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	Book 1

	Curse of the Necromancer


Prologue

	 

	The breeze blowing down Meadowlark Drive carried the scent of spring honeysuckle and corpses. Now that the winter was finally behind them, the townspeople were returning to the old routine. The cold weather had kept them at bay, mostly. Now, in the warmth and bloom of life, they were returning. Five people had already died.

	Alder Falls had been incorporated late in the eighteen-hundreds and had never grown to a population larger than two thousand citizens. Originally, the town had had a modest fishing industry as it was located on a river and there was even a timber mill. These days, most of the residents were involved in neither fishing nor timber.

	Farms dotted the outskirts of the town. The biggest business in town was the local supermarket, a family-owned business called McCallister’s. No one shopped there who wasn’t from town. No one came to Alder Falls, ever. It was not on the interstate. It didn’t have tourist spots and charming bed and breakfasts. All it had was death.

	Judith Lutz was walking home after a visit to her sister’s home. Margaret was ill and was having trouble handling things around the house on her own, so Judith had offered to help. Margaret pleaded with her not to, begged her to stay home, and just let nature take its course. But of course, Judith couldn’t do that. She would not turn her back on her sister.

	In the end, they had come to a compromise. Judith could go to Margaret’s house, but she had to leave by five o’clock. She had to get home before sundown. It was non-negotiable. They both agreed. Anyone from Alder Falls would agree. No one went out after dark.

	Margaret had taken a fall early in the day. Judith had ended up spending more time than she intended helping her sister out. She made dinner, tidied up, did some laundry. But helping her sister around the house had caused her to fall behind. She kept telling herself it wasn’t so bad. There was still time. There would still be time. Until there was no time left.

	The sun was setting when she started making her way home. It was normally a short walk. She lived no more than twenty minutes from her sister. A half-block down Borden Street, and then the rest of the way down Meadowlark Drive.

	The roads were empty as Judith made her way home. Curtains were drawn. Doors were closed and locked. Some homes had bars on the windows. Judith was alone.

	The wail of the siren cut through the still evening air and made Judith jump. The long, mournful cry, sounding slightly tinny, came through the old air raid system at the center of town.

	“No,” Judith whispered, picking up the pace. She had her own aches and pains these days as well. Her hips hurt in the mornings, and her legs got numb sometimes after she sat still for too long. Time was taking its toll, as her father would have said long ago.

	She moved with purpose down the street. The siren’s wail echoed near and far. She had never been out this late before. Not since everything started. She didn’t even have the curtains in her home opened at night.

	There were only a few blocks to go. Her home was near the end of Meadowlark, right by the park. She had bought it with her husband in nineteen seventy-four. Edgar had passed away nearly ten years ago. But the home was still her home, and for all the sadness she felt, there were still many great memories. Her children had been raised there. She couldn’t leave. Of course, in Alder Falls, no one could leave.

	The smell on the breeze caught Judith by surprise. It was sweet. Too sweet. And then the smell became rancid. Judith tried to run. But it was too late.

	No one came to their doors when Judith screamed. No one peered out between their curtains. No one saw her again until the morning when the cleaning crew came to wash the blood from the sidewalk.


Chapter 1

	 

	Vincent Donnelly was born thirty-one years ago. His birthday had just passed, in fact. He knew this because the driver’s license in his pocket said so. It said he was six feet tall. It said he was an organ donor and that he lived in Aberdeen, South Dakota. In his picture, he looked like a regular guy. Maybe all of that was true. Maybe not.

	He had gone to the address on his driver’s license. It was an empty lot. The house that had been there was burned to the ground. The outline of it still remained in the grass. There was a basement with nothing in it. His best guess was that it had burned down well over a year ago. Did that mean he had not been home in at least a year? He did not know. He could not remember.

	“Thinking about home again?” Fix asked.

	Sun beat down into Vincent’s eyes. The road ahead of him was washed in white as a result. For the Nth time since they’d hit the road, he reminded himself to buy sunglasses. He would likely forget by the time they reached the next rest stop, as he had at the last three.

	“Maybe,” Vincent answered.

	He might have been thinking of home. There were homes in his memory. He could remember a big Victorian house. But also a condo in the city. A cabin in the woods. A three-story walk-up. He remembered many homes. And sometimes there was a flash of that place he had visited. The yard looked familiar. He remembered a barbecue there. But then it swirled in his mind and became a different yard, a different time.

	“You’ll figure it out,” Fix said. Fix was always an optimist, it seemed. He assured Vincent his memories would sort themselves out. Of course, they would. He’d remember who he was. And where he came from. Everything would work itself out.

	That was all very easy for Fix to say. Vincent was the one with the fruit salad of a memory, just bits and pieces all jumbled up. Vincent was the one who had thoughts in different people’s voices. Vincent was the one who had awoken in a field full of dead bodies all by himself, with no idea who the dead people were or why he was there.

	Fix was just a voice in his head.

	They had been driving for days. The memories in Vincent’s head pulled him in different directions. Sometimes he would wake up in the night and be in a different place than where he had fallen asleep. Fix would tell him what had happened. Once, he had driven from Ohio to Kentucky while he was asleep.

	There were memories in his head that seemed more important than others. Memories that kept coming back in dreams, sometimes waking dreams. Images and faces that repeated again and again. They were important. He didn’t know why or how, but he did know that. He felt it.

	It had been a week earlier when Vincent was eating a hamburger in his car, talking to Fix, and listening to the radio, when something caught his attention. He had been scrolling through channels and heard a name.

	“Go back,” Fix had said. Vincent had taken a bite of the burger in his hand and scrolled back through the stations.

	“...the people in Alder Falls know this. But they don’t leave! Now how could that be possible? Why would any sane person stay there?” the voice on the radio said. Vincent took another bite.

	“Alder Falls,” Fix had said. “What is that?”

	An image had formed in Vincent’s mind. A cemetery with an open grave. A circle drawn on the dirt floor of a building. A farmer’s market of people buying fruit and vegetables.

	“...it’s not their choice. There is a serious case of mass hysteria going on here. Maybe hypnosis, maybe even fluoride in the water…”

	“I can’t remember,” Vincent had said. He did know the name. Alder Falls was important. He lived there. His ID said he lived in South Dakota, but maybe he lived in Alder Falls since then. Or before then.

	“We have to go,” Fix said.

	They had set out that day. Alder Falls was over one thousand miles away. It was nothing more than a name on a radio show, a broadcast that sounded like the ravings of a madman. The Conspiracy Hour, with host Jameson Broderick.

	Broderick devoted an hour to the mystery of Alder Falls. The sleepy Oregon town that was plagued by mysterious deaths and disappearances. Law enforcement brushed it off and none of the townspeople would acknowledge a problem, even as the population ticked down at a rate that shamed the largest crime-filled cities. According to Broderick, in one week Alder Falls had thirteen missing persons. In a town with a population of just two thousand.

	Broderick was convinced the government was experimenting on the townspeople. That’s why no one would talk. The government had brainwashed them. Vincent didn’t care. He just knew it was an important place to go.

	Since Vincent woke up just a couple of months earlier, he had learned almost nothing about his past. He could find no one who remembered his face. The house next door to his Aberdeen home was empty. The people across the street had never seen him before. They had moved in after the house burned down.

	When he found himself in strange towns, there was always a feeling. Maybe he was somewhere important. But he couldn’t remember where or how or why. None of it made sense to him. He had but one solid, real memory. The day he woke up.

	 

	***

	 

	The field was secluded, over a mile from the nearest road. There was an altar next to the remains of what had been a large bonfire. The earth and surrounding grass were scorched black. Grass and weeds were trampled in a large circle. It had been a gathering of some size. More people than the corpses left behind.

	The grass was cold and wet when Vincent awoke. Morning dew. He felt the cold all the way through himself. The situation had been disorienting. He remembered thinking he must have gotten drunk. But he could not remember where or why.

	He sat up. The sky was overcast, and the sun had been little more than a white smudge behind a foggy gray cloud cover. He saw the altar first, a simple stone pillar with scorch marks across it. Then the remains of the fire. Large, half-burned pieces of timber and stumps. There was something that looked like rib bones.

	When he got to his feet, he saw a person in the grass a few yards away. He went to them, asking if they needed help, who they were, and what was going on. It was easy to see why they were not answering, however. The man in the grass was dead. His throat had been slit from ear to ear. The wound was deep and angry-looking. Someone had nearly removed his head. His eyes had been open, morning dew beading on them.

	There were other bodies. A woman who had perhaps been attractive once. She was stabbed again and again from the looks of her clothes. Bloody wounds all over her body. And then there was an older man, his bald head crushed somehow. His brain was exposed, and Vincent nearly vomited.

	The last two bodies were further away. A lanky-looking man whose head was twisted right around so that Vincent couldn’t see his face. And then the last one. Vincent stared at that one the longest. It was a child. He guessed no more than six or seven years of age. He could see no sign of trauma on that one. But the young boy’s eyes were open and milky white. He was freezing cold to the touch. As dead as the others.

	There were signs of more bodies in the fire. Bones and a few discernible limbs. The fire must have burned long after they were thrown in, however. To burn them away so completely. Vincent could not begin to imagine what had happened.

	He fell to his knees there, among the death and ruin. Tears stung at his eyes as he struggled to make sense of it. But he couldn’t remember. Not just the surrounding faces, but his own. He couldn’t even remember his own name.

	He didn’t know how long he had sat there in the field. The cold glow of the sun didn’t seem to change at all. It may have only been minutes. He had so many images in his head, but none of them had made sense. None were arranged in any kind of logical order. He felt like he was watching TV with someone who kept clicking through the channels.

	“Where are we?” a voice asked then. The voice was very calm and quiet, masculine but oddly soothing. Vincent yelped when he heard it. He hadn’t meant to, but it was such a surprise to hear someone. He thought someone had sneaked right up on him at first. Somehow got right against his ear to speak the words. But there was no one there.

	Fix’s voice had been soft but insistent. Later, Vincent came to think Fix would make for a good therapist. His voice was always level. The fact he was calm was perplexing to Vincent. If anyone had less reason to be calm than Vincent, it was Fix.

	“Who are you?” Vincent asked. He scrambled back from the disembodied voice. But there was no one to flee, to protect himself from.

	“I don’t know,” Fix said. “Who are you?”

	“I don’t know,” Vincent answered in a whisper. “Where are you?”

	There was a long pause then. Vincent was shaking, from the cold, and from panic and fear. He tried to force his memory to work. His name should have been at the tip of his tongue. But it was not.

	“I don’t know,” Fix answered. “Why don’t I know?”

	“I can hear you in my head,” Vincent said. The voice was not coming from close by. No ghostly whisper or trick of sound. It was in his head.

	“I don’t understand,” Fix said. Vincent laughed, a nervous kind of bark.

	“You tell me,” he said.

	“Can you hold up your hand in front of your face, please,” Fix asked.

	“What?”

	“Please,” Fix said again. His voice was so even and reasonable. Vincent tried to take a calming breath. He raised his hand and looked at it. There were scratches on the back and palm.

	“That’s not my hand,” Fix said.

	“No. It’s mine,” Vincent agreed.

	“But I see it. I see it in front of my eyes. Your eyes?”

	Vincent looked at both of his hands, then turned to look at the bodies.

	“Is that me?” Fix asked. Vincent was looking at the body with its head twisted around. He took a deep breath.

	“I don’t... do you want me to look at the face?”

	“No. No, thank you,” Fix said. “I don’t want that.”

	“Are you dead?” Vincent asked. The words made him feel stupid. But nothing made sense. What difference did a ghostly voice in his head make now?

	“I don’t know. Do you think I am dead?”

	Vincent felt tears welling in his eyes again. He tried to calm himself, tried to adjust his breathing. He told himself it would be okay. He would figure this out. He could fix whatever happened. He had to.

	“I can’t remember anything,” Vincent said.

	“Neither can I,” Fix said. “We need to figure out what happened here.”

	“But how? Where are we? Who are we? I don’t even know my name!”

	“I do not know my name either. I will help you, though. We can fix this,” he said.

	Vincent said nothing. He looked at the body of the child in the grass. Part of him felt like maybe the face was familiar. But not in the way that he actually knew who the boy was. More like Vincent had seen him before, on television or in a photo. The other faces seemed familiar in that indistinct way as well. He didn’t feel like he knew them. But maybe they reminded him of people he did know.

	A memory came back then. A living room in a brightly lit home. A charcoal gray sofa and a smell. The smell of bleach cleanser. As soon as it had come to mind, it faded away and Vincent couldn’t bring it back. He tried to conjure it again, but it was like holding water. It slipped through his fingers.

	“What was that?” Fix asked.

	“What?”

	“That place. The smell. Was that your memory?”

	“I don’t think so,” Vincent said. “Not yours either, I guess.”

	“I don’t feel like it was,” Fix agreed.

	Vincent nodded, looking at the boy.

	“I think it was his, maybe.”

	“Oh,” said Fix.

	“Why do I have someone else’s memories?” Vincent asked.

	“I do not know,” Fix answered. “What should I call you?”

	Vincent shrugged.

	“Whatever you want, I guess.”

	“Do you have a wallet? Check for an ID,” he said.

	Vincent patted his pockets, a small rush of anticipation fueling him. He had not thought of that, but it was a good idea.

	A bulge in his front right pocket indicated a set of keys and a wallet. He pulled it free and found the South Dakota driver’s license with his name and address. No credit cards, no photos, just a gas card and twenty dollars.

	“Vincent,” Fix said. “It is nice to meet you, I guess.”

	“What should I call you?” Vincent asked.

	“I don’t think I have a wallet with an ID,” the disembodied voice answered. He laughed weakly.

	“How about ‘Fix’?” Vincent said. The voice promised to fix this with him. It was as good a name as any.

	“Is that even a person’s name?” Fix asked.

	“Bob? Bill? Joe?”

	“Fix is fine,” Fix said. “Am I even a person?”

	“I don’t know, Fix,” Vincent said. “I don’t know anything.”

	“Then we have to learn together.”

	Vincent nodded, taking stock of the field around them once more. Five dead bodies. All seemingly killed in a different way. More body parts in a fire. An altar. And Vincent with a voice in his head.

	“Something really bad happened here,” Fix said. Now, Vincent did laugh, loud and bitter.

	“No kidding.”

	“I mean, yes. Obviously. But worse than it already seems. Who could do something like this?”

	Vincent had no answer. He had none then, and in the time since, he had learned nothing of value. He had left the field shortly afterward. He needed to get away from the bodies and try to find some kind of answer.

	The keys in his pocket belonged to the car he found parked on a stretch of empty road due east of where he had awoken. There was no registration or paperwork in the glove box. He did have a flask of whiskey and another four hundred dollars or so in cash. The trunk had some emergency supplies, like a first aid kit and bottled water. A bag stashed in the center of the spare tire was stuffed with money. Thousands of dollars from the looks of things.

	“I don’t think this is normal,” Fix had said as Vincent picked through the pile.

	The only option Vincent had was to drive. He found the house on the driver’s license. He traveled to a town in Ohio that kept popping up in his memories. Sometimes he and Fix just drove wherever the road led. After days and days of no progress, it really stopped making a difference.

	Vincent considered going to the police. It was his first instinct. Someone had committed mass murder. Attempted murder. Kidnapping. Who knew what else? But what would happen next?

	If he told the police, he would not be able to answer any of their questions. Vincent was obviously the main suspect. The only survivor in a field of the dead who had no answers to give was suspicious. And he could never tell them about Fix. He couldn’t tell anyone about Fix.

	A man with a voice in his head was crazy. That’s what people would think. And a man with a voice in his head surrounded by dead bodies was a murderer. It was as simple as that. He could tell no one. Not until he had answers.

	 

	***

	 

	As time passed, Vincent started giving up hope of ever understanding what had happened. Of learning who he was or who Fix was. He may not have had memories, but he knew that this was not normal.

	And then Alder Falls.

	The memories in his head had long been a swirl of times and places. There was nothing linear, though. Alder Falls stuck out like a beacon in the night as soon as he heard the name. When they got closer to the town, Vincent’s memories became clearer. Vague still, but clearer than they had been. There was a sense of urgency to them. A feeling that something could be on the horizon. He hoped it would be answers.

	The feeling of disorientation had not faded. It felt like it should, like it was always moments away from relief. But it never happened. He was constantly battling with those memories. Half seen faces would swirl before his eyes when he slept. Snippets of conversations would bubble up and then fade before he could make sense of them. And somewhere in it all must have been his own memories. His own identity. But he could not hold on to anything that felt like his.

	Fix could remember nothing of his own self, either. Vincent had begun to feel bad for the man in his head who had literally lost everything. At least Vincent was still a person. He had autonomy. Fix was nothing. He was thoughts. He didn’t even know which of the bodies he had been in that field.

	The idea of what Fix was terrified Vincent. But at the same time, he was comforted to have someone, even just a voice. He had someone who could navigate whatever was happening with him. Having lived without memory for months, he would not wish it on anyone, but he was glad to have a friend to go through it with. Even if neither of them knew who the other was.

	When driving grew so monotonous Vincent had to stop, they would drift into small towns. He would stop for a meal or to just sit and relax for a moment. Sometimes he just napped in the back of the car. Vincent had tried to learn about Alder Falls where he could. Internet cafés and libraries allowed him the opportunity to look up information, what little there was. Aside from the barebones data, there was little to know.

	Alder Falls was a town of a couple thousand residents. It was founded in the mid eighteen-hundreds. They had a pie festival in July. There was nothing else to know. The news, the real news, had no information about a rash of missing people. There was no news about the town at all. The last time it popped up in any news article was for a pie festival coverage over a decade earlier.

	“What if this is a dead end?” Vincent had asked. The article showed a crowd of smiling faces in the park, huddled around a table full of blue-ribbon pies. Mostly middle-aged women, a few men, and even a couple of kids. Happy bakers showing off their prize-winning efforts.

	“Does it matter?” Fix asked.

	They were sitting in the library in a town that Vincent hadn’t even caught the name of. The library had two public-use computers. The librarian was a bubbly young woman named Marnie, who offered to show Vincent how to do everything from opening a window to accessing Google. He politely declined.

	Vincent tried tweaking his search terms. He switched over to an image search and found some additional pie festival pictures. He scrolled through the first few and stopped on one that showed a longer shot of the park.

	It was one of those small-town, center-type parks. There was a bandshell and some well-trimmed hedges. A topiary designed to look like a bear was in the center of the park. A large gazebo held a band. People were frozen in time, milling about under an Alder Falls Pie Festival banner.

	“That looks familiar,” Fix had said. Vincent nodded, staring at the photo. The gazebo was a place he had been before. He was sure of it. The ornate wooden posts and cupola on top looked so familiar he felt like he had just left the place.

	“Did I live here?” Vincent asked. He tried to draw the memories out. It was like he had no control over his own mind. The images came and went unbidden. He could neither bring them back nor hold them when they were gone.

	Another image flashed in Vincent’s mind then. The photo showed happy people on a beautiful, sunlit day. Families were gathered together. Friends and loved ones. People carried drinks and snacks. Kids had balloons. It looked vibrant and full of life. But in Vincent’s head, it became something else.

	He could remember the gazebo at night, the park empty of all but a few people. Except they weren’t people, not really. They were deformed somehow. Bloody and broken. He could see clearly, in his mind’s eye, the image of a man with blood gushing from his mouth, his flesh was waxy and ghostly white. One of his eyes was missing, just a meaty gouge in his head where it once had been. The man was dead, but he was still standing. In his memory, the man was walking. Alive, but not alive.

	“I don’t think people live here,” Fix said.

	Vincent scrolled through more photos. Nothing else struck a chord with him. The image of the man who seemed dead yet alive was the only solid memory he could retrieve. He was not sure what it meant, though.

	They hit the road again. Sometimes Fix would stay quiet for hours, and at first, Vincent would forget he was even there. There was no sense to Fix, no presence or aura. It was not like the sensation of someone watching or being in the room. There was nothing to him until he made himself known.

	Vincent wondered what things felt like for Fix. He shared the memories in Vincent’s head. He could see through Vincent’s eyes. But he had no control. Vincent thought it had to be like watching the world from behind a two-way mirror. He could look out but no one could look in. Just trapped in a room forever. The fact Fix always sounded so calm must have hidden some kind of fear or anxiety. But Vincent did not want to pry. They already shared a head.

	He knew there had to be more to everything that had happened up to this point. The longer he thought about it, the more questions he came up with. And with no answers, it simply grew frustrating. And frightening.

	Five dead bodies. Who had they been? Vincent was sure he was supposed to have been one of them. Something had left him unconscious in that field among the others. Someone killed them and likely tried to kill Vincent as well. He needed to understand that as much as he needed to understand his past.

	The jumble of memories in his head was frustrating to be sure. But it also offered hope. He was not a man with no memories. He was not adrift in a sea with no paddle. What he wanted was there, but he needed to sort it out. He needed to determine what memories were truly his.

	In all likelihood, some of the memories in there belonged to Fix. His whole life was probably stuck in Vincent’s head somewhere. And he was confident that these other memories belonged to the people in that field. The victims of whatever horrible crime had been committed. If Vincent could sort them out, he could get answers for all of them. And maybe that could bring peace to six souls instead of just one.

	That was Vincent’s intention, anyway. To pull the loose thread in his mind and see where they led. Follow them to answers, if any were to be found. He felt that, with him and Fix working together, they could sort something out. They had to be able to make some sense of things. And Alder Falls was the first real concrete sign Vincent had discovered in months that made him believe that was true.

	The town pulled at him. He was drawn like a moth to a flame. Whether it was his home, Fix’s home, or something else, they shared a connection. Figuring that out would drop a piece of the puzzle in place. And maybe then he could start learning who Vincent Donnelly truly was.

	The drive to Oregon had taken around twenty hours with the stops they had made. Getting to Oregon was easy enough, but finding Alder Falls had proven to be more elusive. Vincent had no phone, so he could not bring up a map. He had relied on a road map to get them as far as they did. Once in the state, a road map of Oregon showed nothing. There was no Alder Falls.

	They pulled into a library in Baker City so Vincent could use the internet again. There was no map online that showed Alder Falls. Google Maps and MapQuest offered no directions. There was only the ten-year-old pie festival article from the Bend Bulletin.

	The drive to Bend took another four hours. Fix had little to say on the way. The sense of anticipation was knotting Vincent’s stomach. He wondered if Fix felt it, too. It was the only lead they had to go on. A ten-year-old fluff piece from a reporter named Jonas Wilde.

	 

	***

	 

	Jonas Wilde covered the Arts and Entertainment beat for the Bend Bulletin. For a city of one hundred thousand people, that meant leaving town a lot. There were only so many events in Bend in the course of the year. Jonas had covered arts and crafts in Crater Lake, a community theater in Snake River, and even a zombie walk in Eugene, once.

	When Vincent tracked Jonas Wilde down, he was in a coffee shop near the river. The editor of the Bulletin had been suspicious of why Vincent wanted Wilde at first. Fix suggested they tell him that they were sponsoring a new concert to showcase local Oregon talent and were hoping for media coverage.

	“How’d you know that would work?” Vincent asked as he parked on the road outside the coffee shop.

	“I don’t know. Don’t all small-town newspapers love local talent concerts?” Fix asked.

	“I have no idea,” Vincent replied. He wasn’t sure if that was due to memory loss, or it was just a thing he didn’t know. None of it mattered now. They just needed directions to Alder Falls.

	“Mr. Wilde?” Vincent asked, approaching a patio table. The article had included a byline photo. Wilde had lost some hair in the last decade, and gained some weight, but it was definitely the same man. He sat alone at a table with a large black coffee, reading his phone.

	“Hi. My name is Vincent Donnelly, I was hoping you could help us with something.” He paused for a moment, then extended his hand. Wilde took it and shook.

	“I will if I can. What do you need?” He gestured to the free chair and Vincent took a seat.

	“I was reading a story you wrote about ten years back. It was about a pie festival in a town called Alder Falls. I need to find Alder Falls, but I can’t see it on any maps,” Vincent said.

	Wilde held his coffee and gave Vincent a considering look.

	“I don’t recall that at all. Alder Falls, you said?”

	“Yes. There was a pie festival. You took photos, wrote about the different kinds of pies, the town’s history. It seemed like a big deal. For a pie festival.”

	Wilde shook his head, sipping his drink.

	“I do not recall this at all. Hold on.”

	He set his drink down and picked up his phone. He began typing and kept his eyes on the device as he spoke.

	“So, are you just a pie enthusiast or—?”

	“I just need to get to Alder Falls. Looking for an old friend,” Vincent said. Wilde nodded again.

	“Huh,” he said, looking at his phone. He glanced up at Vincent.

	“I see the article here and I still have no memory of this.”

	“You don’t remember writing it?” Vincent asked. Wilde shook his head.

	“Don’t remember writing it, don’t remember being there, don’t remember the name of the town. None of this is familiar to me.”

	“Is that... usual?” Vincent asked. Wilde laughed, taking another sip of coffee and looking at his phone.

	“I mean, I’ve been doing this a while, but no. I don’t think so, anyway. And you said you can’t find the town on a map?”

	Vincent shook his head.

	“This is weird,” Fix said. He was not wrong.

	“Well, here’s something. See that sign?” Wilde said. He turned his phone toward Vincent. It was the article he had written, and the photo of all the assembled bakers with their pies. He made the photo larger and pointed out a sign to the left of the people. It read: Wickiup Reservoir.

	“Do you know where that is?”

	“Yeah, the reservoir is maybe forty or fifty miles from here. It looks like the sign is pointing right to it. So the town has to be on the reservoir.”

	Vincent stood and extended his hand again. Wilde took it and shook.

	“I appreciate your help, Mr. Wilde.”

	“Of course. Just take ninety-seven south. It’ll take you almost all the way there.”

	“Should take about an hour,” Fix said. Vincent nodded.

	They left Wilde and headed out of Bend on the highway as he had directed. A gas station road map confirmed that it was forty-seven miles to the reservoir. But Wickiup was big and covered a lot of area. There was nothing but a campground listed on the map on the north side of the reservoir. Alder Falls could have been anywhere.

	“Follow the river,” Fix said suddenly as Vincent passed beyond Bend’s town limits.

	“What?”

	“The river. It’s called Alder Falls. There has to be a waterfall, right? Those are usually along rivers.”

	Vincent grunted. That made sense. He pulled over to the side of the highway and unfolded the map again.

	“The Deschutes River,” Fix said. Vincent scanned the reservoir and found it. It was the only river that connected to the reservoir. “I think that’s it.”

	“Alright. Then we have a plan, I guess.”

	“Do we?” Fix asked. He was right. The plan was just to drive. That was not much of a plan. And with the images in Vincent’s head, they might need something more. But he couldn’t think of anything.

	“No. But what else do we do?”

	“Drive,” said Fix. It was all they had.

	The road to Wickiup Reservoir was picturesque. Beautiful countryside and sunny skies. The images of death and horror in Vincent’s head didn’t fit the scene at all. But the closer they got, the clearer they became.

	They left the ninety-seven highway and headed onto Burgess Road, then a smaller stretch called White Pine Way. In his mind’s eye, Vincent could see the quaint little town. The square where they had their pie festival. The gazebo. And the dead. A street littered with bodies. Torn to pieces. Some still struggling as their final breaths slipped away. Others were cold and stiff.

	“Do you think that’s what happened to us?” Fix asked. Vincent shook his head.

	“That was different. Alder Falls is different.”

	White Pine Way turned off to a forest route. The road wasn’t paved, and the trees loomed tall on both sides. There were breaks in the treeline where the river became visible. As the road turned around a blind bend, the trees opened up. An emerald green sign emblazoned with yellow letters read ‘Welcome to Alder Falls.’ Beneath it, in a delicate script, were the words, ‘A beautiful place to live.’

	The paved street started up again, and there were homes on either side of the road. It was as though a forest had been dropped at the end of a town to cut it off. The rest was laid out before Vincent with all the small-town charm of Mayberry.

	The main road through Alder Falls passed a church, a hardware store, and a handful of restaurants. There were few townspeople on the sidewalks, but those who were there stared at Vincent as he drove past. At first, he thought he might be imagining it, but it was clear after several blocks that this was not the case. They would actively stop what they were doing to watch him pass.

	No other cars were on the streets of town. Some were parked on the sides of the roads, but no one else was driving. Many of the businesses were closed, shutters or blinds drawn, ‘Closed’ signs displayed in windows.

	“Everyone is watching you,” Fix said.

	Vincent nodded. He drove slowly down the main street. They approached the town square from the pie festival photos. The road became a large roundabout, circling the park in the center of town. Other roads branched off like spokes in a wagon wheel.

	“Anything look familiar to you?” Vincent asked.

	“Just this park,” Fix said, indicating the town square.

	Vincent had been hoping something would jump out at him. A house, a face, something. He pulled the car over at the end of the main street ahead of the town square. Save for a handful of cars, there were dozens of open spots.

	As Vincent got out of his car, a man walking his dog away from the town square stopped in his tracks to watch. Vincent made eye contact and the man simply stared.

	“Hello,” Vincent said, waving. The man averted his eyes and turned around, walking back the way he had come.

	“Friendly,” Fix said.

	Vincent started walking toward the town square. He could see people in the park. An older woman on a bench. A man next to the gazebo. More people on the far side walking. None of the faces looked familiar, though.

	“We should talk to someone,” Fix suggested.

	“And say what? Have you seen any signs of mass murder lately? Do you know whose memories are in my head?”

	“No, probably not that. Ask about the town. We’re tourists,” he said.

	It was not a bad idea. Vincent scanned the area. There was a diner a block over. He could see people inside, one of the few businesses still running. He wouldn’t look out of place at a diner.

	The diner had the same small-town feel that every diner Vincent had ever been to had. The checkerboard floor, the fake leather upholstery, even the stools. There was a carousel with slices of pie on the counter, and a big coffee machine with a pot of regular and a pot of decaf.

	Vincent could see a cook in the back, an older man in a white hat and a smudged apron. Out front, the waitress was a woman who looked to be maybe twenty-five. Her eyes were sunken and ringed like she hadn’t slept in a month. She was pretty, but unhappy looking until she smiled when Vincent popped in. Whether it was a rehearsed reaction to a new customer or something genuine, it changed her whole demeanor.

	“Welcome to Bobby’s! Grab a seat anywhere and I’ll be right with you,” she said, refilling a sugar dispenser from a bag.

	There were four other patrons in the diner. An elderly couple sat at the nearest booth. The man was eating fish and chips off of a glass plate shaped like a goldfish. The woman had a baked potato but was eating the man’s fries. Another man sat at the counter on one of the round stools, a half-eaten burger before him and a newspaper folded in quarters next to the plate. He didn’t even look up when Vincent entered. The last person was a man of maybe fifty in a booth alone. He was impeccably dressed in a well-tailored black and burgundy suit that set off his dark complexion. He wore round glasses with purple-hued lenses and was eating a salad. He smiled at Vincent as well.

	Vincent sat at the counter, several seats down from the man with the burger. The waitress smiled at him again, setting the sugar down and coming over. Her hair was in a tight bun under what appeared to be a cardboard tiara. Her name tag read ‘Candace’.

	“What can I get for ya today?” Candace asked, pulling a pen from behind her ear.

	“Oh. Pie? I hear there’s good pie here,” Vincent said. The woman looked at him strangely.

	“Where’d you hear that?”

	“Read it. In the Bend Bulletin. You have a pie festival here, right?”

	Candace laughed, slipping the pen behind her ear again and walking to the little pie carousel.

	“Not in years. You must have a backlog of newspapers. I got peach, cherry, apple, and blueberry. What’s your pleasure?”

	“Apple,” Fix said. Vincent would have picked cherry, but that was the first time Fix had asked for anything since they’d been together.

	“Apple,” he replied. Candace nodded and cut him a piece, sliding it onto a saucer.

	“Whipped cream?”

	“No, thanks. I’ll take a coffee, though. Cream and sugar, please,” he said. She handed him the piece of pie and then poured him a cup of coffee.

	“So what happened to the pie festival?” he asked. Candace kept her smile on her face, but it looked less enthusiastic now. She gave him a small decanter of cream and some sugar packets.

	“Oh, you know. Times change.”

	“Yeah, I guess so. Is there anything else interesting around here?”

	They made eye contact then. Candace’s eyes scanned the rest of the room and then settled back on Vincent.

	“Well, we’ve got the falls. Alder Falls. There’s a beach at the reservoir that’s nice. Not much else,” she said.

	“Is there a hotel I could stay at for a few days?”

	Candace’s breath caught. It was just for a moment, but he heard it.

	“That guy hasn’t moved that newspaper yet. I don’t think he’s reading it,” Fix observed. Vincent tried not to look. Instead, he kept his eyes on Candace. Behind her, the cook was staring out of the kitchen at him.

	“No, sir. The hotel burned down a while ago. Nearest town is a few miles back the way you came,” she said. “You’ll want to head out before it gets too dark, though. Just so you don’t get into an accident in the woods.”

	“There’s nothing in town? Not an Airbnb or anything?”

	“She said there ain’t,” the man with the newspaper said sternly. Vincent turned to him. He was still not looking up.

	“Leave him alone, Donnie. He’s just asking after a place,” she said.

	“There is no place to go,” Donnie said. He looked up then, not at Vincent but at Candace. Her smile became tight, and Vincent could see the muscles in her neck straining.

	“I have a room,” a voice said suddenly. Vincent turned on his stool and looked across the diner. The well-dressed man at the far booth was standing. He left some money on the table.

	“Mr. Crisp,” Candace said. She gave the man a deferential nod. Donnie looked over his shoulder at the older gentleman. Something unspoken passed between them. Mr. Crisp’s eyes were rich, deep brown. They stared intently at Donnie until the other man lowered his head again.

	“If you don’t mind staying in the creepiest home in town, I have a room,” Crisp said again. He smiled broadly, a gesture that put Vincent at ease.

	“The creepiest home in town?” Vincent asked. Crisp shrugged.

	“I am the town mortician. Ask any child in Alder Falls, and they’ll assure you my home is haunted. It’s not, of course, I wouldn’t allow that. But it has plenty of room and given our hotel is not up to the task, I am happy to let you stay if you wish. I haven’t had company in an age,” he explained.

	“Sounds like the place we want,” Fix said. Vincent agreed.

	“I wouldn’t want to impose,” Vincent said.

	“Nonsense. A road-weary traveler comes to town in search of pie and finds nothing but surly locals. I can’t have you leaving Alder Falls thinking we’re all monsters.”

	“I don’t think anyone here is a monster,” Vincent said.

	“Not yet, no,” Crisp agreed with a playful nod of his head. The older couple at the front booth got up then, hastily leaving money on the table. The woman had not finished her potato. The man was not done with his fish.

	Crisp sat on the stool next to Vincent, gesturing for him to finish his coffee. The cook had returned to his work in back, and Donnie buried his head in the paper once more. Candace was now cleaning off Crisp’s old table.

	“I feel like there’s a joke I’m not in on,” Vincent said. Crisp nodded his head.

	“Something like that. Just don’t expect to hear much laughter. My name is Stanley, by the way. Stanley Crisp.”

	He held out his hand. There were a variety of rings on his fingers, some were gold, and some silver. One held a large, green stone. Vincent took it and shook.

	“Vincent Donnelly. It’s nice to meet you.”

	“Likewise, I am sure. My home is the big house at the end of Poplar Road. The sign out front says, ‘Alder Falls Mortuary’. I have some other business to attend to, but I will be home before nightfall. You should be there at that time as well,” Crisp said.

	Candace stared at them both. The color had faded from her face.

	“Mr. Crisp,” she began.

	“Yes, Candace?” he said, turning his attention to her.

	“Is it… I mean, do you think it’s a good idea for him to be out so late?”

	“I do, Candace.” He returned his attention to Vincent then. “Just be at my home before nightfall, Mr. Donnelly.”

	“That’s unusually ominous, don’t you think?” Fix said. It was. It was over the top, in fact.

	“So the joke we mentioned, is it what happens when the sun goes down?” Vincent asked quietly. Mr. Crisp’s smile got even wider.

	“It is, Mr. Donnelly. And it is why no one is laughing. But I think, perhaps, it is a thing you need to see for yourself.”

	The two men stared at one another in a brief moment of silence. Fix had nothing to say. Vincent looked down and pushed an apple around on his plate.

	“What am I going to see after sundown, Mr. Crisp?”

	“Don’t you know, Mr. Donnelly?”

	“No,” he answered. Mr. Crisp stood up.

	He placed a hand on Vincent’s shoulder and then leaned in closer to his face. Vincent tensed, uncomfortable with the closeness, but did not flinch away.

	“Do you not?” he asked again. He leaned back then and clapped Vincent’s shoulder before adjusting his waistband and suit jacket.

	“Remember, the big house on Poplar. Before nightfall.”

	With that, he gave Candace a nod and headed out of the diner. Candace watched him go and then looked at Vincent. Her expression was unreadable, but not nearly as welcoming as it had been when Vincent arrived.

	Donnie picked up his paper and threw some money down on the counter, his burger unfinished. He stormed out of the diner, leaving Vincent alone.

	“Someone’s definitely going to try to kill us after nightfall,” Fix said.

	Vincent almost laughed. That did seem to be the direction things were headed. He ate another piece of his pie and drank some coffee. The pie was legitimately good. He didn’t know if it was festival good, but it wasn’t bad.

	Candace was busying herself rubbing a spot on the counter with a rag. She looked over at Vincent occasionally, then continued her work.

	“These people know about all the dead bodies. They’re afraid,” Fix said. Vincent was thinking the same thing. Not Crisp, though. He didn’t seem afraid at all.

	“Yeah,” Vincent agreed. Candace looked at him and he nodded.

	“Good pie,” he said.

	“Nice save,” Fix added. Vincent said nothing. He had to remember not to talk to Fix around other people.

	Candace came down to his end of the counter then, still busily wiping up invisible spills with a white cloth. She paused in front of Vincent.

	“Please, mister. You should just go. Leave Alder Falls,” she said, her voice barely above a whisper. The man in the kitchen was still busy doing what he was doing and not paying attention.

	“Why, Candace? What happens here when the sun goes down?”

	“It’s… nothing. Nothing is going to happen. The town is just quiet. We’re a quiet, private town. We don’t like outsiders, and there’s no real place to stay. It’s so much nicer in Broughdale Beach, just down the road. Go there. Please.”

	Vincent pushed the plate away from himself and finished his coffee. He put money on the counter, including a decent tip.

	“Thank you for the pie,” he said.

	Candace said nothing as she watched him go. He left the diner and stood on the sidewalk. The town square was empty. The sidewalks were empty. It was early afternoon, and it looked like the entire town had packed it in and gone to sleep.

	“What now?” Fix asked. Vincent didn’t know, really. He felt like Crisp might give him some answers, but he also felt like Crisp might try to murder him once it got dark.

	“There has to be a town hall or something, right? A hall of records, a library, something that can help me find out who’s in my head,” Vincent said.

	“Maybe. We probably have six hours or so until nightfall.”

	“Let’s make it count,” Vincent said as he headed across the street to the town square.

	The park in the center of Alder Falls was not very large. But it was certainly big enough to hold a few hundred people for special events, or offer room to walk a dog or have a picnic. Like the roundabout that surrounded it, the inside of the park was crisscrossed with a pattern of walking paths, cutting the park itself into something of a pie. Wedge-shaped lawns and gardens filled out the rounded space, with a smattering of trees and shrubs.

	Despite the lack of townspeople, someone was clearly still caring for the park. The lawns were well-maintained, the flowers and shrubs professionally landscaped. There was clear evidence people loved Alder Falls. They just didn’t love strangers.

	Vincent walked across the park. Images flashed in his mind. The same memories he had been having of the gazebo, the walking paths. The dead bodies. But nothing new. No faces or names. Nothing to even indicate a time frame. He had no idea why Alder Falls was important.

	“Who is that?” Fix said suddenly. Vincent turned to look at the gazebo. A large, muscular man in a black t-shirt and jeans was making a beeline for him. The man’s head was shaved bald, and shiny. He had no eyebrows, either. His face was set into a grim, unpleasant expression.

	“What did you do, Bogdan?” the man demanded. He was angry. The vein in his forehead was bulging, and he spoke through gritted teeth.

	“I’m sorry, what?” Vincent said.

	“You promised me! You promised Father!” the man shouted. He reached for Vincent with both hands, grabbing him roughly by the lapels. As the man swung him to one side, Vincent faintly heard Fix say he wasn’t wearing lapels. And then the world became dark.

	 

	***

	 

	“You swore it on his very life!” Constantin shouted. He was in Bogdan’s face, his breath smelling of sweet wine and cured sausage. Bogdan tried to retain his composure as his brother manhandled him. Constantin was big and strong, and he thought with his fists more than his head, especially when he drank. He had to let him work this out for a moment.

	“I swore to honor our ways, Constantin,” Bogdan said. His voice was calm and measured. He was always rational, while his brother refused to even attempt to hold his passions in favor of measured thought. It was their lot in life to dance this dance again and again. If Constantin was not his brother, he would have killed him long ago.

	“Do not talk to me about our ways. Look what you have done. Look at this town, brother. You are a monster. Father of strigoi! You steal the lifeblood of the innocent! What would Father say if he could see you now?”

	“Father says nothing, Constantin,” Bogdan said, pulling his jacket from his brother’s hands. They stood together in the park under the light of the moon. Not even crickets dared sing their song tonight. The only sound beyond the faint rustling of trees came from his creations in the night. Their dull moans carrying on the wind as they hunted, eternally hungry.

	“He says nothing because he is a corpse, rotting away in a forgotten corner of a land ruled by fools. The power he had. The power he squandered! And you, so eager to be a lapdog to rules made by tyrants who have long since turned to dust,” Bogdan said with disdain. He hated his brother. Had grown to despise his cowardice and stubbornness. Bogdan had no idea why Constantin had even bothered coming to this place.

	“You are a monster, brother,” Constantin said. In the moonlight, his eyes were dark and glistening. They brimmed with tears even as his voice wavered. Bogdan shook his head.

	“I am Death. And Death is arbiter of all things. We are so close, Constantin. So close now. Will you stand against me at the end of all things?”

	He would kill him. If he had to, he would kill his brother. And on some level, Constantin must have known that. As dense as he was, and as drunk as he was tonight, he knew.


Chapter 2

	 

	Dragomir Dalca had been the most powerful necromancer in Dobruja. A man respected, but more than that, a man feared. He had learned the old ways and had mastered the powers of Life and Death. He could reach beyond the veil and do what the holy men called blasphemy.

	Many a time as children, Bogdan and his brother would see strangers come to their home. They would bring food and wine and gold for their father. They would show him respect and honor his power with kind words and promises, if only he would use his powers for them.

	Most of the strangers had the same request without fail. They wished to speak once more with a loved one passed over. And Bogdan’s father would review their offering and their story and decide if they were worthy of receiving the fruits of his gifts.

	For some, Dragomir would perform this task for a single coin, or even freshly baked bread. For others, he would turn them away even if they offered one hundred coins. He kept his own counsel and would not explain why. Certainly not to his boys, and rarely to those supplicants who begged for his knowledge.

	Others wanted more. One time, when Bogdan was very young, a man came in the most ragged of clothes. He was dirty and thin, and he walked with a terrible limp. His eye was swollen, and he spoke with great difficulty. He was dying, Bogdan thought.

	The dying man gave Dragomir a handful of old copper coins and some silver. The value was very low, even Bogdan could see that. And he told Dragomir how his wife and children had been killed by soldiers. How they had burned his home to the ground and left him for dead as well. He told how he had learned of Dragomir Dalca and swore to his dead wife and children he would see them avenged before his own death took him. And so he traveled day and night to the Dalca home to plead his case.

	The next words were spoken in hushed voices, and Bogdan didn’t hear them. But he saw his father return the man’s coins, placing them gently in his hand and closing it over. He told the man his price was already paid. And the job would be done.

	Dragomir spoke words then. Not in a language Bogdan knew. Not in a language any living man knew. The dying man crumpled to the floor, spilling the coins from his hand as his fingers went slack.

	Constantin reached for a coin, the silver one, and tried to pick it up. His father shouted in such a voice, such a rage, that it was like a blow to the face. Constantin reeled backward, whimpering like a beaten dog.

	“It is not yours,” Dragomir had said. And there was nothing more. One of the stablemen came and took the body from the house. They’d never even learned his name.

	It was not until weeks later that Bogdan was reminded of this night again. One of his father’s friends had stopped by during the day. He came to talk and to drink and to relax. They laughed and shared tales, and at one point, his friend told of a crime at the border. A detachment of soldiers attacked in the night, torn limb from limb.

	Most people were certain the enemy had done them in, and such things are common in war. But the man told Dragomir he had heard rumors. The rumors told that it was not enemy soldiers at all. Someone had seen a woman and her children kill those men. The whole detachment of armed men. And even as the men fired their guns, the woman and her children did not die. Because, as the rumor went, they were already dead.

	“Such a tale,” Dragomir had said when his friend told him. His friend had nodded.

	“Such a tale,” he agreed.

	Bogdan knew what had happened. Knew his father had done this thing. He had used his power to bring that dying man’s wife and children back from the grave to exact revenge on the men who had wronged them.

	This was how their father conducted his business. For many years Bogdan was in awe of it. And soon he learned the ways of his father as well. And in doing so, learned much more.

	Constantin did not have the spark within him. He could not pull those threads of Life and Death and weave a new tapestry from them. He did not understand. But the spark was strong in Bogdan, and his father taught him much.

	The more Bogdan learned, the more disappointed he became. Not in the knowledge, but his father. So much he could have done. So much power he could wield, and what did he do with it? He let widows say goodbye to their dearly departed. He eased the passing of those doomed to die. He did nothing when he could have done everything.

	The Dalca family was not rich when Bogdan was a boy. Those people who came with offerings could have offered more. Dragomir could have charged one hundred times more. One million times more. People would have still paid it. To see beyond death, to control and even reverse it? People would have paid the world.

	Instead, Bogdan and his brother ate soup made from potatoes and carrots for days straight when they had no meat. They huddled under blankets in the cold when there was nothing to burn for warmth. They lived simple lives when they should have been looked upon as gods.

	When Bogdan was old enough, confident enough in his power, he had gone to the woods. There was a deer he had seen early in the day. Wolves had hunted it and killed it, but something had scared them off. They had not finished their prey.

	The body was torn apart. The throat and stomach had been opened; their contents spilled. But it was still a body. A vessel for the spirit. Bogdan knew he could control it.

	His father had told him that weaving the threads was never the same twice. Like knitting a sweater, one could follow the same pattern, but it would be new yarn each time, a new sweater being knitted. So in the end, you had two sweaters that could be similar, but never identical. Weaving Death was the same. Similar, never identical.

	Death grew harder to weave the more it was present. As Dragomir explained, Death is narrow and small when it is new. A fresh corpse is tied to Death only just. The threads are thin and separate and easy to pull apart.

	The more Death there was, the harder it became to weave. A body that was reduced to only some parts would be harder to weave than one that had remained intact. A man killed by a train would not revive as easily as an old man who died in his sleep.

	Old Death was hardest of all to weave. A fresh body still had faint bits of Life that made weaving the strands of Death simpler. A body long dead had lost all its Life. The threads of Death were thick and knotted. To pull them apart took much power. Sometimes it was simply impossible.

	The deer was newly dead. The body, though torn, was mostly whole. As Bogdan reached out with his spirit, he could feel Death inside the animal. He could feel the threads, like tiny fingers, grasping at the meat and bone of the once-living creature.

	The power his father wielded, the power of the Necromancer, was to move those threads around. Reweave the pattern and bring back what had been taken away. It would not be alive again, not the way it was. The Necromancer trafficked only in Death. Weaving threads of Life was the work of God himself. But it could come back.

	Dragomir had told his son that bringing the dead back was never to be taken lightly. Never done without good reason. Because Death was greedy and spiteful. Death did not like to share. So to take away from Death was to play with powerful forces that mortals were not prepared to understand or manage.

	Bogdan had long suspected his father was lying about how his powers worked. When he felt it within himself, he knew there was more. And so, in the woods that day, he set about learning the truth. He delved into the body of the deer and felt the threads of Death. And he re-patterned them and weaved them through the creature’s mind, body, and soul.

	The deer opened its eyes with a start. There was no heartbeat. It did not draw a long, relieved breath. But it stood. Bogdan could feel its confusion, even if he could not know what it might be thinking.

	It ran away, blood and fluids spattering from its open and gaping wounds. And even as it fled from view, Bogdan could feel its energy. He could have closed his eyes and pointed to exactly where the deer was. It was as though he was tied to it with an invisible string. And it had been so easy.

	He sent about raising anything he could find from the dead. Frogs and squirrels, even spiders and flies. He re-patterned their deaths and brought them back. There were no consequences. Death did not come for him to express its dismay. Nothing happened at all.

	He was just twenty years old when he saw his first dead body. The first one after he had the power. It was a young girl, just eighteen years of age. Bogdan was traveling with his brother to a nearby town to fetch some wine and a new mule for the farm. They were having drinks at a bar and a man came in with tears in his eyes.

	The man was known to the bartender, and he told how his daughter Otilia had just passed. The doctors could not save her, he had said. Bogdan looked at Constantin. His brother shook his head, immediately afraid, but Bogdan was eager.

	He approached the man at the bar. He was tired-looking and unshaven. He smelled like he had not changed his clothes in a while. Bogdan put a hand on the man’s shoulder.

	“I have heard your story just now, friend. I can help
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