
[image: ]

Published in Canada by Engen Books, St. John’s, NL.

Copyright © 2024 Matthew LeDrew

––––––––
[image: ]


NO PART OF THIS BOOK MAY BE REPRODUCED OR TRANSMITTED IN ANY FORM OR BY ANY MEANS, ELECTRONIC OR MECHANICAL, INCLUDING PHOTOCOPYING AND RECORDING, OR BY ANY INFORMATION STORAGE OR RETRIEVAL SYSTEM WITHOUT WRITTEN PERMISSION FROM THE AUTHOR, EXCEPT FOR BRIEF PASSAGES QUOTED IN A REVIEW.

––––––––
[image: ]


This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places and incidents are products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events or locales or persons living or dead is entirely coincidental.

Reprinting material originally presented in: Inner Child, Gang War, and Chains.

––––––––
[image: ]


Distributed by:

Engen Books

www.engenbooks.com

submissions@engenbooks.com

First hardcover printing: April 2024
Cover Image: Liz LeDrew

Cover Design: Matthew LeDrew

Table of Contents

RADICALLY BOTH

INNER CHILD PROLOGUE

CHAPTER ONE: SHOCK

CHAPTER TWO: ARE

CHAPTER THREE: DEFINITIONS

CHAPTER FOUR: BETWEEN

CHAPTER FIVE: AWOL

CHAPTER SIX: GANG WAR

CHAPTER SEVEN: KILLERS

CHAPTER EIGHT: THE REASON

CHAPTER NINE: STRANGE

CHAPTER TEN: CASUALTIES

CHAPTER ELEVEN: WAR GAMES

CHAPTER TWELVE: NEW RELIGION

CHAPTER THIRTEEN

. . .

GANG WAR

PROLOGUE

CHAPTER ONE: SHOCK

CHAPTER TWO: ARE

CHAPTER THREE: DEFINITIONS

CHAPTER FOUR: BETWEEN

CHAPTER FIVE: AWOL

CHAPTER SIX: GANG WAR

CHAPTER SEVEN: KILLERS

CHAPTER EIGHT: THE REASON

CHAPTER NINE: STRANGE

CHAPTER TEN: CASUALTIES

CHAPTER ELEVEN: WAR GAMES

CHAPTER TWELVE: NEW RELIGION

CHAPTER THIRTEEN

. . .

CHAINS

PROLOGUE

CHAPTER ONE: DISCOVERY

CHAPTER TWO: SEARCH

CHAPTER THREE: CUP

CHAPTER FOUR: FAITH

CHAPTER FIVE: WITH

CHAPTER SIX: CHAINS

CHAPTER SEVEN: PAST AGAIN

CHAPTER EIGHT: MOTHERS

CHAPTER NINE: DELVE

CHAPTER TEN: PREPERATION

CHAPTER ELEVEN: DESPERATE MEASURES

CHAPTER TWELVE: ESCALATION

CHAPTER THIRTEEN: WATCHERS

CHAPTER FOURTEEN: DETECT

CHAPTER FIFTEEN: LOWER LEVELS

CHAPTER SIXTEEN: FLASHBACKS

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN: STUDY HABITS

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN: PAL

CHAPTER NINETEEN: BEGINNING OF THE END

CHAPTER TWENTY: DOORS

CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE: UTERUS

CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO: JUSTICE

CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE: FLESH

CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR: NOTES

CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE: SILENCE

CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX: NO REASON

CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN: CONFER

CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT: LAST

EPILOGUE

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​RADICALLY BOTH

[image: ]


MATTHEW LEDREW

The end of the beginning.

In this pulse-pounding conclusion to the Coral Beach Casefiles series, Xander Drew and his friends must rely on the wit and cunning they’ve developed to unravel the mystery of a new vigilante serial killer who is taking aim at the gang members incarcerated in Coral Beach. But when evidence begins to point to someone in their own friend circle being behind the crimes, whose side will Xander choose? And will his choices split his team apart?

“An exciting horror story full of action and introducing a bunch of interesting characters. The story flows quickly and is a great read for a first-time novelist.” - Lisa M Daly, author of Their Sturdy Pride

“This is an amazing start to the dark paranormal thriller series, the Coral Beach Casefiles. Make no mistake, even though this is YA, it is dark and gory. It holds nothing back. The descriptions are wonderfully done. The visuals are powerful and brought the nightmare to life.” - Christine Rains, author of The 13th Floor

“The race to stay ahead of the killer made it a hard book to put down.” - Peter J Foote, author of Stowaway’s Luck

“Keeps the pages turning as you race toward the exciting conclusion!” - Paul Carberry, author of Carcharodon

“An unabashedly entertaining romp into the macabre, Black Womb is a delightful homage to 80’s/90’s slasher movies and delivers on its promise keep you guessing at every turn of the page.” - Nicole Little, author of Roxy Buckles and the Flight of the Sparrow
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Tommy Irons held the knife firmly in his right hand with the blade pressed tight against his left wrist.

The knife belonged to his father. It was a simple hunting knife, its rubber handle wrapped in black grip tape. The faded six-inch blade came up sharp on both sides, without any serrated edges or designs in the metal to make it appear fancy or frightening. 

Against his tender, loose flesh, it looked much more impressive than when it rested casually on his father’s worktable.

His hair was spiked high, as it usually was, belaying its long length. His heart-shaped face, usually seen with a smile (or at least a grin), was now sewn up in a frown of deep resentment. He wore a stained and tattered white tee shirt under an open blue one. The shirt was denim, like his jeans. He’d fallen in love with that style three years ago after staying up late and watching old teen movies from the nineties and had gone shopping the next weekend. He owned at least a dozen identical pairs.

He sat on the edge of his bed, arms leaned against knees and feet thrown over the side. There were pictures scattered all around of the most recent person to leave him with nothing: Julie Peterson.

His walls were covered in images as well. Pictures that he had taken, pictures that had been taken of him and of his life. 

That had always been an annual ritual of Tommy’s. Every year, he’d change all of the pictures on his wall to those he’d taken the year before. His father had always called him Shutterbug for it, back when he’d given Tommy’s actions any thought.

This year, however, had been different.

This year everyone had started to abandon him, from the beginning of the school semester starting with Jamie Dawkins and continuing through to Julie Peterson. The weeks could almost be marked by a personal loss on his part, either through death or choice or circumstance.

Every time one of them left him, he would turn their picture around. He would never take it down completely, merely flip it so that it faced the wall, sticking a pin in its corners and trying his best to forget the faces contained within them.

Now they were all facing front again. They glared at him again. Judged him again. The eyes that had once seemed warm and inviting now scowled and belittled him.

Jamie, forever frozen, held his cue stick as he awaited Mike to finish his turn. Half cut off by the table, his face was also lost but this time in the shadows of his red Cougars baseball cap. In the darkness, his eyes sparkled from the flash, looking sinister as they stared out at Tommy no matter where he sat in the room.

There were sunspots in Sara’s picture, but they worked so well that they enhanced the image. Tommy had zoomed in on her face as she was sipping from the straw of what he thought might have been a Cherry Coke, although the can wasn’t visible in the photo. He had framed the shot around her flawless face, accented with wisps of her blonde hair puffing out in stringy wet spikes from each of her black hair bands. Her eyes were wide, showing almost all of her pupils. The girl just didn’t seem to believe in blinking, as he used to tell her after examining a roll of film in his darkroom. Now those eyes gawked at him, as if daring him into a staring contest he had no hope of winning even if she wasn’t merely an image on glossy photo paper. It was so condescending, the way her eyes seemed to give him the once over, then push any thought of him aside, choosing death over him.

Then there was Derek.

There was no imagination needed to vilify that photo. Staring directly into the lens, arms crossed, eyes squinted and one eyebrow cocked—he looked ready to leap from the photo and cut Tommy’s head off, which he no doubt would have done if given half the chance. Then there was that grin. The sly smile prickling at the sides of his face, the one that he’d always worn. He wore it every day at school, while everyone around him talked about the murders, wondering who would be next and who could do such a thing. He smiled and joked and made light of it every single day... knowing all along that it was him. That he could have stopped and put their fears to rest at any time, but didn’t. It was all to impress his father, who spent more time at his job than with his own son. The smile, those eyes... they made you feel like you were being stalked. Like it was only a matter of time, even through the camera’s lens.

Then there was Julian Grendel, one of his best friends growing up, sitting back against the couch in his rumpus room, arms stretched out around Cathy and Liz as the both of them leaned in and pretended to give him a kiss on either cheek.  His smile was broad. His big blue eyes clearly visible, their color brought out by the sea-green tee shirt he was wearing. He was mocking Tommy, holding out his hands around all that he had and Tommy did not. He was laughing at him, egging him on and yelling at him to do it—to slice the flesh and let it bleed all over him.

Then there was Randy Owchar, hanging out at The Factory with Justin Langley and Sven Douglas. Never aware that Tommy was taking their picture, they were just loitering by the counter. One of them (Sven, maybe) was holding a Pepsi.  As it turned out, all three of them had been Tees, a gang of idealistic thugs that thought way too much of town pride and formed by Randy’s mentally disturbed father. Randy had betrayed and hurt them all in many ways, but none more than Tommy.

In the photo each Tee, but especially Randy, was turned away from him. If anything, it was more natural that—like always—they didn’t give him a second thought. From his place on the bed, Tommy glared up at Randy’s face, turned away and sneering at the former friend.

In the background of Randy’s picture was Roxanne, the waitress at The Factory. She, at least, was looking directly at the camera. A small grin stretched across her gorgeous face, which was framed by the few scattered wisps of her curly red hair, otherwise drawn up in a bow. She was bringing Randy a Coke, for which he was already reaching into his pocket for change. She, at least, had always been kind to him. She was also one of the women killed by Derek Smith, who explained to a reporter that his reason was to throw the authorities off his trail by killing people outside his circle. Ever since she died, The Factory had not been the same. Joan, the owner, hadn’t had any spirit since that day. None of it was fun anymore, instead just a grim reminder of what it had once been, when they had at least been able to cling to the illusion that everything was normal and that they were all friends, despite their differences.

Tommy turned and closed his eyes tightly, batting away a few droplets of tears as he turned to the next picture. His grip relaxed around the knife, then tightened again. He sighed, opened his eyes, and looked straight at the photo of Frederick Windser, who most people just called Sud. The picture was a bust of him, his bald head gleaming under the flourescent lights of the school. He had a fist connecting with the palm of his hand in front of him, wrinkling his dark green sweater at the elbows, distorting the triangles that adorned its chest. He had a vivid, fake grimace on his face as he posed, but the truth of the matter was in his eyes. His eyes sparkled with the mischievousness and playfulness of his true spirit as he posed for his friend’s picture. In those eyes were all of the many years of friendship that he had given to Tommy... and the question of why Tommy had betrayed him. It stung more than any photo yet. The night before Sud’s death, Tommy had been with his killer. Randy murdered him simply because of his hometown – dead because of a few measly miles—and the artificial importance of the tags ‘Tee’ and ‘Omega.’

And then there was Mandy.

Amanda Peterson, the light that shone on all their lives, bringing hope to all it touched. She had come to them in their darkest hour, when it seemed like there was no good left in this world, and gave them a glimpse of something better. Her flame burned strong, even as darkness threatened, and maintained her cheerfulness, zest for life and ability to forgive those who had wronged her.

This was part of the reason that Tommy had loved her so much.

In the end it had taken a beating, both physical and spiritual, to finally break her body... but not her spirit. Raped, beaten, tortured, mocked, spat upon... the hope was still in her face, even long after she was dead.

Now, from its perch on his wall, that glow bathed down on him from her pictures on his wall... a mockery of what it had been, for no picture could ever do it justice.

The first was of Cathy, Julie, and Mandy at the Factory. It was one of those spur-of-the-moment pictures that he had taken only because he had his camera on him at the time and they had not noticed that he was standing there until it was too late. 

Those were the ones that he liked best. Not the ones where everyone stood in a line like they were getting their driver’s license photo, looking stone-loaded out of their minds with red eyes and pasty expressions or had fake smiles plastered over an otherwise dreary expression. 

No, he preferred the pictures that were natural. When he could look and remember what people were like, not when they were all dressed up, but every-day normal, in case he ever forgot.

The three of them were sitting on one of the park benches that The Factory owners had bought from the city and fixed up, with an old fashioned street lamp hanging overhead. Where they’d gotten that piece of nostalgia, he’d never know. Never ask, either.

In the picture, Cathy was sipping on her bottle of Cherry Coke via a straw, her head turned slightly. The angle made her hair drape down over a good portion of her face, dividing it into angular lines. She was wearing a tank top with red and black vertical stripes. One of the shoulder straps had fallen over her shoulder, turning the picture from something simple into something sensual.

Julie had actually managed to see him right before he pressed the shutter. She’d been looking past him, at Xander. There was a quirky smirk on her face. When developing the photos and finding he had captured it, Tommy got so happy that he pinned it up while it was still wet, permanently staining the bedspread beneath it with photochemical dots.

And Mandy. She was doing something with her hair. She had both hands up, fixing her pigtails, inadvertently presenting her breasts through the sweater that she almost always wore, or at least some variation of it. There was nothing sexual about the pose, though. It was like looking at a portrait, a painting of a beautiful woman. If done right, there was nothing sexual about the nudity, just beauty. That was the way this was. It was simply her being her, as no other person could, with mouth open to say something to Julie, who was completely oblivious to Mandy’s presence.

Tommy had loved that picture for that exact reason. The fact that there she was, being perfect, and nobody was paying attention to her.

Nobody else could see her glow.

Sighing, he turned from the wall to the bed and floor surrounding him.

There were thirty or more photos sprawled out on the floor. Some upside down, some overlapping the others, and none of them in any particular order. There were close shots, wide shots, medium shots, group shots, portrait shots, and the one semi-nude she’d let him do that time they got drunk in Grendel’s cabin with Sara. All the shots, no matter their composition, had one thing in common:

They were all of Julie Peterson.

In some she was looking at him, others she was interacting with others. But in all of them, she had cute freckles across the bridge of her nose. She had effervescent green eyes that formed the basis by which every other color in the photos were judged. She had perfectly white teeth, just a little crooked in the front and always in a smile. She had a heart shaped face. She had brown hair with natural light streaks.

In all the photos, she was who she was: never posed and never fake.

One in particular had Julie sitting with Mandy on a bench just outside of school. He told Mandy under false pretenses that he was taking the picture solely of her, so she was posed perfectly, pretending to be a kind of funny-sexy. Julie had been turned toward the smoking section, saying something to Xander when he had called out her name, just before pressing the shutter release button. What resulted was the most natural shot of her possible, from the back wearing a slinky tank top, her head turned over her shoulder to look at him.

He also lingered at the semi-nude shot, in which her shirt was off, revealing a black bra underneath. Nobody in attendance had remembered him taking that picture, including Tommy himself. When he discovered it he had told no one, not even Sud.

Turning away from the pictures, he let a single tear dribble down his cheek as he pressed the knife in; slowly increasing pressure, hissing air as he drew blood, which gradually streamed down his arm.

Pursing his lips, he continued to push, driving deeper into the tender flesh. The pain was overwhelming, shooting in violent bursts between wrist and brain, then everywhere in-between.

Biting his lower lip as the pain got even worse, he held his breath, trying to summon the strength to push down just a little deeper...

His lungs fought back and Tommy heaved a great sigh. He relaxed his grip on the blade and let it fall to the bed. He stood. Cursing softly to himself, he looked around the room at all of the faces staring back at him again.

Sud

Mandy

Julie

Xander

Sud

Randy

Mandy

Cathy

Xander

Sara

Julie

“Argh!” he screamed, eyes bloodshot from pain and rage. He picked up the knife again and sliced it across the wall. Several pictures tore in half, some just below the neckline. Bellowing again, he sliced at the picture of Sud again and again, ripping it up with each strike until it was barely recognizable. He then turned the blade on Sara, and Jamie, and Derek, and Grendel, and Roxanne, and Mandy, and Julie. He tore them all to shreds, sending tiny pieces of photo-paper confetti fluttering in all directions as he waved his arms about wildly with the blade.

He sliced a photo of Xander directly in two vertically, splitting him into halves. He turned to the part of the wall that mainly portrayed Cathy and Mike, grabbing at them with hungry fingers and ripping through the glossy finish on the paper as though it were nothing.

Finally he stopped and looked at what he had done. Sweat poured down his brow and blood down his arm. His breath came in heavy, great gasps.

One photo remained on the wall, hanging from a single tack.

It was the shot of Randy, Sven and Justin, all hanging out at The Factory, awaiting their drinks. Slowly, he reached out with the tip of the blade, gently slicing away Sven and Justin and sending their pieces falling to the floor.

Stepping back and turning away for just a moment, he spun back around quickly and threw the knife as hard as he could at the picture. The knife burrowed a whole two inches into the wall, splitting Randy directly between the eyes.

Tommy stood there, breathing deeply as he squinted at the knife and waited for it to stop vibrating.
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​CHAPTER ONE: SHOCK
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She threw the vase as hard as she could, without aiming it at anything in particular, just heaving it with as much force behind it as she could muster.

It burst against the wall just to the side of Lee Piercey. He had to duck just to avoid the shards of pottery and soil coming back at him. 

“Jaylen!” he cried, his face livid with anger as he stood up again, brushing the dirt off of his shoulder. “What the hell is the matter with you?”

“Me?!” she screamed, pointing her finger at herself to bring the point home. “Excuse me, you son of a bitch. I found the goddamn letters!”

Lee’s face went white.

She reached into the kitchen drawer behind her, pulled out a bound wad of envelopes and heaved them at him. They connected with his forehead, knocking him back a pace. The elastic band binding them snapped, sending letters fluttering about everywhere, spinning to the ground all around him like fake plastic flakes in a snowglobe.

Lee fumed as he watched them fall around him. He turned back to face his wife, finger extended, and a fiery red color now very apparent on his face. 

“Well, maybe if you were doing your fucking job, I wouldn’t have to go sneaking around like a goddamn child!”

“Me?” she laughed, pointing at her own chest. “I couldn’t get it up if I wanted to, you impotent fuck! What the fuck does this one got that I don’t? Testicles?”

“You shut the hell up,” he barked, taking several menacing steps toward her, his jaw set.

“Get out!” she screamed, stepping back against the wall, fear flashing in her eyes.

He realized what she thought he was going to do, shaking his head spitefully. “You’d like that, wouldn’t you?” he drawled.

“Leave,” she repeated, standing up straight again.

Smiling and calming down, he nodded and turned back toward the hallway.

Lee entered the bedroom, slamming the door behind him. He knelt down and reached under the bed quickly, pulling out a leather suitcase and opening it. It was already full of clothes, razors, and a few other toiletries. He looked it over quickly, then zipped it up, slung it over his shoulder and headed back out the door.

He walked to the front door of the house, slipping off his loafers as he went. When he reached the porch, he pulled on his shoes and grabbed the keys to his car off the rack. He looked down at them, smiling. Slowly, he removed the house key and the mail key off of them. He held them in the palm of his hand, feeling their weight.

“Jaylen!” he called out to the kitchen, a smug look on his face.

There was no response.

He frowned, turning toward the room and tilting his head to try and see in. “Jaylen?”

Again, no answer.

Sighing, Lee walked across the carpet, tracking mud over it as he did. He turned to look at it, worried at first, then smiled. “Jaylen, I’m leaving the fucking keys on the kitchen table!” he yelled out, wondering where she had gone on such short notice.

He turned the corner to enter the kitchen and saw her, lying on the floor with a long red line drawn across her gut. Blood leaked out of her mouth and her glassy eyes looked into the distance.

“Jesus!” he screamed, dropping his keys and the suitcase to the floor.

He felt a sharp pain in his back and fell to the ground. He hissed, then looked at the rapidly pooling blood on the floor next to his face until his eyes finally closed and he drifted off to sleep.
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Xander Drew stared forward, entranced, at the row of lockers spread out before him. They were painted in the school’s colors, an alternating pattern of red and orange.

His brown hair looked almost black, only accented by his attire: a tight-fitting black tee-shirt, leather jacket, and dark blue jeans. Even his eyes, usually a dark blue, looked exceptionally black.

His brow furrowed, scrunching his bushy eyebrows as he stared at the sight before him, letting out a sorrowful sigh.

One of the lockers, an orange one, was left hanging open.

There were squares on the inside that were not as faded as the rest of the painted metal, where photographs and a schedule had once been taped down. On the front of the locker were paper swatches in the shapes of flowers where stickers had been ripped off in a hurry, along with the unmistakable sight of eraser-burn where something had been scrawled in pencil and hastily eradicated.

Slowly, he brought a hand up to the fragmented bits of paper stuck and traced one finger along the edges of the once shining flower, feeling its coarse edges against his skin. Again, he let out a long breath of air, which was almost visible as it reacted with the metal in the cool school hallway.

His hand relaxed and clapped against his side as it fell limply. His eyes continued to trace out every detail of the door, trying to remember what each shape and line had once been.

Quietly, respectfully, a figure came up beside him. Then another, on the opposing side.

Cathy Kennessy held her schoolbooks tightly against her chest, hiding the majority of her red tank top under both them and the black wool sweater that was draped around her shoulders and arms. Her raven hair fell down flat on either side of her face, hiding it in effect, except for one eye, her nose, and part of her lip. Blowing at a strand to get it out of her way, she quickly pushed both lengths back behind her ears, revealing a pale round face that nobody would ever want hidden. Her feet shuffled beneath her loose-fitting blue jeans and heels as she followed his gaze to its target.

Opposite her, Mike Harris frowned and folded his taut arms as he saw the sight in front of him, shaking his head and making his blonde hair shimmy out of place. His shirt read ‘SE MAG D NIM’ across it, which his mother had had specially made for him a few years ago. It read ‘MIND GAMES’ when switched around, something he had once found mildly amusing. He watched Xander for a minute, waiting for his friend to address him. When he did not, he shot his girlfriend a look.

She crunched her brow at him, moving her head from side to side ever so slightly. Sighing in defeat, he turned toward the locker as well, looking at the faded decals and removed decor.

Finally Xander moved again, opening the door the rest of the way until it clicked against the locker next to it. Inside, almost hidden by the shadows, was a small white square of paper. Hand trembling, he reached in and carefully picked it up by the edges. He turned it over, even though he already knew what it was.

It was a picture of him, taken two months ago at one of those four-photos-for-a-dollar booths. He had a goofy smile on his face but it was the only one that Julie had of him.

“She’s really gone,” he said simply, the despair in his voice palpable as he gently slid the photo into his pocket, resuming his glare into the empty void of her shadowed locker.

“Yeah,” Cathy breathed sympathetically. She placed a hand on his shoulder and began rubbing it gently. “She really is.”

He turned toward the floor, looking as though he might start to cry, then sucked it back with one long sniff and changing his look to something between anger, sadness, and resolve. “I really didn’t think she’d actually go, y’know?” he smirked, turning from Cathy to Mike as he fought his eyes from tearing up, acknowledging their presence for the first time.

“None of us did,” Mike agreed, looking at the locker now as if using it as an excuse not to make eye contact with Xander. “But I guess she had her mind made up.”

Xander nodded. He sucked both his lips in, then plopped them back out. “Good,” he said finally, forcing a smile. “Hopefully she’ll be happy in Coral Cove, right?”

“Yeah,” Cathy chirped.

“That’s where Mandy was,” he said. He could feel the ridges that the picture made in the fabric of his jeans. “That’s where she belongs right now.”

They both just nodded, realizing that no matter what they said he would continue talking until he was done.

“It’s not like she’s needed here,” he chuckled forcibly. “It’s not like I needed her or anything. We’ll be fine without her. Just fine.”

There was a long silence, and each of them turned back toward the locker, oblivious to the looks of their fellow students, who formed their own opinions on the trio’s actions as they walked past.

Mike let out several long breaths, the last of which he segued into a tune.

Xander turned to look at him. Then Cathy followed suit.

After a moment, he began to mouth words, then say them softly, not quite singing. “... hear them talk about it, on the radio...”

Cathy rolled her eyes and then hid behind her hand, peeking out from between her fingers.

“... did you try to read the writing, on the wall...”

Xander allowed a real, true grin to twitch at the corners of his mouth that grew slowly into a smile. 

“... did you hear the voices say, ‘I’ve heard it all before?’”

“It’s like deja vu, all over again...” Mike finished, turning his head on an angle and laughing.

“Exactly what made you do that?” Cathy asked, taking down her hand once she was sure that the both of them were done.

Mike shrugged. “The suspense was killing me.”

“Yeah. It beat me to it,” Xander groaned, placing a palm against the front of the locker door and shutting it tight with a loud clang of metal on metal.

“Hardy har har,” Mike said, in his best snot-nosed voice. “You’re so funny I forgot to puke on Cathy’s heels.”

“Heels?” Xander smirked, raising an eyebrow as he turned toward her and noticing how much taller she looked compared to usual. “When did that happen?”

Cathy squinted, as Mike’s eyes bugged out and he made a motion as if to duck and cover. “Two months ago,” she said icily, squeezing her lips together.

“Eee,” Xander squealed softly with a voice suddenly emasculated. He gritted his teeth and turned to the side. “I knew that.”

“Of course you did.”

“I did.”

“I believe you.”

“No you don’t.”

“You’re right,” she agreed finally, again pushing a strand of her hair back, which promptly fell back to where it had been. “I’m a horrible liar. I admit that now.”

Xander smiled, an event that faded as he turned back toward the metal rectangle he hadn’t even been aware they were walking away from, even though they were across the hall from it now. “I just don’t know what I’m going to do without her.”

“Did you tell her?” Mike asked, leaning against the wall with his arms folded, examining the locker to see what magnetic hold it had over his friend.

“Tell her what?” he posed, unsure.

“That you don’t know what you’re going to do without her?”

Xander’s face was expressionless, devoid of all but physical features, as he spoke. “No. I couldn’t. If I had, she might have stayed.”

Cathy smiled, reaching up and bringing his chin up until she was looking into his eyes. “But, on the other hand, if you’d told her, she might have stayed.”

“She made her choice,” he said. “I wasn’t about to say anything to her to influence it or make her regret it once it was done... it wouldn’t be fair.”

“Because people in this town always play fair, don’t they?” Mike drawled.

Cathy shot him a look.

“What?” Mike asked, spreading his arms as if to illustrate his point. “All I’m saying is, how fair is it that Jules had to make this decision without knowing the whole score? It’s like playing Texas hold ‘em when everyone else is playing straight. She only got to see half her cards before she decided to fold.”

Xander pushed his fingers through his hair, making his forehead look twice as big in the process.

“Is it just me... or did that make a little sense?” Cathy asked quizzically, giving her lover a look.

“I always make sense. You guys just don’t listen,” Mike said smartly.

“None of it matters now,” Xander said finally, swiping both hands across the air quickly. “Julie’s gone, and I’m here, and why she left or why she didn’t stay is irrelevant.”

“Maybe she was pregnant,” came a voice from behind them, almost so low that they couldn’t hear.

Xander’s eyes went wide, followed in suit by Mike and Cathy, as all three turned to see Tommy close his locker door and then lean against it. He was facing them, his patented smirk plastered across his face.

Xander took a step forward, his fists clenching without him even realizing it, as he glared at the taller man. His eyes burned with rage. “What... did you say?”

Tommy tried to contain his laughter and failed miserably, the chuckle erupting from his lips like a volcano. “I said someone probably knocked ‘er up. Geez, you’d think you’d be in a better mood about it, unless it wasn’t yours. First action you’d’ve gotten that wasn’t off a dead chick, right?”

Xander drew back so quickly that the slowly gathering group of students didn’t even see his motion, only the result. Tommy spun around quickly, his mouth distorted, blood spitting out onto the locker doors. 

He slammed against the floor then immediately started to laugh again. He wiped the blood on his lips away with one sleeve as Xander glared down at him, fists still readied.

Mike came up behind Xander fast, pulling him back and shoving him against the far wall. 

Xander tried only once to push away, but a quick look from Cathy ended the struggle.

“Oh, I get it,” Tommy nodded, slowly rising to his feet as he tasted a sliver of the blood that was on his thumb. “You’re going back to pretending you’re not making googly eyes at Cathy, while she pretends not to make googly eyes at you?” he laughed. “Careful Xander, you might end up with another one pregnant... she’s good at that.”

Cathy turned to face the wall, trying to hide the tears that were welling up in her eyes.

Xander lunged again, something deep inside of him surging, wanting to rip into Tommy. He felt his claws aching within his fingertips, pulling at the skin until they were ready to burst. He let out a low growl deep within his throat, not loud enough for anyone but himself to hear.

Mike stopped him again, placing his palm flat against his friend’s chest and shoving. “No,” he said, turning from Xander back to Tommy, removing his hand. “He’s not worth it.”

Unnoticed by all, Cathy stiffened a little, her back straightening to ramrod precision.

Tommy snorted, looking to have too much laughter in him to express in one lifetime. “Oh, I’m so hurt. Whatever shall I fucking do? I’m not worth it. Oh no!”

Mike stepped forward, though not in a threatening way. “Y’know, as much of a jerk as he could be, I’m still glad Sud isn’t around to see you acting like this.”

Tommy met his gaze and clicked his tongue against the roof of his mouth. That stupid smile of his was still plastered across his face. 

“You know what? Me too,” he said cheerily, walking away from the three of them before turning left, stopping and deciding to go right instead.
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Principal Shnieder watched the scene through the shutters of the glass door to his office as Tommy walked away from Mike and Xander, leaving them to console Cathy. He sighed, letting the plastic strips flip back into place as he held the phone tighter to his ear, laying the base back down on his desk.

“So, you see where I’m coming from,” he said warmly. “These kids, they’re starting to get out of control again. We can’t have that. They need someone they can talk to, before another one decides to go crazy again... yes...yes.”

While the person on the other end spoke, he carefully moved the letter opener on the corner of his desk and then adjusted the angle at which his business cards were facing.

“I know...” he said once they were done, nodding even though the person couldn’t appreciate the gesture. “... I understand that it isn’t the best of conditions for you. No offense, but it isn’t for us either. You’re my last resort. I need you, Robert. More importantly, these kids need you, and...”

Principal Shnieder stopped in response. Smiling as he went back to his chair, he sat down and put his feet up on the desk before rubbing one hand back through his scalp. “I understand... this will not effect your other responsibilities... we will work around your schedule... tomorrow? Thank you.”

He hung up the phone, a sly grin spread across his lips as he leaned back into his chair.

There was a courtesy knock at the door before a pretty brunette popped her head in. “You busy, Mr. Shnieder?” she asked politely. He noticed there was a blonde girl behind her, waiting patiently to see the Principal.

“Not at all, Jennifer,” he said, sitting up straight and straightening the papers on his desk.
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Xander leaned against the ripped and torn pool table, lining up a shot at the yellow one ball. He strained his eyes to see it properly and then adjusted his focus to look past it so that he could glare at Tommy.

Tommy sat at the bar, sipping on his cola. He watched as a young waitress passed by him, taking notice of all of her assets, and gave her a quick wink.

Xander tightened his brow and attempted his shot. The one missed its intended mark of the corner pocket completely, instead clacking against the eight and sending them both against the wall. He sighed before getting up again, shooting another sidelong glare at Tommy and shaking his head. 

Cathy got up, rubbed some chalk against the top of her stick and then laid the half-used cube of blue powder on the side of the table. She jolted up next to Xander, her hair bobbing against his shoulder. “You missed,” she said simply, giving him a curt smile.

He acknowledged her (barely) with a short grunt, wringing his stick with both hands as he imagined walking over to Tommy and using it to beat that smug look off of his lips.

Off to one side, leaning against a corner, Mike smiled at the two of them. He took a bite out of his Skor bar, its crisp almost-too-sweet goodness snapping off in his mouth. He peered at Tommy too, but his gaze was mostly fixated on Cathy. She’d been through a lot the past few months, and he was glad that what Tommy had said had not hurt her any more than that moment. “Keep your chin up, Xander,” Mike said, his mouth full of candy. “She always chokes on the third-last ball.” As both contestants ignored him, Mike’s eyes began to stray around the room. It had been a long time since they had all come here, the three of them, like this. From the looks of things, it had been a long time since anyone had.

There were mock Persian rugs for sale, pinned up against the far wall. Each of them was brightly colored with earth tones, all with completely different patterns but the exact same aroma. Though one he could never quite name, it was in every Asian market or authentic restaurant he had ever visited. Mike loved that smell, it reminded him of his one and only trip to Los Angeles when he’d bought a Japanese dub on Highlander for three dollars at a cart in one such market. It had been two disks for an 190-minute movie, something he had marveled at at the time, but now seemed quite mundane. He had been impelled to choose Highlander from the large pile of DVDs because every other title had been pornos where the preview on the back had been a garbled mix of English and Spanish.

Near the rugs was the arcade section: a special, sunken part of the Factory that constantly radiated swirling lights and different noises and taunts. As a child, it was like a Siren’s call. Eventually, the noises faded into the background but every now and then, if one got too close, one would still be pulled in. Most likely to one of the one-on-one fighting games that dominated the area.

Close to that was the bar, kitchen and tables. That was where Mike’s senses really kicked into overdrive, making him forget exactly why anyone would not want to come here. Besides the smell of cheap booze and cigarette smoke (a vile combination that wafted not from the patrons but from the kitchen staff), there was the distinct fragrance of burgers frying on a grill. Big, thick, meaty burgers so greasy that you could feel your arteries clog as they slid slowly down your throat. The first time he had ordered one, it had taken him nearly an hour to devour the entire thing. Even then, he had to throw out almost half of it while his friends weren’t looking and telling them he had finished the rest in one bite. To this day, this was still considered an impressive feat and was brought up on occasion.

On the wall that was directly in front of him—the one behind Xander and Cathy as she sank her high ball then moved in for another—were movie posters lined up with sticky tack, covering the bad plastering like cheap wallpaper. There were about thirty in all, from Timecop and The Breakfast Club all the way up to X-Men, but as far as Mike was concerned there was only one. One that caught his attention the second his eyes fell anywhere near it and any time: the poster for American Beauty. 

The one with the blonde girl laying in a bed of roses, looking up at you with that come hither look in her eyes, mouth partially open and hair spread out in a halo around her head. She looked sublimely innocent lying there with dark red rose petals covering her breasts and mid-section, tongue barely visible, as if another petal rest inside her mouth.

As Mike stared deeper and deeper into the poster, he began to wonder if her tongue was like a rose petal. Soft and tender and quick, with such an odd and sweet taste that one would spend the first moments of the kiss trying to pin it down before relinquishing that thought into her body. When the imaginary kiss broke off, it was no longer the girl from the movie laying on the bed, but Cathy.

Cathy lay there, twisting about and moving her legs from side to side, shaking the rose petals that covered her but never moving them entirely. The result was like a quart of alcohol on Mike’s system, blurring his vision to anything else. His mouth went dry and he felt his legs buckle.

She brought her finger up to her lip and touched it briefly with her tongue, smiling devilishly. She giggled at him when he quivered, then glanced down at herself, as if only just realizing how titillating she actually was. Grinning just a little, she stood up. All the rose petals fell to the bed, except for a few that stayed in her raven hair. She walked toward him slowly, her supple breasts waiting to be caressed, as were the curves of her soft, smooth body. He could already imagine what she felt like. Remember what she felt like. He remembered the hot, the moist... but mostly, he remembered the distinct taste of lime on his lips when he had kissed her...

“Mike,” Cathy said again, a little louder this time, bringing him out of his trance. “What were you thinking about?” she grinned, just like she had in his daydream. The similarity startled him at first, making him wonder if her clothes would now fall to the floor and she would walk toward him with that look in her eyes.

He cleared his throat, and took one final look back at the image on the wall. It had gone back to being the young girl from the movie. Still hot, but nowhere near as satisfying as where his mind had taken it. He turned back to Cathy, smiling genuinely. “Nothing, sweety,” he said as she pulled him into a kiss, her rose petal darting in and out of his mouth.

Xander watched their lips move for a second, then turned away and scanned the room. There were a few girls sitting closer to the kitchen then they were, each of them about the age that Mandy had been, thirteen or fourteen. Tommy was looking at them, too, and for a moment both men realized that they were thinking the same thing.

Their eyes met from across the room, both steely and cold. There was a silent dare between each, a promise that no matter what happened this would not be over easily. It was like two countries declaring war after years of uneasy peace.

Finally grinning, Tommy got up and walked over to the two girls. They laughed a little at something that he said, then he sat down next to them.

Again Xander felt his hands wringing the neck of his stick, his teeth grinding together. “I really hate that guy,” he said under his breath, turning away before he broke the cue in half. “Smug, stupid bastard. I should drag him outside right now and give him what’s been coming to him for months. Since Grendel’s party. Since that time he kept hitting on Mandy. Since...”

“Since he saved your girlfriend’s life and then she got all chummy with him alone in her hospital room,” Mike said, breaking off the kiss long enough to breathe the words, then going in for one more peck before the couple turned to face Xander.

“Yes,” Xander said, pointing at him in weird agreement. “Exactly. That’s...” he shook his head and walked closer to the two of them, his footfalls heavy. “You can’t tell me you guys don’t see what’s happening here?”

Cathy frowned. She reached out and touched Xander’s arm, then remembered what Tommy had said about the both of them and let it fall to her side. “He’s just... he’s going through something too right now. Maybe he’s just not handling it as well.”

Xander groaned before he leaned over the pool table and fired at the seven ball. It connected, but ricocheted off the eight and sent it into the side pocket. Xander’s head sunk down between his arms as Cathy giggled, then held her hand over her mouth to hide it. He sighed, throwing a sidelong glance at her, then fired the rest of the balls into the pockets one by one. When that was done, he reached into his pants pocket and withdrew a plastic cigarette case, from which he grabbed a Camel then pressed it between his lips firmly.

“Must you?” Cathy tisked in disgust, curling her upper lip at the sight of it.

“I really must,” he replied, flicking the flint on the Bic lighter until flame spouted out the top of it. He lit the tip of the smoke, then closed his eyes and took a long drag, a smirk spreading over his lips.

“Maybe Tommy isn’t the only one handling this the wrong way,” Mike sighed, watching his friend inhale.

“Give it a rest, already,” Xander barked back, smoke puffing out of his nose and mouth.

Cathy recognized the way he exhaled. There was a different way for every emotion he was feeling, she discovered. The quick, short burst of smoke from both his nostrils and his mouth meant that he was hurting, typically. “Look, Xander, Julie’s leaving was hard on all of us.”

“You hated her,” he returned, almost laughing.

“I did,” she nodded, in the exact same, sympathetic tone of voice. “I really, really did. But you didn’t. You...”

“Don’t even say it, Cathy,” Xander ordered, pointing two fingers at her, his smoke lodged between them. “Don’t even think it.”

“You loved her,” she said, making his arm drop. 

His other hand rose, massaging the bridge of his nose and covering his eyes.

Mike looked away, realizing that he probably wouldn’t be a part of this conversation.

She stepped toward him and tried to get his hand away from his face so that she could look at him, but he refused. Frowning, she tried again. This time he relented and immediately threw both arms around her, placing his head on her shoulder (a feat much easier now that she wore heels).

Mike turned away from the two as Cathy cooed soothingly, feeling his chest start to heave as he tried to force it not to. He looked over at Tommy, who was chatting away with the two young girls. At that moment, he looked up and glared at Cathy and Xander, smiling briefly at Mike.

From behind Tommy, the door to the kitchen opened and Joan stepped out with a tray full of nachos and laid them down onto the bar.

Joan was a big woman, and she reminded most of the Factory’s patrons of Roseanne Barr with her witty, sarcastic nature. Up until a few months ago she would have come out of that kitchen with a wide smile on her face, laughing at something one of the kids had done or stopping to tell a quick joke. But since Roxanne’s death there were dark circles around her eyes all the time. There were no more jokes or laughs, only the grim reality that things weren’t as they were supposed to be.

Maybe things wouldn’t have been quite so bad if business hadn’t taken such a horrible turn after all of the murders. It didn’t matter that Derek Smith was behind bars, and would remain there for what he had done. The streets weren’t considered safe anymore, and neither was The Factory.

Mike watched her cross the room, keeping his eyes anywhere except for Xander and Cathy, trying to give his friend as much space as possible. The last thing he needed right now was to feel crowded or boxed in by the two of them coming in at him.

Xander’s cigarette hung loosely on his bottom lip. The smoke drew up into his eyes and made them sting harshly. He put up with the discomfort as the smoke served a more devious purpose: it kept Cathy from getting too close, despite her maneuvers and attempts to get him to look her in the eye.

His eyes began to well up and he blamed it on the smoke. Xander removed the cigarette for a moment and rubbed the tears away, yet still managed to keep Cathy mostly out of his field of view. 

“I loved Sara,” he said finally, barring his lip to keep in from shaking. “Julie was just... more convenient.”

“This may shock you Xander, but it is possible to love more than one person at a time,” she soothed, finally catching one of his hands between both of hers. She rubbed it with both her thumbs. “Like the way I love you and Mike.”

“I didn’t love her,” he spat as he finally turned to look at her. Anger and pain drenched his voice and his nostrils flared. “I didn’t. Maybe I thought I did, but I was wrong. You, I love. Sara. Mandy was lovable. Julie was difficult. She was unattainable. She was something I could chase but never have... basically something to occupy my time that went just a little bit too far. So, in other words... she was convenient.”

“Just about anything’s more convenient then a dead bitch,” Tommy said as he sauntered over.

The three of them turned, their gazes following the looks and stares that the words had left in their wake, until they found the person who’d spoken them.

Everyone was silent for a moment. It seemed like even the deep fryers in the back had been hushed by the words, too shocked to form a coherent sentence. When it came time for someone to finally break the silence, it was Mike that found the words first. 

“What did you just say?”

Tommy smirked as he leaned back on his chair and popped two chocolate chunks into his mouth. His voice was soothing yet venomous, like a combination of charmer and snake. “Well, Michael, I overheard Alexander and Catherine talking about the former’s recent romantic woes, terrible bit of luck that it was. I distinctly heard Xander state repeatedly that Julie was more convenient. That lends to the thought that, to be more convenient, she had to be more convenient than someone else. Since the only other candidate is Sara... that makes a lot of sense. I mean, Julie puts up less fight getting her into bed then a dead girl, after all.”

Again there was a silence. He had somehow managed to make his original statement even ghastlier.

Xander took a step forward. His smoke dropped from his lips and landed against his shoe, sending little sparks in all directions before it rolled away. His eyes were transfixed and wide. Another step forward, less slow and mechanical this time, brought a great scowl to his eyes. By the third step, he was almost flying through the air at Tommy. Cathy held him back, though she wasn’t trying too hard.

“I am going to kill you,” he said under his breath, pulling just slightly on Cathy’s grip.

“Why not?” Tommy shrugged merrily as he popped more sweets into his mouth, chawing on them even as he spoke and making great smacking noises with every syllable. “Maybe me and Sara could do the undead bedroom squiggly. Then I’ll have been  in both of your girls.”

Cathy let go of her grip on Xander.

He took a moment to register his freedom from her grasp, and only half of one afterward to act upon it. He lunged from where he stood, his feet barely touching the ground as he crossed the twenty feet of dead air between he and Tommy in a heartbeat. He grabbed the mocker by the scruff of his shirt and pinned him against the wall, wrinkling and tearing the posters that adorned it. 

“I will rip you in two,” he said, so low it was barely audible, using every ounce of restraint he had in him not to completely let loose.

“Why? I’m only telling you the truth,” Tommy grinned. He wiped some saliva from his chin and then patted it onto Xander’s cheek. “Why do you think she wanted to talk with me at the hospital? She wanted to thank me for putting it to her so good. She even slipped me a twenty for it.”

Nobody else in the room moved as Tommy watched Xander’s face be at war with itself, looking like every emotion he was feeling was fighting for dominance. And while everyone else in the room could know what Xander must have been going through right now, nobody else could understand.

Nobody else was the Black Womb.

Xander felt pain pulse from the tip of each of the fingers in his left hand, the one that held Tommy to the wall. The one that was irritatingly close to the foolhardy youth’s neck. It was pain that could have easily been ceased, simply by giving in to the urge that had been building for years now. The urge to end Tommy Irons.

The urge to pop his claws.

Four-inch retractable claws positioned at the end of each finger, each one made of the same dense bone that was inside his lean, muscular body. His lanky form and loose clothing hid a being of formidable physique, capable of world-class athleticism. Blood filled his mouth as a second row of teeth emerged behind his normal ones: this set razor-sharp and able to regenerate. Shark’s teeth. His eyes, although they appeared normal, saw more than anyone else in the room. They saw through shadows and the tricks of light. His hearing was strong enough to perceive Tommy’s heartbeats, and to know how calm and relaxed the arrogant prick was about this entire situation. Most phenomenal though was the organ which lay deep within his right side. It had the ability to act as any other organ and heal Xander’s body past the point of what was previously thought possible. It could even cover his body in a thick, black liquid armor, transforming him into the thing that stalked the nights and punished evil men.

As Tommy squirmed in his hands, the thought of transforming right then and there and gutting him like a fish became almost too appealing to pass up.

Tommy smiled, waiting to see what Xander would do.

Xander drew back, then felt a firm hand on his shoulder. He turned slightly, just enough to see Mike standing behind him, a somber look on his face. Xander panned around the room a little, seeing Joan, Cathy, and a few other Factory patrons watching and waiting on the outcome.

“Come on, Xander,” Mike said, squeezing a little. “Tommy’s a jerk. I’d like to hand his face to him, too. But he’s not worth this.”

Cathy tensed.

Mike kept his hand on Xander, and after a moment Xander began to feel the full weight of it. It felt heavy. “He’s not that bad.”

Xander sighed, turning back to Tommy, who was still smirking wickedly. 

“Yes he is,” Xander said after a moment, raising Tommy about two inches higher, much to everyone’s surprise—especially Tommy’s. 

“Am I the only person who still sees it?” he asked rhetorically. “It’s like everyone got used to having him around or something. ‘Hah Ha, Tommy did this.’ ‘Oh my gawd, I can’t believe Tommy said that,’ and everyone thinks it’s all in fun. Fun?” he sighed, almost laughing. “Well, what everyone seems to forget is that this guy is going to grow up and become a man. A man that grew up getting away with what all of you let him get away with. Grow up actually being encouraged by most to act this way. And he’s going to be one of those truly awful human beings that will do something to one of your children and then you’ll all get on the evening news like ignorant idiots and say ‘Oh, he was always such a nice boy. We exchanged cards every Christmas. I never saw this coming.’”

Xander relaxed his grip on Tommy, who was no longer smiling, and slowly lowered him to the ground. “Well, when it happens, don’t forget to mention the guy that warned you of it years before, and you were all too stupid to listen.”

Tommy twisted away from Xander’s grasp, then chuckled a little as he fixed his collar. He feigned a smile, then walked back to his table, grabbed up another chocolate chunk and put it in his mouth as Xander pulled out another smoke and lit it. 

“You’re right,” he mumbled under his breath as he chewed. “I’m not a nice guy. And it’s about time I reminded everyone of that. Especially you, Xander.”

Xander snorted. He turned and nodded to Mike as the both of them walked back toward their table, where both Joan and Cathy stood waiting and looking panicked. Xander slumped into a chair, hunching his shoulders as a bittered look came over him. 

Mike regarded his sulking friend and shook his head in dismay. “Was all that really necessary?” he asked in a hushed voice as they joined the girls.

Xander avoided his friend’s gaze, keeping his eyes locked in his peripheral vision. From the corner of his eye, he saw Julie leaning against the bar, frowning at him. He turned to see her completely, only to realize that there nobody was there.

Cathy’s hand went immediately to Mike’s, squeezing it softly.

Joan sighed, all but collapsing into her chair as tears formed in her eyes, only to be wiped away by her sleeve as soon as they came. “It’s for reasons just like this...” she half-whispered to herself, drawing the attention of everyone else in the room.

Xander turned to face her now, ignoring whatever it was he thought he saw.

Cathy put a hand on Joan’s shoulder, which she immediately shoved aside.

“...this town isn’t like it used to be. I just can’t anymore,” she sobbed. “I didn’t want to do this with all of you here, but we’re going to be closing. For good.”

The entire room was silent now, all eyes on her. Except for Tommy. He was still chawing on his wad of chocolate.

“I’ll give it a month, just for you kids... but after that, I’m done. The Factory is done.”

There was a stillness in the room. An unexplainable quality as each person looked to the next for clues on how to feel, but nobody really knew. This building, under one name or another, had been a part of their lives since before they could remember. It had been a part of their parents’ lives. Many of their parents had actually met and had their first dates in this building. Now, for the first time in generations, it wasn’t going to be here.

Cathy again put her hand on Joan’s shoulder, and this time it was not rebuked, but welcomed.

Amid the mute motionlessness, one man stirred.

Tommy Irons got up from his table, his horrible grin having been wiped from his face, and fixed the collar on his jacket. He walked to the exit, turned to see if anyone was following him, and scoffed when nobody did. He slammed the door behind him, shaking the entire building.
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​CHAPTER TWO: ARE
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Deep in the dark he swallowed hard, tasting blood from his lower lip. He had spent the last two hours rending it to shreds with his own teeth. The metallic taste filled his mouth and he grinned in grim satisfaction, revealing teeth and gums lined with red.

Drawing back his head, he snorted then spat out a large wad of blood and saliva onto his fingers. Laughing, he brought them toward the concrete wall he sat against and made a line straight down, then a semi-circle on the top on the right side with another, smaller line coming off from that. It was the letter R.

He giggled gleefully to himself, spitting more blood onto his hand.
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​CHAPTER THREE: DEFINITIONS
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“Amalgam.”

Xander looked up from the file folder that he cradled in his arms and shot a glance at Mike (who had spoken the word), before turning back and continuing to read.

There was a long silence between the two in the dead of the room, Mike’s nose buried deep in a folder all his own, one a kind of tanned green color.

Finally, Xander slapped his folder shut and sighed. “Okay, I’ll bite,” he said, laying his reading assignment aside. “What is it?”

Mike looked up from the file, as if just now realizing that Xander was there. “Amalgam,” he said again, leaning in so that Xander could see his records as well. “He uses that word over and over again. In like, every sentence O’Toole describes you with it.”

Xander glanced at his own folder, which they had stolen last week from their deceased Guidance Counselor’s office after realizing that he had been involved in a plot against Xander and his friends. “He does it in mine, too. What’s your point?”

“What does it mean?”

“Amalgam. Distorted. To distort. To merge. Basically a half-image of what was before. It was also a DC / Marvel crossover in the 1990’s before Joe Quesada came in and decided that crossovers were lame, in which Marvel and DC heroes merged to form new heroes, which were amalgams of the originals. Most notable are Dark Claw, made by combining Wolverine and Batman, and Spider-Boy, created from Spider-Man and Superboy. As another fun fact, it is a romance term coming from an ancient Greek word that translates to ‘emollient.’ This matches its term in chemistry where it is a softening agent, usually with Mercury... Perhaps only with Mercury.”

“I knew what the word meant. I meant why does he keep using it. It’s like he’s obsessive compulsive about it or something.”

“I think you’re reading a little too much into this. Is it possible he just misplaced his thesaurus? Besides, it’s a pretty accurate description of my ties to the Black Womb.”

Mike let that bounce around in his head for a moment, frowning. “I guess. It just seems like he was trying to tell us something.”

Xander picked up his file again, flipping through it. “Mike, the man hypnotized us—gawd, I feel stupid saying that—then tried to mind-fuck us all over the course of several months. Me and Mandy most of all. According to what we’ve found here, he also performed experiments on us at some point, trying to make sure that I actually was the Womb. He also sicked Genblade, the Tees, Zakron, and Circe on us, and was probably a party to more than that before we even showed up on the scene. We also don’t have any clue what future plans he might have had in store for us that might be waiting just around the corner. That’s why we’ve got to figure out these files, find out exactly what Circe knows about all of us, and see if we can figure out when and where they’ll strike at us next.”

“You don’t think there’s even a slight chance that we beat them and now they’ll leave us alone?” Mike chuckled.

Xander shot him a look.

“Right, sorry. I forgot I was living in an episode of Passions there for a second.”

Outside his window, Xander thought he saw something move between his house and the Johnson’s, but he paid little to no attention to it.
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Her eyes stared forward at her husband, without feeling or emotion. This wasn’t the first time. Neither of them moved and neither of them spoke: they simply lay there and looked at one another in a still silence.

Blood dried all around them and the foul stench of death rose up in heated wafts, coating the curtains and the walls; it was the kind of stink that future tenants would complain about for years to come. Their eyes were shrouded and cloudy, their lips cold and dry.

If Jaylen had been alive, this might have reminded her of the first few moments after their first time making love. She had been more than a little drunk. He’d tell her years later that he had dropped some ecstacy earlier that night while he was out with his friends. The two had been dating for several weeks, after meeting at one of her college orientations. He’d already graduated, but stayed around campus, still clinging to the last strings of his old life. He’d come over that night just to talk, a fact they both maintained over the years that followed. He had lived all the way across town, and it was late, so they both decided that he would stay the night.

When it was over, they had just looked at one another, their eyes dead and cold, not knowing what to feel or say. They hadn’t spoken or moved, or even made the effort to take him out... they had just lain there, staring at one another.

If Lee had been alive, he would have been looking at her breasts. He had always loved her breasts, but now they seemed somehow different. It was one of those subtle ways that dead bodies looked so different from ones that are alive. Her breasts no longer moved and bounced when she breathed the way they would if her lungs were still drawing air. The color had already gone out of them, too. She looked more and more like an extremely well-articulated mannequin, positioned in the worst possible way.

The front door creaked open, and there was the sound of heavy footsteps on the floor, scuffing against the mat as they came in.

“Oh my gawd.”
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In his room, still surrounded by ripped shards of the pictures he had taken over the past few years, Tommy sobbed relentlessly, his entire body shaking. He
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