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Afterword to the New Edition


Part 1

The Awakening

“And the serpent said unto the woman, Ye shall not surely die …”

—Genesis 3:4


Prologue

Before Dawn, January, 1868

She had lived ten thousand years, through wars and famine, in lands around the world. She had seen sunrises in the Greek isles, dined in the finest restaurants in the City of Light, but she died on a night of January rain in a place almost forgotten by civilization.

The sky was black, cracked only by brief bursts of lightning which flared daylight across the landscape of rugged Louisiana clay. She had to make her way carefully as she hurried.

A misstep could cause her to slip on the slick ground or stumble. The terrain was uneven, treacherous, riddled with ruts and erosion, and even an occasional protrusion of tree roots.

As she moved, she clutched her cloak at her throat, keeping it tight around her shoulders against the chill. Compared to some places she had been, the Louisiana winter was mild; but exposed as she was to the elements, even the mild chill was torture.

The raindrops pelted onto her pale skin, biting like sharp fragments of stone. It was a feeling she had known before from stones and other attacks. Perhaps those attacks had been deserved, but she did not want to feel them again. She needed to find a place to hide. It would be dawn soon, and while the fingers of daylight would not turn her to ashes as the legends said, she would be weakened.

Her power was in the darkness. She needed to find a place where she could conceal herself and collect her thoughts while she waited for another nightfall. She did not want to face her pursuers without her full strength.

She would not be able to return to her house. They would be there in the dawn, ready to drive a stake through her heart and perform other rituals of mutilation in order to ensure their safety.

She had seen it happen before, mobs fueled by superstition. Many times her sisters had died in the brutal manner prescribed in the whispered tales told in every language. It was understandable that the mortals wanted to protect themselves, yet she could not stop the hatred that boiled within her.

True, they were her prey; but they hunted as well, often showing little mercy to their victims.

She had watched the traps they used and the weapons that bit into the hearts of the forest creatures. That made her hate the men even more.

Stumbling, she almost lost her balance as she tried to move into the forest. It was a pity she could not transform herself as they thought she could. How easy that would have made things, to simply alter her shape and take wing through this storm.

She almost laughed. How twisted myth could become! In all her years she had heard the stories told and retold, had heard them take new form with each retelling. There was some reality mixed in, but there was also much fantasy.

Each tongue added something different to the whispers of the night, embellishing and distorting the truths about her kind. In some ways it was possible for her to live more freely because of the ignorance they thought to be knowledge. On the other hand, new pains were created, because when their fear manifested itself, they could react with great violence.

Pausing, she looked over her shoulder. Through the darkness her glowing eyes could just make out the faint light of their lanterns, which they managed to keep alight in spite of the storm.

There were at least a dozen of them, led by Sheriff Vince McKinley, a burly, red-haired Irishman. He had made advances toward her when she’d arrived in town to open a small shop as a seamstress.

She was not unaccustomed to attentions from men. She had long ago become aware of her beauty and knew how they were attracted to her hair, which was the color of autumn leaves, and her eyes, which were the color of winter rye grass.

She had learned, to turn them away politely. She could do without the complications and the pain love entailed.

McKinley had not given up easily. He had visited her when she first opened her shop at the end of the dirt road that was the main street, offering a polite welcome.

He was from the North. The war had brought him south, and he had stayed to see what he might gather for himself from the ruins. The Union troops had already been moved from town to occupy larger municipalities, but he had remained and gained the respect of the people.

His job as sheriff gave him a feeling of authority. It was rough at times, because the loggers could get rowdy on Saturday nights, but he was more than tough enough to handle it.

As politely as possible, Navarra had declined when he’d offered her dinner. He had grown insistent, finally trying to force himself on her as she was closing her shop one day. Backing her against a wall, he had ripped her dress and clutched her shoulders tightly as he tried to brush his lips across her neck.

Fortunately, the sun was setting, and with her strength she forced him away, scratching him across the face. She did not kill him because she did not want to draw attention. She was tired of running, and she wanted to stay in the town for a while.

That was why she had taken the trouble of acquiring a shop and making a seven-dollar steamboat ride to New Orleans to purchase stock.

To protect herself, she had concentrated her hunting on the fringes of the community, taking only loggers or hunters and others not so quickly missed because of their customary long forays into the forest.

The unusual strength she displayed in the confrontation with McKinley had alerted him, however.

When the bodies of a couple of victims were found, McKinley had talked to people, some of whom still knew the stories their relatives had passed along in the old country. A few foreign-born residents could even recall the stories from the old country, firsthand.

They had told the tales in a town meeting at the Episcopal church. They crowded into the pews together, planters and sharecroppers and storekeepers.

Former soldiers and merchants and craftsmen all agreed to go after her, once they had heard the dark legends of the undead rising from the grave.

Some of the women who had been her customers had come to her to tell her. They didn’t realize they were under her influence; they thought they were acting only out of friendship.

Only the young woman named Sarah Wilson had known. Navarra had been planning to change her, to make Sarah like herself with the blessed ritual. That was the way she and her kind had replenished themselves for centuries, ever since the first bond was struck with the forces of the fallen.

That would never be possible now. They would probably try to destroy Sarah as well, just because of their friendship.

McKinley’s posse was driven by hatred. The soldiers of the defeated army, the landowners now faced with treating freedmen as equals, and the shopkeepers frustrated by postwar hardship had found a way to vent their anger.

Even freedmen, suffering as sharecroppers on dirt farms, had banded with the whites on this rare occasion to battle the common enemy, a demon that threatened their families and their sensibilities.

The prewar days had been prosperous. In the years which had followed there had been military rule. That had at least provided some profit since the soldiers shopped in the stores. Now they were gone.

Reconstruction was not a joyful time here.

The mob had to destroy because they could not understand. They had to destroy to end their fear, to believe they somehow had control over at least some aspect of their fate.

When she was gone, they would turn against each other again. The Knights of the White Magnolia would don their white sheets and hoods again and terrorize their black neighbors. Tonight they did not need masks. They pursued a different kind of goal.

She moved on across the clay, following its gentle slope. She was not familiar with the landscape, but she believed it would climb to a pine forest. There she would be able to summon the night brothers, the creatures that dwelled in the shadows.

Like her, they had been preyed upon by the men, and they would answer her call. She could command them.

She could send the creatures after her pursuers, and perhaps that would allow her enough time to escape.

A wind gust swept over her, bringing a new chill. She ducked her head and forced herself forward.

They could not have picked a more cruel night.

They had come to her shop, kicking in the door and turning over dressmaker’s dummies as they swarmed into the room.

She’d had little time to grab a cloak and escape out the back door. As she fled she heard them behind her, slamming things about and breaking glass.

A new bolt of lightning seared the clouds, bringing an instant of light to the world. Ahead of her she could see a stand of trees. Behind her she could hear the mob. They shouted and cursed as they moved together, following McKinley, who was on horseback.

Fear gripped her. They were closer. Even with her strength and power, they were formidable. Extra energy the storm gave her was canceled out by the assault of the elements.

Still another burst of lightning flared, and they saw her. Even without looking back, she knew by their shouts that she’d been spotted. She ran toward the top of the rise, pain shooting through her legs.

The hoof beats sounded over the storm. McKinley was not waiting for his band of followers. He spurred his horse on. He was coming after her alone.

She realized she would not reach safety, so she wheeled, facing the sheriff at the next lightning flash.

He reined back his horse. It was fractious from the storm and eager to bolt.

McKinley looked down at her, army revolver already balanced in his hand.

“You’re under arrest,” he shouted. “For murder.”

She did not attempt to hold her cloak as the wind billowed it around her shoulders.

“Arrest, Vince McKinley? You will take me to the jail to await a fair trial?”

“We’ll take you in.”

“For my death. Those men with you desire my death.”

“You’re a killer.”

“I kill only to survive. Is it the deaths that concern you, or your own pride?”

His thumb drew back the revolver’s hammer. “Don’t make me hurt you.”

Navarra laughed.

The explosion of the powder cracked louder than thunder. The bullet struck her shoulder and half twisted her to the side, but she stood her ground.

Clenching fists at her sides, she drew her head back defiantly and screamed at the top of her voice.

McKinley gripped the reins more tightly, trying to control the horse, which was suddenly moving around, stomping its feet and pitching its head from side to side.

There was another bolt of lightning, and in its glow Navarra’s eyes rolled back in her head so that only the whites were visible.

Dropping his gun, McKinley gripped the reins with both hands in an attempt to control the horse.

He lost his hold as the horse reared onto hind legs, tossing him from the saddle. He landed on the hard clay ground.

Stunned, he tried to roll to one side to get away from his mount. He had scrambled only a few inches as the horse twisted around and reared again, thumping hooves near his body.

“Stop, fella,” he called.

But the horse’s hooves struck him on the shoulder and near his chest, cracking cartilage and tearing skin. Blood spurted onto his shirt.

He screamed as the horse reared again, coming down this time on his chest, forcing the air out of his lungs. His ribs splintered, sending slivers into those lungs.

Navarra did not wait any longer for the battle’s climax. She continued upward.

The men would not be long in coming; they were running across the distance covered by the horse. Some of them stumbled and slipped on the wet ground, but determination and anger kept them moving.

She staggered and gasped for breath. Her head was clouded by the effort required to touch the horse’s mind. She needed rest.

At the top of the rise, she stumbled into the trees and tilted her head back again, beseeching the creatures of the night to do her bidding. They would hold off the men behind her.

She ran along through the trees, dodging the branches which struck at her skin.

Her eyes continued to glow, and she plotted a course of minimal resistance.

Behind her the night creatures were swarming in a frenzy, scurrying about in spite of the rain, which normally would have kept them in their dens.

She ran as fast as she could now, hurrying through the darkness.

Ahead she could see an opening in the forest, a break in the trees. She would move across that and then make her way deeper into the woods, further away from inhabited land.

She looked over her shoulder only briefly to check on the pursuers. She could hear them shouting and screaming as they clashed with the creatures and birds that ambushed them.

Then she stumbled; fear clutched her throat. She was sliding downward. She had miscalculated her position.

Unfamiliar with the geography of the area she had forgotten about another of the legends—a legend which was true.

She could not cross running water. It was something she could not quite understand, something to do with a long-forgotten law of the universe and the nature which governed her and allowed her to exist as she did.

She fought to stop her slide, but the creek bank was too steep. She plunged into the water, which was raging because of the heavy rains.

She tried to scream, but her mouth was filled with the water. It poured down her throat and into her lungs. Beneath her it was as if hands had gripped her ankles and were dragging her down.

The pitching water spilled through the narrow channel and tossed her, dragging her deeper and deeper. More of it filled her nostrils and her ears.

Her body caused the creek to boil, and a spray of white foam rose around her.

She felt nothing as she sank … nothing except a soothing sensation. She slowly relaxed as she settled toward the river floor. The boiling slowly subsided.

Drifting downward, she closed her eyes, letting sleep take her as her molecules separated.

It was not an unpleasant feeling. She knew this would not last. Geography changed, tributaries changed their courses. It might be many years, but she would wait. It would not matter. In her mind there was only a single thought which had been drilled into her a thousand years before. Water does not destroy. It preserves.

This was the beginning.


Chapter 1

June, 1988

The wind was like the breath of a dragon as it swept through the town, scrapping fragments of paper across the parched sidewalks and whirling dust from the cracked earth of bordering fields, which had dried to a brown powder.

Shimmers of heat danced over the roadways as temperatures climbed above record highs set in the 1930s. It was June. There had been no rain to speak of in more than sixty days, and agricultural experts were already speculating about crop damage.

The soybean and cotton farmers were weeping, and the crystal water which had given Bristol Springs its name when it was founded in the 1800s had become no more than a trickle.

Alison Dixon guided her Toyota Celica through the narrow streets, feeling a tightness in her throat as she cruised past store windows which had taken on a dingy look in the past weeks. The town was dying, or at least it seemed to be. People didn’t bother to sweep the dust away or clean the windows. There didn’t seem to be any reason. The effort would have been futile.

Her remorse was twofold. She loved the town because she had grown up here. It was a part of her, and she hated to see it waste away. It hurt her to see the darkness in the eyes of people she had known all her life, and she wanted to cry when she heard them talk of losing everything.

She was also worried because she and her husband, Travis, had a stake in the town. A few months before, when the Bristol Springs Gazette had become available, they had scraped together the money to purchase it.

Both of them had been working at a paper out of state at that time, Travis as a crime reporter and Alison as a copyeditor. Often they had talked about their dream of owning a small weekly newspaper. There was something romantic about the notion of going back to journalism’s core.

Publishing a weekly paper seemed to offer a fresh creative challenge, and there was something pleasant in thinking about work in a small town where things were simple. It was the kind of place to raise a family.

Leaving the fast pace of big city journalism had appealed to both of them. Travis was ready to do anything to get off the night police beat he’d been working for more than a year. He was tired of looking at bloody bodies and interviewing relatives of murder victims.

In spite of the lagging Louisiana economy, both Alison and Travis had leaped at the opportunity when they received word that Alison’s hometown paper was available. Her parents had died only a few months apart, shortly after she had finished college, leaving a little money, but Alison had never planned on returning to Bristol Springs.

The thought of it had grown on her.

In many ways the paper was what she and Travis had dreamed about, a small operation that focused on human interest items like yam contest winners and local characters.

There was room for improvement as well. In talking it over, they decided it was something they could turn into a quality publication. Retaining the paper’s folksy quality while developing a more professional edge to its reporting would increase readership, which in turn would help sell advertising.

The paper competed with the Aimsley Daily Clarion, thirty miles away, which provided residents with national news and some local coverage.

But The Daily concentrated on coverage of meetings and political issues, rarely devoting a great deal of attention to Bristol Springs. Unless something big arose, it relied on a part-time correspondent who also worked at a local radio station.

By retaining the human-interest angle at the Gazette, the couple decided, it would be possible to keep people reading both papers—the daily for its wire stories, and the local to see what was going on besides the gossip, though with a touch of that too.

Alison and Travis had closed the deal on a rainy day eight months earlier, purchasing the paper from its longtime owner, who was ready to retire and head back East.

Many were glad to see the paper back in the hands of a local girl.

Accepting the fact that they would be doing most of the work—from selling ads to photographing 4-H achievement day—the Dixons had thrown themselves into their work. They had found some of the romance they’d been seeking, but they’d also encountered long working hours, battles with printers, and the harsh realities of small newspaper economics.

They had to keep their advertising accounts going in order to keep food on the table.

Beside the romance of a small town, they’d also discovered the sadness and the hardship. It was something Alison had forgotten and something Travis had never considered.

He was from a medium-sized city in central Louisiana. It was not a large place, but it did manage to be impersonal.

In Bristol Springs, people knew all about each other’s suffering. They knew how Jessie Mae Eldridge felt when her grandson died of cancer, and they knew how Earl Rodgers was struggling to keep his son in college and pay his bills at the same time.

Lately Alison had found herself wondering if there wasn’t a certain “trapped” feeling connected with the town. Turning up the air conditioner against the stifling heat, she wheeled onto the side street where the newspaper office had been for the past forty years.

As a child growing up in this town, she’d never expected to be an owner of the publication. It still seemed unreal … perhaps it was wishful thinking. There would be no waking up to discover it was all a dream. The struggle was very real. The economy in the state had been bad since the oil crisis of 1986, and it had not improved much.

If the drought stretched on and ruined crops, it might be the death knell for the paper—and the rest of the town as well. She tried not to think of that as she pulled the Celica into the angled parking slot in front of the building beside Travis’s Mustang.

He was back early from the school board meeting. That stood to reason, since school was out. They probably didn’t have much to worry about until buying new football uniforms became an issue at the end of summer.

At least Trav’s early arrival meant something was working well. They put the paper together on Tuesdays and took it into Aimsley to the printer on Wednesdays so that it was ready for Thursday distribution.

Shouldering her purse, Alison snatched her photo bag from the back seat and hurried through the front door of the office. At 30, a year older than Travis, she still looked to be in her mid-twenties. Her blond hair was long, her features pert and girlish. She was not beautiful, although a sprinkle of faint freckles on her smooth complexion highlighted deep brown eyes and gave her a look of enthusiasm.

Dressed in her usual jeans and t-shirt, which covered a frame that just escaped being skinny, she looked ready for whatever the town had to offer.

Stepping into the front room, her weight caused the plank floor to creak. She glanced at the bulletin board but saw no messages from Chrisk, the girl hired to work part time to keep the office coordinated. Now, because of her own initiative, Chrisk carried much of the weight of news coverage.

She found Travis in the small newsroom. It consisted of a couple of desks and telephones, some manual typewriters, and a personal computer they used for writing, composing and typesetting.

Travis was standing beside Eula Mae Jeffries, the silver-haired woman who served as their area correspondent. She sat at the word processing computer peering over her bifocals at the green-on-black screen.

“You have to tell it you want to make a new paragraph, Mrs. Jeffries,” Travis was saying. “Just like you have to tell it about your margins.”

A pencil was stuck behind his ear, and his longish blond hair was in disarray. He’d rolled up the sleeves on his brown shirt just as he always did when he was planning a page layout.

As usual, Mrs. Jeffries was writing her society story at the last minute. She insisted on working on the computer. It gave her a feeling of efficiency.

For Travis, it was a constant source of consternation, but he never let the elderly woman see his exasperation. No one was sure how old she was, but she’d been working at the paper as a volunteer for ten years, since her husband had died of a heart attack.

She was a fixture at the Gazette, and since they had taken it over, Travis had helped her polish her writing skills.

In assuming the paper, Alison and Travis had agreed that they could not do away with the old woman’s work. Everyone loved to read her accounts of who visited whom on Sunday afternoons, and how many were baptized at the local revival, and what Esther Everly got for her silver wedding anniversary.

In his role as editor, however, Travis could not in good conscience run the material as a news article. Instead, Travis had developed a layout which allowed Mrs. Jeffries to have her picture over her column.

“Who knows,” Travis had said when the first edition had come out. “Maybe she’s writing literature, and we just don’t know it yet.”

Now he was looking over Mrs. Jeffries’s shoulder as she plunked away at the keys.

“You can’t say that like that, Mrs. Jeffries. You’re writing your story in the past tense. You can’t change in the middle of it.”

“Ridiculous, Travis. I know what I’m doing.” He looked up at Alison with a knowing smile.

She smiled back and kissed him gently on the cheek. Hoisting her camera, she dangled it from the shoulder strap. “Pictures of the 4-H winners,” she said.

“Page one. We’ll let Chrisk develop it when she gets back from lunch.”

He motioned Alison over to the drawing table in the composing room. He had spread out a dummy sheet to design the next edition’s front page.

Several of his pencil markings were already in place to indicate a long story with a picture at the top. Taking a ruler from the pocket of his jeans, he blocked off a rectangle at the bottom left corner of the page.

“Is it a standard two-column vertical with the lucky winners staring aimlessly into the camera?” he asked.

“Oh, yeah. They wouldn’t have it any other way.”

“We’ll run a cutline to that affect,” he said.

She tapped the top of the page. “You’re going with the drought story up here?”

He nodded and took an eraser from the pocket of his denim shirt.

“It’s about 18 inches,” he said. “I talked to the county agent and a couple of farmers. It’s on the computer. I’ll let you edit it when Mrs. Jeffries gets through chronicling the Carter family birthday party for Eric, age 6.”

“What’s the picture?”

“I got a shot of Duncan Sibley looking concerned over some rows of what are supposed to be soybeans.”

She sat down on the stool beside the table. “If it doesn’t rain by the end of the week, we probably need to do the story on the namesake of the town drying up.”

“I know,” he said with a sigh. “I hate to do it. I guess it’s almost superstition. I feel as if writing about it will make it so.”

“It’s been here forever. It’s changed form many times over the years, but there’s always been some kind of water there.”

“It’ll be back eventually. It’s just scary. What I’d like to do is a story on the fact that the creek bed is almost dry, and then I’d like to talk to some old-timers about memories of it, swimming in it and all that, even some who remember the spring before it changed course.”

“They used it for the old sawmill too, even funneled it through a concrete frame to make a swimming pool around 1913. I remember people talking about it.”

“We’ll do an inside spread,” Travis suggested. “We sure won’t have any bothersome ads to break up the symmetry of our layout.”

“It’ll get better.

He leaned back from the table. “I know. But just in case, I didn’t say no to the Knight-Ridder deal yet.”

She laughed.

He leaned back again and ran his hands through his hair. There was a weariness in his gray eyes. The work they did was taxing, consuming most of their time.

Their only day off was Wednesday, while the paper was being printed. They stayed in Aimsley and did shopping or went to a movie and dinner. That was partly to keep them away from telephones. People would call constantly, wanting this or that photographed, or a story about some important accomplishment by a niece or nephew.

If a major story did break, Chrisk was around. She was young, but Travis trusted her to act if something happened. But nothing ever happened in Bristol Springs, so they were safe.

Alison knew there was more to his weariness than just his long hours on the paper. They had talked about it off and on. While the simple, small-town life had its rewards, Travis was beginning to miss the excitement of reporting. Alison had adjusted to a desk job fairly easily, but Travis had always been on the firing line, and as much as he hated it, there had also been a thrill in it. He had grown up reading Raymond Chandler and adventure stories. He’d never had a desire to be a policeman, but covering crime stories had brought a certain amount of action.

Violence repulsed him. He’d hated it while doing it, but he missed rushing out to a crime scene with a photographer or talking to the neighbors of murder suspects.

He didn’t get much of that in Aimsley. There was a chief of police with one cop and a parish sheriff’s deputy who worked the area part time. They spent most of their days enforcing traffic laws and keeping teenagers from misbehaving in the parking lot of the Dairy Queen on Saturday nights.

Alison looked at her husband as he hunched over the drawing board again to continue his work on page layout. She wondered if he was dwindling away here. With all the financial problems and a mundane edge to much of the work, she worried that his spirit was slowly breaking.

She wondered about the toll the life was taking on her as well. They didn’t have many close friends in town. In a way, that made them closer to each other, but it also carried a certain loneliness.

“Do you think we ought to look into selling?” she asked.

“Only if the chains make a big enough offer,” Travis quipped.

“You don’t think the Clarion would want it?”

“We’re not a big enough threat for that.”

“Some other young idealistic couple?”

He laughed. “Suckers? Maybe.”

It was not a new conversation. In fact, it never really ended, it just got postponed from time to time. “There are things I love here,” she said.

“Oh, yeah. Talking to the people, hearing their stories. Reading Mrs. Jeffries’ copy. Working with Chrisk, and watching her develop her talent. The world could get by without little papers, but it wouldn’t be as nice a place.”

Alison slid off the stool and headed toward the coffee pot. “Maybe not,” she conceded.

As she poured herself a cup, the front door rattled open and Chrisk walked in carrying a sheaf of papers. “Advertising,” she called.

“Okay, we can buy food again!” Travis said.

She carried the ads over to the table to let him plot them onto the layouts.

“Here you go, captain.”

“We’ve got to do better,” Travis said, exaggerating the statement with pauses. It was his William Shatner imitation. He and Chrisk shared an affection for Star Trek and frequently joked about it together.

They had developed a rapport from almost the first day Chrisk had worked there.

Alison and Travis had decided to hire her after she dropped by the shop while they were still unpacking.

She was a slender African American girl of nineteen, her wavy hair worn shoulder-length. That first day she’d been wearing faded denim and a torn gray sweatshirt, and she’d been emphatic about her desire to be a journalist.

She’d tried from time to time to get work under the previous ownership, but for whatever reason, she’d been unsuccessful. Two years out of high school, she hadn’t been able to go to college yet because of family finances. She lived with her mother. Her father had been an offshore worker and had died while she was still in high school.

Her sharpness and her wit had quickly impressed Alison, and the writing samples she’d brought along had won over Travis. She had to work weekends at the Dairy Queen, but she devoted the rest of her time to the newspaper. She did volunteer work for the hours they could not pay her.

Travis was working through a friend to get some scholarship help for her at LSU.

It was one other benefit of running a small paper, according to Travis. They were able to help someone with promise.

In return, Chrisk was a valuable asset. With her volunteer hours, her time came close to matching that put in by Travis and Alison. She helped with layout, sold ads, and wrote everything from features to fillers. The fresh simplicity of her style contributed to the quality Travis wanted for the paper.

They had Chrisk do special things like pieces on the Bristol Springs recreation scene and atmosphere pieces about the bars where the bands played on Highway 1 and the activities at church fairs and cochon de laits.

“How were the 4-H winners?” she asked, joining Alison at the coffeepot.

“A real blast. Is there anything exciting happening around town?”

“Everybody’s sweating,” she said, adjusting her short black skirt. She always dressed fashionably. Much of what she wore she made herself with her mother’s help.

After pouring a cup of coffee, she took Alison’s film, put on an apron, and headed into the converted closet which served as the Gazette darkroom. “Back in a few minutes,” she said. “You think we’ll get out of here by dawn?”

“We’re shutting it down at 2 A.M. regardless,” Travis called. “I want to be home in time to watch the test pattern.”

Alison sat at her desk and scrolled a piece of paper into the manual typewriter.

Absently she also reached over and turned up the police scanner.

“Sounds like the chief’s caught some kid racing a motorcycle,” she said as she began to tap out a story on the 4-H winners.

Mrs. Jeffries looked up from the computer. “We shouldn’t write about that. It would probably embarrass the parents.”


Chapter 2

Aaron Briggs felt the same cold sweat on his palms he’d experienced from time to time as a sheriff’s deputy when he’d been called on to arrest dangerous men.

He had become chief of police in Bristol Springs to avoid that feeling and the knot in his stomach that always went with it. For the most part, in the past few years he had been successful. He’d never missed his job with the Riverland Parish sheriff’s office, where he’d learned the ins and outs of law enforcement.

He considered the chief’s job easier and safer. Aside from having to break up an occasional domestic squabble, he didn’t run into hazardous duty. For the most part, people didn’t kill other people in Bristol Springs, so he seldom had to hunt down desperate suspects who might be inclined to shoot at him. The drug traffic was also minimal, so he didn’t have to worry much about that, either.

As a patrol deputy, he’d had to arrest people armed with shotguns often enough for one lifetime, so he welcomed the occasional burglary investigation or traffic ticket as all he needed to break the monotony.

As he roared along Second Street after the kid on the motorcycle, he felt the old dread return. Dressed all in black, the kid looked like one of the singers Briggs’s daughter watched on MTV. There were silver studs visible along the seams of the guy’s pants, and he had shoulder-length black hair. Although some of the locals dressed that way, imitating what they saw on television, this guy was not from town. Aaron knew all the local kids who owned bikes. There were only a handful.

Briggs did recognize the blond girl sitting on the back of the bike with her arms wrapped around the guy’s waist, however. It was Lou Ellen Johnson. She was a year ahead of his daughter in school. Her father had died two years before, and her mother wasn’t able to keep too close an eye on her. She was a waitress at a local cafe and pulled the late shift many nights.

Briggs had a feeling Mrs. Johnson wouldn’t want her little girl hanging out with this creep. Since he had a daughter of his own, he felt the need to check things out.

He held off on the siren as he kept pace with the bike along the narrow street, hoping the kid wouldn’t make it hard.

Briggs shook his head as he looked at the girl. She was wearing tight black shorts and a yellow pullover that left her midriff bare. It didn’t leave much to the imagination, even though she was wearing a black jacket over it.

Apparently the kid wasn’t going to give up.

Briggs let the red flashers blaze.

The kid hadn’t been going but a couple of miles over the limit when the chase began, but Briggs decided he might as well check him out, let him know the law was around.

A second after Briggs hit the flashers, the motorcycle’s engine roared and the bike shot forward through an intersection, gaining even more speed. The lights had been like a challenge, and the kid wanted to make a game of it. Briggs hit the siren and put his foot on the gas pedal.

Ahead of him, the bike roared around a corner by the drugstore, just missing a Volkswagen that was turning from the opposite direction. The VW driver screeched to a stop, and Briggs guided his car through the same space the bike had taken.

The kid jerked handlebars toward the highway, which was also Bristol Springs’s main drag.

On the broader road the bike gained even more speed. Briggs pushed his cruiser a little harder.

They shot past the fast-food places and the video store at 70 mph.

They passed the shop where Mrs. Johnson worked. Briggs wondered if the lady was looking out to see what her daughter was up to.

With the hot weather, the road was covered with a dry film of dust. The kid gunned his motor, stirring up a red cloud as his bike gained more speed. Dust whirled in through the passenger window of Briggs’s cruiser. He cursed as it seeped into his nostrils, causing him to cough.

With renewed determination, he pushed the gas pedal again, rolling up his window as he moved. The motorcycle roared along the blacktop now, speed peaking at 75 mph.

Briggs picked up the mike on the Motorola unit and notified the sheriff’s substation in the next town that he’d be crossing out of the Bristol Springs city limits in pursuit.

He wasn’t sure where Deputy Bill Holyfield was on patrol, but if he was nearby, he might be able to head the kid off. Briggs got a lot of help from Holyfield, more than he really expected, since the sheriff was more concerned about high-profile drug arrests than about minor problems in the corner of the parish. Holyfield provided a lot of assistance because he was a nice guy, not out of obedience to any orders from his boss.

“You’d better see if the state police have a trooper handy in this zone, too,” he suggested.

“That’s negative. They only have three men working North today. The one on your end is over in Colfax right now.”

“Great. Not even in the parish.”

He wasn’t going to let the kid get away, so he juiced the gas again. The car vibrated slightly, showing signs of its age without quite going under.

He ignored the shudder in the steering wheel, refusing to let up on the gas.

At the edge of town, the kid hooked it onto a side road which twisted back through the trees, probably expecting to shake the pursuit in the long curves.

It was a mistake. Off the main drag, Briggs felt a little better about maneuvering. Relying on his siren and lights to keep things out of his way, he pulled over into the oncoming lane and put the pedal to the floor.

As they came out of the curve, he picked up speed again, passed the kid doing 85 and moved the car a couple of lengths in front of the bike. Sweat was pouring from under his armpits now, and drops were spilling from beneath his hat brim to run down his forehead.

The sweat stung his eyes, a sensation he ignored as he jerked the wheel hard to one side, spinning the car to a stop across the roadway in a makeshift roadblock.

The kid pulled the handlebars to the side just in time, breaking hard and sliding to a stop only a couple of inches from the passenger door of Briggs’s unit. The chief kept his hands on the wheel, ready if the kid tried to hightail it back in the direction he had come.

Instead, the biker laughed, sat back in the saddle and threw up his hands.

Cautiously, Briggs put the car in park and climbed out with his hand resting on the butt of the .38 in his holster.

“Don’t make any sudden moves, son,” he said, peering over the top of the car past the flashing lights.

Briggs had a pronounced chin, and with his teeth clenched, it looked like stone.

“Step off the bike, son. You too, miss.”

The biker killed his engine and dropped the kickstand before casually dismounting. Then he turned and took the girl’s hand gently, helping her off as if he were a footman helping a princess.

Briggs moved slowly around the car, keeping his hand ready on the gun.

“Lean against the car, son,” he said with a nod toward the cruiser. “From the looks of you, you know the position.”

Still smiling, the kid placed his palms on the car and spread his feet apart.

A pat down revealed no concealed weapons or drugs.

Briggs let him straighten up and turned his gaze to the girl. She was wearing too much eye makeup, which made her look slightly older than she was. Her legs were slender, and her breasts, as revealed by the tight fit of the blouse, were full. He would skin his own daughter alive if he ever caught her dressing that way.

“You’re Lou Ellen Johnson, aren’t you?”

She bowed her head slightly, her hair falling across her face.

“Yes, sir.” Her voice had grown meek.

“Does your mama know you’re hanging out with the likes of this?”

“No, sir.”

“Where’d you meet up with him?”

“The video store.”

He looked back at the biker, who he guessed to be around nineteen. “You hanging around there to pick up teenagers?”

“She’s got a free will, man.”

“What’s your name?”

“Dave Pearson. They call me Blade.”

“I’ll bet they do.”

He studied the kid’s face, glaring at his own reflection in the kid’s shades. He wondered what kind of look the kid had in his eyes. Probably arrogance.

“I’m going to take you in,” Briggs said. “You’re under arrest, careless and reckless, speeding, resisting an officer by flight.” He drew a breath, trying to think of something else to slap the punk with. “Let me see your license.”

It checked out. The kid was eighteen, a resident of Penn’s Ferry, a little town near Aimsley.

Briggs read the kid his rights in one breath and cuffed him, not taking much care with being gentle as he pushed him into the backseat.

“What about my bike?” the kid demanded.

“I’ll send for it.”

He put the girl in the front seat. “I’m going to take you by the diner,” he said. “Your mama’s working there, isn’t she?”

“Yes, sir.” Her chin was almost touching her chest. She was mad and frightened at the same time. He shoved the car into gear and wheeled it around to point it back toward the highway.
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Estelle Johnson felt dead on her feet. A pain seemed to stretch from the balls of her feet up her legs and into the small of her back where it nestled for a long stay.

She had almost grown used to the aches and pains her body developed in protest of her long hours of work at the diner. She tried not to think about the ache as she took an order from a truck driver who kept making crude remarks.

He was heavy with black hair and a scruffy blue shadow on his face.

She didn’t harbor any illusions about her looks, which she considered faded these days, so she wasn’t flattered by his suggestions of her beauty. She knew they were false, geared to disarm her.

Her hair was limp and dingy, and she was always hot because the air conditioning in the cafe was bad. The pale orange uniform she had to wear was shapeless, and her waist was thicker than she would have liked. On top of that, she had developed varicose veins. They bulged beneath her skin and throbbed when she stayed on her feet all day.

Her skin was puffy. With her hours, she didn’t have much opportunity to worry about such things, except when she thought about her younger days, when she had been popular because of her milk-and-honey looks. Those days were long gone and not to be regained.

“You should have seen me before I worked here,” she told the thick-necked driver.

He ran his tongue over his lower lip and leered at her. “From where I sit, you look right fine,” he said.

“What will you have?” she said, letting her tone drip with disinterest.

He tilted his hat back on his head and continued to appraise her.

“It better be on the menu,” she said in anticipation of his next line. She was going to have to remember to wear her wedding ring in here. She kept it in her jewelry box. Wearing it didn’t seem right, but a bare third finger was too much like having open season declared.

The guy had decided to place his food order just as the bell on the door chimed and Chief Briggs walked in. That was disheartening, since she was tied up. She would have liked to walk over and get him a soup or coffee at the counter.

He wasn’t a particularly handsome man, but he was better than many of the sleazeballs who frequented the diner, and he was courteous.

Of the men she considered to be in her league, the chief was the only one she really thought about seriously.

At least as seriously as she could think about a man who didn’t seem to notice they were in the same boat since losing their spouses. She had given up on his ever paying attention to her. That part of her life was pushed aside, because most of all she lived for her daughter.

She was surprised that Briggs walked toward her, until she noticed the solemn look on his face. It wasn’t romantic … it was his business expression.

Oh, God, she thought, something’s happened to Lou Ellen.

Briggs reached up and slipped his hat off sandy blond hair where the band left a ring.

“I need to speak with you a moment,” he said. Turning her back on the customer, she stared up at Briggs. “What’s wrong?”

“It’s all right,” he said soothingly. “Nothing’s the matter. I’ve got your daughter in the car. She was riding on a motorcycle with a boy I’ve placed under arrest. I figured you’d want to have a talk with her.”

“Is she in trouble?”

He took her arm and guided her toward the door. “Nothing like that. I just thought you’d be concerned about who she’s hanging around with.”

“It’s so hard to keep an eye on her.”

“Well, we averted trouble this time.”

He pushed open the front door and they walked out to his car, where Lou Ellen remained in the front seat, arms folded and chin tucked against her chest.

When Briggs opened the passenger door, she made no move to get out.

“I told you to stay home today,” Mrs. Johnson said. “I don’t want you running around all over the place. You know that.”

She looked into the back seat and saw Blade leaning against the opposite door with a grin on his face.

“I don’t even know that boy,” Mrs. Johnson said, grasping her daughter’s forearm and shaking. The girl kept her head bowed as she let herself be pulled from the car.

“I was bored,” she said meekly. “He just asked me if I wanted to go riding.”

“You’re old enough to know better than to take off with somebody like that. You know how dangerous it can be?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

Estelle turned to Briggs. “Is she under arrest?”

“As far as the law is concerned, she hasn’t done anything wrong. It’s all up to you.”

“I appreciate your help, Chief. I’m going to take her home.”

“All right, Mrs. Johnson.”

“Are you arresting him?”

“Traffic violations,” Briggs said. “Sometimes if you throw a scare into them, it straightens them out before they go too wrong.”

Estelle ushered the girl toward the diner. She turned a quick glance back over her shoulder. “Thank you so much, Chief.”

She opened the door and led the girl inside, Quickly they walked over to the counter, and Estelle took off her apron. “Susie,” she whispered to the blond girl behind the bar. “Will you cover for me? Just a few minutes. Family trouble.

“I can take it.”

Susie was only twenty, and she’d been working at the diner since she’d dropped out of high school. She dated the truckers who stopped along the route and taped soap operas on the VCR she’d saved up to buy.

The friendship between Estelle and Susie stemmed from the fact that they were in similar circumstances job wise. They frequently covered for each other as a matter of survival. All of Estelle’s friends seemed to be young. She worked in the kind of job held by young women, girls just starting out.

“I can’t imagine what you were thinking,” she said once she had Lou Ellen in the car.

“It was not any big thing,” Lou Ellen said. “I’m seventeen years old. It’s not like I’m a child. I was just having a little fun.”

“Look at the way you’re dressed. That’s just asking for trouble. You know what that boy had on his mind. I hope that wasn’t what was on your mind, too. I’ve tried to teach you better than that.”

She steered the car across the dry parking lot, wheels crunching over dry gravel.

“You know it’s a reflection on me when people see you running around with make-up and clothes that don’t leave anything to the imagination. I may have to work hard, but it’s honest work. I don’t want the people at church thinking my daughter is a tramp. We’ve got a good name in this town. Your daddy was a respected man.”

“These clothes are just the style, that’s all.”

Estelle shook her head. “I don’t care. From now on when you go out I expect you to look decent. You’re growing up. You have to take into account how your looks affect other people. Do you understand? And I don’t want you to see any more of that boy if he stays around town. There have to be better boys than that for you to go out with.”

“You don’t even know him.”

“I could look at him and tell what type he is. You just stay away from him.”

Lou Ellen leaned against the door, forehead pressed against the window, staring down at the passing ground.

If Estelle hadn’t been watching the road so closely, she might have noticed her daughter’s defiance.
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Fifteen minutes later Briggs dragged Blade through the front door of the small police station next to the town hall. Denise, the part-time dispatcher, sat at the radio reading a tattered paperback historical romance.

She put it aside and got out of her chair when she saw the prisoner. It was uncommon for Briggs to show up with people in custody, except maybe on Saturday nights when somebody had too much to drink. He and his officer, Doug Langley, took turns working weekends.

“What’s going on, Chief?”

Briggs was pushing the biker toward his office.

“Call Langley at home. Tell him I need him to get Jasper Leland’s truck and go out to Springs Road and pick up a Harley-Davidson that’s parked there.”

“Tell him not to scratch the paint,” Blade suggested with a smile.

“Get in there,” Briggs said, grabbing the neck of the kid’s jacket and pushing him toward a chair.

Once Blade was seated, Briggs uncuffed him and sat down behind his desk, where he rolled an arrest form into the green IBM typewriter.

He went through it all quickly, getting curt answers from the kid.

“You want to call anybody?”

Blade was leaning back in his chair nonchalantly, fingers laced behind his head.

“Maybe my uncle. Felix Pearson. You’ve heard of him?” He was the state senator from the district, had been for about twenty years. Briggs chewed on his lower lip.

“Yeah, that Pearson,” Blade said. “My daddy’s brother. You might have heard of him too. Dr. Richard Pearson.”

“I’m sure they’ll be happy to hear you broke the law,” Briggs said. “You can tell them, and then you can wait in the cell until they come to bail you out.”

“Determined to go all the way with it, are you? The cell? You mean you’ve just got one? First-class operation you run here.”

Briggs didn’t smile. He picked up the phone on his desk and turned it around so the dial faced the kid.

While Blade made his call, Briggs leaned back in his chair and took his pack of Salems from his shirt pocket.

He was trying to cut down, but he felt justified in indulging at the moment.

He drew the smoke slowly into his lungs and exhaled through his nose, letting the nicotine sooth his nerves.

He’d dealt with kids like this before, the ones who had parents in authority who bailed them out of trouble.

It didn’t matter if the senator got mad. Briggs didn’t want that kind of conflict, but he would deal with it if it happened.

Once the kid was finished, Briggs took him down the hall and ushered him into the single cell. The kid promptly dropped onto his bunk and began to mime air guitar, making heavy metal sounds.

Briggs slammed the door and started back down the hall. At least he wouldn’t have to put up with the noise for long. The kid would probably be out in under an hour. He went back to his desk to wait for the senator’s call.
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The sun baked the creek bed which had been named Bristol Springs after Edward Bristol, the first man who had settled there and who eventually founded the town.

He had been a shrewd businessman who realized the virtue of ready water. For many years the creek had been the focal point of the town, since it fed the sawmill founded in 1872. That had changed in the 1920s, when the mill had closed.

The town had survived the loss of that industry only because a furniture factory remained in operation. It stayed in existence and diversified until the second world war. The location had been on the opposite end of town, so things had gradually moved away from the real Bristol Springs.

The creek, which was not really a creek any longer, was not in the present-day city limits. Through various town acts and ordinances, the actual corporation limit inched away from the Springs area, although most people still considered it a part of the town and expected the local police to take care of any wrongdoing there.

For the past several years, it had been largely neglected. A resort in the area died in the late sixties, and through some geographic shift or some unexplained act of God, the creek disappeared or changed course, leaving only a pocket of water replenished mostly by rain.

Few people drifted out to the site to see what was now not quite a lake but little more than a pond.

Except for the teenagers. They gathered at night on the bank to listen to music, grope in sleeping bags, and occasionally go skinny-dipping. They drank Jack Daniels if someone in the group was old enough to buy it, and some smoked marijuana if there was any on hand. Bristol Springs was not drug free, but most mind-altering substances were in short supply.

With other things to worry about, the Riverland sheriff’s office didn’t bother the kids much by patrolling the area. Around election time they might raid for drugs to get some news coverage, but that was once every four years.

From time to time there was talk among the more civic-minded Bristol Springs residents of putting up a museum near the spring as a tourist attraction.

For a while there was even a search to find someone to do a portrait of Edward Bristol.

No one had any idea what Bristol had really looked like, so the first item for the museum had been dismissed. After efforts to locate other early artifacts had failed, talk of the attraction had eventually died down.

Bristol Springs didn’t have much to offer in the way of tourism, but anything that might bring in dollars had to be considered. There weren’t enough businesses around to provide ample employment. Parents lamented the fact that their children had to go to Aimsley to find work.

The problems created by the drought put any thoughts of tourism temporarily on hold. Edward Bristol’s namesake was in no condition to become the focal point of a tourist attraction; it had dried to a cracked bed of red sand.

The afternoon wind swept granules of that sand into a rusty cloud which floated over the sloping canal like a pocket of smog. The last pool of moisture had dried up the day before, a victim of the noonday sun.

The emaciated form near the edge of the streambed bore little resemblance to anything human. A gray, pulpy mass of tissue that looked like tattered rags covered the skeleton. Only a few black strands of hair clung to the skull, and the eyes, sunken in their sockets, were milky and glazed a yellowish purple. The body was in good condition for something that had been submerged for 120 years, but that wasn’t saying much.

She did not feel alive. She was unable to walk. As she dragged herself toward the trees to escape the searing rays of the sun, she could not feel pain or any other sensation.

There was not even hunger, only an awareness that she needed to feed. It was almost as if that was her only awareness. Her vision was clouded, her ears deaf, and her tongue moribund.

How long had it been? How long had she languished on the floor of her watery prison? How long had it taken Fate to free her? She could not guess. She had no way of counting the years as she slept in her suspended state. She had lived in a nonexistence of loneliness and agony.

Finding a shadow from a thick old pine tree, she rolled into its wake. It was not darkness, but it was better than sun.

Nothing happened immediately, yet gradually an ache spread through the tissue. At least there was some feeling now. Even pain was better than nothingness, that emptiness devoid of any spark of existence she had known so long.

How would she find food now, when she was almost unable to move? Would someone come by here, ready to offer up a sacrifice?

Her thoughts began to swirl, fragments floating about in her brain. She could recall vaguely the hour of her death, snatches from the rest of existence, and little else.

She had never been in quite this situation before. She could not seek help, for in her present state she was too hideous. She had no voice, no strength.

She hoped darkness would bring her a little more vigor. Then perhaps she could find prey. If prey came to her…that would be the key.

As the sun sank a little further, her thoughts swirled into more order. In the darkness, she would be able to call on the night brothers. They would help her find food.


Chapter 3

Lou Ellen threw a glass against her bedroom wall, aiming to miss her poster of the heavy metal group Poison and shatter what had once been a jelly jar on the wall, where the juice it contained would make a noticeable stain. She hit the poster instead and splattered it with a pink splotch of fruit punch. Fingers of liquid stretched down over the lead singer’s face, and the wet spot spread outward in a circular pattern.

The poster was ruined. She ripped it down. She’d been wanting to get one of a group called Guns and Roses anyway.

Her anger at her mother was boiling, and she was furious with Chief Briggs as well. They had treated her like a child. She had a right to go out with a guy if she wanted to.

Wadding the poster into a ball, she hurled it across the room as well. It bounced off the window without doing any damage. Did her mother expect her to sit around the house all day without going out of her mind? It was summertime. She wanted to enjoy it after the confinement of the school year. Instead, she’d just received a new sentence. Her mother gave her a couple of dollars for video tapes and thought that enough to keep her entertained.

She’d grown bored with the tapes down at the video store the first week classes were over. The good movies were always rented, and she was tired of
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