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What’s Gone Before

 

In the very distant past, Serenity Falls was just a place of wilderness. Not long after Europeans started colonizing the land, that changed as it did in many places. In the interim, a lot had occurred, but really, not nearly all of it has to do with our story. Let’s just hit the high notes. Over the centuries since the town was founded it has gone through name changes and seen the population grow to a height of close to ten thousand and down to a relative low that was just over five thousand.

The number of inhabitants has been on an upswing lately. The quarry that was closed fifteen years earlier has reopened, and the locals have started experiencing a concept that had, until only a few weeks ago, seemed completely foreign to a lot of the people in Serenity: prosperity. But it hasn’t all been easy. Several deaths have haunted the town of late, and vandalism has definitely been on an increase. Twice in the last month or so the cemetery has been vandalized, the second occurrence leading to large numbers of the inhabitants of the Powers Memorial Cemetery being shipped away after their remains were disinterred. Funny thing about corpses: they aren’t as easy to identify after decomposition has set in.

There have been other problems in town, almost as a counterpoint to the good news. Not too long ago a young girl was sexually violated, mutilated, and abandoned in the woods. It happened after her boyfriend dropped her off for not letting him do more than touch her panties. Currently that girl, Terri Halloway, is back at home and recovering, which is a pretty good trick when you consider that she was dead when her assailant was finished with her. Mind you, it’s not the first time that sort of thing has happened in Serenity Falls. Nor the last, for that matter. Just a few days ago there was a problem with a pack of dogs that just plain refused to stay dead. Oh, to be sure, a few of them seemed to get the idea after they’d been shot into so much bloody confetti by the local constables, but most of them just kept getting back up, even after major organs had been removed.

They finally decided to call it quits when a stranger in town tore the hearts from their bodies, even as they were tearing the flesh from his. Jonathan Crowley got better. The hounds just got dead. Crowley wouldn’t have been in town at all, but something from his past has been taunting him, driving him to come into Serenity Falls, doubtless with plans of retribution. Just what those plans are remain a mystery, but at the present time he believes he’s found one of the sources of his troubles in the form of a twelve-year-old boy named Joey Whitman.

Jonathan Crowley is not a nice man. He intends to find out what is searching for him using any methods that he finds necessary. Of course, there are complications above and beyond the enemy he knows is out to get him. Because Serenity falls has been under a curse for a long, long time, and the curse is finally coming to fruition.

And anyone caught in the way is almost certain to get burned when the promise made by the man who placed the curse is that every soul will scream…


Chapter One

I

Nick Muller was not having fun. Having fun simply wasn’t a possibility when he was busy identifying the remains of somewhere in the neighborhood of two hundred people, piece by piece. There were a lot of things he could think of that he’d rather be doing, but this was his job.

Forensics wasn’t quite as exciting as he’d hoped it would be when he was growing up and watching Quincy on the tube. Jack Klugman solved a crime a week and almost never made mistakes. All Nick was doing was taking care of cataloguing body parts and hoping he didn’t screw up too much in the process.

He wanted to wipe the sweat from his eyes, but that wasn’t really possible. Biohazard suits made it difficult to reach the offending drops of perspiration, but they were necessary at this point. Every corpse in the warehouse where he and five other local coroners were sorting and resorting the grisly puzzles was riddled with decay and like as not crawling with every disease known to man. He wasn’t really willing to take any chances. Still, the sweat was doing its best to make him want to damn the consequences and start wiping.

It was late, and everyone else was either gone for the day or was taking a break. If he’d been a little less eager to just finish up the task—and to his credit he never once considered doing slipshod work; that would be a violation of his personal ethics, and he wasn’t really willing to throw his morals aside, even if he really, really wanted to call this job finished—he would have been with them.

Normally the idea of being around corpses didn’t bother Nick. He’d been a coroner in Utica for fifteen years and had seen a lot of dead people in his time. The one truth he’d learned along the way was that they were just meat. Whatever made them living, breathing beings left them when they died. He made sure he told himself that every day. It made the job easier.

And really, it was important to make the job easier, especially on the occasions when corpses played dirty and made sounds or moved. Decomposition produced gas in the torso of the average corpse. That gas caused the dead to move, moan, and break wind, at least until the chest cavity was opened to let the gases out. The first time it’d happened around him he’d wet himself. A woman who would have been alive if she hadn’t been on the wrong end of a speeding bus lifted herself halfway off the table where she was lying and let out a long, slow moan that sounded uncomfortably like she was having an orgasm. A lot of people might have laughed at him, but no one in the coroner’s office was quite that callous. They’d all been through it before, and while it was humorous in its way, not a one of the forensic specialists working in the morgue had forgotten their own experiences with moving bodies. It was okay to laugh later, after the fact, but not right when it happened.

He got over it. Mostly. It hardly ever bothered him anymore.

Except when he was alone with a corpse or two, and the sky outside was dark. It wasn’t nighttime, the sun hadn’t set, but heavy clouds that were as black as ink blocked the light.

And he was alone with over two hundred dead bodies.

Major league chill factor, when he let himself think about it And he was thinking about it now. Why? Because, damn it all, a few of the fresher ones still had gas problems, and they were moving around just enough to make him want to run screaming for the door. Nick Muller was a proud man. He stayed right where he was, unwilling to move a single inch away from his post, because that would be admitting that the fear was real.

He reached over to the radio and flicked the On switch. Classic rock from the early part of the seventies spilled into the air, easing a little of his tension. Jethro Tull’s “Locomotive Breath.” A good, solid beat and enough noise to let him ignore the sounds the dead made when they settled in for the afterlife.

Muller looked down at the partial remains of the man in front of him. He had no eyes left, and his lips had pulled away from his teeth, despite the staples meant to keep his mouth shut. From his dental records, Nick had determined that his name was Samuel Michaels. He’d been dead for a few years but was mostly intact. He made a few notes on his clipboard and then wrote down the proper name on the blank toe tag he’d set on the left foot.

And as he was finishing, the foot twitched. Muller stifled what his son would have called a “girly scream” and backed away, his eyes wide and bulging. Corpses do move from time to time, true enough, but the thing is, the corpses that do that are normally fresh. They usually lose the whole moan-and-shake stage around the same time they’re opened up enough for the gases to escape from the chest cavity.

Nick wiped one hand across his faceplate, forgetting about the plexi between him and the world outside for a second. He blinked irritably at the interference. “Okay, that’s enough of this shit for one day.” He spoke aloud, startling himself. Nick closed his eyes and counted to ten, hoping to calm his nerves enough for him to act rationally. He was being positively juvenile, and he hated it.

After the ten count he opened his eyes and turned, ready to leave the room until he was feeling a bit more like an adult. Everyone wigged now and then. It proved he was still human, he supposed.

And as he walked, his eyes scanned over the bodies in their various spots around the refrigerated area. He managed a total of four paces before he froze in place, his face paling under the plastic hood.

They were all in different positions. Some of them had shifted only a little, others had moved a great deal. What they all had in common was that the ones with heads now had their faces turned toward him. He didn’t think or even attempt to rationalize what he saw. Nick Muller ran like hell for the door of the refrigerated room and damn the consequences.

OhGodohGodohGodPleaseletthefuckingdooropen!

His thoughts were as frantic and desperate as his heartbeat. No way in hell was he going to take the time to look behind him. He’d seen enough movies to know that was a certain way to get toasted.

His hand grabbed the handle on the insulated door, and he yanked it hard toward himself, getting it halfway open before it was stopped by his foot being in the way. He hopped back, fully aware that he was whining in the back of his throat and not caring in the very least. The door swung wider, and he pushed through, desperate to get as much room as he could between himself and the heads that had turned to follow him.

Nick turned only for an instant, long enough to slam the door. His eyes scanned the room, taking in details that he really didn’t want to process. Things like the bodies that were struggling up from their prone positions, some of them actually losing chunks of flesh as they jerked and stuttered into activity. The sounds of flesh splitting and bodily fluids spilling across the ground. He wondered desperately how much of the noises he was making up, as he could barely hear through the gear on his head under the best of circumstances, and the noises seemed far too clear.

Nick dragged the door back to him, wishing it swung the other way so he could press his own body against it as an extra defense against whatever might want to come out and see him. His gloved hands scrambled for the heavy padlock they used to close up and secure the bodies every night, and he felt it drop from between his fingers, slipping on the rot and embalming fluid that covered his gloves.

“OhshitohmanohpleaseGOD!” His voice didn’t sound right, but then not much did at the time. His heartbeat was getting in the way, and so was his ragged breathing. He grabbed the lock again, all but juggling it as he tried to force it into the proper place. Finally it hooked through the eye of the lock, and he slammed the stainless-steel hoop back into the locking mechanism.

Nick Muller stepped back from the door, his whole body shaking with unspent adrenaline. He backed away, too scared to look at anything else. He felt his way along the wall, leaving a trail of filth to mark his passage.

When he felt the hand on his back, he shrieked and felt his bladder give way. He looked back, his legs already starting to run for all he was worth, and realized that it was only the janitor—he couldn’t think of the man’s name to save his life—and stopped himself.

“You’ve got to get out of here! They’re in there, and they’re moving!”

The old man looked at him with a vacant expression, rather like someone waiting for the punch line to a joke that had gone on too long. “I’m sorry?”

“The corpses! The goddamn corpses are alive!” He started running again, this time toward the custodian, ready to call it quits.

The man let him pass, and Nick put on the speed. It was time to be somewhere else, like maybe Alaska. Sadly, his goals and his abilities didn’t mix well. Had he been in a better frame of mind, he might have noticed that the man he’d pushed past was mopping the floors. He might have seen the bucket for mop water and avoided the spill that came. Nick did his best to keep his balance, but the wet floor, the barking pain in his shin, and his own speed worked against him. He bounced off the wall, his head slamming into the painted cinder blocks with enough force to crack the shield over his face.

When he hit the ground he was doing his best to remain conscious and would have been happy if he could have remembered his name. Warm, dirty water slopped over his legs, running off the disposable rubber suit he wore and leaving him feeling oddly detached from his surroundings. The concussion starting on his head might have helped with that part. The blood that trickled into his eye certainly helped with his difficulties in getting up.

He pushed himself up to his hands and knees, then squinted against the blood flow. His legs felt all wrong, like someone had taken the time to remove the bones and replace them with wet noodles.

He heard the janitor’s scream, loud and shrill, in counterpoint to the sound of metal buckling and falling in on itself.

Nick Muller tried to turn his head too quickly and felt the axis of the world shift about forty-five degrees to the right. The next thing he knew he was on his side and looking at the janitor’s legs.

And something behind the man’s jeans. Something dark. Something big. He saw the writhing wave of dead flesh that came toward him and screamed. He was still screaming when it crushed him under its weight.

II

Jack Michaels was pretty sure he was dying. Even if he wasn’t, it was starting to seem like a good idea. He’d spent the last day in a fever rough enough to keep him wrapped in blankets and shivering like there was no tomorrow.

And the damned fever brought along some funky-assed nightmares with it. Nightmares like he’d never experienced in his entire life. Just now he was going through a doozy.

There was a woman walking next to him, and while she was one of the most stunning women he’d ever seen, he also knew where it counted that she was pure trouble. She was naked, and so was he, and while he supposed he should have been embarrassed or aroused walking next to the beauty he was with, he felt nothing but calm. Like it was an everyday occurrence. Which it most definitely was not.

He wasn’t walking in Serenity—and he was rather happy about that, because even though he wasn’t embarrassed in the least, he felt it would be hard to keep the trust of the people he was supposed to protect and serve if they saw him walking around in his birthday suit—but the area seemed familiar. It was like he should have known where he was but couldn’t quite find the right landmarks to make it all click. The sun was out, and it was warm enough that being in the buff wasn’t completely uncomfortable.

“Why are you here, Jack?”

“Hell, I don’t really know. I figure because I’m supposed to be here.”

“No. No, you aren’t supposed to be here. This is where people go when they die.”

“This is Heaven?”

“I never said that. I said it’s where people go when they die.”

“Well if it isn’t Heaven, what is it?”

“It’s a place to wait.”

“What are we supposed to wait for?”

She smiled at him, and he found her expression decidedly unsettling. “I already answered that.”

“Is it Hell?”

“You’ve never believed in Hell, Jack. Why would you want to start now?”

“Well, if it isn’t Heaven… That sort of limits the options left, doesn’t it?”

She shook her head and smiled tolerantly. It was a much nicer smile, and he thought maybe she could be nice when she wanted to. But he doubted she wanted to very often. “There’s more places than you can know, Jack. This one here is sort of a place to remember what happened to you and why you wound up dead in the first place.”

“I don’t think I’m dead yet.”

“You’re not, which is why I’m puzzled by you being here.”

“Hey, I just wound up here. I figure this is all a dream, and I’ll wake up soon.”

“You might wake up, but this isn’t a dream.”

“You’d have to prove that to me. It’s not every day I find myself walking through a nice forest with a beautiful woman.” He looked over at her and felt himself stirring. She was finer than just about any woman he’d ever seen, and even if he was dead or this was a dream, certain parts of him liked what they saw.

She tsked at him and smiled knowingly. “None of that, Jack. I’m sure you’re here for something else.”

“Hey, a man’s got needs.” He thought about what he’d just said and knew it was a dream. He’d never used a line like that in his life, and he never would, at least not while he was sober.

“Everyone has needs, Jack. Sex is not a need. Not here at least.”

“Really? Then what is a need around here?”

“Revenge.” She said it quickly, like it was something she really didn’t want to discuss. “We’re here, and we’re waiting for revenge.”

“Against who?”

“Everyone who killed us.”

“Well, if you’re dead, how do you intend to get revenge?”

“We’re being given the opportunity.”

“How?”

She shook her head. “How isn’t important.”

“I wish you’d give me straight answers to my questions.” If his voice was a little pissy, he couldn’t help that. Pretty as she was, she was really starting to annoy him with all the cryptic comments.

“I’m not really here to answer questions, Jack.” She moved toward him, her every gesture and step exuding sexuality. “I’m just here. Waiting, like everyone else.”

“You’re just talking in circles. What are you waiting for, damn it?”

She smiled again, that cruel, cold smile he’d seen hinted in her other facial expressions. “The right time.”

“Okay, I’ll bite. When’s the right time?”

“Sooner than you think, Jack. Sooner than you’d ever be able to guess.”

He was going to make another comment, try to get more information out of her, because somewhere deep inside he thought this dream might mean something.

But then he was dragged out of his fever dream and awakened by the sound of the phone ringing. Jack reached for the source of the shrill rings and missed. The room seemed to be tilting roughly, and he was having a damned hard time keeping up with it. After his third failed attempt to reach the receiver, he finally managed to grab it in his hand and pulled it to his face.

“Hello?” He barely recognized his own voice. He sounded like shit, which was fair, because he felt like shit, too.

“Jack? Are you all right?” He thought maybe it was only the fever that sent chills through him. The notion that Bethany could still get to him enough to make him feel that sort of chill at the sound of her voice was not one he wanted to dwell on.

“Hi, Bethany. No, not really, I think I got a fever going.”

“I’ll be right over.”

“No that’s all ri—” Before he could finish the comment he heard the sound of the phone disconnecting. “Shit… I don’t need this…”

He tried to stand up. If Bethany was coming over, he had to make the place look a little better. He managed only to fall flat on his back on the bed. The way the room was spinning stayed mostly the same, but the speed of its rotation increased dramatically. He closed his eyes, figuring he’d just let himself recover for a minute. When he opened them again, Bethany and Terri Halloway were looking down at him with matching expressions of concern on their pretty faces.

Bethany’s hand reached out and touched his brow. Her worried face changed a little, to worried and maybe just a smidge of happy to see him. “Jack, you should be in the hospital. You’re running a nasty fever.”

“I don’t like hospitals.” His voice was dry and raspy. Before he could say anything else, Bethany was holding his head up in her arm, and Terri was handing her a glass she made him sip from, cautioning him to go slowly. He didn’t cough it all over her, for which he was grateful.

He closed his eyes again as Bethany was leaning in close to his face. Much as he wanted to see her, just even be in the same room with her, sleep forced its way into his mind again instead.

And dreams.

Dreams far, far different from his last. More erotic in nature, and involving Bethany. It was not what he expected, but he didn’t actually mind. They were vivid, and he enjoyed the hell out of them.

When he woke up again, it was dark outside. The only light in the room came from his hallway, and he could hear the sound of the television in the living room. Canned laughter and someone named Kelly being called a slut by her brother. He thought he remembered the show, but everything felt fuzzy.

And everything was sore. Most of the muscles in his body ached as if he’d been exercising for hours. But his head felt clearer. Not one hundred percent. But clearer.

He listened to the whispers from the other room, mother and daughter talking to avoid disturbing his sleep. For just a brief second he imagined the sounds came from his wife and child, not those of his long-ago best friend. They should have been mine, he thought They should have been mine, and Gene should have found his own girl. It was stupid, really, the way that thought hurt so damned much, but there was nothing he could do about that. It was a pain that had never really healed. Twenty-odd years later, he was still in love with the woman in his living room. Part of him wanted to cry, but he ignored it the same as he had for as long as he could remember. Tears were for weaklings; at least that was what his father had always told him.

He sat up in bed, wondering just what the hell he’d done to make him feel like he’d been gut punched a few dozen times, and stifled the moan that wanted to escape him. Whatever bug had decided to make itself comfortable inside him was not playing nicely, though he felt the worst of it was probably over and done with.

He tossed his blanket aside and shivered in the sudden cold. As he started to run his hands over his arms to warm up, he realized for the first time that he was in the buff. His face flushed red with embarrassment. He didn’t remember stripping down to his skivvies before he went to sleep, and it wasn’t his normal practice.

Despite the slight spinning of the room as he stood up, Jack managed to get into his dresser and pull on a pair of sweatpants and an old T-shirt without falling on his ass. He walked into the hallway and down to the living room, wincing occasionally at the soreness in his muscles.

Mother and daughter looked at him with identical smiles on their faces, smiles that said they were glad to see him up and walking. Bethany rose from her seat, moving over to him and helping him toward his favorite recliner. “How are you feeling, Jack? You had us worried half to death.”

“Better, I think.” Her hand on his shoulder left tingles running through his skin. It was stupid, juvenile even, but just that small touch was enough to make his skin flush. “I feel bad, the two of you coming over here and having to play nursemaid for me.”

“Nonsense, Jack. It was the least we could do.”

“Well, it’s not like you ladies are the reason I got the flu.” He felt the blush again, a hot flash that made it all the way up to his ears. He wasn’t used to the idea of anyone watching over him. More often it was the other way around, and that was what he was comfortable with.

Terri spoke up, her voice soft and pleasant if a little humbled. “If it hadn’t been for you, I might never have been found, Officer Michaels.” She looked at him for a second and then looked down, her face a little flushed in a way that was disturbingly fetching. “You saved my life.”

“Oh, no, hey, that’s my job, Terri…”

Bethany spoke up, breaking the tension that rose in the air. “Don’t be silly, either of you. Of course it’s your job, Jack, but we’re still very grateful. Terri wanted to help. It’s her way of saying thank you.”

Jack nodded. “Well, you’re more than welcome, Terri, I just wish I could have found you before—” Oh yeah, that one was easy to finish. Before you were violated and left for dead, or maybe before your sick fuck boyfriend had his way with you. Sure, those worked just fine.

“Well, anyway, it was the very least we could do.” Terri said the words this time, her eyes looking into his in a way that seemed to communicate on a nearly sexual level. It left him feeling flustered all over again. The girl looked too much like her mother had at her age, back when she and Jack had been an item. It left him feeling uncomfortable and almost embarrassed.

“Well, thank you very much.” He said the words as formally as he could, feeling it best not to even consider a smile at that point, in case the thoughts he was trying to shove aside should make themselves clear on his face. “I appreciate the TLC.”

“That new constable of yours, Victor Barnes? He called, and we let him know you were under the weather, that you wouldn’t be in until at least tomorrow.” He started to protest, but she put two fingers over his lips and shushed him. “I know you don’t feel right letting the rest of your men handle the work, but that’s just the way it’s going to be. You aren’t leaving this house until I decide you’re well enough.” Terri giggled a little at that, and Jack blushed again but managed to nod. He resisted the urge to say, Yes, mom to her, but it wasn’t easy.

“Terri made you some chicken soup, and you’re going to sit here and eat it.”

Jack nodded.

“I have to go home and feed Gene. He can’t feed himself without possibly burning down the entire house, but as soon as I’m finished I’ll be back over.”

She surprised him then, giving him a quick peck on his cheek before she vanished through his front door.

Jack sat in awkward silence, not at all sure what to say to the girl left behind. She made it a little easier for him by going into the kitchen and coming back out with a bowl of chicken soup that was rich and tasty if a little oversalted for his personal tastes. She’d obviously taken some time with it, chopping all the veggies herself and such. It was probably a monumental effort for a teenage girl, and he made sure to let her know how much he enjoyed the soup and the effort.

He was still having trouble looking at her for very long. Nostalgia and a long, passionate love for a girl who got away were making him have bad thoughts. He made himself think of other things, like a few of the less pleasant car accidents he’d seen over the years, whenever his mind went too far in that direction.

After he’d finished eating, Terri took the bowl and spoon from him, walking back into the kitchen. He let himself relax a little after she’d left. Being around her was stressful and for all of the wrong reasons. He was almost certain he was getting signals from her, the sort he’d once gotten from her mother. Twenty years and the law made the idea of even considering those signals a dangerous proposition. But he was just as certain that anything he might be reading into her behavior was entirely in his imagination. A girl her age wouldn’t be attracted to a man his age, first off, and second, she had recently experienced a truly unpleasant encounter with a boyfriend who couldn’t take no for an answer. That wasn’t really likely to make her suddenly feel randy.

He closed his eyes for a moment, just needing to rest again. He should have felt better than ever, but whatever the hell was working on him was not playing fair at all. He was more exhausted than ever.

He slowly faded from consciousness, with Terri Halloway watching him from the entrance into the kitchen. His mind drifted to the very ideas that he would not let himself think of while he was awake, and Terri watched him with eyes that were far older than any he’d ever paid attention to. Her mouth curled into a very slight smile as she moved toward him, preparing to finish the next step of what her master demanded.

III

Charlene Lyons put on her coat and zipped the thick down close around her body. She was going over to the medical center to see Stan, because it suddenly dawned on her a few minutes earlier that she missed seeing his face.

She didn’t really want to go to the center, she’d always hated anything that even resembled a hospital, or at least for as long as she could remember. She’d been to hospitals three times in her life, and each and every time she went it was to visit a family member. In all three cases, it was the last time she saw a grandparent alive. Both of her grandmothers and her grandfather Simpson had died shortly after her visits. She was wise enough at the age of twelve to know that her visiting them had nothing to do with their deaths and young enough that the thought continued to play with her mind from time to time.

Thinking about her grandparents made her realize for the first time that every last one of them had been included in the desecration at the cemetery. She’d understood that on some level all along, but not on a truly conscious level. It wasn’t something Charlee wanted to know. The thought of their bodies rotting away in some building with heavy refrigeration didn’t make her feel all warm and cozy inside. She made herself think of other things, like going to see Stan. She hoped he was feeling better. She missed having him around to bug her with his comments in class and his sometimes almost starstruck looks at her when he didn’t think she’d notice.

Stan was a nice guy. She mostly just missed him. She was missing a lot of people lately. Jessie came immediately to mind. Jessie was her best friend, and sometimes she was annoying, sure, but she missed the hell out of Jess being annoying. She still didn’t know exactly why they weren’t talking. Well, okay, she did know, but she wasn’t happy about it. She’d been a bitch, and this time Jessie wasn’t going to let her off the hook until she did the right thing and apologized for it.

The weather outside was colder than she’d expected, despite having put on her coat. Only a few weeks ago she’d been swimming with her friends, and just like that it changed to bone-chilling time. No chance of working on her tan, no matter how subtly she tried to do it. She’d look damned silly lying out in the sunlight when it was right around freezing. Windburn, that was a possibility, especially with the wind going as hard as it was, but sunburn wouldn’t happen in this weather. The sun was still there; it just wasn’t doing much good.

None of the weather made any sense, either. The summer wasn’t here yet and the trees were still green, but the air was as cold as winter, and she could see her breath in the air. Stupid. It was just stupid.

Charlee walked as quickly as she could manage, which meant about as fast as Dave on an average day. In only a few minutes she’d forgotten all about being cold and was seriously considering unzipping her coat. The fact that she could no longer feel her nose or her ears convinced her not to try it.

There was almost no one on the streets. It felt wrong. She knew it was all an illusion, there had certainly been plenty of people at school earlier, but that knowledge didn’t take away the odd feeling of solitude.

Perhaps it was just the need to recover from walking so quickly, perhaps it was the fact that she was passing the cemetery where her grandparents’ bodies had been until the desecration. Either way she opted not to study the impulse that made her decide to sit down on the edge of the graveyard’s gate; she just did it. Charlee hopped up on the low stone wall and gasped slightly at the chill of the granite against her rump. She shifted until she was mostly comfortable and let her eyes go over the ruins of the final resting places for so many of Serenity’s people.

Most of the headstones and statues had been uprighted again or replaced in many cases, and the numerous holes in the earth had tarps placed over them and secured with tent posts. It was safe enough, she supposed, but Charlee didn’t really like the notion of trying to test the weight of the canvases over the emptied graves. The wind caught just so on a few of the holes, and the dense fabric over them rippled and fluttered with a sound like sails on the ocean. The arctic draft also managed to fill a few of the voids under the tarps and spill back out, emitting a low, mournful sound like a distant horn on a train.

She let herself get lost in her thoughts, mostly about her grandparents and their dead bodies—which were now waiting somewhere in an ice plant as she understood it—wondering if the dead felt anything, could understand what was going on in the world around them, or if they truly passed on to somewhere else, like Heaven, when they died.

Cheerful thoughts for an unnaturally cold late spring day.

With her eyes closed, Charlee could almost imagine the shaking rattle of the tarps over the empty graves was actually the sound of a train’s wheels clacking hurriedly over the train tracks. Stan, she knew, would hear such sounds and dream of faraway places. But Charlee liked her home, liked the people she knew, even if she didn’t show it as well as some people did. Was there something wrong with her? Some elemental part of her mind that simply didn’t want to be close to anyone? Not that she knew of. She just never had seemed to need people as much as someone like Jessie did. She didn’t know if that meant there was something wrong with her or not, but she was mostly content to live life one day at a time and not worry about companionship. There were exceptions, of course, like right now, when she could think of nothing she wanted more than to be with someone her own age and maybe crack a bad joke or two or just plain do nothing, so long as she had company while she was doing it.

She let her mind wander, her eyes closed to the bright glare that would soon fade as the sun started setting. The only sounds were the rush of an occasional car, the hiss of leaves skittering down the road carried by the breeze, and the rattle of fabric snapping over emptied graves that moaned as they saw fit. They built a rhythm that again made her think of a locomotive moving through the area.

She could almost see it, a dark iron serpent winding its way toward Serenity Falls, moving at a pace just slightly too fast to let a person run alongside it as it moved through the valley and between the trees on the edge of town. The low vibration of its weight rolling along the rails enough to set her teeth on edge, the great gouts of black woodsmoke—or maybe steam, but she knew it would be black—lifting above the tree line like a thundercloud being born from the bowels of Hell. She could almost smell the sulphurous plume as it spread over the entire area. The image both thrilled and frightened her.

In her mind’s eye she watched the train coming closer, growing in size, every detail of its decayed, battered engine becoming more clearly defined. She wondered what a train like that would carry as cargo and shuddered lightly at the answer that came to mind. The dead, of course. It would carry the dead, bringing them from wherever they’d gone and returning them to find out who had destroyed their lifeless sleep by violating both their graves and their rotting bodies. She’d been watching too many bad horror movies again. Her mom always told her to turn them off because they gave her nightmares, but Charlene had long since become something of a horror junkie. Not the crappy movies where everything was blood and decapitations, but the ones that actually left you guessing for a while, wondering just what the monster looked like and had actors smart enough not to split into smaller groups as soon as they realized that something had gone wrong.

Her teeth rattled against each other in the chill of the late afternoon, and Charlee crossed her arms over her narrow torso for warmth, lost in the image that she had formed.

The sound of the train’s whistle blasting through the cold air made Charlee jump. In all of her life she’d only ever heard train whistles in movies, and nothing she’d ever experienced prepared her for the sound of a real one cutting loose. The loud, grief-stricken wail moved through her body, vibrating through her and chilling her down to the marrow of her bones. A thousand people falling to their deaths might make that sound, she supposed, but only half as loudly.

Charlene Lyons opened her eyes and looked toward the impossibly clear banshee cry, almost certain that she had fallen asleep in the cold and was merely dreaming. Rising above the trees was a cloud of black, a serpentine stream of heated night that spilled over the edge of the woods where they came closest to the town. The rattling in her teeth didn’t fade away as she clamped her jaws together; it merely changed to a different vibration.

Between the houses on the other side of the cemetery she saw something black and menacing moving over the remains of the old tracks for the quarry. Whatever it was, it was enormous. She caught faint glimpses of details in that darkness, hints of patterns in the cold surface looked all too much like faces frozen in screams.

Charlee finally rose from her perch of stone and shook her head as she looked on, watching the engine move past and counting the cars that followed the juggernaut. There were thirteen cars in all, and every one of them looked like it was forged from iron and patterned with the endless tortures of the damned.

Charlene Lyons was braver than the average twelve-year-old girl was. She might have managed to stay and watch the train go past without ever moving or running from what she saw, but for one sad fact.

She saw her grandparents’ faces on the side of that dark train. Saw their mouths held open in silent agony and saw the shadowy pits where their eyes should have been, looking directly at her, begging for mercy.

Charlee did the only sensible thing she could. She ran like hell, all thoughts of seeing Stan forgotten as she headed straight for home. Behind her, the train continued on its path, moving past the center of town and heading toward a farm where, once upon a time, a circus came to perform.

IV

The Pageant farm spreads over roughly seventy-seven acres of land. During most of the year at least three quarters of that property is dedicated to apple orchards and pumpkin patches and a modern greenhouse that specializes in rare plants. Farming for produce is always a risky business, but rare houseplants tended to make it easier for the Pageants to pay the bills, regardless of what happened to the harvest.

The family had good business savvy, and they were smart enough to do their research when it came to the rare plants they grew. Most of them were almost impossible to grow in anything but a greenhouse environment. They were too delicate in their early stages or required temperatures that just didn’t normally exist in New York. The greenhouse itself was broken into ten smaller compartments, each with environmental controls and special supplies for maintaining the proper pH in the soil. It wasn’t all that difficult for anyone in the family to walk from an area where the weather was in the low seventies into an area that made Death Valley at noon seem mild. They did whatever it took to maintain the proper growing conditions.

The older members of the family took the brunt of the chores around the farm. They only left a few of the lighter tasks for the children, and a few of the younger adults, like Amber and Suzette, were immune to having to do anything at all around the farm because they had jobs that brought in much-needed cash. Suzette worked four days a week at the medical center, and three nights a week she attended classes on nursing. She was busy enough to earn her freedom from the farm work as a result. Amber had recently managed to get a job at the bank, working as a teller. She, too, was exempt because her hours were long, and she was often stressed by the end of the day.

Tina and Ricky handled the care and feeding of the farm animals. There weren’t enough chickens to actually produce eggs commercially, but there were plenty enough to make sure that the family seldom went without an omelet when the mood struck. For Tina the whole idea of farm life was already wearing thin at the age of nine. For Ricky it would likely never wear thin. He had all of the short-term memory of a five-year-old, and he fed the animals with the same sort of endless fascination that young children often possess. Ricky made the whole thing tolerable. He was over twice her age, but he was always so happy to see the animals that it was practically infectious.

Ricky was scattering seeds all over the place and watching the chickens when he heard the roar of the train coming their way. Tina was only a few yards off, tossing a bucket of slop to the four pigs the family owned when the loud whistle blew. Neither of them had any idea what made the sound, but they learned quickly enough.

Through the trees at the edge of the property, they saw the locomotive as it slowed to a halt near the edge of the farm. One look was all that Tina needed to know that something was decidedly wrong about the situation. She’d been on the land her entire life, leaving only for school and the occasional visit to the town proper. In that time she’d become very familiar with the area where the old railroad tracks lay in ruin. She’d played there with Dave on a dozen or more occasions as the years went past. She’d asked her big brother all about the tracks, and he’d described what they were for and why they weren’t used. But, being Dave, he’d also explained that no train could possibly use those tracks again without extensive repairs.

She’d have seen men working on the tracks. Would have heard them. No one had done anything remotely like construction in that area in a very, very long time. The sight of the train coming to a halt just didn’t fit any better than the idea of the full moon shining down on the farm at high noon. It didn’t make any more sense than that, either.

Tina, being nine and therefore immune to such concepts as caution, promptly started walking toward the train where it hissed and waited. Though even her older brother would have called her fearless under most circumstances, Dave would have been truly, deeply stunned by the ease with which she walked toward the engine and the connecting cars that simply shouldn’t have been there. Curiosity tended to make caution an endangered species where most of the Pageant clan was concerned, and Tina was a perfect example of that fact.

The train did not move any farther, but it was not still, either. It thrummed, idling with the force of a hurricane being contained in a bottle. Each step Tina made brought the sound closer. Finally she stood in front of the engine, looking up at it where it towered above her tiny form. Her brows knitted together as she examined the hulking thing, her mouth going into a pout of concentration. Tina walked around the locomotive engine, not quite touching it but getting close. She saw the faint patterns in the dark metal of the outer shell and pondered why it was they seemed to always make faces that looked like they were in pain.

From behind the engine, farther down the line, she thought she heard voices. They were faint, barely more than whispers, and the sounds they made were too small for her to actually comprehend. Whoever it was who was talking sounded angry. She backed away from the train, feeling the first hint of fear. Trains she didn’t really fully understand, but angry voices were a different matter entirely.

There were a lot of people living on the farm and working together closely. Now and then tempers got out of control. She could still remember her grandfather driving her uncle off to the medical center after he’d made one too many comments about her mother not pulling her weight around the place. Daddy maybe wouldn’t have minded that, but Uncle Harry called her a lard ass, and Daddy didn’t take it so well. He used a broom handle to make his point known. There’d been a lot of angry voices that day and for several afterward, too.

So she didn’t want to take any chances with the ones she heard now. Tina backed away carefully, afraid of the voices and what might leave the train’s compartments with them. When she felt she’d gone far enough to get a really good head start, Tina turned and ran for all she was worth. She made the farmhouse in only a few minutes, with her older brother in hot pursuit. Ricky might not really have known what was wrong, but he wasn’t willing to stay there by himself.

Her father was in the den, his chores done for the day, when she bolted into the room and told him about the train. He listened, his rough face almost placid, and then he rose from his seat and called to his father.

Grandpa Pageant was still a big man, heavier in his shoulders than he was in his gut. She could see the resemblance to Dave in him and knew her brother would probably get to look a lot like the old man when he was past his prime. Though Tina understood about aging and dying as well as most nine-year-olds, she didn’t much like to think about it, so she pushed the thought aside. He hunkered down in front of her and placed his weathered hands on her shoulders. “Did you touch the train, Tina?”

“No, Grampy, I didn’t. It scared me.”

The old man nodded his head, smiling in a way that didn’t quite look right, like he was trying to smile but couldn’t remember how. “That’s a good girl. I want you and Ricky to go up to your rooms for a while, all right?”

She didn’t want to go up to her room. She wanted to go along with her father and her grampy and look at the train again. It was scary, but she knew they’d protect her. Her father was still almost a god in her eyes, and her grandfather, well, everyone knew her grandfather was the toughest man on the planet. Heck, even her father deferred to him. But Tina knew better than to argue with him about it. She nodded and smiled and acquiesced.

She and Ricky were playing video games when the older Pageants left the house. The train was almost forgotten by then. Tina didn’t really hold to anything for very long. Not unless it was something fun.

V

Jonathan Crowley heard the sound of the train as it pulled up to the Pageant farm, but not knowing the area he thought nothing of it. The air was already heavy with the fetor of the supernatural, and if the feeling that crawled through his skin and danced across his nerve endings grew a little stronger, he was too distracted to pay too much heed.

He was busy just then, looking for a murderer.

Mike Blake was learning that his initial feelings about Crowley were pretty much accurate. The man was trying to find his wife’s killer, and for that he would always be grateful—if he in fact succeeded—but he still didn’t like Crowley.

He had trouble liking anyone who constantly wore a shit-eating grin and always seemed on the edge of going postal. They’d left the house and driven to the center of town, where Crowley said he had some shopping to do. Once Amelia, Crowley, and Mike got there, they walked, with Crowley grilling him about his wife, her life and her death. It dragged painful memories to the foreground, but they weren’t very far away from the front of his mind anyway, not after seeing—Oh, God, she’s suffering. I wanted to know she was in Heaven, away from the pain and instead she’s suffering!—Amy’s ghost, or at least thinking he saw her.

“What was your wife like, Mike?” The question itself was innocent enough, but coming from the smirking stranger, it almost seemed like a taunt. Still, he looked into the eyes behind the rimless glasses and felt almost compelled to answer.

“She was my wife. I loved her. When I woke up in the morning, she was there and happy to see me, and when I came home at night, she was there and happy to see me. She made my whole world better with every breath she took.”

“Yeah, okay, now tell me what she was like.”

“She was perfect. Amy always had a smile for almost everyone. She was just about the perfect example of an optimist.” He shut his mouth for a second, remembering the way her whole face seemed to join in on a smile. From the dimples at the corners of her mouth to the way her eyebrows lifted a little, like she was ready to laugh. Amy didn’t have crow’s feet around her eyes, but she had laugh lines. Her face had almost been designed for smiling, and the few times he’d seen her without a smile of some sort, she’d looked wrong, like something integral to her whole being was missing. “Amy was the sort of person who couldn’t stand to see someone who wasn’t happy. She needed to make everyone’s day a little brighter, or she felt like she’d failed in some sort of sacred mission.”

Crowley nodded, his eyes looking all around them. He focused on a middle-aged man getting out of his Audi, and Mike watched as he suddenly walked toward the portly stranger, his smile fading. Mike puzzled over the sudden change, looking to Amelia for a possible answer. She made an oh-shit-look-out face and pointed to the sign posted in front of where the luxury car was parked. Mike checked out the vehicle a second time after studying the sign and understood.

Crowley walked to the driver’s-side door, his smile seeming to want to creep back in place. Seemed he always wanted to smile, like Amy, but for different reasons. “Excuse me, sir.”

The man, not a local, or at least not one that Mike knew, looked toward Crowley, his facial expression making clear that he didn’t want to be bothered. Crowley either didn’t notice or didn’t care. Mike would have bet on the latter. “Yes, young man, how can I help you?” His words were polite, but his tone said it had better be a damned good reason for keeping him.

“I was wondering, is it mental or physical?”

The man blinked, his fleshy face showing his confusion. “I beg your pardon?”

Crowley smiled broadly, leaning in closer until their faces were inches apart. “The handicap. Is it mental or physical?”

“What the devil are you talking about?”

“I’m talking about the handicapped parking space you’re in. I don’t see a sign anywhere on your car that says you have the right to park there.”

Perhaps most people would have felt embarrassed to get caught that way, but the businessman obviously found the question as offensive as Crowley meant it to be. “I’ll only be here a minute, and frankly, I don’t see as where I park is any concern of yours.” If he expected Crowley to back off, he was disappointed.

“It’s like this. I don’t see a handicapped parking sticker on your car.” Crowley’s smile grew broader, and that schoolyard bully expression came across his face again, which remained a strange paradox to Mike, who suspected the man would have been more likely to be the victim than the victimizer in his school days. “So you can move your car and all will be well, or you can give me attitude, and I can make sure that the next time you park in a handicapped access spot, you’ll need it.”

The man scurried back into his car and moved a few parking spaces down, his face as white as a sheet.

Crowley walked back over to them, his face showing nothing but his usual smile. “So, tell me about the day Amy died. What were you doing when you found out?”

Mike shook his head just a little, taken aback by the abrupt change of subject. He wanted to call the bastard on his lack of anything resembling good taste while bringing up one of the worst memories of his life, but he didn’t. He needed Crowley. Much as he didn’t like the stranger with the nasty grin, Amelia remained convinced that if anyone could find out what had happened to his wife, it was Jonathan Crowley.

He had his doubts, but after two years of waiting for anything at all from the local police, he was willing to take a long shot.

“I was at home. I wasn’t feeling all that great, and she’d gone off to the store for cough syrup and to pick up something light for dinner.” He thought back, thought about the feeling in his stomach as she left, the way the room seemed to want to swim. He hadn’t even told her he loved her before she’d gone out. He’d been feeling too sick. Sometimes, when he really wanted to torture himself, he dwelled on that little
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