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Chapter One

1993

Jake leaned against the wall, one dirty sneaker propped up against the stained stucco, his left thumb hooked into the pocket of his jeans. In that hand, he held a cigarette. With the other, he tossed a flashlight up and down.

“I can’t see anything,” Dewey yelped, skittering across the damp ground to peek in first one window and then the other.

“It’s too dark.” Mark cupped his hand to a filthy window and tried to pierce the darkness.

“What are we going to do? We gotta get this picture. We came out here to see this thing and we gotta get the picture.” Frank knelt beside his friends and stared alternately at the backs of their heads.

“If you babies will quit spazzing, I’ll tell you what we’re gonna do.” Jake, ever the cool, collected one, took one last drag of his cigarette and tossed it away. He shoved off from the wall, flashlight gripped firmly in one hand, and stepped to the nearest window.

All eyes were on him, three pairs of innocent globes looking askance from their great leader.

Jake planted his sneakers firmly on the wet ground and swung the flashlight back a good three feet from the window. By the time the others realized what was going to happen, the glass was already shattered, and Jake had stepped back.

“Shit, Jake! The whole town had to hear that!” Mark sat back on his haunches and slammed his fist into his thigh.

“So fucking what? Just another accident in the bad part of town.”

“Jesus!” Frank sucked air and cocked his head in the direction of the upstairs window.

“Now, here’s what we’re gonna do.” Jake fished another cigarette out of his pocket and patted himself down in search of the lighter. The others gathered around him, waiting for the revelation. “Who’s the smallest one of you?”

“Oh no!” Dewey’s sneakers bit into the ground on the first step, skidded through muck thereafter as Jake grabbed his collar and hauled him backward.

“You’re the only one who’ll fit through the window, Dewey.”

Dewey’s voice rose an octave and tripled in volume. “I ain’t going in there! He’ll freaking eat me!”

“You’re the only one small enough to pull it off.” Jake straightened his back and flipped the cigarette between his lips. “Besides, you’re the one with the camera.”

Dewey tried to pass the camera off to Frank, but Frank dodged backward and to his left, hands waving in the air.

“Okay, now, here’s how it’s gonna play. Me and Mark’ll grab onto your ankles and scoot you inside. Just enough that the flash will do you some good. Up to your waist, ya know?”

“No way!” Dewey shook hard, vibrating Jake’s arm with the fury of it.

“We’ll hold onto you, don’t worry. And you’ll snap the picture, then we’ll haul you back out. Simple as that.”

“No fucking way!” Dewey leaned back, putting up as much resistance as he dared. Under other circumstances, Jake would play the part of the bully, shoving Dewey into a locker or shaking him upside down to rob him of his lunch money. For the moment, Jake needed Dewey.

“Don’t ya wanna be famous, Dewey? Think of it.” Jake shoved the cigarette behind his ear and splayed his hand across the air in front of Dewey’s face. “For the rest of your life, you’ll be known as the kid who snapped the picture of Cannibal Jack. Everybody in school will worship at your feet.”

Dewey stared directly into Jake’s eyes, a dire mistake on any other day. For the moment, he was mesmerized by the thought of being famous.

“Come on, man! Think about it. By the time you get ready to go out with chicks, they’ll fall at your feet.”

Dewey nodded in spite of himself. “Swear to God you won’t drop me.”

“I swear.” Jake crossed his heart and shot a fervent glance at Mark, who nodded in concert.

“Okay. But you better hold on to me tight.”

“No prob!” Jake walked over to the broken window and sank to his knees. “Come on, Dewey. Let’s get to it.”

If Jake was the brave one, Mark was the wise one. For some reason, his face had gone pale, and his feet refused to obey his orders. Jake waved him over, teeth bared and eyes staring daggers through him.

Dewey followed their lead reluctantly, his knees already shaking harder than he thought possible. He checked Mark’s face before kneeling. He trusted Mark. They had been friends since they were in kindergarten and Dewey knew for sure that Mark would never do anything to put him in danger. Dewey was wrong.

“Mark, you get his right. I got his left.” Jake locked both hands around Dewey’s left ankle and nodded.

“Gotcha.” Mark grabbed Dewey’s right ankle, watching Jake’s face as he braced himself.

“Remember, Dewey, you gotta get a good clear shot. No blurry tabloid bullshit, okay?”

“Got it.” Dewey sank to his belly and hauled himself toward the broken cellar window slowly, the camera in one hand and his lower lip caught between his teeth. Already, the dew had soaked his shirt and sweat had soaked his collar. “Shine the light over in the corner first.”

His head disappeared into the cellar. Mark’s eyes darted first to the window above and then to Jake. Jake nodded his approval. Or was it an order? Either way, Mark wasn’t about to let go of Dewey’s ankle.

“I think I saw something move over there by the shelves.” All they could see of Dewey was his legs. For a small kid, he had good muscle tone. His waist rested on the windowsill, but his upper body was suspended straight out from there.

“Hurry up. I don’t wanna get busted.” Frank’s hands twisted nervously in his lap. The flashlight played over the floor and up the wall.

“Hang on. I gotta charge the flash.” A high-pitched beep broke the silence. “Okay, something in here just moved. Hang on.”

Mark felt Dewey’s leg begin to shake. “Hurry up.” His stomach was filled with barbed wire and his pulse pounded in his head. He took a moment to visually check the upstairs window, where he knew old man Dawson to sleep. Then he licked his lips and returned his attention to Dewey.

“Shit! He’s in there. He’s fucking real, man!” Every muscle in Dewey’s body stiffened and the camera swung up and around to target…something.

“Take the picture, Dewey. Snap it quick and we’ll haul you up.”

“Just a sec, okay? Shit! The flash ain’t charged yet.” Dewey wriggled on the ground as he fiddled with the camera. “It’s him for sure. Holy shit! He’s coming this way.”

“Wait till he just gets up close, Dewey. We want a really good, clear picture.” Jake smiled at Mark and something in that smile made Mark’s blood run cold.

“Jesus! You should see this guy.” Dewey struggled against their grip, his legs flailing, knees banging against the ground. “Let me up, you, guys.”

“Snap the picture, Dewey man.” Jake tightened his grip and shoved Dewey forward.

“Hey! Watch it, man! You almost dropped me.”

Jake’s voice grew louder; he licked his lips, almost hungry. “Hurry up and take the picture, you dork. Take a good one or I’ll shove your stupid ass in.”

“Shit man! Haul me out!” Dewey thrashed about. Mark nearly lost his grip, then managed to get a better purchase. “Shit! He’s almost to me.”

“Take the fucking picture! Take the fucking picture!” Jake shook him, his eyes wild and his chest heaving.

Mark looked at Jake from the corner of his eye, disturbed by the near ecstatic expression on Jake’s face. “Maybe we should just pull him out.”

“No way! I didn’t risk getting my ass busted just so we could leave without the picture.” Jake laughed. “Take the picture, you pussy.”

The flash went off. Dewey’s body lay still for a moment, then he half-rolled onto his right side. “Jesus! You should see the teeth on this mother.” Dewey laughed and then the flash went off again.

Frank’s head shot up. He had been staring in through the next window over, hand cupped to the filmy glass and eyes wild. “He ain’t just kidding. That fucker’s got teeth that don’t quit!”

“You got the picture, Dew-man?” Jake shook his leg just so Dewey knew he meant business. “You got a good picture?”

“I got it! I got it, man! Now haul me the hell up!”

Mark pulled first, his mind made up. Jake followed suit and Dewey’s body slid free of the window, his belly dragging along the ground and hauling his shirt up.

Jake stood and reached out one hand, his face a study in maliciousness. “Good job, little dude. Now, gimme the film so’s I can go have it developed.”

Dewey blinked at him, stricken. “If I open the camera now, it’ll ruin the film. I have to wait till I expose all the film.”

“Well, then, click away. Take pictures of my ass if you want to. But be done with it and hand over that film.” Jake’s hand shot out.

Dewey checked the older boy’s expression. His lips were pale and his eyes darted about uncontrollably. Suddenly, Mark felt bad for him.

Dewey’s finger hovered over the button, pressing down suddenly and repeatedly.

Jake lit another cigarette, watching the procedure as though he were a surgeon studying a new technique. He exhaled a long plume of smoke and winked at Mark.

“Atta boy!” Jake exclaimed as he took the roll of film from Dewey. “This is what’s gonna make you famous, boy.” He tossed the film into the air and caught it in the same hand, plunging it deep into his pocket as he spun.

Mark followed, leaning in close as if to ask a question. Frank was behind them, all eyes and ears as he searched Jake’s pocket in search of that reputation-guaranteeing cigarette.

Dewey screamed.

The sound was loud and shrill, and it made all three boys spin in their tracks.

Dewey’s belly hit the ground and all Mark could see was eyes. Dewey hit the ground belly-first, hands splayed out across the ground and mouth wide open.

“Holy fuck!” Jake tossed the stogey and made a mad dash for Dewey’s wrists.

Mark dove to the ground with a grunt, fingers locking around Dewey’s arm and his eyes locked on that broken window. A loud shriek broke the stillness, followed by the most feral growl Mark had ever heard.

“Jesus Fucking Christ!” Jake exclaimed, his heels digging into the ground and his arm muscles straining.

Dewey let loose the most wretched, agonized screech Mark had ever heard. And then he was gone.

Both boys sank back in the damp dirt, eyes locking onto each other and holding tight. Over their heads, the lights came on in the window.

“Fuck!” Jake hissed, the first one to flee the scene of the crime.

Mark and Frank followed, their sneakers digging up clots of wet dirt as they ran for the woods behind the house.

They ran hard and fast, the thick air burning their lungs as they crashed into the dense brush at the edge of the woods. They ran all the way to the big tree near the brook, falling in near unison onto the ground beneath it.

“Nobody says nothing,” Jake spat between gasping breaths. “We were never here. We ain’t seen each other since school let out on Friday.”

Frank and Mark nodded in unison. Mark fought his desperate need for more air and tried to speak. “What…about…?”

“…Dewey!” Frank coughed, his eyes wild.

“We have to help Dewey. He’s in there. With that cannibal thing.” Mark’s eyes locked onto Jake’s and refused to let go.

“You wanna go to jail? Huh? Do you?” Jake checked both of their expressions in turn. “I didn’t think so. Now, nobody utters a word about this…ever. As for this….” He held out his open hand, revealing the roll of film. “I toss this in the fire when I get home and the whole thing dies forever. We were never here. The first one of you wimps to utter a word dies a painful death. You got that?”

Mark and Frank locked gazes, their eyes sinking to the ground in shame. They nodded their compliance.

“All right. Now, everybody go home and pretend like you’ve been in bed.”

Jake shoved the film into his back pocket and darted away through the brush.

Frank and Mark remained a moment longer, too afraid to speak. Then they drifted off toward home, hands shoved deep inside pockets and consciences silenced.


[image: ]



Yanked backward by the grip on his ankles, Dewey did a belly flop onto the concrete of the basement floor. The camera, which still hung around his neck, snapped and shattered against his chest. He barely managed to get his hands out enough to prevent his face from being smashed.

It drove all the air out of his lungs.

For a few seconds he just lay there, unable to discern whether the monster still gripped his ankles or whether it was merely phantom hands that held him. His senses returned slowly, more slowly than his ability to move.

Out of instinct, he flipped himself over and crab-crawled backward until his back hit some large piece of furniture. He hugged his legs to his chest and gasped for air, shaking as though he might actually fly apart.

In the dark corner, not ten feet from him, a pair of eyes glowed menacingly.

“Please don’t eat me,” Dewey squeaked.

He was answered with an unintelligible grunt.

Dewey shook his head and blinked. All at once, he realized three things: First, that he was bruised from head to toe from where he had struck concrete. Second, that there were footsteps pounding the floor over his head. And third, that the pair of eyes was slowly moving toward him.

The basement was lit by nothing more than a small square of lamplight that crept through the broken window. Dewey glanced frantically around, desperate for an escape or, barring that, a weapon he could use against the beast.

The monster in the corner made another sound, this more of a growl.

Dewey felt his bladder release and tears stream down his face. In panicked desperation, he launched from the floor and made a bid for the window. He was able to grasp hold of the frame and haul himself up a bit, broken glass and splinters be damned. But then something grabbed onto his ankles and before he could react, he hit the concrete floor again.

In another frantic bid for freedom, Dewey lashed out with one foot, kicking the thing in the chest and sending it toppling backward. Then he found his feet again, feet that carried him to the stairs and upward to what he hoped would be an unlocked door. Sneakers hammered wood and his hand reached out, desperately seeking the doorknob.

The door opened.

Backlit by a set of buzzing fluorescents, a man stood silhouetted in the doorway. He caught hold of Dewey as he launched forward, grabbing his throat and slamming the door behind him. Then he hurled Dewey down the stairs.

Flesh met concrete for a third time, and it knocked all the fight out of Dewey. He curled into a ball and the last thing he heard was the lock clicking home on the basement door.

“What are you doing in my house, boy?” the man growled.

Dewey found the strength to rise from the floor and scoot backward into the wall. “They made me do it. I didn’t wanna.”

“Ain’t you got no respect for the sanctity of a man’s house, boy?”

Only now did Dewey realize that the man had something in his hand. Something long and thin. A stick? “They shoved me in here. I didn’t want to do it.”

The man took two steps forward and Dewey winced. The man smiled and raised the thing in his hand, which Dewey could now clearly see was a baseball bat. “You brought a camera? Whatcha gonna do with that, huh? You gonna take pitchers of my boy and sell ’em to them tabloids?”

“No, sir. No.” Dewey began to cry again. “Please don’t kill me. Please.”

The man laughed and raised his bat to rest on his shoulder. “Oh, I ain’t a gonna kill ya. I don’t kill little boys.” There was a long silence, and then, “But he does.”

Dewey heard a wet, slurping sound over in the corner and he knew right then, deep in the pit of his soul, that he would never see daylight again. He would never see his parents or his sister. And he would never get the chance to get even with those bastards who had left him down there.

“Go git ’im, son. Get that little bastard what broke into our house. You git ’im!” The man started hollering and jumping up and down, worked into a frenzy and itching for blood.

The eyes moved…slowly at first. A low growl filled the air until it was all Dewey could hear. He clasped his hands under his chin and prayed. He prayed so hard that his eyes were squeezed shut and he never saw Cannibal Jack launch out of the darkness and onto his chest.

“Ooh-hoo! Yeah! You get ’im, boy! You eat that li’l sumbitch! You eat ’im all up now!”

And as the man cheered, Dewey felt the beast’s teeth sink into the soft flesh of his neck.


Chapter Two

Present Day

Rapture, Pennsylvania. Paperboys were on evening rounds, would-be quarterbacks tossing small paper rolls onto porches, spiking imaginary balls in unrepentant joy. Small town America buzzed around them. The doomed red glow of the sun tainted the vision of weary travelers, escaping to houses of wood and stone and turning on lights to brighten their lonely quarters. A long trail of cars wound across the countryside, forcing back the darkness with the brilliant beams of their headlights, dragging the shadows after them like eerie tails wagging across the fields and side-streets.

Danielle picked up her books and shifted the heavy load onto the crook of her left arm, swinging the door open with her right as she left the house. The library was the perfect cover for her extracurricular activities, the perfect place to find herself with Steven again. She stopped at the end of the drive, checked her bright red hair in her phone, then hurried along the sidewalk humming something from the radio as she went.

Being sixteen wasn’t easy. Being sixteen and the daughter of the mayor was agony. She had to be sneaky, careful, and smart. Beneath every long puritan skirt there lay a mini waiting to be revealed. Those private school uniforms stifled her sense of self and crushed her social life. Ah, but those push-up bras and high heels, so carefully smuggled in and out in her large purse, more than made up for it.

The closer she got to the library, the lighter Danielle’s mood got until she was fairly dancing along the sidewalk. The breeze was still warm, though summer had lost its potency. As she turned onto Oak Street, the last leg of her journey, the brisk wind picked up the hem of her skirt and tossed it in the air. The struggle to right it stole her attention, forced her to steer off course and into a large pile of leaves.

Something lay beneath those leaves, something large and solid. Danielle’s foot struck that something, turning her ankle and nearly dumping her to the ground. One of her books fell, landing with a soft whoosh in the bed of leaves, turning some of them into gliders. She stumbled, tripped, catching herself in the nick of time. She stood pressed to an oak tree and stared at those leaves, suddenly feeling as though her skin were trying to crawl off her body. Cursing and red-faced, she retrieved the book from the ground and moved on quickly, anxious to be with Steven and away from that creepy place.
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Jack lay back in the bed of leaves, his brown eyes fixed on the branches above, arms and legs splayed in an almost cruel offering to the tree’s gentle rain. Leaves fell like pirouetting dancers, tumbling through the air and cascading down onto his thin body. They fell, not as gifts of autumn, but as the cast-off remnants of a dying oak.

He wiggled from side to side, disturbing the leaves and inching himself downward. He was preparing to hibernate again—to hide. The cars would come, he knew, and with them the men who would take away the parents. The parents, the only ones who understood, the only ones who knew, soon would be gone, lost forever. The last of those fallen leaves settled in around Monster’s ears, dulling the songs of frogs and crickets and softening the sharp blare of horns.

Something collided with his ribs just then, something small and animated. To add insult to injury, another object fell onto his stomach. It was too large and heavy to be an acorn, the wrong shape to be a branch. Jack drew in a deep breath and filled his nostrils with the scent of that distinct perfume. Every muscle in his body tensed, every nerve caught fire as he drew in a second breath, this time smelling past the heady perfume to the female who wore it. Danielle, she of the girlish giggle and the too-perfect life. He had watched her from his window, watched her grow, watched her ripen. Slowly, he relaxed, letting the tension seep from his body and keeping the leaves still. It was not yet her time, not yet his time to feed.

The piquant scent of recently fallen leaves filled Jack’s nostrils and permeated his skin, erasing the harsher, coppery scent. He closed his eyes and dreamed of the mother’s face, that sweet smile as she gave him what she knew he needed most. The father’s face broke into view then, a mask of horror and shock, eyes wide and mouth working as his hands shot out to defend himself. Only the mother really knew what Jack needed. Only she could give so unselfishly of herself. The father never understood; not really. He tried to feel Jack’s need, pretended to be sympathetic. But in the end, he had no more understanding than the others did. In the end, he was less satisfying than they.

The leaves rustled as Jack shifted, trying to block out the steady drone of small-town noise. He could hide there for weeks, he knew. There was comfort in being near that dead tree, near any dying or dead thing. And no matter how many of the leaves were stolen by the wind, that loving tree would still drop more to shield him, just as the mother had always given more to protect him.
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Danielle lowered her eyes as she entered the library, watching the carpet for signs of attack as she passed the front desk. Steve was there, waiting for her under the guise of sorting returned books. His eyes lifted to watch her from behind a curtain of disheveled bangs as she passed, his tongue grazing his dry lips in anticipation.

She disappeared behind a tall shelf of books, Steven in hot pursuit. Within moments, they were pressed close, lips moving softly as they whispered, words finally melting into a sweet embrace. Danielle on tiptoe and Steve folded nearly in half, the two melded as one and slipped into the shadows of the media room.
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It was the mother’s fault that Jack was the way he was. She had created him and molded him into the boy she thought he should be. It was she who had first fed him, taught him to hunger for her as she pulled him up close, laced her long fingers in his hair and spread wide for him to taste. And then that one time…the heat…the blood. It had done something to Jack, something he’d never been able to shake off.

All of that had brought Jack and the mother closer, tightening their bond. But then the father had found out and there had been trouble. When the father had finally seen that he couldn’t stop it, he’d turned his back on them, pretended it wasn’t happening. He pretended Jack was normal right up until his daughter came up missing. Though he could surmise what had happened to her, there had been no proof, so he’d kept his accusations, and his imagination, to himself.

What the father hadn’t known was how hard it had been. It had been summer. Jack had been fifteen, Connie thirteen. She’d blossomed in those past few months and Jack caught the sweet scent of her womanhood as it wafted down through the air ducts. The mother had always been enough. Until then.

That was when Jack first realized he could slither up through the air vents. He’d crept into Connie’s room one night and eased back the covers. She had slept so soundly, arms and legs splayed across the bed. Jack had lifted her nightgown and eased his head underneath, whispering softly as he approached, “Don’t worry. It won’t hurt.”

The mother had always smiled when he reared up his head from between her legs. She had stroked his cheek and cooed to him as she shook with delight. But Connie didn’t like it, not at all. She woke while he was still feasting. As she shifted, Jack lifted his head to check her face and when he did, she raised her own in kind. Even in that dappled moonlight, half filtered and muted by curtains, she could see his gore-drenched face, his wild eyes and enraptured smile.

Connie had screamed loud and long. The sound of it had sent pain knifing through Jack’s head. He’d had to stop her before the father came running, had to silence her screams. He hadn’t meant to hurt her, just quiet her, but in his panic, he’d bit too hard and she’d screamed louder and tried to crawl away. Her flesh tore and more blood spilled onto the sheets, not the usual sort of blood which poured from the women every month but huge streams of hot, gushing blood.

Connie had been dead before Jack even knew what he’d done. He’d flung himself onto her chilling body and sobbed until finally the mother came to see what was wrong. Luck had been with him that night and the father had been out drinking so the mother was able to help him hide his mistake.

She had taken Connie to the cellar and dug a hole in the dirt floor. In went Connie, then the dirt, and Jack was safe once more. Then the mother had taken Jack off to clean him up and drag him into bed with her, pushing the father away with tales of nightmares until he finally found himself sleeping dejectedly on the sofa.

The next morning, when the father found the bloodied sheets from Connie’s bed, he flew into a rage. He beat Jack until the floor was covered with blood. Then he locked him in the cellar, never to be released again.
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Danielle stepped from the comforting grip of the shadows, yanking down on her skirt fiercely in an attempt to right herself. Her hair was tangled, and her blouse buttoned crooked. Steve slipped up behind her to wrap his arms around her waist. He pulled her tightly against him and kissed the back of her neck, then moved into the light looking no worse for wear.

As Danielle fought to regain her composure, Steve winked at her from behind the front desk. Her skin pinkened and her eyes flared hazel to near crimson as she met his steady gaze. How dare he be so composed! How dare he be unaffected by the very passion which had so stolen her heart.

In a huff and with a swirl of her skirts, Danielle marched from between the bookcases and strode to the front entrance. One mighty shove of the heavy wood door and she was free, alone in the darkened town, teased by an ever-chilling wind. Her shoes tap-tapping along the desolate sidewalk, she made for home and the sanctuary of her bed.
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They thought he was crazy; they all did. Some even said so in quiet whispers, chanted softly as they passed. He had heard the same whispers about the mother since the minute she’d returned from the asylum, hushed curses flung across rooms and screamed from the street. But Jack didn’t care. The mother kept feeding him in the hopes that he would be satisfied. She alone loved him. But it wasn’t enough; it was never enough. He asked more and more of her until she had no more to give. The long periods between cycles drove him nearly mad with hunger. And then there was Connie. Poor, dear, sweet Connie who now slept beneath the basement floor.

No matter what happened, it seemed all right as long as the mother was there to comfort him. She knew how the hunger affected him and she understood what it was that made Jack crave the taste. But that last time, just a few hours earlier when he’d tried to feed and the father had interrupted, that had been what ended it all.

The father had walked in on them and started to yell. The mother tried to pull away, but Jack had held on. She’d been terrified, screaming, and still Jack had held on, unable to break his grip on her and give up that hunger. He had dug in his teeth, ripping at her flesh in the process and filling his mouth with fresh blood. By the time he broke that fever and regained his senses, it had been too late.

He’d been yanked from atop her body, torn from her as he had been torn from her womb. The father had beaten him, flailing at his face with those big meaty fists, bloodying his nose and adding to the madness. In the end, Jack had launched himself at the old man, grabbing tightly to the father’s neck and sinking his teeth into the soft flesh of it.

Now, there was only Jack buried beneath the leaves. The two of them had been too much for him to hide so quickly. They’d screamed, and others had heard. He knew they’d be found soon, by nosey neighbors, or the postman. Jack would have been caught. The thought of all those accusing eyes, the police, and the sirens had been too much for him to bear so he’d fled to the tree and the quiet comfort of the leaves.
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Danielle paced back and forth in her room, furious at her father for forbidding her to leave the house. Sirens, he had said, were descending on Oak Street. He wouldn’t risk his little girl by letting her out on a night such as this. She knew it was just one night, that tomorrow would come, and she could see Steven again. But losing a night with him was like losing a year of her life.

She saw the flashing lights, strobing red and blue in a wild carousel of spinning domes. They lit up the night, painted the houses, and made her head ache. She sat in her window seat and stared out at the mayhem, unaware of what had happened and untouched by it, save for the fact that she had cruelly been kept from her Steven.
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The police cars drew up to the curb now, their strobing lights adding even more color to those deep-hued leaves. The sun had slipped behind the old corner church, giving the streetlamps free reign. Jack knew that if he lay very still, they would pass over and around him. The constant twitching and writhing of his body had pressed him even deeper into that pile of leaves, had embedded him in the ground.

He listened and he waited for them to finish their duty so he could begin his own. He heard the sounds of people fleeing from the house to throw up their dinners on the mother’s Azaleas. He felt the ground shake as they wheeled a gurney past his pile of leaves, the breeze from it stirring them and nearly uncovering his nose. But he lay still, so still that even the carpenter ant which traveled over his cheek did not know he was there.

Eventually they all left. They packaged up the remains of the parents, of his life, and they left the same way they had come. Jack lay still in his house of leaves, talking to the mother in his head and watching the shadows deepen as more leaves tumbled from the tree above. There was silver-gilt moonlight to sharpen his vision. There was his keen sense of smell to warn him of danger.

For days on end he lay beneath the leaves, listening as the town around him searched for the missing monster, the crazy boy who had killed his family. People stood on the sidewalk next to his leaf pile and spoke of it. Jack listened and he smiled, pleased that grown men and women could be so afraid of a scrawny boy. And Jack waited.
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Another Thursday night and Danielle had her sights set on the library again. Last week had found her alone in her room, forbidden to go out. Something was happening on Oak Street, her father had said just before he shut her door with a bang.

She could smell Steven’s cologne as she sprayed on her own, could feel his hands already beneath her blouse. It didn’t matter to her that he was ten years her senior, nor that her father would forget his Christian manners and kill him if he found out. All that mattered was being with Steven, just that and nothing more.

Danielle marched along the sidewalk, shoes not just tapping the pavement but hammering it. It was a lonely sound, echoing through the streets of the town and bouncing back from a dozen houses. Somewhere in the distance, a dog began to bark viciously. She squinted into the murky dusk sky, wondered how soon the days would begin to grow short and force her to make this trip in the dark.

Ever since last week, the Dawson house had been dark. There was bright yellow tape slashing the lawn and waving across the porch. There were rumors, of course, about what had gone on in that place. All Danielle knew was that no one lived there anymore and the cause of that had kept her from Steven.

As she passed that house, with its dark windows staring blankly at her, she fancied that she saw a flash behind one of them. She paused in her trek to stare back at the house, feeling oddly as though she were being watched as well. Icy fingers of goosebumps ran along her back, teased the hairs at the base of her skull into a frenzy.
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Nearly a week passed before Jack began to think of leaving the pile. In that time, the ever-growing stack had been his bedroom and bathroom, his heaven and hell. Since first burrowing into the leaves, he had managed to dig himself a small niche in the ground. His body now lay fully beneath the surface, covered only by leaves and enclosed on all sides as if in a cocoon. He felt the ground vibrate whenever someone approached and soon he learned to gauge their size and age from those vibrations.

So it was that he could easily tell when Danielle approached. His body shook with her crisp steps on the concrete sidewalk; he heard the jangle of the beads she always wore in her hair, detected the scent of her perfume and beyond it the blood. It was her time. The smell of that filled his senses and set his stomach on fire. And as she passed, Jack lashed out with one hand and snagged an ankle, toppling her to the ground and dragging her toward the leaves.

She let out a small cry, more demonstration of surprise than fear, and lost her breath as she hit the ground. Long painted fingernails dug into the dirt as she struggled to crawl away, kicked at whatever or whoever was holding her ankle. But that grip tightened and she was hauled backward and down, yanked into those leaves as her nails left ruts in the ground. Her wide, frantic eyes locked on the tree in the hope of grasping a root. She suddenly began to pant from the exertion.

For a moment, she saw Steven’s face in the soft curl of grain and knot as she stared at that tree. His face filled her gaze, just as it had on their last meeting. She fought harder, her face red and hot as she gained a few inches, then was yanked backward brutally, the bottom half of her disappearing into the leaves. Her father’s words of warning came back to haunt her, stinging her eyes with tears and ripping at her heart. If only she’d listened to him, she might see Steven’s face once more.

A quick bite at her ankle, then her thigh, and she opened her mouth to scream. Jack cupped one hand over her mouth to quiet her, then locked one hand onto her shoulder to reel her in. Danielle felt blood trickle from those first two bites, saw another quick flash of Steven’s smiling face. In the end, even the face that was to be her future wasn’t enough to fuel her struggle. In the end, Jack’s teeth closed on her neck and Danielle slipped into darkness.

He fed for days on the girl as he lay in the leaves. All around town they searched for her. Her books were found by Jack’s pile of leaves but of course they never found Danielle or Jack. He had been careful not to leave a single drop of blood to taint the clean air. If they caught him, if they found out, they would put him in that asylum just like they had the mother, only he would never be allowed to leave.

Soon, the tree would drop its last leaves and Jack’s pile would begin to blow away. He knew that he would have to burrow deeper into the ground then, but for now he was safe. Still, he was trapped in the confines of those leaves for the moment. Just as the mother had stopped being enough, so the pile of leaves had become too restricting. He needed escape, a way to move about unnoticed. Then he could choose where and how and on whom he feasted.

It was clear to him now, what he must do. No more waiting for the passage of the moon, for the start of a new cycle. He would move from one to the other as they came into their time. There would be no more limiting himself to the blood that was freely and safely given. He could take what he needed without fear of being caught. And if he went east, kept in a straight line, he would eventually end up at the cemetery. Nobody minded bones at a cemetery. In the cemetery, he could hide their remains. In the cemetery he could rest.

In the cemetery, he could be with the mother again.


Chapter Three

From his position at the desk, the sheriff watched the boys playing in the park across the street. Summer sweat beaded their foreheads and dripped from their noses as dirty hands gripped dirtier still baseballs. The dull roar of voices suddenly split with the sharp crack of leather meeting wood, the baseball soaring through the air in a perfect arc. All eyes turned skyward, watching, as the sheriff watched, the clumsy kid with the glasses as he ran backward in an attempt to catch that ball.

His glove stretched out to receive the baseball, the boy with the coke-bottle glasses backpedaled across a good twenty feet of grass. The ball sailed through the air, seemingly destined for his glove. Propelled only by his digging heels and a good dose of momentum, the boy ran faster, faster, his eyes locked on the prize as leather cut through air. He could catch it, he knew he could, if only…if only….

A sharp knock on his open door evoked a physical jump from the sheriff, whose hand shot up in a silencing gesture. He rose quickly, crossed the room in three long strides and gripped the window frame to steady himself. Teeth sunk into flesh as he bit his lip, watching the poor boy’s progress across the field until his back finally struck the wall. The boy’s eyes closed, his glove curled in anticipation of the ball’s arrival. The sheriff sucked in a good breath and held it, his eyes glued to that glove. And the ball, swift and sure and as kind as any ball had been to any boy, struck the glove directly in the center with a soft whoosh of air.

The sheriff exhaled and straightened his back, ready to become a man again. But then the ball betrayed the boy, bouncing off the too-soft leather and landing on the ground at his feet.

The sheriff’s head sagged to its fullest extent, his body dangling from both strong hands as they held the window frame. Slowly, and with the greatest of effort, he straightened himself and turned to face his visitor.

“What is it, Keene?” The sheriff’s voice lacked resonance and his face had gone cold, but there was still that hint of disappointment in his dull eyes.

“You said to come talk to you right after I got back from the Dawson place.” Keene fussed with his badge and ran a thin hand through his blonde hair. “So here I am.”

“Right.” The sheriff mimicked the gesture and took his seat, concentrating solely on rolling his chair into that one perfect position behind his desk. “And what did you find out?” He spared a glance for the window, but the boys had already fled the field.

“Mr. and Mrs. Dawson are dead. We found them both in the basement…or what’s left of them.”

The sheriff leaned forward and scowled. “What’s left of them?”

“Well, the bodies weren’t completely intact
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