
[image: ]

Published in Canada by Engen Books, St. John’s, NL.

ISBN 978-1-926903-00-2

Copyright © 2013 Matthew LeDrew

NO PART OF THIS BOOK MAY BE REPRODUCED OR TRANSMITTED IN ANY FORM OR BY ANY MEANS, ELECTRONIC OR MECHANICAL, INCLUDING PHOTOCOPYING AND RECORDING, OR BY ANY INFORMATION STORAGE OR RETRIEVAL SYSTEM WITHOUT WRITTEN PERMISSION FROM THE AUTHOR, EXCEPT FOR BRIEF PASSAGES QUOTED IN A REVIEW.

This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places and incidents are products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events or locales or persons living or dead is entirely coincidental.

Distributed by:

Engen Books

www.engenbooks.com

submissions@engenbooks.com

First mass market paperback printing: October 2010

Digital Release: August 2017
Cover Image: Zachary Aboulazm
Ebook ISBN-13: 978-1-926903-62-0

Copyright 2017 Ellen Curtis & Matthew LeDrew

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​THE TOURNIQUET REPRISAL

[image: ]


ELLEN CURTIS &
MATTHEW LEDREW

––––––––
[image: ]


In this stunning superhero thriller, a man named Gavin who claims to have risen from the dead has started a cult in Atlanta, Georgia, drawing impressionable young worshippers into his influence, including the young and naïve Kelly Saunders. When Victor and his team of people with special abilities investigate, they uncover a secret, grisly past going back nearly ten years soaked in blood and betrayal.
Can Victor and his team get Gavin’s followers away from him before his murderous pattern repeats itself?
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Atlanta, Georgia

Kelly Saunders picked up an apple out of the large pile in front of her and studied it for a long moment, then placed it in the green plastic basket she held in the crook of her arm. She grabbed three more then stepped away from the pile, paused, then went back for a fifth.

The market was wonderful and alive and open this time of day, crowded with people and smells and colours that she loved. Before her was a long aisle of freshly harvested fruits and vegetables, all of them beaming brightly at her with magnificent reds and yellows and deep, deep purples.

There were no walls here, just posts every ten feet or so that held up the green tile and copper bearing of the ceiling. It let in the fresh air of the Square that could only happen during a Georgia late October, that clean, crisp freshness that clung to everything and made her smile from ear to ear every time she took a deep breath. All around her the buildings of the Square surrounded the market yet somehow cast no shadow upon it, each of them bathed in the warm sun the shone down from almost directly above.

The building in the center of town had a large clock tower in it that rose above the rest of the box-cut buildings with its fine old Victorian architecture, but she didn’t need it to tell her it was noon and that she should get on her way. She smiled warmly at the old man behind the apple cart and continued down the aisle toward the dairy section.

A year ago when she’d left his house, her father had told her that she’d never find anywhere ‘out there’ that felt like home. He had said this with a face that was flushed and red as he sat across from the kitchen table from her, annunciating each word with a jab of his fork. He’d dipped into the brandy a few hours before supper and his eyes were bloodshot. It sent cold shivers up her spine even now just thinking about it. 

“Nobody that left home at your age ever amounted to nothing or nobody,” he’d said with that gruff Bible Belt drawl as he turned his fork back toward his dinner. He took a big shovelful of chicken and cabbage and pushed it past his lips. Bits of greens stuck to the corners of his mouth and looked like the film left over after a severely drunk person woke up in their own vomit. The association made her want to throw up. “You’ll never find anything to make you feel as good and as warm as this house and this town and this family. I hope you’re hearing me.”

Now, when she felt the garden air fill her until she felt like she was flying and the smooth, level concrete beneath her feet, she knew that he’d been wrong. This was her home now, and the more she looked back on her time before this, the more she felt that this had always been her home, even though she’d never lived here. 

There was something about this city... it was like a small town that had simply redoubled itself over and over until it was massive and unruly, against the odds keeping that small town soul. That indomitable Southern style. She’d never seen any other place like it on Earth.

She almost bumped into a gray-haired old woman wearing a dark navy blazer and pressed, clean pants. She looked as though she were on her way to stand up in church rather than perusing the farmer’s market for fresh produce. There was a slim golden cross hanging between her breasts and a cancer ribbon pinned to her collar. The letters WWJD had been sewn into her sleeve with gold thread, as if to remind her the same way some people tied string around their finger to remind them.

“I’m so sorry!” Kelly said, laughing in that embarrassed why people did after returning from an excursion to cloud nine. “I swear I’m just a space cadet today!”

“That’s all right, dear,” the women said sweetly, laying one of those small, worn hands on her bare arm. It sent happy shivers shooting up Kelly’s shoulder and into the base of her skull where they rested for a moment, the simple human contact causing intense and profound pleasure. “No harm done.”

“Thanks.”

“Thank you,” she smiled warmly, stepping around Kelly and walking to greet the man behind the apple cart. He looked at her as though he’d known her for years, tipping his hat politely. “You have yourself a blessed day.”

That sent the shivers going again, this time starting in her back and working their way through her completely. Have a blessed day. She loved that. There was a feeling she got when someone said that to her and meant it... a spirituality that was everywhere here, even for someone who didn’t believe in it.

Kelly watched her for a moment, pushing her long blonde hair back behind her ear absently as she did. Her eyes glistened the same bright perfect blue of the sky behind her and her face, while slightly sallow, was sweetly soft. Her thin lips rarely ever saw lipstick and were almost invisible until she smiled, as she was now, watching as the woman clasped an apple in her long, bony fingers. She smiled so big that it almost reached her ears.

Filled with that good, tingly feeling; she turned back to the hall and picked up a bright yellow bunch of bananas that caught her eye. She added them to the ever growing assortment of food in her basket and reminded herself that she was going to have to walk home carrying this, then forced herself to go to the dairy section. There was an old wooden display there shaped like a staircase filled with cheese, each block about the size of a paperback novel and hand wrapped in cellophane. Despite their plastic coating they still stood out like orange and white stars in a dismal brown sky, the orange so pure it looked to have been painted on.

She picked up a rather hefty block of cheddar and brought it to her face, convinced she could actually smell it it was so fresh. After taking a moment with it, she held it up to the merchant behind the shelf. “How much for this?”

“Everything you see here is two dollars,” he replied, stretching his arms in both directions as if to encompass the entirety of his stock.

Her eyebrows shot up as she looked at the cheese again with renewed interest, then placed it in the basket at her hip before bending over to pick up two more blocks.

She felt her eyes flutter over him and caught a wry, mischievous smile on his lips. He was an older man, like most of the farmers and merchants that came to the market, but was more wiry than most and appeared to be in good health. His skin was tight to his frame but wrinkled heavily, and in truth didn’t look much like skin at all. Instead it looked like long strips of muscle and tendons dyed the pale peach of flesh. His whole face seemed to move and shift when he smiled even a little, and right now he was smiling so big that she could see he still had all his original teeth. She smiled back.

“Thank you,” she said warmly. He nodded curtly in response, then leaned forward to watch her as she stepped toward the checkout.

The line wasn’t long. It never was, not even with just the one register. Kelly placed all the goods she’d accumulated on the small desk that was used as a counter top, the rubber sheet that covered it doing little to hide its tattered character or the repugnant scent of varnish. It had been a school teacher’s desk, she’d decided on one of her previous trips. Lifted from one of those old dilapidated one-room school houses with the potbelly stove and the individual blackboards. Sometimes when she stepped past it, she could swear that she could smell the distinct aroma of chalkdust still clinging to it.

The woman behind the counter was short and portly, with a tiny bow of a mouth and an unnaturally brunette beehive. When she spoke it was with that kind sincerity that Kelly was convinced only pudgy women in their forties were capable of. She reminded her of Conchata Ferrell.

“Did you find everything you were looking for?” Conchata asked with a twang in her voice that sounded like it had been tuned with a banjo as she carefully placed Kelly’s food into a brown paper bag.

“Mostly,” Kelly smiled, sticking her thumb and forefinger into the narrow space of her front pocket and coming back with her wallet. She unclasped it and started to flick through an odd arrangement of bills. Most were the faded green hue of American currency, but there were a few blue Canadian fives and red fifties. An euro stuck out near the front, poking out its nose just enough for the cashier to see.

“We can’t take foreign bills here,” Conchata said crisply, looking suspiciously from the wallet to Kelly and then back again. “I got enough problems getting my head around the numbers already without figuring in the transfer rates.”

“Oh, I know,” Kelly chuckled, pushing her hair out of her face again as she started pulling out cash. “Just haven’t made it to the bank with these just yet.”

Conchata nodded, making a little pile of the bills Kelly had already placed on the desk, counting them as they came.

“And sixty,” she said, dumping some coins out into her palm and then handing them over. “Hey, do you know where the blueberry guy is? I haven’t seen him in weeks.”

“Carl,” Conchata agreed. She did not look up as she spoke, focusing as much as she could on putting the cash into the correct register slots. “He broke his hip a month or so back. Fell over an embankment while he was out picking stock.”

“Ooooh,” Kelly hummed, a concerned look coming over her. She bounced a little when she made the sound, like a child deprived of something they desired badly. “Well if you see him tell him I hope he gets better soon, okay?”

“I surely will.”

“And if he has any of that jam at his place pick me up a few jars and hide them under the counter for me, okay? I’ll pay you back the next time I’m up.”

“I’ll do just that,” she beamed, handing the bag over the register to her. “You come back soon now, y’hear?”

Kelly smiled, suppressing the urge to laugh, and walked out into the daylight. That was one thing she’d never gotten used to about this part of the world: the way some people could succumb to their regional stereotypes so completely and not even realize it. Even more surprising was that she found it was catching on. She’d caught herself referring to the computer as a pooter the other day and had laughed at herself until her sides had ached. Her friends had looked at her as though she’d had eight heads.

The walk home from the market was a long one, but she found that she didn’t mind, especially on days like today. Leaves were falling all around her and crunching beneath her feet, kicking and dancing about and making her feel like she was a child again. Pausing by a bus station she stopped and laid down her bag on the sidewalk, then picked up an armful that had freshly fallen. She stared at them for a long moment, the oranges and reds and pale, pale greens melding together until they seemed to be coming out at her, like one of those Magic Eye pictures that you stare at until the image pops out at you.

She buried her head in them and took a deep breath, then let them fall back to the ground.

A tall girl with a purple bookbag stared at her from the safety of the glass bus shelter, her lip curled and one eyebrow raised.

“Try it,” Kelly smiled, hoisting up her bag again. “It’ll do you wonders.”

The girl rolled her eyes and looked away, but craned her head to watch Kelly as she skipped merrily down the soft incline of Barron Road.

The street was long and winding, turning sometimes at nearly a hundred and eighty degree angles as it made its way through the heart of midtown west and out into the residential section of the neighbourhood.

Atlanta was a weird city, she found, weirder almost than any other place she’d visited or lived in. The city itself had a population of just a little over half a million, but it felt like less. Felt like a lot less. The city was so spread out that the different suburbs and burrows almost became little towns onto themselves, with the massive towers of downtown and Buckhead looming over in the distance from either side. Within the dip between the two the winter was warm and the summer was unbearable, and there was no mingling of the classes. Everywhere else there was a smorgasbord of the rich and the poor and everything in between, with the Ritz only a half block from the slums. Here they didn’t even touch. There were large forested parks separating the burrows or often even within burrows. Grassy patches where not even the bravest tread after sundown that belonged to flashers and muggers. It furthered the perceived division between them and caused rivalries that lasted for decades.

In places where there were no parks or fields, the middle class was used to partition the very rich from the very poor. This was the case here in Midtown West, a fact that became clearer with every house she walked past on her way down the street.

Kelly nodded as she walked by two college students (at least she presumed they were. They looked the right age and dressed the same way all the boys on campus did) leaning on either side of a balcony and sharing a cigarette. One had wavy hair and looked like one of those teen heartthrob types from the eighties, the other a crew cut with ears that stuck off in either direction and black, vacant eyes. The house was a simple bungalow with what appeared to be a very spacious basement. The front door was high off the ground and had a long steep staircase leading up to it. There were Jack-O-Lantern decals on the windows, and they reminded her that she would have to make another run to the store soon to get candy for Halloween. Although she didn’t expect many trick-or-treaters, she’d rather have it and not need it than need it and not have it. The next five houses were identical except in colour, as though someone had made them with different shades of play-dough and a cookie cutter.

The boys watched her as she walked past, the one with the black eyes paying particular attention, standing up to look over his friend’s shoulder as she disappeared from sight.

Barron Road gave way to Gallant Ave, which lead to Canary Street and quickly became New Gower Road. The houses were further apart here and were much smaller, for the most part. Several had been torn down even since she’d moved here, and one had burnt down just before she’d arrived. It still smelled like ash sometimes, if the day was dry enough and the wind blew just the right way. There was an abandoned lot grown over with alders and thorns held in by a tattered white picket fence. Several incinerated car frames were inside, picked clean by backyard mechanics and vultures long ago. Across the street from it was a low-income housing unit, with four buildings of different pale pinks and aquas facing each other to form a rudimentary square. In the center was a rusted and seldom used playground with broken swings and a slide with a hole in the middle.

There was a nameless dirt road off of New Gower that stretched into a gravelly clearing sparsely littered with evergreen trees. She’d seen pictures of it from years back that showed it all covered in smooth, flowing grass of the type that made you want to roll around and forget your age. Now the only grass was a few stubborn weeds and patches of crabgrass and poison oak. She steered clear of them as much as possible.

Near the end of the road it splintered into two directions, one continuing down to meet the street again on Enterprise Avenue and the other the driveway to a large, magnificent house. It was massive, three stories tall with a basement besides. It had once been a bed and breakfast, back when this had been the good part of town, and was one of the only buildings around that looked like it still belonged in that time... for the most part. The paint was white and was peeling in most places, dried from the sun and ready to flake off like dandruff the moment it was touched by a human hand. The shutters and trim were the same deep green that her childhood home had been before her father had gotten a better job, and it made her nostalgic in ways she’d never expected and couldn’t quite fathom. There was a veranda of concrete and hardwood out front that she sat on on warm days, letting the sun beat down on her until she thought she would bake.

There was grass here. The driveway was dirt like the rest of the street, but on either side there was luscious grass like there had been on the picture. It was magical, as though the house and the grounds were contained in a little snow globe bubble that protected it from the rest of the world.

Hoisting up the bag (which had, as feared, gotten quite heavy over the course of her trip) onto her shoulder, she walked up the driveway.

Someone peeked through the white silk curtains at her. There was laughter from inside that was infectious even from out here.

She walked up the steps, listening to the way they creaked in their familiar way, then paused at the door and took a deep breath before going in.

A stale, undefinable smell hit her as soon as she walked in and she sighed sullenly to herself. She wasn’t through the door an instant when someone ran past the mouth of the hallway, with such speed that all she could make of them was a red and blue blur. A cacophony of tireless giggles followed the runner, and it brought her smile back to her cheeks.

She brought the bag of groceries through the dining room (named for the large, round dining table off to one side, though it had no chairs) and into the kitchen. It was large and lit from the west with a wall and ceiling made entirely of glass. The sun, just venturing past its noon mark, shone its rays in through them and onto the tiny green tiles that made up the floor. All of the appliances were gathered around the edges of the room, and a large wooden island sprung up from the center.

Charlotte stood behind it, her dark red hair falling down on either side of her face in wet clumps. She was putting the finishing touches on a peanut butter sandwich, and there was a pile of fresh carrots beside her dripping dew onto the countertop.

“How were they?” Kelly asked, hoisted up the shopping bag and bringing it down onto the counter with a loud clump.

Charlotte responded with a glare, shot from her jade eyes from behind tattered bangs.

“That good, huh?”

“Judy and Dennis got in a screaming match over the couch again, only they said it wasn’t about the couch. People never fight about what they’re really fighting about.”

“What did they say they were fighting about?”

“The title to that Marky Mark song everyone knows.”

“Good Vibrations?”

“Where were you twenty minutes ago?”

Kelly started unloading the contents of the bag, taking out two large cans of chic peas and laying them on the counter next to the carrots. Next came a loaf of fresh bread and two bottles of jam, one raspberry and one a wildberry mix.

Charlotte watched her as she unloaded item after item. She had moved on to chopping the carrots into circles of near uniform thickness, her trained hand slicing expertly without her having to pay them any attention at all.

Kelly had unloaded a small jar of peanut butter and a head of lettuce before she noticed Charlotte’s gaze. “What?”

“Did you remember the sugar?”

“Fuck!” she hissed, letting her hands fall against the table in exasperation.

“How could you forget the sugar?”

“I know.”

“That was the last thing I said to you before you left. Don’t forget the sugar.”

“I know!” she huffed, then went on taking the groceries out of the bag.

Jason came into the kitchen. He was a straggly man in his late twenties with red-rimmed eyes and a plump Irish nose. He scanned the vegetables on the counter, frowned, then stood on his tip-toes to see down into Kelly’s bag. He licked his lips, then reached into it and came back with a bright yellow banana.

Kelly considered slapping his hand, but there was a small sore blistering on it near the wrist and she reconsidered.

He nodded at them without a word, then left the kitchen again.

Her gaze followed him, then continued past him and up the stairs. She stared at some unknown spot on the ceiling for several seconds. “Is he still up there?”

Charlotte did not answer, cutting the sandwich she’d made in half.

Kelly turned back to Charlotte, who was scratching at the crooks of her exposed arms for a moment before piling carrots and tiny triangular sandwiches alike onto a glass plate.

Charlotte looked down at it wearily, then back at Kelly. After a moment she picked up the plate and held it out to her like an offering.

“Thanks,” Kelly smiled. She gave Charlotte a peck on the cheek, then took the plate and started back out toward the dining room. She got three steps, then turned around and grabbed a bright red apple from her bag and laid it down in the center of the display.

Thomas was sitting on the floor with his back against the wall, almost hidden in the shadow of the dining room table. He was tall when he stood, well over six feet, and had a face so smooth that Kelly often wondered if he were even capable of growing hair. He wore glasses with thick black rims and almost always had a checkered cardigan on. At the moment he was reading from a battered copy of Catch Me If You Can. The weathered edge of it was resting against his knee.

Kelly lowered the tray of sandwiches until they were at eye-level with him, but even then it took him a second to notice it. When he did he smiled, reached up and carefully plucked one of the quartered sections between his fingers and removed it from its nest, then raised it to her thankfully.

“Cheers,” he said, before taking a bite.

“You’re welcome.”

He didn’t hear her, already re-engrossed into chapter seven.

She walked past the front entrance and out into the living room. There was an old off-white couch creating the illusion of a wall in front of her with flower prints on it and weird little half-cylindrical shalls over each of the arms. There were two people making out on it. One was Theresa, a twenty-five year old stewardess who stayed over mostly on weekends and bank holidays. The other was a boy of about the same age with brownish-red hair that Kelly didn’t know.

Across from them, Kirby was sat on the windowsill staring out at the street. He couldn’t have been there long because she hadn’t seen him as she’d come in, but he looked as though he’d been there long enough to sink into the rotted wood of the sill. There was a waxen look to his face, the scruff on his cheeks coming in in rough patches. His elbow was resting on an old black-and-white television with wiry rabbit ears and a glass tube that bulged out like a pregnant belly. Kelly didn’t know how old he was. She’d asked once, and he’d responded: “Perpetually seventeen.” She didn’t think he’d really understood what it meant.

She stepped out around Theresa and sauntered over to Kirby, who turned and smiled as she approached. “How was the market?” he asked, taking one of the sandwiches and biting into it heartily.

“It was lovely. You should have come.”

“Maybe next time.”

“Could always use an extra set of hands!” she chirped, dancing back around the couch and making her way up the stairs. 

A Robert Frost poem had been hand written on the wall halfway up the stairs. An empty picture frame had been hung over it, the black edges making it seem less like graffiti and more like art. They’d decided to keep it when doing their weekly cleaning.

Richie was sitting on the stairs. He was a blonde seventeen year old that was missing most of his teeth. He didn’t seem to register her even though she was standing right in front of him, and when she offered him a sandwich he gagged and turned away. There were dry bruises in the crook of his arm, each with a tiny swell in the middle that was capped by a small hole.

She continued up the stairs and started down the hall. Most of the doors were shut. Steven was sitting on the edge of his bed with his shirt off. There was a tattoo of a spider on his left breast. He was jerking a game controller left and right and yelling at an unseen screen. Megan was laying behind him on the bed, her hand around his waist. She turned and narrowed her eyes at Kelly, who continued past without asking if they wanted anything.

There was a soda can on the floor that had a large gouge carved into the body of it, the edges of which had been charred to a deep black. She did not touch it, but made a mental note to pick it up on her way back down. She picked up the last sandwich and knocked on Mitch’s door. A moment later he opened it and smiled graciously, his eyes bulging like balloons stuffed with too much air.

At the end of the hall was a second stairwell. It was dark, an oily black square on the otherwise white walls. The stairs seemed to go up for forever, steep steps seen only in antique homes and Tim Burton films. They swayed this way and that under her weight as she stepped on them, as though she were climbing into some high belltower on a rope bridge instead of the third floor of her home.

The walls were always wet with condensation. They seemed to breathe, the light from the top flickering and making them expand and contract. A heater hidden in the darkness hissed every few seconds, adding to the illusion. No matter how often she came here, she found herself swallowing back hard. And every time, like now, her throat was bone dry.

There was no door at the top of the stairs, nor were there any rooms. The third floor was one large, open-concept space. There was no furniture or even plaster on the walls, all of the house’s beams and girders showing. It seemed pornographic and obscene to her. There were light fixtures, but she’d never seen them on. The room was lit by candles of varying lengths. They stood near the far wall across from the stairs, bathing their light upon the blank canvas that had been tacked up on the wall behind it.

There was a sheet on the floor, draped over an old sleeping bag.

Between the candles and the bed was Gavin.

His back was to her. He was staring at the candles, watching the way they danced. Watch a candle with music on and the flame will appear to move to the sound. Through the quiet, the candles were composing a symphony for him, and he was lost in it. He took in a deep breath, the smoke entering his nostrils and tickling them happily. He held the breath for a moment, then let it out. In and out. In and out.

In.

Out.

His legs were crossed. He was wearing a long, tailored black jacket that created a whirlpool of fabric around him. His hair was shoulder-length and curled against the nape of his pale neck like the night sea washing against luminescent sand. His features were clean and smooth and angular, his nose and chin pointing at the fire as if to accuse it. Even his ears had presence, dominating his halo of hair with their angular shape as if they were horns.

Kelly walked around him in a wide berth, never once taking her eyes off of him. He didn’t blink, at least not that she could see. The fire shone off his eyes and made them look like marbles. It made his face glow a deep orange.

She looked down at her tray. The sandwiches were gone now, leaving only the bright red apple standing in the center of it.

She cleared her throat.

He didn’t move or acknowledge that she was there in any way.

“I – I brought this up for you,” she said finally, looking from the apple to Gavin and then back again.

He took another deep breath, but otherwise did not move.

“I thought you might be hungry. It’s just I’ve been around the house a lot and I haven’t seen you eat anything, so I figured you might need something. Unless you ate while I was out at the market picking up food. Which you could have, but I didn’t think you did. Charlotte said you hadn’t eaten.”

His right nostril twitched, just a little, and he remained speechless.

Kelly swallowed solemnly, then bowed her head and turned to walk away.

She stopped suddenly as long, slender fingers grasped the bare flesh of her arm. She gasped as he pulled her to the floor, sending both tray and apple scattering into the darkness with a whirling clang.

He stared at her. The fire was at his back now and yet still reflected in his eyes. His hand cupped her cheek, then ran along her jaw until it was behind her ear and he pulled her into a kiss. Her features were soft and gauzy in the candlelight. She opened her mouth.

Across the room, the apple lay bruised on its side against the wall. There was a large chunk out of it from where an errant nail had pierced the skin and torn the flesh from it.
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New York City, Then

The hall was empty.

McElheny Square was an expensive block of shops in center city. It had been built nearly sixty years ago and still had its original plumbing. The commercial spaces that lined either the east or west walls were dominated by dentists, travel agencies, and take-out pizzerias. There was one jeweller on the east side that never kept any real gems on hand, only replicas. Every so often some teenage pup would come in looking for something for his girlfriend and not read the display, and then David Bubble, the owner, would have to make a decision about whether or not to let him know before walking out the door with a five-hundred dollar piece of plastic.

More than once that decision had come up negative.

There was a long parking lot separating the east and west walls, and at the far north was a long mall. It had four floors and three restaurants (two fast food joints that the board had fought from keeping in and one fine-dining establishment that had been there in some way shape or form since the Square opened.) It had a drug store, a hair salon, an art gallery (owned by and consisting entirely of one local artist, an expressionist named Peter Frank,) a museum of ancient texts, three travel agencies, a small-press newspaper office, a bank, and an independent video store. The majority of the space was simply taken up by the hallways, though. McElheny Square’s board had fought against the overt commercialism of most malls in the area, allowing for open hallways and seating arrangements that made it a pleasurable place to spend time even if one wasn’t shopping. It passed these costs on to the property owners, with even the smallest space commanding a rent of nearly a twenty-five thousand dollars a month.

At night when the halls were empty, the moonlight shone in from the skylights and bounced off the smooth slate floor, illuminating the halls in a beautifully eerie glow. It was as though the halls and everything inside it were suspended in time until the owners returned the next day to turn on the lights. 

-TISSSH!- The bottom panel of the glass door knocked inward, staying mostly whole for a moment before hitting the floor and shattering back into sand, spreading out in a large arc and making a letter V that pointed back at the door accusingly.

Victor stepped though the open pane and straightened up, squinting his taut face even further as he scanned the line of store windows and waited for his eyes to adjust. He was a tall man, broad across the shoulders, with a full head of blonde hair that travelled down past the scruff of his chin. His shirt was woven black cotton, and it caught tiny flecks of glass it its grooves. He ignored them.

Tash ducked under the pane behind him, stepping up next to Victor and letting glass break beneath her feet. She was tall and thin, with the sort of wiry athleticism typically associated with gymnasts. There were freckles lining her face and her short black hair was pulled tight against her scalp. She wished, briefly, that she hadn’t worn her wedges. Frowning, she brushed roofing dust off of her jean jacket and watched as it ballooned out into the atmosphere before dissipating. “That was subtle.”

Victor turned to watch her over his shoulder, a small smirk arching up one side of his mouth. “We’re in, aren’t we?”

She bobbed her head back and forth, then stepped past him into the main foyer. There was a chain coffee restaurant on her right. It had cameras that she knew should have been pointed in toward the cashiers, but right now they seemed to be pointed out at her. In front of her were two wide stairwells, each leading down to the same place on the lower floor. She started down them and made it ten full steps before she turned around and realized that Victor hadn’t moved. He was watching the darkness, staring up at the hair salon on the floor above them with wrinkles under his eyes.

“What?” she asked, craning her head to try and see what he saw.

He winced, then shook his head. “Nothing.”

“Come on then. We don’t have time to be dicking around.”

He nodded, then followed her down the stairs.

The bottom floor was darker, with no moonlight to provide the glow that the main floor had. It was black here, with one storefront bleeding into the next and only the occasional glow of a cash machine screen the help them navigate by. Had the halls not been so wide, Tash was sure she might have ended up with a broken nose.

They passed by Prewer Discount Travel, giving it only marginal attention, and continued down the hall. After a few feet Tash took out her cell phone and turned it on, holding the screen out in front of them to light their way.

Victor shot her a wry look, smirking again. “A cell phone?”

“Q forgot to give me my pen light and shoe-phone, okay?”

He held up his hands and stepped a pace away from her, widening the distance between them until he was out of striking range.

She frowned at him, then brought the light up to examine the store logos. “This is it.”

They stopped, Victor stepping back a pace so that he could see the lot in its entirety. It was the New York Jezrick Foundation Book Repository, and below it was a large sign that said, in bold black letters, BY APPOINTMENT ONLY.

He tisked. “Did you make an appointment?”

She rolled her eyes and stepped forward, leaning down in front of the lock.

“I didn’t make the appointment. I was supposed to get dinner and pick up the car from the shop, and you were supposed to make the appointment. I’m quite certain.”

“Shut up,” she said, pulling a small black case out of her waistband. “You’re not funny.”

He snorted, then turned away from her and back the way they’d come. The hallway seemed longer than the distance they’d travelled, the light from the stairwell now only a tiny square at the end of it. It was small enough that it looked as though he could pluck up the light and put it in his pocket.

His smile faded as he let his gaze shift to the dark windows surrounding them. Each had their own logos and slogans painted on them that hid what was happening inside, disguising the chairs and fans and human shapes within. There could have been someone staring back at him from behind the O of Trombly Real Estate, and he wouldn’t have been able to tell.

Tash opened the case and took out two thin metal shafts, each one six inches long with swirling pointed tips, the points on either slightly different. They looked a little like dentists tools from a child’s nightmare, robbed of all their natural functionality and left only with their fearsome qualities.

She stuck the longer of the two all the way into the lock and pushed up, then slid the second in and began to tap methodically against the hammers within. “No, it’s okay. I don’t need a hand.”

He did not respond, staring out into the sterile cold.

He took out his own phone and held it out toward the hall at a high angle, then clicked the camera button on its side. The flash illuminated the hall for a brief moment, and then was gone again. He turned the screen toward him and pressed several keys before the picture showed back up on his screen.

She looked over her shoulder at him, still feeling her way through the last of the lock’s tumblers. “Everything okay?”

“Yes,” he said, flipping his phone shut and putting it away.

She nodded, then turned back to the door. Something inside the lock clicked and she smiled, twisting both her tools to the right and then pulling down on the handle.

The door swung open smoothly.

Victor stepped in past her as she put her tools away, making his way past the aisles of books and to a thin column that made its way from the floor to the ceiling. There was a fire extinguisher on one side. On the other there was a smooth white security panel with a timer on it counting down from thirty.

“It’s okay, it was nothing,” Tash said, tucking the case back next to the small of her spine. “I didn’t just Google that last night or anything.”

“Shh,” Victor hissed, staring at the timer as it reached twenty-five. He held up his phone to the keypad at an angle. There was a gloss against three of the numbers: one, eight, and nine. He turned back toward the room.

There were several single pages in glass frames along the wall, each looking to be from a different document. One was a list of names in calligraphy, and seemed to be a reproduction of a Civil War document.

He flicked his fingers against the scruff of his upper lip for a moment, then moved on. There was a small toy panda by the cash register, its head poised and ready to bob if brushed. There was a rack of fake celebrity driver’s licences, one showing a prominent celebrity from each state. New Mexico’s was an extraterrestrial named A. Leon whose eyes glowed in the dark, he could see the row of them from where he stood.

“Victor?” she asked, stepping up to the stack closest to him.

He raised a hand for silence as the timer counted down past fourteen. He paused, then walked to the other side of the column. He picked up the tag on the fire extinguisher, examined it, then walked back to the keypad and punched in four digits.

The light on it flickered red for a moment, then turned green.

Tash raised an eyebrow.

He smiled, picking up the tag again. “First yearly inspection, August 1988.”

“Lucky.”

He raised an eyebrow. “No memorabilia or remembrances around, safe bet the code was something to do with the shop and not friends or family.”

She shook her head then turned to the stack next to her, holding up her cell phone along the spines presented as though it were a flashlight again. The blue light made the watermarks on them stand out, each one a tiny circle with an upper case J in its middle. “What are we looking for?”

“It’d be under poetry, I think,” Victor said, moving over to a series of glass display cases that lined the back wall. “I can’t be sure, but it sounds right.”

She smiled and took a book from its place. “Any chance it was by John Donne?”

He shot her a look.

She put the book back and continued down the line.

He leaned to one side. “You’re probably not far off on the time period. I imagine it would be marked as pre-1800. Maybe not very far before, but definitely before.”

She scrunched her face and turned to him, shining the light at him. “Is it pre-1800?”

“Fuck no,” he whispered, running his finger along the glass as he read down through a presented page. “I’d be shocked if it was a hundred years old.”

She paused, then went back to her work.

He moved on to another display case, pausing to examine the print in the frame above him.

“Why is it here then?”

“An old text hidden among old texts isn’t really hidden at all. A new text said to be an old text, placed amongst actual old texts... now that’s a disguise.”

Tash stopped searching the stacks and marched to the other row of display cases. When she got within five feet of it she stopped, letting out the tiniest breath of air.

Victor turned, manoeuvring the shelves until he was next to her.

In front of her, more broken glass sparkled along the floor just as the door pane had upstairs. The display case in front of them was open, and the only thing inside was a small paper card: Untitled Poem - Pre-1800.

“Damn,” Victor said, glowering down at the ruined case.
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Atlanta, Georgia

Nicolas Carry sat on the third-to-last step of the concrete stairway that bridged Commodore Park with one of the busiest overpasses in the city, which led out into the suburbs and beyond out into I-85. His feet were planted firmly on the stair two steps down from him, mud dripping off his battered old white Reeboks in large, chunky clumps. He leaned back until the base of his skull was resting on another stair, the sharp edge of it digging into the skin beneath his freshly cut brown hair. He took a deep breath, closed his eyes, then let it out as slowly as he could. There was a tension in his neck that it helped relieve, replacing it with a calm tingly feeling that stayed in that one area, circling around as though it was trapped there.

He opened his eyes.

The moon looked down at him from the navy sky that surrounded it. There were no stars out tonight, but they weren’t hiding because of the street lights as they had in any other city Nick had been to. Here they were outshone by the moon, so big and bright that it seemed to be falling right toward him. The moon had never been like that where he was from, and was one of the few things about Georgia that made him happy that he’d decided to come. The nights here were simply amazing.

“One large regular coffee, as requested,” Quinn said, sitting down next to Nick one stair back so that they were at eye level with one another. She put the disposable coffee cup down by his feet and then rummaged through her own bag before emerging with a can of Sprite.

She was a small girl. At five feet she only came up to his chest, which made sitting at the same level like this a rarity for them. She had brown hair that fell down and bobbed around either of her ears like a shield. Her face was round with chubby cheeks that almost hid a tiny mouth with thin lips, and there was a small rhombus of darkened discoloured skin between her nose and mouth that she had tried desperately to conceal before coming out tonight. Her eyes were a dark olive shade of green that seemed to match the grass in the field behind her as it appeared in the night, making them sink into the background.

“Thank you,” he said, picking up the cup and taking a sip through the tiny sliver of a hole in its lid. There was no paper holder as there usually was, and it was so hot that it hurt his hands. Still, he took another long gulp right after the first sip, not caring about the way it scorched his tongue and throat.

“Thank you for going to get it,” Quinn smiled, opening the tab of her pop and letting it fizz over the top before sucking it off. “Chivalry is not dead.”

He stopped drinking and looked at her. “That was the deal. I get movie and dinner, you get me a coffee afterward. That was the deal.”

“Okay, by ‘get’ I didn’t realize you meant ‘actually, physically go retrieve.’ I thought it was more of a way of saying that I’d buy the coffee.”

“How could you have bought it if you hadn’t gone to the station yourself?” he asked, poking his thumb in the direction of the gas station just beyond the overpass.

“I guess I could have just given you my bank card and you could have gotten it for me. Or we could have gone together.”

He smiled at her, then took another sip of his coffee. “Well then I’m sorry.”

“Better be,” she said, rolling her eyes and looking up at the moon. “You sure know how to treat a girl, Nick.”

He paused at that, looking at her side-on and holding the cup in front of his face. After a moment he took another drink, but the silence continued for several minutes after.

“Did you like the movie?” he asked finally, having finished off the last of his coffee. He was playing with the cup between his hands, tossing it back and forth between them.

“Yeah, it was okay. I was a little stupid, but it works if you don’t think about it too much.”

He pursed his lips and nodded.

“What about you?”

“It was alright. I could see kids enjoying it.” 

She smiled at him, tilting her head down and letting her hair tumble over her shoulders. She held that position for almost an entire minute waiting for him to turn and notice her. When he finally did she locked eyes with him, and he found it impossible not to smile.

“Hi,” she said, so softly that she was almost just mouthing it.

“Hi.”

“Are you okay? You don’t seem like you’re having a very good time.”

“I’m fine. Really. I’m just... thinking.”

“Well, we’ve got to stop that,” she hummed, running her fingers through his hair. “Never good to over-think things.”

He actually laughed at that, and when he did she could hear the drawl at the end of every chuckle that identified him as firmly from the Northeast.

She leaned in a little while his eyes were closed. She could smell the cologne he was wearing even with the breeze that was pushing past them at a steady clip, and found it intoxicating.

“So, do you have any moves I should watch out for?” she asked, her eyes fluttering from his lips to his eyes and then back again.

“Moves?”

“Yeah, you know. Moves. Tricks. As in, things you’ll do to put the moves on me.”

“I don’t have any moves.”

She smirked, raising an eyebrow at him.

“Okay, I have three moves. But I told myself I wasn’t going to use any of them.”

“Oh really?”

“Really. Just wouldn’t be fair. To you, I mean. Because, let me tell you, they’re good moves.”

She laughed. It was a full, throaty laugh that she stifled by bringing her hand to her mouth.

“What about you?” he said, noticing now how close she’d gotten to him. She was leaning forward and the neck of her blouse was hanging open, exposing her smooth neckline and collar. He tried not to notice. “Do you have any moves I should watch out for?”

“Oh, yes.”

“Really?”

“Really.”

“Name one.”

She smiled. “Usually at the end of a first date, I’ll let a guy walk me to my door. I’ll make plans to see him again, and while we’re talking I’ll slowly move so that he has to move between me and the door to keep looking at me.”

“Between you and the door?”

“Mm. Then when I go to open the door I have to brush right up against him and get in close, and I’ll lean my head to one side and my hair will fall away from my neck.”

Nick swallowed hard.

“Usually about then they kiss me, but if not: hey, I was just reaching for the door.” She winked at him.

“You’re devious.”

“I try.”

She inched closer to him again. Their legs were touching now, and she moved her hand seamlessly from her knee to his so quickly and smoothly that he didn’t even notice it happening. Their noses were almost touching.

“So, what are you going to do now?” Nick asked, smiling a little to himself. “We live in the same place.”

“Well Mr. Carry, you’ve forced me to improvise a little bit.”

She leaned her head the rest of the way forward and their lips met. His were still warm from the coffee and hers were cold and smooth like velvet. Her hand wrapped around him and her nails danced along the short hairs on the back of his neck, bringing back those shivers that melted the tension there away like they had before. He brought his hand up to the side of her face and pushed her hair back behind her ear with his rough thumb and then traced the edges of the lobe.

She moved to get in closer, knocking over her Sprite can and sending it toppling over the stairs and onto the gravel walkway below, spewing out fizzy clear liquid as it went.

He pulled away, leaning forward on the stairs until his chest was almost touching his knees. “Guh.”

“What’s wrong?” she asked, her voice high and concerned. “Was that not okay?”

“No. No, that was fine,” he sighed, pressing the heel of his hand against his eye. He turned to her then and saw the disappointment on her face. “That was great. Just, ah, just not quite there yet.”

She nodded, let out a long breath, then laid back on the steps much in the way she’d found him.

Faint laughter rose up over the grassy knoll on either side of them, sounding far away and faded. It was more like the ghost of a laugh than a real laugh, he kind that echoed through the halls of abandoned mansions in old horror movies. They both sat up and looked around, but neither of them could see anything.

“What the hell is that?” Quinn asked, rubbing her hands over her exposed arms even though it was a warm night.

“People, more than likely,” Nick smirked, still running his eyes over the landscape. His eyes were a pale steel blue that almost shimmered in the moonlight. “Hyenas are a possibility too, but it’s far less likely.”

She kicked him playfully in the back. “Jerk.”

He turned and grinned at her over his shoulder, then glanced up toward the street above. Cars were passing by and seemed almost silent. He’d gotten so used to the sound of traffic here that he had to concentrate to hear it. When he’d first moved to the city, he’d have called anyone who told him that crazy. He hadn’t slept at all for the first four days, and had almost moved out twice.

She watched his eyes as they passed over the street. They seemed to get lighter for a moment, then suddenly darker again, playing with the light the way she used to play with the dimmer switch in the dining room in her childhood home.

Something caught his eye where the street curved up and joined the overpass. It was just for a moment, a flash of white and a shimmer of metal, but he was sure he had seen it.

The laughter started again, much clearer and louder this time. It ended abruptly, but was followed by the muffled sound of conversation.

“There,” he said, cocking his head toward the overpass.

She turned in that direction and saw nothing, but didn’t stop looking and didn’t doubt once what he had seen.

There were more laughs, one of them clearly a girls, followed by clapping.

Quinn squinted. “Let’s go check it out.”

“What? No,” Nick replied, scrunching up his nose at her.

“Why not?” she chimed, already standing and brushing some dust off her jeans. “It sounds like they’re having fun.”

“Yeah, but maybe they’re having fun being drunken assholes. Or even regular assholes.”

“We won’t know unless we go and see!” she giggled, skipping her way over the dark grass toward the overpass.

Nick sighed and followed her.
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“Hahaha-Ha!” Billy Oakes laughed as he threw his soda can at the concrete for the third time. It finally burst open, spraying he and Valerie with fizz spewing from the pinhole on its side. He dodged to get away from the shower as if it had been aimed directly at him, ducking his head under his arm and running to the other side of the alcove.

“That was three tries, man,” Thomas said from where he sat, motioning at Billy with the neck of his beer before taking a sip. “You said you could do it in two. Five bucks.”

“Fuck you!” Billy laughed, patting some of the soda out of his hair. “That was bullshit anyway.”

The underside of the overpass was made up of two slopes facing one another at an angle that made it difficult to walk up but easy to sit on, with just the slight tug of gravity pulling you down toward earth and the grip of your sneakers keeping you in place. Between the two slopes was a small flat area where three large concrete pillars stood, carrying the load of the street and cars overhead that travelled across it on a low arch. It made the small tunnel diamond shaped, and it carried the echo of their laughs very well.

The slopes and the pillars were both covered in graffiti, some of it intricate and beautiful and some of it scrawled names and gang signs. There were a few declarations of affection, one of which had been crossed out by someone with black paint and replaced with a single word: fucker!

Billy, still laughing, was shaking a can of purple spray paint even now.

Quinn came over the hill and down the grassy slope toward them, almost slipping twice on the wet blades.

Billy jolted back upright and shot the canister back behind his back. He eyed Quinn with some suspiciousness, which















































d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
LIV CURTS
MATTHEW LEOREW





d2d_images/image001.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/image000.jpg
ELLEN OUR»TIS
MATTHEW LEDREW





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





