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TWO-FIFTEEN IN THE morning and a man walked alone down an empty stretch of US169 just outside Spring Hill, Kansas.  He wore a black and grey nylon backpack that had seen better days, stuffed with everything he owned.  His jeans and black T-shirt could use a wash, but the real culprit was the denim jacket.  After slipping down a wet slope and landing in the leavings of some animal long gone, the jacket reeked.  If it weren’t so chilly, he would have discarded it.  He wore an old tan cap with a factory logo across the front, pulled down to just above his eyes.  Occasionally, a headlight would spark to life far behind him, then grow and grow as a car approached, but he never put out his thumb or gave any indication he was in need.  A truck pulled over once, but the man walked right on by without slowing.  He didn’t even look in the cab.  When the man had walked another hundred yards down the road, the driver put his truck in gear again and took off.

The man kept his head down and his feet moving along the shoulder.  Of the ones who noticed him, some wished they had time to offer him a ride while others sped up to give the indication they had important business elsewhere.  A few wished the world weren’t such a dangerous place while fewer still looked past that and pulled over to offer help.

None of them, though, had him as a passenger.  The man walked on, alone, down the highway and into the night.

***
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IN A SMALL FAMILY-OWNED roadside diner called Amber’s, Ron Shackley took his change from the man behind the counter, Marty, dumped the two dollars and thirty-seven cents into the pocket of his overalls, and grabbed the sack of food from the counter.

“Thanks, Marty,” Ron said.  “I’ll see you tomorrow night.”

“See ya, Ronnie,” Marty replied.  “Enjoy the pie.  Katie just made it today.”

“I will. See ya.”

Ron Shackley left the diner and climbed into the cab of his pickup.  The engine sputtered to life and Ron switched on the radio just before pulling out of the parking lot and back onto the highway, heading for his shift at the wastewater facility in Spring Hill.  He started singing along with The Black Crowes and wondering when he got so old.

***
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THE WALKING MAN SHIVERED in the cold night and watched his breath billow in front of him as he chugged along.  His feet felt like they’d been dipped in acid and then lit on fire.  His back screamed for mercy.  His legs kept telling his brain that if it continued to allow this torture to go on, they were going on strike until further notice.  Still, he walked on.

As one truck passed by on his left, another pulled over to the side of the road.  He had found that the later it got, the more frequently he was offered rides.  Probably just a case of people wanting some company to help them stay awake.

He walked past the truck without acknowledging it.

He heard the window roll down.

“Hey,” a voice called from inside.  It was probably warm in there.  And soft.  “Hey, do you need a ride?”

He kept walking.  As much as he wanted to say yes, thank you, thank God, he kept walking.

The truck crept forward, the driver keeping pace with him.

“Hey,” he called again.  “Can you hear me?  Are you okay?  Do you need some help?”

The walking man stopped short and turned toward the open window.  His face showed the stress he was under, he could feel it pulsing in his head.

The air around him seemed to darken, as if the clouds had suddenly covered the moon, but Ron Shackley glanced up for a second and found the sky clear and full of stars.

The man put his hands on the door and told Ron, “Hurry.  Get away.  Go. Now.  HURRY!”

Ron, confused, looked at the walking man, then fear crossed his face, and he hurriedly tried to put his truck in gear, but his hands wouldn’t work properly, and before he could escape, he screamed.  He screamed for several seconds, then his cries were cut short, replaced by a sick, wet sound.
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WILLIAM KIRBY, A FORMER GP turned paranormal investigator, arrived that morning in a good mood.  He’d woken before the alarm, the shower had been piping hot, and the coffee filter hadn’t collapsed mid-brew, giving him the first decent cup of coffee he’d had in three days.  He was wide awake, energized, and ready to finish the two articles he had already under contract with deadlines looming, then go with whatever the rest of the day offered.

And then he entered the office—a loft space above the garage of Stephanie Garcia’s childhood home—and saw his partner Garcia was already there and waiting for him.

Kirby slid his backpack containing his laptop, two folders full of research he’d been digging up on several local houses, and a stack of Green Lantern comics he hadn’t read, off his shoulder and onto his desk chair.  He had a feeling he wouldn’t be sitting just yet.  The projection screen was down and displayed a big, faded image of Garcia’s computer screen.

“What’s up?” he asked.

Stephanie Garcia, Kirby’s friend and partner in the Angel Hill Paranormal Investigation Society—the acronym was AHPIS, but the two joked it stood for “Ah, piss!” whenever something went wrong—smiled wide and said, “I got a present today.  Last night.  Earlier today?  I don’t know.  Whatever.  Dig it.  Hit the lights.”

Kirby turned out the lights, and Garcia pressed a button on her computer, bringing to life an image on the screen.  Kirby saw a man, probably a little older than himself, smiling, while the background depicted a picnic or family barbecue.

“This is Ron Shackley,” Garcia said.  “Forty-five-year-old warehouse foreman from Paola, Kansas.  Works in Spring Hill.  Worked in Spring Hill,” she corrected.  “He was described by his wife as ‘a good man.’  Good husband, good father, good friend, good employee, and good boss.  Ron was on his way to work when he stopped at a diner, but that was the last time anyone saw him alive.  He may have stopped for a hitchhiker. After all, he was a good man.  But that was the end of him.”

Garcia clicked the mouse and the slide changed.  This was another picture of Ron Shackley, but this time his face was white, his eyes wide, his expression frozen in terror.  Blood around his mouth stood dark against the pallor of his face.  The mouth itself gaped in a slack kind of way, as if his jaw had been broken and his mouth couldn’t close.  Kirby noticed none of the teeth from the smiling photo were visible anymore.

“Christ,” he said.

“He was found in his truck on the side of the highway about five miles from the diner.  His food was still in the truck, nothing was missing, and no one, according to his wife and everyone else questioned, had anything against him.  This was two nights ago.”

She changed slides again.

A different man’s face, but the same image.  Dead, face white, eyes wide, blood around the mouth.  This man’s jaw was also out of place, the flesh around his jowl area winkled and loose.  Again, no teeth.

“Early this morning police found the body of Nelson Wayne in Smithville.  Fifty point eight miles away from Spring Hill, Kansas.”

“So, what does this have to do with us?” Kirby asked, already knowing the answer but not wanting to admit it to himself.  And it was such a good day, too, he thought.  But that should have been the hint.  No day starts off that well and ends well.  He should have been on the lookout for the dark cloud as soon as he saw the clear skies.

“When Messrs. Shackley and Wayne’s bodies were found,” Garcia said, “their throat muscles were so distended they resembled balloons that have been inflated and deflated too many times.  Their jaws had been dislocated.  Their teeth were broken out.  Their organs were shredded inside their bodies.  Other than the fact no one’s sure how this happened, and they both happened along US169, which is also the only way into our little city here, this has nothing to do with us.”

“Let me guess,” Kirby said.  “Rayburn sent this over?”

Garcia didn’t have to reply.

“I really need to finish those articles if I want to make rent next month,” he said.

“Which ones?”

“I have the one for Science Faction I’m almost done
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