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Xander’s newfound Shifter abilities are put to the test when he must help identify and stop the young women of Coral Beach from being victimized by an unknown man. In this disturbing second chapter of the bestselling thriller, Xander and his friends must learn that the real monsters plaguing their town don’t have claws.
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She turned the corner quickly, scraping her shoulder against the brick.

Her breath came in quick, labored pants as her feet slammed against the pavement one after the other, displacing mounds of gravel and mud as she went. It had rained the night before, and the asphalt was slick and wet beneath the soles of her feet. Fighting to maintain her balance, she turned around to see how far she had gone. Her auburn hair caught on her eyelashes as it whipped around her head, making it hard to see.

They were still back there. She couldn’t see them now, but she could hear them. Could hear their puffs of breath and their own footfalls, as well as the steady stream of curses that one of them kept up in constant supply between bouts of a hacking smoker’s cough. The other one was stronger, his legs pumping like pistons. The sounds of his heels slamming against the street were louder than the other one. He was closer, but it was hard to tell exactly how close because he remained deathly silent as he advanced upon her.

It had started about three blocks back. Every time she had stopped, they had stopped. Every time she sped up, they sped up. She hadn’t been sure what to think at first, then she’d seen the knife sticking out of one of their belts, only partially obscured by his red-and-gold sport jacket. Her eyes had lit up and felt twice their normal size. For a moment it had been all she could do to stare at it, glimmering against the faded denim.

She turned away fast, pushing some hair out of her face to try and hide the fear in her eyes and make her exit seem casual. Whether or not they had been fooled they still followed, keeping roughly ten meters between themselves and the girl at all times.

She turned down Laird Street, the way she always did on her way home from school, then dropped her knapsack and broke into a run. When her two pursuers turned the corner a few seconds behind her they found that their ten meter buffer had become closer to thirty, and took off running after her.

Her chest heaved fire now, her stomach clenching in continuous bursts of agony as she cursed the potato chips she’d had for lunch. She could feel their jagged little edges digging into the lining of her gut, tearing at her from the inside out as her abdomen contracted with each step she forced out of her body. 

She’d spent the latter part of her last semester skipping Phys Ed class in favor of hanging out with the boys in the smoking section or text-messaging her cousin. Anything to not have to be covered in sweat for the rest of the day, in a school where the air conditioners seemed to be mostly for decoration.

As a stitch developed in her lower left side and her legs began to feel numb and rubbery, she began to wish that she had been a little more health conscious.

She felt blood trickle down her arm from where she’d scraped it. She bit her lip as she pumped her arms and focused all her attention on the street corner just one building length away from her. After that, she would be on her street. Not long after that, she’d be home. She’d be safe.

She heard a loud curse close behind her, but dared not turn around to see. It was the one word she’d never say herself, even in the worst of situations, and just the sound of it curdled in her ears until it was almost all she could hear.

She tried not to think about it as she closed her eyes tight and poured on the steam, willing her legs to pump harder and faster than they ever had before. She didn’t know what they wanted with her, but she knew she didn’t want to find out anytime soon. She heard something in her knee pop like when her Biology teacher cracked his knuckles. Fresh pain shot up her leg and into her spine, burying in deep and making a home there.

When she opened her eyes again, she was almost at the curb. She could see her next-door neighbor’s house, dissected by the wall she was about to pass. The windows were dark and the blinds were closed tight, their usually inviting porch now looking cold and desolate. Someone had taken all of the flowers inside and she realized, strangely, that they were on vacation. She didn’t know why that occurred to her at that moment, only that it did.

Behind her, one of the footsteps stopped and was replaced by very loud breathing and panting. Without even turning around, she could see the thinner of her two pursuers hunched over with his hands against his knees. He was trying to catch his breath, sweat getting caught in his short brown hair. The other set of footsteps just got louder and faster, as if he had only been moving at that speed so that his friend could keep up. If they were any indication, he’d be on her in seconds.

She turned the corner, ready to dart across the road and into her driveway faster than she ever had before, hoping that there were no cars coming. Instead her nose crashed into something hard and she fell backward. Her backbone slammed against the pavement. She felt her entire body quake with the sudden impact, aching from the base of her skull right down to her ankles.

The man she had bumped into also fell to the ground and looked to have skidded out his elbow in the process.

Stunned, she wasn’t fully aware of the passage of time until she felt two massive hands clamp down on her shoulders like vice grips. They brought her to her feet.

“Get the car,” the man behind her said with a high-pitched voice. It was not the man that was holding her—he was the one that had lost his breath. By the sounds of things, he still had yet to regain it.

The lanky man in front of her smirked as he rose to his feet. Then turned and looked over his shoulder at the row of houses behind him.

“No!” she screamed as the man who held her pulled her close. He forced her to walk with him toward the nearby alley. She tried to hit and kick at her capture, but it seemed to have as much effect as hitting solid stone. She continued to scream even after they dragged her away. Eventually the screaming stopped, long before her terror was over.

It occurred to her that nothing would ever be the same again. Someone had told her once that every time that happens in life, it was like a caterpillar changing into a butterfly. A transition and transformation into something different.

This time, she thought, it was a transformation... in pain.
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He awoke on the floor, his body shaking with shock as all his senses seemed to scream at him at once. At first he wasn’t quite sure where he was, something that happened so often lately that he was almost getting used to not being used to anything he saw anymore.

Everything around him was red and his eyes stung terribly, like he’d gotten twigs in them as he always did as a child while running through the forest behind his house. He didn’t understand why at first. He blinked several times. When the dark crimson didn’t fade, he started to become afraid. Sweat dotted his brow and tears welled up behind his eyes, making them hurt even more. He reached up with his right index finger to stop the salt water from spilling onto his cheeks and was surprised to see that red goop, not unlike the type he used in his Creepy Crawlers oven as a child, had come off on his finger. It hung there for a moment, dangling and dripping a viscous fluid before he realized what it was. 

It was blood. 

A congealed layer of blood covering his entire body, naked beneath the covers. Now that that much was gone and he could see, his room and everything in it was clear to him again and he knew where he was. He saw his television propped up in the corner – the remote on top of it meaning his father had been upstairs watching the game again at some point yesterday afternoon. He saw his computer, which was the top of the line with all the best video capabilities and nothing to put those capabilities to good use since the screen had been blown out a week before. He was convinced that the air around it still stunk of carbon monoxide and charred plastic. 

He wiggled his toes along his thick, matted carpet that reeked of a thousand odors absorbed into its fabrics, mostly from Kraft dinners and other delicacies that his mother had begged him not to eat upstairs. And he saw his window: his window that looked out upon—

He stopped, steeling himself against that direction. Angered and frustrated, he turned toward his padlock-covered door and started tearing at his face to get the congealed blood off of it. He unwrapped it in a continuous strand around his body, like his father unwrapping a meal covered in shrink-wrap. He tried to think of those meals now; badly breaded fried chicken. Steak and mashed potatoes. Or something. Or anything. Anything to get his mind off that window and what lay behind it.

Because Alexander ‘Xander’ Drew could pretend that he was a normal fifteen year old kid, just like any other person living in Coral Beach, Maine. He could fool himself into believing that he didn’t know where he was when he woke up (and did so every day) because in truth he wanted to wake up to anything but these four walls again for the 5,567th day in a row. He could even make believe that the layer of blood that he was now tucking away was normal for him, and that it didn’t really matter. He could convince himself of all these things... but for all his strengths, he could not bring himself to look out his bedroom window.

Past the moldy-green curtains, past the tall evergreen that his father had planted between his house and hers in an attempt to keep them from spying on one another late at night, that they’d climbed instead and where he told her he loved her. Past the high picket fence that he’d hopped over and past the shit-coloured shingles on one side of her house, opposite the off-white that reflected the new morning light on every other side. That was where he didn’t want to look.

That was Sara Johnson’s bedroom window.

Sara Johnson. The angel of light that had filled even the darkest corners of his soul with hope. That was how he had described her back when she was alive and when he thought he had a soul. When he thought he was alive and mortal. Before he had killed her. Ten days ago, two men had ripped his world apart from one end to the other: Abner Jenkins and Adam Genblade, otherwise known as Alpha and Genblade. Two people that looked as though they’d been born out of Shelly or Stevenson’s minds, with their garishly filed smiles and eyes that pumped hatred into you like fuel into a tank. Then again, he couldn’t say much anymore. His own face, his real face, was something much worse.

Adam and Alpha had revealed to him the truth about what he was, about what he was made for. He was a killer. A soulless, guiltless killer designed to jump start humanity’s evolution by slaughtering the weak to bring about a new age. He’d been rescued at a young age and had grown up here, in a quiet place in Maine that was barely able to classify itself as a city, but was more like a not-so-small small town. Something had set him off a month back and his real face, the Black Womb, had emerged for the first time and killed everything he’d ever loved. It had killed her, taken her light away. In her place, the Womb had embedded itself, filling his heart with black and pain and blood.

He stopped walking seven inches from his door. He closed his eyes tight and made one last wish for it all to just go away, sighing a desperate prayer for it to work this time. When he opened his eyes again, it hadn’t worked. Of course it hadn’t worked. Sara wouldn’t be shimming up the storm drain or scuffing her knees as she got in through the window to wake him up. He wouldn’t have the chance to say, “You spend all your time on your knees anyway” as he often had, much to her chagrin. They wouldn’t sneak downstairs and steal his mother’s waffles again, and she wouldn’t tell him that she loved him.

Not that they’d ever done any of those things anyway, but in the time since her death he’d allowed his mind to wander, imagining conversations that could very well have happened if he’d had the courage to start them while she’d been alive.

He gave her one more minute to come in, then unlocked his door with a rusted squeak, turned the handle, and walked out into the light.
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Xander stared up at the bus stop in front of him, its metal dented and bent from years of beatings from the harsh Maine winters and the diligence of bored, destructive teenagers. It rattled against its pole as the wind around it picked up, sending a steady and constant rapping sound squealing through the air.

His dark auburn hair baying against the wind, Xander watched the sign fight against its bolts but never really get anywhere. 

Lately, he felt much the same way.

His hands were buried deep inside his jeans pockets even though he didn’t feel the chill of the breeze. He did not feel it, but he was aware of it. He gave the spearmint gum in his mouth another chew before shifting it back to its place between his cheek and his teeth, still just looking up at the sign and squinting against the rising sun behind it.

The imprint of the sunbeams stayed on his retinas for a moment, an anamorphous blob in the centre of his vision. He heard the mumble of distant speech and clicking heels, but when he turned to see who it was, the purple and yellow blob was still there and blocked his line of sight.

“Xander!” called a familiar voice, one so sweet that it almost left the taste of sugar on your lips when you heard it. 

He could now clearly identify two sets of footsteps coming toward him, one keeping its regular pace and one coming at him a little bit faster. Hearing the double-click, he could tell that the faster person was wearing heels. When the wind changed, he caught the scent of orange-oil perfume cascading onto him from afar and now he knew exactly who was coming toward him. In truth, he’d known from the second she said his name.

Catherine Kennessy threw her arms around Xander, hanging off him as she held him close. She’d been doing that a lot over the last few days, ever since Sara had died. It was just another of those reminders that was meant to be pleasant but always ended with him having a bad taste in the back of his mouth.

For his part, Xander forced a smile, but did not squeeze her back or even put his arms around her. They stayed limp at his sides until she was done and she plopped back down in front of him. She had to look up at him, her eyes about a half-foot lower than his. The blurb on his eyes was gone now and he could see all of her soft beauty as it stared up at him. Her shoulder length near-black hair came down straight on either side of her porcelain face, like a frame for her large brown eyes. Her lips were small, red and always glimmering, even when there was no light for them to glimmer off of. She was wearing a black blouse and blue jeans that looked far too big for her. The jeans were fine, but he had never seen her wear black before. It had been the same blouse she had worn to the funeral. Or funerals, more appropriately. He hoped that it would not find its way back into her regular wardrobe rotation.

“How are you doing today?” she asked sympathetically, stroking his arm.

A million different answers flooded his mind all at the same time. After a moment he just shrugged and turned his attention back toward the bus stop, avoiding eye contact with his friend. 

“I’m fine,” he said, when he realized she wasn’t going to look away.

She shook her head, having to accept an answer she knew wasn’t true but making a mental note to bring it up later. That was what Cathy was, when you boiled away everything else. She had to make sure everyone else’s life was going good, even when her own was in shambles around her ears. “What did you do last night?”

Xander got a flash of memory before it was gone again, his face wincing. Again, he didn’t answer.

“Me and Mike rented some old movies and stayed up late over at my place. Have you seen Ferris Beuler’s Day Off? I think it’s really good, but Mike hated it. Thought it was the worst thing he’d ever seen.”

Again Xander got caught in a memory, this one clearer than the last. It was of him and Sara sitting next to each other on her couch, munching on popcorn and watching Ferris Beuler riding the parade float and singing at the top of his lungs, with all of the people around him dancing and cheering. He could see Sara laughing as if she were the one standing in front of him instead of Cathy. “Never saw it,” he said after some hesitation. His voice was almost a whisper.

Michael Harris stepped up behind his girlfriend finally, having taken his time catching up with her. He nodded curtly to Xander, who reciprocated the greeting.

“Lord,” Cathy said. She rolled her eyes as she watched the both of them, then smiled. “You two would communicate with just grunts if you could, wouldn’t you?”

“We’d use the occasional hand gesture, too,” Mike chuckled in defense, raising his hands comically. He laughed as she gave him a little slap on the arm, then turned back to Xander. “Did she ask you to break our little tie about the movie yet?”

Xander just stared at him for a moment, as Cathy explained that he hadn’t even seen it. Mike made some kind of remark about that being for the best anyway, but Xander barely heard that. It was like the voices were under water as his mind slipped into a muddy daze and the world around him was pasted on a screen of moist paper towels, ready for him to rip through at any time. There was a prickling feeling on the tips of his fingers as that thought crossed his mind, and he buried them deeper into his pockets.

Mike noticed and shot him a queer glance as he continued talking to Cathy. He stood almost over a head taller than Xander, making even the smallest such gesture have some measure of authority. His light blonde hair had been combed with his fingers that morning and still looked messy from a night spent on Cathy’s couch, his clothes ruffled and creased as they clung to his muscular body. He’d been one of the star runners for the Coral Beach Cougars until he’d quit last year, something that he rarely let people forget whenever he could fit it into the conversation. His face was kind and belied the power of his arms and torso, his heart-shaped freckled cheeks always wearing a warm and inviting smile that matched his bright blue eyes. Right now that smile was gone, replaced by a look of concern as he said something to Xander.

Xander shook and snapped out of his daze.

“Dude, are you okay?” Mike repeated, placing a hand on his friend’s shoulder.

Xander looked at him and really saw him for the first time in what felt like days. “Yeah,” he said, looking from him to Cathy and then back again. “Yeah, I’m fine.”

Mike frowned and threw a look at his girlfriend, who pouted her feelings as well. Both of them wanted to pry into what Xander was really feeling as much as he wanted to tell them, but somebody had to make that first step and no one would. “This bus is here,” Mike said, settling for giving his friend a heart-felt slap on the back as he turned toward the curb.

Xander turned toward the bright yellow morning sun, finding that it was gone and that he was now in the shade of the large yellow vehicle. He zoned out again, briefly, lost in that solid yellow.

After a moment he took a step back from it, his upper lip curling with fear and disdain.

Cathy turned to him, her hand on the guardrail as she stepped onto the bus. “Xander?” she said finally, not sure of what else to say. There were so many different questions that everything seemed stupid and frivolous.

He took another step away, then turned and started to walk in the other direction. After a few paces he picked up speed. By the time he got to the corner, he was running.

Mike took a single step after him before Cathy stopped him, resting her hand gently on his shoulder. He turned to look at her and when he looked back, Xander was out of sight.

“He’ll come to us on his own time,” she assured him, before heading onto the bus.
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Ninety minutes later Xander was staring up at two large wooden doors. They were old and at least three inches thick each. He felt dwarfed by the sheer size and magnitude of it all, the building’s very presence overwhelming him. It reminded him almost instantly of Engen.

The building itself seemed to rise up out of nowhere. He hadn’t really noticed until just now, but the land was perfectly flat for miles in all directions surrounding it. The land sprung up into a grassy hill just to the side of it, with a tall chain-link fence encompassing both the structure and the hill. It was like even the earth was reaching for something.

Twin steeples stabbed at the clouds and had a tendency to melt into the mist on foggy afternoons. Each one was adorned by a brass cross and stain-glass images whose eyes seemed to stare directly into him from their vantage point on the brick wall. He turned and looked at the golden plaque next to the door and read it. The words The Apostle Church were carved into its gold trim.

Deep inside of him, amidst the blood and veins, the true Womb cringed. “Yeah,” Xander said aloud. “You would be intimidated by a Holy place, wouldn’t you, you sick son of a—”

“My son?” came a voice from behind the door. A small peephole opened and soft, caring eyes peered out. “Are you not well?”

Xander stared into those eyes for a moment. “No,” he said finally after a long pause. “I’m... sorry. To disturb you. I thought you were closed this time of day.”

The door opened, revealing a kind-looking balding old man smiling warmly at him. His grin complimented his eyes, both of which were accented with laugh lines. His fingers were clasped together near the centre of his chest, their knuckles thick and swollen with arthritis. A purple sash draped down from either side of his neck, the ends embroidered with golden crosses. He didn’t just look holy, he felt it too. Holy and royal, somehow. His voice was soft and soothing, sending a cold chill through Xander when he spoke. “The doors to the Lord’s house are always open, my son,” the Reverend said, fanning his arms and making his robe dance. “Come.”

Xander stepped inside cautiously, looking from one side of the old church to the other. Every step he made echoed back at him, making him want to cover his ears. There were even more glass people in here, their stares equally as judgmental as the ones outside. Their eyes didn’t just see through him, they sliced through him. Despite that, the creepiest things by far were the pews. For all of the times he had been there, he had never seen all of the seats empty before. It looked barren and wrong and far too still.

The Reverend had walked up to an aged table set up near the back room and was currently pouring up two cups of coffee. He motioned for Xander to sit down. 

“Isn’t this traditionally done at a confession booth?” Xander joked, smirking at the old man.

The Reverend’s bushy gray eyebrows lifted. “You have sins to confess?” he asked, almost shocked.

“I’m not what you’d call a religious man.”

“That’s not what I asked.”

Xander sat down. He took his coffee cup in one hand and chanced a sip on the hot liquid. It burned his tongue, and he felt the Womb veer up to repair the damage instantly. His eyes darted around the church nervously, always coming back to the visage of the Son of God upon the cross, hanging dead centre in the archway. He could still feel the spikes in his wrists from his own crucifixion, and felt a new empathy for the man on that tilted x. He looked at the kind old Reverend, who was smiling back at him expectantly, patiently waiting for the young man to speak.

“I can see I’ll have to start,” the old man laughed. “Shouldn’t you be in school?”

Xander smiled, but it was a fake smile. The smile that youth give to older people when they ask questions such as those. “That school’s got too many memories. Those old walls talk, y’know?”

“Indeed.” He motioned all around him. “As do these walls. Often, late at night, I can hear the echoes of a thousand spirits.” He paused, staring Xander in the eye. “Recently, the voices of the dead have gotten louder.”

Xander looked down toward his feet. “Yes, they have.” There was a pause then while they both sipped on their respective coffees. “I’m having... problems... telling my friends about the events of these past few weeks,” he admitted.

The Reverend nodded. “I take it you lost someone close to you.”

“Yeah. You don’t get much closer than... her.”

The Reverend nodded again. “Find guidance in the Lord, my son. He will help you.”

Xander took a sip of his java. “I feel like the Lord had abandoned me, Father. I feel like I’m alone.”

“Have faith, my son,” the man said, touching him on the hand. “The Lord exists in all things. You may not find him here, but rather in a person. A loved one.”

Xander took a last sip of his coffee, then put it down onto the table. He got up and began to walk towards the door. “Thank you, Father,” he said distantly.

“My son,” the Reverend called after him, “do you know what you must do?”

“I do,” he nodded.
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Xander crept through the halls of Coral Beach High, trying to keep a low profile. He ducked down to avoid being seen by Principal Shnieder, then quietly made his way into the male washroom. He kept his eyes peeled and constantly on watch for the principal, who was usually on hall patrol this time of day. Toward the end of the week he gave out detention slips like a traffic cop frantically trying to make quota.

“What’s up?” came a loud voice from behind a stall.

Xander nearly jumped out of his skin, turning quickly. “Derek!” he shouted, laughing at his own anxiety. He slapped his friend on the back heartily, which was returned. “It’s only you.”

Derek nodded, smiling. “Only me.”

There was an awkward pause between the two as Xander regained his breath. “So,” he drawled, pointing casually at Derek. “You got any clue where Cathy is?”

Derek smiled. “Yeah. Biology. Where I’m supposed to be.”

Xander thought for a minute. “Shit. That’s right next to Shnieder’s office.

Derek waved his hand, dismissing the notion. “Naw, don’t worry. He’s letting people off who were friends of... y’know.”

Xander nodded. “Oh.”

[image: symbol.gif]

Cathy was concentrating diligently, but if you had asked her the last word she wrote in her notebook she would not have been able to tell you if her life depended on it. She stared blankly at the page before her, and realized that she had replaced several key words in the last sentence with Sara’s name. She became disgusted with herself and closed her book, then turned to gaze out the open doorway.

Xander poked his head in, grinning stupidly at her.

She responded in kind, waving her fingers and brushing some hair out of her eyes. 

He motioned for her to join him. 

She reluctantly looked up at the teacher. “Can I use the washroom, sir?”

He smiled at her, “I certainly hope so.”

She frowned miserably as the class laughed. The humor of the situation was lost on her. He motioned for her to leave and as she did, he called after her. “Cathy?”

She turned. “Yes, sir?”

“Tell Mr. Drew that he can’t go into the little girls’ room with you.”

She smiled. “Yes, sir.”
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The three of them walked down the street in near absolute silence.

Since they had gotten Mike from his physics class, Xander had barely spoken a word to either of them. He was just staring at the cracks in the sidewalk as they passed under his feet, not making eye contact with either of them.

“If we’re going to The Factory, we should have brought Derek,” Mike said finally, motioning to the building that was just now becoming visible around the corner. He looked disappointed and







































d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
o

%

ORAL BEACH
GASEFILES

N2 : TRANSPORMATIONS
IN PAIN

MATTHEW LEDREW





d2d_images/image001.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/image000.png
/-"‘

ORAL BEACH
CASEFILES

02 ;: TRANSFORMATIONS
IN PAIN

MATTHEW LEDREW





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





