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The world was a better place in 1999.

At Grayson Elementary School,
seven-year-old Sara Moon had just finished her one-mile charity
walk around the high school track. The radio was blaring “Livin’ La
Vida Loca” by Ricky Martin, and even at that young age Sara Moon
thought it might be a grown-up song. Still, she sang the lyrics as
she walked toward the barrel of Gatorade, “She likes to take her clothes off and go dancing in the
rain…” She wondered why a girl would ever want to take
her clothes off, let all the bugs bite her in the summer or, in the
winter, freeze to death.

Now it was fall. The trees had turned orange,
black, and brown. At Grayson Elementary, there would be a Halloween
party and a Halloween parade. Sara Moon still had to decide what
she wanted to be.

She could buy a white sheet, be a ghost,
maybe. Or a witch. She had wanted to dress up like her dad had
been. His costume was a long red shirt that went down to his feet,
with a black symbol shaped like fire. He had a rope tied around it,
and he wore horns on his head like a goat. Sara had always laughed
at him, wanted to dress up in the same silly outfit.

“It’s not a costume,” he had said.
“It’s not a costume Sara. The Fire People aren’t a joke.
They’re the real thing. And they’re the last enemy of
the U.S. government. They’re our last hope, Sara, our last
hope.”

Sara Moon, back then, hadn’t thought much
about it. Even when her parents left for Albuquerque eleven years
later, she hadn’t thought much of it.




In the White House


But 1999 was before the world went to hell.
It was before 9/11 and global terrorism, before the Iraq and Afghan
Wars, before the economy collapsed. It was a time when you could
walk your family up to the airplane without passing through
security. It was before George Bush, Barack Obama, Dwight Johnson
and—God forbid—Hillary Clinton. 1999 was a time of optimism, of
peace, of confidence.

Most of all, it was before the Outsiders.

Binky stood there with an A.R. in hand,
pointed straight at Sara Moon. The colors of his clown suit were
baby blue, canary yellow, and a cherry red. The red especially
stood out to her—the same color red her dad had worn in 1999. He
had spoken of the Fire People—The Red
Church.

“Lie down,” Binky ordered. “Lie down right
now.”

What could the Red Church
want with David Moon? In 1999, her dad had been an
early adapter of the Internet. He had surfed web forums. He had
been gullible. He had believed everything he read about the U.S.
government. So what could the Red Church—the Fire People—want with
him? What could they have wanted with an unemployed Grayson,
Indianan? Was he the lone person crazy enough to believe in their
propaganda? Was an IP address from a Grayson, Indiana ranch house
the lone visitor?

There were so many questions—so many
questions she would never answer once she entered the nightmare
world.

“Lie down,”
Binky ordered again.

She peered into the possessed clown’s eyes,
wondered what little intelligence there was behind them. She didn’t
sense much from those black orbs. Whatever Outsider inhabited that
flesh puppet seemed simple minded, unsophisticated, small.

“Lie down!”
Binky snapped in a voice even more petulant.

She took a step forward instead.

“Lie down!”
Binky sounded like a child now, a spoiled brat enraged at having
his toy taken away.

“You don’t want to kill me, do you?” Sara
Moon said.

“I will!” Binky was a small, sad man. “I will
do it, as God as my witness!”

“You won’t do it.”

“I will.”

“But you won’t.” She realized that, now. She
raced at him, grabbed the end of the A.R., and struggled to wrest a
hold of it. It went off, rupturing in her ears, and the acrid smell
of gunpowder filled the sanitized, sterile room. She fought again,
but Binky was stronger than he looked in his sad, silly clown suit.
He threw her to the ground.

“That’s enough!” Binky said. “I won’t kill
you, but I will do this!” He sprayed bullets across the floor like
rain, and a searing heat filled her left ankle. Her foot was gone,
and blood had already begun to gush.

Screaming pain shot through her as she forced
herself to her feet. She wouldn’t give Binky the victory he was
looking for.

The clown watched, stunned, as Sara Moon
hopped over to him, throttled him into a headlock, and finally
ripped the gun free.

A voice howled from the other room:
“Binky, you fool, what have you
done?”

She aimed for only half a second before
firing. She pulled the trigger until every bullet was spent. By the
time she left her homicidal haze, she had gone lightheaded and
weak, and Binky’s torn-up body was lifeless, a pool of bloody
torn-up fabric and flesh on the floor.

The pool of Binky’s blood was quickly turning
into a lake. Sara Moon had never killed anyone before, never
thought she would. “That one was for you, Chad,” she breathed. It
was small comfort—Lord Vlad was still alive, likely would forever
be, long after Sara Moon was dead.

In a moment’s span the room was filled with
shadows—silhouettes of gray and black, a mob of Outsiders, a
hundred, maybe, in number: pale bloodless vampires and
shadow-men—among them, Lord Vlad.

“What will we do?” Lord Vlad howled.

 

“Perhaps she will heal herself!” said another
vamp, female, and much more attractive.

“Like hell I will!” Sara Moon answered, even
as it all came dawning on her, that her life was totally
co-dependent on the Outsiders, that if she died as a sacrifice for
the world, somehow, somewhere, they’d be defeated. But Sara Moon
was no sacrificial lamb.


She tore off Binky’s clown suit, tied the
fabric around her leg. The screaming pain caused tears to form in
her eyes, but she
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