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The Outsiders, Part Two
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NIGHT THINGS


Somewhere in the Rockies, the pain in Sara
Moon’s back flared up again. At least she got to know the
passengers before the tears welled up and she felt like flinging
herself onto a mountain road.

The little girl riding by herself had a name,
Polly. She said she ran away from home at age seven, and just
turned eight. Her mommy had kicked her out of the house because she
spilled her milk on the carpet, and now Polly did whatever she
could to make ends meet. Polly said she came from Ohio, but lived
in Grayson, Indiana for the past month. She wouldn’t say why she
was headed to Jackson… she said she had pinky-promised not to
tell.

The obese man with bloodshot eyes
wouldn’t tell Sara his name, but he told her he was heading out to
a job in Jackson that he’d found online, and his employer told him
not to tell anyone where he was going. Sara Moon wondered whether
his friends and family would ever see him again.
I wonder if I should tell him he’s
stupid, she thought, but then she figured it was his
own life.

The clean-cut businessman wouldn’t talk at
all. He pretended Sara wasn’t there. Sara thought he might be deaf,
but when his phone rang he’d answer and talk about offshore
investments and profit margins and year-end revenue.

The bus is a
freakshow, Sara Moon thought to herself.
But I’m a freak, too. There was no
denying it, after what happened in Grayson. She remembered that any
of these people could be Outsiders.

And the bus driver might very well be a part
of the Red Church.


~


Sara Moon had never been this far west. But
the redness of Nevada had a certain kind of beauty to it… a sort of
horror movie-like beauty, where at any second your car might break
down and a clan of hillbilly cannibals would descend and pick you
apart. She wondered where she got that plot idea. Wes Craven,
maybe. For all Sara Moon’s former literary aspirations, every poem
she wrote she plagiarized without realizing it.

The pain had built to its highest level, but
somehow it had become like background noise, a new normal that
she’d achieved with enough tears, and when—hours after they crossed
the border—they pulled into Jackson, she left without hobbling or
whimpering. She was glad to get out of the bus, out of the rear
view mirror where more often than not the bus driver was staring at
her with a creepy yellow smile.


~


A convoy of trailers was the residential area
of Jackson, Nevada. Besides a gas station and a tiny police
station, the only two attractions were a store—LUV-MART, it read in
flashing yellow letters above the door—a rundown bar called
WINNIE’S, and a church, FIRST CONGREGATIONAL OF JACKSON.

Between a church, a bar, and a store called
LUV-MART, Sara Moon wasn’t sure where she fit in least. But she had
a few hundred in her bank account, and a girl needs to eat. The
obese man headed off down the road in the baking sun toward the
highway. Polly skipped away toward the trailer park. The
businessman headed toward Winnie’s.

Sara Moon guessed her fate was sealed. To
avoid the freaks—barring herself, of course—she started walking
toward her only option, the LUV-MART.


~


Air conditioning is bliss.

She looked around. Aisles and aisles of
groceries stretched in front of her. It was so nice to get out of
the sun. A group of women in tie-dye shirts were hovering over some
okra. Sara Moon was no vegetarian but after all the stops at
Bubba’s Chik’n and Burger Barn along the way, she’d had enough of
greasy food.

She headed toward the vegetables. One of the
women, wearing a flower necklace, said “Hey!”

Sara Moon looked up at her.

“Are you from out of town?”

“Yeah,” Sara said as calmly as she could
manage. The pain flared up again and she reached back to touch the
wound. She managed not to cry out or make any noise.

“Have you heard of the Red Lord?”

“Uhm, no…”

“We used to meet in First Congregational, but
a monster lives there now.”

Freaks like this were why Sara left Grayson,
Indiana. She inched away.

“Now we meet outside in the desert. Our
teacher Ravi has shown us the way,” the flower-necklaced woman went
on. “We meet in the daytime. It’s never cloudy here, almost, so in
the day the Night Things can’t touch us. Be careful, though, girl.
When night comes, lock your doors. The Red Lord can’t protect us at
night. Don’t go to the church, though, girl. I’m warning you…”

Memories of Father Damion, Sara Moon’s former
middle-school teacher, came flashing back to her. He wondered if he
and these women who talked about the “Red Lord” had the same
bizarre religion, the same screwed-up and creepy beliefs.

The women had filled their grocery bags and
were turning away. Sara Moon turned and ran without purchasing
anything.


~


In the heat of the Nevada sun, she wandered
the streets of Jackson. She started to wonder if the town had no
place for her to stay. Then she found a rundown motel. Flickering
neon lights read “LOVER’S LANE” and Sara Moon wondered if it could
sound any seedier. Sara Moon hoped they changed the sheets in her
room.



She got in her room without a hitch. She
locked the door every way she could, and put a chair underneath the
knob. Then she drew the blinds, turned the AC on full blast, got in
her PJs, and turned on the television.

She loved staying in hotels, she
realized. She’d love them even more if she wasn’t in Jackson,
Nevada. But she’d stay here until she could leave, until she found
somewhere to go. She remembered that she didn’t have her cell
phone. It was a small price to pay for avoiding the
Outsiders. The Outsiders. At
the thought, the pain of the wyrdolak’s wound flared up like hell,
worse than it ever had. She screamed, and even when the pain faded
it stayed there, burning like fire.

She could barely listen to the news. A dapper
man with greased black hair was talking, and BREAKING NEWS flashed
above him. “President Johnson has ordered the closures of what he
calls ‘Red Churches’ throughout the nation, citing the seditious
sermons being preached there. Several civil liberties organizations
are attempting to block his move, citing freedom of religion.”

The pain flared up again, and she screamed.
She fumbled with the remote in her sweat-slicked fingers, but
finally she hit the off button. The air-conditioner pumped out
ice-cold air at full blast, which was small comfort compared to the
burning in her back. Tears welled in her eyes and streaked down the
sides of her cheeks. She remembered Father Damion’s warning, that
the Outsiders and the Creatures of the Night would know where she
was, as long as she was wounded. She did not want to remember
that.

She shut her eyes, hoping to fall asleep. The
sun set over Jackson, Nevada, painting the low mountains an eerie
red. Finally darkness fell. Eventually the constant pain in her
back faded into the background.


 

~


Her door rattled and she started awake. At
the door, two feet blocked out some of the light of the hallway,
forming shadows. Beyond it, someone was taking in slow, raspy
breaths.

“Room service,” an oily voice spoke. “Please
open the door.”

Sara Moon wondered whether it was best to
keep quiet or refuse.

The shadows where the feet had been
became formless and misty. The room dropped a few degrees and Sara
Moon’s skin prickled with goose bumps. She let out a scream, this
time not from pain. She fumbled with the bedside lamp. When she
flicked the switch, the light-bulb spat sparks and died. A shadow
had appeared in her room, shaped like a man but Sara Moon had no
doubts that if the damned lights had worked he’d look very
different. She whimpered, against her better judgment, showing her
fear like it was on display. The creature, whatever it was, sucked
light. Light must harm it, she
thought, and bounced from her bed toward the door.

As she flew by him, she caught a whiff of
cinnamon and cotton candy. She unlatched and ripped open the hotel
door just as an ice-cold hand touched her bare neck. But the light
hit whatever it was and the hand drew back; Sara took a few steps
away, staggering backward as the pain in her back again flared up.
She laid eyes on the intruder.

The man was pear-shaped, with a thin torso
and huge hips, and gripped a pair
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