
  
    
      COLD WHISPER


      
        
      


      By Rick Hautala


      
        
      


      [image: ]


      
        
      


      A Macabre Ink Production


      Macabre Ink is an imprint of Crossroad Press


      Digital Edition published by Crossroad Press


      Smashwords edition published at Smashwords by Crossroad Press


      Digital Edition Copyright 2014 / The Estate of Rick Hautala


      
        
      


      Copy-edited by: Kurt M. Criscione


      
        
      


      


      
        

      

    

  


  
    
      LICENSE NOTES


      
        
      


      This eBook is licensed for your personal enjoyment only. This eBook may not be re-sold or given away to other people. If you would like to share this book with another person, please purchase an additional copy for each person you share it with. If you’re reading this book and did not purchase it, or it was not purchased for your use only, then you should return to the vendor of your choice and purchase your own copy. Thank you for respecting the hard work of this author.


      
        
      


      


      
        
      


      
        

      

    

  


  
    
      Meet the Author


      
        
      


      [image: ]


      
        
      


      Under his own name, Rick Hautala wrote close to thirty novels, including the million-copy best seller Night Stone, as well as Winter Wake, The Mountain King, and Little Brothers. He published three short story collections: Bedbugs, Occasional Demons, and Glimpses: The Best Short Stories of Rick Hautala. He had over sixty short stories published in a variety of national and international anthologies and magazines.


      Writing as A. J. Matthews, his novels include the bestsellers The White Room, Looking Glass, Follow, and Unbroken.


      His recent and forthcoming books include Indian Summer, a new “Little Brothers” novella, as well as two novels, Chills and Waiting. He recently sold The Star Road, a science fiction novel co-written with Matthew Costello, to Brendan Deneen at Thomas Dunne/St. Martin’s.


      With Mark Steensland, he wrote several short films, including the multiple award-winning Peekers, based on the short story by Kealan Patrick Burke; The Ugly File, based on the short story by Ed Gorman; and Lovecraft’s Pillow, inspired by a suggestion from Stephen King.


      Born and raised in Rockport, Massachusetts, Rick was a graduate of the University of Maine in Orono with a Master of Arts in English Literature. He lived in southern Maine and is survived by his wife, author Holly Newstein.


      In 2012, he was awarded the Lifetime Achievement Award from the Horror Writers Association.


      For more information, check out his website www.rickhautala.com.


      
        
      


      Book List


      
        
      


      Novels and Novellas


      Beyond the Shroud


      Cold River


      Cold Whisper


      Dark Silence


      Dead Voices


      Follow


      Four Octobers


      Ghost Light


      Impulse


      Little Brothers


      Looking Glass


      Moon Death


      Moonbog


      Moonwalker


      Night Stone


      Reunion


      Shades of Night


      Star Road


      The Cove


      The Demon’s Wife


      The Mountain King


      The White Room


      The Wildman


      Twilight Time


      Unbroken


      Winter Wake


      
        
      


      The Body of Evidence Series (co-written with Christopher Golden)


      Brain Trust


      Burning Bones


      Last Breath


      Skin Deep


      Throat Culture


      
        
      


      Story Collections


      Bedbugs


      Glimpses: The Best Short Stories of Rick Hautala


      Occasional Demons


      Untcigahunk: The Complete Little Brothers


      


      
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        

      


      DISCOVER CROSSROAD PRESS


      
        
      


      Visit us online


      Check out our blog and


      Subscribe to our Newsletter for the latest Crossroad Press News


      Find and follow us on Facebook


      Join our group at Goodreads


      
        
      


      [image: ]


      
        
      


      We hope you enjoy this eBook and will seek out other books published by Crossroad Press. We strive to make our eBooks as free of errors as possible, but on occasion some make it into the final product. If you spot any problems, please contact us at publisher@crossroadpress.com and notify us of what you found. We’ll make the necessary corrections and republish the book. We’ll also ensure you get the updated version of the eBook.


      
        
      


      If you’d like to be notified of new Crossroad Press titles when they are published, please send an email to publisher@crossroadpress.com and ask to be added to our mailing list.


      
        
      


      If you have a moment, the author would appreciate you taking the time to leave a review for this book at whatever retailer’s site you purchased it from.


      
        
      


      Thank you for your assistance and your support of the authors published by Crossroad Press.


      
        
      


      


      
        
      


      
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        

      


      To Dominick Abel


      


      
        

      

    

  


  
    
      COLD WHISPER


      
        
      


      


      
        

      

    

  


  
    
      Acknowledgments


      
        
      


      High on the list of thank-yous this time is the usual lineup of suspects—those friends who read, dissect, comment upon, and shred my outlines and first drafts. This time out Chris Fahy, Kathy Glad, and Mike Feeney were joined by Matt Costello and Joe Citro. Every last one of them took off the gloves and showed me many of the weaknesses in my original proposal.


      Captain Paul McCarthy of the Westbrook, Maine, Police Department took the time to answer a whole slew of questions about police procedure. By offering details about a policeman’s work, he opened up numerous paths the story could take. Of course, any inaccuracies are mine for the sake of fictional development. Thanks to Larry Farrington at the Maine State Prison in Thomaston.


      Also, as always, I continue to count on Mike Kimball to bring me up when I’m feeling down … as I hope I bring him up when he’s feeling down. Ain’t the writing life just grand, Mike? At first I thought I’d never forgive him for insisting I buy Xy-Write for my computer. Now I can’t thank him enough. So Mike—this Bud’s for you!


      I also want to thank Steve Bissette, who has helped me through a very difficult period by offering his knowledge and his kind words of support. Do yourself a gruesome favor and start reading Steve’s magazine Taboo.


      There are too many other people to start naming them all other than—again, as always—the four people who are always at the top of my list for love: Bonnie, Aaron, Jesse, and Matti.


      Thanks … all of you!


      


      
        

      

    

  


  
    
      Contents


      
        
      


      Introduction (by Nate Kenyon)


      
        
      


      Prologue: Tully


      
        
      


      Part One: The Darkness Gathers


      Chapter One: Dark Roads


      Chapter Two: The Chase


      Chapter Three: The Hunt Begins


      Chapter Four: The Lineup


      Chapter Five: Valley View


      Chapter Six: Dark Cloud


      Chapter Seven: The White Crane


      Chapter Eight: Visiting Hours


      Chapter Nine: Cell Mate


      Chapter Ten: Party Hardy


      
        
      


      Part Two: The Darkness Beckons


      Chapter Eleven: Meeting Michael


      Chapter Twelve: Making Moves


      Chapter Thirteen: Stalking


      Chapter Fourteen: Haamu


      Chapter Fifteen: The Fifth Floor


      Chapter Sixteen: Watching and Waiting


      Chapter Seventeen: The Tulpa


      
        
      


      Part Three: The Darkness Falls


      Chapter Eighteen: Nabbed


      Chapter Nineteen: The Storage Closet


      Chapter Twenty: Gone Missing


      Chapter Twenty-One: Pushaw


      Chapter Twenty-Two: The Bean Can


      Chapter Twenty-Three: Goin’ Ice Drinkin’


      Chapter Twenty-Four: Investigating


      Chapter Twenty-Five: Tuonela


      Chapter Twenty-Six: “… hungry…”


      Chapter Twenty-Seven: Midnight Visitor


      Chapter Twenty-Eight: Pursuit


      Chapter Twenty-Nine: Full Circle


      Chapter Thirty: Liberation


      


      
        

      

    

  


  
    
      Introduction


      
        
      


      Welcome to Hautalaville: Population 1


      
        
      


      I first met Rick Hautala in the flesh about ten years ago. I was an aspiring writer, the ink barely dry on the contract for my first novel, and I was nervous as hell. I had just arrived at a writers' convention called Necon, which I had been told I "must attend" if I wanted to meet people working in the horror genre.


      I knew a grand total of two people there, and Rick wasn't one of them. But after I checked myself in and ventured out onto the quad (the square of lawn between the dorms at Roger Williams University), I saw someone holding court near the gazebo. I ventured close enough to get a better look. I knew who he was at once. Rick spotted me lingering at the edge of the group like a fawn approaching the waterhole and smiled. “Fresh meat,” he said.


      It was the perfect beginning to a beautiful friendship.


      
        
      


      When I was a boy, growing up in Maine and dreaming of becoming a writer, I had gotten to know Rick Hautala through his novels. In the 80s, if you liked horror and you were from Maine, you read Rick’s work and you loved it. He took New England’s people and landscapes and wove them into a surreal version of the truth, where local legends whispered about in high schools and dive bars came to life and jumped off his pages like they were on fire and needing someone to put them out.


      When I say I had gotten to know Rick through his work, I mean it the way you might get to know a brilliant painter through her canvases or a gifted actor through his work on screen. It’s not all of them, exactly, but any good artist lets bits and pieces of himself bleed through his art. And Rick’s work brought a literary sensibility to horror, a thoughtfulness and depth that wasn’t always found in the genre. These were pulpy, old-fashioned scarefests but they had something extra, an undercurrent of pain and a perspective that was uniquely Rick’s own. His characters were complex, living and breathing people who often struggled with their own dark sides and complicated family dynamics. Broken, damaged people trying to find their way back home; supernatural horror as metaphor for what derails us, what haunts and then guts us as we fumble around in the darkness of our lives, trying to find our way to the light.


      Rick burst onto the scene at the right time to feed my growing obsession. I was just entering my teens and I was hungry for more and better horror. There was Night Stone, of course, the million-copy bestseller with the holographic cover that put Rick on the map and seemed to promise even better things to come. My sister and I wore than one out, thumbing through the pages. But there were many others that I gobbled up as soon as they hit store shelves. I kept reading his work through college, including his short fiction, which I think was some of his finest work (if you haven’t read the collection Bedbugs yet, stop right now and go get it; I’ll wait).


      Cold Whisper, the book that you hold in your virtual hands right now, was one of my old favorites: full of brooding, heavy atmosphere, dread hanging over everything, complete with a fractured family and a teen heroine who conjures up the stuff of nightmares. Also true to Rick's nature, there's the ancient Tibetan monk legend of the Tulpa at the core of the novel, a concept that surely sparked his imagination, as these things tended to do (Tulpa, Tully…) I remember reading it alone in my dorm room and hiding it under my mattress like a porn stash to keep my roommates from asking “why I read that crap” all the time. By then I was well versed in the nose-sniffing attitude horror-lovers suffered from when dealing with people who didn’t understand their particular tastes. Rick was well versed in this as well, as I certainly came to know later; he might have even shared that perspective, at least with what he would have considered lowbrow genre pieces that served to reinforce that kind of reaction.


      
        
      


      You might think that my story continues with Rick and me bonding at my first Necon, but here’s where I throw in a bit of a twist. After that first encounter at the gazebo, I didn’t speak much to Rick. I was too starstruck, to be honest, and he was busy with friends he had made over many years of attending the con. So I didn’t really get to know him until a couple of months later, when he invited me into his home.


      When people say Rick loved Necon, that’s an understatement. He lived and breathed Necon, and I don’t blame him. It’s really more of a summer camp than a convention, a place where a couple hundred horror writers, editors and artists let loose and bond and generally have one hell of a good time. Necon is a loving if slightly dysfunctional family—a Rick Hautala novel without quite as much bloodshed. Necon was the one convention Rick wouldn’t miss, and after my first visit, I felt pretty much the same.


      I didn’t spend much time with Rick that first year I attended, but I did get up the courage to tell him his work had been an inspiration to me and to ask if he would read my first novel. He agreed to give it a look, but he let me know that if he didn’t care for it I’d hear about it. I gave him a copy of the manuscript and went home (I was living in Massachusetts then) to try to keep from chewing my fingers off while I waited.


      A couple of weeks later I was headed back up to Maine to attend an event and realized I would be passing pretty close to the town where Rick lived. I gathered my courage and sent him an email before I left, and he invited me to drop by. I showed up, six-pack of Heineken in hand, and was met warmly by Rick and his significant other, Holly. We sat on the back deck, where Rick put his feet (in his customary flip flops) up, took a deep pull off a beer and sighed. “I’m halfway through your book,” he said. “You can write, kid. I’m impressed.”


      I’m paraphrasing here, but that was the gist of it. I don’t remember much after that. I know we talked writing, Necon, Maine, and half a dozen other subjects, but I was so floored by hearing him compliment my work that I had trouble concentrating. I left an hour or two later and must not have completely embarrassed myself, because he did end up giving me an amazing blurb for the novel.


      Rick and I corresponded regularly after that, and it sparked a friendship. I got invited to a monthly dinner for horror writers he was a part of, and of course we saw each other at Necon. The following year he gave me a T-shirt that read “Are you a writer or a punk?” When I got his well-known “hug it out, bitch” greeting that year, I knew I was no longer “fresh meat” and our friendship had been fully cemented.


      Something I loved about Rick was that he could talk about just about any subject (other than comics, of which he was not a fan; another thing we bonded over), and he was passionate about many of them. Writing, of course, and publishing and being creative (I got a lot of advice and you better believe I listened). Politics, too; also, good beer and cigars. He also loved to complain about his career and the state of publishing in general, to the point that he became known as the “Eeyore of horror—” a title given to him by the late writer Phil Nutman at Necon years ago. Rick had a favorite joke he told all the time: “What’s the difference between a pizza and a writer? A pizza can feed a family of four.”


      He had some tough breaks, that was for sure, but at the heart of these jokes seemed to be a belief that maybe he just wasn’t good enough after all. Rick was both a proud and yet intensely humble man, someone who just kept writing because “he didn’t know how to do anything else,” even as he seemed to grow ever more convinced that he was doomed to fail and fade away, a slowly dimming star in the night.


      
        
      


      I was standing in my kitchen on a beautiful spring day when I got the call about Rick. Chris Golden’s voice sounded unusually weak on the other end, choked, hesitant. “I just talked to Holly,” he said. “They were out for a walk and Rick collapsed…he’s gone.”


      It seems like a cliché to say I couldn’t believe it, but it’s the truth. There were a lot of things I could imagine happening to Rick, but dying wasn’t one of them. He was only 64 years old, and he’d seemed to be in fairly good health. After the shock started to wear off, I got angry. The sun was shining, people were going about their business. The world didn’t know or it didn’t care. It wasn’t fair. Rick didn’t deserve this. We didn't deserve it.


      But there wasn't any kind of message to be found in Rick's death and it wasn't “meant to be”; it had just happened, the way life happens to all of us. He'd recently received the Lifetime Achievement Award from the Horror Writers Association, which had made him happy, but he hadn't seen his career rocket back to the top, the way it should have, and now there would be no more Hautala novels for millions to enjoy. There was no satisfying ending coming. This wasn't one of Rick's stories.


      Then I started thinking about why I loved Rick so much. He was kind, of course, and incredibly generous with his time, and he'd helped me immensely as I began my career. He was an easy man to talk to and he was funny in a way that made people gravitate to him. He was certainly a mentor and a hero as well as a friend.


      But what really made him special was his fierce devotion to those he kept close. He loved his family, his boys, and Holly. And he loved his friends. If you became a member of his club, you were like brothers. He would do anything for you.


      So that’s what I choose to remember. That and his stories, bits and pieces of him shining through; the things that he valued, the things he wrestled with in the darkness. Rick Hautala was truly one of a kind. Maybe he never believed in himself as much as he should have, and maybe he really didn’t think he deserved the attention that came his way early in his career. He certainly talked like that often enough, but even that was something we all came to love about him.


      But I did not believe it then, and I do not believe it now. The man was immensely talented, his imagination endlessly fertile, and his works deserve to live on for many more generations of horror fans.


      
        
      


      So read Cold Whisper (if you dare), and then go get everything else he wrote, including his AJ Matthews books and his auto biography, which (true to form) he’d thrown away, certain nobody would want to read it, before his wife rescued it from the recycling. Through all of them you’ll get glimpses of the man he was, just bits and pieces of what was important to him, and what scared him the most. Me, I imagine him sitting in his favorite chair wherever he is now with his own little Tulpa perched on his shoulder, whispering in his ear and keeping him writing down those nightmares.


      Sometimes I imagine him whispering in my own ear, urging me on too. It helps during the tough times, when the words won’t come and the hill seems too high to climb. In Rick’s own words, from Cold Whisper: “I’ve had this … this feeling that you’re still hanging around. Close by, you know? Sorta like you’re still with me, still watching over me…Is that crazy, or what?”


      Rock on, brother. That’s what we horror writers do; we drag the nightmares into the light so they can’t hurt us anymore.


      
        
      


      Nate Kenyon


      July 2014


      
        
      


      


      
        
      


      
        

      

    

  


  
    
      Prologue


      
        
      


      Tully


      
        
      


      “My hands are clean: the stain is on my heart.”


      -Euripides


      
        
      


      “He’s crying! … Again!” Sarah Lahikainen said. Her voice was tight with anger and frustration as she stared into her dresser mirror and continued to brush her hair the required one hundred strokes.


      “What do you think I can do about it?” a thin, high voice asked suddenly from behind her.


      Surprised, Sarah shifted her gaze and focused on the reflection of the boy who was sitting in the rocking chair in front of the bedroom window. Slanting rays of the setting sun backlit his head and shoulders with a hard, orange line, making it difficult for her to see his face clearly. He looked no more than a year or two older than Sarah’s own eight years. His face was thin and pale in comparison to hers, which was nut brown from the summer sun; but they both had the same thin, wheat blond hair and sparkling blue eyes. Reflected side by side in the mirror, they could almost be taken for twins.


      Sarah regarded the boy silently for several seconds. His gradually widening smile exposed flat, white teeth. Then, with a huff of breath, she said, “I have no idea what you could do, what anyone could do about him!” She hiked her thumb in the direction of her baby brother’s room, then went back to her brushing, pulling the hairbrush angrily through her hair until she hit a snarl that made her yelp with pain and brought tears to her eyes.


      “I suppose you’re gonna tell me Brian made you do that, too, huh?” the boy asked. He punctuated his comment with thin laughter.


      Sarah stared at him through tears that blurred her vision, but she was unable to say anything because of the tight pressure building up inside her chest.


      “Come on, Sarah. Don’t you see how silly you’re being? You blame your baby brother for just about everything bad that ever happens to you?”


      A red rush of anger colored Sarah’s cheeks. She took a deep, steady breath, then wiped her eyes with the back of her hand before placing the hairbrush carefully on the dresser beside her pink jewelry box. Looking at her own reflection, she noted that, in spite of her efforts, her blond hair still looked limp and thin. Her pale blue eyes were runny and red-rimmed.


      “That’s because Brian’s always causing problems,” she said, her voice low and trembling. The dull ache in her chest grew steadily stronger. “Come on, Tully. You saw what he did to me yesterday!” Her gaze flicked over to the reflection of her bed, to the heap of brightly colored stuffed animals and dolls piled up against the headboard. One doll in particular caught her attention with the thin wash of brown stain on the left side of its face. “You were there when he puked all over Missy.”


      “Yup, I was there all right” Tully said. His smile seemed frozen on his face as he nodded.


      “And you can’t tell me Brian didn’t mean to do it,” Sarah said, shaking her head. “You saw him do it!” She wanted to cry just thinking about how much Missy meant to her and now, no matter how many times her mother washed her favorite doll, Missy was ruined. “Now she’s gonna have that pukey smell on her forever.”


      “Come on, Sarah. You can’t tell me a one-year-old baby can do something like that on purpose.”


      “He sure did! He did it because he hates me, just as much as I hate—” She cut herself off sharply, locking eyes with her own reflection. She could see how badly her lower lip was trembling, but there was no way she could stop it. “Whose side are you on, anyway? You know Brian hates me! Every time I even sit next to Mommy, he’ll start crying and squealing —or he fills his pants ’cause he doesn’t want her to pay any attention to me! Especially now that Dad left.”


      Tully shook his head in amazement. “He’s only one year old.”


      “So? Anyway, Brian’s the reason Daddy left in the first place. God I hate him! I swear to God, Tully, sometimes—” She clenched her fists and shook them at her own reflection. “Sometimes I wish Brian was …”


      “Dead?”


      Sarah’s head jerked up. She stared intently at Tully’s reflection in the mirror, convinced that his lips hadn’t even moved when he said the word. She nodded once, ever so slowly, in spite of the chill that shook her shoulders. “Yeah,” she whispered. “Dead.”


      A cold dread that originated in her stomach rushed through her body the instant she said the words. She clenched her jaw to keep her teeth from chattering and squeezed her fists so tight they hurt. Holding her breath, she slowly turned around to face the rocking chair.


      It was empty.


      


      
        

      

    

  


  
    
      Part One


      
        
      


      The Darkness Gathers


      
        
      


      “I’m afraid of what’s always behind me, no matter where I look!”


      —Statement made by a seven-year-old,


      when asked why he was afraid of the dark.


      


      
        

      

    

  


  
    
      Chapter One


      
        
      


      Dark Roads


      
        
      


      1


      
        
      


      “Sarah! Who are you talking to in there?”


      The voice came simultaneously with a rapid burst of knocking on the bathroom door. Sarah Lahikainen turned off her tape recorder. Momentarily flustered, her voice trembled when she answered, “No one, Mom. Just myself.”


      “Well, would you please hurry it up?” her mother said. The agitation in her voice was obvious, and Sarah had a pretty good idea why. “It’s supposed to start raining later, and I’d rather not be driving all night in a storm.”


      “I’ll be right there?” Sarah knew the rain wasn’t the only reason her mother was in such a hurry. She sat up straight on the toilet and closed her eyes for a few seconds, willing her bladder to release; but her mother had startled her so much she couldn’t make herself pee, no matter how hard she tried. Holding her breath, she waited, listening for the soft click-click of her mother’s heels as she walked down the hallway back to the kitchen.


      Sarah let her withheld breath out in a long, slow whistle. Then, leaning forward, she punched the record/play button on the tape recorder, held the machine close to her mouth, and continued with what she had been saying.


      “I just can’t believe it. I think that’s exactly what she said back then, too, when I was only about eight years old. ‘Who are you talking to in there?’ Is that a coincidence, or what?” She glanced thoughtfully at the ceiling for a second before continuing. “But ever since I got here to my father’s house last week, the first real visit I’ve had with him in at least five or six years … probably ever since they got divorced, I’ve been thinking about—Oh, God! I can’t even say your—I mean, say the name out loud!”


      Sarah leaned back against the cold toilet seat and shivered as she took a deep breath. Chills danced up her spine like tiny fingertips as she stared vacantly at the silently turning tape inside the recorder. It had been—how long? At least seven years now, since Dr. Wiater had suggested she talk her feelings into a tape recorder as a form of therapy. Pretty much ever since that horrible day when Brian, her baby brother, died.


      “Tully. Tully. Tully!” Sarah hissed with her mouth so close to the built-in microphone she was positive the name would be distorted on playback.


      “There, are you satisfied? I said it. Why the hell am I even thinking about you? It’s been so … so damned long, I don’t know if you were ever really real or what. I mean, who—or what—were you? Just some kind of … of figment of my imagination? I don’t even know!” Staring at the bathroom ceiling, she sighed deeply. “All I do know is that ever since I got here to my dad’s, I’ve had this … this feeling that you’re still hanging around. Close by, you know? Sorta like you’re still with me, still watching over me, even after all these years.” She sniffed loudly. “Is that crazy, or what?”


      Voices echoed down the hallway, drawing Sarah’s attention. Her mother and Rosalie, her father’s new wife, were talking with that buried-just-under-the-surface tension in their voices. Of course, Sarah couldn’t blame her mother for being upset; Devin, her ex-husband, hadn’t even bothered to inform her that he was getting married again. But then again, Sarah had had a fun week with her dad and Rosalie, and it bothered her that as soon as her mother showed up, that same old tension filled the house like oily smoke.


      Flicking the pause button, she cocked an ear toward the closed door and listened. Yup. Now Dad’s joined it. Here they go, arguing just like they did back when they were married. That was one of Sarah’s clearest childhood memories: listening to her parents fight.


      “Wouldn’t you think, after all these years, they’d finally get off each others’ cases? ’Specially now that Dad’s remarried?” she whispered, feeling a cold knot tighten in her stomach. Her hands were slick with sweat as she held the tape recorder close her face. “Well, I guess old habits just die hard,”


      The voices from the kitchen rose steadily. Sarah squeezed her bladder one more time, then finally gave up. She stood up, hiked up her panties and jeans, and flushed the toilet. Still, she couldn’t quite bring herself to leave the bathroom. Not just yet. Not until she calmed down and tried to put into words a few more of her thoughts about Tully.


      Unpausing the tape, she spoke again. “So what is it, huh? What’s making me start thinking about you now, after all this time? Is it just listening to them argue that gets me so … so mad?” She sniffed loudly, aware of the tightening panic inside her. “Why? Why am I even thinking about someone I can hardly even remember—someone I haven’t thought about in years? I don’t even know how much—if any of it—actually happened. Were you even real? Maybe I used to have an older brother who died or something.” Her throat nearly closed off. “Whew! That’s a thought! But I sure as heck can’t ask my mom about it … not after what happened to Brian. But what do I remember?”


      She moved over beside the sink and hiked one leg up onto the counter. Resting the tape recorder on her thigh, she closed her eyes and rocked gently back and forth as she continued speaking softly into the microphone.


      “Well … I sure do remember what you did to Myrtle. Aww, poor Myrtle,” Her eyes stung with tears as she shook her head sadly from side to side. “I couldn’t have been more than four years old, but I remember the day she scratched my arm like it was yesterday … and how mad I was at her. I still have the scars,”


      As if to prove it to someone standing there beside her, she rolled up the sleeve of her right arm. Through the blur of her tears, she stared at the three faint white lines that ran up the inside of her arm from her wrist almost all the way to her elbow joint.


      “I must’ve been older—maybe five. It was definitely before Brian was born. It’s surprising how clear I remember some parts of it. And boy oh boy, do I remember how much that cat scratch stung! Especially when my mom put that peroxide on it. It must have been peroxide ’cause I remember watching it foam up like Alka-Seltzer. And I remember being scared that the foaming meant I had rabies. But most of all, I remember how mad I was at Myrtle—that she could have done something like that to me.”


      Tears flowed freely from Sarah’s eyes. Sniffing, she wiped her nose and cheeks with the back of her hand before forcing herself to continue.


      “But I think the worst thing was what you did to poor, old Myrtle … my cat.” She heaved another, deeper sigh. “You should have known how much I really loved her, and that I was just mad at her for scratching me. I never really wanted her dead. I just said that ’cause I was mad at her. You know how people can say I wish you were dead when they’re angry and not really mean it. I’ll bet every kid in the world has said that about their parents at least once in their life. But I never, never wanted you to kill Myrtle or do what you did to her.”


      The memory of how she and her mother had found Myrtle rose in Sarah’s mind. She covered her mouth with her hand, fearful that she was going to vomit. She squeezed her eyes shut as she relived the horror of the day her mother, having noticed a streak of pink running down the side of the toilet, had lifted the cover and found Myrtle, her head twisted horribly to one side, her eyes hanging from their sockets like glistening pearls as she floated belly-up in water that reeked of Sani-Flush. Myrtle’s blood had turned the blue water a sickening prune purple.


      “And of course I got blamed for it! Even now, I don’t think my mother honestly believes I didn’t do it. Who else could have done it? You were nowhere around when it happened, and Brian—poor, dear Brian—wasn’t even born yet. So I think that even after all these years, Mom’s convinced I killed my cat … that I was mad at her for scratching my arm, so I twisted her neck and stuffed her into the toilet. And you, Tully. I remember, just as clear as day, shouting at you, accusing you of killing Myrtle when you showed up in my bedroom the next day. That was when my mother called out to me, ‘Who are you talking to in there.’ The exact same words she just used.”


      Sarah sniffed with dark, twisted laughter.


      She straightened when she heard footsteps coming down the corridor again. Glancing nervously at the door, she finished her message, hissing into the microphone. “But I know you did it, Tully, wherever the hell you are now, I know you killed Myrtle ’cause I was mad at her, and I—”


      She cut herself off when her mother knocked loudly on the bathroom door.


      “Come on, Sarah! I want to get going now!” The tension in her voice was wire-tight.


      “I’m all set,” Sarah said, forcing herself to sound chipper. For emphasis, she flushed the toilet a second time, using the sound to cover the noise she made when she turned off the tape recorder and stuffed it into her backpack. Slinging the pack over her shoulder, she opened the door, smiled widely at her mother, and said, “Let’s hit the road.”


      
        
      


      2


      
        
      


      Route 26 was one of many back roads leading out of Hilton, Maine. It was narrow and curving as it cut through the dense forest which, farther west, near the New Hampshire border, became part of the White Mountain National Forest. The air was heavy and moist; thick tendrils of fog drifting low to the ground made the driving much more difficult for Marie Lahikainen, who sat hunched over the steering wheel, peering into the night ahead. High above, fast rushing storm clouds streaked across the sky from the south, masking the thin crescent of moon. Towering pines lined both sides of the road, and the lack of streetlights cast everything into inky darkness. The car’s headlights, even on low beam, reflected off the silvery walls of fog, hardly helping as Sarah and Marie headed back to their home in Westbrook.


      “So, you seemed to like Rosalie well enough,” Marie said.


      Her mother’s voice was still wound tight, and Sarah knew just how loaded her comment was.


      “She’s okay, I guess,” she said. She wanted to say that she thought her father could have done better but decided not to give her mother any extra ammunition. “I think she’s kind of protective, you know? Real possessive about Dad, like she didn’t want to have to share him with me, but we got along okay.”


      Marie bit down on her lower lip and said nothing. Sarah took a deep breath and continued.


      “I just don’t see why, as soon as you showed up, you had to start ragging at Dad, I mean, he—”


      “I didn’t start anything,” Marie said sharply, frowning as she glanced over at her daughter. “I simply commented that he should have at least shown me a little bit of respect and had the common courtesy to let me know he had gotten married again before I showed up. I don’t exactly care for those kinds of surprises. And you—you could at least have phoned me sometime last week and told me about it. Can’t you understand how awkward I felt, walking in there and meeting her for the first time?”


      “Yeah, sure,” Sarah said, “but she was really nice to you. She didn’t—”


      “Well, what’s she supposed to do? She won! She’s got him?”


      Sarah started to say something but remained silent.


      “And I don’t really appreciate you defending her either,” Marie added.


      Sarah fought to keep back the accusation she had been about to let fly. Her hands tightened in her lap as she stared blankly at the road ahead. Neither one of them seemed willing to discuss the matter any further, so the only sounds were the car’s whining engine, the tearing hiss of tires on wet asphalt, and the sporadic slap-slap of die windshield wipers.


      “Uhh, Mom…?” Sarah began, clearing her throat and twisting in her seat to glance at her mother.


      “Yes?” Marie said, keeping her gaze fixed on the road ahead. In the dim wash of light from the dashboard, Sarah could see her mother’s jaw muscles clench and unclench. The circled reflection of the speedometer danced like twin full moons across the lenses of her glasses.


      “I—uhh, I kinda have to go to the bathroom;” Sarah said.


      “What?” Marie shouted. She let her breath out with a hissing sputter as she glanced again at her daughter. “I thought that’s what was taking you so damned long back at your father’s house.”


      “Well I did go—I mean, I tried to but I couldn’t. I gotta go bad now.”


      Marie’s grip tightened on the steering wheel. Sarah knew her mother was more upset about her ex-husband than she was about having to stop now. She could understand her mother’s desire to get as many miles as possible between herself and Devin and his new wife, but she really did have to go.


      “You don’t think you could wait until we get to Bethel, do you?” Marie asked. “There’s got to be a restaurant or gas station where we can stop’


      “I really gotta go bad,” Sarah replied, leaning forward and crossing her arms over her lower abdomen. “It’ll only take me a minute. I was just so uptight once you got to the house I couldn’t do anything.”


      “Lord knows you flushed the toilet enough times;” Marie said.


      “Please, Mom?”


      “I swear to God, Sarah;” Marie said with a low, angry sniff. “You sure do have a way sometimes.”


      “Thanks a lot, Mom,” Sarah muttered as her mother slowed the car and pulled over onto the gravel shoulder of the road. Even before the car was fully stopped, she had her seat belt undone and was swinging open the car door. The dome light inside the car came on, stinging her eyes as she stepped out into the moist night. The fog swirled in the red glow of the taillights, and for just an instant, Sarah thought she saw a human shape forming in the hazy glow. In spite of the warm spring air, she shivered as she looked out at the impenetrable blackness of the woods.


      “Don’t go so far you get lost;” her mother yelled when Sarah started up the slope and into the woods.


      “Don’t worry,” she replied as a wave of nervousness crested inside her. “I just want to be out of sight in case someone else comes along.”


      “You expect to see someone else foolish enough to be driving this road this late at night?” Marie said. She leaned across the front seat and slammed shut the door Sarah had left open.


      Sarah had been about to remind her mother that she was the one who had showed up three hours late to pick her up, and she was the one who had put a sour finale to the weekend by arguing with her ex-husband; but with the car door closed, she wouldn’t have heard her anyway. Still seething with slow-burning anger, Sarah picked her way carefully through the dense brush, walking up the sloping hill until she found a good spot where she could still see her mother’s parked car down on the road. She had just unzipped her pants and was scooching down when the curve of the road behind them began to brighten. Another car was approaching.


      “Damn it!” she muttered. She pulled up her jeans and zipped them shut before darting around behind a large tree. Clinging to the thick trunk, she stared down at the dark road and waited for the car to go by.


      The light coming up behind her mother’s car got steadily brighter, turning the wall of fog a bright silver. Within seconds, twin circles of approaching headlights appeared like hooded eyes out of the mist. The light swept down the road, illuminating the dark walls of trees that lined the road. Sarah had the impression the car was exiting a long, dark tunnel. The tires whined loudly on the wet road.


      What had at first been mere irritation at almost getting caught peeing in the woods suddenly shifted to sharp apprehension when the car, instead of passing by, glided to a stop directly behind her mother’s car. For several seconds—seconds that seemed like long, sludgy minutes—it just sat there, idling. The glaring wash of its headlights illuminated every detail of her mother’s car and sent spikes of light reflecting off the chrome, but Sarah could make out none of the details of the other car.


      Clinging close to a thick tree, Sarah stared down at the two parked cars. After a moment, the driver’s door of the dark car swung open. Someone got out. In the diffused glow of the headlights, it looked like a thin, young man. He slammed the car door shut and started walking toward Marie’s car with a long, confident stride. When he was close to the car, he said something, but it was muffled and lost in the distance.


      Fear, cold and clammy, gripped Sarah’s stomach. She was nearly frantic, not knowing what to do. Should she run down to the car in case her mother needed her help? Or should she go off and hide somewhere, protect herself and hope her mother could do the same? She wanted to believe this guy would prove friendly, that he had stopped to see if her mother had a flat tire or something; but an alarm was sounding in her thing—trouble.


      He came up close to Marie’s car, leaned down, and said something to Marie through the opened window. Again, Sarah couldn’t hear what it was. The dull glow of the dome light almost—but not quite—lit up his face when he suddenly snapped the car door open. Sarah couldn’t tell for sure, but her mother either stepped out or was pulled out of the car onto the road. A scream threatened to burst out of her but, sucking in a lungful of moist air, she crouched beside the tree, careful to make as little noise as possible.


      “Oh, no. No car trouble at all,” she heard her mother say as she straightened her shoulders defensively. Marie might have taken a step back from the man but she was blocked by her car. Even at this distance, the tension in her mother’s voice was obvious—much worse than what Sarah had heard back at her father’s house. Sarah craned her head forward to hear everything that was said.


      “Kinda unusual, though, to see anyone stopped out along here. Not unless they run out of gas or somethin’,” the man said. His voice had a deep, threatening resonance that grated on Sarah’s nerves.


      “No, my—I mean, I just stopped here to go to the bathroom,” Marie said, raising her voice.


      Sarah knew her mother was afraid, and was cuing her to stay quiet and out of sight.


      “Well, hey,” the man said, stepping closer to Marie. “Don’t let me stop you. Here.” Without warning, he lunged at Marie, his hands grabbing at her skirt. “Lemme help you get that off.”


      Marie tried to spin away from him, but he caught her up short, spun her around, and grabbed her. She cocked her arm back and swung her elbow at him, but the man easily deflected the blow. Holding her from behind, he pinned her arms to her sides.


      “What the hell’s the matter with you?” he said as he leaned close to her ear. “I’m just tryin’ to be friendly, tryin’ to help you out a bit.” He reached around in front of her and ran the back of his hand across Marie’s face. “I wouldn’t think of hurting such a pretty lady like you.”


      “You don’t want to be doing this,” Marie said, her voice rising several octaves higher as she jerked her head away from his touch. Even with the harsh glare of the headlights, the intervening fog made everything look like a two-dimensional shadow play, with two dark figures pressing close together. Sarah could imagine her mother’s fear-widened eyes glistening as the driver leaned close to her. She was irritated that she couldn’t make out any details of the man’s face.


      “Just what in the hell, do you think I want to be doin’?” the man asked menacingly. His hand came around to the front of Marie’s blouse and lingered over the top button, making his intentions all too clear. Gripping the collar, he pulled down hard. The sound of tearing cloth filled the night. Sarah watched, horrified, as her mother struggled against the crushing hold the man had on her. Her shoes scuffed in the roadside dirt as he dragged her to the back of the car and slammed her facedown onto the trunk. The impact knocked Marie’s glasses off and sent them skittering across the trunk before they fell to the ground.


      “Well,” he said with a deep, malicious laugh. “I guess I just gotta do something about making you more appreciative of the help people offer you.”


      Pressing Marie down hard against the trunk, his back was to Sarah as he undid his belt and zipper and let his pants drop to his ankles. When he was ready, he raised Marie’s skirt, tore, off her panties, and positioned himself behind her.


      “Consider this the penalty for trying to piss on the side of the road,” the man said as he kicked Marie’s legs wide and thrust forward with a vicious grunt.


      A hot flood of vomit rushed up into Sarah’s mouth as she cringed behind the tree and watched the dark silhouettes. Every sound was dulled by the fog, but the stark light of the headlights made it all too real. Her mother’s face was pressed flat against the trunk, distorting her screams. Sarah’s vision blurred with tears, but she strained to look, trying to make out any details of the man. She clamped her hands over her ears in a vain attempt to block out the savage grunting noises he made as he thrust harder.


      Sarah rocked back and forth on her knees as she watched the horrifying scene on the road. The night clamped down around her like a shroud, pressing so tightly inward she was afraid she was going to suffocate. Sharp jabs of pain centered between her eyes speared through her head.


      This isn’t really happening! her mind screamed. This can’t be happening!


      She was swept away by the disorienting feeling that it was a dream, a terrifying nightmare, and she would wake up soon. How could something like this be happening to her? To her mother? They had just been driving home to Westbrook, and all she wanted to do was go to the bathroom.


      In spite of the shrouding fog, she could see her mother splayed across the trunk as the dark figure of the man thrust repeatedly into her. She could hear her mother’s strangled cries for help and the man’s throaty grunts of animal pleasure as he built toward release.


      “Tully.”


      The first time Sarah said the name, it sounded foreign to her ears, as if someone else had spoken it nearby in the misty woods. Frantic with fear, she looked around, but her eyes met with only the impenetrable darkness of the woods and the lowering sky above the trees.


      “Tully?” she whispered again through lips as dry as sand. “Tully? You aren’t here, are you? How could you be?”


      Unable to convince herself that she was alone, Sarah looked behind her, scanning the woods, trying frantically to pierce the dense darkness and swirling tendrils of fog. She both wanted and dreaded what she might see, but she saw nothing. Her attention was pulled back to what was happening down on the roadside. With a loud groan, the man satisfied himself, then stepped back, pulled up his pants, and buckled his belt. With one hand, he kept Marie pinned down against the car trunk.


      “Jesus Christ, Tully! Why can’t you be here now?” Sarah hissed. She reached down to the ground; her fingers clutched the soil, digging into the forest floor, but all the while she was imagining having that man under her power so she could hurt him. Rip him apart with her bare hands.


      “Where the hell are you when I really need you, Tully?” Sarah said with a deep-belly moan. “I didn’t need you back then, not when I was mad at Myrtle … or at Brian. But I need you now! Where the hell are you?”


      The sound of her mother’s wracking sobs filled the night. Sarah wished she could force herself to close her eyes, to stop watching, so she could picture Tully as clearly as she could in her mind: his thin blond hair, his pale blue eyes, his wide-toothed grin…


      “Why can’t you be here now that I really need you?” she whispered as hot tears streamed down her cheeks. “Why? Why?”


      With sudden, shrill laughter, the man rolled Marie over onto her back and leaned over her. “You liked that, huh?” he shouted.


      Sarah watched him as he folded his arms across his chest, stepped back, and looked down at her. Marie stayed where she was, lying flat on the trunk, immobile. Sarah wished to God she could make out the features of his face, but through her tears, he was nothing but a dark smear against the night. Her mother wasn’t moving at all; she looked like a disposed doll, too helpless to even move.


      “But you know? I ain’t quite done yet,” the man said with a deepening tone of voice. Pinning Marie down with one hand, he lifted his foot up onto the bumper, reached down to the side of his boot, and pulled up his pant leg. With excruciating slowness, he extracted a long-bladed hunting knife from his leg sheath. Holding it up high, he let the headlights glint off the polished blade.


      “Jesus Christ! No!”Sarah whimpered when the man flipped the knife around and pointed the blade downward, poised mere inches above her mother’s throat.


      “Well, we’ve had our little fun,” he said with a twisted edge in his voice. He glanced up and down the road, then turned back to Marie, allowing the blade to drop perilously dose to her exposed neck. “It’s just a little personality quirk of mine, but I just don’t like the idea of leaving any loose ends behind, if you catch my drift.”


      “Come on, Tully! Please come to me!” Sarah murmured weakly. Her throat felt like it had been flayed.


      Sarah watched, stunned, as the driver rolled her mother onto her stomach, grabbed a fistful of hair with one hand, and wound it around in his fingers a few times for a good grip. When he jerked her head back, something in Marie’s neck cracked, sounding as loud as a gunshot in the night.


      “This’ll just take a second here,” the man said, looking over his shoulder at the road behind him. “I wanna make sure you don’t tell nobody about me.” He laughed savagely as he pulled back hard on Marie’s hair, forcing her to look upward at the cloudy night sky. Sarah stared in numbed disbelief at the agony, the lifeless horror that glowed in her mother’s eyes.


      With a quick motion of his wrist, the man brought the blade around toward Marie’s face and with a single flick drew the blade across her throat. A hot gush of blood as black as India ink shot over the trunk. When Sarah heard the sickening, gurgling sound that issued from her mother’s opened throat, she screamed.


      “Son of a bitch!” the man said, glaring up the hillside into the misty woods as the echoes of Sarah’s scream faded away. He released his grip on Marie’s hair and let her drop. Her head hit the trunk with a hollow drum sound before she slipped slowly onto the ground. “Sounds to me like I ain’t the only one out here.”
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      Branches lashed Sarah’s face, and darkness closed around her like, a net as she ran up the slope, deeper into the woods. Her fear-heightened senses strained to catch the sounds of the man chasing after her. He seemed to be closing the distance between them rapidly. Rain-slick leaves matted the forest floor, making her footing uncertain. In the enclosing dark, she bumped into unseen trees and tripped over invisible rants, and rotting deadfalls. Whenever she fell, the stinging aroma of decaying vegetation filled her nose and throat, spurring her panic even higher. Her heart hammered fiercely in her ears as she fled from the pursuing man.


      “You’re making this too damned easy for me!” he shouted. “You sound like a goddamned cow barrel-assing through the woods?”


      Panting heavily, Sarah stopped a moment to get her bearings, reminding herself that she had to keep going uphill.


      “You know you ain’t gonna get very far,” the man hollered. His voice boomed like a cannon shot through the foggy night. “So why don’t you just give up now before you hurt yourself in the dark? You don’t wanna fall down and break your leg or anything, now, do you?”


      Sarah choked back what she had been about to yell at him, knowing he was only goading her to reveal where she was. But she did start moving more slowly so she wouldn’t make as much noise. She reached out in front of her face to bat away the unseen branches, mentally thanking her pursuer for the advice; the last thing she needed to do right now was trip and twist her ankle so he would find her.


      As Sarah moved through the dense growth, her mind continually replayed what she had just witnessed: her mother had been raped and then slashed with a knife. She knew she was probably dead back there on the road, but Sarah couldn’t let go of that faint spark of hope that—somehow—her mother might still be alive. She tried not to remember the jet of blood and the horrible gagging sound her mother had made as her throat was slashed. Just before she started to run, she had seen the man drag her mother’s body over to the side of the road and roll her down into the ditch. Through her panic, she just wished to hell she had gotten at least a glimpse of his face—anything to help her identify him later … if she made it through the night alive.


      She forced herself to take deep, even breaths. The night air was like fire in her lungs. Her leg muscles screamed with the agony of running up the steep wooded slope, but fear spurred her on. The damp brush soon soaked her jeans from the knees down, and the extra weight dragged her back with every stride. Her sneakers made sickening, squishy sounds on the spongy ground. She could feel her arms and face were slick with something—either mist and mud … or blood. She stung where unseen branches had cut her, but she didn’t let up; she knew exactly what this man would do to her if he caught her.


      “Come on,” he shouted from somewhere far behind her. He sounded as if the chase was beginning to tire him. “You know, the longer you run, the madder I’m gonna be once I finally do catch you.”


      “Fuck you!” Sarah shouted. Her voice was ragged with exhaustion. It echoed, sounding dense and close in the foggy woods.


      “Ah-hah!” the man yelled triumphantly. “A little girl. So it was you off in the woods going pee-pee while your mother waited at the car, huh?”


      Fearful that he was still just trying to lure her into giving herself away, Sarah didn’t reply. Instead, she lowered her head and pumped her arms, redoubling her efforts in spite of the screaming pain in her body. It sure as hell wouldn’t take him long to run her down if he knew which direction to go.


      When she saw a thick, dark clump of brush up ahead, she didn’t hesitate; she dove headlong into it, heedless of the pain as the branches whipped her face. Snuggling down flat on the wet forest floor, nearly numb with panic, she waited, panting and shivering. Again, the cloying smell of rotting leaves filled her nose and throat, gagging her. She nearly screamed when she imagined herself lying dead on the forest floor. She sucked her breath in hard and pursed her lips to stifle a coughing fit. At least he couldn’t hear the rapid-fire hammering of her pulse.


      “Come on, little girlie,” the man called out. His voice echoed from several directions at once in the fog-shrouded woods. Sarah cowered on the ground, fearful that he knew exactly where she was, and any second now he would grab her from behind, pull her out of her hiding place, and do to her what he had done to her mother.


      “You don’t have to worry, little girlie,” the man yelled, sounding even closer. “I promise I won’t hurt you.”


      Sarah shook violently as she hugged even closer to the ground. Feverish prayers filled her mind, urging him to pass on by and not notice her. Her mind and every muscle in her body had been pushed far past their limits. She knew she couldn’t take much more. If he didn’t go past her soon she was going to scream…


      The heavy tramp of the man’s footsteps sounded louder, closer, pummeling the ground like a horse’s hooves as he charged up the hill. Sarah shut her eyes tightly, forcing back her tears and the trembling hitching of her breath. She knew she had to stay as calm as possible and not make a sound. If she was going to survive the night, the next minute, she had to think clearly. She had to get rid of all fear and fill herself with thoughts of—


      Tully!


      The name came to her as clearly and as sharp as it had come earlier tonight, in the bathroom of her father’s house just before she and her mother left. The skin on the back of her neck crawled as she fought the illusion that she hadn’t thought the name … someone hiding behind her had whispered it in the darkness. A prickling rush of fear danced like needles up her spine. At that same instant, a heavy, wet splattering sound filled the woods as rain began to fall. She could still hear the man’s steadily approaching footsteps. The spongy forest floor seemed to vibrate with each heavy step as he came closer to where she cowered in the darkness.


      Tully … Tully…


      She squirmed on the ground in terror when she sensed something moving behind her. Turning slowly so as not to make any noise, she tried to pierce the pressing darkness. What if the man had a friend with him, and he had managed somehow to sneak around behind her?


      For just an instant, the black night intensified, pulsating with energy as it solidified into a lurking, menacing, vaguely human shape. But as soon as Sarah thought she saw it, it quickly whisked away like wind-blown mist.


      “Jesus Christ!” Sarah whispered, unable to stop herself.


      “Was that you, little girlie?” the man called out above the steadily rising splatter of raindrops. His voice was high-pitched and taunting, and he sounded really close now.


      Looking down the slope, Sarah could barely discern his form as it shifted against the solid black wall of trees. He wavered in and out of view, elusive, like a puff of black smoke. One second he was there; the next, he wasn’t. Whimpering deep in the back of her throat, she nestled her face into the damp ground and closed her eyes tightly. If he caught her now, she didn’t want to see. She was determined to keep her eyes closed.


      “I know you’re around here somewhere,” the man called out teasingly. The sound of the rain grew deafening as heavy drops ripped like thousands of bullets through the leaves. Wet branches snapped underfoot, sounding like distant gunfire as he came even closer to where Sarah was hiding.


      “You know I’m gonna find you, so why don’t you just come out now? You don’t want to get all wet and cold, do you?”


      Against her will, Sarah opened her eyes and again stared down the slope at the man. Her heartbeat froze in her chest when she saw him standing right there in front of her, no more than six feet away. If she even took a breath now, he’d hear her. She didn’t even dare blink her eyes for fear that it would give her away.


      “I’m losing my patience with you, little girlie,” the man called. His voice wafted toward her with an eerie warble, sending icy spikes of fear through her.


      “This isn’t any fun for either one of us now, is it?” the man shouted. “Well? Is it? Think about how nice and warm and dry you could be.”


      Think about how nice and silent, cold, and dead I could be, Sarah added.


      This close, she could clearly hear the sound of his labored breathing, but she still couldn’t make out any details of his face. It was hard to keep focused on him, but she did see the dim outline of the knife in his right hand. The same knife he had used to kill her mother. She tried not to imagine the thick stain of blood that must be on the blade. But she was willing to chance seeing her mother’s blood if only there would be enough light so she could see this man’s face. All she wanted was to get out of this alive and find out who the hell this bastard was so she could make him pay … pay with his life for what he had done to her mother!


      But no! Sarah thought. How can my mother be … dead?


      Her eyes burned as she glared at the dim outline of the man, all the while earnestly willing him to drop dead right there in front of her. No, not dead; she wanted to see him fall to the ground and be torn to pieces—sliced and shredded
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