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	Children to the Slaughter

	Slaughter Series Book 1


Prologue

	 

	Jeremiah Carter’s stomach turned.

	He walked alone, keeping a good few yards between him and the mob of two dozen men and women walking in front of him. Holding their torches high as they walked, they lit the night sky with a dangerous orange hue, their voices a mix of anger and vengeance. The procession followed a narrow path through the woods that once linked Melington to its neighboring towns, but had now been abandoned for more modern and accessible routes leading in and out of the southern part of town.

	The winter was harsh this year. No matter how much Jeremiah tried to protect himself against the cold, the chill winds still managed to find their way into his thick coat. Footprints littered the route in front of him. Occasional longer streaks showed where the tied prisoner tried to keep up with the ropes that pulled him along.

	Jeremiah kept his eyes cast low, unable to look at his fellow town members as they dragged their half-naked captive behind them, beaten to an inch of his life, every man and woman capable of hurting him taking full advantage of their chance. Jeremiah’s efforts to stop them were met with derision and scorn.

	Jeremiah tried to put more distance between him and the others without appearing to empathize with the prisoner. He frowned as he noticed dark stains in the snow and quickly realized they were splatters of blood. The prisoner was bleeding, but there were none who cared.

	“We’re going to rip you into pieces!”

	The woman’s shrill voice brought Jeremiah’s head up. He watched in dismay as the prisoner stumbled and fell to one knee, then immediately kicked as another pulled heavily on the rope tied to his wrists. He The prisoner fell face first onto the path, and in the midst of even more kicking, he was pulled to his feet and carried along.

	“Leave him on the ground!” a man shouted. Jeremiah was unable to discern who the voice belonged to, but he felt sure he recognized it. The others cheered in approval.

	“Drag him along!” came another shout, and Jeremiah quickly realized that if he did nothing, the man would suffer more than was needed.

	He picked up the pace and helped the helpless half naked man back up to his feet.

	“This is your doing, Jeremiah,” the man whispered angrily, his words coming in one long breath that was followed by a deep moan of pain. His teeth clattered mercilessly against each other, and even through the heavy coat, Jeremiah felt the sting of the man’s cold grip.

	“This was not my decision, Copper,” Jeremiah answered, his voice equally low so no one would hear him. “I was not your judge…”

	Copper Tibet groaned as Jeremiah wrapped the man’s arm around his neck and proceeded to help carry him.

	“Let him go, Jeremiah!” someone shouted.

	“I say hang him here!” another replied.

	Jeremiah ignored the townsfolk, lowered his head once more and pushed forward, distraught that he was now in the midst of the mob. He did not believe Copper Tibet was innocent, but he knew the man did not deserve this. There were rules, but everyone in Melington had decided to ignore them, including the Council.

	The mob moved along, following the path until it opened into a large clearing where a market had once been held. Jeremiah remembered his childhood, when his father had brought him along to the market so they could sell their farm’s produce. It had always been a very colorful and busy place, rich with friendly faces and a New England charm.

	It was a desolate field now, dotted with the skeletons of large maples, a place where the people of Melington would carry out Copper Tibet’s death sentence.

	Jeremiah was led to one of the larger maples, now fully carrying Copper’s weight as the big man drifted in and out of consciousness. Jeremiah’s lips moved in silent prayer for mercy.

	Hands lifted the dying man off Jeremiah and carried him swiftly to the large tree, a rope tossed over one of the thicker branches while a noose was adjusted around Copper’s neck. Jeremiah watched the man’s eyes flutter as he tried to stay awake. He wanted to shout to him to let go, and release himself from the life he was still clinging onto.

	“Copper Tibet, you are hereby sentenced to death for the kidnapping and murder of two children.”

	Jeremiah looked over at Chairman Cole, frowning in disgust as he listened to the man speak. This was not right. This was not justice. Jeremiah couldn’t believe how primal the townsfolk had become.

	These were men and women he had grown up with, people he knew well and invited into his own home. Seeing them now, the snarls on their faces, the words they spat at Copper, made him second guess everything he believed in.

	They wanted a victim. They wanted someone to blame, and the minute they had been given someone who fit the desired profile, they had taken action.

	All of a sudden, Jeremiah felt a rush of guilt. Had he acted on emotions as well? Was an innocent man being hung because of him?

	Jeremiah opened his mouth in protest, but was instantly distracted by Copper’s cry of pain. Three men stood to one side of the tree, heaving on the rope that tightened around the man’s neck. Copper’s big frame slowly rose off the ground, his bare feet sliding and slipping in the snow until he was lifted off the ground. His hands grasped the noose, crying out in anger as he tried to stop it from suffocating him. He thrashed about in the air, somehow finding strength to fight back, forcing two other men to join the others as they resisted the big man’s efforts to break free.

	“I will see you all dead for this!” Copper screamed, his voice suddenly clear, eyes wide as he stared out in fury at the mob before him. Some of them took a few steps back, suddenly frightened by the man’s newfound strength, one or two looking at each other uneasily as Copper screamed and cursed.

	The sight of the big man swinging in the air almost made Jeremiah heave. He closed his eyes and turned away, wishing he could shut Copper’s voice out completely.

	“You hang an innocent man, you fools!” Copper cried out. “Your culprit walks free amongst you, and you hang me? I will see you all burn in hell!”

	Jeremiah decided he had enough. He began to walk away when a hand grasped his arm and stopped him.

	“Where are you going?”

	Jeremiah looked into the eyes of Chairman Cole, the frown on the other man’s face as deep as his determination to see this through, was reflected on Jeremiah’s own face. Jeremiah pulled his arm back forcefully, pointing angrily at the hanging man behind him.

	“This isn’t right, Cole,” Jeremiah hissed.

	“You put him at the top of the list, Jeremiah,” Cole spat. “You will stand here with the rest of us and see this through.”

	“This isn’t justice!” Jeremiah shot. “I never agreed to this!”

	“This wasn’t your choice.”

	“Neither should it have been yours,” Jeremiah countered. “He should have been delivered to Hartford!”

	“And what then?” Cole asked. “This is the rightful punishment. You wanted justice for your daughter’s death, and I am delivering it.”

	“Do not drag my child into this,” Jeremiah threatened.

	“I will do whatever I must,” Cole spat. “This burden is for all of us to bear.”

	“I will have nothing more to do with this,” Jeremiah said.

	Cole grabbed him by the arm again, and Jeremiah was ready to throw a punch at the man when a loud crack pierced through the night. Both men turned to Copper, their eyes wide in horror as the branch above his head heaved against the weight of his thrashing. The man was getting weaker, but he still had an unbelievable amount of fight left in him.

	He might actually break free, Jeremiah thought.

	“Burn him!”

	Jeremiah’s head snapped around to Cole as the words echoed through the field. The Chairman glanced briefly at him before repeating the order, and Jeremiah Carter watched in horror as several members of the small mob raced to where Copper hung and pressed their torches against his skin.

	Copper’s screams pierced the night. Jeremiah fell to his knees in the thick snow, his eyes wide in disbelief as he watched Copper Tibet burn. He couldn’t decide what was worse, the screaming, or the smell of burning flesh, but he knew that this night would haunt him to the day he died.

	“I curse you all!” Copper screamed. “From the pits of hell I will come for you. Your children will never be safe! Do you hear me? Your children will never be safe!”

	Jeremiah felt the world around him spin and darken. He fell to the ground. The last thing he heard was Copper Tibet’s screams of vengeance.



	
Chapter 1

	 

	Melington had changed.

	Well, as much as a small town was expected to change in the span of twenty years.

	It had very little to do with its location, that was for sure. Smack center in the state of Connecticut, the most it ever had to offer was a reprise from the non-stop, stress inducing hassle of the bigger cities. The more one would think about it, the greater the confusion as to what would push any sane human being to even slightly consider moving there.

	But Melington had changed.

	The college had brought the first wave of new outside residents. It was followed by an amusement park and then a bunch of motels.

	The college had been planned, an attempt by the local Council members to bring something more to Melington than just its ‘charm’. No one really knew whose idea the amusement park had been. If one would ask how that came to be, the usual reply was a shrug and a confused frown as the person in question tried to think of a reasonable answer, but at least they acknowledged that Melington had changed.

	Two malls had quickly followed, bringing with them friendly neighborhood fast-food restaurants and a bunch of department stores. Zealous investors found opportunities to cut down forests and build housing compounds with names like ‘Green Meadow’ and ‘Sunny Creek.’

	The sheriff’s department had become the Melington Police Station with a force of thirty strong, justice-seeking men and women. Melington High had added two more buildings, expanded its football field and made the town the home of the ‘Melington Braves’. What was once the town center was now known as Old Melington as newer roads were laid, three story office buildings were built and farmland quickly sold to accommodate the growing need for residential and office development.

	The town grew to a population of twenty thousand, people flocking to it as if they had been told that salvation lay in Melington. What had once been the home to families that had known each other by name, was now a mess of strangers who rarely bumped into the same person twice. RVs had begun racing into the ever growing Melington Park. Gas stations had sprouted up everywhere, and when the highway made its way along the outer town limits, the Council had made sure to include a large billboard advertising Melington as ‘The Place to Be’.

	Melington had changed, and no one knew that better than Alan Carter.

	 

	***

	 

	On any regular day, the shrill sound of the cell phone alarm was more than enough to wake Alan Carter up. Not that it mattered much. His biological clock was already in the habit of making sure that he was ready to snooze the alarm a second or two after it began its incessant shriek. He couldn’t remember the last time he had opened his eyes to any hour after seven AM.

	His morning routine was simple, a set of rituals that already had a mental checklist and were followed instinctively like clockwork. Nothing changed, ever, and any slight deviation usually resulted in a disastrous continuation of the day, with Alan constantly feeling like something was off. It was a routine that had been drilled into him, something to keep his mind blank in the mornings when his dreams would reach out beyond the realms of sleep and inflict hours of mental suffering.

	The pills helped, but it was the routine that was most effective, and he was careful to stick to it.

	However, this was not one of those regular days, and when the alarm sounded, piercing through his sleep, Alan Carter woke up with a start, the room spinning uncontrollably around him. He had to squeeze his eyes shut against the vertigo, careful not to keep them closed for too long lest the nightmares he had been experiencing found their way into the waking world. He reached out for his cell phone, feeling around for its cold touch and aimlessly swiping at the scream to turn off the shrieking that was echoing in his head.

	His breaths were coming in short, uncontrolled gasps, and he forced his eyes open as the first of many images from his dreams began to flash in front of his closed lids. He tried to control his breathing, forcing himself to inhale deeply, letting the air out of his lungs in slow, measured breaths. His heart pounded like a jackhammer in his chest, making him cringe, and he clenched his fists as he tried to fight through the pain.

	It was not the first time he had woken up like this, and according to his doctors, he was going to experience more of the same for a very long time.

	Alan reached for the small commode next to the bed, grabbing his pills and popping the cap open. With shaking hands, he spilled half the contents out, cursing under his breath. He let most of them drop into his lap, quickly pushing two aside and throwing them into his mouth without bothering to get a cup of water to wash them down with. He could feel his heartbeat slow, and he knew that in a few more minutes, the effects of the pills would quickly kick in.

	Alan Carter dropped back down into bed, eyes open as he stared up at the ceiling and waited for the day to begin.

	 

	***

	 

	The smell of coffee filled the small kitchen with a gentle aroma of wistfulness. Alan breathed it in with a small smile as he cradled his mug between his hands, letting the heat warm him.

	It was early summer, but that did little to warm him. He usually woke up feeling colder than he was supposed to, shivering through the early hours of the day. He had gotten that from his mother.

	Alan smiled as he looked up and around the kitchen of his childhood home. It was just as he remembered it, albeit a little worn. He sat alone at the kitchen table where his family had spent every morning of his childhood. It had been a tradition his father had insisted on, even on Sundays when all Alan had ever wanted to do was sleep.

	The house stood empty now, a shell of what it had once been. Gone were the gentle sounds of Frank Sinatra echoing from the stereo in the living room. Gone were the sounds of his father hammering away at one new project after the other.

	Twenty years was a long time for anyone to be away from home, and Alan quickly realized that he had missed this house more than he had thought.

	He had returned to Melington the day before, driving in just as the sun was setting, lost in the maze of new roads and unfamiliar buildings. He had expected the town to be different, definitely not the home he and his family had left behind two decades before, but what he had seen on his drive in had made him second guess where he was.

	It had taken him almost an hour to find his way to the old house. Foster Street was still there, but only a shadow of the bustle it had once been when everything anyone could ever need could be found in the stores that lined the street on both sides.

	As he had parked in the driveway, he had taken in the two- story Colonial with a deep sense of nostalgia that had had him aching for a time when the world had made a lot more sense. He remembered afternoons spent playing on the tire swing with his sister while his father had thought up plans for a tree house that was never to be.

	Alan sipped at his coffee tentatively, briefly looking at the time on his watch to make sure he wasn’t late for his interview. The next few days in Melington were going to be hard, but he didn’t mind.

	He was home.


From the Journal of Jeremiah Carter.

	Melington. September 16, 1826.

	 

	I fear for my sanity.

	It has been two weeks since Abbey has last spoken a word to me. I wake and find her side of the bed empty. She has begun to wake early.

	Anything I say or do is as smoke to her. She does not see or hear me, rocking back and forth and gazing out into the fields beyond for hours on end. She only rises when it is time to sleep. I cannot blame her. It is not easy for a mother to lose a child.

	Sometimes I wonder. It has been almost a month now, and the search for my daughter has ceased completely. The Council members believe she is lost. It is cold when the sun sets, and she was never one to cope with low temperatures.

	My God, I speak as if she were dead. But what use is there for false hope and prayers? None. I know this, and my Abbey knows this.

	Sometimes I wonder when our sons will carry our stiff bodies down to the old maple tree and bury us side by side, with a third grave for the lost body of Allison. A hole is left where our daughter and her laughter once made the brightness of the sun seem dull.

	My Allison.

	The Council will be meeting again tomorrow, and I anticipate hours of useless conversation and debate. I do not look forward to the members’ looks of pity and sorrow that I am sure will accompany my presence between them. I do not want comforting hands on my shoulders or motivations to persevere against the tragedy that has befallen my family.

	I want my Allison. That is all I ask.

	I do not believe I ask for much.


Chapter 2

	 

	“I don’t quite understand what the problem is.”

	Deborah Adams sat patiently behind her mother’s desk. Her chestnut hair was tied back in a tight ponytail that was giving her a headache, and her hands were folded in front of her as she tried her best to look professional. She had spent a good hour trying to explain to the parent sitting opposite why his son was not advancing in middle school English.

	She had started working at Melington Middle School straight out of college, her position almost a certainty, especially since the principal was her mother. However, she had never relied on that, working harder than most, attempting to preemptively disperse any rumors about why she deserved to be here. She had made friends quickly, had done her best to remain amiable to those who had doubted her and always made sure she was constantly on top of her game.

	However, on the rare occasion she would have to call in a parent while her mother was unavailable, holding said meetings in the principal’s office didn’t help much with that.

	“Is it a learning disorder?” the man in front of her asked, his face mellow and his eyes searching hers nervously.

	She could see he was upset, confused and out of place. The shabby T-shirt and over-faded jeans were a clear indication that life hadn’t been treating him well. Despite Melington’s growth, it was clear that not everyone was benefiting.

	“Blake doesn’t have a learning disorder, Mr. Collins,” she said, her voice level and soft, hoping not to spook the man any more than he already was. “His homework was handed in late, he doesn’t participate in class, and when he does hand in work, it’s half-baked.”

	The man cast his eyes downwards and sighed heavily. “I know. It hasn’t been easy on him,” he said. “Ever since his mother’s death, we’ve been barely keeping it together.”

	Deborah frowned. “I’m so sorry, I had no idea,” she said, making a mental note to ask why that piece of information hadn’t been in the child’s file. Suddenly, little Blake Collins’ dismissal was much more understandable.

	“Cancer,” Collins explained, smiling weakly. “It was a long and painful journey for all of us.”

	“Have you talked to him about it?” Deborah asked. “I’m sure he’s wrestling with some serious emotions. Maybe he just needs someone to listen.”

	“I tried, but he rarely opens up,” came the reply. “He gets that from me, I guess. I just thought that if I gave him enough time and space, he’d come through.”

	“I think you should talk to him,” Deborah said, her voice mirroring her empathy. “He’s a smart boy. He just needs to know he isn’t alone.”

	Collins nodded and ran a hand through his disheveled hair, scratching the back of his head as he considered Deborah’s words. “I’ll talk to him,” he said. “I just hope it helps.”

	Deborah nodded in approval. “I think it will.”

	Collins stood up and folded his cap in his hands, smiling nervously as he reached a hand out to Deborah. She took it, shook it firmly and smiled at the man reassuringly. Throughout her career, she had always put her students first, and she quickly made a mental note to keep her eye on Blake and maybe even talk to him herself.

	“I appreciate everything you’re doing for him, Miss Adams,” Collins said. “I really do.”

	“I’ll do whatever I can to make sure he stays on track.”

	Collins nodded, pulled the cap on his head and walked out of the office, softly closing the door behind him as he left.

	Deborah slumped back into the chair, quickly loosening the ponytail and running her fingers through her hair, feeling an instant relief race through her. She tossed her glasses onto the desk and gently rubbed her temples, hoping to stop her headache before it turned into an immense throbbing she wouldn’t be able to handle for the rest of the day.

	She looked at her watch and noted that her mother wouldn’t be back for at least another hour from the Council meeting. Sighing, she began to rummage through the remaining tasks that had been left for her to deal with.

	The intercom on the desk buzzed, and Deborah winced at the static voice of her mother’s secretary. She hated the damn contraption, feeling very nineteen ninety with it sitting there, lights blinking on and off. Her mother might be known for being old school, but this was ridiculous.

	“Should I send in the new teacher?” the secretary’s voice sounded annoyed. Deborah grimaced. The elderly woman was one of the few people in Melington Middle School who did not approve of her being there. The fact that Deborah was filling in for her mother was definitely adding to that distaste.

	“Give me a minute,” Deborah replied, quickly searching through the files on her desk for the one with the new teacher’s CV.

	The school had been short staffed for a while now, and Deborah had seen several men and women come and go as Principal Adams interviewed them, mostly unsatisfied with the applicants. At one point, Deborah had been forced to remind her mother that this wasn’t an Ivy League, and the longer it took for them to hire someone, the more restless the rest of the staff would become.

	“There’s still a lot left on the agenda, and Principal Adams left strict instructions that everything was to be done before she returned.”

	Deborah wanted to go out there and slap the woman.

	“Fine, send him in,” she said, quickly tying her hair back to the screaming dissatisfaction of her scalp. She scanned the files again, replaced her glasses, and almost immediately found the application file in the midst of the others.

	There was a light rap on the door. Deborah barely had enough time to rearrange the desk before the new applicant stepped in. She tried to catch his name, but when she looked up, she quickly realized that she didn’t need to.

	The man in front of her looked like he had just stepped out of a GQ photo shoot. He was dressed smartly in a blazer and dark jeans, his white shirt buttoned to the top where a navy tie that matched his blazer hung loosely around his neck. It was apparent that he had no idea how to tie it, and it gave him a charming, boy-next-door look that would have made him stand out in any crowd. His hair was jet-black, but Deborah knew it was dyed.

	It was the scar directly below his jaw that gave him away.

	Deborah smiled widely, moving around the desk as her childhood friend walked up to her and hugged her. A small laugh escaped her, and she did her best to hold back her tears.

	“Hi, Debbie,” the man whispered, and Deborah pressed him closer to her.

	She had never thought she would see Alan Carter again.

	 

	***

	 

	Alan couldn’t stop smiling.

	He had been anxious walking into the school. He had hardly recognized the place. The walls were lined with the faces of alumni and founding family members he barely recognized, an extra couple of wings had been added to the already immense maze of corridors, and classes that he had once been able to find with his eyes closed had been shifted and changed. It had been like stepping into a completely different school.

	Alan had hoped to bump into the least number of people he knew as possible during the first couple of days, making sure that he took his return to Melington slow. But, the way the town had grown, he had quickly found that that wouldn’t be a problem. After having finished a few quick errands before his interview without any incidence, he had begun to long for a familiar face.

	“Twenty years on the dot,” Deborah Adams smiled, the girl from his childhood hardly recognizable.

	She was a strict reminder of how much the people he had once known must have changed. If he had ever come across Deborah anywhere else, he might have dismissed the woman for a stranger. Looking at her now, the blues of her eyes as piercing as he remembered, he couldn’t help but feel nostalgic.

	“A long time,” Alan replied.

	“That’s an understatement, Carter,” Deborah chuckled. “Where the hell have you been? No letters, no calls. It’s the twenty first century. Don’t you have Facebook?”

	Alan laughed, instantly feeling at home as Deborah’s friendly reprimand reminded him of their innocent childhood squabbles. Growing up right next door, he couldn’t remember anyone he had spent more time with. Besides his sister, of course.

	But no one wanted to remember his sister.

	“I’ve been a little off the grid, I admit,” Alan apologized. “I did try to reach out a couple of years back, but that lead to nothing.”

	“Are you back in the old place?” Deborah asked.

	Alan nodded. “So much has changed, though. I hardly recognize the neighborhood.”

	“You’re living in one the more down-trodden parts of town now,” Deborah smiled. “Everyone we know has either moved away or found a house in one of those new compounds.”

	“I noticed,” Alan said with a smirk. Deborah’s old house was now occupied by a burly man in the habit of throwing beer cans into his front yard and staring out at everyone, daring them to protest. Alan had avoided him like the plague ever since he had returned.

	“If you ever think of selling, let me know,” Deborah offered. “I know a great real estate agent.”

	Alan shook his head. “I think I’ll pass,” he smiled. “Too many memories. Don’t want to give that up just yet.”

	“Are you sure?” Deborah asked, a hint of concern creeping into her voice.

	Alan immediately knew what she meant. She had been the one person closest to him after what had happened twenty years ago, his only true support when his mother had been unavailable and his father had been busy raising hell. She had been by his side until the very end, during the interrogations and the searches, the media frenzy and relentless reporters. She had stood quietly by his side, holding his hand as they had watched the movers empty the house. He remembered how she had shuddered when his father had called for him, how her hand had gripped his tighter as if she could stop him from leaving.

	It had been a bitter escape from Melington.

	“That was twenty years ago,” Alan assured her. “I’m over that now.”

	Deborah eyed him before smiling and nodding. Still, she didn’t look too convinced.

	“So, you’re principal?” Alan asked, quickly changing subjects.

	Deborah laughed and shook her head. “Mom still runs the place,” she said. “I’m just filling in today.”

	Alan raised an eyebrow and smirked. “So, my interview is with you?” he asked.

	Deborah gave him a wicked smile. “You got that right, Carter,” she said, “and I can assure you, I’m not easily impressed.”


From the Journal of Jeremiah Carter.

	Melington. September 20th, 1826.

	 

	The nights are becoming much colder. This winter will be harsh. I have taken it upon myself to see to the regular tasks Abbey has usually been responsible for. The boys are still young, their bodies have not yet become accustomed to the cold.

	Abbey has still not said a word. She sits quietly in her chair, and I worry for her health. I met with the doctor and asked him about this, but have returned with the same level of understanding of her condition as when I had left. No one can satisfyingly explain to me what my wife is going through, other than the obvious heart break she must be enduring.

	I have been spending more time by her side, coaxing the boys to play in front of the house where she can see them. I hope that she might soon realize that, despite the loss of our dear daughter, she still has two wonderful sons who need their mother. She still has a husband who needs his wife.

	I find myself crying sometimes. It is hard dealing with loss in the midst of my wife’s distance. I have a new-found respect for her and the burden she has had to bear all these years without complaints.

	I have tried to persuade her into retiring early just after dusk, to save her from the agony of the cold and the wind. She will not move.

	I have resorted to covering her with a blanket as soon as the temperatures drop, so she is at least, warm... I fear that I have not only lost my daughter, but my wife as well.

	The Council seeks to meet again within the next few days. Our last meeting was fruitless, and my fear that everyone would focus on me and my loss had come to be. I cannot go through another hour of the same.

	I still look out window every night. I wish for the small figure of my dear Allison to materialize through the trees and come running home, as if she had only been lost and had finally found her way back.

	I pray.


Chapter 3

	 

	Principal Rachel Adams sat quietly in the small study, a room that had been reserved for private meetings with the Chairman. She shifted in her seat, constantly looking at the time and cursing the fact that she had been waiting for almost half an hour. She was accustomed to a certain level of respect, and was always annoyed when she was treated with any less. She was not a woman who liked to be kept waiting.

	The door to the study opened and Chairman Daniel Cole stepped in, flashing Rachel his best political smile. He opened his arms wide in anticipation as he confidently made his way to her. Rachel stood up quickly, scowling at the man and raising a hand to stop his advance.

	“This is ridiculous, Daniel,” she spat. “I have obligations, you know. I can’t waste time playing games with you.”

	Daniel’s smile didn’t falter. “Rachel, I assure you, if I could have been here sooner, I would have.”

	Rachel scoffed and sat back down. “Let’s just get this over with.”

	“Do you have somewhere to be?” Daniel asked, walking to a small mini-bar and setting two cups out. He grabbed a bottle of whiskey and poured a shot into each, taking one back to Rachel.

	“Unless you’ve forgotten, I have a school to run,” Rachel replied, taking the drink and putting it on the small table beside her without even looking at it.

	Daniel smiled, raising his glass in a mock toast before downing his own drink and replacing his cup at the bar.

	“What do you have for me?” he asked, immediately taking on a more serious tone as he sat in the chair behind his desk.

	Rachel opened her bag, pulling a file out and tossing it in front of the Chairman. Daniel raised his eyebrows and tapped the file with a long finger.

	“Does anyone know about this yet?” he asked.

	“Do I look like I’m an idiot?” Rachel asked, infuriated that he would even ask. “We all know the rules.”

	“You haven’t even talked to the Sheriff?” Daniel asked. “I know the two of you are close.”

	Rachel eyed Daniel Cole, imagining her hand around his tie and suffocating him in his seat. She hated the way he talked down to her, as if she were his subordinate. She wanted to remind him who had put him in his chair, but decided against it.

	“It isn’t my place to tell the Sheriff,” Rachel said, reluctantly accepting the hit to her ego. “That’s your job, isn’t it?”

	Daniel smiled. “I just wanted to make sure we all remembered our places in this matter.” He slid the file closer to him and opened it, looking at the sheets of paper within that Rachel had spent the last few weeks compiling.

	“The boy’s name is Blake Collins,” Rachel said. “They’re new to Melington. Mother’s dead, father’s as useless as they come. I had my secretary call the garage he works at. Apparently he’s one mistake away from being fired.”

	Daniel nodded. “We wouldn’t want that to happen, now would we?” his voice was low, menacing, enough to make even Rachel shudder. “We should make sure Mr. Collins hands in his resignation with dignity and finds his fortune somewhere else, don’t you think?”

	“I don’t think about these things,” Rachel said. “You know my conditions. I don’t want to know anything more than what I have to.”

	Daniel nodded quickly and gave her an annoyed wave. “Relatives?” he asked, sifting through the papers.

	“Don’t worry,” Rachel said, standing up. “He won’t be missed.”

	Daniel Cole watched her adjust the purse on her shoulder, her tall frame and curves accentuated by the two-piece suit she was wearing. Rachel could see his eyes undressing her, and immediately felt her stomach turn. She couldn’t understand how his wife tolerated him.

	“If that’s all, I have more important matters to attend to,” Rachel said.

	Daniel’s eyes found hers and held them. “Nothing is more important than this,” he said. “That is, as long as you hope to have grandchildren, Rachel.”

	Rachel smirked. “I think you’re more worried about your own than any of our children, Daniel.” She turned and walked to the door, opening it slightly before stopping and turning to look at the man behind the desk.

	“Alan Carter is back,” she said.

	Daniel’s head snapped up from the file. “What?”

	Rachel nodded with a smile, amused at how worried Daniel Cole suddenly looked. “He’s applied as an English teacher at the school.”

	Daniel sat back and looked at the woman, frowning in confusion. “What are you going to do?” he asked.

	Rachel shrugged. “That’s Deborah’s decision,” she said, knowing well what the outcome of the interview would be. It was one of the reasons she hadn’t wanted to be involved with Alan Carter’s application. She didn’t want the Council members blaming her for the man’s return to Melington.

	“That was not a very wise decision.”

	“I can’t imagine why?” Rachel asked, playing the fool and adding to Daniel’s discomfort. “I wonder if he’s anything like his father. What do you think Alan would do if he figured out the truth?”

	“What happened was necessary,” Daniel said, his voice firm, as if trying to convince himself rather than her.

	Rachel hesitated. “We’re all going to Hell for this,” she said. “You know that, right?”

	“The sins of the fathers,” Daniel said. “This isn’t our doing.”

	“Whatever helps you sleep at night, Daniel.”

	Rachel walked out and slammed the study door behind her.


From the Journal of Jeremiah Carter.

	Melington. September 23rd, 1826.

	 

	Another child has gone missing.

	I cannot express how much this disturbs me. My heart goes out to the child’s family, for only I and my own can truly understand how they must feel right now. It is a terrible tragedy. One that is inexcusable.

	I am angered beyond all explanation. My hands shake as I write, my words illegible even to my eyes. It is now that I truly believe my Allison was taken forcefully, against her will. I imagine her screaming and kicking against her captor, and my hands ache to reach out and fight for her.

	The Council gathered today to discuss search efforts, again resorting to petty strategies of little consequence. I feel that these meetings are only held to count heads and make sure everyone still recognizes the authority of everyone else. I have seen the look on the faces of many, though, and it is not the placid looks of men and women who will let this atrocity go unpunished. There are already rumors of who is responsible, names resounding between circles of hushed conversation as town members speculate the perpetrator’s identity.

	Two missing children in one season, and on the same day of the month. I must admit there is much doubt that this is a coincidence.

	I have warned the boys to stay near the house, forbidding them from venturing far without me. They have not taken it well, their favorite spot being the lake two miles west of our lands. But a man must do what he feels necessary to protect his family. Their cries of protest fall on deaf ears, and I have threatened them with the belt if they disobey.

	My Abbey cried today. I believe it is a sign that she is recovering from her ailment, albeit slowly. I have vowed to stand by her side on her journey to recovery, and I will keep my vows. She is greatly missed. I will do all I can to assure her of my presence and love.

	I pray these days end well.


Chapter 4

	 

	Night came quickly in Melington during September, and the careless could easily find themselves caught in the cold bursts of wind that usually accompanied the darkness. People would escape indoors where the warmth provided shelter from the fingers of cold that always found a way through whatever they were wearing.

	Alan feared the dark, enough to force him to turn on every light in the house, his discomfort quickly giving way to the coziness he felt in the warm glow. He made his way into the kitchen, instinctively turning on the kettle as he continued into the garage.

	The movers had come earlier than he had expected, his roommate back in Maine having been tasked with making sure that the rest of his things were sent after he had arrived at Melington.

	Alan stood pensively in the small garage, satisfied that everything had been sent safely, unsure as to how he would go about turning the garage into his workstation. His father’s old work table was still pushed to one side, random tools he had deemed unworthy left lying on top and collecting dust.

	It was late, and he toyed with the idea of postponing the work for another day, but he knew he would sleep terribly knowing that the boxes were in the garage, untouched. He rolled up his sleeves, took in a deep breath and went to work.

	Alan moved his father’s work table to the center of the garage, using it as his point of operations as he lifted one box after the other and looked inside. The most important ones he piled to one side, while those he believed he could tackle later were pushed to the very back. He went to work removing the shelves off one of the walls, clearing it of nails and pegs, readying it for what he had to do next.

	When he was satisfied, he returned to the kitchen, poured himself a cup of coffee and ventured back. He stared at the empty wall as he drank, his eyes imagining the final look of it, drawing imaginary lines across where he would be spending the next few hours working.

	He grabbed the first of the many boxes, lifting it onto the table and quickly emptying its contents. Volumes of files found their place to one side, and were quickly accompanied by more as Alan worked through one box after the other. When there was no longer any space left on the table, Alan sat on the floor and surrounded himself with more stacks and piles of files.

	After almost an hour, he had emptied all twenty boxes he had labeled ‘research,’ the files surrounding him looking like a temp’s worst nightmare. The sheer volume of them was enough to make anyone anxious, but Alan knew them inside out. He had stared at every sheet of paper inside those files for hours on end, trying to make sense of their contents, find a clue he had missed or connect one to the other.

	Going through them now would be child’s play.

	He grabbed the first batch, each one with a white tag stuck to a corner over which a name had been written. He took the first, opening and emptying its contents in the little space he had left empty on the table for solely that purpose. A picture of a smiling blonde girl not much older than eight, stared back at him. He instinctively found himself smiling back, whispering the girl’s name from memory as tears filled his eyes.

	Alan looked over at the wall and mentally framed a spot in the top left corner. He grabbed the step ladder and set it up, carrying with him the staple gun and file contents from the table. He placed the girl’s picture right in the center of its designated spot and stapled it in place. He looked at the picture, lost for a few seconds in her innocence and the brightness in her eyes that came with a child’s idea that the world was perfect and safe.

	A tear fell from his eye, and he quickly brushed it away. Within seconds he had stapled the rest of the contents around the girl’s picture, and was down the ladder and at his workstation emptying out the next of many files.

	He repeated what he had done with the little girl, this time a ten-year-old boy with brown locks and braces, smiling at the camera eagerly. He whispered the boy’s name, his eyes closed, as if in greeting, and added him to the wall.

	By the tenth file, Alan was working on auto-pilot, having had found a comfortable momentum that left little room for thoughts about the many children whose pictures he was hanging up.

	After nearly two hours, sweaty and tired, hands grim with dirt and hair unkempt, Alan stepped back and gazed upon his handiwork. He took in the tapestry of colorful pictures, graying paper and yellow clippings. He stared up at the faces of over seventy children, and they stared back at him, their smiles disarming and their eyes glowing.

	Alan felt his entire body begin to shake. He fell to his knees, hugging himself as the emotions he had kept bottled up since his return rushed through.

	 

	***

	 

	Deborah Adams felt an ache in her chest.

	It came suddenly, as if she had unknowingly been stabbed, but from within. She could almost feel the pain reaching out from inside her, threatening to break free, tearing through her chest and escaping into the world to find another victim.

	She dropped the plate she had been cleaning into the sink, her soapy hand reaching up to where she felt the unfamiliar stabbing. She pressed the palm of her hand hard against it and rubbed. She winced as the stabbing turned into throbbing, as if the pain’s potency were linked to her heartbeat, more and more vigorous with every passing second.

	Then, just as quickly as it had started, the pain subsided.

	Deborah took in a deep breath, exhaling slowly as she fought through the sudden dizziness in her head. Her mind raced for a plausible explanation for what had just happened, a feeling she had never experienced before, and its strangeness, puzzling.

	She pondered whether or not to continue with the dishes, then decided that she had better sit down. She walked out of the kitchen, trudging down the small hall into her living room where the sound of the television was beckoning.

	Michael Cole sat on the couch, head laid back and eyes closed as he snored. Deborah reached down, turned off the television and tossed the remote into the man’s lap, scaring him awake.

	“I was watching that,” he said, an automatic comment that sounded ridiculous coupled with his blinking eyes and yawn.

	“You were watching Glee?” Deborah asked, sitting down slowly in the La-Z-Boy by the coffee table.

	“Was that what was on?”

	Deborah nodded and winced when a small sharp pain stabbed out and instantly disappeared, reminding her that it was still lurking around.

	“Are you okay?” Michael asked.

	“I don’t know,” Deborah replied. “I think so.”

	Michael nodded, grabbed the remote and turned the television back on.

	That’s it? Deborah thought. That’s all I get?

	She had started dating Michael Cole two years back, much to the dismay of her mother, who had no love for the Chairman, let alone his son. He had been charming and exciting, a real mystery who had instantly grabbed her attention, and she had fallen for him quickly.

	During their first six months together, he had held up the charade well enough, making sure she had seen nothing of the other side of him. Her mother had warned her about the Coles, telling her that she couldn’t trust any of them, let alone sleep with them. It was like playing with fire, her mother had said.

	Over time, Michael’s visage slowly dropped and Deborah began to notice how similar he was to his father. She had sworn to end it months ago, but she had never fully been able to bring herself to do it. Somehow she had grown comfortable having someone in her life that cared about her, other than her mother. She’d forgotten what it felt like to really be close to someone since, well, Alan Carter.

	Her mind instantly went to Alan and his interview. She couldn’t remember what they had talked about, only the complete ease and comfort she had felt being around him again. It was as if she had been missing a part of her for so long and had finally found it.

	She looked forward to seeing him every day, talking to him, catching up on twenty years of stories and experiences.

	Deborah suddenly felt a rush of adrenaline, instantly excited at the prospect of Alan in her life again.

	It was going to be a wonderful year.

	 

	***

	 

	Blake Collins hated the dark.

	He had never been bothered by it before, but ever since his mother’s death, it had become a suffocating nothingness that he couldn’t bear. He pictured his mother, dead, eyes closed forever in an eternal darkness, never able to wake up. It scared him, terrified him, and he didn’t even want to imagine what that must be like.

	That was why, when the small night light beside the door flickered and went off, he was instantly sitting up in bed. The wind outside had picked up, and through the window he could see the dark figures of autumn leaves dancing, their beautiful morning colors replaced by a dark gray that appeared and disappeared as they raced below the streetlights.

	The light that came in through the window threw shadows across the walls, grotesque shapes he had learned long ago were harmless, although he had never been convinced of that. The rest of the room seemed like a dark void, black and forlorn, and as he waited for his eyes to adjust, he heard a tapping coming from the shadows.

	“Dad!” he called out, unwilling to get out of bed. The bedroom door was across the room, in the darkness, and he wouldn’t be caught dead walking into that.

	“Dad!” he called out again, concentrating to hear for any sign of his father’s approach.

	The tapping came again, and Blake’s head quickly snapped to the window, hoping it was a branch against the glass. There was nothing there, though, and when the tapping continued, he immediately knew its source.

	Blake’s eyes fell on the closet door. He could feel his skin crawl, and his breathing quickened. The tapping was coming from behind the closet door, and he quickly tried to convince himself that it was nothing more than his imagination playing tricks on him.

	The tapping didn’t stop, coming harder, more confident, as if whoever was behind the closet door was actually asking for permission to come in. Blake looked over at the bedroom door, the uninviting darkness, and then back at the closet. He was frozen in place, unable to think clearly, completely forgetting about his father and whether or not he was coming to save him.

	Blake’s eyes widened as he watched the closet door creak open, slowly, and a hand reach out from inside and grasp the edge as it pushed it all the way. His heart instantly jumped into his throat and his body began to shake, the tremors racing through him like wildfire. He felt something warm spread out from where he sat, and a part of his mind, the part that had decided that what was happening right now was just a dream, wondered what his father would say about his wetting the bed.

	The closet door swung open completely, creaking outwards, and from the darkness within came a soft chuckle. The voice that followed was harsh and raspy, reminding Blake of the sound teeth grinding against each other made.

	“We are going to have so much fun.”


From the Journal of Jeremiah Carter.

	Melington. September 28th, 1826.

	 

	The boy has not been found.

	The search continues, of course, but I already know he will not be found. We have searched the entire woods surrounding the town, and have even called upon the help of neighboring towns, all of whom were more than willing to assist in our efforts. I have met many strangers who have shown valor in their perseverance, fighting through the harsh cold nights alongside the rest of us, some even willing to continue until dawn.

	It is clear what needs to be done, and the Council has voted to carry out a thorough investigation of the matter. A rider was sent to bring word to the proper officials in Hartford, but we will not wait for word upon his return.

	Chairman Cole has already begun the proper process, and has singled out the men and women we were certain could not have committed such an atrocity. Both children belonged to founding families, and it is quite obvious that no member in said families would commit such a crime.

	There are a few men and women that are new to Melington, some only months in our midst, their past still unknown. I have been tasked to speak with a few, and I have vowed to take this responsibility very seriously. If there is, in any way, an opportunity to retrieve any information vital in our efforts, I will find it and use it to the best of my abilities.

	Four names have been assigned to me, and as I read through them, I realize that I know very little about them. It is strange how Melington has suddenly become home to strangers. If my mother were still alive, she would have chastised me for my unholy behavior. She had been the one in our family prone to gathering families together and forming a community out of Melington beyond the chairs of the Council.

	Abbey was much like her, and I am certain that if she were of full health, she would have taken to this task with more vigor than I could ever muster.

	I spent the afternoon training the boys on some of the more important tasks on the farm that have usually been my responsibility. With Abbey lost to us, the added burdens that I have to bear have taken their toll on me, and I need as much assistance as I can muster. I have been advised to hire a helping hand, but I do not have the finances for such a solution.

	Tomorrow I will begin my inquiries, and I pray they are fruitful.



	
Chapter 5

	 

	The first thing Deborah noticed when she walked into her science class was the empty desk near the back usually occupied by a half-interested Blake Collins. She felt a slight tug in her chest, a feeling that bordered on uneasiness, and she quickly pushed it aside as she began her lesson.

	She had hoped for a little one on one with the boy today, but apparently that would have to wait. She worried about what his current absence might mean. She hoped his father had talked to him, had maybe even given him a chance to take a day off and wrestle with a few emotions, but deep down she had a feeling that there was more to it than that.

	She wrapped up her class quickly, her eyes constantly looking over at the empty desk, and had even ventured asking a few of his classmates about him. No one had known anything, and what had been worse was that no one seemed to really care. Deborah beat herself up for not noticing it sooner. The boy had obviously been having trouble among his peers as well.

	When the bell rang, Deborah sat at her desk quietly, lost in thought, as her students filed out one by one, leaving their homework sheets in the tray marked ‘inbox’. She smiled at a few of the more lively ones, the ones who were usually quick to raise their hand and answer her questions, but she couldn’t stop staring at Blake’s seat.

	When the last student had exited, she collected her things, threw the homework sheets in between the pages of her textbook and made her way out. She had a couple of hours in between classes, and her mother would be expecting a proper update on yesterday’s happenings.

	Rachel Adams had come back from the Council meeting looking more distraught than usual, and for the first time in years, Deborah had actually seen the exhaustion clearly on her mother’s face. She usually looked like she was carrying a heavy burden, but Deborah had always assumed that the worry came with the job. After yesterday, she couldn’t be too sure. She was thinking of convincing her mother to step down from the Council and concentrate on the school.

	But, knowing Rachel Adams, Deborah was certain what the response would be.

	She made her way down the school halls, smiling politely at fellow teachers as they passed by her, coaxing students to their classes, and gently pushing her way into the principal’s office. The secretary gave her only a quick look before going back to the computer and typing away like her life depended on it. Deborah could feel the displeasure from across the room.

	“Is she in?” Deborah asked.

	“She’s always in,” the secretary replied curtly, waving for her to enter with one hand while the other continued the incessant tapping.

	Deborah knocked twice on Rachel Adams’ door before letting herself in to the usual image of her mother sitting behind her large desk with her phone to her ear while going through papers. Rachel looked up at Deborah and waved her to the chair in front of the desk as she ended her call.

	“I can’t get a break,” the older woman said, taking off her glasses and massaging her temples softly, a habit Deborah had inherited.

	“Council again?”

	Rachel clicked her tongue and replaced her glasses, looking over the papers in her hands quickly before piling them up to one side for later review. She looked at Deborah earnestly, a small smile appearing on her face that wasn’t fooling anyone as she crossed her fingers together and leaned forward.

	“I see Alan Carter’s first day is today,” the older woman said, a hint of amusement in her voice.

	Deborah smiled sheepishly. “He’s got the proper credentials, and the experience,” she said in defense.

	“And of course it didn’t hurt that his oldest friend was interviewing him for the job,” Rachel added, tapping a finger lightly on Alan’s file. “Maybe I should have him in here for a second interview, just to make sure?”

	“Really?” Deborah mused, raising an eyebrow at her mother and smirking. “You’d undermine a decision made by someone you personally chose to be in charge while you were away. How would that look?”

	“For me or you?”

	“Both,” Deborah played along, knowing well that her mother was only teasing her. She knew that Rachel
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