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Chapter 1

The hounds came on an autumn night, a late October night when the chill was just starting to creep into the air and the leaves were just beginning to rust and rustle.

Darkness tugged the afternoon down slowly, dusting its charcoal shroud across the sky. Usually the Louisiana weather remained hot into November, but sometimes there were cool snaps that made the season feel the way it was supposed to feel.

Tonight was one of those; Budd Hagan noticed that as he walked toward home, the collar of his army fatigue jacket turned up to protect his neck against the tickle of the breeze. The jacket had been his older brother’s, but Budd was big for his age and able to wear it. He looked older than thirteen, his hair cut short on the sides with a shaggy tousle in back like a tail and spikes on top that needled porcupine-like from his scalp, bristling around the Walkman headphones which piped Madonna into his brain.

The teachers didn’t like his hair, but that was sort of the idea, and it managed to meet dress code regulations. Budd didn’t intentionally set out to agitate people in authority, but he didn’t mind that they didn’t like it either. He didn’t care much for teachers.

Even though the school year was young, Budd had come close to suspension twice at Petittville High—once for smoking, once for skipping afternoon classes. Neither offense struck him as particularly subversive. He’d picked up smoking two years earlier, snagging the butts his father discarded when the old man happened to be around.

His dad had trouble holding a job, and the family moved around a lot. They had family here, though, so they usually drifted back to live with his grandmother, his mom’s mom, when things got tough.

The old man’s last stint had been as a Bible salesman in Houston, a job much in demand when you considered the Gideons gave them away whether you wanted them or not. It had been some deluxe study Bible which could be personalized with gold letters on the cover, but the bucks hadn’t come rolling in from that one. Budd had realized that when his mom and dad had their argument. That was around the time they moved back to Petittville.

While he didn’t have many friends, it was nice to be back in familiar territory. He could keep the local kids scared enough of him to leave him alone most of the time. His size and his occasional flares of temper made him seem mean to most of them. That suited him because he didn’t have to put up with much bullshit.

A plus in coming home this time proved to be that Delia Rhodes considered him the new guy, and Delia always got crushes on the new guy. An added bonus was that Delia seemed to have received a genetic blessing in her breast development. That and her long blonde hair consoled Budd significantly. While she was pretty selective about what she’d allow to go on below the waist, she didn’t seem to mind having her breasts kneaded and kissed on a regular basis.

Delia was the first girl who’d allowed Budd that honor, the first girl who’d allowed him any honors, so he was pretty happy about the recent turn of events.

She’d met him after school this evening, and they’d slipped into the storage room behind the stage in the girls’ gym. One of Budd’s talents was picking locks.

As was their regular Wednesday afternoon ritual, they slipped in there, sat side by side on the tumbling mats, and necked. After a little tongue dueling, he’d usually let his hands creep up to her breasts. She’d resist at first, but then his activities through her clothes would be allowed, and gradually she would consent to further exploration.

Today she’d been wearing a short denim skirt and pink pullover that hugged her shapely form perfectly. As she’d gradually let him peel it up over her head, he’d watched the white cups of her bra come into view. Her breasts swelled out of them, and he buried his face in her cleavage while she reached behind herself for the hook.

As her breasts tumbled out, he moved his mouth quickly down to their swelling pink crests, and her arms curled behind his head, pressing him against them. It was the closest thing Budd had ever known to true ecstasy, and he almost died when she instructed: “Do it harder. Suck hard.”

He’d been only too happy to oblige.

They’d been together three weeks now. The memory of each of their liaisons produced a throbbing in his jeans, and as he cut across the vacant lot near Archer’s Acres, the subdivision where the family lived, he wondered how long it was going to take to convince her there was more excitement to be had.

He’d heard she’d allowed a couple of guys some other privileges, though reportedly no one had experienced the true consummation of a relationship with Delia. Derek Quinn had been expected to be the man to claim her virginity, but she’d tired of him when Budd arrived.

Derek had cornered Budd in the locker room one day and threatened bodily harm. Budd had slammed his elbow into Derek’s nose and ended the discussion. Once the bleeding had stopped, everyone agreed Derek had bumped into a locker door.

Delia developed a new respect for Budd after that.

The other good thing about being back in Petittville wasn’t quite as exciting as having Delia to play with, but Budd was happy that he had met Charlie Black.

Charlie wasn’t exactly a nerd, but his mother was overprotective and that tended to make Charlie a little shy. Coupled with the fact that he read too much and was too studious, he was a bit of an outcast. That made him a good candidate for friendship.

Normally, since they didn’t have much in common, Budd and Charlie weren’t the types to pal around together, but having Charlie was better than nobody. Charlie rattled on about the science fiction books he read and the shit in Fangoria magazine, but Budd could tolerate that. It meant he didn’t have to sit alone in the cafeteria—Delia was on the other lunch shift—and it meant he had a lab partner for general science and a buddy to hold up the wall with before classes started.

Budd gave Charlie a hard time sometimes, kidded him really, but he liked the guy. Charlie was a little naïve for fourteen, so he couldn’t offer much advice about Delia, but he was the only one Budd had to talk to about her, and Budd liked the way Charlie’s eyes got wide when exploits were described.

While Budd considered it pretty lame that he hadn’t scored with Delia, he enjoyed the chance to impress Charlie. That kind of made the waiting more bearable.

He knew Charlie’s parents didn’t like him, particularly his mom, but they didn’t forbid them to hang out together. They just made it unpleasant for Charlie, heaping on more questions and warnings and the other weight parents could dump on a kid.

He had to appreciate Charlie sticking with him despite all that.

As Madonna broke into “Like a Prayer,” Budd began to jog, his Nikes kicking up leaves on the vacant lot. He and Charlie were going to build a fort here when they got the chance. Then he’d have a place to bring Delia, away from school. One of these days a janitor was going to catch up with them if they maintained residence in the stage room.

As he pumped his legs, his lungs began to rasp in the damp night air, and he felt a knot of phlegm forming in his throat. His cheeks were already cold. Normally it didn’t get this cold in this part of the country.

Well, he’d be home soon. The old man might bitch a little, but at least the house would be warm. He’d hide out in the room he always had while at Grandma’s and play tapes. Maybe Charlie would call. Sometimes he did that, and they talked.

His jogging carried him past the edge of the woods that bordered the subdivision. Sooner or later they were going to clear them for more houses, but Budd had heard that would be a while. The economy was bad, his dad said. It was usually an excuse, but the fact had been confirmed in a civics class discussion about current events.

It suited Budd to have the woods here. If they put up more houses, they’d be filled with rich kids. That was almost all there was in Petittville now. People who worked in Aimsley and Alexandria settled here, people with good jobs and sons who knew it. The other kids were shit-kicker townies who figured knowing how to hunt and fish was all that was important. Total assholes, hick assholes.

Following the line of the forest, Budd tried not to think about things that would make him angry. He had enough to worry about.

He might have heard the footfalls if he had not been listening to the music, but the volume was almost to the max. He liked Madonna. She kind of reminded him of Delia. Or maybe Delia reminded him of Madonna. Whatever. He was on the verge of accomplishing something which he’d been thinking about for a good while. He’d be fourteen in December, just in time to keep him in ninth grade. As long as you were the right age for your grade by December 31, you were okay.

One of these days he’d be eighteen. Then he’d be out of the old man’s way, and then he’d do what he wanted. Would Delia still be around by then?

Probably not. The family would move ten times before then. They’d be on the move as soon as the old man thought up some new scheme designed to make him a somebody.

Pop figured all the other people in Petittville were somebodies, and that’s what he wanted. That’s what he always said, every time he started selling a new study Bible or got into some real estate deal.

Budd was wondering what it would be like to have his dad in some regular job, a job in one place anyway, even if it didn’t make them somebodies.
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The hounds pushed through the trees, running in a pack. There were six of them. They were big. Very big dogs. Their heads were massive, wide and flat across the top with slobbering jaws and ears that flopped back as they ran.

Their black fur made them almost invisible in the darkness, but their weight made the pounding of their feet audible, and their breath snarled through their throats.

They relied on their sense of smell to locate Budd, almost aiming for him as he slowed to a walk upon nearing the end of the wood line. He wasn’t far from home.
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He didn’t see them coming, not at first. He was unaware of their presence until the paws thudded into his back, pitching him forward. He had been struck near his shoulder blades by the lead hound, which had sprung, forcing all its weight into him.

Budd was toppled face first into the moist grass and weeds. Leaves crunched under him, and the wind was forced from his lungs. He felt it go and struggled for several seconds to breathe again.

Then he rolled over with his arms swinging, uncertain at first of what had hit him but determined to fight back.

Why were they after him? Did they kill for food? They didn’t look like pets or strays. They were too vicious for either. He could see their eyes glowing red, and wisps of breath shot from their nostrils, taking on a smoky look in the chill. They looked a little like the Rottweilers he’d seen on television, but they were bigger. They were bigger than any dogs he’d ever seen.

Before his mind could question further, they were on him, their thick bodies weighing him down, their jaws seeking exposed flesh. He felt his body pressed down into the grass, and the pressure on his rib cage made him gag.

He threw an arm up, blocking the first dog that went for his throat. Its daggerlike teeth dug into the thick fabric of the army jacket, but he didn’t feel pain. The teeth didn’t make it to his arm. Frantically, Budd began to hammer the side of its head with his free hand.

Once.

Twice.

Three times he struck the dog before another’s teeth sank into his wrist, holding fast. He tried to shake it loose, but the jaws were too powerful, and this pain he did feel as blood began to ooze out around the mutt’s teeth.

He screamed, drawing new breath in an effort to make his voice carry. The music still pounded in his ears, so he could not fully hear the dogs’ growls.

Somebody in nearby houses must be able to hear him, though. It wasn’t that far away, and nothing ever happened in this piss-ant town. If anyone heard screams, it would be so out of the ordinary they’d be sure to come and investigate.

The smell of his blood, which now smeared their snouts, filled his nostrils. It sickened him, and he almost vomited. As he choked on the bile in his throat, a massive paw ripped across his face. He felt his cheek tearing. It would leave a scar.

If he survived.

Tears filled his eyes now, nightmare tears, tears of the fear of death. He tried to twist his weight around, hoping he could work his body out from under the dogs, but the effort didn’t work. He felt teeth sinking into the meaty portion of his hip.

He screamed again, still hoping someone would come to his rescue, but everybody was inside watching television by now. It was too late for anybody to hear.

He wondered how hard people would try to help him if they knew it was Budd the troublemaker anyway. Most of them would say good riddance. He was a punk. He wouldn’t be around to defy teachers now or corrupt the good kids.

They might even have a party tomorrow in the teachers’ lounge. The parents might even be invited. They’d have coffee and cookies and rejoice, oh yeah. Budd Hagan wouldn’t be here to bother folks anymore.

He stopped screaming when a bite severed his jugular.

As he felt the hot blood pouring onto his chest, he wondered if Delia and Charlie would miss him.

 


Chapter 2

Charlie Black awoke before his alarm clock sounded, the pressure of his bladder intense, as if it were about to burst. He thought about getting up, but when he rolled over and looked at the face of the clock, he saw that he would have to rise in fifteen minutes anyway.

No need to stir with 6 A.M. so close. He could suffer for a few minutes, just to let the pleasant grogginess of almost-sleep continue. Sometimes his brain conjured vivid dreams in the last moments before truly waking, and he was thrilled when that happened. Charlie loved ideas. He wanted to be a filmmaker, and the vivid, early-morning images were inspiration. They made him think of ways to set up shots and ways to light a scene, all of which were important, he had learned from the magazines he got at Kroger. It was the only place in town that had a really good magazine selection, and while people sometimes complained, he was able to find things like Cinefantastique there along with Fangoria. They didn’t carry GoreZone, so he’d had to save his money and get a subscription. Fortunately it arrived in a white envelope. If his mom ever saw the covers, that would be the end of his reading of that publication. She’d already vetoed Prevue because of the advertising pages featuring pinup calendars, and risqué comic books.

Charlie’s mother treated him like a kid. He’d learned to accept that and work around it. Crossing her was only good for creating more problems, so he just accepted her protective tendencies and appeased her as much as possible.

He didn’t want to anger her now because, while it was not quite November, Christmas was drawing close. His dad was supposed to buy a video camera this year.

While the present was one of those dubbed “for the family,” Charlie had big plans for it. He and Budd were going to use it to make a horror movie.

It wouldn’t be Hollywood quality, and editing it was going to be a problem, but they would at least have the fun of putting something together. To cut it, they would use the VCR at Budd’s grandmother’s, hooked to Charlie’s VCR. That meant the quality would suffer some—each new generation of video lost quality—but it was the best they could do.

Charlie was working on the script, and Budd and Delia would be starring in it. They wouldn’t be able to do much with special effects—SPFX as they said in the business—but it would be Charlie’s first chance to try anything like this, and he’d get to experiment with some makeup he’d been reading about.

That was why having GoreZone was so important. It had articles on how to do makeup and that sort of thing.

With those thoughts in mind, he drifted off, and an image of Budd running filtered into his brain. What was he running from? He looked scared; he kept looking behind him at something. He looked like the Devil was after him.

The alarm clock buzzed through the dream, jerking Charlie awake again. He sat up feeling a little uneasy. He’d probably dreamed it because he’d been thinking about Budd and the movie, but seeing friends in danger was frightening.

He’d tell Budd about it at school and Budd would laugh it off, but Charlie hated it when he had dreams about his friends. His mom said psychic stuff was phony, but he found once in a while he dreamed things that came true. Usually it was only pieces of the dreams, and things didn’t happen with enough frequency or accuracy to make him feel he was truly predicting the future, but they did happen often enough to make him worry when he dreamed bad things.

Once he’d dreamed the family was driving along the roadway, and his father had taken a wrong turn and crashed the car. The next night when they were coming home, his father had accidentally turned into the driveway of the house next door. He hadn’t wrecked the car but Charlie’s dream was close, if not exact.

He’d have to tell Budd to be careful. That would make him feel better, even if Budd did laugh. Budd could be pretty shitty at times, but that was just his nature.

Charlie’s mom always worried Budd was just using him, figuring Charlie helped him with homework and things, but he knew Budd was his only real friend.

Slowly, he threw back the covers and climbed out of bed, feeling his muscles stretch. He yawned, rubbed his eyes, and turned on the light. Pinhead, the scary guy from the Clive Barker movie, stared down at him from the wall, his hands offering up a mysterious-looking cube.

It was his best poster, ordered from the classifieds in the back of Fangoria. It shared space with posters from the “Scream Greats” fold-out series in Fango; they had been selected carefully since many of those would have upset his mom too.

“Pumpkinhead,” No. 46, and the Dracula guy from The Monster Squad, No. 61, weren’t too bad. He’d passed on such selections as No. 54, which featured one of the victims from Halloween III: Season of the Witch, and No. 58 from Phantasm II, which pictured one of the guys who fell prey to the dreaded silver ball. After some consideration, he’d also withheld a poster from Elvira Mistress of the Dark from public display. It wasn’t gory, but sexy stuff had resulted in the dismissal of Prevue, after all.

Charlie gave Pinhead his usual morning salute and hurried to the bathroom to take care of the pressing matter which had awakened him before the dream.

Charlie was a quick dresser. He took his shower, fussed with his light brown hair—which was a little long in back—with the blow dryer for a while and then put on jeans, a stylish shirt, and tennis shoes.

He was thin and fairly tall, nice enough looking with blue eyes and smooth features. He kept hoping some of the girls would notice, but so far he’d been basically ignored. He kept expecting that to change. Delia had picked Budd out. Maybe there was somebody waiting for him.

Heading into the kitchen, he sat down at the table, where his mother had a bowl of cereal waiting, an off-brand of corn flakes. Betsy Black always bought the economy brand even though his dad was an executive at the soap plant in Aimsley and made a good salary. She didn’t see any reason to throw money away.

She was stirring around in the refrigerator as he began to eat.

“How’s it going this morning?” she asked.

“Fine.”

She shut the refrigerator door and brushed an imaginary spot from her robe. At thirty-four, she was still pretty, though beginning to put on weight, which she fought with diets and exercise videos.

Her blonde hair was cut in a short, pixielike style. Wearing it long would make her look older, she claimed. His dad hadn’t liked it last year when she’d had it clipped, but she’d kept it that way because it was easier to manage than at shoulder length. Charlie was happy that at least his mom was presentable when she had to attend school meetings or whatever. She had a few of the kids his age lusting. That didn’t gain him much ground, but it didn’t hurt.

“Any tests today?” she asked. It was a frequent random question. If he’d waked up sick, it would have been the first thing off her lips.

“Not today,” he answered.

It was true. Today was a typical day. No special projects due, no extra demands. All he had to do was survive the hoods, gym class, and the upperclassmen. Piece o’ cake.
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Petittville High School was one of two schools in the small town. The other was a combination elementary and junior high. Charlie had not attended there, and that was part of his social problem. Almost everybody else had gone to school there, and the cliques had been formed long before his father’s transfer had brought the family to Petittville six months earlier. Even though everybody in the freshman class was technically a new student, Charlie was “the new guy.” He’d found that out quickly and formed an alliance with Budd.

The school was a new building by school standards, constructed in 1977. It was only a couple of blocks from his house, so he chose to walk most days rather than ride the school bus.

The bus was just an extended version of school and the feeling of alienation, while walking was at least a chance to let his thoughts wander without having to put up with any bullshit from the seniors who were pissed that they didn’t have cars and took it out on the underclassmen.

Besides, after school, free from the meandering route the bus followed, he could stop by Video Exchange and see Nell Devery, the part-time clerk.

After a final check of his hair, he put on his black windbreaker, tucked his books under his arm, and picked up the used Graham Masterton paperback from his dresser. He secreted it in his inside jacket pocket. Mom didn’t like him taking his paperback books to school, but he needed them to pass the time between classes or at the end of classes when the lectures finished early. He usually managed to keep them hidden inside his textbooks if he read while the lessons were still going on, though Mrs. Morris, the history teacher, still had one she’d found him reading while problems were being explained on the board.

He hadn’t figured out how to get that one back yet, because he was afraid if he asked for it, she’d be reminded to call his mother.

As he headed for the front door, he passed his dad, Daniel, coming out of the master bedroom. His tie was already knotted perfectly into place, and he was fastening the cuffs on his starched white shirt as he headed toward the kitchen for his coffee and eggs.

“Morning, Charlie.”

“Hi, Dad.”

His father was two years older than his mother. Gray was starting to show at the temples of his black hair with sprinkles in his neatly trimmed beard, but he was still a nice-looking man with boyish features.

His mind was usually on his work. He even had a home office upstairs where he worked on projects after hours. Charlie sometimes used the photocopier, but most of the time he played it safe and stayed out of there.

He was out the door by the time his father made it to the kitchen. Along the walk to school, he watched for Budd. Sometimes Budd accompanied him on the journey, but sometimes he was running late or skipping altogether.

Some days it was almost as if Budd weren’t there because he kept his Walkman on and moved his head in rhythm with the music, leaving Charlie to walk silently at his side. That usually happened on days that Budd had had fights with his old man.

Charlie wandered around looking for Budd when he arrived at school, fifteen minutes before bell time, but there was no sign of him in the hallways.

The place was already crowded with kids at the mercy of the bus routes. Jocks in button-down Oxford shirts walked with their girlfriends, the beautiful chicks. They draped their arms possessively around the girls’ shoulders.

Hoods lingered here and there, shoulders slouching as if they expected to be rousted by teachers. He didn’t spot the Asshole Squad.

Clusters of giggling girls were strategically located.

Charlie eyed them secretly as he walked past, tracing the form of their slender legs and firm behinds, displayed in the tight, stylish skirts they wore.

None of them seemed to give him a passing glance. He bowed his head slightly, easing on along the hallway to the row of lockers outside his first class. That was where he always hung out in the mornings, whether Budd was around or not; sometimes Budd was off with Delia, but Charlie preferred to have the door of his first class in sight. He avoided late charges that way. You had to stay a half hour after school if they nailed you for tardiness.

Taking out his paperback, he began to read, losing himself in the scary passages that always enthralled him.

He was still reading when he heard the stir at the end of the hallway and looked up. A couple of the guys standing there were snickering. Charlie’s eyes quickly looked in on the reason.

She was walking down the center of the hallway, ignoring the hormonal reactions she was creating. A slip of paper in her hand seemed to indicate she was looking for a particular classroom, but there was no mistaking her for a student.

She had to be around thirty, though she looked younger, a slender woman with brown hair and piercing dark eyes.

Charlie saw her moving in slow motion, taking in the bounce of her hair, the spring in her step, and the soft beauty of her features. There seemed to be a sharpness about her face, a pert, exciting look—even her eyebrows had a hint of it, arched slightly.

Her lips were full, her cheekbones pronounced. He didn’t feel inclined to turn back to his reading.

He just continued to look, watching the slight bounce of her breasts beneath the dark blouse she wore.

Her waist was slim, and she wore a short brown skirt with dark stockings, so dark that skin was not really visible through them, but that didn’t really matter. They were a second skin. He could see the ripples of muscle in her calves, could make out the perfect form of her thighs.

In an instant an image of the two of them entwined filled his thoughts. He was no stronger to fantasies, but this one seemed to form full-blown, as vivid as one of those early-morning dreams.

He pictured his mouth against hers, his hands on her breasts, those muscular legs wrapped around him. He blinked, taking charge of his brain again. This was not the place.

He tried to remain casual, leaning there against the lockers, pretending he was looking somewhere else without actually letting her out of his sight. When she drew even with him, he found it impossible to look away; he had to look at her. Because she was looking at him.

It only lasted for an instant, but her face turned toward him, and a smile crossed her lips for an instant. Was it real or had he imagined it?

As she walked on past, he followed her with his gaze, watching her legs and the gentle sway of her hemline, hinting at the form of her ass beneath.

A new image of her, beckoning to him, pushed into his thoughts. He shook it away and tried to watch where she was going, but she disappeared down the hallway before she had selected a room.

Then the bell rang, and the hallway was a sea of bodies. It was too late to try and find her if he wanted to be in class on time, but she would probably be around all day. He’d run across her again. She was certainly a nice surprise.

Attractive young teachers were a deviation from the norm. There were some cute ones mingled in with the ones pushing retirement, but none to compare with the woman who had just walked down the hall, none in the realm of beautiful.

He couldn’t get her out of his mind as he strolled into his first class and took his seat. From what he heard from the other guys, she was on their minds too, and they were voicing activities in which they would like to engage her. They weren’t intellectual pursuits.
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He made it through his first two classes without dying of boredom or getting lost in a fantasy. When third hour—general science—arrived, he sat in his seat waiting for Budd to walk in.

By the time the bell had rung, Budd hadn’t appeared. As roll was called, Charlie looked over at his friend’s empty seat. It seemed to serve as some dark omen as he recalled his morning dream.

The teacher, Mr. Briggs, called Budd’s name, which was really Horace, three times, finally looking up to see the empty desk. He marked the absence in his grade book and moved on.

Charlie wondered where Budd could be. Could he be somewhere with Delia? He hoped Budd hadn’t had some skirmish with his father. If he was skipping and they caught him, this time he would get the old three-day vacation.

Word would get back to Charlie’s mom, too, and she’d be even more concerned if she heard he was palling around with Budd. Everything was a problem.

After science, he joined the flow of bodies, elbowing his way to English class. He didn’t mind English class too much, especially the literature portion. They’d read one Sherlock Holmes story, “The Adventure of the Speckled Band,” and a couple of the other selections hadn’t been bad either. There was one called “The Monkey’s Paw” that was kind of like Stephen King.

While everybody bitched about the poetry, he kind of liked that too. When he wasn’t trying to think up movie scripts, Charlie worked on poems in a spiral notebook. He wrote some about girls he thought were pretty, trying to come up with rhymes that described his feelings of longing. So far he hadn’t come up with anything to rival the classics, but he was trying.

Today they were supposed to discuss a kind of dull story by Sherwood Anderson called “Sophistication.” Charlie had identified with it a bit, but not enough to keep it from seeming slow. He knew it was from a collection. Maybe all of the stories together made more sense.

He liked discussions about stories. The other kids tended to think he was snobby and intellectual, but he didn’t let that bother him. Mrs. Dennison wanted students to bring up ideas. She was one of the good teachers, in Charlie’s opinion. She was in her forties and not pretty, but she was pleasant, and that made up for it.

He’d get through this Sherwood Anderson stuff, and then they would be into some good stuff again. He’d flipped ahead in the text, and an Edgar Allan Poe story was coming up, “The Cask of Amontillado.” He was looking forward to that. He hadn’t read much of Poe, not as much as some of the newer horror writers, but he knew it was Poe who had started the party.

He was peeking over at the Poe story when the door closed with a slight rumble, the glass pane rattling.

He looked up, expecting to see Mrs. Dennison, but instead he found his eyes locked on the new teacher, the one from the hallway. She stood at the front of the classroom, her hands clasped behind her and a smile on her face.

He felt a sudden shudder run down his backbone, and he let his book fall closed. His mouth was open slightly. He shut it as she began to speak, trying not to let his expression reveal his awe.

“I’m Miss Nielson,” she was saying. “Mrs. Dennison is ill and may be out for a while, so you have me to keep you from getting behind in your perusal of the literary classics our textbook has to offer.” Her voice was light. She was only partially serious.

Charlie gripped the edge of his desk, doing his best not to act out of the ordinary. She was just a new teacher.

Only when she turned to the board to write down an assignment did he look up again. He watched her calves as the hem on her skirt moved with each stroke of the chalk in her hand. She was certainly an improvement over the usual run of teacher.

When she had finished writing, she turned and looked back at the class. “I’m going to give you the period to read this story.” She had written “The Cask of Amontillado” on the board. “That way you won’t have an excuse tomorrow when we talk about it and ‘Sophistication.’”

With that, she turned and walked to her desk, hiding her legs as she sat down behind it.

As she looked down at her gradebook, Charlie studied her face. Petittville High had its share of pretty girls, but there was something unique about Miss Nielson. Maybe it wasn’t just her features, which to Charlie’s way of thinking were as close to perfect as they could get. Maybe there was something more about it. What was it he’d read about, an aura? That seemed kind of cosmic, but maybe that was the definition for the quality he saw in her. He allowed himself to stare over his book for a while, wondering what she would look like in a bikini … or less.

Then, reluctantly now instead of with anticipation, he turned to the Poe story. There was magic in the report of the thousand injuries of Fortunato, though not magic to compare with the magic Miss Nielson was generating.

He read the first few paragraphs and realized he had no idea what had been said in the story. His thoughts had drifted. Once more he returned to the top of the page for another attempt. He concentrated a little better on the narrator’s desire for revenge this time, but by the time he had read to the bottom of the page, he was ready for another glimpse of the new teacher.

Cautiously, he rolled his eyes upward, peering over the edge of the book. He almost started when he focused on the desk.

She was looking at him.

He locked his eyes back on Poe, feeling like Charlie Brown out of Peanuts when that red-haired girl was around. He let his hand rest on the surface of his desk, running his nail into the carved letters which must have been cut a couple of years back? “Quiet Riot Rules.” The letters had been filled in with a red felt-tipped marker. Beside it was another deeply etched message. “Sawyer Sucks.” He suspected that was Mr. Sawyer the math teacher, not Tom.

After a while, he looked up again. She was looking at the lesson schedule before her on the desk. Her long hair fell loosely around her face. One finger was pressed against her temple, and her eyebrows were slightly arched.

She probably hadn’t been looking at him at all, just looking up to make sure everybody was reading. Wishful thinking again, Black. That’s all.

He read a little more of the Poe story, but he didn’t manage to get through it. He was almost relieved when the bell rang.


Chapter 3

Charlie was in Mr. Sawyer’s algebra class, dying of boredom, when word came of Budd’s death.

Sawyer had a way of making everyone comatose when he explained equations at the board, and Charlie was staring out the window when Bethany Quinn, a junior who worked in the front office, came in.

Sawyer, a thin, lanky man with glasses that probably would have seared his eyes if he looked into the sun, looked up from the board, reluctant to pause from X and Y.

He closed his book with chalk inside it to mark his place and listened as Bethany talked to him. She kept lacing and unlacing her fingers in front of her as she spoke. Her weight was balanced on one foot, but she shifted it to the other, then back again, nervously.

Bethany had long blonde hair, was a little pudgy but had managed to get her acne under control.

As she whispered to Sawyer, her expression produced a furrow across her forehead that informed the entire class something was wrong.

The news didn’t do much for Sawyer’s expression, either. He seemed to lose some of his color, and he shook his head sadly.

Bethany said something else, turning then to leave the room. Sawyer walked back to his desk and sat down. He had the attention of every student now in a way he would never achieve with his lectures. He kept a solemn expression on his face.

“Some of you may know Budd Hagan,” he said, searching for words.

Charlie sat up and stared at the man intently. His palms suddenly felt clammy, and his eyes began to throb in their sockets. He could sense bad news was coming.

“I’m afraid I’ve just been given a report about him,” Sawyer said slowly. He pursed his lips as if he was uncertain about how to go on.

It seems that, um, they found his … him a little while ago on the vacant lot on Allen Street. It was apparently some dogs. I know some of you were probably his friends, and this is difficult news. Mrs. Ross will see any of you in the guidance office if you need to talk about it.”

Charlie looked down at the graffiti again. It couldn’t be true. He had things to tell Budd, things to talk about. He wanted to hear Budd’s comments about the new teacher. They’d be rude and crude—Budd would brag about how crude and rude, in fact—but they would be funny too, Budd’s brand of funny. He’d have remarks about her appearance and probably suppositions about her social life.

But he never even got the chance to see her. That wasn’t fair. And he’d just started dating Delia. That had made him happy, maybe the only thing that had ever really made Budd happy. He’d had a miserable life, and now it was over.

Charlie fought back his tears. He’d never hear the end of it if he cried over Budd. You couldn’t cry over another guy no matter how good a buddy he was, not unless you wanted everybody to figure you were queer.

“I’m sorry to break the news to you this way,” Sawyer was mumbling. “We, that is, the front office figured rumors would get around. This way you have the true story. I’m sorry.”

After a few moments of silence, he tried to turn back to the lesson, but he wasn’t very successful in capturing attention again with equations. Even the people who didn’t like Budd—most of them—had stark, shocked expressions. Their faces were colorless.

Budd may have been mean to them, may have cut in front of them in line or made snide remarks about their clothes. That was Budd’s way, his shield, but the fact remained that he was one of them, their age, their size, and the last time they’d seen him he’d been breathing.

Now, though he still breathed in memory, their thoughts were conjuring images of the reality that had been reported to them, images horrifying and ugly.

Charlie’s mental picture was vivid. He had walked the lot off Allen Street with Budd many times, their feet kicking up crumpled brown leaves, the weeds scratching at their pant legs.

Now, in his thoughts, Budd lay there, half hidden in the clumps of brown grass, a ruined form. Charlie thought of his friend’s dead eyes staring up toward the sky, and he imagined the blood on the ground and the rips in his flesh.

Though he had not seen much of death in his fourteen years, he knew that when it came, especially in this form, it was not pretty.

He wondered where the dogs had come from. Many people had pets in the Petittville subdivisions, but they were well fed and pampered. There weren’t many strays, and he had never seen any roaming in packs. Did tame dogs form packs?

There were woods on the fringe of the lot, but Charlie had never seen any animals there. He’d never heard of any problems with dogs in the neighborhood, not even with them tearing up newspapers. He shook his head, frightened at the thought that wild dogs might be waiting out there somewhere, waiting for anybody who got in their way.
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Chief Lucius Rice eased his police cruiser over against the curb in front of the vacant lot on Allen Street. Things were quiet now. Yellow strands of police tape, which bordered the area of the death, flagged in the breeze, and leaves rustled, but there was no sign of other movement. The dogs had not returned to the scene. Apparently that rule applied only to human criminals.

Reaching over to the seat beside him, he picked up his hat, feeling for some reason that he needed to be as official as possible.

He had worn it for the unpleasant task of informing Budd Hagan’s parents. Now he would wear it to look over the scene of the carnage once again.

He fit the band into place over his thinning hair as he climbed from the front seat. He was a tall black man with a heavy, muscular build. His hair was going gray at the temples, making it look as if tufts of cotton had been pasted there, and he wore wire-rimmed glasses over his stern features. He looked capable of dealing with criminals far tougher than Petittville had to offer.

He would have preferred criminals like those he had faced in New Orleans for eight years. They were more predictable.

Walking to the edge of the lot, he stepped over the yellow tape and rested his hand on the butt of the pistol in his holster as he walked toward the spot where the body had rested. The blood was sticky and brown on the grass where the body had lain.

The parents had not taken it well. Rice had driven over as soon as the sheriff’s department crime scene unit and the coroner’s men had left, feeling it was his duty to go in person.

The mother, in her forties with graying dark hair, had wept. The father, a thin man with a seedy look about him, had reacted with less outward emotion. Only in his eyes had Rice detected the pain, and then only for a moment.

He’d wanted to know who the dogs belonged to, and Rice had suspected that was because visions of a lawsuit were dancing in the man’s head.

The grandmother had taken the news worst of all. For a while the police chief had feared he was going to have to put her in the cruiser and try to get her over to the hospital in Penn’s Ferry, not the best facility but the closest at hand.

Her face had reddened as the tears ran down her face, and she had laced her fingers into the blue curls of her permanent. Finally her daughter had settled her down, giving her water and whispering comforts.

He’d left after that. Grief was a private thing, and he had intruded longer than he had wanted. He wasn’t sure exactly what he was supposed to do about the death, but he knew people were going to look to him.

Petittville was a quiet place. That was why people lived there. They wanted an easy place to raise children, a place where drugs were not a worry and the only negative influences were on television.

After leaving the house, Rice had cruised the neighborhood streets, looking for signs of stray dogs, but he’d seen no sign of any animals that were not on leashes or in pens in compliance with the village statutes. Technically, by Louisiana incorporation laws, Petittville was a village, not a town. It was a distinction on paper more than in reality.

Standing over the spot of the death, Rice felt a queasy spin in his stomach. He’d watched kids die from knife wounds and gun blasts, and every time the life oozed out of somebody, it was awful. He wasn’t sure why he felt worse about this one.

Maybe because it was the first death he’d seen in three years in Petittville, other than those from natural causes.

The dogs had done terrible work on Budd Hagan, ripping and gnawing, leaving flesh and blood scattered and splashed. Rice had to force himself to kneel and search through the grass once more for some sign of fur or other indication of where the dogs might have come from. The coroner’s men had confirmed there had been more than one.

It was too much to hope that some loose veterinarian’s tag might have slipped from a collar or some other easy sign would appear to lead him directly to an owner.

He rose and walked to the edge of the woods, looking for signs on the ground of a trail or tracks, but he spotted nothing. He wasn’t sure if they had come through the trees or from somewhere else, though the trees seemed the logical place. He’d ruled out the neighborhood. There would have been other evidence of them, even sightings. Perhaps they had sought refuge in the trees. He didn’t know much about dogs’ behavior. Animals perplexed everybody, especially in Riverland Parish. In the northern region the animals had gone wild during a drought a couple of years back, and only the mixed blessings of a forest fire had seemed to quell their assaults. Nobody had ever satisfactorily explained that as far as he knew.

Maybe the phenomenon was being repeated. He took his glasses off and rubbed his eyes. He hoped that wasn’t the case.

With his hand still on the butt of his gun, he walked a short distance into the forest. His ears strained to pick up sounds of animals.

He heard wind, nothing more, and after a few more steps he decided it would be useless to wander through the trees hoping to stumble on the dogs. They were probably long gone by now.

At the back of his mind, he was wondering if the dogs might be pit bulls. Dog fighting was not unheard of though it had been a couple of years since the sheriff’s deputies had smashed a ring.

He’d heard about it, and it sickened him. There was something less than human about the bastards that could perpetrate such an atrocity, and if he found out this boy had died because some idiot had trained a bunch of dogs to crave blood, he’d nail the son of a bitch to the wall.

He might not be able to put glue on a first-degree murder charge, but he’d damn sure find a way to stick on something as severe as possible.
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Charlie caught up with Delia between classes. Her eyes were red, and she clutched a crumpled tissue in one hand. She was still beautiful, and as Charlie looked at her in her white blouse and short denim skirt, he couldn’t quite avoid thinking of the stories Budd had told about her.

It had never seemed like Budd was betraying her when he told his stories, but now, seeing her hurt, knowing how she must have felt about Budd, he felt a little ashamed about his secret knowledge. It was as if he possessed something that belonged to her.

He said, “I feel real bad.”

She brushed the white-gold bangs off her forehead and nodded. “Me too, Charlie. Me too.”

Petittville High allowed only five minutes between classes. Violators spent thirty minutes in detention, so they walked hurriedly along the window-lined front hallway past the courtyard toward their classes in the new wing. Their sneakers squeaked on the tile as they moved, sounding to Charlie like screams of pain.

“We saw each other yesterday afternoon,” she said. “He must have been on his way home from seeing me when it happened.”

“Yeah. He didn’t call me last night,” Charlie said. “I should have known something was wrong.”

Delia looked at her shoes. “Everybody thinks I have a thing for the new guys,” Delia said. “I guess there have been a couple, but I liked Budd. You know that, don’t you, Charlie?”

“Sure. Sure.”

“Nobody I’ve known has ever been killed like this. I feel like I’m real cold, Charlie.”

“I feel funny,” he agreed. “Sad but worse. Empty kind of.”

They reached the door of her classroom. She hesitated a moment, her books clutched against her. “It’s terrible.”

Charlie nodded in agreement. He had to get on to class. She seemed to want him to say something else, but he couldn’t think of anything that didn’t sound silly.

He patted her shoulder, and she touched his face softly before he turned away, heading on to his classroom. In the hall, he could hear voices buzzing about the death. Kids didn’t know what to think about it. Some of them sounded scared.

Charlie wasn’t frightened. He didn’t really think about the same thing happening to him. He just thought about how bad it must have been for his friend. Poor old Budd.

More than anything he wanted to talk to Nell. The guidance counselor might smile and be polite, but she wouldn’t really help even though she meant to.

Nell might not help either, but she was the one he wanted to talk to. He always felt better talking to Nell about things that he didn’t understand, things that bothered him. Only a few hours to go.
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One of those hours was unfortunately P.E., the torture tomb of every kid’s existence except the Neanderthals who counted on it as the only “A” on their report cards.

It was tough being a freshman anytime, but P.E. was the worst. The coaches, not noted for being sensitive types, tended to turn everyone loose in the gym, leaving the younger kids at the mercy of the seniors.

Charlie headed for the gym with the same apprehension that seized him every day before class. He thankfully had it sixth hour, so he was at least able to get the hell out of there after everything was over.

Pushing the door of the locker room open, he walked inside. People were already getting changed. With his books under his arm, he walked on down to the locker he usually used.

Mark Morris was at his usual place beside the next locker. He was a small kid with brown-rimmed glasses that were too big for his face. He was a sophomore but that didn’t seem to matter to anyone. He tended to get the brunt of the jokes in many rituals because he did well in most classes and the Neanderthals took P.E. as an opportunity to get even for that.

He wasn’t exactly a friend, but Charlie got along with him. “That was too bad about your friend,” Mark said. It wasn’t an easy remark for him to make because Budd had picked on him, too.

“It’s rough,” Charlie said before turning and walking over to the wire baskets where the uniforms were stored.

He always had trouble with his combination lock. He spun the dial as he was supposed to, stopping at each number, but it never opened on the first try. It was new and the numbers had to be exact. Older locks might fall open if the numbers were close, but not this one.

Today was no exception. He had to repeat the process three or four times while listening to chuckles behind him. Finally the lock popped, and he was able to get changed.

Then he and Mark walked out into the gym. A cluster of other freshmen were standing near the doorway. Charlie and Mark were about to join them when a volleyball whizzed past Charlie’s head, slamming into the wall with the force of a cannonball. The impact made a ringing sound as the ball bounced off the wall.

“It’s Tessman,” Mark warned before Charlie had a chance to turn and look in the direction from which the salvo had come.

The other freshmen were scattering. Mark and Charlie also began to look for cover as Tessman, one of the top senior terrorists, wound up for another blow. He already had another volleyball in his hand.

Tessman was an average-sized kid with sandy hair cut in a flat top. He was wearing only his blue shorts today, no shirt or shoes. That was his usual attire, in fact, giving him more of a wild-man look.

If Charlie made contact with a volleyball, it probably wouldn’t do much damage, but he knew that with the force Tessman was using, it would sting like hell.

He and Mark jogged along in front of the bleachers, trying to weave as other kids clambered for cover of some kind.

A few inches behind them, a volleyball thudded into the wooden seats, rattling the flaps on the collapsible accordion structure.

Charlie headed for the end of the bleachers. There was a nook between the seats and the wall which would offer cover.

He could hear Mark behind him, following his lead. Meanwhile, Tessman was laughing, and behind him his friends were too. That encouraged him.

He retrieved the first volleyball and mounted another attack. Charlie looked back over his shoulder just as the ball flew, hitting Ronald Hodges on the left side of his face.

The blow let out a loud slap, and the force of it twisted the kid’s head around. His hand flew up to his cheek, and tears came out of his eyes as the skin began to discolor.

He wasn’t damaged, but it definitely hadn’t done him any good, and the seniors were getting a big laugh out of it. Humiliation was a form of pain too, Charlie was reminded.

Nearing the end of the bleachers, he stepped up on the lowest bench, then the next, and ran along it until he was at the edge. Then he stepped down into the corner, ducking his head just as a volleyball whizzed over.

Not a good sign, he thought as it slapped the wall. That meant Tessman was following him.

Mark was behind him too. He joined Charlie, huddling against the wall. Another volleyball slammed into the bleachers. It seemed to have more force than the last.

Tessman was pitching harder.

“You think he’s after us?” Mark asked.

“Must be. Everybody else scattered.”

“Did you see what it did to Ronald?”

“The one he hit?”

“Yeah, his nose was bleeding.”

“I didn’t see that part.”

“Wasn’t pretty.”

Another volleyball thudded against the wall, and peeping out through the bleachers, Charlie could see Tessman calculating the angle. Apparently slamming it directly into the corner at them wasn’t enough of a challenge. He was trying to figure a way to bounce it off the wall.

“The stupid fuck’ll be fat and unemployed in three years,” Mark predicted. If we live through this, we’ll have to visit his hovel and taunt him.”

Charlie nodded, feeling stupid. This couldn’t last much longer. Sooner or later one of the coaches was going to get tired of reading skin magazines in his office and check on things.

In Charlie’s experience, coaches—usually former bullies—tended to side with bullies. Bullying was about sixty percent of coaching anyway and almost all of physical education supervision. Still, they couldn’t stand by and let this kind of shit go on for long. If somebody got badly hurt, it would complicate the comfort of their positions.

Eventually, without an appearance of a coach, Tessman got tired and wandered away. Deeming it safe to emerge, Charlie and Mark stepped out of hiding into the worst of it—humiliation and a round of applause from the seniors and others on hand who’d watched them cowering.

“Did you girls have a good time back there?” Carl Gremillion asked. He was a blond-haired guy with smooth features and an attitude.

“They were probably back there swapping blow jobs,” said Mickey Wilson, a skinny junior with lean muscles.

Charlie felt his face redden, but he ignored their taunts. He felt a little stupid, but when he had walked back up the court and saw the blood smeared across the shiny varnish, he felt a little better. At least he and Mark had escaped that.

One major ordeal per period wasn’t too bad. At least they hadn’t tried to stick his head in the toilet like they had Donald Walker.

“We made it,” Mark said, unperturbed by the jeers.

“Yeah,” Charlie agreed, climbing onto the bleachers near the locker room door. He wasn’t in the mood to try and get into any of the basketball games going on, and as long as the coaches weren’t around, it was safe to sit.

Sitting and brooding about Budd seemed to be as good a way as any to pass the hour.

“Did you ever read anything by Arthur C. Clarke?” Mark asked, sitting beside him. He didn’t want to play basketball either.

“I read a short story, I think,” Charlie said absently. Normally he liked comparing notes with Mark, but today his mind wasn’t geared to small talk.


Chapter 4

Nell Devery slipped a new stack of Ghost Rider into the designated slot on the rack that lined one wall of the video store; the fiery lettering and a portion of the cover art remained visible.

The rack was carefully arranged, with Marvel titles divided from DC, and independents catalogued separately. Matt didn’t purchase many independents because the distributors didn’t have a return policy, but he did make an effort to carry some offbeat titles. Petittville didn’t have a big demand for comics, but Matt Bordelon, the store owner and manager, had grown up on superheroes and wanted to make sure kids had them if they wanted them.

Nell was thankful for that passion because there was no way she’d get to read all the titles if he didn’t stock them. She was squeaking through college with a student loan and the money she earned here at the store, so she couldn’t buy many.

She was able to collect issues only since Matt usually let her keep a few here and there rather than ripping the covers to be returned for credit. That was also due to his respect for the medium. He hated to destroy books, so it allowed her to pursue her interests.

That was half of why she kept the job here even though she was going to school at Pine College over in Penn’s Ferry. She probably could have landed another job closer to classes, but she would have
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