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  Other books by Greg F. Gifune


  KINGDOM OF SHADOWS


  “Shape without form, shade without colour,


  Paralysed force, gesture without motion;


  Those who have crossed


  With direct eyes, to death’s other Kingdom


  Remember us —if at all —not as lost Violent souls, but only


  As the hollow men The stuffed men.”


  —T.S. Eliot, “The Hollow Men”
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  The van rockets through darkness, swaying and bouncing along the bumpy road. The breakneck speed no longer seems necessary, but everyone is preoccupied and still racing on adrenaline and fear. For several minutes there is relative silence, but Carbone resumes his screaming and writhing about, knees pulled in close to his chest as his bloody hands clutch desperately at the mangled flesh that was once his stomach.


  “Hang on, bro.” Snow pokes his head up between the front bucket seats and looks to Rooster. “We need to get him to a hospital!”


  “He’s already dead,” Rooster tells him.


  Between screams, Carbone wheezes and literally cries for his mother.


  “Christ,” Nauls groans, “his intestines, I—I can see his fucking intestines!”


  Landon, a white-knuckled grip on the steering wheel, glances quickly at the rearview then increases speed despite the rough terrain.


  “Slow down,” Starker says, his deep voice booming from his position at the rear of the van. “This ride dies, you die with it.”


  “Whatever,” Landon says indignantly.


  “We can’t just let him bleed out,” Snow says.


  Rooster watches the darkness through the windshield wash over them like renegade waves. He’s always liked Carbone, and knows he and Snow are best friends, but they’re miles from any hospital. Game over.


  “Goddamn it!” Snow leans closer. “You hear me?” Rooster looks back at Snow. “Stay with him, all right?” he says evenly. “Don’t let him die alone.”


  After several seconds, reality sinks in, and with a defeated nod, Snow disappears into the back.


  “Where the hell are we?” Rooster asks Landon.


  “No clue, been following these country roads for miles now.” He nervously paws perspiration from his face with the back of his free hand. “You wanted the middle of nowhere. You got it.”


  Rooster is about to tell him to slow down when the van comes to a sudden stop. Everyone lurches forward and Carbone screams again.


  Before them, fog rolls across a field of weeds and overgrown grass. In the distance, an old farmhouse sits in the darkness and mist. The moon is full but obscured by clouds, scarcely illuminating a series of hideous scarecrows nailed to rotting wooden crosses scattered throughout the property.


  “What is this place?” Nauls asks. Landon squints. “Looks abandoned.”


  With a final gagging cough, Carbone vomits blood and bile and dies on the floor of the van in a pool of his own excrement and urine.


  


  


  


  What they don’t understand is that his death is far more merciful than anything they’ll ever know.


  Distant screams echoed in his mind like the sudden screech of tires. He had no idea where he was, but his first conscious thought was that something was chasing him. The sheer curtains billowed, danced before him like smoke. It seemed as if he’d been watching them for hours, though he couldn’t be sure. He’d been asleep, hadn’t he? Below, city streets were awakening, coming alive as the sun slowly rose over a horizon of brick and steel. It was far too cold outside for the windows to be open, but he assumed Gaby had opened them at some point during the night.


  Rooster sat up in bed and swung his feet onto the chilly floor. He leaned forward, face in his hands. It felt like an eternity since his old life had ended. Yet there was a disconnect between the here-and-now and the past, as if one or the other wasn’t quite true, falling closer to waking nightmares than reality. Even the night he and his old crew pulled their last caper was such a blur he often had difficulty piecing his scant memories into anything coherent. But for Carbone, he and the others got away. He knew that much. He remembered the final score and leaving that way of life behind him. For a long while the past had stayed buried, forgotten, perhaps even consciously ignored, but over the last few weeks, flashes of memories had returned, mostly in tiny bits and pieces. He couldn’t be sure, but Rooster suspected that’s what had started the awful headaches he’d been suffering from of late, his continued attempts to remember in more detail.


  The farmhouse…he remembered that dark farmhouse they’d ended up at to split the take. He remembered the moon that night…and scarecrows…horrible scarecrows. He remembered them too.


  And then, like a reel of film that had run its course, the memories stopped, returning his mind to an equally unsettling darkness.


  Though tall, thin and wiry, with angular features and a receding swath of buzzed-down brown hair, the nickname he’d had since high school still fit, but his body was slowing with age, and for the first time he’d begun to notice it, to really feel it. He moved his hand up behind his neck and squeezed, rubbing down to his trapezius muscles. He sported the remains of a tan, his skin a deep bronze, the veins and muscles in his arms and legs defined and strong. He patted his stomach. Not quite the six-pack it had once been, but flat and tight, nothing to be ashamed of.


  A breeze blew through the windows, disturbing the curtains once again.


  This time they were shredded and filthy with dirt and blood, dangling there like sheets of slashed flesh.


  Rooster looked away, clenched shut his eyes.


  When he opened them the curtains were back to normal, but everything felt askew now, as if something or someone had entered the bedroom without his consent. He stood up, glanced around, eyes panning the room.


  Nothing…no one…


  A chill licked his spine. “Are you all right?”


  He turned to the doorway to find Gaby standing there bundled in a robe, dark hair mussed and the look on her face a mixture of horror and concern. “You were screaming.”


  Rooster grabbed his Marlboros and a lighter from the nightstand, lit a cigarette and blew a stream of smoke at the windows. “I wasn’t even asleep.”


  Her expression softened, and she leaned against the doorframe with a sigh. “Yeah, I know. You never sleep anymore, not really.”


  “The windows…”


  “I opened them.” She hugged herself. “Fresh air’s good for you.”


  Rooster drew another drag, coughed it out. “It’s freezing.”


  Her brown eyes—so dark they were nearly black—sparkled in place of a smile. “It’s good for the soul.”


  “Nothing can live long in the cold,” he mumbled.


  Gaby nodded but said nothing.


  Shadows lay across the room like fallen spirits. Rooster stepped through them, approaching the windows with caution. A cold and dreary day stared back, the sky gray and overcast, the streets beyond the housing project courtyard dirty and cracked, cold and still mostly abandoned; the buildings in the neighborhood old and rundown, many of them condemned and long forgotten. Such a bleak city, he thought. Even where bustling life should’ve thrived, there was only emptiness, decay and an overwhelming sense of hopelessness. He looked back over his shoulder at Gaby. It seemed to him her name should’ve been Grace, since she was like a savior, the only consistently good and beautiful presence in what had become an otherwise murky existence. When it was just the two of them and they held each other close in the night, the fear in him subsided. In those moments he felt alive again, perhaps even happy, but like all else he’d once believed in, Gaby would eventually leave him and he’d be alone again in the darkness with his nightmares and the awful echo of faraway screams…


  “What are you thinking about?” she asked.


  “Your name.”


  “My name?”


  “It’s pretty. Gabrielle.”


  “I didn’t realize it interested you.” She smiled as if letting him in on a secret. “You’ve never mentioned it before.”


  “Never really thought about it until now, I guess.”


  “Its origin is Hebrew,” she explained. “Most people don’t know that.”


  “What does it mean?”


  “God is my might.”


  Their eyes met, and for a moment he was lost in them, their depth and beauty. He knew her so well, and yet in many ways she seemed unfamiliar. How could that be? He focused on the writing table beneath the windows, the bills scattered about it.


  “I better get in the shower,” Gaby said. “Don’t want to be late for work.”


  Right, he thought. Someone’s got to earn some money around here.


  “I’ll find something,” he promised. “There’s been some talk that big warehouse facility over on Dover Street’s hiring.”


  “That place gives me the creeps,” she said. “What do they warehouse there anyway?”


  “I don’t know. All I heard is they need some extra hands to unload trucks. It’s temporary but steady work for a week or more. Word is they’re only hiring a few people, so I want to get there early.”


  “What about the phone calls?”


  Fear rose from deep inside him. “What about them?”


  Gaby came closer, padding across the chilly pockmarked floor in her bare feet, nails painted blood red and a dainty gold ankle bracelet adorned with tiny bells jingling as she moved. “It’s obviously important. He’s called at least half a dozen times, and at all hours, too.” She slid up behind him and wrapped her hands around his waist. She smelled vaguely of freshly cut flowers, and her breath caressed the back of his neck in slow, sensual intervals. “He says he knows you.”


  “That was a long time ago.”


  “Are you going to call him back?” When he didn’t answer she leaned into him and brushed her lips against his ear. “He sounds so frightened, the man on the phone.”


  With a sad smile, Rooster flicked his cigarette out the window. “He is.”
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  Beneath an oddly gray sky, Rooster walked toward the hulking shadows cast by the enormous warehouse facility at the end of Dover Street. He strode past one alley strewn with garbage, human and otherwise, and then another, the last hope for escape from the dead-end street and the monolithic structures awaiting him. His breath spilled from his nostrils like columns of smoke, partially concealing his face as he pressed on through the cold, hands buried deep in the pockets of his battered leather jacket and chin tucked to chest in an attempt to ward off the occasional bursts of winter wind blowing in off the nearby ocean. Everything was deathly still, and though the constant din of city noises could still be heard, rather than a block or two away, they seemed impossibly far off, as if they were memories of a different city altogether, a deafeningly chaotic city recalled while passing through the mysterious solitude of another.


  When he reached the tall chain-link fence surrounding the facility, he noticed the gate was open, a thick padlock and chain dangling free as if left there mistakenly. He hesitated. A nearby security hut beyond was empty, the glass cracked and aged and looking as if it hadn’t been cleaned in years. On the far side of the hut, scarred with cracks and occasional tufts of weeds, an enormous parking lot led to a series of loading docks, and amidst the larger warehouses, a smaller building marked OFFICE. Forklifts and other pieces of equipment were scattered about the property as if abandoned long before, and though most of the bays were closed, the few left open revealed enormous but empty storage areas. It looked like some time ago everyone had simply picked up and left.


  No one came or went from the office building, and the lone wire-meshed window facing the street was grimy and dark. Had the place gone out of business? He could’ve sworn he’d passed by here a few days before and it was alive with workers and trucks coming and going, loading and unloading. He tried to remember where he’d heard about the job opportunities here. Had someone told him? Had he seen something at the Unemployment Office? Rooster watched the area a while with the experienced and trained eye of a thief. In time he looked back at the street. It was empty but for bits of trash and debris blowing about in the wind. He checked his watch then gazed at the sky. It normally wasn’t so dreary this time of afternoon, but the drab winter sky conspired to cast everything in a dull pall reminiscent of dusk.


  After another quick look around, Rooster stepped through the open gate, crossed the parking lot and slipped into the office building.


  He found himself in a long, dimly lit corridor that reeked of bleach. With the dull industrial tile floors, low plaster ceilings, steel-encased light fixtures and unimaginative but practical architecture, the building more closely resembled an archaic hospital or dated mental institution than office space.


  Rooster pulled off the knit hat he was wearing and held it in his hands. Though the heavy steel entrance door had closed silently behind him he could still see his breath in the hallway. Surely they had heat here, why wouldn’t it be on? A small sign protruding from the nearest doorframe read: RECEPTION.


  He looked past it to the far end of the corridor, which was draped in darkness. Had something moved just then? Startled, Rooster took a step back. He was certain he’d caught a glimpse of someone shuffling into the cover of darkness, and the sudden sound of labored breath seeping down the hallway in its wake seemed to confirm it. The noise echoed along the walls, transforming into strange, indecipherable whispers.


  Whispers that did not sound human.


  Rooster stuffed his hat into his back pocket, took a deep breath then ran a hand over his face, eyes trained on the shadows at the end of the hall. Calm down, he thought. It’s just the nightmares again.


  An unusual ticking sound drew his attention to the reception office. A lone woman well into her sixties sat behind an inordinately large desk, banging away on an old Olympia typewriter and seemingly oblivious to his presence. A series of metal file cabinets filled out the remaining space behind her. Clad in a dowdy dress and a cardigan sweater thrown over her shoulders for good measure, the receptionist’s silver hair was pulled up into a bun, and a pair of half-glasses attached to a chain strung about her neck sat along the bridge of her bulbous nose.


  Rooster stepped through the doorway. “Are you still hiring?”


  Without looking up from her typewriter the woman retrieved a sheet of paper from a metal bin, slapped it down and slid it over to the edge of the desk. “Fill out this application, front and back. Turn it in to me when you’re finished.”


  Rooster took the form. “Is it always so cold in here?”


  “Comes as a shock to most but that’s the way it is.”


  He nodded like he’d understood her answer. “Are you open today?”


  “We’re always open.”


  “Then where is everybody?”


  The woman’s head snapped up, her eyes glaring at him with demonic fury. “Where are you?”


  Rooster watched the paper fall from his hand as the familiar torment of agonizing screams came to him again. But these were not nightmares or daydreams, he could hear them bellowing from deep within the building, as if people were being tortured in the bowels of the facility. Heart crashing his chest, he backed out into the hallway, terrified. The receptionist’s mouth hung open as she panted with anger, spittle dripping from her pale, cracked lips. A quiet growl emanated from her, like the low rumbling snarl of a dog just before it attacks.


  He turned and bolted for the front door, slamming into it with his shoulder and stumbling out into the parking lot as it gave way. Staggering forward, he nearly pitched face-first onto the pavement but regained his balance at the last moment and in one frantic, uninterrupted motion, broke into a full run.


  He did not look back.


  The payphone on the corner was occupied by a rotund woman carrying a brown paper bag filled with groceries. Across the street, Rooster waited, watching from the burned out doorway of an abandoned building only a few blocks from his apartment in the housing projects. Though he couldn’t hear what the woman was saying, she was clearly upset and quite animated. He remained huddled in his hiding place until she finally slammed the phone down and stormed from the booth, a look of desperation and confusion creasing her face as she toddled toward the top of the street.


  He checked the boulevard in both directions. It was empty. Not even a car or city bus to be found. Moving quickly, he crossed the street, ducked into the phone booth and dug a shred of paper from his jacket pocket. Jotted across it was the information Gaby had written down the last time a call came in. Rooster dropped a dime and punched the numbers.


  The connection crackled and hissed but eventually went through and began to ring.


  “Hello.”


  Even after all this time Rooster knew that voice. “Snow.”


  An exhale of relief and then: “Rooster-man.”


  He gripped the phone tight and spun around so he could watch the street. “You’ve been calling me.”


  “I can’t believe it’s really you. Didn’t know if I’d be able to track you down after all this time.”


  “Are you here, in the city?”


  “Where else would I be?”


  “What do you want?”


  “We gotta talk.”


  ”I’m not in the life anymore.”


  “You got no idea what life you’re in.”


  A sharp pain stabbed Rooster’s temple. He flinched. “What’s that mean?”


  “What the hell you think it means? Means I need to talk to you, bro.”


  “Whatever you’re into these days I’m not interested.”


  “This is serious shit.”


  “Snow, what do you want?”


  “I need to see you.”


  The receptionist’s demonic eyes tore through Rooster’s memory in strobe-like flashes. “Just leave me alone, man. I got enough problems.”


  “Motherfucker, I’m trying to help you!”


  The visions faded. The fear remained. “Stop calling me.”


  “You don’t hear nothing else I say you better hear this.” A crackling hiss bled through the line again. “You need to know what I know.”


  A burst of wind forced the phone booth door open. He pinned the phone to his shoulder with his ear and sparked a cigarette, making sure to cup the flame until he got it going. “What do you know?”


  “I know what you’re going through. The headaches, the nightmares. Hearing things, seeing things. Bad things. Evil things.”


  Rooster’s eyes watered. He told himself the cold was to blame as a black Crown Vic with a tinted windshield and windows turned at the head of the street and slowly rolled by. Cop car, he thought, feeling the muscles in his stomach clench. He hadn’t been a criminal in years, but old habits, old fears, died hard. He watched the car until it was out of sight.


  “There ain’t a lot of time,” Snow pressed. “I need to see you.”


  Rooster breathed heavily into the phone in quick nervous bursts. “When?”


  “Today.”
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  But for their labored breathing, the area is deathly silent. Fog rolls over the open field, cutting across the desolate country road and floating through a thick expanse of forest on the other side. The full moon, still masked by cloud cover, reveals a mist-shrouded landscape of crucified scarecrows, demonic sentries guarding a farmhouse no one would want.


  Snow stays in the back of the van with Carbone’s body but the rest pile out of the vehicle and wander about the street amidst confusion and high emotions, attempting to gain their bearings while figuring out what to do next.


  “What’s with all the scarecrows?” Landon asks. “Nothing’s grown there for years but weeds, why would they need scarecrows?”


  As he surveys the area, Starker still clutches the AK47 he used on the job, his hulking presence and enormous shaved dome daunting even in limited light. He moves to the side of the road. “Maybe it’s not crows they’re looking to scare off.”


  “Well if they’re meant for me they’re working,” Nauls says. “Fucking things are creeping me out.”


  ”Yeah Nauls,” Landon quips, “they’re meant for you. Jesus, what an idiot.”


  “I’m an idiot? You’re the one who stopped here.”


  “Yeah, because shit-for-brains bit it.” Landon jerks a thumb at the van. “And if it’s OK with you I’ve had my fill of smelling dead ass tonight.”


  Snow emerges from the rear of the van and wipes his bloody
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