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  By David Niall Wilson


  Sometimes stories travel their own roads, taking off in a straight line, or curving in and out of plots, on the way to their tidy ending. This book that you hold in your hands does that – it has a plot, it has a beginning, body, and conclusion. It stands alone, but in this case, that's not where it ends. I don’t' know how it is for other authors. I don't pretend to know the right way a thing should be done; I only know the way that seems right to me.


  My characters and settings are drawn from the world of my experience. Sometimes I have a hard time digging up the original references that spawn them, but I always do if I give it enough thought, because possibly the most impossible task in writing, to my mind, would be to make up a story and a populate it with characters where nothing that I've seen or experienced could influence the plot, populated by characters with no characteristics similar to anyone I've ever met, seen on a television show, or read about in another book. In other words, the worlds of my stories are built from pieces salvaged from my life.


  Some of the settings and characters resonate more fully than others. I guess everything in life is that way. We like certain foods better than others, root for sports teams, paint things different colors, or don't paint them at all. When you find what matters to you, you keep it and you care for it, and that's what I've done throughout my career as an author. I have a collection of places and faces that I enjoy revisiting, and more often than not, they end up blurring and blending.


  Cletus J. Diggs is a jack-of-all-trades in a serious sense. He is a journalist, an investigator, an ordained minister, a practicing common-law lawyer, and many other things I've not yet discovered, but that I have no doubt exist. The novel where I first introduced him was The Not Quite Right Reverend Cletus J. Diggs & the Currently Accepted Habits of Nature. The title comes from a quote by physicist Richard Feynman, who commented that as often as they change, we really have no "laws of nature," but only "the currently accepted habits". That stuck with me.


  One day I went running, and I saw a big banner stretched across the main street of the town where we lived at the time – Hertford, NC – announcing the upcoming Harvest Festival. I've read a lot about the origins of such festivals. I've also read books like Harvest Home by Thomas Tryon. I know that a lot of things came to America from the old world and put down new roots.


  Anyone who has been near something as amazing as The Great Dismal Swamp, knows that – if there are old powers alive and well in or on this planet, they will gather, and be more powerful, in older places. There are lines of energy crisscrossing the planet – Ley Lines, some call them. Old Mill is a junction – a place where those lines cross – a place where there is greater potential for strange things to happen – probably a magnet for them.


  In the first novel, Cletus gets caught up in swamp magic, genetic experimentation, swamp witches and a whole lot of redneckery. With his buddy Jasper, Sheriff Bob, and several others tagging along and getting in the way, he encounter everything from alien visitation to albino twins, and the Great Horned God of the old Religion.


  That was a fun novel to write. It has been very popular, both in print, and in audio – and is still available in eBook and Audiobook formats. At that point I sort of left Cletus behind, and moved on to other projects.


  The longest running series that I have is The DeChance Chronicles, starting with Heart of a Dragon, set in my fictional city of San Valencez (born of memories I collected living in San Diego, California). This is followed by Vintage Soul, which was actually written and published first, but ended up number two, chronologically. I know, it's confusing. Trust me, read Heart of a Dragon first.


  San Valencez is one of my other go-to settings. A lot of my novels have taken place there, and over the years, the walls between stories have softened, and often broken. In Book III of The DeChance Chronicles, My Soul to Keep, which is a novella, I tell the origin story of Donovan DeChance, how he got his powers, and started on the long, long life that led into the present day. The town where this novel was set – Rookwood – is also the setting of the novel Hallowed Ground, which I wrote with author Steven Savile. Many of the characters from that story – or at least, their ancestors – appear in My Soul to Keep. I love that town, and that world. I'm sure I'll go back to it.


  Then came Book IV of The DeChance Chronicles, Kali's Tale. This book tells the story of the vampire Kali, who sets out on a "blood quest" to kill the creature that created her. As it turns out – that ancient vampire lived near Old Mill, North Carolina, in – you probably already guessed – The Great Dismal Swamp. Many of the characters from the first Cletus J. Diggs novel, including Cletus himself, make appearances. Nettie – the swamp witch / earth mother plays a major part. Any time things get too close to the swamp, she seems to be involved.


  There are also cameo appearances by Geoffrey Bullfinch and Rebecca York, core characters in the original series O.C.L.T., created with Aaron Rosenberg. Donovan isn't much of a 'joiner,' bug on occasion his path, and that of O.C.L.T. – a government agency created to deal with the paranormal and unexplained – cross paths. They will cross over more fully in book V.


  Then I wrote the novel Nevermore, a Novel of Love, Loss & Edgar Allan Poe. This novel was meant to be a flashback at the beginning of the next DeChance novel. It grew into a story that needed a lot of space, so I cut it free and wrote it as a stand-alone novel. Of course, it takes place in The Great Dismal Swamp. Nettie is there. At one point – Donovan has a cameo. All of the stories harmonize in strange, very satisfying ways. At least, they are satisfying to me, and I have had no complaints.


  Still, the whole situation begged this introduction. I spend a lot of time explaining to people why – even though Nevermore is a stand-alone work – it's better to have read the first Cletus J. Diggs novel and at least Kali's Tale before starting it. Not because you need them to love the story – but because the make it more complete. Because it's all one, big story if you read it that way.


  I hope that you'll enjoy these worlds I have created, and I hope that you'll forgive me when the walls between stories thin and turn to smoke. It's how I work. If you are truly interested in my writing, it would be a good idea to read some of the earlier books – Deep Blue, Ancient Eyes, This is My Blood, Darkness Falling (This one directly impacts Nevermore and the upcoming Book V of the DeChance Chronicles). The Cletus books go without saying – you have the second one on your reader, in your hand, or on your MP3 player, or these words would never have reached you. There is also a single stand-alone Cletus Mystery – The Not Quite Right Reverend Cletus J. Diggs & the Fruit of Another Vine – which appears at the end of the eBook edition of the first Cletus book. That one was inspired by an actual vine that grows – every year – in the shape of a woman, pointing a gun into the woods behind a particular house on highway 17. The house exists…the rest you can believe, or just enjoy.


  I also write short stories, and poetry. There are a number of my short story collections out there. Defining Moments was nominated for the Bram Stoker Award, and the story "The Gentle Brush of Wings," which appears in that collection, won the short fiction award that same year. If you like short stories, you might give a glance at "The Whirling Man & Others, The Call of Distant Shores, The Fall of the House of Escher & Other Illusions, and others. Some of the stories in those collections were the skeletal beginnings of novels. Deep Blue started as a novella, as did This is My Blood. If you were to make your way through all the stories and novels, you'd find a lot of those stories taking place in San Valencez California, Random Illinois, and Old Mill, North Carolina. I think, by now, you see what I'm getting at.


  I have a lot of tattoos. People have asked me over the years how many I have. I always answer – one. It just has a lot of open space in it so far. It's the same with the novels and stories. The odds are, when it's all said and done, I'll find they are just one story – one that I haven't completed yet. If that's true, we'd better get on with it.


  Welcome to Old Mill, NC. Enjoy your stay.


  THE CRAZY CASE OF FOREMAN JAMES


  Chapter One


  Foreman James was a special child. That's what his momma told him, and he heard it sometimes in church, or outside the market. Foreman didn't feel special, but he knew he wasn't the sharpest arrow in the quiver—which was something his aunt Ida told him when no one was around. She also said that a well-aimed arrow could do fine, sharp or dull. That being the case, he supposed if all those smart people said he was special, it must be so.


  When Josiah White offered him a job sweeping up around the peanut oil factory, he was happy to have it. If at no other time, he felt special in his work shirt and boots, pushing shells off the work floor or carrying out boxes and bags to be hauled to the dump and burned.


  He took his money home to his mother, who worked long hours at the cotton mill for too little pay. He didn't make much, but every little bit helped. His mother had told him that his daddy went north to find work, but that he'd come home one day. Still, things had been tight. That was what his mother said. Foreman didn't know what she meant, exactly, though he had some jeans that were too tight, and that hurt when he wore them, so he understood that tight wasn't good. No matter what happened, there was always food on the table, and he had a warm place to sleep. There were others Foreman knew who were not so lucky.


  The men who worked at the peanut oil factory were a rough bunch. Foreman kept his distance whenever possible…they usually didn't hurt him, but they could be mean. The factory provided very little in the way of entertainment, and they took their laughs where they could get them.


  "You just keep to yourself and do your work," his momma said. "Don't pay them no mind. Lord knows they wouldn't know what to do with it."


  It helped that he genuinely liked to do things with his hands and to be busy. He liked to eat his apple and bread down beside the huge old oak down by the river…and he liked the way he felt important when he stood in line to pick up his pay each Friday. He always carried it very carefully straight home, and when he handed that money to his momma, he felt like he mattered.


  Foreman was a quiet boy, and he tried, whenever possible, to melt into the background. Sometimes he saw and heard things. People didn't notice him, and as often as not, even if they did see him, they dismissed him without a thought.


  "He's as simple as a Billy Goat," they'd say. "He wouldn't remember his name if it wasn't sewn on his shirt."


  And a lot of times it was true. He had a hard time concentrating on things outside his Ettal routine. If he went to the market he had to have a written list. If they gave him a new job at the factory, it often took him several days to commit the new steps of his schedule to memory. Still, he was steady and hard-working. Once he had a thing set in his mind, he didn't forget.


  It didn't bother him that things came hard. His momma had once told him it was a blessing. Most folks went through life fretting over things that he never gave a second thought to. He reckoned it must be true, because not fretting over things he couldn't remember came natural to him. He liked to keep to himself, and he liked others to keep to themselves.


  It was a day like that, a day when he was working quietly behind the large peanut oil vats that he overheard Jarrod Pope talking to Billy White. Jarrod was a big man, with a very red face. Foreman didn't like him because every time the man came near he got a big grin on his face that had no humor behind it. Jarrod was foreman at the plant—his father, Josiah, owned it, along with half the county.


  Jarrod liked to smack Foreman on the back hard enough to hurt while pretending the two were friends. He would take Foreman's hat, throw trash where Foreman had just cleaned up, and ask questions about Foreman's mother that made him feel like he'd turned as red as Jarrod himself.


  This day, Jarrod didn't see him, nor did Billy. They were leaned in close to one another and talking excitedly.


  Foreman tried not to listen. He didn't want to know what they were talking about. If they caught him, they'd accuse him of eavesdropping. If they were talking about a woman, Foreman would blush and likely bang into something and give himself away. He wished they would just go back to work.


  "I'm telling you," Jarrod said, "that is one hot little lady. You should have seen her. Hell, I tried to tell her I couldn't do that to Jake, but she wouldn't listen. She was all over me."


  "That don't sound like Alice," Billy said. "Hell, Jarrod, I've known her since she was six. She's been with Jake since high school. Besides, I thought you had eyes for Mandy Winslow."


  "You calling me a liar, Billy?" Jarrod asked.


  "You know I'm not," Billy said. "It's just I know Jake—I like him. And Alice has always been—well—just Alice, you know? You say a thing happened, it happened…"


  "Keep that in mind," Jarrod said. Then, after a pause, "But you may be right about that Mandy. Caught her giving me the eye just today."


  Foreman noticed how the man's voice changed when he asked this. Foreman knew Alice. She was one of the ladies down at the market. She was always friendly, and Foreman knew from listening to his mama talk that Jake, Alice's husband, farmed a small plot just south of town.


  Foreman frowned. He didn't know what it meant to be "all over" someone, but he knew it must be bad. Only things that hurt or upset people made Jarrod laugh like that, and only something very wrong would make Billy talk back to his friend. Again, he wished the two of them would just go back to work.


  Foreman remained very still, and eventually the two men walked off in separate directions. Foreman returned to his sweeping, hoping it didn't take him long to forget.


  Chapter Two


  Cletus J. Diggs pulled in to the Quick-Stop and cut the engine. It was going on noon, and he'd already put in a full day. The court over in Hertford had been in session since early morning, and Cletus had pulled double duty, standing for his buddy Jasper as common law attorney on a misdemeanor hunting on private property charge and covering the DUI trial of a local politician for the paper.


  A lot of work had gotten done, but Cletus was ready for a twelve-pack of something cheap and cold and WWE Smackdown on the tube. There was only so much a man could be expected to do in one day.


  Old Mill was what you'd find in the dictionary if you looked up sleepy little town. The Quick-Stop served as the redneck version of a 7-Eleven. Three stop lights away the road wound on back to Highway 17, past the Hess Station that provided beer and gas to the other end of town.


  In between there was a small post office, a pair of antique stores, a hardware store and a garage that was closed as often as it was open. There was nothing earth-shattering going to happen in Old Mill, and that was fine. There were at least five churches, a couple of dozen historical homes, the burned ruin of the old lodge house down by the river, and the park.


  The sight of that place always gave Cletus a cold chill. He had been inside while it burned, and only just escaped with mind, body and sanity intact. It reminded him that, no matter how quiet the place might seem, and might actually be—it had a history. America doesn't have many really old places, but Old Mill, North Carolina—tucked up against the depths of The Great Dismal Swamp—was one.


  This day Cletus was occupied with other matters, and twelve of them were waiting for him in the cooler at the back of the Quick-Stop.


  He climbed out of his truck and stretched. He saw that the sheriff's car was parked in the corner of the lot, and he checked quickly to be sure he didn't have any empties in his truck bed. He knew he should probably glance at his license plate to be sure he'd remembered to pay his registration, but he didn't want to draw attention.


  He needn't have worried. Sheriff Bob was inside, leaning on the counter and sipping strong, black coffee—probably stronger and older than was wise. Cletus spotted him through the window and waved. Bob nodded, but made no move away from the counter. Cletus started forward, skirting the edge of the gas pumps and headed for the door.


  He didn't make it. Just as he passed the pumps, a loud, sonorous voice rolled around the corner and he stopped. The hesitation was a mistake. He knew that voice, and he knew his only escape lay in making for the door before he was seen.


  By the time he got his legs moving, a tall black man in army fatigues and a blue baseball cap rounded the corner and fixed him with a steely glare.


  "Yea-yah!" the man cried.


  "Hey, Foreman," Cletus said. He kept moving, hoping he might make the door before it was too late. No such luck.


  Foreman stepped between Cletus and the door and raised one hand in a peace sign that looked anything but peaceful.


  "She wo're MAH WIFE!" the big man said.


  "That's cool," Cletus said. He slipped to one side and angled for the door.


  "They said ah KILLED her." Foreman insisted, moving closer. His voice was a deep, booming thing that could have put most loudspeaker systems to shame.


  Foreman was tall. If he bathed, it wasn't regularly. He always moved too close to whoever he talked to, and it was impossible to know if he understood how uncomfortable it made others. His size, and his unnerving, unwavering stare, had been known to send strangers stumbling and running for cover.


  Cletus felt bad for Foreman. As big as the man was, he suffered his share of ridicule from the local kids. Sometimes they followed behind him and threw things, or ran up to try and steal his hat.


  No one seemed to know Foreman's whole story. He always wore the fatigues, and as he walked through the town, he stood straight and tall. It gave people the impression he might have been a veteran, but Cletus knew that Foreman had lived near Old Mill all of his life. There was no military service in his past, whatever the explanation for the bearing and the clothing. Walking every day in all forms of weather had worn away any sense of age—Foreman might have been thirty-five, or sixty. He was tall and solid, but difficult to nail down in a description.


  In any case, Cletus didn't have the time or inclination to dwell on it.


  "See you, Foreman," he said, brushing past the man and pushing through the door of the Quick-Stop with a quick exhaled breath of pure relief. Foreman didn't follow. One glare from Sheriff Bob stopped him in his tracks. As often as not, Foreman got kicked out of any establishment he invaded. He wasn't good for business, and he rarely bought anything more than a cup of coffee.


  The door closed behind Cletus, and he leaned against it for a second, getting his mind straight. Bob smiled and raised his coffee.


  "Hey, Cletus," he said. "You and your buddy reminiscing out there?"


  Cletus frowned. He ignored Bob and headed for the back wall and the beer. The Quick-Stop had an odd assortment. They had cheap, low-end beer, specialty brews with lime and other odd additives, Lite, light, and lighter and some new crap claiming only 64 calories per can.


  Cletus grabbed a twelve-pack of Busch. The Quick-Stop was expensive, but the only other option was the Food Lion over in Hertford. Most folks paid the extra money rather than make the drive.


  "Planning a party?" Bob asked.


  "Party of one," Cletus said. "I got Smackdown on the VCR, and it's been a long day."


  Bob nodded, distracted.


  "Wonder what that guy's story is?" he said. He nodded out the window to where Foreman still stood, legs in a wide "V," hands folded over his chest. It was like he was standing guard over the town.


  Cletus followed Bob's gaze, then shook his head.


  "No idea. I could write a book where every chapter was a different story someone told me. Wish he didn't have to stalk me every time I come here."


  Bob didn't say anything for a moment.


  "Damn shame," he said at last. "Doesn't seem to have a friend in the world. Never sees his family; walks into town every day, alone, and then back home again."


  Cletus paid for his beer. He'd never thought much about Foreman's situation. He'd been too caught up in trying to avoid the guy and his booming repetitive story.


  "Guess you're right," he said. "Never paid that much attention to him, truth be told. I think he lives out near the edge of town, but now that I think about it, I couldn't tell you exactly where."


  "Maple and Old Carolina," Bob said. "I've had to take him there more than once. He lives with an aunt. Skinny woman works down at the nursing home. You don't see her in town much, and if you did, you wouldn't take much notice."


  Cletus frowned. It didn't seem like much of a life for a man. He'd already felt bad for not knowing anything about Foreman's past. The last thing he needed was to learn that it was even worse than he'd thought.


  "Jesus, Bob," he said. "How do they get by?"


  "The way I heard it," Bob said, "she inherited the house and some money. Foreman sweeps sidewalks and does some cleaning. If you ignore his 'show' and insist on it, you can get the man to talk."


  "I'll be damned," Cletus said. "Maybe one of these days I'll do that. Could be I could get the whole story out of him. Too tired today."


  He took his beer and turned back toward the door. Through the window he saw that Foreman was moving away down the street. He waited until he was sure the man wouldn't turn back, and then said goodbye to Bob and stepped outside.


  The sun had started to drop toward the rooftops on River Road. Cletus started across the parking lot toward his truck, and then stopped. Something glinted in the slanting rays of sunlight, and he glanced down to see what it was. On the ground was a black, folded book with a brass clasp. Cletus leaned down and picked it up.


  The initials J. P. were etched into the metal. He held it up and frowned. It had looked like any diary when he spotted it—now he saw that it was old. He
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