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  John Boden lives a stones throw from Three Mile Island with his wonderful wife and sons. A baker by day, he spends his off time writing or watching old television shows. He likes Diet Pepsi and sports ferocious sideburns. He loves heavy metal and old country music, shoofly pie and old westerns.


  He's a pretty nice fella, honest.


  His work has appeared in Borderlands 6, Shock Totem, Splatterpunk, Lamplight, Blight Digest, the John Skipp edited Psychos and others. His not-really-for-children children's book, Dominoes has been called a pretty cool thing. His other books, Jedi Summer With the Magnetic Kid and Detritus In Love are out and about. He recently released a novella with fellow author Chad Lutzke called Out Behind the Barn.


  He has a slew of things on the horizon.
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  If you have a moment, the author would appreciate you taking the time to leave a review for this book at the retailer’s site where you purchased it.


  Thank you for your assistance and your support of the authors published by Crossroad Press.


  Thanks Yous and Fine Howdayados


  —I'm certain I will forget people, I always do. It is nothing personal and if you don't see your name but feel you should, please amend the list to include it.


  —For Joe Lansdale, for all the influence and inspiration. Thanks is all I got and it don't seem nearly enough.


  —For letting me make them characters: Stephen Graham Jones, David James Keaton, Bob Ford, Kelli Owen and Brian Keene, Alycia Hardy, Adrian Shotbolt and Chris Enterline (Sorry about the horse thing.)


  —Thanks To:


  Linda, Alexander and Sidney Boden, Karen Boden, Ross Boden, Michael Rogers, Donna Kay Boden, Bobbi Jo King, Rhonda Perry, Sherry Cornelius, Dave and Sue Hearn, April Feagley, Sonja Walker, Lori Lane, Alisa Zimmerman, Waylon Glunt, Ken Wood, Mercedes Yardley, Chad Lutzke, Paul Goblirsch and Thunderstorm Books, David Niall Wilson, David Dodd and Crossroad Press, Christopher Seibert, Patrick Lacey, Mike Lombardo, Lex Quinn, John Skipp, Mary SanGiovanni, Eric Beebe, Kristi DeMeester, Michael Wehunt, Somer Canon, Charlene Cocrane, Amber Fallon, Kit Power, Jim McLeod and the GNoH crew, Armand Rosamilia, Christopher Ropes, Mark Allan Gunnells, Bracken MacLeod, James Newman, Louis Lamour, Jack Ketchum (RIP), Zane Grey, Tom Monteleone, Kristopher Triana, Jeremy Wagner, Matthew Bartlett, SJ Bagley, Christopher Slatsky, Scott Nicolay, Damien Angelica Walters, Dave Thomas, Deena Dib, Rachel Autumn Deering, Jim Lewin and York Emporium, Jason Butler Ferguson, William Grabowski, Skip Novak, Shawn Macomber, Catherine Grant, Wesley Southard, Philip Fracassi, Michelle Garza, Melissa Lason, Adam Cesare, Scott Cole, Jacob Haddon, Jessica McHugh, Ray Mott, Robin Noonan, Stacey Smith, Jim Vajda, Joe Fazzolari, Joe Ripple, Kyle Lybeck, Kevin Foster, Matt Blazi, Olivia Monteleone, Jordan Krall, Steve Wynne, Ceasar Gomez, Frank Errington, Matt Hayward, Stephen King, Kristopher Rufty, Jonathan Janz, Ronald Malfi, Jeff Prettyman, Larissa Glasser, Robert Moore, Wendy Deeley, Lee Thomas, Kate Jonez, John Foster, Dan Padavona, Sam W. Anderson, Matt Weber, Sadie Hartmann, Tod Clark, Andi Rawson, David G. Barnatt, Patti Smeltzer, Tom Sheeder, Joe Ripple and Scares That Care, CV Hunt, Nick Cato, Eddie Coulter…and probably dozens more I'm not thinking of right now.


  This is for Pap Pap Corbin


  “The trick of functioning with grief is that of remembering and forgetting all at once. Of letting the ghost walk at your side but not block the way.”


  -Jack Ketchum


  “Salvation sat and crossed herself, called the Devil partner”


  -Townes Van Zandt


  “Men may rise on the stepping stones of their dead selves to higher beings.”


  -Zane Grey


  “For in much wisdom is much vexation, and he who increases knowledge increases sorrow.”


  -Ecclesiastes 1:18
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  APRIL 1866


  “How old’s the farm?” the young child asks—thunder rumbles low outside and the rain sounds like stones on the roof. It sounds like scurrying.


  “Older than mine and mine father and perhaps even his and his,” the old man replies. The cacophony of the storm trying to smother his voice. The timber walls creak and whine.


  “How old is this land?” the child continues. A cloud rolls across the man’s face, his features sharpen and draw up like the mouth of a grain sack.


  “Older than my memory and older than all of the time I’ve been here, and I’d wager just as dark.”


  “Has it always been strange here? Have the shadows always spoke?” The boy’s eyes are jewels. Twinkling with a mixture of excitement and fear—terror and awe.


  “Yes, sometimes louder and other times barely a whisper. But still the answer is yes. Still always.”


  The young boy looks at the man and smiles. “It’ll be mine one day?”


  The man frowns and his eyes appear sad. He coughs a time or two into his fist and then runs his thumb along his bottom lip and it comes away red. “If it’ll have you, I reckon. That’s the way of the thing. You don’t lay claim to it as much as it puts its mark on ye. And low have many been marked.” The boy crawls into his bed and pulls the ratty quilt over his head. A few feathers from his pillow flutter in the dim. The old man coughs softly into his hand once more and flings what comes up into the fire. It hisses and sizzles and whispers in tongues. The smoke goes up the flue and into the night where it is eaten greedily. The boy steals a look to the window and swears he sees pale shapes and fleeting faces. Wide red eyes and mine shaft mouths, stippled with tiny sharp points. He turns his head to the wall and covers it with the blanket. The old man bows his head and outens the lamp with a sour breath. The darkness consumes and its whispers rise and threaten to bury his prayers alive.


  MAY 1870


  0.


  —The boy had been missing his Pa. He always did but on certain days, a certain slant of light or trick of sound would make him think he saw or heard the man. The rusty gate of a voice speaking his name. The rough skin of his hard-worked hand on his head or perched on his shoulder. He missed the man but more so the kindness. After his father died, those things that had been ceased living as well, slowly starving until they resorted to eating themselves. The months since his passing had just been one long sore that wouldn’t heal. He heard banging and yelling from inside the house and did his best to ignore it. Levi looked at the point where the sun appeared to be sitting atop the ridge, a fiery king on a great stone throne. He turned away. His dirt-smeared face was wet with tears as he stood behind the small shed. The building that once loomed over him like a boarding house was now merely a foot or three above him. He was growing taller, a sapling in the encroaching dusk. He teetered on the edge and threatened to tumble full long into adulthood at the least provocation. He leaned over the rain barrel that guarded the corner of the tilting structure, the water within seeming bottomless and black as pitch. He listened for his grandfather to bellow for him to hurry up. He needed to clean up for supper as well as remove the signs that he’d been crying. He leaned forward a little and listened. There was no shout, just the smell of the meaty stew wafting from the small window. He took the bar of lye soap from the ledge on the wall and wet his arms. He lathered with the bar, the foam growing gray with the dirt and dried sweat that had coated his limbs. He wiped his frothed hands over his face, closing his eyes tight to guard from the soap. He’d gotten it in there once and would damn sure make certain it never happened again.


  Levi scrubbed and then leaned forward, pushing his arms into the cold water. It felt oddly thick and icier than usual. There was the slightly pleasant sting from where the lye had irritated the skin while decimating the dirt. He frowned a little and made to stand back when something touched his hands; a caress, almost, but clammy and rough. He felt them clutched in a grip as cold as the muck at the bottom of a pond and he pulled a little more, panic starting to rise within him. His hands came free easily and he fell backward, spattering himself with frigid water and soapy foam. He looked at his hands and saw red welts. Crescents rimmed in blood, across the tops and palms of both hands. His breath was a vulture caught in a tangle of fence wire. His eyes could grow no wider. From the shadows beneath where the barrel rested on flat stones, from beneath the leaning shed and its sun-bleached sides, a wild glow was growing. Pale and pulsing, it wormed from the dim corners and spaces.


  He heard a small laugh and it sounded like it was very wet. He slowly stood and took a few steps back in the direction of the barrel. He looked down into the stilling water, the surface like a slick of oil that glistened like a dark mirror. He stared up at himself, but his reflection smiled. Wide as a valley and with teeth of stone and crumble. Levi opened his own mouth, to allow the gasp a clean escape, but what makes for an escape for one thing, can become an entrance for another—a rope of black water rose from the barrel and was down the boy’s throat before he could even move. Levi choked and swallowed the viscous liquid. It was thick, like swallowing the snot from a deep chest cold. The boy gagged and the water broke from the surface and squirmed down his swelling neck. Levi sputtered and coughed as he steadied himself against the corner of the building, the rough splinters gouging his shoulder through the thin plaid shirt. He wiped his forehead and it was quickly slicked with thick sweat before his arm was back at his side. He felt disoriented. His head was swimming in the dark. His soul began to sing, a rising thrum that made him think of the tuning fork that Miss Deering had at school. It was vibrating and making his ribs tremble, his muscles and skin tingle. His teeth seemed to drone and vibrate in their sockets. He heard voices swimming in the pools of his mind and heart, fat and blind from the absence of light. He coughed once more and tasted something like coal dust, like blood and salt, like angry words dying under tongue. He looked to the house. “Boy!”— the bark came like a crack of thunder— “Get thee in here for supper!” The crack of the old man’s cane on the window ledge was for punctuation. Levi hung his head and rubbed a sore hand across the scars between his shoulders. His flesh felt warm and tight. Like an egg about to hatch. A twisting knot of words was rolling behind his eyes. Promises and accusations. Threats and litanies. An endless garland of syllables and sacraments both beautiful and profane were tearing him apart and stitching him back together. His eyes burned and he kept them closed to discover his vision wasn’t hindered a bit. He slowly made his way to the house, a marionette guided by voices and invisible threads of malice.


  —The shadows in the cabin jabbered and dove like Saint Vitus dancers or fainting ladies. Was his grandfather not seeing them? The old man sat and sipped the broth from his bowl, noisily. The candle flicker gave a strobing effect and it did little to calm the boy’s churning insides and nerves. He sat on the floor, knees drawn to his chest, head bowed. His ears filled with light words, promises and lies that wore one another’s skins. A litany that went on like fences. He barely heard any of the gibberish. It all just tickled his senses like moth wings. The sound of the wooden bowl hitting the floor beside him yanked him to partial focus.


  The ancient man before him had just about grown into the wooden rocker that flanked the fireplace. He leaned forward, his nose practically touching the large book that obscured his massive lap. The thick glasses that shielded his eyes and strengthened his vision wavered with flame reflection. “And if ye kill a thing, a creature of blood and breath. If the life from such a thing you take. Your wage is to make it a part of ye. Sew unto thee a swatch of its flesh. For to wear as a badge or a scar.” The old man’s voice was a trembling thing. His breath, heavy with meat and onion. Palsied hands and brittle bones. He marked the passage with a finger—a long, yellow nail— and closed the book on it. “Now say it back, Levi.” The man closed his eyes and leaned in to listen.


  “If you kill a thing. Like an animal or a man. Take a life. You must take a piece of it and wear it forever to remind you what you done. Like a badge or a scar.” The boy was milk white and rail thin. Scars danced between his shoulders and across his chest. Scars that marked a lifetime of learning. The way he shivered made him appear to be flickering like the candle wicks. The old man’s gaze was as sharp as a new knife. He felt it corkscrewing into his guts, loosening his bowels and making his blood boil. He ground his teeth, swallowing the sandy bits of enamel with spit. He was nearly full.


  “Close enough.” The old man straightened, his spine groaning as did the wood of the chair. He yawned and sat the book on the warm brick of the mantel. The worn-smooth leather shined in the glow. The book bore no name.


  The boy stood, suddenly very tall and surprisingly broad of shoulder for his youth, and narrowed his eyes in the dim. They shined like rose-colored glass. “I once read that the Indians say.” He paused, a tenuous step on thin ice. “Well, some say that if you kill a man or a beast. You must take a drink of their blood or eat a lump of the flesh, to allow their soul to be free and at rest. Or for them to become a part of you. It was something like that.” He never saw the cane swing coming, just felt the hard tip as it connected with the bridge of his nose. The pain was searing and the blood that flowed, thick. Spots like lightning cavorted before him.


  “Blasphemer! I’ll abide none of that savage talk, Boy.” The old man was standing now, as wide as he were tall. A smell of old sweat and spoiled cheese rolled from him. He held the cane out at Levi again. “To kill is a sin. The passage I read ye is about constant reminding and penance. About bearing the cross, About wages, Boy. The yoke of thy sin. An anchor to be dragged for eternity. That blasphemy you speak of is just that. The madness of the devil’s tribes.” Levi’s felt flecks of spittle pepper his burning face. He almost heard them sizzle. He dragged the end of the cane along Levi’s shaking arm and it left a snail trail of sticky red. “You understand?”


  Levi swallowed and his eyes grew sharp. He lowered his head a bit and stuck out his chin. The blood and blossoming bruise across the center of his face, a diabolical mask. He cleared his throat and spoke— “But the two things are awfully similar, practically the same th—” Whack! Levi spat the broken tooth into his shaking hand. It was so worn from grinding that it looked like a pearl. He put it in his mouth and swallowed it as a pill.


  “I once read about people in Africa that ate of their enemies. Some took pieces and wore them to keep other enemies away.” Levi’s voice sounded slurry from the blood pooling in his mouth. He spat at his grandfather and sneered. He saw that the old man was smiling, too. “I have learned from you. Whatever you read from that book of yours. Learned that it is through pain and hurting we get to all things good.” He paused and gulped breaths, “The ladder to heaven has rungs made of razor and wetted with tears.” Levi felt consumed with a hotter heat. The heat and unease that had been coiling inside him for hours, days, possibly longer. A fury was building up through his chest and unspringing in fresh muscles that he’d barely gotten to know. Skeins of confusion and uncertainty veined the anger and rage that filled him. He felt a cauldron in his soul and it was roiling. He heard the voices in his ears. They whispered and ordered and pleaded. With a stealth that surprised both of them, he grabbed the end of the cane and yanked it from the old man’s grip. He opened his bleeding mouth and allowed the voices escape, they rushed out in a braided whoosh—”I remember the garden. The tree and the fruit. I remember how easy it was to wreck it all. I recall the blackness of the tar and bottom of the sea. I remember the muck between my fins then my fingers and then my toes. I miss the salt and the sandy ashes. I love for the blood to flow as lava…” The old man was trembling. The room smelled of the ammonia-scent of his piss. Levi stood with his jaw unhinged as the voices echoed from his throat. “And I’ve learned all I need to from you.” The color drained from the old man’s face as easily as water from a canteen. He held the cane in the light and saw that his blood dotted the shaft. The old man held his hands up before him, like twigs bound with strips of rawhide. Levi smiled and felt the skin at the corners of his mouth split a little. “Now I’m going to teach you a thing or two, we’ll see how you take to your lessons.” He raised the cane and brought it down. Raised it and brought it down. The old man never got to loose a scream.


  —Outside, shadows swirled and danced. In the trees, things flitted and climbed. Skeletal hands of night and blackness wrestled and rolled across the valley. From beneath the shed green lightning flickered. The water in the rain barrel boiled and seethed. The air was filled with laughter and whispers rode the wind. Along the ground and edges of the house, things skittered and crawled in frenzy. There was undulating and slithering and clamoring.


  —Inside, Levi stood in his new suit of glistening red and sheened in perspiration. The cane lay in pieces at his feet. The old man was now a crumpled heap of splintered bone and torn flesh. The room smelled of butchery. Tallow and meat and oh so much blood. Levi leaned down and picked up a tooth that lay near the dead man’s wreck of a face. He bent and picked up three more. He bared his own teeth and held the ones from the floor against his bruising gums, feeling the tissue grasp them and cradle them home. He knelt and picked up the rest of them and added them to his own smile. He felt perfect. Unfettered in any way, he felt pure in reason and soul. He was a new day dawning, one destined to end in howling and smoke. He was something strange and new and measured in screams. Levi removed his dungarees and left them in a grue-sodden heap next to his grandfather’s corpse. He lay down next to the man who had been raising him. The man who had beaten himself into him, one sermon at a time. The man who was father, mother, savior and sage for the last year or so of his life. Levi nuzzled his head against the slick chest of the cooling man and he whispered himself to sleep. The whispers could hardly be called apologies or prayers. They were bright red promises. Blueprints for a new design. They were the new laws. They were all revealed in his own trembling voice.
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