

    
        
          Flame and Sinew

        

        
        
          The Birch Island Cases, Volume 2

        

        
        
          Jacob Marsh

        

        
          Published by Jacob Marsh, 2024.

        

    



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      FLAME AND SINEW

    

    
      First edition. August 17, 2024.

      Copyright © 2024 Jacob Marsh.

    

    
    
      ISBN: 978-1739058791

    

    
    
      Written by Jacob Marsh.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

Dedication

Taking the Long Road

Chapter 1: Looking for a Story

Chapter 2: Welcome Home

Chapter 3: Pancakes and Battery

Chapter 4: Dreams in a Witch House

Chapter 5: An Ode to Bast

Chapter 6: The Pull of Power

Chapter 7: Burn It All Down

Chapter 8: Encounter with a Snake

Chapter 9: Be Kind, Rewind

Chapter 10: The Chase

Chapter 11: The Lightning Gun

Chapter 12: Speculation

Chapter 13: The Raid

Chapter 14: Resonance

Chapter 15: Darker Deals

Cleansing Flame

Author’s Note

Oceanus Sneak Peek

Acknowledgments

About the Author



  	
  	
			 

			
		
    For Quasar.
Thank you for teaching me to love cats. I miss you.
-Jacob

      

    

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Taking the Long Road
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Adrian was a proud man. 

He was proud of his farm. Proud of his money. Proud of his family. But more than anything else, he was proud of himself.

Even in the dwindling hours of the night, returning disheveled and unshowered from his mistress's bed, proud he remained.  Why wouldn't he be?  He worked hard. What was the odd pleasure in his life when measured against all that toil? Besides, what his wife didn't know couldn't hurt her.

He’d often come home late from work. On top of the farm, he had business in the city to attend to. The corn wasn’t going to export itself. This created all sorts of reasons to be away from home. He had to ensure shipments arrived on time. That he met with the manufacturers, and maybe ‘wined and dined’ with distributors. All these things took time. Tonight's excuse was a setback with an international financier. It was an easy lie, made easier by a day of rain creating delays in arrival. Besides, did she really want him to rush? What if the slick roads were dangerous?

After years of being the breadwinner, what were a few lies?

He marveled at the night sky as he drove down the lonely highways and away from Elizabeth’s Haven, the largest city on Birch Island. It seemed bright somehow, which was strange given the time and the cloudy weather. The dashboard clock said it was 3 a.m., but it seemed too light. It was too early for the sun to rise unless the clock was slow. 

Adrian rubbed his eyes. Beyond the brightness, the night sky seemed to shimmer in hues of green. He had to be seeing things. Luckily, these dirt roads were like a second home to him; he knew every curve, contour, and bump as if it was his own skin. He gunned his pale blue pick-up truck, revving the motor and firing rocks and dirt like a rocket plume. It was exhilarating. His wife would have scolded him, but he was alone out there, and he knew how to handle his truck. No one was around for miles anyway, and he knew he was almost home.

The treeline thinned as Adrian veered his pale blue pickup around the final corner leading to his driveway, allowing a sickly yellow glow to escape through the branches. Adrian’s eyes widened in horror. The entire horizon was illuminated by the light of a massive fire. What he had mistook for the morning's first rays was the glowing embers of his farmstead. The sun had not risen; instead, everything he built and cultivated was ablaze, rising with the wind and smoke to meet the shimmering night sky. All the time, money, and work he’d put in – gone. Adrian’s hard-won façade fell away, letting loose a fresh, screaming fear.

His family!

Panic filled his mind as the hot smoke began clogging his lungs. The smells of his fields seeped into the truck, bringing with it fond memories of barbecues and baking cornbread, sullied by the raging inferno. He hammered the truck forward, gravel filled mud cracking behind him as he tore up the driveway toward his house, which stood unscathed. 

Where were the firefighters?

He pulled out his phone and tried to dial 911, but the call wouldn’t connect. He didn’t have any service.

As he drove past the smoldering wreckage of the barn, Adrian caught sight of a charred shape slumped over against the wall.  He pulled his truck to the side and got out, immediately stung by the hot dry air. With his eyes watering and throat already burning, he made his way to the barn. Through streaming eyes, he confirmed his worst fear. It was a body.  

Whoever it was, they were badly burned and almost certainly dead. The figure wasn’t leaning against the side of the barn so much as crumpled beside it. Arms and legs tucked up into a defensive ball of blackened smoking flesh. Bile filled his throat as he closed the remaining distance... But as he reached him, he could tell by the build this wasn’t his wife or son. It had to be his farmhand, Frank. 

Adrian breathed a guilty sigh of relief. He liked Frank; he was a good man, but he was also the only person his heart could afford to lose in all of this. 

Looking over the body, he saw a shotgun clutched in its dead hands. Frank was staying in the guest house, now a flaming heap, and Adrian knew he had a gun. But what was he doing in the barn in the middle of the night with a double-barreled shotgun?

Chest tightening, Adrian surveyed the scene. The barn was still somewhat intact, but the body was so badly burned...the barn behind Frank was charred as if he were the epicenter of the blaze. But then, how was it still standing when the field was engulfed in flames? Every breath of air was a struggle; the heat creeping up on him, burning the sweat from his skin and drying out his throat with every frantic gulp of air. The longer he stayed out there, the harder it was for him to think. Adrian shook his head to stop it from spinning. None of that mattered. He had to find his family. There was some hope left; the house was still standing. 

Adrian could feel the hot toxic air seeping into his lungs like the dank sweat drying up in his pores, but he ran. It felt as if his muscles were tearing, but he couldn’t slow down. It was only a matter of time before the fire reached the house. He slammed against the door, half from clumsy panic and half in search of support for his tired body. He clutched his key with trembling hands and tried to force it into the lock. In his shuddering grip, he missed the lock. 

He tried again, scratching the chrome metal fixture as his panic grew more and more acute. Finally, after much exasperated swearing, the door opened to a pitch-black house.

Maybe they had already left? Run to get help or even to escape the fire?

He briefly wondered why all the lights were off, unsure how they could have gotten up and left without turning on the lights. But then again, why was the door locked if his family left to avoid the fire? Pushing the fear from his mind, he rushed upstairs to his son’s room. The door was closed. Even with adrenaline coursing through his veins, Adrian hesitated. There was light trickling in from under the door. But it wasn’t the light that caught his attention. 

It was the smell. Earthy and metallic...thick and sticky.

Adrian had worked on farms his whole life. He knew the smell of slaughter. 

With painful apprehension, he opened the door.

The room was bathed in the yellow light of his ruined farm, cast from the curiously smashed window and reflecting on shards of glass that littered the floor. As his eyes adjusted to the flickering light, he saw where the smell came from. His son was lying still on the floor. The glass around him was stained red with blood.

Adrian called out, his voice raspy and quiet, barely a whisper. The sorry combination of smoke inhalation and deepening despair. He tried to scream, wanted to scream, but it wouldn’t have mattered. He knew he would receive no response.

Adrian knelt and tried to pick up his young son, before recoiling. Most of his son was unharmed, but his head...

The back of his head had a massive hole in it. He didn’t have the words to describe it... no slaughterhouse could have prepared him. 

Adrian turned away. It was too much.

Tears stung his eyes, but he wiped them away and staggered back to his feet. He had to keep moving. He had to know.

Adrian rushed to his bedroom. He didn’t hesitate this time. Throwing open the door, he found his wife facedown in the glass and blood, head...opened up. 

Bile filled his throat as he took in the true nature of the wound. They didn’t have holes in them. Both his wife's and child’s heads had been scooped out. Left, like crumbling shells after peeling an egg.

Dropping to the floor in anguish, Adrian felt the broken glass cut into his knees. But it didn’t matter; he was numb. He threw up, his late-night steak dinner tearing up his aching throat. He tried again to scream, but it came out hoarse and choked. 

Tears washed the ash from his cheeks as he listened to the roaring flames outside, staring at the floor to avoid looking at his wife. The image filled his mind, but it lacked the visceral detail. It was hollow...like them. 

Adrian shuddered uncontrollably. He’d stay like that as long as he could. Adrian had nothing left, and he’d let the fire consume him if it meant he’d never have to look at the bodies of his family again. 

As he waited for the inevitable, a new feeling crept over him – a low, primal anxiety. His pulse quickened, and his senses went on high alert. Tightening chest and shortness of breath, he felt like a child again. It was the feeling of being prey – a cold, primitive fear of something in the tall grass or a shadow moving along the baseboard. Slowly and silently, it was coming up behind him. As his heart pounded, he felt a voice inside of him, the message from his body to run.

He silenced it. 

There was no reason to run. There was no reason to fight.

What was the point?

He continued to stare at the wooden floor. Even as it creaked behind him.

Then, the air around him filled with heat and light.

The shimmering reflection of the fire in the glass was almost beautiful. But his skin crawled then crackled; the heat of the blaze seemed to coat him as the hairs on his body were singed off. What first felt like a bad sunburn grew into an unbearable, all-consuming, searing torment. He cried out in pain but was silenced by a loud pop. Fresh blood and brain matter splashed onto the floor beneath him. 

The beating of his heart slowed as the room grew dark and cold, numbness extinguishing the heat, and soon, his life along with it.
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Chapter 1: Looking for a Story
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“So, you saw it over there?” Owen asked Tim, the gormless pre-teen boy leading him through the field.

Owen accompanied the witness and his flannel-clad mother, Kendra Jones, toward the center of the field. The first sprouts of what Owen assumed were corn stalks had just begun to break through the dirt and into the early spring air. He did his best to avoid stepping on them and wondered how the boy had managed to do so in the dark. 

“Yeah, it was right over there,” Tim said, glancing up at his mother before continuing. “It was at night, and it flew over the field and into the woods over there.” 

He pointed to the thin outcrop of trees to their left. Not that this bit of non-descript forest stood out. It was a large field surrounded by pines and birch trees, nothing special for Birch Island, especially in the Greenvale area. 

“What did it look like?” Owen asked, brown eyes squinting into the sun. His light-brown hair fluttered in the damp, chilly breeze. He brushed it out of his face with one pale, frigid hand. He was still dressed for winter, even as the seasons were changing. His black peacoat ran a bit long on the sleeve, making it seem a size or two too big. Owen bought it from a thrift store before moving to the island. It had been a purchase made by a younger man on a budget when he wanted to impress his new boss. He hadn’t impressed her, and on a writer’s salary, for a tabloid like The Birch Island Observer, he couldn’t afford an extensive wardrobe. Maybe now that he was some kind of secret agent, he could afford better. 

“Well,” Tim said, considering his words carefully. “It was dark, but it had little lights all over it.”

Hearing that the object had been illuminated, Owen became skeptical. He had come this way because he was sure there was a story, but this sounded like an all-too-familiar case of mistaken identity. 

“And could you make out a shape?”

“Kind of,” the boy said, bashfully. He looked back and forth between Owen and his mother.

“It’s okay. Just say whatever comes to mind,” Owen said.

Sort of like a grasshopper?” Tim inquired, hand resting on his chin in mimed contemplation. “But one of the big flying ones you see sometimes.”

Owen took out a notebook. Insect-like. He jotted the detail down, if only to encourage the kid. 

“Anything else?”

“I dunno.” Tim shrugged. “It had a long tail, like a mayfly, or a crawfish or something.”

Kendra looked to her boy and smiled encouragingly. “Tell him how big it was.”

“Oh, yeah!” Tim threw his arms wide. “It was huge! Bigger than my dad or anyone I’ve ever met.”

Owen looked toward to trees, trying to picture the creature soaring above them. “Could you see wings or was it just generally big?”

“No! The wings were even bigger. Its body was as big as a man, and then it had a long tail.”

“Huh,” Owen said involuntarily, “So, it was huge.”

“That’s not even the weirdest part,” Kendra added. “Tell him about the wings.”

“The grasshopper’s wings weren’t beating,” Tim said. “No flapping or buzzing or whatever.”

Owen turned back towards Tim. “Like it was gliding?”

The kid nodded enthusiastically. “Yeah, except it started low and then flew up over the trees.”

“That is weird,” Owen said, making more notes.

The boy’s mother placed a hand on his shoulder.

“Hey Tim, why don’t you go put the kettle on so I can make some tea for the journalist? It’s getting cold out,” she said, shivering.

The boy nodded and ran off.

Owen knew what was happening.

“Whatever you write, please leave our names out of this,” Kendra said, eyes darkening.

“Of course, no problem,” Owen responded. People were always more open when they knew they could be anonymous.

“He’s a good kid, and I love him dearly, but he’s as dumb as his old man.”

Owen laughed. “So, you don’t think he saw anything?”

“No. I mean, he’s not a liar. But there were no giant bugs.” She looked out toward the forest. “Probably just one of our shitty neighbors trying to scare him with drones or something.”

Owen put the notepad back in his jacket pocket. That’s what he assumed it was too. “Drones are still unfamiliar to people, especially at night. They’re a common UFO culprit.”

Kendra almost looked disappointed, but she smiled knowingly and nodded.

“Oh, I figured. He has a decent story, though, and he’s popular at school right now. No harm, no foul, in my opinion.”

“Of course,” Owen agreed.

“I know you're busy, and you’ll probably need to chat up a few more people, even if this story isn’t worth publishing for you. So, you don’t have to stay for tea. I just wanted to save my boy's feelings.”

Owen nodded. He didn’t want to keep his team waiting—not if this wasn’t worth pursuing. He could feel a good story. A supernatural story. It was a kind of sixth sense he possessed. It made him a good investigator and was the reason he now worked for ARC, researching the paranormal. Until recently, he thought it was just intuition and dumb luck, but he could no longer deny that he had a special connection to weird stories. But he was also naturally skeptical. And he couldn’t help but feel this wasn’t his kind of weird.

“Here is my card in case anything comes up.” 

Owen handed her one of his old Observer business cards. “Oh, and another for your son. It might add some credibility on the playground.”

“Thanks,” she said, turning the cards over in her hand. “You’re not too bad for a journalist.” 

Owen laughed. He waved goodbye and began walking back to the car. He had been pulled to this little town for a reason. That feeling in the back of his mind was telling him there was a story. But a giant grasshopper? That was far-fetched, even for him. A story fit for the tabloids. It was a better story for his friends at the Observer. Neal wouldn’t go for it; he hated giant critter stories. Brit would make fun of him. But maybe Mike and Jenny could use it? Owen still owed them a good podcast episode. Better than the whole thing going to waste.

He’d figure out who to talk to in his own time. Aurelia, the woman in black, had driven out this way to pick up something from a marina. Heading into town and then further out into the sticks was a courtesy. He had a new boss to impress now, and a peacoat wasn’t going to cut it. He had to find the story, and he had to be quick. If the story wasn’t here, he needed to go back to square one. And square one was research. 

A quick trip to the library couldn’t hurt.

When Owen arrived at the Greenvale town library, he was shocked to find a brand new artistically constructed, and overdesigned modern building. In his experience, small town libraries, when they existed, were old wooden shacks or concrete boxes—old monoliths held together by stubbornness and silverfish. This building was all glass and chrome—a wide, steel rectangle with a single triangular peak for an entrance.

As he approached the sliding glass doors, Owen wondered how they had the budget for something like this. He also hoped he could get some real work done. These modern libraries looked pretty but had worse sound baffling than the dusty shack design. While he might not get the black lung in there, a single child’s voice could echo through the entire place, destroying any chance at concentration. 

The doors let out a soft ring as he entered. Owen located the front desk and made his way over, fixing his scruffy brown hair on the way. Metaphorical fingers crossed, he put on his best smile and hoped for a win. 

A single librarian seemed to be on shift. She was a wizened-looking woman in a floral dress approaching her twilight years.

"Can I help you, love?" the old librarian asked Owen. He noticed her name tag said ‘Sarah’.

Owen always found country familiarity a bit jarring. He’d spent a lot of time on Birch Island, but he grew up outside Seattle. People weren’t that friendly in the city, and secretly, he didn’t think they were that friendly anywhere. 

"Yes. I'm just in town doing some research. I'd like to know where you keep your newspapers and microfiche and whatnot?”

Sarah smiled. "Well, I don't know about ‘whatnot’, but we keep the newspapers and other archival information in the back. Here, I'll show you."

Sarah marched Owen to the back of the library where there were shelves upon shelves of spooled-up plastic film.  Owen could see the sections dedicated to various magazines and newspapers, both local and international, available to those who were willing to brave it. Using microfiche was becoming a lost art.

"Do you know how to use the machine?" Sarah asked.

Owen nodded and thanked her before beginning to browse. He waited until she left before taking multiple years of local news off the shelves. Such a collection was unlikely to be digitized. Luckily, Owen was good at speed reading. Besides, he could feel the story. It was spread out, but he would bring it back together.

He took the little plastic reels and fed them into a viewing machine. In the end, his speed-reading ability wasn't important. As he began pushing the button to spool through the newspaper, he found his hand lifting off automatically as if he were being guided to important information. He’d always been great at research, but what used to take hours of searching now seemed to find itself. This sixth sense for stories might have always been there, but now it was active, sharpened, and conscious. Although his gift was supernatural, it was becoming completely natural for him. It no longer felt strange to be connected to all this.

However, what was strange was the consistent lack of information in the records. 

“Why are there missing weeks?” he mumbled to himself as he walked over to an ancient card catalog to confirm. It wasn’t just those weeks; similar gaps went back decades.

He jotted down the missing weeks of information and cross-referenced them against the international papers. Strangely, he noticed similar gaps in paper, microfiche, and digitized records. All of them were missing the same weeks.

Owen opened his laptop. National news rarely covered events on Birch Island, despite, or perhaps because of, their consistently depressing themes. But around the missing weeks, he found coverage for a handful of papers in the Seattle area. They were just across Puget Sound, sufficiently close enough to trust their observations. 

After a dozen or so articles, two things were clear. The first was that this part of Birch Island had an extremely high rate of child abductions. And the second was that someone was trying to keep Islanders from noticing the trend.

Moreover, all the missing children were from outlying communities, not locals.  Mapped out, it looked like a halo of misery surrounding this town. Except for one missing person's case. A local policewoman who had gone missing in the late nineties. 

Curious, Owen turned to the front counter to ask for help.

“Sarah?” Owen asked.

“Yes, love?” Sarah said, looking up from a paperback romance novel.

“I’ve noticed a few gaps in your records back there, did something happen to them?”

Sarah squinted at him and shook her head. “Not that I'm aware of. I've been working here a long time.” She stared into the middle distance. “I think I would have noticed.”

“Oh, I see,” Owen said, folding his arms. “Well, it's no concern. I found the gaps I needed online.”

Sarah straightened up in her seat. “If I might ask, love, what was missing?”

Owen put his laptop back in its case. “Childhood abductions in neighboring towns. Oh, and a missing police officer from the nineties.”

Her eyes narrowed even further. “What sort of research are you doing?”

Owen shrugged. “Oh, it’s nothing really, just local interest and genealogy.  I think I have relatives here.” 

He often told that lie when people started asking questions about his research.

Sarah raised an eyebrow. She clearly didn't believe him. 

“I'll tell you what,” she said. “My lunch is about to start, and I think I forgot my food at home. Why don't you head down to the corner store and grab me a hot dog and a lime soda? Bring them back, and I can talk about our local history over some grub.”

“Sounds good to me,” Owen responded, smiling from ear to ear. Sure, it was a ghoulish topic, but this was exactly what he was looking for. 

The alluring sense of a story felt closer than it had all day.

Owen returned with a couple of hot dogs and soft drinks. Seeing the bag, Sarah nodded and ushered him behind the counter and into her office. 

It was small but orderly. Owen sensed that a lot of work had been done from this office: cataloging, ordering new materials, and keeping secrets. 

They both sat at her desk and had a couple of bites each. After a long drink, Sarah settled her eyes on Owen. “Okay, are you ready to hear about Martha Brown?”

Owen quickly munched the last bite of his hotdog. “Yes, ma'am.”

“Martha Brown was a local police detective,” Sarah said, softly tapping her finger against her desk as she spoke. “First woman on the force. A fiercely protective civil servant and a loyal friend to this old bag of bones. You know, she was the only one who reached out when my boys came back from overseas... she understood and...” Sarah exhaled slowly. “But I’m getting off track. She was young, talented, and driven. Probably would have made sheriff if she hadn't dug too deep...” 

Owen leaned forward in his hard wooden chair. “You think she rubbed some people the wrong way?”

Sarah chuckled. 

“She rubbed everyone the wrong way. But she was good at her job and a damn good person, too. It's a shame what happened to her.”

Owen got out his trusty notepad. 

“Which was?”

“Patience, boy, I'm getting to it,” she said, annoyance creeping into her tone. “Martha noticed the same thing you did. The missing children.” 


Her eyes deepened, becoming wistful. 


“She always seemed to find these things without needing to be told. I never understood it, and the other officers were skeptical of her. But she always delivered results. Some people called her psychic. She never agreed with them publicly. But what she confided in me... yeah, she had some kind of gift.”

Now, this was the right kind of weird! For a librarian, Sarah knew how to weave a story, and she had Owen, hook, line, and sinker.

Sarah cleared her throat. “You see, Martha was sort of led to the information. She told me she was having dreams of a little girl who'd come to her bedside and whisper things into her ear.”

Owen scribbled furiously in his little notepad. There was a lot to follow up on. Was Martha like him? Did she have an abnormal ability, or was there a more generic sort of psychic power? He had so many questions—maybe Hilary could help him find the answers. 

“Was the girl a ghost or something?”

Sarah adjusted her thick-rimmed glasses. “At first, she wasn't sure. Hoped the girl was still alive. But the way she described her, it was as if she was shriveled up. Dehydrated. And she was covered in stitches.”

Owen could feel the words resonating within him. They were wrong. Either the old woman was misremembering, or... 

“And what did the girl say?” he asked, trying not to get lost in his theories.

“She whispered the names of the local families,” Sarah answered, her cool tone echoing in the small room. “The ones in charge, the ones with all the money. The mayor, the sheriff, and everyone with any stake in this town. And at first, it didn't seem rational. But as she dug, the whole eco-system of our little town started to unravel.  There is a lot of money here, you see. But no real explanation as to why the families have all that. This is a farming town – you wouldn't expect a bunch of millionaires to be running things."

Owen’s nose crinkled. That was weird.

“The dreams were strange, but she couldn’t piece any of it together. It wasn’t like her previous cases; there was nothing incriminating.” Sarah leaned against her desk. “Then, after months of being visited, Martha started dreaming about the house. She was walking around the halls of the old Weightmore manor. They stood out in her dreams just as badly as that goddamn house stands out on the town’s skyline! There’s rich... and then there is the Weightmores. They always say they made most of their money in stocks. No one could ever verify it, but the money was real, and so was their influence. The whole family is tied in with the local businesses. The laundry mat, the drive-in theater, all that. The eldest son now runs the local school system. Superintendent, you know.”

“Yeah, I know what you mean.” Owen had come across that family before. They were one of the richest families on the seaboard. Old money. He could see how a family like that, with deep roots and even deeper pockets, could be behind the disappearances. But why were they doing it? 

“What did Martha find?”

“The dreams get more and more vivid, and Martha, you see, she's convinced now that the girl is still alive. That she can save her.” Sarah paused to take a sip of her lime soda. “Sorry, throat’s a bit dry. Anyway, her head is full of all this occult imagery, real pagan rights shit. Gets convinced that on the next full moon, the kid'll be there in the basement of that manor, and she can go and save her.”

Owen could feel his heart beating in his chest. There was a kid, he knew that for sure. But what happened to her...

“Did she save her?” Owen asked, genuinely anxious to know the answer.

Sarah frowned, her wrinkled face slackening with the weight of decades. 

“Well, on the full moon, she went to the manor and found it seemingly deserted.” She waved a hand. “The whole full moon thing seemed contrived to me, but what do I know about rituals?” Sarah took another sip before continuing. “Martha broke a window in the back and made her way into the house. I guess she was guided again by her ‘intuition.’ Somehow, she found a false door in the study. And behind it, a long stone staircase deep underground. She told me it seemed ancient. As if the house was built on top of the staircase rather than the other way around. When she reached the bottom, it opened into a vast cave. There were two levels to the cave, one where she was and another roughly thirty feet below. 

Owen raised an eyebrow reflexively. Those were awfully specific details for a second-hand account.

If Sarah saw his facial expression shift, she made no mention of it. “Martha watched as dozens of robed figures stood below holding candles to light the way. Standing at the center of the group was another child bound and gagged. It wasn't the girl from her dreams, but a boy – he was clearly in danger. She wanted to help him but didn’t know how. Martha looked around for a way down but couldn't find any that would hide her progress. So, she watched, hoping to find an opening.”

One man moved away from the group and toward a gaping chasm in the floor—a huge rocky hole, either naturally eroded or even older than the staircase."

Sarah glanced away from Owen for a moment, then continued. “The man turned back to the group and began to chant loudly, reading from a large book.  Martha said she couldn't make out what he was saying, but it sounded like Latin. She also could not identify him as he wore a nearly blank porcelain mask.” 

Sarah shifted uncomfortably in her wooden chair. 

Owen saw her eyes linger on the doorway for a moment. Was she expecting someone? It was early afternoon on a workday. Surely, they were the only ones in the library. 

Sarah cleared her throat and continued. “When he finished, they moved the boy to the hole in the floor. They untied him and left him there by the opening. He pulled the gag out of his mouth and began to scream... but then he fell silent, listening.” Sarah looked down at her desk as if hoping for a reason to stop telling her story. “That's when Martha said she heard it too, a rustling. Like the wind moving through cat tails or a low-hanging willow. It grew louder and louder, and she realized it was coming from the hole.  The whole room, including the child, all silently stared at the hole... until something began to emerge.” 

Sarah paused, and Owen felt she was holding back.

“What was it?” he asked.

“She said it looked like a man, but wrong. Too big, and not just tall, neither...” Sarah waved her hand dismissively. “She kept rambling on about feathers, but it was all gibberish. The trauma was talking.”

Owen folded his arms. After all that precision regarding the layout, why was the rest rambling?

“What did she do?” he asked, focusing on Sarah’s facial features.

There was a flutter at the corner of her lip. Perhaps it was a tick, or maybe she was hiding a smile.

“She ran. What else could she have done?”

Owen sat back. He could feel a headache coming on. He pressed his temple with two fingers. 

“What do you mean, ‘what else could she have done?’” he said sarcastically. “Anything. She could have shot the damn thing and saved the kid!” He was wearing his emotions on his sleeve, but he was sure she was being evasive now. Almost certain that was a smile...

Sarah looked at him, seemingly confused by the gesture, the question, or both.

“Shoot it? Were you not listening?  Martha didn’t describe a man or an animal. There was disgust in her words... but the grandeur of what she described. She knew it well. That thing isn’t some monster, it’s some kind of god. How could you hope to combat that?”

It all sounded a bit more concrete than a local urban legend. But Owen pressed on. 

“You sound like you believe her. Do you think it’s still down there?” Owen asked.

“Well, Martha disappeared. There was no happy ending for the young detective. It must still be there.”

Owen stretched his neck against the stiffness and pain. His power wasn’t straining him, but he knew a migraine was coming. He had to close this up soon; he could feel her tale was true. But her motives? Why was she telling him any of this?

“And no one's tried to stop it?”

Sarah shook her head. “When all the powerful people in town want something to stay quiet, it tends to stay quiet.”

“But you know. Why didn't you tell somebody?”

Sarah smiled at him. “I did. After Martha confided in me, I confided in the mayor.”

And there it was, the missing
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