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The Spawn Of Arget Bethir


Prologue

The hour was late when Patrick O’Shea called it a night and left the good fellowship and crackling hearth of Keenan’s Pub. He had spent the evening as he customarily did, partaking of several rounds of dark ale and a game or two of darts between lively discussions about local politics and town gossip. But, eventually, the potency of the strong drink and the knowledge that his wife was probably worrying herself sick over his whereabouts pried Patrick from the midst of the boisterous crowd. He wished his mates a good night, donned his hat, coat, and muffler, and then stepped into the bracing chill of the November darkness.

The little village of Kanturk, located in the heart of County Cork, Ireland, was deserted and quiet at that twilight hour. Patrick pulled his pocket watch from his fob and consulted the time. The ornate hands were edging toward the stroke of midnight. “The wife will surely have my hide for this,” he breathed, returning the watch and chain to his vest. He had assured dear Mary that he would be home by eleven o’clock or half past at the very least. But a hearty argument over the pros and cons of Britain’s occupation of Northern Ireland had driven the immediacy of domestic promises completely from his mind.

He took his bicycle from where it leaned against the gray-stoned wall of the public house and, climbing upon the frame, propelled himself southward down the empty street, his lanky legs pumping the pedals. Soon he had left the darkened shoppes of Kanturk behind, including that of his own business, and began the two-mile journey home.

A full moon hung against the starry sky overhead. It cast a pale glow upon the grassy meadows of the rolling Irish countryside. If it had been the spring of the year, Patrick would have found enjoyment in the picturesque scene. But the impact of its ghostly beauty was dampened by the bite of a cold northern wind blowing up the length of his spine. He shuddered and, gathering his woolen coat and plaid scarf closer about him, hunkered over the cycle, making himself less of a target for the merciless breeze. It was on frigid nights such as these that he longed for the convenience of an automobile. Patrick O’Shea was the only practicing mortician in the town of Kanturk and, although some of the populace still leaned toward traditional wakes and family funerals, he did a brisk and respectable business. Still, his finances were tight and it would be quite a while before he allowed himself the luxury of a motorcar.

He took a sharp bend in the road and passed the lofty structure of the Catholic rectory and the cemetery beyond, the latter enclosed by a high fence of wrought-iron. As he sped past, Patrick peered through the rows of age-mottled stones, searching for the location of the day’s work. He spotted the mound of newly turned earth within the shadows of a gnarled black oak. The man that lay beneath six feet of Irish sod was an unfortunate soul by the name of Hugh McLoughlin. Hugh had generally been known for his aversion to work and his frequent binges at Keenan’s Pub. As a matter of fact, whiskey had proven to be McLoughlin’s downfall, for the influence of the liquor had clouded the man’s senses on his walk home the night before and caused him to stumble into the path of a northbound train to Limerick. All the money old Hugh had in the world had been found in his pockets and had barely covered the cost of his coffin and burial. There had been no allowance for the modern services of embalming and cosmetology, which would have been absolutely pointless in the undertaker’s opinion. The locomotive had done a nasty job on poor Hugh. It had twisted and battered the drunkard beyond recognition, and any amount of preservation or reconstruction on Patrick’s part would have been an exercise in futility.

Patrick drove the thoughts of death from his mind as he headed along a lonely country road bordered by low walls of heaped stone. Instead, he considered the family that awaited him at home. No more than five brief years had passed since his marriage to sweet Mary, but already the good Lord had blessed them with two fine children. The boy, Devin, was nearly two years old, bearing the dark hair and eyes of his father’s black Irish heritage. The infant girl, Rosie, who had first breathed life in the spring of that year, possessed the fiery red hair of her saintly mother.

Minutes later, the final stretch of his nocturnal journey came to an end. He slowed to a halt in front of the modest cottage he called home and opened the wooden gate, guiding his bike into the small garden. The flower beds were shriveled and brown with the coming of winter, but he could still picture them as they had been a few short months ago, brilliant with budding roses, marigolds, and purple irises.

He was strolling up the stone walkway, digging through his pocket for his key, when he tripped over something near the front stoop. He was surprised to find a carpetbag sitting there with a long blackthorn cane, a shillelagh, leaning across the satchel’s handle. Patrick was puzzled by the presence of the traveling gear, especially since it was left unattended in the center of his front walk. Then he looked toward the doorway and his confusion turned into alarm. The heavy oaken door yawned open before him, the foyer beyond cloaked in shadow, dark and devoid of inner light.

Even if Mary had gone to bed early, she would have left a fire burning in the kitchen hearth. But as he stepped warily into the house, he was welcomed only by cool darkness. Glancing into the broad kitchen, he saw that the fireplace was black and empty, nary an ember glowing in its sooty hollow.

Patrick opened his mouth to call out, but a faint sound from the rear of the cottage caused the words to freeze in his throat. It was a low, guttural sound, much like the throaty growl of a mastiff. He stepped into the kitchen, walked to the hearth, and took a double-barreled shotgun from a rack overhead. He checked the quail gun, found two loads in the twin portals, then quietly closed the breech. With a heavy stone of dread nestled in the pit of his gut, Patrick O’Shea made his way down the center hallway.

The first room he came to was that of his children. He found the door ajar. Standing perfectly still, he listened for the soft breathing of their slumber, but heard nothing after a moment of maddening silence. Steeling himself for the worst, he stepped into the room and flicked on the light switch.

The first thing that assaulted his senses was the amount of blood that covered the walls of the small room. It looked as if the refuse from some hellish slaughterhouse had been splashed upon the wallpaper and the sturdy beams of the low ceiling.

Then he looked toward the bed of his son and felt the bile of a night’s drinking begin to rise into his throat. Little Devin lay sprawled upon the floor beside his bed. His pajamas, as well as the youthful flesh underneath, had been torn to shreds. The child’s back had been ripped open. Amid the raw crimson of the open wound, Patrick could see the stark white bones of his exposed spine. The man turned his eyes away, directing his panicked gaze to the wooden crib, but the sight awaiting him there was even more terrifying. Rivulets of blood dripped down the pickets of the baby bed. Within that gruesome cage he could see something lying upon the gory linen…something tiny and twisted and torn. Above the crushed head of his infant daughter hung the mobile of dancing fairies and leprechauns that Patrick had carved on the eve of her birth. They bobbed and capered on their taut strings, blood-freckled faces eternally gleeful despite the savage slaughter below their feet.

Patrick groaned and stumbled back out into the hallway. He slumped to his knees, gagging, ready to void himself of four pints of pub ale. But something made him swallow his sickness. That low, rumbling growl tremored through the darkness…from the direction of his own bedroom. His heart pounded in his chest and, although he wanted to flee that lonely cottage in fear, he knew that he must check the back room. It was possible that his wife had not suffered the same fate as his Devin and Rosie. Perhaps there was still time to save her from the barbarity that had rent his children’s flesh and broken their bones.

He struggled to his feet and walked to the open doorway of his bedroom, the weapon clutched tightly in his hands. When he finally reached the dark room, he did not even bother to turn on the light. He knew at once that the dregs of disaster occupied that place also. He could smell the coppery scent of blood in the air and, by the glow of a moonlit window, could see the ugly carnage that had once been his wife.

Patrick staggered to the foot of the four-poster bed and a low moan rose in his throat as he stared at the body of his beloved Mary. She lay spread-eagle across the feather mattress. Her white nightgown had been ripped open, as had her ribcage. Patrick’s moan built in intensity, blossoming into a shriek of crazed anguish as he looked into the glistening pit of his wife’s open torso, laying witness to the shattered bones of her ribs and the shredded tissue of her heart and lungs.

His wail of torment choked off into shocked silence when he raised his tearful gaze to her bloodless face and watched in bewilderment as her eyelids flickered, then opened. He expected to see the glassy glaze of death that he was so very familiar with, but instead her emerald eyes blazed with renewed life.

“Patrick,” she whispered softly, extending a pale hand toward him.

He began to back away, shaking his head in disbelief. He watched as her mutilated body went through a strange rejuvenation. The mauled tissues of her internal organs began to knit together and heal of their own accord. The jagged flats of the rib cage also mended, once again joining the shattered breastbone. Finally, the creamy flesh of her chest crept inward like a converging tide, sealing away the inner workings of her anatomy.

Patrick could bear to look no more. He turned his face to the far corner of the room and saw a pair of eyes blazing at him from within the dense shadows.

They were the size of shot glasses and as icy blue as moonlight on winter snow. Patrick felt cold fear creep through the very marrow of his bones as the throaty growl came again and, with it, the fetid warmth of bestial breath on his face. He caught the odor of blood and decayed meat, as well as the musky scent of the animal that crouched in the darkness before him. Patrick took a step backward as the beast moved stealthily toward him. He suddenly remembered the shotgun and lifted the stock to his shoulder. He squeezed both triggers, sending a bee-swarm of buckshot at the center of the hulking monstrosity. The beast grunted at the impact of the blast, but it did not slow its swift advance.

With an ear-splitting roar, the intruder leapt from the shadows and Patrick received a fleeting glimpse of the horror that confronted him. In the pale wash of moonlight, he saw an enormous wolf coming for him. Or rather it was a nightmarish hybrid of wolf and man. It towered over him, its long ears brushing the beams of the ceiling and its coat of bristly gray fur gleaming like spun silver upon its head and shoulders. A hairy arm of incredible length lashed out at him, and before he could react, Patrick felt its razored claws bite deeply into his midsection. He glanced down to see his belly slashed open and his entrails hanging precariously within the gaping wound, on the verge of uncoiling.

The horrid sight of his own evisceration was blocked by the looming presence of his attacker and, abruptly, he found himself pressed with his back to the hardwood floor, struggling beneath a hirsute knot of hellish fury. He kicked and thrashed and prayed to the Lord Almighty to save him from this savage fiend, but his pleas went unheeded. Patrick stared up into a wolfish face and watched as it leered mercilessly down at him; black lips peeling back to reveal yellowed fangs. Hot saliva dripped upon the column of his bare throat, telegraphing the monster’s brutal intentions.

The undertaker of the town of Kanturk threw back his head and prepared to scream, but suddenly he had nothing to scream with. The sharp mass of ivory fangs yawned wide and dipped, sinking deeply into the tender flesh of his gullet and ripping his throat open as unconsciousness overcame him.

Patrick O’Shea awoke to find himself staring up at the pale sphere of the moon. Puzzled, he regarded it for a long moment; for it had shifted its position since the last time he had seen it. From where it hung in the dark November sky he guessed that a couple of hours had passed…since the time of his death.

Abruptly, he sat up and found himself in the middle of the Kanturk cemetery. In fact, he was perched atop the earthen mound of the very grave he had dug and filled that afternoon. He glanced at the head of the grave and saw someone standing with his back to the oak. The man was tall and elderly, dressed in a suit of fine black cloth. His features were angular and hearty in color, topped by a thick mane of silvery hair. He held a knotty blackthorn cane in his hands; the nimble fingers caressing the shillelagh like some men would caress the breast of a woman.

Patrick saw his family standing a few feet away amid a cluster of stained tombstones. Mary held the infant Rosie in the crook of her arm, while the other arm hugged little Devin close to her side. Their nightclothes were torn and bloody, but their fatal wounds seemed to be strangely absent. Patrick stared down at his own torn clothing. The flesh of his abdomen was no longer raw, ripped, and bleeding, the organs no longer exposed. In place of the damage was a thick patch of scar tissue, pale pink and tender to the touch. He raised a trembling hand to his throat and found the skin there to be intact also.

The mortician again turned his eyes toward the elderly man beneath the tree. There was now a long-handled spade in his hands. With a downward thrust, he buried the blade of the shovel into the dank earth of Hugh McLoughlin’s grave. Pale blue eyes gleamed from dark pits beneath the man’s bushy brows. “Dig!” he commanded.

Patrick could voice no protest as he stared into the eyes of the stranger and caught an unnerving glimpse of the silver-haired beast hiding beneath the severity of his icy gaze. He stood and, grasping the wooden handle of the shovel, did as he was told.

Time and time again, the edge of the spade bit into raw earth and inch by inch the dirt was displaced and tossed to the side. When he had gotten three feet from his objective, Patrick felt a peculiar sensation grip him. He stomach began to burn, not with pain, but with a nagging emptiness …an emptiness that yearned to be filled. Also, his muscles began to bunch and spasm, as if they had broken the slavery of his brain and taken on a life of their own. His flesh grew hot and prickly, as though sharp needles surged beneath the surface, attempting to force themselves through the pores of his skin. And his bones throbbed in dull agony. They actually felt as though they were stretching and bending beyond the limits of his skeletal system, striving to become something other than that of a normal human being.

He glanced up out of the open grave and saw that the elderly gentleman had disrobed. He crouched at the foot of the oak tree; doubled over, head in his hands as if in the throes of some horrid suffering. The stranger’s back bowed and his spine stretched tautly through his skin, popping with gunshot cracks as it broadened and elongated. Patrick cast a quick glance at his family and saw that they, too, had cast their gory garments aside. Naked, they writhed among the tombstones, their bodies contorting, growing slick with sweat, then dense with sprouting hair.

Abruptly, a feeling of madness gripped the undertaker. He flung the shovel away and began to tear at his own clothing, for the very touch of the material seemed to sear his flesh like fire. Soon, he was also naked and caught in the grip of internal conflict.

“Dig!” the stranger snarled hoarsely. “Dig, damn you!” His flesh was alive with a thickening mat of silvery fur and his face contorted horribly. Patrick could hear the bones of his skull cracking and reshaping beneath the flesh as the nose and mouth protruded in an obscene image of a leering canine.

Patrick no longer needed to be told, for the prize beneath the remaining yard of earth seemed to be the most important thing of his entire existence. He began to dig with his bare hands, even as the change wracked his body with torment. He watched as his frantic arms transformed. The muscles writhed and lengthened. Tufts of coarse black hair sprouted from his filthy skin like clover from fertile ground. His fingers grew long and the nails incredibly sharp, providing tools that put the simple spade to shame.

The yearning in his stomach reached its pinnacle as his ebony hands scooped away the last of the dirt and his claws scraped against the grain of the casket lid. He now knew that what he felt was hunger. A hunger unlike any he had ever known before. And, as he thrust his fists through the thin barrier of pinewood and sank wrist-deep into the rotting mass of the deceased drunkard, he realized the unholy nature of his bestial craving.

As he and the others ate with the abandon of starved wolves, Patrick O’Shea prayed to God that his horrible nightmare would soon come to an end.

Unfortunately, his plea for heavenly deliverance fell on deaf ears. Captives to the ravenous turmoil within, he lowered his fanged head and continued to feast upon the flesh of the unliving.


Part One

Personal Demons


Chapter One

The town of Old Hickory was named so for two distinct reasons. First of all; the rural Tennessee community was nestled within a horseshoe-shaped grove of dense forest, the hickory tree being the most prominent among the cluster of oak, maple, and silver poplar. Secondly, after its troublesome settlement among Indians and outlaws in the year of 1803, it was named in honor of a local hero, Andrew Jackson, whose nickname, Old Hickory, had become legendary throughout the state, especially later on during the War of 1812 and the Battle of New Orleans. In fact, a bronze statue dedicated to the memory of the illustrious Tennessean still stood in front of the Haddon County courthouse, its tarnished saber aimed majestically toward the Southern sky in eternal defiance.

Old Hickory boasted a modest population of six thousand residents. Half of the citizens lived inside the town limits, while the rest were scattered across the broad, flat farmland that stretched beyond the hickory forest. In the spring and summer, acre upon acre of fertile soil bore healthy crops of tobacco, corn, and soybean. In the fall and winter, the farmers butchered hogs and lived off the produce of their livestock. Steiner’s Dairy was located a few miles to the east. The complex was the largest rural dairy in middle Tennessee and its herd of six hundred prime jerseys supplied milk, cream, and butter for seventy square miles, including some of the supermarkets and convenience stores in nearby Nashville.

The town itself was considered quaint and lazy by outsiders, and the residents seemed to agree with that assessment. The daily routine of Old Hickory was subject to a steady, slow-paced schedule, much like the trains that passed through the township on their runs from Nashville to Chattanooga, and vice versa. Some folks were so predictable that you could nearly time their comings and goings with a stopwatch. The immaculate two-story courthouse—which had been constructed of whitewashed hickory and stone several years before the outbreak of the Civil War—was usually the busiest spot in town. There was always something going on within the big structure, be it business with the county clerk or the vehicle-registration bureau, or a trial in the courtroom on the upper floor. In the latter case, the proceedings normally dealt with petty crimes involving drunk driving or disturbing the peace at Jay’s Pinball and Pool Hall on the corner of Commerce and Woodland.

The small businesses along Commerce Street had their fair share of customers. There was a Buy-Rite Grocery, Harry’s Barber Shop and a Radio Shack store, and the offices of the Old Hickory Herald on one side of the main thoroughfare, while the other side held Dawson’s Fine Antiques, Burt’s Gun and Rod, Old Hickory Boutique, and the Doubleplex Theatre. A few blocks down there was a Western Auto store, Johnson & Payne’s Ford-Lincoln-Mercury dealership, and a Dairy Queen.

As Commerce Street crossed the railroad tracks and forked, one avenue turning into Willclay Drive and the other linking with U.S. Highway 70, the county seat grew more rural in nature. On both sides of the state highway was Old Hickory’s “religion row,” bearing the high-steepled and stained-glassed structures of the local Baptist, Methodist, and Presbyterian churches. Further on lay the ten-acre expanse of the town cemetery and across the road from it was what had once been Cummings’ Funeral Home and its adjoining Gothic-style house. Amos Cummings, Old Hickory’s mortician for nearly fifty years, had recently sold the establishment to another undertaker and had taken a much deserved retirement in Daytona Beach, where his daughter and grandchildren lived. The funeral home had been deserted for nearly a month, leaving the curious townsfolk to wonder when the new owner would show up and if he would turn out to be as much of a sourpuss as old Amos.

Old Hickory’s residential section was located along Willclay Drive. Most of the structures were old white frame houses built between the turn of the century and the Second World War. Further on were newer homes of modern brick and glass. The length of Willclay came to a dead end at the Sunny Meadow Nursing Home. The retirement complex was located in the center of a budding orchard of apple, pear, and persimmon trees, appearing more like a rustic vacation resort than the proverbial old-folks home.

Past the town limits stretched the thickest point of the hickory forest and beyond that was the winding current of the Harpeth River. Five miles out of town, both the railroad tracks and U.S. 70 curved southwestward and crossed the Harpeth at its narrowest point. A few yards parallel to the highway bridge was the old railroad trestle, perched over the muddy water like a gangly, multi-legged spider. In the Thirties and Forties, the timbered trestle served as a refuge for hobos during that era when luckless wanderers rode boxcars cross-country. The shadowy banks beneath the trestle had once glittered with many a hobo fire, but those times were long since past.

Occasionally, the county sheriff or one of his deputies discovered warm ashes and discarded trash amid the sturdy supports, a sign that drifters still used the spot to shelter themselves against the harshness of the elements, as well as from the prying eyes of the local law.

The citizenry of Old Hickory was comprised of God-fearing country folk—the hearty, easygoing sort that was more common in the isolation of rural America than in the overcrowded areas of the city and suburbia. They were all friendly enough, but were mildly suspicious of strangers. Although the majority was spiritually bound to one religion or another, there was an underlying tendency toward gossip. Men and women alike would keep their ears open for the latest tidbits concerning local scandal, be it impending divorce, wife beating, or public drunkenness. The fellows swapped stories at the barber shop or Piper’s Shell Station next to the dairy dip, while the ladies wagged their tongues at Wanda’s Beauty Salon or in the privacy of their own parlors, over coffee and cinnamon rolls. The discussions were harmless enough, never intentionally vicious, and were deemed strictly confidential by the participants. That was, until someone ignorant to the latest dirt came along and discreetly begged to be filled in.

That summer had been a dismal one for the resident busybodies of Old Hickory. The months of June and July had brought absolutely nothing of real interest to the customary rap sessions. Talk was mainly confined to the hot weather, crop prices, and who was wearing what at last Sunday’s church services. Many of Haddon County’s most hardcore snoops thought that they would surely go mad-dog crazy if something out of the ordinary didn’t happen pretty soon.

Then, on the first bright morning of August, a long black hearse pulling a U-Haul trailer drove down the center of Commerce Street, followed by an IROC-Z Camaro with a personalized license plate that read HOWLER.


Chapter Two

Ramona Dawson was on the phone with a dealer of antique china and porcelain when the brass cowbell jangled over the door of her shop, heralding the arrival of a customer. Or, rather, two customers. Ramona glanced up from the roll-top desk she considered to be her office and saw two strangers, a man and a woman, coming through the front door. She politely cut the phone call short, then met the customers with a sincere smile.

“May I help you folks?” she asked. Ramona was a short, wiry woman with frosted black hair and horn-rimmed eyeglasses dangling from a gold chain around her neck. She had the look and posture of a schoolteacher or librarian, which was understandable since Ramona had held both positions at the local high school for nearly twenty years. She had recently retired from the teaching profession to devote all her time to her new enterprise, Dawson’s Fine Antiques.

“Yes, “the man said, smiling. He was a tall, distinguished gentleman in his early forties, with coal-black hair and a thin mustache adorning his lean face. “We would be interested in seeing some Victorian furnishings, if you have any on display.” The man’s voice was a crisp baritone and possessed a distinctive Irish brogue.

“I do have a few pieces that you might like right here in the back,” Ramona said. She started toward the rear of the cluttered shop, walking past stylish displays of lead-crystal glassware and ancient china dolls. The man and his wife, a short, matronly woman with dark auburn hair, followed close behind. Soon they were standing amid a collection of rosewood tables, cloth-upholstered sofas and chairs, and ornately carved bedroom furnishings.

“Are you folks visiting from out of town?” asked Ramona. Quite a few of her customers hailed from Nashville and some of the more affluent areas of the surrounding countryside.

The man smiled warmly. “We were up until a moment ago. Now I suppose you could regard us as neighbors.” He extended a delicate, long-fingered hand. “My name is Patrick O’Shea and this is my lovely wife, Mary.”

Ramona glanced through the lettered window of the storefront and saw the hearse with the U-Haul parked across the street. The antique dealer’s smile brightened. “Why, you must be the new funeral director. The one who bought the place from Amos Cummings.” She shook the man’s hand, then that of his wife.

“Yes”, said Patrick. “We just made the long trip from our previous home in east Tennessee. I was the undertaker for a little town called Mountain View, near Knoxville, before I purchased Mr. Cummings’ business.”

“Well, I’m glad to finally meet you,” said Ramona. “I’m Ramona Dawson, owner of the shop here. Pardon me for being nosy, but did you bring a family with you?”

“A boy and a girl, both of them teenagers,” said Mary O’Shea with an air of parental pride. “And my father, Squire McManus, also lives with us. He serves as my husband’s business manager. He was the one who suggested the move to Old Hickory.”

As the O’Sheas browsed through the selection of old furniture, Patrick explained their visit to the shop. “We sold much of our furnishings before we made the trip, mainly because I promised dear Mary I would allow her to indulge in her love for antiques the next time we moved. She simply adores objects with a unique history to them.”

“There’s certainly plenty of history in these pieces here,” Ramona said, gesturing to the collection of sturdy headboards, love seats, and oaken chifforobes. “And any of them would fit perfectly with the décor of that lovely old Victorian house you’ll be settling into. I must admit, though, some of these pieces are a tad expensive.”

Patrick gave his plump wife an affectionate hug. “Price is no object. Just so my dear lass gets what she needs to make the house a home.”

Ramona sensed the potential for a big sale mounting. “Fine. Why don’t you two take your time and check out what I have to offer. If you’d excuse me for a moment, there’s someone I’d like you to meet.”

The woman disappeared through a side door and, a minute later, returned with a beefy, balding man in his late fifties. He had smiling eyes and a well-trimmed beard of chestnut brown, and wore khaki trousers and a navy-blue T-shirt with BURT’S GUN & ROD printed across the front in white Frontier-style letters.

“Patrick and Mary O’Shea, this is my husband, Burt,” introduced Ramona. “He runs the gun shop next door.”

“Pleased to meet you, Mr. Dawson,” said Patrick, exchanging handshakes with the big man.

“Just call me Burt,” said the gun-shop owner. “Y’all are from Ireland, ain’t you? I can detect a hint of the Emerald Isle in your accent.”

“Yes, we are originally from County Cork. We made the move to America six years ago. We lived in Virginia for a time and then came to Tennessee. Your state reminds us so very much of sweet Erin. So many rolling hills and meadows, everything so bright and green.”

“Yep, we’re all pretty proud of the Volunteer State,” grinned Burt. “Wouldn’t want to live anywhere else.”

While Ramona was busy showing Mary O’Shea some of her finest pieces and filling her in on the history of the objects, Burt and Patrick went next door to the gun shop. It was a homey place of business decorated with rustic cedar paneling and taxidermy, including a twelve-point buck and colorfully mounted largemouth bass and perch. A long glass counter displayed a wide selection of handguns and holsters, while on the wall behind were locked racks of rifles and shotguns. Aisles of hunting and fishing supplies took up most of the floor space, though an area was set aside for bull sessions and lectures from the county game warden. The spot was simply a circular row of high-backed rocking chairs around an old-fashioned potbelly stove, with a few standing ashtrays and brass spittoons on the floor in between.

“You do any hunting or fishing?” Burt asked while he poured them both a mug from the coffeemaker behind the counter.

“I used to be quite a sporting man back in Ireland,” replied Patrick as he gratefully took the cup offered to him. “I did a bit of trout fishing and hunted quail every now and then. I still have my old Purdy side-by-side, but the trigger mechanism is broken.”

“Hey, bring it in the next time you get a chance. I’ll be glad to take a look at it. I’m a certified gunsmith and do a lot of repair work on the side. I’ll fix it up, even clean and reblue it if necessary, no charge. Just consider it a welcome-to-town present.”

“I’d certainly appreciate it,” said Patrick. “That shotgun is truly a family heirloom. It was passed down through the O’Shea clan from generation to generation.”

“Then it’d be an honor to work on it. Maybe we could get together and do a little hunting sometime. Squirrel season starts at the end of the month and then there’s deer and duck season in the fall. Dozens of places hereabout with good game. Ramona said you have a son. Maybe he’d like to come along.”

Patrick smiled grimly. “I’m afraid young Devin would scoff at such an outing. He has his own interests and they don’t involve walking the Tennessee moors with his darling dad. Devin is a lone wolf, so to speak.”

Burt nodded. “Yeah, I get your drift.” He understood the colossal gaps that could stretch between a parent and his child. His own boy, Doug, was a prime example of how very different a father and son could be. Burt was a proud veteran of the Korean War and an avid hunter and shooter, while Doug was the complete opposite: a passive knee-jerk liberal who shunned guns and killing, and detested the mere thought of war, whether it was in the name of freedom or not. Doug attended Berkeley in California and came home only during Christmas vacation. Needless to say, his visits always ended with a heated debate over one explosive issue or another.

“My father-in-law is quite an avid hunter, though,” offered Patrick. “Perhaps he could join us.”

“The more the merrier, I always say,” beamed Burt.

After finishing their coffee, the men returned to the antique shop to find that a mutual deal had been struck for several bed sets and some Victorian parlor furniture. After the invoices had been drawn up and signed, Ramona and Burt escorted the O’Sheas to the door. “Thanks for the business,” said Ramona. “And to show my appreciation, I’d like to give you a little housewarming gift.” She walked to a tier of shelves that held a variety of serving ware and ornamental vases. She returned with an object and held it out to the O’Sheas.

Both Patrick and Mary regarded the gift and immediately declined it. “Please, your friendship is quite enough,” assured the Irishwoman. “We couldn’t possibly accept it. Thank you anyway.” Then they politely took their leave.

Ramona seemed a little disappointed that her neighborly gesture had been rejected. “Now that was peculiar. Why do you think they acted like that?”

Burt shrugged. “Must be some kind of Irish custom. Maybe it ain’t polite to accept expensive gifts where they come from.”

“I still would’ve liked for them to have had it,” said Ramona with a frown. She shook her head and returned the silver sugar bowl to its place on the bric-a-brac shelf.

Brian Reece was perched precariously on a stepladder, stocking a shipment of boom-boxes and car stereos on an overhead shelf, when a girl with hair the color of fiery autumn leaves walked into the Radio Shack. Brian stood poised like a clumsy acrobat atop the short ladder, eyeing her curiously as she went to the computer section and started checking out the new systems.

Brian finished putting up the rest of the stock, then stepped down into the back aisle and glanced around the store for Tom Louis, the manager. Mr. Louis had gone to the bank to get some change for the register and hadn’t come back yet. That meant that Brian was the only salesman in the place at the time. He swallowed nervously. He had been working at the Radio Shack part-time for nearly a year now, but still hadn’t gotten the hang of waiting on customers. He peeked down the aisle at the girl. She seemed to pay him no attention as she browsed through the selection of color monitors, keyboards, and disk drives.

He felt his stomach squirm like a ball of worms and knew that Mr. Louis would get on his case if he came back and found that the customer hadn’t been assisted. Brian’s anxiety wasn’t solely due to sales fright, but also the fact that the customer was a girl near his own age, and a pretty one at that. Brian had always been more than a little tongue-tied and bumbling around members of the opposite sex. He had never been able to talk comfortably to a girl or, God forbid, come on to one like some of the Haddon County High big shots like Jake Preston and Mickey Wilson did. There were several valid reasons for Brian’s lack of social grace. Publicly, it was due to his undeserved reputation as a loner, a weirdo, and the class nerd. Personally, Brain’s problems had to do mainly with his physical appearance. He was a bit overweight for his height of five feet eight—nearly two hundred and twenty pounds—and the addition of thick-lensed glasses and curly brown hair certainly didn’t complement the overall effect. He was painfully self-conscious about his looks, and his classmates’ cruel catcalls of “four-eyes” and “tubby” didn’t help matters any.

Brian knew that he should at least approach the girl and offer his help if she needed it. He swallowed dryly, checked his white shirt and tie to make sure that everything was in order, then walked past the sales counter and the computer section up front. The girl was checking out a laser printer. From the way she studied the equipment, Brian could tell that she was knowledgeable about computers and their components.

“Excuse me, miss,” said Brian, his voice coming out as an embarrassing croak at first. “Can I help with anything?”

The girl whirled as if startled. “Oh, uh, no. I’m just looking, that’s all.” There was something peculiar about the girl’s voice. She had a strange accent, maybe British. No, more like Irish or Scottish, Brian decided.

He stood there and stared at her for a long moment. She was an extremely pretty girl, maybe a couple of years younger than he. She had long red hair that spilled around her shoulders, and eyes the color of emeralds. Her face was lightly freckled, but most of her freckles were obscured by the blush of color in her cheeks. She’s as scared of me as I am of her, Brian thought in sudden amazement.

“Well, just let me know if you need help,” he said with a goofy grin and turned back toward the rear of the store.

Brian had taken a couple of steps when the girl spoke up. “Uh, I do need some computer disks for my system,” she said.

The boy turned and motioned toward an aisle of cassette tapes, head cleaners, and audio/video supplies. “They’re right back here. Come on and I’ll show you.”

Shyly, she accompanied him to the section. “What type of system do you have?” he asked.

“It’s an Apple, but it’s incredibly outdated. I hope to buy a new one, sooner or later.”

Brian found what she needed and handed the box to her outstretched hand. Awkwardly, he discovered that the hand was offered as a gesture of introduction. “My name is Rosie O’Shea,” she said, her face flushing red with fresh color. “My father is taking over the funeral home here in town.”

“Oh, right,” said Brian. He reached out and took the girl’s slender hand. It was incredibly soft and predictably clammy. He knew his own palm was probably twice as moist as hers. “Well, welcome to Old Hickory. My name’s Brian Reece.”

Rosie flashed a timid smile and its beauty nearly took Brian’s breath away. “Very pleased to meet you, Brian.”

Brian led the way to the sales counter and began to total Rosie’s purchase on the digital register. “Uh, you’re not from these parts are you? I mean, not from this country.”

“No, my family is from Ireland. We moved to the States when I was ten years old. I’m sixteen now. Going to be a sophomore this year.” She took a twenty from a small pink purse she carried over her left shoulder and handed it to Brian.

“I’ll be a senior myself,” smiled Brian, fumbling through the cash drawer and handing Rosie her change.

“Really?” Rosie seemed impressed with the fact.

“Yeah. We probably won’t have any classes together, but who knows, maybe we’ll see each other around the hallways.”

Rosie displayed that wonderful smile again. “That would be nice.”

It certainly would, thought Brian. He felt the white dress shirt sticking under his armpits and hoped to God that she didn’t notice that he was sweating like a pig.

“Well, I suppose I’d better get back to my family,” she said. “It was nice meeting you, Brian.”

“Uh, yeah. You too.” He watched as she turned and walked toward the door. Suddenly, his adrenaline cranked up a notch and he abruptly knew what he had to do. The mere thought of doing it nearly paralyzed him, but the urgency that built up inside of him told him that he would regret it if he didn’t speak up. “Rosie?”

She turned and regarded him curiously. The blush was back in her cheeks. “Yes?”

Brian felt his throat choke up and he wasn’t sure he would be able to get the words out. “I, uh, was just wondering, you know, if you might like to go out and get a hamburger and a Coke down at the Dairy Queen sometime? Maybe go see a movie or something like that?” He watched her face carefully, searching for signs of a desperate excuse in the works. He expected her to tell him that she was too young to go out with seniors or that she already had a boyfriend or some other rejection that would send his heart sinking to the depths of adolescent despair.

But, surprisingly enough, just the opposite happened. “I’d really like that, Brian. I’m sure we have the same phone number that Mr. Cummings had before he moved out. Feel free to give me a call sometime.”

“Yeah, I will,” promised Brian. “Real soon.”

“Good,” said Rosie O’Shea with a demure smile. “I’ll be looking forward to it.” Then she left the store and headed down the sidewalk to where the hearse was parked.

Brian leaned his trembling weight against the counter and felt the tension slowly drain from his body. I really did it, he thought in bewilderment. I actually asked her out! In a way, Brian felt incredibly victorious for having conquered a longstanding inhibition, while in another way he was still as nervous and frightened as ever. He knew that there was a good chance that he would end up chickening out and that he might never gather up the nerve to call Rosie O’Shea at the big Victorian house next to the newly-owned funeral home.

But remembering her face and her lovely smile, Brian Reece knew that he couldn’t allow himself the luxury of cowardice. He would either have to see her again or suffer in silence. And, although he was very adept at the latter, he vowed that he wouldn’t let it turn out that way this time.

When Mr. Louis returned from his trip to the bank, he found Brian working busily in the stockroom, whistling cheerfully to himself. “What are you so danged happy about, Reece?” the manager asked, eyeing him with suspicion.

Brian didn’t reply. He stifled a broad grin as he went about his work and thought of the girl with the emerald green eyes.


Chapter Three

Joyce Preston looked up from her desk as a tall, elderly gentleman walked into the office of the Old Hickory Herald. The man was dressed in a suit of gray tweed and carried a slender cane of knotty, black wood. Despite his silvery hair, the man’s face was hearty in color and practically devoid of wrinkles. His ice-blue eyes seemed eternally youthful, even though Joyce guessed him to be in his early sixties. He entered the newspaper office with an air of self-assurance and, perhaps, even a touch of arrogance. Years ago, during happier times, Joyce and her now ex-husband, David, had taken a trip to England and this tall stranger exuded the same bold attitude that was characteristic of royalty.

“Pardon me, lass, but could you tell me if the publisher of this fine periodical is in?” he asked in a heavy Irish brogue. “And, if so, might I have a few moments of the good man’s time?”

Joyce suppressed her amusement and stood up. “Yes, the publisher is in, but I’m afraid he is a she.” She extended her hand. “I’m Joyce Preston. I edit and publish the Herald.”

The man was visibly surprised by the news, but also obviously delighted. “You must excuse me, dear lady, but I must confess that from where I hail the publishing business is traditionally a male enterprise. Of course, I’m certainly not averse to a member of the fairer sex taking on such an important responsibility. On the contrary, I find it quite refreshing.” Gracefully, he lifted her fingers to his lips and gently kissed her hand. “Allow me to introduce myself. I am Squire Crom McManus.”

Joyce was a little flustered by the man’s old-world greeting. She had thought such chivalry was long since dead and buried. “I’m glad to meet you, Mr. McManus.”

“You may call me Squire, if you wish,” the man said dryly. “It is a title I held in my native country of Ireland and one I continue to use, even though I am legally an American citizen now.”

The impatient sound of someone clearing his throat caused Joyce to remember the other half of the county’s weekly newspaper. “Oh, this is my son, Jake. He helps me with the printing and the route deliveries.”

The Squire turned his eyes across the room to a strapping young man who stood at one of the two electric presses, setting the columns of type by hand. The boy was about eighteen and athletic in build. He had close-cropped hair the same ash-blond color as his mother’s and, beneath the ink-stained apron, he wore a beige T-shirt with OLD HICKORY GENERALS printed across the front in bold brown letters. “Yo there, Squire!” he grinned, throwing up a blackened palm.

“An honor meeting you, lad,” nodded the Irishman.

“So, Squire, what can I do for you?” asked Joyce. She motioned to a chair in front of her desk, which the man accepted after she herself had taken a seat.

“I’m here on business,” said McManus. “I represent my son-in-law, Patrick O’Shea, who will be taking over the funeral home here in Old Hickory. I act as his accountant and business manager. Patrick is a fine man, but lacks initiative where figures and finances are concerned.”

Joyce took a moment to welcome the Squire to town and told him to extend her greetings to the O’Shea family as well. “So, how may the Old Hickory Herald be of service to you?”

Squire leaned back in his chair, smiling easily, his strong hands crossed over the handle of the blackthorn cane. “I know some people might think it a distasteful and morbid practice, but we would like to buy a regular weekly advertisement for O’Shea’s Funeral Home in your newspaper. You don’t have any objections to such an arrangement, do you?”

“Why, certainly not,” Joyce told him. “I don’t see that running such an ad would be in bad taste. Everyone advertises these days, even doctors and lawyers. The interests of a funeral director shouldn’t be any different. Amos Cummings never advertised in the Herald, but that was mainly because everyone in town knew he was there if they needed him. Our paper has a circulation of nearly eight thousand, so it should drum you up some business not only in town, but all around Haddon County.”

“Excellent,” said McManus, pleased with the woman’s attitude. “We would be interested in running something tastefully done in your business section. Would you be able to help us with the typesetting and graphics?”

“Certainly. We’d be glad to…and at no extra charge.”

The Squire straightened in his chair, his sturdy jaw line jutting proudly. “Not to be disrespectful, madam, but we could not possibly take advantage of your generosity. We intend to pay for every bit of work that is required. Thank you most kindly, but we insist.”

“I won’t argue the point,” smiled Joyce. “I wouldn’t want to get off on the wrong foot, especially with a new citizen and potential advertiser. I wouldn’t be able to keep my presses rolling for long if I made a habit of that.” An interesting idea came to her on the spur of the moment and she decided to mention it to the Squire. “Do you think Mr. O’Shea and his family would be willing to talk to me? I think a human-interest story on your move to Old Hickory would make a good feature article. You know, kind of let folks here in town know more about who you are and where you came from?”

She had hoped for an eager response to her idea, but the Squire’s reaction was quite the opposite. The man’s face darkened and a stern expression threw a cowl of shadow over the icy blueness of his eyes. “I’m afraid we could not agree to such an article, Ms. Preston. We’re private people and such fanfare concerning our personal lives would only make us ill-at-ease. We would prefer to settle here quietly and with as little ballyhoo as possible. I know that you and the other citizens of Old Hickory might consider our customs and eccentricities odd, but I assure you, it is merely our way and not meant to be offensive.”

“Of course not,” said Joyce. “I certainly respect your right to privacy. I hope you don’t think I was trying to pry.”

“Just your journalistic instincts shining true and I respect that,” said the Squire. His handsome smile returned, strong teeth gleaming against the contrast of his ruddy features. “I’m afraid I really must go now, dear lady. We do have a busy day ahead of us, moving into our new home and all. But, rest assured, I’ll be back tomorrow to discuss the advertisement some more.” His eyes regarded her left hand for an instant and saw that she wore no ring, giving the impression that she was no longer married. “Might we make it a business lunch, or would that be too forward of me to suggest?”

“Lunch would be fine. We can meet at Dixie’s Restaurant. It’s only a few blocks down the street.”

“Splendid! Then tomorrow noon it shall be.” Then, with a polite nod of his silvery head, Squire Crom McManus left the office and strolled briskly across Commerce Street to the long black hearse, the tip of his shillelagh tapping against the sun-bleached pavement.

Joyce smiled to herself and leaned back in her chair. “Quite a gentleman,” she said, more to herself that anyone else.

“Aw, Mom!” groaned Jake, looking up from his typesetting. “Don’t tell me you’re falling for that old fart.”

“Why not?” asked Joyce teasingly. “I’m almost fifty and he couldn’t be over sixty-two or sixty-three. I’m not exactly a spring chicken anymore and it’s hard to find a man my age around this town that doesn’t chew tobacco and drive a death trap of a pickup truck.”

“You can do a helluva lot better than the Squire and you know it,” said Jake. He flashed a smart-alec grin at this mother. “There’s plenty of eligible bachelors hanging around Jay’s Pool Hall. And most of them have already had their rabies shots, too.”

“Give me a break!” Joyce laughed. She grabbed a rolled-up copy of last week’s Herald off her desk and tossed it at her son. Jake smiled and dodged the missile easily. “Now get back to work, young man, or I’ll have you working overtime tonight.” She knew that Jake had a date that night with his steady girlfriend, Shirley Tidwell, a manipulative, oversexed birdbrain of a cheerleader. She had tried several times to talk him into finding a nicer, more trustworthy girl, but he simply wouldn’t listen to her advice. Sometimes she thought his rebellious attitude was just a way to pay her back for divorcing his father three years ago. But that had been unavoidable and Jake knew it.

She reached across her desk and turned her business schedule to the following day. LUNCH WITH THE SQUIRE—12 O’CLOCK, she jotted on the empty page. Now there was something to keep the tongues of the town busybodies wagging for a while: the owner of the community newspaper seen having an intimate lunch with a distinguished older gentleman of mysterious origin and background.

Oddly enough, being the subject of such idle gossip didn’t bother Joyce in the least. Instead, it held a strange appeal for the lady publisher. As she turned back to her work, she actually found herself looking forward to her lunch date with Crom McManus, whether it turned out to be strictly business or otherwise.

The Booker brothers were hanging around Jay’s Pinball & Pool Hall when the rumbling roar of a turbo engine sounded from the open doorway. Both men glanced outside as an IROC-Z Camaro parked at the curb, idled for a moment, then grew silent. The vehicle was sharp—glossy jet-black finish with silver and charcoal decals, topped off with chrome Cragar wheels and white-letter Dunlops. From where they stood at the center pool table they could see the Tennessee license plate, which read HOWLER.

They went back to their game, Billy shooting a steady procession of colored balls into the corner and side pockets while Bobby took swigs from a bottle of Budweiser and contemplated the futility of trying to win against his brother. The Bookers were twins by birth, but were as different as night and day as far as looks were concerned. Billy was a big bear of a man with shaggy blond hair and a wooly brown beard. Bobby was shorter and bean-pole thin, sporting oily black hair and a scraggly mustache and goatee. Their wardrobe was casually redneck and constantly predictable throughout the year. Billy wore extra-large Liberty overalls and combat boots. During the fall and winter, he wore a flannel lumberjack shirt beneath the overalls, but in the heat of the summer usually wore no upper garment at all, his hairy chest and tattooed arms exposed, much to the disgust of Old Hickory’s more prudent citizens. Bobby’s bony frame was traditionally clad in a John Deere cap, jeans, steel-toed work boots, and a black and gold Vandy Commodores T-shirt.

Jay’s place was their home away from home, their domain when they weren’t taking care of business at the Booker farm, which was located on the far side of the Harpeth River on two hundred acres of prime tobacco land that had gone to seed. The combination pool hall and tavern was a comfortable niche of darkness, much like a spidery crack in a basement wall. Its smoky shadows and creaky overhead fans cooled the establishment and kept the humid summer heat from creeping in and taking hold. Jay’s was a relatively small joint. Its twenty-by-sixty-foot space was crammed with three regulation pool tables, a long bar at one side of the room and a row of pinball machines and video games at the other, half of them out of order. Near the tinted plate glass windows that looked out on both Commerce and Woodland streets, there were several tables for drinking and playing cards. Down a narrow hallway at the back there were the toilets, a broom closet, and a room where Jay kept an electric poker machine and several one-armed bandits under lock and key. Access to the illegal gambling machines were given only to Jay’s closest friends and to a handful of loyal patrons.

Jay wouldn’t be in until around three that afternoon, so his one and only waitress, Charlotte Reece, tended the bar, reading a fat historical romance novel between washing beer mugs and scrubbing the moisture rings off the mahogany counter. Charlotte was considered by most of the church ladies in Old Hickory to be the official town slut. This opinion was mostly due to Charlotte’s practice of spending her off-hours polishing a barstool with her ample rump, drinking straight Jack Daniel’s and flirting with the male customers until she found someone drunk enough to drive her home around two or three o’clock in the morning.

When a shadowy form obscured the sunlight from the open door, the Bookers looked up to see who it was. It was a stranger, a kid around eighteen, lean in build, but tall. He wore a black Guns n’ Roses T-shirt sporting a bandanna clad skull and twin revolvers amid a wreath of blood-red roses. He wore a flat cap atop his shock of raven-black hair, the style of headgear most common in Ireland and Great Britain, except that this one was made of dark suede rather than tweed. Faded Levi’s and scuffed cowboy boots completed the boy’s tough-guy outfit.

The stranger’s dark gray eyes swept the shadowy interior and spotted the two men at the center pool table. With a confident swagger, he passed the bar tables and headed straight for the Booker brothers. If Jay had been on duty, he would have likely booted the kid’s butt out into the street for being underage. But Charlotte didn’t care. She paid him no mind as she turned a page of her romance book and concentrated on an especially spicy part that was coming up.

Billy and Bobby were aware of the kid’s eyes on them and both looked up in irritation. Billy leaned his beer-bellied frame over the green felt of the table and positioned the tip of his stick behind the cue ball. “Who the hell are you?” he asked, putting a chain reaction in motion that dropped two balls into opposing pockets with a single well-placed shot.

“The name’s Devin O’Shea,” the dark-haired kid said. He stood leaning
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