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Nocturnal Offerings

Alan Draven

— PART ONE —

THE MIDNIGHT QUEEN
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PROLOGUE
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The blood-red sun pierced the firmament as it rose from its slumber. With it came dawn and the end of night. It hit the trees and tall shadows loomed in the forest. In the dark, the woods were quiet; their soothing silence disturbed only by the hooting of the owls. A handful of birds chirped at first, joined by a dozen more and soon they formed a choir. The stillness of it all was worthy of a painting portraying a landscape forgotten by civilization.

Rapid-paced footfalls ushered in a sense of unrest and broke the silence. Birds flew out of the trees. Owls hooted with more vigor. Sounds of panting mixed with branches crackling resounded in the crisp morning air. The shadows cast by the trees became somber as the peace lay shattered.

Mary could barely feel her legs. She’d been running for hours—at least it seemed that way to her. The truth was probably closer to fifteen minutes. She was running on pure adrenaline, like a gazelle fleeing a cheetah. She didn’t dare look back to see if she was alone in the woods. She’d gone through two parks, an abandoned train yard, a clearing, and had cut through the forest for lack of a place to go or hide. This little gazelle hadn’t come across a single soul save for the mean, hungry cheetah on her tail.

She promised herself so many things if she ever made it out of this nightmare alive. She’d stop antagonizing her mother just to get a rise out of her. She’d be nicer to her little brother and tell him that she loved him. She’d quit smoking pot in the park after school with the wrong crowd. Hell, she’d quit hanging out with the wrong crowd altogether if she got out of this in one piece. She’d do her homework every night and never again complain about having to go to school.

She could feel him approaching, moving for the kill. She could hear his grunting sounds becoming louder. She could practically smell him, the stench of him. He smelled—it smelled—like something rotting, not quite living. It had showed no sign of slowing down. She got the feeling that it was toying with her; that it could have caught up with her at any given moment of its choosing. It was just wearing her down. Leading her somewhere, right where it wanted her.

Her foot got stuck in a tree root on the ground and she almost tripped but managed to steady her footing and avoid a fall. It forced her to pause for half a second, just long enough to feel the pounding of her heart through both her temples. She was beginning to hyperventilate.

Amid the trees, she finally caught a glimpse of it; charging like a freight train without brakes or conductor. She spun around and put one leg in front of the other and forced herself to run. She couldn’t feel her legs anymore. Her vision had a hard time focusing and began to blur. But not before she was able to spy the end of the forest and the beginning of the highway up ahead. Then she saw a red blur go by. Then a blue one and two more grey ones. Cars passing by on the freeway. All she had to do was reach it like a finish line at the end of a race and she’d get first prize—her life, untouched and unharmed.

It reeked something fierce. It was gaining on her—fast. It wasn’t going to let her cross the finish line. How had she stumbled upon this nightmare? Her mother had always told her that there was no such thing as the monster in the closet, under the bed or in her head. They were make-believe, scary inventions to frighten little children who didn’t want to go to bed early. They were spawned from fables and tales from books and movies. They weren’t real. This was real life. Why was it real? Why had it come after her? She hadn’t done anything wrong—she’d just been a teenager.

The sun’s rays were growing stronger. Daylight would soon outgrow darkness. She could hear the traffic rushing by, a mere hundred feet from where she stood. It was as though she were running on a treadmill, not gaining any ground. She could’ve sworn she had cotton balls in her ears, distorting the ambient sounds in her vicinity. Her arms flailed as if independent from her body. With each new stride, she could taste the freedom that awaited her. Her shirt was soaking wet from the race. She felt the sweat slither down her back. Then she felt a tingling sensation in her lower back, followed by a horrendous pain in the pit of her stomach. It knocked the wind out of her and she came to a full halt.

Before she realized what was happening, she noticed a grotesque bloodied hand-shaped form jutting out of her abdomen. It held part of her intestine in its grasp. She gasped but was unable to scream. Then the hand-shaped form pulled itself out of her and she fell to her knees. She felt a hard blow to the back of her head as if a thousand bricks had struck her at the same time. 

It turned her over once she laid face first on the dew-covered earth. She was still breathing—barely. All she could do was stare at the cloudless blue sky and watch as the sun slowly made its way up in the heavens. She was growing colder with every passing second. It started dragging her by her feet, away from the finish line and deeper into the woods.

Pretty soon, her eyes would shut forever. They’d need her dental records to identify her remains after it would be done with her. She’d never gotten a chance to make any of her dreams come true. Never got to graduate. Never got to make love. Never got to say goodbye to her mom and little brother. She didn’t even get a chance to water her exquisite ceiling plant one last time. 

Funny the things that go through one’s mind when they are expiring. She saw a quick flicker of white light and her entire sixteen years flashed right in front of her eyes, like a movie on fast forward times one hundred.

When it was over, and she couldn’t feel a muscle anymore, all there was left to do was to let herself be dragged through the mud and branches and rocks and things. The breath of life became sparser as her body began shutting down while she stared at the ever radiant first light.

As she was being hauled into darkness, helpless to her doomed fate, it occurred to her that this was the most beautiful sunrise she’d ever witnessed. 
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CHAPTER ONE
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The blacktop disappeared under his wheels as he sped into the night. He’d been driving for four days straight. The engine of his black 1971 Plymouth Barracuda purred as he stepped on the gas pedal. Windows down, the wind in his hair, the air smelled sweet and felt crisp as it caressed his skin.

It was a Friday in April, the time was 2 AM, and he was the lord of the highway. His name was Nicholas Kubrick, but everyone called him Nick. He was a bit of a big deal where he came from and a nobody where he was heading. His brother was a big deal, though; over the course of the past six years, he’d become a big shot science-fiction author—went by the name Christopher Kubrick, but everyone called him Chris.

Nick had taken it upon himself to surprise his brother, whom he hadn’t seen in close to a decade, and drop in on him for an impromptu visit. Not that they were estranged; they were just very different people. Nick the attention craver, and Chris the reclusive writer. Nick lived in Bitternest, Louisiana and Chris, in Montreal, Quebec, all the way up in Canada. 

He’d be in Montreal by morning at the speed he was driving. He hoped his brother would have a sense of humor and he’d be happy to see him. If not, well, he’d have wasted the last four days of his two week vacation and he’d have driving back to look forward to. It didn’t matter; he figured he’d spend some time in Montreal either way. He heard it was a nice city. They had a legendary hockey team, delicious poutine, Canadian beer, and some of the hottest women on the planet. Strip joints in Montreal were out of this world, apparently. And it was a city renowned for its various cultural events and countless festivals in the summer. It was only April, but he was sure he would still find plenty of things to do while in town.

The opening riff of KISS’s “I Stole Your Love” came on his car stereo and he cranked the volume up to eleven. The hottest band on earth; he’d seen them five times in concert and they delivered the goods in spades. They sure don’t make music like they used to, he said to himself. In fact, Nick was of the opinion that they didn’t make much of anything as good as they used to back in the day. He was an old school kind of guy through and through; from the wheels he drove to the music he listened to and the movies he watched. Not that he was an old fart—far from that. At twenty-seven years of age, he was in his prime, as he liked to call it, and his minor celebrity status got him places with the ladies.

Three hours went by and the sun, right on schedule, made its appearance on the horizon. It lit the sky on fire on this unusually warm April morning, just in time for the sign ahead that greeted him: “BIENVENUE A MONTREAL – WELCOME TO MONTREAL.” Chris lived on the West Island, in Pointe-Claire. Nick pulled over to the side of the road and took a map out of his glove compartment. He spread it out on the hood of the car. It was at times like these that he wished he’d bought a GPS. He glanced at his watch; twenty past five. Better to get a room before calling on his brother. Chris wasn’t an early bird and showing up on his doorstep this early might start things on the wrong foot.

As Nick got back inside his car and shut the door, he spied a young teenage girl running out of the clearing by the side of the road. She looked haggard and her pants were torn. Nick opened the door and stepped out of the car. As soon as she noticed him she started yelling. Two cars passed by at the same time and he couldn’t make out what she said. 

“Please help me; it’s trying to get me!”

Nick went around the car and strained his eyes in the half-light to see if he could make out what was after her. There was nothing there. He opened the passenger door. She would come up to him in less than ten seconds now.

“You gotta help me; it almost caught me!” She was panting and her face was beet red. When she finally made it to the car and came to a halt, he noticed how bad she was shaking.

“It’s okay; you’re safe now. What was after you?”

“A man; he’s trying to kill me!” She bent over, trying to catch her breath.

Nick looked at the clearing and everywhere as far as he could see; still nothing. 

“Well, whoever he was, he’s gone now. I thought I heard you refer to him as ‘it’ earlier.”

She didn’t seem to hear him. She was still in shock.

“Where did you come from?” He put a hand on her back. She was skinny; couldn’t have been more than one hundred pounds. She was young too; sixteen, eighteen at the most.

“I was on the other side of the clearing, hiking.”

“Hiking? This early in the morning?”

She nodded. He pursed his lips. She was hiding something from him, he could tell.

“Well, do you need a ride into town? I’m heading to Montreal.”

She glanced at him and then at his car.

“I know it might not sound like the smartest thing to get into a car with a stranger after you’ve just been chased but where else are you gonna go? Besides, I think we should head to a police station and report this.” He rubbed the back of his head. He didn’t really know what to do in a situation like this. 

“No; I don’t wanna go to the cops. Let’s just get out of here.” She took one look back and got in his car and slammed the door shut.

“All right, then.” He shook his head; strange girl.

They took off and left a cloud of dust behind. The sun was up now and it smiled at them, warming the windshield. He was happy KISS was playing otherwise he got the feeling it might be an awkward ride. She stared straight ahead, mute as a traffic light.

He lowered the volume a bit. “So, what’s your name? I’m Nick.” He turned to look at her but she kept looking forward. 

“Carmella.”

“Mind if I ask you how old you are, Carmella?”

“Why?”

“Just curious is all. You seem young to be by yourself out here.”

“I’m old enough.” She still wouldn’t look at him.

“You know, I could’ve sworn I heard you say ‘it’s trying to get me’. You sure it wasn’t some wild animal after you? There’s no reason to be embarrassed, you know.”

“No; I already told you, it was a man.”

“Any idea why he was after you?”

“Listen, can we just drop it? I appreciate you giving me a lift and all but I’d rather not talk about this.”

“Have it your way, but if somebody’s trying to kill you, you should definitely tell someone.” He put on his sunglasses because the sun was bothering him. “Anywhere you want me to drop you off in particular?”

“Where are you going?”

“West Island. But I’m gonna get a room on the Plateau before I go there.”

“Just let me off at a metro station on your way there.”

“Metro station?”

“You’re not from here, are you?”

“No, I’m from the U.S.”

“That’s what we call the subway here.”

“Ah! And where is the nearest metro station?”

“Soon enough one will come up. I’ll let you know.”

He nodded. After a good three minutes of silence between them, he opted not to insist on having a conversation with her and raised the volume again just in time to hear KISS breaking into “Love Gun.” He almost asked her if she was into KISS but figured she wouldn’t be interested in sharing that with him.

Nick pulled over at the first gas station that came up. He turned off the ignition and took the keys out of it.

“I’ll be right back. I’m getting myself a juice; want anything, it’s on me?”

She simply shook her head without glancing at him.

The gas attendant came out of the little booth and greeted him as he went to the pumps to serve him. 

“Fill her up,” Nick said.

In the meantime, Nick went inside. He got himself a pink grapefruit juice and some fresh oatmeal cookies. He bought two packs in case Carmella changed her mind and got hungry. The gas attendant returned and Nick paid for the gas, juice, and cookies. When he got back to his car, the girl was gone. A quick check in the glove compartment confirmed she hadn’t stolen anything. He looked around but she was nowhere to be found. He went back to the booth. 

“Do you have a washroom?”

“Yeah, but it’s out of order.”

“Can you show me where it is?”

“Well, you need a key to get in and my boss has it. It’s locked.”

Nick glimpsed outside. He hesitated but asked anyway, “Did you see a girl come out of my car?”

“No, I didn’t see anyone come out of your car.”

“But you did see a girl sitting in the passenger seat, right?”

The young man seemed pensive. “To tell you the truth, I didn’t notice anyone in your car. I wasn’t paying attention; I was looking at the pump the whole time.”

“I see.” Nick glanced outside one more time. “Never mind; have yourself a good day.”

“You too, sir.” And Nick walked out to his car. He sat behind the wheel in silence. What a way to start the day. Where the hell had the girl gone to? He was beginning to wonder if he hadn’t imagined the whole thing. It was bizarre to say the least. It reminded him of where he came from, in Bitternest, where unnatural things happened on an almost daily basis. He’d become acquainted with that reality only too well thanks to his line of work. For the time being, he was tired and he needed to get some shut-eye.

Nick found himself a cozy little bed & breakfast by the name of L’Oasis sur le Plateau. It was a nice place to walk around now that the warm temperatures had arrived, with all its pubs, coffee shops, and terraces. And Mont-Royal Street was home to one of the best niche video stores he’d ever seen. He’d make sure to stop by and see if he couldn’t find a lost gem of a horror film, his favorite movie genre. He parked his car across the street. He popped the trunk open and grabbed his small carry-on luggage. 

Upon entering the establishment, a scent of bacon and eggs greeted him and he realized he hadn’t eaten in twelve hours.

“Bonjour!” The cute girl behind the counter smiled at him. She couldn’t have been older than sixteen; probably the owner’s daughter.

“Top of the morning! I see you rent rooms by the week?”

“Yes; we have a special rate for week-long stays. How long do you plan on staying?” she asked with a French Quebecois accent.

“Let’s see, today’s Friday—”

“Actually, it’s Saturday,” she said, smiling from ear to ear. 

“Oh! Right. Yeah, so I guess I’ll be checking out next Friday sometime in the afternoon. I have to be back home by Tuesday the week after.”

“Let me see what we have.” She punched some keys on the keyboard and the computer made a beeping sound. “I can offer you room 11. All our rooms are non-smoking.”

“That’s fine.”

He handed her his credit card so she could put it on file. He went up to his room and sank into bed, staring at the ceiling. The small room with a single bed was devoid of hospitality, its former white walls yellowed with age. A few cheap paintings hung on them. A bedside table and a wooden chair were the only furniture in the room apart from the uncomfortable bed and the TV sitting on a small stand. He didn’t even bother taking his shoes off; he was bushed. His growling stomach would have to wait to be fed. Sleep beckoned.

*  *  *  *
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Nick woke up to the sound of a fire truck passing by, its siren blaring. A quick glance at his watch told him it was now almost 2 PM. He’d been out for about eight hours.

“That felt good,” he said aloud.

He jumped in the shower, then brushed his teeth, combed his hair, got dressed, and was out the door. An old man with a beer belly now stood behind the counter and nodded at him as he exited the lobby.

The sun was radiant outside and the sky was azure blue; a refreshing break from Bitternest, which was foggy most of the year at any time of day. He walked a few blocks onto Ste-Catherine, the main street. He could get downtown by walking towards the west for another ten minutes but he was too hungry to do so. His stroll came to an end at an Italian restaurant where the open windows blew smells of pasta and spicy sauce. He couldn’t resist and went in.

After eating a little too much and asking for directions to his brother’s place, Nick was back to his ’Cuda and on his way to surprise his brother. A twenty minute drive later, he found himself at his brother’s address: a modest house made of red brick with a blue rooftop. There was no car in the driveway. The lawn looked like it hadn’t been mowed in weeks. He climbed up the steps and as he was about to ring the doorbell, Nick noticed the overflowing mailbox—not a good sign. He rang the doorbell. No sound came from the other side of the door. He rang it again. Complete silence followed. He looked around and saw the street was deserted. A little strange for a warm spring afternoon on a sunny Saturday, he thought.

Maybe it was just the paranoid nature he’d developed due to his line of work, but Nick didn’t like this one bit. Had anything happened to his big brother? True, they weren’t close and hadn’t spoken in years, but Nick cared a great deal for him. He peered inside the living room window. Nothing looked out of place—no sign of struggle. He went to the neighbor to the left and rang their doorbell. 

A woman in her late forties who wore too much make-up answered the door.

“Yes?”

“I’m sorry to bother you but I was wondering if you knew where my brother had gone,” Nick said, pointing to Chris’s house. “I came to visit him but he’s not answering his door and his mailbox is full.”

The woman looked over and shrugged. “I don’t know; he keeps to himself, one of those reclusive types.”

“Maybe your husband would know?”

“What husband?” she said, a look of disdain on her face.

“Never mind. Sorry to have bothered you.” Nick turned on his heels and went back to Chris’s doorstep. He browsed through the teeming mailbox in hope of finding an answer. Bills, restaurant menus, more bills, a few letters. Some of them were postmarked from a month ago. He glimpsed behind him at the street again; it seemed like a quiet street, too quiet maybe. So where the hell was Chris? “I should’ve called before coming,” he said aloud. “Me and my brilliant ideas.” 

At a loss for words—and actions—Nick got back in his car and turned the key in the ignition. He’d go back to the bed & breakfast to ponder what to do next. 

On his way out of Pointe-Claire, after noticing a table full of sexy women on a terrace, he decided to stop at a pub for a drink. He sat on the terrace in the shade. A redheaded waitress wearing a short skirt and who had never-ending legs brought him a tall pint of Guinness. He stared at her butt as she walked away and grinned. Montreal really did have beautiful ladies. Thoughts of his brother wiped the smile off his face. Was he worrying for nothing? He could’ve just gone on vacation. No, not Chris. He’s really not big on traveling, he thought, shaking his head.

He spied a newspaper folded in two at the vacant table next to his and the headline caught his attention: “BIZARRE MURDER PUZZLES THE AUTHORITIES.” He grabbed it and read about a teenage girl’s decapitated body found at the entrance of a forest near the city limits. Apparently, they still hadn’t been able to identify her. She had been found completely nude, her body parts spread about over a hundred yards. Her face had been ripped off as if she’d been wearing a mask to cover her skull. There were no pictures but the description alone made him shiver. And then one word popped up in his head: Carmella. It couldn’t have been her as the paper was from this morning and she was still alive then. But had she been running from whomever—or whatever—had done this?

Someone calling his name snapped him out of his thoughts. 

“Nick? Nick Kubrick?” a man sitting with a laptop two tables from him said.

Nick turned around. “Yeah. Who wants to know?”

“Son of a bitch! You don’t recognize me?”

Nick frowned; the man did look familiar. Flashbacks of high school came rushing back to him. “Lance? Lance Johnson? Is that you?”

“In the flesh, baby!” He got up to shake Nick’s hand. “How’ve you been, old buddy?”

“I’m good, I’m good. You?”

“Just living the dream,” Lance said, giving him a thumb up.

“What are you doing in Montreal? When did you leave Bitternest?”

“I left that hellhole right after college and I’ve been living here with my hot wife for the past five years. What about you?”

“I still live in that hellhole,” Nick said, laughing. Lance laughed as well.

“It’s good to see you, man. So what brings you to Montreal?”

“I came to see my brother.”

“He lives here?”

“Yeah, he moved here about ten years ago because of a woman he was in love with. It ended but he stayed.”

“It’s always about a woman, isn’t it?”

“Yeah, things never change. Anyhow, I came to surprise him while I was on vacation and he’s not home. In fact, I have no idea where he is; his mailbox is full of letters dating from a month ago.”  

“Strange. What are you gonna do?”

“I don’t know. It’s gonna sound stupid but I’m actually a little worried about him; he’s not the kind to take trips.”

“You think something might have happened to him?”

“Maybe. Look, it’s probably nothing; just a reflex is all.”

“You wanna join me for a drink? I’m working on some plans on my laptop but I could spare an hour or two for an old buddy.”

The word “buddy” might have been a tad strong. Lance had been a jock back in high school. The football player that got all the chicks. Nick hadn’t done too badly for himself back then but jocks weren’t the kind of people he hung out with. Lance was a little different than the rest of them though; he was more reliable and had more integrity, even though he was vulgar, talked like a surfer, and could be cocky as hell when he wanted.

They sat at Lance’s table. Lance turned his laptop over to Nick. “That’s what I’m working on; a new building in Old Montreal.”

“You’re an architect?”

“Yep. One of the best in the city,” he said, smiling from ear to ear. He sure hadn’t changed; still as modest as ever. “What about you; what do you do for a living?”

“I’m a radio DJ for CKBC. I have my own show where I talk about horror culture, you know; movies, books, music, games, and things of that sort.”

“Awesome! So you’re famous then?”

“I’m kind of a smalltime local celebrity, yeah. Nothing major.”

“I bet you get laid often thanks to that though,” he said, smiling like a frat boy. 

“More or less; I’m single at the moment and my minor celebrity status hasn’t done much to help me find a decent woman. At this point in my life, I want a little more than a fuck friend. So you’re married, huh? You? The guy that used to quote unquote ‘skull-fuck’ cheerleaders behind the bleachers?”

"Yeah, I’m a married man, buddy. The only woman I skull-fuck these days is Nicole. She’s all I ever need so I’m happy.”

“Wow! I never thought I’d hear those words come out of your mouth. She must really have put a spell on you, huh?”

“She’s my own personal Playmate. She’s brought me all kinds of good fortune. The house we live in, for instance; it was her idea. I designed it, well, with some of her input.” Lance winked at him

“Where do you live?”

“Here on the West Island, in a beautiful gated community. My team of architects and me, with the help of my wife’s group of friends who invested in the project, designed the whole place from scratch. You should see it; it’s like a little slice of heaven on earth.”

“A gated community? Really? I’ve never visited one of those places; only seen them in movies and TV shows.”

“Hey, I got an idea, why don’t you come by? Your brother’s not home; where are you gonna stay?”

“I rented a room at a bed & breakfast on the Plateau.”

“A bed & breakfast? You didn’t even go for a hotel?”

“Hey, I’m not the architect; I make a decent salary but I didn’t want to splurge and stay at a hotel for a week. I figured I could maybe stay with my bro if it were all right with him.”

“Come on; we’ll drive to my place and once you see it, you won’t want to leave.”

“What about your wife? What is she gonna say to an unannounced guest?”

“No worries; I’ll talk to her.”

Lance downed the remaining beer in his pint and got up. Nick followed suit. 

“Where are you parked?” Lance asked.

“Across the street; the black beauty over there,” Nick said, proudly pointing at his muscle car.

Lance whistled. “A vintage Plymouth Barracuda, huh? Somebody’s into cool cars. I’ve got the silver BMW on the corner over there.”

Nick wasn’t surprised one bit at that. 

“So follow me and if you lose sight of me, here’s my cell number; just give me a ring.” Lance handed him a glossy business card. 

“Won’t do much good; I don’t own a cell phone.”

“What? You’re serious?”

“Yep; I like not depending on technology. Don’t worry; I can keep up with you. How far is it?”

“Ten-fifteen minutes. You’ll know we’re there when you see it; trust me.” Lance patted Nick on the back and they went their separate ways to their cars.

Nick followed the silver BMW with the license plate number NLJ666 closely as they entered the expressway. Traffic was dense and they were separated at one point but Nick kept him in his sights. Little by little, traffic dwindled as they took an exit to their right and Nick was able to catch up with Lance. Left and right, all he could see was trees. Was this place in the sticks? Then at a crossroad, Lance turned left and less than a minute later, Nick saw what Lance meant when he said he’d knew it when they’d get there.

*  *  *  *
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Nick had expected wrought-iron bars all around the property and a tall, locked gate to prevent strangers from entering but there were none. Instead, a ten foot high grey concrete wall surrounded the premises. The entrance was wide open with only a symbolic gate above head to partition the community from the surrounding neighborhood. Nick looked up at the inscription: in three-dimensional carved out letters the words ELYSIUM COVE towered over the entrance. A security guard in a booth nodded at Lance and raised a barrier to let them inside the grounds. Lance drove up to the street ahead of them at reduced speed.

Outside Nick’s window to the left stood a beautiful pond. It was large enough to encompass three houses and a little bridge allowed pedestrians to get to the other side of the pond and into what seemed like a path leading to a forest. Pink, white and yellow Chrysanthemums adorned the path. Benches flanked the pond. Outside his window, to his right, a swimming pool surrounded by sand to give the impression of a beach stretched on for at least 200 feet. A group of about a dozen women, all with perfect bodies, were sitting on their beach chairs, aligned in a neat row while they sunbathed. No one appeared to be in the pool. There were even a handful of palm trees spread about on the fake beach.

They drove deeper down the street past the neatly aligned houses; it looked like a postcard from the 1950s with its cookie-cutter homes. Lawns were freshly mowed, flower beds and bushes adorned the properties, and some even had little fountains on their lawn. The rooftops were all different colors: blue, burgundy, orange, green, and yellow. The air smelled of cotton candy; quite an odd odor, Nick thought, for a neighborhood to smell. Then Lance pulled up to the last house on the left of the street; its address was 111. It was a bungalow with a burgundy rooftop, a large display of exotic multi-colored flowers on the lawn and a little garden of gnomes next to the balcony. It looked very inviting.

“Home sweet home,” Lance said as he came out of his car. Nick killed the engine and joined him on the sidewalk.

Whistling, he said, “Wow! That’s a nice little house you got yourself there!”

“Wait until you see the inside of it; she’s a real gem.”

“Are you talking about me, sugar bumps?” A raspy feminine voice came from between the houses.

“Hey, honey; I’d like you to meet an old buddy of mine from high school. His name is Nick Kubrick. Nick, this is my better half; Nicole.”

The tall woman standing in front of them wore a summer hat, oversized sunglasses that hid half her face but Nick could tell she was gorgeous behind those glasses. She was dressed in a bikini so tiny it would’ve made even Hugh Hefner blush. It didn’t leave much to the imagination and Nick instantly knew she and Lance were perfect for each other. She was tall; a good five feet nine or five feet ten and every inch of her looked firm.

“Pleasure meeting you, Nicole.” Nick kissed her hand, gentleman that he was. She smiled and looked over her sunglasses—she had piercing blue eyes. It figures, Nick thought; blonde hair and blue eyes.

“If you were high school buddies with my Lance, then you must be from Bitternest, right?”

“Yeah, I’m on vacation; came to see my brother who lives in Montreal but he isn’t home. I’m playing it by ear for the moment.”

Lance turned to Nicole. “Honey, I think maybe Nick could stay with us for a little while until he figures out what to do.”

Her smile vanished. She looked over her sunglasses once more directly at Lance.

“Sugar bumps, you know I don’t like unexpected guests. The house isn’t presentable and we’re in the middle of redoing the kitchen.”

“Oh, don’t worry about that; he’s a man, for Christ’s sake, he doesn’t care if things look a little messy, do you, Nick?”

“Well, I don’t want to intrude. I have a room on the Plateau; it’s fine for a few nights.”

Before Nicole or Lance had the time to say anything else, another tall woman appeared out of nowhere right behind Nick.

“Hey there, stranger.” She had a beautiful smile and perfect white teeth. Nick couldn’t help himself from scanning her from head to toe—she was stunning. A goddess of a woman with long, curly black hair and a body that was curvy in all the right places.

“Nick, meet Christina; our next door neighbor. Nick’s a buddy of mine visiting from Bitternest.”

Talk about the girl next door, Nick thought.

“Christina Hobart,” she said, extending her hand. She had long fingers with black nail polish on.

Nick, again being a true gentleman, proceeded to kiss the extended hand. “Nick Kubrick, glad to meet you.”

“Nick Kubrick? The Nick Kubrick?”

“Last time I checked, yes.” It was Nick’s turn to smile from ear to ear.

“You’re the host of that show ‘The Chilling Hour’, aren’t you?”

“A fan that far from home? That’s pretty cool!” 

“Honey, Nick is a DJ at a local Bitternest radio station,” Lance explained. Nicole didn’t seem impressed.

“He’s more than that,” Christina pitched in, “he debunks the supernatural myths of Bitternest one by one. He’s a modern-day hero.” She had the most beguiling smile; the kind that could get a young man in trouble.

Nick was concerned he might be blushing. “I don’t know about being a hero, but I really dig what I do.”

“I loved your show on the ghost of Timothy Crane.”

“Thanks; that was a creepy excursion but it was worth it.”

“Quite the celebrity, aren’t you, bud.” Lance punched Nick playfully on the shoulder. Nicole pulled Lance aside while Christina seemed to be all over Nick.

“So, Nick, are you gonna be here for long?”

“I don’t know yet. My plans got changed and now I’m not sure if I’ll stay more than a few days.”

“Well, if you ever want someone to show you around town and Lance is too busy, you know where to find me.” She smiled and caressed his chin with the tip of her fingers. Her perfume was intoxicating; a light vanilla scent that made Nick shut his eyes for a few seconds and he felt almost aroused. When he reopened them, she was already climbing the stairs to her house.

“Christina left quite an impression on you, didn’t she?” Lance said, a conniving look on his face. Meanwhile, Nicole headed inside the house.

“She stands out in a room, I’ll give her that. Is she single?”

Lance seemed reluctant to answer at first. “Well, it’s complicated; her husband disappeared a few weeks ago. Didn’t show up for work one morning, no one’s heard from him since, and there’s no sign of foul play.”

“Were they happily married?”

“As far as I can tell, yeah. But Christina’s a bit of a slut, if you know what I mean. She probably just wants to bed you.”

“That’s reassuring. Anyhow, what’s being done to find her husband?”

“You’d have to ask her. Who knows if he wants to be found?”

Nick frowned. “But that’s crazy; you don’t give up looking for someone who just vanished off the face of the earth only a few weeks ago. Did they have any kids? Family? Apart from little Miss Horny here, someone must be worried about him, no?”

“Beats me. The guy was a bit of a jerk. Probably cheated on her a few times. He was a big shot graphic designer. And no, they didn’t have any kids, to answer your question.”

Speaking of which, Nick glanced around the street; it was deserted. “Is it always this quiet out here?”

“Yep, pretty much. It’s like a little corner of paradise.”

“Don’t kids play outside when it’s this nice and warm?”

Lance shrugged. “Probably but there aren’t any kids here.”

“What? How many houses are there in the whole community?”

“The last one that was built was the sixtieth. They’re spread over five streets. We plan on building one more street and having a total of seventy-two houses. We’re even considering opening some shops as well. We’re expanding all the time.”

“Is it mostly couples that live here?”

“Every single one of the houses is owned by couples.”

“Doesn’t it strike you as odd that no one has any children?”

“No, not really. Why?”

“Well, when people reach a certain age, they want to start a family. You’re telling me that out of sixty couples, not a single one of them has kids?”

“Nope. Quit looking for a mystery to solve, Sherlock Holmes; you’re not in Bitternest, remember?” Lance laughed. “Come, I’ll show you the inside of my castle.” 

Lance walked away and Nick remained behind for a moment. He took one more look around this street that seemed like it was straight out of a Thomas Kinkade painting. It looked a little too perfect. The women he’d seen so far were all perfect from head to toe. Was there a policy against having kids inside the community? It sure was strange. He felt the hairs on the back of his neck stand up for a moment.

“You coming or are you gonna stand there all day fantasizing about my neighbor?” Lance stood in the doorway, a big grin etched on his face.

Nick pursed his lips and started towards his old high school buddy. There was more than met the eye to this place, he was sure of it.
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The inside of the house was spectacular to say the least. From the chandelier towering over the living room to the kitchen with an island and a full bar, and a basement with a built-in home theater comprised of a one hundred inch screen, surround sound system, and five rows of six cushy seats. It reminded Nick of the type of house he’d seen on a show about the rich and famous’s homes.

“Well that concludes our tour, sir,” Lance said, proud of showing off his bungalow-sized mansion. “Would you like a glass of rum with me?”

“Sure. So you built this place from the ground up?”

“Not me personally, but I designed most of it, yeah.”

“And you’ve been here for five years?”

“No; I’ve been in Montreal for five years. I met Nicole and we started discussing making what you see around you become reality. It took us three years from the first line I drew on paper to the last house we sold.”

“Three years? Wow! That’s really fast! What does Nicole do?”

“She’s a real estate agent.”

“Figures; you two are a match made in heaven then.” In more ways than one, Nick thought.

“I’ve been blessed.” He smiled a genuine smile of happiness, the kind one doesn’t come across too often. “We’ve recently decided to expand, so work will begin soon on a new street and a dozen new houses. We’ll see after that if we feel that’s enough.” Lance poured two drinks and mixed the rum with some root beer and handed Nick a glass. 

“Thanks. You really have it made, man; congrats. I’m more the bohemian type; my job pays well but I’m nowhere near rich. I do it because I’m passionate about it.”

“How did this whole supernatural myth-busting thing come along?”

“Oh, it was just an idea to attract more listeners and have some kind of interactivity going on. It took a life of its own. I’ve been in harm’s way countless times because of it and you know what? I really enjoy the thrill it gives me.”

“Harm’s way? Chasing imaginary ghosts and goblins? How’s that?”

Nick took a sip of his drink. “You’re from Bitternest; you’ve heard the stories.”

“You mean all those campfire tales they tell us to scare us as kids? They’re nothing but urban legends, cautionary tales they feed kids so we’ll behave and not stay out late after dark or have sex in deserted corners of the city.”

“That’s where you’re wrong; Bitternest is a magnet for unexplained and supernatural phenomena. I’ve encountered quite a few things that would scare the pants off you if you knew about them.”

“Oh, come on; give me a break. This is Lance ‘The Man’ Johnson you’re talking to.” Lance took a swig of the brown liquid in his glass.

“God, you still use that silly nickname you gave yourself back in the day?”

“Hey! I never gave myself that nickname; the chicks did ’cause of the size of my cock.”

Nick shook his head and smiled. “Good old Lance, you’ll never change. Here’s to reunions.” Nick raised his glass to cheer and Lance did the same.

Nicole walked into the room. “Sugar bumps, I’m going to my afternoon out with the girls. I’ll see you later tonight, all right?” She kissed Lance on the mouth and slipped him the tongue. She smiled at Nick without saying a word as she exited the room.

“Hmm, yummy. That girl tastes like a peach.” Lance refilled his glass. “Want some more?”

Nick nodded. “That’s a nice backyard you got there.”

“Wanna see it? We’re right behind the forest. Beyond the forest there’s a golf course. Speaking of which; do you play golf?”

“I can’t say that I do; I played once to see what the fuss was about. Not my bag. Just how big is this land anyhow?”

“Let me put it this way, all we’re missing is a general store, a bank, and a post office in this place and we could pretty much call it a town.”

“That’s nuts! It’s like living in a resort 365 days a year!”

“Almost. It’s a lot of hard work, too. The city’s been on our ass as well for zoning laws and other things of that sort.”

“Does that mean you can do pretty much anything you want within these walls and build whatever you want?”

“No, there are rules and guidelines to follow as with everything else in life. For instance, the gates can’t be locked. It has to be open to anyone, the way any neighborhood or street would be accessible to everybody. Hence the security guard at the gate. We have security 24/7 here.”

“I’ve been meaning to ask you about that; apart from that guard and you, I haven’t seen any other men out here.”

“Come, then; I’ll introduce you to our rear neighbors.”

*  *  *  *
[image: image]


The backyard’s grass was greener than any Nick had ever seen. It sparkled in the sizzling afternoon sunlight. The two backyards were separated by a hedge. Lance’s consisted of a patio, a set of two tables, eight chairs, and two barbecue grills. A massive weeping willow overlooked the yard and provided shade from the sun on the patio.

“Julian got himself a mini basketball court in his backyard.” Lance pointed to his neighbor’s garden. The ground was covered with an assortment of colorful flowers and small shrubs. The mini court he was referring to was not so small; it appeared to be the same size as any basketball court one would find in public parks.

“Lance! How are you, my man?” A colossal man exited through the neighbor’s patio door.

“Speak of the devil; I was just telling my friend about you! Julian, I’d like you to meet Nick Kubrick; an old high school buddy of mine. Nick, meet Julian Black.” 

Nick nodded and smiled. “Nice to meet you.”

“How’s it going, Nick?” the tall, blonde man asked. Nick thought Julian would look right at home on the set of an afternoon soap opera show. He was the kind of man women drooled over; tall, muscular, blonde, blue eyes, square jaw, and obviously rich. Plus he had a velvety voice that could make a grocery list sound like poetry. Nick admitted to himself he was starting to feel a little jealous of his old buddy and his neighbors. Just a tad.

“Nick’s visiting from Bitternest, Louisiana,” Lance said, as if Nick weren’t capable of speaking for himself.

“You’re a long way from home. I’m sure you’ll find our little piece of paradise refreshing compared to your foggy and dangerous city.” Julian walked down the stairs.

“You’re familiar with Bitternest?” Nick asked.

“I’ve been there on occasion on business; not the most welcoming place. And all those stories you hear about what lurks in the dark.” He shook his head. “I don’t know why anyone would want to call that place home. Isn’t that why you moved out of there, Lance?”

“Yeah, that and the fact that I met my Nicole.”

“What is it you do there, Nick?”

Again, Lance answered for him.

“How about you, you said your
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