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  Chapter One


  Edgar “Muddy” Brooks lay flush to the edge of the hill overlooking the train tracks, the wasteland of garbage, and the two narrow roads that met right in the middle of it all—the crossroads that existed long before the town of Carter Hills, New Jersey.


  He dug his fingers into the dirt and weeds to keep himself from shouting to his brother, Zack, who stood dead center in the crossroads, illuminated by moonbeams piercing the clouds on a starless night. The teen was caught up in a frenzy, entranced by the music he was playing. The eighteen-year-old stood his ground, tall and lean, muscles taut beneath his Led Zeppelin T-shirt, a stark contrast to Muddy, who was four years younger, five inches shorter, and rail thin.


  Beneath his brother’s caressing fingers, the Les Paul guitar screamed and howled. He played notes that whined, cried, and pleaded for resolution. Yet his brother kept pushing.


  And pushing.


  What was he doing? Muddy opened his mouth to scream for Zack to stop, but couldn’t make a sound.


  As Zack lost himself in his music, thunder boomed, and lightning illuminated the smile on his face. The sky colored the evening a violet hue, roiling in waves of deep clouds. No rain followed, but the air pressed down on them like a soaked woolen blanket. Each shaky breath Muddy took felt as if both lungs filled with thick water. Something sinister added to the weight of the air. He ached to shake his brother free from the music’s hold but found himself fixed to the ground.


  The earth beneath the teen trembled with the next smash of thunder.


  Down below, Zack kept playing, fingers dancing in mad passion along the frets, completely oblivious to what was happening around him. He was fading into the night, dissolving into the darkest song Muddy had ever heard.


  Muddy didn’t want to be there. He wanted to be home in bed, tucked in nice and warm, but earlier that night, he’d followed his brother out of their house, guitar in hand. By the time he’d reached the top of the hill and spied Zack below at the desolate crossroads, he was doused in sweat. The older boy simply started playing his prized guitar, dropping the case into the brush. He carried with him a tiny, portable amplifier powered by batteries. Leaning down, his fingers jacked the volume up to ten; the amp sounded much louder on this crazy night.


  In the shattered moonlight, Muddy saw dark streaks of blood from the slices in his brother’s fingers. They ran the tightropes of the strings down to the pickups where his right hand strummed and plucked and twisted out violent cries of emotion. The teen had thick calloused fingers so to break open the flesh had to bring some terrific effort.


  A crescendo ended in a smash of thunder. An explosion of light began another flurry of notes and screaming bends. Zack fed off the storm, and maybe, just maybe, the storm was feeding off him.


  With a tremor, the ground shook so much Muddy nearly slipped over the edge, tumbling down the hill. Muddy’s fear of this bad section of town gave way to another, more pressing fear.


  Zack’s face broke into an even bigger expression of joy, yet tears streamed down his cheeks. The crossroads shimmered in the moonlight under his sneakers. Still, he played like his life depended on it. Like the music was his life.


  Just before it happened, Muddy sensed a feeling of foreboding, like something bad was about to break through. Not from the ground. Not from the sky either. From somewhere else, somewhere he doubted either of them had ever imagined.


  Finally, the night opened, like the thick velvet curtains hung in the vintage movie theater in town. It sucked Zack’s music into whatever lay behind it. The air shimmered around him, nearly turning him invisible to his brother.


  Muddy managed to stand on wobbly legs and was about to run down the hill to stop his brother, save him, but something obstructed Muddy before he could start, and he fell to the ground.


  The curtains wrapped completely around his brother in an otherworldly embrace, taking the older boy and his music away.


  When the moonlight returned moments later, the crossroads stood deserted.


  Chapter Two


  School dragged by on Monday as though time insisted on becoming Muddy’s newest enemy. From the moment he stepped through the yawning jaws of the building, minutes turned to molasses through an hourglass. He knew he wouldn’t get a chance during the day to speak to his band “The Accidentals” about his brother’s strange disappearance. The story would have to hold until practice. His anxiety boiled, his arms clenched tight to his sides as he walked the hallways. Of all the days that he needed things to glide by as his freaked-out mind scrambled to think, the elements of fate threw him a curveball whenever he turned around. Right as he headed to lunch, they smacked him right in the forehead with a doozy.


  “Hey, loser!”


  Great. The town’s biggest tool is talking to me.


  The moment froze as he turned to face the six-foot-two, ghost-like bully and his buddies. Muddy didn’t take drugs and this guy knew it, but ever since their mother died, Zack sometimes wavered. His brother read that the stuff helped musicians “connect,” just as Jimi Hendrix did, as some of the other greats supposedly did. Muddy knew that Zack ached for a realm most musicians only dreamt of, the feeling when melody, instrument and soul became one, when the barrier broke between worlds, dimensions and anything else life threw in your way. All musicians shot for it. Muddy had been close to the “zone” several times, but had only danced on its edges, had never plunged into its all-encompassing embrace.


  But then he wasn’t his brother. He wasn’t the rock-god-in-waiting.


  “Yo,” the slime said, this time even less friendly, if that was possible.


  Ice frosted Muddy’s spine as he turned to face the older boy. His fingertips tingled. Vince looked like an evil imp with sharp cheekbones and a pointy chin.


  In Carter Hills, Emmett Middle and Morse High connected through a long, dingy hallway that students traversed for electives and special events.


  “Yeah?” Muddy’s voice shook the word into three syllables.


  The bully’s smile broke wide open. At the same time, he nudged his buddies, the guys who sold the drugs in school, so nothing could be traced back to him. Vince was a senior, probably headed to a good college the following year due to his dad being on the school board, but still a terror to anyone he disliked. He had the makings of a lawyer, Muddy often thought. Or a politician.


  “Where’s your brother?” Vince asked.


  I wish I knew.


  “No idea, Vince. He didn’t come home last night.”


  “You do know he has business with me, right?”


  Muddy didn’t and wished he could punch his brother right then and there.


  “He blew me off last night,” Vince said.


  If you only knew.


  Vince tried to angle him into the locker but the bell for first period rang, saving his butt for another period or two.


  “Tell him to watch out if he tries that again.” The punch to the shoulder didn’t hurt but rattled Muddy.


  Sure thing, he thought. If I ever find him.


  “Yo, man,” Otis called, twirling a drumstick in one hand and folding a slice of pizza in the other. “You look like you spent a week in Metallica’s bass drum.” Muddy’s best friend stood a good five-foot even but carried himself like someone twice that height.


  One by one, the band members filed into the music room to eat their lunch together, the one place where they felt completely at home outside of the stage. They’d be in high school next year, formally, but it felt like eons away to Muddy. Middle school seemed like a chapter he hadn’t visited in forever. The music program often combined students, giving even the outcasts a haven regardless of grade level. Music bonded people and stripped most of labels there.


  He prayed that Bentley Chittum didn’t appear. The stuck-up jerk lived in the only wealthy section of town and liked to remind everyone of it. Now officially a sophomore, he felt empowered to bully anyone who was poorer than him. The jerk’s band also won the Battle of the Bands. Every single year. Thankfully, the boy wasn’t present.


  “Yeah,” Corey said. “Did you fall into someone’s locker again?” The complete opposite of Otis, this guy, originally from the poor side of town, towered over all of them at over six-two and wasn’t anything like the brittle drummer.


  “Funny.” They had no idea what heck Muddy had stumbled into last night. Running on two or three hours of sleep, the nightmare continued to pull him deeper. “Where’s Poe?”


  “We thought she might be with you,” Otis, the diminutive drummer said, smiling.


  “Why the heck would she be with me?” Muddy snapped, now worried.


  Everyone in the band knew about his silent crush on Polly, but he hoped she didn’t—yet.


  He shook his head. No. What mattered now was what happened last night.


  “Sorry, man.”


  He plopped down into one of the padded chairs, already depressed. “We gotta talk, guys.”


  “You’re breaking up with us?” Otis was always the first one to joke, alluding to his condition, which could turn deadly any day.


  The others cut the tension with laughter, despite the ticked-off expression carved into Muddy’s face. As they continued, the door edged open, allowing a tall, slender female with raven-colored, mid-length hair to enter. She never let on if she had an inkling of suspicion that Muddy thought anything of her. He didn’t even know what he felt. With a name like Polly, she preferred the more goth-sounding “Poe.” Obviously, “Edgar” and “Poe” would’ve sounded a little too cute—or not. Plus, there was the fact that she thought he wanted to date Chelsea, the ditzy cheerleader who once called him “Special Ed.”


  “Dude, what’s wrong?” Otis asked, tossing a stick into the air, catching it with a skeletal hand. “You look like you’ve seen a ghost.”


  Muddy’s lips moved, but a phantom force held the sounds within his throat. If they only knew how true it was—and that was only half of it!


  “Are you okay?” Poe moved closer to him, close enough to tell that she could see his silhouette and not just a shape through severely damaged eyes. She wasn’t totally blind, but in the legal sense, she qualified, and never let on that it bothered her. “Was it your mom again?” For a moment, he allowed himself to stare. He didn’t like to since she wasn’t aware, yet she always was. Her pale blue eyes appeared to gaze through people, to a place where maybe she would be happy. They shone bright but much older than her thirteen years should allow. However, when she smiled, as she usually did when singing, every fiber of her being lit up like a million candles at midnight through them. Smarter than most, she skipped a grade in elementary school, simply because she was a badass. She sat in the chair next to him, showing more grace than someone without sight should have, but this was just one more reason she rocked most people’s worlds.


  “Zack’s gone,” Muddy blurted, arms hung low and numbing at his seat. “I mean, really gone. Gone.”


  They hit him with a barrage of questions, but the storm in his belly stopped Muddy from saying a word. Even just looking at his burger nearly caused him to vomit all over his friends. He ached to empty his guts, spilling the horrors he’d lived the previous night. Yet as much as they pried, and he tried, the words just wouldn’t materialize.


  Muddy waited, but knew the darkness he sensed was coming would greet them all too soon.


  The four met again later in the music room for practice. The side rehearsal spot was smaller than most, but the school didn’t have the funds for more. Painted plywood walls covered in band posters surrounded them. Amps, mic stands, and other equipment forced them into close quarters. Otis, the diminutive drummer, sauntered in, sticks-a-spinning, followed closely by a heaving Corey, hands full of skinny wooden reeds. “Am I last, again?” They often wondered how he fit comfortably, anywhere.


  “As always,” Poe cracked. The ham loved to entertain a full audience whenever possible.


  Muddy felt the spotlight shine mercilessly on him, something he hated.


  This time, he told them everything, from the suspicions that grew when his brother first began skipping rehearsals with his own band and locking himself in his darkened room, to the crackle and spit of the lightning at the crossroads.


  Muddy’s flesh turned to goose bumps as he recalled the music Zack played, the song that would haunt him ’til he felt his last breath decrescendo into oblivion.


  Otis shook. “Man, that blows. But what the heck are the crossroads? I haven’t heard that word since that Britney Spears movie bombed.”


  “Hey, cut the crap,” Poe said. “No jokes. Not now.”


  “No, seriously,” Otis replied, “this is stranger than that bubblegum moron’s success story.” He held his head in his hands as his eyes never fully closed.


  Sometimes they forgot his fragilities, the vulnerable kid that hid behind his cool persona, a porcelain egg existing beneath a thin veneer of steel. His own story made Muddy’s problems seem trivial.


  “Isn’t that a show on VH1?” Corey asked, sounding serious. “They have that country-rock thing happening there? I saw Taylor Swift and Def Leppard on there once.”


  Muddy felt his blood begin to pump liquid heat through his body, throbbing like an untuned bass drum. He couldn’t unscramble his thoughts with everyone yapping like that.


  “Just shut up!”


  They did, shocked into silence. He never yelled, even during rehearsal, or when Poe’s dad did…what he sometimes did. Muddy preferred to simmer, a seething kettle on the edge, but never blowing his lid.


  He managed to get through describing last night and when he was done, they all just sat there in awe, staring. Whether it was due to his explosion, or the wild story, he didn’t know, nor did he care. When he finished, he sat atop the bass amp, shaking.


  Poe broke the silence first. “So, let’s go find Zack and bring him back.”


  “From where?” Muddy’s voice cracked with pain. “Where did he go? Where do we look? Who do we talk to? This is crazy; this is all we need at school.”


  Poe still had her hand on his arm. “Let’s ask Satch,” she said, referring to their music teacher by his nickname. “Satch has been all over the country. He’s even been in that weird rock band, Turkey Legs, or something. He knows tons of weird stuff with music. I’d bet my left eye he’s heard of the crossroads. And I’ll bet the other one that he can help,” she said with a wink.


  “So, what do you want to do, Muddy?” Poe rarely used his nickname, the name Edgar preferred, instead of sticking with his given name. It meant she cared about his plight.


  The sound of her voice brushed away the fog in his mind for a moment. He turned to her, formed the only thought he could think of and cleared his throat.


  “We find Zack.” It sounded simple falling from his lips.


  But nothing was ever that easy.


  Chapter Three


  As the band sat in Mr. Satriani’s music class, waiting for the bell to end the day, Muddy imagined what the others thought. He knew that at least one of them figured he was nuttier than a squirrel’s butt in October. Hopefully, Poe wasn’t the one.


  Otis nudged him with his foot. “Are you sure he’ll listen to us?” Whispering didn’t happen in the band room, so neither teen cared about their voices carrying.


  “Zack was his prize student,” Muddy replied. I hope that’s enough.


  Mr. Satriani helped them survive the higher-level classes so far by giving the band a place to hang out, a place to escape the crap from the Bentleys and Vinces and ignorant teachers who thought the group stood a step below them on Darwin’s ladder. During orientation, he let on that their middle school music teacher gave him the heads-up They loved Ms. Jett, the leather-loving trumpet player who had a thing for metal.


  The group hadn’t fit in well anywhere else, always labeled the “different” kids, the “special” ones, but in the music room, they were treated like family. Disabilities didn’t matter there – only the songs did.


  They waited, as patiently as possible, toes tapping and fingers drumming, until the rest of the class left the acoustically perfect room. It was a haven for anyone who loved music, either to perform, or to simply listen and enjoy peace from the chaos outside its door.


  The bushy-haired man bustling behind the mass of piano, lyres, music stands, and at least three trees worth of sheet music was a true genius of disorganization. The music director of their high school, Mr. Satriani was always working on some symphony that never saw the light of day, and never ceased to be working on some creative endeavor. Sometimes that endeavor meant their little band, with whom he spent countless hours honing their skills and in the chaotic, cacophonic concoction that was Poe, Corey, Otis, an occasional bassist and him.


  “Hey,” Mr. Satriani crooned, dropping a few sheets of scribbled staves. “It’s the next big illegal download superstars! How are “The Accidentals” doing? Need help with a new song?”


  Muddy’s mouth opened to speak, but only stale air burst from his lips.


  Poe stepped up to the plate to save his butt, as always. “Nope, no new song. We need something a little more important.” Her voice, always pitch perfect with harmonics flowing, could convince a deaf man to help.


  “Well, I guess big brother’s helping plenty on the musical end now. No need for this old guy to bring you to celebrity status. I was jamming with my friends Giddy and Jimmy last night. I think we might have something. Maybe? Maybe Zack’s rubbed some of his wild mojo on you, gave you a smidge of his skills. Maybe—”


  “Maybe he’s friggin’ missing!” Otis said. Okay, the silence was officially broken.


  If the man heard correctly, he didn’t show it. He didn’t move a muscle, nor did his face register the slightest emotion.


  “Satch,” Poe yelled, calling Mr. Satriani by the nickname they’d given him. “Did you hear Muddy?”


  Mr. Satriani simply picked up the papers and went about rearranging them on the piano. “I heard. Did you check the police station? Vince’s shack? How about Iron?”


  Muddy felt himself tense. Zack wasn’t bad. He just wasn’t handling things well.


  “We checked everywhere,” Poe said, saving Otis from a suspension. The boy was prone to outbursts that were Crayola colorful.


  Mr. Satriani wrinkled his face. “He wouldn’t…”


  Muddy nodded. “I saw what happened.”


  The man knotted his brows, sat down on the stool and reached for an instrument that wasn’t there.


  “Well, Mr. Brooks. What did you see? Where did you see Zack go?” Sometimes Mr. Satriani suffered from verbal diarrhea. Many a time, someone in the band wanted to shove Imodium down his throat.


  “I don’t know,” Muddy answered, feeling the choke of the first tear. “I have no idea.”


  After listening to the watered-down version of the previous night’s events, minus the disappearing act behind the invisible curtain, their teacher and mentor, whom they counted on for guidance in most of life’s endeavors, sat on the piano bench, dumbfounded.


  “What do you think, Satch?” Poe asked Mr. Satriani. “There’s gotta be a plausible reason for what happened, right?”


  “I just don’t know, honestly.” Mr. Satriani looked sad, as though he understood, until they asked the key question.


  “Just what are the crossroads? Last night I Googled it and found some legend about musicians selling their souls at a crossroads in Memphis.”


  No answer.


  “Right?” Muddy tried to keep his voice from breaking.


  He looked past Mr. Satriani, into the field beyond the windows.


  They would’ve believed him if eye contact had been made, as Mr. Satriani was one of the few people who treated them as equals. He never even once mentioned the words “special ed learning disabled” or worse. But this time, he spoke through them, as if his cat sat before him begging for a treat. “So you don’t know the stories?” Muddy knew he’d lost his teacher’s attention, but for Zack, he persisted.


  “No, I don’t. I’m sorry.” Mr. Satriani shoved some papers into his bag and grabbed his keys. He stared at everything but them. “I have to leave now. See you tomorrow.”


  “Lying mother…” Otis muttered. “Son of a friggin’ traitor.”


  But the man simply ignored the accusation and moved for the door.


  Poe shot out her arm and grabbed the teacher. “Satch, you do know about the crossroads. Look at me and lie to my face. Please.”


  Even though she was the only female in the group, Poe had the biggest pair of stones on her and often “out-manned” the rest in many situations. Muddy figured that when someone had survived her kind of life, one either learned to ride the monster waves or drown in the undertow.


  The teacher gently pulled away, as if he had leprosy and didn’t want to infect her.


  “Please.” Her pale, silvery eyes pleaded with him.


  He walked to the door. “I’m sorry,” he said as he walked out, his voice full of something other than bull. Was it fear or sympathy? “You’re on your own this time.” Then he was gone.


  But that night, an email arrived from Satch. Three words in the subject line said it all.


  I can help.


  Chapter Four


  Poe arrived first in the basement rehearsal room Muddy’s dad had built for them between writing novels last year. She always arrived first, as she couldn’t escape her father quickly enough. By the look on her face, the night had taken a negative turn. The clouds swimming in her beautiful gray eyes could never hide the truth from Muddy, no matter how much she tried.


  “Bad night?” he asked, even though they both knew it was just small talk.


  She clenched her eyes shut, as if those near-sightless orbs could blink out the awful life she endured day to day. “Corey walked me over, but had to run back for his special reeds.”


  A smile crept from her lips, and from Muddy’s as well, over how the lanky kid who used to live in the dangerous neighborhood called Iron worried about how his lips hurt if he used the wrong gauge for his sax reeds. He felt even more protective of her than Muddy did. She needed little of it once she left her house, but it made them feel better to know they were watching out for her.


  “I’m okay,” she said, plopping her tall, svelte, but still awkward self on the worn sofa. The room had little furnishings other than a few bean bags and a trio of stools. “No different than yesterday.” For someone who was visually impaired, she had seen way too much for her age.


  The man drank too much and took it out on her and her mother. After her mom disappeared with someone Poe never knew, hell just became nonstop. Now it was just her to endure it all. Neither of them had a mother around anymore, another bond which bound them. Except that hers hadn’t died. Poe’s mother had abandoned the family instead of divorcing such a violent man. The band figured the police would believe a fellow officer, but Muddy couldn’t comprehend how a parent could just leave a child. How one could abuse his own daughter baffled him even more. Calls to CPS never work. They never even bothered to send case workers anymore to even pretend to care.


  “He didn’t—”


  “No,” she replied, cutting Muddy off. “Otis is here.” She could always hear someone way before anyone else could. They assumed her other senses took up the slack for her eyes.


  If the man touched her again, he might just snap and go over there. What Muddy would do once he got there was beyond him, but his anger burned every time he thought of the man taking out his life’s shortcomings on his daughter. If only he were more like Zack.


  He almost voiced his intentions when Otis and Corey entered and sat in front of them. Once the door closed, the room became nearly soundproof. They knew her story, but never asked. Still, they’d back up Muddy with anything he chose to do.


  Muddy forwarded the email to the other guys. None of them had thought Mr. Satriani would be able to help them find Zack. But now he sent them the equivalent of a map for buried treasure—of a sort.


  Muddy,


  I can’t find your brother, nor do I know where he really is, but if there IS an answer, I know who has it. Go to the address below and be as open as your music. Don’t go at night, please, but go soon.


  Be careful. If this guy is real, if what I hear is true that he can do, you could be in more danger than you could ever dream of—but don’t go alone. There’s power in your group.


  I wish I had some to give you.


  Satch


  “Well what are we gonna do?” the drummer asked. “Just sit here picking our thumb?”


  Otis never pulled punches when he spoke. One of his handicaps that landed him in the special ed classes at school was that his eyelids never closed fully, even when he slept. The kid always looked stoned and was a saline junkie. But never shutting his mouth?


  Muddy’s fist tightened on his phone as he tried to Google map the address his teacher had given them. According to three different websites, Sixty-One Mustang Drive simply didn’t exist.


  “Maybe you’re spelling it wrong.”


  Wrong thing to say to a dyslexic kid, Muddy thought.


  Muddy nearly broke the Android, but held back. This one and only clue had to be the answer.


  “It’s gotta be there,” Poe said. “Satch wouldn’t jerk us around. He actually cares.”


  Muddy sighed, relaxing his grip. He got up and paced the room. Part of him wished to bang out some metal on his guitar. The other half wanted to smash it. His gift from his mom. He treated it like gold. “I know. He’s one of the few who does, at least for who we really are.”


  Corey finally said what they’d all thought but avoided, until now. “Do you know where Mustang Drive is? I do, kind of. It’s smack dead in the black heart of Iron. Talk about scary.”


  “It’s like Iraq, ghetto-style,” Otis said.


  “More like, Detroit, Baltimore, the Shore, and East L.A.—all rolled up into one—on acid,” Poe added.


  “The Shore?” Otis almost choked on his Coke. “There’s mostly white trash and preppies there showing off their gym bods and spray tans.”


  “Exactly.”


  “Oh…”


  “My old friends would kick my butt if they saw me on those streets,” Corey said, shivering just a bit.


  “So,” Poe said, clasping her hands as she stood. “When do we go?”


  “Tonight.” Muddy had to show the strength his brother would need.


  “Whoa,” Corey said. “Love the hero mentality, but don’t like the stupid part. We wait until morning.”


  Muddy stared at each of them, anger seething through his eyes at first, but then he relaxed. He hated being wrong, but his friend knew better. Emotions ruled him right then.


  Poe leaned in and touched his arm. “Six too early for you?”


  They all took a collective breath. It would be early enough for sunlight, at least an hour and a half before sundown, but still hitting the danger zone.


  Corey sighed and pocketed his reeds. “I really wanted to practice tonight.”


  Muddy shrugged, accepting the obvious. They would leave immediately. Zack’s life could depend on it.


  How does one prepare to travel into the worst part of town, somewhere that even the police tried to avoid?


  Each house the band passed blinked at them, eyes hidden by the dark, but curious about the strangers who tread on their territory. The flickers of light in the windows scared the teens more than anything, mostly because the houses sat in eerie silence. Rows of streets dimmed as they traveled from their neighborhood to this one. Real families lived here. Real lives, just like theirs. Bad people too, but here, weapons and a gang or two. Monsters came in many forms. The band had faced them in school and at home. This was just one more type.


  Muddy hoped that no one cared about the intrusion.


  But of course, they did.


  The band slunk down Terminal Avenue, walking cautiously along the street. To stay on the broken concrete of the sidewalks meant walking too close to the shadows that hid between the shops, both open and shut down, the jagged hedges of clapboard houses and crowded apartment buildings.


  Up ahead, a group of gang bangers, maybe eight or nine, suddenly came out of nowhere and blocked the intersection. Forming a line under the shadowy glare of the streetlights, they appeared larger and more menacing than Muddy had ever faced down before.


  Bullets of ice formed on his neck and spine. His anxiety finally had a reason for existing.


  “Oh, crap.” Otis practically hugged Corey. “We’re dead.”


  Muddy wondered how many packed weapons. He never knew a dealer in town who didn’t carry at least a blade. Or worse.


  One of them strode toward the band, hands deep in his pockets. When the light struck his face, Muddy’s mind didn’t know what to register, fear or relief.


  “Brooks, that you?” Vinnie closed the gap between them. Muddy thought, This could be really bad or really good.


  He tried to look into Vinnie’s eyes, but the broken beams of light from the cracked streetlights above split the boy’s face into weird prisms—some smiling, some touched with evil, some inhuman.


  “What are you doing out here, little man? You have a death wish?” His posse laughed, mostly at the band.


  “Is your deadbeat brother out here, too?” His gray eyes scoped the ragtag look of the band. “As much as I like the guy, he still owes me cash.”


  “We’re looking for Zack and don’t need any crap tonight.” Otis never held back.


  The dealer’s eyes widened. “Oh, really,” he said, crossing his arms instead of whipping out a knife. “And you think you’ll find Zack here?” Muddy hoped that the bigger boy had a shred of compassion in his drug-addled veins and wouldn’t snap Otis like a dried wishbone. “Because if he were here, I’d know about it.”


  Muddy took the break in the tension for a shot. “So you don’t know where he is?”


  “Nope again, little Brooks. Wish I did, seeing as we have some business to discuss, but he’s a cool guy. I look out for him when I can, but he’s changed—a lot. I’d go back home if I were you. Things get nasty around here when it gets dark.”


  Poe looked at him, then at Corey and Otis. “We need to find someone first.” Her hand shook, holding the phone with the illuminated map containing the address Mr. Satriani had indicated they needed to find.


  Vinnie’s skinny, calloused hand reached out. “Lemme see that,” he said, snatching it from her open hand. His beady eyes widened “I’ll give it back. This is crap anyway.”


  He straightened up, returning to his tough image. “Your funeral.” He turned to walk away, a business deal likely in the vicinity.


  “But, Brooks,” he said, a little softer, “watch your step. Death walks around here and even scares away the shadows.”


  Within seconds, the band stood alone again. Furtive eyes played behind dusty windows.


  Corey spoke up for the first time. “Guys? You still up for this?” They knew he was petrified.


  “I can’t see a problem,” Poe quipped.


  Otis and Muddy snickered softly, nerves jangling. The most vulnerable member of the band resorted to joking when they were walking through fire, possibly heading straight to the dragon. But how could they turn away now? The night grew darker and soon, the dangers that emerged in the moonlight would be creeping into their world.


  Chapter Five


  Mustang Drive did exist. Never mind that it was in an area where no one in their right mind would live willingly. Only a few of the buildings on the street remained intact. The rest had withered away into bad memories and dust. None could be called homes. How could anyone live there and call it home? Muddy felt terrible for judging but why didn’t the town do something to help those people?


  Corey pointed towards where their eyes already focused.


  A ramshackle red house stood at the far end of the street, almost leaning, as if held up by wood and stones that had lost all will to possess any strength centuries ago. Two windows gazed out like bloodshot eyes, filthy and draped in shadow. Around the mouth, a decrepit porch yawned in a wood-warped smile that suggested it knew something they shouldn’t. On the right side of the black door, a brass “61,” tarnished and chipped, tangled on a rusty nail. A light within flickered, like a candle in a rotted jack-o-lantern.


  “Ready, guys?” He shook as if a ghost blew a chilled breath across the back of his neck.


  Poe held Muddy’s hand in a vise-like grip. He knew she would need some help to walk through the landmines of junk littering the front yard, hidden beneath foot-tall weeds. Nobody would accuse her of flirting with him, not in this situation.


  “Sure, let’s kick it.”


  “I’m in,” Corey said.


  Muddy turned to Otis, who suddenly lost his jokes.


  “What?” Otis said, his voice a little higher than usual. “I’m thinking. Okay, I’m in too. No way am I gonna wait outside this place while you guys play detective.”


  The quartet walked up the stairs, testing them one at a time. One by one, the planks groaned and cracked. They likely hadn’t been stepped on for years. Muddy silently prayed that none of them would crash through a step and wind up captive in a dungeon filled with torture devices.


  The wood held firmly. At the top, Poe reached forward to knock on the door before any of them could stop her. The moment her knuckles touched the black paint, something inside the house exploded in a frenzy of barks and howls. She yanked her hand back and screamed. By the looks on the faces of the others, Muddy guessed they’d nearly wet their pants. He knew he almost did.


  “Who’s there?” a deep voice bellowed from within, drowning out the animal.


  The barking, from whatever beast lurked inside, added to the question.


  “Holy crap!” Otis yelled. “Who’s in there, Cujo?”


  Corey stepped up to the front of the pack. His fingers found a cracked doorbell hiding in a mass of spider webs and splintered, flaking red wood. “Don’t be a wuss, little man. You don’t have a backbone here, you’re dead.”


  Corey, a lanky tough kid who had spent most of his childhood ducking bullets in the projects, knew more about backbones than all of them combined. They’d all had their challenges, but their enemies came from within, from genetic demons. Muddy was dyslexic and motherless. Poe, well, Poe was legally blind and her father—Muddy clenched his hands so hard thinking about it his nails cut into his palms. And Otis, he was the worst of them with his brittle bones, tiny body, frizzy, colorless hair and a life expectancy that had expired five years ago. No wonder he was always so mad at the world. Corey had secrets he had yet to tell them.


  Put all those things together and “The Accidentals” were quite a bunch. But they had friendship and music and that made most things feel okay. It was special in a good way when it came to their talent. When they played, no one made fun of them.


  The doorbell rang. The beast inside the house barked louder and threw itself toward the door, the wood booming.


  “What is that?” Poe whispered, her hand shaking in Muddy’s. “What kinda dog is…”


  Another slam.


  Whatever it was, it threw all its weight against the brittle door again, this time sending a blizzard of paint chips and dust into everyone’s hair and eyes. Muddy swore the wood buckled at least a couple of inches during the attack.


  “My eyes!” Otis shrieked. His voice rose an octave. The rest of the band rubbed the flakes out with hands and tears, but tears were a luxury Otis didn’t have. He shook his head and his white afro threw more dust into his face. There was no way they could get him home or to the ER if he started to bleed.


  “Where’s your saline?” Muddy asked, checking his pockets.


  He shivered. “I…don’t know.” His hand danced around his face, not wanting to make anything worse, but writhing in agony.


  Before Muddy realized what had happened, Corey had knocked him aside and leaned into Otis. In his hand, a small bottle shone in the red light. “Relax, lean back a little bit, and shut up!”


  Corey, the gentle giant.


  As the drummer complied, Corey squirted a stream of solution into both of his eyes, washing away the debris. Several blinks later, all was calm again. Except for the strangled dog cry. Muddy imagined it a beast gnawing on someone’s femur.


  “You okay, big guy?” Corey asked.


  “Yeah. Thanks.”


  “I hate being ignored,” Poe said as she pounded on the door. “Anyone alive in there? We need to talk to you! Mr. Satriani sent us!” she yelled over the animal’s braying. “Can we talk, or what?” Her fist drummed against the wood. “Our friend went missing—at the crossroads.”


  “Shut the hell up, you ugly beast!” came the reply. Muddy thought the angry man was insulting Poe, but then realized the man was referring to his dog. It was a good thing, because Poe could be a real viper when she got mad.


  They all feared her temper. Sweet as honey on the outside, but cross her, and even a rattlesnake would curl up and roll away. Muddy couldn’t blame her though, not with the life she had.


  “Excuse him?” she said.


  Otis, fully recovered now, half-smiled. “I do think he means his dog.”


  A tense silence hung in the air for a few seconds, then stumbling noises sounded within the house.


  “What the heck do you want? If you gang-banging little turds spray paint my house, I’ll shoot a hole in your crack so big, you’ll never have to sit down to move your bowels again!”


  “Sounds convenient to him,” Otis quipped.


  Poe tapped the back of his head. “If you don’t shut your mouth, I’ll let that dog use you like a chew toy. Got it?”


  From the look on his face, Otis got it. The rest sure did. None of them wanted to laugh.


  Poe leaned toward the door. “Satriani told us to come here, and we’re not leaving until you talk to us.”


  From inside the voice bellowed, “I don’t know any Satch. Sounds like a half-wit, retread, no-talent hack to me. And I don’t help anyone. Leave before I let Sally have at you.”


  “Sally?” Otis said. “That monster dog’s name is Sally?”


  “Hey!” the voice from inside boomed. “What’s going on out there? I’m getting my gun now.”


  “Wait


  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  
OEBPS/Images/CoverDesign.jpg
""_v p /A
A
s

Dav1d Slmms
Author of Fear The Reaper





OEBPS/Images/image0.jpg
%
-

l"

P vhe

OTHERSIDE

PRESS
-






OEBPS/Images/image1.jpg





