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Sara Moon drove all night and all day down
I-80, going—she realized—east toward Grayson when she noticed the
gas running dangerously low. She pulled off I-80 as the truck began
to lurch. Dark was setting in when the semi at last came to a halt
off a side road. The bronze light of dusk shone on a blue-green
sign: TIPTON, 3 MILES.

She was in Nebraska. She had some friends
from Omaha, once, who moved to Grayson in middle school. But this
wasn’t Omaha, Nebraska. This was Bumf-ck, Nebraska, a truly
desperate place. Rows of corn flanked her as she hopped out of the
semi. The night air had gone nicely cool. She walked alone,
thinking of Outsiders, expecting vampire bikers, or a red
Motorcycler of the Apocalypse to come blaring out, flaring his
engine.

Instead, the corn rows peeled away into a
small yard and a cute country house where music was playing. A
single car sat parked in the driveway. Sara Moon recognized the
music: The Electric Wizards, a great band. Whoever it was had good
taste.

For a reason she didn’t fully understand, she
stopped and paused, gawking at the house. It was small but
pristine, with open, inviting windows flooded with warm light. She
longed for that simple life, living in a nice home—even if hers was
an apartment—before all this craziness began, before the Outsiders
came.

“Hey!” The male voice from within the house
nearly sent her sprinting away. For some reason she stayed put,
standing her ground, wanting some company after all these lonely
nights and days, after all this madness began. He could be an
Outsider, or a member of the Red Church, but she would risk it. She
would risk anything for a little friendship, for the warm presence
of another human being.











The one who finally showed himself didn’t
look a day older than Sara. He had on a Cornhuskers football jersey
and smelled like Old Spice—a D-bag, maybe, but better than an
Outsider or a Red Church zealot. “What’s your name,
good-lookin’?”

“Sara.” What’s
your name, D-Bag?

“Chad. You seem lost. And a little worse for
the wear. You from around here?”

“Is it that obvious?”

“I saw you on TV.”

“TV? What?” Sara cried out. For a second, she
looked at Chad in stunned silence.

“Yeah, President Johnson says you’re
wanted.”

“Wanted,” Sara breathed. It all made sense.
The Outsiders, the Red Church, everything. If President Johnson was
an Outsider, why wouldn’t he put Sara Moon on FBI’s Most
Wanted?

“Whoa, don’t hyperventilate. I was just
kidding.”

Sara ground her teeth together.
D-Bag, indeed.

“I would’ve turned you in by now if there
really was a $1 million dollar reward…” Chad’s smile was so
charming—and that irritated her, somehow, even more. “You ever been
to Tipton before, good-lookin’?”

“My name’s Sara.”

“It was a compliment.”

Sara narrowed her eyes. A helicopter was
flying by overhead. Chad was just staring at her. Standing still, a
panic overtook her. “Can we… get out of here?”

“Sure thing.” By the sparkle in Chad’s eyes,
it seemed he was reading something into her words that was far from
her mind.



~






“It’s Saturday night,” Chad told her from the
passenger seat of her car. “The lame kids go to Tipton. The cool
ones go out to the country.”

“How old are you?”

“22.” Sara Moon meant it as an insult, but it
appeared Chad didn’t take it that way.

“And you live by yourself?”

“My parents are gone. Don’t worry.”

“I wasn’t.”

Chad smiled. The helicopter whirred overhead
again. The lights of Chad’s car reflected on the semi—and police
were all over it. Three cop cars with flashing blue and red lights,
and a swarm of police officers. Sara Moon gulped, told herself this
was all normal, reminded herself that Chad was joking. There was no
nationwide manhunt for her. President Johnson wasn’t against her.
The thought was enough to make her hyperventilate.

“You OK?”

Chad had a strange way of knowing when
something was wrong. Maybe it was written all over her.
And I still don’t know who this guy is… Mom said
never to get into a stranger’s car.

The whirring of the helicopter faded. The cop
cars became tiny points of light. Chad’s car rode on into the sweet
silence of the Nebraska night.




I.


Chad’s car did stop, eventually, somewhere
past the I-80 on-ramp. A wooden fence stretched along the road, and
behind it were a dozen or so cows, chewing grass in the field.

“Cow-tipping? Tell me that’s not why we’re
here. I’ve outgrown that,” Sara Moon protested, but even when she
was a girl she hated seeing animals in pain.

“Not cow-tipping. That’s square, even for
me.” Chad hopped out of the car. “Wait here,” he said, and
disappeared into the darkness.



The air, once nice and cool, had turned
uncomfortably cold. The car had stopped. There was no heat. She
locked the doors, but they were already locked. She wondered how
easy it would be to break through the glass. She wondered if the
meager light in the car was enough to keep the Outsiders away. She
wondered about the police cars jammed all together around the
semitruck. Why would all those police officers stop if they weren’t
looking for something—if they weren’t looking for her?

The helicopter was a soft whirr now,
but there could be more. Maybe President Johnson
was looking for her—maybe Chad,
somehow, hadn’t been joking after all. And what would the Outsiders
do to her, once they finally caught her? What would happen? Already
her legs were trembling.

Then a light appeared across the farm—a
bright orange light, a flame. Chad came rushing back into the car
as the fire grew. A farmhouse had caught flame, billowing with
black smoke.

“You didn’t…” Sara Moon breathed.

“It’s beautiful, isn’t it?”

“You are an arsonist?”

Chad only stared at the fire. As the flame
reflected, sparkling orange in his eyes, Sara Moon thought of the
Primal Fire, of the Red Church. She remembered her old teacher, now
Father Damion. “It’s beautiful, isn’t it?” Chad muttered, entranced
by the spreading flame.

“Do you think there are people in it?” Sara
Moon asked.

“Maybe.”

“And that doesn’t bother you?”

Chad kept looking at the flame. “Not much
happens in Tipton. What else can a 22-year-old do?” He pulled a
phone out his pocket, took a picture of the burning pyre. “Now we
got to get out, before the cops find out.”


Yet just minutes after Chad peeled down the
road, flashing cop lights appeared, and the wailing of sirens. Sara
Moon uttered a string of curses.

“I’ve never been caught before. I guess this
is it. I fought the law, and the law won.”

“Don’t be so fatalistic,” Sara Moon said.
“Gun it!”

And a moment later Chad did just that,
revving from 25 miles an hour to 75 in seconds. The cop car soon
caught up with them. The lights of farmhouses flew by; cow pastures
and cornfields became an indiscriminate blur. The wind pushed away
dark clouds, revealing a full moon, as Chad and Sara sped through
the cold Nebraska night.


~


They were 12 miles outside of Tipton when the
cop car’s lights faded, winking out into darkness.

“Will Chad Ferguson get away with
murder?”

 

“Haven’t you, already?”

“Not murder, not that I know of,” Chad said.
“I’m only an arsonist, Sara Moon.”

“How did you know my last name?”

At her words the car slammed to a halt,
grating across the road, screeching and fishtailing as the full
moon illuminated a juggernaut in their midst.

The thing hovering above them was a bulbous
membrane as big as a zeppelin, floating a hundred feet over the
air. Tentacles—some limp, others moving—drooped from its fleshy
body. From the center, shadows flew out from a womb-like spawning
hole. Its flesh was swollen and red as if ready to burst with
blood.

“Echidna, the Mother of Monsters,” Chad said,
and yanked the steering wheel around, pointing the car back the way
he’d come. He gunned it again.

“How did you know my last name?”

“I didn’t think it was all real, but it
is…”

“What are you talking about?”

“The Outsiders are real…”

Sara Moon’s stomach clenched.

“The echidnas are real… the mothers of
monsters, giving birth to abominations…”

“Chad…”

“I was going to turn you in. I was going to
take a million dollars from a crazy person, but now… if it’s real…
I can’t let the last hope die.”

“You were driving somewhere to turn me in?
Goddamn it, Chad! Who was it?”

“Lord Vlad.”

“Lord Vlad,” Sara Moon sneered.

“He was on the local news. He said… he
offered a million—”

“Look out!”

Chad swerved to dodge a pile of police cars.
Blood spattered the road. The Outsiders had come to Tipton,
Nebraska. The moon shone bright, but everything around them seemed
darker.

“I don’t buy it,” Sara Moon breathed. “Lord
Vlad… echidnas… the bounty on my head.”

“I thought he was crazy. He was on TV, last
night. He was talking about you, and about something called ‘the
Outsiders.’”

The brightly-burning house appeared on their
left. “Turn,” Sara Moon snapped.

“What? Why?”

A shadow appeared at the driver’s side
window, a shadow with fangs. The pointy white teeth bounced against
the glass, but didn’t find its quarry.

“A million bucks for you,” Chad cursed. “What
have I gotten into?”

Shadows were swirling around the car, shadows
with fangs. But as Chad and Sara pulled into the driveway, they
drew back, fearing the flame, fearing the light and the heat. It
was either the Red Church or the Outsiders, either fire or shadow.
“I can’t fight my fate anymore,” Sara Moon cursed. “I have to do
something.”

Behind them, the roar of motorcycles echoed
through the night. Blazing headlights appeared behind; the vampire
bikers had been tailing them. The floating, brain-like echidnas,
mothers of abominations, had drawn close-by—near enough for the
burning house to illuminate their blood-filled flesh and twitching
appendages.

“I’m so glad you’re an arsonist,” Sara Moon
said. “They hate fire. They
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