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Introduction

In the writing game, the four most important aspects of a piece of fiction are plot, characterization, narrative, and length. Of the four, length is probably the most crucial, because that is what determines exactly what you will be writing or reading. For the most part, authors divide their literary efforts into two categories: the short story or the novel. A short story is normally between 2,500 and 5,000 words, while a full-blown novel can be as much as 90,000 words or more. The idea of the storyline itself is what determines whether what comes about culminates into a short story or novella. Some plots can be tied up into a neat, effective package, while others require more character development and detailed setting and emotional impact. It’s like comparing a roller coaster ride to a road trip. Sometimes you depart from Point A and reach Point B swiftly, exhilarated, surprised and satisfied by the sudden turn of events. Other times, it takes longer, with many stops along the road, like traveling a lonesome highway from the East Coast to the West Coast, uncertain of what you will find waiting for you in-between.

Then there is another category entirely: the long fiction piece and the novella. These are works that demand more time and development than short stories, but not as much as full-length novels. They usually clock in between 6,000 and 25,000 words. More of an investment of time and attention – to both writer and reader – but, for the most part, a worthwhile investment, if the work is brought to fruition correctly.

The book you hold in your hands is a collection of my long fiction pieces and novellas. Most are stories that started out wanting to be short stories, but grew longer and more involved as the writing process drew on. Others were intended to be novels, but came up short, and for good reason. Sometimes the best of ideas just doesn’t warrant the length that a novel demands and that is where the novella falls into place.

Some of these stories came from the small press magazines and anthologies that I cut my teeth on in the mid-80s to mid-90s, while others are fairly recent, such as the Cemetery Dance chapbook Tanglewood and Mojo Mama from the Thunderstorm edition of The Sick Stuff. Four of these are the newly-written novellas that accompanied the re-released material in the Essential Ronald Kelly Collection, Volumes 1, 2, 3, and 4. Two are from my ultra-extreme collection of post-apocalyptic horror, After the Burn.

In any event, all are longer than the customary Ron Kelly tall-tale or shorter than the Zebra-published doorstoppers of old. All contain the twist and terror of my own brand of Southern-fried horror, but to a larger and more potent degree. Hopefully, they will entertain you and raise a few goosebumps in the process… perhaps even conjure a long chill within the marrow of your bones and keep it there for a good long spell.

Ronald Kelly

Brush Creek, Tennessee

June 2013


Midnight Grinding

“Which one must I kill first? Oh, sweet Lord in heaven, please tell me… which one must I kill first?”

The first time Rebecca heard the voice of Green Lee it came rasping through the lush leaves of the tobacco rows like the coarse hide of a snake rubbing against dried corn husks. She and her brother, Ben, had been performing the chore that Papa had given them that day: picking off the plump, green worms that nibbled on the summer tobacco and squashing them beneath the toes of their bare feet. But as they left one dense row and moved on to the next, the old man’s whispering plea echoed in the dusty afternoon air, curling through their youthful ears and stopping them dead in their tracks.

Rebecca and Ben backed up a few steps, listening to the sinister words and watching for a sign of the one who uttered them. “Heavenly Father, Lord Almighty on high, please tell me… which one shall it be?”

A rustling of tobacco leaves sounded from a few feet away, drawing the frightened eyes of the two children. And from within that dense patch of greenery crept a gnarled claw of stark white bone.

The youngsters broke from their fearful paralysis. Screaming, they ran along the field rows, feet churning clouds of powdery clay dirt into the hot, still air of mid-July. They soon burst from the high tobacco, their cries rising shrilly as they crossed the barren road to the gathering of shabby tin and tarpaper shacks that made up the itinerant farm camp. They saw their mother sitting on the front porch of one such house, washing a few articles of clothing with a scrub board and a bucket of sudsy, gray water.

“Lordy Mercy!” said Sarah Benton, looking as drab and threadbare as the clothing she washed. “What’s the matter with you young’uns?”

It was a moment before they could summon the breath to tell her. “There’s a ghost in the tobacco field,” gasped eight-year-old Rebecca. “A ghost with a bony claw!”

“Ya’ll hush up now,” said their mother. She cast a glance at the house next door and saw their neighbors sitting on the porch, snapping beans and eyeing the two children curiously. “I don’t wanna hear such foolishness from the two of you!” The Benton family had only joined the farm camp a few days ago in that sweltering summer of 1908 and it wouldn’t do to have the three neighboring families thinking that the Benton children were touched in the head or some such thing.

“But it was there, Mama!” proclaimed little Ben, nearly in tears, “and it said it was gonna kill us!”

Sarah was about to put her bucket and board aside and give the unruly pair a sound thrashing, when her husband, Will, emerged from the tobacco rows with a few of the other farmers. He approached the stone well that stood in the middle of the encampment, where a bucketful of cold water had been drawn and took a long drink from a gourd dipper.

Rebecca and Ben left their mother and ran to the big, rawboned man. They frantically told their father the story of the voice in the rows and the bony claw that had poked out of the leaves.

Will Benton laughed heartily and put comforting hands on their shoulders. “Aw, don’t go fretting yourselves about such. That was just old Green Lee over yonder. He ain’t gonna hurt you none.”

The children looked to where their father pointed and saw a man standing in the speckled shade of a hickory tree several yards away. The fellow was gaunt and lanky, wearing faded overalls and filthy longhandles underneath. He leaned against the trunk of the tree and grinned at them, his teeth stained with tobacco juice and his eyes holding a disturbing shine of madness. He had a scraggly gray beard and what little hair he possessed laid lank and lifeless along his scalp like sun-shriveled cornsilk. The children looked to his crossed arms and saw that the right hand was strong and whole, hard with the calluses of daily work. But the left one was fleshless; a gnarled claw of stiffened bone, looking like the pale, dry husk of a spider that had curled in upon itself in death.

Rebecca stared at the man, still uneasy in her mind. From the shadows of the big tree his eyes burned with a feverish light and his lips silently mouthed those awful words she had heard him utter in the close-grown rows of the hundred acre field. Then, with a big wink, the old man turned and walked to his own house no more than a stone’s throw from the place where Rebecca and her family lived.

That night after supper, their father told them the story of Green Lee.

He had once been a good man; a religious man who tilled the earth of the fields during the week and preached the word of God on Sunday morning. He had fought in the Spanish-American War as a young man and, after serving his country, had returned to his native Tennessee and worked as a farmer in the tobacco fields near the rural town of Coleman. He married a sturdy woman named Charlotte Springer, who a year later bore him twin sons. In all, Green Lee was a respected member of the community along Old Newsome Road… or he had been until his unfortunate accident in the spring of 1903.

It had been a scorcher of a day and Green Lee was plowing a forty acre stretch, when something peculiar happened to him. His wife went out to call him to supper that evening and found him in the center of the half-plowed field, standing over the lifeless body of his finest work mule. When she walked out to see what had happened, she found her husband giggling wildly like a demented child. The mule had been stoned to death, obviously by the farmer himself.

Large hunks of uncovered rock lay scattered around the poor animal and a particularly heavy chunk had been used to shatter the mule’s skull.

By the time Charlotte could summon some of the neighboring farmers, Green Lee had collapsed in the evening shadows and laid trembling in a violent palsy of unknown origin. He was immediately put to bed and his body bathed with cool water. The local physician drove out that night in a horse and buggy, and examined the feverish man. The doctor soon came to the conclusion that Green Lee had suffered a heatstroke, due to plowing that hot day without the benefit of a hat to shade his head.

After a month in bed, Green Lee escaped the prospect of immediate death and rose to resume his life, although never fully recovered. He was given to bouts of uncharacteristic behavior. For weeks at a time he would seem normal enough, tending to his crops and preaching the Lord’s gospel. Then, abruptly, his morals would become totally depraved and devoid of restraint. He would frequent a local roadhouse known as the Bloody Bucket and blow his earnings on whiskey, gambling, and whores. Soon, his behavior lost him the respect of his neighbors and the faith of his congregation. Gradually, the good and bad of Green Lee seemed to balance out and he grew more eccentric as the days went by, dividing his time equally between God and the Devil.

Before his illness, the man had been stubborn and headstrong. But in the years afterward, Green Lee became increasingly weak in mind and incredibly gullible. This condition was best summed up by the incident that led to the ghastly crippling of his left hand. Among his other afflictions, Green Lee suffered a bad case of arthritis in his wrist and finger joints, and he was always on the alert for some new medicine or folk remedy that might cure him of the bothersome pain. One night a couple of drinking buddies pulled a cruel joke on the man and suggested a cure that he had never heard of before, but one they assured would rid him of his agony. That night, after his family had gone to bed, Green Lee fired up the woodstove in his kitchen and set an iron pot of cold water over the flame. He immersed his left hand in the water and – per his friends’ instructions – let the water come to a steady boil. Slowly, the nagging pain in his fingers and wrist disappeared until only numbness remained. Green Lee was sure that he had miraculously been healed of his ailment… until he withdrew his hand from the scalding water and watched as the meat slipped free from the bones and fell like a fleshen glove, into the churning currents of the boiling pot.

His unfortunate crippling made it impossible for Green Lee to sustain the rigors of tobacco farming. He began to make a meager living as a handyman and an errand boy, working for a man named Leman McSherry who owned a number of itinerant farm camps in Bedloe County. To that day, Green Lee helped out the farming families that plowed, planted, and harvested the fertile tobacco bases along Old Newsome Road. He harnessed mules, went into town for supplies, and helped chop and split tobacco when the crop was mature enough to be readied for sale.

The old man’s behavior was endured with a grain of salt. Most farmers thought of him as nothing more than a harmless imbecile. But the women and children of the camp felt differently, especially the handyman’s own family. Sometimes he would approach the children, his bony hand outstretched and the menacing words of “Which one must I kill first?” quavering through his whiskered lips. As of yet, Green Lee had harmed no one, had not even lifted a hand to his own young’uns, but there was some talk that he was a man to be watched, especially when the menfolk were busy laboring in the far reaches of the tobacco field.

The sweltering days of summer soon passed and with the cooling of autumn came the time of harvest. The ripened leaves were cut, lashed to long poles, and fire-cured in the tobacco barn of a local landowner, Harvey Brewer, whose structure was large enough to prepare four crops at one time. Toward the end of September, Rebecca’s father and some of the other men planned to load the cured tobacco into mule-drawn wagons and make the long trip to Nashville to the big auction house near the Union Station railroad tracks. During Will Benton’s two-day journey, his family was to stay the night with their next door neighbors.

They were to stay the night at the house of Green Lee.

At the mere mention of such a visit, Rebecca felt as though she were being cast into the prelude of some horrid nightmare. Both she and her brother were deathly afraid of the lanky man with the skeletal hand. Several times since that day in the tobacco rows, the Benton children had been aware of an unwholesome interest that Green Lee seemed to hold for them. Sometimes he would simply stand beneath the hickory tree and watch silently as they played. Other times, as they walked along the winding bed of Devil’s Creek, they would see him following at a distance. Once, when she and Ben were sleeping near the open window of their bedroom during a particularly hot night, Rebecca had awakened to Green Lee’s whispering voice. She sat upright in her bed and saw the skeletal hand, blue-white in the moonlight, snaking through the open window and gently running its bony fingers through the hair of her sleeping brother. Rebecca had unleashed a shrill scream, but by the time her parents awoke and came to them, the intruder was long gone. Her mother and father had insisted that she had only been dreaming, but she knew that had not been the case.

And there was one other thing in connection with Green Lee that made her uneasy. Sometimes, at the hour of midnight, she would awaken to a peculiar sound – a harsh and unnerving sound. The sound of grinding. Sometimes when she looked from her window, Rebecca saw nothing. But on other occasions she would see a weird glow coming from the back porch of the Lee house. It was the spray of fiery sparks; the kind generated from the clashing contact of steel against whetstone. The grinding would last for only a few moments, then the sound and the strange light would cease, once again surrendering to the nocturnal symphony of crickets, toads, and lonely whippoorwills.

Much to the dread of Rebecca and her brother, the night of their visit to the Lee house finally came. Will Benton had left with the other farmers for Nashville with the dawn and, when the dusk cast its shadow upon the rural countryside, Sarah locked up the little house and ushered her reluctant children to the residence next door. Charlotte Lee and her two children welcomed the Benton family in their customarily quiet and nervous manner. Suppertime was long since over and the women sat around the long eating table, talking and drinking coffee, while the children played with a well-worn set of ball and jacks on the dusty planks of the cabin floor.

Green Lee was there, sitting in a cane-backed chair next to the potbelly stove. He sat there moodily, smoking a corncob pipe and staring intensely into the hot, red slits of the grate. The crimson glow reflected on the whites of his eyes and sometimes he would chuckle, as though he had glimpsed some mysterious revelation within the crackling coals. Fortunately, Green Lee seemed to pay neither Rebecca nor her brother any mind during the course of the evening. He merely sat there hunkered over, indulging himself with his smoking and fire-watching.

Eventually they all settled in for the night. The Lee family retired to their own beds in the back room, while Sarah Benton and her two children slept on pallets on the bare boards of the floor. When the candles had been extinguished and the last creak of bedsprings was heard, Rebecca laid there next to her brother and stared into the unfamiliar darkness. She strained her ears for the first sound of Green Lee leaving his bed and making his way to her pallet. But after a half-hour of fearful anticipation, she heard no such move on the old man’s part. Fairly exhausted by her anxiety, Rebecca was soon claimed by slumber, joining the realm of the sleeping forms around her.

Later on that night, Rebecca was awakened by the sound of harsh grinding. She rose and looked at the old German clock that hung on the bedroom wall. The ornate hands read five minutes past twelve. Rebecca’s eyes searched through the darkness. She found the place where Green Lee slept to be abandoned. Quietly, the girl left the blankets of her bed and padded from the room into the adjoining kitchen.

She hid behind a kitchen chair and stared through the interlaced bands of cane weaving at the strange sight that revealed itself beyond the back door, which was open despite the coolness of the autumn night. The lank form of Green Lee, clad only in filthy longjohns, hunched over the big grinding wheel on the back porch. His bare foot worked the pedal furiously, sending the circular stone whirling at a steady pace. The man giggled and cooed softly as he worked. First, he pressed the edge of a hatchet to the stone, honing its breadth with expert precision. Shavings of hot steel glanced from the hard surface in orange sparks, then died as they cooled to dark cinders in the September chill.

When Green Lee was satisfied with the job he had one, he set the hand-axe aside and took up a straight razor. Again, he hunched over the wheel and went to work. Back and forth he drew the wicked blade of the shaving implement across the whirling flat of the wheel. When the razor was finally lifted away from the stone, Green Lee held the blade aloft. In the faint moonlight outside, Rebecca could see that its edge had been ground to a thinness that bordered on transparency.

She was about to duck back into the bedroom, when Green Lee twisted his grizzled head around and stared straight at her, as if he had known of her presence all long. His snaggle-toothed grin grew wider and his eyes wilder, and he asked in a rasping voice “Is this the one, Lord? Is this the one that I seek?”

Rebecca broke from her hiding place and ran back to her pallet. She burrowed beneath the blankets and pulled them up over her head, shuddering with the fear of having been discovered. She waited, listening for the old man’s approach. It came moments later, the creaking of floorboards beneath bare feet. She pulled herself into a tight ball, expecting the edge of honed steel to bite through the cloth of her blankets and find the tender flesh of her body or the fragile shell of her skull.

But it did not happen. She peeked from beneath the covers and saw the shadowy form of Green Lee next to the big brass-framed bed. The old man lifted his pillow and laid the sharpened hatchet and razor underneath. Then the sleeve of cloth and goosedown obscured the weapons from view and, with a soft prayer on his lips, Green Lee settled into the sunken spot next to his wife and soon drifted into a snoring slumber.

After that night, Rebecca never strayed far from the Benton farmhouse. Life went on in the farming camp as the colorful fall stretched into a bleak, gray winter. Most of the men, her father included, found jobs at a sawmill in a neighboring county to make ends meet, while Green Lee did odd jobs in town, toting firewood and cleaning out chimney flues.

But, at night, she could still hear the urgent sound of grinding.

Then, in mid-February, horrid screams roused the farming camp at the hour of midnight. Will Benton and a few of the neighboring farmers armed themselves and went out to see what the commotion was all about, while their wives and children watched fearfully from the frosty panes of the windows. They could see fleeting forms running across the barren, snow-covered tobacco field; frantic forms that wailed with shrieks of laughter and terror. Then there came the sound of a rifle shot and, soon, Rebecca’s father and the others dragged the weeping form of Green Lee back across the road. His right leg was bleeding from a gunshot wound and in his hands he held the weapons that Rebecca had seen that night in September. The hatchet was clutched in his good hand, while the razor was wedged tightly within the bony fingers of his skeletal claw.

After Green Lee had been tied to a rocking chair on the front porch of the Lee house, his family was brought to the home of the Bentons. They were distraught and trembling, bearing a few shallow wounds, but nothing worse. A while later, the county sheriff arrived and took Green Lee with him. It was the last time that Rebecca ever saw the madman with the bony hand and the heavenly plea of murderous intention on his lips.

Not long afterward, Rebecca and her family moved on to another farming camp, for her father was a man who wandered from one community to the next, searching for a life he was never destined to find. A few years later, Rebecca heard that Green Lee had died in an insane asylum. According to the stories told, the lunatic had laid thrashing on the dank floor of his solitary cell, bound in a straightjacket and screaming for the Lord to “answer the riddle of his madness.”

He had screamed long and loud, until his brain exploded with the strain of his hysteria and his eyes grew dark and bulging in their sockets, like blood-engorged ticks on the point of bursting.

In the year of 1923, Rebecca returned to Bedloe County, Tennessee. With her was a husband, Jasper Howell, and two young children, Mitchell and Millicent, who were barely of school age. Like Rebecca’s father, Jasper was a tobacco farmer by trade. When he had told her that they would be moving once again, Rebecca had really thought nothing of it at first. She had become accustomed to the nomadic ways of the itinerant farm family during her childhood. But when they arrived at the farm camp and Rebecca realized exactly where they were, she felt a wave of cold dread engulf her like the treacherous waters of a swollen stream.

The four drab tin and tarpaper houses, the stone well, and the vast expanse of prime tobacco land across the dirt road – it all came back to her from the year of her eighth birthday. She was back at the farm camp that had served as her home fifteen years before. It was the place where she had first been introduced to the emotion of sheer terror, in the form of a crazed cripple with murder in his heart and stone-honed steel in his grasp.

Rebecca said nothing to her husband about her sudden revelation. It would have done no good. He would have simply called her foolish and refused to move on. There were two other families at the camp when they arrived, which meant that two of the shabby houses were still vacant. Luckily, they moved into the same house that the Benton family had occupied when she was a child. That left the ramshackle structure next door empty and dark… the house that had once been the uneasy home for the family of Green Lee.

They arrived in early spring, in time for Jasper and the other men to set about the task of furrowing the vast field and planting the shoots of young tobacco in orderly rows. The first few weeks passed without incident for the Howell family. Jasper worked the fields from sunrise to sunset, Rebecca busied herself with the chores of a homemaker, and Mitch and Millie spent their days studying at the one-roomed schoolhouse near the forks of Old Newsome Road.

Then, one night, Rebecca woke at the hour of twelve. She sat up in bed and stared into the darkness, trying to determine what had roused her from her sleep. It had been a noise – a coarse, monotonous sound that rang with a disturbing familiarity. She strained her ears and heard the sound again. It echoed through the blackness of the outer night. From the direction of the old Lee house.

She rose and walked to the window at the far side of the room. From that vantage point she could see the southern face of the abandoned house. The moment she looked through the dirty panes of the bedroom window, the puzzling noise ceased. She peered at the shadowy overhang of the back porch, certain that she had glimpsed a flash of fiery sparks a second before the sound of grinding had come to a halt.

Which one must I kill first? echoed the voice of Green Lee from the far reaches of her mind, as chilling now as it had seemed fifteen years ago. Tell me, Lord, which one shall it be?

Rebecca stared out at the darkness for a while, then returned to her bed. She lay awake for a long time and listened for the haunting clash of steel against stone, but the only sounds she heard was the chirping of crickets in the dark hours of the night, as well as the soft snoring of her sleeping husband.

Spring stretched into summer, and soon the tobacco grew lush and chest-high in the hundred acre field. The men spent their days weeding and hoeing, while the children played hide-and-seek amid the thick stalks and pretended they were explorers in some great and mysterious jungle.

Rebecca and the other women of the farm camp had planted a small vegetable garden behind the houses and, by mid-July, the patch was ripe with fresh tomatoes, snapping beans, and corn. On one such summer day, Rebecca was digging taters and picking roasting ears for that night’s supper, when the sound of youthful screams cut through her ears like shards of broken glass. The sound froze her heart and, at first, she was sure that one of the children had fallen down the stone well or had been bitten by a copperhead snake.

She stepped from the garden and watched as Mitch and Millie ran screaming from the dense growth of the tobacco rows and ran across the rural road as if Old Scratch himself was fast on their heels. “What’s wrong?” she asked as they clung to her gingham skirt, nearly in tears.

“It was a man!” sobbed Millie. “There was a man in the field!”

“What are you talking about?” demanded Rebecca. “What kind of man?”

“A crazy man,” said little Mitch. “A man with bones for a hand.”

Rebecca’s heart grew as cold and heavy as a winter stone. She grabbed a hatchet from off the chopping stump near the back porch and – despite their squalling protest – made the children show her where their frightening encounter had taken place. She felt her skin crawl with gooseflesh when she discovered it to be the exact same spot where she and her brother had first known the horror of Green Lee.

She walked up and down the adjoining rows, but found no sign of anyone having been there recently. Her husband and the other men were working at the far end of the property that day, a good distance from the spot that Mitch and Millie had shown her. Although she hated doing so, she assured the children that it had merely been their imagination playing tricks on them. They looked doubtful at her explanation, however, and felt that she didn’t believe their fantastic story.

But, secretly, Rebecca Howell had good reason to believe every word of what they had told her, even though it was impossible to consider such a thing actually happening… especially with the culprit long since dead and moldering in the dark depths of his grave.

As the summer months slowly gave way to autumn, life in the farming camp continued uneventfully. The routine of each new day remained the same as that of the day before.

The children seemed to have forgotten their harrowing experience in the tobacco field, but Rebecca hadn’t. The screams of Mitch and Millie still lingered in her mind, as well as the distant image of a claw of gnarled bone and the memory of a malevolent whisper from her own childhood. She attempted to drive those thoughts from her mind, for it seemed foolish to linger on such things.

Then, toward the end of September, thoughts of Green Lee resurfaced. Rebecca was awakened by that peculiar sound of metallic grinding. Swiftly, she left her bed and went to the bedroom window. This time she saw a faint hint of irregular light coming from the back porch of the old Lee house. Intrigued, she felt her way through the pitch darkness of the room and made her way to the kitchen for a better view. From her own back porch she saw the flashing bursts of orange sparks and heard more clearly the distinct grating of steel against stone.

Curiously, she padded with bare feet across the weedy stretch of yard that separated the two houses. By the time she got within thirty feet of the rickety porch of the deserted house, both the noise and the light had vanished. Cautiously, Rebecca stepped onto the bowed boards of the porch and approached the old grinding wheel that still sat where it had fifteen years ago.

She put her fingertips to the wheel and immediately jerked them away. The stone was hot to the touch. She crouched down and found that tiny bits of newly-ground steel were scattered upon the dusty boards underneath. But there was no sign of the person who had done the grinding, or the instruments that had been subject to the stone’s whirling edge.

Could he still be alive? Rebecca wondered. Could Green Lee be alive, despite what I heard before? Or could his ghost be haunting this place after all these years?

As if in answer, the sound of heavy footsteps on aged floorboards echoed from the within the darkness of the open door. Rebecca found herself rooted to the spot as a pale form slowly emerged from the shadowy kitchen beyond.

“What are you doing over here?” someone asked her and Rebecca felt her fright melt away at the sound of her husband’s voice.

“I thought I heard something,” she said, catching her breath.

“So did I,” replied Jasper. “A noise and a light. But doesn’t look like nobody’s here now. Must’ve been an old hobo messing around or something.”

Rebecca crossed her slender arms against the night chill and was escorted home by her husband. When they finally settled into bed once again, Rebecca glanced at Jasper’s pocket watch lying on the bureau and saw that it was only a few minutes past the stroke of midnight.

During the next few weeks, Rebecca couldn’t shake the dreadful shadow of that night on the back porch of the Lee house. During her daily chores she found herself casting an uneasy glance at the dark, empty windows, as if expecting to see a wild-eyed, whiskered face leering out at her from amid the broken panes.

And it was even worse at night. Her dreams were filled with the threat of Green Lee. Sometimes she would find herself running across a snowy field with Mitch and Millie in tow as a dark form pursued them, fistfuls of honed steel flashing wickedly in the cold, winter moonlight. Sometimes she would dream that she heard the whimpers of children drifting through the ebony night, along with the smell of cooking meat, and she would go into the kitchen and find Green Lee standing over a vast iron pot on the wood stove. From the boiling waters he would drag the bodies of her children, holding them aloft and cackling insanely as the blistered meat slid limply from their naked bones and fell like pale suits of dead gristle into the steaming cauldron.

As if the horrid nightmares weren’t enough, Rebecca began to have suspicions that her husband might be playing a part in her sudden uneasiness. She came to the realization that he was acting strangely and not at all like the man she had married.

Lately, Jasper had chosen to spend his evenings sitting by the door of the big, iron cook stove, smoking his pipe and staring into the glowing slits of the grate, as if searching for the clue to some inner mystery. He also began to talk in his sleep. Not coherently, but in low whispers, reminding Rebecca of the breathy pleas of that lunatic handyman she had once known.

And objects around the house began to mysteriously disappear. One morning in December, Rebecca noticed that Jasper was shaving with a new razor. When she questioned him about the whereabouts of his old one, Jasper grew defensive. “I reckon I just misplaced it, that’s all,” he said curtly. Also, the hand-axe she used for chopping kindling vanished without a trace from the stump outside.

There was the matter of the bed linen as well. Sometimes when she did her washing, she would find some of the sheets filthy with mud and dank leaves, as if someone had gone for a nocturnal stroll and then climbed back into bed without wiping their feet.

It was on a cold and snowy night in the middle of February that all of Rebecca’s fears and suspicions suddenly came to a head and she found herself lying awake in her bed, filled with a sensation of overbearing dread.

Her hand moved to her husband’s side of the bed and found the space unoccupied. She rose and instantly smelled a sickening scent in the air. It reeked like spoiled meat cooking in its own fetid juices. Uttering a silent prayer, Rebecca stepped into the hallway and checked the bedroom of her children. Mitch and Millie were both gone. Their beds were empty and their blankets had been violently flung across the floor. She looked down the dark corridor and, from the kitchen, thought she heard the boiling of water… and the low, giggling mirth of an unsound mind. Then came the sharp slap of the back door slamming shut.

Bracing herself for the worse, Rebecca Howell entered the kitchen. Despite the cold winter night, the interior of the room was sweltering hot. The stove had been stoked. A crackling fire raged within its iron belly. The narrow slits of the grate winked at her like crimson eyes, privy to some evil knowledge that she was thankfully ignorant of. But not for very long.

As she walked nearer, Rebecca saw that her largest iron pot was on the stove and that plumes of acrid steam drifted from the bubbling waters within. The odor of cooking meat was stronger than ever and Rebecca fought the sickness that threatened to seize her. Taking a step closer, she peered through the warm mist and into the torrid waters beneath.

Something danced in the dark depths – a couple of small, pale objects rising and falling amid the swirling currents. At first she didn’t know what they were. Then, as they rose to the boiling surface, she recoiled in horror.

They were clumps of flaccid skin. Pale blossoms of lifeless flesh that had slipped from the understructure of human bones. The objects waved at her like disembodied gloves. Tiny nails, bitten to the quick, graced each fluttering finger.

Rebecca moaned with terror. “My babies! What has he done to my babies?”

She recalled the slamming of the back door and, from the darkness of the night beyond, again heard the low chortling of maniacal laughter. She grabbed a heavy stick of firewood from the box, then opened the door and stepped out onto the porch.

It was a frigid night. The ground was inches deep with fresh snow and moonlit icicles hung like jeweled fangs from the eaves of the overhang. Rebecca breathed frosty plumes of winter air, then, raising the stick of wood overhead, stepped off the edge of the porch.

And instantly felt her bare foot sink into the cooling sludge that had once been her husband’s brain.

Before Rebecca could give way to the scream that rose in her throat, she heard the rasping sound of tiny voices.

“Which one must we kill… next?”

Then, from the dense shadows beneath the back porch, came the flash of sharpened steel and youthful bone.


The Spawn of Arget Bethir

He hungered.

It was the dead of night and he found himself running. Running across the fog-laden pastures of the Irish countryside, swiftly, in a haste that he could only describe as maddening. Something drove him onward, past exhaustion, past reason. It was an inner force unlike any he had ever known in his young life. A force stronger than lust or even the draw of sin itself.

A force possessed of an awful and ravenous hunger.

As he ran, he felt the chill of the night upon his sweat-bathed body. He was naked. His bare feet fell upon the softness of lush clover, as well as the sharp hardness of stone and shale. Despite his discomfort and the shameful knowledge that he was unclothed, he continued…unable to stop, unable to halt his progress.

The hunger nagged within his stomach like the ache of a cancer. It felt like something mean and alive, attempting to claw its way through the lining of his belly and into the open air. He unleashed a cry, but it was not of his own voice. It was something low and guttural.  A sound that was best described as beastly.

The mist that clung to the dips and rises of the moors was etched a soft silver by the brilliance of the moon overhead. He raised his head and stared at that great and perfect orb. It was full with nary a hint of shadow upon it. It seemed to reach down to him, to pull at the hideous hunger within and multiply it a hundredfold.

He wanted to cry, to scream in torment.

But, instead, he unleashed his rage and desperation in the only manner in which his brain could fathom.

He howled.

What is the matter with me? he wondered. Why am I doing this?

But, deep down inside, he knew. And he loathed himself for it.

He bounded over a low stone wall and continued, his feet drumming upon the earth, propelling him forward swiftly. The muscles of his body began to ache and burn, to twist and contort. Something emerged from the pores of his skin, coarse and bristling, traveling the length and breadth of his body.

Soon, he was naked no more.

Across a pasture he sprinted, eyes searching through the mist, seeking that which his sense of smell had abruptly located. He saw the lonesome form a second later, standing alone, forgotten when the others had been herded to shelter.

With a snarl, he launched himself forward, springing upon the back of the lone cow. He felt the animal tense, then surge forward in panic. But it only took a few steps before it was dragged downward into a bed of damp clover by the fury and hunger of one damned by a curse as old as time itself…

Ian Danaher cried out and woke up. Strangely enough, he found himself not in his bed, but on the cold stones of the floor.

Weakened and shaking, the young man struggled to his feet and stumbled to his bedside table. He managed to light a candle with trembling hands. In the soft glow that spread across his room, he experienced a lingering remnant of the horror that his nightmare had conjured.

As in his dream, Ian was naked. Sometime during his fitful sleep, he had cast his nightshirt aside. It lay in the middle of the floor, soaked with sweat and torn to shreds.

Tentatively, he picked up the tattered gown and stared at it, feeling his body prickle with gooseflesh. In the candlelight, he examined his fingernails.

Beneath them remained small white threads. He was alarmed that they had ripped the garment asunder with such desperation and fury.

Quickly, he went to the wooden chest at the foot of his bed and retrieved another garment. Soon, he was clothed once again. But the flesh underneath was still damp with the perspiration of exertion and the fever of that awful hunger he had dreamt of possessing.

Shamefully, Ian bundled up the torn nightshirt and concealed it beneath the mattress of his bed…as if hiding it from the eyes of his brethren. Perhaps from the eyes of God Himself.

An oppressive feeling of guilt suddenly overcame him. Ian knelt beside his bunk and clasped his hands in prayer. “Heavenly Father, forgive me for the dark thoughts that slumber has cast upon me. Lord, expunge those awful images from your humble servant, as well as the unholy urges that they conjured. Please, Master, return to me the peace and cleansing of soul that you have blessed me with. This, in the holy name of Christ I pray… Amen.”

He rose to his feet and extinguished the candle. Returning to his bed, Ian lay there in the darkness for a long time before sleep claimed him once again. In the black of night, his stomach grumbled.

Deep in the pit of his bowels, a dull ache echoed. A distant ache from that awful dreamscape he had occupied a short time before.

Morning came. Ian attended breakfast, but ate little. Strangely, his appetite for food was gone. When he cast his eyes upon the meager meal before him, he felt sickened.

The rest of the day was spent at his desk, laboring at the task he had devoted his life to. With tinted inks and quill, he embellished the gospel of Luke with a delicate hand. His specialty was illustrations and illuminations, while others about him inscribed the text in Latin through the use of elaborate and flawless calligraphy.

He was drawing the opening letter to one of the chapters – an over-sized and lavishly decorated letter “O”, to be exact – when his mind wandered back to the hideous dream that had assaulted his slumber the night before.

Ian could not seem to cast aside the disturbing images – and feelings – that the nightmare had brought in the dead of night. He considered himself a man of purity and devotion, not someone capable of such dark and dangerous imaginings…even subconsciously.

Ian didn’t realize that the headmaster of the monastery, Father Liam O’Shaughnessy was standing behind him, inspecting that morning’s handiwork, until the priest cleared his throat disapprovingly.

“I am not at all amused, young Ian,” he said gruffly, then moved on to the neighboring desk.

Perplexed by the words of his superior, Ian looked down at what had drawn such a harsh remark. He was shocked to find that the reverent letter “O” had been embellished much too freely. It had been changed into a full moon with the hellish visage of a wolf’s profile overlaid in the center of the orb. The creature’s fiery eyes were directed heavenward, its jagged fangs yawning widely in a fearful howl of torment and hunger.

And the horrible illustration had, undoubtedly, been drawn by his own hand! That evening, Ian stood upon the grassy moors to the west of the great stone abbey, feeling restless and a tad despondent. And, when he felt in such a way – somehow separated from God by worldly concerns – he indulged in the balm of music.

As a brilliant sunset of gold and lavender streaked the Irish sky, Ian played his beloved bagpipes. The reedy notes of the instrument echoed across the lush meadowland. He clutched the object with its ornately carved pipes and its bellows of tartan-cloth like a lover, squeezing tenderly, kneading urgently at times, drawing forth the music of Celtic hymns, like the sighs and cries of a lover brought toward passionate release.

Ian was well into his sixth tune, when he heard the drumming of horse hooves on the earth behind him. He turned to find Father O’Shaughnessy upon his favorite gray steed, taking the evening ride he was most accustomed to at that hour.

“Tis good that we haven’t taken a vow of silence, Brother Ian,” said O’Shaughnessy with a wry grin, “or else I’d be forced to cast you from our midst.”

“I am sorry,” apologized the young friar. “Did I disturb you?”

O’Shaughnessy laughed good-naturedly. “Nay, not in the least. I rather enjoy your music. You play it with the skill and vigor of a seasoned Scotsman. It does us Irishmen good to know that someone within our gathering can best those kilt-wearing skinflints at something, particularly an instrument as complex as their confounded bagpipes.”

Ian bowed his head. “I am humbled by your praise.”

The headmaster’s smile faded into a frown of concern. “Whatever is the matter, young man?” he asked. “I know you well enough. You only play upon the moors during times of joy or despondency. From the troubled look upon your face, I would say it is the latter of the two.”

Ian was quiet for a moment. Then he turned to his spiritual guide with haunted eyes. “Father…what do you make of dreams?”

O’Shaughnessy rested both hands on the pomade of his saddle and shrugged his shoulders. “Sometimes there is nothing much to be made of them. Sometimes they are merely nonsensical rubbish…refuse of the mind that should cause no concern a’tall.”

“But what if they appear otherwise?” he asked. “What if they go against the grain of everything a man stands for…every good thing he has devoted his life to?”

“Again, if you have suffered such dreams – or nightmares, as it seems that you may have – I would not agonize upon it so. Being men of God, it is common for one’s inhibitions to make themselves known in the form of passion plays of the mind. Are these dreams of a lustful nature?”

“Nay,” Ian admitted. Much worse than that.

“Then I would not worry myself over it very much,” O’Shaughnessy assured him.

“I appreciate your counseling, good Father,” Ian said gratefully.

“Remember, I am only a few steps from your own chamber if ever you need me,” offered O’Shaughnessy. He stared at the young priest for a moment longer, then turned rein on his steed and headed back in the direction of the rectory.

Ian cast his eyes upon the fading light of the sunset, stunned to see that its soft and comforting hues had deepened into a crimson as dark and heavy as freshly-congealed blood.

With a sigh, he cradled the bagpipes even closer to his breast and continued his mournful playing as the evening mist rolled in to blanket the moors.

Once again, he was on the run, roaming the countryside in search for sustenance.

He was no longer man, but rather a hideous hybrid of the mortal and the immortal. The change had come swiftly this time and not unexpectedly. He had relished the agony of reforming bones and cartilage, the stretching of muscle and sinew. As he moved along the dips and rises of the grassy moors, his arms and legs throbbed with pain as though they were open wounds.

And that awful hunger raged within, driving him onward.

Powerfully, he leapt over stone walls and deadfalls, searching out his prey. The mist parted as he reached the pinnacle of a wooded ridge. That glorious moon shone down fully upon him, bathing his fur in a silvery glow that only seemed to draw the ravenous hunger outward. It rose up from the aching pit of his stomach, past his pounding heart, and up his gullet into the coolness of the open air. It sprang, fully unleashed, into the open air as a long and soul-rending howl.

He left the ridge and continued his nocturnal roaming. In a valley, he paused at a freshwater stream, dipping his massive head to take a drink. In the shimmering currents, his reflection stared back at him; the savage countenance of something torn between man and wolf. But the hue of his fur was not the sandy red color that he normally possessed. Instead, the coarse hair was as white as a winter’s snow.

Onward he loped, his breathing deep and bestial, his eyes searching desperately. Once again, his nostrils flared and he located his lone victim.

But this time it was not cattle.

He tore from a stand of beech trees and found himself standing upon a cobbled road. Before him, standing stark-still and startled, was a form. A human form. It was a woman, her pale hands clutching at her cloak, pulling it closely about her in the evening chill.

For a long moment, the two simply stared at one another. Then he sprang and landed upon her, dragging her earthward. The woman screamed out.

Her voice filled his ears, shrill and full of terror. But he only laughed at her plight and drank her terror in like sweet nectar.

In the moonlight, her face was revealed. Pale and freckled, wreathed by a mane of coppery red hair. Her emerald green eyes gleamed with fear…oh so delicious fear! He felt none of the compassion that a man of God should feel. No, only satisfaction and that bestial hunger that ruled him. All things of Heaven and morality had been cast savagely aside.

He waited until her scream reached its pinnacle. Then he stared into the woman’s eyes – familiar eyes that had once held a kindred love for him – and, without hesitation, dipped his massive, slavering head toward the stark, white column of her throat.

Ian woke on the cold, stone floor of his chamber…naked…shivering...bathed in blood.

Unsteadily, as though he had barely an ounce of strength left, he crawled to the candle and lit it. In the muted glow, he found deep scratches on his arms and legs, bleeding freely. Wounds that he had apparently inflicted upon himself.

“Oh dear God!” he moaned softly. “What has become of me?”

He pulled himself to his feet with some difficulty. The savage power he had experienced in his nightmare was gone now. He felt as though every ounce of strength had been drained from his body. He stumbled to his dressing table and, taking a damp cloth from the basin, began to wash away the blood from his body. He examined his fingers. There were no tatters of cloth beneath the nails this time…only clumps of his own flesh.

Ian was raising his face to the mirror, when he was mortified to find words scrawled upon the looking glass. They blazed accusingly at him, written in Gaelic in freshly-let crimson.

ARGET BETHIR.

He stared at those words for a long moment, unsure of why they were there…why he had put them there in his life’s blood.

Arget Bethir, he thought to himself, reading those words over and over again. The Silver Beast. But what could it mean?

Ian finished bathing himself, then dressed and lay back down on his bunk.

But he failed to return to sleep for the remainder of that night. In the darkness, he laid there, his wounds aching, his mind puzzling over those strange words on the mirror, searching for an answer.

Arget Bethir…

The next day, Ian found it extremely difficult to concentrate on his work. The artistry that he had grown to cherish during his few years at the rectory now seemed to lead him toward boredom. It was as though he had lost his passion for the task he and the other twenty-four monks of his order had devoted their lives to. His thoughts continuously returned to the awful dreams he had experienced, to the freedom and wantonness of his nocturnal prowling upon the moors. Simply sitting there, confined to his desk with quill and ink at hand, seemed to bring out a restlessness that he was unaccustomed to. The abbey on the outskirts of the village of Kells began to feel less like a holy haven and more like a great stone prison from which there was no escape.

His boredom left him -- rather abruptly -- that night at supper.

As he sat among his brethren in the great dining hall, the troubled thoughts that had plagued him increased tenfold, bringing about an experience of horrifying proportions.

He sat at his designated place at one of the long, oaken tables. At first, he felt no desire for food. His appetite had waned considerably during the past couple of days. Ian sat there, almost despondently, staring down at his bland meal of warm tea and shepherd’s pie.

But as he regarded his food, something peculiar happened. The crust of the pie began to move of its own accord. Amazingly, it rose and fell, and, with it, echoed the distinct beating of a human heart.

He looked around the dining hall, expecting to find a startled reaction from his fellow monks. But they seemed utterly oblivious to what was taking place. They ate heartily, trading conversation and anecdotes among themselves.

Again, he returned his eyes to the Shepard’s pie. The crust rose and fell with a steady rhythm and the pace of the heartbeat began to quicken, like the pounding pulse of a man subjected to some great distress. It grew louder and louder, thundering in Ian’s ears.

Why don’t they hear it? he wondered. It is nearly deafening!

The young friar took his fork and, hesitantly, probed at the oven-browned covering of the meat and vegetable pie. The tines pierced the crust…drawing blood.

Horrified, he watched as a crimson trickle escaped the opening, forced outward by the pulse that seemed to beat from within. Ian hooked his fork into the pie and slowly peeled back the outer crust. Soon the nature of the mysterious sound and motion was revealed.

Within the shell of the pastry was a human heart. A living heart that somehow beat of its own accord. It pulsated within a pool of swirling blood, the dark veins throbbing, the inner chambers sucking and spewing its life’s fluid.

Ian looked up. None of the monks seemed to notice that anything was out of the ordinary. They continued to eat and talk, their own pies holding none of the horrors that his possessed.

He looked down at that awful organ once again. Its rhythm grew more agitated, the beating growing to such a thunderous crescendo that it drowned out the conversation of those who sat around him. It twitched and bucked in its chamber of pastry so violently that it caused the table to shudder and the silverware and goblets to rattle noisily.

I have gone mad, Ian told himself, his eyes clenched tightly. He was certain that those awful dreams had pushed him beyond the restraints of sanity.

Then he opened his eyes and that oppressive veil of terror and despair lifted. He stared down at that horrid heart and felt not repulsion, but desire. A great, aching hunger blossomed deep in the pit of his belly, causing his mouth to salivate and his nostrils to flare at the delicious coppery scent of fresh blood.

Before he could stop himself, his hand plunged downward and tore the heart from its cradle. It beat frantically within his fingers, spouting blood, scattering fine droplets upon those around him. But Ian would not surrender to its struggle. His eyes sparkled wildly as he brought it toward his mouth.

“The most succulent prize of all!” he shouted triumphantly. But it was not his own voice that passed his lips. Instead it was something deep and bestial, like the rumbling growl of a mastiff.

Then, just as his tongue caressed pulsating tissue and his teeth tore the meaty sack asunder, the booming beat of the heart ceased and the normal den of surrounding voices returned. Ian looked down into his hand and found the palm cradling the contents of his shepherd’s pie; lamb, gravy, carrots, and potatoes. There was no disembodied heart, no jetting spouts of blood.

Brother Seamus stared strangely at him from across the table. “Whatever is the matter, Ian?” he asked. “Are you alright?”

Ian looked at him, stricken. His mouth worked silently, unable to form words. He stood abruptly, overturning his stool. Then he turned and quickly left the dining hall, leaving the ruins of his supper lying scattered upon the tabletop.

“Poor Ian…he has not been himself lately,” Seamus told the others. Then they thought nothing more of it and continued their fellowship together.

“Pardon me, but may I have a word with you?”

Father O’Shaughnessy looked up from his desk and regarded the young man. He was shocked at the pallor of his face. It was as pale as candle tallow.

“Most certainly, Brother Ian,” said the headmaster, motioning him to enter. “What has happened? You seem beside yourself with distress.”

Ian took a chair near his master’s desk and buried his face in his hands.

“I am cursed, Father!” he wailed. “Lucifer has taken possession of my soul!”

O’Shaughnessy placed a strong hand on his shoulder, attempting to comfort him. “Now why would you say such a thing, Brother? What has taken place to put you in such a sorry frame of mind?”

Tearfully, Ian told him of the horrible dreams he had suffered, as well as the terrible vision of the beating heart earlier in the dining hall.

“What am I turning into, Father?” Ian demanded, at the end of his wits. He raised the loose sleeves of his gray robe, revealing arms clawed and scarred. “Am I a lunatic…or an animal?”

“Neither, my brother,” O’Shaughnessy assured him. “Perhaps the pressures of your work are affecting your senses. I have been cracking the whip upon you fellows to press onward with the manuscript. Perhaps it is my fault that you have come to such a state.”

“But what of the words that I scrawled upon my dressing mirror?” asked Ian frantically. “What of that strange inscription…Arget Bethir?”

At the very mention of the words, Father O’Shaughnessy’s ruddy face seemed to pale a shade or two. An odd expression possessed his eyes; a mixture of suspicion and, yes, fear.

“So there is something to it!” said Ian. “Please, tell me, why does it upset you so?”

The priest shook his head and laughed, but Ian knew that his amusement was a falsity. “Ah, tis nothing more than an old wives’ tale… a story to frighten wee lads and lasses. Arget Bethir… the Silver Beast… tis a Celtic legend and nothing more. A boogeyman with no more validity than a banshee or a
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