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Author’s Note

If you try to use any of the descriptions in this book to find your way around Portland, Maine, I guarantee that you will become hopelessly lost. Don’t say I didn’t warn you!


Dedication

To Bonnie and Jim Moore … without whom …

 

“I wear the chains I forged in life.”

- Charles Dickens

“Oh, ye interminable gloomy realms

Of swimming shadows and enormous shapes,

Some fully shown, some indistinct, and all

Mighty and melancholy—what are ye?

Live ye, or have ye lived?”

- Lord Byron, Cain
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Prologue

PORTLAND PRESS HERALD, Wednesday, July 17 LONDON (UPI)

Investigators report no further leads in their investigation of the theft from London’s Riverside Museum last week of three knives reputed to have belonged to the nineteenth century serial killer popularly known as “Jack the Ripper.”

The antique surgical “post-mortem” knives with hard rubber handles and 24 cm. blades were reported missing after a routine check by security guards following closing time at the museum on the evening of July 11.

Investigators have determined that no other displays or objects, some of which are of much greater value than the knives, were tampered with or stolen. Police are baffled as to why the culprit or culprits would steal only those particular items. Unofficial speculation is that the theft was planned and executed by a Ripper enthusiast, or “Ripperologist,” as they are known, who wanted to personally own a small piece of one of London’s most notorious crime sprees.

Not many people in Portland, Maine—or the rest of the country, for that matter—noticed this small news article when it ran on the wires on July 17th.

If the year had been 1988, the centenary “celebration” of Jack the Ripper’s ghastly murder spree, more people might have paid attention to it. It might even have garnered a brief mention on the CBS Evening News.

As it was, however, the five sentence squib on page three of the Portland Press Herald was either quickly read and forgotten, or else overlooked entirely by nearly everyone who read the newspaper that day.

Sarah Robinson never had much time for anything more than a cursory glance at the headlines on this or any other morning. Most mornings, she barely had time to gulp down her coffee and take a bite of toast or bagel before grabbing her purse and running out so she wouldn’t be late for her job at the University of Maine Law Library. Ever since the divorce from her husband, David, had been finalized six months ago, she’d had a tough enough time pulling her life together—especially following the deeper and much longer lasting pain of losing her nine-year-old daughter, Karen, five years previous.

The last thing Sarah was inclined to notice or give even the slightest bit of thought to was a relatively petty theft in London, England.

That evening, after work and a Light supper, she folded the newspaper in half, not even noticing that the “Ripper” article was face up as she placed it underneath her cat Bingley’s water bowl on the kitchen floor.

Over the next several days, the paper would wrinkle from spilled water and turn yellow in the hot summer sun as the printer’s ink slowly faded to gray.


awakening.


Chapter One

Consciousness returned slowly… like dark, heavy drapes being pulled aside by unseen hands….

David Robinson could feel his face, chest, and belly pressing down against the uneven ground. His fingers were hooked, like claws, into the loose gravel. He could feel a groan gathering strength deep within him, but no matter how hard he tried, he couldn’t release it.

It was as though he had forgotten how.

The dense air blanketed him, squeezing and pressing him mercilessly down against the unyielding earth, forcing the breath out of him. When he tried to breathe, he could not feel even the slightest movement of muscles and ribs expanding his chest… no cool rush of air in his throat and lungs.

A cold, stark fear stronger than any emotion he had experienced before gripped David as he stared into the darkness pulsing behind his eyes.

And then, after he had stared into that utter nothingness for a terrifying, timeless instant, patterns began to emerge.

Veined flashes of yellow and white-hot light split the purple, velvet darkness….

Hazy, flickering amorphous shapes like huge, glowing amoebae simultaneously advanced and receded in the darkness behind his eyes….

Faces, stained by impenetrable shadow, danced and whirled around him like vagrant breezes, pulling at him from all directions at once….

Vague thoughts and dull, echoing voices flitted like phantoms through his mind. When he tried to grasp any one particular thought, it would slip away from him like fine beach sand sifting between his fingers.

Gone…

Lost forever…

Just like I am, a tiny voice whispered like hissing, spitting water in his mind.

Memories and half-remembered words drifted past him like wind-tossed sheets and disappeared before he could catch any of them until—finally—one single image burned more strongly and clearly in his mind than the others….

Lights!

Yes, twin spinning whirlpools of light… like razor-edged cyclones, zooming straight at him from out of the darkness.

David felt his body tense, and he automatically ducked to one side as though braced for the impact.

Yes, impact!

The thought was as palpable as a stinging slap across his face.

There had been… IMPACT!

A sudden rush of sound, like the tearing of old, wet cloth, filled his ears, making him cringe inwardly. He remembered hearing a heavy, dull thud followed by a chorus of wailing voices.

And there had been something else… something about a… a river….

David struggled hard to sharpen his memory.

… Time moves like a river… and you can either sink or swim…

That’s it!

He’d been looking down into the swirling depths of the Stroudwater River.

It had been night.

Late at night, maybe even almost dawn.

The sky had been overcast with no moon or stars overhead. A gray shroud seemed to envelop him where he had been standing, isolating him from the rest of the world.

In the darkness, the river had looked like slick oil, sliding with a faint, throaty gurgle under the cement pillars of the bridge. Whirlpools and eddies dimpled the river’s surface, and something-a faint, trilling voice-had been calling his name.

David’s hands had been hot and sticky against the thick metal railing that still radiated heat from the blistering summer day. The night air had been raw in his throat, thick and burning as he gulped it like water into his lungs.

Dark water… choking him…

In the distance, he remembered hearing a steady, hissing whisper. He eventually realized that it must have been traffic, passing by on the Interstate.

But there wasn’t much traffic out here on East Bridge Street.

Not at this hour.

David often walked out here late at night… to think, he told himself, to work through story and character ideas, and to contemplate what the hell he was going to do with his life now that-once again-it had changed so drastically.

But tonight, he remembered, he had told himself that he had done all the thinking he was going to do.

Tonight he had determined-finally—to do something about it!

And why not? It was all over.

Just yesterday morning, his publisher had rejected his proposal for a new mystery novel. His editor had also informed him—as politely as he could—that he wouldn’t be interested in seeing anything else from him.

With the divorce finalized more than six months ago, compounded with the grief of losing his only child five years before that, his rapidly shrinking income and increasing depression, after destroying whatever love his wife might have once had for him, had finally broken him, too.

Over the last six months, he had withdrawn more and more into a shell of total isolation punctuated only by outbursts of anger. He had directed most of his anger at his ex-wife, but he had known deep inside that the real anger—the pure anger—more properly should have been directed against himself.

But what was he supposed to do?

Pick up his life, at least what was left of it, and get on with it?

Just as, for the last five years, he was supposed to work through his grief and guilt and get on with living after Karen died.

Just as, with sales of his novels and his book advances steadily declining, he was supposed to get on with his life as a professional writer, or else find something else to do to earn a living. As if he could find anything better than pumping gas at the corner Sunoco or bagging groceries at Shop ’n Save!

No, it didn’t work that way, at least not for him!

David had told himself many times that he had tried to make his life work out, but—ultimately—it hadn’t.

He had failed.

So—finally—tonight, feeling as though he had absolutely nothing left—no options; no one to talk to; nowhere to turn—he had decided to do it.

He was going to kill himself.

His face was still pressing against the hard ground, but he was starting to remember more clearly now. Fragmented images and memories coalesced into bigger chunks that began to have content and meaning. Some parts of what he remembered almost made sense.

He’d been standing on the bridge, gazing down into the river and wishing—no, praying to God that he had the strength and courage to go through with what he had planned.

He knew that it could be easy.

All he had to do was clear the railing with a smooth, easy vault, and then let himself drop. Let gravity do all the work.

He tried to imagine what it would feel like, and that, perhaps, was one of the drawbacks of being a writer: He could imagine violent and deadly things much too easily and vividly.

Free-fall.

Arms and legs kicking in the air. Hands tearing at the overcast night sky until finally, with a sudden, cold shock, he would hit the water.

Standing there at the bridge railing, he could almost taste the thick, choking stench of the polluted river water gushing into his nose and mouth….

He had watched the dark river’s current, strong and fast, channeling between the stone pilings, waiting to pull him under….

He could almost feel the burning need for air as his lungs collapsed inward, choking him…strangling him… like huge, unseen hands that had caught him and were wringing his body like the useless dishrag his marriage, his career—his entire life had become.

But I didn’t have the courage to do it!

That single thought burned inside David like the white-hot flame of a welding torch. He experienced a misery and despair that he hadn’t felt since Karen died.

He had thought about doing it, had planned it and imagined it in finite detail; but when it had finally come down to leaping off the bridge into the river, he hadn’t had the fucking balls to do it!

But then… something else had happened.

Something had gone terribly wrong!

If only he could remember…
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A telephone call in the middle of the night usually means one of two things—either someone has dialed the wrong number, or else there was bad news.

The sudden ringing of the telephone beside her bed, inches from her head, ripped Sarah from a deep, dreamless sleep. She uttered a strangled cry as she bolted upright, one hand reaching for the phone and the other supporting her as she shifted her eyes over to the blue digital numerals of the alarm clock and tried to focus.

4:08.

“Oh, shit,” she muttered before snatching up the receiver in the middle of its third ring.

Her heart was thumping quick and hard in her neck. A sour taste flooded the back of her throat. The only semi-lucid thought she had was that it probably was David, pissed off again about something.

But maybe it wasn’t so bad. Maybe the worst that had happened was that he’d been drinking and hadn’t been paying attention to the time. Since the divorce, that had happened… more times than she cared to remember.

The telephone receiver was slick and cool in her hand as she pressed it to her ear. In a raw, rattling voice, she said, “Hello.”

“Is this Mrs. David Robinson?”

This isn’t David’s voice was her only clear thought as she tried to force herself awake. This could be bad!

“Ahh-yeah, yeah,” she said, her voice still ragged with sleep. “At least I used to be.”

No matter how much she tried to swallow, the sour taste wouldn’t leave the back of her mouth. Her stomach suddenly felt like it was full of acid.

“This is Officer Murray, down at the Westbrook Police station. Are you married to a Mr. David Robinson?”

“I was. We’ve been divorced a while now,” Sarah said thickly.

She wiped her dry lips with the back of her hand, noticing how chapped they felt, and swallowed tightly. Tension gripped her with a cold pressure that centered in her chest.

She knew that whatever this policeman was going to say next, it wasn’t going to be good.

In a flash, her mind registered that the only possible question was—How bad is it going to be?

“I’m afraid there’s been an accident, ma’am. Your ex-husband was killed tonight.”

“Oh, Jesus!” Sarah let her breath out in a shuddering groan. Her mind went blank for a moment. “Wha-what happened?”

The air seemed suddenly to have been sucked out of the room. The night was hot, and she had been sleeping in a thin nightgown outside the covers, but suddenly the room felt several degrees colder. Sarah shivered violently.

“Apparently he was taking a late-night walk—”

“Yeah, he’s a writer,” Sarah blurted out, grasping for something—anything to say, even though it sounded rather foolish. Her eyes brimmed with tears as they darted back and forth, scanning the darkened bedroom. “He—he takes a lot of late-night walks. To get ideas and stuff.”

‘Tm sorry to have to tell you like this, over the phone, ma’am. I would have sent someone directly to your place, but we’ve had some—uh, another situation to deal with tonight as well. Anyway, as your husband—your ex-husband was crossing East Street Bridge here in Westbrook, a trailer truck struck and killed him. The driver says he never even saw him until it was too late.”

“Oh, Jesus… Oh, Jesus! Was he—? Did he—?”

“The M.E. says it looks like he was killed instantly, that he most likely didn’t suffer,” the officer said.

“Umm… I see,” Sarah said, staring blankly ahead. She blinked her tear-filled eyes rapidly, making her view of the room go all gray and blurry. She looked around for something to ground her, and tried to focus on the rectangle of the window where slivers of light from the corner streetlight angled through the slats of the miniblinds, but her eyes kept twitching back and forth, making the whole room dance jerkily.

“I know it’s terribly late,” Officer Murray said mildly, “but if possible, we’d like you to come down to the hospital morgue to make a positive I.D.”

“A what?”

“We need you to identify your husband’s body,” Officer Murray said. “Do you think you’re up to doing that?”

“Oh, yeah… Sure.”

“If you could be ready in a half hour, I’ll have a squad car pick you up.”

Sarah started to reply, but then her mind went suddenly blank. She had barely heard, much less understood, what the policeman had said. Her vision of the darkened bedroom was blurry and out of focus. For a brief, shattering instant, she thought she saw the dark silhouette of a man, standing between the foot of the bed and the window.

She gasped and sucked in her breath sharply.

“Mrs. Robinson? Are you all right?”

When Sarah blinked her eyes and looked again, the illusion was gone. It took her several seconds to recover. She cleared her throat and said into the telephone, “I–I’m sorry. What did you say?”

“I said I can have a squad car stop by to pick you up in fifteen minutes if you can be ready that fast.”

“Yeah, I–I guess so,” Sarah replied weakly, still staggered by the news. It all had an unreal cast, like this was still part of some terrible dream.

“You’re at Sixteen Canal Street, correct?”

“Yes. I… I’ll be ready in fifteen minutes,” Sarah said, and then she cradled the phone.

For the next five minutes or so, she sat on the edge of the bed, all the while shaking her head and trying desperately to clear her mind. The ambient light in her bedroom was still shattered by the tears that filled her eyes, but as she looked more carefully at the softly glowing window, she could see that no one was there.

Of course there wasn’t! How could there be?

She took a calming breath and held it for a moment. Without looking away from the spot at the foot of the bed, she reached over and snapped on the bedside light; but even with the warm, lemon glow bathing her small bedroom, she couldn’t shake the thought that—for just an instant—there really had been someone there…

Someone who had been looking at her… holding his arms out to her as though pleading with her…

And she couldn’t shake the feeling that—maybe—just maybe—he was still there…

Unseen… no matter how dark or light the room was.
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David was still lying on the ground with his head turned to one side as he listened to the wind. It whipped and snapped like loose ropes in the darkness. The shrill whistle reminded him of a blizzard, sweeping across the land. He closed his eyes and tried to remember what had happened earlier tonight, if it was, in fact, still tonight. His mind was flooded with fragmentary images and memories which he still couldn’t piece together into anything meaningful.

One of the sharpest images, though, and the one that made the least sense to him, was a hooded figure he thought he had seen leaning over him. His vision had been distorted, making everything look like he was underwater, looking up at the sky. Hazy blobs of light shimmered and shattered into warped curtains of glowing energy. The face inside the hood that had leaned close to him had been lost in a dense pool of darkness.

A darkness as deep as a moonless midnight.

He also remembered either this cloaked figure or someone else speaking to him, but he couldn’t recall any of what had been said.

It took a great deal of effort, but David managed to roll over and sit up. Hugging his knees with both arms, he looked around, hoping to get his bearings. As he scanned up and down the street, he realized one thing that had been bothering him. Although the wind was blowing with a loud, flutelike whistle, he couldn’t feel even the faintest trace of a breeze on his face or arms.

His sense of time seemed off, as well. He had no idea how long ago he had been standing on the bridge, looking down into the dark river. It could have been minutes or days ago… maybe even an entire lifetime ago.

Am I dead? he thought, but he quickly dismissed the idea.

His idea of what death was didn’t include self-awareness.

He had always imagined death to be pure, total oblivion, and that’s exactly what he had been seeking tonight.

Oblivion!

He recalled that the summer night had been warm. The air had been close and sticky with humidity, but right now he had absolutely no sensation of temperature. Everything—even the atmosphere surrounding him—felt strangely neutral and distant. He couldn’t resist the odd sensation that he was somehow detached from reality, as if he were floating outside of it in a bubble and looking in.

“Jesus, what the hell’s going on here?” David whispered hoarsely to himself as he slowly stood up and brushed his hands together. His palms made a faint clapping sound that echoed oddly in the close night.

David frowned as he looked down at his hands.

He could feel them touching each other, but even as simple a sensation as rubbing his hands together seemed strangely distorted. It felt as if he were touching everything through thick, padded gloves.

A deep, lonely ache filled David when he looked around and realized that he didn’t know where he was. This certainly didn’t look like anywhere near the bridge on East Bridge Street… at least, not as far as he could see.

It was night, that much he was sure of.

But he wasn’t even sure if it was still the same night he had gone for a walk to the bridge.

The sky appeared too close and dense, like a low-hanging fog bank. Each streetlight lining the side of the road cast a dull glow that fragmented into deep blue and purple splinters of light that cast ink-wash-thin shadows across the stony ground. When David raised his hand to his forehead, the numerous shadows of his arm coiled at his feet on the ground like a tangled nest of snakes. He took several lurching steps forward, but the effect of his multiple shadows moving along with him was completely disorienting. He almost lost his balance.

Leaning forward with both hands on his knees, he braced himself as he looked around. He was standing in the middle of a debris-strewn road in what looked like an ancient, abandoned city.

He didn’t recognize anything.

He was surrounded by tall buildings looming darkly against the pressing night sky. Their square hulks looked ancient and somehow threatening. Along the fronts of every building—most of them three or four stories tall—were dark windows gaping open like huge, hungry mouths. In many of the windows and shadowed doorways, David thought he caught subtle hints of motion—of people or possibly animals moving about; but when he looked directly at anything, he couldn’t see what might have caused it.

A cold, clammy sensation traveled up his back to the base of his skull. He couldn’t shake the sensation that numerous unseen eyes were watching him from the darkness, studying his every move.

He wanted to start moving, but he had no idea which way to go until he heard the soft scuffing sound of feet dragging in the dirt behind him.

Clenching both fists, David whirled around to see a dark, hunched figure, making its way slowly toward him.

The figure was stooped over. One leg—his left—dragged behind him as though partially paralyzed. Tension filled David as he cautiously watched. The light from the streetlights overlie the person’s features, casting the hollows of his cheeks and neck into deep shadow.

David could see that it was a man—or at least what had once been a man. As he approached, David could see that his features were decomposing. Wide, white flaps of skin hung from his forehead and cheeks. They swayed with every halting step he took closer to David.

“Why don’t you stop right there, friend?” David said, surprising even himself by the strength of his voice.

The old man jerked to a halt. Hunching over to one side, he glared at David.

“Friend?” he said in a high, cackling voice. “I like that! Friend, indeed!”

The streetlight’s glare caught the old man’s right eye, making it glow with a deep, eerie gleam.

“Why don’t you just back off?” David said.

“I can do whatever I like,” the old man replied. “I sure as shit don’t need you telling me what to do!” The old man’s voice sounded as ancient as the decrepit buildings that surrounded him and David.

A cold, clutching sensation of fear took hold of David’s throat. It grew steadily stronger as he and the old man squared off, facing each other. Less than twenty feet separated them, but David had the unnerving impression that the man was somehow insubstantial… as if he might not really even be there.

“Who the fuck are you?” David finally asked, once he could stand the silence no longer. “Where am I? What the hell’s going on here?”

The only response from the old man was a sniff of laughter; but then, as though reacting to a sound which David hadn’t heard, he stiffened and cast a wary glance over his shoulder.

“It’s not safe out here at night. I can tell you that much,” the old man said.

“And just where the hell are we?” David made no attempt to disguise the nervous quaver in his voice.

The old man continued to look over his shoulder for a while. Then he turned around slowly to face David again.

“Maybe you’ll see something you recognize come daylight,” he said. “Although, to tell you the truth, it doesn’t often get all that much lighter even when the sun’s out.”

David was filled with a sudden, violent urge to grab the old man by the throat and throttle him until he told him exactly where he was and what the hell was going on.

Instead, he clenched his fists tightly at his sides, barely managing to control the hot rush of anger that swept through him with surprising force. It was almost as if he experienced the pure essence of the emotion.

“Hey! No need to get all hostile about it,” the old man said. “I’m just trying to help you… if that’s what you want.”

“I don’t need your goddamned help,” David snapped, his voice still tight with anger. “I just want you to tell me what’s going on here.”

“Why, you’re in the Shadowlands,” the old man said. “I’m surprised you didn’t realize that. Are you that new here?”

Again, the old man glanced over his shoulder, and this time David could hear something—a distant, echoing, keening that sounded a bit like a pack of howling dogs.

“Barghests. I think they’re headed this way,” the old man said. Then he chuckled. “Maybe they smelled the new meat.”

David was about to ask him what he meant by new meat but then realized he didn’t have to. He looked past the old man, trying to see what might be making all that noise, but the night was too dense and dark. All he could see were the streetlights, disappearing like a string of Christmas tree lights into the distance.

“You can come along with me if you’d like,” the old man said. “But whether you do or not, I’d suggest you don’t want to be here when the barghests get here.”

“What are they?”

The old man snorted again with laughter and said simply, “Trust me. You don’t want to find out.”

With that, he began walking slowly toward one of the dark buildings, moving much faster than he had when approaching David. His left leg dragged behind him, leaving a scalloped line in the thin dirt.

“The streets aren’t safe at night, I tell yah that much,” the old man called back over his shoulder just before he disappeared into the darkened doorway of one of the buildings. Like an apparition, he faded from sight, leaving David with the distinct impression that he might not ever have been there in the first place.

But the sound in the distance was definitely getting closer. It sounded like a pack of barking dogs, their angry yips, howls and growls filling the night.

David glanced toward the building where the old man had disappeared and almost ran over to it, but then decided not to follow him.

How did he know he could trust that old man?

He preferred taking his chances in one of the other buildings—alone. Once the sun was up, he’d take a look around and try to figure out where he was.

Off to his left, not more than a hundred feet up the street, David saw a darkened doorway. After casting a quick glance over his shoulder, he started running toward the building. His footsteps echoed like distant gunshots in the night.

Just before he ducked into the shadowed doorway, David looked back one last time to see—something.

At the far end of the street, huge, indistinguishable shapes appeared, black as holes in the night. Some of them ran on all fours. Others ambled on two legs, their arms dangling at their sides. The chorus of wails filled the night and was loud enough to hurt David’s ears as he felt his way to the back of the building through the rubble littering the floor. When he bumped into the far wall, he turned around and slid to the floor, where he sat hunched up, his arms wrapped around his legs.

Lost as he was in the darkness, he realized that his only hope was that whatever those things out there were, they hadn’t seen or smelled him and wouldn’t know he was hiding in here.


deserted streets.


Chapter Two

Tony Ranieri smiled confidently to himself as he strode up the stairway of Bailey Hall, heading toward the University of Southern Maine’s library. Through the large, plate-glass window, he could see that Sarah Robinson was alone at the checkout counter.

Okay, so maybe today will be my lucky day! he thought.

Or maybe it’ll be HER lucky day….

His smile twisted into a lopsided smirk as he ducked behind a pillar and quickly raked his hands through his hair and zipped open the brown leather jacket he was wearing. He was going for that casual, wind-blown look. After adjusting the bookbag on his left shoulder, he undid the top three buttons of his shirt to expose his curly chest hair. Then, sucking in his breath, he wheeled around the pillar and approached the library door, consciously putting a brisk, causal bounce in his walk.

As he swung the heavy door open, he glanced at his reflection in the dark glass and smiled with approval.

How could she not be interested in him?

Sure, she was quite a bit older than he was, maybe even ten years older, but didn’t most women like their men young and strong?

He was positive that Sarah wasn’t married. At least she never wore a wedding band or engagement ring on her ring finger. In the eight months since he had first noticed her, they had never spoken except for passing comments now and then at the counter when he was checking out a book. In fact, he only knew her name because of the brass plate on her desk. As far as she was concerned, he was just another nameless face in an ocean of people.

But as confident and cool as he was trying to appear on the surface, Tony was shaking inwardly as he pushed through the swinging arm of the entrance gate.

He wasn’t quite sure why.

Usually, he didn’t feel the least bit intimidated about approaching a woman he intended to hit on. But those women generally were undergraduates. Maybe it was because Sarah was older and seemed more settled and secure in her life.

After a quick glance at her when she wasn’t looking up, he strolled over to the array of computers located beside the old card catalog. The back of his neck was burning, and his hands felt clammy as he imagined—and hoped—that Sarah couldn’t help but notice him, and that—even now—she was surreptitiously watching his every step and wanting him.

Whistling tunelessly under his breath, Tony casually slung his bookbag onto one of the desks, leaned over the computer, and began punching the keys on the keyboard, pretending to be entering a book search. By cocking his hip to one side and angling his body, he positioned himself so he could maintain a clear view of the front desk. After clacking on the keys for a few seconds, he glanced over at Sarah again.

His heart thudded heavily in his chest, and a thin sheen of sweat broke across his brow when he saw that she was looking straight at him.

As soon as they made eye contact, she raised her right hand and curled her index finger, signaling him over to the front desk.

Holy shit! A sudden tightening took hold of Tony’s stomach and groin. She wants me!

Pretending confused surprise and struggling to stay in control, he tapped his chest with his forefinger and raised his eyebrows questioningly.

Sarah smiled and nodded, then reached under the desk and pulled out two hardbound books. Holding them up, she tapped the top book with her finger and mouthed what looked to Tony like she was saying: “Are these yours?”

Tony let his smile widen and nodded as he grabbed his bookbag and walked quickly over to the counter. The back of his neck was prickly with heat. Chilling trickles of sweat ran down the inside of his shirt from his armpits. His legs felt like they were filled with jelly.

“The books you wanted through interlibrary loan came in the other day,” Sarah said, keeping her voice to a whisper as she glanced around the library. “I think the notice was mailed out yesterday.”

Tony was disappointed to hear her speak to him with such an “all-business” tone of voice, but he continued to smile widely. He was satisfied that she, obviously, had recognized him. That was a good start.

“Oh, good. Thanks… thanks a lot,” Tony said, nodding and feeling totally stupid for not thinking of anything more intriguing to say. “I-uh—” He glanced nervously over his shoulder at the reference desk. “I’ve got to check out a couple of other books, first. I’ll pick ’em up when I leave.”

“No problem. They’ll be right here,” Sarah said without the slightest bit of interest in her voice.

Tony continued to smile brightly at her, but he was disappointed to realize that his charm hadn’t worked on her. Sarah scooched down and replaced the books on the shelf below the counter. Then, without another word to him, she walked back to her desk and resumed working.

Tony hesitated another few seconds, all the while trying desperately to think of something to say, but his mind drew a total blank.

After nodding his thanks, he backed away from the counter and walked back to the computer he’d been using.

Oh, real smooth, there, buddy! he thought. That’ll make her want to jump into the sack with you!

Tony’s hand trembled slightly as he fished the pen from his jacket pocket, took a sheet of scratch paper from the desk, and pretended to scan the screen while writing down titles and call numbers without paying any attention to what he was writing. He kept himself busy for another minute or two, all the while taking every opportunity to glance over at Sarah to see if she was looking at him, but she was involved with her work.

Tony was crestfallen.

Figuring it was time to leave, he slid the pen back into his jacket pocket and hefted his bookbag. When he looked at the sheet of paper and saw what he had written there, he snorted with surprise. A young woman, standing opposite him at another terminal, glanced at him and frowned.

On the sheet of paper were the words: She’s yours if you want her!

For a dizzying instant, Tony stared at the message, not quite believing what he was seeing. This didn’t even look like his own handwriting.

Did I write that? he wondered. Or had someone else left this piece of scrap behind?

Narrowing his gaze, he looked around the room to see if any of his friends might be close by, watching his confused reaction.

He didn’t see anyone he knew.

But even as he cried to dismiss it, an uncontrollable shiver rippled up his back. He looked around at the wide expanse of the room, focusing, in turn, on the students and faculty members who were seated or standing around, studying or whispering to each other.

For an instant, Tony was acutely aware of how utterly strange everything appeared. He felt disoriented, as if he had somehow slipped outside of reality and was looking at everything through an inches-thick plate glass window. Dull afternoon sunlight filtered into the library through the windows between the slats of the blinds. Everything looked diffuse and dusty.

Every sound Tony could hear—even the hushed whispers of the two students closest to him—seemed oddly muffled and distant. The sound of someone turning the pages of a book was oddly magnified and sounded like tearing paper.

A quick thrill of alarm raced through Tony.

A moment later, a stronger, deeper tingle of fear gripped him.

Maybe he was getting paranoid because of the knife he was carrying in his bookbag. He had found it in the alleyway the night before, while he was taking a shortcut to his apartment after work. To help with his expenses, Tony was waiting tables at the Hollow Reed, an upscale, vegetarian restaurant on Commercial Street in Portland.

His throat felt suddenly hot and dry as he sucked in a shallow breath and rubbed one hand against the side of his canvas bookbag. He looked up but still didn’t see anyone watching him. He could feel the handle of the knife through the thin material. It made him suddenly nervous to have the knife here with him.

What if the blade sets off the metal detector when I cry to leave?

A sickening rush of panic ran through his gut.

A knife with an almost six-inch-long blade certainly constituted a legal weapon.

Carrying it into the library had been a stupid thing to do. He could get nailed for carrying a concealed weapon!

How would he ever explain it to the campus cops?

Then again, how could he even explain where he had gotten the knife in the first place?

Would anyone believe the truth, that he had picked it up in an alleyway late last night?

He shuddered to remember what had happened.

It had been later than usual—a little past midnight when he had finally gotten off work. A large party of six rowdy couples, obviously on vacation, had been seated fifteen minutes before closing time. Because he had an eight o’clock class the next morning, and had already missed it too many times this session, he thought he could save a little time by cutting through the alleyway from Commercial to Fore Street. Tony was finding it tough enough just going to summer school, but working a full-time job while going to law school was wearing him down fast. And here it was, only the second week of July, with four more weeks of classes to go.

Still, he couldn’t help but wonder how had he even noticed the knife in the first place, or why he had bothered to pick it up.

The alleyway had been darker than he’d expected, with only the faintest glow of light from the streetlight on Fore Street at the far end of the alley. He had taken this particular shortcut many times before, but usually during the day.

At night, Tony had a hard time feeling his way through the rubble and trash that clogged the narrow alley. But as he worked his way along, he had noticed a sliver of light as faint as moonlight, angling down the throat of the alleyway. Faint as it was, it had illuminated the knife blade like the hot center of a searchlight.

The blade had shined with an iridescent blue glow that he hadn’t been able to ignore.

He had stopped and stared at the knife for a long time before finally picking it up. And he told himself he’d only picked it up because it had practically demanded his attention.

The instant he picked the knife up, it felt strange in his hand, as if it were charged with a current of energy. It was quite obviously old, maybe even an antique. Its hard rubber handle, narrow at the hilt and bulbous at the end, was cracked and worn. The blade was slim and symmetrically straight with no hilt guard. The most unusual feature Tony noticed was the small indentation on the metal sleeve in which the blade was fitted. As he gripped the rubber handle, he’d been struck by an odd sense of familiarity.

It was almost as if he had held this very knife before.

Automatically, he rested his thumb comfortably in the narrow indentation above the hilt. He realized that this must have been designed so the user—the cutter could apply some serious pressure when using it.

Tony had lost all sense of time, but he snapped back to attention when he realized how heavily he was panting as he hefted the knife.

He was surprised by how light the knife was for its size. Turning it over a few times, he smiled as the blade gleamed wickedly in the dim light of the alleyway. He braced himself and slashed the knife back and forth a few times, smiling as he listened to the loud whick-whick sound the blade made as it cut the air.

He had known instantly that he was going to keep the knife, so he slipped it into his back pocket, making sure to pull his jacket down so the knife wouldn’t stick out as he continued his walk home.

It wasn’t until he had arrived at his apartment on Congress Street and examined the knife under better light that he noticed what looked like a thin wash of rusty streaks at the base of the blade and on the handle. Although he tried to deny it, he realized that these could only be bloodstains.

A cold shock of surprise hit him when he opened his hand and saw on his palm a faint, red smudge.

He had gone to the kitchen sink and hadn’t been able to stop his hands from trembling as he washed the knife under the faucet. For some reason, he kept looking furtively over his shoulder as though expecting to see someone watching him. He’d been careful to hide the knife in his bookbag so his roommate, Alexander, wouldn’t discover it.

He had no idea how or why, but Tony knew that he couldn’t let Alex or anyone else know that he had found this knife.

It seemed almost silly, he thought, feeling that way about it; but just knowing that he possessed it gave him a funny sensation, almost a new and different measure of security and power.

Yes, power!

Feeling like he was in a daze, Tony shook his head and squared his shoulders before walking back to the library checkout counter. It took him a minute to catch Sarah’s attention, but she nodded as she got up from her desk and walked over to him. He took his library card from his wallet and, without a word, handed it to her. Sarah smiled pleasantly as she took the two books from the shelf and began processing them.

“So, did you find what you were looking for?” she said.

Her tone seemed warm and friendly, and Tony noticed that’s he gave him a quick, intense look this time.

He smiled back at her, sensing that she might be interested in him after all, but he was too nervous to respond.

All he could think about was how he was going to get the knife through the security gate. For an instant, he was convinced that—somehow—Sarah knew what he was carrying in his bookbag. Cold panic gripped him, making it impossible for him to speak.

Finally, though, he managed to grunt and say, “Uhh—no, I—uh, I didn’t.”

Sarah bit down gently on her lower lip as she nodded and then stamped the due dates in the back of the books. Before handing them to him, she glanced at the titles. Her expression revealed her surprise.

“Inside the Criminal Mind and Autopsy.” She raised one eyebrow higher than the other. “What are you studying, anyway?”

Tony realized that this was his chance.

She had obviously noticed him before and had at least taken the trouble to remember his name. Now she was trying to initiate a conversation.

But Tony was feeling feverish and tense. All he wanted was to get outside and catch some fresh air.

“I’m—uh, I’m studying law. For the summer session, I–I’m taking Criminal Psych with—ah, with Professor Morgan.”

He cringed, thinking how lame he must sound. He desperately wanted to say something—anything—to keep things going, but she seemed to pick up right away on his reaction. After handing him the books, she quickly started back to her desk.

“Uh—thanks,” Tony said, mentally kicking himself in the seat of the pants.

Sarah barely turned to look at him as she waved one hand over her shoulder in farewell.

Jesus, what the fuck’s the matter with me? Tony thought as he unzipped his bookbag, carefully shielding the knife inside, slipped the two books in between his notebooks and hurriedly zipped his bookbag shut.

For several seconds, he just stared at Sarah’s back, wishing to God that he had responded to her a little more aggressively.

Why didn’t he ask if she’d like to go out for a drink after work?

But he knew it wasn’t talking to Sarah that had gotten him so wound up.

It was knowing that the next few steps were going to tell whether or not he would set off the alarm, and if he was going to have to open his bookbag for the campus security cop who was sitting by the exit.

He was trying his damnedest not to look guilty as he slung the bookbag onto his shoulder. Feeling like a condemned man, trudging slowly toward the scaffold, he sucked in a sharp breath and held it as he walked through the metal detector. He cringed, waiting to hear the high-pitched warning buzz, and almost fainted with relief when the alarm didn’t go off. He felt so relieved that he looked back at Sarah and called out to her in as jaunty a voice as he could muster, “Hey, catch yah later.”

He didn’t wait to see if she had heard him.
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A thin, gray wash of morning light seeped into the building, slowly washing away the shadows.

David was leaning against the wall, as far away from the door as he could get. At first, he barely noticed the change in light, but at some indistinguishable point he realized that he could see his pale, thin hands, clasped tightly together around his bent knees. The tendons in the backs of his hands looked like thin pencils just beneath the surface of the skin. It took him an indeterminate time to realize that something was wrong.

Then he suddenly got it.

His hands had never looked like this before! They looked thin and pale, like an old man’s hands.

What the hell was going on here?

Maybe it was just a trick of the light, he told himself, but when he took a quick personal inventory, he realized that other things—several things were definitely wrong.

For one, he had the distinct and frightening sensation that he wasn’t breathing.

No matter how long he sat there and thought about it, and no matter how much he tried to do it, he couldn’t feel even the slightest hint of motion in his chest or throat. There was no steady intake and exhalation of air—no surge of warm breath through his nostrils.

“Jesus, this is fucking weird,” he whispered to himself, but just as quickly he cut himself off when he heard the hollow echo of his voice in the gloomy silence. His words reminded him of the scraping, skittering sound rats made, scurrying for cover.

His eyes were wide open as he looked around and tried to pierce the inky gloom.

Something was definitely wrong!

He felt suddenly compelled to get up and start checking things out. It was time he figured out just where the hell he was.

If he could determine that, then maybe he could dredge up other memories about what had happened.

Fragments of thought flitted through his mind, but most of them didn’t make sense. The most vivid memories—especially the one of a hooded figure leaning over him and whispering to him—were too terrifying to contemplate for long. He had a vague impression of a skeletal face peering at him from within the folds of a heavy hood, but dismissed that as just his overworked imagination.

He hoped that he would forget all about those disturbing thoughts if he got up and started moving around. If he didn’t do something, he was going to go nuts!

But then he started thinking about the old man he’d met last night.

Who the hell was he?

What was his story?

And those hounds or whatever those things he’d heard baying were…

What had the old man called them?

Barghests?

Well, whatever they were, what if they were looking for him? What if they came back?

The old man with the crippled leg had obviously been afraid to be caught out in the open.

After finding his way into the building, David had crouched in the darkness and listened to them, their howls growing louder and louder until he was positive they were right outside the building where he was hiding. He had even heard one or more of them sniffing and snorting around the dark entrance of the building. He didn’t doubt that they had caught his scent, but for some reason they had moved away from his hiding place. He guessed they must be hunting someone else.

David groaned as he stretched his arms over his head. His muscles felt as thin and dry as paper. His bones and tendons seemed ready to snap as he shifted his weight forward and shakily stood up. As he straightened his body out, something in the small of his back popped. He let out another low groan and sank back down and slumped against the wall as a surprisingly strong wave of nausea and dizziness swept over him.

Cupping both hands over his eyes, he stared into the perfect well of darkness behind his eyes until the feeling eventually faded away. He had no idea how long it took.

Once it was gone, it struck David as strange how the sensation of pain had been more like a memory of pain than the real thing.

Something was definitely wrong here!

After taking a few seconds to collect himself, David stood up and slowly picked his way through the debris toward the doorway. The closer he got to the door the more his eyes stung from the gradually brightening daylight outside. When he reached the doorway, he supported himself by leaning against the rotting doorjamb as he looked outside.

He was struck with utter amazement by what he saw.

The city—wherever the hell he was—looked like the bombed-out ruins he’d seen in World War II footage. The street was a mess of rubble and debris. Broken bricks and stones, piles of trash, uprooted trees, bent and rusted street signs and other litter were strewn everywhere. A few rusted hulks of abandoned cars and trucks lined both sides of the road. The sun, hanging low in the sky, looked bloated and red as it rose above the distant tree line. Its feeble light cast thin, jagged shadows across the street and buildings.

A steady, whistling wind was blowing around sheets of yellowed newspaper and other litter that flapped like broken bird wings until they fetched up against a building or rusted chainlink fence. David half-expected to see a pack of mongrel dogs rummaging through the garbage in the alleyways, but the street was strangely deserted, absolutely devoid of any people or animals. “Even birds,” David whispered as he craned his neck back and scanned the sky beyond the bare branches of a few nearby trees.

Come to think of it, where were the leaves?

It was supposed to be July.

Shouldn’t the trees be covered with leaves and filled with singing birds?

But as he looked around, all he could hear was the low, hollow whistle of the wind and the high hiss of dust being blown about.

David wanted to call out, to see if he could draw anyone’s attention, but then he remembered the baying hounds he had heard the night before and, for now, decided to explore the area in silence. He wasn’t sure he wanted to encounter the man with the bad leg again. There had been something about him that had bothered David. Talking to him had been like…

“—like talking to a corpse,” David said.

His words were whisked away by the whistling wind like fine dust. The sound was almost like faint laughter.

David felt all but drained of energy as he started walking up the street, looking from side to side, trying to see anything familiar. It was only when he paused and looked back at the building where he had spent the night that a cold blade of panic sliced through him.

Above the arching doorway of the building was a sign.

The painted letters were chipped and faded, but by squinting he could still make out what was written there. He read the name out loud, then repeated it a few times before it finally sank into his awareness.

“Pine Knoll Elementary… Pine Knoll Elementary! Jesus Christ! That can’t be Pine Knoll Elementary!”

For a dizzying instant, David felt completely disoriented. It had to be just coincidence that this building had the same name as the elementary school in Portland that he had attended when he was young.

But the longer he stared at the building, mentally trying to rescore it by ignoring the near total decay and deterioration, the more he realized that this, in fact, had to be the school he had attended.

Tension gripped him.

He couldn’t fathom what had happened to the school since he had last seen it, but he could see now that this was the familiar building at the corner of Deering Avenue and Prospect Street.

“How the hell… ?” His voice trailed off as he tried to absorb the shock.

How had he ended up here?

The last thing he clearly remembered was standing on the East Bridge Street bridge in Westbrook sometime after midnight and looking down into the murky water. There were other, vaguer memories after that—some of them terribly frightening—but there was no way he could have gotten here!

And there was no way this could be Deering Avenue!

Granted, it had been a while since he had been out this way, but it had been a month or two at the most. There was no way this part of Portland could have deteriorated so quickly.

“What the hell is going on here?” he said, clenching his fists and bouncing them against the sides of his head.

“I might be able to explain it… some of it, anyway.”

The voice, speaking so suddenly and so close behind him, startled David. He let out a shout of surprise that echoed from the derelict buildings as he wheeled around and saw the old man with the injured left leg, standing less than ten feet behind him.

David had no idea how the man could have gotten this close without him hearing his approach
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