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The herald of vices walketh about the land of miracles and rot.

He carries with him psalms of cruelty. 

A gift for the wounded. 

A poet of Heretical Talk. 


Table of Contents

Title Page

Part One

Part Two

Part Three

Part Four

Part Five

Part Six

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Part One

[image: ]


Where Shadows Die

Many odds and ends come adrift on these shores. 

Trash. Bark. And rusty slabs of metal and chrome from the nearby shipyards. 

The isle sat adrift in dark waters. A mass of rock and dirt overshadowed by an awful moan in the distant fog that most would mistake for a passing gust every now and then. 

It’s about that time again.

Somewhere along the northwest coastline on the backwater roads, a brand new 1984 Winnebago Chieftain came roaring through. Its cream exterior ran with navy blue streaks running parallel from front to back. 

Black soot flurries about from the tail of the exhaust with every crackle and pop of the engine. It soils the autumn air before fading against the rays of a dying sun.

The nearby pumpkin patch slowly rots away with rows upon rows of misshapen gourds conquering the plains. That patchy-eyed scarecrow with the yellow plaid button-up fallen from its crooked post, is now relieved of guard duty and overtaken by the weeds.   

“God dammit!” 

Kurt pounds down a Blue Ribbon, angrily glaring at the side view mirror where a smokey trail tails behind. 

“Ten thousand dollars down and I can’t even make it across two damn State lines! What did I say? Get a second set of eyes on that converter!” 

Kurt sees a sign for a pump station two miles out. 

He looks back through the rear-view mirror. 

His teen son, Lachlan, lazily lounges about on the sofa in his grey studded and stitched up punk rocker kutte with torn black jeans and long dark army boots to match. 

Headphones bob on and off his spikey blue mohawk, blaring The Misfits at max volume. 

His lips synchronize to the tune of Glenn Danzig’s deep baritone while balancing a nearly burnt-out menthol off the tip of his silver pierced tongue. 

He’s quite good at it. 

These two travelers, who seem worlds apart from each other, are enroute to destinations unknown. For Lachlan, it was a nuisance. For Kurt, a chance to rekindle something long lost, even if he would never say it out loud. 

The Chieftain pulls into Stanley’s Last Chance Gas off the corner of a four-way stop along 55th and Blackridge Road. 

An abandoned diner decays in the adjacent lot. Its battered rooftop is a nest for ravens flocking across the rotted remains, all cawing in unison like a choir at midnight mass. 

Kurt flicks the headphones off his son’s head. 

“Lach. Tool kit. Check the pipe!” 

Kurt goes to grab another Blue Ribbon from the mini fridge, only he’s greeted by an empty shelf save for a few slices of deli meat and the ass ends of a loaf of moldy wonder bread. 

“Damn. Looks like I’m on supply run.”

Lachlan stretches his arms and legs out. 

“No prob, pops!” 

The young rebel smudges out the bud of his smoke along the dead fly covered windowsill. 

Kurt walks toward the station’s market entrance, wiping off drops of booze from his thick gray beard. 

He’s a burly man, sporting an old and faded blue jean jacket over his broad shoulders. And he wears a red and white Portland Mavericks cap to cover his balding scalp. 

Lachlan takes off in the opposite direction near the smokey tail pipe with a tin-handled fish box of socket wrenches and assorted bolts.

“Good day to ya now, sir!” 

The gas attendant welcomes Kurt at the front door in a subtle accent not from around here.

“Yeah, yeah, you too.” 

Kurt waves his hand, squinting from a splitting migraine.

“I see you’re havin’ some trouble with that bus ya got there. Gotta fine mechanic round back. Won’t find any better for miles, I guarantee ya that!” 

The patron stared at the young Lachlan crawling under the butt of the Chieftain.

“Don’t worry about it, bud. The kid might not look it, but he’s got my hands. No one touches the Chief but me and the mohawk.”

“You shittin’ me!? That scrawny blue alien out there can fix up a rig? Well, I’ll be. What a world.”

The eager attendant meets Kurt at the register. Kurt brings up only the essentials. A case of Budweiser, pack of bologna, bag of Everything bagels, and a carton of chocolate chip cookies.

Kurt happens to notice an old and faded poster taped onto the register’s countertop. It’s an FBI listing for a wanted man. Dating back to 1974. 

To be considered armed and extremely dangerous. 

Needless. Dead or Alive.

These words are printed beneath the man’s face, who is wearing a dark Faustmann-like hat with a wide rim. 

Needless. That name jogs Kurt's memory, if only for a moment. And he recalls all the rage that name caused back in the day. 

He also remembers how that man went missing some time ago. Some say he never even existed. All that remains are the scars of those who walked away. 

Kurt thinks nothing more about it. 

“You a mechanic?” the patron probes.

“Trucker. Well, retired. But I’ve spent enough time on the road.” 

“I see. And what brings you and your boy out this way?”

“Well, that’s the thing. Spent so much time on the road that I never got a chance to stop and check the scenery. So, I’m spending my retirement taking the kid to all the places I’ve been, and to some that I haven’t.”  

“Where ya’ll headin’ now?”

“Tell you the truth, I don’t even know where the hell we are. I thought I was taking a scenic route back to the city but got turned around. But hey, they say that’s part of the fun. Gettin’ lost and enjoying the ride, you know?”

“Yeah sure, I can appreciate that.” The patron started ringing out the groceries. 

“Hell, if it’s adventure you two are lookin’ fur, then why don’t ya’ll head West down Blackridge. Follow it up the coast to Kingston Port and take the last ferry out to Umbra Island.”

“Umbra? Doesn’t sound familiar.”

“This time of year, it’s the place to be!” 

The patron hands Kurt a small tourist map that reads Town of Fellsworth. 

“Folks from all over come by to celebrate the infamous All Hallows End Festival. It makes Octoberfest look like chump fest. Be right up your alley!” 

He cashes out the booze with a shit-eating grin.

“A bit late to catch a ferry, ain’t it?”

“Yeah, but luckily for you, I know the ferryman. It’s a small town. I’ll give em’ a call and let him know you’re on your way. He’ll keep the barge waitin’ for ya if ya head out now. Whaddya say?” 

The patron persists. “The festival only happens once every ten years ya know? And you got only two days left in October!”

Kurt takes the map and the rest of the groceries, looking back at the patron with a crooked-smile and nodding as he walks out the door. 

“Sure, what the hell. Thanks, guy.” 

“You won’t be disappointed, sir! You folks enjoy your stay!”

Kurt distances himself from the market. The patron stands patiently. Watching. Waiting. 

Only a few moments pass before the patron closes his eyes and takes a deep breath. The stale air from his sweating cheeks releases slowly. His spine gives way to the tremors of his resolve.  

He picks up the black rotary phone from the back wall. 

After a few spins of the dial, he puts his ear to the receiver and relays a message without pause, in a tone quite different from before. His accent’s gone. 

“Yeah, it’s me. Two more heading your way.” 

The patron’s eyes sink. His twitching fingers reach in his back pocket and pull out a rusty bronze flask, chugging down four mouthfuls of cheap whiskey. 

“Oh God. Still two more days in October...”

Back outside, Lachlan crawls out from under the Chieftain. He wipes the grease and black oil onto his pant leg and throws the wrench into the tin box in a fit of rage. 

“Catch!” 

Kurt tosses a cold can of Bud. Lachlan just barely blocks it from hitting his face as it lands in his lap. 

“What’s it look like down there?” Kurt asks.

“Whoever installed those bearings needs to get their head checked. It looks like they were welded on by a four-year-old with a fucking blowtorch. You’re sure this thing is brand new, right?” 

Lachlan then cracks open the can of Bud, gulping down the foaming beer in just a few quick chugs as it drizzles down his peach-fuzzed chin.

“The dealer said it was loaned out only once before it went to retail! Assured me it was practically mint condition!” Kurt shakes the bags in his hands.

“Maybe he meant to say some kind of condition.” 

Lachlan nods his head in annoyance. 

“At least it’ll stop smoking for a while.” He picks up the toolbox and follows his old man. “So, where the hell are we anyway?”  

“Don’t know. But I know where we’re going.” 

Kurt hands Lachlan the tourist map.

They make their way back into their mobile abode. It’s nothing special. The light brown cabinet interior with wall-to-wall carpeting carries with them the copious amounts of Menthol packs and misshapen coffee stains. 

Lachlan stores the fish box away in a cabinet next to an assortment of souvenirs. Each one’s a testament to their ventures on the road. 

There’s a half-assed slapped-together collage of postage stamps affixed to a bent piece of cardboard. 

A deflated blow-up raft with a Polaroid of Kurt and Lachlan wearing life vests along a rapid river tour is pinned to the wall next to that. 

And a first-place trophy for “Most Beers Drunk” from Pete’s Tavern.  

After a few rumbles of its engine, the Chieftain soon turns down Blackridge. The dark cloud of soot no longer trails from the pipe. 

Kurt breathes a sigh of relief, looking to his son in the passenger seat with a half visible smirk of pride, not wanting to give away his blush. 

Lachlan keeps his gaze out the window, his mind wandering alongside the passing of rotted oak. The twisting arms glow with a fire of blood-tinted sprouts dancing in the wind.

How long have we been on the road now? Lachlan asks himself. When do I tell him? When do I leave? He ponders these thoughts. They’ve been racing in his mind since before their journey began back in the east coast. 

Lachlan had a habit to skip entire weeks of school without Kurt’s knowing. His father was never one to attend those boring PTA meetings. 

And through all odd hours of the night, Lachlan spent his time selling hash and playing last call gigs with his band, The Loveless. They were hellbent on becoming the next generation of middle fingers against society like all those punks that came before them. 

Lach’s been planning on skipping town long before his half-assed graduation, and then Kurt went and dragged him along for a cross-country road trip. 

He figures he’d have a chance to break it to him then. But it’s been a long time on the road. Maybe Kurt already knows. Maybe this is just another long goodbye.      

After a few more miles of rough terrain, the tree lines gave way to an open patch of shore. The calm sea toils with the mesmerizing allure of uncertainty. The bits and pieces of washed-up crab are a real crowd pleaser for the local fowl. Every now and then, the birds of prey pick away at tiny morsels most bitter—something that smells of wretch and iron. Something that’s come in just across the bay. 

Kurt clears his throat with a few quick annoyingly loud coughs.

“Hey, uh, Lach. You know...it’s that day,” the old man says in an awkward manner.

“Is it now?”

“Yeah. That day. The day you wandered into my life and became the kid I never knew I had.”

“If only mom were here to see the magic.”

“Hey, I’m serious.”

“You know I hate celebrating it. How many times I gotta tell you?”

“Then, don’t celebrate it! Just, uh, exist in the moment with an attitude that might resemble what a happy kid looks like or something.”

“Oh, I’m happy. Every damn day I’m alive.” Lachlan sarcastically scoffs.

“Good. That makes two of us.”

Kurt opens the glove compartment, revealing a small hand-sized box. He tosses it to his son. The old man’s eyes face sternly forward.  

Lachlan looks at the box with a smirk, and snidely remarks, “Oh joy. I always wanted to do a line of coke with my pa.”

“Okay, wiseass!”

After opening the small box, it is revealed to be what looks like a set of pliers, but folded inwards. 


“What the hell is it?”





Lachlan tries to flip the gift open like a switchblade.

“That is one of the most useful tools you’ll ever own. Look at the side handles.”

When he does, Lachlan sees an array of small gadgets folded within the handles.

Each one’s different from the last. Screwdriver, flat head, saw blade, stainless-steel cutting knife, bottle opener, and more. 

Lachlan starts pulling out each tool one by one.

“Is this thing like a Swiss army knife on steroids?” 

“It’s one of those new multitools. A Leatherman I think they call it. An all-purpose pocket gadget. The guys at the garage love these things. It wasn’t cheap either, so don’t lose it! Could come in handy for ya. I don’t know.”

Lachlan attaches the holster the Leatherman came with onto his belt and puts the tool by his side. 

“Thanks, Pops. I’ll be drowning in pussy in no time.” 

“You wouldn’t know what to do with it if you were.”

“At least I’ll remember their names when I’m done.”

“Ouch.” 

“Can’t handle the heat, take your hand off the wheel.”

“Over my dead body, kid.” Kurt reaches back for the tourist map. “So, what’s this Fellsworth place all about?”

“Fuck if I know.”

“Then, figure it out!” He throws the map at his smartass passenger.

The pamphlet is nothing remarkable. Some photos of old townsfolk with a fashion sense from fifty years ago. A couple of blurbs about a majestic waterfall, and a list of all the beers imported for the festival.

“Blah blah blah. Town market. Blah blah blah. Culture and shit. A hundred generations of farmers. Yada-yada-yada. Oh! Here’s something interesting...”

“What’s that?”

“They allow seventeen-year-olds to drink at the festival. Maybe there will be some cute girls feeling courageous.” 

“Setting the bar low, huh?”

“Just like my old man taught me.”

“I never taught you any of that.”

“No. But that’s how you met my mother.”

“Uh-huh.” 

Lachlan looks up and sees a medium-sized double-decker barge sitting idly in the black waters off in the distance. The connecting bridge from the dock flashes with red beacon lights as the foghorn blew loudly, preparing for launch. 

“Hey, is that the port? Looks like it’s about to leave.”

“Must be. The guy back at the pump station said he’d call the ferryman and let ‘em know we were coming”

Kurt revs the gas, bumping over deep potholes in haste that he’d try to avoid otherwise, rumbling the Chieftain up and down like a mechanical bull.

Jolted off his seat, Lachlan quickly grabs the roof by the oh-shit handle. 

When they arrive at the docks, two men wearing light green vests guide them across the bridge and down the empty middle lane of the barge’s lower deck.

Kurt parks the Chieftain at the front of the line alongside two rows of vehicles, one on either side.

The crewmen waste no time in closing the bridge platform, signaling to the ferryman captain via radio that all passengers have been accounted for.

With the ignition off, Kurt rolls down his window, waving to one of the crewmen passing by.

“Hey guy! How long till we get there?” Kurt yells over the roaring boat engine.

“Be about forty-five minutes, give er’ take.”

“How much?” Kurt asks.

“What!?”

“How much do I owe you!?”

“Last ferry of the day, no charge!” the crewman says, making his leave.

“No charge he says.” Kurt and Lachlan then unbuckle their seat belts.  

After stretching their legs, they each walk off in a separate direction to kill the time. 

“I’m goin’ for a smoke.” 

Lachlan waves as Kurt walks upstairs to the upper platform leading to an observation deck outside.

The barge steadily gains momentum across crashing waters, slowly leaving the mainland behind. 

Lachlan’s always been the loner type. Even among his own clique, he stands out as a punk among punks. Not due to some misplaced angst against the world, but because he truly feels unwanted. He never says it aloud, and Kurt always shies away from asking what he’s always suspected.

However, it’s nothing that a few smokes and a case of beer can’t chase away.

An isolated island where the only thing to do is have a pint and get smashed is just what the doctor ordered. Who cares anyway? Lachlan thinks to himself.

He leans forward against one of the side decks. And, as he takes out his Bic lighter, he notices something bobbing, oddly adrift in the ocean current. 

It’s a little wooden rowboat, floating aimlessly away from Umbra Island. Someone must have forgotten to anchor it down by the docks. Nothing too out of the ordinary.

Then, another lonesome boat comes wandering in from behind the other, about a few yards out. 

And then another. And another. Each one’s a tiny ghost ship sailing an uncharted course to nowhere.

The cracking sounds of wood can be heard shattering beneath the deck. Lachlan looks down.

Another small rowboat from Umbra is struck dead on by the ferry. 

It’s chewed up by the propeller and spread afar by the waves of the steam engine’s throttle.

They must be getting hammered over there, Lachlan thinks. He can hardly wait to join their ranks.

Up above, Kurt finds himself standing on an open roof platform. He overlooks the tip of the ship, as it charges forward like a ramming beam against choppy waters, catching a bird’s eye view of the bleak bay before him in all its soulless entirety.

He leans far forward off the ledge, his hands grasping the cold thin rails tightly. A powerful gust rattles the chain link barrier between Kurt and the abyss, forcing him to hold onto his cap for dear life.

And although it’s faint, the tail end of what sounds like howls off in the fray barely pierces Kurt’s eardrums. 

They echo all the way from that dark mass of rock and dirt to which their barge is dead-set in its course. These are no ordinary cries. No. They carry with them a sense of agony tickling the back of its throat. What was it? Is this imagination getting the upper hand? A phantasm, perhaps?

Kurt takes a moment to gather himself, reflecting on the instance as nothing more than a trick of the wind. He slowly walks backwards into the main hall; his eyes glued on Umbra.

All sound ceases.

Kurt snaps out of his trance, quickly turning his head back in disarray, suddenly realizing that he is all alone. There’s not a single other passenger to be seen.

He looks to his left. Nothing. He looks to his right. Still and silent. 

Dozens of pews and lounging tables sit vacant down the long stretch of the barge’s mess hall. He walks past the kitchen. Lights are on, but there’s still not a soul to be found.

No music plays from the overhead speakers. There’s no trace of anyone ever having stepped foot onto the decks besides himself.  

A hand reaches out, grasping Kurt’s shoulder from behind. He jolts forward, the sudden shock sending shivers up his spine. 

“Yo, sorry, Pops. I didn’t mean to give you a heart attack.” Lachlan hands his old man a smoke.

“Jesus-tap-dancing Christ! Gotta put a bell on you, boy.” Kurt shutters.

“Then you’d be hearing all the sweet ringing I’m gonna be makin’ tonight.”

“Oh yeah? With whom?”

“The finest native girls Umbra has to offer.”

“Yeah, and their names will be Left and Right.”

“At least they’ll have names.” 

“You got something on your mind you wanna share?”

“Why would I—” 

“Good evening, gentlemen!” Like some kind of dark magic, this tall and lean figure in a black uniform and captain’s hat appears from out of nowhere. 

He stands rather crookedly, like a broken mannequin, about ten feet away by one of the large windows. The sun’s dying glare cast a blank fade over his eyes. His face is hidden in blur. 

“We’ll be arriving shortly, gentlemen. Might I suggest returning to your vehicle. And when you drive ashore, please head to the visitor’s center just straight down the road. The manager will see to it that you are given everything you need for your stay.” 

Without saying another word, the captain limps away awkwardly, back into his quarters. Muttering quietly to himself in agony over his right leg staggering with what looked like a blown-out knee.

Lachlan and Kurt just look at each other, as if both are thinking: What the fuck?

They don’t waste any more time getting back into the Chieftain.  

“Hey, uh Lach, have you seen anyone else on here?” Kurt murmurs, putting on his seat belt.

“Uh, no. Pops, you alright?” 

“Yeah, yeah. It’s nothing.”

The barge anchors at the docks of Umbra’s port. The crewmen draw down the platform connecting to the bridge, waving only Kurt to move forward. 

Kurt looks to his side view mirror to check for the other vehicles. Their engines are still quiet. No headlights. No signals. The windshields too dark to see within.

Before hitting the gas, Kurt does a quick double take through the driver’s side window. He notices that the car beside him had a single flat tire; and being well-versed in roadside troubles, he can tell this flat has been rotting in that state for quite some time. No way it was driven onto the barge in that condition.

Strange, he thought. But he chalks it up to nothing more than too many Blue Ribbons and a migraine, Kurt keeps these suspicions to himself, though his instincts compel him to rev the gas and get off the docks as quickly as possible.

Without a second thought, he drives towards the visitor center as the captain suggested. 

With the Chieftain parked, he and Lachlan step out and look down at the long stretch of coastline where they see a couple of small wooden fishing docks and boat houses.

The two then walk into the visitor’s center, or rather, what’s more like a page stuck in time.

Shaggy orange carpeting with blue lightning striped patterns throughout. Yellow-stained roof tiles, with ceiling fans that barely spun. And an old musty crawlspace smell emitting from along the wood panel walls covered with the cheap Halloween decor of witches, ghosts, and ghouls.

“Far out, dude,” Lachlan says sarcastically. “This bring back memories for you, Pops?”

“More like headaches.” 

Kurt walks to the hardwood tabletop in the back and rings the little tin bell that sits there a few times. The lights flicker with every jingle. Kurt looks around for anyone in the reception area, but he’s met with only the faint static of a ham radio chiming in with psychobilly surf rock tunes. 

“Nice jams.” Lachlan bops his Mohawk to the beat. 

“We’ll fix your ears later,” Kurt says, becoming impatient. 

He then walks past the counter and makes his way to a hallway where he hears subtle groans and raspy snoring coming from behind a cracked door that reads: Employees Only.

“Anyone there?”

Peeking his curious eyes through the crevice into a dimly- lit office. There he spots a bloated-looking fellow with rolls of fat hanging down his sides. He leans back in a computer chair with his back facing the door. 

The snarls of his deep sleep sound almost inhuman. 

A foul stench pierces Kurt’s nostrils with an overwhelming wave of rotted meat toiled in rusty wire.

Just as Kurt is about to raise his voice, a stumbling janitor comes barging in from the back of the hall, wheeling a yellow mop bucket in front of him. Or perhaps the bucket is steering him.

The janitor drives the bucket around like he’s the town drunk, his head hanging low as though he will pass out on the spot at any moment. He splashes the mop around like the stick has a mind of its own. He looks frail and old, skin too wrinkled and sagging to be considered skin anymore.

The janitor lifts his head and locks eyes with Kurt, looking him up and down the way a tailor might size up a new suit, all while murmuring to himself. He seems none too pleased by what he sees, shaking his head in disgust. 

Lachlan walks up beside his father, not knowing what to make of the strange, old geezer before them.

Suddenly, the janitor’s eyes shock open in awe at the sight of young Lachlan, like he’s stumbled upon a shiny new penny. His bony and callused fingers immediately grab hold of the young man’s cheeks, pinching tightly, like a grandparent seeing their kin for the first time in years.

“Dude, what the fuck!” Lachlan exclaims.

The janitor keeps caressing Lachlan’s fair skin, judging all the textures and filaments.

Kurt grabs the old man by his collar, yanking him away. The janitor grunts and snarls, gunning down Kurt with his sharp gaze, like a predator hissing at its prey. 

A high-pitched voice rings out from the other end of the hall. 

“That’s enough, Jerry! You leave these kind folk alone!”

The janitor, now mute, lowers his head once more, cowering in defeat at the sight of the dainty young lady approaching. As he stumbles away, the young girl berates him further still, slapping him across the back.

“Shoo! Shoo-shoo-shoo! You dirty old bastard!”

This vibrant, fair-skinned girl with dirty blonde curls, rosy cheeks and hazel eyes chants the feeble old man away. She looks back and greets the two bewildered men with a warm and inviting smile. 

“Sorry about that, folks. He’s odd, but harmless,” she says.

“No shit. What the hell was that about? And where’s the manager!?” 

Kurt puts his hand on the employee door, ready to burst it open wide. 

“No need to wake the dead!” The girl takes Kurt’s hand away from the door. “Just kidding! It’s ‘bout closin’ time, anyway. Just let Margarine slumber on. Ol’ Jerry will wake her up later” 

Lachlan intervenes between the two. “Wake her? Or do you mean eat her!? That creepy old fuck was feeling me up like—” 

He pauses in that moment, smirking a shit-eating grin at the short-skirted slender soul before him, peeking a bird’s eye view of her lush, perky breasts. “Anyway, uh, you work here or something?” Lachlan asks, coming off awkward and nervous.

“No. I just love hangin’ out in stank-ass buildings across the docks. Salt water really freshens up the place, ya know?” She springs back with high energy. “I’m kidding!”

The girl looks at Lachlan’s dyed blue hair. “I see you’re all dressed for the season,” she says with a smirk.

“Huh? Oh this? Nah, every day is Halloween for me, babe.”

“Well, there’s somethin’ you and I have in common!” 

“Right...so, uh...”

Kurt interrupts his son’s crackling chatter. “This is all very magical, but can you help us? We’re looking for a place to stay in Fellsworth. Maybe an RV park or something?”

“No, nothin’ like that here. But there’s plenty of places you can park! In fact, I was just about to clock out and head home. Be mighty fine of you gents to give me a ride home to my granny’s. We live on a big farm just outside of town. You’re more than welcome to park on our land and use the trails to get where you’re goin’. Think of it as a kind gesture for the favor you’d be doin’ me. Oh, and for my bike of course! I’m sure it won’t take up much room in that big house on wheels you got out there!” 

Lachlan clears his throat, turning to his father with a forced face of calm and cool over his cheeky demeanor. “Yeah, Pops. You know, I think that’s a great idea. We help her, she helps us. Circle of life and shit, right?”

Kurt looks at his son with a raised eyebrow. “Real smooth, stud.” He looks back to the girl. “Yeah, sure. Whatever. Let’s just get out of here. What’s your name, kid?”

“Yeah! Name. Names are good!” Lachlan persists.

“I’m Melanie. You can just call me Mel.” She walks past the two, brushing up against Lachlan’s chest and turning to face them both.

“Well, boys, shall we?”

Kurt turns to his son, “Lach, how many smokes you got left?”

Lachlan pulls out his pack, “Eight. Why?”

“Seven.” Kurt takes one for himself. “Alright then, shall we?”

After loading Mel’s bike in the Chieftain, Kurt looks back in the distance to find the barge platform being raised.

The crewmen’s light green vests could be seen flurrying about in quick pace to hoist up the anchor. 

None of the other passenger cars pass by. And the barge slowly began to launch off from the island. It’s foghorn silent.

“You coming?” Lachlan asks, interrupting his father’s pondering. 

Pushing it further away from his mind, Kurt follows his son into the Chief.

“Hey Lach, you think it’s weird none of the other cars got off?”

“Huh? I don’t know. Maybe they belonged to the crew?” Lachlan says, taking a seat next to Mel.

“Yeah, maybe...”

They hit the road once again. 

The dusk settles, turning twilight into a barren darkness void of starlight. Not a single speck in the black skies. 

The Chieftain pushes farther into the island's small but lush countryside. Wide fields of grain with dense tree lines littered with a cluster of pine and maple oak. The pathways are narrow and unsettling, with Kurt keeping a keen eye on the dips and curves ahead. 

Mel and Lachlan chatter about on the sofa, while laughing and drinking beer. Mel points out different landmarks along the way. This is where I snapped my bike chain in last year's storm. This is the tree I fell off and banged my head as a kid. And so on and so on.

“Bon appetite!” Lachlan says, handing Mel a freshly-made plate of toasted Everything bagel with bologna that he’s lathered in mayonnaise.

“We really need to broaden your horizons on food...” Mel pokes at the bagel like it’s a carcass on the side of the road.

“More things you can teach me while I’m here! Anyway, tell me more about this whole native tribe thing,” Lachlan says.

“Well, they weren’t exactly like Indians or anything, Lach.” Mel says, before putting down the plate and sitting with her legs crisscross. “It’s more of an old folk’s tale passed down from kin to kin. My granny swears by it, but she swears a lot anyway!” 

“Yeah, that’s very interesting.”

Lachlan is too busy thinking with the wrong head. 

“It’s the reason why we celebrate All Hallows End here on Umbra. It’s not like your typical Halloween rave back on the mainland. The Minister of Fellsworth orchestrates everything. He’s a good, hard-working man,” Mel says.

“You get to the mainland often?” 

“Oh, all the time! Granny and I love making trips to Kingston port. Seeing all those ships come in.” 

Kurt catches a glimpse of the afterglow from Fellsworth.

The town's tall shadows are illuminated by the festive horizon of season light's glimmering beyond the distant brush.

They come to a fork in the road. 

“Hey love birds! Where am I going?” Kurt asks.

Mel gets up and directs Kurt to drive opposite the town, leading them past a few old, dimly-lit farmhouses with jack-o'lanterns standing guard on their porches. 

“Turn here,” Mel says, pointing to the left

She reroutes the Chieftain down a long, dirt driveway toward an old, Victorian-like cottage with a rustic barn sitting in its grassy backyard.

Kurt has plenty of space to K-turn the Chief and park with its front facing forward. He turns the engine off. 

Crickets sing loudly, with fireflies fluttering in tune, dancing zigzag throughout the black fields. 

After Mel sets her bike against the house wall, the trio creeps in through the back entrance, past a squeaky screen door and into a quaint little kitchen area with all original red wood.

“Granny! We got guests!” Mel shouts without warning.

“Bout damn time you got home, girl!” A delicate, yet raspy voice chimes in from the living room den.

Strolling down the narrow hallway ahead of them, Granny approaches in with her wheelchair, her left leg amputated at the base of the knee and raised on a metal resting stand. 

The exposed nub is poorly wrapped in lightly stained, ragged bandages with a browning spot at its center. Bits of dead skin and shredded meat peek out from every other layer of tattered cloth.

The initial sight sends a brief shock through both Lachlan and Kurt, though they swallow this feeling of angst quickly so as not to offend.

“Oh, pay no mind to the leg!” Granny attempts to ease their nerves, “When I was a girl, I used to chop up buckets of chum for daddy's fishin' days down by the docks. Slipped into the shallows one mornin' with a full bucket in hand and got me the unlucky attention of a bull shark. Took my leg in one clean chomp!”  

“Granny, what did I tell you ‘bout lyin’ to guests? You know damn well we had to remove it because of your dia-beedies, or whatever the hell the doctor called it!” Mel says, chastising her kin.

“Oh relax, girl, I'm just joshing. God forbid I have a little bit of fun before the good Lord takes the rest of me.”

“You're not going anywhere for a long time, Gran, and besides we have some friends staying with us tonight. They're here for the festival. This is Kurt, and this handsome devil is Lachlan,” Mel says.

“How do you do, ma'am. Your granddaughter has been very kind to us. I take it she gets that from you.” Kurt says, reaching out for a welcoming shake.

Granny grabs a firm hold of Kurt’s hand. Her grasp unnaturally strong as she yanks his arm up and down. “Don't know bout' any of that, but I appreciate you boys giving my girl a ride home at this hour.”

“Uh, it's our pleasure,” Kurt says, flabbergasted.

“Well, if you boys are here for the All Hallow's End festy, you better get down there before the last keg is gone. Every ten years, this place becomes like a zoo!” Granny says, gesturing before Mel chimes in.

“Actually, if it's all the same to you Kurt, I was figuring I'd take Lach here with me down to Bridal Veil Falls.”

“Bridal who?”

“It's a trailhead not far from here that goes directly under the waterfalls. You won't see anything else like it! It's a bit of a hike, but it eventually leads out to the town. We could meet you there at the Kinkaid Tavern in say, an hour or so?” Mel says.

“I think that's a great idea.”

Lachlan butts in before Kurt can get in a word. “Maybe there's another way to the town without having to haul the Chief?” he asks, looking at Mel.

“Matter of fact, there is. If you walk across the street and down a-ways, you'll see another trailhead lit up by a path of lanterns. You can use my bike, if ya like. Only take ya about five minutes with the wheels at your heels.”

Kurt just sees the obvious shit-eating grin on his son's face without any hint of subtlety whatsoever. “Yeah, yeah. I got it. You two have fun and I'll meet you there,” he says

.

“Thanks, Pops!” 

Lachlan is abruptly taken by the hand by an eager Mel. They make their way out of the screen door. 

“We'll see you later!” Lachlan finishes, as the two young troubles take off into the night, laughing mischievously to themselves. 

Kurt nods his head with an irritable sigh.
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“They'll be fine,” Granny says, interrupting. “After all, 'tis the season for mischief.” She then rolls up to the fridge, taking out a couple of bottles of beer, and handing one to Kurt. 

“Be a gentleman and steer me into the mudroom now,” she says.

Kurt gladly accepts. 

With beer in hand, he brings Granny onto the front porch. Screen walls on all sides provide a panoramic view of the nocturnal theatre before them.

Granny then pats her hand down on the rocking chair next to her. “Be a shame to let a cold brew go to waste without good company,” she says. 

“That's the first common sense thing I've heard all day, Gran.” 

Kurt twists off the bottle cap and takes his seat. “This is a nice place you got here. Nice and quiet.” 

“Thank you. Been in the family for generations. Never left this island once and never will!” 

Kurt shakes his head politely, not bothering to question the hole in her story from what Mel had told him on the way there about them visiting Kingston all the time. He just figures Granny means they never lived anywhere else.

“I’m hoping Mel will take good care of it after I'm gone. But that girl has a wild streak to her. I have a feeling she'll take off the moment I croak,” Granny says. A momentary sigh comes over her, as she’s gulping down a few big chugs of beer.

“The young are restless. They don't know how good they have it. But seeing the world is a part of growing up. That's why I took Lach out with me after I retired. I didn't want him to wait until he was old and gray to see what the world had to offer,” Kurt says. 

He looks at the firefly-blanketed fields, his eyes enchanted. 

“He's a lucky boy. Where's his mother?” Granny asks, much to Kurt's discomfort.

“Well, that's the thing...” Kurt hesitates, digging further back into the recesses of his mind for a memory he can’t quite shake. 

He takes another big swig of booze before speaking. “One day there was a knock on my door. And there he was. This scrawny little thing in a big red raincoat twice his size. He was practically swimming in it. Couldn't have been more than 3 or 4 years old. Handed me this envelope with a couple hundred bucks inside, and there was this letter.”

“My god, what did it say?”  Granny asks.

“You're the only other man this could belong to. Hope you make a better home than I could. With love, Sheryl. I look up and there's this station wagon haulin' ass down the road. Couldn't get a plate number.” 

Awestruck, Granny takes a deep breath. “Well, I'll be...what happened then?” 

“Called the cops. Not much good that did me. The only thing I had to go off was the name. It's a little foggy, but I vaguely remember a stripper named Sheryl or Sherry or whatever. I never was too good with names. But that was a long time ago.”

“Then, is it possible that—” 

“Yeah. Don't even know if Lach’s really mine or not. Cops didn't care though. They just assumed I was a dead-beat, and the case was closed. And, like that, I was stuck with the rugrat. I didn't know what else to do. I couldn't just, ya know, leave him hanging. I don't know...” 

Kurt relents with another sip of beer, sinking back into the rocker with heavy shoulders.

“You're a good man, Kurt.” the kind, old hag assures him. 

Briefly, Kurt thinks back to a moment in time when he and a pint-size Lachlan were just starting to figure things out for themselves. He recalls an awkward home dinner with Kurt trying to figure out what a kid likes to eat. Little Lachlan sat on a stack of phone books on a chair at the kitchen table so that he could reach the plate. 

First, he tried steak and eggs. When that failed, grilled cheese was next. Until finally, after a few hammy attempts at showing Lachlan how good the grilled cheese tasted, he’d settled on a bowl of Cocoa Puffs. 
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Later that night, after planting Lachlan in front of The Johnny Carson Show, Kurt was in the garage underneath the hood of his 1970 Plymouth Roadrunner, trying to distract himself from the new frustrations he suddenly found himself in.

After Kurt tried to loosen a tough bolt, the socket wrench cranked out of his hand, pinching his fingers against the engine. Kurt swore in a fit of rage, putting his fingers in his mouth to soothe the bruising.

He went to grab the wrench off the floor, only to be greeted by a curious Lachlan, whose small hands were barely big enough to hold onto the massive tool, as he stretched his skinny arms out to give the wrench back to Kurt. His tiny eyes were shy and reserved but longing all the same.

Kurt grabbed the wrench and smirked. “Thanks kid. You wanna help me with this?” 

Without hesitation, little Lachlan nodded his head up and down. 

“Alright, well for starters, this is called a socket wrench...”

Back on the front porch, Kurt’s heavy eyes fell into a deep slumber. His body aches from his long travels on the road. 

The soothing southern vocals of Elvis Aaron Presley from Granny’s ham radio slowly take him away. Soon, he can’t tell what is a dream or what is real.

––––––––
[image: ]


The sound is faint, but in that moment, he can hear what might be footsteps. Two large clanking feet, like the hooves of a giant beast lumbering upon the floorboards. Louder and louder, they became with every step. 

However, it’s the feeling of sharp, jagged fingernails running down his neck and straight to his jugular that finally springs Kurt wide awake.

Almost a whole hour has passed, as he nearly falls off his rocker. The keys to the Chieftain drop out of his pocket, though this occurrence goes unnoticed by Kurt who is still waking up.  

“Welcome back,” Granny says, still sitting beside him. 

After coming to, Kurt quickly finishes his beer and stands up. “Well, uh, thanks for the booze, Gran, but uh, I suppose I should head out now,” he says.

“Suppose you should. You ride safe now! The bike trail is just over yonder. We'll see you back soon.” Granny finishes speaking, as Kurt walks off into the night. He takes Mel’s bike off the wall and soon pedals away down the driveway with Granny seeing him off. 

She looks down at the keys to the Chieftain.

She kicks them across the floorboards and into a shadowy corner without hesitation. Doesn’t even bat an eye. 

Meanwhile, on the lantern-lit trails leading to a mystified pair of twin waterfalls, Lachlan and Mel pass a small joint of grass back and forth. 

“That was a cute story. About you and your pop and all. Sucks about your mom though,” Mel says while handing the joint back to Lachlan.

After taking a big hit, Lachlan began coughing and clearing his throat. “Yeah, well, fuck her,” he finally says.

“It’s gotta make you wonder why someone would do something like that, you know?”

“What’s to know? She’s the bitch who left. That’s all there is to it. It’s like, I don’t know, thanks for shoving me off onto this stranger. Would it kill ya to stop by every once in a while?”

“That stranger is your pa now.” Mel counters.

“Probably not even my real dad.”

“He raised ya didn’t he? Ain’t that good enough for you?”

“Yeah, well. It all worked out, I guess. I mean, I love the old man, but sometimes he can be a hard ass, you know?” 

“He's your pa, he's supposed to be.”

“What about you? Where’s your folks?” Lachlan asks.

“Just been me and my granny since day one. Never told me what happened to them, and I never asked. No need to.” 

“You don’t wonder why they’re not around?” 

“Not really. Got everything I need right here. Umbra is a magical place, Lach. And this time of year, the magic feels truly alive.” 

“Oh yeah? I think I feel it too.” Lachlan wraps his arm around Mel’s shoulders, pulling himself closer to her.

“Get your head out of the gutter!” Mel laughs, taking the joint back.

“Thanks for the grass, by the way,” Lachlan says. “It's been a hot minute for me. Pops can tolerate the cigs, but he'd kill me right now if he caught me with this.”

The two then come up to the first of two hollowed-out cave tunnels off the side of a cliff which leads directly under the waterfalls. 

They howl into the night, their laughs echoing off the jagged corridors of the rocky enclave. The rushing rapids crash down into the rivers below.

The tunnel’s path is lit by jack-o lanterns and a very odd array of decorative lights randomly dangling along the cave walls. The lights illuminate a plethora of what look like ancient carvings etched from top to bottom inside the cave.

“Are these, like, the Indian cave drawings you were talking about or something?” Lachlan asks, after inspecting the many different pieces of old hand-carved graffiti.

At first glance, it is hard to decipher, but the oddities grow increasingly vivid the farther they walk. 

It depicts a gathering of people around a raging bonfire, all of them dancing with tall sticks in hand. Only they aren’t exactly people. 

Some have many appendages. Others have horns and twisting tails.

And what was thought to be tribal masks are more like actual faces, but all distorted and deformed with grinning fangs screaming into the blaze.

The creatures etched onto the cave walls become more gruesome the farther along Lachlan and Mel tread. One, in particular, is most horrid. 

It shows a figure standing atop a podium of flames and crying children with its arms raised in ritualistic macabre. It’s a strange beast, with ape- and dog-like features, as well as jagged wild-boar tusks. Its grotesque hair is like sharp splinters. 

Mel tone takes a sudden shift, her voice almost somber. “Something like that,” she says. “Like I said, they weren’t exactly Indians. These carvings tell the story of a spiritual tribe long lost to time, who used to live wild and free on this island. They were happy.”

Mel caresses the cave wall with her slender hand, slowly sliding it down the etchings as though they are open wounds.

“Geez what's with that all of sudden?” Lachlan asks. “You make it sound like you were there.”

“Granny always used to say I had an old soul. Legend has it, the outer gods grew jealous of the tribe’s free will. And so, they cursed them.” 

The next wall of carvings stands out even more than the last. There is a large circle in the sky which Lachlan figures is supposed to be the sun. Its barrage of light pierces a mass of land surrounded by ocean waves. The sun's rays then transform into straight-lines or bars, entrapping the tribe’s people in what looks like a prison. 

“What happened?” Lachlan asks.

“They could never set foot off the island. And they were forced to hide their true selves in makeshift costumes, for fear that the outside world would see what they truly were and burn down their home.”

“Hide in costumes? Kinda like Halloween.”

“Yeah, Lach... Like Halloween. Only forever.”

Out of the corner of Lachlan’s red beat eye, the tribes on the wall seem to swirl and dance, as though they are about to spring to life from the rocks. Lachlan squints his eyes and does a quick double take, eventually seeing nothing more than a regular carved rock face. 

His pupils glaze over from the aftereffects of the grass. He can’t tell if it is actually the sound of the waterfalls or the wind, but those same sharp, smiling teeth soon sound like they’re hissing all around him—like he’s fallen in a den of snakes. 

“Far out dude...” 

Suddenly, Mel pulls Lachlan closer into her arms, so that they’re staring each other down with the wide-eyed allure of fleeting lust. 

A flash of heat overcomes the nervously high Lachlan with blush gushing across his cheeks. He tries desperately to hold in another cough.

The striking hazel-eyed beauty leans in closer and whispers in his ear, “It's not often we get young guys here on Umbra. Be a shame if we didn't take advantage of the opportunity.” She coerced her breasts tightly onto him, biting the corner of her lip bloody red. 

“I uh...I agree. Totally. Don't want to shame...Uhm, Umbra,” Lachlan says. 

Mel then forces her tongue deep, past Lachlan's quivering cottonmouth lips, ravaging against the rims of his smoke-laced and silver-pierced tongue.

The taste of steel only seems to make her more aggressive. 

Lachlan tastes a hint of iron spit dripping down into his throat from where Mel bit her lip. 

They soon fall to the cave floor. 

The deformed faces on the cave wall all appear to watch with glee. 
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The lovers thrust their grinding hips forward and backward along the cold dirt floor. Lachlan reaches his hand up under Mel’s shirt, slowly twisting and turning her cold nipples with every moan. 

The smiling
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