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“The greatest story in the universe is our search to find our place In the drama.” —Joseph Campbell
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IT HAD BEEN YEARS—HOW many, Mr. Magic did not wish to think about—since he’d climbed to the top of Lookout Mountain. He’d forgotten how steep the incline was, how much it winded him to make the ascension. He was old now and his tired heart ached inside his chest, missing a beat every so often, hitching and hesitating, stalling and farting, threatening to seize up on him altogether, like an old one-lunged diesel engine with burnt valves.

He stopped, unable to catch his breath. He did not wish to be up here in this dark, spoiled place. But the decision hadn’t been his to make. In the night, like a silent stalker, Captain Ellis had come calling, and he’d told Mr. Magic what had to be done.

Now here he was, on this wretched trail again, after all these years, and it felt like time had folded back on itself. He supposed that in a way, that’s exactly what had happened. The cycle was what was important, not the enormity of time it took for the cycle to come round again. If he’d learned anything in his life it was this.

He stopped for the umpteenth time, gasping for breath. He leaned his twisted frame against an ancient oak tree. Brother to brother. The tree, gnarled, knuckled and diseased, a miracle it had survived this long. Like him, once proud and straight. Now ...

His legs shook, threatening to give way beneath him. Sweat ran from his forehead and spilled into his eyes. “Damn!” he said, swiping at his stinging eyes with the sleeve of his shirt. His breath felt like slivers of glass. “Pills,” he said patting his breast pockets. “Where are my pills?”

He’d lost them somewhere on the trail. Stupid old man. He turned around and gawked, for a moment thinking he might go back after them. Grunting in derision, he hauled in another lung full of razor blades and moved away from the ancient tree toward the summit. There was no time. He must go on. Forget the pills. Forget the pain.

As a young man he’d been athletic and the climb had not been difficult. Arthritis and emphysema had both stricken him in middle age, however, and the damage was irreparable.

The once clear, well-defined trail was now not so well defined. Saplings clogged the way. Up here, near the top, they were all tainted, fighting for a foothold in spoiled ground. Was there some purpose to their defiant survival? He hoped so.

He raked through them. Thorns reached out for him like the grappling talons of faceless demons, scratching lines of welling blood along his mottled cheeks and running the threads of his clothing. The pain did not bother him much. He’d made peace with it long ago. 

He was close now, he knew. There was no mistaking the dissonant droning and the vibrations that it caused in the earth. And now the smell was evident as well, the ripe, sweet stench of death. 

Then he saw it, in the distance, across a wasted landscape of rock and scorched earth, at first just an outline in the pale moonlit sky; then, as he drew closer, a dizzying convolution of points and angles, a madman’s dream. He closed his eyes and opened them again. The nightmare remained intact.

He moved forward a few more careful steps and almost stumbled into the pit. He looked down in horror. The root-steps were directly at his feet. Had he found them or had they found him? Best not to think about that. He did not know how many there were, nor how deep into the mountain they cut. He’d been told that Hell could be found at the bottom. He’d never wished to find out for himself. The few steps he could see, before they fell away into darkness, were evenly spaced, worn smooth from decades of ritual. He moved gingerly around them and the gaping maw into which they led, out of their influence, and closer to the great monolith. 

Mr. Magic stopped, gazing up at the object before him. Beneath its outer layer of obsidian, something unknowable seethed and pulsed. Colors that did not belong to any known spectrum moved beneath its abhorrent surface like snakes shifting beneath shedding skin. He’d been told it was alive. Perhaps it was. How could one ever know for sure? Few had seen it. Fewer still had lived to tell what they’d seen. He stood transfixed. From beneath its shifting surface, it seemed a thousand obsidian eyes sullenly watched him.

He turned to the right, walked a few paces, scanning the desolate landscape. Near the base of the monolith a small blue bundle writhed. He inched closer. The dissonant droning scaled up an octave. The surface slithered and pulsed. He took another careful step. The summit was suddenly ablaze in icy-blue light. It shot through his eyes and into his brain like lasers. He stumbled back, falling, his closed fists pressed to his eyes, his head nearly bursting. The blue bundle began to shriek. He crawled toward the sound, his eyelids hooded and his attention focused on the bundle, away from that terrible light. But something ... physical had detached itself from the monolith and was drifting slowly toward the bundle, toward him. He could see it with his peripheral vision, a spiky-looking thing of unnamable origin. There were things that resembled talons attached to its end, and barbs along its convoluted shaft. 

With a sudden lunge Mr. Magic pounced on the bundle. He grabbed it up and sprang to his feet, twisted around and ran. Something exploded behind him with a sound like a bomb blast. He was ready for it and fell forward onto his knees, his head down, trying not to drop the bundle, protecting it in his arms. An object whizzed over his head and then snapped back toward the monolith. In an instant he was up again and running. He did not look back until he’d reached the perimeter of diseased saplings. He stopped, his lungs aching. He stared back in awe, for the monolith was now ablaze with agitation and the entire summit had become a hive of noise and icy-blue light. 

Then, before his astonished eyes, the ground around the monolith began to mutate, to rise up out of itself as dozens of small human-like forms were born, undulating upwards, the writhing shapes at first amorphous and vague in the icy illumination, then clearer as years of encrustation broke free and fell away like diseased fetal cauls. And up from the bowels of the earth, from that opening into hell, swarmed more of them, dozens, perhaps hundreds more. The heads were black as soot, swollen with rot, covered in bulbous tumors. The eyes were strangely luminescent, blank and liquid, the color of spoiled urine. And dear God, those terrible teeth, perfect little rows of them in each deformed mouth. Dozens of tiny white triangles, sharp as razors. And the creatures were moaning and writhing, crying out in some hellish and profound agony, their cacophonous cries of woe suddenly filling the entire world, threatening to drive Mr. Magic to the brink of madness.

This whole night was insane, impossible. Yet it was happening. He knew it was happening because ... dear God ... he’d been here before. He had tried to forget, tried to deny. But he knew. They were dead, all of them, taken by something unspeakable and buried alive around that cursed thing that defied definition. But how could the dead come back? How could that thing exist? What was it? Where had it come from? Dear God, why was it here? 

The dead children were somehow being resurrected, and they were rising up around that hideous monolith. But they weren’t just dead; they were malformed little monsters, shat from the womb of a hopelessly diseased mother. 

Mr. Magic backed into the perimeter of trees, knowing that they would not follow him, understanding that at least for now they were trapped within the monolith’s tainted perimeter. He had saved another child, but how long would it be before the entity stopped him? How long before it destroyed him? Captain Ellis had said that it was gaining in power. That it was only a matter of time before the madness spread elsewhere. 

The old black man whirled and ran, oblivious of his seizing heart, his emphysematous lungs, his crippling arthritis. He ran like a mad man, trying to escape the terrible things he had seen, the bundle that contained the writhing child pressed closely to his bosom. He did not stop again until he was far down the trail, away from the noise and the lunacy. And he did not feel safe until night had once again stolen back over the world.
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“ANNABELLE, COME ON, wake up.”

“What, Mommy?”

“Please, sweetheart, it’s time to get up.” Sarah gently shook her five-year old daughter awake. “We’re going away on a little adventure today.”

Annabelle opened her eyes, yawned, and stretched. “An adventure?” she said hopefully.

“Yes, sweetheart. You remember. We talked about it yesterday.”

Annabelle managed a wan smile before the expression collapsed into uncertainty. She was an unusual looking child. Like her mother she had shoulder length black hair, widely spaced eyes that were like onyx, huge, dark, and so luminous they seemed almost unreal. Dolls eyes. Her nose was small and upturned, like a little button, and her lips were naturally pink, and when formed into a pout, as they were now, they reminded one of a small, budding rose. “Yes, I remember,” she said. “But where is it that we’re going? I forgot.”

Sarah did not reply. She knew the child was playing games with her.

“You had the ... dream again?” The child’s voice was hesitant.

Sarah watched her daughter carefully in the dim light of the bedroom and sighed. “You too, huh?”

The child nodded sadly.

Sarah tried not to look disconcerted but knew that she had not successfully concealed the emotion. 

Annabelle avoided her mother’s gaze, her eyes downcast, mood pensive. “Sometimes I hear you,” she whispered. “And sometimes I just ... know. When it happens to you it happens to me.” 

No further explanation was necessary. Sarah understood what Annabelle was trying to say. They both heard the same voice, the same calling. They both felt the same profound restlessness.

Sarah drew Annabelle close, hugging her fiercely. “I’m sorry, darling,” she said.

The child remained rigid in her arms. “It’s okay. I know it’s not your fault.”

“I love you, Annabelle.” 

“I know,” Annabelle replied. 

“Come on, I’ve made breakfast sandwiches. We can eat in the car.”

“What about Daddy? Won’t he be mad?”

“Daddy’s gone away on business. You know that. And I don’t care anymore what he thinks.”

The child frowned. “Where’d he go this time?”

“Amsterdam.”

“Is that a country or a town?”

“It’s a city in Holland.”

“What’s it like there?”

“It’s pretty, with lots of water and canals, and windmills.”

“Like in the storybooks?”

“Yes, just like that.”

“When’s he coming home?”

Sarah exhaled wearily. “I don’t know, Annabelle. I suppose he’ll be home when he gets good and ready.” Annabelle was up and standing beside the bed now, Sarah pulling the child’s pajama top over her head. “Here, I’ve chosen a pretty yellow spring dress for you to wear on our journey. She displayed the dress before the child and a cloud passed over Annabelle’s face.

“What’s wrong? Don’t you like it?”

Annabelle shrugged. “It’s okay. I just wish Daddy could come with us.”

“You know he doesn’t want to, Annabelle. This is something we have to do on our own.” Sarah had to bite her tongue. She wanted to say that Annabelle’s father didn’t care about them. That the reason he went away so often and stayed away for such long periods of time was because he was ... uncomfortable around them, that perhaps he was even ... afraid of them. But of course she did not voice any of these secret thoughts. Annabelle was too young. She would not have understood. She adored her father, and Sarah did not in any way wish to diminish the child’s image of him.

“Can Ruby go?”

“Of course.” 

Annabelle jumped back up on the bed and retrieved Ruby, her tattered baby-doll. The doll was naked, grayed with age and polished to a dull matte glaze from years of handling. She was an old but well-loved friend who had been around since Sarah herself had been a child; perhaps even before that, she could not honestly remember. In years past the doll had provided comfort in some of Sarah’s own darkest moments.

After dressing Annabelle, Sarah went through the house making certain that it was secure, the windows and doors all locked, the climate control system set on a safe and comfortable level, burglar alarm activated. She thought about her and Annabelle’s security out on the open road. Would they be safe from all the potential dangers? Was she doing the right thing?

In the study she sat at her desk and leafed momentarily through the stack of unfinished manuscript that sat there next to the computer. She picked up the letter she had received nearly a month ago and clutched it to her bosom. She made a noise of derision, slamming her fist down onto the pages of manuscript. She stood up, and hesitated, running her fingers through her long dark hair as if she were trying to untangle her thoughts. In the clear glass-like finish that covered the top of the desk, a reflection caught her attention. Leaning forward Sarah saw the twin ovals of her own eyes staring back at her from the polished surface of the desk. Glimmering with tiny pinpoint reflections they momentarily seemed to be something other than eyes, something soulless and empty. She quickly looked away, fearful of too much self-examination. She tucked the letter into the side pocket of her jeans and hastily left the room.

The bags were then removed to the blue Volvo station wagon. Now it was time to go. But Sarah hesitated still. She stood at the door for a moment, reflecting on her decision, wondering for the umpteenth time if it was the right one. It was merely a formality, of course. She knew what she had to do. She’d already made her mind up. Mother had always said that one must never make rash decisions without weighing all the options and the possible consequences. But mother was gone now and no longer able to scold her. And besides, this was no rash decision. The seed had been there since childhood, and now it was germinating much too fast to be stopped. The only option that made sense was to act now before she went mad. If she was ever going to be free of the dreams, free of the darkness that plagued her existence, if her daughter was ever going to have a life different than the one she’d had, this is what they must do, face the future head on, dangerous or not.

But Sarah was afraid that she’d somehow forgotten something, or misplaced something. So she went back, and searched around her desk. There was nothing there, of course, just that old familiar pang of disquiet. She’d gone through her life with the inexplicable notion that something was somehow misplaced or lacking in her life. It ate into her soul like an omnivorous hunger. And at times the hunger grew so painful that it throbbed within her like an abscessed tooth.

This was not the day, however, for her to ponder the mysteries of her innermost self—perhaps tomorrow, or the next. This day was for discoveries of a different kind. She sighed, perhaps with equal measures of relief and longing. Finally, when she was certain that the perfect three-story Georgian house in the perfect college town neighborhood of Cambridge, Massachusetts was secure, she ushered Annabelle outside into a brightly expanding May dawn; into the car. Made sure the seat belt was locked and properly secured around the child’s small, frail body. The thumb cocked securely in the mouth, the small scrap of hopelessly stained blanket (banky) left over from Annabelle’s babyhood held close and comforting in the child’s hand, Ruby the naked doll propped up on the seat beside her.

Sarah now moved as if driven, drawn inexplicably toward her destination in much the same way that iron is drawn to a magnet. She closed Annabelle’s door and walked briskly around to the driver’s side, got in and started the Volvo’s engine, put the car in gear and drove out of the perfectly circular sepia-colored driveway of the perfect three-story Georgian house in the perfect Cambridge, Massachusetts neighborhood and drove away from the perfect life without so much as a glance back.

The dark sedan that had been parked down the street for most of the night moved slowly away from the curb and fell in pace behind the blue Volvo station wagon. The man at the wheel had been sitting, smoking cigarettes for most of the night, dreaming of black rivers of blood, of splintered bone and sharp stainless steel blades, and of fathomless eyes that held secrets darker than his own troubled thoughts.
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They picked up 128 north and drove steadily until the crowded freeway—known locally as death row—turned into Interstate 95; past the towns of Medford, Saugus, Malden; towns with famous names like Lexington, Concord, Salem. Northward, like iron to a magnet, Portsmouth, New Hampshire, Kittery, Maine and onward.

The sun rose huge and bright and washed the world with brilliant light, filling their hearts with joy. Sarah and Annabelle both donned Polaroid Sunglasses. Ruby too. They sang, Love Conquers all, House at Pooh Corner and Moon Shadow, as if those combined songs were a magic talisman that could protect them and guide them safely to their destination. They told silly jokes, and laughed wickedly, acting as if they were normal, as if they hadn’t a care in the world. And Sarah pressed onward, the pull of destiny growing stronger by the mile, while up ahead, in a town she could not yet envision, in a house she could barely fathom, a different life awaited her and Annabelle. A place to call home, a future in which they could be themselves, where it did not matter that they were different; a place where they might be safe, a place where they might be accepted.

The car sped onward into the rising sun.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

3


[image: image]


She took the Old Orchard Beach exit and drove down into the small but bustling ocean-side tourist town. In another month the place would be teaming with mostly Canadian French visitors. But now, although the town seemed crowded for the first half of the month of May, it was more a subdued group—older couples leisurely walking the beach with dogs, curious pedestrians from local communities—who deliberately stay away during peak-season—peering into shop windows; sampling some of the pre-invasion beach culture.

She maneuvered the car through the moderate traffic on Main Street and stopped at the intersection of Ocean Boulevard and Main. Here the road dead-ended. Directly ahead lay the beach, the ocean and the pier. The latter obviously contained numerous shops and attractions for there were people strolling leisurely along its Boardwalk. Sarah looked to her right and saw the carnival, (Palace Playland), silent now, gate chained and locked, stretching down the beach for what seemed like forever. Annabelle looked too and her eyes lit up. Sarah was happy to see it.

For the past thirty or forty miles Annabelle had been silent and listless, and Sarah was terribly afraid that her daughter would tire too quickly and become ill again. Two years ago the child had become sick and had been diagnosed with a rare blood disorder, a disease known as Thrombocytopenia Purpura, Idiopathic Disorder. T.P.I.D. Cause unknown, a rare form of anemia, resulting from a marked degree of platelet reduction; symptoms: spontaneous bleeding. In Annabelle’s case, from the eyes, and only when she cried. The doctors had told Sarah and her husband Stephen that it was a disorder caused by a genetically determined change in the molecular structure of hemoglobin, an inherited condition, and a complete mystery to the medical community at large. The disorder was rare but if treated properly with drugs, not life threatening. The doctors had been puzzled though by the fact that the eyes were the only orifices in which Annabelle bled and then only when the child demonstrated strong emotional upheaval. What they didn’t know about—and what Sarah had not told them—was the astonishing degree of psychic energy the child could demonstrate during those emotional upheavals.

The doctors had been simultaneously baffled and fascinated by Annabelle and her anomaly and had wanted to do further tests, (sufferers of T.P.I.B. being so rare that they believed it would be a once in a lifetime opportunity to begin to understand the disease) but Sarah had refused to allow it. She was terribly afraid they would discover the girl’s other powers, and worse still; Sarah would not under any circumstances allow them to turn her child into a guinea pig. Sarah knew only too well how that felt, for she herself—riddled with despair over not being able to understand the inner workings and compulsions of her own tortured mind and body—had volunteered as a guinea pig at that awful hospital in Boston. She had only been seventeen—a runaway—and little did she know that they would keep her in that torturous place, against her will, for nearly a year. Never again would she put herself or anyone she loved in that position, for that place and it’s mad, greedy doctors had nearly been her undoing. They’d had no intentions of helping her. They had only wanted to use her, to dissect her for their own evil ends. Now she was free, and so was her daughter, and free is how they would forever remain.

Sarah, of course, suffered from the same condition as her daughter, but until Annabelle’s recent diagnosis, she, herself had never been officially diagnosed. Sarah’s condition was not as severe as Annabelle’s. She needed no drugs and possessed a lesser degree of psychic abilities. Stephen Landry, Annabelle’s father had been tested as well, but Sarah had known from the beginning that he was not the carrier of the anomaly. She was, and although she’d never been diagnosed, Sarah had grown up being ashamed to cry in public and afraid of what she was capable of if she got too upset. The difference between her and Annabelle was the reality that her anomaly was much less potent than Annabelle’s, just as Sarah’s own mother’s had been less potent than hers. The existence of the anomaly was a part of the family bloodline—although it was not known why—just as hemophilia was a part of most royal family bloodlines. The difference between T.P.I.D. and hemophilia, however, was that with each new generation the odd and frightening power that was associated with the genetic marker gained tenfold in strength. But there was a terrible trade-off. Though Annabelle had the ability to see things other human beings could not, and to sometimes cause events to occur simply by using the power of her mind, her little body was oh so fragile, much more so than most children.

“Do you feel all right, Annabelle?” Sarah asked as she turned left onto Ocean Boulevard and then took an immediate right into the parking lot of the Tradewinds Motel. Out in front huge breakers crashed ashore and in the distance the Atlantic Ocean gleamed a deep, rich cobalt blue.

“Sure, why shouldn’t I?”

“You’ve been so quiet. And you look pale.”

Annabelle frowned. “I was thinking about the new house. Do you think we’ll like it there?”

“Oh yes, I do. What do you think?”

The child shrugged listlessly then bowed her head sadly. “We’re not really going home afterwards, are we?”

Sarah was speechless. All along she had intended to just go have a quick look and return to Cambridge. At least that’s what her conscious mind intended. But Annabelle had quite skillfully picked up on her subconscious and had read it like a book. She knew that if Sarah liked what she saw and what she felt at the new house, there would be no going home. Ever.

“What makes you say that, Annabelle?”

“Cause I feel it too, remember. I know we have to go, and it makes me a little bit scared to think about it.” 

A sudden and almost overwhelming rush of terror welled up inside Sarah, and she had to fight with herself not to turn the car around and speed back toward Cambridge in panic. Calm yourself, Sarah. You haven’t come all this way to chicken out and go back to that dead life, to that dead marriage. That’s not the way to stop the voices. There’s only one way to do that, and you know damned well what it is.

Annabelle was looking at her, and Sarah saw the awful sickness on the child’s face, the dark circles beneath her eyes, the slightly sunken cheeks, the white, anemic lips. She felt a terrible aching in her heart. She reached over and tenderly brushed the hair out of the child’s eyes. “I just don’t want you to get too tired.” She was secretly thinking that she might have to find a doctor soon and she was beginning to wonder for the umpteenth time if her decision to take her daughter on this little jaunt had been the right one.

“I’m all right,” Annabelle said brightening, sensing her mother’s thoughts and emotions. “I took my medication this morning.”

“I know, darling.”

“Are we going to stay here for the night?” Annabelle’s onyx eyes brightened a little.

“Would you like that?”

“Yes,” the child said emphatically. “Can we go to the carnival?”

“Oh, sorry, darling, I don’t think it’s open yet. But we will certainly find out.”

“Could we?”

“You bet, and if it’s not, then we’ll walk on the pier.”

“Can Ruby go?”

“Of course, Annabelle. You don’t have to ask.”

“Good,” Annabelle said. “I’m hungry.”

Sarah smiled. “Me too.”

They were out of the car and the girl was doing a little dance.

“What’s the matter?”

“I have to go to the bathroom.”

Sarah looked nervously around her. They were the only vehicle in the lot. “Over there, on the other side of the parking lot.” Sarah pointed. “There’s a sign that says public restrooms. Here, I’ll take you.”

“I can do it, Mommy!”

“Yes ... of course you can, sweetheart.” Sarah’s compulsion to over protect Annabelle bordered on the obsessive. She had to stop herself sometimes, take a deep breath and turn her back. And as much as her fear of something happening to Annabelle made her ache inside, she knew that Annabelle had to be taught independence if she was going to survive in this world. “You go and I’ll check us in.”

“Okay,” Annabelle said and she skipped off toward the restroom.

“Make sure you use the one that says Ladies,” Sarah called after her.

“Yes, Mommy.” Exasperation.

“Sarah entered the motel’s office, turned and stood just inside the louvered glass door, watching. When she was confident that Annabelle was safely inside the bathroom Sarah turned and asked the clerk for a room.

“Is there a problem?” asked the young man.

“Pardon me?”

“You were standing at the door looking out. Just wondered if there was some kind of problem?”

Sarah frowned. “My daughter needed to use the bathroom. I was just keeping an eye on her.”

“Oh,” said the clerk. “She could have used the one in here.” He pointed to a door to his right. Sarah shrugged.

“Excuse me,” said the clerk, “but ... do I know you?” He was staring.

Sarah flushed, looked away. “I’m not from around here,” she said.

A light bulb suddenly went on inside the clerk’s head. “I know,” he said excitedly, reaching under the counter and pulling out a hardcover book. “You’re Sarah Jameson, aren’t you?” Your picture’s right here on the back. You wrote this book, didn’t you?” He held up a copy of Sarah’s first novel, Song of the Tempest. The clerk was staring at Sarah in rapt amazement.

“Oh shit,” Sarah breathed. She hated being recognized, she didn’t think she would ever get used to the idea. The success of her first novel had taken her completely by surprise, and in her opinion had garnered way too much unwanted attention. In the beginning she would simply not accept it, just turn and run, but now she knew that she could not do that. She had a responsibility, (as dismal a prospect as it was), to her readership.

“It goes with the territory,” her dear friend and literary agent, Roger Freeman had said. “So you’d better get used to it, Sarah.”

But Sarah had not wanted to get used to it. Her life was complicated enough as it was. But lately recognition had been happening with more and more frequency and she was trying desperately to come to grips with it. When she’d decided to write Song of the Tempest she had not done it for fame or fortune. She’d done it for her own enjoyment and as a kind of therapy. Some need within her had compelled her to write. She simply had not considered all of the implications that went with publication and fame.

“Well?” said the clerk, “Don’t you want to know what I think of it?”

The one thing Sarah never did ask was how they liked her work. She supposed she was a little bit scared of the answer she might get. If it was negative she was certain she would feel so devastated she might never write again. “Not really,” she said.

“You don’t?” The clerk was grinning and his teeth were too large for his freckled, squirrelly little face. “Well, I’ll tell you anyway. I’m about halfway through it, and I’m really blown away. Reminds me of something Anne Rice would write.”

Sarah was crestfallen. The stupid idiot was so smug, satisfied, grinning like he’d just given the ultimate compliment. Sarah gave him an acerbic smile. “Really,” she said, and there was no emotion in her voice. She hated it when people compared her work to other more successful writers. Writers whose style she tried desperately not to mimic.

“Say, you wouldn’t consider signing it for me, would you?” asked the pushy clerk. Sarah was still standing at the glass door looking out. Annabelle had not emerged from the restroom yet. She felt a small sliver of alarm slide into her belly, but she moved away from the door nevertheless and walked over to the desk. “I suppose so,” she said. “Give me your pen.”

From the street the black sedan pulled into the parking lot, drove around to the back of the restrooms and stopped, the car hidden from view. A man got out. Tall, thin, unassuming, salt and pepper hair grown a little over the ears. He was wearing a white shirt and gray pleated dress trousers. He strolled around to the front, opened the outer door and stepped inside.

The clerk held a pen up for her to use. Twiddled it between thumb and forefinger. “Right here, Mrs. Jameson.”

Sarah grabbed it out of his hand. “It’s Ms.!”

“Oh, sorry, Ms. Jameson! You know, it’s not even my copy. I borrowed it from my sister but I’ll go right down to the bookstore as soon as I get off shift and buy her a new one. I promise.”

Sarah couldn’t have given a damn.

“Boy, is she gonna be bummed.” 

“Your name?”

“Oh, it’s Randy. Randy Linkenback.” Sarah opened the front cover and went about her standard dedication. To Randy, Best wishes, blah, blah, blah. She’d done it so many times on her book signing tour that the pen seemed to flow across the page without her assistance.

She slid the book back to the clerk.

He gawked at the signature. “You written any others?” he asked.

“Yes, unfortunately. It’ll be out in a couple of months.”

“What's it called?”

“Nightshades.”

“More of that spooky shit, I hope.” The clerk was fairly drooling. “I never used to read that stuff until my sister turned me on to it. She’s addicted, you know. Now we read all the best authors. King and Rice and Koontz. She’s the one who told me I should read your book. Boy, I’m sure glad I did. I can’t believe you’re standing right here in the room with me.” 

Annabelle had been gone too long. Sarah went back to the door and looked out. She was contemplating walking over to check on her when that admonishing little voice inside her spoke up. For God’s sake, Sarah, don’t be such a doting mother hen. Let the child go to the bathroom in peace. “I need a room for one night,” she said, trying to snap the clerk out of his star-struck daze. “The register’s in front of you.”

“Oh yeah,” said the clerk dreamily. He opened the register slowly. “Mind if I ask you something?”

“Go ahead.” Irritating little bastard.

“It says here on the book jacket that you live in Cambridge, Massachusetts with your husband and your daughter. I’m just curious about your—”

“My husband?” Sarah was incredulous. It was none of the little shit’s business.

“No, your accent.”

“Oh, my accent?”

“Yeah, your accent.”

Sarah breathed a sigh of relief. “Simple,” she said. “I was born and raised near London.” She walked back over to sign the register. Not that it’s any of the little shit’s business. If he doesn’t shut up I’m going to stuff this pen right down his geeky little throat.

Inside there were two doors. One said Ladies and one said Gentlemen. The man waited outside the one that said Ladies. Presently a toilet flushed and he heard shuffling. Then the door opened and the child saw him and hesitated, eyes wary.

“Don’t worry,” he said. “I’m not going to hurt you.”

“I wasn’t worried,” Annabelle replied. “It’s just that my mother told me never to talk to strangers.” She moved toward the door but he stepped in her path and blocked the way. Annabelle stopped, not wanting to touch him. She sensed that he was not a good man. There was some sort of darkness inside him. She looked up, noticing the man’s sharp, steely eyes and saw that one side of his mouth was crooked, deformed by a jagged red scar, twisting his mouth up in a half smile that looked like a sneer. And when he talked the scar did not move with the rest of his mouth.

“Your mother’s very smart,” said the man, his voice steady and reasonable. “You should always do as your mother says.” Annabelle nodded. “Here,” the man said. “I have something for you” He reached in his pocket and pulled out a candy bar, got down onto his haunches and stared into the child’s eyes.

Annabelle did not take the candy bar. Nor did she meet the man’s eyes directly. She did not like them. They were silvery colored and ... cruel somehow. She backed away a careful step. “What do you want?” she asked.

The man uttered a few more softly—spoken words—an incantation of sorts—and was reaching into his pocket again, staring at the girl—visions of dark rivers of blood, of splintered bone, of eyes that were bottomless, fathomless pools—when a slight pounding began at his temples, accompanied by two sharp stabs of pain. The awesome sight before him, however, suddenly overshadowed the pain. Annabelle blinked and a tiny, blood-red teardrop squeezed out of each eye and left a small crimson trail down each cheek. At the same time her eyes seemed to change, to grow darker somehow, and fill with an incomprehensible turbulence, as if there was a cyclone behind them. 

The pain in his head was worsening, but he hardly noticed, so transfixed by what he was seeing. He would have gladly died looking into those eyes. The pain escalated suddenly, almost blinding him with its intensity. His hand came out of his pocket and he clapped his palms over his ears and his throbbing temples. The movement caused him to lose his balance and he suddenly fell backwards, landing in a sitting position on the concrete floor.

This was the opening Annabelle had been hoping for. Before the man could move again she bolted like a spooked colt and managed to slip past him. His hand reached out to grab her but he was suddenly weak, and slow, and it was too late. He was rewarded with the sensation of fine lace slipping past his grasping fingertips, and in the next heartbeat she was gone. The pain was subsiding now, but he still felt it, like a small throbbing hangover. He looked and there was a small smear of blood on the palm of each hand, and a thin line of it trickled from his left nostril. Blood vessels had popped. Not large ones, and he knew there was no serious damage. But from now on he would have to be more careful.

The door slammed and the child was halfway across the parking lot before he could get his wits about him. He stood, put his hand in his pocket, fingering the cool, steel blade that rested there against his leg. He felt dazed, his senses reeling with the mingling ecstasy of pain and possibilities. He opened the door a crack and watched her go. I should have known better, he thought, slipping out the door and around the back to his car. The mother marked me and now the child has demonstrated a power as great as, or greater than Sarah’s. I’ll bide my time, wait for the right moment. Next time I’ll be more careful. There’s no hurry. I have all the time I need. 

The uncontrollable compulsion to kill was worsening, however. It had been almost two months since he’d done it. The child would have to be put on hold. Now he would have to find someone else. But finding magic eyes in this world was an increasingly difficult task, and he knew there were no eyes as wondrous as the ones he’d nearly taken on this day. He felt a strange mix of despair and hope. The mother and child were leading him to some wondrous place where endless possibilities abounded—he could sense it in every fiber of his being—and perhaps it was better that he wait. But in the meantime he needed death to keep his spirits up. He needed magic eyes to gaze longingly into until he could figure out how to conquer the prizes he so craved. He was nearly to his car when he stopped suddenly and looked toward the east, his attention drawn there by something inexplicable. Lately he’d begun hearing a cold voice like an icy wind drawing on him, seeming to call him and he didn’t understand what could be happening. He was grateful, however, that the woman and the child were also being drawn toward that voice, for to choose between that distant, persistent summons and the prizes he so craved would have been an extremely difficult task. He grinned and it was a terrifying sight to behold.

The motel office door suddenly flew open and Annabelle bolted in, breathing raggedly, eyes wild.

“What’s wrong?” Sarah said, alarmed.

“A man!” 

“What man?” Sarah ran to the door and peered out. Other than the Volvo the lot was empty. She turned and looked questioningly at Annabelle.

“He was in the bathroom. He tried to give me a candy bar.”

Sarah alarmed, looked over at the clerk and the young man shrugged. “Pretty quiet this time of year,” he said, as if this explained everything.

She looked back at Annabelle. “Did he touch you?”

Annabelle shook her head.

“What did he look like?”

The child pointed at the left side of her mouth. “He had a scar.”

For a moment Sarah could not breathe. Panic clawed at her insides like a wildcat trying to get out of its cage. “Did he say anything to you?”

“Uh huh.”

“Well, what did he say?”

“He said he wanted to look in my eyes.”

“Oh, sweet Jesus,” Sarah breathed. “That perverted son of a bitch followed us here.”
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Later, after taking their bags into the room and freshening up, Sarah and her daughter locked the door behind them and strolled carefully out onto the pier trying to get lost in the crowds. It was late afternoon, the sun falling in the west now at approximately fifteen degrees above the horizon. At this time of day the light took on a special quality that Sarah loved, a timeless quality that reminded her of summers when she was a little girl. The sky was purple with just a tint of orange. Muted gray and dull brown gave way to deep crimson and burnt umber. The smell of the ocean, the salt marshes, the combined odors of popcorn, smoked sausage and cotton candy, sweet and close in the clean spring air.

They strolled along the wooden pier to the end. Shadows were lengthening, gathering in the hollows. In the distance, sea birds shrieked.

Sarah could not get the afternoon’s disquieting events out of her mind. She vowed to never again let Annabelle from her sight. Before leaving their room she had gone into the bathroom, away from Annabelle’s watchful eyes, and made sure that her nine-millimeter Smith and Wesson automatic was loaded with a fresh clip. She put it in her purse making certain that she had easy access to it. Being a resident of the state of Massachusetts, Sarah was well aware of the consequences of owning a handgun, but she didn’t really give a damn. If anybody tried to hurt her little girl she would shoot first and ask questions later. Afterward the authorities could deal with her in any manner they saw fit. At least her daughter would be alive. Sarah suspected that she was not the only person in America who felt this way—given the huge arsenal of firearms purported to be in private hands—much to the consternation of authorities. Having grown up in England, the United States felt a little like a new frontier to Sarah, and it wasn’t altogether a bad feeling. There was comfort in knowing that one had the means to protect oneself if necessary. The English were much too passive and civilized for her tastes.

Sarah had instructed Annabelle to keep watch for the man she’d seen in the restroom and if she saw him again to immediately point him out to her. Sarah thought she knew who it was, of course. His name was Boone. She hoped to God that if he was indeed still out there, he’d stay in the shadows. She’d never shot anyone before and it would not be pleasant to do so in the presence of witnesses. But she’d do it if she had to. She and Annabelle were both nervous but vowed that they would not let Boone spoil their fun. Annabelle watched warily but thankfully she did not see him again.

They ate Lobster rolls and French fries and drank Cokes at a little restaurant at the end of the pier. They shopped in some of the shops, bought some souvenirs, and afterward stood by the railing throwing popcorn at swooping seagulls.

Palace Playland did not open. Upon their return from the pier they saw that the gate was still chained and locked and the midway was as silent and empty as Broadway under curfew. A sign on the chain-link fence announced the opening date as June 1.

“We’ll come back later in the summer,” Sarah promised Annabelle,” and we’ll ride all the rides and play all the games.”

“I can’t wait,” Annabelle said, her large, animated eyes shining brightly. “It will be so much fun.”

Sarah put a loving arm around her daughter, drew her close and said, “I don’t know what I would have done if you hadn’t come into my life, love.”

Annabelle smiled up at Sarah and hugged her leg fiercely. “I love you, Mommy.”

Darkness was falling fast and Sarah had learned long ago that she could not trust the night. The crowd had dissipated and they found themselves suddenly alone as they made their way back across the desolate parking lot. Sarah kept looking nervously over her shoulder as they approached their room.

Sarah ...? Sarah ...? Be careful. Guard the child. The voice seemed to come from nowhere and everywhere all at once. 

Stop it, Sarah. For God’s sake you’re psyching yourself out. It’s just your own silly fear playing games with you.

But she knew that it wasn’t so. The voice was a part of her. It always had been. She explored the interior of her purse for the key, found it. Darkness was nearly upon them now. She had the key in her hand; fumbled with it, put it in the lock with a hand that shook. She glanced furtively around her. Shadows danced across the earth making spooky patterns on the lot and the motel’s weathered, light gray facade. She saw nothing substantial, but that did not mean there was nothing out there. The night was a bald face liar. Sarah did not trust the night. In the distance the sea whispered ...

Sarah ...? Sarah ...? Guard the child. Surf crashed against breakers and curiously, it did sound like the soft hissing of voices. The key was turning in the lock; the tumblers moving the dead bolt back out of the way. Sarah’s spine was tingling. Something was closing in on her and Annabelle. She could feel its presence now, close and dangerous. She turned the knob. The door did not open. Panic clawed at her insides.

Sarah ...? Sarah ...? You must hurry!

“Someone’s calling your name, Mommy,” Annabelle said.

Sarah’s blood turned to ice in her veins. There could be no mistake about it now. Annabelle had heard it too. The palm of her hand suddenly went slick with sweat, the muscles of the fingers weak with fear. She chanced another quick look behind her, but saw nothing. But she was sure there was someone or ... something out there. The voice was warning her and the voice never lied. Using both hands now she gripped the knob tightly, turned it, and simultaneously battered against the door with her shoulder. The door suddenly opened. Sarah lost her balance and fell into the room. Annabelle was still outside and she had lost sight of her. Sarah turned quickly, reached in her purse for the gun. “Annabelle!” she screamed. Annabelle was suddenly there at the threshold. Sarah grabbed her by the arm, and pulled her into the room, closed and locked the door, stood there with her back against it, panting in quick, labored rasps.

Once her heart had sufficiently settled down she got on her hands and knees and looked under the beds, went into the bathroom and pulled the shower curtain back. Satisfied that they were alone, Sarah began to relax a little. She bathed Annabelle then showered. Afterward, exhausted from the day’s events, they went to bed early. Annabelle was asleep almost immediately but Sarah was having trouble. That son of a bitch, Boone was out there somewhere, stalking them, watching them, waiting for them. Would she ever be free of him? Somewhere in the midst of these tumultuous thoughts Sarah finally gave in to the province of sleep, and in the night mother and daughter both dreamt their separate dreams.

In Annabelle’s dream Palace Playland is open and she and her mother are the only ones on the midway. They ride the Ferris wheel and the carousel, the sound of the calliope merry and bright in the cool spring air. Overhead sea gulls chevron as they sail freely on the cool, Atlantic breeze like kites on strings. They eat cotton candy, delicious greasy sausage, and fried dough sprinkled with confectioners’ sugar.

In the funhouse, instead of skeletons, ghosts, demons and zombies they are haunted by an evil man named Boone who has a crooked mouth and unspeakable thoughts in his head; a man who wants to look in their eyes.

And way out beyond Boone, at the very fringes of the world Annabelle senses something else, an evil more terrible than anything she had ever before imagined. It is a huge, all-encompassing presence that makes Boone seem like a frightened child. In Annabelle’s dream the terrible thing wants her, but it also wants Boone. Why? Why would it want them both? Annabelle whimpers as she sleeps and her legs twitch like she is running.

In Sarah’s dream—the all too familiar dream—she is a little girl again, Annabelle’s age, and she is running down that hill. It is a very long, gradually sloping hill and she is on some sort of narrow footpath—like one of the ruts in an old wagon trail. There are a great number of trees growing near the trail, arching over it, turning the trail into a dark and fearsome tunnel. She has a dim memory of some terrible thing at the very summit of the hill that wants to draw her into its embrace. She senses that it is something ancient and evil, alive in some incomprehensible way.

Down toward the bottom of the hill, after the woods end, there is a long rolling meadow that leaves the impression of infinity. The trail cuts through the meadow but it is merely a slight indentation in the soft grass; obviously no one has used the trail in a great number of years. The tall, green grass undulates in the soft breeze like waves on a windswept sea. Beyond the sea of grass a real sea shimmers like millions of brilliantly cut gemstones. It is impossible to tell where the grass ends and the water begins for they blend together confusedly like a rapidly painted watercolor.

In the dream Sarah is in a terrible panic, running away from that dark and terrifying presence at the summit of the hill, toward something not as frightening but equally uncertain at the bottom. And as she runs she steals uneasy glances over her shoulder because she has the feeling that whatever evil she is running from is inescapable.

Sarah ... Sarah ... come home.

That voice again. Not the terrible thing at the summit, but part of the uncertainty. It is the voice that has been calling her since birth. 

She breaks over a small rise in the field and sees a house; a mansion actually, old, dark, gothic, like something from an old black and white horror movie. Upon seeing the dark house Sarah is overcome with yet another bout of mixed emotions. A wonderfully warm feeling, a feeling of wellbeing, a feeling of discovery and relief washes over her, like coming home from a long journey. On the other hand she is terribly apprehensive, for the house is big, dark, brooding, and she is so little and defenseless. What fate awaits her within the walls of that dark mansion? She begins to run faster now, the attraction overpowering the apprehension. Running, running, running, her legs twitching, her insides writhing, the combined fear and excitement waging battle. Those tensions all mixed up inside her, like a simmering stew.

The house is familiar, of course. It is the same house and the same dream she’s been experiencing her entire life. As a child Sarah had even drawn pictures of the house, pictures her mother would promptly tear up and throw in the trash. She never truly understood why, because her mother would never explain her actions, and Sarah had resented her mother for it, sometimes even hated her. So she would just draw the pictures all over again, hide them away, and when she was alone she would take them out and gaze longingly at them and feel a terrible emptiness and yearning deep inside her.

But now the dream is all around her, and the house is all around her and everything about it, enveloping her warmly, like the promise of heat on a cold winter’s night. She can taste it, feel it, smell its essence. It is ancient in her senses, yet it is entirely close and familiar in the logical, physical sense.

She is frantic now, and all out of breath, running, running until her little legs are aching and her lungs are about to burst. And when she doesn’t think she can possibly go another step, something beyond her ability to fathom picks her up and spurs her on again, like she is dancing on the wind.

Finally, after that long run to the house the child Sarah finds herself standing in the midst of a riotous garden, beautiful beyond description. The colors are hypnotic, like looking down the barrel of a magic kaleidoscope. Now she moves slowly and reluctantly down the garden path toward the dark house. She laboriously climbs the tall stone steps to the huge slab door, puts her hand on the knob and turns, but of course it does not open. In all the years she’s been experiencing the dream the door has never once opened. She releases the knob, stands back and looks up at the huge old Gothic structure, every aspect of it familiar to her by now, so silent, and brooding, so menacing ... but somehow inviting. Hideous winged gargoyles cower beneath the gray granite eves and leer down at her in their admonishing, scolding manner as though they could come alive any second, take wing and pounce on her. Panic tries to claw its way to the surface of Sarah’s intellect. But she somehow pushes it back. She has become quite good at hiding her emotions.

She tries the door again but still it does not open. Someone is on the inside holding it closed, of course. She knows this, but she does not know who or why, nor how she knows.

Sarah ... Sarah ... Come home, Sarah.

That voice is calling to her again through the thick, murky layers of her dream, but sadly she is no closer now to unraveling its ambiguities than at any other time in her life. Dreams are in symbols and perhaps what she believes to be a person calling is merely a metaphor for something else entirely, something intangible, perhaps ungraspable, some Freudian truth that she might never comprehend.

But, suddenly, for the first time since Sarah has been dreaming the dream, something totally unexpected happens; the door creaks slowly open and she is so overwhelmed by it that she decides she does not want to see who is standing on the inside. She tries to turn away but finds that she cannot do so. Her feet have been glued to the spot, her hand is frozen to the knob, and her eyes are riveted to that small wedge of an opening beyond the door where light from outside is now spilling across a black and white checked floor. She sees with great relief that there is nobody there. But the dream changes suddenly—as dreams have a way of doing. It is Halloween and somehow she knows that standing on the other side of the door, hiding from view, is a mixed up clown, a tragedy, a comedy, smiling his clown smile but thinking bad thoughts. And now she is staring through the wedge in the door and sees that the room beyond is very large and the ceiling infinitely high. Sarah is suddenly jolted by panic, for there, splattered across those alternating black and white squares (especially visible on the white) are spots of blood. There isn’t much of it, just a dozen drops or so, but it is most certainly blood, bright crimson against the stark white tiles, tiny teardrops of it.

Tiny teardrops

Sarah believes for a moment that she is crying and the red teardrops have come from her own eyes. But this makes no sense because she has never been inside that room. So the red teardrops could not belong to her. So whom do they belong to?

As she is contemplating this incomprehensible conundrum a hand suddenly crawls around the door and Sarah, terrified, tries to jump back, but her legs will not cooperate. They twitch weekly and spastically like a person who has been paralyzed in an accident. She sees that the hand is a grossly malformed appendage; the fingers are hideously elongated and hugely knuckled, the surface gray and scaly like that of a dinosaur or a great bird. She sees that the fingernails are actually claws that are curved downward into sharp talons and they attach themselves to the door like fishhooks. She knows that the door will be ripped apart at any moment and she will have to face what awaits her on the other side. Terror grips her with such ferocity that she feels her bladder relax and she is wetting her pants. She is terribly ashamed but there doesn’t seem to be anything she can do about it, standing on that threshold, all at once terrified and excited. And her whole body is heating up, much too warm, sticky and unbearably repugnant, the wetness running down between her legs, filling up her shoes, migrating around her legs like living tentacles, crawling up her torso, pinning her arms to her sides, tightening on her like a wet straight jacket.

Sarah ... Sarah ... come home, Sarah.

The moment spun out. Time stretched into a pocket of eternity, and then, suddenly, Sarah was awake and sitting bolt upright in bed. A streetlight showed through the window unnaturally, like a spotlight, illuminating not only the space around her with an almost surreal glow, but illuminating as well, all of the dark red secrets of her life. But suddenly she understood that those thoughts were just left over fringes of the nightmare, which was still close and stifling in her senses. She was awake and realized suddenly that somebody was knocking on the door. No, knocking was too mild a word. Someone was pounding on the door.

Throwing the covers off and jumping to her feet Sarah gawked wide-eyed. The pounding worsened suddenly, and she realized that the door was being physically altered by the horrendous abuse against it. She backed away a couple of steps reaching for her purse. It wasn’t there. It should have been, damn it, right there on the bedside stand where she’d left it. Or where she thought she’d left it. But it wasn’t there. Dear God in heaven, where is it? She groped for the bedside lamp, knocked it askew, grabbed it just before it tumbled to the floor, ripped the shade off and brandished it before her. It was not her nine millimeter, but it was heavy and brought down hard enough and in the right place could do some serious damage.

The hinges screamed shrilly as the force behind the door became more insistent. Sarah glanced down at the lamp and almost laughed at the absurdity of it. 

There then came another ear-shattering crash. Her hand went involuntarily to her mouth to stifle the shriek of horror that tried to wrench from her throat. She needed to think clearly—determining wisely that she had, at best, only a matter of seconds left—but she felt sluggish from sleep and she couldn’t seem to shake the dream’s residue. There had to be a way out of this nightmare. She searched around her in the dimly lit room. There was no back door and the only window in the room was too near the front. She wondered briefly why the intruder didn’t just break the window and come in that way. It certainly would have been easier, and quieter. She dismissed the thought as being too rational. Nothing about this night seemed rational and it was futile to stand here arguing with herself. Whatever was out there certainly wasn’t rational.

Come on, girl; get your shit together, for in a few short seconds whatever is on the other side of that door is going to be on the inside. And it’s not going to be pretty. You can make up your mind to that right now.

Sarah made a mad dash for Annabelle’s bed.
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Boone sat drinking beer in a bar a few miles down the beach; a place called Sammy’s. He was quietly contemplating the events of that very afternoon when he’d almost had the prizes he’d yearned for so long to possess. So close, he thought, yet still so far away. How could there be so much power in such a small, frail package? 

He glanced around the bar’s interior noticing, much to his mingled satisfaction and disappointment, that the place he had chosen as refuge seemed relatively busy for a weeknight. This was good, for he would be less conspicuous when he finally selected his new prizes, bad, because there were few, if any among the patrons here tonight who fit his strict social and intellectual criteria. Over at the pool table a long legged, hard looking blonde dressed in jeans and a leather jacket was having a somewhat raucous and rowdy game of eight balls with an equally tough looking young man. He wore a leather jacket as well, tattered and frayed, which, on the back, sported the emblem of a local motorcycle gang: In a darkened booth by the bathroom door two middle aged women dressed in nurse’s uniforms sat sipping on daiquiris and gossiping in low tones. In the booth beside them a pair of young lovers drank draught beer and clutched hands tightly as they flirted over the rims of their glasses. To Boone’s left sat a man who could quite possibly be the town drunk, for he was obviously in his cups, dirty and disheveled, and he carried on an incessant, meaningless banter with the bald, overweight bartender, who grunted noncommittally at everything the drunk said. At the jukebox two young women dressed in heels and mini-skirts—both wearing too much makeup—stood leafing through the selections, trying to decide which hard rock song they would assault everybody’s senses with next. Ah, the drama of human existence.

Boone dismissed all of these potential quarries out of hand, however. None seemed even remotely worthy of his attention. They were like clones, not a unique thread among them; eyes as vacant and lifeless as glass marbles, mouths that spewed never-ending onslaughts of crude obscenities, body language that would turn even the most stalwart stomach sour. Boone’s favored needed to be unique in a number of very definitive ways, and he saw none of his requirements here tonight, therefore the more faces he took in, the more frustrated and sickened he became. He’d already forsaken ninety nine percent of the possible subjects in the bar tonight as being too ordinary. How fortunate they were to have been born so plain, so common, so banal. In all likelihood, the very fact of their banality would most certainly allow their dreadful existences to continue yet another day. He could not stomach the thought of removing and possessing eyes that mirrored back nothing but vacuity. 

It was hilarious, he noted, how people tried so hard to set themselves apart from the crowd, and all the while, without even being aware of it, they were like sheep, all compliant and deferential, believing wholly in the myth of their own arrogance, individuality and invincibility, while all the time being as cognate and as vulnerable as lambs to the slaughter.

Boone scanned the room again and again without gratification. People entered and left, an endless flow of human cargo, not one worth the pathetic flesh of their existence. He smiled at the absurdity of it all. Any one of these miserable human rats could become his toy tonight. He had only to make the choice and the power he held within his grasp would tentacle out and make a mockery of their pathetic arrogance. He turned away in disgust, however, deciding finally that none here was worthy of him, damn it all to hell, and as these nearly desperate thoughts ran the gamut of Boone’s twisted psyche the door opened and destiny strutted into the bar like a fawn in his headlights.

Boone considered himself a connoisseur of the unique, searching tirelessly for that special someone who was lucky enough to be chosen, someone who stood apart from the crowd. The eyes were the main attraction of course—his field of study and practice being that of sight and its innumerable enigmas, which had subsequently led to the study of the paranormal involving sight, light and motion, dreams, illusions and that magical place between consciousness
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