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            Stale

          

        

      

    

    
      Callum ambled into the kitchen, feeling like the dead. He noted the time (7:10am; for Pete’s sake he’d already been awake for two hours), re-filled his mug, then added half and half. Small dark flakes appeared as the coffee lightened, circling like shipwreck survivors. It was residue from inside the carafe, he’d realized a few days ago. It never seemed to get washed anymore. So every day, he poured and was grossed out, poured and was grossed out. The alternative, for some reason, just didn’t appeal.

      Mildly disgusted, Callum carefully removed the flakes with a spoon. He told himself again to at least rub the carafe with a sponge so this wouldn’t happen tomorrow. Later, though, he told himself. Right now he didn’t have the energy. Apathy, yes — he had plenty of that — but not energy.

      He returned the carafe to the Mr. Coffee, his resolution already forgotten.

      Apathy intrigued Callum. It didn’t change life; it just covered it with a shroud. Apathy made everything grey, every food flavorless, every smell diminished somehow. Even now, the wall clock’s ticking was muted and flat, as if heard through earplugs. But there was more: Lately he’d begun to wonder if he was even in his own life at all — if the world that’d surrounded him these past 41 years was, in fact, real. It seemed more and more like he was observing himself from above — as if his soul already had one foot out the door. Thinking that way probably meant something (something psychological, something spiritual, something else), but again Callum found he didn’t care. Distance was easier, once you learned to steer yourself by remote control.

      A sound like bat’s wings made him look to one side. Mary was at the table, turning a page of the newspaper. He thought: Oh, right. He’d spied her there when he’d entered. How moderate. How exceedingly noticeable.

      “Morning,” she said.

      “Yes,” he said. “It is.”

      She didn’t look up. He leaned down to kiss her cheek, because her mouth was too far away.

      “They’re dancing on the Berlin Wall. It’s crazy.”

      “Why does it matter where people dance?” Callum asked.

      Mary looked up. For a second her eyes flashed concern, but then they too returned to apathy. She flattened the paper on the table so Callum could see. In the midst of newsprint were photos of people standing on something familiar — a structure atop which people definitely shouldn’t be.

      “Because it’s the Berlin Wall, Callum.”

      “Oh. Weird.”

      “The Iron Curtain just fell, and you don’t seem surprised.”

      “I said it was weird.”

      Mary took his hand where it hung at his side. “You okay?”

      “Of course I’m okay.”

      “You sure?”

      He nodded, then sat down because it was the best way to make her stop asking if he was okay. A blue box of Rice Krispies stood in the round table’s center.

      “You’re eating these?” Callum asked, taking the box.

      “They’re getting stale.”

      “They’re Nathan’s.”

      “Yeah, and they’re getting stale. You don’t have to eat them.”

      Mary’s bowl, still with milk in the bottom, sat at her left hand. Callum took and refilled it, uncaring that it was used any more than he cared about washing the coffee carafe. Mary was right. The level in that particular box hadn’t gone down in over a month. No sense letting it go to waste.

      Cereal.

      Then sugar.

      Sugar.

      Sugar.

      Callum spooned from the little ceramic bowl until a small white island formed among the Krispies. It was how he used to eat them when he visited his grandparents as a kid, because Rice Krispies were bland without sweetener and because Grandma and Grandpa didn’t care how much he rotted his teeth. He hadn’t eaten this way for three decades, but here it was again. It was a regression. He should probably do something about it. Like talk to someone. But who cared; apathy was stronger.

      “How is he?” Mary asked, her face back in the newspaper.

      “The same.”

      “You been up long?”

      “No,” he said. It was sort of true. In any way that mattered, he never slept anymore. Bedtime was a transaction, not a physical function: just a horizontal place to think all the exact same things.

      Callum added sugar to his coffee too, because what the hell. He stirred for longer than necessary, staring, letting himself be hypnotized. On the mug’s side were the words Ministers do it Biblically. Mary had given it to him as a joke to cheer him up, but the joke had gone sideways. Callum found himself unable to disuse the mug despite how out-of-character and inappropriate it was, simply because it was Mary who’d given it to him. He couldn’t just stick it in the back of the cabinet and forget about it, now, could he? No; when a man had family, he held tight to every artifact of it — everything, right down to dime-store mugs.

      Not everyone found the mug funny, though. He’d sipped from it on a video call with Father Cortés and gotten a lecture. Not that Callum cared. He’d realized quite suddenly that Cortés was and had always been a pious asshole who only pretended to be and do all the things he was so superior about. It made Callum wonder what others had been thinking about him all these years. Righteous shithead, going on and on about God. Feh. If there even was a God.

      “I have to go in early today,” Mary said without looking up from the newspaper. “They want me there for an audit.”

      “You’re leaving?” Callum found himself angry. Maybe jealous. Both emotions mingled with shame. The house lately was the lowest note on a piano, the drone of a subsonic woofer — a tone so deep, it unsettled your skeleton. Neither of them wanted to be home for longer than it took to pretend they were reluctant to leave. Being at work was paradise compared to this. Grocery shopping was a carnival. He’d even renewed his drivers’ license six months early last week, finding the DMV a breath of fresh air: everything vibrant, bright, and alive. It’d become a game: Whoever could leave home first without admitting they wanted to leave was the winner.

      “It’s just an hour early.”

      “Mary, I have work to do.”

      “So do it,” she said.

      “I’m overdue. I’m blocked. I need silence to concentrate. I …” He almost added, I was planning to leave early so I could try writing at a coffee shop, but that was the wrong lie. He’d cursed himself with that thing about needing silence. His mind raced, trying to find something else to say. What was more silent than here, other than a tomb?

      “Carrie will be here in an hour or so. If Nathan needs anything, she can handle it.”

      “Carrie makes noise, too.”

      “Well,” Mary said, her monotone finally taking on an edge, “then I don’t know what to tell you.”

      She didn’t leave the table, but it was clear to Callum that she’d said all she planned to. Truth was, fair was fair and she’d beaten him to it; she’d announced believable plans first and was therefore allowed to leave while he — at least until the nurse showed up — would have to stay. Truth was, noise wasn’t the problem and never had been. Callum used to write his sermons to the backbeat of chaos, able to work anywhere and any time back when he’d been young and had it all figured out. Now that nothing made sense, though, it was the pall that dogged him. The slow departure of their son’s life was a physical presence, not just a concept. It was a foul wind that blew down every hallway. To stay here was to be suffocated by it, and yet at the same time as both yearned to escape, neither wanted to go.

      The conflict was impossible. There was no way to have the love without the pain — and to Callum and Mary’s shame, so often recently the pain felt stronger. They should be in his room every minute, Callum felt. Be there every second of every day, holding his hand. They were there, so often … but they were also human. And it was oh-so-human, in moments of weakness, to feel the touch of pain’s white-hot brand and desire nothing more than to run away.

      “What are you auditing?” Callum asked. After his whining and her sharp tone, he felt the need for an olive branch.

      “It’s a public works thing.”

      She sounded pissed. Or more likely, she had the same chaotic stew inside that he had: a conflict so turbulent, it’d done alchemy and made emotions never seen before.

      “Like road construction?”

      She shook her head. “Something to do with the Rampart.”

      “The Rampart is public works?”

      “I don’t know, Callum. I just do what I’m told.”

      She stood, leaving the newspaper.

      “You’re going now?”

      “Don’t wait up tonight,” she said. “I may be late.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Sermon

          

        

      

    

    
      Callum considered the idea that his wife might be having an affair, then dismissed it before the notion was fully formed. He’d known Mary most of their lives. Sex was not her pressure valve. Right now, an affair would feel like a job to her: one more project, complete with rules and deadlines, for her over-full brain to manage.

      He watched her get into her car through the living room window, knowing there was no harm done but feeling bad for attempting to subvert her anyway. On Mary’s way out the door, they’d traded a glance that’d lasted less than a quarter second. The glance said: I’m furious; I’m frustrated; I’m tired; I’m worn as thin as a bus station rug … but somehow, even though my gut says otherwise, I’m able to believe it’s not because of you.

      These days, words like that were worthy of a Valentine’s Day card. Having enough sense not to blame each other was their new way of saying I love you.

      He listened to Mary’s departing engine until he could no longer hear it. Once it was gone, there was nothing to focus on. Nothing but the gloom.

      He went upstairs, then peeked into Nathan’s room. The boy was small and still, asleep again under the covers. Callum wondered if today would be a good day or a bad day. You could never tell, and it was unclear to him which was better. Bad days were, true to their name, bad … but good days paradoxically had the potential (at least in Callum’s opinion) to be worse. Good days raised hopes. Every good day Nathan had, Callum allowed himself against his better judgment to believe a corner had been turned. Every good spell was an Indian Summer, promising things were all right again … but only for a while. Was it better to have Nathan infirm in bed like they’d mostly accepted, or was it better if the boy was up and around, acting normal as ever? Before this year, Callum would have chosen the second option — and, for the record, still would choose it for Nathan’s sake. For his own sake, though, abject illness might actually be easier to take. With pessimism, at least the worst was already on the table. With pessimism a person never got his hopes up, and therefore couldn’t be disappointed.

      He needed to think about something else.

      Leaving Nathan’s room to wander like a watchman, Callum thought only about what was in front of him. Only what he saw. But then he remembered breakfast. And he thought: The Rampart.

      Recalling Mary’s audit, Callum began to get an idea for his sermon. As both a distraction and a practical thing, the idea was a breath of fresh air.

      He really was blocked; that hadn’t been a lie. Every Sunday he had to stand behind a lectern and espouse lessons he no longer believed, and for that reason his sermons had become increasingly hard to write. Every Sunday he had to face a church full of people who knew about Nathan, infusing every speech with context that was none of anyone else’s business. It wasn’t fair. Having to put on a brave face was bad enough in social situations, but atop that Callum had to do it as some sort of authority. God is killing my son, but God’s still pretty great and because of it I’m happy and not at all panicked and depressed; that’s what the congregation expected him to say — to make them feel better while he felt worse. He wasn’t allowed to be angry. Not in public. It was beyond a burden, and in his weaker moments he hated them for it.

      But the Rampart idea — seedling that it still was — was a good one. It was so good, in fact, that he’d have to be careful with it: a subject so incredibly obvious, it felt like a trap. Done right, Callum might be able to touch on notions that for once had nothing to do with happiness and well-being and the soft side of faith. In place of those mundane things, he’d be tapping religion’s golden oldies: evil, the unexplainable, manifest malevolence, and the kind of faith that made cults.

      He searched through a stack of National Geographics under his desk until he found the issue he remembered, now a few years old. Inside was a photo essay on Fortune’s eccentricities: the forest with its twisted trees, the dead zone, the cultist lean-tos with their pagan symbols and carvings, the broken and burnt area. Nat Geo might even have been the first to give the whole area its gruesome but fitting name: the Gore Point.

      Callum stopped when he saw pictures of the lake.

      Eight years ago, a beautiful blue pool in the center of Wasatch-Cache National Forest had begun to turn inky and dark. Callum had never gone, but he’d seen Geographic’s essay and plenty of news footage: picturesque Cecret Lake, now full of what looked like bile. Back in March, anyone in Fortune had been able to toggle between local and national news and see what looked like the same thing in different places: black-covered Alaskan shorelines from the Valdez spill, then black-covered lakeshores back home. Of the two, Cecret Lake looked far worse. You could tell that Exxon’s oil was only on top of the water, whereas Cecret’s filth went all the way down. Its water seemed to have been replaced. The stuff filling the lake now was darker and more viscous than oil: diseased and unreal somehow, like effluent from a smoker’s tumor.

      On the next page was a map of Fortune. The enormous stone Rampart — still standing as Berlin’s wall fell — made an almost perfect circle with Wasatch-Cache and specifically Cecret Lake at the center. To Callum’s bothered mind, the map looked less like a wheel with an axis and more like a sinister eye. The occupied parts of Fortune stood between the park and the Rampart all the way around, like an iris full of morons.

      Callum had lived in Fortune before it was incorporated: basically his entire life, immigrating because his father wanted to get in on the Zen Element rush of the ‘50s. He’d been luggage, not someone who’d come to Fortune by choice. Callum, unlike those who’d moved here later, at least had an excuse for living in the most disturbing place in the world.

      There were photos of Old Fortune in the magazine, too: a ghost town for years, then reoccupied when Zen times boomed again and cleared land got scarce. The oldest neighborhoods were near the mines. Callum still had a childlike fear of the Zen mines, which’d been converted from creepy old shafts to … well, to who-knew-what in the years between. Only now was he realizing that he didn’t have the second half of that equation. Everyone knew the mines had been upgraded during the 1970s after some incident in … ’63, ’64? Who knew. He’d been barely older than a teenager then. And yet nobody, as far as Callum was aware, really knew what the mines were these days — or where Zen Element was found, now that the shafts were gone.

      Did it even come from the mines?

      Or did it come from something else?

      Living in Fortune gave citizens a slow creep of oddness, gradually exposing them so it wasn’t odd at all until you stepped back and examined the gestalt. The oddity was more sudden for outsiders, like the people from other parts who’d read the magazine Callum held in his hands and come away horrified. For those people, Fortune was an enigma, a wasteland, a haunted house, and a conspiracy all at once. Strange: Even though Callum had been here through all of it, he’d never really considered Fortune unusual.

      But it was. It very much was.

      Other towns didn’t have a bad spot in their center, like a bruise on fruit.

      Other towns didn’t have vast dead zones where nothing grew — zones that emitted a quiet siren song for the troubled, who gathered there in cult-like covens or went in to end their lives. The place even had a name: Suicide Flats.

      Other cities didn’t produce a substance that, according to scientists, shouldn’t be able to exist.

      And others weren’t the subject of rumor upon rumor:

      The black lake isn’t a twist of nature. It’s a dark omen.

      The Gore Point is full of ghosts, spirits, and other things that go bump in the night. That’s why people kill themselves there. It’s why the mines were closed; people say the last time one opened, it was full of Hellfire. It’s why the trees have twisted into shapes like teardrops, and why far enough in, nothing grows. It’s why people report strange animals roaming it that might not be animals — things with no rational source, no rhyme or reason.

      Evil things.

      Nightmare things.

      Worst of all, the government knows all about it, and knows it’s true. They’ve been covering it up.

      Callum wasn’t big on conspiracy theories, but Fortune’s theories sometimes sounded more plausible than the party line. Why else would the Rampart have been built? Officially, it was there to protect Zen Element production … but that didn’t make sense because the entire population was inside. The worst rumor of all (one Callum believed, even though he didn’t want to) was that the Rampart existed not to keep others out, but to keep the Gore Point in. It wasn’t there for Fortune’s protection. It was there, many said, to protect the rest of the world from the dark and rotting heart of Fortune.

      Callum turned the page. The story was over, though, and a new story began.

      He closed the magazine and set it aside, thinking, trying to decide if he wanted to chase the sermon idea he’d had after all. It felt responsible, from a church perspective, to at least poke the idea … but it also felt irresponsible and exploitative from a dozen other perspectives. It’d mean taking a sensationalist shot at an already sensational issue, rubbing salt in Fortune’s wounds because Callum was tired of rubbing salt in his own.

      There were people (some Satanist freaks who lived in the Flats, but also some with their heads on straight) who believed the Gore Point was a gate to Hell. It sort of made sense; it was a wound that never healed — a blight that, over the years, had only become more and more infected. Officially, scientists had no idea why. The soil was fertile but sterile, devoid even of bacterial life, but rainfall and sunlight were adequate. So why had microscopic life died? Why, when new bacteria was introduced, did it die, too? Ever since the lake went black, “authorities” like GEN had supposedly been investigating those questions, but the investigation was shrouded in secrecy. Nobody talked about it … and after enough time, the people of Fortune had stopped asking.

      So what was the Gore Point? Why had the lake turned? Why had the Rampart been built? What, for the literal love of Christ, had its designers been trying to contain?

      Callum hadn’t spoken about the Gore Point in his sermons. Few religious figures had, except those on the fringe. It was a matter of public courtesy — a favor they were all doing for the city to spare it the panic that, now that Callum really thought about it, had been festering beneath Fortune’s polite veneer for as long as anyone could remember.

      He shook his head. He couldn’t in good conscience open that wound, could he? He stood, deciding that writing the sermon he’d had in mind was a mistake.

      A sound broke the home’s silence: the front door, creaking open. It meant the nurse had arrived to look after Nathan. And Callum thought: Maybe it’s a sign. Carrie’s arrival meant he could leave, and she’d come at the exact moment he’d been considering something rash. If he wanted to go where he’d never gone before — just to see, just to feel the issue out — now would be the perfect time.

      No. Don’t, a voice inside him said. You can’t. Talking about the Gore Point will only freak people out. It’ll only get them riled up. It’s cruel to ask whether Hell lives in the heart of Fortune, and whether evil is coming. Think of all the people who’ll arrive content on Sunday morning, then spend Sunday afternoon terrified for their mortal souls.

      Yes, Callum thought. All those people. All those complacent, doe-eyed fools who stared at him every week from the safety of the pews, taking his family’s woes as reasons to be grateful. Using his pain to make themselves feel better.

      “Fuck them,” he muttered.

      For a second he stopped, shocked by his own words and the sudden vitriol behind them. He never swore. But then the moment dissolved, and he felt right again.

      He barely paused. He grabbed his bag, called out to Carrie that he was leaving, and headed out for the Gore Point.

      But even as he went, he had to wonder: Maybe the rumors were true after all. Maybe he, like the rest of Fortune, had fallen under the spell of some malevolent specter.
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            The Gore Point

          

        

      

    

    
      They’d put signs at the outskirts of Suicide Flats. It was the work of some public health group, Callum assumed: folks who wanted to get in one last word for the desperate, before they did what they were about to do.

      Your life is a precious gift, read one sign. Help is available. Below that, a phone number. There was a small waterproof box clipped to the post it was nailed to, but when Callum lifted its lid, he found it empty. In a rough semicircle around the sign, maybe ten feet out, were scores of small white cards that’d seen much heat and weather. Callum walked over and picked one up. On its front was the name of a suicide-prevention group and the same phone number as the sign, presumably so the death-bound folks who hadn’t brought pencil and paper could still take the group’s information with them if they reconsidered.

      At some point, someone seemed to have taken all the cards from the metal box and flung them away in irritation or anger. Callum spied writing on one of them, so he picked it up to investigate. The scrawled message read like a subversive fortune cookie: WE ARE ALL THE DAMNED.

      He opened his fingers, letting the card flutter to the dead earth below. He didn’t like holding it. The things people said about the apron of Suicide Flats were true, and the card carried a booster shot of the same: bad vibes like a contagion, in the air like the reek of a skunk. To Callum, it all felt very familiar. This place understood him. This place knew how life truly was — how bad just carrying on could be. There were no polite smiles around him now. No pious lost souls ready to believe whatever fairy tales they were told. There was nobody at Callum’s side to tell him how sad they were for him, then offer an upbeat twist to erase his pain and make themselves (rather than Callum) feel better. God has a plan, they might say. I’ll pray for you.

      Callum didn’t want to be prayed for. His own prayers went unanswered. He didn’t want pity, or sympathy, or a hand to hold. Callum knew God just fine, and he knew God was not in this place. It was nice, for a change, to be left alone.

      He’d brought a map of the area with him from home, but so far it’d been unnecessary. Entering the park was like beginning a high-octane game of Hotter or Colder. In one direction, he could feel the air thicken: not heat but like heat — the dry sauna kind that’s so thick you can’t breathe. He knew, from that dark compass, where the lake must be. He also knew how frightened just being here made him for no clear reason, and yet he still wanted to keep walking.

      He knew he would not turn back. The terribleness of the Gore Point was at least honest. It didn’t lie to him like the rest of life did.

      The pain in his chest had been at critical for months now, so this new existential dread, this new breed of fear, was actually refreshing by comparison. The juju here felt black and white to Callum: a clear triumph of wrong over right. Unlike his constant thoughts of Nathan, this place begged no ambiguity. There was no if to the Gore Point. No approach-avoidance wherein both ways of feeling were somehow wrong like the way things were at home. It was the difference between fear of falling and actually falling. Once you fell, there was no more hesitation at the ledge. After you stepped off, you no longer feared the terrors of the future, because they were already here.

      He looked around, seeing nobody. He’d half expected a patrol or checkpoint of some sort. Were there still rangers in the park? How about guards, if only to keep the suicides from piling up as a health hazard? Their decay must seep into the groundwater, right? Was that how this — whatever this was — would spread? Were those who drank from Fortune’s reservoir literally drinking the dead?

      “If the government is covering something up, they’re not doing a very good job,” Callum said aloud.

      The second the words came out, he wished he’d kept them to himself. It felt strange to speak here, like shouting inside a cathedral. He wasn’t even sure why he’d spoken at all. To have some sound, maybe, because otherwise there was none. Occasionally wind rustled the tree leaves in the greenbelt behind him (a brittle and dead sound, carrying the way sound carries when it’s very cold), but he was only now realizing he’d heard nothing beyond it: no insects or lizards scuttling from his footsteps, no bird calls, no flowing water, no distant howl of coyotes. Their lack made a conspicuous sort of quiet: intentional somehow, as if an unknown party was listening and needed silence to hear.

      “Right. Straight ahead,” Callum said as he made his feet move. Again, he didn’t think before speaking. It was his way of whistling in the dark. Any conversation was better than none, even if the conversant was himself.

      The landscape was unrecognizable. He’d come here with his father back when the land was still green and Cecret’s waters were still blue, but now the gentle verdant hills were a scorched wasteland. The dead echo he’d felt before was still in the air, ringing from a sound that had never originally been made. He snugged his sweatshirt around him, unsure if he was hot or cold. His skin was sweating from intense heat, but the air was November-cold. Every time he unzipped, he thought he might freeze to death.

      Surely there’d be someone at the lake. If the conspiracy rumors were true, surely he’d find federal agents over the next rise.

      But there was nothing. Nothing except the tiny black pool in the pit of the mountain valley, its water as black as ink.

      Oh yes, he thought as he set eyes on it. There is definitely a sermon here.

      Or rather, there were many sermons here. There might, in fact, be nothing other than sermons here. His feet had stopped at the crest of the hill above the lake, and now it would take intense will to soldier on. Callum had never before felt such clear malevolence. It’d spooked him; that was the layman’s way to say it. Why did people only whisper about the evil of this place, as if there might be any question? It was obvious. Beyond obvious. His skeleton wanted to escape his flesh, running back to the greenbelt without him. He was having trouble focusing on the vista ahead — trouble, in some odd way, believing that what he saw was actually HERE, was actually NOW. Like the commercials said: Is it live, or is it Memorex?

      It didn’t feel like Memorex, but it definitely didn’t feel live.

      You should leave.

      The voice in his head, telling him to go, seemed to almost not be his own. It was the same dark voice that came to him in the pit of night, wishing it would all be over. It was the voice of unreason one feels at the edge of a high-rise balcony, wondering what it’d feel like to jump. One little push with the balls of your feet is all it’d take to go over the railing, that voice might say. Like this. And then you’d feel your calves flex a bit, showing you how.

      That black urge wasn’t really suicidal; that was the interesting part. It was merely curious. Callum had talked about that deadly impulse, that deadly feeling, with a friend once, while they were in the back of a taxi. The cabbie, who hadn’t known his place or that he was speaking to a minister, had turned around and added his opinion: Do you know what that voice is? It’s the voice of the Devil.

      After they’d left the taxi, Callum had laughed at that. But he wasn’t laughing now.

      You should leave. You shouldn’t be here. It’s not because you’re a man of God. It’s the opposite. It’s because maybe you’re a fraud — because maybe all this time, you’ve only been pretending.

      “Sir? Excuse me … Sir?”

      Callum almost jumped out of his skin. He didn’t realize how deeply he’d been inside his own head until his attention was yanked back to the here-and-now. Before he could even consider where the new, out-loud voice was coming from, his brain detoured into something like anger. He felt deceived. He’d thought he was alone; he’d been quite sure the land was empty. Seconds earlier, he’d known he could wade right into the tar of the lake if he wanted to. Which, in some morbid way, he realized now that he’d been wanting to.

      His eyes focused. He returned to real things. The anger departed instantly, and Callum found himself wondering why it’d ever been there.

      A thin man in his 30s was approaching from what looked almost like an Army Jeep. He must have driven up while Callum was staring at the lake, thinking unreal thoughts. How had Callum missed it? How had he gotten this close without Callum hearing a thing?

      “Can I help you, sir?” the man asked. He was wearing a uniform that looked mostly like a park ranger’s, but not quite. Rangers here didn’t normally wear a sidearm. This man did.

      “No. No thank you.”

      “This is a restricted area, sir.”

      “I thought it was a park,” Callum told him.

      “Yes, sir. But you must have seen the signs on the way in.”

      “I’m not planning to kill myself.”

      “Not those signs, sir. I’m referring to the big ones at the entrance. Behind the orange-and-white lift gates.”

      “I didn’t see any signs.”

      The ranger’s face changed. He had the patient false politeness common to all police-type enforcers: that tendency to call even drooling crackheads trying to stab them “sir” or “ma’am.” Callum’s last words, it seemed, had pushed that politeness too far. This man didn’t like being played for a fool.

      “Did you walk into the park, sir?” he asked.

      “No, I drove.”

      “On the road.”

      “Of course on the road!”

      “And you parked nearby. You didn’t pull off halfway and hike in?”

      “I used the lot by the nature station. What’s the problem?”

      “If you drove all the way up to the nature station, there’s no way you could have missed the signs … sir. I’m afraid this area is off-limits. I’m afraid nobody’s supposed to be here.”

      “Why?”

      “There’s some sort of biological contagion in the area.”

      “No,” Callum said. “I meant, Why are you afraid?”

      The ranger paused, confused. “Sir?”

      Callum took a breath, then asked the question he’d actually meant to ask. “What kind of biological contagion? This area’s been dead for years.”

      “Yes. That’s why it’s being investigated.”

      “So you are covering something up. Is that what you’re saying?”

      Callum heard his own voice, heard its tone, and wondered why he was arguing. He didn’t feel like himself. He kept slipping to an internal place, losing track of what was happening around him. He wondered if he was having some sort of a breakdown. Things with Nathan had been beyond rough lately, and Callum, because he was apparently a fucking voice of comfort to the fucking fuckwad constituents in this fuckhole of a town, had to keep pushing his emotions down and slapping on a happy face so the idiot shithead sheep could sleep at night. It was pathetic. They were pathetic! Why should he lie to all of them and say that God was good? Maybe he should tell them the truth — tell them that in the end they’d find only loneliness and pain, and there was no Heavenly Father to wipe their taints for them and tell them they’d done well in life despite the everyday lying and hypocrisy and goat-fucking perversion of all of them. That God would forgive them for coveting each other’s high-school daughters and masturbating furiously at each other’s windows, for cheating on their taxes and stealing books from the library and gum from the Stop N’ Go, for picking their noses at stoplights and wiping boogers under the seats of borrowed cars, for hovering too high over gas station toilets and accidentally shitting on the floor, then shrugging and leaving it there because a faceless immigrant would clean it up. Maybe that’s why Callum was angry. Maybe that’s why he was arguing with the ranger, parroting conspiracy theories he didn’t even believe, challenging the man’s authority, saying he didn’t see the huge BIOHAZARD — DO NOT ENTER signs at the gate even though maybe he did, even though he’d been quite sure minutes ago that there were no signs, that nothing was amiss here, that THIS FUCKING JACKASS COCKSUCKER HAD NO AUTHORITY TO CHALLENGE HIM AND THAT IT’D BE WITHIN CALLUM’S GOD-GIVEN RIGHT TO STAB HIM IN THE BRAIN AND PISS IN HIS EYE SOCKETS AND⁠—

      “—all right? Sir?”

      Callum blinked. “What?”

      “I said, Are you all right?”

      “I’m …” He’d planned to say yes. But instead, Callum shook away the strange, alien feeling that’d subsumed him moments ago and said, “I … I haven’t been feeling well.”

      The voice inside said, Push him down. Take his gun.

      But Callum just repeated himself: “I haven’t felt very well at all lately.”

      There was a moment of tension inside Callum. It felt like his thoughts were ripping in half … as if part of him was still in front of the ranger but another part of his mind — the furious, black part that’d been inside him all along, trying to behave while Proper Callum put on a brave face — broke free and moved away. For a split second, Callum felt like he was two people in two places: the good minister, and the dark id that was so fucking sick of all the smiling and lying and pretending to be okay — the part that wanted to misbehave, to do all the things a good minister would never do.

      Then it was over and he was himself again, and he felt very, very tired.

      His head swam. His legs buckled. The ranger grabbed his arm for support, but Callum waved him away. “I’m fine,” he said.

      “You sure?”

      “I’m sure.”

      The ranger was about to say more but Callum was already walking back, seeking departure from this place like a man in the desert seeks water. All thoughts of delivering a sermon about the ill tidings afoot in Wasatch-Cache National Forest were draining from him, the opposite of wanted. What he wanted was his bed. He wanted a bath. He wanted to close himself in the damp dark for a while and pretend that none of the world existed.

      “Careful on the way out, sir,” the ranger called after him.

      But Callum didn’t hear. He was over the rise, his thoughts already gone.
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      Special Agent Richard Borgner — known as “Chappie” amongst his colleagues — watched the place where the man had disappeared until he could no longer hear footsteps. He considered going after him. He wanted to know how he’d gotten through the roadblock. They hadn’t secured the park completely because it looked suspicious (that’s how the freaks kept getting in to conduct their séances and kill themselves), but they’d blocked the roads well enough that there was no getting around. If the man he’d just spoken with had indeed parked by the nature center, he’d’ve either had to crash through one of the barricades or off-roaded through the underbrush to one side. Chappie’s guess was the latter, but either was a detainable offense.

      Instead of chasing, he returned to his Jeep and clicked the radio.

      “Allie, you still up at the checkpoint?” he said into the mic.

      “Yeah,” said a rough female voice. “What’cha need, Chappie?”

      “I just sent someone your way. Male, Caucasian, 40s, average build. Alone.”

      “Sent him from where?”

      “Down at Cecret. Found him just standing by the lake. Staring at it.”

      Special Agent Alexandra Jiminez put on her professional voice. “He was at the lake?”

      “At the lake,” Chappie confirmed.

      “Not just in the Flats?”

      “He said he parked in Lot Four.”

      “Wait. He drove in? He wasn’t a walker?”

      “Looked like a normal civvie. Nice, neat haircut. Like a banker or accountant.”

      “Suicidal?”

      “Strange,” Chappie replied. “But not at all like the usual kids who come out here to do their thing. Utterly average-looking. I’m telling you, he seemed ready to put down a blanket and have a picnic.”

      Although that wasn’t quite true, was it? The man had looked average, but he hadn’t acted average at all. Chappie had been in Grenada in ’83 and had wondered many times if he’d ever see home again, but it’d still unsettled him less than the conversation he’d just had. There was something to the man that bothered him, just like there was something to this place — something Chappie hadn’t liked from the moment he arrived three weeks ago. He heard things at night around here. Thought he saw things at night. The brass knew something about the Gore Point that they weren’t sharing, telling him only that if he did see something that wasn’t a wolf or a bear, he should use the weapon they’d given him: the big half-sword, half-fork thing they called a “Rollard.” If he needed more than the Rollard, he was supposed to call a local outfit called GEN that supposedly did research, but that everyone knew did far more. GEN has better weapons if you end up needing them, Chappie had been told … but they hadn’t said what kind of weapons, or why they might be needed.

      “Keep an eye out for the guy as he exits,” Chappie went on. “He seemed kind
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