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Chapter 1



Each creature came to sudden life. Their plastic mouths formed fierce sneers, quickly followed by their bodies altering, glistening with sweat despite their still half-plastic appearance.

“Ride with us, Nathan,” one of the horses said.

The music sped up, sounding more cheerful. It was as if this ride was some supernatural magnet to his lost childhood. It called out to him, drawing him in.

The bright-red top had a rainbow with scattered quarter notes, half notes, and treble clefs that swirled around and around. Horses of all shapes and colors pranced in a tight circle, but only a few children were actually riding the carousel. Their faces became a swirl of colors, cheerful expressions oozing like paint on a wet canvas, running and drooping, appearing more and more like an impressionist portrait. Lights blinked on and off in random precision, reflecting off the mirrored ceiling, which created the illusion of hundreds, maybe even thousands, of additional colored lights like stars in a night sky.

The poles which held the horses in place transformed into huge lances piercing each equine’s back, running down through their abdomen, splitting flesh, muscle, and bone, pinning each horse to the floor of the carousel, as if specimens in some deranged collection. The ferocious stallions thrashed about on the lances, flailing their limbs as if trying to free themselves, which only made their wounds more severe. No matter how hard each horse fought against what held it in place, the children on their backs held tight, their lunatic smiles unceasing and even growing as the paint that created them seemed to smear.

This can’t be real.

Each wound spat out blood. The splatter intensified with the creature’s struggles, blood dripping from both their mouths and nostrils.

“Come with us, Nathan,” a brown horse said.

It flashed a reassuring smile—one its plastic muzzle wouldn’t fully allow. The horse had crushed yellow teeth, the jagged ends protruding from its mouth like an awful mess of fangs. These were the teeth that came right out of childhood fairytales, the sort that were better to eat you with.

A tremor shook Nathan’s body, and he struggled to steady himself, wanting nothing more than to rid himself of this vision and avoid making a scene. As each horse passed, they twisted their plastic heads to look at him. They attempted empathetic frowns, each unsuccessful due to lacking the elasticity. Seeing this only added to Nathan’s anxiety, causing him to glance around every few minutes.

Doesn’t anyone else see this?

No, he didn’t think they did.

“Come ride with us,” another horse said. He couldn’t tell which one.

Their raspy voices sounded in unison, pleading with him, “Clay’s coming. Please ride with us.”

How do they even know Clay?

He searched the immediate area but didn’t see his friend anywhere. Surely it was important evidence that this couldn’t possibly be happening.

This is all in my head.

Still, they persisted. And it occurred to him, these horses meant to hurt these children. Fearing for their lives, he glanced about, scanning the faces of the adults surrounding the ride, especially those he believed to be their parents.

Why don’t they see this?

“Because they can’t see inside your head,” one horse said.

He turned away from the merry-go-round and stared at a cotton candy stand beside the exit.

I should leave, now.

He had seen the carousel. That was all he had wanted. And he’d certainly had his fill of talking horses. But something rooted him to this position, uncertainty filling him to the point he wasn’t even sure what he’d been thinking about. It felt like his world was suddenly swaying, as if he were on a boat at sea with no horizon to focus on. His stomach grumbled with sickness and his legs felt weak, mere twigs on the verge of snapping.

I need a distraction, fast.

Condemning eyes found him, the smiles of nearby people fading as they tracked his every movement.

They’ll call security.

“Come ride with us, Nathan,” a horse snorted.

He glanced over his shoulder, saw its inability to form a proper smile, and gasped. Their hideous snickering whinnies sounded like throaty coughs.

“We can stop the spinning,” another horse said.

He ignored this, knowing it couldn’t possibly be true. They could no sooner stop the vertigo than he could. And why?

Because none of this is real.

Still, he turned back to confront the stampede. It surprised him to see the stallions transformed into men and women, all of them barely alive. Rusted metal spears stood up from the floor of the carousel at odd angles, stuck deep in each being’s muscular midsection, holding them suspended a couple feet above the floor. Then he noticed something disturbing.

What happened to the children?

Nathan’s eyes searched for them, finding only hungry little vultures, picking and chewing at the expiring bodies as if they were the last meal the predatory birds would ever see. Their crooked beaks dove in and tore away strips of carrion, each bird convulsing its head to force the morsel down its unnatural gullet.

Each of these fallen people still wielded their weapons, clinging to them as if their last vestiges of hope. One sword scraped against the paved blacktop surrounding the merry-go-round, creating an awful grinding noise with brief pauses of complete silence. What Nathan hadn’t noticed right away was that these men and women had vibrant white wings, many of their pin feathers dripping thick blood that splashed against the asphalt. Their tainted feathers trickled through the bloody puddles and painted inconsistent circles around the parameter of the merry-go-round like that old childhood toy, a Spirograph.

A giant squid now sat at the core of the merry-go-round. Instead of the music that had initially attracted Nathan to the carousel, a constant shrill escaped the beast in an eternal whine, sometimes but a whisper, but mostly loud and invasive. Droplets of saliva dribbled from its fanged mouth, and its predominant eye wept a thick, brown discharge. At the corners of its mouth, a mound of eyeballs attached to short tentacles waved back and forth like sports fans in a stadium performing the wave. Those eyes blinked, working as if independent of each other, yet occasionally moving as one and swooping like a swarm of bees.

Some of those eyes studied everything beyond the ride, others watched Nathan, their primary focus always on the winged beings. Whenever the creature spotted the slightest movement, it flexed one of its muscular limbs and forced the spear down to ensure the being could not escape.

Nathan couldn’t understand why any creature would fear these men and women, but he knew what these beings looked like. They must be angels. He thought of Clay’s wish to become a superhero. Could these angels right the wrongs of this world for Clay? Was this the reason it all seemed so terrible, because there was so much evil in the world and they were failing?

The creature twisted to face him. “You belong here with me, Nathan.”

Despite Nathan’s trembling legs, something about that voice was so alluring. He didn’t know what the creature meant by here, but he never felt like he’d belonged anywhere. Backing away, an awful thought occurred to him. Was this creature implying Nathan should replace one of the impaled angels? That it wanted to stab his stomach with one of those spears and keep him there, trapped for an eternity? Or was Nathan to become their oppressor, taking over the skewering of these men and women, seeing to their subsequent torture?

Despite how terrifying it all looked to him, it was highly improbable and delusional, and he refused to succumb to the vision.

This isn’t real. You’re just—

Then Nathan saw someone of significance, his old friend from Delmar School for Boys, the home where he’d spent the last few years of his life. Clay had been in a similar situation at the home, so naturally they befriended each other, more out of necessity than anything, bonding over their individual pasts. Or rather, their lack of such.

Does he know what I’m seeing? Does he see it too?

Clay had on the same old blue jeans he always wore, standing at one of the animal enclosures—the beavers, Nathan thought—his hands balled up and stuffed into his ratty old jean jacket with all those metal bands, either in patches or penned in black ink. He looked so much like the King himself—he even sounded like Elvis. The late summer breeze had no effect on his hair, unlike Nathan, because Clay always styled it slicked back. He looked so out of place standing there, as if caught in a time warp and thrust into the future.

What’s he even doing here?

Nathan observed the way his friend swung his hips as he walked the perimeter of the park, stopping to view the few animals penned nearby. Clay could be so cool without even trying, something Nathan often envied. Moving with the confidence and prowess of a lion, quick and yet ever patient, Clay smiled as he approached Nathan. But he was still too far away, and every sound penetrated Nathan’s eardrums all at once. The overwhelming racket grew louder and louder, the pain excruciating.

Nathan smacked his ears with the palms of his hands and screamed, “No. No. No.”

Clay’s expression shifted from his typical cynical grin to something of distress. He shifted both hands out in front of him and patted the air, then mouthed the words, “Calm down” and then “Be cool.” There, Clay stopped, keeping his distance, his concern obvious.

Had Clay gotten himself in trouble again? Was he trying to lose someone? Clay wasn’t exactly the sort who ran from problems.

Whatever the reason for him being here, it was too late for Nathan to compose himself. Nathan paced back and forth, unable to stop. A flood of emotions rained down upon him as he took in his surroundings.

Cars roared by at maddening speeds, crisscrossing lanes a mere hundred yards away, on the other side of the thick black-barred fence that separated the zoo from Highway 81. The rhythm of his surroundings, both near and distant, dizzied him.

He tried to focus on the more pleasant sounds, and he succeeded for a moment. Wind blew through the trees, rattling the leaves as if their branches hosted a thousand rattlesnakes. Finches chirped their relentless, cheerful song. But more invasive sounds quickly drowned out these pleasantries.

A construction crew used nail guns on the newly built frame of a house. That intermittent thwhack thwhack thwhack pounded in his skull. An eighteen-wheeler hit its Jake brakes, tearing into his mind like a jackhammer. And someone over at the construction site was yelling something he couldn’t make out, the guy’s voice so obtrusive that Nathan felt like screaming.

Nearby, a red-haired woman turned a page of her book, a sound that pleased him. Her eyes shifted down one side to the other, down and to the right. A quick swipe of her hand brushed the hair out of her eyes, but she remained immersed in a world where only she was a guest. Seeing her somehow righted his world. He longed to be in that world with her, or some other world. Any world would do except for this one, because the real world had been slipping a lot for Nathan lately. Little leaks of his unknown past kept creeping back, haunting him, even when he was wide awake.

Maybe that wasn’t the right word for what he experienced, a slip. But that was what it felt like, a literal hole in his reality that he could no sooner control than he could remember what caused it. Nathan didn’t want anyone to see his world slip, to see what a freak he was, perhaps have him arrested or thrown in some medical facility where he’d live off a steady diet of pills. He didn’t need the attention, let alone the probing.

He continued to observe the red-haired woman, admiring her.

How can she be so content?

As if sensing his gaze, she looked up at him and smiled. She couldn’t have known him from Hades, yet her soft round eyes lingered on him. Aware of how this made him feel, he lowered his gaze. He relaxed when her attention went elsewhere.

The persistent sound of the nail guns picked up. Each time it made his eyes blink, his head throbbing now. Nathan covered one ear, noticing the noise didn’t seem to bother anyone else. He returned his hand to his bookbag, worried he might draw too much attention to himself. His eyes zeroed in on the source of the obtrusive sound, wishing he could take those nail guns and throw them in the nearby swan enclosure. As if hearing his wishes for the noise to stop, the men stood and walked away, leaving their nail guns behind.

Thank the heavens.

A flock of starlings passed overhead. Nathan tracked their progress. Peeps burst out from random birds as they flew by, returning Nathan to the sense of calm he so needed right now. Creatures, like birds, must have such minuscule worries. If the weather didn’t suit them, they just flew elsewhere. They ate wherever they wanted, no need to worry about money or finding a diner in the middle of nowhere. Nathan wished he could do just that, just pick up and start anew somewhere else, having a bounty of food whenever he felt hungry.

Pennsylvania was all he had ever known, and hunger was commonplace. There weren’t many people who would hire a guy dressed like him, in dingy clothes, looking like he hadn’t taken a bath in weeks. He had limited knowledge of handyman work, so it wasn’t like there were many jobs he could perform with confidence. Mostly, he just sealed driveways and other odd jobs like that.

A balding man in a blue polo shirt passed behind him on the walkway, just catching the corner of his field of vision. Nathan turned and saw the man’s head glistening in the afternoon sun.

Catching Nathan watching him, the man flashed him a smile.

Why’d he do that? Who does that?

People didn’t smile at strangers out of the blue, did they? There had to be a motive, otherwise the man was just being creepy. Maybe he was an undercover cop who suspected Nathan of collusion to some crime Clay had committed.

A couple on Nathan’s left stretched out on a green blanket, facing each other. Between them rested a picnic basket, one side thrown open.

At least they aren’t bothering me.

They looked his way, glanced at each other, then at him again. That made his heart skip a beat. They whispered back and forth, followed by several bursts of quiet laughter, their jokes likely coming at Nathan’s expense. He imagined the woman’s lips forming the words, “He’s so strange.” Why couldn’t people just let him be?

The way the couple kept glancing over at him made him feel guilty, and yet he had done nothing wrong. All he wanted was for people to leave him alone.

Relief fell over him the moment the couple refocused on each other, their lips meeting in a kiss, interlocking their arms and legs. He watched as the man slid his hand over the woman’s ass and squeezed. She rubbed the man’s muscular arm, working her way up his sleeve to his shoulder.

Jesus, they might as well be having sex.

Nathan had never known the pleasures of a woman, not really. Nothing to tell stories about. Clay had a few stories, but Nathan always suspected something from Clay’s past had made him so introverted. After all, Clay was a man’s man, the sort who would have you smell their fingers after a date that had gone as planned. But Clay wasn’t like that at all regarding his sexuality, probably the most secretive thing about the man other than his unknown past.

A snap drew Nathan’s attention back to the redhead. A withered branch struck the ground in front of her, startling both her and Nathan. She stared at the broken stick and then noticed Nathan, which made her smile at him again.

What’s her problem?

He wished he hadn’t made eye contact, and cursed himself for looking. She made him feel weird, and he started squirming. Embarrassed, he tried to force a smile to his face. Judging by her expression and the strange way her forehead wrinkled, it wasn’t very successful. All the same, the woman went back to her book without pursuing him any further. That was all he really wanted.

“Open this damn door,” a stranger said in his thoughts.

Those words immobilized Nathan.

He scanned the lush green embankment, thinking the man might have been real. His eardrums throbbed, sensitive to every sound, but he saw no threat and continued to scan the area to distract himself.

His eyes returned to where Clay had been, but he didn’t see his friend anywhere.

A woman who’d been staring at him suddenly pulled her children in close. Seconds later, that same woman yanked them out of line altogether. With a complaining child in each hand, she led them away.

“Aww, Ma,” one child said, tugging at her arm in defiance.

“Now,” she said, scolding the boy, her tone firm yet hushed. “We need to leave, now.”

“But why, Ma?” said the other, a young girl who started whining.

The mother glared at her, the warning clear. “Never you mind. Just do what I tell you.”

The children continued to pull at their mother’s hands, making the woman look like a kite caught in a strong draft, sailing away with the two children in tow.

A middle-aged man who had caught sight of Nathan edged around the carousel. He fidgeted at a section of railing as if preparing to snatch up his child once the ride came to a stop. He tapped an impatient beat with one foot, almost looking as though he was about to hop right on to the ride to secure his child, just to hurry matters along. His eyes never left Nathan.

Three older women who had been enjoying a cup of coffee together, sharing their daily gossip at a nearby picnic table, stopped sipping from their cups. They exchanged worrisome glances and lowered their steaming drinks. One of them accidently sloshed hot coffee into her lap and shrieked, but her gaze never left Nathan.

At the ticket booth, the female attendant’s eyes rose from her book. She stared at Nathan, searching him in a way that intensified his discomfort.

Not here. Not here, please.

No amount of pleading would help. His head felt swollen, making him drowsy. Nathan fought it as best he could but dropped his bookbag on the ground. Darkness washed over him, splotches of black blotting out everything he saw.

He could barely make out Clay running toward him, coming out of nowhere, an alarmed expression pressed upon his face. His eyes looked like distant storms, not angry, but fierce. Clay’s features melted as the pressure became too much for Nathan to bear, and he surrendered to it, as he had on so many occasions.
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Chapter 2



Detective Isaac Carter had his cell phone on vibrate for a reason, but now that it came to life in his pocket, he couldn’t ignore it any longer. He dug out his phone and squinted at the screen. Glare from the morning sun stole in through the joint’s lone window, forcing him to twist and turn the phone until he could read the notification.

Missed call from the station.

What did they want? He considered turning the sound back on, but didn’t. Then, worrying it might be important, he called back, just in case. Only then did he realize the signal was too weak.

He tried to recall how far out into the boonies he had ventured to find this place, mostly so he could avoid being seen. “Hey, what town is this again? I can’t even get one bar.”

“Rainford,” the bartender said, while continuing to wipe down the taps. “Not much of a signal around here.”

Isaac always felt like he was under the scrutiny of the public eye, even here in the middle of nowhere. In large, it was the reason they put him on leave—one of the higher ups caught wind from a neighbor of theirs that Isaac had been drinking on the job. The shit came rolling downhill fast after that. They discovered just how out of control his drinking had gotten and took his badge, his gun, all of it. Even sent him to a grief counselor. But that was weeks ago, so why call now? He wasn’t even sure he wanted to deal with anyone from work yet, not after they took away the one thing keeping him alive.

“Not much else out in these parts, either, eh?”

The bartender turned to him. “Lots of farmland. We got our regulars, of course, but nope, not a lot of tourism out here.”

It must have been a good twenty-minute drive to get to this dive bar. He didn’t really even know what city he was in, only that he had driven east and picked a secluded place well off the highway. A rundown joint no one in their right mind would visit out of the blue. This place was a dump, too, with its waterlogged drop ceiling tiles covered in rust-colored stains. Normal people didn’t come to places like this because they feared the people who did. Not that Isaac expected any trouble this early in the day, with him being the sole patron. Confrontations never scared him off, anyway. Actually, he kind of wished someone would start something with him.

Spinning on his stool, he saw no one else and focused instead on trying to zero in on a signal. Before he could succeed, the phone blinked off altogether.

“Damn.” Guess I forgot to charge it.

The bartender looked over, but Isaac waved him off. He laid his phone down on the bar. “Cell trouble.”

He lifted the shot glass, toasted the bartender, but stopped to examine it with his over-tired eyes. Whiskey always looked good to him, but it tasted even better. That had been his go-to when he couldn’t sleep, and he hadn’t slept over two hours straight in weeks. Honestly, he couldn’t remember the last time he’d gotten over five hours in a single night, and even then, he’d needed to sedate himself with a lot of alcohol to get that.

He brought the amber glory to his lips. The smell flooding his nostrils, exciting him. Knowing it shouldn’t, he flushed with guilt, but that didn’t stop him from gulping it down. A slow burn worked its way down to his stomach.

“Now that hits the spot,” Isaac said.

The bartender grinned.

Isaac went to sit the shot glass down and caught a glimpse through the bottom, the thick crystal distorting the world beyond.

Exactly what the doctor ordered.

He needed some perspective these days, whether it came at the encouragement of medicines or drink or the distortion of this glass. He preferred that world, how it hid the realities of life, all the awful things. Beyond the glass was a mirror that ran the length of the barkeep’s shelves, and through the bottom of the shot glass he saw his little girl’s face. It was just a trick of light, his drunken mind making him see things, but he delighted in it all the same. He missed her so much.

“You know, lost my daughter when she was just twelve.” Part of him didn’t even realize he’d said that aloud. He lowered the shot glass but kept it fisted.

“I’m sorry.”

Somewhat startled, Isaac stared at the man. “Thanks.” What else could he say?

“What happened to her?” the bartender asked.

Isaac’s gaze moved past the bartender, through him. “Someone shot her.”

The bartender’s expression went grim. “Ah, man. I’m so sorry. That’s heartbreaking.”

Aaliyah’s death had severed all the non-work-related relationships Isaac ever had, mostly because he didn’t have it in him to try anymore. He wasn’t even sure why he bothered telling this guy anything. And yet he continued to do so.

Isaac slugged back the rest of his beer with his free hand. “Worst day of my life.” He sat the mug roughly down on the counter.

“No doubt.” The bartender hurried over, refilled the mug, then took the last few bucks out of the pile of cash Isaac had put on the table an hour ago. “This happen recently?”

Isaac sipped the beer, feeling the foam sitting on his upper lip. “Pretty much.”

“I’m sorry, man.” He went back to wiping down the counter around the taps. “Stuff like that just hurts. Lost my mom recently in a car crash. Just about ruined me.”

Isaac weighed the two deaths in his head, knowing one was clearly worse than the other, but he didn’t say so. “Guy got away with it, too.”

That’s what really stung, that Charlie Henson originally intended his bullets for Isaac. Isaac had taken the escaped convict down a few years’ prior on multiple counts of manslaughter. Soon after his escape, Charlie’s plans for revenge had changed somewhere along the way to Isaac’s neighborhood, and Aaliyah became his focus.

“They always do. The woman who plowed into my mom’s car was drunk. She got three months. Can you imagine that?”

Isaac was still off in his memories, barely hearing the guy, remembering how it felt to watch the bullets slice through her torso, feeling so helpless. The horror of what happened, how he’d hesitated.

If only I’d acted sooner.

Even once he had shaken free of that initial shock and found his legs, he’d known it was too late. He hurried over to her all the same and collapsed by her side.

“Well, we try to move on, right?”

“Yes, we do.” The bartender grinned. “But damned if it don’t hurt now and then.”

“Indeed.”

Isaac lifted the shot glass again, staring through this distorted portal. It almost felt like he got a little of her life back. She stared back at him, the vision of her unharmed. Seeing her that way calmed him, thinking, in the mirror, she would always be safe from God’s greedy hands. What an uncaring God He had been, too, taking what He wanted from them with no forethought to those left behind.

Damn you.

Her softened gaze judged him, both for his self-inflicted wounds and his abhorrence. If only he could reach out through this shot glass, through that mirror, and touch her. That was all he wanted, to hold his little girl in his arms once more. If he ever got that chance again, he would never let go. Despite his anger, he quietly prayed for just that, knowing even as he silently mouthed the words to himself that it would never happen. God was stingy with His miracles.

Stop thinking and call work back.

They hadn’t reached out to check on him even once since the suspension. Did this mean they wanted him to come back? He hoped so, because the job was all that got him through most days. Work offered him peace from the daily nightmare that had become his life, preoccupying him with its many tasks. The job kept him from climbing up on a ledge and leaping to his death. When they took that away, all he’d had left to fill the void was the drinking.

From the corner of one eye, he caught the bartender staring. Upon realizing Isaac had seen him, the man quickly spun away, taking inventory of his top shelf stock.

Isaac yanked a ten from his wallet and dropped it on the bar.

The bartender strolled back over, “Another bite off the tip of that shotgun, champ?”

Did he call me champ?

There was a day when Isaac would have gotten all worked up over something like that. Not anymore. Words meant so little when the memories came back like blood through his heart. Isaac grunted. “Yeah, if you don’t mind.” He slid the shot glass toward the bartender, stifling a grin when it tipped over a few inches out of the man’s reach.

That’s what you get, dickhead.

The bartender bent way down to where they kept the liquor Isaac could afford on his salary. He came back with a bottle of whiskey, the name of which Isaac didn’t recognize. He couldn’t even pronounce it, not that it mattered. He’d chug gasoline if it did the job. The bartender up-righted the shot glass and let the whiskey lap from the nozzle. A fine dust coated the surface.

The bartender slid the bill back. “This one’s on the house. Sounds like you could use it.” The bartender grinned as he wiped down the counter in front of Isaac.

Unsure of what to say, Isaac went with, “Mighty nice of you. Thanks.”

He realized he had been wearing his emotions on his sleeve this last half hour, so wrought with grief, but he really didn’t feel like talking about it. What kind of person could just move on after what he’d been through?

Aaliyah’s mother, that’s who.

It bothered him that she had remarried and had two children with her new jackass of a husband. Just thinking of the guy made his chest swell with angst.

Isaac swallowed hard, raised a toast to the bartender. “To getting along with it.” He threw the whiskey to the back of his throat.

In that moment, he glimpsed the mirror and saw his reflection, this time without the distortion. He wished he hadn’t. The grizzly man with the graying hair that peered back at him was a deteriorated shadow of his prior self.

No wonder he bought me the drink.

Most of Isaac’s days were like this now, filled with grief and loathing and confusion. That was the reason he’d lied to the psychiatrist, that he’d told her he had come to grips with his loss. He hadn’t, of course, but he couldn’t tolerate being in that stuffy office for another single minute, sober as a judge. Besides, that’s what drunks did; they lied.

That therapist didn’t know what she was talking about, anyway.

He didn’t think himself depressed so much as this world was just depressing. Everyone around him seemed so angry all the dang time, always pointing out the negativity in everything, focusing on it, highlighting it throughout their days on their many social media accounts. It was a wonder everyone didn’t just shoot themselves, given how perpetually depressed they all thought they were. None of them knew a damned thing about real depression. They liked to think they did, talking about how a bad day at work set them off, forced them to play sick and stay at home. Most of them didn’t know the first thing about loss. Social media just gave them a forum to whine openly, to berate their fellow men and women without fear of repercussions so they could feel better about themselves for a few minutes.

Bunch of pricks.

No one respected anyone’s privacy, their beliefs, or their desires anymore. No one knew how to mind their own business anymore. Who wouldn’t want to end things living in a world like that? Isaac was all for riding that derailing train.

“Everything okay there, chief?” the bartender said.

Isaac faked a grin. “Couldn’t be better.” He looked around, surprised that he felt a little tipsy. He thumbed at an old payphone. “That thing still work?”

The bartender shrugged. “I haven’t seen anyone use it in months.”

Isaac scoffed. “Save my spot, will ya?”

The bartender chuckled.

He stumbled over to the phone, dug deep into his pocket, and produced a few coins. For a moment, he pawed through them, wondering how much it cost to use a payphone these days. Then, realizing how silly that was, he shoved the coins back into his pocket.

This can be on their dime.

When he picked up the receiver, it had an awful oily sensation. He thought it likely whoever used this thing before him had eaten a few dozen hot wings and neglected to wash their hands. He also detected a weird smell when he held the receiver to his ear.

“What the hell? Did they dip this thing in the fryer?”

The bartender shrugged. “Could be.”

The line rang and the department dispatcher answered. “Police department. This is Alice. How can I help you?”

A robotic female voice chimed in, “We have a collect call from…”

“It’s Carter.”

Alice accepted the call, and the operator patched him through.

She was a kind woman who had a way of making him smile, even on a bad day. She did all the right things, listened instead of offering advice, didn’t judge him. Alice even seemed to understand his needing to blow off a little steam now and then. There was no fixing this, not anymore. It was all about coping with the issues. But not today. He just didn’t have it in him to even try right now.

“Isaac? Why are you calling from a payphone, hon?”

“Cell’s dead.”

“I see. Well, how you doing, sweetie?”

“Fine,” he said.

She was an intuitive woman and knew enough about his past to realize this was one of his really bad days. He hoped she would excuse him later for being so curt.

He scratched his balls with his free hand. “You rang?”

“Well,” she said, “I can see you’re quite the conversationalist today.” She sounded a bit ruffled. “That was Tyler. Hold please.”

The line clicked, followed by a long silence. He felt bad, but knew she would understand. She always did.

He glanced back to the bar.

Wonder if I have time to run back—

A click on the other end indicated someone had picked up, but the line remained silent. Isaac knew the sergeant was trying to determine whether he was at home watching TV or sitting in some bar getting sloshed. That was part of the reason Isaac came to places like this, out in the middle of nowhere.

“Hey, it’s Carter.”

Sergeant Davidson eavesdropped a second longer, perhaps waiting to hear the clank of glasses or drunken laughter.

Joke’s on him. Only drunks come out this early.

“Carter,” he said, “it’s time. Get here pronto if you want your badge back.”

“Ten Four.”

Isaac didn’t waste any time with formalities. He hung up, aware he’d need a good tug of mouthwash and some straightening up before he went anywhere.

He stared back at the bar.

“I think I have time for one more,” Isaac said, sliding the mug forward.

Yes, that sounded good. He would clean up in the bathroom before heading into the station.


[image: ]

Chapter 3



Nathan spotted the girl at the ticket booth, trying to focus on her as his world twisted. Any concern she might have had about his disruption seemed to have dissipated. She had once more engrossed herself in her tattered paperback.

He scanned the faces of the parents, finding none of them familiar. Evidently, anyone who might have witnessed his blackout had moved on. Unfortunately, he’d seen at least a few of them capturing the moment on their cell phones. Those videos would likely end up on social media or YouTube even, openly mocking Nathan. That was the very thing Clay despised about the Internet, how easily it could inflict hurt.

Why didn’t the ticket girl call security?

He wondered if maybe she had been too afraid of him, worried he might come after her. Though Nathan didn’t know the reality of what occurred when he blacked out, he caught glimpses. He recalled purchasing a ticket from the girl, only his voice had not been his own. He’d spoken in some falsetto register, causing the young lady to just stare at him for the longest time. Then he remembered speaking in a child’s voice, the back and forth between the two voices garnering a look of amusement from her. After that, there was nothing.

Well, not nothing, but nothing tangible. Whenever he blacked out, he went to this imaginary room in his head. At least, that was how he thought of it—blacking out, or slipping. In reality, whatever happened to Nathan was far more complex. Every time it occurred, Nathan pictured himself standing in the doorway to that room, bracing himself within the doorframe, trying to avoid being sucked in. He almost always lost out to whatever forces took him there, though he fought it off for as long as he could. Surrendering was just easier—perhaps, in part, because something about that place was so familiar to him.

The white countertop took up nearly a third of the width and ran the length of one wall to where the toilet sat. The toilet’s porcelain had lost much of its sheen, mostly full of rust stains around the inside, and the chrome hardware had tarnished. The fixture that fed water to the toilet had encrusted with a weird greenish powdery substance. Chips marred the wooden lid, evidence of a well-used toilet that, judging by the waste inside, was badly in need of repair.

Across from the toilet sat an old clawfoot bathtub. He had examined the tub only once before, so he knew what to expect if he dared look again. Inside there were a few inches of standing water, the drain still closed. In the shallow end, there were a few thin clumps of hair, dancing back and forth, as if caught in a gentle summer breeze. Near the drain were a few droplets of blood, ebbing and twisting and twirling like wispy smoke. Eventually, that blood would tinge the water a faint pink.

The wallpaper added an antique ambiance to the bathroom. He could tell it had once been a vanilla tint, but had long since faded to a strange light brown, similar to the discolored walls of a smoker’s home. The once crisp blue fronds of wheat looked like purplish clumps of weeds. The top of each length of wallpaper had peeled away from the ceiling, the glue having lost its hold. On the wall, opposite the counter, was a yellow towel, hanging unevenly. A single bloody handprint blemished the towel. Evidence of a crime committed here.

While in this room, Nathan usually just hid under the countertop, the only place he really felt comfortable. From there, he could see out the frosted window over the tub which was covered in a thick, steamy sweat. He had tried to wipe that mist away on the lone occasion he braved the tub, but it had no effect. The window was perpetually fogged, offering only the occasional distorted view of the world beyond. That window was the only reason he knew anything about what happened to him during these blackouts.

Sometimes he heard voices on the other side of that window. Other times, there were voices right outside the closed door. The only thing separating him from them was a mere piece of wood. Occasionally, Nathan swore he heard the faint laughter of some unidentified adolescent girl. Other times, she was crying. Then there was the unknown man—what Nathan referred to as the Knocking Man—who infrequently came and pounded on the door, demanding to be let in. Nathan would watch as the wood trembled and shook, the hinges weakening as the screws slowly withdrew from the wooden frame. Thankfully, the door always held.

“You killed her, boy,” the Knocking Man sometimes said. “You killed your mother.”

Nathan didn’t know what to make of the Knocking Man’s words. He had never known his mother, but he’d grown accustomed to blocking out this man’s accusations. The pounding, though; it always prevailed, each rap further unraveling Nathan, worried the Knocking Man would someday break the barrier down.

“Open the damn door,” the Knocking Man said now, pounding louder, causing Nathan’s eyes to flutter.

Usually, Nathan was all alone in this room, with only minor differences, if any. This time, across from Nathan, on the other side of the room closest to the bathtub, sat a boy with his head buried between his knees. Even before Nathan entered the room, he noticed the red liquid bubbling from the edges of the drooping wallpaper, most strips already halfway down the length of the wall.

It’s blood.

Upon liberating the paper, the mass would slap against the floor, sounding like some creature shedding its skin all at once. Streaks of red raced down the rough barren walls, gathered along the baseboard, then pooled on the floor. The lighting made it appear even worse, dimming and flickering, radiating a dismal crimson.

The room looks like it’s melting.

He wondered if this had something to do with the Knocking Man. Whatever bothered the guy, he sounded much more aggravated than usual.

“Open up,” the Knocking Man said.

He pounded so hard that Nathan crumbled to the floor and scooted away. From there, he watched as the strange kid’s fingers tugged at his tangled hair.

“Hey, you okay?” Nathan leaned forward on his knees and crawled toward the child on all fours and reached out. As he neared the kid, the pounding intensified.

Wham, wham, wham.

Nathan yanked his hand away, eyeing the door.

Convinced he was still safe and wanting to comfort the adolescent, Nathan leaned forward again. “Sorry. That scared me. I’m here.” This time he placed his hand on the boy’s knee, trying to offer some modicum of comfort. This was an awful place, and the child didn’t belong here. Nathan felt bad for him because no one deserved this…madness.

The boy received Nathan’s kindness without acknowledgement, remaining in a semi-catatonic state. Nathan couldn’t help but notice how uneven the young man’s breathing sounded, as if huffing and puffing louder and louder, matching the pounding on the door. A single vein stood out on the youth’s temple—the only part of his face Nathan could see. It strained and pulsed as if on the verge of bursting.

The kid jerked up his head and stared straight into Nathan’s eyes.
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