many vacant spaces in front of the lobby. White painted wooden railings ran along the front of the single-story building in an attempt to give the narrow walkway in front of the battered doors a homey, porch-like feel. It might have worked if not for the crude epithets scratched into the dingy white paint along the rough-cut two-by-fours.
“Thanks for the ride,” I said, as we rolled to a stop. She didn’t reply. “Listen, I want to come to Patrick’s funeral. I don’t have a phone number or even an address now. But there’s a number I can give you for a friend of mine. Will you call me and let me know when to come?”
“Is this friend another one of your war buddies?” She was looking straight ahead out of the windshield as she spoke.
“Yes. I’m going to visit Henry Monroe, maybe stay with him for a while until I figure out what to do about my farm.” There was no sense in rebuilding as far as I could see, but it also didn’t feel right to leave it the way it was. I needed to think about it. Afterwards.
“Henry. That’s the Professor, right?” I nodded. “My grandfather kept a picture of you guys in the living room, and he used to tell me stories the whole time I was growing up. I must have heard about that time he ran you over with a jeep to keep you from getting shot by a sniper a hundred times.”
“We never did find his mystery sniper, if there was one.” I had to smile. Everybody had heard the crack of the rifle, but that didn’t stop us from riding Patty about it anyway. Shad spent an entire week diving out of the way every time Patty started a vehicle.
“Henry has one of those pieces of metal, doesn’t he?”
“He might, if he kept it all these years.”
“He has one of those goddamn pieces of metal, and he knows what’s going on just like you do. The both of you know all about these bait things or whatever, and you know why my grandfather was killed, don’t you? And you’re just going to sit there like an asshole and not tell me, is that it? So long, Anne! Thanks a lot for the ride!”
“Anne-”
“Hey, fuck you, okay? I’m not going to get a pat on the head and then drive home to be by myself in my apartment worried about smelling some smell that isn’t there, or if crazy men are going to kick my door down and stab me to death! I’m scared and I’m not …” She pressed her face into her hands. “I’m not going to be sent away to just hide in my apartment and not know what’s going on.”
I guess I’m kind of thick sometimes. It had honestly not occurred to me that she was involved with this beyond the death of her grandfather. What was happening, and what had to be done felt private, part of a time and place that should have been long forgotten, just like those of us that had been there.
The idea that she was part of it now didn’t sit well with me. Call it an offended sense that she was intruding on something personal, or even shame if you want, but I just wanted to get out of the car without another word. Part of it, too, was that she seemed so young and untouched by the world, that the last thing I wanted to do was destroy that innocence.
I looked at her, sitting defiant and scared with her hands clenched together in her lap, and I realized that she didn’t want to be involved any more than I wanted her to be. I could see in her face that this was really about getting away from it. She needed to know that it was over, and not lingering over her forever, always waiting for something unknown to jump out around the next corner.
How did I tell her that she was better off only knowing about the bags without exposing her to the fact that there was more to fear out there?
“I’m coming with you to see Henry. Besides, you don’t even have a car, your truck is trashed.”
“I can rent a car.”
“I’m coming with you. If you’re going to go after those fuckers, then I want to be there. They killed my grandfather. I deserve to be there.”
“You can’t, you have to go to Patrick’s funeral.”
“The rest of my family can go and stand around a hole in the ground mourning an empty shell. I’m going to pay my respects by finishing what my grandfather started. I’m going to help you find what you’re looking for, just like he would have. I’m the only one left who can.”
That’s when I did a really shitty thing. I’m not a particularly nice man at the best of times, but this was pretty low, even for me. I think I justified it at the time by thinking that I’d send her home soon, but I may not have even bothered with that.
See, she was completely right. Without Anne, I didn’t have a tracker. I had to use her if I was going to have any chance of finding what I was looking for. I told myself that I could protect her, but I had been down this road before, and I knew that wasn’t true. Shadroe was proof of that. But I gave in anyway and gave her the lecture that she expected, because I knew that would seal the deal.
“Fine. But when I tell you to go, then you’re going to get in this car and drive away. No arguments, no complaining. When I decide that it’s too dangerous for you, that’s it. You don’t have any idea how bad this will get.” She opened her mouth to speak. “No, you really don’t have any idea. I’m only going to take a yes or a no.”
“Yes.”
As if any other answer was possible for her now. I got out of the car feeling dirty. She was right. I am an asshole.
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Motels like the Sweet Pastures don’t generally see much traffic in the early-morning hours. The lobby was still and deserted. A bell rang against the doorframe when we came in, but we still had a long tired minute of leaning against the counter before a man slouched out of the back office.
“Help you?” He wore jeans and a short-sleeved yellow golf shirt that strained to encircle his meaty arms. His gut was hard and round and stretched the fabric to the point of near transparency.
Even though he was still relatively young, he had the look of an aging athlete about him, still strong beneath the flab. I doubt that in his high school football heyday he had seen himself a few years later working the counter at the Pastures. He was already getting on my nerves, having directed his greeting to Anne’s T-shirt, where it pulled tight across her breasts.
“Two rooms, adjoining if you have them,” I said.
His eyes flicked to me, then back across Anne, oblivious to her narrowed eyes. His tongue touched his lower lip. “Two rooms? Yeah, I have that. Be one-twenty plus tax. Checkout is noon tomorrow.” He pulled a couple of old-fashioned keys out of his desk, and I put my credit card and ID on the counter.
The keys were heavy brass with dark green plastic ovals attached to them by a ring, with room numbers printed in big faded gold block letters. He processed my card quickly and ignored the ID, his hands working deftly and without apparent supervision.
When he was done, he slid Anne’s key across the counter under his hand, but she pulled her fingers back before he could brush them with his.
“Eight and nine, to the right as you walk out. You need anything at all, sweetness, you just call the desk. I can let myself in.” His gaze crawled down her body.
Before I was aware of making the decision, I had already grabbed him by the back of the neck and slammed his head down onto the counter. The impact shook the entire front desk and cracked the wood of the countertop. He had managed to turn his face in time to save his nose and teeth, blood still sprayed out of his mouth as his lips split.
I wanted to yank his head up and slam it down again, this time hard enough to burst it open, but I didn’t. I don’t always have clarity at these moments, where I know I’m over the line and can stop myself, but this time we both got lucky.
I took my hand off his neck. “Stay down on the fucking counter, shut your mouth, and don’t look up until we leave.”
I could see the anger snapping in his eyes as he glared up at me, ready to fight, but it all drained out when he got a good look at my face. He looked away and went still, breathing heavily through his open mouth, anger replaced by fear.
You can tell when someone has reached a place in their heads where consequences no longer matter to them and any word or movement is liable to turn a confrontation into a crime scene. That’s what he was seeing now. I found myself poised, eyes locked on this piece of shit and wishing that he would twitch or say something that would give me an excuse to let go of my restraint.
We stood frozen across the counter from each other until the sound of the door slamming got my attention. Anne had stalked out of the office.
Disappointment mixed with shame as I stepped hastily away from the counter. I followed her out the door and caught up to her at Number Eight. She stopped with her key out, but instead of putting it in the lock, she spun to face me.
“I can’t believe you just did that!”
“That guy was a jackass.” I hadn’t cared much one way or another what people thought of me for years now, but all of a sudden it mattered.
“So what? I’m an adult. If I think something needs to be done, I’ll do it. I don’t need you protecting me like I’m some helpless little girl.” She jabbed the key at me. “You know what you just did? You just took away my adulthood in front of that man. Worse, you made me look like a victim.”
I felt my face grow hot. “It wasn’t even about you, alright? I just don’t like people treating women like that.”
“What was that? Women? So if he had been staring at some guy’s package, you’d have been fine with that?”
“I don’t know.”
“Yes, you do. You think all women are weak, right?”
“No, of course not.”
“Right. Let me tell you something. I can fight and I can shoot, probably a damn sight better than you can, and I’ve been doing both since I was a kid. I don’t need you to defend me, especially against some caveman staring at my tits. And that connecting-rooms business? What’s that about? Is that so you can keep me safe, since I’m so helpless?”
I put my key in number nine’s lock and turned it hard. “No, as a matter of fact, it’s for my benefit, not yours. You’re the only alarm I’ve got, so knock if you smell anything. Or better yet, you go ahead and take care of any bags that show up, and let me get some sleep!” I went inside and slammed the door, harder than I needed to.
I was embarrassed and angry, but not so much that I couldn’t admit that she was right. Or at least partially right. I wasn’t standing up for her. I hurt that guy because I had gotten angry and couldn’t stop myself from using it as an excuse to lash out at someone.
I have had, in my long life, something of an anger-management problem. On my good days, I can walk away from it. Other days I seem to clutch at it like an addict, and like an addict, I’m ashamed of what happens afterwards. Over the years I’ve lost the respect of close friends, and more than once I almost lost Mags because of the things I’ve done. People can like you if you stand up for yourself, or someone else, but only up to a point. There’s a line that you can’t cross without becoming a monster and a savage in their eyes. It’s hard to earn that respect back, and sometimes you can’t, especially to yourself, so I try my best to keep a leash on it.
I grew up angry, but when I came back from the war, I realized that it had gotten a lot worse overseas. That I had gotten a lot worse. I’ve felt pretty proud over the last thirty years that I had matured, maybe come to terms with it. Turns out, that’s only because hiding out on my farm I haven’t had anyone to get mad at. It was humiliating to lose control and look like an ass in front of Anne, and I swore that it wouldn’t happen again. It was an old promise, worn and familiar.
I flicked on the light, and threw my keys and wallet on the dresser. The room was small and shabby and smelled faintly of cigarettes. It came complete with matted brown carpet that looked more like it was growing out of the floor than covering it, and a sagging twin bed sporting a polyester floral comforter that was probably dirtier than the carpet. I’ve stayed in worse places, but not in recent memory.
I walked to the tiny bathroom and stripped off my clothes. They reeked of sweat and smoke. I filled the sink and scrubbed them as best I could with hot water and hand soap, then squeezed them out and laid them across the air conditioner vents to dry.
I took a long shower, and the heat seemed to draw the fatigue of a long day and night up out of my bones and into my muscles, making me heavy and dragging me down.
I got out and dried myself on the thin, sandpapery towel, then slid the bedspread off onto the floor and lay down on top of the sheets. At least those were probably washed between guests. I felt leaden and absolutely still as I listened to the muffled drone of the little air conditioner.
In my mind I could hear Shadroe Decatur’s slow drawl. You gonna get that little girl killed, Sarge. She ain’t never seen a hard corner in her entire life and you’re gonna bring her right into the grinder with you.
“Everybody starts out looking soft on the outside,” I said out loud.
“But you look under that, and I bet there’s steel in this one. I’m sure Patrick saw to that.” Shad’s memory was silent, but I could picture his weasel face pinched in disapproval.
I closed my eyes and tried not to remember how he died. In seconds I was fast asleep.
When I woke up, it was late afternoon, and I was starving. My clothes were dry and stiff and smelled a hell of a lot better. I put them on thinking about steak and knowing that Anne must be as hungry as I was.
I pocketed my key and stepped out into the cool wind and butter-yellow afternoon sunlight. I stood in front of her door for the long moments necessary for me to kick down my pride and knocked.
She answered immediately. Her hair looked damp, but she was dressed. The bed was rumpled and I noticed that she had also distrusted the comforter. She had folded it neatly and set it on the chair by the door.
“Hey,” I said, trying to gauge her mood. She didn’t look angry.
“Hey.”
“You get some rest?”
“Yes. You?”
I nodded and rubbed at my stubbly chin. I needed to remember to buy a razor. And clothes. I took a deep breath. “Look, Anne. I’m sorry about earlier. How about I spring for dinner to make it up to you?”
Her lips twitched up at the corners. “That must have been pretty hard to get out, you looked like you were going to choke for a minute there.”
“I did not.”
“Yes, you did. Now it’s my turn. It’s been a really bad couple of days for me, even before I came out to your house. I don’t normally bite people’s heads off like that.” She ducked inside and grabbed her purse and keys, and then stepped past me towards the car. “But you were still totally wrong.”
“That’s big of you, thanks.”
We wound up at a steakhouse a few miles from the motel. The large dining room was mostly empty since dinner was still two hours away for most folks. I asked for a table by the window so I could keep an eye on the car and got it with a gracious smile.
Anne snapped her menu shut and said, “I’m picking the next place.”
“Why?”
“Because I’m a vegetarian, and so far you’ve picked a burger joint and a steakhouse, that’s why.”
“Well why didn’t you say something when we drove up?”
She shrugged. “Maybe you’re buying dinner because you’re sorry, and maybe I’m letting you drag me to a steakhouse because I’m sorry.”
“They say you can tell a good compromise because nobody is happy.”
She laughed. “So true.”
To honor her gift to me, and because I didn’t know how long it was going to be before I saw another steak, I ordered a giant porterhouse, rare. She made do with a salad and some side dishes, which made me feel a little guilty, but it passed pretty quickly.
When the steak came it was bigger than my head and nearly hanging off the sides of the plate. The outside was seared to a perfect crust and the inside was reddish-pink and so tender I almost didn’t need a knife. I went in and didn’t come up for air until half of it was gone.
“So, about what we’re doing,” I said when I slowed down. “We need to catch a plane to North Carolina to see Henry. I’d like to do it tonight, if that’s okay with you.”
“Why not just call him?”
“I’ll call him. But we need to see him in person, too.”
“To get his piece, right?”
I chewed a piece of steak instead of answering.
“I can’t afford a plane ticket, Abe. Why don’t we just drive down there? It’ll just take a couple of days, we can even drive in shifts and make in one long day if you want.”
“No time. If those men left from my house or the retirement home and started driving, they could be there tomorrow. It’s a little over a twenty-hour drive from my place. We have to get there first. Don’t worry about the money, I’ll buy the tickets. I have some money saved up.”
“You think they’re already heading there? Right now?”
“I’ve been thinking about the timing, between the nursing home and my farm. If those two groups of men had left at the same time from somewhere west of here, they would have arrived at the home, and then at my farm at just the right times.
“Now, if that’s true, maybe there’s more than just two groups. Why not one group for each piece, each setting off from the same location at the same time? If so, then Henry’s group has already been traveling the distance from the farm to Henry’s house since last night. That means that they could arrive as early as tomorrow evening.”
“Well, couldn’t they already be there? I mean, what if they took a plane, too?”
I shook my head. “They can’t pass for regular people in good light, or close up. No way they could make it through an airport or sit on a plane.”
“They looked pretty normal to me. For crazed murderers, anyway.”
“It’s the worms. They’re never still, and they go everywhere. We saw a couple of ‘em in the daytime once, and you could see these thin little lines curling and wiggling under the skin of their faces and on their arms. I swear I saw something flick past the inside of an eye once, too.” Anne shuddered and looked away from her plate.
“Their color isn’t right, either. Plus, you saw their eyes back at the home. At the very least, they look crazy and drugged up. You think the airline folks will let them get on a plane like that? No, they’ll have to drive it, so we have a chance to get there first. Especially since they’ll have to steal gas or swap cars on the way, which might slow them down.”
“I don’t want this to be real.” I noticed that she was twisting and wringing her cloth napkin in her lap. “My grandfather was murdered right in front of me. In my whole life, I’ve never even known anyone who was murdered, or even anyone who knew someone who was murdered. I never saw a house burn down, either. It’s like I went to sleep yesterday, and when I woke up my world was stolen away and a different one was left in its place. A broken one.”
I knew that sense of betrayal very well. I remembered vividly the angry shock when I found out what the world was really like some sixty years ago. I still feel it today. “I’m sorry. I can go visit Henry alone if you like, and come back here to get you afterwards. I’m sure you have people you need to see, like a boyfriend or a boss or something.”
“You can stop that, I’m going. And I don’t have a boyfriend anymore, not for a couple of months now. Apparently, taking care of my grandfather was a real downer, so he split. And now I don’t have any real family left, either. I guess I could call my boss at the restaurant I work at, but fuck him. He’s a jerk anyway.”
Hearing about lost boyfriends and restaurant jobs made me nostalgic for my own youth, or at least my innocence, before I went overseas. It was like looking through an ancient soda shop window and seeing yourself seated at the counter, just a kid, laughing with your buddies. I didn’t have the right to drag her out of the light, but if I didn’t, things were going to go badly for a whole lot of people. I don’t understand why the world always seems to require sacrifice to do the right thing, but even after all these years I still had every intention of avoiding it. I haven’t managed it yet, but there’s always a first time.
There wasn’t anything else to say, so we finished eating in silence.
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We stopped at a store on the way to the airport so that I could get two duffel bags and fill one of them with toiletries and clothes. The store was too big and sterile, and the shirts seemed like they were made of less fabric than they used to be. In fact, everything seemed to be TV props of the real thing, brighter and slicker, but also flimsy and insubstantial. Disposable. Anne geared up as well, just with more clothes and double the toiletries. I paid for everything.
Standing out in the parking lot, I transferred the remaining contents of the battered metal toolbox to the empty duffel. An early fall rain was coming, and streamers of cool air whipped past me, carrying fine droplets and the scent of electricity.
I borrowed Anne’s cell phone as we drove towards the airport and dialed Henry’s number from memory. Anne kept glancing at me as she drove, then looking away as if she weren’t curious.
“Henry, it’s Abe. I’m coming to see you tonight. Yep. That’s right. You’re still as sharp as you ever were. See you tonight.” I handed the phone back.
“What did he say?”
“He said he’d be ready for us.”
“You didn’t warn him about the bags, that they were going to his house.”
“I didn’t have to, he knew as soon as he heard my voice. We haven’t spoken in thirty years, and all of a sudden I call him out of the blue and say I’m on my way to his house?” I looked out of the rain-flecked window and watched the thunderheads flicker with internal lights overhead. “No matter what else he might be, Henry’s still the smartest man I ever met.”
As with most daytime showers, the sun was still shining between the thin clouds, painting the gray cotton with summits of liquid gold. A faint rainbow shone in the distance, seeming to pace the car as I watched out of the speckled window.
“Abe, what’s going on?”
I shrugged. “Let’s hope Henry can tell us both. And that we get there in time to hear it.”
“I hope the bags do show up. I owe them for my grandfather.”
“Yeah, that’s something I’ve been meaning to ask you about. That shot with my gun was pretty impressive.”
She shrugged and looked away.
“I’m serious. Tell me about it.”
“Not much to tell. My grandfather taught me to shoot, and then had me enrolled in classes and signed up for competitions pretty much the whole time I was growing up. I was at the range every weekend when my friends were all at the mall, which did wonders for my social status. He even insisted I learn some hand to hand stuff from his Army training, which seemed pretty pointless. I asked what it was all for, and he said that in his day, men were better behaved, but now he figured I needed to be able to explain to a date that no means no. Preferably while I was driving him to the emergency room.”
I had to laugh at that. Getting grabby with Patty’s granddaughter would have led to quite the exciting evening for her dates, just not in the way they imagined.
“That’s a great idea, but I don’t think that’s really why he did it. I think that the old bastard knew all along that you had his gift. He was preparing you to do what he used to do, if it came down to that. Patty was pretty good in a scrape himself, but of course he got his training from the Brits at Achnacarry with the rest of us. Maybe he didn’t go through the whole course, but he did enough.”
“Achnacarry?”
“Scotland. It’s where all of us were trained, back in the ‘40s. The British had real commandos and we didn’t, so Uncle Sam pulled a bunch of us from the 34th Infantry and gave us to the Brits to train. Your grandfather and the Professor showed up at the end. They were more honorary Rangers than anything else. We had four head-kickers plus those two, whom we were assigned to protect.”
“My grandfather was in for his nose, right? Why Henry?”
“Doesn’t do much good to find the bad stuff if you don’t know what it is or what to do about it when you get there. Didn’t Patrick ever tell you any of this?”
“He didn’t like to talk about it.”
“Me neither to tell the truth.”
“Oh. Sorry.” And just like that, she turned on the radio and dropped it. I was both surprised and grateful for the gesture.
Austin Straubel International Airport was originally named for the first aviator from Brown County to die in the war, back in 1942. I didn’t know if the stream of people that swirled around us like we were a rock in a current knew that, but it was kind of a big deal back then. No matter what branch you served in, or where you lived or fought, he was one of us. It was satisfying to see him remembered, as if that remembrance were for us as well.
Of course, the noble history of the airport didn’t make up for the reality of modern air travel. We spent the next five hours in a cramped flying bus full of people studiously ignoring the undignified accommodations and each other.
I received fifteen cents worth of soda in a tiny plastic cup while trying to keep my knees from rubbing the seat in front of me. It was like being in a dog kennel one size too small, but without the ability to lie down.
I remembered taking trips with Maggie back in the ‘60s to visit friends, and it seems like with so many other things, in my memory those trips were more elegant and comfortable. Of course, fewer people could afford to do it back then, so I guess I shouldn’t complain.
Coming out of the airport into the soft, fragrant night air of North Carolina was worth the ordeal. I took a deep swig of the heavy air and felt my shoulders and face relax right away. It was warmer here, as if even the seasons were more relaxed.
We had to take a shuttle bus to get to the rental car center, which was a quick way to get to a slow moving line, where I rented the cheapest SUV they had.
I’m not a fan of SUVs for most things, since I expect a truck to work hauling manure and hay on the farm and I’m not interested in sharing cabin space with a hundred pounds of cow shit, but I figured the extra room and ground clearance couldn’t hurt for what lay ahead.
It took over an hour to reach Henry’s place from the airport, much of it down dark and deserted blacktop roads, past the outskirts of the small town of Linwood. The lonely plot of land that Henry had purchased after the war was situated on the edge of a large stand of pine trees far back from the highway.
The only indication that someone lived here was a break in the endless line of trees along the highway and a massive brick mailbox with an iron plate on top with the word “Monroe” stenciled on it in white paint.
He ended up living on the backside of nowhere for the same reason that I had moved back to the farm after the war. Walking through the destruction of Europe, literally climbing over chunks of masonry from buildings five hundred years old, or around the smoking remains of a newly built cafe, had changed the way we viewed civilization.
Buildings looked like pre-ruins when we got back, and the teeming masses that inhabited them seemed fragile and temporary. Only the mud and trees and hills seemed permanent and reliable.
I turned into Henry’s carefully raked, quarter-mile-long gravel driveway and stopped after about twenty yards, leaving the lights and engine running.
“Why are we stopping?” asked Anne.
“Because we don’t want to get shot.” After a few seconds of sitting in the dark, a powerfully built black man in dark sweatpants and a black T-shirt materialized out of the shadowy tree line to my left. He moved in that classic easy trot that spoke more of military service than the M9A1 pistol that he was holstering. I rolled the window down.
“You must be Abe.” He was fairly young, but he had a deep, wide voice. Beads of sweat stood out in his scalp-close hair. “Expecting anyone else?”
“Nope. And you are?”
“Leon Moss.” He reached into the car and shook my hand. His grip was hard and quick. “Henry is my great-uncle.”
“Nice to meet you, Leon. Want a ride up to the house?”
“No, thanks. I’m gonna check the perimeter a few more times and see what might come in behind you.”
“Okay, thanks.” We started rolling slowly up the drive, the gravel cracking and popping under the tires. When I looked into my rearview mirror, Leon was gone.
The old place looked much like the last time I saw it, decades ago. A huge oak tree dominated the front of the house, now just a black fractal silhouette against the floodlight over the porch.
The gravel drive went straight up to the tree where it became a wide circle around its trunk. I drove around until I was pointed back down the drive and then shut off the engine. Yellow light from two of the front windows painted long rectangles across the wooden porch, spilling out into the yard.
I walked around to the SUV’s rear hatch, listening to the crunch of my footsteps and the wind slithering through the oak’s high branches. Those small sounds underscored the thick silence. I put both of my duffels over one shoulder, and Anne’s over the other and then locked the car.
“Thanks, but I can carry my own bag,” said Anne as we walked to the porch.
“I got it.” I knocked on the door.
“I said I can carry it.” She yanked her duffel off of my shoulder and slung it over her own.
“Take mine, too, if you like carrying bags so much. I’m not that big a fan.”
The door swung open with a long creak from the steel spring bolted to the top of it, revealing Henry ‘The Professor’ Monroe. He looked pretty good to me for a man in his eighties. The deep wrinkles and sagging, parchment-thin skin did little to distract from his clear and steady gaze.
“Abraham. Come on in.” His smile was bright in his dark face, and warm.
We followed him into a small but neat kitchen. He wore gray work pants, heavy black shoes, and a sleeveless wife beater undershirt.
“It’s been a long time, Henry,” I said. Then I dropped my bags and hugged the guy.
“It’s great to see you, Abe.” He slapped me on the back a few times, and I’ll be damned if my eyes weren’t a little moist when we were done. We grinned at each other for a few moments in silence. “And who is this?” His voice was deep and measured, each word enunciated precisely in his round-edged mellow tones. It was this mannerism, more than his role as our portable scholar, that earned him his nickname.
“I’m Anne, sir. Pleased to meet you.”
“She’s Patrick’s granddaughter.”
“Is that right? Well, I’m glad to make your acquaintance, Anne.” Henry smiled and shook her hand with both of his. “Can I get you two some coffee?”
“Did you make it?”
“Leon put it on for me.”
“Then, yes.” We both chuckled at the old joke, which I was surprised still had the power to tickle me. Henry had burned enough coffee in the field to be the only man in the squad exempted from the task. Being the smart guy of the group, we all assumed he did it on purpose. He poured three big mugs of coffee from a battered old percolator and handed us each one. If Anne preferred cream or sugar, she didn’t say so. “Come on back into the den.”
We followed him down a short hallway, passing framed pictures of family on the walls, mostly kids in their Sunday clothes laughing into cameras. Our feet made comfortable and quiet thumping noises as we moved across the wooden floor. The house was an old pier and beam affair, without a foundation, so there were a couple of feet between us and the ground below, lending our steps a hollow sound.
Henry sat down with a grunt in his big easy chair and waved us to the overstuffed, Depression-era sofa to his right. There was a colorful hand knitted blanket draped across the back. Two big lamps and the wide windows looking out onto the front porch kept the room from being gloomy, as it might otherwise have been with the dark paneled walls and low ceiling. We sat down.
Henry waited patiently with an amused glint in his eye as Anne stared openly at his hands and forearms. At first glance they appeared to be terribly scarred. Long teardrop-shaped welts and rivulets ran down both forearms, getting denser towards his wrists and then merging to completely cover his hands. It looked like he had plunged them into a vat of hot cooking oil, which had splattered up both arms. Then, as you noticed that his hands were smooth and supple, the pattern seemed to reverse like an optical illusion, as if everything except that skin was burned, and that the youthful texture of his hands was what ran up his arms, splashing over the rest of his wrinkled, thin skin.
Anne looked up to see Henry watching her, and blushed in embarrassment. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to stare.”
“That’s all right. They’re marks worth staring at. When I first got them, I didn’t even know it. Even twenty years ago, I could just make out faint outlines. That’s when I had my first suspicions. But now that I’m an old man, they’re as plain as the nose on my face.”
“What happened?”
“Well, that’s a long story.”
“Don’t worry, I already know about Abe’s age. He told me.”
His eyes locked onto mine, and I could see a sadness there, and maybe some reproach. “Did he now? I guess he felt like there wasn’t much reason to keep it a secret any longer.” Like I said, he was a smart son of a bitch. He settled back in his chair. “Well, it’s still too long a story for tonight, but I’ll tell you a little. You ever take chemistry in school?”
“Some in high school, not much though.”
“You ever put sodium in water? To see the reaction?”
“No, I don’t think so.”
“You’d remember it if you had. It’s a popular demonstration of the volatility of alkali metals among high school and college educators. What you do is take a small piece of metallic sodium, just a tiny one, and drop it into some water. It’ll start burning, that little piece of metal, so hot and so fierce that it’ll come right to the surface and start skating and sizzling around, throwing fire and sparks. It’s so bright you can hardly look at it. Of course, if you use too much, it can blow up in your face.”
“Um, okay.”
“Well, back in the war, in Warsaw, Abe here fell into a big pool of … liquid. He fell about thirty feet straight down into this big dug-out pit, must have been twenty feet across and who knows how deep. He just dropped in like a stone.
“The next thing I know, there’s a light down there where he hit, dim at first but getting brighter. Then Abe breaks the surface just like that piece of sodium I told you about. That light? It was coming from him. It was so bright you could hardly look at it, and he was throwing sparks and sizzling like crazy, just burning on the surface.
“We thought it was phosphorus at first. So, he’s skating on the surface, burning like the sun, and he comes in a big circle right to the edge where I’m standing. So I reach in and grab him. I can’t look right at him because the fire is too bright, but my hands found him easy, due to the heat.
“I noticed two things right away when I touched him. My hands burned like hell, and that he was stark naked, the clothes burned right off him. So I slid my hands around until I found his wrists, and I hauled him out of the pool.
“As soon as I got him clear, the fire went out. Just like that. Also, he’s bone dry, and so are my hands and arms. It’s like the liquid was the fuel, and as soon as he came out, it burned up in an instant. But only what touched Abe burned. He was the catalyst. So there we were, him naked and unconscious, and me with my uniform sleeves burned off, and neither one of us with a mark on us to show for it. “
“Oh my God.” She looked at the both of us in amazement. “But, if he was on fire, like you say, he was burning so hot and bright you couldn’t even look, why did you grab him?”
Henry looked at her like she was from another planet, which I guess she was, as far as this was concerned. “Because one of us was in trouble. That’s what you do. The war made us family. Any one of us would have done it without hesitation. It just happened to be me because I was the closest. If I had been two more steps away, it would have been your grandfather, or any one of us. We watched out for each other, no matter what. Reaching into a fire is nothing, it never even crossed my mind not to.” That brought thoughts of Shadroe to my mind, but I pushed them away.
“What was it? What was in the pool?”
Henry hesitated, and then glanced at me. I just shrugged, so he answered. “It was blood. A giant pool, who knows how many feet deep, of human blood.”
She turned to me, her mouth twisted in disgust. “Why would there be so much blood? How could there be that much blood?”
I told another lie. “We never found out. About then the demo charges we’d planted went off, and we got out as fast as we could.”
“You must have seen something. What were you doing when you fell?”
“I was trying to kill a man named Piotr Rafal Ostrowski. We were at an old train yard, long since bombed out of service by the Germans, and I had chased him up to the control room overlooking the tracks. We fought, he won. Then he threw me right out the window from three stories up.”
“Peter who?”
We heard the screen door creak open, then slap shut.
“Piotr. We’ll talk about it tomorrow.”
Leon tromped into the room, bringing the scent of the night air and pine trees with him. “It’s all clear, Uncle Henry.”
Henry stood up creakily and clapped his nephew on the shoulder. “Thank you, Leon. I think we’ll be alright tonight.”
“Me and Carlos will be back tomorrow morning, early.”
“You don’t have to do that, we can handle it from here on out.”
Leon looked at Anne and myself, then back at his uncle. “No offense to your friends, but I don’t think so. If somebody is coming here to mess with you, they’re gonna be damn sorry. I’ll see you tomorrow. Nice to meet you folks.”
I could see the pride in Henry’s eyes as we waved good-bye. I knew what sort of trouble was coming to visit tomorrow and wished there was some way to keep Leon out of it.
Leon left and Henry got everyone settled for the night. Anne got the guest room, and I got the couch in the den. I listened to Anne moving around and making the zippers on her duffel bags sing. A little while later I heard the sharp snap of the light going off and then the creak of the bed as she settled down. Henry must have heard it, too, because a few minutes later he padded into the den and sat down in his easy chair. “Still up?”
“Looks like it.”
He sighed and rubbed his knees. “My joints act up at night. Everything but my hands. I guess that shows that there’s a blessing in everything if you look at it the right way.”
“I guess so. Of course, if you close the other eye, you see there’s a curse in everything, too. Is that because there’s good and evil in everything, or because everything is both good and evil depending on how you look at it?”
He shook his head. It was an old fireside conversation. “I like Patty’s granddaughter.”
“Me, too.”
“Seems a shame.”
“She insisted that I bring her along. She lost her grandfather to the bags. They killed him right in front of her, Henry.” I clenched my fists in my lap. “They’re here. All those years and miles, and they’re right back here with us. Can you believe that?”
“Oh, yes. And so can you. We knew it wasn’t over. We’ve been waiting all these years for the other shoe to drop, the both of us. Anne doesn’t care about ancient history, though. She doesn’t really even want revenge, I’d wager. Oh, there might be some of that in her heart, but mostly I imagine that she wants to know that there’s order in the world. Justice. She wants reassurance that things happen for a reason, that her world still makes sense the way it used to.”
“I know. I’d like a little reassurance on that score, too, come to think of it.”
He chuckled, his deep voice smooth in the moonlit room. “I think you and I both know better by now. It’s not that the universe doesn’t want justice, it’s that it doesn’t even know the concept. Like color to a blind man.”
“Maybe that’s what we’re here for, then. Maybe we, of all things in the universe, sow justice in a field that was never meant to have it.”
“Could be. In any case, you know that she wouldn’t be here right now if you didn’t want it, no matter what she said or who her grandfather was.”
“I need her, Henry. I can’t finish this without her.”
“Is it worth it, considering what might happen to her?”
I leaned forward on the couch, suddenly angry. “You tell me, Henry. You’ve been working on what happened that day for decades now. So you tell me. Is it worth sacrificing her for? And you and me besides? Shit, we just sat on those pieces all this time, heads in the sand, hoping it would all go away. Or maybe just hoping to die before anything else was required of us. Isn’t that what we were doing?”
He sighed a long, tired sigh. “Maybe we were. The question is, why aren’t you still? You gave up on us twenty years ago and went to hide down on your farm. You didn’t even come out to Frank’s funeral. And I’m pretty sure I know what you’ve been working yourself up to since Maggie died. Why are you here now?”
I thought about the kind of obligation that can never be denied. Ties that cannot be cut. “Patrick called me for help. I had to go. And when I got there I didn’t save him.” I met Henry’s eyes. “They killed one of us. I will endure for as long as it takes to teach the man responsible what that means.”
He nodded and I could see for a moment the old Henry, full of fire. “And then?”
“And then it will be finished. I’ll be done.”
We sat in silence for a little while, each lost in thoughts of the past and the friends who dwelled there.
“I came out here to show you something.” He reached into his shirt pocket and pulled out a small dark object and put it into my hand. It was light, maybe as heavy as a spool of thread and as big as an unshelled walnut, and made of wood. I smiled as it uncurled in my open palm and stood up.
“Mr. C!”
“Oh, yes. He’s still around. Will be until we’re both gone, I imagine.”
Mr. C, or Mr. Careful as he was known to the squad, was a small wooden spider about three inches long and two inches wide. His head, thorax, and abdomen were all one piece of wood, carved by Henry with a pocketknife over a month of campfires. It was pretty crude. The shape was right, but there was no real detail carved into it.
The two eyes in the front, on the crown of its head, were the largest, and made from two sewing pins with round black plastic heads on them. The pins had been cut in half, and the steel shafts of the top halves had been pushed into the wood until only the round heads were showing for eyes.
The sharp bottom halves had been bent into gentle curves and pushed into the wood underneath the head for fangs. Those only stuck out about a half-inch or so. There were six more eyes around the top, but they were actually just dents pushed into the wood with the tip of a knife and colored in with a felt tip pen.
The legs were made out of matchsticks with the square edges whittled off until they were pretty round. Each leg was made up of three segments, a long one pushed into a hole in the body like a dowel, a short one in the middle, and a slightly longer one that was whittled down to a point at the end.
The ends where the segments met were wrapped in a tiny piece of cloth cut from one of Henry’s shirts, and then carefully wrapped again entirely in brown thread to make a joint. When Henry had first finished putting it together, the legs had stuck straight out from the sides of the body, like eight spokes.
We didn’t know what to think of the serious black man in our midst at that time, new as we were to both the army and each other, especially since Henry was the only black man some of us had ever met in person.
We’d been together in the field for months at that point, so he was no stranger, and make no mistake, any one of us would have taken a bullet for him without hesitation, but he was still an odd duck as far as we were concerned. So you can imagine our reaction when he came around to each of us in turn and asked for a drop of blood to smear on his little wooden spider.
It was Shad who agreed to do it first, of course, claiming that he wasn’t afraid of any voodoo, being from New Orleans and all. Henry told him it wasn’t voodoo, more than once, but Shad didn’t agree. To Henry, voodoo was a specific practice, to Shad it was anything that smacked of the supernatural. Once Shad pressed his pricked thumb on it, everyone had to do it. Nobody was going to be the guy who chickened out.
Henry drew some stuff on a square of cloth with a charred stick from the fire, wrapped the spider up and tied a string around the whole package, and then buried it. The next morning, there was a round hole about two inches wide with a tiny pile of dirt around it, where something had dug up out of that spot.
And there was Henry, as proud as I’ve ever seen him, beaming and holding that spider, dirty now, but with legs bent in a natural, very spider-like way, on his palm. I took a look at it, and I’m not ashamed to admit that when it spun in his hand to look at me, I jumped back with a high-pitched yell. Like a little girl, Shad couldn’t resist pointing out.
Close up you could see that it was just made of wood and cloth, but it moved with a kind of fluid grace and speed that even a real spider couldn’t match. Its legs bent at the joints without tearing the cloth, and the tips of the pins that made up its fangs flexed easily.
Over the next year of living outdoors and in the mud and the heat and the rain and everything else you could think of, that spider got dirty, but it never seemed to get worn or frayed. It was Shad who gave it the name, Mr. Careful. If you put your hand down to get it, the thing would skitter back until you stopped moving, then it would creep up real slow and get on your hand.
If Henry sent it into a building or over a wall, it would flash up to a corner and then ever so slowly peek over the top or into a window, for all the world looking like a nervous Peeping Tom. Shad found it hilarious, and started talking to it, telling it that it was too careful for its own good, like an old lady.
It would scout something out, and come back and jab Henry in the palm with its fangs, and then he would tell us what Mr. Careful saw, more or less. At first it was plenty creepy, but for some reason, we eventually came to look at the little wooden scout as a pet or a mascot.
Maybe it was the fact that each one of us donated blood to it, but it always felt friendly, like it was completely on our side, the way your dog would be.
I put my other hand, palm up, next to the first and the spider stepped lightly from one to the other, the tips of its legs barely denting my skin. It moved just as fluidly as I recalled. “Hey there, Mr. Careful.” I smiled down at it.
Henry held out his hand, and Mr. C leapt gracefully between us. “After you called to say you were coming up here to visit, I went to my desk to get my old notebooks and things from Warsaw, and I saw the matchbox that we kept him in, and got him out.” He looked at Mr. C thoughtfully. “I haven’t thought about him in years.”
“Brings back a lot of memories.” Very few of them good.
“That it does.” He got up and his knees cracked like old sticks. “Good night, Abe.”
“Good night, Henry.” I drowsed that night, but I didn’t sleep. Every sound drew my attention to the big windows overlooking the porch, and out into the night.
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The sun woke me, spilling cheerful light through the windows and across my face as I lay tangled up in my blankets on the couch. The night had been a fitful mix of half-remembered dreams and anxious watchfulness. Getting up was a relief.
Savory smells and the subtle sounds of breakfast cooking revealed that I wasn’t the only one up. Warm thoughts of coffee and eggs hurried my steps as I grabbed both of my bags and padded across the chilly wooden floor to the hall bathroom to take a shower.
Ten minutes of scalding hot water did an acceptable job of substituting for several hours of sleep, driving off the last of the night’s tension.
After dressing and repacking my old clothes, I knelt on the bathroom floor and unzipped the second duffle. Inside were two old familiar things, both of which I had salvaged from my house as it burned down around me.
The first was a leather holster that was stiff and shiny with age, the worn surface covered with a fine network of cracks and lines. A long strip that started with a metal ring and ended in a six-inch tube went against the outer thigh of my right leg, attached by a leather strap meant to go around your belt and snap shut, and another stout strap at the bottom that went around my leg. I buckled it on a little clumsily. It had been a long time. I stood and knelt a few times, getting the tightness right and making sure that the old leather was still sturdy. It was.
The second item was an eighteen-inch-long steel rod that was an inch-and-a-half in diameter. The bottom four inches were wrapped in sweat-darkened leather over crosscuts in the metal underneath.
A two-inch piece that was the same diameter as the shaft was welded to the side where the wrap ended, giving it the appearance of a tonfa, except that the short side handle was cut off square instead of rounded, and much too short.
I hadn’t had any desire to get fancy at the time, I just cut two pieces off of a thirty-foot section of steel construction stock and welded them together.
I wrapped my hand around the grip and squeezed the leather until it creaked. The heft of it felt good to me, although it would be uncomfortably heavy to any other man. I had kept it oiled and wrapped, but the metal had still developed a dark patina over the years.
Its metallic smell was at once familiar and disquieting for the memories it carried. I slipped the end through the metal ring on the holster and down into the snug leather tube at the bottom. Unlike the single belt loop that most batons or nightsticks were carried with, this rig would keep the weapon in place regardless of whether I was running, climbing, or even inverted.
Of course it was uncomfortable and awkward as all hell, but with bags around, I figured I could live with it one more time. I rolled up the empty duffel and stuck it in my clothes bag, then followed my nose to the kitchen.
When I walked in, Anne was already seated, and Henry was putting a big bowl of grits down on the table. The bowl stopped in midair as his eyes went from my face to my leg and back again. “Sleep well?” The bowl thumped down.
“Like a baby. Cranky and two hours at a time.”
He put an empty plate and a cup of coffee in front of me. “Like a big, ugly baby.”
“Granted. Morning, Anne.”
“What are you wearing on your leg?”
“It’s for my Teddy Roosevelt impression. Hey, you mentioned that Patty taught you to shoot. Can you handle my.45?”
She shrugged. “Yes, but I’m better with a nine or a.38. The recoil on the.45 is more than I like.” She grinned at me. “Because I’m so dainty.”
“Well,” said Henry, “I’m sure I can find you something that will better suit a lady of your refinement after breakfast.” If he was surprised, he didn’t show it.
“Thank you, Henry.”
Conversation drifted into small talk as we ate, as each of us tried to hold on to the pleasant mood of the morning. While Anne and Henry got acquainted, I mostly kept quiet and ate.
I can’t remember the last time I had real grits, but it was surely too long ago. They were creamy and buttery in just the right way and went perfectly with the fried eggs and thick slices of bacon that Henry served on top of them.
I was on my second plate when we heard the crunch of tires on gravel outside. “That would be Leon and his friend,” said Henry.
They came into the kitchen full of energy and testosterone. Both wore Marine BDUs, whose pixilated pattern of light and dark brown patches mixed with the occasional rectangle of blue looked strange and futuristic to me.
Leon dropped into a seat and was already reaching for a plate before he spoke. “Everybody, this is my buddy Carlos.”
“Hey.” Carlos gave me a friendly nod, then turned to Anne with a big smile. “And hello to you, sweet thing. It’s a pleasure to make your acquaintance.” He was young, handsome, and obviously having fun. Anne rolled her eyes and laughed as he took her hand and kissed the back of it.
I turned to Henry. “Yeah, they’re Marines all right. Rangers have more class.” He laughed and slapped my palm.
“You got that right.”
“Just like the Army to call in the Marines when things get tough,” said Leon with a grin.
Carlos just shook his head sadly. “Some things will never change.”
The two men promptly settled in and inhaled the remaining six eggs, half pound of bacon, and pot of grits in five minutes flat.
“Still hungry?” asked Henry, who was apparently used to it.
“Nah, we had breakfast on the way here.”
“Of course you did.”
When we were done cleaning up the kitchen, Henry led us all outside. The morning air smelled green and fresh, and the sky was a deep clear blue. About a hundred yards behind his house was a square building made out of sheet metal on a wooden frame. It was about the size of a barn and it looked old. He opened the big padlock on the front door and let us inside, flipping on the overhead fluorescent lights as he entered.
Walking in, I was hit with the smell of machine oil and concrete dust. Two large worktables stood in the middle of the floor, and a desk was pushed into one corner. Four full-sized metal filing cabinets stood against another wall, and wooden shelves lined the entirety of the remaining two, the top shelves filled with books and binders, the bottom shelves stacked with boxes and small crates.
“Wait for me by that table there,” Henry said, indicating the larger of the two tables in the middle of the room. “I just need to get a few things.” He walked across the room in the slow, measured gait of the elderly and began pulling boxes off of a shelf.
“Didn’t you used to work on your tractor in here?” I asked.
“I did. But after I sold most of my acreage, I decided to get rid of it. Besides, this place makes a nice study. I have enough elbow room for my research.”
“Most people just take up a little woodworking in their golden years.”
“Oh, I do a little of that, too. I’ll make you a picture frame next time I see you.” He came back with a small wooden box perched on top of a larger metal one. He set them down on the table, and then opened the wooden one, his strangely young fingers quick and sure on the latch.
The first thing he pulled out was a small book bound in thin, supple leather. I recognized it as the ritual book that we had taken from Piotr all those years ago in the train yard. There were as many extra pages of handwritten notes sticking out of it as there were original pages.
“What’s that?” asked Anne.
I handed it to her and watched her thumb through it. The original pages were covered in a dense pattern of curling symbols. They looked sinuous, as if they were meant to convey some kind of disturbing twisting motion instead of words. You couldn’t help but follow the undulating pattern with your eyes, but I knew from experience that staring at it for too long would give you a blinding headache in short order.
The handwritten notes and diagrams were in Polish.
Henry gently took it back from her. “If you translate the Polish, you’ll see that these are just notations, not a full translation like we originally thought. So it appears that Piotr could read the original text. One interesting thing that he did mention in his notes, however, was the fact that this book was delivered to him by an unknown agency. He woke up one day to find it next to his bed, wrapped in leather, next to several additional items. The altar pieces for sure, and a few other things that are never mentioned by name in his notes.”
“And you don’t know who gave it to him?”
“We do not. There’s no other example of this writing in the world as far as I can tell, and Piotr himself doesn’t know. We had hoped that taking the instruction manual and the altar pieces would be the end of it, but it appears not.”
He reached back into the box. “I believe this is what you’re looking for.”
He removed a flat, quarter-circle of metal and set it face down on the table. Twin spikes four inches long jutted towards the ceiling. I picked it up gingerly and felt my lips involuntarily thin in disgust. It felt oily to the touch, as I remembered, even though it was bone dry. I found myself rubbing my fingers together to prove that there was nothing on them. It was heavy, as though made of lead, but I knew from experience that it was harder than anything we had tried to use to smash it. Sledgehammers would only make it skitter and bounce away, a drill press couldn’t bite into it, and we even discovered that a steel plate backed by a vice would simply be punctured by the spikes.
On its front side, bumps and sinuous ridges chased each other across the face. Disturbing patterns seemed to catch your eye in them, but they never quite resolved into anything you could name. Worse, the light always seemed to be moving subtly across the face of it, making small shadows in the depressions writhe, as if it were reflecting a dim light from elsewhere.
“Can I see it?” asked Anne. She had the back of one hand pressed to her upper lip.
“Sure. Bad smell?”
She took her hand away from her face and accepted the piece from me. “Like you wouldn’t believe.”
“I don’t smell anything,” said Carlos.
“She’s just delicate.”
Anne turned it over in her hands. “What is it?”
“According to the journal, it's a transmitter. Or part of one, anyway,” said Henry. “We think you need all four to broadcast, judging from the way we found it.”
“Meaning?” she said absently, as she ran her thumb across the depressions.
“Four of them together make a circle. We found four men nailed to a big wooden table. The feet of each man pointed toward one of the cardinal compass points, but their heads were together in the middle of the table, almost touching. Those spikes on the back were pushed through their eyes.”
The piece rang as Anne threw it down onto the table. She rubbed her hands on her pants. “Jesus.”
“The circle was resting across the eyes of the sacrifices. They were still breathing, even though those spikes must have gone deep into their brains. We tried to free them from the table, but as soon as the pieces stopped touching each other, they all died.”
Carlos looked at Leon. “No shit?”
Leon shrugged. “If that’s what the man says, then that’s what happened. Hell, it’s probably not even the weirdest thing he’s got stashed away in here.”
Carlos looked around the barn, a little wild eyed. “That’s great.”
A picture of that table, black and sticky with blood, flashed in front of my eyes. I still see it in my dreams sometimes. I remembered prying long nails out of one man’s arms and legs, and then the horrified screaming when we jostled the men enough for the metal pieces to stop touching. They didn’t die right away. First they screamed like I’ve never heard anyone scream before or since, as if their mouths and lungs simply couldn’t expel the terror and panic fast enough. Then each of them clawed at the plates where their eyes would be and died. I don’t know what they saw when looking through those metal pieces, but the shock of it is what killed them, not the spikes.
Leon looked at me across the table. “You say men are coming to get this part of the transmitter or radio or whatever it is?”
“And soon. I expect that the original owner is ready to put them to use again.”
“Fuck that shit. No way they’re getting it.”
“Hell yeah, brother,” said Carlos. “They messin’ with the wrong boys this time.”
Anne pointed a finger at Carlos. “These guys are really dangerous. Don’t get all cocky.”
Carlos laughed. “You worried about me, sweet thing? I’m touched. But me and Leon here got it covered. We’re Recon, baby, baddest of the bad. We’ll keep you safe, and you can think of a way to thank me afterwards.”
“I have no doubt you can handle yourselves,” I said, before Anne could start in on him, “but she’s right. Think junkie loaded up on PCP. You’re going to need a headshot to put them down for good, or at the very least knees and hips to get them on the floor.”
Carlos crossed his arms and leaned back from the table. “You’re shittin’ me.”
“No,” said Anne. “I’ve seen it. One of these guys killed my grandfather, and Abe shot him right in the chest. He didn’t even slow down.”
“Well, junkie or no junkie, I got a little something for him out in the truck.” He laughed and bumped fists with Leon.
Anne’s head snapped up and her eyes focused beyond the door towards the house. Seconds later, I heard the roar of an engine followed by the dull grinding sound of locked tires sliding to a stop on the loose gravel. “I don’t think you’re going to have time to get your surprise ready for the party. They’re here.”
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Henry swore and threw the artifact back into its strongbox. “I thought you said we had until tonight?”
“I thought we did.” I ran to the door and pulled it open just enough to peer outside. A North Carolina state patrol car sat in the driveway. The doors popped open and two men sprang out, neither wearing uniforms. The one on the driver’s side was tall and lanky and carried a pistol, probably a Glock by the look of it. The other man was just as tall, but thick and powerful looking. A police-issue combat shotgun dangled from one hand. They turned their backs to me as they ran towards the house. I pulled back and eased the door shut.
“There’s two of ‘em. Looks like they acquired a police car, which explains how they got here so fast. No sleep and no speed limit changes the game.”
Anne gaped. “They have a police car?”
“I’m thinking that they were flying low in whatever car they had, half for the speed and half for bait. As soon a cop showed up, they probably killed him and took his car.”
“Wait,” said Leon. “If they took his car, then maybe help is already on the way. A lot of patrol cars have GPS locators built into them.”
“I hope so,” I said. “But I’m not holding my breath. My guess is that if the state could have tracked that car, they would have already stopped them with a roadblock before they got here. We have to assume that nobody is coming.” There was a crash from the house. They had broken down the front door. “Anybody in here armed?”
“Our shit’s in the truck,” said Leon. “Did you see their gear?”
“One has a shotgun, likely it came with the car, so that would make it a 12 gauge pump. The other one has a pistol, looks like a Glock. I’d guess that came from the cop as well. Henry, what do you have for us out here?”
Henry grinned and flipped open the second, larger box that he had brought to the table. Several revolvers and two boxes of bullets rested on a layer of small, brown-stained cotton bags. Several fist-sized cloth bags and coils of dull silver metal were stacked against one end.
He began passing out guns. “.357s for the gentlemen,” he said, handing the heavy stainless steel weapons to Leon and Carlos, and setting one on the table for himself. He looked at me, and I shook my head. He nodded, having expected that. “And a.38 for the lady,” handing her one of a pair of.38s. “Everyone is already loaded with hollow point rounds, and there’s more ammo in the box. Put some in your pockets. Sorry, but I don’t have any speed loaders.”
Carlos flipped his cylinder shut with a solid clack and looked at me. “What about you? Can’t shoot?”
“I’ll be good with this.” I patted the steel baton on my hip.
“Shit, man. You can’t bring a stick to a gunfight, you know? You need to pick up a piece.”
“Why should I worry? I’ve got two jarheads to handle these guys, right?”
“Lucky for you.”
I smiled at him. Bags are shit with guns, the worms make them shake and tremble when they get excited. They’re also psychotically aggressive and fast as hell, which means they can and will get in close. And they always carry something sharp.
Everyone jumped at the sound of glass breaking. A dull thump followed. The bags had thrown something heavy out of a window. They knew the piece was around here somewhere, they could probably sense it, but they weren’t sure exactly where. Good thing our side was a little more precise.
“Anne, where are they?”
She answered instantly. “Back of the house, in Henry’s bedroom.”
Carlos snorted. “What are you, Miss Cleo?”
Leon glanced at Henry, who nodded. “Tell me when they head this way.”
“Got it.”
“Henry,” I said, “give me the altar piece.” He handed it to me, and I loosened my belt and tucked it against my lower back, with the spines pointing outward. I snugged the belt tight between the two spines, strapping it to me. It was cold and unpleasant as hell, but those fuckers already had my piece and Patrick’s. I wasn’t losing this one.
Another crash from the house. Carlos went to the door.
“Okay, I think me and Leon should surprise them while they’re busy in the house. Take ‘em out before they know we’re here. You folks stay put.”
Leon trotted up and put his back against the wall, gun pointed at the ceiling. Carlos stood in front of the door and flexed his fingers on the grip of his pistol. He whispered to Leon.
“On three, I’ll go right, you go left. Ready?” Leon nodded and shifted his weight from foot to foot. Carlos put one hand on the knob. “One.”
The door flew open, and Carlos was yanked out of the doorway and into the yard. I moved a split second before Leon, letting me hit him in the legs as he was pivoting into the doorway to pursue. A shotgun boomed as we connected, and Leon was thrown back over my shoulder as I hit the ground.
I caught a glimpse of Carlos dangling by the neck from the hand of the bigger baitbag as I slapped the door shut from the floor, but it just bounced right back open.
Carlos’s eyes were a vivid, horrifying red and he was drooling blood from the sudden increase in pressure as his neck was crushed.
I scrambled to my feet. Leon was already sitting up, his gun pointed squarely through the doorway. The bag was long gone, leaving Carlos in a twisted heap on the grass.
I crept forward and looked left and right out of the doorway. Nothing. I quickly yanked the door closed to prevent them from being able to target us from outside, and went to check on Leon.
He was bleeding from the shoulder and the side of his head. The blood was black on his BDU’s. I knelt by his side and inspected the wounds. It looked like he had taken the edge of the blast, with a few pellets tearing through his ear and cheek, and a few more lodging in his shoulder. Two inches over, and he’d be missing half of his head. His eyes never moved from the door, and his hands were rock steady. “Leon, you okay?”
“Carlos is dead.”
“I know.”
“That motherfucker just yanked him off his feet. Just like that. Crushed his neck like a beer can.”
“Those men aren’t like regular people …”
“I know what a baitbag is, I’ve heard the stories all my life from my uncle.” He grunted and stood up. “I heard, but I didn’t understand.”
I stood up with him and pulled the heavy baton from its sheath. It came free with a loud scraping sound. “Anne! What happened to my warning?”
“He wasn’t there before the door opened! I swear, just in the house!”
“How many in the house?” I knew better, but I couldn’t keep from asking, the same as I had done to Patrick time and again.
“How do I fucking know? You smell cookies baking in the kitchen, do you know how many are in there? I’m getting something from the house and the yard now, but a second ago, it was only from the house.”
“Bags don’t just appear out of nowhere.”
“You’re the goddamn expert, you tell me.”
Henry said, “Looks like they can hide themselves somehow.”
I grimaced. There’s no such thing as a good surprise in a fight. “That’s new.”
“Maybe, maybe not. I don’t recall us ever coming across one trying to sneak around.”
“Shit.”
“Hey Abe,” said Anne, “they’re both outside now, moving around.” The sound of a trunk slamming made everyone look at the door. Ten long seconds passed. “Guys? Is it just my nose, or can everyone else smell gas?”
That’s the great thing about life, it’s never so bad that it can’t get worse.
Leon sniffed the air. “They can’t burn us out. This building is made of sheet metal. It won’t burn.”
The door crashed open, propelled by the foot of the massive bag that killed Carlos. Instead of a shotgun, his hands now held a red plastic milk crate full of clear glass bottles. The bottles were full of a pale pink liquid. Gasoline.
He heaved the crate, but held onto it, launching the bottles through the door. They shattered on the concrete floor, spraying everything between us and the door with fuel and shards of glass.
A split second after launching the crate, he moved to the side to allow the man behind him to step up holding a single bottle in his hand. The bottle had a burning rag stuffed in the top, the flames barely visible in the strong sunlight. The larger man was already picking up a second crate.
Leon saved us. His hand snapped up, and he fired twice. The bottle exploded in the man’s hand, engulfing him in a halo of flame.
Leon, Henry, and Anne all started shooting. The bag that was on fire was screaming and frantically flailing at himself to put out the flames.
His skin and shirt began writhing and twitching. The worms were feeling the heat as well. He dropped to the ground and started rolling, and I lost sight of him as he moved out of the doorframe to the right.
The larger one dodged nimbly off to the other side, also out of sight. Leon put two more rounds through the sheet metal to the left, hoping to get lucky. Everyone stopped shooting.
“We have to move. They can throw some fire in here any second, or more likely, the fumes will get thick enough that we’ll light them off ourselves with the guns. I’ll go out first and draw their attention, you guys count to three and follow. Run for a car. Anyone have their keys?”
“Mine are in the house, in my purse.”
“I’ve got mine,” said Leon. “But when I get to the car, I’m going for the trunk, not the driver’s seat.”
“Don’t argue with me, get in the car and drive away. They won’t follow you, I have the piece.” Leon started to say something, but there wasn’t time to listen. He was going to do what he was going to do, and I wasn’t going to change his mind.
I ran for the door and leaped out into the sunlight as I crossed the threshold. A shotgun bellowed but missed me. I hit the ground next to Carlos. The next blast wouldn’t miss.
I dropped my baton and grabbed Carlos’s body by the collar of his shirt, which was sticky and wet, and his belt, and surged to my feet. The man with the shotgun was standing next to the corner of the building, maybe twenty feet away.
Leon was coming out of the doorway. I apologized to Carlos and hurled the body across the intervening space. The shotgun went off again, and then there was a meaty thud as the two-hundred-pound corpse slammed into the baitbag, knocking him to the ground.
Leon immediately changed course and ran for the downed bag, or more accurately, the shotgun now lying on the ground a few feet away from it. The bag surged to his feet, effortlessly throwing Carlos’s body to the side, but it was too late. Leon already had the shotgun.
He fired at point-blank range, catching the bag in the side and tearing open a gaping wound. One of the bag’s fists whipped out and struck Leon in the arm. I could hear the bone break. The force of the blow knocked him backwards on his ass and tore the shotgun from his hands.
I snatched my baton from the ground and raced forward. The bag was grinning and reaching down towards Leon.
I covered twenty feet in the time it took for the bag to bend halfway to its target, my right arm pulled back across my chest. The bag never saw me coming.
I swept my arm outward in a rising arc like a classic tennis backhand, putting all of my strength behind it. When the baton connected, the bag’s head blew apart like a watermelon under a sledgehammer. The body jerked upright from the force of the blow, and then kept going over to topple backwards onto the ground.
The corpse flexed and the shotgun wound heaved open. Worms spilled out in a glistening mass, covering Leon’s feet. They were gray and muscular like eels, but unlike eels they had no heads. Instead, the end of their bodies simply split into five writhing tentacles. Each tentacle had tiny black teeth on the inward-facing side which were curved like rose thorns, and at the center where the tentacles met, a dark red maw clenched and gasped. It was lined with more teeth, and the inner flesh deepened to arterial purple in the center. They twisted and whipped around in a frenzy, bouncing off of the floor with jerking motions so fast and hard that they made snapping sounds in the air.
The larger worms, each as big around as a garden hose, struck at Leon’s legs, grabbing on with their tentacles and then looping and squeezing with their whole bodies. He screamed as blood began to well up around the tentacles. I could hear the worms sucking at the wounds.
The corpse bucked once more and an enormous worm streaked out, as thick around as my wrist and covered with black markings that seemed maddeningly close to a pattern that your eye could never quite resolve.
It was over Leon’s legs and around his waist in an instant, with the head tentacles spreading wide and wrapping most of the way around his chest. It rippled and tensed, and Leon threw his head back and bellowed, the tendons and veins in his neck standing out. Vertebrae broke with a dull crunch.
I reached down and seized the thing with both hands, feeling the slimy pulse of its muscles under my palms, and it suddenly stopped squeezing. I pulled, and instead of fighting me, it gradually uncoiled and hung limply from my hands, writhing slowly, tentacles spreading and probing the air like some kind of nightmare flower.
I stepped back from Leon and without warning the worm’s top half vanished in a black spray as Anne blew it apart with the shotgun.
The other worms went mad all at once, unlatching from Leon and thrashing and keening with a horrible whistling sound. They became blurs as their frenzied thrashing sped up, and then seconds later, they all went limp. They were dead.
I ducked inside of Henry’s study and dumped out the footlocker that had contained the guns and sacks and brought it outside. Together Anne and I scooped the nightmarish things up with spades that we found leaning in a corner with Henry’s gardening gear and threw them in the footlocker.
We stayed well back from the worms themselves, as we had no idea how they got inside of people, and we weren’t eager to find out. When we were done, the box was six inches deep in limp gray coils.
Henry came out of the door holding one of the cloth bags and a propane blowtorch.
“I figured it would be a little harder for us to get phosphorus grenades these days, so I came up with this. Thermite powder in the bag, magnesium ribbons to get it started, and a torch to light up the magnesium.”
“If you say so.” I ripped open the cloth bags, dumped the gray powder liberally over the slimy mass, and threw the silver ribbon on top. Henry passed me the blowtorch. It lit with a pop and a roar. I touched the blue flame to the magnesium ribbon, which started burning with a fierce white light that was painful to look at. Immediately after, the thermite powder caught with an eruption of heat and sparks that filled the entire box.
I backed away from the nauseating smell of the black greasy smoke billowing out of the charred and melted container. Henry and Anne had moved to crouch over Leon’s supine form.
“We can’t move him. I think his back is broken,” said Anne.
“If we leave him out here, he’s a sitting duck for the other one,” replied Henry.
Leon spoke through chattering teeth. “Carlos. Where’s Carlos?”
Henry leaned down and peered into his eyes, one after the other. “He’s going into shock. Anne, run back into my barn and get some blankets, they’re inside the door to your left. Don’t bother looking for a clean one.”
She nodded and ran for the doorway. After three steps the loud crack of a gunshot made her flinch, and I saw Henry jerk sideways. A thin spray of blood appeared on the grass behind him.
“Abe!” screamed Anne. “Do something!”
I ran towards the sound of the shot.
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The shots were coming from the shadow of the kitchen door, but at least they were now directed at me and not my friends. I cut across the yard at an angle to the door, straining to move faster. The gunshots increased in frequency as I closed the gap, but as I expected, none of the shots came anywhere near me.
The more excited a bag gets, the more the worms thrash around inside them making them jitter. I threw myself to the ground behind the police car just in time to hear the slide lock back on the Glock, empty. I stood up and met the eyes of the bag, not ten feet away.
He was young and good-looking, like a fresh-faced college grad, albeit one in scorched clothes and with one badly burned hand. In that second, as we stared at each other over the hood of the car, he seemed so normal to me. His light blue eyes were a little glazed, and he looked flushed as though he had been running, but he could have been any young man stepping off of a basketball court or a football field. I wondered if he and the other one had talked in the car on the way down to Henry’s house. I wondered who he was and if anyone knew what had happened to him.
He grinned at me wide and easy and then tossed the gun away into the yard. Then he ducked back into the house and out of sight. I glanced back at Anne. She had torn Henry’s shirt into strips and was trying to bandage both men. I couldn’t tell from here how badly Henry was hurt, but he was over eighty years old with a gunshot wound, and Leon’s spine was broken. I needed to get them to a hospital.
Keeping my baton low, I moved into the kitchen. The table had been overturned and the floor was covered in broken glass. I crunched across the shattered fragments as quietly as I could manage.
“I’m glad I ran out of bullets.” I froze. The voice was coming from somewhere past the living room. “I like my knife better. Sometimes, after I shoot somebody, I stab ‘em anyway, even if they’re already dead. No harm in that. It doesn’t matter to them, and it makes me feel better, you know?”
He sounded like somebody striking up a conversation at a party, all breezy and unconcerned. If I hadn’t heard what he said, the tone would have been very pleasant.
I made it to the hallway where I could walk without making so much noise and crept down to the living room. The boards creaked slightly underfoot.
“You’re Abe, right? Peter said we might run into you. My name’s Jeff. You look just like your picture. Of course, the way you were jack-rabbiting across that yard was a real giveaway. That was something else. And that’s saying something, considering the things I’ve seen over the last year.”
The voice was moving, circling around to my left, but it still sounded about a room away. I crept across the living room and glanced behind the recliner just in case. Then I moved towards the other hallway and the guest bathroom. I could feel my hand sweating on the leather grip of my baton.
The bathroom was empty, so I kept going towards the master bedroom at the end of the hallway. The door was half open, and light from the window was painting a stripe down the floor out into the hall. I hugged the wall close to the hinge side of the door and switched my baton to my left hand and raised it. I listened hard, but there was only the silence of the old house, so I pushed the door open slowly with my right hand, braced to swing.
I didn’t see anything, so I went in, staying close to the wall. I didn’t want to get too close to the bed.
“We call him Saint Peter, you know, back in town.” I froze. The voice was coming from the house behind me, towards the living room. That was impossible. The hair stood up on my arms. “Not to his face, but we still do it. Some of us. He lets you into the promised land, you know? And he’s older than dirt. He says that when we kill your friends, we’re supposed to bring the bodies back to him, because he wants to do something to them. I don’t know what, but I bet it’ll be pretty cool.”
I spun around and looked out the door and down the hall. Nothing. I could see all the way into the living room. “I know you have a piece of the sacred altar. Not the one from your farm, because Billy is bringing that one back home, but the one that Henry was hiding. They’re not yours, you know. I know you don’t want to give it to me, but I bet you would trade me.” The voice was coming from the living room. I moved down the hallway, more quickly now, until I could see the whole room. It was empty. “I just need something you’d rather have.”
I looked down. The voice was coming from the floor. The son of a bitch was under the goddamn floor. I heard scuffling under the house. He was moving fast for the porch, and no longer concerned about being quiet about it. I ran across the room and looked out the window in time to see him scrabble and crawl out from under the porch and start running across the yard, his knife glinting in the sun as he pelted across the grass.
Towards Anne and Henry and Leon.
I almost dove through the front windows to follow him, but unlike in the movies, you tend to bleed to death pretty quickly afterwards if you get unlucky. Instead I bolted back towards the kitchen, nearly slipping and falling on all the broken glass in there, as if fate were determined to roll me in glass one way or another today.
The kitchen door was closed, but I didn’t care. I ran at it full out and hit it with my shoulder. The hinges ripped right out of the doorframe, and the door flew gracefully out into the sunlight, end over end. I didn’t see it land because I was already racing across the yard.
I hurdled a low bush without breaking stride and without taking my eyes off of Jeff’s back. He was nearly there. On the other side of him, I could just see Anne’s head start to come up as she heard something, but she was still facing the wrong way.
I wasn’t going to make it in time. As fast as I am, I was going to be a heartbeat too late. Jeff had his knife raised and he was nearly on top of her.
I screamed, “Behind you!” Anne spun around, rising from her crouch, and whipped the shotgun across Jeff’s skull like a baseball bat. It sounded like somebody hitting a melon. Blood flew and he went sideways in a pinwheel and tumbled to the ground.
And then I was there, just in time to see him surge to his feet brandishing his long hunting knife like everything was still going according to plan. I heard Anne’s sudden intake of breath. Her blow had crushed his temple and shattered his left eye socket. That whole side of his face was a red ruin, and flaps of skin hung from the exposed fragments of bone and brain.
As grisly as that was, I don’t think it was the blood and gore that got to Anne. It was the mass of tiny worms that was hanging out of the side of his head, the wound dripping small wriggling clots onto the ground.
He slashed at me impossibly fast, because no matter how shitty bags are with guns, they take to knives like mother’s milk. A line of fire traced across my hastily raised forearm as he cut me to the bone. I was still registering that fact when the blade came blurring towards me again. Instead of trying a second block, I whipped the baton out and across his shoulder.
It cost me a nice deep cut across my chest before it impacted, but once it did Jeff went one way, and his knife went another. The heavy steel bar had shattered his shoulder and one collarbone and thrown him to the ground. I hit him again as he rose, this time crushing though the top of his skull, and it was over.
My legs gave out, and I dropped heavily to the soft grass, blood soaking into the front of my shirt and running freely down one arm.
Anne patched me up with more shirt strips, and I vowed to buy a first aid kit as soon as possible. After she was done, we turned back to Henry and Leon. Henry was kneeling down, strips of makeshift bandage wound around his shoulder. I breathed a sigh of relief. It looked like he was going to be fine. Leon, on the other hand, had gone gray, and he shivered in the warm sunlight. I knelt down beside him.
“How’s he doing?”
Henry shook his head. “Needs an ambulance.”
Anne jumped up and bolted for the house, “I got it.”
“I’m so sorry, Henry. I should have sent the two of you away as soon as I knew they were coming.”
“I wouldn’t have gone. It’s my fight, too. You and I, we deserve this. We should have finished it a lifetime ago in Warsaw, but we didn’t, we ran away. It’s my fault that Leon is hurt, not yours.” He wiped a smooth hand across his old, tired face. “I thought I was educating him, telling him about the real world. From the day he found out, he wanted to know more. In the last few years, he’s even been helping me with my research, if you can believe that.
“I thought I was opening his eyes and making him safe, but in the end I think I was just looking for someone to share my burden.” He fussed with Leon’s blanket. “I knew that if I told him those things were coming, he’d insist on being here. I knew it and I told him anyway. I wanted him to be here, because I was afraid. Now Carlos is dead, and Leon isn’t far from joining him.”
“How do you think Leon would have felt if you hadn’t told him, and you had been killed? He’s no different than you were at his age when you were putting yourself in harm’s way. Nobody could have stopped you then, any more than you can stop him now.”
“We shouldn’t have run.”
“I know.”
“We could have finished it, Abe. We could have ended it once and for all, but instead I’ve lived my life afraid, and you just plain stopped living.”
“If we had chased Piotr back into the switching station that day, we probably would have died. We were hollowed out, Henry. You know that. Shad was dead and I was delirious when you pulled me out of that pool. Everybody else was wounded. Hell, it was all Frank and Don could do to get us out of there.”
Henry smiled tightly and nodded. “Frank. Old Two Penny almost bled out by the time we got help. We didn’t even know he was shot.”
I remembered. “He was a tough son of a bitch.” Cancer had killed him at the age of seventy-four. His funeral was the last time I had gone out into the world before closing myself off.
I hoped Frank’s widow was still around. “You know where Georgia lives these days?”
“I’ve tried to keep touch. I’ve got her address in the house. You think they know where she is?”
“They knew where to find you and Patty. Besides, they aren’t going to give up on the last piece.” I heard Anne yell across the yard that the ambulance was on its way. I glanced back and saw that she was coming with more blankets and some clean towels from the house. “We should have gotten his piece at the funeral.”
“I told you that at the time.”
“Well, now I’m agreeing with you.”
Anne draped the new blankets over Leon, cocooning him from neck to toe. Then she began cleaning his face with a damp towel. None of that was really helping, but I figured she needed to feel like she was doing something. Long nights at Maggie’s side had made me familiar with the feeling.
Henry stood up slowly and sucked in his breath as his shoulder moved. “Let me get my address book so you can get moving. You two need to be gone when the authorities arrive.”
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I watched Henry and Leon dwindle in the rearview mirror until the curve of the gravel drive took them away. Henry wanted me to keep going on this fool’s errand, despite the risk to both his and Leon’s life, so that he could have a chance at peace, at closure, before he died. We both knew how slim that chance was.
Anne’s eyes were red like she had been crying, but I never saw her shed a tear. When she spoke, her voice was strong and steady. “Where are we going?”
“Airport.” I handed her two wallets. One was brown leather and the other was silver fabric and Velcro. They were both well worn and looked like part of someone’s life. I had taken them from the baitbags who had attacked us. “Take a look and see what you can tell me.” She took them from me like they were live snakes.
“The airport isn’t a destination. What am I looking for?”
“Those things used to be people. They lived somewhere, and I’m betting that’s where they were … changed. And to answer your question, we’re going to DC to look up the widow of Frank Eaton.”
“Frank Eaton. That was Two Penny, right?”
“That’s right. Got his name because his family was really poor, even for folks during the depression. One day he found a penny in the barracks, and some wiseass congratulated him, saying that he could quit the army a rich man, now that he had two pennies to rub together.” I had to smile remembering it. Two Penny had laughed louder than any of us.
“You guys were assholes.”
“Damn straight. Wallets?”
“I’m doing it, shut up.” I drove while she went through them carefully, even flexing the empty pieces in her hands to feel for anything sewn inside. “It’s hard to match the things that tried to burn us alive with the owners of these wallets, you know? That big guy was named David Burgher. He’s got a library card in here, and pictures of his kids. Can you believe that? Look at this, he’s wearing some goofy Christmas sweater and everything.”
I glanced at the picture. He was smiling with his arms around two blonde children, a boy and a girl. Next to him was a pretty woman leaning on his shoulder. It was one of those studio portraits that people used to get at department stores for their Christmas cards. I guess they still do.
Anne put the picture down. “Whoever turned him into that thing deserves to die. He was just a regular guy. I wonder what happened to his family.”
“I hope they’re fine and wondering where he is.”
“But you don’t think so?”
I just shrugged. “Where’s he from?”
“His license has an address in Belmont, Wyoming. The library card is from there, too.”
“How about the other one? Same town?”
She rummaged through the other wallet and produced a driver’s license. “Nope. This one, Jeff Grant, is from Columbus, Ohio. Sorry.”
“Dammit.”
“Maybe this Peter guy is just moving around, catching people as he goes.”
“Maybe. But the last time I saw him, he had spent months sacrificing people and stockpiling their blood in a giant pit. That’s not very portable. I’m betting that he’s holed up somewhere with a high enough population to avoid arousing suspicion when people start disappearing. If I had to pick one of the two places, I’d bet on Columbus. I’ve never heard of Belmont, but if it’s not Casper or Cheyenne, it’s probably too small to hide a bunch of murders.”
“Looks like Jeff was a student at OSU. Not too good with the ladies, either.”
“What makes you say that?”
She waved a condom in a wrapper so old that the logo was too faded to read. “My keen deductive skills.”
“That’s pretty good for a girl.”
“Jerk.” She laughed and threw the condom at me. I was fishing it off of the floorboard with a grin when her phone rang. She glanced at the number and flipped it open. “Hi, Henry.”
I watched while she was on the phone. She spent more time listening than talking, but she seemed relieved, so that was good. It was that time of the day when the afternoon sunlight turns gold, between the white of noon and the copper of sunset. Fall trees just beginning to show a few red and yellow leaves stood proud and tall to either side of the black velvet asphalt and swayed seductively in the breeze. The sky was blue like a daydream and the crisp scents of fall filled the car. I felt happy, comfortable in my skin, and at peace.
Anne closed the phone and looked over to see me watching her. “Henry and Leon are on the way to the hospital. He says that Leon’s back really is broken, but that he’s stable now and out of danger.”
“That’s good.”
“He also said that the surprise in Leon’s trunk turned out to be a couple of M16s that they somehow smuggled off the base. He wrapped them in plastic and buried them behind the house.”
I whistled. “Those would have come in handy. What else did he say?”
She hesitated. “Nothing, really.”
“Ah, that means it was about me.”
She turned away and looked out the windshield. We rode in silence for a few miles. “He wanted to know how you smelled.”
“Because the big worm didn’t attack me when I peeled it off of Leon?”
“Among other things.” She looked uncomfortable. Not scared, exactly. Wary.
“Hey, it’s me. We’re in this together, right? What did he say?”
“He told me that you’d be happy right now, cheerful.”
“And that’s bad?” Cold fingers touched my spine.
“He said that you were different after he pulled you out of that pool. That when you were coming into Warsaw, you were trying hard to avoid enemy patrols. But on the way out, you … weren’t. He also told me that he saw you fighting a German soldier, a young boy, and you were laughing.”
I remembered. “He didn’t use the word fighting.”
“No.” She looked away. “He said killing.”
I don’t know why I confessed at that moment. First I had confided in her the truth about my age, and now I was telling her my most secret shame. Something I hid even from Maggie when she was alive. I didn’t intend to do it, but things just started coming out of my mouth.
“I didn’t used to enjoy it, before the pit. No, that’s not right. I’d get pissed at something or somebody, and it would feel good to let off some steam, same as anybody, but it never amounted to anything serious. But after Henry pulled me out of that blood, it became something else.
“After that, everything was just an excuse to let go. At first I didn’t even realize it. I honestly thought that I was reacting reasonably to extreme provocation, and that there was no reason to feel bad about what I was doing. It took my friends rubbing my nose in it for me to understand what was happening, and to be ashamed of it.
“I’m still me, I think. I’m not angry at more things, just more angry at the same things. And I can control it, mostly, but sometimes I go too far.” I didn’t say why out loud. I didn’t say that sometimes it felt too good to stop. That I couldn’t.
She nodded and said, “Okay.”
I knew that I needed her help, but I said it anyway. “We should part ways at the airport.”
She shook her head. “I’m not going anywhere, Abe.”
“Why not? Henry told you that I might be crazy or dangerous, or both. And honestly? I can’t say he’s wrong.”
“Because he also said something else.”
“Which was?”
“He said to trust you. And I do.”
I let out the breath that I had been holding. “Might not be smart.”
“You mean smart like when I decided to help you chase down a guy who makes his own serial killers? I don’t think you have to worry about me doing the smart thing all of a sudden.”
“For what it’s worth, I’ve never turned on my friends.”
She smiled. “Good to know.”
“Now, if that’s settled, tell me how I smell.”
She reached across the cab and took my hand. Her fingers were warm and firm across my palm. She raised my hand to her face and inhaled deeply. “There’s a faint smell like them, but mostly you smell like a thunderstorm. Like lightning.”
“Patty used to call it ‘goosey.’ I’ve heard him describe that smell about other things. The lightning smell, not the bag smell.”
She gave my hand a squeeze and then let it go. “I thought you said that unnatural things smelled bad. Are you saying now that some do and some don’t? What, like evil smells bad and good doesn’t?”
“I asked him the same thing. He told me that good and evil didn’t exist, but wrong did. Some things don’t fit in here, their existence isn’t compatible with ours. They shouldn’t exist at all. Wrong smells bad.”
“So there are other things out there that don’t smell bad?”
“Most things, I would guess. Not everything we tracked down was wrong for this world.”
“Like what?”
I shook my head and smiled. “I said they fit in here, I didn’t say they were pleasant.”
I felt content, maybe even happy. It wasn’t all the afterglow of the violence, either. I was alive again. I was out in the world, and I wasn’t alone. It felt damned good.
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I had expected more trouble getting the police shotgun through airport security, but it turned out to be easy. It was unloaded and in a checked bag, so after a minimum of fuss and some paperwork, into the cargo hold it went.
Harder was taking the altar piece with me in my carry-on duffel. It radiated a sick dread that seemed to affect everyone around me. By the time we landed, the passengers and stewardesses were so close to bloodshed that the captain ordered everyone to their seats and cancelled drink service.
It seemed not to affect Anne and myself outside of making us uncomfortable, which made me wonder if being tainted by the unnatural made us more resistant. In any case, I couldn’t wait to be rid of the greasy, evil thing.
We rented another car and then stopped at a big discount store to get shotgun shells and ammo for my.45. Guns you can check pretty easily, with ammo it’s better to just buy it when you land.
Afterwards we had dinner at a vegetarian Indian restaurant. Anne was smug about dragging me in there, but the joke was on her, the food was delicious. By the time we were done it was getting late, so I checked us into a hotel.
You don’t go visiting elderly widows at midnight unless you’re looking for jewelry and pain killers. The hotel didn’t have adjoining rooms, so we got one with two beds. Safety won out over privacy.
The room was cheap, but clean. The carpet was mint green and the walls were yellow, but the room lamps weren’t bright enough to make it painful. I let Anne have the shower first because I like to think that I’m a gentleman. I stared at the ceiling listening to the sound of the water while I waited for my turn.
Shad’s narrow, rat-like face scowled at me from my memory. “I know,” I said under my breath. “The point of no return is coming up.” I began to weigh the lives of a lot of people that I didn’t know against the life of one girl I barely knew. It should have been easy math, but I guess I’m as selfish and shortsighted as the next person.
On the one hand, I felt responsible for whatever mayhem Piotr was up to these days, since I didn’t try to stop him when I had the chance. On the other hand, I increasingly felt the irresistible tug of life, and being able to confide in someone who knew my secret was a big part of it.
The fact that she was smart, funny, and beautiful didn’t hurt, either. Could I sacrifice her well-being, maybe even her life, in pursuit of righting an old wrong? Was it right to let countless people die to protect her, or did the greater good demand whatever sacrifice might be required?
I assumed that I wasn’t going to be coming back, but then I knew more than she did about what we would be facing. It’s one thing to hurl yourself onto a suicidal course with understanding and intent, but blindly following someone you trust down that path is something else entirely.
I heard the shower shut off, and Anne came out with one towel wrapped around her head and another around her body. She padded across the carpet and began digging around in her duffel. “Turn around.”
“You’re getting dressed in here?” I turned my back to her just in time to hear the towel drop to the ground.
“Well, you’ve already seen my ankles, there’s no mystery left now.”
“Very funny. I’m not that old.”
“Okay, I’m done.”
I turned back around, only to find that she was wearing nothing but a thin T-shirt and panties. “I thought you said you were done?”
“You were expecting a housecoat, maybe? I wasn’t planning on sharing a room with anyone when we bought clothes, and this is how I sleep. You’ll survive.” She put her damp towels in the bathroom, then slid into her bed, pulling the covers up to her chin. “There, happy?”
“Only if you go up another foot.” I took my shower.
A sound woke me. Red numbers floated next to my bed in the dark room, illuminating nothing. Icy dread gripped me as I became convinced that somehow a worm-infested killer had snuck into the room while we were sleeping. I listened hard, and I heard the sound again. It was a low, harsh gasp, and a faint rustle of bedclothes. It was coming from Anne’s side of the room. I slipped out of bed, my eyes perfectly at home in the dark as always.
Anne’s head was thrashing back and forth on her pillow and her hands were clutching and wrenching at her sheets. Her eyes were closed, but her face was filled with fear. She was whispering “please” and “no” over and over in her sleep.
I put my hands on her shoulders and said, “Anne?” Her eyes flew open and she screamed. She tried to throw herself out of bed, but I held on tight as she struggled. “Anne! It’s me. It’s Abe. You’re okay. It was just a nightmare.”
“Abe?” She sagged, suddenly limp. “Can you turn on the light? Please?” After I did, she searched my face, squinting in the sudden light, and then threw her arms around me. She held on tight, forcing me to sit down on her bed next to her. I held her in return. She trembled and cried silently.
I stroked her back and murmured the same familiar reassurances that we all do at times like this, knowing that the words didn’t matter. It was the act of compassion that was important. She let go and sniffed and wiped her eyes when she was done. “You need a tissue?”
She shook her head. “No, I used your shirt.” She barked out a little laugh.
“Bad dream?”
She nodded. “I’m fine, really. Just embarrassed. I haven’t had a nightmare since I was little. I’m sorry I woke you.”
“That’s okay, I read somewhere that we old people don’t sleep much anyway.”
“I wasn’t me, Abe. In the dream, I mean. I was getting ready for work and I was a waitress or something, because I could see myself in the mirror and I was wearing a uniform and an apron. I kept trying to put my makeup on, but I couldn’t because my hands were shaking too much. I remembered trying to hurry and at the same time not wanting to leave the bathroom because it was the only place I was left alone. But I couldn’t stay too long or he would come in to get me.”
“Who?”
“I don’t know, the man. So I gave up on the makeup and just washed my face. I looked terrible. There were black circles under my eyes, and my head hurt from not sleeping and from being scared all the time. It seemed like I had been scared forever. I came out of the bathroom, and he was standing in the hall like usual, waiting to take me to work.
“He had to drive me, because I wasn’t allowed to have the keys any more. I wasn’t allowed to be alone and I wasn’t allowed to drive. He made me cook, but all the knives were gone, except for the one he carried. He cut anything that needed to be cut. We went out to the car and started driving, and that’s when you woke me up.”
“Well, it’s over now. The things you’ve been through in the last couple of days? I’m surprised you only had a nightmare. Anybody else would have lost it by now. You’re a tough nut.”
“It was so weird. It didn’t feel like any dream I’ve ever had. I don’t know how to describe how real it was. I know everyone has dreams that seem real at the time, but this was way beyond that. Oh, and one other thing. The man in the dream, his skin was never still, like there were tiny wires moving underneath it all the time. He was a bag.”
“It doesn’t surprise me. If anything was going to give me bad dreams, it would be them.”
“Did my grandfather ever have dreams like this? Maybe this is part of that thing that we have.”
“Not that I know of. He knew when something was close, and he could get a fix on it, but that’s all.”
“Maybe he just didn’t tell you.”
I shrugged. “I guess. But I slept ten feet away from him for almost a year, and as far as I know he slept like a baby the whole time. Besides, we would tell each other anything that crossed our minds when we marched. Most days were long and boring, especially in the beginning. We talked about dreams, plans, made-up stories, you name it. He never made a secret of his gift, so I don’t know why he would hide something like this. Why, do you think this is more than a dream?”
“I don’t know. It sure felt real.”
“Well, at this point, I don’t think we can rule anything out. You ready to go back to sleep?”
“No, but I can try.” I snapped off the light and started to get up, but she pulled me back down. “Stay. Please.”
“Sure.” I swung my legs into the bed and propped myself up against the headboard. She lay down next to me, and after a few minutes, I heard her breathing even out as she fell asleep. I put one arm around her and waited for the dawn, content.
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Anne was asleep when I slipped out of bed and dressed. She had dozed fitfully for hours after our talk, but now, sleeping in the light, she was at peace. I doubted that this episode happening on her first night spent in the same room with the altar piece was a coincidence. I was re-packing my duffel and thinking about having to do some laundry when she woke up.
“Hey. Did you sleep?” She seemed a little embarrassed as she said it.
“Sure. Any more nightmares?”
“Not that I remember. But the one I did have is going to stay with me for a while.” She rubbed her upper arms with both hands. “Give me a few minutes to get ready, and we can go.” She snagged one of her bags and disappeared into the bathroom.
While she was gone, I went to the hotel lobby and got directions to the address Henry had given me. By the time I got back, Anne was ready to go, as promised.
Frank Eaton’s widow, Georgia, turned out to live in a tiny tract house in Brentwood. We made small talk on the way, sipping donut shop coffee and staring out the windows. Brentwood was a pleasant part of town, old enough to have history and well kept enough to show that people were proud to live there.
Groups of white and powder-blue wooden houses with peaked roofs sat in the center of tiny manicured lawns one after another, separated by ancient sprawling strip malls and low brownstone office buildings. It was the kind of place where only the cars had a sense of the present day about them.
We parked on a side street and peered at the small black address numbers on each house until we found it. There was a tiny porch of white painted wood tacked on to an otherwise unrelentingly square building.
It was mid-morning on a workday, and the street was quiet except for the faint barking of a dog inside the house next door. I rang the bell. After a few moments a pleasant, albeit wavering, voice came out of the speaker grill by the door. “Yes? May I help you?”
“Mrs. Eaton? I’d like to talk to you about your late husband Frank, if you have a moment. May I come in?”
“Oh, my. Frank? Is this about his pension? I get it until I die, that’s what they said.”
“No, ma’am. It’s not about his pension. May we talk for a few minutes?”
“What about? Who are you?”
“My name is Abraham Griffin. I’m named for my grandfather, who knew your late husband.” The lie rolled off my tongue effortlessly, but I couldn’t help but glance at Anne as I said it. She gave me a little nod, like she was absolving me.
The door buzzed and opened, revealing Georgia Eaton in a pink sweater and house slippers, looking like everyone’s great aunt. The smell of baking cookies and cinnamon washed over us.
“Why, if you aren’t the spitting image of your grandfather! I knew him very well, you know. Him and your grandmother both. Come in, come in!”
She ushered us through a small living room, and into an even smaller kitchen. Anne and I were seated around a tiny table that could just fit four if they were very friendly. There was a window over the sink that was draped with lace curtains that let in the light, but still provided privacy. The refrigerator and stove were ancient, with the art deco rounded corners and oversized handles that characterized appliances in the fifties. The plastic countertops were off-white with little gold stars sprinkled across them.
The cinnamon smell was coming from a couple of small candles in the center of the table. The combined smell of the candles and the baking was strong in the small kitchen, but not offensively so. I glanced at Anne and touched my nose, and she shook her head. I hoped that meant that we beat the bags here. “Thanks for inviting us in, Mrs. Eaton.” I gave her my best smile.
“Well of course. I was just about to make some coffee, would you care for some?”
“Yes, thank you.”
She busied herself at the stove and talked over her shoulder. “Your grandfather and my Frank were great friends. How is he, by the way?”
“He passed on a few years ago.”
“I’m so sorry, dear. He was a good man. I saw him at Frank’s funeral. But that was a long time ago. You’re just as handsome as he was. Sugar?”
“I’m sorry?”
“Would you care for some sugar in your coffee?”
“Oh, no thank you. Black is fine.”
She ferried cups one at a time to the table, setting them down carefully before returning with another. At last she sat down with her own cup and blinked at me with rheumy eyes. “So, what brings you here?”
“Did Frank ever talk about the war?”
“Oh, yes. All the time. I swear that man had a story for every occasion. He had quite a few about your grandfather, as I recall. Would you like to hear one?”
“Well, I don’t know that we have time …”
Anne interrupted me with a smile. “We’d love to, Mrs. Eaton.”
Georgia leaned forward conspiratorially over her coffee cup. “The first thing you need to know is that during the war, none of those boys were married. They were young, and they were away from home. Now, before they went off to Achnacarry in Scotland to become Army Rangers, they were all fresh out of boot camp and waiting for orders to go overseas. They had been trained at Camp Gruber, and not too far away was Star Lake.”
I stifled a groan. This would have been one of Frank’s favorite stories, the bastard.
“It so happened that one night, the boys arranged to meet some young women at the lake. You’ll notice I did not say ‘ladies.’ This would have been your grandfather Abe, my Frank, Shadroe, and Don.”
“Not Patrick?” asked Anne.
“This was before Achnacarry, dear, so the boys hadn’t yet met Patrick or Henry. No, it was just the four of them. That night, they snuck out of camp and went down to the lake. It was about three or four miles away, and they didn’t have a car, but being strong young soldiers, a four-mile run wasn’t going to get in the way of the evening that they had planned.
“So, they went to the lake, and sure enough, the girls were there waiting for them. They walked around the lake a bit, away from the road for more privacy. The girls had brought blankets and wine, you can imagine what for, and pretty soon each couple was moving off into the trees.
“Well, the way Frank tells it, he and his girl had decided to have their wine and watch the moon, unlike everyone else, and while they were engaged in this innocent pastime, they heard a commotion from the trees. He didn’t think much of it, until he heard Abe start screaming and yelling in terror.
“Just then, Abe’s date ran past them with her clothes clutched to her chest, making straight for the girls’ car. Frank ran back into the trees and found Abe, stark naked, up in a tree. Down below were two black bears, angry as can be.” Georgia laughed and fanned herself with one hand.
Anne laughed out loud with her. “That must have been some sight.”
“Oh, that’s not the half of it. The boys started yelling about bears, and the girls all jumped in their car and took off. Abe couldn’t get down because the bears wouldn’t leave, and the others were too scared to get close to them. So Frank, Shadroe, and Don had to run all the way back to camp to get help. Shadroe and Don were immediately confined to the barracks, but the MP’s took Frank with them back to the lake to show them where to find Abe.
“When they got back, they found Abe, still up in the tree, still naked. They scared the bears off with their guns and got him down. On the way back to the base, Abe tried to explain how he came to be treed by bears while naked, and the senior MP stopped him. He said, ‘Son, I don’t know what you had planned for tonight, but maybe next time you should bring the bears flowers first.’“
Laughter rang out in the kitchen, mine included. God, I missed those boys. “You know that Frank sent … my grandfather a birthday card every year, and every year it had a bear on it.”
She smiled and nodded. “Oh, yes, I used to help him pick them out.”
“He kept them all, every one.” I realized as I said it that those cards were all gone now, lost in the fire. It hurt. “He didn’t hang on to much else, just letters from his friends, and some souvenirs from the war. Did Frank keep any of that stuff?”
“I gave most of it away, after he died. I kept a few little things to remember him by. Are you looking for something in particular? I have his old medals, and the letters he sent to me from overseas, but that’s all. I’m going to get some more coffee, would you like some?” She got up from her seat and went to the counter with her cup.
“No thank you, I’m fine. We’re looking for something he brought back from Europe, a piece of metal.”
She put her cup down on the counter with a sharp click, but she didn’t turn around to face us. “I’m sorry, I don’t recall anything like that. I wish I could help you. I’m afraid I’m not as young as I used to be, so I’m feeling a little tired. I think I’m going to lie down for a while. Thank you for stopping by.”
Anne and I looked at each other across the table. “Are you sure, Georgia? It’s a very distinctive piece of metal. It’s like a long curve with two points on the back.”
She spun around and glared at us. Her eyes were wild in her face and her lips were drawn back. “I said I was sure, now get out!” The woman that let us into her home and offered us coffee was gone. I didn’t know what had replaced her.
I stood up and showed her my palms. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to upset you. But it’s very important that I get that piece. You could be in danger.”
She snatched a butcher knife out of the sink and screamed, “No! It’s mine! You’re not taking it away from me!”
She slashed at me wildly with the knife. Knives scare me. We don’t really have instincts for guns, but we know knives down to our bones. It’s a fear that never needs to circulate through the logical mind to make us cringe. The butcher knife’s blade was heavy and gray and sharp as hell.
I jumped back, knocking the little table over. The coffee cups smashed on the floor, sending pieces of white china and black coffee everywhere.
“Frank wanted to take it away from me. To give it to you. I didn’t let that happen, did I? It tells me things when I sleep. Things you could never understand.” She lunged again, much faster than I had expected, and opened up my left palm.
“Georgia, stop! Let’s talk about this, okay?”
She wasn’t listening. “It’s all I have, and it just wants you! I know who you are! It shows me your face every night. Every night! Your secret face. You won’t take it! You won’t!”
She began slashing and screaming, spittle flying from her thin lips. I caught her knife hand in my right, and she sank her teeth into my forearm. She shook her head savagely, but I didn’t dare let go. If I let go of her knife hand at this distance, she’d gut me. I stumbled back from the sheer ferocity of her attack.
She let go of my arm and lunged at my face, mouth open and screaming, her teeth painted red with my blood. Then there was a meaty thud, and her head jerked away from me, and she went limp. Anne was standing behind her with a heavy wooden cutting board in one hand. There was blood on one corner.
I lowered her to the floor and took the knife away. I was breathing hard, and my hand and arm hurt like a son of a bitch.
Anne dropped the board on the counter and knelt down by the tiny form sprawled out on the kitchen floor. When she looked up at me, she didn’t have to say anything. Georgia Eaton was dead.
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“I killed her.” Anne’s hands flew to her mouth.
“She was trying to let my guts out with that knife. You were defending me.”
“I just wanted to stop her. I just wanted to hit her on the head and knock her out, I didn’t want to kill her.”
I pulled her close, but she was rigid in my arms. Her eyes were wide over the tops of her fingers covering her mouth and nose. I blame TV and movies for this kind of shit. According to them, everyone has a nice ‘off’ button in the back of their heads, safe as pie. Konk ‘em on the noggin, and they wake up a little while later with nothing worse than a headache.
The reality is that people are damn hard to render unconscious, and even if you manage it, it’s going to be for seconds unless you do some major damage. The jaw, the temple, sudden blows to the side of the neck, those things can work if you know what you’re doing, or if you get lucky.
But hitting people in the back of the skull with a blunt object? That’s a different story. That kind of thing is in the same class as a stabbing or a shooting. I would imagine that an elderly woman, even one as spry as Mrs. Eaton, would have a skull like an eggshell.
“Anne. Look at me.” I looked into her eyes and watched them focus on me. “She was insane. There was no way to stop her from killing the both of us outside of using a hell of a lot of force. If you hadn’t done it, I would have. She wasn’t going to stop until someone was dead.”
She pulled away from me and wrapped her arms around her stomach. “That sounds like an excuse. I just killed someone. The reason why doesn’t change the fact that I did it. I’m a murderer now. I can never go back to who I was two minutes ago.”
Guilt and regret turned to acid in my stomach. I had known that sooner or later, this journey would diminish and stain her, hurting her in every way that matters. And I knew it was just going to get worse from here.
She needed a minute to pull herself together, so I looked around the kitchen. The refrigerator was empty. The pantry was empty. There was no trash can, and the dishes in the cabinets were dusty from disuse. If it wasn’t for the candles and the smell of baking cookies, I’d swear no one had lived here for years.
I walked over to the oven. It was set to a hundred and fifty degrees, pretty low for baking. I pulled the door open and found a pan with several candle jars on it. The labels on the candle jars said Sugar Cookie. I guess that’s easier than baking cookies all day.
My hand was hurting like a son of a bitch, so I forced myself to open my fist. The congealed blood cracked as my fingers uncurled, revealed a long, deep slice across my palm. It was bad. I could see white tendons glistening down inside the meat. I tore a strip off of the bottom of my shirt, wrapped it a couple of times around my hand and tied it off. I tore off another piece to use as a rag.
By the time I had started wiping our prints off of everything I could think of, Anne had stopped staring into space and started helping me. When we were done, she followed me to the closed door to the rest of the house.
“Why don’t you stay here. I’ll look for the piece.”
“I don’t want to stay in here with … with the body. I’ll help you look.”
The kitchen had two doors, one leading to the living room where we had entered the house, and another one that was closed, situated on the opposite wall from the kitchen sink. I walked over to it, being careful not to leave footprints in the spilled coffee, and put my hand on the knob and listened.
A faint odor came through the door, cutting through the thick, cloying scent of cinnamon and cookies in the kitchen. It smelled like rotting garbage. I didn’t hear anything on the other side, so I turned the knob and pushed the door open. I had to fight not to gag when the smell washed over me. I heard Anne encounter the smell a second later. I hoped she wouldn’t throw up on my back.
The hallway was dark, so I flipped the switch next to the door. To my surprise, it came on. The hallway ran about thirty feet, and then made a left turn out of sight. There were two open doorways, one on either side of the hallway, and on the far wall at the end where the hallway turned, there was a closed door.
The floor was covered with what must have been several years worth of pizza boxes, Chinese food cartons, empty bottles of all kinds, and other unrecognizable garbage. A path through the foot-high mounds meandered down the corridor of filth. Roaches crawled brazenly across fetid hills of old food and rotting cardboard despite the light.
I looked behind me, into the kitchen. Except for the mess we made, it was neat as a pin. Anne followed my gaze. “How could she live like this? She obviously knew it was wrong, or she wouldn’t have hidden it from visitors.”
“I doubt she cared. I think the front of the house was just part of her disguise, like the pink sweater and the cookies.”
We moved into the hallway.
Just because there was a path with less garbage in it didn’t mean it was clean. Slowly congealing fluids from the rotting food on either side had soaked the carpet, leaving it sticky, black, and occasionally crunchy when stepping on an unfortunate cockroach that hadn’t had the strength to pull free.
There were entrances to two bedrooms in the middle of the hallway, one to either side. The doors were open, and the rooms were empty of furniture. In the center of each was another pile of garbage, but the floor near the walls was mostly clear. I would imagine that was because Georgia had needed the room to walk, as she circled the room drawing endlessly on the walls.
The room on the right was full of faces. Two faces to be exact, mine and Piotr’s. The right wall had a five-foot-high drawing of my face, sketched out with a green marker in crude strokes. I wore an expression of furious ecstasy with my mouth stretched wide, as though to I was about to swallow the viewer. The eyes bulged with gleeful anger. It was the face of ravening, devouring insanity.
That portrait reached me. I understood it. Over the years I’ve come close to losing control, just hovering over the abyss and choosing not to let go. Not because it was wrong to cave in the skull of some mouth breather, but because of the consequences. My father used to tell me that a righteous man follows the Lord because he fears his wrath. I never thought that made a good man. It was understanding that driving a screwdriver into somebody’s eye was the wrong thing to do in the first place that made you a good person. I’m not a good person.
I could feel the emotion contorting the face on the wall, and I could understand it, and even be tempted by it a little. Just a little. The release and the freedom of it. I wasn’t looking at a twisted mockery of myself, I was looking at a secret temptation, drawn by someone who knew me better than I want to know myself. I may not be a good man, but I’ll die before I give in, and that’s close enough for me.
The other wall was a portrait on the same scale, drawn with a black marker. The face was turned upward, lips parted slightly and eyes closed, eyebrows arched skyward. It was the face of a supplicant and a martyr. It was the beatific calm of the willing victim.
That expression on that particular face was disorienting. Piotr was a butcher. He was violent, aggressive, and crafty. He bled out hundreds of living people for his charnel pit, suspended shrieking from chains in rows with no regard for age or sex or race. The expression bothered me more when both portraits were taken together. They faced each other across the room on opposite walls. I was ravening madness, lunging at Piotr, who was waiting, ecstatic, to be devoured. It made the hair stand up all over my body.
The wall between them, the one opposite the door, was made up of dozens of smaller portraits, each one a mixture of features from the larger ones. Here, my lunatic eyes over Piotr’s slack mouth. There my gaping maw snaring out of his beatific face. In one my face shared an eye from each of us in the center, with smaller mouths covering the rest of the head. This wall made me the most uncomfortable, implying some kind of interchangeable intimacy between us that was obscene.
Anne stared up at my portrait, meeting its eyes with her own. “Is this a picture of your past, or your future?”
“Neither, I hope.”
“Me, too.” She turned and gestured at the other giant face. “Who’s your victim, here?”
“That’s Piotr, the guy that we were chasing in Warsaw. I’ve only spent maybe ten minutes with the man, but I’ll never forget his face. It was his pit full of blood that Henry pulled me out of.”
“Georgia seems to think he’s the good guy here.”
“She also thought I’d look better with my insides on her kitchen floor. Fuck Georgia.” I stood next to Anne, looking up at Piotr’s face. “You know, I’m the only person in our squad to have ever actually laid eyes on Piotr. We were alone when I spoke to him up in that control room. Everyone else was down on the ground. Even Henry doesn’t know what he looks like, and Frank sure as hell didn’t.”
“Maybe he visited her?”
“And left her alive with the altar piece? I doubt it.”
I stepped back out into the hallway, finding the moldering garbage almost comforting in its forthright existence. Anne followed me to the next room.
It also featured walls covered with drawings, but this time they were crowded so close together that frequently the edges overlapped, creating an impenetrable crosshatch on two of the four walls. The other two walls were more sparsely filled, as if the artist has simply picked a blank spot at random to start drawing every time.
Each picture was fairly small, maybe a foot across, and without borders. The subjects seemed random, and more often than not, innocuous, drawn as though looking through the eyes of the observer. There was a coffee cup on a counter with a hand extending into the picture about to grasp the handle. Next to it was an empty parking lot in front of a boarded-up storefront. A sign in the window proclaimed “OPEN.”
My eyes wandered from wall to wall, skipping from image to image. Most of them were bland and pointless. A hand pulling open a door. A bird. A view out of a car window, looking at field. Some of them were weren’t. There was a body, facedown in a bedroom with a dark stain spreading around the head, a dismembered dog on a kitchen table, and horribly, a knife pointed directly back into the center of the picture, two hands wrapped around the handle.
“Abe.” I turned away from the jumble of mesmerizing images and went to Anne, who was kneeling down and staring hard at a picture near the floor. “Look at this.”
It was a picture of a bathroom, looking into a mirror. A woman was leaning forward and putting on makeup. Her face was indistinct, being a small part of a small picture, but the shape of the features were there, if not the details.
“That’s from my dream. I dreamed I was that girl, putting on my makeup, in that bathroom. This is it exactly.” She stood up and turned her back on the sketch. “Is this what I have to look forward to? Being driven more and more insane by my dreams until I’m wallowing in garbage and trying to chop people up in my kitchen?”
“Well, at least you’ll bake a good candle.”
“That’s not helping.”
I hunkered down next to her and took her hand. “I think you and Georgia probably shared a certain sensitivity, but that’s all. Just because you can hear the music doesn’t mean you have to dance.”
“I hope you’re right.”
I helped her to her feet. “Me, too. Nobody likes a stabby roommate.”
The door at the end of the hallway turned out to be a bathroom. At some point the toilet had gotten plugged up, but that hadn’t stopped Georgia from using it. Looking at the sink, it appeared that she had resorted to mashing stuff down the drain towards the end. We pulled the door closed and prayed that we didn’t have to return to search.
Moving around the left bend brought us to the final door in the house, also closed. I put one hand on the knob. “Has to be her bedroom. Ready?” Anne nodded, and I pushed it open. The door swung open without resistance, indicating a lack of garbage on the floor, or at least along the door’s path. Beyond the entrance was only blackness. The odor coming from the room was that of stale, sour sweat.
Anne peered around me. “Turn on the light.”
“I’d have to feel around on the wall for the switch.”
“You are a huge baby. Move.” She pushed past me. I could hear the swish of her hand sliding around on the wall, and then the lights came on.
The floor of the room was stripped down to bare concrete. Strips of carpet tacks still adorned the edges of the floor next to the walls, and there was old blood staining most of them, coating the short nails and the pale wooden strips they were embedded in. Bloody footprints adorned the concrete around these spots, as if Georgia had trod on the carpet tacks and then kept walking around unconcerned.
Candles were stuck into the remains of other candles on the floor in a ragged circle around the dirty mattress in the center of the room. A plastic disposable lighter lay next to the mattress, a shockingly cheerful pink artifact from the outside world. The mattress was sagging, lacked sheets, and was covered in overlapping urine stains in the middle. At the head of it was the pewter gray arc of the altar piece. The twin spikes were shoved downward through the mattress where a person’s head would be, leaving the hard crescent as a pillow.
Anne made a face. “She slept on it? Jesus.”
“Well, that explains all the pee.”
“I’m not touching it.” She pushed me. “You get it.”
I bent over the bed and grasped it in one hand. As usual, it felt oily and squirmy under my fingers, only this time the sensation was more intense. I pulled and it slid easily out of the mattress. Holding it made me feel queasy.
“It’s more, I don’t know, active or something than the one we’re carrying. Put it in your purse, I don’t want to carry it.”
“It’s not going to fit in my purse, it’s like two feet long! Just hold it.” She was looking around the room at the walls. “What do you think all of this is?” The walls and ceiling were completely covered in long wavy lines, all the way to the floor. I shrugged.
“I don’t know, just looks like a bunch of curvy lines to me.”
“It must mean something. Look how clean this room is. And look at the candles. This room was important to her, like a shrine.” She peered closely at the lines. “This was done very carefully. See how the lines go over and under each other, but never break? Each one of these goes all the way up to the middle of the ceiling.” She chewed absently on one finger for a minute. “Light the candles.”
“Why?”
“I want to see what it looked like to her when she was in here. She wasn’t using the overhead light, she was using the candles and laying down on the mattress looking up. Let’s see what she saw.”
I started lighting the candles. “You can lie down on that mattress if you want, but I’m trying to cut back on rolling around in other people’s urine.”
Once the candles were lit, Anne flicked off the light switch. The room was suffused in swaying, amber light. Our shadows multiplied and convulsed on the walls.
“We have to get on the floor. She wouldn’t have been seeing all these shadows. Just lay next to the mattress.”
The smell of the mattress was unbelievable when I lay down next to it. If anything, the acrid stench of old sweat was worse than the ammonia of the urine. I put my head down on the concrete and looked up at the ceiling. And then I forgot about the smell.
They weren’t individual lines, they were pairs of lines. They started close together and parallel at the ceiling and eventually came together at a point near the floor, forming a long worm or tentacle. They passed over and under each other with no space between in an endless cascade that went all the way around the room without a break.
Each was painstakingly complete, from ceiling to floor, no matter how many twisting loops or dips into the mass it followed. Hundreds, maybe thousands of them writhed in the wavering candlelight, forming a slithering cascade all around us. In the center of the ceiling they originated out of a solid black area around the light fixture, colored in completely with marker. We were in a vast, wormy maw. And it was swallowing everything.
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Stepping into the bright fall sun was cleansing. I stood on the front step with my face tilted into the sun, eyes tightly closed, and was caressed by a breeze redolent with the scents of leaves and car exhaust.
I shivered, throwing off the clinging dread and madness behind me like a dog shedding water, and started walking to the car. Anne seemed to relax, blinking in the light as if waking from a dream. When we got to the car, I opened the trunk and changed out of my tattered shirt.
The car was deliciously quiet and clean as we pulled away from the curb. I rolled the windows down to let some air circulate around us.
Anne looked at me seriously once we were moving. “Should we call someone? The police?”
“I don’t know what the point would be. The victim was homicidally insane, and the perpetrator acted only to save a life. The public doesn’t need to be protected and the perp doesn’t need to be punished. I think we’re better off leaving things as they are.”
“I guess. Although it doesn’t feel entirely right to me.” Anne leaned back against her headrest and closed her eyes, clearly drained. “Where to now?”
“Since we’re here, I figured I may as well pay my respects to an old friend. You mind?”
She shook her head, never opening her eyes.
We drove in silence to the Arlington National Cemetery, just listening to the wind whipping past the windows and our own thoughts. I parked in the visitor lot and led Anne into the vast, perfectly manicured expanse of the cemetery. The grass was a deep emerald green, and as always, a deep hush permeated the air.
I bypassed the visitor’s center; I already knew how to find Section 36. All of my oldest friends were buried there. It occurred to me that this was the first time I’d ever been here not wearing my dress uniform with Maggie on my arm.
We didn’t have far to walk, the section that I wanted was right near the entrance. “I always thought this place would be stark and kind of oppressive. But it’s not.”
“There’s art here, even outside of the memorials. It always makes me think of cathedral art. The kind of things created by people with an eye on something larger than themselves.”
“It seems like a waste. We shouldn’t be glorifying war like this.”
I swept my hand out, indicating the endless rows of white tombstones studding the rolling lawn. “Yeah. Every morning we used to wake up scared to death that before the day was out, somebody would be face down in the mud with a sucking chest wound, and it wouldn’t be us, and we’d miss out on all that glory.”
I stopped in front of a grave marker, no different than any other one in this sea of tombstones. “This man saved my life more than once. He died saving all of us. If he were the only soldier buried here, then this whole goddamn cemetery would be the least this country could do for him.”
Shadroe Decatur
PFC
US ARMY
May 23 1920
November 3 1944
The stone was unchanged since the last time I had seen it. Unchanged from the first time I had seen it. The color was slightly different than the stones around it, a little brighter and more pure. It was made of Yule marble, same as the Tomb of the Unknowns. We got no medals, no public honors, no recognition of our unique service of any kind. I guess this was the government’s way of making it up to us after we were dead. Hooray.
“Best friend I ever had. Here’s to you, Rat.”
“Seems like all of your nicknames had a story. What was behind that one?”
I shrugged. “Nothing much. Just looked like a rat. Short, wiry, long nose, no chin. Took about five seconds in Boot.”
“He died in the war?”
I nodded, not taking my eyes off of the smooth white stone. “He was the only one. He died making sure he was the only one.”
“What happened?”
“Bags. Chased us all across Poland, getting thicker the closer we got to Piotr’s hideout. We were caught outside, no cover, just out in the open. Two of ‘em found us and just started coming in. We’d gotten ourselves boxed in by a barrier minefield. We’d been air-dropped in from a base a few miles away, just before dawn, and were just plain lucky that we hadn’t landed smack in the middle of the damn thing in the dark.
“We landed just outside the markers when they caught up to us. By that time we’d faced three or four of them in total, but always just one at a time, and we’d barely survived. They scared us pretty badly. Guns were nearly useless, especially since they wore steel helmets and moved like greased pigs, and they tended to run up on you before you could fire more than once anyway, and then they’d let your air out with those knives. We’d never seen two at once before.”
I sat down on the soft, fragrant grass. Anne joined me. “It was like a Buster Keaton reel. We started shouting and shooting, and running every which way. It wasn’t exactly how they trained us, but like I said, we were plenty scared. I guess we just panicked.
“They started pelting up on us with their knives out, one in each hand. In the split second before they reached us, I knew we were dead. There was no way we’d take one down before they killed somebody, much less both before they killed all of us. All that speed and strength and savagery. They could punch half a dozen holes in you before you could blink, and all the way to the hilt.
“We saw a German patrol go down once, died to a man fighting just one. We killed it from a distance while it was peeling the skin off the last one. Anyway, before I knew it, they were among us, slashing and stabbing. I barely managed to block the first hit. The second got me, down to the bone.
“Then all of a sudden they were flying past me. Shadroe had slammed into them from behind, one arm around each waist, and flung all three of them right past me into the minefield. Shad knew what he was doing, and his aim was good.
“He hit one of those AT mines square on top. Anti-tank mines take a couple of hundred pounds to set off. Turns out three grown men will do it. The whole fight was over in seconds. Even so, three of us were bleeding, Patrick bad enough for Henry to have to slap a field dressing on it. Just like that. If Shad hadn’t saved us, we’d have died right there.”
“Sounds like he was a hero.”
“I guess so. Frank and Don are here, too. Your grandfather soon, I suppose.”
She shook her head. “No, he wanted to be buried next to my grandmother. I already missed the funeral.” Her eyes glittered, but no tears fell.
“You didn’t have to.”
“It doesn’t matter, he’s already gone. Funerals are for the survivors. He always said that. I’m going to catch the people responsible for his death. That’s what matters.”
“Cake would have hated that. To lose his granddaughter for some kind of hollow revenge. It’s pointless.”
“You are so full of it. Why are you doing this then?”
“It’s not revenge.”
“Then what?”
“You know how Piotr got the blood for his big pit of blood? He hung people from hooks over the pit and bled them out. Hundreds of them. We saw a dozen or more hanging like meat over the pit, and a mass grave that had to be filled in with a bulldozer.”
“Taking revenge for other people is still revenge.”
“I’m not doing it for them! Piotr is here, in this country. He’s got new bags. He’s taking back the altar pieces.”
“He’s doing it again.”
“Yes. He’s doing it again. How do you think he’s filling his pit this time? I’m not doing it to avenge some ancient wrong, I’m doing it because somewhere there are people waiting in line to be hung from a hook and bled dry. All kinds of people, not just adults.”
Anne jumped when her phone went off in her purse, startled. “Then it won’t hurt to get some revenge at the same time we’re stopping him. Everybody wins.” She flipped open the phone and looked at the number.
“Hi, Henry. Sure, hang on.” She handed me the phone, but by the time it reached my ear, it wasn’t Henry anymore.
“Bring the pieces to the hospital where Leon is staying, or I’ll kill both of your friends.” The phone went dead.
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It was a six hour drive from Arlington Cemetery in Virginia to Lexington Memorial in North Carolina. We were going to make it in five.
Anne had been quiet for most of the trip, but shortly after we crossed the North Carolina state line she turned in the passenger seat and frowned at me. “You know what? I’ve been sitting here all day long with my stomach tied in knots, but you don’t seem worried at all. That just seems kind of … wrong.”
I shrugged. “I’m not happy about Leon and Henry being in danger, but they should be perfectly safe until we show up with the altar pieces. So, I’m not too worried yet. Mostly I’ve been thinking about what a lucky break this is.”
“Lucky break? Let’s see. A man called you from out of the blue and threatened to kill your friends unless we hand over the altar pieces. And then he’s going to turn around and hand them over to Piotr, who will then have the full set. Which is exactly what we’ve been trying to prevent since my grandfather was killed. I fail to see how any of that is lucky.”
“Let me ask you a question. Piotr’s out there somewhere filling up his blood pit and turning regular people into monsters. We want to stop him. Why aren’t we putting an end to his whole operation right now?”
“Because we don’t know where he is.”
“Exactly. And time is on Piotr’s side. The smart thing to do would be to just keep creating bags and sending them after us over and over again. It didn’t work at Henry’s house, but I don’t think Piotr realizes what a close thing that was. He can afford to keep trying, but we can only lose once. I think Piotr is making a mistake sending a human agent to extort the pieces from us.”
“Because he has to know where Piotr is.”
“If not now, he will at some point. This isn’t just a lucky break, it’s our only break.”
“I don’t know, Abe. We’re giving up the last two altar pieces with no guarantee that this will lead us to Piotr. If this doesn’t work, we don’t have anything left.”
“All or nothing is better than just nothing.”
Anne chewed her bottom lip pensively. “Okay. Let’s give it a shot. What’s the plan?”
“Right now? I have no idea. I’ll think of something when we meet our mystery caller.”
Anne’s only comment was a disbelieving stare and a shake of the head, but I wasn’t worried. I’ve only had one talent in my life. I don’t paint or play an instrument, and I wasn’t a walking encyclopedia like Henry, but when it came to thinking on my feet under pressure, I was the best.
It was the only reason that I was assigned to lead our squad in the war, and the only reason that my men trusted me enough to keep chasing Piotr’s trail across Poland after the bags started hunting us. I won’t say that I don’t make mistakes, however. Remembering what happened to Shad and how Piotr turned the tables on me shook my confidence a bit, but what I said to Anne was still true. This was our only shot at finding Piotr, so I’d just have to do better this time.
We arrived at the hospital well past dark. The parking lot was only half full, which I guess is always a good sign at a hospital. “Are you sure this is the right place?”
“I’m sure,” she said. “It’s where Henry told me they were going when he called from the ambulance.”
We entered an antiseptic lobby where a busy lady with an automatic smile confirmed that Leon was a patient and gave us a room number. Anne was carrying the duffle with the pieces in it, I wanted my hands free.
The walk to the elevator was filled with harsh white light, the smell of disinfectant, and the continuous tock of shoes on linoleum. The halls were a maze full of identical hallways and painted stripes of different colors threading their way to various ominous destinations named after parts of the human body or famous diseases.
When we arrived at Leon’s room, I stopped Anne outside the door. “Listen, I’m going to need to push this guy pretty hard to have any chance of getting him to let something slip. If things go wrong in there, I want you to run. Don’t look back, don’t try to help, just bolt for the nurse’s station, okay? You’ll be safe around witnesses.”
“Okay.”
I blinked. “What? No angry tirade about how I think you’re a helpless girl?”
She gave me a wan smile. “Maybe tomorrow. I think I’m at my limit for brutalizing people today. You can have this one.”
I squeezed her hand for a moment, and then entered the room.
Leon dominated the small space, laid out on a hospital bed like an offering, surrounded by machines and tubing. His dark features were ashen and he appeared to be sleeping. Henry was slumped in a chair with a blanket in his lap. The corners of his mouth were turned down and he looked tired. He looked old.
Leaning against the wall across from the door was our mystery caller. He was a little over six feet tall, tanned like an outdoorsman, and very lean. I figured him in his mid-forties. The smell of his cologne cut through the general chemical miasma of the room. Outside of a hospital it would probably be overpowering. He was wearing jeans and a tan sport coat. Not exactly what I pictured for a hired killer.
“You must be Abe. And the lovely young lady behind you must be Anne. I’m Dominic, but you can call me Dom.”
“Why bother being polite? You already threatened my friends, so it’s not like we’re going to be pals.”
He grinned at me. His teeth were perfectly straight and white, also like something you’d see on television. “Civility can be had in any situation. I could have had a knife jammed into this old gentleman’s neck when you came in, maybe shouted a bunch of crazy threats at you, but what would that have accomplished? We already know where we stand. Why be crude about it?”
“Sometimes crude just works better.” I was across the room with my forearm in his neck before he could bring his hands up. The impact slammed him against the wall, and his heels came off the floor.
“My men,” he croaked out, “will kill your friends unless I order them not to. Put me down.” I pretended to think about it while I let his face turn blotchy. Then I shrugged and stepped back.
He was surprisingly unruffled. “My client warned me about you.” He rubbed his throat and raised his eyebrows. “But you don’t worry me. I didn’t get where I am by being the strongest or the fastest. I got here by being smarter than all the tough guys I’ve buried over the years. See, I’m your protection. Getting in my good graces insures that nothing happens to you and yours in the future. Now, stay on my good side and give me the objects.”
“Don’t do it.” Henry was standing now, the tired lines of his face set and hard. “Kill him and get rid of the pieces. Better that his men kill all of us than let Piotr have them.”
“He’s … right. Do it.” The voice was weak and thready, but it sounded out clearly. Leon was awake. “Kill him.”
Dom’s cool indifference slipped a little. I’ll give him credit, it wasn’t by much, and it only lasted for a fraction of a second, but I saw the fear. “If that’s what you want. But you’ll be throwing more than just your own lives away. Leon’s got a momma and a sister. His sister has a baby. You understand me?”
Sheets rustled as Leon tilted his head forward. “Fuck you.” The rage on Leon’s face was naked and pure. Dominic didn’t step back from the Marine, but in his shoes I might have.
“Sounds like bullshit to me,” said Henry. “You might have paid your men enough to kill us if you don’t come out. And they might even do it instead of just keeping the money and walking away. But the idea that they would risk committing half a dozen homicides after you’re dead and gone? Unlikely.”
Dom smiled. “But you don’t know that. I have friends, too. And in my business, we tend to take a dim view when one of us is taken out. The perpetrators usually end up as chunks in a lake somewhere to discourage the idea that any of us can be killed without serious repercussions.”
“You’ll still be dead.”
“That’s enough.” I took the duffel from Anne. “Did Piotr tell you what you were stealing?”
“No, and I didn’t ask. That’s not how it works. Give me the bag.”
“How do you know that I won’t follow you and try to get them back?”
He shrugged. “If you leave the hospital within an hour of my departure, you’re friends will die, whether you catch up to me or not. Now give me the bag, I won’t ask again.”
I passed him the bag. He took it from me and unzipped it. He reached inside for a moment, and then pulled his hand back and stared into the dark interior before zipping it back up. He looked like he had put his hand in something rotten.
Piotr must have told him that he could check for fakes by touching the pieces, but I’m sure he wasn’t prepared for the sick dread that came with it. He swallowed and locked eyes with me for a moment. And for that moment, I could tell that he was wondering what he had gotten himself into.
“You probably don’t want to sleep too close to those. The last person that spent time near one ended up living in her own filth and drawing on the walls. You sure you want them?”
“I do my job.” His game face came back. “Don’t leave here for an hour. Once I make the delivery, I’ll call off my men.”
Anne stepped forward. “How will we know when that is?”
“Well, beautiful, you’ll know because these two gentlemen will keep sucking air. If they die badly in the next couple of days, then I guess I didn’t make it.”
He tipped an imaginary hat at her, and then left the room. I checked the clock, and then sat down next to Henry.
He looked tired and defeated. “You made a mistake.”
“He’ll lead me to Piotr.”
“Maybe. And maybe by the time you catch up, he’ll have had all the altar pieces long enough so that it doesn’t matter. It’s too big a risk to take.”
“You know what he’s doing. I can’t let him keep butchering people for his pit or turning them into bags. You know what he’s doing out there, and what he’ll keep doing if we don’t stop him.”
Henry leaned in. For a moment I thought he was going to hit me. “I don’t think we do know what he’s doing, Abe. He wasn’t done when we surprised him in Warsaw. You remember the room that he had the altar set up in?”
I did. The horror of the men that formed the base of the altar, pierced through the eyes but still alive. I remembered the half-finished scaffolding on the walls, and the piles of cable and iron rods in the corners. “I remember.”
“What was all that for? It surely wasn’t just to make a blood-filled fountain of youth, or he’d have used it already and been gone. He thought that whatever he was doing would give him revenge against the people who killed his country and his family.” A cold hand squeezed my guts. “He needs those pieces. He needs them for something that could give him his revenge against an entire nation.”
Henry was right. I had made a mistake.
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Engaging Dominic had exhausted Leon, wiping out what few reserves he had left. He was sleeping. I gestured at him with my head. “How’s he doing?”
Henry glanced at Leon, maybe unconsciously, maybe to see if he was really asleep. “Crushed vertebrae and a severed spinal cord. He’ll live, but he won’t walk again.”
“I’m sorry.”
“Carlos’s mother came to the hospital yesterday, she’s known Leon since he was a boy. You could see the envy in her eyes, that I still had Leon. She knows how lucky I am. How lucky he is. I know he won’t see it that way when he finds out, but it’s a blessing to be alive.”
“He doesn’t know?”
“Not yet. He’s on a lot of drugs for the pain. We’ll talk when he has a clear head and can stay awake for more than five minutes.”
Anne put a hand on Henry’s shoulder. “Is there anything we can do?”
“Not giving the altar pieces away would have been good. Getting them back would be nice, too.”
“He could be anywhere by the time we get out of here. We can’t leave for an hour.”
He looked up at her, right in the eyes. “Yes, you can.”
She stared back at him, her jaw set.
I broke the silence. “We can, and we will. Don’t let Dom define your choices for you. He said his men would come for Henry and Leon if we left. How will they know?”
Anne nodded. “Because they’re here, watching.”
“I figure one in the lobby by the elevators, and one in each of the two stairwells, if they have that many guys. If we try and leave the floor, one of them will see us.”
“So, what? Try and sneak out some other way?”
“I’m afraid not. Dom is already gone. The only way to find him now is to know where he’s going. So, we have to grab his goons before the hour is up and they leave the hospital. Once they go, the next time we encounter them will be via a rifle round to the back of the skull. Dom would have done it tonight if the hospital weren’t so public. This is just a fleeting moment of safety while he gets clear. After an hour, we’re fair game once we’re out in the open. They have to kill us, Anne. Piotr doesn’t want us coming after the pieces, and we’ve seen Dom’s face.”
Henry turned to me. “You want to kill them.”
“As they say, it’s us or them.”
“I’m not talking about our options, or what course of action you’re suggesting. You want to kill them.”
“Does it matter? It’s not like we have a choice here.”
“First of all, it’s not your choice. Leon and I? We’re the hostages, not you. Second, you’re justifying what you’ve already decided to do. Even if they hadn’t threatened us, you’d still be presenting an argument for killing them.”
“Your point?”
“Take off that bandage.”
“What?”
“Wrapped around your hand. Take it off.”
I looked at my hand. I was still wearing the torn strip of my shirt wrapped around it, covering the deep wound that I had gotten from Georgia’s butcher knife. The blood had dried to a dirty-looking rust brown, and the edges were crusty. “What does this have to do with me being some kind of psycho?”
“Do it and I’ll tell you.”
I untied the knot, difficult with one hand, and unwrapped the long strip of my old shirt. The creases in my palm were black with old blood, but the skin was unbroken. There was no scar.
It wasn’t a surprise to me, but I was uncomfortable revealing it to other people, like it was a shameful admission that there was something wrong with me. It was proof that I was no longer one of them. It made me an outsider.
Anne sucked in her breath. Henry just looked at my hand and nodded. “You were changed in more ways than one when you fell into that pool. You don’t age and wounds can’t mark you for long.”
“Sounds good to me.”
“If that was the extent of your metamorphosis, I would agree. But it wasn’t. You were angrier, even bloodthirsty after that. You’re faster and stronger, too. Anne, when Abe attacked Dominic earlier, what did it remind you of?”
“I wasn’t attacking him, I was forcing him to reveal his plan for controlling us, and it worked.”
Anne looked away before she answered. “You already know.”
Henry’s tone softened. “But he doesn’t. Tell him.”
I knew what she was going to say, and I didn’t want to hear it.
“A bag. He moved like one of those things. Too fast. Aggressive.”
“It’s not just that you share some of their physical traits, Abe. Remember the attack back at the house? That queen worm was in a frenzy, attacking Leon with everything it had. Until you touched it. It went docile, just like that. Instantly. Instinctively. It let you unwrap it from around Leon, and then just hung there in your hands until Anne killed it.”
“So you’re saying that I’m one of them? That it recognized someone from its own team? Those things are mindless, it doesn’t know anything.”
Henry shrugged. “I’m just saying that ever since you emerged from that pit, you’ve shared some of their traits, body and mind. You need to recognize that fact so that you can fight it. And it starts with you not killing those men.”
“I’m not one of them. If I were, I would have just taken the pieces to Piotr, right? I wouldn’t have killed two of them at your house.”
Henry put one of his perfect hands on my arm. “I know. You have free will. Maybe not as free you once were, but still free. All that means is that you have to fight harder to be the man you used to be. If you act like you’re not affected, it’s just going to lead you down a hole. Once you start believing that these decisions are all yours, you’ll defend them. You’ll believe whatever reasons you come up with, you’ll have to, and sooner or later, you and this influence will be in total agreement.”
“Are you a psychologist now, Professor?”
He shrugged. “I’m just an old man. But I know what I know. Justifying an action isn’t the same thing as judging that action. You need to decide who wants to kill those men. Is it really you?”
I sat down and closed my eyes. He was wrong. If someone declares that they’re going to murder me or mine, I have no problem killing them. That’s always been true for me. Maybe in the past I needed more provocation than just threatening it, so maybe I was a little more hair-trigger, but the basic behavior was the same.
But Henry was right about one thing. My temper was much worse. That guy ogling Anne in the hotel should have just annoyed me. Instead I lost my temper and hurt him. I didn’t decide to, I just did it. For that moment, I wasn’t in control.
I also lied about attacking Dominic. It wasn’t all part of my grand plan. I just barely stopped myself from breaking his neck. As long as I stayed by myself on the farm, I didn’t have to deal with it, but now back in the world, I could see how bad it had gotten. Henry was wrong about the symptom, but right about the disease.
“Okay. No killing. But these goons have to be dealt with. I have to know where Dominic is going.”
“That’s fine.”
“You realize that if I don’t kill them, Dominic is going to hear that I made them talk. Somebody is going to come for you eventually.”
“I’ll take that chance. Maybe if you catch up with him before that happens, you can talk him out of it.”
“You think so?”
“I have faith in you.”
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Few things are as lonely as an empty hospital hallway. I don’t know if it’s the smell, the cold fluorescent lighting, or even the constant faint noises that point to activity and life just around some distant corner, but the end result always depressed me. I’d spent a long time in corridors like this at the end of Maggie’s life, and it was exactly the same. I might be there now, the intervening miles and years suddenly meaningless.
I had left Anne behind in the room. This wasn’t going to be pretty, and I figured that she’d been through enough at Georgia’s house. Despite Henry’s willingness to take his chances, there was no way I was letting these pieces of shit kill my friends. If it worked out that they got to keep breathing after I got what I wanted, fine. But I wasn’t going to go out of my way to coddle them.
I listened at the stairwell door. In order to be sure that we couldn’t leave the floor, they would have to watch the stairwells and the elevators here. Once we got off of this floor, it would be impossible to watch all of the possible exits from the hospital without a small army. Therefore, there must be someone watching the stairs on this floor. It was quiet behind the door, so I pushed it open and stepped inside.
As I suspected, my target was standing in the corner away from the door at the top of the stairs. He was about twenty-five or so, and wearing a red and white Nike jogging suit with the top unzipped, showing a wife beater T-shirt underneath. His hair was slicked back and he was wearing gold around his neck and on both wrists.
Actually seeing one of the men sent to kill us somehow made it more real to me, rubbed my face in it. Fire licked up from my belly and I tried to keep it from becoming more.
He recognized me as soon as I came through the door and went for his gun, hidden in the small of his back. He didn’t make it.
I hit him in the solar plexus hard enough to bounce him off the wall and he dropped to his knees on the concrete landing. I took his gun out of his waistband and tucked it behind my back. It was a Glock, so I didn’t have to worry about checking the safety.
He surprised me and came up off of his knees hard, powering an uppercut to my groin. Sharp, nauseating pain hammered into me. The restraint that I was fighting to maintain vanished in that instant, along with any plans I had to extract information from him. I was no longer thinking in human terms of strategy and manipulation. I could feel my lips split into a savage grimace.
I lifted him off the floor by his shoulders and threw him down the stairs.
Before he hit the ground I leapt after him, slamming into the concrete on the landing below a split second after he did. His face was bloody and his arm had too many joints in it.
His next words came out shrill. “You fucked up, man. Me and my boys are gonna kill you for this. Kill you, your bitch, and your nigger friends, too.”
He started to say something else, but I have no idea what. I yanked him off the floor with a snarl and threw him bodily back up the stairs. It felt good.
He sailed in a graceful arc up the stairwell until his trajectory was interrupted by the concrete wall at the landing where we started. He hit with a nice meaty slap and dropped like a rock.
I raced up the stairs and pounced on his prone form. My fingers dug into his flesh, desperate to crush and tear. My face was inches from his, my eyes drinking in his terror. Blood began to well up under my hands.
The urge to hook my fingers through his ribcage and tear him in half faltered. Begging and sobbing registered in my consciousness and I became aware of the acrid smell of urine and the tight muscles in my face and jaw.
I let go of him and stepped back. Tried to focus on what he was saying.
“Elevator. By the elevator.”
Information. I wanted information. I took his wallet and cell phone.
“How many? Of you?” I focused. “How many of you are there?”
“Three. Just three. One by the elevator and one in a car in the parking lot.” His eyes searched my face in terror. This was obviously not the first time he’d volunteered this information in the last few seconds.
“The guy who hired you. Dominic. Where can I find him?” The words came easier now.
“Downtown Boulder, in Colorado. Dom has a front there, a real estate office. It’s called Coyote Realty. He’ll go back there, I promise. He will.”
“Don’t make any sounds. Don’t leave the stairwell.”
He shook his head violently up and down. Looking at him I could see that he was badly injured. One arm and one leg were clearly broken, and from the sound of his breathing I had probably damaged his ribs.
He wasn’t leaving under his own power any time soon. Remorse touched me. I hoped that the staff found him before too long.
I wiped my hands clean on his clothes, then took the stairs down to the next floor and exited into another, identical hospital hallway. Getting close to the guy in the car would be difficult, so I decided to handle the one at the elevator first.
I took some deep breaths and tried to calm down. I was doing the right thing. I was in control. Henry was wrong. Those three thoughts chased themselves around my head in a loop.
I needed to focus on what I was doing. I walked down the corridor and took the elevator up, back to the floor I started on. I couldn’t approach a sentry stationed near the elevators by coming at him down the hallway, that would give him plenty of time to get out his cell phone. Or worse, grab a hostage from the nurse’s station next to the elevators.
But if I popped out of the elevator ten feet away from him, I could get to him before he could react. I needed to contain him before he could pull his gun on me. For both of our sakes.
The bell chimed and the doors slid open. Elevator guy was wearing a windbreaker, jeans, and cowboy boots. He looked a hell of a lot more like a real hospital visitor than the thug in the stairwell, as long as you didn’t count the bulge under his left arm.
I came out of the elevator at a fast walk and sat down next to him on the visitor’s couch as he looked up from his magazine. His eyes went wide with surprise.
“I’ve been looking everywhere for you,” I said loudly for the benefit of the two night nurses at the desk behind us.
He answered me in a much quieter voice. “Mr. Griffin, you need to return to your room. There are still thirty minutes left on the clock.”
“You know I can’t do that.”
He went for his gun. I clamped down on his forearm as it went into his jacket. He strained against me to get that last few inches to the holster, but it was pointless. He might as well have been a small child for all the good it did.
“Be still, or I’ll break your arm.” I had to squeeze until he gasped to make my point. I ignored the thrill that small sound gave me and forced myself to stop increasing the pressure.
I reached into his coat with my other hand and pulled out his gun, careful to keep it lower than the back of the couch. It was a blue-steel.38 revolver, a workman’s tool, reliable and lethal.
“Time to stretch our legs.” I guided him up off the couch and back to the elevator, keeping him in front of me and the.38 between us.
We rode up to the fifth floor, which was the top. I nodded pleasantly at the night nurse on duty, but it was a wasted gesture. She never looked up from her work.
Elevator guy was quiet and cooperative as I herded him into the stairwell at the end of the hall and up the last flight to the roof entrance.
I was grateful for the cooperation. I had managed not to kill the guy in the stairwell, but I didn’t want to test myself again so soon.
We pushed out of the last set of doors and into the cool, breezy night. Our shoes made scraping noises on the gritty concrete of the roof.
“You’re doing good. This is almost over. Just help me out with one more thing, and I won’t have to do you any permanent damage.”
“You’re not going to do me any permanent damage no matter what I do. You fire that gun up here, and people are going to come running. So you can go to hell.”
“You’re right about the gun.” It went into my pocket.
I hit him in the gut hard enough to lift his feet off the ground. I stepped to one side to keep from being splattered as he threw up all over his feet. My breath quickened, but stepping back helped me stay focused on what I was doing.
I pulled his wallet out of his jeans while he was catching his breath and flipped it open to read his ID. Jesse Smith. No doubt fake.
He put his hands on his hips and sucked air through his teeth.
“Son, I’ve been doing this a long time. If you think roughing me up a little is going mean diddly-shit to me, then you’re in way over your head. Just walk away, and I’ll make sure you don’t suffer when the time comes. Last chance.”
I hit him again. He grabbed my arm as he doubled up, and then he showed me how overconfident and stupid I was. With his other hand he stabbed me in the stomach.
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The blade was cold in my guts but hot against the edges of the wound as it came out. I grabbed his wrist before he could plunge it into me again and squeezed until the bones cracked. The knife clattered to the concrete.
I kept hold of his wrist, but I stopped squeezing. He glared murder at me and sweat popped out on his brow, but that was the only sign that he was hurting. Tough son of a bitch.
I clamped my other hand over the wound in my stomach. The blood was a warm thread dribbling out between my fingers. An image of myself crouched over the man’s still and bleeding body tantalized me for a second, pulling at me, but I resisted with everything I had. Animal need crested inside of me, but I held on and it receded.
Nonetheless, the pain was a constant goad weakening my self control. I needed to end this quickly.
“Use your other hand to take out your cell phone, and tell your friend in the car to come up to the roof. Tell him you have a problem and you need everyone up here right now. Say anything different, and I’ll kill you before you can hang up.”
“I’m not … doing shit. You want to kill me? Better do it quick before you bleed out. Getting dizzy yet?”
My guts were on fire and my legs were starting to feel distant. Worse, I was having trouble remembering why I was fighting so hard not to tear bloody chunks out of this guy with my bare hands. The only way I could think to save his life was to shock him out of his bravado-fueled sense of control.
I let go of his wrist, leaned forward, and drove my fist into his left thigh. Thigh bones are far thicker than any of the bones in your hand. For anyone else, this would have resulted in one shattered hand and one bruised thigh.
But I’m not anyone else. His thigh snapped with an ugly crunching sound and the leg collapsed, dumping him onto the ground. I knelt fast and clamped the hand that wasn’t on my wound over his mouth to muffle the screaming. His face was red and his eyes wild where they showed over the top of my hand.
It hurt like hell and one of my knuckles was already swelling up, but at least I hadn’t killed him.
When the screaming stopped, I pulled my hand back and dug the phone out of his jacket. He was breathing hard and blinking tears out of his eyes.
“Call now. Say you’re hurt and you need help up on the roof.”
He grabbed the phone out of my hand and dialed with his thumb. It took a minute, since his good hand was attached to a broken wrist and his other hand was trembling. I could hear it ringing faintly, and then quit as someone picked up.
“It’s me. I’m hurt. You need to get out of here right now and …” I slapped the phone out of his hand, but it was too late. I could already hear a car starting down in the parking lot.
“No!” If the man in the car got away, Leon and Henry were dead.
I let go of my stomach, grabbed elevator guy with both hands, and ran to the edge of the roof. Five stories down, I saw headlights flick on.
The third man was parked right next to my car, about fifteen yards away from the side of the building. A white flash flickered through the wash of red brake lights as he threw the gear selector past reverse into drive.
I no longer cared about the lives of the two hit men. I lifted Elevator Guy over my head with an inarticulate roar and hurled him downward with everything I had.
His terrified shout stopped abruptly when he impacted the windshield in an explosion of safety glass. Small glittery pebbles rained down through the car’s headlights as the nose dove down on its springs.
The car idled slowly forward until it bumped into the rear of the car across the parking lot aisle.
My heartbeat pounded in my ears. I clamped my teeth together to keep from screaming out in triumph over my kill. Laughter bubbled out instead. It took long seconds for me to calm down and realize how wrong that was. How wrong I was. I dropped to my knees and concentrated on my breathing until I could think clearly again.
I rode down the elevator and hurried out of the building to check the car. One nurse stopped me before I left the main lobby, concerned about the mess on my clothes, but I just smiled and lied that it wasn’t my blood. She gave me a sympathetic nod and walked off.
I walked around the side of the building to the now demolished car. Both men were dead.
From the looks of it, the man in the car died from a broken neck when the roof caved in on him. The side windows in the front of the car had blown out when the roof had partially collapsed, so it was easy to reach in and grab Car Guy’s wallet.
I then wiped down the guns I had taken as best I could and tossed them into the car. There was no way I wanted to be caught with the guns of professional killers in my possession.
I moved my car to a spot across the lot so that it wouldn’t get caught in the inevitable police cordon, grabbed my clothes bag from the trunk, and went back up to Henry’s room.
Before I went inside I tried to collect myself and shake off the giddy sense of euphoria that was still with me. I tried to concentrate on the pain from my wound. That helped.
I entered the room and closed the door behind me, then tossed my bag of clothes on the floor. “There were three of them, but we’re clear now.”
Henry fixed me with a cold stare, taking in my blood soaked shirt. “You killed them.”
“The first one is fine. I left him in the stairwell with nothing a little first aid and some traction won’t fix.”
Anne frowned at me. “Traction? He’s in the stairwell with broken bones?”
“He’s alive.”
“What about the second one?” asked Henry.
“He was fine until he stabbed me and tipped off his buddy in the parking lot.”
“And then?”
“He stabbed me!”
“And?”
“And then I had to throw him off the roof.”
“And the third guy?”
“Second guy landed on him.”
“Of course he did.”
“I had no choice, he was getting away.”
Anne crossed her arms and looked sick. My friends seemed to care a lot more about three hired killers than they did about me. I tried to remind myself that they were just worried about my state of mind, but it still stung.
“Henry, I swear to you that I didn’t kill them because I wanted to. I tried to be reasonable.”
“I believe that you tried. I also believe that you couldn’t help yourself and you failed. Everyone told you to let them go if it came down to it.”
“They were going to kill you and Leon both. I avoided any killing until they forced me into it. I wasn’t even going to kill the guy that stabbed me. Speaking of, are there any bandages or anything in here? You know, for where I got stabbed trying to save everyone’s lives?”
Anne rummaged through the drawers in the room and found a plastic tray wrapped in plastic full of supplies. Among the other items inside the package were a box of Steri-Strips used to close wounds and some antiseptic swab sticks. She brought them over to me and said, “Take off your shirt.” When she spoke to me, she avoided looking me in the eyes.
My hand was stuck to my stomach and shirt by congealing blood, but I managed to pull it away without too much pain. Peeling the shirt off was much worse, as the fabric wanted to tug at the wound as it came free of my skin.
The top of my pants were soaked with fresh blood by the time we got my shirt off. She took the gruesome article of clothing without reaction, wadded it up, and dropped it in the red bin in the corner of the room marked “Biohazard.”
“You’re a mess. Hold still and put two fingers over the puncture.” Setting the medical supplies on the bed, she pulled out a fistful of paper towels from the dispenser and wet them, squeezing out the extra water until they were just damp. Then she carefully cleaned the blood off of my stomach, working around my fingers. Then she knelt down in front of me.
“What are you doing?”
“I’m unbuckling your pants so that I can get the blood off of your waist. The wound is right over your belt, and I need it to be clean for several inches all around so that the Steri-Strips have a clean area to stick to. These pants are going to have come off.”
I grinned down at her. “I should get stabbed more often.”
“Just stop it. You just killed two people, not to mention seriously injuring a third, and you’re making jokes. It’s not funny, it’s creepy.”
“I’m sorry. I’m trying to control it. This isn’t how I normally am.”
“I know.”
She finished cleaning around the wound and had me take my fingers off of it. The edges were pretty clean and the whole thing was only about an inch and a half wide. It was barely seeping blood at this point. I wondered how deep the blade had gotten.
I didn’t know if I could survive having my guts punctured. Sepsis from a gut wound was far more likely to kill you than the bullet itself, back in the war. I was in a hospital, but seeking treatment would mean sticking around for the cops, as well as losing time. I decided to trust in my altered physiology.
Anne swabbed the area, leaving yellow-orange smears on and around the wound, and then taped it shut with the Steri-Strips.
“Not bad. Ever work as a nurse?”
She shook her head. “No, just one more thing Patrick forced me to learn instead of going out on dates or seeing my friends.”
There was nothing to say to that, so I grabbed my bag and went into the bathroom to change clothes. I came out in time for Leon’s nurse to chide all of us for hanging around in his room and disturbing him.
We made polite small talk for a few minutes until she left, and then I dropped the three wallets and two cell phones that I had claimed on the edge of the bed.
“I know you don’t approve of what I’ve done, but that doesn’t change the fact that the altar pieces are still on their way to Piotr. The guy in the stairwell said that Dominic does business out of a phony real estate office in Boulder called Coyote Realty.” I pulled out all of the ID cards and fanned them out next to the wallets.
Henry and Anne crowded around to look. “They’re obviously fake, but you’ll notice that they’re all Colorado licenses. My guess is that Dominic and his crew really do run out of Boulder.”
Henry picked up a cell phone and flipped through it. Then he went to the phone next to Leon’s bed and dialed 411.
“Yes, can you tell me if Boulder Colorado is in the 303 area code? Thank you, and could you give me the address of Coyote Realty in Boulder? Thanks, again.” He hung up. “Almost every number in this phone is a 303 exchange, so I’d say that you were right.” He scribbled an address down on a pad next to the phone and handed it to me. “Better get out of here before the police find your victim in the stairwell and the dead guys in the parking lot.”
“Yeah. You have Anne’s cell number, keep in touch.” I shook his hand and he looked at me very seriously. Anne stood up and walked to the door.
“Abe. One more thing.”
“Yes?”
“Think hard about what you’re doing.” His eyes flicked to Anne and back to me. “Be careful that you don’t become more of a danger to her than the man you’re hunting.”
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We spent another restless night in sterile airports and uncomfortable airplane seats as we raced across the country on my dwindling funds, landing hungry and exhausted. I entered the men’s restroom shortly after landing and checked my wound. It was still tender, but the skin at least had healed over. I threw the bandages away in the trashcan.
We rented the cheapest car they had, a tiny blue econobox, and minutes later were headed out into the pre-dawn gloom towards Boulder.
Anne slept in the passenger seat for the entire hour-long drive, not even waking when I stopped for coffee and a map. She looked lovely and peaceful and heartbreakingly vulnerable. I thought a long time about what Henry had said.
The horizon was just beginning to lighten when I finally located the right office park.
The entrance to Coyote Realty was an unremarkable door in a willfully bland stone cube, surrounded by carefully tended generic landscaping. The parking lot was deserted, so I pulled around back to avoid being seen from the road. Perfect silence descended when I turned off the car.
I shook Anne gently on the shoulder. “Hey, wake up.”
“Mmf. Sleeping. You go in, I’ll wait here.”
“I need you to come with me.”
She peeled her eyes open and glared balefully at me. “Why? It’s completely deserted. Just go in and snoop around, you don’t need me for that.”
“Well, what if the drop-off location is on a computer?”
“So?”
“So I don’t know jack about computers. I’ve been living on a farm with one TV and a rotary dial phone for the last twenty years.”
“What, not even one of those senior citizen classes on e-mail?”
“Being sleepy isn’t making you any funnier.”
“Fine.” She groaned and got out of the car, looking like she felt my age. I tried not to notice the way her clothes slid and stretched across her body as she yawned and reached for the sky.
I turned away and grabbed my combat baton from the trunk and then trotted over to the building. I would have liked to have armed Anne as well, but unfortunately all these trips on airplanes was making it difficult to keep both guns and ammo available on short notice.
Coyote Realty’s rear entrance was easy to find, as each of the gray-painted steel doors behind the building was stenciled with the appropriate suite number. As I expected, it was locked.
Anne thumped a fist against the door. “Steel doors. Now what?”
I rapped the door a few times with my knuckles. “Luckily for us, steel doors aren’t solid steel. They’re actually two steel sheets separated by a few ribs, or even a foam core.”
“Yeah, that’s really lucky. I was just thinking, if only this giant steel door was only a couple of sheets thick.”
“There’s still some coffee in the car, if it’ll make you less cranky.” She made an unladylike gesture. “I said lucky because, if it were solid steel, I couldn’t do this.”
I leveled my baton and aimed it at the door, about a foot to the left of the deadbolt. Then I drew it back, sucked in a big breath, and slammed it forward with enough force to flip over a pickup truck.
The end of the baton went through the door like tissue paper. The impact sounded like somebody hitting a dumpster with a sledgehammer, but that didn’t bother me. In the middle of a commercial district at dawn, there probably weren’t many folks around to hear it.
Gripping the baton with both hands, I began to work it back and forth, and then when I had a little room, I started rowing it in a circular motion until I had a hole big enough to stick my arm through. Which I did. I then unlocked the deadbolt from the inside. I opened the door and stepped in, flipping the light switch on as I did so.
We were standing in a small break room. The floor was cheap linoleum, the single table was topped with plastic, and the place smelled like stale coffee. There was a refrigerator in one corner next to a chipped counter with a tiny stainless steel sink in it.
I looked into a couple of cabinets, finding only stained coffee cups and plastic cutlery. “I guess crime doesn’t pay as well as the movies would have you believe.”
“Or we just broke into an actual office.”
“No, this is the right place.”
“Because criminals don’t lie when you’re about to throw them off of a building?”
I fought down a surge of irritation. “I said I was sorry.”
“No, you said that it was necessary. You never once said you regretted murdering two people. I saw the mess outside when we left the hospital. I suppose I should be grateful that I didn’t look into the stairwell.”
I peered down the dim hallway outside the break room. It was an empty stretch of thin gray carpet lined with doors on each side. “Fine. Now I’m saying I’m sorry.”
I stepped out into the hallway and slowly opened the door to my right. The office was tiny, filled nearly wall to wall with a cheap desk and one two-drawer metal filing cabinet. A square beige monitor sat on the corner of the desk with a grimy keyboard the same color in front of it.
A picture in a plastic frame sat alone on the stark white walls, an eagle snatching a fish out of a stream. All the colors were oversaturated and there was some motivational text about teamwork underneath. I’m guessing the fish wasn’t a valued member of Team Eagle.
Anne glanced inside past my shoulder, then turned to face me. “Henry was right, you know.”
“About?”
“Yesterday at the hospital. You were high from the fight, like you were about to burst out laughing at any second. There was blood running out of your stomach and two people were dead, and you were cracking jokes like it was a party.”
“Christ, how many times do you want me to apologize for that?” She narrowed her eyes at my tone and crossed her arms.
I lowered my voice and tried to regain my composure. “I’m sorry. I’m not trying to defend it, but at least let me try to explain it.” It took me a few moments to find the words. Talking about this with someone else made me feel vulnerable, but I realized that it was important to me for her to understand.
“People think that they make decisions with some kind of mental arithmetic, where they weigh their options and make the right choice, but they don’t. Most of the time, people decide with their gut. They only use their brains to justify what their gut has already decided.
“You want a particular car, so you start talking about how it’ll save you money on gas if it gets good mileage, or you talk about needing the space if it doesn’t. You like a politician, so you downplay his ugly side and focus on the good stuff, or how bad the other guy is. Most people don’t even realize that they’re doing it.
“Whatever happened to me is at the gut level. I don’t control that, and it makes it hard to tell if I’ve actually decided to do something, or if I’m just justifying it afterwards. I believe that killing those men at the hospital was necessary to save Henry’s and Leon’s lives. I’m just not sure if I became certain after I did it, or if there had been another way that I never looked for.”
Anne pushed her hair back from her face and sighed, obviously frustrated. “It’s not so much the killing. I understand that. For what it’s worth, if I had been armed and any of those men had come into the hospital room, I’d have dropped them right there in the doorway. That’s not the part that has everyone worried.”
And there it was. “I know. You’re worried that I’m looking for chances to kill people that will seem justified after the fact, so that nobody knows I’m doing it on purpose. For all you know, those guys had surrendered, or were bluffing about killing everyone. You don’t even know if they were really armed.”
She didn’t say anything. She just gave me a half-shrug and looked into my eyes.
“There’s this constant pressure inside of me to lash out, and anything to do with this whole Piotr situation makes it worse. It started after I was changed, back in Poland, but it seemed like it had gotten better for a long time. I felt like living on the farm all those years had let me get a handle on it. But now … It’s never been this bad before. And every time I give in, there’s this exultant feeling that comes with it. Like a reward. But even so, I swear to you that I’m not looking for opportunities to murder people. I still have that much control. I will not step over that line.”
Anne put a hand on my arm. “I guess I trust you enough to believe that. Don’t let me down.”
Releasing my secrets into Anne’s care was a liberating feeling. This was the first time I’d admitted to anyone that there was a pressure inside of me to kill, much less that I felt pleasure in it afterwards. She didn’t turn away from me and condemn me as a monster, but instead gave me a chance to prove that I could be trusted. I swore to myself that she wouldn’t regret it.
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The rest of the offices in the hallway were the same as the first. A quick perusal of the paperwork on the desks and in the cabinets proved that actual work was being done here. Somebody really was selling commercial office space out of this suite. I had a hard time picturing any of the people from the hospital in blazers and nametags, though. Maybe Anne was right that this was just a regular office.
Pink light fell in strips across the receptionist’s desk as dawn entered through the blinds covering the glass entry door in the lobby. A candy dish and an oversized phone sat next to yet another beige computer and a dog-eared office directory.
I flipped through the directory, but I didn’t recognize any of the names. The lobby had three doors. One leading outside, one for the hallway we just came out of, and one more on the other side leading back into the other half of the office. That door was locked, and there was a black plastic square on the wall next to the handle. There was no keyhole in the door.
Anne walked to the reception desk. “Wait a second.” She pushed something and the door next to me clicked. “Okay, pull it.”
It swung open easily and she came around the desk. “Electronic lock. Usually the receptionist has a release at her desk so she can let visitors in without having to get up.”
“So you have a remotely controlled lock, but I still have to pull the door open myself?”
“Welcome to the future, Abe. There are no flying cars, either. Get used to it.”
The hallway on the other side of the door was completely different. Where the rest of the office was done in early commercial tacky, this area felt more like a private club. The hallway was elegant, but short.
Twenty feet in, it ended in another door. This one was locked the old-fashioned way, so I opened it the old-fashioned way, too. With my foot. The dark wooden frame split under the assault, raw white wood showing between the shattered pieces.
The room beyond was a very large lounge. There were leather seats and sofas scattered artfully around coffee tables, a wet bar on one wall, and a vast flat screen TV hanging on the other. Four doors led out of the room.
“See, this is what a secret criminal hideout should look like.”
Anne reached behind a chair and came up with a pair of red thong underwear pinched between the tips of her fingers like a dead rat. “Like a strip club?”
“That’s gentlemen’s club to you. Let’s find Dominic’s office.” She tossed the panties and headed towards the only door on the right wall. I went for the one opposite.
“Bathroom,” Anne called out.
I opened my chosen door and found an office with beautiful furniture and neatly organized work on the desk. I went through the papers and decided that this must be the bookie’s office. Lots of fight and race schedules.
The next office was similar, so I stepped out and went to the last door. Anne was already inside.
This one must have been Dominic’s. It was easily twice the size of the first two and sported a massive oak desk with a throne-sized chair behind it. Anne tugged on the drawers. “The desk is locked, and the computer is password protected.”
“Can you get around the password?”
“What? Not unless he’s written it down somewhere in here. I’m not exactly a hacker, you know.”
“What’s a hacker?”
“Just help me look for a password, okay? We need to get into the desk.”
“No problem.” I raised my baton over my head and aimed at the keyhole next to the drawers.
“Please don’t damage the desk. It’s an antique.” Dominic stood in the doorway with two armed men behind him.
I wanted to honor my promise to Anne and show some restraint, but I never had a chance to try. The sound of his voice startled me, and I looked up to see Dominic standing there in the doorway with his thugs, his hands in his pockets and smug all over his face. I’m not sure I registered anything more than “enemy” and “guns” before I was over the desk and across the room.
I hit Dominic hard with both hands in the chest. Shock broke out across his face in an almost comical expression as he slammed into the men behind him, bowling them over. It was the look of a zookeeper realizing that he was on the wrong side of the door, and that his whole understanding of his place in the cage hierarchy was fatally flawed.
Goon Number One started getting up, so I collapsed his ribcage with a vicious backhand from my baton. Blood sprayed from his lips and he went down.
Number Two had gotten up on one knee and was swinging his gun forward. I shattered his arm with a contemptuous flick of my wrist. The gun tumbled away. Then I shoved him to the ground with one foot, and out of pure malice, cracked his pelvis with a quick downward stab of my baton. Somewhere in the back of my mind I was ashamed of that, but right now it just felt good. I spat out a sound that could have been laughter.
Dominic was on the floor, leaning against one of those nice leather couches. He seemed to be having trouble catching his breath. I squatted over him and grabbed his left shoulder in my right hand. I was trying to pin him in place, but I must have grabbed him too hard. Something in his shoulder popped and shifted under my hand. He tried to scream, but all that came out was a hoarse wheezing. I drew back my other hand in a fist. I could see myself reflected in his wide eyes, looming over him like fate.
“Stop!” I felt a small hand covering my fist. “Abraham. Stop.” Anne’s presence pushed its way into my awareness.
I regained enough control to feel how contorted my face was, to feel my lips skinned back from my teeth in a rictus, and I knew that right then I looked like my portrait in Georgia’s house. That I was unknowingly wearing my secret face. The uncomfortable shame helped me back to myself. My anger turned back into something human, something that I could control.
Dominic glanced away from me to look at Anne. “Thank you.”
She narrowed her eyes at him. “I did it for him, not you. If I had my gun, you’d have died in your office thirty seconds ago and to hell with what you know.” Her voice was icy. Frightening.
I let go of Dominic and dropped my fist, but I continued to stand over him as he knelt on the floor. “Tell me where you delivered the pieces.”
He put a hand up, fingers outspread. “Give me a moment.”
“We are not negotiating. You don’t get requests. If I have to ask you again, I will remove your left arm at the shoulder.” I don’t think I would have. I hope not, but I always try to be honest with myself. It was hard to forget that this man had tried to murder the only people in the whole world that I had left to care about.
“Wyoming. Belmont. It’s a little town not far from the Colorado border.”
“Where in town?”
“I don’t know. He met me at a gas station on the border last night. Him and about twenty of his … men.” His eyes went opaque for a moment as he remembered. I knew that look; Dominic had encountered the real world last night. “You have to understand, it was too late for me to back out. I wanted to when I got there. It was like I had driven into hell. They’re not men.”
“I know. Worms under their skin, right?”
“Bursting out of their skin! Hanging out of their mouths and eyes and falling onto the ground. Some of them, I don’t know how they’re still alive. But Peter was the worst. No worms. He looked normal on the outside. But whatever is inside of him is worse. When he walked up to me to take delivery, I would have given anything if it would have been one of those monsters instead. Even they seemed to be afraid of him.”
Anne frowned. “And he just let you go?”
“He said that he needed men like me, and that he would be in touch. But I’m not going to be here. I’m leaving and I’m not coming back.”



24


Dominic stood up gingerly, his left arm dangling grotesquely from his dislocated shoulder. “There really was no need for all of this. When the silent alarm went off, I came here to offer to help you, maybe atone a little for helping Peter. Anything he wants, I don’t want, you know?”
“How did you know it was me? Maybe it was a regular burglar.”
He grinned tightly. “Son, I can promise you no burglar is going to set foot anywhere near here unless it’s to ask me for work. No, I knew it was you because of something Peter said. He said that you couldn’t help but be drawn to him, like you didn’t have a choice. Since I’m the only person you know that has Peter’s location, and you’re the only person I know that’s dumb enough to actually break into my office, it wasn’t exactly rocket science to figure it out.” He shifted his weight and sucked in a breath as his arm moved. “Do you mind?”
I leaned in and grabbed his arm and his good shoulder. He clenched his teeth and looked away. When I shoved his shoulder back into the socket, bits and pieces of a scream escaped his control, but he recovered his composure surprisingly quickly.
“Son of a bitch, that hurts.” He sat down on the couch and wiped away the sweat that had beaded across his forehead and upper lip. “You had me pretty worried when you attacked me. I could see in your face that you have some of the same crazy in you that Peter has. It’s pretty obvious that the two of you are connected by more than just circumstance.”
“That’s not really your business, is it?”
He gestured to his office, and the injured men on the floor. “I do seem to be involved.”
I had to smile a little at that. I learned in the war that the ability of someone to earn your respect had very little to do with whether they were your enemy or not. “Let’s just say that something happened to me the first and only time we ever met, and I’m still figuring out the extent of it.”
I suddenly had a sense of what this conversation must look like to an outsider. Here I was, having a pleasant chat with the guy who had paid men to kill me and my friends, while his henchmen writhed in pain on the floor not ten feet away. I guess I’d been away from life for so long, I’d forgotten how relentlessly strange it was.
Dominic continued, “So Peter was right, then. You have no choice but to find him.”
“There are two options, kill him or keep him away from those altar pieces. I didn’t do so well on B, so I guess I’d better start working on A. If I don’t, it’ll be bad. For everyone.”
“You believe that?”
I shrugged. “Feels right.”
“Alright, I’ll give you directions, but it’s a drive of several hours to get there. You moving out tonight?”
“We need to sleep for a few hours first, but yeah.”
“I’m leaving town myself. Tell you what. You and your lady friend come back to my place, get rested up, and then we’ll both leave and go our separate ways.”
He broke eye contact with me and looked around his wrecked office.
“I’ve never felt like the things I’ve done in my life were wrong, you know? You don’t want your knees broken, you pay what you owe. You want a night with a good looking girl, and you can pay for it, who am I to judge, right? But doing work for that crazy son of a bitch in Belmont? It makes me feel dirty. First time for everything, huh? Come back to my place, let me fix you up, and I’ll feel like I’ve made up for it. What do you say?”
And that’s how we ended up staying at Dominic Tesso’s place like we were old friends.
Dominic called someone over to help his injured men, and then we followed his gleaming black Range Rover with our rental across the city.
His house had all the earmarks of purchased respectability: swanky part of town, wealthy neighbors, enormous manicured lawn with a circular drive and columns bracketing a fifteen-foot-tall set of artfully carved wood and glass doors.
Or, as I noticed when we passed through, steel doors painted to look like wood, inset with bulletproof glass. I guess there’s a fine line between fitting in with the society crowd and sleeping well at night.
The entryway opened into a vast living room, airy and bright, in which the entire back wall could be opened to the patio. With a touch, Dominic caused a sliding cascade of glass partitions to sweep aside, opening the house to the great Colorado outdoors. I tried not to look impressed, but I don’t think I did a very good job of it.
Dominic ushered us outside to sit in the sunning chairs which were artfully arranged on the wide patio and urged us to enjoy the spectacular view of the lake that graced his back acreage, its surface mirror-flat and serene. He went back inside to fetch us something to drink.
Anne grabbed my arm and whispered at me. “So, what, you pull the guy’s arm out of its socket and now he’s your best friend? You know he’s going to come back out here with a gun and just shoot us, right?”
“I’m supposed to be the jaded cynical one, remember?”
“Not cynical enough. Why are we trusting him?”
“We’re not, we’re trusting human nature.”
“For the record, just because you’re a million years old doesn’t make you wise. It just makes you old.”
“Don’t talk to your elders that way. And it’s true. As loose ends, we’re expendable. But as allies against something that he doesn’t understand, we’re precious assets.”
“You sure?”
“Absolutely. But keep a sharp eye out, just in case.”
“I don’t think you know what the word absolutely means.”
Dominic strolled out onto the patio and handed us each a cold beer, something foreign and no doubt excellent. He pulled up a chair and we all sat and drank like civilized people, looking out at the endless blue morning sky and its darker twin reflected in the lake below.
“I’m going to miss this place. Dream house sounds pretty hokey, huh? But I think the dream of this house on this lake is what pushed me to the top. Funny to think that I’m just going to leave it all behind without a fight.”
“You could always stay,” said Anne. “When we’re done, Peter won’t be looking you up for any more work.”
Dominic shook his head and smiled, not without pity, I think. “You and your boyfriend here are a long shot, sweetheart. A hundred to one. A thousand to one. You seem pretty smart, and he’s a hard guy to take in a fight, sure. But Peter has a whole world to himself in that town. And he has something you don’t. There’s something almost like … fate, I guess, hanging off him.
“I’m happy to see you two take a run at it, that’s all to the good for me, but the truth is, I’m just throwing a couple of cats in a wood chipper hoping that their bones will jam the thing up. Odds are, you guys aren’t coming out. At least not the same way you went in. No offense, but the last thing I want to see is one of you knocking on my door with worms falling out your face. Tell you what. You win, I’ll come back and we can all sit together on the patio and have another beer.” He smiled at her and turned his bottle up to the sun, draining the last of it.
I smiled and raised my own bottle in salute. “Thanks for the beer and the confidence.”
“Any time.”
“I hate to be a bad guest, but we’re wiped out. Do you mind if we get some sleep here before we move out?”
“How about breakfast first?”
“I could live with that. I think the last thing I ate was in another time zone.”
“I’ll whip something up, and then you can get some rest while I pack my things. We’ll leave here together.”
Anne and I stayed on the patio while Dominic went inside and began clattering and bustling in the kitchen. We sat for a long time in companionable silence, sipping cold beer and enjoying the early morning sunshine. Deep weariness muffled the tension and fear of the last few days, granting us a comfortable lassitude as we basked.
I nudged her with my beer. “Hey.”
“Hey.”
“Thanks for helping me get here.”
“I told you I would.”
“You sure you want to follow me into Belmont? You promised to help me find Piotr, and now we have. Job over.”
She smiled a slow, lazy smile. “Again with this? You are so stupid.”
“Ouch, right in the feelings.”
She turned to face me. “Pay attention. I’m not helping you get to this Peter guy, you’re helping me. He killed my grandfather. I’m going to make him pay. End of story.” She relaxed back into her chair, face turned up to the sky. “You of all people should understand that.”
“You have the right, I won’t argue that. But the odds are that this is a one-way trip. No amount of talking and explaining can make you understand what Piotr is like. Patrick would never want you throwing your life away, especially not for him.”
“And you think he’d want you to go in there?”
“That’s different. I think he’d understand why I have to go.”
She patted me on the arm, not ruffled in the slightest. “So do I.”
I couldn’t think of anything to say to that, so I drank my beer and watched geese touch down amid the silver glitter of the lake’s surface down below. If the silence bothered her, Anne didn’t show it.
Half an hour later, Dominic called us back into the house for a breakfast of pan seared trout, wild rice mixed with tart cranberries, and roasted new potatoes dusted with chipotle powder.
He served us himself, setting plates down in front of us with a flourish. “I know fish isn’t your typical breakfast food, but I just caught these and I figured there was no sense in just letting them go to waste.”
Even if I hadn’t been starving from long hours on the road, it would have been fantastic and we said so. Dominic was self-effacing but obviously pleased at our praise.
We all have different faces that we show to the world, but we often don’t realize just how little control we have over which one we wear at any given time. It made me wonder what Dom saw in us that brought out the genial host in him. Knowing where we were headed, I suspected it was pity.
After we ate he showed us to one of the many guestrooms, and neither one of us corrected his notion that we were a couple. We simply thanked him and went inside.
As soon as the door closed, Anne threw herself onto the bed, fully clothed and on top of the comforter. She didn’t even take her shoes off. She stretched and groaned with pleasure.
“Oh, that feels good. I am so tired of sleeping in the car all the time.” She rolled over on her back and claimed a pillow. “You haven’t even been able to do that. You must be exhausted.”
I kicked off my shoes and lay down next to her. “I’m pretty beat.”
We stared quietly at the ceiling together, contemplating the ornate wooden trim and elaborate ceiling fan as if we were on a blanket at a picnic watching the clouds.
When Anne spoke, her words came out slow and drowsy. “You still trust him?”
“I shouldn’t. But I think we’re safe enough.”
“Okay.”
After a moment of silence, I turned my head to look at her. She was sound asleep. With her eyes closed and her face relaxed there was no sign of the fierce determination that drove her. She looked small and vulnerable.
I brushed a few strands of hair from where they lay against her cheek and thought about the first time I saw her, too bright and lively on my front step, and realized how dead to the world I had been then. For all of her vibrant beauty I had just stood there, unable to see it.
I could see it now.
I wanted to protect her, especially that innocent and fragile part of her that laughed at my terrible jokes and turned up the radio and sang out loud without the slightest bit of embarrassment.
There are some things whose loss you can only feel when you get them back. Being able to stand between something precious and those that would destroy it made me feel alive. Like I mattered. There was a time when doing that was the biggest part of my life.
I joined the Army after Pearl Harbor because we were under attack. The idea of fighting to defend my country drew me like nothing ever had before. I found a sense of purpose that had a rightness to it that changed my life. It was like a key turning in a lock.
Looking back now it was easy to see how that purpose and sense of worth had dwindled away as I slowly outlived everyone that mattered to me.
Before now I had been going through the motions of confronting Piotr out of a sense of duty. I knew in my head that I had to stop him, but I hadn’t felt it in my heart. I just knew that I had to try and that I would likely die in the attempt.
But now I knew that I was going to do more than try. Anne would survive. The world that she loved would survive. I would stand between her and all of the horrors that Piotr could bring to bear, and I would not be moved.
I held that sense of purpose close and slept.
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My sense of well-being didn’t last long. I had formless, churning dreams of clenched hunger and wet fetid smells in darkness, and always the sense of endless movement in all directions.
There was also watchfulness. A singular intense scrutiny that seemed to come from everywhere at once prickled at the back of my neck, a savage bite just a second away. I was moving, eeling my way through the unseen thickness of the terrain with sleek muscular purpose, searching for I don’t know what.
The hunt was forever, I knew, but I also felt in my guts that it could end any second, and I couldn’t pull my fevered attention away from the possibility, not even to rest. Rage and hunger and maddening frustration drove me unceasingly, one eternal second of pushing and searching stretched out to infinity.
Then there was a change, a break that suddenly split my undifferentiated existence into a before and after. I could sense something. My body juddered and my nerves silvered and electrified. My teeth and jaws ached to sink through it. It was here, close.
Above and around me, a more ancient and patient hunger took notice as well. The endless churning sea of life tangling around me was insignificant, despite its vast expanse, a collection of parasites on the leviathan of our God who filled the sky in all directions. The sense of anticipation cut deep, as unrelenting as the hunger and fear.
There would be food. And soon.
“Hey.” Anne’s voice pulled me awake. My body was rigid, and I was nauseous and disoriented. “You okay?”
“Yeah, just a dream.” My eyes were gritty and my hands were sore where I had been clenching them. I sucked in air and flexed my fingers, feeling like I had just been pulled out from under some suffocating mass.
“Did you see someone in that town like I did?”
“No, it was something else, but connected, I think.”
She sat up and watched me with concern. The light from the window behind her ran fire around the edge of her hair and shadowed her features. “Tell me about it.”
I pressed my palms against my eyes, making sparks. “It was alien. No real sights or sounds, just touch and emotion. I don’t think I shared a lot of senses with whatever it was, so maybe I was just getting the things I could understand. It was all frantic hunger, like panicked starvation, and movement inside some mass of other things that were desperate in the same way.
“I was aware of this endless mass of them, but at the same time, I knew what any particular one felt, because they were all identical. It was like being an entire universe of crawling things, but also being each one individually, too. And permeating it all was some kind of other consciousness, something even more alien. It was everywhere. If you can imagine the whole universe being alive and grasping, hungry, and packed completely full of other hungry things.”
“I really can’t. And you were part of it?”
“Not really. I could tell I was just touching the fringes of it.” I shivered. “That was enough.” She put her hand on mine in sympathy. It helped.
We took turns using the shower and changing clothes. By the time we were dressed, packed, and downstairs, it was already well past noon. The house smelled like food, leading us by the nose to the kitchen.
Dominic was once again putting plates on the table. “Last meal. Afterwards I have some presents for you. But first, eat.” He had taken a couple of steaks and cut them into thin strips, then pan fried them with onions and red wine. Stuffed into massive toasted rolls, they became heaven on Earth.
“So, Dom. Where are you headed to once you leave here?” I found that I was actually interested.
“I have a ranch out west. It’s remote, comfortable, and has no connection to me as far as anyone knows. It was for my retirement from the business, assuming that none of my enemies retired me first. I never really thought I’d use it. Peter will never find me there.”
“Out west?”
He smiled at me. “What you don’t know, you can’t tell. I figure you’ll last about five minutes in that town before you’re shitting worms and talking your head off. Best we don’t read each other’s diaries, if you get my meaning.”
“Fair enough. You want to know if we win?”
“You’re not going to win.”
“So why help? Why come find me at your office and give me that speech about being your best shot?”
“Shit happens. You could get lucky. You won’t, but hey, it doesn’t cost me anything either way.”
I laughed and tossed my linen napkin onto my empty plate. “That’s the spirit, never give up. So, you mentioned that you had something for us?”
He led us out of the kitchen and into the garage. The lights on his black Land Rover flashed as Dom thumbed the remote in his pocket.
“It’s not registered to me, so feel free to do whatever you want in it. The back has all of the weapons I had left, and some camping gear that I bought and never used. There’s also something special for the lady.”
He opened the cargo door and pulled a long nylon sleeve from under a black tarp. The zipper sang as he unzipped it, revealing a gleaming black shotgun. He handed it to Anne.
“I had some of these made to sell to the gangbangers. It’s a.410 shotgun, sawed off short, with a fifty round drum. It fires standard three-inch shells, and being a.410, the recoil is so light even a child can handle it. Which was the whole point, since a lot of the gangs are full of thirteen-year-old kids.”
Anne stared at him. “That’s awful!”
“Yeah, and they didn’t sell for shit, either. The little bastards wanted a big macho gun, not a little.410. Never mind that inside ten yards, this thing will explode a guy like an overripe cantaloupe. No, they all wanted SPAS-12 assault shotguns and Desert Eagles and Glocks, like they were in some kind of fucking action movie. Or AK-47s. You have no idea how many requests I got for gold-plated AK’s. Jesus Christ, people are stupid. Anyway, it shoots three rounds a second if you hold the trigger down, and will mulch a room full of people before you can say boo. It’s loaded with alternating shot and slugs, just for the hell of it. Should come in handy.”
She slipped it back in the case and zipped it up. “Thanks, I guess.”
“Any.45 ammo in here?” I asked.
“Couple of boxes, hollow point and jacketed both.”
“Good.” I had been able to check my Browning during our trips, I just needed the rounds to put in it.
“Directions to the town are already in the GPS from my last trip. Good luck.” He held out his hand and I shook it. Anne hesitated, but ended up shaking his hand as well.
Ten minutes later we were on the road, completely unprepared for what was to come.



Part Two



Emergence



“The great sea has set me in motion set me adrift,

Moving me as the weed moves in a river

the arch of sky and mightiness of storms

have moved the spirit within me till I am carried away

trembling with joy.”

— Uvavnuk, Netsilik Inuit shaman
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I liked Dominic’s Rover. It had a steady workman-like competence underneath all the leather and wood trim, like a draft horse spruced up for the county fair. It wasn’t as reassuring as my old farm pickup, but maybe that was just because old people like me prefer the familiar.
I dialed Henry’s cell. Now that we finally knew where Piotr was, I figured that somebody outside this vehicle should know, too. The sere landscape flickered past my window as the phone rang. Eventually there was a click, and Henry’s deep tones urged me to leave a message.
“It’s Abe. We found him. Peter is holed up in Belmont, Wyoming. I should be there by tonight. Call me when you get this.”
“No answer?”
I handed Anne back her phone. “He’ll call when he gets the message. I hope Leon hasn’t taken a turn for the worse.”
“Worse than being paralyzed by a worm that crawled out of a dead guy?”
“You know what I mean. Leon is Henry’s whole world.”
Anne’s head lolled on the creamy leather of the headrest, and her eyes were closed. “He was stable in the hospital when we left. There’s no reason to think he’s gotten any worse now.”
“Yeah, I’m sure he’s okay.” I thought of all the wounded and sick I’d known over the last eighty years, and how quickly things could take a turn for the worse. There was no point in shaking Anne’s faith at this point, I just wish I shared it.
We drove northwest up I-25 while the sun slowly turned fat and orange as it fell out of the sky. We were approaching Cheyenne when I broke the silence.
“Anne?”
“No.”
“No, what?”
“You’re doing it again. I just told you that I’m going to do this, and you agreed. Now you’re going to try and drop me off in Cheyenne. I’m telling you no. You were perfectly willing to sacrifice me when we started this. So was I. The greater good and all that. Don’t screw it up now that we’ve spent all this time together.”
“That’s not what this is about.” It was, of course.
“Uh huh. Abe, I don’t want to die. I really don’t. And I appreciate all of these attempts to keep me safe, but when I think about one of those pits, full of blood and parts and stuff, with people hanging alive from racks overhead …” She jerked slightly, like an arrested shudder, and looked out the window. “If this Piotr or Peter or whatever is really holding a whole town hostage, then I have to help. I saw that woman in my dream, I was her, and I could feel how scared she was. I’m going to help her, and the rest of them, no matter what. And so are you. And if we die, well, might as well go out doing some good.”
“If you’re going to pay with your life, you may as well buy something worth the price.”
“Who said that?”
“Your grandfather. We were all volunteers, you know. Before every operation, each of us had to agree to go out, just as if it were a suicide mission. Which, you know, they pretty much were. Patrick set the bar for which ones we were going to go on. Of course, with the consequences being what they were during the war, it meant going out on all of them.”
“Then it’s settled. You can’t save those people without me. How do you plan to cover an entire town full of thousands of houses and buildings and roads and farms and God knows what else? It’s a pretty big goddamn haystack, isn’t it? I’m a needle finder, just like my grandfather. Without me, you’re useless.”
Looking into her fierce eyes, I had to smile. “That’s very true.”
She folded her arms and sat back. “Wake me when we get there.”
The sun was just hovering over the horizon when we crossed over onto I-80. A small sign with an arrow that read “Belmont — 31 Miles” appeared on the shoulder without the usual warning of prior signage. I had to brake hard and swerve to make the ninety-degree turn onto the cracked gray asphalt that ran off into the distance.
The main highway soon vanished in my mirrors, leaving nothing but an endless ribbon of worn-out road before and behind us. To my left the sunset was fading fast and the scent of dust was giving way to the first faint tang of cool night air.
“Wow, pretty deserted out here.”
“Probably why Piotr chose it. The more isolated the better.”
Anne spotted the reflective green rectangle first, just as dusk began to settle around us. It said, “Belmont City Limit” and underneath was a smaller sign riveted to the same post that declared, “Pop. 30, 218 — Home of the Wildcats.”
The sign was faded with a pattern of shallow dents across the face. A pretty common sight out in the country, where bored young men would inevitably connect the possibilities of shotguns, pickup truck beds, and targets whizzing by.
She grinned at me and shook an imaginary pom-pom. “Go Wildcats! That was the name of my high school’s team, too.”
“I think every town in America is required to have at least one team called the Wildcats. Were you a cheerleader?”
“Do I look like a cheerleader to you?”
“Every time I close my eyes.”
“Pervert. No, I was never a cheerleader. I would have loved to try out, but Patrick wouldn’t let me. Never a moment to spare from my competition training.”
Streets began to branch off from both sides of road as the town sprouted up around us. “You feel prepared, then?”
“Not in the slightest.”
“Me neither.”
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The tires plocked loudly as we hit the sunken concrete edge of the diner parking lot where the asphalt road failed to meld with the older town structures. There were a few cars huddled around the squat building, as if they were looking forlornly into the plate glass windows at their owners. The Range Rover stood out sharply among them as I pulled in, the only late-model car in the group, and the only one not covered in dusty grime.
I turned off the ignition, and we sat quietly listening to the engine tick as it cooled. “Hungry?”
“Not really. You?”
“Always.”
“Is it really a good idea to just walk in there? Maybe we should sneak around or something first.”
“In a town this size, strangers stand out like a house fire. No amount of sneaking is going to hide the fact that we’re in town, so we may as well not waste time trying. Besides, I’m starved.”
The sun wasn’t all the way down as we crossed the parking lot, but it was nearly full dark anyway. Heavy bottle-green clouds squatted overhead, stealing much of the day’s last light. It looked like tornado weather. A damp breeze whipped past us, smelling faintly of ozone and swampy rot.
Anne spit. “Ugh, that’s horrible.”
“Probably a water treatment plant close by.”
“No, it’s the other kind of stink. This place reeks. It’s bad.”
“Ah. Well, I guess I’m glad I can’t smell it then. Any bags around?”
“I can’t tell. I feel like I’m going to throw up. Give me a few minutes to get used to it.”
“More food for me, then.”
“If you say food one more time, I’m going to throw up on you. Got it?”
I put up my hands in surrender. “Got it.”
We went in.
The place was ugly. The fluorescent lights overhead didn’t do the black-and-white checkered linoleum floor and orange vinyl booths any favors.
Four tables occupied the middle of the floor, topped with blue-speckled white Formica and surrounded by dull chrome chairs with blue vinyl seats. Booths lined the walls to the left and right of the entrance, and a long counter fronted by revolving stools took up the back wall. Behind the counter was the kitchen. Everything looked hard used and faded. Nobody looked up when we went inside, which surprised me.
Only one man sat at the counter, nursing a cup of coffee. He was wearing a denim baseball cap with the bill pulled down low, a brown windbreaker, jeans, and black cowboy boots. His gaze was fixed on the contents of his cup.
Three of the booths were occupied. One of them by four older people, two couples by the looks of it, who were chatting animatedly over dinner and having a good time.
Another booth had a young family with a toddler strapped into a high chair at the end of the table, the parents to each side in the booth. The kid was rubbing mashed potatoes in his hair and laughing. The dad seemed to find it funny, the mom did not.
The last booth contained a fairly large young man in his mid-twenties hunched over a paperback in front of a half-empty plate.
We sat down at one of the tables closest to the door. A waitress came out of the kitchen and strode briskly up to our table, flipping open her order tablet with one hand and pulling a pen out of her apron with the other. Her dark hair was tied up in a limp ponytail, and she wore a tiny gold cross on a thread-thin chain around her neck.
“Welcome to Mesa Diner,” she said. “Menus are right there,” she pointed her pen at a wire clip with several laminated cards sticking out of it in the center of the table, “what can I get you to drink?”
I gave her my best smile. “Coffee, black.”
“Just water for me.”
She left without writing anything down and busied herself behind the counter.
I leaned over the table and whispered. “Is that her?”
“Who?”
“Is that the waitress from your dream?”
Anne shook her head. “No, too old.”
I pulled out a menu despite knowing full well that I was going to get a cheeseburger. I glanced over the selection of meat between bread, fried meat, and breakfast meat and figured that Anne was in for another salad.
We got our drinks and ordered. While we sat waiting for the food, everyone in the place snuck looks at us except for the guy at the counter and the guy with the paperback. Even the cook stuck his head out the order window to get a peek.
I was finishing my burger when the family with the toddler left. The group of elderly revelers was lingering over coffee. Neither the man at the counter nor the man with the book had moved. At least Book Guy was actually reading. Counter Guy had yet to take a sip of coffee.
I got Anne’s attention and then looked pointedly at Counter Guy, then touched my nose. She shrugged at me. Great.
I pushed back from the table and walked over to the counter. The waitress looked up. “Yes?”
I turned to the man. “How’s the pie?”
He looked to be in his late forties or so, and jowly with a bulbous nose. The waitress answered. “Good. It’s cherry tonight.”
“I’ll take a slice.” The man glanced at me without turning his head, just a quick flick of the eyes.
She nodded and pulled a chilled plate out of the pie case and handed it to me. Big square grains of sugar were scattered over the pale dough. Only the crinkled edges showed any evidence of browning. “Thanks.”
I sat back down at the table and had a bite. Canned cherries and underdone supermarket pie crust. No doubt about it. This town was evil.
“Well?”
“Guy’s a bag for sure. Saw a twitch in his neck while I was up there.”
“You think the waitress knows?”
I shrugged. “He’s been sitting in front of a full cup of coffee since we got here, and she’s never spoken to him, or even walked to that end of the counter. At the very least, she knows that he’s not a real customer.”
“What about the other guy? With the book.”
“I have no idea. You’re supposed to be my needle finder. Start finding.”
“Fine.” She got up and made a show of looking around the diner. Then she stepped over to the guy’s booth. “Excuse me, do you know where the little girl’s room is?”
The guy looked up, startled. He pointed to the obvious restroom sign by the counter and Anne thanked him. His eyes lingered on her ass as she walked away before returning to his book.
Anne returned from the bathroom just as I was finishing my pie. “Not a bag.”
“I know, he checked you out when you walked away.”
“Is that all guys think about?”
“Human ones, yeah.”
The waitress came by and dropped off the check. “Anything else I can get for you?”
“Directions to a motel? We just drove into town.”
“We only got the one. It’s called the Belmont Inn, and it’s just up the main road about a mile. Can’t miss it.”
“Thanks.”
She topped off my coffee and retreated to the counter. We paid the bill and left.
Back in the car, Anne let out a relieved sigh. “How could you just sit there eating pie with that thing in the same room with us? Jesus.”
“I like pie.” She rolled her eyes. “If he was going to attack, he would have done it as soon as we went inside. He’s just there to keep an eye on the place.”
“It’s scary to think of it being able to be patient like that. Just to have a goal in mind and do it, no matter how long it takes. The ones I’ve seen so far have been like frantic crazy people, running and fighting the entire time. I felt safer when I thought they all acted like that.”
I nodded and started the car. “Don’t think of them as monsters that look like people. Think of them as people who have the souls of monsters. It’s their will that’s been replaced, not their minds.”
She hugged herself, as though cold. “How do they get inside you? Is that going to happen to us if we stay here?”
“I don’t know.”
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We found the Belmont Inn two miles down the road, marked by a wide white sign with a baby-blue neon outline of an arrow on it. The inn itself was a pair of one-story squares with large blue diamonds painted on the once-white walls. One corner of the front building had glass doors with the word “Lobby” on them written in gold sticker letters. The paint was peeling and faded from too much sun and too little maintenance.
Anne made a face. “Gross. Maybe I’ll sleep in the car.”
“Feel free, I’m sure the bags will enjoy watching you sleep with their faces pressed up against the windows.”
“Motel it is, then.”
The lobby was cool and dry, a nice contrast from the moist pre-storm air outside. Below both plate glass windows, one to each side of the double doors, long air-conditioning units rattled and whined. The flat carpet was baby blue to match the exterior, with faded orange diamonds marching across it. The counter was blonde wood with a blue top made of some artificial stone, with an orange plastic bowl full of fresh apples sitting proudly on top.
“Well, hello there! Welcome to the Belmont Inn, can I get you a room tonight?” The innkeeper was a plump woman just past middle age, with curly brown hair and cats-eye reading glasses complete with a thin rhinestone strap draped from the arms. She had thick arms and pudgy hands, and she had them spread wide on the countertop as she leaned towards us, smiling. I don’t know if I’m any kind of judge of character, but I liked her immediately.
“Yes, ma’am. We’re looking for a room for the week, if you have one.”
“I surely do. We’re all out of twin beds, but I can offer you one queen if that’s okay with you.”
I glanced at Anne and she smiled at me. “The queen will do fine.”
She winked at me and started filling out a form by hand. She had me sign it, and two minutes later I had keys in hand. “Your room is right out front, number 103. My name is Barbara and I’m at zero on your phone, call me if you need any little thing. Don’t forget to take an apple, now. They’re good for you.”
“Thank you, Barbara.” We walked out, apples in hand, and found our room.
As I expected, the carpet in the room was blue, and the bedspreads were orange. A subdued orange, thankfully, but orange nonetheless. By now we were getting our routine down pat, so it wasn’t long before our duffles were stored, and we were settled.
“So,” said Anne, sitting down on the edge of the bed, “what now?”
“Wait until it gets really late, maybe 3:00 a.m. or so, and then drive around town. Can’t be too many places in a community this size where you can hide your occult bloodletting operation.”
“Sounds good. What do you want to do until then?”
I put on my best movie villain leer. “Well, we did pay for this bed.”
She laughed. “Eat your apple, old man. We need to be ready in case there’s trouble. I’m sure they know we’re here.”
“I hope so, I did everything except sit in that bag’s lap at the diner. Contact with the enemy will get us leads. Provided we survive it, of course.”
“Of course.”
At around midnight we were flipping channels between infomercials for miracle cleaners and all night fire-and-brimstone sermons when headlights swept past the window, rolling tall shadows briefly across the walls. I killed the TV. Footsteps crunched towards our room.
“Bag?” I whispered.
“I don’t know. I don’t think so, but I’m still trying to get used to the stink here.”
Two loud knuckle raps on the door announced our visitor. I stood up to answer it. “Not a bag.”
“How do you know?”
“They don’t knock.” I opened the door. “Yes?”
Paperback Guy stood in the doorway. “Hi, I need to talk to you. Can I come in? It’s important.” I could see the bulge of a gun under the black hoodie that he wore.
“Sure, come on in.”
As he walked past me I grabbed his arm and swept his feet out from under him. As his feet left the ground, I kept my hold on his arm and pushed him backwards and down with my other hand. Air percussed from his lungs in a long cough as his back slapped forcefully against the thin carpet.
Anne swept neatly past us and closed the door. I removed his gun, a black 9mm Taurus, and tossed it to Anne. She stepped out of reach and pointed it at our guest, who was now trying to raise his hands as well as gasp for breath. His eyes flicked back and forth between me, standing over him with my arms crossed, to Anne’s unsmiling face, to the barrel of his own gun.
“Wait,” he wheezed. “I’m trying to help you.”
“By spying on us in the diner, following us to our hotel, and trying to gain access to our room in the middle of the night with a gun? That doesn’t sound very helpful.”
“Listen to me. If you don’t want to be a missing persons statistic, then you need to move on, right now. Can I get up?”
“Sure. Slowly.”
He heaved himself to his feet. I noticed that he had tattoos on his arms and just peeking out of the neck of his shirt. “You really need to leave. Bad things happen to people who visit Belmont, and that goes double for anyone who stays at this rat-trap hotel. So I risk my ass when fresh meat comes to town, without any thanks by the way, trying to get dumbasses like you clear of trouble. That’s what I do. Can I have my gun back?”
Anne clicked off the safety. “Sure, come get it.”
“Whatever. I did my boy scout routine and now you’re warned. If you get snatched, it’s your own fault.” He turned towards the door.
“Wait. Anne, let’s be friendly.”
He stopped and faced me, arms crossed.
“Okay, but the gun’s mine.” She flicked on the safety and tucked the gun away behind her in her waistband.
“We appreciate the warning, really. Tell me about the kidnappings.”
“It’s complicated, and you wouldn’t get it even if I tried to explain. Let’s just say that some bad people are running this town, and you want to get out before they come for you. Get it?”
“So what do you get out of your lone hero act? Won’t the bad guys kind of frown on that and grab you, too?”
“Oh, they try, but we’re too smart for ‘em. Me and some other people are sticking around, trying to get the folks that we can still save out of town, and keeping new ones from coming in. So take my advice and keep moving.”
“Maybe we want to stay and help.”
“Yeah, right. Just move over to another town, and keep vacationing or whatever. You have no idea what we’re up against.”
“You mean wormy guys that are jumpy and stabby and eat bullets like candy?”
Our visitor froze as thoughts chased themselves plainly across his face. “Shit!” He sprang for the door. He was closer, but I was faster. I grabbed him by the collar and yanked him back. He drove one of his elbows into my ribs with surprising strength. It was painful, but also a mistake. It let me hook my arm through his and pin it behind his back. I put my other hand behind his neck and powered him back to the ground, this time face first. He managed to turn his head at the last second and took the impact on his chest and cheek.
He stopped struggling when he realized that no matter how hard he strained, he couldn’t budge me. “Fuck! Fuck!”
“Calm down. We’re not going to hurt you.”
“Go ahead and take me away, that won’t stop us. It won’t make any difference!” He started struggling again.
“Will you stop? We’re on your side. We tracked Piotr here and we’re going to shut his operation down. It’s my turn to say we’re here to help.”
He went still. “I don’t know who that is, but if you’re on our side, then let me up.”
“I’ll let you up if you promise not to run for it again. Because if I can’t stop you before you reach the door, then the pretty girl over there with the gun is going to do it for me. Understand?” He nodded, so I let go and stood back.
When he stood up, he looked pissed. He also had a rug burn on one cheek and a split lip. “So what’s your deal?”
“Same as you, trying to put an end to all this. I have some history with Piotr, the guy who’s running things. My name’s Abe, and this is Anne.”
“I’m Chuck. Tell me what you know.”
“You said you were part of a group. Why don’t you take us to meet whoever is in charge, and then everybody can swap stories.”
“I’m in charge, so just tell me what you know, and I’ll let everyone else know what they need to know.”
I smiled my most reassuring smile. “No offense, Chuck, but I’m going to want to meet your friends, if they exist. I phrased it as a request to be polite, I wasn’t really asking. I know Piotr uses regular folks from time to time, so as much as I like your sunny personality, you’re not getting out of my sight. If you really are part of some guerilla group, then great. If not …”
Chuck’s eyes rolled to the side and he sighed. “Fine. We’re going to have to drive around for a while to make sure nobody is tailing us, so just follow me, but not too close.”
“Anne will follow, and I’ll ride with you. If anything goes wrong, I promise that’ll it’ll go wrong for you before it goes wrong for me, understand?”
“Yes, I get it already. Let’s just get going.”
Chuck was in a cheap, beat-up sedan. It was a dull green and looked like something you’d buy from a rental car auction. I watched out the windows, trying to get a feel for the town while Chuck drove in sullen silence, for which I was grateful. Anne trailed us by a good block or so, blending into the nearly non-existent traffic as best she could.
After half an hour of circling, we entered a lower middle-class subdivision called Liberty Estates. Cheap but well-tended houses stood shoulder-to-shoulder down narrow roads, with alleys running behind the houses to give access to the rear-facing garages. Every house had a tiny flower bed out front and a tin mailbox on a post in the yard. The same three or four house designs repeated endlessly down the streets.
Chuck stopped on the curb in front of the only house on this particular street with the lights still on and killed the engine. Anne pulled up behind him and did the same.
“Okay,” he said, “let me go in first and introduce you. They’ll trust you more if you don’t go manhandling me in front of them, alright? Just lay off me.”
“Sure thing. I promise to try not to embarrass you in front of anybody.”
Anne was waiting for us on the sidewalk when we got out of the car. We made it halfway up to the front door when a woman’s voice called out quietly from the roof.
“Stop right there and put your hands up where I can see them.” The sound of a rifle bolt being shoved home rang out louder than her voice. I put my hands up and Chuck smirked at me.
“Not so smart now, are you, asshole?”
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I smiled back at Chuck and whispered, “You’re standing between me and the shooter, Chuck. If I wasn’t trying to be friendly, you’d already be enjoying a career as a human shield.”
His smirk faded and he quickly stepped away from me. I was aware that I was being childish, but some people just bring out the worst in me.
The front door opened, and an older man carrying a pump-action shotgun stepped outside. “Hello, Chuck. Who are your friends?”
Chuck sauntered up the concrete walkway to the front door. “They have valuable information, so I brought ‘em in for questioning.”
Anne made a choking sound. I shushed her under my breath and then called out, “My name is Abe and this is Anne. I understand from Chuck that we might have some things in common, so he graciously brought us here so that we could compare notes. May we come in?”
The man nodded in a friendly way, but he didn’t lower his shotgun. “That sounds good to me, as soon as we check you out real quick. Chuck, would you mind getting the light?” Chuck ducked inside. We waited with our hands up in full view of the surrounding houses in the middle of the night, trying not to think about the rooftop sniper looking at us through the crossed wires in her scope.
Chuck came back out with a handheld spotlight, one of those huge jobs that campers and hunters use. “Put your hand out.”
I did so, and he put the light underneath and turned it on. The powerful light turned the skin of my hand translucent red around and between my fingers. He watched carefully, and then repeated the test on Anne. Then he took a penlight out of his pocket and looked into our eyes, leaving bright red blobs floating across my vision after he was done. “No wigglers. They’re clean.”
The man on the porch lowered his shotgun and smiled. “In that case, come on in.”
The inside of the house was homey, if a little shabby. Stacks of books, magazines, and DVD cases were arranged as neatly as possible, which wasn’t very, considering their number, on every surface and on the floor next to the couch and easy chair. Pictures of the man with the shotgun and a pretty brunette hung on the walls, mostly holidays and vacations, with no kids in them.
Our host led us through the living room and into the kitchen, which was cramped, but less cluttered than the living room. “Have a seat. Can I get you something? Coffee?”
I pulled out a flimsy chair with tubular metal legs and a padded vinyl seat. “Love some, thanks.” Anne pulled out another chair and declined the offer. She was young; eventually she’d learn that when somebody points a firearm at you, at the very least they owe you some goddamn coffee.
The man leaned his shotgun against the wall and poured me a cup from a cheap coffee-maker’s glass pot. The bottom was stained brown from sitting on the warmer for hours on end. He was an older man, late fifties maybe, with a short but full salt-and-pepper beard, round glasses and a tiny ponytail sticking out of the back of his head. He handed me the cup. “I’m Greg. You already know Chuck here.”
The front door slammed and a young woman about Chuck’s age stalked briskly into the room and leaned her rifle against the wall next to Greg’s shotgun. Getting a good look at it made me shudder. A 30-.06 round is a pretty good way to keep bad guys off your lawn.
“And this is Mazie.” She had short, jet-black hair and a pretty face that seemed more sorority than sniper.
Anne stiffened beside me and squeezed my hand. She leaned in close and whispered in my ear. “That’s her. That’s the waitress from my dream.”
I kept my reaction to myself. “Nice to meet you, Greg. And thanks for not blowing my teeth out through the back of my head, Mazie.”
“I don’t shoot people.”
“Glad to hear it. I’m Abe, and this is Anne.” I took a sip of coffee. It was terrible.
Anne pulled her eyes away from Mazie and pointed at the spotlight. “That work?”
Greg shrugged. “The big test is whether or not they’ll let you try it. The fact that you didn’t go berserk when you thought it could reveal you was a pretty good indicator that you were safe. The idea of looking for the small worms in the hands and eyes is a good one, however. I think.”
“You’ve never tested it on a real one?”
“Oh, no. Thank God. But there are plenty of the coerced around town, we know the signs.”
“Coerced? I guess that’s one way to describe them. Abe calls them baitbags because of the worms inside of them.”
Mazie made a face and looked away. “That’s disgusting. And demeaning. Those poor people are victims, and they deserve more respect than that.”
I had to chuckle. “I don’t know that a high-powered hunting rifle equals respect, ma’am.”
Chuck clapped me on the shoulder. “Get ready for a speech on monster rights, dude. I’ve already heard it a million times, so I’m going to bed.”
“Hey, fuck you, Chuck!” Mazie yelled at his back as he slipped out of the kitchen. Then she turned to me and said, “They aren’t in their right minds, so you shouldn’t judge them, but at the same time you can’t let them hurt other people, either. They won’t want the murder of another human being on their consciences when they’re cured.”
Anne and I exchanged glances across the table. “Someone you know?”
“My dad.” Her expression became carefully neutral as she talked. “He went to work one morning and didn’t come back for two days. My mom and I were frantic. The police were no help, of course, being coerced themselves, so we just worried and put up posters and all that stuff. Then he just came home, right out of nowhere. I was so happy, you know? Like the nightmare was finally over and all that.
“At first me and my mom didn’t talk about what was different, like it would ruin everything or whatever, but we both knew something was wrong. For one thing, after he came home, he never left the house again, except to check up on us if we were gone more than an hour or so. It was so creepy, you’d be at the store or something, and he’d just be there, staring at you. Then you’d, like, wave or something, and he’d smile and wave back, like a dad mask snapped into place all of a sudden.”
“How long before he stopped snapping back into dad mode?” I asked it as gently as I could.
“A week? I don’t know. It wasn’t even like he just stopped being my dad, it’s like his personality was getting all stretched out of shape. Does that make sense? Like, he would get angrier than anybody you ever saw, or he would laugh at something and just become manic with it, until he was screaming and laughing all at the same time.” Her expression didn’t change, but she wrapped her arms around herself as she spoke.
“He wouldn’t tell us what was going on, and we learned pretty quick to stop asking. He’d hit you before you knew what was happening. He never used to hit us.”
Anne reached out to touch Mazie’s arm, but she moved just slightly away. “That must have been awful.”
“At first he let us leave if he went with us. He’d drive me to work at the diner where I was watched until my shift was over, and then he’d show up and bring me home. That lasted all of a month. After that he kept us in the house. Sometimes a guy would show up with groceries and toilet paper and stuff, and then drive off. He didn’t even take any money or say anything. Just ring the bell and drive away.
“We lived like that for weeks. It’s all mashed together now, like a blur. Then one night Greg and Rob came to my bedroom window in the middle of the night. I was so out-of-my-mind scared in the house that even burglars or rapists or something seemed like a welcome change at that point. They told me that lots of people were turning up like my dad, and that they could get me out of the house and hide me.
“I didn’t go right away, I told them to come back, so I could get my mom out, too. But I had to wait until the next day, because he slept in the same room with her. God, I can’t even imagine what that must have been like.”
She rubbed at her eyes, even though they appeared to be dry. “Anyway, she wouldn’t go, wouldn’t leave him, so the next night when they came back, I went with them.”
I looked at Greg. “Rob?”
He shook his head, and Mazie spoke up. “My dad killed him. I don’t know how he knew, maybe my mom even told him or something, but when they came to the window, my dad broke my door and ran in. He grabbed Rob and started stabbing him, and it was like he couldn’t make himself stop, even after Rob was dead, so Greg and I escaped.” She sniffed at looked at the ceiling for a second. “Excuse me.” She fled the kitchen at a fast walk, angrily swiping at her eyes.
That left Anne and I alone with Greg, who sat down heavily at the table. “She’s really brave, that one. Everyone else that we rescue can’t wait to get out of town and put this behind them, but she wanted to stay and help. I couldn’t make her go.”
I nodded. “She wants to be here for her mom, and to save her father. You know there’s no cure?”
“I don’t know that, but I’ve seen the inside of one of those things. Shot one no further than me to you one night with my twelve-gauge. One minute Rob and I are standing in somebody’s azalea bushes in the dark-this was about a month before we rescued Mazie-and the next thing I knew it was right in front of me. Almost tore my head off before I could get the gun up. What came out of the hole in its chest still gives me nightmares. You don’t come back from that. It’s not even the worms or snakes or whatever, it’s all the eating that they do on the inside.”
I nodded and stared into my coffee. “I found one pinned under a rolled-over jeep once a long time ago. My men and I tried to save the guy. We doped him up with morphine, which made him thrash around a lot less, but it didn’t knock him out, and then our medic cut him open, real careful-like. Every one of these things has a momma worm inside, much bigger than the other ones. We pulled it out and killed it.”
“What happened?”
“The little worms went crazy and the guy died.”
“Not good. You said “my men.” Are you military?”
“I was a long time ago. Not now.”
“So, then, the government knows about this stuff? Maybe we can get word out for help after all.”
“Nobody inside the government knows about this kind of thing any more. The group that I worked for was a secret to begin with, and they were shut down in a budget scandal claiming that they were making up ghost stories to get funded, in a time when everything related to the war was getting money. Better to just call the cops and claim organized crime.”
Greg leaned back in his chair and folded his hands over his belly. “It’s been tried. Back when the world was all nice and normal, my wife Valerie and I used to be friends with another married couple. We had known each other for years, and we used to get together every weekend. Now, Beth and Rick were good people, but they were also into conspiracy theories and all that stuff. My wife was always more interested in that kind of thing than I was, but they were fun to hang out with, and they weren’t fanatics about it.
“So, about a year ago, they showed up as usual with a casserole on bridge night, and they were all excited about a cover-up right here in Belmont. The government was snatching whole families right out of their houses for secret experiments, right under our noses. You know the kind of stories the conspiracy nuts talk about.”
“At least it wasn’t aliens.”
“At this point, I’m not ruling out anything. Anyway, we laughed about it at dinner, and Rick said he was going to check it out for himself. He and Beth came back not two days later in the middle of the night, all flushed and breathless with excitement. They had located the houses of some of the missing families and broken in. They found houses standing empty of people but full of their possessions, even their cars were still in the garage. Well, as you can imagine, this shook us up pretty good. Rick said that he was going to get the sheriff down to one of the houses the next day.”
“Well, no offense, but if it was a government conspiracy, wouldn’t the cops be in on it? Going to the sheriff would just be sticking your neck in a noose.”
“I said the same thing, but Rick and Sheriff Cloyd grew up together. Rick was convinced that they would help him expose the whole thing to the media, and the secret government agency would have to shut down. Exposing secret government projects is kind of a thing with that crowd.”
“Greg, it’s not a government conspiracy.”
“Hold on, I’m not done yet. He goes to Cloyd, says his piece. Cloyd’s not convinced, but he agrees that if Rick can get the news interested, he’ll follow up and put some credibility behind him. So, sure enough, Rick gets the attention of a TV news show that sends a crew in to interview him all the way from Cheyenne.
“Rick is strutting around like the cock of the walk, I tell you. He tells everybody he knows to come to his house the next day, the whole interview will be filmed outside on his lawn. So we go. There’s about fifty people all rubbernecking in a big circle around the film crew. They have a pretty blonde holding a microphone, two guys with cameras on their shoulders, and one of those vans with the dish on top. It’s the real deal. Rick even gets the star treatment with makeup and everything.
“Now, Rick’s plan was to talk about the disappearances and take the crew to four or five of the empty houses. He even had dates from when they stopped going to work and stopped collecting their mail. He was pretty shrewd and he didn’t want to sound like some crackpot, so he implied he was talking about some surge in small-town crime or a serial killer or something like that. He had it all worked out.”
Anne gasped. “Oh my God, I know what happened. It was all over the news.”
“What was?” I said. “I haven’t kept up with things the last couple of years.”
Greg looked at me. “You really don’t know? Rick walked out and started talking, just like he had planned, with Beth standing proudly beside him. But instead of his plan of giving the facts and letting the reporter be the one to come to a conclusion, he started going on about secret government assassination squads and spaceships and every other conspiracy theory cliche you can imagine. I’ve never heard anyone sound crazier.
“Then, with a grin, he pulled out a gun and killed Beth, right in front of the cameras. No warning at all. Then it was random people in the crowd, and finally himself, right in the head. They called it the Belmont Suicide Pact, and made out like Rick and Beth had planned it all from the start.”
“Sounds like the sheriff tipped off the bad guys and Rick got turned into a bag.”
“Well, no shit. I’m just glad that Rick never mentioned me to the cops or the news people, or I imagine that this house would be standing empty right now as well.”
“I’d think that after seeing all of that happen, you’d have been convinced that your friend really was crazy.”
“No, sir. I knew Rick for twenty years. He was a kind, thoughtful man, and even if he did like to talk about the occasional Man in Black, he wasn’t exactly the murder-suicide type. I knew something had happened to him, so I went checking around myself. I connected with his other friends and looked at the houses myself. Funny thing, the ones that he told the police about, maybe half of his list, were stripped clean, as if the families had moved out. The others were just like he described, empty of people but with all of their things still in place. Like they just up and left. Or were taken. So that’s what I do now, try and get the people out before the house ends up deserted like the rest.”
Anne spoke up. “I get that you’re helping people who are being held captive by bags and all, but how are you finding them? I mean, this isn’t a big city, but it’s still a whole town. There must be thousands of houses and apartments here.”
Greg put his mug down on the table and leaned back in his chair. “I think that’s enough free information from me tonight. Chuck said he brought you here because you claim to be able to help, and you’ve obviously run into these things before. Now it’s your turn. What do you know?”
I smiled. “I know that we’re lucky to have found each other, Greg. You know the battleground and where the enemy is, and I know who the commander is, and why the battle is being fought in the first place. The man behind it all is Piotr Rafal Ostrowski.”
Greg laughed. “Pete Ostrowski? I don’t think so.”
“You know him?”
“Well, not personally, but I know plenty about him. He’s a sweet old man and everybody loves him so much they call him Saint Peter. You practically need an insulin shot after shaking his hand.”
“Everybody knows about him?”
“I guess so. I mean, after all, he is the mayor.”
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Greg went to the fridge, popped a round magnet off the door and tossed it to me. On the front was a cartoon picture of an older man with a halo around his head, sitting on a fluffy white cloud against a baby blue background. In rounded yellow balloon letters underneath the figure it said, “ST. PETER FOR MAYOR!” I recognized the face. Even as a campy drawing it gave me a chill. Anne took it from me to have a look.
Greg sat back down. “You can have it, I have a bunch. Pete’s lived here forever, and been mayor for the last, I don’t know, seven years? I’ve met the man. A stiff breeze would blow him over, and there’s not a mean-spirited bone in his body. I seriously think you have the wrong guy.”
“No. That’s him, I recognize the face. He’s older than the last time I saw him, and it’s been awhile, but I’ll never forget him.” A vivid memory popped into my head of Piotr walking between two hanging bodies, pushing them aside like heavy hanging curtains. His face frozen in self-righteous anger and his hands stained pink with scrubbed off blood. I could remember every detail as if I were still there.
Greg sat back down at the table. “How long is awhile?”
“The last time I saw Piotr it was 1945, in Warsaw.”
Greg froze. There’s a look that people get when they suddenly discover that they’re trapped in a room with an actual crazy person. You can see their eyes go batshit, while disconnected smiles solidify on their faces.
“I’m not crazy, I’m just older than I look.”
He raised his hands and made patting motions in the air. “Of course, Abe! I never said you were crazy. I wouldn’t do that.”
Anne stifled a laugh, which I did my best to ignore. “Look. You believe that your friends and neighbors are being mind controlled by freaky tentacle-faced worms that live inside them, right? You’ve seen that?”
“Well … yes, but that’s different.”
“No, it isn’t. I got caught up in the last operation that your mayor was running, and this is what happened to me. I haven’t aged a day since. It’s the truth. And frankly, it’s not that weird compared to the other stuff you’ve seen.”
His eyes flicked to the ceiling and back to me so fast I almost didn’t see it. “I guess I have to give you that. I mean, why the hell wouldn’t an immortal guy show up here out of the blue to help me fight body snatching worm people? Why the fuck not?” He sniggered, and then laughed, and then roared, slapping his hand on his leg over and over.
“I mean, shit, at this point you could have swooped in on a fucking dinosaur and things wouldn’t be any weirder!”
He laughed until he had a coughing fit. Now it was my turn to get the crazy person heebee-jeebies. He stopped and wiped his eyes. “Sorry, sorry.” He giggled one more time. “Oh, that felt good. I can’t remember the last time I had a good laugh like that. You’re right, of course. If you say you’re immortal, and you’ve been fighting Saint Peter since the forties, then who am I to say different? I’m just glad you’re here. We even have something of an advantage, since Peter doesn’t know you’re here.”
“About that. Even if he doesn’t know I’m here tonight, he knows I’m coming. After all, he’s spent the last couple of weeks leading me here by the nose.”
Anne and Greg blurted out, “What?” at the same time.
I turned to Anne. “Think about it. When Dominic took the pieces from us at the hospital, he was away clean. The only reason we were able to track him down was because Peter ordered Dominic to leave some goons behind. He knew damn well those guys weren’t a real threat.”
She rolled her eyes at me. “Yeah, three guys with guns were totally no threat.”
I shrugged modestly. “And you remember what happened to them, right? Their real purpose was to lay a trail to Dominic, who Piotr conveniently failed to kill after receiving the altar pieces from him. Which, of course, gave us the final to Belmont.” A thought struck me. “Greg, you said this has been going on for a year now?”
“Or longer. I only got wind of it a year ago. Who knows how many people went missing before that?”
“That’s what I thought. So if he’s been operating under the radar for a year or more, why would he expose himself now?”
Anne got it first. “Because he’s ready. Whatever he’s been setting up all this time is done, and he needs the last parts to make it happen. And if you’re right about drawing you here even after he has the altar pieces, then he must need you to make it work.”
“That’s my guess. Only I don’t think he’s completely ready yet. If he were, he would have had an army of bags lurking around the hotel and all the restaurants to grab me the second I showed up. Hell, the bag in the diner would have grabbed me, come to that. No, he’s not finished, but he will be soon enough that he wants me close at hand.”
Anne said, “You obviously took some power or something from that blood pit. Maybe he needs it back to finish what he started?”
“Why, when he’s been making another pit for at least a year? Why not just use that?”
Greg used his coffee cup like a gavel on the thin table. “Hold up. Blood pit? Power you stole? Clue me in, here.”
So, for the next hour, Anne and I filled Greg in on the whole mess, starting with the war and ending up with our arrival into town. It finally sank in, as I was telling the tale. The past that I had been running from all these years was finally catching up to me.
Piotr was no longer years and miles away. He was here, in this very town, right now, and it didn’t matter how cute his nickname was, or how harmless he looked on his campaign button. There was something in him, something driving him, that was beyond sanity or good or evil. He was wrong. Twisted out of step in a way that made the hair on your neck instinctively rise.
I didn’t know what Piotr was planning for me or this town, but I was terrified of it.
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There were no unoccupied bedrooms in the small house, so Greg made us a pallet of sleeping bags and blankets on the living room floor. By the time we had unloaded our duffel bags from the car and gotten settled in, the rest of the house was asleep. Soft darkness made the impromptu bed cozy and snug, with the white noise of the ceiling fan overhead adding to the pleasant sense of isolation. Anne leaned her head against my chest, warming me.
“Abe?”
“Yeah?”
“We’re going to beat this Peter guy, and we’re going to make it out of here alive. All of us.”
“Even Chuck? Because if you’re trying to cheer me up, you’re doing it wrong.”
“Yes, even Chuck. I saw the way you looked back in the kitchen. I don’t know if Greg noticed, but I could tell you were afraid. I just wanted to say that you don’t have to be. We’re going to be fine.”
I gave her hand a squeeze and lied. “I’m not worried. Piotr’s an old man now. We’re going to kick his ass.” The words were ashes in my mouth. Even though he was old on the outside, whatever was driving him from the inside didn’t care about age. It didn’t slow down or weaken or lose focus. It just burned. “How’s your nose doing? Can you warn me if something gets close tonight?”
“I think so. This place still reeks, but I’m sure I can work through it now.”
“Okay.” I closed my eyes and tried to put tomorrow out of my thoughts. “Night.”
She stayed close, pressed against my side. “Night.”
We slept like that until morning noises from the kitchen woke me. Anne was curled up on her side facing away from me, so I slipped out of the covers and grabbed a quick shower. When I got back, she was still asleep.
I knelt down and gently shook her. She didn’t wake. I walked around to the other side and pushed her hair out of her face. Her features were pinched and her lips were twitching, like she was almost speaking. The bones in her neck stood out and she was rigid. As sensitive as she was, I should have realized that sleeping this close to Piotr’s operation would affect her. Fear made my heart race.
“Anne. Anne! Wake up!” I shook her again, this time harder. Her eyelids scrunched down tighter as though she were trying to shut me out. I put my hands on each side of her head and put my forehead to hers. “Anne, it’s Abe. I’m right here. Wake up.”
“Abe.” It was a faint whisper.
“It’s me. Time to wake up.”
She sucked in a huge lungful of air and her arms shot out and clutched me tightly. “Oh, God, Abe.” She gasped a few more times like she couldn’t catch her breath, and I realized belatedly that she was crying. I had no idea what to do, so I just held her until she calmed down and pulled her face out of my neck, now wet with her tears.
“Bad dream, like before?”
She swallowed a few times before speaking, her words coming fast and tumbling over each other. “Worse. So much worse. I was in the air, way up high above Belmont. It looked like regular air but it felt all oily and greasy, and it wouldn’t let me fall. I was just kind of sliding around on my stomach and on my back, flopping around. It was horrible. I kept trying to stand up, but I couldn’t get my balance. You know how sometimes in dreams you do things without knowing why? It was like that. I kept trying to stand up and then falling down, over and over again.
“And it hurt, but not like physical pain. It was like failure and loss and four-in-the-morning loneliness all at once. Does that make any sense?” I held her hands and nodded my best understanding nod. Most of all I tried to offer her my calm reassurance, because right this instant, huddled with her on the floor in a stranger’s living room, she radiated a kind of brittle madness.
“Way down below I could see the town lurching back and forth underneath me as I flopped all around in the air. God, it was so mixed up, like being a cat in a dryer or something, tumbling end over end and trying to see what was happening on the other side of the glass.”
A harsh little bark of a laugh escaped her lips. I glanced over at the kitchen to see if anyone had noticed. “You know what else? The houses weren’t really houses. They were roundish and swollen and you could see right through them, like if you blew up a bladder or something and shone a flashlight through it. Some of them, they were healthy looking. Pink. But some of them had worms in them, curling around each other inside. Those houses looked saggy and full of, I don’t know, brown jelly.” She squeezed my hands. “You wouldn’t believe how many of them were wormy, Abe. Dozens of houses, maybe hundreds. The whole town is sick. Rotten.” She hugged me tighter and whispered in my ear. “I think it was real. I think that’s how bad it really is.”
We sat like that on the floor for a while. She stared into space while I rubbed her cold arms and hands. She was trembling.
Chuck peeked out of the kitchen door behind Anne’s back. I shook my head and he gave me a silent nod and disappeared.
Anne sniffed a little and pulled away. “Thanks. I think I’m better.” She gave herself a shake. “It was so intense. Thick, like being steeped in cloying rotten sickness.” She stood up and scrubbed her face with her hands. “I really need a shower.”
“I hate to ask, but do you think you could remember where some of those houses were? Maybe mark a map?”
“No, it wasn’t like that. I could see the houses, but they didn’t look like houses so I wouldn’t recognize them if I saw them. And I have no idea where in town I was looking at any given time. I don’t know any of the landmarks or streets. It was just this endless tumble across the sky, over unknown territory. I’m sorry.”
“Don’t be. I’m sorry you had to go through it.”
“Thanks, I’ll be back.” She got up and practically ran into the bathroom.
I thought hard about Georgia and her paintings as I folded the blankets and rolled up the sleeping bags. Anne was strong. I had to believe that she could handle this.
Having restored the living room to its original state of disarray, I went into the kitchen for some of the coffee I had been smelling for the past twenty minutes.
Mazie and Chuck were sitting at the table not talking. Chuck was eating a bowl of cereal and reading his paperback, and Mazie was reading the paper. I helped myself to a cup and gave the cereal box on the counter a shake. “Morning. You mind?”
Mazie spoke without looking up. “Help yourself.”
The cereal appeared to be made entirely out of spun sugar, so I put the box back down. It looked like the equivalent of eating a can of frosting for breakfast. The coffee would have to do. I’d have killed for a couple of eggs or some of Henry’s grits, but a quick search of the pantry and refrigerator turned up a bleak landscape of pre-packaged boxes full of dried things that you added water or milk to. Astronaut food, Maggie used to call it.
The newspaper crackled as Mazie folded it back up and pushed it to the center of the table. “Chuck said your girlfriend looked pretty upset this morning.”
“Nightmare.” Mazie glanced at Chuck, who was peering over his book, but didn’t say anything.
“Who had a nightmare?” Greg swept into the kitchen with an ugly plaid robe, frayed into softness by time, flapping around him. He started groping for a mug in the cabinet.
“The girlfriend,” said Mazie.
“I see.” Greg poured. “A bad one?”
“Looked like it.”
Anne came into the kitchen, hair still damp and brushed smooth and gleaming. She took my coffee out of my hands and had a sip. “You ever have good ones?”
Greg chuckled. “I guess not. What was it about, if you don’t mind me asking?”
“Why, are you a psychiatrist?”
“Okay, sorry. You hungry?”
“Ugh, no. Thanks.”
Mazie stood up, making her chair squeak backwards against the linoleum. “Seriously, it took you like five minutes to get it together when you woke up. What was it?”
Anne stuck her chin out, which I had learned was a bad sign. “What’s your problem? If this whole situation isn’t giving you nightmares, then maybe something’s wrong with you. You think of that?”
There was more going on than just morbid curiosity about a bad dream. I watched the wary, expectant expressions on Mazie’s and Greg’s faces, and then things clicked.
I looked at Greg. “It’s your wife, isn’t it? The living room is full of pictures of you and her, but we haven’t met her.” The anger drained out of Anne’s face as it clicked for her, too. Greg didn’t answer. “That’s how you know who to rescue. She’s dreaming about it, too. But she’s not the same anymore, is she? That’s why all of you are so interested in Anne’s nightmare.” He looked away, so I asked quietly, “When did you have to lock her up?”
“Two months ago. How did you know?”
“We met somebody else that had a similar thing happen to them.”
“Jesus, this is happening somewhere else?”
“Not exactly. She was living with one of those altar pieces I was telling you about.”
“What happened to her? Was she okay after you took the piece away? Did she get better?”
I hated to see the hope in his eyes as he said that. “I don’t know what would have happened, Greg. She tried to kill us. I’m sorry.”
“Well, if that altar thing was doing it to her, then it only stands to reason that once it was gone, she would have been fine.”
“Could be. But Greg, maybe not. And your wife hasn’t been exposed to any of the altar pieces.”
“But it’s all connected. If we stop whatever is happening, then Valerie will get better. It’s possible.”
I didn’t look him in the eyes. “Sure, it’s possible.”
“We’re getting off track here,” said Mazie. “The point is that she’s like Valerie and she was loose last night. While we were sleeping, she was loose.”
Anne took a step in Mazie’s direction. “I’m not crazy!”
Mazie balled her fists and stepped closer. “Only crazy people say that!”
I got between them and put my hands up. “Hang on! Mazie, I appreciate that you think you might have been in danger last night, but I assure you that you weren’t. Anne, we know you aren’t crazy, so calm down.”
“You totally don’t know that,” said Mazie.
“I don’t know it for sure about anyone, including you. Or me. Or anyone who claims to be running an underground railroad for victims of worm infested bad guys. What I do know that you don’t is that Anne is particularly suited for this. She has a gift. Her grandfather had it, too. She knows when a … coerced person is close, and she can tell you where they are. That makes her a little more sensitive than the rest of us, but she can handle it. Her grandfather had dreams, too, but they never got the best of him. Don’t worry about Anne, this is what she’s good at.” That sounded great coming out of my mouth. God, I hoped it was right.
“She better be.” Mazie grabbed her rifle out of the corner. “I’m locking my room tonight, and I’ll have this, so you better head for Chuck’s room if you lose it.” She stomped out of the kitchen.
“If you see me headed into Chuck’s bedroom, then I give you permission to shoot me!” Anne yelled after her.
“Dude,” said Chuck, “I’m sitting right here. I have feelings, you know.”
Anne glared at him. “Shut up, Chuck.”
I hated to push, but I didn’t see that I had a choice. “Greg, I think it’s time we met your wife.”
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Greg stopped outside of the closed bedroom door upstairs and visibly steeled himself. It was just the three of us, Greg, Anne, and myself. He was carrying a plate stacked high with those frozen waffles that you heat up in the toaster. “Just. Don’t judge me. I did what I had to, for her sake.”
Anne and I exchanged a glance. “We understand.”
Greg opened the door gingerly and stepped inside. “Honey, are you awake?”
“Where were you? I’m so hungry, and you’ve been downstairs eating, haven’t you?”
Greg flipped on the light and stepped inside. “She’s awake, come on in. Valerie, I want you to meet some friends who dropped by last night.”
“I don’t care! What did you bring?”
The room was small and looked like at one time it had been a guest bedroom. It smelled sharply of sweat and urine. In the center of the room was a bed with a vast woman in a stained T-shirt and shorts lying on top of it. The bed had a decorative headboard and footboard made of iron rails, to which four cargo tie-down ropes had been attached, binding the woman’s wrists and ankles. The skin around the smooth, round ropes was angry and raw. The most striking thing, however, was the scarring on her arms, legs, and face. They were crude razor blade cuts in curved lines, some a few inches long, and some disappearing into her sleeves and shorts. They looked like worms, cut into her skin, everywhere she could reach.
Her greasy hair hung limply around her face in long strings as she opened her mouth and strained towards Greg, who was already feeding her the first of the waffles. Her teeth snapped together audibly as she wolfed it down. He dropped the last piece into her open mouth rather than risking his fingers.
“She’s always hungry now. At first, last year, she was just eating more. She gained some weight, but nothing unusual.” He gave a feeble grin. “I’m no lightweight myself, you know. But then about six months ago, it was like she could never get enough. We went to the doctor, and he prescribed some pills that were supposed to suppress her hunger, but it didn’t work.”
“Pay attention, Greg! I’m starving!”
“I’m sorry, baby. Here.” Another two waffles. “One night, I woke up and she had the freezer and the refrigerator open, and she was just eating everything inside. Ketchup, raw eggs, ground meat, everything. I tried to pull her away, and she got violent. I had to call an ambulance and the police. By the time they showed up, she had already ruptured her stomach. She was lying on the ground, crying, and still trying to reach pieces of cereal that she had spilled all over the floor.” He had to stop and get control of himself.
Valerie finished her current waffle and dropped back onto the pillow. “Oh, Greg. I’m so sorry. I try to control myself, you know I do. It’s just so hard. But I’m helping, aren’t I? We’re doing this together, you and me.”
“We sure are, baby. I couldn’t do it without you.”
“Thank you.” A tear spilled out of her eye, and she reflexively wiped it off against the pillow, not being able to use her hands. It looked like she’d had a lot of practice at it. “Baby, can I have some more now? Please?”
He started feeding her another one, still careful of his fingers, despite her polite tone. “Anyway, after she was in the hospital for a couple of weeks, she seemed to get better. She was able to control her eating, and everyone just chalked it up to some kind of temporary chemical imbalance. Everything was fine, until the dreams started. We know that they’re real now, but when it started happening, we really thought she was going crazy again. That’s when she started cutting herself.”
Valerie sputtered around her food. “I can’t help it, it’s not my fault.”
“I know, Val. Nobody’s blaming you.” He fed her the last waffle, which she ate just as desperately as the first one. “She asked me to tie her up here, so that she wouldn’t eat herself to death, and so that she could help us rescue people. If she were back in the hospital, they would just dope her up, and then nobody would get saved.”
“That’s right, I can help people here. I don’t want to be asleep in the hospital with the IV drip, I want to eat. This is better. I help a lot, don’t I, Greg?”
“Yes, baby.”
“I can help right now, Greg. I had a dream last night, a good one. There’s a family out in Oak Grove, over by the movies, you know? They live in a blue house with a tree in the front. There’s a car in the driveway, it’s blue, too, and old. You’ll know the house, it’s on one of those circle drives. I don’t think there are too many of those in Oak Grove. The woman is bad, and the husband is gone. But there are two boys in the house, teenagers. You can save them. You can save them tonight.”
“That’s great, Valerie. We’ll find them.”
“I did good, didn’t I? Can I have a little more, then? When I help, I get more, remember? You said so, and I helped. You know I helped.”
“You did. I’ll get you some more. But not too much, okay? You don’t want to get sick.”
“Valerie?” said Anne. “Can I ask you a question?”
“Who are you?”
“I’m Anne, I’m trying to help, too, like you and Greg. Can you describe your dreams to me?”
“Oh, yes. They’re very special dreams. I’m up high, and I can see everything. I can see all the houses and I know when one goes bad. And when I see it, I tell my Greg, and he helps the people get out. I keep the town safe.”
“So, last night you just saw the one bad house? Just this family?”
“Sometimes I see one every week, don’t I, Greg? Sometimes the bad people are busy. But we keep up with them, don’t we?”
Anne chewed her lip in thought for a moment. “I’m just asking, because I think I had one of these dreams last night. Up high and seeing into all the houses. But there were lots of bad ones. A hundred, maybe more.”
Valerie’s eyes sprang open wide and she started thrashing around on the bed, jerking at the ropes and making the frame shudder. “No! She’s lying, Greg! She’s a lying slut and she just wants to take you away from me. Can’t you tell? She wants the food, Greg! She wants it all for herself!”
Greg patted her arm, out of the way of her grasping hands. “Val, it’s okay. She’s not trying to get your food. I promise.”
“I’m as good as her, Greg. I’m better. If you want more, I can give you more.” She licked her lips. “But you have to give me more food, okay? If I give you more houses, you give me more food. That’s fair. You know it is, Greg. You can’t trust her. She’s not even from here, she can’t tell you where the houses are, not like I can. Greg. I’m your wife, Greg.” She got louder. “I’m your wife! You don’t listen to that whore, she’s lying!”
“You knew there were more houses? Why didn’t you tell me?”
Valerie began shrieking as loudly as she could. “You want to get rid of me! You want your slut and you don’t want to feed me anymore! I’m your wife! I’m your wife! I’m your fucking wife!”
The ropes thrummed as she yanked on them violently, heedlessly tearing the skin on her wrists and ankles. The bed creaked and swayed, skittering on the carpet. Greg pushed us towards the door. Just as we got there, she stopped abruptly.
“Greg? I’m sorry. You forgive me? You’ll still bring me my reward? I’ll give you another house. Just one reward and I’ll give you two houses, okay? Not even for two rewards. Just one, for two houses. That’s fair, that’s more than fair, Greg. You know it is. Okay?”
Greg paused in the doorway, unable to look back at his wife, tied to the bed, pleading with him. “Okay, Valerie. I’ll send Chuck up right away.”
“I love you, Greg. I love you!”
“I love you, too, Valerie.”
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I watched the tip of the cigarette shiver as Greg took a long drag. The cherry flared vividly in the weak, sea-colored afternoon light. Overhead, thick bottle-green clouds pressed down on the town, faintly luminous as they hoarded the morning sun above them. The wind smelled marshy and it felt like rain.
Greg’s backyard was small and weedy, enclosed by a gap-toothed wooden fence whose sections sagged haphazardly, either encroaching or retreating from the neighbor’s yards in random stretches. A grimy set of white plastic lawn furniture huddled against the house, crowded onto a tiny concrete patio that butted up to a sliding glass door. Everyone stood clustered around the mildewed table, ignoring the dirty chairs.
Chuck was pissed. “I don’t give a shit, Greg. I’m not leaving kids in a house with one of those things just because your wife was jerking you around. Seriously.”
Mazie hit him hard in the shoulder with a kind of half punch, half shove. He had to take a step to keep his balance. “Jesus, Chuck. Will you shut up? He’s talking about his wife. What’s wrong with you?”
“No,” said Greg. “He’s right. We have to get those kids out. And no matter what else, we have to remember that she’s helping us. One hostage a week is better than none, which is what we would have without her. She’s on our side. We have to believe that.”
“I don’t know, man,” said Chuck, “she loves her rewards, right? If there were houses everywhere, why wouldn’t she give us one every day so she gets more food? I mean, shit, you’d think she’d be all over that arrangement. I can’t imagine her holding off for a whole week for an extra snack, you know?”
Greg’s face went still and hard. “Shut up.”
“Hey, I’m just saying out loud what everyone else is thinking.”
Greg lunged, knocking the table aside in an attempt to wrap his hands around Chuck’s throat. I caught him before he managed to connect, but it took Mazie a good five minutes to talk him down before I could let him go.
Greg shoved away from me and put his hands up. “I’m all right. I’m fine. It’s just, fuck. She’s doing her best, okay? It’s not easy for either one of us, her being sick and all. But she’s helping as much as she can.”
I met his eyes. “If that’s the case, I need you to get her to work with us. Now that we know that she’s been holding back, on purpose or not, there’s no point in her keeping any more secrets now. I need to know where Peter’s operation is. You want hostages? How about the ones he’s got penned up waiting to be bled over his pit? We find that place, and I can end this right now.”
“I’ll talk to her.”
“Tell her whatever you have to, but this has to end.”
His cigarette had fallen to the ground in the scuffle, and he crushed it out on the stained patio concrete. “I know.”
As he went into the house, Anne’s cell phone buzzed from her pocket. She pried it out and glanced at the face to see who was calling.
“Finally.” She answered and put it to her face. “Hi, Henry.” She listened for a second with her smile fading, and then handed the phone over to me. “It’s not Henry.”
I knew who it was. My breath quickened and I had to take care not to crush the phone as I took it from her. “Hello, Piotr.”
“Abraham. Hello. Did you know that it took years for me to learn your name after we met? It hardly seems fair looking back on it, considering how intimately our lives were tied together that day, and how much about me you must have learned when you stole my journal.” His voice had the soft raspy edge of an elderly man, but his words were quick and clear. There was only the faintest trace of his Polish heritage under his flat Midwestern pronunciation.
“Where’s Henry?”
“You sound angry. I understand that, I’m angry, too. All the time, I’m angry. I think we both want to end this as soon as we can. So. Let’s make a deal. I’m going to get ready for us to meet as quickly as I can, and you’re going to stay put with your new friends, yes? If you do that, this will be over in the shortest possible time. I’m going to close the town shortly and start transporting my … supplies, so just sit tight. If you don’t, then not only will you be dragging things out for everyone involved, but it will go badly for Henry and Leon as well.”
“Newsflash, fucker. Henry is a Ranger and Leon is a Marine. You think they care about your threats? You think I do? Shit, if you put Henry on right now, the first thing out of his mouth would be to tell me to blow your head off and forget about him and Leon.”
Piotr laughed, delighted. “Oh, I know, Abraham, they have said as much to my face. We’re all the same. I served my country just as you and your friends did, in the Armia Krajowa and later in Ludowa when the Home Army would no longer have me. So I know a soldier’s pride. But I know something else about soldiers, too. Sacrificing yourself is easy, sacrificing others is the hard thing. I understand this. You should also know that I’m not threatening them with death. No, I’m going to give them to the Mother as a holy vessel for her children. Then I’ll send them out to find you, and you’ll have to kill them yourself. Or you can get that self-sacrifice that you wanted, delivered by the knives of your friends. I don’t think either scenario would suit you, am I correct?”
“I’m coming to kill you.”
“I know, and I deserve to die. As do you and Henry and Leon and everyone else. We all deserve to die, Abraham. And we will.”
He hung up. A minute later the phone flashed ‘NO SIGNAL.’
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“Land line is down, too,” said Mazie, slamming the handset down on the ‘All circuits are busy’ recording.
Chuck ran into the kitchen. “I checked with the neighbors, they think it’s the storm.”
Mazie snorted. “They’re idiots, it’s been cloudy like that for weeks, and it hasn’t even rained or anything.”
Chuck glanced out the patio door. “Yeah, but it’s worse lately. And windy.”
“Whatever, Chuck.”
We were in the kitchen, waiting impatiently for Greg to come back downstairs. Anne checked for a signal on her phone for the tenth time, and then turned it off with a vicious stab and jammed it into her pocket. “I hate this. If we go after Peter or Piotr or whatever his name is, he kills Henry and Leon. If we stay here, he wins. No matter what we do, we lose.”
“I don’t think so.” Everyone turned to look at me. “In fact, I think the whole purpose of that phone call was to get things started. He wants us to engage and come to him.”
Chuck snorted. “Seriously? Dude, the man said he’d turn your buddies into worm pinatas if we so much as stepped outside. Yeah, I can totally see how that means to step outside.”
“Why call at all? He dangled a trail in front of me, dragging me halfway across the country, and now that I’m here, am I some kind of threat? Of course not. I have no more idea where to find Piotr than I did two weeks ago, and even a small town is too big for me to search, especially with the way the bag population is throwing Anne off track. The only thing that call accomplished was to give me a chance to follow the hostages to Piotr.”
Chuck wasn’t convinced. “Or, he wanted to you stay out of his way. You know, like he said.”
“Chuck, he didn’t have to call me for that. If I didn’t know that he was about to move hostages, I would have missed it. In fact, I’m betting that instead of putting people in cars that would blend into the normal traffic, he’s going to use something that stands out, just to make sure I don’t miss it.”
Mazie said, “If he wants you so bad, why not just send a bunch of the coerced to get you?”
“Because he has no idea where I am. All he has is Anne’s number in Henry’s cell. He can talk to me, but he can’t find me.”
“Besides,” said Anne, “I doubt Piotr thinks his bags are up to kidnapping Abe. He’s a lot tougher than he looks.”
“Uh, thanks?” I figured that Chuck would make a comment, but instead he just looked thoughtful. He was probably remembering being tossed around back at the hotel. Even strong people have some give to them when you push back, especially if pushed by a guy with Chuck’s size. I don’t, which probably made an impression.
I changed the subject. “In any case, if Piotr is ready for me to follow his hostages to him, then we need to figure out a different way. The worst thing we could do is to come in when and how he expects us. Besides, if I’m right, he can’t do anything without me anyway, so he has no choice but to wait for us to make a move.”
“You hope,” said Mazie.
“I hope.”
“You know,” said Chuck, “there’s no way that Saint Peter is going to let your friends go. Hell, they’re probably loading up on wigglers as we speak.”
“I doubt it. He’s going to need some kind of leverage for when I do actually show up. It’s one thing to lure a bear into your house, it’s another thing entirely to survive the experience.”
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The soft gray daylight was fading into gloom by the time Greg made it back downstairs. When he entered the kitchen he was wearing that faraway, glassy look that you see on people waiting around in an emergency room with a bloody towel pressed to one of their limbs. Without speaking, he grabbed a glass and a bottle of something clear and brown from under the sink. After a long communion with the glass, he turned to face us.
“I had to agree to bring up food. A lot of it. And she wants me to untie one of her hands so that she can eat it herself.” Another drink. “I think … I think she might die if I do that.”
Anne gently took the glass out of his hand. “Don’t give it all to her, or at least not all at once.”
“She won’t give me any more information unless I do. That’s the deal.”
“She didn’t give you anything at all?” I asked.
“I got something. I wouldn’t agree to bring her the food unless she gave me something I could use. Something really good. I tried to get Peter’s location, but I don’t think she knows it. At first she tried to trade the location for the food, but when I wouldn’t give in without it, she gave up. In the end, she told me where the Mother was. Does that mean anything to you?”
“Yeah, I think so. When Peter called me, he said he would give Henry and Leon to the Mother to turn them into bags.” When it hit me, it must have been on my face.
“What?”
“We might not need to rescue the people in the rest of those houses. Anne, do you remember what happened to the other worms when we killed the big one that hurt Leon?”
She nodded. “They went nuts, and then they went all limp.”
“Right. Slow twitching, maybe, but pretty much inert. I think the small worms attach to all the parts of your body, but the orders just come from the mother worm, the single big one that each bag carries.” I was feeling my way around the idea, guided by some instinctive knowledge that I didn’t understand.
Anne shrugged. “I don’t see how that helps with the whole town.”
“What if the small mothers are connected to the big Mother in the same way?”
“So you’re thinking that if we kill the Mother, the worms inside all the bags everywhere will go limp.”
“And all the bags will die, since it’s only the worms that are keeping them alive.”
Mazie had been inspecting her rifle in the corner of the kitchen, but now she thumped it back down and turned to face me. She crossed her arms.
“That doesn’t make any sense. No organism would evolve like that, where you kill one and the whole family tree dies. Best case you’d just stop Peter from being able to infect more people.”
“What if it wasn’t a family, though? What if it was only one creature, and the worms inside each host were just acting as a remote apparatus? The creature stays in one place and sends out infected hosts to hunt. Then it just reels them in when they’re done.”
“Like some kind of psychic colony creature? That’s pretty far out there.”
“Well, I can tell you for sure that killing the main worm inside a bag disables the rest, even if they are several feet apart. And they all go nuts at exactly the same time. So at least at that level, they are in communication. Why not one more level? A predator that had a hundred bodies would be very successful, right?”
“Okay, let’s say that you’re right. Then we absolutely can’t kill the primary Mother. Every coerced victim would die, according to you. We’d be murdering who knows how many innocent people.”
“I don’t think we have a choice, Mazie.”
She slammed her hands down onto the table with a bang. “No! My dad is out there! You’re not murdering my dad!”
I yelled back. “Every bag out there is somebody’s father or mother or sibling, and you guys kill them when you have to, right? How is that different?”
“Because I say it is!” She snatched up her rifle and pointed it at me. The barrel was just as huge and ominous as I remembered, but this time I could also see the panicked face of the young girl behind it. Weeks of stress and fear had worn these people down to nothing.
I slowly raised my hands. “Mazie, listen to me for second, okay? There are a lot of very scared and very innocent people out there who aren’t infected. And they’re all going to die if we can’t throw a pretty big monkey wrench into Piotr’s operation.”
“You don’t understand! My dad is still inside there with the worms. He would talk to me, sometimes. He’s not gone. Not completely.”
“Okay, if you’re right, then killing the worms should free him. Then he would be saved. If he can’t live without the worms, then the damage is already too great and he can’t be saved, no matter what we do, right?”
“We can take him to a hospital, they can remove the worms there and save him.”
“Mazie, I’ve seen what the worms do.”
“Shut up!” I heard the safety click off.
“They eat holes in everything. Even the brain, Mazie. I don’t even know how they keep the host going, but whatever they do is why shooting them in the body doesn’t work.” I could see her finger turn white as she put pressure on the trigger.
“I said shut up!”
“Your dad wouldn’t want all those hostages to die for him, you know that.”
“You shut your fucking mouth!” Mazie screamed. She pulled the trigger.
My eyes never left her finger, and as it jerked back, I tried to twist out of the way. I’m faster than any human being has a right to be, but it wasn’t enough.
Being shot in the chest isn’t a clear, precise feeling. It’s a realization that something terrible and irreversible has happened, followed by a crashing tidal wave of sensation that only resolves into pain after long, bewildering moments.
The world became a series of choppy, disconnected movie frames passing in front of me. I saw the flash. I saw Anne with one hand on the barrel and one hand in a fist, smashing against the side of Mazie’s face. The next image was a view across the kitchen floor, just feet. Then it was feet and Mazie’s face, mouth bloody and eyes rolled back, her cheek flattened out where it was pressed into the linoleum.
Then I stopped seeing anything at all.
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I wanted to live. That fact came as something of a surprise to me after the last year of planning out my death, but there it was. All of the estrangement and loneliness, loss and ennui, and just plain hopelessness faded and shrank to nothing, like shadows before the sun of my new perspective.
They say that everything becomes precious to the dying; savoring each sunset, each touch and gesture from a loved one, that each and every breath becomes sweet. I can tell you that precious is a meaningless and trivial word to describe the trembling reverence that cradles each second of sensation as you die. I cherished the cold that was stealing the sensation from my limbs, the deeply warm pool under my chest and neck, even the bright tearing pain that fought to eclipse everything else. I pleaded and hoped for one more single instant of agony.
I don’t know how long I lay there on the floor. It could have been seconds or minutes or hours that I strained with everything that I had to exist for just a little longer. No one can do that forever. Exhausted, I slipped away and waited for numb oblivion, but it never came. The pain in my chest sorted itself out into a serrated tin saw that ran from ribs to shoulder blade, vivid and attention grabbing. The puffy undifferentiated pain of before was gone, bringing my body into sharp tactile focus. Feet, hands, belly, face. I could feel them down to the smallest pore and fold. With feeling came volition, allowing me to flicker my eyes open and spread my hands against the cool floor. Sound rushed back, carrying with it my name, shaped by Anne’s urgent breath.
I coughed and watched a glistening ruby fan unfold in front of my face as blood sprayed out across the floor. My anguished name rang out again, sweet in my ears.
My will and my body finally reengaged, and I pushed up off the floor into a sitting position. A sticky, sucking sound accompanied my separation from the linoleum. I focused on Anne who was crying and fluttering her hands over my shoulders and chest, afraid to touch me lest she cause me more harm. I resolved the issue by grabbing her hands in mine and looking into her eyes.
“S’okay. M’alright.” Everything coming out of my mouth was mushy. My voice was slurred and sounded threadier than I had expected.
Anne sagged back against a table leg and squeezed her eyes shut with a little sob. Greg and Chuck’s stunned faces swam into focus as I blinked away the fog.
Anne was the first to act. She got up and fetched a butcher knife out of a block on the counter. Seconds later, she had sawed off my shirt.
“I can’t see anything with all this blood. I need something to clean this up with. Chuck, find me something. Chuck!” Chuck jumped, startled back to attention. He dampened a kitchen towel in the sink, squeezed it out hard, and tossed it to her.
Anne snapped it out of the air one-handed and spent the next couple of minutes gingerly dabbing and wiping at my back. Chuck and Greg walked around behind me to watch her work. The towel stopped wiping at me.
“Well?”
“Motherfucker.” That was Chuck.
That didn’t sound good. “What?”
Anne came around to my front and wiped at my chest, a little more vigorously than before. The men dutifully came around to the front and this time both of them swore.
I looked down at the semi-clean swatch of skin over my lower ribs. In the center of an angry purple-red weal was a puncture wound about half an inch wide. The edges were lined up and mated, outlined with red-black seams of clotted blood. There was no bleeding. It was at least a day-old gunshot wound. I poked at it with a finger, which hurt like a son of a bitch, but the wound didn’t feel like it was going to tear open if I moved.
There was a loud click in the kitchen, and I looked up to see the inside of Chuck’s Taurus. “Shit! You’re one of them! You know where we live and what we look like. Fuck.”
Chuck looked scared and pissed, while Greg looked scared and tired. I looked at Anne, and saw uncertainty and even a little fear on her face. It hurt to think that I had lost the closeness that had grown between us. That she no longer had faith in me.
“I’m not one of them, I’m worm free.” I sounded much clearer, nearly normal.
Chuck’s voice was high and fast, panicked. “Bullshit! You should be dead, but you’re just sitting there talking like nothing happened. That’s all the proof we need.”
“It’s true that bags aren’t affected by shots to the chest, but think about that. They aren’t affected at all. They don’t fall down and nearly die. They just run you down and pull your head off. I was down for, what, ten minutes?”
“Shit, not even ten seconds. More like five.” The gun was still pointed at my face. “Even you’re not one of them, you still aren’t one of us. You’re not human.”
“I already told you that, remember? I’m older than I look and all that stuff?”
“Dude, that was just crazy talk. This is real.”
While all of this was going on, Anne must have come to her own conclusion about me. She slipped under my arm and helped me to my feet.
Her voice rang with scorn and authority, loud and sharp in the small space of the kitchen. “Shut up and point that thing somewhere else, Chuck.” He backed up a step and the barrel of his gun wavered. “This whole town is about to host an involuntary blood drive. Now isn’t the time to be killing off your own people.”
“Fine.” He put the gun away, but he didn’t relax. “Just remember that it’s on you if he turns on us.”
I stepped away from Anne, wobbly but gravity defiant. “I’m going to wash off all this blood and pack up. You guys decide if you want to trust us or not. Oh, and somebody should probably grab that rifle and see to Mazie. I don’t expect she’ll be in a very understanding mood when she wakes up.”
I tried not to let on how much I hurt and how weak I was as I turned and walked carefully out of the kitchen.
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Scalding water drilled into my face and chest and ran out of my open mouth as I panted and leaned against the tiles in the shower with my outspread hands. Steam curled and rolled up the opaque and beaded glass door and then out into the foggy bathroom.
The hot water was dissolving the scabs sealing up the twin gunshot wounds in my chest and back, allowing long translucent red trails to snake down my body. The one from my chest was a fascinating, ever-changing river, the other a mystery revealed only by the dilute whorls of blood eddying around my feet.
I’ve been shot before, but never in the chest. I took a 9mm from a P08 Parabellum, as the Germans called the Luger, in the thigh, and at the time it was the worst injury I’d ever had, despite being essentially a deep cut.
The bullet missed the bone and went clean out the other side and even stopped bleeding in about ten minutes. I had never been so proud of a scar before in my life.
When I fell in the pit in Warsaw, it took all my scars away from me, which was fine, except that it screwed me out of a Purple Heart. Turns out you need to be able to produce a wound for that.
The water started to run cold, waking me from my reverie. I made an effort to focus and clear my head, letting the frigid water bite into me until I reconnected with the present. I shut off the water and wondered how long I had been standing there. I still felt weak, but the kind of weak you feel after recovering from a high fever, not the kind you should feel when recovering from a near-fatal gunshot wound.
More than ever, my body felt alien to me, a thing of single-minded purpose that had nothing to do with my own.
My clothes were ruined, so I just wadded them up and threw them in the corner. I put on a fresh set from my duffel bag and packed away the toiletries that I had left out this morning. I had a feeling that Anne and I were never coming back to this house.
I entered the kitchen cautiously, but this time there were no guns pointed at me. Mazie was nowhere to be seen, but at least the rifle was back in the corner where it belonged. I dropped the duffel on the table. Anne took one look, nodded to me, and left to pack her things as well.
Greg spoke first. “Mazie went to her room. I think she’s in shock.”
“That makes two of us.”
“She’s not a bad person, Abe. She just can’t face the fact that she’s lost her whole family. I can understand that, even if you can’t.” He dropped his eyes. “We took a vote. Mazie and I are going to try to get more information from Valerie. We’re not going with you. Even if we don’t learn anything else, I can’t just leave her here, tied up and alone.”
“I understand. How about you, Chuck?”
“If there’s a chance that taking out the Mother will get rid of all the bags at once, then that’s what we have to do. I mean, it’s a no-brainer, right? No matter how many bags you kill, she’s just going to make more. So, I’m coming with you.”
“I thought you didn’t trust me.”
“I don’t. But I figure that I can still drop you to the ground with a good shot if I have to. Plus, you could have attacked us last night, or in the kitchen when your secret got out, and you didn’t. I guess that’s worth something. Besides, I like the idea of having one of the monsters on my team for a change.”
He gave me a grin, and I couldn’t help but smile in return. “Fair enough. Greg, before we part ways, tell me where to find the Mother.”
Greg’s eyes went to the ceiling in a now-familiar gesture. Pain crossed his features as the question reminded him of what he had to do to pay for the information I was asking for. “The quarry. Chuck knows where it is.”
“Thank you. Good luck tonight, and be safe.” We shook hands.
“You, too.”
“Grab anything you need, Chuck. We’re leaving in ten.”
We waited at the front door while Greg took armfuls of frozen food up the stairs and then came back down for more. Even from this far away I could clearly hear frantic moaning and crunching and sucking noises from upstairs that never paused or slowed. When Chuck came in with his gear, we left the house without a word.
Low and dark, the oppressive clouds squatted over us, blotting out the sun as far as the horizon in every direction. Even now, during the day, the sunlight picked up a sickly greenish tint as it filtered down between the swirling bands of opaque thunderheads, lending a shadowy aquatic feeling to everything. The wind pushed hard and then shrieked away, plucking leaves and trash off the ground and hurling it at us in random tantrums.
We piled into the Range Rover, relieved at the sudden silence as the heavy doors sealed tight. “Where to, Chuck?”
Chuck was in the back seat in the middle, where he could look out the windshield between the front seats. “North. Keller Mining owns a whole section up there, with a couple of pits and a bunch of warehouses and cutting outfits for the granite. Most people in town work for Keller. Should be pretty deserted today, being a Saturday. When you get out of the subdivision, go right.”
As we drove, Anne turned on the radio. There were only two channels out here, and both of them were playing the same recorded message in Piotr’s dulcet tones. The broadcast had that low, whining distortion under it that you hear in weather broadcasts during a storm.
“Attention, Belmont. Please stay in your homes until further notice. Severe weather is expected tonight, so don’t get out on the roads. Emergency vehicles need them clear. Television and telephone service interruptions have been reported, but rest assured that we’re working on it. Keep safe, and God bless.”
Anne killed the radio when the message started up again. “You think that’ll work?”
I shrugged. “Well enough. He doesn’t actually need to lock the town down, he just needs the roads clear enough to transport the hostages needed to finish his pit. Even if there’s a mass panic later, the traffic alone will bottle everyone up once it hits the only road out of town. Throw a couple of squad cars across that road, and the population leakage should be pretty minimal.”
“Some people are bound to get out,” said Chuck. “They could bring help eventually. What’s he going to do about that?”
“Nothing, I’d imagine. The way he was talking on the phone, I don’t think he’s planning on their being an afterwards to worry about.”
“You and Henry keep saying things like that,” said Anne. “What exactly do you think he’s doing?”
“I don’t really know. We used to spend hours talking about it after the first time, when we were trying to figure out what was going on, and what to do with the altar pieces that we found. Here’s what we know for sure from Piotr’s journal.
“He thought that whatever he was doing back in the war was going to avenge his family and his country on Germany. So, at the least, he figured on taking out an entire country.
“None of Piotr’s notes that were taped into the ritual book mentioned the expected results, but I can tell you something that stood out. Henry knows more than a little about rituals and blood sacrifices, and this whole pool-of-blood thing is way out of scale for anything he’s ever heard of.
“It’s a drop of blood, or a cup of blood, or at the very most, a sacrificial human being. And that’s to do something significant. Something at the upper limit of possibility as far as Henry knows. But hundreds of people and thousands of gallons of blood? Henry says that’s not just a matter of scale. It’s something completely unknown.”
Anne shivered and turned away from me to look out the window. I could see the fear on her face, reflected in the glass.
We were silent after that, just driving through town, feeling the Rover rock and shudder under sudden gusts of wind, and passing by people in their front yards nailing boards across windows and hauling lawn furniture indoors.
When we hit Main Street, there were still a few people out carrying bags of bottled water and cans of gas, with the occasional line in front of a grocery store. Boards were rapidly going up over plate glass here as well.
Anne tapped me on the shoulder and pointed at a pair of empty prison buses parked in front of the police station. The prison and state names on the sides of the huge gray vehicles weren’t local, and weren’t all the same. Though the buses were slightly different in design, they did share all the same key features. Iron bars covered the windows, and a steel-mesh door separated the passenger section from the guard section up front.
Men were milling around the front of the station and leaning up against the buses. They had machetes in their hands and were faceless behind riot helmets with dark face shields. They took no notice of us as we drove past.
“Hey, Chuck, you guys have a prison up here?”
“Nope, I didn’t even know we had any buses.”
“Did you see the helmets?” said Anne.
I nodded. “Yeah, and half of those guys were wearing body armor, too. No headshots and no gutting.”
Anne looked worried. “That’s going to be a real problem for us if your idea about the Mother doesn’t work out.”
I watched the clouds roll over each other in a slow boil. “I wouldn’t worry about it. If my idea about the Mother doesn’t work out, we’ll be dead long before we have to worry about these guys.”
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We drove past the Keller Mining Company without stopping. The plant entrance was closed, and there were guards posted behind the sliding chain-link fence gates. They were wearing riot helmets and Kevlar vests, and they weren’t doing anything but standing and staring through the gate. The employee parking lot behind them was a vast, empty concrete field.
Chuck craned his head around and watched the entrance recede into the distance. The guard’s heads did not turn to track us as we passed.
“The actual quarries are on the other side of the cutting houses where the slabs are finished. Most places just cut the stone out of the ground and ship it, but we finish it here at the plant. Countertops, pavers, steps, pretty much anything that can be pre-cut and shipped. We don’t sell the raw stone.”
“We? You work there?”
“Yeah. Pretty much everyone goes right from high school to the plant. Not much else out here, especially not if you want a living wage. I work on the pumps and shit that supply water to the gang saws and the thermalling gear. It’s not too bad. I pay my bills and I still have all my fingers. Can’t ask for more than that.” He stuck his arm between the seats and pointed. “Pull off the road over here. We can hike back behind the plant and get into the quarries that way.”
We swayed in unison as the Rover bounced off the raised asphalt onto the low scrub that dominated the landscape. Scraping and squeaking filled the cabin as I drove over the tough, woody bushes.
Everything was greener than I had expected out here in the dry western flatlands, with ankle-high weeds and low trees with wide, fat canopies. I put the largest tree between the truck and the highway, but it ended up looking more like a picnic scene than camouflage.
We got out of the car and dug through our gear for weapons. Chuck threaded a black nylon hip holster through his belt and dropped in his Taurus. He also stuffed an extra clip into the back pocket of his jeans. Anne unrolled Dominic’s blanket and pulled out the drum-fed shotgun that he had given her.
Chuck whistled appreciatively. “Goddamn, lady. Where the hell did that come from?”
“An admirer. The store was out of flowers.”
“Nice.”
I belted on my.45, freshly supplied with ammo thanks again to Dominic, and then strapped on my steel baton. Of the two weapons, I felt a lot better about the baton.
We crunched across the flat prairie while wind flattened the grass around us in sporadic waves and whipped the tree branches into a frenzy. The ground dipped into a shallow gully that looked like it might have been a creek in years past. On the far side of it stood a long stretch of chain-link fence.
Through the fence we could see the back of a tall, corrugated metal building. Acetylene bottles were racked neatly in ten-foot cradles behind the building, and cigarette butts littered the ground around a metal door with a single dusty pane of glass set at head height. A metal “No Smoking” sign was bolted to the wall directly over the butts. Black ash marks on the face of it showed where blue-collar rebels had crushed out their cigarettes on it.
Chuck gestured. “This is the back of the shop where we work on busted equipment. The quarries are about half a mile that way.”
We kept following the fence. On the other side, the buildings gave way to a vast open area with rutted gravel tracks running between the plant and the quarry area. A few hundred yards later the tracks curved away from us, leaving nothing to see but scrub and the skeletal tops of the block cranes in the distance. We stopped when the first stacks of stone slabs appeared.
Chuck spit and hitched up his pants. “This is Site Two. Number One is further in. I don’t suppose anyone has a pair of bolt cutters hidden in their pockets?” The fence was twelve feet high with a barbed wire cap that angled outward at the top.
“Electrified?”
Chuck shook his head. I touched it briefly with the back of my hand just to make sure, but it was fine. I squatted down and put my fingers through the bottom edge of the fence and bunched the lowest six inches of it up in my fists.
I used to do this kind of thing all the time to impress Maggie, or as she liked to point out, impress myself. I stopped years ago when everything went gray and I let my life seep away, but now I felt the old urge tugging at my cheeks and making me smile. I glanced over at Anne to see if she was watching. She was.
I squeezed hard, twisted, and pulled. The metal strands ground together in my fists and then sheared apart. I kept a straight face as I glanced up, but her wide-eyed look of amazement made me want to laugh out loud.
Chuck stepped back, but he didn’t draw on me this time. “That’s fucked up. I sure hope you really are on our side.”
“Our side?”
“You know, people. Normal people.”
“Chuck, if you think you’re normal, I have some bad news for you.”
To his credit, he grinned. “I guess that’s true.”
I moved up a few inches and repeated the process until there was a ragged tear in the fence about five feet high, and then I stretched the edges apart so that we could slip through without getting snagged on the sharp bits.
Quarry Two was frozen in mid-stride, like any other mining or construction project between shifts. The pit itself was an enormous three-sided box, with the open side a ramp that allowed vehicle access to the back wall where most of the cutting took place.
All three sides were solid stone with flat faces with sunken geometrical sections missing out of them. Slabs were cut from the top down, leaving a weird saw-toothed shelf marking the current level of progress.
Two cranes stood silently dangling chains high over the pit, while arcane heavy equipment slept haphazardly around them. It was strange to me, like being backstage at an industrial magic show.
Chuck led us around the excavation area. “This is the active site. Quarry One is a little farther that way, it was shut down about ten years ago.”
“Why do they abandon them?” asked Anne while we crunched along on the gravel road.
“Impurities, mostly. We have feldspar out here, which is good as long as it’s fairly regular in the granite, but big veins of it don’t work for us, so they’ll dig a new pit to get back to saleable stone. Doesn’t happen very often, though. You can run a quarry for twenty or thirty years. Quarry One started in the late seventies and ran through about ninety-six or so. That was all before my time.”
We hiked about half a mile before spotting more crane masts, this time brown and scabby with rust. A low hill squatted between us and the bottoms of the cranes.
“Shh.” I stopped and listened. I could hear an engine in the distance, and the faint roar of tires running through low grass and gravel. “Sounds like there’s a security patrol driving around back here, so let’s see if we can get out of the open.”
We ran to the hill, which was dotted with large shrubs and small trees, as well as several large irregular chunks of stone.
The growling of the tires grew louder, then stopped. A few seconds later, the engine died and car doors slammed. I jumped a little. The sound was shockingly close.
Weeds scraped at my neck and chin as I belly crawled up the face of the steep hill, the motion as easy and familiar to me as it had been nearly seventy years ago in the field in Europe. I peered down over the top, hidden by grass and head-sized rocks.
Close to the base of the hill was a large police van with the back doors gaping open. Six uniformed figures stood perfectly still next to it. They were stout, with big guts and big chests blending into one massive barrel with tree-stump legs and gorilla arms. Black armored vests made them look even larger. They all wore riot helmets with tinted face shields pulled down.
I frowned and looked harder at the cops. I figured that Piotr would have been running an all-bag crew, but never in my life had I seen bags standing perfectly still like that. Scratch that, the one in the diner had been eerily still, too. And the guards out in front of the plant. Were these something different? Or did they just act differently? This was a really shitty time to find out that I didn’t know as much about the other side as I thought I did.
The van was parked at the edge of the old quarry, a huge square stone pool half the size of a football field. The granite had been mined from the face of a tall hill, easily a hundred feet higher than the surrounding terrain, and a good fifty feet below it.
A rectangle of stone and earth was missing from the ground, cutting the hill in half and leaving a deep green lake in front of the sheared-off vertical face, like a giant’s swimming pool with a granite cliff on one side and a downward sloping ramp on the other side leading into the water.
The left and right sides of the pool were flush with the ground, with the water lapping a little less than two feet below the edge.
The top of the hill had been leveled, and two massive metal crane arms sprouted out of the flat stone top. They appeared to have been bolted directly into the granite. One of them was still tall and comparatively slender, though dark brown and pitted with rust, while the other was broken about halfway up with the top half pointing down towards the water, looking for all the world like a broken fishing pole.
A long metal shack stood behind the two cranes. Occasional gusts of wind rippled the glassy surface of the opaque water. Even in the wan, cloud filtered sunlight the emerald water and cut stone had a stark and elemental beauty.
The unmistakable roar of a diesel bus drew my attention to the gravel road leading up to the pit. Air brakes hissed as the long steel carapace of a prison bus pulled up next to the lake. There was movement behind the barred windows.
The front doors jerked open and another armored guard emerged, followed by a stream of handcuffed men, one after another, until maybe twenty of them stood in frightened knot. A second guard exited the bus, and between the two of them, they began herding the prisoners towards the quarry. They didn’t speak. Instead, they simply pointed and the men started stumbling forward.
Anne and Chuck had eased up on either side of me to watch. Anne’s breath tickled my ear as she leaned close and whispered, “You think this is the first busload?”
“Probably. I think those giant bags just got here.”
“If this is where the Mother is, I’m guessing that those men are about to become a fresh batch of bags.”
“Not if we can help it.”
The police van by the edge of the quarry swayed a little, and someone emerged from the back. The top of his white cowboy hat obscured his face as he stepped down. As he straightened up, the wind snatched the hat off his head and ruffled his wispy white hair. He smiled with good humor as his hat tumbled and skidded away from him.
It was Piotr.
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As a group we flinched back from the edge. Piotr had that effect, like a porcelain doll in a horror movie. He looked perfectly normal, even attractive, but somehow more nightmarish for it.
The sense of wrongness coming off of him was palpable, like seeing a fresh, clean-cut corpse sit up and smile pleasantly at you. As he walked towards the captives, even his stoic guards swayed back ever so slightly.
I started to edge towards the top again, but Anne grabbed my arm. She put her lips on my ear. “I don’t like this. We should go.”
“Can’t. This is my chance. Piotr’s here. I can end this right now.”
She started to speak again, but I pulled away and eased over the crest of the hill so that I could see what was happening. Anne and Chuck silently followed.
As soon as I saw Piotr’s face, I was gripped so strongly by a desire to smash his head in with my baton that I had to clench my fists and my will against the sensation. I squeezed my eyes shut until the tide of compulsion receded. The whole episode only lasted a few seconds, but the near loss of control scared me. I’d never experienced anything like that before.
Down below, two of the silent guards were working. They held a filthy, handcuffed man between them while Piotr looked him over, noting the bruises and split lips with professional interest. At this distance, his voice carried well enough for us to just make out the words.
“Let’s take a look at you. Or rather, inside you.” The man jerked but the sudden movement produced no give in the iron grip of his captors. Piotr ran his hands over the man’s head, smiling and nodding to himself as he were picking out melons at the market. The man’s shudder was visible, even this far away.
“I’m sorry, but I’m afraid you’re not going to be able to join us today. Just don’t have what it takes. But don’t worry, you’ll still be able to help the cause in your own way. I can always use more donors.”
I wondered if Piotr realized how he looked down there, casually herding prisoners like cattle as if he were unloading railroad cars in front of a labor camp. Must we become that which we attempt to destroy? I thought about the portraits in Georgia’s house and the things that I’d done on this journey so far, and about the things I was willing to do before it was over. I didn’t like the comparison, but I didn’t flinch from it. I’d do whatever it took.
Piotr stepped back and the guards pushed the captive away from the edge of the quarry to an open area and flanked him. While the first two guards were busy with that, two more from the group by the van peeled off to grab another victim from the bus. It looked very well practiced. Two guards stood at the van, two were holding a victim for Piotr, and two were standing next to the rejected captive.
The next man got the same treatment with Piotr searching his eyes and touching his face, but this time Piotr smiled and patted him on the cheek. The man tried to lunge forward to get at Piotr. “Good man. You’ll be a welcome addition to the family.”
The man’s feet were bound and he was pushed to the ground where he was, and the next captive was brought up next to him. This went on for several minutes as the captives by the bus were sorted.
We slowly sank back behind the crest of the hill and put our heads close together so that we could talk.
I spoke as quietly as I could. “It’s not going to get any better than this. He’s just standing there out in the open. The longer we wait, the more captives are going to be in the way, and the less time we’ll have before he’s finished and we lose him.”
Chuck nodded. “What’s the plan?”
“It’s pretty simple. I’m going to run down there and snap Piotr’s neck for him.”
“Don’t be stupid,” said Anne. “I don’t care how tough you think you are, you can’t take on six regular bags by yourself and survive, much less six giant ones in body armor and helmets. And after you drop, they’ll be up this hill and all over the two of us in seconds.”
I put my hand on hers, but she pulled away. “I know. That’s why you and Chuck are going back to the car and getting out of here.”
“Not a chance. We’re all going back to the truck together. We’ll do this a different way, one that doesn’t involve suicide.”
“What way is that? When is Piotr ever going to be just standing out in the open like this again? For that matter, what if I can’t find him again, or if I do, what if I can’t get to him? This is my shot. This is why I came here.”
Chuck spoke up and earned himself a dark look. “He’s right. It has to be now.” Good old Chuck. “And I’m going to help him.”
“Goddammit, what did I just say? You two are getting out.”
“And if he gets away when you’re buried under a pile of bags? This is too important to screw up. Two people have a better chance of killing one old man before his goons tear us apart than just one. If nothing else, one of us can distract the bulk of the bad guys while the other goes for Peter.”
“And then both of us are dead. Killing Piotr won’t stop his goons from tearing us apart afterwards.”
He glared at me. “It’s not your call. This is my town. My dead friends. I signed up for this long before you came here and every time we went on a rescue, I put my ass on the line. But I still went. Every time. I’m in it to the end.”
“You are one stubborn son of a bitch.”
“Hell, yeah.”
I reached into my pocket and pulled out the keys to the Rover carefully so they wouldn’t jingle and then handed them to Anne. She took them from me and put them in her pocket. “Be as quick as you can getting back to the car, and don’t worry about noise once you clear the fence.”
She raised her eyebrows at me. “I’m not going back to the car.”
“But you took the keys.”
“I did. Thanks.”
I had to take a deep breath and will my jaw to unclench in order to speak, and when I did, I did so slowly. “You. Need. To go.”
“If you’re staying, I’m staying. The only way I’m leaving is if I’m following you to the car. If you’re determined to do this, then I’m determined to stay here and keep you from getting killed.”
“Why are you so stubborn?”
“Because I don’t want you to die, jackass. What do you think? Also, since you don’t seem to know much about women, I should point out that you haven’t even started to see stubborn yet.”
I looked into her fierce, angry eyes and saw Patrick staring back at me. Ever since Anne had joined me in my search for Piotr, I had been fooling myself into thinking that I could get her out of harm’s way when we found him. That I could save her. But the truth was that she didn’t need saving any more than the rest of us did.
This was her fight as much as it was mine, and her right to die doing what she believed in. Her innocence had been taken the day that Patrick was murdered in front of her, and I grieved for what she lost. I never wanted her to become one of us. But I was proud to fight beside her.
“I’m sorry. You’re right. We’ll do this together. All of us.”
Her expression softened. I think she understood what it cost me to say those words. “Thanks. What’s the three person version of your plan?”
“I don’t know. I wish we had Mazie’s rifle. I’m a pretty good shot, but at this range the odds of me hitting Piotr are slim.”
“I’m a better shot than you,” said Anne, “and Dominic said that the ammo in this shotgun alternates between steel shot and slugs. I figure we’re about thirty yards away and a slug is good for at least fifty. I bet I could put some pretty good sized holes in him at this distance.”
“You sure?”
“I’m sure I can do a better job of it than you, yes.”
“Alright, take the drum off and let’s get rid of the shot.”
Very gingerly she detached the drum, being careful to keep the noise to a minimum. She extracted all of the shells, sorted them by type, and then began to reload with only the slugs. Her fingers were slender and quick, and as she worked she spoke quietly. Her manner changed as she worked, calm and confident.
She began speaking quietly, as though reciting a lesson. I couldn’t tell if she was talking to me or even if she realized she was speaking out loud. “A.410 shotgun slug travels about 1700 feet per second and delivers almost 700 foot-pounds of kinetic energy. That’s a little more than a.357 magnum handgun round.” Shells quietly clicked into the drum’s receiver. Click. Click. Click. “The slug is lighter and more fragile than a.357 round, making it more likely to fragment, so the penetration isn’t as good. Of course, by “not as good,” I mean a person behind the target is less likely to be injured. The target will have an entry wound as big around as a golf ball and an exit wound the size of a baseball.” Click. Click.
I wondered at her childhood. How far had Patrick pushed to help her survive the future he saw for her? Most of the time she was just an unsure young woman full of wit and stubborn pride. But now for the first time, I was seeing something that Patrick had spent most of Anne’s life forging. Her skill and knowledge were her sword and shield against the world, but more than that, Patrick had managed to instill a sense detachment in her when she was in this place in her head. I imagine that he worked with her intensively on the competition circuit, knowing full well that that kind of conditioning would carry over to more real-world applications.
I remembered the night Patrick was killed. Most people would have been in shock to see their grandfather murdered in front of them, but I recalled how Anne dove for my gun like it was a raft at sea. And how in a split-second she had come up and fired with no hesitation and absolute precision.
It also occurred to me that she didn’t fall apart until after I took the gun from her.
Anne locked the drum into place with a quiet snap. We eased back up to the top, and after we were settled in, she began slowly inching the long barrel up over the lip.
I don’t know why people sense intense stares and gun barrels at a distance, I just know that they do. Anne moved slowly and smoothly, ensuring that if anyone did look up, there would be no abrupt motion to catch their eye.
It took forever for her to get the shotgun pointed at Piotr and the stock against her shoulder. She squinted through the iron sights and put a little tension on the trigger. “Ready.”
“When you shoot, all hell is going to break loose.”
“Shh.” She became very still. Her fingertip whitened as she slowly squeezed the trigger, never taking her eyes off of her sight picture. When the gun finally boomed, it was a surprise to all three of us.
Piotr was standing in the open, waiting for the next captive to be hauled up in front of him, when the round took him dead center in the chest.
I saw the moment of impact very clearly. Piotr didn’t jolt or rock back. There was no bloody wound. Instead, I saw the crushed bullet fragments drop to the ground between his feet. A thin, light-gray smoke hovered at his breast, and then seemed to uncurl and slide into his body out of sight.
All eyes snapped to the ridgeline while the report was still echoing around the quarry, and Piotr smiled his confident, chilling smile.
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“Abraham!” shouted Piotr from the quarry. His voice was deep and smooth and carried easily, barely diminished by the wind and distance. “While I applaud the gesture, you know that’s not how this ends. An impersonal bullet fired by someone else? Not very satisfying, is it?”
The overpowering urge to slam my baton into Piotr’s skull returned, but I fought it down before I lost control and charged down the hill. He was taunting me, trying to goad me into attacking him. If I gave in, Anne and Chuck would be down the hill right behind me, and we’d all be torn apart by Piotr’s bags.
Five minutes ago, each of us had been prepared to make that sacrifice. But after seeing that shotgun slug drop harmlessly at Piotr’s feet? Now it seemed futile.
Self-control won out and I regained my composure. Gravel trickled down the face of the hill where I had kicked it loose by taking two or three involuntary steps.
Piotr’s smile slipped as he saw me master myself. His voice sounded angry now, less smug. “I’ve waited all this time for you to be ready, prepared every step of your journey-” Now it was his turn to fight for calm. “That’s fine. It won’t be long now. We’re drawn together by a higher purpose, you and I. Trust in that. Our time is coming. You just need another push.”
All but one of his guards had entered the van, taking the rejected prisoners with them. Piotr pointed at the one that remained by the water, and it turned to look at him. Some unseen communication passed between them for the briefest of moments, and then Piotr smiled at me and jumped into the van and slammed the door.
The last guard reached down and effortlessly picked up two of the dozen or more captives at his feet. He dangled them by their upper arms over the dark water of the quarry lake.
I drew my baton and broke into a run. Maybe I didn’t know how kill Piotr just yet, but that didn’t mean I had to stand by while his pet bag murdered all those captives.
The guard slammed the first two men together. Bones cracked audibly under the impact, and then there was a splash as he let them drop into the water. The entire surface of the lake shuddered.
Instinct slowed me as the entire surface of the lake began to heave, slopping water over the edge of the quarry and over the feet of the bag standing there.
The van’s engine roared to life.
The bag spread his arms wide and threw his head back as the surface of the lake exploded.
I heard but didn’t see the van leave, as my eyes were fixed in horror on the thing that was emerging from the churning water.
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A fleshy mass as large around as a hundred-year-old oak tree heaved skyward out of the lake. Water and wriggling things sluiced down its body in a hissing, plopping cascade as it reached a height of fifty feet or more.
Initially it appeared to be a thick column which tapered to a blunt point that swayed slowly back and forth in the air high above us. Its skin was rubbery, black, and warty in long strips and patches. In those sections hung drooping sacks, also black, but occasionally shading to gray as they stretched tight under internal pressure. Some of the sacks had burst and hung limp and ragged.
Can something be so horrifyingly wrong and alien that it was hard for the eye to make sense of its lines and features, but at the same time seem completely familiar? A feeling of instant recognition hit me, like glimpsing a friend just as he turns a corner, mixed with stunned confusion as I tried to understand what I was seeing. It was like the instinctive part of me knew exactly what I was looking at, even if the rest of me didn’t.
As I watched, the tip drooped down towards the captives gathered there at the edge of the quarry, pointing like a vast, grotesque finger.
It loomed closer to the knot of men who had been selected as good candidates, and who were on the ground, shouting and struggling against the plastic zip ties that bound their wrists and ankles.
The tip hovered a few feet from the closest man and then in a grotesque spasm, split open into five equal wedges, peeling back a third of its length and revealing corpse-like purplish maroon flesh on the inside, which was studded with thousands of long, thin backwards-pointing teeth.
Men screamed as the smell of rotting meat and oily musk rolled over them, and the wedges began to flex and writhe out of sync with each other. Now that it was fully revealed to me, a second sense of familiarity hit me, this time originating with my own experience. The head resembled one of the large worms that every bag carried in its belly, at least as far as the tentacles went, but on a gargantuan scale.
Only a few seconds had passed since the thing had surfaced. All of the tentacle tips drifted towards one of the helpless men, triggering another round of hoarse screaming, which snapped me out of my stupor.
I bolted forward and put myself between the man and the creature. Don’t ask me why I thought that would be a good plan, it just felt right. I stood my ground with the five thick tentacle tips pointing directly at my face.
They halted and hung in the air, hesitating for long seconds before each of the tentacles resumed their independent questing. I had hoped that the creature would react to me in the same way that the smaller one had done when attacking Leon, and it looked like I was right. I didn’t care to dwell on why that was. It turned from me and fixated on another man, one several feet to my right.
Since it had worked once before, I stepped quickly to the side to place myself once more between the monster and its victim.
Again it hesitated, then darted around me to try to get at the man. I reached down and yanked him away by the arm, sending him tumbling into several other captives. The tips of the massive tentacles dug shallow furrows in the stony ground next to me as the Mother struck where he had been. It jerked back, rearing high into the air.
Enraged, the tentacles snapped open as wide as they could go, revealing a gaping maw at the juncture where they grew out from the creature’s body. An enormous, awful bellow erupted from the creature, making the bruised-looking inner flesh around the maw vibrate and ripple and the water running down its sides stand up in shockwave patterns.
The sound was vast and deafening, but it wasn’t the volume that was so fearful, but the deep, resonant frequency. The vast majority of the sound must have been below the threshold of human hearing, but it could be felt as a punishing wave of pulsing vibration. The gravel around my feet danced and jittered under the assault.
The mouths of everyone around me were open, screaming into the maelstrom with their hands clapped over their ears and the skin on their faces and arms rippling.
I might have been screaming, too, I don’t know. All of the glass windows in the cars became silver dust trembling in the air, framed by rounded squares of painted metal.
Something pinwheeled into my peripheral vision, and I turned. I saw a crumpled piece of sheet metal skid across the ground, soundless against the endless onslaught, and recognized it as the remains of a folding bus door. One of the huge armored bags erupted from the bus.
His arms were flung wide, fingers splayed rigidly out, and his head was tilted back, pointing his face at the sky. His throat was stretched and swollen, with the skin bunching into purpling fleshy bands.
Five black tentacles emerged from his gaping mouth, spread outward across his face: across cheeks, eyes, and forehead, and at the center, a gaping, trumpeting hole occupying the same space as the mouth it was emerging from. The flesh of this maw also trembled, but any sound it may have made was lost in the din.
As if an answer was all that was sought, the unimaginable sound cut off like a switch. I pulled my hands away from my head as I realized that I had been clutching my ears like everyone else, and was surprised to see that there was no blood on them.
Even so, the new silence roared in my ears and things still seemed soundless to me. My body felt numb and buzzy, like I had just stepped off of a rollercoaster, and I could feel my hair settle back onto my head.
Everyone but me was on the ground, still curled up and clutching their ears, including Chuck and Anne. The Mother was no longer screaming, having summoned her offspring, but she was still enraged at my interference. The tentacles blurred into motion like cracking whips and snatched a man off the ground. She shoved him into her mouth with inward curling tentacles and the toothed walls convulsed on him. And then he was gone.
The guard ran ponderously towards me. The tentacles protruding from his mouth did not retreat back inside, but instead flailed at the air, grasping and twisting in my direction.
There was no time to draw my pistol, even had I wanted to do so. I had only my steel baton and my anger, but that was enough for me.
I swung downward in a short, vicious arc intended to pulp the guard’s head, but he jerked aside and my baton ended up coming down on his shoulder. The impact was solid. I felt it all the way up my arm, but it didn’t seem to faze him.
A toothed tentacle raked across my face like a wet rubber strap with broken glass embedded in it, and a ham fist drove into my chest like a sledgehammer.
I don’t recall crossing the space between the guard and the parked car I slammed into. One second I was upright, and the next I was sitting on my ass against the crushed door of a Honda.
By the time my eyes focused, he was nearly on top of me again, so I reached one hand up over my head and groped until I found the side mirror. I snapped it off of the car just in time to smash it into his face, glass and plastic shards exploding outward from the impact. The guard lurched back, both hands instinctively coming up, only to get tangled in the thrashing, bloody tentacles coming out of his face.
I stumbled away from the car while trying to figure out if the pain in my ribcage meant splintered bone fragments were already shredding my lungs, or if I was just bruised to hell and back, when it dawned on me that the first guard by the lake wasn’t bashing my skull in.
A quick look around revealed why. The first guard was too busy holding a captive over his head to be worried about beating me into hamburger. The Mother had the tip of each tentacle holding the captive’s head steady, as a maggot-filled tube joined her mouth with his. It spasmed as a long shadow passed through it into the man, distending his throat briefly.
I looked away in revulsion and discovered something else. Anne and Chuck were gone.
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Fear touched me as I felt events wheeling out of control. Piotr had driven off, waving and smiling, and I had no idea where he went. The thing that I had come to the quarry to kill had turned out to be a building-sized monster that could swallow me whole.
Not to mention that the biggest bag I had ever seen was trying to beat me to death, and doing a pretty good job of it. And to top things off, my friends were missing and could be in serious trouble.
I used to be good at this. When my squad was in trouble it was my job to instantly come up with a plan that was clear and simple and effective. And I always did. It was my gift the way that Henry soaked up knowledge and the way Patrick could sense the supernatural. It was why I was the leader, even though I was a good deal younger than everyone else.
But time and events had changed all of that. Now rage clouded my mind when I needed it most. That was just one more victory that Piotr had over me, one more weakness for him to exploit. If I let him. If you were to ask my father, he would tell you that I was the most intractable, unreasonable, pig-headed son of a bitch he’d ever met. And he’d say it with pride. I dug in and forced the world into focus.
My top priority was finding Anne and Chuck, but I needed to be alive for that. This fight had to end. The bag trying to kill me had recovered from being force-fed a car mirror and was heading towards me again.
I held my ground while it bore down on me and hit it at the last second with an uppercut to the jaw as hard as I could. I kept the baton in my fist as I swung, giving me the advantage of the old “roll of quarters” effect.
My fist connected just underneath the bag’s chin with enough force to flip over a car. The impact drove his teeth clean through the extended tentacles and shattered his jaw.
Black blood erupted from the bag’s mouth as it went rigid with shock. I could see its throat bulge and warp as the worm thrashed and twisted in pain.
It was stunned and it was close to me. Game over. I took the baton in both hands, wound up, and swung for the fences with everything I had. The headless corpse fell to the ground.
Nearby, a diesel engine roared to life. The prison bus lurched forward with a painful grinding of gears. Through the windshield I could see an insanely grinning Chuck behind the wheel. Anne stood right next to him, white-knuckled and swaying as she clutched the safety bar next to him. They were alive. The tightness in my chest that I hadn’t been aware of relaxed and let me breathe.
The bus missed the group of captives on the ground by inches as Chuck swerved closer to the edge of the quarry in order to avoid them.
The armored bag watched the bus bear down on it, unable or unwilling to drop the captive he was holding over his head.
There was a sickening thud as the bag disappeared under the bumper, only to encounter the forty-two-inch-tall, foot-wide bus tire coming up behind it. The captive flew over the hood and smashed into the windshield, caving it in.
The impact tore the pale tube out of his throat. That must have been fairly painful for the Mother as well, as she jerked up and back, spilling clear mucus swimming with tiny worms from the torn off end of the tube.
As soon as the bus made contact with the bag, Chuck locked up the brakes, throwing up a cloud of white dust and slamming the bus to a halt between the Mother and the captives. Trapped between the locked wheel of an eighteen-ton bus and the stony ground of the quarry, the bag simply peeled apart like rotten fruit.
Enraged, the Mother wrapped one massive tentacle across the front of the bus, crushing it. The sounds of shattering glass accompanied the squeal of tires as the Mother began to drag the entire bus into the lake.
I raced for the bus as it slid towards the water. The front wheels slipped off of the quarry and the bus chassis dropped onto the ground, scraping and grinding on the rocky ledge.
I arrived just as the back of the bus rose up over my head. The rear emergency door popped open and Anne looked out at me, clutching the bottom edge of the door as the floor of the bus tilted towards the sky.
She held my gaze as she rose into the air. Seconds later, the nose hit the water with a booming splash. The entire bus plunged vertically into the lake.
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I dove into the water as the rear of the bus slipped out of sight. Faint light filtered down past the surface of the cold water, just enough to paint everything with wavering ripples of silver and shadow.
Anne and Chuck floated out of the rear door and swam for the surface. Behind them the Mother’s tentacles uncurled from the bus like a grotesque flower opening up.
We gasped and coughed as our heads burst into the open air. I grabbed Anne’s waist and shoved her upwards onto the granite ledge that surrounded the lake, pushing myself underwater as I did so. Chuck was already halfway out. I tried not to think of the Mother reaching up through the black water towards me.
I scraped my palms on the rough stone as I hauled myself out of the lake as fast as I could, throwing myself onto the ground to lay on my back, panting. Water hissed and rained down as something huge broke the surface of the water.
“Get up! Get up! We need to get moving!” Anne’s face appeared above me, silhouetted against the clouds, eyes wide as she yanked on my shoulders. Drops fell on my cheeks and lips from the flying ends of her wet hair and also from the tips of the Mother’s mouth tentacles hanging in the air above her, giving her a halo of undulating gray ropes against the churning sea-green backdrop of the sky.
I forced myself to my feet and tried to focus on my surroundings as we ran. I heard cars. A lot of them.
Engines roaring, tires growling against the rocky ground, and slamming car doors all filtered in. Looking back over my shoulder, I could see a steady flow of vehicles piling into the parking lot, mostly just crunching into the nearest stopped vehicle and disgorging its occupants while still running. All of the arrivals seemed to be bags, anything from a single driver to a packed minivan full.
Chuck led us towards the second flight of a rusty iron staircase embedded in the granite face of the quarry, leading up to the working face that loomed high over the water-filled pit below.
“That shrieking that the Mother did earlier?” yelled Anne as we ran. “That wasn’t just for our benefit. She was calling her children home.”
“How many?” We reached the bottom of the stairs and started pounding upwards.
“I don’t know, but from the number of cars I’m guessing that she could be heard for a couple of miles at least.”
We stopped at the top of the quarry face, which was really the crest of a huge granite hill. Two cranes were mounted on the edge up here, one on a sliding track and another, heavier one on a swivel mount bolted into the rock.
Both were scabrous with ancient yellow paint turned dull and pale, flaking off in large brittle chips, revealing patches of dark red rust that wept long streaks down the iron structures.
Hanging from the larger crane was a massive chain with a hook at the end. The chain ran down the center of the latticed arm into a drum attached to a diesel engine. There was no operator’s panel as such, just a long lever to spin the cable drum and a T-shaped handle on a cord to hand start the motor.
Beyond the cranes was a single-story metal building with no windows and a single door, which was secured with a big corroded padlock. More crane drums wrapped with various sizes of chain sat on rotten pallets of wood at crazy angles, the bases sagging through the collapsed wooden slats to rest on the ground beneath.
Below, a sea of enraged bags surged and eddied in the parking lot, each of them clutching a favorite implement, be it a butcher knife, ice pick, or humble wood chisel. They were frantic, like ants after their nest had been kicked over. As we watched, they swarmed over the bound captives and massacred them.
Chuck stared at the carnage with wild eyes. “We’re not going to make it. We can’t fight that many.”
“Maybe not, but for right now, we’re okay.”
“We’re okay? Are you shitting me? There are at least fifty of those things down there looking for us. We’re trapped up here and as soon as they notice us, we’re going to die.”
“Chuck. Hey. Listen to me. We’re not going to die. The Army sent me and my team out against all kinds of nightmare things I can’t begin to describe to you, and we came back every time. That’s what I do. I fight and I win and I will be goddamned if a bunch of fishbait motherfuckers with kitchen knives are going to do me in now. Got it?”
“And the building-sized monster in the lake?”
“Is up next. Now, let’s check the shed and see what we have to work with.”
The blocky padlock bleeding rust turned out to be more robust than the door it was guarding. The shackle was completely jammed in the body of the lock by corrosion, so when I yanked on it trying to break the lock, the entire latch fell out of the tin door.
I tossed the whole mess aside and peeled the door open as gingerly as possible, since any squealing would give us away, and I didn’t want to give the mob below a target just yet. The hinges chirped a little as I shifted the door, so I stopped when there was just enough of a gap to squeeze through.
The inside of the shed smelled like fuel, rusted metal, and rock dust. A wooden bench ran across the back wall, covered in black grime, heaps of decomposing hand tools, and lengths of chain. In one corner sat a fifty-five-gallon drum with a peeling paper label on it that had the word DIESEL stenciled across it, the opposite corner had welding supplies but no rig, and the floor was littered with quart cans of turpentine and machine oil.
My eyes were drawn to the lengths of cord with T-handles attached to the end hanging from hooks on the wall, but when I touched one of them, the cord crumbled between my fingers. Dry rot. The one in the crane engine was probably in the same shape.
“Help me find a thin cable, or a piece of chain in here no bigger around than a finger.”
Anne wrinkled her nose as she began pawing through the dirty, oily mess on the bench. “What for?”
“Just find me some cable. And hurry. I’ll be checking out that crane engine outside.”
I grabbed a couple of wood-handled screwdrivers off of the bench and stepped outside, turning sideways to squeeze through the door so as to avoid moving the rusted hinges any more than I had to.
I knelt down next to the small motor and tugged gently on the T-handle. It came off in my hand as I had expected. The metal shroud that covered the starter pulley was attached with screws that were rusted in place, so of course I ended up stripping the heads out instead of budging them.
“Here, I found this.” Anne crouched down next to me and passed over a length of thin metal cable that looked pretty good under the thick coat of grime. The grease on it had probably kept the worst of the rust away.
“Perfect. The only problem I have now is that in order to use it, I have to get this cover off, and the screws are stripped. That means tearing the thing off, and the instant I do that, our friends in the parking lot are going to know that we’re up here.”
Chuck tapped me on the shoulder. “Too late.” He pointed over the edge.
The Mother was still swaying high over the crowd below, but now the tips of her mouth-tentacles were all pointed directly at us. And so were a couple hundred pairs of glassy, fevered eyes.
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As if released by a starter pistol that only they could hear, the entire mass of bags began surging towards us. The stairway up the side of the quarry was one continuous jointed ramp with no switchbacks that cut deep into the granite face. It was made up of three sections, the top and bottom at a fairly shallow angle, and the middle section at a steeper, forty-five-degree slope.
The steps themselves were stone with metal faces, and if there had ever been a handrail, it was long gone. We had less than a minute before the fastest sprinters in the mob reached us.
Chuck eyed the approaching crowd and patted his gun. “Wish I had more bullets. What now?”
I ripped the cover off of the crane engine with a loud crack. “We do what we came to do. Kill the Mother. If I’m right, all of her offspring will go down when she dies. Hand me that cable.”
He passed it to me without comment and I struggled for a moment getting it wrapped it around the starter pulley. I held my breath and hoped that there was still fuel in the tank and spark in the plugs, and then I opened the choke and yanked.
The engine growled and sputtered, releasing a puff of black smoke before dying. Sparing a glance at the stairwell, I could see that the leading edge of the mob had made it onto the bottom segment of the ramp. I used up more precious seconds re-winding the cable and yanked again. This time there was a longer sputter and more smoke, but it died out just the same.
A group of three bags had pulled away from the pack and were already nearing the top of the stairs. Gunfire echoed off of the quarry walls as Chuck and Anne took them out. Bodies tumbled from the stairs and into the lake far below. Satisfyingly tall geysers erupted from the surface when they hit.
There were plenty more on the bottom third of the staircase, but their charge faltered as heads swiveled down towards the water to see what happened. I dropped the cable and ran to the crushed pallets full of chain spools, grabbed a large one, and duck-walked it over to the top of the stairs.
I dropped it on the edge of the top step, leaving the spool perched vertically like a round-topped table, then ran back and did it again four more times, until there was stack of two-hundred-pound spools taller than my head.
Then I took three more spools and stacked them next to the shed, a single one next to two stacked ones, making a little two-step staircase next to the tin wall.
“Okay, here’s the plan. I’m going to deal with the Mother. Your job, the both of you, is to survive longer than she does. Wait until the crowd gets about halfway up the last flight, and then push this stack over onto them. That should clear a good part of the stairway and buy you some time. If I’m still not done, run up those spools over there and get on the roof of the shack. It’s a good ten feet off the ground, so you can probably hold them off for a couple of minutes as they try to climb up after you.”
“And if you’re still fighting, or more likely, being digested?” asked Chuck.
Anne shot him a look. “Then we finish what Abe started.”
“It won’t come to that. One more thing. Chuck, which way lets out the chain on this thing?”
“Pull towards you to reel it in, push it forward to let it out.”
“When I yell, somebody needs to haul ass to the crane and pull that lever to reel in the chain. Now keep an eye on the stairs and wish me luck.”
Turning my back on those stairs was like turning my back on friends who were standing in front of an oncoming train. I knew in my head that they’d get out of the way, but my gut screamed that I was leaving them to die. I bit down on the urge to stand with them and focused on the crane engine.
The cable was stiff and greasy and kept wanting to jump off the starter pulley, so I had to jam my knee against the pulley to keep it from turning, and use both hands to keep pressure on the cable as I wound it. My hands trembled as I raced against the clock.
After an eternity I got it wound, slapped open the choke on the engine and yanked it again. This time it caught with a stuttering growl that quickly built into a solid roar.
I could feel the vibration through the soles of my feet as it settled into a steady idle. I closed the choke and then slowly pushed the handle away from me. The roar pitched down to a rumble as it began to work.
The spool started turning with a squeal and a shower of black dust and grit. The chain dangling from the tip of the crane lengthened, slowly reaching for the surface of the water far below. When the hook broke the surface, I tried to keep track of how much chain was under water as I watched the links slide out of sight. When I thought I had what I needed, I pulled the lever back to neutral and the spool stopped turning.
Done with the first part of my plan, I stepped away from the control panel.
Just in time for one of the Mother’s tentacle’s to whip down and yank me into the sky. In a split-second I was fifty feet up in the air and moving fast.
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Inch long teeth sawed into my leg as I dangled over a deep well of wetly rippling purple flesh. I’m going to blame panic for what I did next, because that sounds better than stupidity.
I hunched upward and grabbed the end of the tentacle holding me with both hands and yanked. The closed loop of muscle came open and I dropped straight down towards the gulping orifice below me.
The Mother snatched at me in the air and managed to knock me enough to the side that I hit the edge of her mouth between the bases of two of her five pillar-like tentacles, instead of dropping straight into her maw. I heaved off even as I slammed into the ridged muscle, narrowly avoiding being pinned as the tentacles closed like two huge fingers gripping a cigarette.
I tumbled through the air for five stories and slammed into the frigid black water. The impact was like being hit by a car, stunning me. By the time I was able to focus I was much farther down than I expected. The rippling glass ceiling of the surface glowed far above me. Unseen things in the water bumped into me with blunt noses before sliding over and around me.
I pulled hard for the surface with my arms, since my booted feet slipped through the water with little resistance as I kicked. I should have pulled them off, but I didn’t like the idea of having bare feet while hungry things swam up from below.
It was hard to tell if the surface was getting closer. Something much larger than before shoved me in the leg, pushing forcefully past me. A few seconds later it hit me again, this time in the back, and hard enough to bruise me. I lost some of my precious air with the impact.
A long shadow crossed between me and the surface, long and thick like a fire hose, but frayed at the front end. There were several of them in the water around me. I could feel the currents of their passage as they shot past, inches from my skin.
They let me get within about ten feet of the surface, just to the point where I could make out the rubbery stretching and contracting images of the crane arms hanging over the quarry, when my calf was gripped in the fist of a pissed-off giant, squeezing for all he was worth.
The worm jerked savagely, and dozens of needle-sharp teeth popped through my jeans and into my leg. I tucked into a ball and clawed at the rubbery thing, but I couldn’t get a grip on its slick hide. It jerked again, and the surface jumped away as it pulled me down.
I could see whorls of inky shadow above my head as it dragged me back through the expanding cloud of my own blood. Terror was making my heart race, burning up my oxygen and pushing me towards panic as I desperately fought against the need to inhale.
I reached down, grabbed my foot with both hands, and pulled it up towards my face until I could feel the slick tentacles that were wrapped around my calf against my lips. I bit down as hard as I could.
It was like trying to bite through a snake without the scales, all sliding, contracting muscles with a core of bone joints down the center. I dug in and shook my head like a dog until my teeth touched bone.
The worm let me go like I was on fire and bolted away. I clawed for the surface with everything I had, spots drifting across my vision.
I broke into clear air and gulped air and lake water in equal amounts, wasting precious moments coughing and catching my breath. As soon as I was able, I got my bearings and spotted the chain hanging down into the water a few feet to my left.
I grabbed the rusty, coarse links and started pulling it up hand over hand looking for the hook at the end. My fingers finally found it, so I hooked it into the waistband of my jeans and swam towards the Mother.
My head was above water, which worried me, but the Mother had switched her focus to the bags on the stairway. The distant mob was nearly at the top now. A few more seconds and they’d get through.
I could see Anne and Chuck pressed up against the spools at the top of the stairs, trying to push them over. I hoped that they could shift the heavy stack before the bags reached them, because otherwise the wave of creatures would easily push it over on top of them.
I reached the Mother’s massive trunk and began to curve around it, chain in tow. She wasn’t much more than about twenty feet thick at the waterline, so I figured it would only take a few moments to circle her with the chain.
Black tentacles erupted from the water next to me and a huge splay-faced worm wrapped itself around my chest. The damned thing thrashed and looped its tail around me, trying to capture my arms, while at the same time gripping and jerking rhythmically with its teeth trying to dig into my chest as deeply as possible. Spray flew as it writhed, its tail slapping the surface of the water.
A quick glance at the staircase showed that there was no time to try and get free. I kept moving, fighting to keep my arms free of the worm’s tail and slowly closing the gap as I circled the Mother’s body.
Chuck and Anne threw themselves at the massive tower of steel-wrapped spools. It tipped forwards slowly, imperceptibly, and then suddenly it was past the point of no return.
The spools separated as the tower fell. The bags directly underneath the cascade were crushed, while the ones nearby were hurled off of the steps to fall into the water below like raindrops.
The massive spools bounced on the stone stairs, each impact sounding like a car crash, and plowed into the mob, spinning and tumbling all the way down the top section of the stairs before flying off into space.
It wasn’t enough to make a clean sweep of the stairway. At least fifteen of the things remained at the bottom, but it gave Chuck and Anne time to sprint for the shack in relative safety.
I had to look away as I finally closed the circle and snapped the hook over the massive chain, encircling the Mother in a wide loop of steel. I gripped the fat links with both hands and began to climb, dragging the heavy worm clamped around my chest out of the water with me.
I sucked in as much air as I could and bellowed, “Now! Pull the lever now!”
In the distance, Anne and Chuck turned their heads towards me. Anne ducked out of the shotgun strap around her shoulder and dropped the weapon on the roof.
That’s when I realized that I had made a serious mistake. The bags were already at the top of the stairs and running for the improvised steps at the shed. There was no way that Anne was going to be able to get back on the roof in time if she ran to the crane and back.
I tried to stop her. “Anne! Don’t jump! Get back!”
It was too late.
She raced to the side of the building farthest from the bags and hung from the edge, letting herself down as far as she could before letting go and dropping to the ground. She rolled to her feet and sprinted to the crane lever.
Some of the bags began to notice her. They split off from the group charging the shack and ran towards the crane.
Anne yanked the lever back and the chain began hauling me skyward. It clicked and twitched as the hook slipped over the links below me and cinched up tight against the Mother’s trunk.
I looked down in time to see one of the Mother’s tentacles whipping through the air at me. She hit me with the toothed side of her tentacle, which would have flayed me down to the bone if not for her offspring wrapped around my torso. The long serrated teeth struck me in the middle of my back and ripped all the way through her spawn, penetrating just far enough to rake my skin underneath. Both halves of the worm dropped lifelessly off of me to flutter down and splash into the water below.
At the top of the quarry Anne ran for the far side of the shack. Five or six bags were right behind her. Chuck threw himself flat on his stomach with his arms reaching down off of the edge.
Anne leaped with everything she had. They connected. Chuck pulled her up as she scrabbled for purchase with her toes, and together they managed to get her back up on top of the roof. The shack trembled and thrummed with the impact of the bags as they slammed into the side below her.
The chain drew me steadily upwards until I reached the tip of the crane. Far below, the surface of the lake boiled as the Mother thrashed at the end of her noose.
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I picked my way down the sloping crane arm as quickly as I could. When I reached the ground I pushed the lever back to the center position, locking the drum into place. The Mother hung half out the water, twisting and jerking against the chain biting into her flesh. The entire crane arm bobbed and groaned in time with her struggles. I knew she wouldn’t be trapped for much longer.
I needed to get into the shack. I couldn’t go through the ring of frenzied bags around it, so that left just the one option. I looked hard at the roof, took two running steps, and leapt.
I sailed upward and out, pin-wheeling my arms in an attempt not to tumble and keeping my eyes on the rapidly approaching tin roof below. Chuck and Anne both looked up with wide, disbelieving eyes as I dropped down out of the sky, nearly on top of them.
The building boomed and rattled as I hit the roof flat on my back not two feet from the edge. The impact knocked the wind out of me.
Anne helped me to my feet. “That was amazing! I can’t believe you just did that!”
“I promise you, it wasn’t my first choice.”
“Now what?” The shotgun in her hands boomed. A bag with the face of a snarling, bearded man pitched back and out of sight below the roofline.
I beckoned to Chuck, and when he came over, I reached out and tore off one of his sleeves. Having just come out of the water, my clothes were still soaking wet.
“Hey!”
“Sorry, I need the fabric.”
The roof was made up of several overlapping sheets of tin. It was easy enough to peel one back, exposing a wide gap between the two-by-fours supporting the roof. When I judged it wide enough, I dropped through.
The inside of the shed was free of bags. The first time I had been in the shack, I had noticed a striker in the moldering pile of old welding aprons and gloves. Used to light a welding torch, a striker is just a spring loaded handle that rubs a piece of flint against a steel plate. It’s small, lightweight, and reliable. Better yet, it still works if it gets wet.
I stuck that and a can of turpentine into the back pockets of my jeans, and then went over to the drum of diesel. I turned it over onto its side and started punching holes in it with a screwdriver from the bench. I worked as fast as I could, since the noise was sure to attract attention from the outside, and also because I wanted as much fuel left in the barrel as possible when I was done.
I grabbed the leaky drum by the ends and hefted it. It was a hell of a lot heavier than I expected, but I managed a controlled run to the door. One good kick sent it flying open, knocking a couple of bags out of the way and opening a path between the door and the crane. I shot out of the doorway at a dead run.
I could hear them in pursuit as I got close to the crane, but they couldn’t catch me by the time I was close enough to jump up onto the arm. I braved the slope of the crane like a man on a tightrope. The bags lacked the coordination to follow and quickly turned back to the mob surrounding the shed.
Slippery, stinking fuel poured off of the barrel and made the metal struts slick under my feet. If it hadn’t been for the rust to give me traction, I wouldn’t have made it ten steps. As it was, I had several close calls hefting a couple of hundred pounds of fuel up the ever-narrowing steel path.
By the time I reached the top, diesel was running down my arms and soaking into my shirt and pants. At the apex, I could feel the Mother thrashing down below. The crane arm juddered under my feet.
I dropped the barrel straight down into center of her hideously toothed maw. The impact sent sickening ripples through the rubbery flesh. The mouth contracted hard around the drum and I could clearly hear razor-sharp teeth punching through the metal sides. Diesel fountained out of the barrel, creating pools of fuel in the creases and crevices of the Mother’s pit of a mouth.
I wiped my hands off as well as I could on the back of my wet jeans and shirt, hoping to get enough of the oily stuff off of my hands to keep me from going up like a torch, and then pulled the turpentine can out of my pocket. I unscrewed the silver metal cap and tossed it away into the wind.
Chuck’s cotton sleeve made a fine wick once twisted into the mouth of the can. Turning the container upside-down for a moment allowed the thin liquid to soak the cloth all the way through. I pulled out the striker and squeezed the arms of the handle together. A shower of bright orange sparks fell across the cloth. It caught instantly.
I tossed my makeshift torch off the edge and watched as it flared and smoked on the way down. It landed by the barrel in a shallow pool of diesel, the tiny yellow flame a pinprick far below.
I chanted “C’mon, c’mon” under my breath for long seconds until I saw pale flames run out in waves and tendrils all around the barrel, growing higher and fiercer as I watched.
The crane arm lurched hard under my feet as the Mother convulsed, forcing me into a crouch, my fingers gripping the struts with white knuckles. The fire grew into a roaring pillar. Thick, greasy smoke billowed up past me and tentacles whipped and slashed the air as the Mother tried to bend and twist against the chain, fighting to duck beneath the water only a few feet below her head.
The stink of burning meat and petrochemicals was becoming overpowering, pushing me back down the arm a good ten feet or more. Half of the thick tentacles were now hanging limply off to one side, the flesh charred and dead, and the other half jerked around randomly as what passed for the Mother’s brain began to roast and die.
Standing high over the lake, I looked down at the carnage that I had wrought. Just as there had been recognition on an instinctive level, some part of me mourned her passage as she burned.
The Mother’s struggles became feeble and random in her final moments, so I turned and started walking back down towards the ground, watching the crowd around the shed closely. If I was right, the bags would drop any second, unable to survive the loss of their controlling intelligence, the same as when the prime worm inside a bag was killed.
I felt a long, shuddering tremor through the soles of my shoes when the Mother died. I was right in that the reaction from the bags was immediate. But I was completely wrong about what that reaction would be.
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The bags didn’t drop. Instead they went berserk, attacking everything in sight. They were clawing and biting and stabbing the metal walls of the shed while other bags next to them were slicing and ripping the flesh off of their bones. They died without ever seeming to notice.
Bags who were looking up when the Mother died became fixated on the roof and began leaping up with newfound strength, no doubt ripping muscles and ligaments with abandon, and catching the rooftop easily.
Chuck was out of ammo. Anne aimed and shot with impressive speed and precision as bags began pulling themselves up to the roofline, but I could see that she was now down to the shells containing shot in the last half of the drum. Bags were coming up on all sides of the roof now, and I knew that Anne and Chuck would be overrun in moments.
I ran down the crane and made one last leap to the roof. I kept my feet this time and drew my baton.
“You couldn’t kill the Mother?” said Anne as she backed towards me.
“I killed her.”
“You said that the bags would all die when she did! These things are ten times more dangerous now than they were while she was alive.”
An old man with white hair and bloody hands pulled himself up to the roof in front of her. The gun in her hands dry fired on an empty chamber. Anne waited until he got a foot onto the roof and let go with his hands to stand up. In that instant she skipped forward and hit him in the face with a hard forward jab of the stock. With nothing to hang on to, he fell backwards off of the roof, only to be torn to pieces by the bags he landed on below.
“It’s more dangerous, but it won’t last. Look.”
Down below, two thirds of the bags were already dead, gutted and in some cases literally pulled apart limb from limb by the rest. “Pretty soon they’ll kill each other off, leaving just a couple for us to deal with. We’re going to be okay.”
And this time, I was right. I don’t know how long I raced back and forth on that rooftop knocking bags to the ground with my baton, but it seemed like days. Just another endless, frantic combat memory to stack up with the rest of my collection. Eventually the things stopped coming. I walked to the edge and looked down at the last few bags tearing at each other mindlessly.
In moments, only three were left, and those were tearing their own hands to shreds on the sharp, ragged holes that now covered the sides of the shed. I jumped down and finished them. They died still attacking the unfeeling metal walls.
We staggered away from the grisly scene and down the quarry stairs, not stopping until we reached the parking lot.
Trying not to think about what might still be swimming in the black water, I jumped in to rinse off the worst of the diesel and the blood. I stayed in for as long as I dared, and climbed back out.
I flopped down beside Anne and Chuck who were already lying on their backs on the cool gravel, exhausted. It seemed like my entire body was covered with puncture wounds and cuts, all marinated in diesel. Every inch of me burned or ached.
I rolled my head to one side to look at my companions. “See? That wasn’t so bad.”
Anne punched me in the shoulder. Hard. Then she started to laugh. A few seconds later Chuck joined in, and then we were all chuckling and giggling like mad people.
I felt good in a way that I hadn’t since the war. We made a difference here. And it mattered. When I heard about Pearl Harbor as a boy, I left my family to throw myself into the biggest conflict the world had ever seen. For the first time in my life I wasn’t just fighting, but fighting for something. But since then, I went from a person who protects to someone who avenges. And then to a person who just inflicts pain because he can.
I felt like the man I used to be. I felt clean. Tears and laughter mixed together unexpectedly. Embarrassed, I covered my face until it passed.
When I was able, I got stiffly to my feet and then helped Anne and Chuck up, grabbing each of them by the hand and pulling them upright, eliciting a pitiful chorus of groans.
“I guess it’s time we headed back. We need to check in with Greg and Mazie at the house and see if they found out anything more about …” The words trailed off as I realized what we had done.
Chuck gave me a quizzical look, but Anne got it immediately. “Oh, God! The whole town is still full of bags.” We all turned to look up at the blood soaked shed in the distance.
Realization dawned on Chuck’s face. “Oh, shit.”
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I didn’t need any directions from Chuck as I turned back towards town. I simply pointed the truck’s nose towards the fat columns of black smoke standing tall in the fading light.
Steady clicking sounds filled the truck as Anne and Chuck loaded numerous pistol magazines and both fifty round drums for the shotgun with bad tidings and vengeance. No one spoke as we rumbled down the road, but we all shared the same thought. One way or another, this was going to end tonight.
The residential section of town, an oblong blob between the quarry and the square of businesses framing Main Street, was quiet and deserted, with only the orange glow of the occasional house fire and a few abandoned cars still idling in the road to give any indication of how badly things had gone wrong here. I threaded the streets nervously, keeping one eye on the road and one on Anne as we made our way towards Greg’s house.
The good news was that the place wasn’t on fire. The bad news was that the front door was laying in the front lawn in two pieces, split right down the middle.
I drew my baton and stepped through the doorway into the murky living room. Two figures lay unmoving on the carpet, haloed by dark stains. Fearing the worst, I flicked on the lights, only to sigh with relief when, instead of Greg and Mazie, I saw two heavyset bags facedown on the floor with 30-.06 exit wounds in their skulls.
Chuck covered our left side with his Taurus, and Anne covered the right with the shotgun. It said a lot that the sight of the two corpses failed to elicit a comment from either.
I crossed the room quickly and listened at the base of the stairs, but I didn’t hear anything. I had expected to be stiff and sore as I climbed, but found that all the various punctures and cuts I had suffered at the quarry were already healed. As much as the psychological consequences of my condition worried me, I had never failed to be grateful for the physical ones.
I climbed as quietly as I could, stepping over the spent brass shell casings on the steps. A foul, swampy smell mixed with copper hit me when I stepped into the hallway at the top. All of the doors were open except for Valerie’s room.
I put one finger to my lips and Anne and Chuck nodded. Then I put my head against the door and listened to the silence on the other side for a full minute. Not hearing anything, I stepped back and kicked the door in, shattering the frame and tearing out the top hinge, leaving the door hanging wide open and leaning halfway to the ground.
The coppery sewage smell billowed out of the room. I stepped inside and flicked on the lights, which in hindsight was something of a mistake. Valerie lay in the center of her shattered bed. Her legs were still tied to the foot board posts, but the headboard was broken apart, the pieces still tied to her wrists. The cords had cut her down to the bone, disappearing into the black, tarry channels on her wrists.
The bed had moved several feet away from the wall before the frame had broken, dumping the box springs and mattress on the floor. Driven beyond what little sanity had been left to her by the death of the Mother, she had managed to free her arms, which she had promptly begun to eat. Deep bloody depressions ran up and down her arms to the shoulders, and her face and neck were covered in gore. A single bullet hole in her temple attested to the mercy killing that ended her frenzied feeding.
“Fuck!” Chuck ran back out into the hallway and threw up noisily against the wall. Anne and I stepped out after him, turning out the lights as we did so. I didn’t think, before I entered that room, that I could feel any more rage and hatred towards Piotr, but it turned out that I was wrong. It was easy.
We looked into the rest of the rooms upstairs and found them perfectly normal, which seemed wrong. Greg and Mazie had packed before they left, leaving half-empty drawers open in dressers, and closet doors wide open. Chuck followed suit by stuffing his few possessions into a faded blue hard-sided suitcase. Nobody would ever live here again. Even if we won, I think too much had happened here for Greg to want to come back.
“We need to search the downstairs before we leave. Mazie would have left a note or something for me. I know she would,” said Chuck.
Anne put her hand on his shoulder. “Of course.”
Downstairs in the kitchen, we found our note. It was written in orange marker in foot-high letters on the wall. “GONE TO NAIL BARREL TO MEET SURVIVORS.”
I looked at Chuck. “Nail Barrel?”
“Hardware store in town. It’s a big brick place with a patio kind of thing on the roof. They hold parties and church socials up there sometimes in the summer. Good place to hold off a crazy mob.”
“Abe,” said Anne. “I don’t think I can do another rooftop siege.”
I opened my mouth to reply when something with a lot of legs dropped off of the ceiling onto the table in front of us. Anne let out a high pitched yelp and brought up her shotgun in a blur. I slapped the barrel towards the ceiling as she pulled the trigger, showering all of us with flecks of drywall and paint.
“Stop! He’s one of the good guys.”
Right next to the salt shaker, tapping his front legs on the table in the rapid staccato beat which meant that he had information to impart, was Mr. Careful.
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Chuck stepped back a pace, gun half-leveled. “What the fuck is that?”
“It’s a wooden spider, what’s it look like?”
“Dude, that’s not helping!”
“Henry made him during the war to scout for us.” I bent down close to the table. “Hey, Mr. C. What do you have for me?” I unscrewed the lid of the salt shaker and poured the contents onto the tabletop, then smoothed the little mound into a flat patch of white granules.
Instantly the matchstick spider scurried onto the salt, leaving a trail of tiny dots behind him. It then extended one pointed foot and drew a wide, curved V in the salt, followed by a straight line connecting the top points of the V, and then two small circles inside the figure, side by side near the top. Then it stepped back and raised that leg straight out from its body, pointing northeast.
I let out a big sigh of relief.
Anne flicked the safety on her shotgun and rested it on her shoulder. “What?”
“Mr. C just told me he knows where Henry is. Which I have to say is a great load off of my mind. Especially since I’ll lay good odds that Piotr will be right there with him.”
“Of course he did.”
“See what he drew in the salt? That’s Mr. C’s symbol for Henry.”
“It looks like a face, maybe. Eyes but no mouth or nose.”
“Close, it’s a tribal mask. Where he got that from, I’ll never know. We didn’t teach it to him, he just started doing it. Had his own symbol for everyone. He can draw out simple maps and things like that as well.”
“Huh. What’s Abe’s symbol, little bug?”
Mr. C turned to an empty spot in the salt, and drew a circle, then several triangles on top and bottom, like an open-toothed maw. A prickle ran up the back of my neck. “That’s not right. My symbol was three V’s on top of each other, like a sergeant’s stripes.”
The wooden spider retraced the image, and then tapped twice next to it, firmly.
Anne looked up at me. “Not anymore.”
I picked up Mr. Careful and put him into my shirt pocket, where he curled up into a tight flat oval. Then I rubbed the images out of the salt with my finger, feeling unsettled. It sounds crazy, but having Mr. C identify me differently was like looking into a mirror and seeing somebody else staring back at you. I didn’t like it.
We left the house through the shattered front door, reminded as we stepped into the deserted street that this house, this tragic site of desperation and loss, was only one of many created by Piotr. It was warfare on a personal level, fought house to house, family member against family member, all in fearful silence.
People held hostage for months at a time with nobody around them any wiser, forced to live with a monster who looked out at you from stolen eyes. What does that say about us, that we can live next door to someone and never be close enough to see what’s going on right under our noses? When did we start hiding in our tiny worlds behind closed doors, and relying entirely on our televisions and computers for companionship? Maybe the fact that something like this could go on unnoticed for so long was more frightening than the resulting devastation.
We piled back into the truck, and I dropped Mr. C onto the dashboard, where he promptly spun to face the same direction he had indicated in the kitchen. Seeing him there brought back memories of days and nights driving with him on the painted steel dash of a jeep, legs scrabbling for purchase as we flew over ruts and road debris.
I remember Shad using his battered Ka-Bar to punch knifepoint slits into the dashboards of every vehicle we ended up in, so that the little spider could get a secure foothold. The memory brought back smells of mud, bad feet, and cordite, all mixed up with the faces of my old squad.
Patty used to ride shotgun next to me, issuing warnings with a tap on the side of his nose, with Shad, Two-Penny, and the Professor crammed in the back with the guns and gear, taking turns complaining for hours on end about my driving and keeping count of every rut and pothole I hit.
Mr. C swayed with the truck during turns, his legs rolling in time with the dash to keep his body perfectly still. Henry had to have smuggled him into town when he was captured, which was typical of Henry’s foresight. We didn’t call him the smart one for nothing.
I wanted to jam the pedal to the floor mat and follow Mr. C’s directions to where Piotr was keeping Henry, but I held steady and wove through town towards the Nail Barrel instead. The people in town needed me first. Piotr had gone to all the trouble to kidnap Henry in order to make sure that I showed up on time and was cooperative when he called, so there was no doubt in my mind that he would be safe until Piotr felt some leverage was needed.
Until then, if I could save whoever was left in this hellhole, I’d do it.
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We found the Nail Barrel inside a ring of empty cars that were full of bullet holes and shattered safety glass. I flicked off the headlights and put my trust in my inhumanly acute night vision and the faint green foxfire glow of the clouds overhead. Lights were on inside the store, but only in the rear of the building. The front of the store was dark, giving the shattered plate-glass windows in front a yawning, toothy look.
I nosed up against the closest wreck and killed the engine. Silence pressed in on us, disturbed only by random bursts of gusty wind in the street and the ticking of the cooling engine.
Anne’s head swayed left and right as she tried to peer across the street and into the store. “Looks deserted.”
“Still have to check.” I reached into my pocket and fished out the little lock-blade folder that I carried. I snapped it open and looked at Anne. “Give me your hand.”
She immediately balled up her fists and stuck them in her lap. “Why?”
“I want to introduce you to Mr. C, so he can find you if we get separated. A drop of blood is all I need.”
“Ugh, creepy.” She stuck her hand out and turned her head away. I nicked her palm as gently as I could, and then squeezed the little cut until a dark drop welled up. I dipped a finger in it, and then smeared it down Mr. C’s back while he sat on the dash. He remained perfectly still, but the shiny streak vanished into the dull wood of his back as though absorbed by a sponge.
“Now you,” I said to Chuck, turning towards the back seat.
“Here.” His hand was already out, palm up, with blood on it, a fancy stainless steel pocketknife in his other hand. I dabbed a different finger in it and repeated the process. That blood, too, sank out of sight.
“Okay, that should do it. Now he can find you wherever you go, no matter the distance.”
Chuck wiped his hand on his jeans. “You sure? How do we know if it works?”
I shrugged. “We don’t, really, but that’s all I know how to do, so if it doesn’t work, it’s not like I can fix it or anything. I only know what Henry told me about working with Mr. C, and that’s pretty much it for introducing him to new people. Now, let’s see what’s going on in that building.”
I picked up the little wooden spider, rolled down the window, and tossed him out into the darkness. I left the window down and leaned back in my seat to wait. The smell of damp and mud and vegetative rot swiftly filled up the cabin.
After ten long minutes, a tic-tic-tic on the hood of the truck heralded my scout’s return. Mr. C flowed across the hood, dipped onto the side of the door, then over the sill of the window in a flash, legs a blur of motion. He dropped into my lap with the tiny impact of a matchbox. I picked him up and held him in my hand.
“Okay, show me.” Instantly, the spider dipped and sank his tiny steel fangs into the flesh at the base of my thumb. Impressions and images lunged and jostled for attention in my head. Bodies on the floor, a lot of them, seen from twenty or thirty feet up in the air. A towering, shadowy mountain of guns thrown into a corner seen from an inch off the floor, then a head-level view of people sitting on the floor, Mazie and Greg right in the front of the crowd. One of those big helmeted bags with a shotgun and a companion, a regular bag by the look of him, standing over the group. A portable CB on a desk, looming high. All of this was interspersed with rapid-fire flashes of hallways, doorframes, and window corners.
Mr. C stood up, pulling his fangs out of my hand, and then sprang to my shoulder. He stood stock still for a moment, then his legs snapped up around his abdomen, and he slid down my shirt to land neatly in my pocket. I took a deep breath and focused on settling my queasy stomach. There was no doubt about the usefulness of Mr. C’s scouting reports, but the dizzying succession of views and angles was nauseating to say the least.
“Looks like they made their last stand, and they lost. The weird part is that they’re still alive and being guarded by a couple of bags, two or three at the most, and one of those helmeted fuckers thrown in for good measure. They don’t seem to be out of their minds like the rest of them, no clue why.”
Anne raised an eyebrow. “Why take hostages?”
“Piotr’s not one for leaving things to chance. I imagine he has a good reason.”
“Like using them as bait to lure us in?”
“That would be my guess.”
Chuck leaned his head into the space between the front seats. “So, if those guys are bait, then all we have to do is to ignore it and go after Piotr himself. Problem solved.”
I looked back over my shoulder at him. “One question. What do you do with your leftover bait after you’re done fishing and you don’t need it any more?”
Chuck’s cheeks reddened. “Yeah, good point. What’s the plan?”
I started the Rover and backed away from the cars in front of us, lights still off. “The plan is we go in and rescue some hostages. We’ll figure out the rest after that’s done.”
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I drove around to the back of the store, which faced an empty communal parking lot for employees of the various businesses along the street. I stopped ten feet from the back door, put it in park, and got out. Chuck swapped places with me and got behind the wheel as we had discussed. My plan had the advantage of being simple and direct. It had the disadvantage of being the kind of plan that I usually come up with when I don’t have any time or resources to speak of.
Anne hopped out of the Rover. She took up position on the left side of the door while I stepped to the front bumper. The winch let out a soft electric whine as it began to turn in reverse, letting stainless steel cable spool out into my hands. I used the tow hook to make a lasso out of the end, like a miniature version of the collar I used on the Mother. The cable kept unspooling at my feet. When I judged that I had enough, I held up my hand and Chuck killed the winch.
I stepped up to the back door and pulled out my baton, holding it in my right hand, loop of cable in my left. The parking lot grew brighter as the truck’s reverse lights came on.
Anne nodded at me, both hands wrapped around Chuck’s Taurus. She was the best shot of the three of us by a wide margin, but even she wasn’t going to be able to fire that shotgun towards the hostages in the center of the room without killing some of them. So she opted for precision over firepower.
I counted to three under my breath, then slammed the end of my baton into the deadbolt keyhole. It went clean through, knocking the cylinder out the other side. I yanked the door open and the deadbolt fell out, ringing when it hit the concrete.
Everyone inside was still pretty much where Mr. C had last seen them. The big bag with the motorcycle helmet was on my right, next to the door. The two regular bags were about ten feet inside, closer to the hostages.
My reflection stared back at me from the glossy black faceplate of the big bag as he spun to face me. These things scared the hell out of me, and I had no desire to go toe-to-toe with one again any time soon. Fortunately, I wouldn’t have to.
The engine of the Range Rover roared as Chuck gunned it in neutral. I dropped my baton and used both hands to ram the loop of braided cable over the motorcycle helmet. I shoved hard against its chest and threw myself back out of the door and to the side as the Rover’s tires squealed and smoked.
The cable snapped taut as the Rover shot backwards. I had expected to be able to get the drop on the bag and get the loop over that helmet of his, snaring him in the same sort of trap I had used at the quarry.
I had not expected that it would grab the door frame as the truck yanked it head first towards the parking lot. It did manage to stop its body from being hauled out of the building. Its head, on the other hand, was another matter entirely. When the body came to an abrupt stop at the threshold the cable simply sheared right through its neck and the worm inside, sending the helmeted head flying out across the lot.
Two shots rang out before the helmet could bounce off the pavement. I got up in time to see both bags inside the store drop to the ground, identical holes in the center of their foreheads.
Anne and I stared at each other in the quiet aftermath. The whole thing had only lasted a few seconds. She shook her head, eyes wide. “I cannot believe that worked.”
“That makes two of us.”
I went through the door with my baton high, but the room was empty except for the hostages, maybe twenty in all. Greg and Mazie were seated front and center on the floor with gags between their teeth.
I motioned to Anne. “Go get Chuck so we can start cutting these people loose.” She dashed outside.
I holstered my baton and walked up to the group, uneasy. It was very quiet and the corners of the room were dark, the only light coming from a few camping lanterns on the table next to the hostages. Greg and Mazie were staring at me with wide eyes and shifting back and forth on the floor. That’s when I realized that the only sound in the room was coming from them.
Chuck and Anne trotted back inside, with Anne calling out, “Okay, let’s get started.” I put my hand up, palm out, towards them. They slowed as they sensed my wariness. Both of them did the dark corner check, same as I had.
I moved up to Greg and Mazie, carefully, and looked over their heads. Their hands were bound with nylon tie wraps that were secured to the floor by a metal bracket bolted into the concrete. Mazie’s restraints were bloody from where she had been fighting against them.
Behind her was the first row of five hostages, all sitting on the floor with their heads down, gags in place. But they were still and quiet. I moved around her and gingerly touched the man directly behind Mazie. He was stiff and cold and dead. Behind him was a wooden plank that was bolted to a metal bracket that was in turn bolted to the floor. The plank was screwed into his back, holding him upright. A quick glance down the row showed the same macabre support system attached to the other hostages.
Piotr’s voice rang out behind me, closing the trap.
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“I thought you would be more angry when you figured it out. But your face just went kind of sad instead,” said Piotr as he stepped through the doorway behind us.
At the sound of his voice, Anne spun around and snapped off two rounds into his chest. It was fast, precise, and shockingly loud.
The bullets hung in midair for a brief moment, suspended by the same tendrils of milky fog that we had seen at the lake. Metal fragments clattered to the concrete floor as the tendrils seeped back through Piotr’s shirt to a spot over his heart. He shrugged gracefully, even apologetically.
One of the hugely swollen bags came through door behind him, sans helmet. His neck was purple and stretched taut with the massive trunk of the worm distending it, and his jaws were locked wide open by the thick black tentacles hanging and curling out of it. I doubted he could still get a helmet on over all of that.
Then another came in. And another. And still more until the door was flanked on both sides by a dozen of the glassy-eyed horrors. Anne’s knuckles went white around the grip of her pistol as she calculated the odds of taking them all down before they killed us, and then went slack as the same answer came up over and over again.
Chuck’s face was resigned as well. I could see the fight drain out of both of them.
Piotr sauntered over to the work table and picked up a pair of long-handled bolt cutters, likely left there for this purpose when he set all of this up. He then went over and clipped through Mazie’s restraints, catching her as she began to fall over. He helped her up, every bit a gentleman and walked her to over to his monsters. She didn’t bother struggling.
He moved back to Greg and turned to me. He searched my face with a critical eye, looking for something. Judging me. I stared back. He sighed, raised the bolt cutters over his head and swung them down, crushing Greg’s skull. Blood flew. I screamed and launched myself at him.
I made it halfway across the room before a tidal wave of inhumanly strong, foul smelling bags crashed into me and smashed me to the floor. I heard guns go off as I struggled, punching and kicking and tearing.
I gave it everything I had, but I never really had a chance. In the end, I wound up face down on the ground, with a bag kneeling on my back between my shoulder blades pointing my face at Piotr with both hands while his buddies pinned my arms and legs to the floor.
I stopped struggling when I saw what Piotr wanted me to see. He was holding Mazie’s head in both hands, and with a savage jerk, snapped her neck in front of me.
I came off the floor. The bags were able to immobilize me again, but this time two of them were down as well, heads crushed or missing. I could feel blood on my face and my right hand felt broken.
Piotr knelt down next to my face, just out of my reach as I struggled. “That’s much better, Abraham. But it seems that I’m going through these hostages pretty fast. We’ll have to be more careful, yes?” Anne and Chuck were standing at the front of the room with two stout cords tied around their necks.
Behind each of them stood one of the huge alpha bags. One cord went to a wooden handle in the swollen fist of the bag behind them, and a second, longer cord was tied around the bag’s waist to prevent an escape even if the bag were killed.
Piotr was close enough that I could see the fine drops of Greg’s blood dotting his shirt and jacket. I strained to move, to reach him, and actually managed to drag the bags holding me several inches closer.
“Good,” he said. “Hold on to what you’re feeling. We’re getting close to the end of this unpleasant business, you and I, and I promise that you’ll be satisfied with the way things turn out. We’ll each get what we want, in the end. For now, however, you’re going to have to trust me. I’m going to have your hands bound behind your back with police zip cuffs. Now, I know they can’t hold you, even as … unfinished as you are, but if you break free, that’s a clear sign that you’re not cooperating, and my slaves over there will simply give a good yank on those cords and kill your friends. Okay?”
I went limp. Piotr placed one hand on my head, almost reverently. Possessively. “Thank you.”
Zip cuffs are police restraints that resemble big plastic zip-ties like the kind the hostages had been bound with, only thicker and with two loops that ran through a central plastic block to hold each wrist. The bags pulled the strips so tight that my skin caught in the slot where the band entered the plastic housing, cutting the flesh.
After that I was yanked roughly to my feet and shoved out the door and into the parking lot with everyone else. One of the prison buses sat idling close by. Piotr took the pistol from Anne and tossed it away. He stepped up to me and pulled my baton out of its holster. He turned it over in his hands thoughtfully.
“You made this, correct?” I could still hear a touch of his Polish origins under the tacked-on Midwestern accent he used. “Well, I say you made it, but I think we both know that it wasn’t entirely you.”
“I made it. Just me.”
“Really. Quite a coincidence, isn’t it? That you would create this object, this specific object, right after we met. I mean, what are the odds? Unless, perhaps, our meeting changed you more than you admit to other people. Or to yourself, yes? Well, in any case, you won’t be needing this crude imitation any more.”
My heart sank as he turned and threw my baton out into the darkness. I never heard it land.
“Well. Time to get started. I’m a patient man, but I think I’ve waited long enough, don’t you? Thanks to your friends all those years ago, pulling you out of your birth waters too soon and stealing my book. Yes, I think we’ve both waited long enough.”
Piotr gestured at the open door to the bus with a little half bow, every bit the genial host.
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Back when I was a kid, my folks used to take us to barn dances out in the country. You’d get there an hour or so before the band started up, and there would be picnic tables set out on in the grass outside of the barn. The kids would always eat at separate tables, and the grownups would always arrange us boy-girl-boy-girl at each one. That’s how Piotr had arranged the bus ride, only instead of boys and girls, it was people and monsters.
The seats had been ripped out and replaced with long wooden benches than ran down the sides of the bus so that passengers would be facing each other across the center aisle as they sat. The benches were all one piece, thick and heavy, and coated with once clear but now yellowing lacquer. They had regular bolt holes in them in the center and on the ends, and these were used to secure them to the brackets set into the floor, but the bolts themselves weren’t what was originally in them. Fresh scarring where the nuts had gouged a circular track into the varnish was proof of that. They looked familiar, but I couldn’t place what they had originally been part of.
Two passengers were already seated at the rear on the left side of the bus, one hostage and one bag. The hostage sat next to his monster, leashed around the neck with cords as expected, but with the addition of a sack over his head.
I was shoved into place on the bench on the right while my friends were pushed into position on the left, alternating hostage and keeper all down the line. The wooden handles on the ends of the cords remained clenched in the bags’ fists.
My two escorts sat on either side of me. I was alone on my side of the bus with my keepers, with my friends serving as audience, or maybe jury, in front of me.
Piotr strode briskly down the aisle, nodding to himself in satisfaction at the weird tableau. When he reached the rear of the bus, he put his hands on top of the coarse burlap sack on the head of the hooded passenger and looked back over his shoulder at me. “Care to guess who we have here?”
I didn’t have to guess, I knew Henry’s hands as well as my own. When I didn’t respond, Piotr winked at me and then yanked the sack off of Henry’s head with a flourish.
He looked bad. His lips were cracked and split from both thirst and somebody’s fists, and there was a trail of dried blood that traced a line down his cheek from his left ear. His eyes, however, were as sharp and alert as ever. And angry.
“It’s always a pleasure to reunite old friends.” Piotr gave Henry a few stinging slaps on the cheek and then went back to the front of the bus and slid into the driver’s seat.
A moment later the bus roared to life and lurched into motion. Streetlights swept past the windows, throwing sharp shadows and highlights across our faces, both human and other. Thick tentacles that erupted from stretched lips glistened as the light passed over them, swaying and bouncing with the motion of the bus. Above them glassy eyes stared blankly ahead, neither blinking nor looking away.
In front of me, the gallery of my friends sat and silently regarded me. Anne. Chuck. Henry. I don’t know what they saw in my eyes, but I know what I saw in theirs. Cold anger and resolve and not a single speck of fear or defeat.
Back at the quarry Anne and Chuck had accepted, even embraced the idea that they may have to give up their lives to ensure that Piotr and his creatures paid for what they had done. As soldiers, Henry and I had always been willing to do that. I was touched by their valor and their refusal to give in, regardless of the circumstances. Their quiet resolve in the hands of their captors made me proud and gave me strength.
“He took me from the hospital, not an hour after you left.” Henry’s voice was strong, despite the raspy dryness of his throat and tongue. “He was close by, just waiting for you to chase down his men. Abe, every step you’ve taken has been a step he’s planned for you, right from the beginning.”
“I know. And I don’t think this is the first time. How exactly did we end up in that train station in Warsaw?”
He nodded. “Patty’s nose.”
“Exactly. Patty would smell bags close by and we’d follow. If we got off track, bags would attack us and then run off, and we’d chase them. Remember?”
“Makes sense. We didn’t surprise Piotr after all, he led us to that train station, just like he’s been leading you around the country all this time.”
“I think the surprise was when you pulled me out of that pit before he was ready, and then stole the altar pieces and his journal.”
Henry leaned his head back against his seat and closed his eyes. “This time he took the altar pieces from us, made sure you had a tracker in case you got off the trail, and collected a nice group of hostages that you care about to keep you under control once you followed him to where he wanted you. Obvious in hindsight. And smart.”
“If it’s obvious, then tell me what he needs me for. Why lure us there in the first place, all those years ago? And why now? What’s he trying to accomplish?”
Piotr called out from the front of the bus. “Justice, my friend. No less than that.”
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When the bus stopped, I glanced out the window and realized where I had seen these wooden benches before. They were school bleachers. The bus doors whooshed open and my handlers led me down the rubberized steps into the faculty parking lot of an abandoned high school. The idea of Piotr running around loose inside a school made my hands ache for my baton as I stared at the back of his head.
“I won my first campaign for mayor on a platform of civic improvement, including a brand new high school,” said Piotr. “That was ten long years ago, all so I could have the old one to myself. It might not look like much these days, but I assure you that it’s as grand and holy a temple as any other.”
He strode eagerly across the weedy concrete towards the school’s gloomy, gap-toothed main entrance. The bags followed obediently, towing my friends by the neck. My guards simply started moving forward, forcing me to walk between them or be trampled by the one behind me.
“Ten years is a long time, considering that I built my first pit in less than a month. But then you didn’t leave me much of a choice, did you? Without the holy scripture that you stole from me, I was forced to experiment for years to fill in the gaps in my memory. A lot of wasted sacrifices had to be made, men and women and children, just so I could rebuild what was lost all those years ago. And that’s only the last ten years. I couldn’t even begin building a pit until I had reconstructed the ritual itself, a task that I’ve been working on since I last saw you. I hope you’re proud of that, Abe. So much suffering, all on your head. Yours and Henry’s, I should say. I can understand Henry taking it for himself, since we both share an … appreciation for the truth and the power it grants, but I can never forgive him for not using it once he had it.”
“Fuck you, Piotr. At least be man enough to take responsibility for what you’ve done, instead of blaming me and Henry.” My voice sounded shockingly shrill and hateful to my ears. I needed to be calmer than this, more in control.
He stopped to turn and face us, his eyes moving between mine and Henry’s. “Question. Is it moral to have the ability to bring justice to the world and end all of its suffering once and for all, and then refuse to do so? Of course not. That’s the very definition of evil, and you two stink of it.”
Henry laughed, his deep voice booming out with genuine amusement. “Who are you trying to convince, you crazy son of a bitch? You think that everyone in the world wants to die, on account of their unbearable suffering? Shit, before you showed up, I was getting three visits a week from the Widow Landry up the road. I got no cause to complain. Tell you what, if you’re so miserable, just blow your own goddamn brains out, and let the rest of us get on with our lives. You can’t even fool yourself with that horseshit. You want to talk about evil, why don’t you ask the people you bleed out for your pool?”
For the first time, real emotion, real anger, clouded Piotr’s face. He stepped forward and slapped Henry hard across the mouth, staggering him. Blood ran down Henry’s chin and his eyes glazed over as he stumbled.
“Is it responsible to allow greed and pride to fuel war and genocide without raising a hand against it? What does humanity have to offer creation except blind self-interest and cruelty?”
He turned and hit me next, faster than I could flinch or turn my head, filling my mouth with the hot copper taste of blood and making my ears ring. The blow rocked me back a step, into the bag behind me. I was stunned, both literally and figuratively. Like me, his speed and power were inhuman. By the time the world snapped back into focus, Piotr had turned around and we were moving again.
There were signs taped to the inside of the wire-reinforced security glass at either side of the double doors that announced the “closed” status of the school. Below one of them was a small construction paper sign, a sun-bleached orange square, with its own announcement in big purple crayon block letters that said, “Good-bye Belmont Elementary! — Mrs. Dumphry’s 1st grade class.” I wondered how many of those kids, now teenagers, had been held prisoner in their own homes. Or had themselves held knives on their families.
Piotr opened the locks with an old-fashioned steel ring of keys, granting us entry to a small lobby strewn with leftover packing material and trash, the walls still decorated with posters and banners from the last day of school a decade ago. The smell of mildew and wood rot almost managed to cover the sickly sweet odor of decaying meat hovering faintly underneath.
“Did you like school, Abe?” asked Piotr as he led us down a long tiled corridor, his voice echoing in the empty space. “I did. Of course, my final term was interrupted when the Germans and Russians invaded Poland. Unfortunate. More unfortunate for my father, I suppose, since he was killed at Bzura, and for my mother who was raped and killed in the occupation afterwards. Not so good for my brother who later died sabotaging a supply train with the Armia Krajowa in the resistance, either.”
He stopped in front of a pair of wooden double doors at the end of the hall, which were chained shut. He unlocked the massive steel padlock and let the chain slither noisily to the floor, then tossed the padlock aside. “You might even say that it was worst of all for me when I survived the attack that killed my brother, prolonging my suffering. And worse again when the AK forced me out for nothing more than giving traitors and enemy sympathizers the justice that they deserved.
“They threw me out when they found the remains of a German soldier that I had questioned for a few days. Can you believe that? They abandoned me over a piece of German garbage! They said he was only a boy, as if that made any difference. What does age matter? How old was I when my entire world was destroyed? But all of that was nothing compared to what you did. In the very hour that I was to avenge my family and my country, you stepped in on the side of evil and atrocity and savagery and stopped justice from being done.”
He turned and pushed the doors open wide. “Well, delayed it, in any case. Justice will be done, and by your own hand, no less.”
Behind him, through the open doors, I stared once more into the face of a nightmare that had been haunting me for the last sixty years.
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The room was all too familiar. It was a room that a part of me had never left, that surrounded me every time I closed my eyes. It took a second for me to understand that there were differences between the here-and-now and the persistent past, because the similarities were screaming at me, drowning everything else out.
It was a school gym instead of a train station, but it was rigged with the same equipment for the same purposes. Instead of heavy wooden beams crossing the ceiling, there were interlocking sections of construction scaffolding, but the chains and hooks suspended from them could easily have been the same, gleaming wetly in the dim light provided by camping lanterns set at intervals on the floor.
The wooden basketball court had been excavated in the center to make way for a huge concrete-lined depression situated directly under the hooks, now filled to the brim with what appeared to be an inky black liquid, but which I knew would be bright ruby red if smeared across a fingertip.
The air was humid and foul with the hot copper smell of fresh blood, just as I remembered, because no matter how old the blood was, how long ago the first drops fell from the first victim, the ritual kept it fresh, even warm. Against my will the memory of drowning in it claimed me, nearly choking me with the feel of my mouth and nostrils filling with the thick wetness of it. I had to take deep, gasping breaths until it passed.
Piotr patted me on the arm while I regained my composure, a look of compassion on his goddamned face. “I’m sorry, Abe.” He glanced at Henry. “I’m sorry your so-called friends pulled you out of your womb, your spring of immortality, prematurely. If you had been fully reborn the way I intended, you would never have suffered all these long years with your memories. You’d have been beyond that. But now, while they let you down and made you suffer, here I am, ready to heal you.”
The anger that I had been biting down on for the last hour, for the last week, for the last sixty years, turned into something else, something full of bile and jagged edges that I could no longer resist.
I lunged for Piotr and one of my bookends grabbed for me. I drove one hand into its face, grabbed a handful of slimy, squirming tentacles, and before the bag could react, ripped the worm clean out of its mouth. Or at least part of it, as only the severed head and a foot of the body ended up in my hand, the toothed tentacles thrashing and tearing at my skin all the way up to my elbow. The bag dropped to the ground in convulsions, clawing at its own face and neck. Even as it was falling, I was moving, slinging the head away from me with my right hand and reaching out with my left for Piotr.
My second bookend grabbed me from behind, but as strong as it was, it couldn’t keep me from crossing those last few feet. And then I was close enough. I brought both hands up and reached for Piotr’s neck, desperate to feel his thin, papery skin and stringy neck muscles tearing under my fingers.
But I couldn’t do it. There was no misty fog this time, no gesture or trick. It was just me. My body simply refused to go any further. As the fact dawned on me, I realized that Piotr was shouting into my face, calling my name.
“Abe! You can’t hurt me, but you are killing your friends! Abe! Listen to me.” And then I could hear them, choking and strangling behind me. I looked back over my shoulder and there they were, Anne and Chuck and Henry, all down on the ground, fingers clawing at the cords sunken into the flesh of their necks, faces already purpling, and so help me God, I turned back around and lunged for Piotr again, lost in the madness and the rage.
I could see what was happening, but I couldn’t help myself. I was beyond sanity. Piotr said something, and the bag behind me wrapped his hands around my torso, lifted me bodily, and turned me around so that I was forced to see my friends dying. It took an eternity, but I was able to get some small amount of control back before it was too late. I forced myself to be still until the bag put me down and stepped away.
I watched Anne claw the now slack cord away from the raw ugly skin underneath and suck air into her lungs. She sobbed and gasped and then threw up on the floor between her hands. The wracking coughs that followed were painful to hear. Henry and Chuck were faring little better. I had almost killed them. Knowingly.
My face and jaw hurt, and my throat was sore from the screaming that I never heard. An image appeared in my mind’s eye of a crude painting on a wall in dead woman’s house. A painting of my face, raving and insane, and I knew then that the painting was right. I had seen my true face.
Piotr looked just as calm as always. “Finally. I thought I was going to have to hang one of them on a sacrificial chain to get you ready for your part. Come on, I promise you that soon you’ll never have to deny your nature again.”
I didn’t follow. Instead I turned to look back at the people that I almost killed. “Anne, I’m sorry. I’m not … I’m so sorry.”
I felt sick when I heard her voice, raspy and strained, coming out of her bruised throat. “It’s okay. I know. I’m here because I wanted to be here, Abe. I know you thought you were using me, but we both know that I was using you, too. You needed to find Piotr and I needed someone to avenge my grandfather’s death. So, we’re even, okay?”
I didn’t know how to say that it wasn’t okay, so I just shook my head.
Piotr tapped me on the shoulder. “Speaking of vengeance, the time for both of ours is drawing close. Time to go.”
He turned and led us up a mobile set of steel stairs on wheels like you would see blocking the aisle at a home supply warehouse store. It was a huge right triangle of handrails and stair steps chained to the side of the scaffolding, allowing access to the platforms and catwalks that were arranged in a large square around the pool, some twenty feet off the ground.
Once on top, I could see that the square ring of catwalks was actually bisected by another walkway that ran from one side to the other, directly over the pit. Hooked chains hung to either side of the center catwalk so that the victims would be level with a person standing there.
One of the corners where the outer catwalks met had an additional platform secured to it, a ten-by-ten wooden square supporting four bodies, their faces partially obscured by rectangles of otherworldly metal. I could imagine the twin spikes on the backs of the altar pieces piercing their eyes, fixing the blocks to their faces and granting them a view of another place, while at the same time taking their mundane sight.
The length of the spikes should have been more than enough to pierce their brains all the way to the rear of their skulls and kill them, but they were clearly still alive, jerking and twitching as if they were trying to look away from the synchronized shadows that passed over the altar pieces. They were nailed to the platform through wrists and shins to keep them in place, but they remained silent, no cries of anguish escaped their grimacing lips and gnashing teeth.
Piotr turned to my remaining guard and said, “It’s time to open the roof. Go outside and tell the others to begin pulling the chains.” Without any response, the thing turned and stepped off of the catwalk, dropping twenty feet into the darkness below. I heard it hit the ground far more lightly and gracefully than its bulk would suggest.
Piotr relaxed, apparently content to wait for his orders to be carried out, and Anne spoke in her damaged voice. “Why are you doing this? You keep talking about justice and vengeance but if that were true, you’d have already killed us. Abe and Henry are the last ones alive who interfered with you, and you have them, but they’re still alive. Why?”
Piotr kept his gaze on the ceiling as he replied. “It’s not justice for Abe and Henry that I’m concerned with, although they’ll receive their measure as well. It’s all of us. All of humanity in its corrupt, hateful, self-serving glory. We praise ourselves for wholesale slaughter and call it glorious because we have labeled them the enemy. We blow up children to make a point, create anguish and destroy lives to preserve dogma, and commit genocide on a daily basis. Even now, somewhere in the world men are hacking women’s breasts off with a machete so they can’t feed their children in an attempt to wipe their ethnic group from the face of the Earth. And they feel justified in doing it. Proud, even. We need to be destroyed. That’s justice.”
“Even you?”
“Just because I can see clearly doesn’t mean I’m any better. There was a time, before I received guidance, when I thought I was righteous, that I was going to punish the wrong in the name of the right. But Abe gave me the gift of time. I came to understand that the problem wasn’t the men who killed my family, or the nation that spawned them, or their allies. It was just their nature. Our nature. They did what they did because they were in a position to do so, not because they were special in any way. They did it because they could, and given the chance, any one of us would have done the same. All it takes is the tiniest reassurance that we’ll be praised for doing the right thing, the acceptance of those around us. And we’re able to kill and mutilate with the worst of them.”
Harsh squealing echoed down to us from the ceiling as a sliver of the night sky became visible overhead. A rectangle of sheet metal as long as the roof and forty feet wide began to slide away, grinding harshly across the top of the building.
The sky that was revealed was wrong. The relentless cloud cover was still overhead, but now the faint corpse-light illuminating it was laced with vast shadows that curled and writhed so slowly you had to look away and back again to see it. The lower surface of the cloud cover was uneven, like the surface of the sea, and roiling in slow motion.
Anne was still trying to talk Piotr off the proverbial ledge, something that I knew was futile, just as I knew she had to try. “But what about the innocent? Even if it were possible to kill everyone, you’d be killing the victims of humanity’s crimes at the same time.”
He shrugged. “Innocent just means you haven’t had a chance to express yourself yet. We’re all monsters here.”
The roof section came away from the building and landed on the ground outside with a crashing racket. Light stronger than a full moon flooded the gym, revealing what the camp lanterns on the floor could not. The bleachers on the left and right walls were packed with worm-filled townspeople, sitting shoulder to shoulder the length of the building on both sides. Their hands were clenching and unclenching and their jaws were working and chewing on nothing as they stared upwards, towards the sky.
I felt despair so sharp that it could reach me even through my rage as I looked out into that vast crowd of lunatic husbands and wives, schoolteachers and shop clerks, all straining and shuddering in their seats. I wondered if Mazie’s father was in there somewhere.
Piotr gave us a moment to appreciate his accomplishment, and then climbed up the ladder. After everyone had followed him up and onto the catwalk, Piotr took Anne’s leash and pulled her away from the others. Chuck and Henry were left at the top of the stairs with their keepers.
Piotr led Anne and myself across the outer catwalk, which thrummed under our feet as we moved. Now that there was more light, we could clearly see the blood pit through the steel mesh of the catwalk’s floor, at least two stories below us. Being able to see through the floor, combined with the narrow three-foot width and a complete lack of handrails, made it a harrowing, dizzying experience.
The three of us walked down the right side of the outer perimeter without speaking. Anne glanced back at me repeatedly, but I didn’t know what to say to her. I was still unable to touch Piotr, and running away didn’t appear to be an option. Even if I could somehow get her free of the cord before Piotr could crush her windpipe, below us was a sea of hundreds of bags under Piotr’s control. I just met her eyes helplessly and kept walking. Being Anne, of course, she was having none of that.
“You know,” she said loudly to Piotr’s back. “It seems to me that you need Abe’s cooperation to pull this off for some reason, and you’re only getting that because you have hostages. Guess where you fucked up?” My heart stopped as she calmly turned and stepped off of the platform, cord still tied firmly around her neck.
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Her face showed no fear and no regret as she stepped off the platform to her death, her courage and her spirit expressed in one magnificent frozen moment.
I want to say that as she stepped into open space, I weighed her life against all others, against the world itself. I want to say that I set her aside for the greater good and that I watched the cord slice through her flesh until it met bone, jerking her to a stop in mid-air, savior of us all.
But the truth is that I didn’t. It never even occurred to me. I ran for her, arms outstretched in front of me, while her hair floated in place around her face as she began to fall. The world could go straight to hell for all that it crossed my mind. But I wasn’t going to make it. Not even close. Her head dropped below the level of the walkway even as I threw myself down onto the catwalk, my hands grasping empty air.
But Piotr wasn’t going to be beaten like that. That same wispy, foggy tendril that protected him and snatched bullets out of the air snapped out and arrested her fall just before the cord pulled taut.
He laughed and clapped his hands together in delight. “It appears that Abe doesn’t share your views on self-sacrifice, but he certainly shares mine on sacrificing the rest of the world.” Anne floated gracefully up over the catwalk, and then gently down again. “Don’t worry, there will be plenty of sacrifice to go around soon enough, and I promise that I won’t save you when it’s time.”
Tears were running down Anne’s face as she balled her fists up and screamed, “What do you want from me? You won’t let me die, but you say that you’re going to kill me. You won’t say what this is all about except for some bullshit about justice and revenge and whatever the fuck else. What. Do. You. Want?”
Her head rocked back and blood flew from her mouth as Piotr’s hand smashed across her face. His voice, when he spoke, was dinner-party calm and reasonable. “I want you to remain alive until it’s time for you not to be alive, and to be quiet until then. Is that so much to ask?”
Her knees went slack and her eyes glazed over, but instead of hitting the ground she rose up a few inches instead, floating in place. Piotr turned around without another word and began walking, towing her behind him on a misty tether.
I stormed past her and slammed my fist with all my strength into the back of his eighty-year-old neck in a killing blow. My fist stopped, halted by my own arm, inches before it touched him. I tried again. And again. I knew before the first swing that things would be no different than the last time I tried attacking Piotr, but I couldn’t stop myself. I hammered down with both fists, breath hissing out from between my clenched teeth and spittle flying with every forced exhalation.
Piotr kept walking. “You’re ready. Come.” My arms dropped to my sides, but I couldn’t unclench my fists, impotent rage burning hotter with every step. Helpless, I followed at Anne’s side until we reached the point where the center catwalk that ran directly over the pool touched the outer ring of walkways. We turned onto it and walked out until we reached the middle.
Here there was another plywood sheet attached to the catwalk, about five feet by ten feet, with the long side attached to the catwalk by steel supports. This created a platform five feet wide that paralleled the catwalk for ten feet. Directly across the catwalk from that platform was a metal ladder, crudely welded together, that reached all the way to the surface of the blood pit below.
Piotr and Anne stepped onto the narrow wooden platform. As they did so, my eyes were drawn to the catwalk beyond that was revealed when they stepped aside. An object lay on it, almost at Piotr’s feet.
I froze. A longing rolled through me with an intensity that I would never again experience or be able to fully recall. My feet shuffled as I took a stunned step forward, and then another, and then two more quick steps before I snatched up my prize.
It was dull gray, smooth but not slick, and warm to the touch. The shaft was a cylinder a little over two feet long and two inches thick, and a third of the way down a shorter cylinder stuck out at a right angle. I gripped it, and it flexed in my hand with what felt like a muscular contraction against my palm, for all the world like gripping a snake or an eel in your fist and feeling it twist and squirm.
After the spasm, the dimensions and heft were different. The circumference had slimmed slightly and the handle sticking out of the body moved further down and shortened. It was now an exact copy of my baton in every respect except for the color and unnatural warmth.
I gripped it hard, reveling in the way it fit my hand, and savoring the sense of power and control I had when simply holding it.
“Interesting that you created this very weapon out of scraps after I helped you become reborn in blood,” said Piotr. “All this time you’ve yearned for something that you never knew existed. The human part of you, anyway. The part that belongs to the Devourer knew, of course, already shaping you, forcing your spirit to fit its container, like water in a cup. Your mind is only human, after all, so what chance does it stand against the body of a god? Even now, do you know where your anger comes from? Your lust to bash my skull open and scream your victory into the sky? Was it even your idea to come here in the first place? To get everyone captured, and moved docilely into this place where they could be used to rationalize your cooperation with me?”
I turned and looked at him, at the sly certainty on his face. I couldn’t have known that Piotr needed me to finish summoning his god. And I had to avenge Patrick’s death. I had to come here to end this, didn’t I? Some of my anger faded and I hesitated, thoughts chasing themselves in a circle.
“What matters, Abe, is that we’re here together now. The Avatar of the Devourer and his priest. And now there’s one last thing to do in order to throw wide the gates and let him inhabit the body that is rightfully his.”
He paused and looked me in the eyes, all signs of mirth draining out of his face. “In one minute, I’m going to kill this woman. She will die in agony, torn to pieces as I rip off her limbs, one by one. Unless you kill me first.”
And then a misty tendril whipped out and knocked me off the catwalk.
I barely registered the fall as terror clawed up from my belly and out of my mouth in a shriek. I would not go back into the blood. I couldn’t. The endless nights I spent over the last sixty years reliving that nightmare bloomed in my mind, forcing me to remember suffocating at the bottom of a black lake of thick, choking blood as fire burned away my skin and muscles and bones.
I hit the surface screaming. Every minute of the last sixty years vanished as I burned, the two experiences merging into one. The pool sucked me down into the dark as thick coppery blood forced its way into my nose and down my throat. My lungs spasmed as I choked, flooding them with heavy liquid. I drowned and burned until there was nothing left inside of me but pain and mindless terror as the blood finished what had been interrupted by Henry a lifetime ago.
When the last of me was burned away, the fire went out and the blood went cold. All of my fear vanished, swallowed by a rage so vast that I could scarcely contain it. No thought existed within me, save one, ripping the life from Piotr.
I swam to the surface and found the ladder. Clotting blood fell away from me in thick clumps as I climbed, the stench of the rapidly rotting fluid irrelevant and unnoticed. The baton, which I knew instinctively to be called Hunger, clunked dully against the rungs as I pulled myself upwards. I surged up and over the edge of the catwalk effortlessly, my eyes seeking only Piotr.
His shirt was open, revealing a gray-green lump on his chest thinly veiled in fog, directly over his heart. At his feet was Anne, slumped over, head bowed, bloody wrists still zip-cuffed together in front of her.
His face was exultant and his eyes blazed. He put one hand on the green lump. “It’s time to have your vengeance so that I can have mine. My death by your hand will power the altar and open the way! I give my life so that all others may die.”
With one convulsive yank, he tore the fist sized lump away from his chest, revealing irregularly spaced holes in the raw and decaying flesh beneath. The bottom of the lump was alive with dozens of legs, insectile and spiny, grasping frantically at the air, strings of flesh waving and snapping like pennants from their tips. He threw it to the ground, where it broke apart with a sickening crunch. The legs quivered and went still.
Piotr spread his arms wide, and I charged, raising Hunger over my head. In my hand it shifted again, the three ends becoming pointed and razor sharp. My grip changed from that of a man wielding a club to one holding a stake. Less than ten feet separated us as I blurred forward.
Anne was shouting something at me, but I wasn’t listening. Some tiny part of me woke at the sound of her voice, but it was lost in the haze of my need. My arms rose up over my head, both hands gripping the shaft of the razor-sharp weapon, and Piotr tilted his face upwards, a beatific smile on his lips.
Anne’s voice resolved into words and that tiny part of me that could hear her grew larger. I didn’t bring the point down through Piotr’s face yet. I had no intention of stopping, but I paused for a moment as meaning condensed in my brain. “I’ll die, Abe! You’ll kill me! You’ll kill all of us!”
And then it was time. My arms were moving, powering that deadly tip downward, driven by an all-consuming lust to feel it punch through flesh. I couldn’t hold it back, but I wasn’t completely out of control. Not anymore. As I pulled downward with everything I had, I managed to also pull inward, curving the tip away from Piotr’s face, just grazing his chin as it passed over him and down, into my own heart.
I felt it slide through my flesh until the fist that was closed around the shaft thumped into my chest. My heart fluttered around the spike like a butterfly on a pin, and then stopped. I couldn’t draw a breath. Piotr’s face went from blissful to outraged as he realized what I had done.
I stood, frozen in place, as Anne surged up from her crouch and whipped both of her fists up and around all the way from the ground to the underside of Piotr’s chin. His head snapped back and I could hear the crunch of his ancient neck bones breaking.
Piotr and I fell at the same time. I never felt my legs give out as I fell forward, but the agony when one end of Hunger hit the catwalk and the other one punched out through my back was immediate and overwhelming. I fell sideways, supported by the weapon, then over onto my back, leaving me to stare upwards at the sky. My life flowed up and out of the silver-gray spike, drawn out by the ritual, leaving me cold and uncaring on the floor.
Piotr’s death freed his spirit, which was immediately consumed by the ritual. An explosion that made no sound and moved not a single blade of grass blasted through the minds and hearts of every living thing on Earth.
In that moment, humanity’s stranglehold on reality shattered, and power not felt in thousands of years slammed down from the heavens and pierced the skin of the world. In an epicenter that spanned the entire continent and the surrounding oceans, things that had slumbered for eons, awoke. Places that were once feared again took on their ancient aspects, and modern places became strange and teeming with forces unseen since the dawn of the Age of Reason. Old gods stirred.
Far above me, the clouds blew apart into wispy tatters, revealing a sea of writhing, boiling flesh stretching to the horizon in all directions. It curdled and undulated like a living ocean, and for a moment it seemed as though I were falling into it. The alien landscape loomed closer, allowing me to see that the entire surface was made up of a sea of swollen, multi-legged creatures bursting with worms. They ranged in size from dog to apartment building, and they climbed over each other in heaps, straining towards the ground. If the ritual was successful, they would crash over the Earth in a wave, eating and infecting everything until our world looked just like the one hanging above us.
Anne’s face eclipsed that awful vision as she knelt over me, and I felt a tug in my chest as she pulled Hunger out of my body. There was no longer any pain. The last of my warmth poured out of the hole in my back, and my eyes fluttered shut.
Instead of looking up, I was looking down at my own face. It was covered in black, tarry blood and locked in a rictus of pain and rage. The sight should have frightened me, but it didn’t, because I wasn’t alone.
Patrick was there, although I couldn’t see him, and Shad and Two-Penny and the rest of the squad. They held me close to myself and didn’t let me drift away. Or maybe I held on alone, clinging to my body with only the memories of my friends giving me the strength to do so. Either way, I endured.
Another presence came then, surrounding me. It was foul and alien and hungry and endless, stretching from my body all the way up into the sky. It circled and searched, seeking to possess the body that Piotr had created for it, but that body was useless now without a living spirit inside to use as a bridge to the flesh. The presence strained and fought to remain, but without a human spirit to fuse it to this reality, it could not.
The power of Piotr’s sacrifice was now consumed, so it turned to the only other things it could touch, its own kind in the form of the bags packing the bleachers, and consumed them as well, causing the infected townspeople to drop where they stood as the worms inside of them ceased animating their bodies.
Once they were gone, there was nothing left to power the ritual, and the gateway between our realities collapsed. The Devourer vanished like smoke, unable to exist here without merging with me.
I wanted to rest then and drift away, but Patrick’s face wouldn’t allow me to let go. The vision held me there, suspended in unlife, while Anne worked furiously below me, breathing into my mouth and forcing blood through my heart with the weight of her entire body.
The next thing I remember, I was opening my eyes and the sky was full of nothing but stars.
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Anne and I disagreed on the smell. Sitting on the steps of the school in the cool silence of the pre-dawn morning, the air smelled crisp and clean for the first time since we arrived in town. The boggy, earthy undertones had gone at the same time as the bizarre cloud cover and plague of bags. I felt relaxed, almost languorous, in the absence of the ritual-fueled rage that had burned inside of me since the first blood pit in Warsaw. I felt at peace.
Anne rubbed her nose for the hundredth time. “I cannot believe you can’t smell that. It stinks like an electrical fire, all ozone and bitter ash.” She hawked and spit to the side. Not very ladylike, which I pointed out. She pointed out that I could keep my opinions to myself by punching me in the arm. For the record, also unladylike.
Henry sat on my other side, one hand on my shoulder. “Goosey, Patrick used to say about that smell. Used to be, some crazy with a hand-me-down ritual would get to working, and that smell would lead us right to him. Or her.”
Anne leaned forward and looked across me at Henry. “But we stopped the ritual, right? So why am I smelling it now?”
“I suspect that rituals don’t have a smell, but what they produce does. And this was a doozy. For a few minutes, another world hung over our own, and a godlike being was loose, in spirit at least. That’s got to have some kind of consequences, even if we can’t see them yet.”
“Well, it stinks. I can’t wait to get away from here.”
I nodded in heartfelt agreement. “Only one thing left to do, as soon as Chuck gets here. Then we’ll leave and never look back.”
Henry looked at me, then forward into the lightening dawn. “I never thought I’d see it finished.”
“Yeah. You think all of this was our fault? Because we didn’t go after Piotr the first time?”
“Maybe. Is it the fireman’s fault if your house burns down or the guy who struck the match? Maybe we could have done more the last time, but maybe we did all anyone could have asked. You can lose a whole lifetime second guessing your past. It’s over now, and that’s good enough.”
“I saw ‘em, Henry. Tonight. I tried to stop the ritual by killing the vessel, me, and I think it worked. For a few minutes I was dead. But instead of going to the next thing, or just fading out, the boys showed up and kept me here.” My eyes prickled, but no tears fell. “Patrick, Shad, Frank, even Don, all of them just surrounded me and kept me in one piece until my heart knit back together and Anne could get it jump started. I think they saved my life, just like the old days.”
Henry turned to me and grinned wide and toothy. “Even Death better step out of the way when them boys are lookin’ to take care of business.”
I grinned back, that old love and pride breaking out all over my face like it was still 1943. “Fuckin’ A, Professor.”
A little later Chuck returned with the Rover and crunched to a stop next to us. After leaving the building, he had insisted on taking the prison bus back to the hardware store to retrieve it. We fought about his going alone, no surprise there, but we figured that everything that belonged to the Devourer had been consumed during its attempt to hold open the gate, so it was probably safe enough. Besides, everyone knew that Chuck was going back to bury Mazie and Greg, and that he wanted to be alone while he did it. I could understand that.
My clothes had dried stiff and foul after being soaked in the pit, causing flakes of dried gore to rain off of me as I stood up. Chuck got out of the truck and headed to the back to open up the rear door.
“I got that stuff you wanted. Sorry it took so long. I ended up having to siphon gas out of parked cars. The gas stations were either surrounded by mobs of scared people or on fire.”
The cargo area of the truck was filled with the supplies I had asked for from the hardware store. A dozen jerry cans full of gas, two big packages of those red cloth shop towels, a box of road flares, and two cans of soapless hand cleaner for mechanics. I stripped out of my blood-soaked clothes right there in the parking lot.
“Dude!” Chuck turned his back to me. “Do you mind? Like I survived the end of the world just to see some guy’s junk waving around in the breeze. A little warning next time.”
“Sorry.” I scooped out handfuls of the cleaner-it had the consistency of a loose paste-and started rubbing it all over my body, taking special care with my face and hair, and then scrubbing hard with the shop towels.
A short but chilly time later, I was clean enough to put on a fresh change of clothes from my duffel. I started unloading gas cans from the back and stacking them next to the curb.
“Well,” I asked Anne when the last ones were unloaded, “how do I look? Better?”
Chuck piped up, “Hell, yes, you look better. You looked like a goddamn tampon ten minutes ago.”
Anne threw him a look. “You are disgusting. Seriously.”
He shrugged.
She turned to me. “You won’t scare people who look in the window when we’re on the highway, but you’re still going to need a shower. Or two. Or three. Your hair looks like you rubbed chicken livers in it, and you smell like a dead cat that’s been soaked in nail polish remover. When we get back in the car, we’re rolling the windows down.”
“Fair enough. Let’s get to work so we can go.”
We carried the jerry cans to the gym and spent the next twenty minutes soaking the corpse-covered bleachers and wooden floor with gas. I added my bloody clothes to the mix while we were at it.
When it was done, we stood well back from the open doors and starting pitching in road flares until we could no longer see into the gym through the roaring, smoking inferno inside. Then we stood together in silence thinking about the people whose pyre we had just lit, wishing that things had been different.
We drove away into the brilliant sunrise with a rising column of black smoke at our backs, visible long after we left the city limits, and into a world that had changed in ways no one yet understood.
Despite all that had happened, I was excited at the thought of starting my new life and experiencing whatever the world could throw at me.
It was a good time to be alive.
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