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​Prologue
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It was a history buried, not by time, but because the town could not survive if it ever repeated. It was not forgotten so much as hidden. Who had hidden and why were two questions that the people of Oakhaven had long since stopped asking.

No records existed beyond the year 1666, though the town was certainly older than that. Nothing in the local library, nor the modest historical center, confirmed that anything had been built before the large stone church on Oak Street. Yet that church bore ancient char marks—blackened streaks in the stone that had been absorbed into the architecture like veins of forgotten tragedy.

From the outside, Oakhaven appeared to be like any other quiet town. Quaint, perhaps. Forgettable, certainly. The kind of place where people waved in grocery store lines, gathered at high school football games, and exchanged little more than small talk beyond that.

When someone stopped showing up at church, the diner, the park—no one panicked. It was assumed they’d moved or gone on vacation, or whispered that they’d never existed at all.

In the town center, the bell tower loomed tall, its rust-colored exterior slightly crooked. It rang thirteen times every day at noon without fail. No one knew why. No one questioned it. Why would they?

There were stories, of course—told softly, always with a laugh. Stories about children who vanished, and sometimes returned, changed. The one still missing, after several weeks, was Patience Tweed. Stories floated around about black blossoms blooming through frozen soil. Voices in the woods riding the wind, calling your name.

Stories aren’t proof. Everyone knows that.

Besides, stranger, real phenomena were accepted without question.

Crest Road, which appeared on no map, even after it was paved and included on all subsequent maps. Driving it at night felt like hearing footsteps in an empty house, but that was just part of living here.

Or Emily Gale, the sweet blonde ten-year-old girl who painted scenes she was adamant she’d never laid eyes on. It was always done with the same colors. It always included the same black, crooked trees.

Ms. Amherst, the high school literature teacher, who bore an uncanny resemblance to a woman in an 1867 photograph, was unsettling. She was not similar but identical. People noticed. Then they pretended they hadn’t.

Most people didn’t talk about these things. And the ones who did gradually talked less. It wasn’t fear. It was a heaviness, like being held underwater by something stronger than you.

The way the streetlights flickered when you mentioned specific names gave people who saw it chills from head to toe.

Eventually, everyone just stopped talking entirely.

It became unnervingly quiet.

Shutting down. Going silent. Ignoring. Forgetting. None of it is the same as undoing.

Time moves forward. But it remembers. You can only keep it and its secrets at bay for so long. And when closed minds opened once again, chaos was guaranteed to follow.
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Ten days before Halloween, Oakhaven was unerringly what one might expect. The trees swayed ever so slightly in the light breeze, and the leaves responded by falling silently and gently to the ground, covering it in an array of vivid colors. As the sun faded from view and began to give way to the waning gibbous moon, porch lights began to flicker to life one after the other. Houses along every street glowed with the low hum of regular bulbs. The air was thick with smoke, cinnamon, and something sweet but unplaceable. Skeletons and pumpkins faded into silhouettes, their grins dissolving as Halloween neared.

In the dainty little single story stucco house at the end of Bellows Street, the pale white door opened to give Mr. Allenby access to the deliveryman who was holding a bag with his order for himself and the kids. He had ordered two large pies for himself, and a mini for each of the kids, including his own five daughters as well as some of their friends. He was wearing a pair of gray shorts that shone black in the dim light, and an orange shirt. His bulging belly left no doubt about his love of pizza. There were nine in total, and it was costing a pretty penny, but lord knew he was anything but a cook. His own kids knew better, but he could have convinced the others to eat something he threw together. Lucky for them, he was not into torture. 

“I got your order here, sir,” said the boy in the delivery uniform, a pink shirt and black pants. He was no older than seventeen and he was nervous for some reason. 

“Alright, I paid on the app, right?”  asked Allenby. 

“Yes, sir, it is already paid.” He reached in the bag now with a slight smile on his face, and retrieved the order. He handed them to Allenby who took them without question.” 

“Enjoy your order, sir.” 

“Thanks a lot, we will. Have a great night.” 

“You too, sir. Thank you.” 

With an armful of pizzas, he reentered the house and shut the door behind himself. He walked to the kitchen table to organize everything before calling the girls in from the bedroom to come and eat. 

He set everything out and then stared sideways at the order. He ordered nine. Why were there ten? He checked. The app and confirmed he had ordered and paid for only nine. Everything was correct. He was confused but he went about his business without another braincell wasted on the issue. He grabbed some cups and poured some juice for the girls and then he was ready for them. 

“Kitten, time for dinner,” he yelled at that time-perfected pitch that told his oldest daughter, Kelly, that she was needed. This time he did not hear the patter of feet running to the kitchen so he took a step toward the room and yelled again. “Girls, dinner, let’s go.  Get in here!” 

He walked back into the kitchen and waited a moment, then something hit him, and it was impossible to ignore. By God, there were ten pizzas only minutes ago. Why were there only nine now? He knew he wasn’t crazy, but perhaps keeping a group of little girls company for a couple of days had driven him madder than he realized. 

+++++

Drew Macon, the young deliveryman, left his last delivery a bit shaken. He wasn’t sure why, had no idea since nothing had happened. In fact, the man had been more than pleasant, so it made even less sense the more he thought about it. He handed over the pizza boxes per the order and after the exchange, he had simply gotten back into his nearly-useless Accord and driven away, seeing the man close the door before he was completely out of sight. 

He sat in the breakroom, turning it over in his mind, making no headway. He was approached by Jimmy Lorenz, his boss for the night. Lorenz was a tall, lanky, skinny guy only a couple years older than Drew with a bald head, several piercings in his ears that held earrings when not at work. He was also prone to smoke weed when not in uniform, but that came as a shock to no one. 

“Yo, Drew-boy! Gots a question for ya!” God, Drew hated listening to this moron speak. 

“What is it, man?” Drew asked noncommittally. 

“The order fo Howard, yo, that one was missing a box, dude!” 

“What do you mean it was missing a box? It was a one-box order, one pizza, and I handed it to that fat piece of crap with a fake smile that matched his own.” 

“Dawg, jus sayin’ what he tole me.” 

“Make it make sense, J, cuz I can’t.” 

“Weirdest thing, yo, he called back an’ say he had it the whole time.” 

“What?”

“I know, right? Crazy! One minute, dude is all yelling and screaming, then he all like ‘oh my bad, dawg.” 

“Was he high? I handed him the only box he ordered. He took it from my hands. How could he possibly think he didn’t get it in the first place?” 

“Yo, I’on know, but ‘least you ain’t gotsta pay fo it now, that was my first think.” 

“I would have told you where to stick that money, J.” 

“Yo, calm yo tits, man! Rules is rules. You lose a order, you pays fo it.” 

“I didn’t lose it, and it would have been impossible to do so with one pizza.” 

“I’on know why you bein’ all chippy and lippy, I just wanted to tell you what was up.” With that, Jimmy walked out, flustered. At least he knew what he had said. Drew was still working some of it over, his thoughts full of nothing else. 

Oddly, the night grew still and lifeless over the next few hours so Drew had nothing to do and the cooks even grew weary. The store was set to close in a matter of minutes, and they had fallen well short of the normal daily number of sales, but it was not for the low-level workers to worry about. That was something the head honchos needed to be concerned with. As long as they got their menial paychecks, they were happy. 

They were all preparing to leave when the familiar trill happened. It was incessant but no one moved to do anything about it. 

“Yo, Drew-boy, the ring-ring is doing its thing, grab it, dawg” came the cry from the manager’s office. 

“Yep, on it, J,” called Drew with less enthusiasm than he was even exhibiting in that flat reply. 

“Oak Oven Pizza, this is Drew,” he said to the customer on the other end of the line. “How can I help you?” 

There was a deep breath on the other end as if the person was debating with themselves what to purchase. The voice was deep, resonant, and sure of itself. 

“I would like two extra large pepperoni, extra cheese on both, light sauce, with crispy crust.” 

“Okay, anything else?” 

“Yeah, thrown in ten breadsticks, extra garlic on the sticks and extra dipping sauce.” 

“Got that, any drinks or other sides?” 

“No, man, I think that will suffice. I mean, if I want more I can always call back, right?” 

“No, man, we are actually about to close.” Drew sounded perturbed but for some reason the guy on the phone was soothing this feeling. 

“Oh, man, sorry,” said the voice. “I didn’t realize it was so close to ten.” 

“No worries, close is not the same as being there.” 

“Alright, man, then I am settled. Can I pay over the phone?” 

“Where do you think you are, the dark ages? Of course you can, as long as you have a credit card.” 

“Does it have to be my own,” joked the caller. 

“Nah, man, just has to clear.” 

The two had a quick chuckle at the exchange. Drew was having more fun in this call than he had at any point in this job since he started it six months ago. He loved that everyone thought he was a teenager. He certainly seemed like one, but he was actually almost twenty-two years old. 

“Can I get a name for the order, please?” asked Drew. 

“Yeah, that’s V-A-L-E, Vale. First name Silas.” 

“Okay, got it. How about an address?” 

“777 Frost Court, and I hate to say this, but it is the big one next to the creepy ‘hanging’ tree.” 

“Oh, lord, I hate that thing,” said Drew not believing the words were coming out of him. 

“Don’t we all, bro?” 

“I guess that’s true.” He was thinking about how many times he must have passed that exact house since he had to in order to turn on to Bell Avenue, the street he had lived his entire life. How coincidental they lived so close together. 

“Okay, Mr. Vale, one more thing I need: a phone number.” 

“Mr. Vale? I bet any amount of money that you are older than I am.” Silas giggled at his own stupid comment. “Anyway, it’s,” and then proceeded to give it to the receptionist. 

“Alright, here comes the worst part of my job, Mr. Vale. It is gonna be about 40-45 minutes before it arrives.” 

“Mr. Vale again? Man, you can call me Silas and it won’t hurt my feelings one little bit.” 

“Cool, got it...Silas.” Drew typed the information into the computer and then proceeded with the call. “Okay, our guarantee puts it there in 39 minutes.” 

“I will hold you to it, man. See you or whoever it is bringing that stuff, in less than 40 minutes.” 

The time dragged for Drew as the pizzas and breadsticks cooked, but when the time came to do the delivery, he just knew he had to be the one to deliver it. He steeled himself and did what delivery persons were not supposed to do since deliveries were randomized by driver. He walked to the edge of the office and knocked on the frame of the door. He knew this was going to be hell but Jimmy was the only one available to talk to.

“Yo, Drew-boy, what’s up?” 

“I just wanna ask if it would be okay since I am getting off work now and there is one last delivery that runs about five feet from my house if I could just combine the two and make the delivery and then go on home.” 

“Man, you knows the rules. I ain’t allowed to jus be handin’ out jobs like that.” 

“Yes, hence my asking you if I can.” 

“I mean, Tits-reasa is the other driver and she is better for my eyes than my check, so kill it, dawg. Go ahead and take it, I will answer fo it if they says anything tomorra.” 

“Thanks, J, I owe you.” 

“I get to look at tits, you don’t owe me nothin’ bro.” 

Ignoring with a passion that last part, Drew walked out and grabbed the pizzas and breadsticks so he could pack them in his car and take them to the voice on the phone. He was kind of excited about what was to come, and he had no idea why. Jeez, it was just a pizza delivery and he was pretty sure the voice was not like Jesus or a reincarnated Elvis. There was no conceivable reason to be so hyped. 

Drew knew there was no question that he would get that order where it was going and long before he had told that Silas guy that it needed to be there. It was basically driving home, so he knew the route as well as any other route he had ever driven. His prediction was spot-on, and the car parked in front of a house it would otherwise have been shunned from at the 31-minute mark. He stared at the behemoth in front of him and nearly shivered. It was so big and near black that the darkness had made it hard to see every corner and angle. If he admired it any longer, the pizza was going to be the first in history to be late while being at its destination nearly ten minutes early. 

He walked up the path and rang the doorbell. As he did, he saw a light upstairs turn off, and then immediately the front door opened and before him stood an average human teenager with no real defining characteristic other than a bright smile filled with white teeth and heterochromatic eyes of green-gold and blue. He was neither tall nor short, but actually slightly taller than Drew who was only five foot nine himself. This guy was thin but verging on muscular unless it was the shirt or the lighting. Drew wasn’t sure. His hair, blondish brown, was all sorts of disheveled on his head, as if he had just woken up from a late-night nap. 

“Hi, I am trying to find a Silas Vale.” 

“You found him, and by him, I mean me.” 

“Oh, that was easy. I thought maybe he was up in the room upstairs.” 

“I was, but now I’m here.” He smiled wider. 

Drew caught himself thinking about that light and then the uncannily fast opening of the front door. He shook it off as himself being exhausted from work. 

“I have your food.” 

“I mean, if you were here for any other reason I would be concerned.” 

“That’s true, man.” Drew smirked and handed over the boxes with the food inside. 

“That was faster than I expected, but I am not complaining.” 

“What did I tell you, man, we make and honor a guarantee. If it was late, I might wake up unemployed tomorrow morning. Not that the worst thing would be not having to carry hot boxes of pizza to ungrateful people,” said Drew, a little too seriously. It did not go unnoticed. 

“You’re smiling now,” said Silas without the smile he had shown since opening the door. “I don’t think you really feel like doing it. I get the sense that something is bothering you under there somewhere.” 

“You’re not wrong, man. It has been a weird shift, and honestly, talking to you on the phone felt like the destiny that would life it back up to normal.” 

“Uh,” stammered Silas. Then that smile swam back onto his face. “Happy to help.” 

“Okay, well, now that you have your food, I am officially off shift. I am going to hurry home and zonk out on the bed, if I make it that far.” 

“Alright, well thanks for the food. Try and have a better tomorrow, you only get so many of those things, I’m told.” 

Drew gave him a nod, turned on his heel and walked toward his car parked on the street. The walk back felt longer and he was only halfway when that voice from the door, Silas’s  voice, broke the silence with an unexpected combination of words. 

“Hey, Drew, maybe weird, but if you are off work, want to come in and help me knock out this food?” 

Drew stopped in his tracks. He’d been hoping Silas would ask that question.” He tried not to smile too much or belay too much of his newfound enthusiasm, and when he felt a comfortable level of excitement and did not feel awkward, he turned to face Silas. 

“What? Are you sure? We literally just met, man.” 

“I am pretty sure I know we just met, but there is something about you, something I like, and trust me, I don’t say that to many people.” 

“Honored to be among the few and proud,” said Drew. 

“Yeah, come on inside.” 

“What about your family? Aren’t they gonna be upset I ate their share?”

“Family? Nah, it’s just me and mom and she is at a teachers’ conference in Phoenix for a few days.” 

“You have the whole place to yourself?” Drew asked it as if he had never conceived of such a shocking idea in his life. He had been to a lot of parties in high school because that was not an actually rare occurrence. 

“Yep, she’s all mine for the time being.” He motioned Drew inside and then shut the door and the world outside and the oddness of the night went with it. 

The front room was immaculate and expansive. The floor was wood, but not the cheap crap he had in his small apartment, the real deal that someone made from some tree that definitely did not grow anywhere in Oakhaven or the surrounding forests. It was warm to walk on and covered every inch of the room. On a large stand to his left stood a television bigger than any he had seen in a store or on display. The sofa he was being led to wordlessly was unlike any he had ever laid eyes on. There were way more than three cushions, and it still fit the room as if the room were built around it. In his own place, it would have been bed, bathroom, and kitchen. The texture he noticed as he got close enough to feel it was something between leather and super-leather. He had nothing in his repertoire to compare it to. He eased himself in front of the middle cushion, always his favorite place to sit on a sofa, and what he imagined was creepy for anyone who saw it but himself, rubbed the material as he sat down gingerly on it, like he did not deserve to be touching something so precious. 

Once seated, Silas tossed the boxes onto the tempered glass coffee table and flipped them open, revealing the gooey mess of cheese spilling over the slices like a waterfall and pooling at the bottom into a mound that itself would be filling and delicious.  

“Dig in, man,” said Silas. “I got no rules here unless mom is home.” 

“Thanks, I think I will,” said Drew as he unintentionally flew toward one of the pizzas like a ravenous animal. 

“So, how long have you been slinging za, man?” asked Silas, trying out the slang that sounded foreign on his tongue and warranted the look of confusion from Drew. 

“What?” 

Silas glanced hard at him, and then it clicked. Drew smirked, saw what was happening, and then answered with a mischievous grin. 

“Well, it feels like it’s been my entire life.” 

Silas guffawed, loving the response. He had expected something smart or witty, but certainly not that. 

“Man, some of these shifts are like a lifetime by themselves,” continued Drew. “Take tonight. We got a call from a customer that had him griping I had forgotten part of his order.” 

“That seems normal,” said Silas perhaps too abruptly. He had interrupted the punch line. 

“Well, get this next part. The dude only ordered one pizza, one box, and I handed it to him, he took it, said thanks, tipped me, and then still said he never got it.” 

“What? How would someone forget that they ordered only one thing or not realize immediately that the deliveryman had handed them nothing?” 

“Your mind is right where mine was. I was so confused. I was also getting pissed. The company policy is that the deliveryman pays if an item is lost, so when he said I lost it, that was nearly eleven bucks out of my pocket.” 

Silas peered at him and Drew motioned around the immense house he was sitting in at the moment. 

“Eleven bucks is eleven bucks when you make minimum wage,” said Drew, not harshly but ensuring that Silas saw the sincerity of the stress with which Drew had been infected due to the seemingly small incident. 

“Ah, got it. My bad.” 

“No worries. You will probably never have to work a day in your life. Your mom and dad don’t seem to be doing too badly.” 

“Oh, man, we have this place because of my dad, but not with my dad.” 

“Jesus, are you saying what I think you are and I was just a total ass and said that?” 

“No, no, it’s fine. Dad did pass when I was super young, but he left us this place not because he was rich but because he inherited it from his grandma or aunt or something.” 

“I am so sorry. I will be careful in the future. I don’t know you well enough to be saying things like that.” 

“Really, it’s fine. You can stop worrying about it. Honestly, I did not know him that well anyway because he died when I was quite young. Me and mom are really close, maybe because of that.” 

“I have a mom and dad living, but if they ever go to the same room again, I bet neither one comes out alive.” 

“That sounds like a fun dynamic.” 

“You have never met two people who hate each other as much as those two, and thinking that they were ever in love at all is almost impossible. What’s worse, they had two kids, me and my twin brother Doug.” 

“Woah,” said Silas, legitimately stunned. “You have a twin?” 

“Yeah, but I am the mature one...by four minutes.” 

“He had more cook time? So, I guess he got all of the camera-ready appearance and charm?” Silas laughed out loud at this and Drew scowled not in anger or annoyance but playfulness and understanding. 

“He got the appearance lottery, but in lieu of the smarts.” 

“Ooh, so it is you who actually got lucky,” said Silas. 

“Some girls like looks, some like smarts. I don’t think I have the kind girls like.” 

“Me either. Looks are not the top tier either. Maybe I should,” and his thought continued but was met at the same time with the same exact thought by Drew and something just clicked between them, something that showed them both they had met a friend for life. 

In unison they said it, completing the previous thought, “show them the house.” 

The two of them stared at one another, a bit shocked but more pleased. They laughed and let the moment die away on its own. They had found something in one another that made them feel as if they had been having nights like this since the beginning of time. They continued to talk long into the early morning, and by the time either had glanced at a clock, it was well past 3:00 a.m. Drew rose, unsteady from sitting so long since his job mostly required him to be both up and active, and shook the cobwebs loose. Silas did the same. 

“I need to get going. I didn’t realize what time it was.” 

Silas peeked at the clock for the first time and his eyes widened. He clearly had no idea what time it was either. He dropped the phone on the cushion and it plopped there first before bouncing onto the floor where it made a thud. Drew was sure he heard glass break but he did not mention it. 

“Thanks for hanging out, man. We should do it again soon.” 

“Thanks for inviting me. I had a great time. This was a helluva lot better than that nightmare shift I was working last night.” 

“I would love to meet Doug if you think he would be up for it. Do you guys have plans for Halloween week?”

“Oh, I am sure he would love to meet you. I mean, it would basically be like meeting me a second time for the first time.” 

“I could do something few people get a chance to,” said Silas smirking. “I could compare two first time meetings with someone.” 

“Aren’t you the lucky one, then?” 

“I think so.” 

“As for Halloween, I don’t think he has any plans, especially since he has no friends, and I know I don’t have any. Did you have something in mind?”

“I usually spend the week holed up in here watching the most gruesome horror movies I can find and eating whatever ticks the old noggin.” 

“That sounds like fun. I will bring him tomorrow, on my off day, and maybe we can make some plans.” 

“Sounds good to me. I am awake early, so you are welcome to come anytime. Heck, just come on in if I’m not around. I am close by and will likely be home soon.” 

“I would never do that, but thanks for the offer,” laughed Drew. 

“Anyway, you should get going. I cannot imagine how tired you after working all night and then hanging here. If I had known how late it was getting I would have sent you a long time ago.” 

It says a lot that so much time passed and felt like so little, thought Drew as he walked toward the front door. He had not spent a night with so much time without a complaint or mishap in so long that he couldn’t remember it if he gave himself the whole day to think about it. He wouldn’t soon forget the night, and he was certain that his brother would enjoy spending time with Silas as much as he had. 

Opening the door all the way and letting in a cool breeze with hit, Drew stepped across the threshold and back into the world he had hidden away for the past several hours. It suddenly felt like the world again. The air felt heavy, the wind wasn’t peaceful, and the darkness was two shades too dark. The moon was less visible than it should have been or for that matter had been when he arrived after work. His car now seemed impossibly far away, but he set out to make the trek to it anyway. 

“Thanks again,” said Drew. 

“Anytime,” said Silas who watched as Drew walked to and entered his car. “Drive safe!” 

Drew in turn watched as Silas shut the door to the house one more time, and he took comfort and felt jealousy at the same time that Silas was in that peaceful, quiet domain while he was in the uncertain real world where sinister feelings lurked behind every shadow and sound. Sighing, he turned the ignition, and put the car in gear. He pulled away from the curb, jerking the wheel suddenly to avoid hitting...nothing, there was nothing there and that man he had almost hit was obviously from somewhere inside his exhausted mind. All at once he felt all the emotions he had before, but they were now tenfold. Last night had not just been weird. Last night had been absolutely unexplainably bizarre, and the further from Silas’s  massive house he drove, the heavier the whole night felt. 

Pulling into the driveway of the apartment building, it was like someone had pulled a blackout curtain in front of it since apparently the entire populace of the building had decided to leave no light burning. Drew only knew the structure was really there because he could just make out the edges, much as he had been able to at Silas’s s house. If he did not know any better, he would assume this was the only place in town without power at this exact moment. 

As he trudged down the cement walkway to the front door, a chill ran the length of his spine, as if someone were expelling hot breath onto the bare skin of his neck. He inadvertently reached up and wiped away the sensation that had formed there. He stuck his key in the hole and it slid in effortlessly, but it did not turn with the same ease. That door had to open, and soon or that person, or whatever it was that kept blowing on his neck, was bound to act and the next time, it would certainly be less gentle. He struggled with a few attempted turns, his jaw growing taut and his head aching, before it finally gave way and clicked that all-too-familiar clink of metal that had been through the wringer that meant it was unlocked. It was the kind of door where the key acted as the knob and he held the key in place as he rotated it and pressed the door open. The hallway was less than welcoming. 

He took his first step and felt like he had entered some undiscovered building. Nothing felt like home. It was just more of that sense that since he had begun his shift yesterday evening, nothing had been quite aligned with normalcy. The coldness was something new and it made him shiver in more than one way. And what the hell was that smell? That certainly was not there when he left for work yesterday. He couldn’t place it but he knew all at once that it also did not belong, especially in the hallway of an apartment building. 

He knew the hall well enough to navigate it without too much trouble and came to the elevator. As if it had been watching him and reading his mind, it opened but there was no overhead light, the only luminescence coming from the faded lights on the number pad. Strike that, the one that lit the six. Where the hell were all the others?

The glare he gave to the elevator was understood by the machine which closed the doors menacingly quickly. Drew backed away instinctively. No way, not tonight, not after all the other weirdness. He shifted his vision to the end of the hall, not that he could see it, but he knew it was there. The staircase. 

It crossed his mind that he would rather scale the building like a superhero, he had already gotten inside and the stairs were the best alternative to the “hellevator.” He traipsed down the vastness of darkness with his heart in his throat. Nothing was as it should be, but he couldn’t shake that feeling he had that it was all due to that exhaustion from the shift. Yes, the shift had been real, as real as his own body, but since that phone call from Mr. Howard, nothing felt like it belonged on the proper side of real. 

Reaching the stairwell after a trek rather than a walk, Drew stepped cautiously...why was he being cautious, he thought to himself at that moment. He stepped on the first step and already regretted it. Either it’s this or sleep in the damn hallway, Drew, he thought harshly. With every step, they got easier, not because it really was but because he had fully resigned himself to the bizarre. After the first step, it was the next, then another, another after that. He was starting to feel at ease, as if he knew now that he had been overthinking.  Then it happened. 

“What the shit?” asked Drew audibly, loudly, but believing he had only thought the words. Where was that heat coming from? He thought the next bit, and kept it in his head. Unless they had built a sauna while he worked and then put it on the second landing, then this heat was wrong on every level. The thought made his chuckle. Was he really making puns when he felt this kind of fear?

He was sweating, profusely, which told him in the worst way that the heat he was feeling was indeed real. He reached with his bare hand and touched a place of exposed skin on his arm and it was hot, not warm, to the touch. He withdrew his hand, confused, and yet still not sure. How was he doubting after all he had seen, heard, experienced? He had no clue, but damn if he didn’t have another seven landings before he was safely...maybe...in his own fourth floor home. 

For a brief second, he turned to walk back down, unwilling to go the rest of the way. It was not a choice though. The heat was now like a wall, pressing in close to him and forcing him to move or be, what, crushed? He didn’t know and didn’t care. He jumped to the next step! 

That ease of stepping from one stair to the other was back, and he was only human so he let go of the anxiety and trusted that it was the new norm. God, I am such a dumbass, he thought to himself. Still thinking, it is a pattern, I think. If I keep going, what else is out, or up there? He took advantage of the moment anyway and ran to the next landing, but immediately wished he had found somewhere safe to go before reaching it. 

On the next landing, it was not hot, in fact it was pleasant. The sweat evaporated and he felt as if the heater must have been malfunctioning below him on the previous one. 

It started like a low sound that someone might here walking through a neighborhood and quickly escalated to something more sinister. The growl, familiar but distinct enough not to be the same as what he already knew. It was growing closer and there was nowhere to go. That pressure, minus the heat, was again a wall keeping him there or pushing him forward. The loudest growl yet and he leapt in terror. His ears perked when he got control of himself. The sound was not in the air, it was not coming from around him...it was the walls, the walls were growling at him like a wolf. No, like a pack of the little bastards. 

He hated wolves more than any other animal, so this did not feel like a coincidence. The growling grew more intense, but not closer, that made no sense. As it pierced his ears, he was scared beyond human reasoning, but it was the pain that shot through his left arm that made him scream. There was no way he didn’t just wake the whole complex. 

He stared disbelieving at where the sleeve was. Now there was nothing but a pool of blood and a line of scratch marks that ran several inches deep. The blood began to collect at his feet, dripping on his pants and shoes as it fell from his punctured arm. The pain was searing and he could not quell it. He wanted to scream again, but now he wasn’t sure he had the first time. He felt unable to say anything or make even the simplest of noises. 

He rushed to the stairs, blood leaving a trail behind him that was unmistakable. The only thing it could be was a seriously injured man or beast. There was too much of it, and now his fear was about something far different than the growling walls and heated landing. He was bleeding to death, or would before long. The pain suggested to him that he was not just wounded but that something vital had been ruptured beneath skin and all that blood. He didn’t know anatomy all that well, but he did understand that blood that didn’t stop gushing was never an acceptable reality. 

Ignoring everything except the blinding pain, he collapsed on the flat floor with his eyes barely able to stay open. There was a weight pushing down on him, and where it was coming from, he could not guess. Then it dawned on him what was happening. It was draining him. Wringing him like a cloth, with each press eliciting more blood from the gaping wounds. 

The way it happened was not important, just that it happened. He was in a state he had never experienced but at least now he was coherent and within shouting distance of his own apartment. The pain was now unbearable but he was pushing it down because once he was home, he could treat it or chop his arm off to reduce the pain. 

He ambled down the hall toward his apartment, pain in check, kind of, and thought of nothing more than the relief home would offer. From a few doors down he could see his own, and it was not closed, not latched, just ajar and that feeling was back. God, I hope Doug is home, thought Drew with utter terror. Approaching the door with apprehension he reached out and did two things at once: pushed forward and stepped back. 

The door made a slight creak as it opened and revealed a dark room with a silhouette visible in the room. It was sitting motionless on the sofa and Drew was inclined to run as fast and far as he could, but then he remembered that would, the pain, the stairs. He scanned his clothes, shoes, arm. 

What the hell? The shirt was not ripped, at least not now. He slid the sleeve up. There was no wound, but there was a terrifying scar, one matching the wound beat for beat, but it was not gaping and dripping gore on him or the floor. His mind was doing loops as he tried to reconcile what he was seeing with what he had absolutely experienced. 

“Drew,” came the voice from God knew where. He stopped cold, turned in all directions, and realized that he recognized the voice. It was his own but not his own. The same cadence, tone, pitch. It was just different enough. “Drew,” came the voice again. 

He walked toward it, knowing now it was not dangerous. It was not some scary monster who was waiting for him to make a mistake. He had been hearing that voice for over twenty years and one single night of the unexplainable would not be the catalyst for him forgetting what it sounded like. 

“Doug,” said Drew a bit relieved. “What on earth are you doing awake,” he said as he walked into the room and shut the door behind him, latching and locking it and then checking twice to make sure he had. 

“See a ghost in the hall, bro?” asked Doug with a hint of humor. 

“Yeah, something like that. It’s been a weird one, man. I can’t even explain it.” 

“Why are you coming in at 3:15 in the morning?  You finish work at like 10.” 

Drew took a peek at his phone screen. Holy shit! It was 3:15. He had opened the front door to the building at 3:11. It had only been four minutes? He had endured all of that in less time than it took to microwave popcorn? 

“I was hanging out with a friend I met at work. Long story, but you are coming with me to meet him tomorrow.” 

“Um...okay,” said Doug noncommittally. 

Drew stared for a second at his brother. The image of the silhouette raced in his mind and then it hit him. Doug had been in the same spot since he first saw him, but Doug was not in the same spot as the silhouette. How could home not be safe? How could it have followed him into his safe place? For that matter, what was the “it” he was thinking about? 

He pushed the thought away, refusing to let it build in his mind. He sat down on the cushion closest to him and it felt inhumanly warm. It had that same warmth that a seat had if you took it soon enough after the previous occupant had vacated it. Jesus, was someone sitting on the sofa, in this spot, before him? He could not get rid of the thoughts because they were coming in much too quick succession. 

“Why are you awake, Doug? You sleep better than any person I know.” 

“Oh, man, I had the most vivid dream,” said Doug with a look of anxiety tinged with fear. 

I can relate, thought Drew. 

“So, I was like, in a wooded place I did not know and had never been. Apparently, that is where wolves tread, who knew?” 

Drew gave him a sideways look he didn’t notice at the mention of wolves. 

“Anyway, I am just walking, minding my business and those things start growling at me like I am the dinner that got away.” 

Drew feels the uneasiness rise to the top level of its container of his emotions. This is uncanny. 

“Alright, so I run and they follow, and damn are they fast. They catch me and one attacks me, slicing my left arm damn near off, I swear.

It was at this moment that both Doug and Drew absentmindedly and at the exact same time scratched the same spot on their left arm an identical number of times, with neither recognizing what the other was doing. 

It is bleeding and not stopping and I am growing weak and faint. The pain was so intense I thought it was going to kill me by itself. I woke up from the pain, and it was so real I came in here because I thought I needed to take some pain pills. The pain actually lasted several minutes. Stopped about the time you pushed that door open. Well, a couple seconds before that.” 

“I had a similar dream recently,” said Drew, hoping it would make his brother ask questions and he could reveal his trek up the stairs without seeming insane. 

“Oh, get this. The oddest thing happened in the dream too.” 

Drew took this moment to subtly lift his sleeve to show the scar that had never been there before today. There it was, white, a replica of the blood-drenched version from earlier. 

“For some reason, no one in the dream could see the wound, and then it scarred, and it was like it never happened. It just sometimes hurt and one of those jolts of pain woke me up and voila, here we are.” 

Drew realizes in this moment, with the sleeve up and the scar staring menacingly at Doug, that his brother cannot see it, as if it does not exist, as if it never happened. 

“That is one wild dream, man. How did it end?” 

“I think it was just me in pain from the scar, but I don’t really remember. I am not the best at recalling dreams. In fact, remembering this one is kind of odd anyway.” 

“Wow, so how much sleep did you get before that?” 

“I went to bed at 10:00, expected to be awake when you came in from work. I mean, not like this, but you get my point.” 

“Yeah, funny how that worked out, huh?” 

“Not funny haha though.” 

“Alright, get some more sleep. Like I said, we are going out tomorrow when I wake up. If you aren’t up, I am getting you up.” 

“Fair,” said Doug with a grin that suggested he would be sleeping late. 

“Okay, bro,” said Drew, standing to embrace his brother who was already reaching out for him. “Goodnight. Get some rest. Forget about that dream, it sounds terrifying.” 

The two embraced and then Drew felt wetness on his arm. He saw the blood seeping through the scar and then it was like a flood, dripping down his arm, and down onto Doug’s white sock. It splashed there, a large red dot, and then the pain ceased and the scar was a scar again. The blood was still there on his arm and the sock, but Doug noticed neither. Drew’s knees grew weak and he buckled under the stress of what he was seeing, what he knew, and what he realized Doug would never know. Instinctively, Doug caught his brother and held him up. 

“Wobbly legs? How tired are you?” asked Doug with a slight laugh. 

“Apparently more than I thought. I am heading to bed.” 

They parted ways, and as they did, Drew turned to watch his brother, hoping he would feel or see the splotch of blood on his foot. When it was obvious that wasn’t going to happen, Drew felt all of the hope leave him at once. It was like a massive hand slapped all of the hope out of him and it was gone in an instant. He put his hands to his face to stifle a cry. The pain surged, but this was not the way it was supposed to be. Why was his right arm feeling it and not the left? He peered at his right arm and for a brief moment; that was where he saw the scar. 

+++++

The sleep Drew so desperately sought eluded him like a deer in hunting season, but when it finally did come, he slept so deeply that despite it being a mere couple of hours, he awoke refreshed and raring to go. The sun poured through the cracks in his curtains telling him it was a bit later than he expected, but it was still only a couple minutes after eight in the morning. 

He sat up in bed, thinking involuntarily about the events of the previous day, and all he could think was that none of it could have been real. He once again began to chalk it up to the exhaustion he was feeling after being the ordeal at work and on his way home after meeting with Silas. The feeling faded as quickly as it surfaced when he laid eyes once again on the scar on his left arm, almost a smoky shade of white. 

The sounds coming from the living room a few feet outside his bedroom door told him that without a doubt Doug was already awake as well. He was glad he wouldn’t need to wake him since that was like trying to rouse roadkill most of the time. He was such a deep sleeper that it took physical effort to draw him from the slumber. 

Damn, thought Drew, he must have had had a rough night after he went back to bed. 

Drew entered the living room a little groggier than he thought he was and sat on the sofa for a moment to rub his eyes and just stretch out. The cushion, the one from last night, was warm again...or still warm, both of which were terrifying conclusions to draw about a piece of cloth that should long ago have been cooled. Doug gave him a look of confusion when he touched the cushion and pulled away sharply. 

“Uh, Drew, is it on fire or something?” 

“Hey, Doug. No, it is just a little...warm.  Did you sit here?” 

“You know mine is the one on the other end or the middle,” said Doug as if Drew had just suggested the most insane possibility in human history. 

“Yeah, I know,” said Drew without raising his head. 

“So, Drew, talk me through this day we are having with your new boyfriend.” 

“Oh, ha-freaking-ha! We are gonna go to his place and enjoy some food and movies, chat, just hang out.” 

“You know we are 22, right?” asked Doug with a chuckle. 

“I know that, but he isn’t the outgoing type, and for that matter, neither are we, smartass.” 

“Well, that’s for damn sure.” Doug focused his attention on his brother seriously for a second. “How did you meet this guy if you were at work?” 

“Oh, right, I didn’t tell you that.” 

“Duh, that’s literally why I asked.” 

“I was taking him a pizza on my last ride of the night since it is close by and we chatted a while at the door and he invited me inside.” 

“Ooh, sounds like a love at first sight kinda meeting. What do they call those, meet-cutes?”

“That isn’t what it was, jackass! We talked, got to know a bit about each other, hit it off, and he invited me back and told me to bring you...or I said I would, I don’t remember.” 

“Oh, so how did I become part of the date conversation anyway?” 

“I mentioned his dad, who happened to be dead, and then the convo went to family, which you sort of are, and there ya go.” 

“Okay,” said Doug with a confounded look on his face. “Anyway, grab a bite to eat, I left some toast and jam along with some fried eggs in the kitchen for you. If you wanna go, we should head out as soon as possible.” 

Without another word, Drew took up his brother on the offer of some breakfast and scarfed it down with some apple juice he found in the refrigerator. After eating, he promptly threw on his clothes for the day, and to no one’s surprise, Doug walked out of his room wearing an identical outfit down to the socks. By now, it was rarer to see them dressed differently, even when they were not in the same house. 

Reading one another’s minds, they walked toward the apartment door, ready to head to Silas’s  house and get the day started. Drew sneakily peeked back at his brother for a brief second and had a thought about tricking Silas, but maybe it was too soon for that. His right hand, intentionally that one to hide the scar even from himself, reached to open the door. Once...twice...three times he put out his hand but there was no knob. There was a knock on the outside of the door, and he stupidly put his ear against it, once again confusing the hell out of Doug. 

“What the hell are you doing?” 

“Thought I heard something,” Drew said, maybe too quickly. 

Once more, the knob was missing; what in the hell? 

“Could you please open the door so we could go through it without magic?” asked Doug, growing irritated. 

A final time Drew reached out his hand, and though the knob was not there, for some reason the door came open, but it was like a wind-blown door not one pushed by a human. Doug didn’t notice, and that was becoming a bit of a commonality. It took Drew about an infinite number of seconds too long to realize the door had opened in instead of out, the way it was supposed to and had for the three years he had lived there. 

Jesus, thought Drew, was yesterday real? Every bit of it? No goddamn way!

Out in the cool, crisp air of the day, Drew and Doug both avoided their cars and walked down the sidewalk in the direction of Frost Court and Silas’s  house. The day was different from yesterday in every way. It felt normal and Drew caught himself wondering if it was maybe too normal. That was the first time he had ever thought something like that in his life, but given the past hours of his life, now felt like the perfect time to implement such a thing. 

There was a slight breeze and not a cloud in the bright blue sky. The sun was scattering vivid light in every corner of the town. Buildings that typically hid in shadow or under cloud cover were as visible as those in an open square. Even the streets appeared brighter than they did on other days. When a car passed them, it was as if an additional light was turned on in the vicinity. 

The tops of the trees were swaying and the leaves were dropping in concert, not randomly or unceremoniously. They landed in a pattern on the ground beneath the branches from which they fell. No piles, just a scattering of beauty painted in specific locations by a painter with a vision. Not a word was exchanged between the two of them on the way. Drew could both feel and sense something off with everything he was experiencing. Something in his reality had fractured and it was only getting worse. That wasn’t what Doug was experiencing. It wasn’t even in the same universe. As far as Doug cared or could tell, it was a normal fall morning with a slight breeze. It was a morning on Oakhaven that mirrored hundreds, maybe thousands of the ones he had had in his many years there. Drew viewed the painting all around him, the vivid colors and placement. It just felt wrong, though. As if the painting were lopsided hanging on the wall of a cabin in a boat that kept shifting. He cringed without meaning to do it, and then straightened himself just as quickly. Doug had noticed nothing, and to Drew, that cut him as deeply, maybe more so, than the fact that life was life for his brother while for him, it was life in a nightmare.  

+++++

Oakhaven had one school for each age group from elementary to high school. While they didn’t house a university, they did have a community college that the vast majority of students aspired to when they graduated because their grades were so far in the hole that they couldn’t otherwise get into a school on a movie set and be believable. 

Mondays were the same in every town, or at least the joke was nearly universal about that particular day being the doldrums. It was the slowest day of the week at Oakhaven High, and the hallways were busier for longer because there were fewer overall classes. Wandering the halls now were students with a variety of intentions, most of them not malicious. 

Mrs. Cowser, the literature teacher with a heart of gold, was doing her rounds before her next class and chatting with students who were not too embarrassed to be seen do it with a teacher. She stopped students from doing things they were not supposed to be doing, everything from kissing and putting unlit cigarettes in their mouths to ripping pages out of textbooks and wadding them to throw at one another. 

“Um, Mr. Fields, are you supposed to be using your history book like a baseball bat?” asked Mrs. Cowser with a stern look. 

“No, ma’am,” said Deke Fields, a well-known trouble maker among teachers all around the school, even those who did not teach him. At least he was respectful with his answer. 

“Then stop it, young man! Now,” said Mrs. Cowser harshly. 

Since she did not flaunt it unless she had a reason to, no one understood the power she actually wielded as assistant vice principal in the interim while they searched for one after the mysterious disappearance of  Mr. Grant. He had been at work one day six weeks ago and then out of nowhere, he was not only not at work, but his home was empty as if it had never been lived in before. 

She continued to police the halls and students for another few minutes and then entered her own classroom on the second floor. She hated stairs, but the school was far from willing to spend money on an elevator for a two-floor building. She did not toss around her age in casual conversation, but anyone seeing her long face and wrinkles building on her forehead would know she was not considered young. She spoke with a gravely voice borne of being a much stricter teacher in her early career coupled with smoking more than an average person until she developed cancer that she had needed to beat not once but twice in order to keep her beloved position as a teacher in the high school. 

Breathing like a marathon runner, she entered her classroom which was devoid of students despite being literal seconds away from the bell to begin. She sighed, knowing how little respect time has a whole among the student body. Teachers faced the wrath of the administration if they were seconds late, but the belt was re-wound around the waist when it came to punishing students for the same thing. 

She watched the clock as she did every day for all of her classes, and roughly six minutes after the bell sounded, a wave of bodies flooded in and navigated to their seats. There was a ton of chatter and none of them seemed to even notice their teacher sitting at the desk, weary. 

She stood and walked purposefully to the front of the room. She cleared her throat for two reasons and then she stared hard at the thirty something people ignoring her like she was a scourge on the world. 

“Excuse me, but did the bell ring or not?” she asked with viciousness. 

No one answered and a few kept doing what they wanted. This annoyed her but it was par for the course. 

“Alright, enough, it is time to get started. Take out your copies of the Million Pound Bank Note and open to page eleven where we left off.” 

Unwittingly and robotically the class grabbed the small square books from wherever they had stashed them and placed them on their desks with varying degrees of noise. Slowly, all of them were opened to the proper page and then the murmuring kicked back into gear, full force. 

“When we last left the reading, our protagonist was just figuring out how the bank note was not going to be used as money, but rather as well as money. He was getting things without actually giving anything in return.” 

“Why did they trust him so much?” asked Blaire Thorne, the best student in the class, bar none. 

“Well, what do you think, if I asked you to answer your own question?” asked Mrs. Cowser. “In fact, take out your journals and write an answer to that question: why did everyone trust Henry so much if all he had was a piece of paper that said he had a million pounds?” 

“Mrs. C, I don’t have a pencil,” said Lyle Brantley, a smart-enough kid who had to fit in and acted like a bonehead when he was around his friends. 

“Mr. Brantley, I don’t care if you bite off the tip of your finger and write with the blood that pours forth, but find some way to complete this assignment and stop making excuses.” 

“Fine, I’ll borrow one,” he said to Mrs. Cowser. Then loudly, for all to hear, “Do anybody got a pen or pencil I can use?” 

Someone Mrs. Cowser did not see threw one at him and the problem was solved as quickly as it formed. After several minutes, she went to the blackboard and prepared to document some of the replies from the students. In the corner of the board, something caught her eye. She had a strict rule about not touching her board because she often needed things saved for the following day. There in the corner though was a chalked 9, small, almost imperceptible, but staring her in the face nonetheless. She wanted to scold someone but who?

Thinking nothing of it, she quickly wiped away the white number on the board and then began asking the students how they responded to the question. She wrote their answers on the board and the students followed the discussion with more rapt attention than was normal for them. The time flew by and before she knew it, the period was over, but it felt as if something were achieved, accomplished. It was a good day, for once. 

As the students filed out of the room, she took a seat at her desk, leaning back in the chair that was just short of being nothing more than a kitchen table chair when the mechanism finally gave way. She loved the fifteen minutes between classes because it meant she had time for herself, and it usually turned into closer to twenty free minutes due to that nonchalance about the numbers on the clock that most students carried. 

In the empty room, suddenly it was no longer a silent room. There was a hum coming from somewhere and she could not place it, not from her desk. It grew louder as she got closer to the board, but it still had no source. She shifted like a dog searching for that sound in another room. She was spinning in literal circles searching for something that would have made even a similar sound. Nothing in her vicinity made sense. The sound was deep, a voice from an opera singer, but sinister like a devil singing opera. 

Now facing the board, she realized with horror that it was making the hum, as stupid as that seemed, she thought to herself. It was covered in her writing, those impressive answers staring at her like a trophy she had earned. Then, suddenly and painfully, her left finger, the one on her writing hand, started contorting, and then it split like an egg shell, ever so slightly. She watched, unsure what she was seeing, as the blood was dragged from the wound to the board in a straight line, and now it was making some sort of shape. No, not a shape. It was a number nine. Before she could register what was happening, her head was forcefully smashed against the board where it split open and the gore left its mark in the place it had hit. 

She lay in the floor, motionless. When the students came into the room a short time later, she was still there. The blood was not. The wound was not. Her finger was fine. A student reported it to the principal who ran to her aide. The scene became chaotic and before long, she was declared deceased. School was canceled for the rest of the day. The medic said there were no signs of physical injury, but every sign pointed to an old woman who collapsed from a massive heart attack. The literal fracturing of her heart. 

+++++

The sound cut through the bright daylight and reverie like a fork scraping a porcelain plate in a dining room celebrating an engagement. It was loud and piercing, more than it normally would have been because it came at such a serene time. The shock of it was impossible to ignore and it was clear it was getting closer the louder it became. Drew shivered a little, involuntarily, but it was not enough to be noticed by anyone else. He could feel his blood running cold. Something had just gone off the rails with this day, and he was about to discover what it was. 

Doug stopped to do a double take the moment the sound hit his ears, though it was quite a while after Drew had noticed the same sound. His eyes grew wide, not with fear, but confusion. An ambulance existed in the city because they had them everywhere, but the one in Oakhaven was so seldom used that hearing those sirens was almost grounds for changing your plans for the day. 

“Woah, did you hear that, dude?” asked Doug without glancing at Drew since his eyes were trying to find the physical manifestation of the siren. 

“Of course, but what do you think it is?” asked Drew with millions of things already running unabated through his mind, none of them simple or normal. Apparently, that’s what two days of weirdness back-to-back did to a person. 

“I can’t tell but it sounds close enough to be over at the either the bank or the school,” said Doug nonchalantly. 

“Yeah, I would bet all the money in my account it is the school,” replied Drew without knowing why. 

“Let’s go take a look, your friend can wait,” said Doug as he had already changed his direction to fit that needed to make the beeline for the road over that led to the school. 

“Sure,” said Drew, absentmindedly, following along as if he were a robot listening to its master.

The sheer number of cars lined up on the road leading to the school was that which neither Drew nor Doug could ever recall seeing in one place in Oakhaven in the entirety of their lives. They had a blizzard once that closed school and parents picking up kids totaled about one-third of what they were observing now. 

“What the hell?” asked Doug out loud. 

“It can’t be good,” said Drew, feeling stupid. Of course it wasn’t good, there was an ambulance involved. 

“Duh,” said Doug as if reading his brother’s mind. 

It was significantly easier for them to navigate with their bodies than it was for the cars to get close to the building, so they saw more and more quickly than those in the street. The sounds, and now the light, was unmistakable. There was an emergency and it was at the high school. They wanted to keep their distance and get a clean look, but the two were not going to work in concert, so they decided to get as close as they were allowed. 

In view of the main door to the A wing, the building housing the offices and some classrooms for less intelligent (they called it less dedicated) students, they could see the white vehicle, the words emblazoned on its side, its lights beaming despite the sunlight. They slowed their pace and tried harder to make out images of what was happening. They could do little of that, but it was clear they were moving fast and all of the students had been evacuated. 

More ideas piled up in Drew’s mind and they were getting more insane. Maybe someone had just fallen down and broken a bone or sprained and ankle. Maybe someone fell up the stairs, because down seemed too simple. It was possible someone had a medical issue, maybe asthma or a migraine. Maybe. If it was anything like what had happened to him in the past several hours, then he did not have the imagination required to come to a sensible conclusion. The thought that was plaguing him every few seconds was one he did not realize right away that he even cared about. He could not shake the feeling that it might be a student. He physically shook off the thought and kept walking.  

“Who do you think it is?” asked Doug. 

“I don’t know, but I hope it isn’t a student.” 

“So, you hope it is a teacher?” asked Doug with a smirk. Drew noticed it and returned it without feeling. 

Finally, they were in eyeline of the event in full and it was a completely different world. People were crying, hugging, and walking toward cars with obvious signs of shock or trauma, especially the stone faces and shivering. There was a stretcher being wheeled out of the front door and it was not a person under a sheet to keep them comfortable. This was different, and grim. It was a black bag and it was zipped from top to bottom with the distinctive shape of a human inside. A body bag, with a body. 

Drew and Doug both had chills, for different reasons. Drew grabbed at his brother and Doug pushed him away. He knew what he was going to say and he did not feel like leaving yet. This was the coolest thing he had ever seen in this little town. Anywhere, actually. He took a few steps forward. Drew did not follow suit. 

Drew’s eyes were fixed on the doors of the ambulance as they were opened and receiving the bed like
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