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Two Weeks Ago



Where was Kauph Courre? Where was the heart of the Harvest?

The refrigerator had cut a square of blinding light into the loft and allowed her to see the scrap of notebook paper lying next to a grimy lantern and oily box of matches. Fia tapped it with idle interest. “What’s Kauph Courre mean?” she asked. “It’s not Gaelic, is it?”

“No, it’s drunken,” Douglas replied, voice squeezed by his bent posture. “Always write down what I dream. That night I had one too many Wee Heavys. I tell ye, I’m through with that devil’s piss.” He chuckled self-consciously, and glass clinked as he withdrew the bottles. The refrigerator snapped shut. A square afterimage cut through him as he stood there in the dark, popping off the caps with a bottle opener. “You sure you don’t want me to try the lantern again? Nobody’s gonnae see anythin’ up here.”

“Nah, it’s for the best—don’t want any inappropriate shadow puppets on yon window. This isn’t a show for all of Thorny Bank.” Another self-conscious laugh. The dusty floorboards squeaked as his shape drifted closer. Even with scarce detail

Douglas moved like a timid mouse sniffing cheese. There was fear in every inch of him.

“Here.” A cold bottle slid into Fia’s hand. She didn’t like ale but had made the suggestion to loosen the resolve of her best friend’s father. Douglas must have felt mightily low agreeing to come up here, Fia just out of Secondary, and him old enough not only to be the dad she never had, but perhaps granddad; he must have felt like a first rate pervert. Fia didn’t feel that way. She’d once lied to his daughter Lara, told her she preferred older men. It was only for shock value at the time, just to get a gasp out of her friend, but now she was intensely committed to the idea. Like some sort of powerful magic, her little lie had become an enormous truth.

Fia’s eyes were adjusting to the dark. Th loft was stuff to the gills with indistinguishable odds and ends collected over a marriage that should have ended years ago. It made her feel sorry for Douglas—this was his little hideaway from his wife, and yet complete escape wasn’t possible, even here. Fia never wanted to be a prisoner in her own house when she got older, especially not confined to a dirty space over a garage.

Sipping on the bitter brew, she watched as blue lights from a passing car swept through the old window. It made her think of a lighthouse beam through fog. Douglas slurped down most of his ale now. Fia set hers, almost full, down on the carpenter’s desk and moved toward him.

He went rigid at her approach. “Now there, what’re you doin’?”

She put her fingertips on his chest and slowly clawed downward. This was already exciting her. Douglas was a fine older man, no doubt.

“I’m gonnae get another one. You want—?”

Too late to get away. Fia’s fingers curled around his belt and she brought him one lumbering step closer. She angled her lips up to his face. He turned slowly away but this didn’t deter her. She kissed the stubbly neck and heard him groan a little. “Fia,” he breathed, “you’re just seventeen.”

“And legal.”

“But Lara…”

“Let’s not talk about her right now,” she replied and continued to devour the scratchy plane of his throat up to his ale-wet lips.

Douglas committed to those lips. He was good at this. Better than she might have imagined, with how distant a real sex life must have been for him. Earlier that night, he’d given her an extended justification for what would happen tonight. His wife Susan was in Lanark, visiting her mother, stricken with pneumonia last Tuesday. It was clear Douglas felt bad about being so opportunistic, but at the same time he noted, in his own dovish way, that he and his wife really hadn’t been intimately close since Lara was born.

“I want you.” His voice trembled with excitement, and now Fia could feel the male part of Douglas take over. He groped her breasts hungrily and kissed them through her sweater. She squeezed his body into hers.

“Lay out the blanket.”

He abruptly disconnected from her and half-disappeared into the loft’s space.

“Hurry—wait, do you have johnnies?” Fia already had one in her purse, in case, but didn’t want to let her intentions become that obvious.

“I have some,” Douglas replied.

She slid her phone out from her hip pocket. From one menu option to the next, she scrolled through to the camera’s settings and turned off the shutter sound. This was so fun!

Floorboards protesting, Douglas spread out a blanket that could have been any color. It was a dark void on the gray floor lit by the quiet light of the streetlamps outside.

“Good?”

“Great,” she replied.

Eagerly, he tore off his suit. His slacks clunked on the floor with the sound of his belt buckle. Fia had to do some catching up and unzipped her jeans. She noted Douglas’s turbid gut and turned her eyes down.

She was naked now and Douglas stood on the blanket, waiting. Before her thoughts could flow in another direction, she pulled him down on the blanket. She took him in her hand and realized he already had the condom on. “Oh, good boy,” she told him. Douglas rested on his back, letting her straddle him. His entire body was quivering.

This probably wouldn’t last long, Fia decided. She poised above him. “Are you cold?”

“No, love, just, you know…”

“I know,” she cooed and kissed his chest. It tasted like his aftershave. She loved his aftershave. It had an ashy smell to it. Perfect for their Armageddon.

Fia grunted as he went inside her. He was longer than her last boyfriend Jamie, though not as wide. It was an adjustment for her body at first. Pulses went through him and into her. Definitely wouldn’t be long, she thought again and rocked her hips. At the same time she readied the camera phone. Douglas’s head was thrown back. He wasn’t looking up at her, just had a face full of open-mouthed shock. He may well have been avoiding her for the high voltage guilt sent through the metal band around his finger.

The floorboards squeaked sensuously. Fia slid up a bit and leaned back. Through her camera’s new night-vision app, she watched the glowing green stalk enter between her legs. The photo looked dirty enough, scandalous, internet-ready. She next took a series of body and head shots. Douglas lifted his face at the camera’s light and she got a perfect one of his face.

“What are you doing?” he demanded.

She didn’t dare stop moving, but she set the cell phone away from them. “I wanted to remember this. I’ll…delete them, if you want me to.”

Douglas’s body had gone still on seeing the camera, but as she rocked on him some more, his sudden stress faded. She didn’t know if the matter of the camera was completely closed but he must have let it go for now. With a great sigh, he grabbed onto her ass and began to enjoy the moment again.

Downstairs the side door whined open. They froze.

“You up there, fuck-faced again?”

Fia recognized the voice. She’d heard the braying sound of it too many times on her way to school. Douglas’s wife Susan had driven Fia to school since she and their daughter Lara were in primary together. The woman was by all accounts a brute. She’d walloped Lara for minor infractions at school, took uncensored joy in it even, and had once given Douglas a fat lip while he was apologizing for coming back late from a Union meeting.

“You there?” Susan yelled up again.

Douglas held onto Fia’s hips as though he were the frightened child. He was starting to go limp inside her, and it felt disturbing, but Fia didn’t dare get off and take a chance with these floorboards.

A trash can lid opened and shut. Footsteps rang sharply on the concrete.

Douglas beckoned Fia to lean forward so he could whisper. With a reek of ale breath, he said, “She won’t come up here. Can never find the hall switch.”

A moment later the stairs creaked with his wife’s falling steps. The creaking stopped. “Turn on the damned lantern!”

They waited there, sex statues.

“Mother’s pulled through again. I thought we’d celebrate… am I talkin’ to myself? Or are ye too fucked already for the pub?”

Fia heard Douglas swallow.

The stairs creaking turned to a dry moaning as his wife entered the loft. “Christ, I know you’re up there. Damned car is here. You’re passed out. Probably choked on your own upchuck, bastard. Can’t see a thing in this place. Come on! Wake!” Susan stood in the doorway, trying to adjust her eyes.

“Douglas,” she snapped.

His whole body convulsed. Fia dug her nails into one of his wrists.

Susan walked toward them, stopping only a couple feet away from where they lay. She irritably patted at the wall for guidance and stepped away from them. Suddenly, something flashed—the screen of the cell phone—just as Susan kicked it halfway across the room.

“What in—?” Susan glanced around before heading for where she thought the unknown item had gone, then stepped aimlessly around for a moment and bumped into immovable invisible things while searching, each impact louder than the next. Fia could see the cell phone’s faint glow in a corner. It’d turned onto its face.

“Douglas,” Susan said again, his name rotten on her tongue. She grappled onto the carpenter’s desk. “Ah, here now. Maybe if you’d replace the light in the fan, I wouldn’t have to endure this shite…”

Susan turned her back to them. A box rattled with matches as she opened it. She struck one and a flame jumped to life in her hand. She cupped it protectively and paused before nudging Fia’s ale out of the way of the lantern.

“Still cold,” she remarked. “Ah, ya bastard…”

The match flame dipped down inside the lantern. She turned the knob for the propane and the mantle ticked, ticked, ticked, glowing on and off. It didn’t take and the match went out. Susan lit another match and tried again. The same thing occurred but she tried it a while longer. She thumped her fist on the desk as the match burned her fingertips. “—hell with this,” she grumbled and touched the ale bottle to soothe the burn. “You’re up here, you can go straight to hell, Doug.”

She stomped loudly down the stairs.

It felt like Fia had been holding her breathe until the truck fired up and the garage rumbled shut. Intense darkness had resumed. She thought about dressing and grabbing her cell phone, calling it a night.

“Don’t suppose you want to try again?” Douglas’s voice sounded thin, different somehow. With how close they’d come to being caught—he still wanted to go for it. They’d hardly shaken the jitters from their bodies, his wife not even a couple blocks away, and to hell with it? This wasn’t in his character.

Because I’ve already changed him, Fia thought, not ashamed of being proud.

The faulty lantern flared briefly. For a moment she saw Douglas leaning back on one arm, his head sadly bowed.

“Of course I wannae.” She slid off the side of him. “But I’m getting cold. You get on top.”

He moved out of the way and Fia rested on the warm spot his body had made on the blanket. Gradually, he moved over her and his legs clamped hers shut at the knees. “You’ve got my legs pinned, love. Little difficult like that, I’n’t it?”

Something bitter ruptured in her mind as a pair of ruthless hands viced around her throat. A pocket of dusty loft air stuck in her lungs expanded, no place to go. Dark stars whirled overhead and burned spots into her mind. The lantern malfunctioned a few more times, backlighting Douglas’s body hovering over her. His eyes—Fia couldn’t tell if they were the same, she was losing this battle, she was dying, and this monster was just trying to save his ass. Regret started pouring down. I shouldn’t have taken those fucking photos! I should have never gone after Lara’s father. Why couldn’t I just let it go?

“Thanksgiving to the Eternal Feast,” said a voice, which didn’t belong to Douglas.

The lantern pulsed and suddenly burst into full light. The loft came into view, just as it was slipping away from her vision. She’d gouged up Douglas’s arms without having realized it. For an agonizing moment she stared askance into his bone white face and into his eyes, one black and one orange. Her body arched in one last effort and then fell.

Right after, the lantern went out, for good.



I am what they call the Messenger in some places, the Interloper in others. Both titles carry great importance with some people, although I can’t imagine why. They’ve put me on a higher plane of existence, but I’m not a god. I watch the two worlds and read minds. I attempt, in the only way I know, to help my Nomads lessen their burden. I must protect them every day and guide them into every Halloween. If I have a duty in this universe, it is only that.

The Nomads, Patty Middleton and Teresa Celeste, have blood-ties to the Old Domain, but being raised on Earth, they know little of its nature, which is why they depend on my letters. Patty and Teresa were on another continent, busy preparing for Halloween, with no idea about the monster that walked the Thornliebank streets of Glasgow. I, however, saw the wicked thing, striding through the storm cloud shadows, wearing the body of Douglas Stevens, that poor dead girl’s claw marks still stinging on his arms.

That monster inside the man was named Chaplain Cloth.

Douglas’s presence of mind was funneling into the giant malevolent hole that had opened inside him, and though he had long been an acolyte of the Church of Midnight, I sense he’d never really believed in the tales of Cloth. For Douglas, the Church had been nothing more than a great networking group for his labor union ties, not a religious institution that could replace his Catholic upbringing.

As I watched him in that frantic moment of murder, his thoughts spoke loudly: Help me, Lord God! The Devil has come and possessed my body!

But this wasn’t the case at all. No.

As Chaplain Cloth often coined, the Devil was just a cover song.

The farther he walked the more certain his destination became. Before he’d even become a regular, Douglas had long dreamed about the Marigold pub. More than the pub itself, he had dreams about its storeroom and what lay beyond its worn door behind the bar of dark stained wood.

It was a few weeks ago, Katherine, the bartender’s niece, had come out of the storeroom hysterically crying and broke a bottle of gin with one of her flailing hands. She’d been in an even mood only minutes ago, but when her uncle Jon finally calmed her down she started spouting what most took as nonsense. According to her there were thousands of rats in the storeroom—maybe even bats from the pitch of the sounds— and it was so cold back there she got freezer burns from the door’s handle.

The Marigold had seen better days, so the rats could have very well been present, not a thousand, but enough. And some of those kegs could be rightly cold. So the easily grasped explanations didn’t help Katherine’s case too much. She had come to live with Jon last year because of a mental breakdown, and though she was unquestionably homely, she still had to fight off a long string of late night drunks. She’d threatened many times before to quit—so everybody took this as a dramatic justification for her inevitable departure.

But not Douglas. When he was eleven years old, before he’d even set foot in any pub, let alone the Marigold, he’d had a terrible nightmare that began with a blonde woman sobbing outside an open freezer door. He even recalled the bottle of Bombay Sapphire she backhanded and sent tipping over. Other things happened in the dream, later on, that caused Douglas himself to wake up screaming and sobbing like the woman had. He couldn’t recall most of it, so he began writing down anything he could remember from the dreams. Rarely did the fragments make sense or contain new information, but he kept writing them anyway, for almost fifty years now.

He still remembered the first note he ever scrawled: a body must be broken to be perfect for me.

A crisp breeze kicked up and stung his face. He felt it, the monster inside did not. Douglas took out Fia’s phone. It was in his best interest to smash the device on the sidewalk. Everything blurred for a second. His fi played over the phone’s keys like they were on a mission. Th moved independently of him. He didn’t even look at the glowing screen to see what his possessed hand was doing…what the monster was doing.

Just like now, Douglas didn’t feel like he owned that last horrible encounter back in the loft. He started wondering if he’d really even been the one who killed his daughter’s best friend, Fia. His would-be lover. His savior.

You cannot take credit for killing her, answered a voice in his head. It was a calm voice, which was terrifying because this must have been how insanity began, not a shout, but a whisper. Walking down the cold, wet, mirrored streets of lamplight and starlight, Douglas found himself probing further. He turned off the cell phone and stuck it in his pocket. Rather than ask the obvious, the who-the-hell-are-you question, he instead asked, why would you kill Fia?

I had to see. See what?

The voice was positively placid. If your will was stronger than my will, the girl’d still be alive. But you were weak. She was weak. So it happened that way. Not a very cheery moment in time for either of you, but now you know.

Douglas’s muscles twitched at odd, opposing angles and his bones quivered at unusual frequencies. They were in transition, he realized.

Who in God’s name are you?

Let’s go in, said Chaplain Cloth, pushing open the door of the Marigold.

The smallish pub had most of its tables and bar crowded with patrons. Douglas attempted a glance to the storeroom door. Out of habit, it was always the first place he looked when he walked into the Marigold. His eyes wouldn’t move there this time; Cloth focused on something else: the studded wooden club mounted over William Gray’s typical table.

The club was a recurring item in Douglas’s past dreams but he’d never thought much about it though. Come to think of it, he’d never even written the bludgeon down in his notes. Now he (they: him and this Cloth person) headed straight for William’s table.

Douglas had never gotten used to how large William’s face was, or how thick his arms were, how the silver watch he wore looked like a struggle of steel against ever-widening flesh. The man was freakish in size, with a personality to match.

A young student pushed back in his chair from the table. “You can suck my boaby, William,” he said. His face was drunken red and eyes bloodshot.

William tapped over the kid’s king piece on the chessboard. “Oh sober yourself up. You play with a handicap, disnae mean you have to be handicapped. Now bring me another one of these sorry rum and Cokes.”

“Get sodded.” The kid slapped the high backed chair forward and made for the bar. William laughed merrily like a fairy tale giant who’d just gobbled up a child. Carefully, he went to setting back all the pieces on his board.

Douglas/Cloth stood before him. William lifted an eye for a moment. “You what they call gothic?” He redirected the faces of the knights. “That’s a place three blocks from here.”

When they didn’t answer, William looked up and a goofy smile formed on his large mouth of crooked coffee teeth. “Oh shit, what are you doing with all that face paint on, Doug? You look like a damned clown.”

“I have a fever,” said Cloth/Douglas.

“That so? Well, the medicine’s behind the bar, you twat.”

“Can I play?”

“No,” answered William matter-of-factly. “You suck at chess. I’d rather sit here and pick my ass. Go on with you, Doug. I’m not in the mood.”

“I’ve gotten better.”

“It’d have to be a lot better.” William turned his face sideways, smile fading to mild disgust. “You’ve done a messy workup on yourself. You got two different contact lenses. Fever my arse. Are you on speed or somethin’?”

“I’d like to play.” Cloth/Douglas sat. “And I’d like to borrow that, just for tonight, then it can go back on the wall.”

William followed his gaze to the trophy club mounted on the wall. He huffed in disbelief. “You’ve got lead paint on the brain too.”

“What if I beat you in less than ten minutes?”

“The fuck you will. Even sober, that’d be piss and swill.”

“If I win, you have to let me take the club tonight.” William looked alarmed. “The hell you will.”

“Are you scared of losing? Don’t worry, I won’t put a scratch on your precious club. I promise.”

“Why do you want it?”

“Just do it, William,” someone shouted. A few tables around them had grown interested.

With a sigh, William checked his big watch, and then, he moved a knight out. “Go then, shit talker.”

Cloth bent over the chess board, studying it.

“Hurry up,” William said with a smirk that hinted already of victory. “You’ll sing praises through your arsehole about me tomorrow, or I’ll stomp that powdered face of yours.”

Cloth had already positioned his knight. William didn’t think about the next move and sent out a pawn. The two exchanged moves fiercely, each piece snapping on the table. Douglas watched his hands move: controlled. Cloth systematically lost their queen, and then a bishop, and a rook, while only picking up William’s two bishops. It didn’t look to be enough to bring down his defenses.

Five minutes had already passed.

The big man wore a slobbery rum and Coke grin. “You know, fair Douglas, there are good sacrifices of your pieces and bad sacrifices of your pieces and then,” he began snickering, which turned into an obnoxious chortling, “then there’s out and out genocide!”

A few others hooted with him, but Cloth continued to play. Douglas watched as William swept up another rook in his mitt. Without pause, Cloth moved a bishop and declared, “Check.”

“Sad,” tisked William and moved out of check. Cloth moved his knight. “Check mate.”

William had been reaching for his queen, but realized he’d made a mistake going to claim that last rook. He studied the checkered table. After a few minutes he shook his tremendous head.

“We were playing too fast,” he concluded. “Yes. Too fast.

Clearly.”

Cloth turned the brass key to remove the glass over the trophy, set the pane gently on the ground near the table, and then took down the club. William watched, crestfallen, like a man watching his own open-heart surgery. Cloth rested the club on the table to admire it. The black and orange eyes twinkled in the bronze plate hammered into the side of its handle. “That was fun.”

The moment was awkward. William seemed near to tears. Cloth slipped the phone out of Douglas’s pants pocket and hummed a few bars of some unknown song.

“Douglas?” a woman’s voice said from their shoulder. Cloth turned.

From within himself Douglas stared at his wife.

Red eyed, gray-black hair in wild disarray, Susan stood there, trembling, shaking her head. “You—that was you in those photos from Fia’s phone. Wasn’t it?” With a questioning look around her, she grasped his shoulder and her teeth ground together. “Wasn’t it? You tell me, you prick.”

Douglas cowered inside his own mind. Susan had slapped him silly once after a football game for running their car into the tree in their front yard. Her slaps had hurt more than some men’s fists and he could still imagine the points of her knuckles. “What are you talking about, dear?” Cloth’s voice sounded sarcastic on Douglas’s lips.

Susan snatched his ear and pulled his head toward her angry, whispering lips. “After so many times I could have been unfaithful to you…you great, bastard, shitface fuck! She’s a child and clearly did this to get at me, not to—”

“I sent the photos.”

Susan let go of him and took a step back in shock. “What?”

“I thought you’d enjoy some of the angles.” Cloth/Douglas picked up Fia’s cell phone and tossed it. The phone struck Susan’s chest and fell to the floor. Douglas wailed from inside, but it was a yawn under a waterfall. He’d remembered messing with the phone outside the pub but had no idea that Cloth had been sending the photos to Susan.

Now Susan took another step back, so appalled and drunk she couldn’t find the words at first. “I’m going to take you for everything, Douglas. You won’t even get your woodworking tools.”

“Oh get sodded. Stick this up your cobwebby cunt and spin, you jealous hag.” He shoved the club toward her. Susan swept it away from him with a disgusted gasp. He ignored the murderous look in her eyes and turned back to his chess partner. “Now there, William, was that a good game or what?”

William shouted a protest that was too late. The club connected first with Douglas’s middle back, knocking his body forward, the chess table tipping into William’s enormous gut. The glass pane from the trophy smashed somewhere on the ground, below the violence.

“Funny now? Think it’s funny now?” Susan screamed. “Fuck you, hag,” he blared through the blinding pain;

Cloth laughed merrily in his mind.

Another strike, this one less accurate, glanced off Douglas’s arm and Susan struck the table behind her, sending three men bolting from their chairs and pretzel mix scattering in the air. Douglas slipped off his chair just in time to encounter a blow to the face.

Immediately, Douglas faded inside his own mind, the last images in his life, his blood speckled wife bringing the club down harder and harder, as though to drive a railroad spike. He whimpered, became a clear pinpoint in his subconscious, and then blinked to nothing.

The corporal flesh belonged to the chaplain now.

His face fluttered with nerve damage. He could hear the clatter of the club on the floor and next the sounds of Susan’s capture, her earsplitting yells as somebody hauled her out of the pub.

“Can you breathe, Doug?” someone asked. “Burning up in here,” he said. “Why is it so hot?”

“He said he had a fever before,” William stated, somewhere in the darkness.

“He’s not looking good. Bloody hell, are those his teeth lying everywhere about?”

“Pretzels.”

“So hot…I’m dying here,” said Cloth. “Get some ice for his head, for chrissakes.”

“Ice maker’s broken.”

“What?”

“Remember, the gin spilled in the back of the machine when Katherine went loony. Hasn’t worked since.”

“That’s why my rum and Cokes have been flat all night. For fuck’s sake…”

“Yes, let’s worry about your fuckin’ drink.”

“Hey, fuck you.”

“I feel like I’m going to black out from the heat, lads,” said Cloth. “Can you put me near the storeroom?”

“She got your back good, Doug. Dun’t think we should move you. You’ll be fine here, just don’t try and talk for now.”

“Please, do this for me.”

Jon the bartender piped up. “What is he on about? Nobody’s going in there.”

“Do it,” instructed William. His guilt was palpable in the silence. “Just open up the cold room, Jon. Whatever makes him comfortable, while we wait, just crack the door a little.”

Cloth pushed up on his hands and straightened his back. “My back’s okay, I’m just so…hot.”

“See there,” demanded William, “he just needs help. None of us’s doctors. Help me, Jon.”

“Fuck,” Jon breathed. “Someone call yet?”

“Aye,” someone distant answered.

They lifted up his pummeled body, William grabbing under his arms and Jon taking his ankles, and carried Cloth behind the bar. He made no sound—he had enough damage to this human shell to invoke the transition—they just had to get him inside the storeroom. Jon pushed back on the door and a blast of unnaturally frigid air caused him to yell out in alarm. William lost hold of Douglas. The mangled body hit the floor, nose and remaining front teeth striking first, and at the moment he made contact, the gateway to the Old Domain tore open the back wall.

Douglas’s internal bleeding forged a river for Chaplain Cloth to fully arrive into this world. Muscles laced together, younger and stronger, and fat cells shrunk and tightened. Bones fed off the blood’s commanding design and grew denser.

In the mirror over the bar he could see it all. Douglas’s faded salt and pepper hair lost its curl and went straight and shined like black glass. Skin that was already pale, lost its imperfections, its moles, its coarse arm hair, and turned to a shark-belly white.

Jon leapt over Douglas’s transforming body and scrambled over the bar. William moved nimbly behind like a man two hundred pounds lighter.

Scores of pumpkin vines rushed out after the two men and coiled around the room. A flutter of rubbery black terrors erupted with it, diving for the bewildered humans running for the door. William tripped and twisted his ankle. His chin slammed down on a vine and he bit his tongue bloody. Nobody turned back for him.

Chaplain Cloth stood. An immaculate black suit knitted around his body, sewn from the darkness. The suit accentuated his white skin, making it look healthier than it deserved; he wore his new flesh like a man in his earlier thirties. An orange handkerchief roared up from his breast pocket and Cloth plucked at it merrily. He strolled out into the pub’s main area, which had become a mess of upturned tables and thick jade vines already budding with pumpkins.

William Gray fought to get untangled from the vines, huffing and puffing, near to cardiac distress. Cloth whistled for his attention and he stopped. There were large tears sliding from William’s eyes down the slopes of his wide cheeks.

Cloth bent, seized a rook piece on the ground and held it up. “Care for another go?”

After only a second’s thought William turned for the door, bounding expertly over some of the larger vines, and ran outside. Cloth followed after and turned over the sign in the window to closed.

None of them would remember the events of that night, nor would anybody return to the pub. The Old Domain decided what it wished to reveal and what it wished to withhold from the world of man. The monster with the black and orange eyes could only leave behind nightmares and mysteries.

For now.

Chaplain Cloth turned over the rook in his white hands, thinking about how much it resembled a column. “Must I forever play this game the same way?”

He headed back to the gateway in the storeroom, where he would wait and gain his strength for Halloween. Before soaking into the void, he flicked the chess piece into the shadows.


October 26th This Year


One



Teresa spotted the agent. The Arc was a wiry Caucasian man with a fully shaven head, made blue by his thick hair follicles. On his chin hung a black goatee, thin in the middle, the sides of it like drooping horns. Making a show of not looking in her direction, he placed an iPad on his lap and began to poke it every which way. A droning female voice echoed throughout the airport. Gate 511 departures please standby for gate change. Gate 511 departures please standby for gate change. The Arc turned out his arm and looked at his expensive wrist watch.

Teresa picked up a fashion magazine with a young anorexic woman in a purple dress, which had scarcely enough fabric for a napkin. Teresa lifted the magazine to the level of her mouth. “There’s one across from the currency exchange,” she told Patty. Patty had her shoulder to Teresa, her face secreted by rich golden hair. Unlike her partner, Patty really was reading a magazine. “The Church?” she asked.

If only, thought Teresa. “Office of Arcane Phenomenon.” Patty didn’t look up from her magazine but her right eyebrow lifted. “It isn’t him, is it?”

“No it isn’t him. Is that why they found us? Did you tell—?”

“Hardly, and I don’t appreciate your tone, by the way.” Patty swatted a thin magazine page aside.

“Stop being so sensitive.” Teresa took a Hershey’s kiss from her pocket. “I’m going to have a walk.”

“And the Messenger’s letter?”

Popping the kiss in her mouth, “No, you go grab it. Regroup at Air France, latest departure. I’ll unfold the other Arcs into the airport.”

“Not if Byron’s with them you won’t.”

Teresa shoved the fashion magazine sideways into the overstuffed rack. “I’m not as impressed with him as you.”

“Gimme a break.” Patty walked farther into the gift shop aisle and disappeared around a cardboard display of Los Angeles Lakers T-shirts.

Teresa headed through the other side of the store toward the large rain-slashed windows of the international terminal. The downpour colored the outside world in dark rending blues where the cloud cover intensified and where the sunlight struggled to penetrate. The slapping sounds of water descending on LAX registered like an assault, a war. It didn’t help the bleak mood Teresa already found herself in at this time of year.

Halloween was coming.

She walked briskly through the crowds, eyes flitting back and forth to make the other agents. The Messenger had long ago provided them with photographs and backgrounds of all OAP agents, but they would likely be in disguise now. Fortunately the bald man’s unique goatee had given him away, for he normally wore his hair shoulder length. Dumb of him not to cut the chin growth, especially since it looked so unattractive.

The other agents might not have any of the same giveaways, but Teresa would find them. All of them.

Even Byron Telamon.



There were several shelves of stuffed animal jack-o’ lanterns in the gift shop. Patty thought about the term stuffed animals and studied the fang bearing pumpkins once more. Just looking at them made the scar tissue twitch in her right calf. The soleus muscle injury was supposed to be fully recovered, but her mind didn’t always agree with her body. The jack-o’-lanterns glared on.

Stuffed animals.

Animals…yeah, that’s about right.

Patty rubbed the painful pits of her eyes. She’d had about three hours of sleep, the thoughts of last Halloween on her mind, as well as the missions of the past eight months in Australia, Japan and then in the States. The total of Church assassinations had to be a record for them this year, although it wasn’t something Patty felt proud of. No, in fact, it was the type of thing that kept her up through the witching hours of the night, staring up at the ceiling in one of their bad motels, reliving every ghastly moment in atrocious detail. Every memory stirred something in her, like a razor broth in her stomach. Patty Middleton had a self-realization she hadn’t imagined before.

I’m a mass murderer.

Teresa always told Patty to keep focus on the cold truth about Halloween and hopefully that would keep her sane, make the killing easier. The mantra normally worked. Patty knew what those stuffed animal pumpkins on the shelf really could be—a psychotic shard of awareness lodged in Western society’s mind, one that didn’t hurt until somebody removed it. The holiday had always been a colossal cover-up and on the entire world, still worked its secretive magic well.

At one time she’d thought the same way about Halloween as the next person. But ten years ago that view had stopped for Patty Middleton, the day a fifty-year-old woman named Teresa Celeste showed up on her parents’ doorstep with instructions in hand—a letter written by the same mysterious person who’d sent communications to Patty’s family for years, always warning them that after their daughter’s tenth birthday she would be leaving them, forever.

That person, the Messenger, had written such letters since well before Patty was born, before even Teresa was born, and long before that, for the unknown number of other Nomads who’d come and gone throughout the centuries. Yes, generations had done the bidding of a handwriting ghost, to preserve the ignorance of what Halloween was, following every instruction of every letter.

One such letter had been planted in this very airport. Finding it was inevitable, because it would find them, not the other way around. There would be no leaving it behind either, because the letter would appear and reappear until they opened it. So it waited out there. Patty could feel it like an impending doom.

You’re being silly, she chided herself. Think of the letter as ongoing research.

A bit of guilt washed over her. For two months now, behind Teresa’s back, she’d been researching like a mad woman to discover any leads on the Messenger’s whereabouts. It may have been in vain, but as Patty became older and the deaths she dealt piled up endlessly, the only solution that presented itself was clear. She had to find out who this Messenger was. Then, with his or her cover blown, maybe Patty Middleton and Teresa Celeste would no longer be indentured servants, no longer Nomads.

Lost in these dark-hopeful thoughts, Patty bumped into someone. She was an older lady—seventies, skeleton-fragile, in a knitted pink-purple-green sweater that only an elder would wear—a lump of terror fisted in Patty’s throat. In another decade Teresa would be seventy. She would be just as fragile and as weak as this woman was, with drooping skin and red rimmed eyes that looked exhausted behind the cataract gauze. How would advanced age work in their nomadic type of life? Patty couldn’t imagine the Messenger would keep Teresa to fight on Halloween into her seventies. Teresa would have to stop being a Nomad someday. Right?

The old lady stretched for an I ♥ L.A. coffee mug and looked askance to the register. The red-faced man behind the counter pretended not to see her and languidly stirred ramen noodles in a Styrofoam cup stained orange.

Patty touched the woman’s shoulder. “Ma’am, do you need help?”

Her rheumy eyes sparkled. “Oh thank you, Miss.”

Patty held up one finger to confirm and the woman mimicked her. “Yes, need just one.”

Patty stepped on a lower shelf for a boost but at five foot one she still had quite a distance to make up. The mugs were obviously overstock, meant to be moved down to another shelf and still stranded high above. Patty’s fingers grazed the mug— and her frustration instinctively caused her to seek the cold core in her brain, the place that brought ghost matter from the Old Domain into this world.

No, she thought. No mantles here. She made another attempt and actually pushed the mug farther away. Well maybe… Teresa would be upset for building something so unnecessary and impulsive. They normally wouldn’t draw ghost matter to create a mantle unless they were practicing or defending the

Heart of the Harvest.

Still though, Teresa wasn’t here and Patty reminded herself that she wasn’t, nor would she ever be the same as her partner. Patty drew the ghost matter and created a perfect square mantle, a little less than the size of a nickel, to push the mug closer to her fingertips. The mug slid forward and she let the mantle dissolve. Something odd wavered through her mind. It was impossible to tell if this happened every time she built a mantle because memory of the sensation was immediately lost once you stopped—building a mantle was always a new experience.

She grasped the mug’s handle and brought it down. The lady, too short and bent to notice the mug’s short voyage into Patty’s hand, thanked her profusely and at once fell into a lengthy account about her step-granddaughter’s infatuation with Los Angeles. Patty didn’t hear any of it though. Movement outside the shop had taken her attention.

A tall, well-built Latino man came toward the gift shop, his footsteps swift and his right hand planted on his hip, under his sports coat. Patty recognized him as an Arc—one of those OAP agents from the Messenger’s photographs. His hair was shaggier than it had been in the photo and his intense blue eyes were now an intense, fake looking green from colored contact lenses.

“Excuse me, ma’am.” Patty gave the lady a gentle squeeze on the shoulder and ducked out of the store.

The man gained on her. The government agents were not their enemies, but were not friends either; the Nomads had no allies except for the Messenger. That was law to them. In such a public place, this had to be done right.

Patty touched the cold place in her mind again and drew ghost matter. She had to make sure the mantle hit home with mild force or it could kill him. Not all the Arcs seemed to know, or perhaps even believe in the Nomads’ ability. This one obviously didn’t or he wouldn’t have been charging after her like this. And he wouldn’t see the mantle coming. As far as Patty knew, mantles were invisible to everybody in this world except for her. Not even Teresa, with all her experience and years of building, could see their structure. Coordinated movement of mantles was possible though, regardless of sight—Patty’s brain had an instinctual map of the atmosphere and the mantle cut through it like a foreign body.

The invisible projectile left her so quickly, it fluttered her hair. Out of the corner of her eye she saw the silver pane increase speed toward the agent. Then a tremendous clap echoed in the hall and cries of surprise followed. Patty spared one look over her shoulder and saw the Arc trying to pull himself up with the unsolicited aid of two teenage guys. He was begging them off and trying to get moving again. “Man, your nose is bleeding,” one guy in a sideways Raiders hat pointed out.

Patty quickened her pace into the flowing airport. She’d lost the agent, but there would be others. Time to move quickly. She’d messed around long enough.

Get the letter. Get back to Teresa.

How in the hell had the Arcs found them?

Patty tried to think back to the weeks leading up to today. The Messenger sent them to raze one of the Church of Midnight’s oldest chapels out in the Mojave Desert. It wasn’t much of a job really. There were no Bishops, no Inner Circle in residence, and, not surprisingly, the three acolytes living in the old mining shafts had little idea about the Church of Midnight’s true function. They weren’t even really thugs, just a few squatters hoping for another contribution check from the church. It was a sign of the times for the slowly expiring Church, because there was a lot of history and relics still in the Mojave chapel and in years past there might have been well over five or six hundred church members living there. Patty almost felt it a shame to bring a thousand boulders crashing down on top of all of it.

Killing the acolytes wouldn’t have made much a difference, and that had been extremely difficult for Teresa to sign off on, but Patty did manage to convince her to spare the three men. They drove the dumbfounded group back to civilization (if Vegas could be considered such) and released them. It wasn’t much of a victory for Patty but she was glad to enjoy a blood free campaign for a change.

Patty scanned the Traveler’s Aid Office, and let a frustrated sigh go. The Arc was somewhere north of her, mixed in with the crowd, fighting his way through. She’d tagged his body with that mantle. When the mantle got closer, she’d feel it.

Now what to do?

She sat down on a planter. A punk rocker sat on the edge nearby, outfitted in a leather vest, his arms flowing with tattoo sleeves, his ears with wide holes and his head with a disarrangement of spiked green and blue hair. A treacherous acne shadow went from his left temple down the side of his jaw, ending at a pointed chin. He yanked at his vest, which made a squeaky sound that was anything but intimidating. After a moment, he shifted his weight and passed some gas.

Lovely.

This must have been his personal goodbye to Patty. When he stood, Patty noticed a black envelope resting just behind where he’d been sitting. She picked it up and took a closer look at the envelope. Dust and grime smeared its surface. Clearly this thing had been somewhere for a long while before Johnny Rotten sat on it. Even at the adhesive seam there appeared to be a tangle of smashed cobwebs. Patty used her finger to tear through the envelope. The vellum crunched as she lifted the note out. Some of it flaked away like a potato crisp.

Glasgow. Book a flight for tomorrow. Our communication has been compromised.

—Messenger

At the bottom of the parchment, a blob of dark brown traced the edge. It looked a lot like blood but it could be a coffee stain for all she knew. She peered closer at it, studying its color.

“Hey you!”

Patty’s mind gripped a mean, razor lined mantle and sent it speeding out.

Teresa brought her own mantle and the two intercepted each other in a cascade of red-gold sparks that only Patty saw.

Teresa moved her head back and raised her eyebrows. “Whoa there, no more Sour Patch Kids for you.”

Patty rubbed her chest and smugly handed over the note. “Sorry. Look there. I think there’s some blood on the bottom.”

Teresa carefully regarded the discoloration. “Might be.”

“It might be the Messenger’s blood.”

Teresa handed back the note. “Glasgow, huh? Haven’t been there in years.”

“You don’t think we should even try to look into it? What could it hurt?”

“The Messenger wouldn’t be so careless to leave blood on a note. You know that by now. It’s probably just some random stain.”

“We could still analyze what made the stain. This could be our chance to do some tracking. I mean, after Halloween of course…”

Teresa stood with a wince. She rubbed her left knee and gritted her teeth. Patty realized just then that Teresa wore the blue blouse she’d gotten her for Christmas. She’d been apprehensive about the deep neckline of the blouse, because it was a little too “young woman” looking, according to her. Patty thought she looked great in it, even if it was too nice to wear with just ratty jeans and tennis shoes, but then Teresa had never been one to go out of her way to impress others.

“I think we should look into a flight,” said Teresa. “Let’s go. Maybe on the way you can explain to me how the OAP found us.”

“I told you I don’t—”

“There,” yelled a lady’s voice up the ramp. “She’s the one.” The old lady from the gift shop stood there. Dried blood trailed down the side of her face. A TSA representative spoke into a walkie-talkie and hurried toward them, leaving behind the woman and the store cashier, both dumbfounded.

All passengers standby at designated gates. All passengers standby at designated gates. Thank you.

Teresa and Patty took off into the crowd. They rounded a hall and their feet echoed down a tile corridor.

“Where are the other Arcs?”

“Western corridor,” Teresa huffed. “I hope.”

Across the expanse of the international terminal Patty caught sight of the gift shop from earlier. Pieces of flaming debris littered the ground outside of the side exit. Among other goods, some of the stuffed animal pumpkins lay there, darkened and smoldering. Several TSA and police officers were siphoning the crowd around the mess.

Teresa’s eyes widened. “What did you do Patty?”

“Nothing,” she said, running ahead. “I didn’t do anything.”

“They’ll have all the exits. We better hide.”

Patty saw a bathroom. “There.”



Teresa hawked over her as Patty knuckled her eyes, trying to crush the tears away. She said softly, “It happened again, didn’t it? With the mantles…the explosions?”

Instead of answering, Patty readjusted her weight on the side of the toilet lid. Teresa had one foot behind the pipe and one on the lid. For now that seemed to give her enough balance. There were a few other women in the bathroom, all of them using the opposite bank of stalls. Toilet paper banged in circuits. A cell phone had gone off.

“Something is causing this, Patty. Maybe you’ve worn yourself out and you can’t control them like you used to.”

“I don’t know. It doesn’t feel any different.”

“Maybe other things are making you tired. You’ve been hard at work for the past couple months. I’m not stupid. You’re always looking for internet service, coming back to the room late. After all this time, you have to know—you have to understand that we’ll never find out who the Messenger is.” When Patty didn’t say anything, Teresa added, “Or is this about that chapel in the desert? I gave you what you wanted. We let those acolytes go free.”

Patty snorted. “Yeah, we’re practically saints. I don’t know how we managed to find it in our hearts not to pull down another building on unsuspecting people.”

“Church of Midnight,” Teresa corrected.

The mantle surrounding them had a small aperture for air at the top. The field of ghost-matter brought from the Old Domain obscured them and muffled their voices, but it was too heavy to push—so they couldn’t just walk out of the airport undetected. Besides which, if someone happened to bump into something invisible, that would draw even more attention to them. Hiding inside the mantle was necessary. That’s what Patty kept telling herself. It wouldn’t accidentally blow them up. That old woman might have died. If she’d been closer to the mantle’s explosion maybe…

“Do you have control of this one?” Teresa asked, as though reading Patty’s thoughts.

“God, just fuck off.”

Patty felt her jaw ring smartly. Teresa had never slapped her before. Her first impulse was to hit back, but her shock only allowed for her to glare back at her partner. There was no apology in Teresa’s pretty almond eyes. No guilt in her sun-weathered, sixty-year-old face. “You better decide what the hell it is you’re doing wrong with building mantles, or you will screw us one day, Patrice. Royally. I’m goddamn serious about this.”

“You done lecturing?”

“That was the preface.”

Patty touched her stinging cheek. “You don’t have the—”

“I have every right,” Teresa finished. “You—”

Just then Patty’s mind clenched. She could feel the mantle from earlier, just outside the door. Using it as a mirror to cast images into her brain, she had a view of the hall outside the bathroom. Several TSA and four Arcs stood at the ready. One Arc held his credentials up for another man to read. The words Homeland Security could be heard in the mix of hurried explanations.

“You see them?” asked Teresa.

The door to the women’s restroom whined as it opened. “Security. Please come out of the restroom,” said a man’s voice.

Byron.

Patty closed her eyes rather than look at Teresa’s self-satisfied expression.

He went on, “We need everybody out. Please do so quickly.” Two toilets flushed. Doors opened. Murmurs followed. “This way,” said Byron politely. “Thank you for your help, your cooperation, your speed.”

The door shut. For a moment, there was only silence.

Stall doors opened as his footsteps fell in the hollow space. “We had a guy come to us. Church of Midnight—” A stall door kicked open across the room. “—said you two were over in Vegas. Sold us the info. He’s come to us before with some buzz. Not what you’d call a devout follower, but he was plenty pissed that you caved in his little desert nest.”

“How’d they know?” Patty whispered.

“You can’t figure it out? Shit, the whole time in the car you were talking about the Wynn hotel when we took those dumbasses to the city. I knew we should have just buried them.”

Patty gripped her forehead and shook her head.

“I got to review the casino security tapes myself,” Byron noted. Another door squeaked open. “You’re a pair of stunning broads, I must say. Easy to pick you out. It was nice to see you again, and so nearby, at that. The department almost had one of my guys tail you here but I knew you’d notice. So I took the liberty. I think I’m still the only fellow who can sneak up on you two…” Byron laughed but there was nothing real on it. “Come on girls, just some questions. You know I have your backs.”

Their stall rattled.

Something slim and metallic came through the space between the door and its frame. The lock easily popped out and the door bumped the mantle. Patty narrowed its width, but the damage was done. Byron stood outside, strong and tall and with unbreakable good looks. Marble veins of premature gray streaked his dark hair. It made him all the more sexy, damn him anyway. He had his firearm holstered, but the loop had been drawn off and his hand poised over the handle. Patty found herself hating his tight smile, even though she loved it sometimes. “Yoo-hoo?” he said. He poked a lock-picking device back into his coat pocket.

They remained still, for whatever good that would do them now.

“Pete,” Byron said into a mic in his lapel. “Kill the lights.”

The restroom door opened, a man leaned in and hit the bank of light switches.

Byron took a spectral pen light from his other pocket and shined it into the stall. The light reflected off the ghost matter in a wide gold and blue star that settled at once around their shapes, and although there would be no clarity, two figures could be seen behind the watery prism.

“You owe me,” he said. “For the last two years, after all I’ve done for you girls, you owe me big time. One little interview with the Nomads to appease the department. Just one. What do you say?”


Two



Evil had its eyes on Camden Amherst. He stared up into the sky. The stars were black punctures in an endless orange inferno. Upon him, a smothering feeling set in. Burning, and stinging, and wrenching, and flattening flesh over a brittle layer of bone: that’s what Camden had been reduced to in the presence of this enormous thing. He looked away, fighting for a breath, just one pitiful squeeze of one lung, something, anything, to put out the burn and restore his clarity, and if he could not seek that one breath, he prayed to pass out and wipe those black stars from his black mind, oh but fuck it all, what was the point? We were all just so many death-tears cried into a tangerine soup poured into the fissures of every fissure, filling even the cellular structures of all matter in existence with that intense bright evil, and Camden imagined what they could be on the other side of the other side, the reverse of what he was seeing, not black on orange, but orange stars on a black sky—inflamed cysts poking through blistering pitch.

Then he realized that breathing wouldn’t be necessary, that he’d succeeded in pulling his sight away, and his thoughts and his memories.

Away.

Away from It.

Now he was at a table. Not at. On. On a table. Somewhere he heard his father bellowing about “fucking up his prepositions!” His ears stung at the memory of his father’s
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