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PROLOUGE I

Late Spring 1988

Sunday, 7:35 PM

Pine Hills Penitentiary (Maximum
Security)

Graves County, Mississippi

 


The weather radio spit static and garbled
dialogue in equal measure. The large, squared-jawed man who stood
over the communications console cursing both while using a
thick-fingered hand to flick assorted switches and simultaneously
bellow into a two-way radio as the surrounding walls of the site
control room trembled in the face of a savage, two-headed
assault.

“...service out of Tupelo has issued a
tornado warning for the following counties in northern
Mississi...”

A shockingly calm weather jockey was relying
from an FM station out of Corinth. His bland, matter-of-fact tone
sporadically interrupted by a blast of static and subsequent two to
three second span of dead air.

“Dan, Troy, Hank, do you read? Over,” the man
blared into the two-way. Leveling his volume back to near-normal as
both the radio and Mother Nature offered a full three ticks of
relative silence, “Hank Cummings, are you hearing me?
Over.”

The veins in his thick, muscular neck
protruding like electrical cords, Lieutenant Russell Boyd Cummings’
squinty glare darted first upward at a mounted digital clock, it
showed 1936 hours, then back to the console, where all but one of
the tower phones blinked red.

“Aw, just hold your water already,” he
whispered harshly, prepping to try the two-way one more time before
tackling the more localized catastrophes.

In the meantime, as if he’d needed more in
the way of deafening noises, a trio of site klaxon alarms began to
sound off in five-second intervals.

“RESPOND, dammit,” he brayed, lips nearly
pressed flush against the two-way’s hard plastic shell, “We’ve got
a twister knockin’ on the front door. If you’re readin’ and cannot
respond, drop and cover your collective asses PRONTO!”

Dropping the portable onto the console’s
cluttered tabletop to free up both hands, he subsequently scooped
up two of the four tower phones before initiating similarly gruff
greetings to each caller, all the while pondering the impending
fates of the twelve-man work crew, including three staff members,
currently off-site at a nearby gravel pit.

“Jennings, do I have to send you a written
invite?” the senior correctional officer paused, a comical grimace
warping his visage to cartoonish proportions. “Affirmative,
officer, now get your green ass outta that brick tube and into the
building one generator room.”

“Brookens,” he growled into the second phone
while hanging up the first, “This is your one and only
official abandon ship order. Yes, Brookens, yes, I said
skedaddle, so relocate your hide over to building two’s basement
now.”

His normally fair cheeks aglow with a bright
red hue, Cummings paused just long enough to allow for a fresh
lungful of air from which to draw from before reaching for the two
remaining tower phones, tightly pursed lips just beginning to part
with similarly simplistic yet bombastic messages of barely
restrained panic when said plans changed abruptly.

First, the surplus of noise, both thundering
and less so, didn’t simply fade but cut off as if some giant off
switch had been flipped. In turn, the interior and exterior lights
briefly flickered several times before extinguishing altogether,
certainly not a rarity amid Mother Nature’s occasional remainder
she alone was the one true boss.

Cummings stood stiffly. Leaning onto the
console with an unanswered phone curled within tightly clenched
fingers, the sudden, stark darkness teaming with the abrupt, eerie
silence to birth a gut-churning fear the veteran corrections
officer hadn’t felt since wading the often blood-streaked or
booby-trapped rice-paddies of Southeast Asia.

What followed approximately four to five
seconds into the ultra-bizarre transformation from wall-shaking,
floor tremoring hell-storm to country church muteness, initiated a
full-body flinch that nearly caused the normally unflappable senior
CO to flail clumsily backward while dragging the twin phones along
for the ride. Adding to the building chaos, both the tower lines as
well as the warden’s hotline chimed in at precisely the same
moment.

Regaining a semblance of balance just as the
generator kicked in to illuminate the room with roughly half its
previous brightness, Cummings inhaled deeply while disregarding the
tower calls in favor of the dark crimson phone with the continuous
ring.

“Warden,” he answered flatly, feigning his
legendary cool, calm demeanor while on the cusp of imminent
disaster. “No sir. No known perimeter breaches, though I’m highly
doubtful we’re out of the woods just yet.”

As the site’s big cheese proceeded to grill
him on strict adherence to set procedures in the face of nature’s
fury, Cummings cocked a non-occupied ear elsewhere, a tangible vibe
present that the inexplicable calm before the storm was just
that.

“No sir. Unable to reach the crew down at the
Pits.”

He nodded impatiently as the tower phones
continued to clang in the foreground.

“Yes Sir. They were due back just before this
mess blew in, around 1900 hours. I lost contact with ‘em about
fifteen minutes ago.”

As Howard Chisum, nicknamed ‘The
Howitzer’ during his over twenty-year tenure as a CO in such
legendary lockups as Attica and Folsom, was prone to stating the
obvious ad nauseam to his subordinates. This annoying, borderline
demeaning trait having long since grown tiresome to his highest
ranking turnkey, Cummings quickly found himself unable to maintain
proper attention to the older man’s rambling, drone-like
instructions in favor of a slowly building rumble that grew
stronger and steadier as moments passed.

“Yes sir, I’ve...I was in the process of
instructin’ each of ‘em to vacate the towers.”

Reaching up to run thick, splayed fingers
nervously atop his high and tight buzzcut, the big man appeared on
the verge of wetting his finely pressed pants, each spit-shined
boot tapping madly to some unheard, unreservedly lively tune.

“Sir, um, I’ve got calls comin’ in from two
of the towers now. Yes sir. I’ll have everybody hidin’ behind or
huggin’ the nearest slab of solid stone ‘til this shitstorm passes.
Yes sir. I’ll do it. As soon as it all settles down to a more
reasonable squall. Sure thing, Warden.”

“Gerard,” he growled with hardly a pause upon
slamming down the red phone and filling the same groping hand with
one of the three remaining tower lines. “Do you require
written permission to bail your dense ass outta there? Fine
then, feel free to depart at your leisure, Sergeant.”

Next was the last of the rear site towers,
its impatient sentinel greeted with an equally gruff greeting and
subsequent instructions.

Lastly, just as the surrounding walls
commenced to vibrate ever-so-slightly within the dimly lit and
sporadically blinking emergency lighting, Cummings scooped up the
last remaining tower line while simultaneously retrieving the
previously discarded two-way.

“Dick, I strongly advise ya pass on the
sightseein’ portion of this storm and amscray to safer climes,” he
brayed upon answering, though the majority was likely drowned out
by a burst of static matched only in severity by the shrill,
panicked ramblings of the voice on the other end.

The unfortunately named Richard ‘Dick’ Small
was a rookie CO with less than two months on site. His slight
physique, homely looks and low-talking manner of speaking doing
little to impress either staff or convict population, a portion of
the latter seemingly going out of their way to belittle him at
every opportunity.

“Cap...twistin’ and turnin’...louder by
th-...seems...closer...but...to tell...” the young turnkey
stammered between intermittent squelches.

“Officer Small, I repeat,” Cummings yelled
with the index finger of his opposite hand inserted into an ear for
optimal blocking of the building ruckus outside the surrounding
walls, “...beat feet, son. You got that? Depart that damn tube for
the admin building immediately, do...you...read?”

Slamming down the phone with such vibrating
force it sent a folder full of reports sailing off the console to
scatter like confetti to the tiled floor, the big man tromped over
to one of two heavily barred picture windows. The visibility past
the rain-spattered double-paned glass basically the equivalent of
staring through swirling flood waters filled with a brownish paste.
A silent curse poised at chapped lips, Cummings leaned forward
until his forehead and the glass sat a scant two inches apart,
squinty eyes focusing on a bleary object slowly taking shape amid
the blowing stew of loose leaves, torn tree limbs and assorted dust
and gravel.

Mere moments later, the shambling figure had
vanished from sight, came the sound of the admin building’s
double-door entrance being pulled apart and consequently resealed
with a resounding slam, no doubt aided by the gusting squall.

“Bought damn time, Small,” Cummings blurted
upon executing an about-face from the window to the control room’s
open entrance, “I’m gonna need you to mind the fort ‘til further
notice or at least ‘til I can find a higher-rank to take the
contro...”

“B-Boyd, holy h-hell,” the new arrival
stammered while waddling into view in a zig-zagging gait that
hinted at extreme inebriation, his host moving forward with
outstretched arms meant to snag.

“Troy? What th-...?”

Sergeant Troy Bennings, was Cummings’
second-in-command for the shift, a ten-plus year corrections vet,
all but three of which had been spent atop Pine Hills. A former
Atlanta patrolman and, like his immediate supervisor a Vietnam vet,
Bennings’ rep was the stereotypical ‘man of few words’ who had long
ago adopted the ‘walk softly but carry a big stick’ technique.

“Di-Ditched t-the Jeep a ha-half m-mile
back,” he panted, having been assisted to the nearest high-back
chair, leaning back with arms crossed and mouth hanging ajar and
gasping between labored dialogue.

The larger man by half a foot and at least
fifty pounds kneeled so as to even their height and acquire a
suitable eye-to-eye.

“Slow and easy, Sarge. Just catch your
breath.”

A full thirty seconds passed, during which
time a semblance of color returned to the smaller man’s cheeks, his
heaving chest gradually normalizing.

“Where’s The T-Rex? They behind you?”
Cummings resumed, as did the growling wail from just beyond their
present shelter, like a straining engine on the verge of spitting a
piston.

The sergeant leaned up from the slumping pose
he’d struck since collapsing into the chair, his voice still raspy
but growing stronger with each word.

“Still...at the pit. Truck...was dead as a
hammer, like maybe the electrical storm fried its...in-innards. A
real first for the...old girl. Never saw that bad boy downed...by
anything, much less a few lighting strikes.”

The T-Rex being an aged GMC truck they used
to transport work crews to various off-site jobs and known for its
unmatched dependability despite the need for very minimal
maintenance.

“Ya mean to tell me both the jeep and The Rex
bought it on the same stretch of gravel? How could a random strike
or two power ‘em both do...?”

Lifting a hand palms-out as to interrupt, the
smaller man shook his head vehemently, inadvertently spraying the
room with a buildup of saturation from his thick, brown locks.

“No, no, LT, when I said I...ditched
the jeep, I meant that literally. Blown right off...the trail by a
gust as strong as I’ve ever felt. Damn near...backhanded me right
out of the driver’s seat. Ended up wheel-well deep in a muddy
ravine. Hoofed it the last maybe mile or so, all the while thinking
I was gonna be airlifted to the top of the nearest oak.”

Standing, the larger man placed hands on hips
and stared past his subordinate and toward the rain-spattered
windows.

“Shit, so Hank, Dan are still down at the pit
with Perkins and his clan?”

“Yeah. I was sent back for The Beast. That’s
been thirty, maybe forty minutes ago, right after the lightning
eased but the winds turned especially nasty.”

The Beast being the second of three similar
work-trucks on site, the third, aptly nicknamed ‘Lemon
Joyless’ for its consistently broken-down state.

“Troy, I’m gonna
need you to take the console,” Cummings said with a solid pat to
the sitting man’s left shoulder before moving to a nearby metal
cabinet and retrieving a set of keys hitched to a metal keychain
and pocketing them, in addition to one of four available two-way
radios.

“Jawed with Chisum already but need to keep
him updated. Tower guards were instructed to take cover. They all
oughta be property duckin’ and coverin’ by n...” he paused,
suddenly keenly aware of Officer Small’s absence from nearby Tower
One.

“LT, you m-might not wanna risk it,” Bennings
said.

His superior already headed for the exit, the
latter skidding to a stop before vanishing from sight, “I mean, I
understand w-with Hank and all, but it’s only growing worse by the
min...”

“Troy, check on the kid in tower four, will
ya? Damn greenie might’ve passed out up there. If so, radio me
before I get out to the Motor Pool and I’ll pay ‘im a quick
visit.”

“Ten-four. Will do, Boyd.”

Cummings heard his subordinate reply before
pushing out the double-doors. The force to do so far more difficult
than normal as the winds blew straight into the admin building at
full throttle. He turned briefly in the direction of tower four,
the darkness behind the glass as definitive as the gloom he
presently inhabited.

Turning his back to the probing, pounding
gusts, he yanked his state-issued penlight from his utility belt
and, initiating the woefully dim illumination it provided,
commenced a slow jog to the side of the building and a concrete
path that would eventually lead him to the motor pool.

He was cautious not to build up too much
momentum, a task made harder with the wind pushing and shoving at
his back, as not to dive headfirst onto the slick stone. He barely
cleared the side of the building when a racket, similar to the
grinding, grating clamor he’d first heard in the control room
resurfaced, only at what sounded like at least twice the
level of fury.

Against all instinct after only the briefest
of pauses, he began a slow, arduous return to the front of the
admin building to the probable source, thinking crazily that it
might possibly be a resurrected T-Rex returning in a nick of time
with his little brother and the others in tow. As remote the
chance, Hank was nothing if not a hell of an amateur mechanic that
might’ve got the big tank up and humming for a return ride.

Pocketing the useless penlight while securing
the two-way at the pit of his back, he squinted through a fierce
battering from what felt like a firing-squad’s worth of bb’s.

A split-second was all it took to realize the
severity of his mistake upon clearing the front edge of the wall,
though correction of same was obviously, terrifyingly out of
the question.

The shape, massive, oblong, and swirling with
the intensity of a hurricane’s revolving eye, didn’t as much strike
the tower but engulf it. Leaving only the brick base intact, it was
lifted airborne with a terrible cracking echo and hauled away from
the grounds.

Cummings, bludgeoned to his knees and forced
to first search out then obtain a double-death grip on the nearest
wall’s slightly cracked concrete masonry, would later swear that he
heard human cries accompany the stone tonnage of guard tower
one.

Within the approximate thirty seconds in the
aftermath of the tower’s destruction and subsequent abduction,
Cummings struggled to back-peddle against a backdraft of suction
caused by the twister’s passing. He sat with legs splayed and his
back flush against the wall as torn pieces of dislodged roofing
shingles filled the air like asphalt shrapnel.

As both the overhead rumble and ferocious
winds subsided to a gradually diminishing squall, the veteran CO
allowed himself a cautious peek around the front of the building.
He refused to completely peel himself from the wall until the rain
of assorted debris, to include shingles, assorted tree limbs and
blowing gravel hadn’t merely lessened but ended altogether.

Standing on wobbly legs, he briefly debated
continuing on to the motor pool, actually turning to do so when a
voice, laced with panic, blared between bursts of static over the
two-way clipped to his belt.

“...Lieute-...read me? Over. Boyd,
are...there? We...stantial damage to the founda...”

The big man sighed wearily, broad shoulders
sagging. In terms of immediate priorities, the status of the staff
and inmates, all two-hundred-eleven on lockdown since the storm
warnings were first broadcast over an hour previous, save the
missing work-crew, easily trumped checking his baby brother’s
status. That in mind, he twisted around and trudged back to the
admin building entrance. All the while stepping over dislodged
chunks and assorted shards of displaced government property.

“Fences still upright? Over,” Cummings
inquired minutes later while standing at the center of a
semi-circle of obviously shaken subordinates, the two-way held
flush to his left cheek.

A surge of static.

“Upright and secured, LT,” a youthful but
surprisingly steady voice chimed in, “On all sides, but the rear
wall of building two is cracked jagged from top to bottom. Concrete
looks like it was split by a chainsaw. Over.”

Clipboard and pen in-hand, Troy Bennings
stepped into the circle to address his superior, who stood with a
scuffed, dust-coated boot propped atop a chair seat.

“Staff and inmate population all
present and accounted for, LT...” he paused, eyes moving from the
clipboard to lock onto the lieutenant’s eyes. The two longtime
co-workers sharing the same harried expression. “...well, that is,
except the work crew and Rich Small, of course.”

A recent transfer turnkey from West Texas
named Kurt Culver spoke up from Bennings’ left. Before arriving at
the control center, Culver filled his lieutenant’s request for
retrieval of a firearm from the armory, in this case a Smith &
Wesson thirty-eight accompanied by a box of twenty-four
hollow-points.

“Wouldn’t be no great loss if the twister
scooped up that looney lot and tossed ‘em clear over the ‘Bama
line,” he said with wink and a smirk. The latter quickly faded upon
enduring an elbow shot to the ribs courtesy Shane McMillian, a
five-year man who had been the lead trainer for Boyd’s brother.
Culver, red-faced and shuffling his boots from side to side,
resumed only after McMillian whispered briefly in his left ear.

“Yeah, well, what I meant was the...those
cultish cons, um, but we can...hope for the best. I’m sure Dan and
Hank are...okay. Maybe he...they all got out before well, you know.
As for ol’ Dick Small, he’s probably curled up in one of the
industrial washers over in the laundry rinsing the milk duds outta
his under...”

“Small was inside that tower when the shit
came down, Kurt,” Cummings broke in with a hand raised palms-out as
to cut off any additional pipe dreams. “The kid’s not survivin’
that...what I saw. How about the other towers?”

“Undamaged,” Bennings answered, no longer
meeting his superior’s intense gaze even with the onset of a pair
of follow-up questions.

“Kitchen staff?”

“Maggie, Benita and Burt were just wrapping
up from the dinner meal but they’re okay. Miss Carstairs checked
out of the infirmary about a half hour ago and left the site. Bert
did say part of the roof is gone.”

“Population locked down as directed?”

“Affirmative. There wasn’t much time once the
walls starting shaking, but all counts were right on as of
nineteen-twenty-five hours.”

Apparently satisfied, Cummings nodded,
breaking through the circle and heading for the exit, pausing only
to again address his second in command, who was still inspecting
the tops of his own boots.

“Troy, it goes without sayin’ but keep ‘em on
lockdown and keep Chisum updated.”

“Warden’s driving in now, LT. You still
planning on driving down to the quarry?”

“As we speak. Just hopin’ The Beast is gassed
up and ready to roll. We should have better luck on the two-ways
now that the storm’s passed.”

The sergeant quickly joined him at the
entranceway and applied a light pat to his right shoulder.

“Careful out there, Boyd. Its dark as a
mineshaft and trees might still be falling. Large chunks of those
gravelly hills were ready to roll onto the roadway before
this happened. Keep us posted.”

The lieutenant shrugged while giving the
holster on his left hip a quick tap and stepped briskly away.

“Will do.”

As his sergeant foreshadowed, downed elms and
pines littered the narrow two-lane gravel path leading to the rock
quarry. The drive’s normal duration of eight to ten minutes
stretched out to three times that long. Forced to slow to a crawl
around each winding curve or cresting the occasional knoll through
the cloaking murk, he’d set The Beast’s headlights on bright to
little avail. The trail was beset by either completely severed tree
limbs or those hanging into the path like groping arms.

The quarry sat a little over three miles from
the prison site. Not so much straight down the mountainside, it
spiraled around in a very slight descent on a mostly dirt and
gravel track dug out decades earlier by a logging company out of
Memphis. State owned; prison officials contracted it out with the
cheapest labor imaginable thus insuring the greatest profit. As
such, it had been a vital source for the four surrounding counties
since the mid-seventies.

Warden Chisum, like Warden Pierce before him,
assigned work crews to fill orders on a regular basis during the
spring and summer. A healthy portion of the state’s cut of the
profits going directly into the Pine Hills coffers, if not into the
pockets of certain representatives.

As Cummings navigated the massive truck
around a series of obstacles, besides the expected tree limbs or
upturned shrub, a rockslide left barely enough space to squeeze
past, he briefly rewound an early afternoon conversation with the
warden. They had spoken of the potentially nasty weather headed
their way and outgoing quarry work crew. As was par course, the
warden seemed less than overly concerned. It had been just past
four when Chisum stopped by the control room before heading out for
the day.

“Who’s up?” he’d asked casually while gazing
out the control room front window and into the gathering dark.

“High-ranking followers,” Cummings replied,
already knowing the answer to his query as to whether sending out a
crew amid a slew of storm warnings was a sound idea.

“Your highness Perkins on point, I take it,”
the warden inquired further though fully knowing the answer.

“Affirmative.”

“They’ll be fine. Looks more like shelf
clouds than the wall variety. Besides, the chances of a twister
finding us up here between ranges are precisely slim and none. No
such activity in the previous twenty-five-plus years, yeah?”

The veteran CO shrugged mildly in apparent
defeat. Though he could care less about that lunatic Perkins and
his roundtable of cultists, his kid brother was going to be less
than thrilled to play chaperone on such a potentially hazardous
night in the Mississippi wilderness.

“If you say so, Warden. That’s officially a
go then?”

Chisum, having donned the arrogant smirk and
matching tone so infamously put on display when speaking to those
in his charge, turned slowly on a well-polished heel. He regarded
his second in command with an arched brow that would have easily
sufficed for an answer without verbal reply, though he always
seemed happy to oblige regardless.

“Indeed Lieutenant. A little rain and wind
shall not quell progress, and I understand that orders to both
Tupelo and Corinth are due by the end of the week.”

The warden never failed to show his disdain
for Perkins or his ever-growing number of brain-addled followers.
His giving the green light for sending them out on such a night was
no surprise, at least not to his immediate staff. Cummings simply
wished the man’s perpetual hard-on for punishing this clique of
convicts didn’t involve his kid brother as collateral damage.

While certainly no fan of Lance Perkins and
his wall-eyed clan of crazies, Cummings had never been one to
personally discriminate against any certain grouping of captives,
from the Aryan Nation to the Gangster Disciples to the Mexican
Mafia. He considered himself an equal opportunity a-hole as he
despised them all with equal zeal. Hank on the other hand, twelve
years Boyd’s junior and fresh off a mostly uneventful two-year
stint in the Army and with less than three full months as a freshly
graduated correctional officer for the state of Mississippi, was a
sucker for those who preach and preen about the virtues of mankind,
i.e., ‘there’s a little good in everybody’. In other words,
he could be had. He could be groomed. He could be swayed. At the
tender age of twenty-two, a prime example, Hank had already
purchased not just one but two overpriced lemons, the last a rusted
VW Bug that blew a piston less than three payments in.

A slickster of merely average skills could
steal Hank’s lunch.

Consequently, his younger brother, at least
this early on site, required a trusted overseer, and God bless ‘em,
neither Sergeant Troy Bennings nor Corporal Dan Brock qualified for
various, if not similar, reasons. Mainly, neither understood the
level of gullibility Hank possessed. Smart enough kid, at least
book-wise, big brother could not deny. Common sense, however, was
something Boyd considered handed out at birth and young Hank most
definitely spilled several spoonsful of his intended serving.

A half-hour-plus since departing the prison
grounds, Cummings steered cautiously through the steepest of all
curves thus far and to the unmarked entrance to the quarry.

Parking the rumbling Beast in the center of
the slender two-lane and thus far unaware that the road ahead was
completely blocked by a trio of severed treetops of pine, oak and
maple variety, he hopped onto the moist gravel and, before trapsing
through the chain-link fenced entryway, radioed into the control
center.

He and Bennings communicated briefly between
static concertos, his second in command reporting that Warden
Chisum was on site and, along with the remaining staff, was
surveying the interior damage to each building. Now, the burly
lieutenant could care less, though he’d held off sharing his
indifference while strutting purposely into the quarry’s wide
entrance while gripping a long-handled Maglite he’d pulled from
underneath The Beast’s driver’s seat, the hazy illumination it
provided hinting at triple-A batteries in dire need of
replacement.

Upon passing the aged chain-link drooping
from either side, the hard clay path swerved up a steep embankment
before leveling off and leading directly into the quarry,
three-plus acres surrounded on all sides by prismatic blocks of
marble, limestone, granite, sandstone and slate stacked two to
three stories high.

Cummings crested the hill in a steady trot,
slowed only somewhat by the occasionally displaced tree-limb or
uprooted shrub, the fast-fading Maglite cutting a narrow arc
through the cloaking murk.

Upon the pale, swaying rays of the light
falling on the familiar rust-colored paint of the T-Rex, the
veteran CO skidded to a clumsy halt, his raspy, whispered curse
still the loudest commotion in an otherwise eerily quiet night void
even the usual array of cricket or katydid mating calls.

Though it had taken his squinting, bloodshot
eyes a split-second to fully comprehend what was wrong with the
picture the Maglite’s rocking, reeling light uncovered, Cummings
didn’t achieve full acceptance of same for an additional three to
five seconds.

The aged but sturdy and always reliable
two-and-a-half-ton GMC was flipped onto a badly crushed roof, its
tires and fenders coated in thick layers of reddish mud and the
rear of its wood-slanted bed tilted downward as if partially
dislodged upon impact with the hard clay surface.

“Hank! Dan!” he called out,
uncharacteristically timid at first but with increased volume and
intensity upon stepping to within reaching distance of the
overturned transport.

“Hank! It’s Boyd!”

Kneeling, he passed the light through the
shattered passenger door window into the truck’s interior, which
appeared mercifully empty of human cargo.

“Hank! Sound off, boy. Dan, are you out here?
Is anybody out here?”

Cocking an ear, stilted silence was soon
interrupted by an elongated creaking like a gradually splintering
oak being systematically pulled apart like the wishbone of a
deep-fried chicken. The thick netting of overgrown shrubbery just
up the hill to his left.

Performing a slow, methodic walkaround of the
downed transport, Cummings froze in his tracks, the slowly ebbing
Maglite unable to illuminate past the front line of shrubs atop the
slope.

In the familiar lull that ensued, having
resumed his inspection of the flipped T-Rex, he’d already dismissed
the noise as just another casualty of the twisters, a delayed
collapse of a severely damaged elm or oak.

Just as he’d turned away from the truck’s
slightly uptilted rear bumper, having hoisted the two-way up toward
parting lips to report his findings, a faint scream was audible
from the same direction as the earlier commotion. A scream at first
thought to be animal in nature, perhaps an injured fox or coyote
pinned down by a fallen limb.

The radio still shoved flush to his jawline,
his mouth hanging slightly agape, Cummings ceased breathing as a
second cry, this one a bit lengthier in duration and a tad louder,
eradicated that initial assumption with extreme prejudice. It was
human, a human male suffering some sort of excruciating,
prolonged anguish.

Could be Hank, he pondered, thumb
hovering just over the two-ways transmit button, the flashlight’s
increasingly dim beam literally dying halfway up the shrub-infested
slope from which the sporadic cries originated. Could be
Dan, he also considered, temporarily tucking the light between
clamped knees so his free hand might retrieve the thirty-eight
revolver, which he’d earlier loaded to full capacity while waiting
for The Beast to properly warm up.

Just before engaging the two-way, he was
forced to push away horrific imagery of his kid brother’s
ritualistic torture at the hands of Lance Perkins and his band of
drooling, zombie-like minions.

Between less frequent eruptions of static,
Cummings informed his second in command of his findings, the dark
mystery not yet solved and his immediate intention of doing just
that. Troy Bennings had, of course, suggested he wait for backup
CO’s, in particular himself, and armed to the teeth with everything
from riot grenades to thirty-gauge shotguns, to which Boyd agreed
wholeheartedly save the waiting part. Bennings was instructed to
have his own departure approved by the warden, to which the
sergeant politely suggested that Chisum perform a rather grotesque
yet surely physically impossible act to himself. With that, he was
soon on his way to the quarry after a quick trip to the armory.

Half-scrambling, half-climbing up the rocky
slope, Cummings was forced to tuck the light beneath one arm to
pull himself along via a plethora of beautyberry and witch alder
shrubs while maintaining a firm grip on the thirty-eight.

As the arduous trek was slow and deliberate
and executed beneath a dark, moonless sky, his lone compass being
the occasional shriek or moan in the near distance, what seemed to
take a full half-hour of rigorous scaling eventually saw him crest
the hill onto a relatively flat clearing. Pausing to reclaim the
Maglite, while somewhat hesitant to give away his position, he
navigated its rapidly fading beam directly ahead to what appeared
to be a tightly formed tree line fronted by shoulder-high sweet
olive shrubbery. Perhaps not uncoincidentally, all moans, groans
and cries seemed to cease immediately upon his arrival at the
hilltop, a development certainly not lost on the huffing, puffing
correctional officer, whose grip instantly tightened on the
thirty-eight held near his right thigh.

Taking a few seconds to catch his breath,
during which time he became aware of a building stench of metallic
nature, not unlike burning copper wires, he allowed the light’s
ever-narrowing beam to focus on the weed infested path leading to
the tree line.

Scattered like some bizarrely displaced crop
lay assorted treetops of various species and dimensions but with at
least one oddity in common. Each appeared not to have been ripped
or snapped from their respective bases but sheared evenly and
precisely as if by a tree surgeon of almost supernatural expertise.
In a far less than calming flashback, he was briefly teleported
back to some faraway Southeastern Asia jungle in the dark of night,
eyes darting and scanning the gloom, ears perked for the sound of a
snapping branch, the familiar sensation of his own sour sweat
running in a steady stream down his spine.

“Well that just ain’t right,” he whispered,
rotating the light from side to side while stepping gingerly ahead,
his nostrils flaring wildly as the smell of singed metal grew ever
stronger.

Just as he knelt to inspect the dislodged top
of an Eastern Redbud, running a bare palm over the unnaturally
smooth surface where it had been so skillfully severed from its
host, an altogether new commotion shattered the relative silence
from his immediate left.

Down on one knee with his head titled
severely in the sound’s direction, Cummings strained for a
comparable reverberation within his considerably vast personal
library of similar noises but heard none.

Cummings doused the fading Maglite and
waddled forward in such an extreme crouch it fully qualified as a
duckwalk, careful to remain hidden within the grassy weeds he so
cautiously waded through.

While moving closer to what appeared to be
the opposite edge of the steep grade he’d just ascended, he noted a
faint glow from somewhere below that grew brighter with each
shuffling step. Additionally, strange, unidentifiable sounds
resonated, each in relatively consistent three to five second
intervals, a wet, tearing sound bookending each.

Using the short barrel of the thirty-eight,
he spread a pair of knee-high horseweeds, each of which hung
precariously off the squared ledge like loosely mounted flags.
Though the overall illumination was no more than a murky glow at
first, the valley lit up so abruptly, the effect akin to parting
blackout curtains and staring directly into a thousand-watt stage
light, that a flinching Cummings groaned aloud while briefly
covering both eyes with the bare palm of his free hand.

Flailing back onto his rear end and in doing
so inadvertently setting off a brief burst of static from the
two-way hanging from his belt, he temporarily laid the firearm at
his lap while using the lower palm of each hand to massage the
flash blindness from each tearing eye.

What he saw, or thought he saw, in
that brief three to four second interval before the sun exploded
into each wide, unblinking eye simply had to have been some
sort of optical illusion, a visual masquerade perpetrated by a
surreal mix of greenish glow, the surrounding terrain and the many
vague forms moving around within.

Attempting to rise, he tumbled forth on all
fours and spent several precious moments fumbling through the
grassy weeds for his lost firearm and upon finding it, pointing it
blindly ahead.

Eyes fluttering wildly, he arose onto one
knee and became aware of movement to his immediate left, swinging
his gun-hand around in panicked greeting. As his bleary vision had
yet to readjust to the relative darkness, the shape standing mere
inches from the thirty-eight’s shaking barrel was frustratingly
indistinguishable, the fact that its lone movement was a slight
tilt of a weirdly elongated head doing little in terms of positive
identification.

“H-Hank, is...w-where are t-the...Da-Dan?”
Cummings babbled, forcing himself upright with great effort and
unsure the source of the sudden weakness and heaviness of his
limbs.

The figure seemed to move not around but
through his extended arm and the firearm clutched at its
point, initiating a full-body flinch from the veteran turnkey, who
reeled back from the abrupt, unnatural intrusion.

A flash of silver tint viewed through teary,
squinted eyes.

A touch, as frigid and smooth as freshly
formed icicles poked and probed the back of his neck.

A sharp retort, two, three, four in rapid
succession as his trigger finger convulsed involuntarily in
response.

A single jolt, jarring and vicious, landed
just below his breastbone, his lungs instantly emptied upon impact,
followed by the sensation of floating weightless before an equally
teeth-rattling landing.

Darkness, interrupted only sporadically by
the sense that he was being dragged feet-first down an uneven, rock
and weed infested terrain that reeked of the same now-familiar
metallic stench.

He awoke on his back, his left eyelid stuck
shut and unable to detach from whatever bound it, his right open
but so tear-filled it could identify little in the surrounding
gloom.

Abruptly, as if on cue to his regaining
consciousness, there came yet another volcanic display of explosive
whiteness, the ground beneath his prone form tremoring in time as
if he had been laid atop an active Faultline.

Shaken so violently he envisioned himself
being flipped and turned like a flapjack in a heated pan, he
invited the darkness to re-envelop his battered senses, as it so
mercifully did just as he’d attempted to scream out his brother’s
name.

With a start, his head arose, lips parting in
a raspy shriek, though it was unclear the message, if any, he’d
wished to convey.

There was no way to gauge how long he’d been
out, though darkness again reigned and the familiar reek of burning
wires still lingered. As the earlier cloud cover dissipated enough
to allow a semblance of moonlight, Cummings was able to scan his
new surroundings clear enough to note that he now frequented the
bottom of the hill he’d earlier spied down from. A relatively flat
valley dominating as far as he could see. Standing with great
effort, a quick self-inventory noted no open wounds but a comically
disheveled uniform complete with assorted tears and rips in both
his uniform shirt and pants and even a missing boot, he fought off
periodic waves of dizziness to remain upright. His chest ached from
the earlier blow and the back of his scalp burned with a stinging
rawness, exploring fingers moist with fresh crimson leakage upon
inspecting the source. His belt was, not surprisingly, void the
two-way and his holster equally firearm-free.

“H-Hank?” he screeched, the mere effort
igniting a coughing jag that lasted a full minute.

“Hank, Dan, are you...out here?” he resumed
in more of a strained whisper while stepping over a fallen limb and
directly into what he’d first assumed to be a mudhole with his
bootless, socked right foot.

The substance was warm, pliable, gooey, and
in the relative gloom, his eyes had yet to adjust and thus it
appeared even darker than it was, he briefly thought he’d stepped
into some hot-spring related mudpack, that is, until he’d pulled
his foot free with a wet, sucking sound and leaned down to retrieve
his lost sock.

With a hand planted on either side of the
glutinous mass, he lowered his face until it hovered less than a
foot from its surface, which immediately stood out as a shade
lighter than the surrounding grounds. A new stench, like freshly
perforated gut, assorted his flaring nostrils until he was forced
to lean up and back, fighting his gag reflex.

It was, as he scampered back in a frantic
duckwalk to escape the rancid smell, that he noted the masses’
shape farthest point to the nearest was that of a human body with a
decidedly rounded shape, the torso as broad in the chest as the
midsection, and what would’ve been legs almost freakishly skeletal
by comparison. Without hesitation, a longtime coworker playfully
nicknamed ‘peg legs’ for a similar build came horrifically to
mind.

“D-Dan...?” he whispered harshly, standing
and stepping gingerly around the whiteish outline. Kneeling, he had
just begun to inspect what appeared to be a ragged fabric circling
the shape, its color a shade or two darker than the ivory substance
it charted but impossible to properly gauge in the adjacent gloom.
Squinting around the general area, he spotted at least two
similarly shaped, faintly glowing contours, the closest from his
current position three or four yards to his north.

“W-what in t-the hell?” he lipped; barely
audible just as distant bellowing echoed from somewhere over the
hill at his back.

This just as he’d reached down with a probing
index finger toward the mystery fabric, certain despite the insane
premise that it represented a light blue, state-issue uniform
stitched in an even mix of polyester and cotton.

“Lieutenant! Hey, LT!” it was Officer
Kurt Culver, Cummings rank coming out as ‘Looo-tin-unnnt’ in
the young turnkey’s thick Texas drawl.

“Boyd,” Troy Bennings followed up, sounding
slightly out of breath as if their search party, however many had
been recruited, had scaled the same steep knoll he’d earlier
topped.

“Over here, men!” he screamed between cupped
hands, though the raspy retort wasn’t nearly as strident as he’d
intended.

In turning his attention back to the gummy
blob at his feet, he watched it slowly disintegrate, literally
melting into the moist clay as if magically absorbed. As he twisted
about to check the status of the additional shapes, his bootless
foot suddenly felt as if it had been dipped in kerosene and lit
ablaze.

By the time his subordinates had joined him,
Troy Benning having located his missing boot and Kurt Culver the
mud-coated two-way, their shift lieutenant sat lotus-style with his
head tilted slightly back and his eyes closed as if in deep
meditation, gently messaging his sockless right foot.

Fearing a lengthy, forced sabbatical,
permanent dismissal or perhaps even worse, committal to the nearest
state-approved mental institution, Cummings remained mum on the
most bizarre aspects of his own arrival to the locale and the
subsequent discoveries, stating merely that he’d lost his balance
and conked his head on the way down.

 


~*~

 


At just before eight AM the next day and
beneath a cloudless blue sky that severely contradicted the night
before, this time accompanied by both Sergeant Benning, Warden
Chisum and several county deputies, Cummings limped back into the
same valley on crutches, his right foot having been treated for
second-degree burns of unknown origin.

All, included the normally stone-faced
Chisum, were unable to conceal their shock at the scene, Mother
Nature’s vengeance so well hidden the night before on full display
in all its destructive glory a mere twelve hours later. The twister
or twisters, some local reports reported as many as six in the
general area of the penitentiary between the hours in question, cut
a nasty swath from the prison grounds to a few hundred yards past
the quarry. In their wake was left a small minority of completely
uprooted trees and, strangest of all, a majority of same
decapitated so neatly it was as if from some massive saw or axe
blade.

As the Warden and his charges searched out
and eventually found, with assistance from a pasty-faced deputy
who’d claim the actual discovery, the detached tower and its
unfortunate passenger, the horribly contorted corpse of one Officer
Richard Small, a badly limping and slightly fevered Lieutenant
Russell Boyd Cummings remained inconspicuously behind. In truth,
neither his current plethora of body aches or level of exhaustion
were the reason for his lagging behind. In the half-hour to
forty-minutes it took the others to return, he’d thoroughly
searched what he was sure were the exact grounds where he’d
awakened the night before with no viable evidence of the mysterious
substance responsible for his burns.

As days and many sleepless nights progressed,
he slowly began to cast self-doubt on the validity of the events of
that night past the time when he’d arrived at the quarry. As
years passed, there were only the occasional nightmares to
remind, to rebirth a renewal of doubt in the opposite direction.
That, and of course, the daily ache, the incessant gnawing, the
massive void at his gut that would forever remain unfilled upon
dwelling upon the cold case disappearances tied to that night. Not
so much Dan Brock, by all accounts a quality co-worker and faithful
family man and surely not Lance Perkins and his brain-washed clan
of zealots, but a woefully green, naïve but clever and earnest
younger sibling.

The fate of Hank Cummings would forever
haunt, no matter the distance placed between himself and those damn
prison grounds. As decades passed, Boyd’s slim hopes for some sort
of resolution would deteriorate to the point of non-existence,
though odds were slim that the many bad habits he’d picked up along
the way were merely a coincidence. A non-smoker until mere weeks
following the closing of Pine Hills and his transfer to a smaller
unit in southern Arkansas, he would eventually reach two full packs
a day. Similarly, his alcohol consumption increased from the
occasional beer or three in a social setting to a case or more a
week while additionally developing a taste for gin to the tune of a
fifth a week. Divorced a year following that first transfer, his
wife of almost seven years citing ‘marital indifference’, he would
slog through two more failed marriages over the next decade before
accepting his own shortcomings in terms of remaining either loyal
or even remotely devoted to another.

As for the dreams of that faithful night when
everything so tragically changed, they alone would be the lone
constant, no matter his level of attempted distraction or
indifference.

 


Headline taken from the Associate Press,
dated 27 April 1988:

 


Deadly Twisters Ravage State Prison Site:
Twelve still missing

 


(AP) Juniper Plains, Mississippi

 


State officials are in the process of closing
the oldest standing maximum-security prison at Pine Hills following
severe structural damage from tornados which wrecked unprecedented
damage within Graves and Stokes counties.

As of the time of this report, Pine Hills
officials list one staff employee as deceased and twelve others as
missing, the latter group from a work detail at a nearby rock
quarry, to include two correctional officers and ten inmates. Names
are being withheld at this time due to next of kin and family
considerations.

Longtime Pine Hills Warden Howard Chisum has
confirmed that relocating the remaining population of inmates is
currently underway and should be complete by the end of the
week.

As for those still among the missing, an area
wide search continues.

 


~ * ~

 


Audio transcript dated March 18th,
1992, from the NBC show ‘Unsolved Mysteries’:

 


Voice (Robert Stack): “A series of
deadly funnel-clouds descend on the remote, desolate, rolling hills
of Central Mississippi, where sits the state’s longest-running
maximum-security prison site, the Pine Hills Penitentiary.

“At approximately half-past seven PM on a
typically muggy night in the deep south, a work crew of inmates and
assigned staff go about their assigned tasks in the wake of
potentially deadly storms approaching the area. As the state of
Mississippi and the deep south as a whole is far from a stranger in
terms of such threats, most probably regard these latest warnings
with casual aplomb and no more than the occasional peek at
darkening, lighting-filled skies.

“Within minutes of a county-wide tornado
warning being issued, the brick and stone walls of the penitentiary
are shaken to their foundation while just a few miles outside the
razor-wire topped fences, the work crew is stranded out in the open
and at the mercy of an unequivocally enraged and surely
unmerciful Mother Nature.

“Out of a reported six such twisters spotted
that night, a single funnel cloud, witnessed by some to be a
half-mile wide at its swirling base, inflicts upon the prison a
fury the worst of prison riots couldn’t hope to match. Structures
and their foundations cracked or crumbled, fences torn from the
ground and flung airborne, and most amazingly and tragic, tearing a
brick tower neatly in half and flinging it a full mile and a half
from its stone foundation while taking an unfortunate tower guard
along on its fatal flight.

“It was all over in less time than it took
Warden Howard Chisum, known as the ‘Howitzer’ for his
legendary sternness and enforcing ‘old school’ penal procedure, to
drive from his nearby Juniper Plains home to the site, soon to be
permanently closed due to the extensive damage.

“Utterly lost in the carnage was the entire
quarry work crew, their truck found overturned but with no signs of
its human cargo. In all, twelve men literally vanished without a
trace. Now, four years later with no clue of either their present
whereabouts or fate, we delve deeper into what many call the
greatest mystery of its kind since the Roanoke Colony.”


PROLOGUE II

Early Fall, 1988

Friday, 11:55 PM

Gainesville, FL

 


The four figures kneeled around the fiery pit
in various stages of obvious inebriation, the lone female having
just crawled from a nearby thicket with fresh vomit still coating
her lower lip.

“Wha-what the hell, over?” the largest of the
three males inquired between lip-pursing inhales off what remained
of a once thick joint he’d pinched between the index finger and
thumb of his right hand, “We really goin’ through with this
horseshit?”

“Damn right we are,” another blurted
drunkenly, his puffy, afroed coif swaying with a life of its own in
the stiff north central Florida breeze.

Standing shakily, he held a textbook opened
in one hand and a penlight in the other, the latter’s narrow light
swerving spastically between flipped pages.

“I thought...I didn’t really think ya meant
this. Hell, I’m a Baptist,” the large male argued, belching
loudly upon concluding before taking a fresh swig from the Old
Milwaukee beer can curled into his right fist.

“Pipe down, shithole,” a third male
screeched, at least as loud or perhaps louder than the volume he
was protesting. Trim but muscular, his bare arms were tattooed from
wrist to shoulder.

“Y-you wanna play crappy dives like the Suds
Sanctuary all your...our lives?” he scolded; his right nostril
caked in a white substance resembling cooking flour.

The female, practically laying on the edge of
the pit upon her clambering return from heaving into the chickweed,
giggled uncontrollably.

“S-sh-shit...h-h-hole...” she cackled while
cradling her midsection with both hands.

“Listen, we all...we all agreed to...have
a...an open m-mind about this,” the male grasping the book and
light announced in a warbly, uneven tone that triggered the female
to howl even louder while nearly rolling into the rising
flames.

“Sure, we did,” the second male agreed
between noisy sniffs and sips of his own canned brew.

The larger male, having reached down and
hoisted the female by her dust-coated black tee from the cusp of
the pit, stumbled back a step before raising his free hand
palms-out as if to conclude a sermon he’d never truly started.

“Y-yeah but, I dunno. It ain’t like I
believe in any of it, but its...just don’t feel right. I...I
ain’t about fuckin’ around with this kinda weird shit, ya
know?”

The afroed male, arms down by his sides with
book and light in tow, bowed his head, which gradually ascending in
segments that coincided with his increasingly shrill dialogue.

“You wanna maintain a slot in his band,
you’ll just pipe down and participate. You’re the very reason...”
he paused to briefly point the light at the downed female, now
laying on her back and staring blankly into a star-filled sky,
“...well, you and her, that we had to get this juiced up
just to go through with it. So here we are, tanked the hell up and
ready to roll. Now k-kindly clam up and let’s do the deed already
before these damn mosquitos drain us dry.”

With that, the larger male leaned down and,
following a clumsy dance, was able to scoop up and prop the
wobbling female into an unsteady pose until all four figures stood
before the burning pit.

“Alright, let’s get...get on with it,
ah-agreed?” the master of ceremonies resumed, the small, hardcover
book levitating mere inches from the tip of his nose.

The two other males nodded silently while the
female belched softly in response.

The afroed male sneered without looking away
from the book.

“Sound off, assholes. Say you...that you
willingly are pro...p-participating.”

“I do. That is, willingly,” the slim, heavily
tattooed male replied, his body tensing as if posing at
attention.

“Yeah, yeah, I’m here and I’m listenin’,”
spat the larger male with a drunken roll of the eyes.

A short pause, wherein the larger male
applied a gentle squeeze to the teetering female’s rounded
shoulders.

“Oh, um, uhhh...I hereby bessspweech a-and
beewitchy all my worthless belongings to the goat of all goats,”
the female brayed, laughing hysterically, the large male struggling
to hold her slack form upright.

“Man, she ain’t gonna remember shit so why
bother?” the larger male inquired with a snarl, his round face lit
up to a ghoulish pale by the flickering yellow flames.

Peering up from the book, the afroed male
regarded the drunken female with a look of equally intoxicated
disgust.

“She doesn’t have to remember. She
just has to parciss...particle-pate...’ticipate.”

As the female finally appeared to go
completely slack in his arms, the larger male lowered them both to
a kneeling position.

“Jake’s gonna wonder how she got this wasted,
man, and he ain’t gonna be happy.”

“We didn’t force all those ‘ludes down her
throat or volunteer to chase ‘em down with Beam and Coke,” the
slimmer male fired back, his left eyelid briefly sticking shut
before snapping free like a loosened shutter. “Jake don’t own any
fucking deed to her anyhow. At least not yet.”

Roughly five minutes passed amid assorted
grumbling, mumbling, the occasional burp or hiccup before the
afroed male tossed the book to the side. Assuming a wide stance
that cut back dramatically on his own weaving and swaying, he
removed a small object from his black leather pants front pocket,
revealing it following a moment’s struggle to be a silver-bladed
pocketknife.

“We gonna sacrifice a virgin?” the larger
male inquired with nary a tint of humor, the female staring up at
him utterly dumbfounded, her pupils fully dilated.

The afroed male freed the largest of three
blades tucked within and slowly ran its shiny length across his
exposed tongue. Crouching down and reaching back, he briefly
rummaged through a gray backpack, removing two additional items,
the last of which showcased a mystery bulge wrapped inside a
saturated black towel.

“I can’t promise not to leave a scar, but it
was you dumb-shits that intersec...inter...insisted we do this
while high as fuck.”

Kneeling, he laid the two objects at his
booted feet and, following several drunken attempts to position
them correctly, stood with the glimmering blade held out from this
body as if anticipating imminent attack.

“Close ranks, boys and girl,” he instructed,
his stern tone surprisingly sober.

“Ahhhh, shit,” the larger male moaned,
literally dragging the female in tow.

“Can’t hurt, right?” the slimmer male more
commented than inquired, his warped smile more about the recent
ingestion of three lines of Columbian nose candy than the thrill of
participating in any amateur-hour black magic.

The afroed male matched his chemically
altered grin with a cheesy leer of his own, his squared teeth
ghoulishly oversized within the flickering blaze.

“Only time will tell,” he said, reaching down
to retrieve the still-bleeding animal carcass from the
blood-drenched towel and holding it almost directly over the
flames.

“From this point on, no one speaks as I quote
the Satanic Bible word for word. In the name of Mephistopheles,
Baphomet, the Lord of the Flies and the Father of Lies...”

With a sawing motion, he sliced through the
deceased reptile’s waggling torso just beneath its head.

“...we offer the body of the snake and the
blood of those willing to serve the one and only master for a
simple favor, that until the time comes to offer our very cores for
his purpose...”

Through the duration of the ritual, and
unbeknownst to the four participants, all animal and insect life
within a twenty-yard radius exited with extreme prejudice as if
fleeing from a raging forest fire.

 


 



PART ONE

Repopulating the Nest


Chapter One

King Cobra

December, present day

Wednesday, 7 AM

Nashville, Tennessee

 


Taking a lengthy drag off an e-cigarette that
he personally thought better resembled a ballpoint pen, Leonard
King exhaled through flaring nostrils before exiting the relative
coziness of the parked vehicle into the bone-chilling breeze of a
winter morning in the deep south.

The heels of his Madden Oxford’s struggling
to find sufficient tread atop the icy cold pavement, he snuck a
glance at his Apple wristwatch between pauses of passing vehicles,
reaching the targeted sidewalk with a graceful hop.

Nashville in December was colder than he’d
ever thought possible, the remnants of a light overnight snow still
fully present and accounted for and with little chance of an
immediate melting amid a temperature well below freezing. A native
of the left-coast most of his adult life despite being Louisiana
born, he had come to regret the timing of this latest, and perhaps
last, move, trading the ever-comfy, consistent warmth of Los
Angeles for the south’s Schizophrenic
climes.

Nearing the glass
double-door entrance, Len paused momentarily to give his reflection
a brief once-over, recalling with undeniable fondness the recent
comparison to a mustachioed Tom Jones by his most recent ex.
Regardless of the brief warmth said complement achieved, there was
no disguising the deep grooves permeating both cheeks and the
beginnings of a soon-to-be prominent turkey-neck to cool over said
praise like a frigid splash of ice water.

Regardless, he mused
while entering the multi-storied building’s overly toasty lobby,
there was a very good chance those he’d come to meet wouldn’t have
known the hip, ultra-cool Mister Jones from Nick Jonas. As was
always the case when decked out in what he and others of his
generation referred to as the ‘monkey suit’, he felt ridiculously
overdressed in the tailored three-piece Valentino, meticulous fit
aside.

Following a brief
introduction, a gum-smacking girl of perhaps twenty and adorned
with flapping, humongous fake eyelashes roughly the size of
butterfly wings straight out of an H.G. Wells mutated bug flick put
aside her nail file long enough to lead him down a narrow hall to a
sparse, otherwise deserted waiting area.

The room consisted of
four barely cushioned chairs and mini-ottoman, the latter of which
held obviously aged issues of Rolling Stone and Classic
Rock magazines. In addition,
while the surrounding walls featured cheaply framed photos of new
and older bands; Stone Heart, Dirty Honey, Cheap Trick and America,
it wasn’t made clear if any were currently represented by
‘No Twang Allowed records,
LLP’.

As he arrived a full
hour before his appointment time, he’d made it a point to visibly
seek out the nearest men’s room upon entering the lobby. A
necessary precaution, though for now his bladder, as
stereotypically overactive as advertised for a man nearing his
sixth decade of living, hadn’t yet reached the deep-throbbing
outskirts of Code Red status. Smartly, he’d purposely held off a
second cup of coffee before departing his condo, which sat
conveniently near the heralded Music Row of downtown Nashville, an
area still rich with opportunity for those deemed musically
gifted.

Lulled into a
comfortable daze by the infiltration of an unfamiliar series of
familiar pop/country tunes reverberating from overhead speakers,
Len distracted himself from the less-than-subtle shame he felt from
being reduced to such drastic measures by rewinding the most recent
conversation with his longtime agent.

“I
can’t say I know that much about ‘em, Lenny,” Carlton had
confessed, his familiar shrug present and accounted for but
partially clipped via the limited screen-space provided via Len’s
well-worn laptop. “The name hints at a marked disdain of all
thing’s country, obviously going against the norm in those parts. I
sold ‘em on your history, though it’s probable they Googled or
maybe YouTubed to verify the claims.”

“Wonderful,” Len replied with a deep frown and dramatic roll
of the eyes, “That young, huh?”

Carlton Gates,
comically chubby-cheeked, balding and perpetually sweating despite
the sound of a nearby wall A/C unit blowing nearby, repeated his
trademark shrug.

“Lenny, the guy was twenty-five at most, so be warned. Still,
both he and his partner seemed reasonably excited. Who knows, maybe
their folks exposed ‘em to some DA in the past. Though you guys
might’ve been the stereotypical shooting stars, that sucker burned
Nova bright in its prime.”

Len’s earlier frown
found new, ever-expanding life at the mere mention of his
long-parted band mates from Death Adler. That life, that time,
those people, literally seemed a lifetime ago.

“Carlton, you didn’t.”

“Lenny, listen. You know the score. I mean, as decent as your
solo stuff sold, it’s DA that wrote that ticket,
agreed?”

The older man by nearly
a decade replied after a short pause to reflect and move past
stubborn denial.

“To a
point, yeah, as long as they don’t expect similar
product.”

“Doubtful, Lenny, considering the targeted demographic. Your
solo stuff has a much wider appeal, um, I guess. I mean, at least
to the modern mainstream rock crowd.”

“You
don’t say?” Len shot back with a severely tilted brow, his lips
pursed as if holding back either a building shriek or jocular
howl.

“No
offense, Lenny.”

“None
taken. That genre of music remains justifiably stranded within the
decade it was first birthed.”

With that, Carlton,
factually ten years his client’s junior but appearing at least a
half-decade older, leaned back almost out of the screen with both
elbows pointing airborne and hands resting at the back of his neck.
A framed poster in the background announced a July
5th, 1978 concert
featuring Molly Hatchet, the Atlanta Rhythm Section and Lynyrd
Skynyrd at Fulton County Stadium in Atlanta.

“Listen, I know you want to bury that old fossil and never
have to dig it up again, but we have to give the kids a reference
point. I mean to tell you, most album promoters these days don’t
know Ten CC from Ted Nugent. If it wasn’t released after the turn
of the millennium, they’re as clueless as an Eskimo with a
surfboard.”

“Point taken yet again, Carl. I’ll even sing ‘em an offkey
verse or two if need be.”

“No
shame in that, pal. You earned it, after all. Don’t have to tell
you to dress like you mean it, Bud. Never hurts to put on the ritz,
even if those you’re trying to impress don’t share the same class.
In other words, don’t show up looking like you just left a Jimmy
Buffett show.”

“Jeez, Carl, really?”

“Just
saying. Remember that BMG meeting?”

“That
was ‘98.”

“Whatever. No flip-flops, ripped jeans or
headbands.”

“Carl, it’s below freezing here with more snow in the
forecast. Wait, headbands?
Really?”

The younger man’s
chubby cheeks expanded in apparent frustration, deflated as he
leaned forward with bare, flabby arms folded
defiantly.

“Sure. Fine then. No fur-coats or fur-lined mukluks either.
You know, like Namath back in the day tooling around like some
Harlem pimp.”

A shaky smile creasing
his rugged features despite his best efforts to act riled by the
comment, King threw up his arms in mock ire.

“Nama...Carl, that was what, 2003 or four at Warner? It was
like twenty below zero and it was a parka, not dyed
squirrel.”

He continued upon his
agent’s dour silence and stone-faced expression.

“Not
to worry, wart. I’ll be doing my best Mike Bublé impersonation. Got
my best suit pre-cleaned, pressed and ready to roll. If it’ll make
you feel any better, I’ll even pop a couple of Gas-X in case my
morning eggs give me the poots. Sound like a plan,
Stan?”

“Oh,
you’re a card, Lenny, though on the subject of hygiene, you kick
that nasty cancer stick habit?”

“Says
the man who smokes ‘em down to the filter and
beyond.”

“I’m
not the one sitting in the interview
hotseat.”

“Point taken. Well, since neither patches nor nicotine gum
worked, I’ve hopped onto the vape train, and hoping to kick those
to the curb eventually.”

“Good
to hear, and speaking of retro transport, you still riding that
booze-free wagon?”

“Now
you know drink was never my vice, Carl.”

“Oh
yeah, that’s right. Not still rattling when we walk
then?”

King flashed his agent
the classic thumb and forefinger gesture, accompanied by the wriest
of smirks.

“Now
you got it. Proud to say the lone pill left on my daily menu is a
men-over-fifty multi-vitamin, well, that and the occasional
Viagra,” he concluded with a playful wink that garnered nothing
more than a bland stare and slightest of nods, “make
that very
sporadically.”

Carlton Gates had been
repping him for as far back as he could remember but King had, in
all that time, never managed to properly gauge the man’s sense of
humor. Additionally, though he had proven to possess a keen sense
of timing within the business, to describe the man’s memory as
merely spotty was being far too kind. King sometimes secretly
pondered if his agent suffered from a form of early-stage dementia,
only this strain being of the chronic, lifelong type. To be fair,
Carl’s stable of clients probably ranged anywhere from thirty to
fifty in any given year and ran the gamut in terms of specific
genre, from pop to hard rock to heavy metal to blues and even a
little jazz. With that in mind, King mused, perhaps Carl was equal
part savant to recall any details of past
failures, focusing instead on the many successes, the latter of
which his present client provided very little of in recent
decades.

“Great to hear, Bud. Fan-tas-tic in fact. Seems I recall an
issue on tour a few calendar years back...”

“Yeah
well, let’s just say the affair I shared with the oxy clan was
brief but intense and ended about as well as it could’ve, with
yours truly still possessing a working
pulse.”

“Amen, brother. Such abuse is akin to a misused surgical
scalpel to the ol’ voice box, right? Well then, all I can say is
knock ‘em dead, Bud, and give me a buzz in the aftermath. I’ll be
on the proverbial pins and needles. Always a good sign if they ring
me first, but with these young Turks, they might sign you on-site
or wait a month of Sundays to decide.”

The pair signed off
soon after with a lot unsaid, the gist of which would’ve included
what to do next if this last-ditch effort to sign a deal went as
depressingly, devastatingly belly-up as the previous two attempts
had.

Just over three months
earlier, and a little over six weeks before his relocation to
Nashville, a better-known retro rock/pop label showed little
sincere interest in the demo tape he’d offered, his shiny Oxfords
never stepping past the initial interview with one of the label’s
lower-ranking underlings. A little less than two weeks later, a
similar scene played out at another, less prominent but still
respected label, this time never getting past the ‘don’t call us,
we’ll email you’ stage following an initial phone interview. Still,
he’d made the decision, desperate though it was, to make the
cross-country trek to put down stakes in the south’s musical
version of LA, where he’d officially run out of dead ends upon his
last label unceremoniously kicking him to the curb.

Flipping lazily through
a year-old issue of Rolling Stone while debating whether or not to
mosey on down to the men’s room after all, he stood to do just that
just when the lone office door, labeled rather brashly
‘R.Massey-S.Lindsey-C.Wilburn-The
Three Amigos in Charge’ in gold
lettering, opened abruptly and a thin young man with curly brown
locks and decked out in black chinos and a Foo Fighters tee
emerged, a pair
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