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One

A transcript of the tapes of Hubert Carter Reese under hypnosis recorded by Dr. David Straub on June 12, 1962, at J. M. Seward’s Psychiatric Institution in Ravenstonedale, England.

“And then what happens when you see the Germans, Bertie?”

“Leftenant Case orders the lads to move up the street, so I grab me Enfield and just before our section takes off, me mate Harry screams, and something grabs me neck. All wet and slimy it is, smelling of shite.”

“And what do you do?”

“What do you think I do? I drop me rifle and grab the bleedin’ thing to get it off me. Takes me a tick to realize what I got me hands on. It’s Harry’s intestines, in’it? I fling them away, but they stop short glommed to his body like they were. And there’s Harry watching the whole bleedin’ thing. He’d a been laughing his arse off, if he weren’t dead.”

“Now what do you do?”

“I pick up me rifle and let go half the clip in the direction of the machine gun fire that just ripped Harry open.”

“And where are you?”

“In the café. In Caen. Oh, Christ, I’m in Caen again.”

“What happens next?”

“I see someone running through the smoke across the street.”

“And this is the man you told the medics about?”

“I told you he weren’t no bleedin’ man!”

“Please stay calm, Bertie.”

“I mean, at first, I think it’s a child, but when I get a better look, I see it’s some French geezer in a red cap who didn’t make it out of the town before the argy bargy with the Jerrys started. Then our eyes meet for just a blink, just a blink mind you, but the look on his face makes me blood crawl.”

“What is it about him that frightens you?”

“The feelin’ I get.”

“And what feeling is that?”

“The feelin’ that the bleedin’ bastard is happy to be there in that slaughterhouse. They love war, you know. Damned if they don’t love it.”

“So, you’ve told me before. What happens now?”

“A Jerry comes through the door to the café, and we see each other. I drop to a knee and cut him down before he can get his rifle on me. He looks down at the ’ole in his chest, and then he’s dead.”

“And the man in the street?”

“I look for him and see Leftenant Case running toward the café. A shell hits and one of his arms goes flying. Then, more bombs go off and me sergeant, Ernie Thayer, is lying on the ground screaming. The leg bone of his best mate, Alf Anderson, is sticking out right above his belt buckle. I get to me feet and behind the wall again. I feel sick. I’m in command now and want to crawl inside meself and die.”

“It’s a lot of responsibility for a nineteen-year-old boy from the East End. What happens next?”

“I’m figuring out what to do without pissing meself. Then I feel someone staring at me. I look behind me expecting to see that smiling bastard in the red cap, but it’s the dead Jerry. I take a longer look at him. He’s about the same age as meself and he’s got a look on his face like he can’t figure out why he ain’t among the living. And that’s when another shell explodes, and I feel meself flying. I think I’m looking down at the town and wondering what a damned silly thing to be fighting over. I land on a pile of guts that used to be a Tommy and everything goes black.

“When I come around, it’s night. The buildings are empty, broken, and half buried. Everywhere I look I see dead Jerrys and Brits. The brave and the c’ards and the barmy and the luckless, all the geezers fighting this bleedin’ war. The whole place looks haunted. I expect the dead to get up and join me. Ghosts, we all were.

“As I’m walking through the place, something seems off, wrong in some ’orrible way, but I can’t put me finger on it. I can’t put me finger on it at all.”

“Calm yourself, Bertie. You’re all right.”

“And then I know what it is. It’s the damned quiet. I can’t hear a bleeding thing. Nufhing. I start to cry when I realize I’ll never hear me mother’s sweet voice again. Or the sound of a cute bird giggling at something clever I said or the geezers cheering on West Ham… Something… I hear something.”

“What do you hear, Bertie?”

“A sound I should have been happy to hear, only it scares me half out me wits.”

“And what is it?”

“It’s laughing, in’it? But not the nervous kind of laughing like blokes glad to be alive or Frenchies celebrating. In the middle of all that death, someone is laughing his arse off like it’s the funniest thing in the world. I think maybe I should look for him, but me gut has other plans. It’s not that sudden stomach up feeling you get when you see Jerrys on the horizon, it’s that creeping kind of lily-liver that crawls across your skin and leaves it covered in gooseflesh.”

“And from where is this laughter coming?”

“I don’t know, do I? I make me way toward it and see someone moving in the bombed-out bakery. I move closer. It’s the Frenchie. He’s kneeling beside one of our blokes, checking the wounds in his chest. That’s when I hear the Tommy gasping for help. He’s hurt bad, and the Frenchman’s grinning at him. He kicks off the bloke’s helmet and I see his face. It’s me mate, Sean O’Bryan. The Frenchie picks up a chunk of rock off the floor and I see his fingers, long and gnarled like the roots of a dead tree, and I know what he’s goin’ to do. I go to aim me rifle, but I ain’t got me bloody rifle no more, so I pull me F-S out of the sheath and get ready for a right argy bagy with the Frenchie.

“I says, ‘Back up, ya fuckin’ frog.’ And the little bugger glares at me like he’s Lucifer himself, and before I can get me knife in him, he’s pitching the stone, busting me head open. I stagger backwards, swiping the blood out of me eyes and fighting to keep me wits so I can save Sean, but I can’t get me bleedin’ legs to work. I have to watch… to watch…”

“Take your time, Hubert.”

“The black-hearted devil snatches up another stone and smashes Sean’s face and head over and over. Then he takes off his cap and presses it into the pulp and the blood. I’ve still got me knife, but me head’s swimming and I can’t get me bearings. He gets up and places his cap, all soaked in blood it is, over his stringy mess of black hair. Slowly, as God is my witness, the blood starts to fade into the cap. And that’s when it comes out of me swimmy head what I’m seein’.”

“What came to you?”

“The story me mum used to tell Gray and me about what our granda saw in the trenches of Verdun during the Great War.”

“And what did she tell you and your brother that your grandfather saw?”

“A Redcap they calls them. One of the Prowlies of the Unseelie Court.”

“And these are the faerie folk. That’s what you think you saw in Caen?”

“Not think, I seen him, dint I, you bleedin’ tosser? That fuckin’ goblin was coming to kill me next, and would have, if I hadn’t reached under me shirt and grabbed the cross me mum had given me.”

A finger pushed the stop button on the recorder.

“I’ve heard enough, Dr. Straub,” Police Constable Ian Tavish said, lighting a pipe. He took a puff and said through a cloud of blue-gray smoke, “The man’s mad as a hatter. And this Reese chap believes everything we’ve just heard?”

“Every word,” Dr. Straub said. “He’s been with us over thirty years. A model inmate, but he’s never wavered on what happened to him during the war and how it affected him. He’s quite disturbed.”

“I should say so after what he did last night to the attendant and the night nurse,” Tavish replied, smoothing his thick brown mustache with finger and thumb.

“Yes. Most unexpected and quite shocking. He had told us many times that he never wanted to be released and then… well, you know what happened.”

“Just what did he do to get in here, Dr. Straub? You haven’t told me that yet.”

The doctor took off his tortoise-shell glasses and pinched the bridge of his nose. He put his glasses back on his face and took a deep breath. “Hubert Reese murdered his wife and their two children. The wife and the seven-year-old girl were slashed to ribbons. Their two-year-old boy was never found.”

“Good lord,” Tavish said. “And now he’s escaped?”

“Yes, I’m afraid so. Now he’s out.”


PART ONE

DARK LIGHT,

DEAD PLACES


Two

Marty Martin surged, stopped, and spun through the crowd of incoming and outgoing passengers at Edinburgh Airport. His eyes lit with panic. Stomach fluttering. The ten-year-old boy searched the bobbing heads of the crowd for signs of his dad but didn’t spot his orange and blue Florida Gators’ cap. What the heckel? Why did Dad leave him in the gift shop and not tell him that he was leaving? A flock of Japanese tourists fluttered past Marty, their indecipherable chattering adding to his confusion. He thought he heard his mom’s voice, then whirled and searched the crowd.

She wasn’t there.

His gut churned with the same sense of terror he had the time Meema, his birth mother, and Daddy Timmy, his stepfather, had left him at home in their trailer to go on an anniversary picnic “just for adults” in the nearby Florida woods. When his parents didn’t come home at the designated time, the eight-year-old boy went out looking for them and got lost in the maze of trees and scrub arranged haphazardly by the indifferent wind and rain. He wandered for seven hours until he stumbled upon a pack of Boy Scouts who returned him to his home. It was then he found out that his parents had abandoned him and been killed in a car accident on the way to South Carolina.

Now he was lost in this forest of strangers, a maze of humanity going everywhere and nowhere. No, not lost, abandoned again. His adoptive parents were ditching him just like his birth mother and his stepfather had done. The Martins didn’t need him anymore since they now had a miracle baby on the way. Marty recalled the joyful expression on his mother’s face when she bustled into the family room at the house and gushed, “The dumbbell doctors were wrong. They said we could never have a baby of our own, but now we are. We’re finally having a baby of our own.”

“A baby of our own.” The words pierced Marty’s flesh. His mom saw his tears and told him that she didn’t mean it the way it came out, but Marty knew that she had already begun to love the baby more than him.

He wished that Mom had never become pregnant, so he wouldn’t have to share his love with anyone else. He had been down that path. Meema had told him that she loved him, but then Timmy Underwood showed up, took all her love, and married her. He told Marty that he wanted to be a good daddy and would love Marty, too, but Marty would have to be a loving son in return. In his mind, Marty saw those big, hard hands, meaty fingers, dirty nails, reaching for his pajama bottoms.

Suddenly, strong fingers grabbed his arms. A scream locked in his throat.

“Where the heck did you go?” Dan Martin said.

“Dad!” Marty gasped. He wrapped his arms fiercely around his father’s waist.

“Hey, it’s all right, Bud. You just got lost. It’s okay.”

Marty swiped at the tears on his face. “I was sitting on the floor in the gift shop reading a comic and I looked up and couldn’t find you.”

“I told you I was going to the can.”

“I didn’t hear you.”

“Obviously WildC.A.T.S. was more interesting to you than my bathroom habits.”

“I thought—I thought you might have—y’know, like Meema did.”

“We’d never leave you. Ever. You get that shit, I mean crap, out of your head. You understand?”

Marty nodded.

“I was scared half to death until I saw that red hair of yours.” Dan ruffled the boy’s curly locks.

Marty worked up a smile. The dread buzzing in his belly had settled into a dull ache.

“Come on now, let’s go find your mother before she starts looking for us and we play airport hide-and-go-seek.”

Marty took his father’s hand and followed him to the terminal where his mom was supposed to be waiting.
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Vicki Martin spotted a man who appeared to be on a passenger search. The stranger was about fifty, salt and-pepper hair, tweed jacket with suede elbow patches, twill knickers, laced boots. A porkpie hat was perched on his head. He looked like he should’ve been out hunting grouse in a field instead of hunting for an American film director and his family in an airport in Edinburgh, Scotland. Vicki wove her way through the thinning crowd and tapped the man on the shoulder.

“Excuse me. Are you looking for Dan Martin by any chance?” she asked.

“Matter of fact, I am,” the man said. He stood ramrod straight and with his finger licked at his clipped moustache. “Are you him?”

She smiled crookedly. “Um, no, I’m his wife, Vicki.”

“You never know these days.” He took off his hat. “Lionel Leighton, Esquire, Atherton Studios.”

“Pleasure. Dan’s gone to the… oh never mind, here he is.”

“Dan Martin.” Her husband extended his hand to the man who tugged it twice.

“Lionel Leighton, Esquire, Atherton Studios. I’ll be managing your vampire project.” He spoke the last two words as if speaking of a nasty venereal infection. He raised an eyebrow when he saw their curly red-headed son stippled with freckles. “And who is this ginger snapper?”

“This is Marty.”

He limply squeezed the fingers of the boy’s hand. “How’d you do, young sir?”

“Pretty good,” Marty said, wiping his hand on his pants.

Vicki could read the Englishman’s mind. Mailman stop in for a special delivery? Surely, this red-headed child couldn’t be the result of the union between a Miccosukee Seminole with a little Scots blood in him and his bella donna with roots reaching back to Italy. “He’s adopted.” she said, instantly regretting it when she saw the look his Marty’s face. She cupped his chin with her palm. “But you don’t get any luckier than we did when we brought this guy home.”

“And another on the way I see,” the Britisher said, nodding toward her bulging abdomen.

“Four months to go and counting.”

After five months of pregnancy, Vicki still got excited thinking about the baby that she and Dan had thought they’d never have. After a prolonged bout with anorexia during her college days, her menstrual cycle had terminated, so she and Dan skipped contraception. So certain of her sterility, they adopted Marty, a bright six-year-old with a disturbing past not of his making. When they heard his story, they knew he was the one they wanted, someone upon whom they could shower love and cultivate a fruitful future from the rancid soil of his past. At first, Marty had been painfully withdrawn. The effects of his deadbeat father skipping out to whereabouts unknown before he was born and his awful relationship with his mother and stepfather had buried the little boy inside himself, but gradually over the years, their constant attention washed away the dead layers of his personality and allowed the cheerful child to sprout.

Then everything changed three months ago when Vicki began to suffer from morning sickness. She went to the doctor wondering what was wrong. Neither she nor Dan considered that she might be pregnant and when they found out, they were overjoyed. The decidedly muted reaction of their adopted son had thrown them for a loop, but Marty seemed to be adjusting to the impending arrival of his sibling; at least, that’s what they hoped. The addition of Vagoona, a cat that they had adopted in the hopes that Marty and the cat would form a bond, didn’t work out since the cat didn’t give two shits about anyone in the family. Dan and Vicki called her the Bitch Queen. On occasions of her choosing, she did allow Marty to stroke her fur, but those times were few and far between. While on the trip, the family had left the cat at home with their neighbor, Oswald, providing her with food and water.

“So, did you get us a cabin near the castle?” Dan asked.

Leighton nodded. “Less than a mile from the location.”

“And the castle itself?”

“A bit difficult to secure permission to shoot there. The duke was worried that the farmers would raise a bother. His grandfather had agreed not to allow visitors there years ago and the bumpkins didn’t want anyone stirring up the Seelie folk, faeries and the like. But a few thousand well-placed pounds in the hands of the current owner greased the path, as they say.”

“Price of production,” Dan shrugged. “According to my research, Castle Drochil is the perfect backdrop for Harvest of Blood. I mean how can you beat a fifteenth-century ruin as a location for a movie about Scottish vampires?”

“I’m sure I don’t know,” Leighton said with a sniff.

“Look, Lionel, I’m sorry my film bumped yours at the studio, but Basil saw the potential to make a lot of money with a horror picture.”

“If you’ll pardon my saying so, the drivel that you film is what is wrong with our business. All flash and no substance. Most deserve the trip straight to video.”

“And that artsy-fartsy cinemah you wanted to do is why studios go out of business.”

“Philistine purveyor of pop-porn.”

“In the words of Cecil B. DeMille, fuck off.”

“Hey, Dan, come on,” Vicki said, glancing sideways at Marty. “Language.”

Dan sighed. “Sorry, Lionel. It’s been a long trip and I’m kind of on edge.”

“Quite understandable. I suppose it isn’t your fault that Basil Twiggs has no taste.”

“Can I ask you why you agreed to work on my picture if you think it’s shit?”

“I said I think it is drivel. And to answer your question, Basil compensates me well for being the best unit manager in the Isles.”

“In other words, money talks and bull feces walks. So where is this Castle Drochil?”

“The castle stands about seven miles northwest of the town of Peebles in the Borders region. That’s about thirty or so miles from Edinburgh. Your rental automobile is parked out here,” Lionel said. He gestured toward the exit.

Leighton picked up two suitcases and Dan took the other two. Marty helped his mom carry the laptop she used for writing. They followed Dan and the Englishman to a red Jaguar.

The smell of the rain and wet earth, as well as the nip in the air, had Vicki suddenly missing the Sunshine State. In the month of June, afternoon temperatures in the mid-sixties were hard to accept when eighty-five degrees was a cold snap to a Florida native.

“Your car is over there,” Leighton said pointing to a Ford Escort with the right-side steering wheel. “I’m sorry about it being so small. It was the only one available.”

Vicki saw a trace of a smile cross the Englishman’s face.

They slid the luggage into the trunk of the Escort and Dan unlocked the doors.

Leighton opened the driver’s-side door of his Jaguar. “Just follow me and be careful. I know how you Americans like to drive on the wrong side of the road.” A sniff was his version of a laugh.

The Martins climbed into the Ford and followed Leighton’s car out of the parking lot.

“There’s something fishy about that guy,” Vicki said.

“Yeah, his handshake,” Marty said offhandedly.

Dan and Vicki laughed.

“What’s his problem anyway?” she asked.

“Ham Kelvin told me that Leighton was trying to make the move from unit manager to producer when his development deal got bumped by our co-venture with Atherton Studios. Twiggs could have hired someone else, but he says Leighton’s the best unit manager he knows.”

“No wonder old Fishyhand doesn’t like you,” Vicki said.

“Yeah, well, I can’t help it if Ham showed Twiggs the gross of my first film.” Dan grinned. “Who would have thought something called Fear Suckers ’92 would lead to us driving through the Scottish countryside scouting locations for a big budget picture?”

“Me, that’s who,” Vicki said. “After all, I wouldn’t have married you if I didn’t think you’d be making big bucks as a film director someday.”

“Right, I forgot you were a gold digger.” He leaned over and kissed her.
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As the wind slapped rain against the windshield, Marty looked out at the domed hills and grassy meadows of this isolated land. The few farmhouses that he could see through the sheeting rain seemed to be from another time when the faery folk he’d read about in his folklore books roamed the countryside. In the distance, stands of trees formed dark and mysterious islands where such creatures lurked, waiting for the unwary to wander there. In the foul climate, the land looked demented.

“Dad, are there really such things as vampires like the ones in your movie?” Marty said.

“Of course. Can’t you see the Baa-van Shee floating over those hills?” He pronounced Baobhan Sith as the Scots do.

Marty looked out the window but zipped his gaze back into the car when he thought he saw something running in the fields.

“Dan, quit it, you’re gonna scare him,” Vicki said.

Dan turned back toward his son. “Ah, he knows I’m just kidding, don’t you?”

Marty nodded but kept his gaze away from the murky leas.

“You have to admit, you can imagine seeing vampire women in shining green gowns floating around in this gloomy setting,” Dan said. “It’s perfect.”

Marty didn’t share his Dad’s rosy opinion of the dreary hills. He peeked out the window and tried to imagine a different scene, one in which the sun was shining, and the green grass smelled fresh, and he and his parents running hand in hand in the fields. The bleak landscape drowned his idyllic vision in desolation.

Marty saw a small building ahead of them. It was set off to the side of the road by about a hundred yards. No other homes were near it. Was that where they were going to stay?

His question was answered when Lionel Leighton turned his car onto the long dirt path leading to the cottage. Dan followed him.

Water splashed from the sides of the car whenever they hit a gully in the dirt road, which happened every fifty feet or so. The car rattled and threatened to spit them out.

Dan pulled up to the cottage and parked alongside Leighton’s Jaguar. They squeezed out of the Escort and gazed at their new home away from home. The cottage was of simple design, square and functional. Tin roof. Log construction. The wood had a rough-hewn appearance as if the builder had left the bark on the logs. Two small windows looked out over the front yard of the house.

“Well, what do you think?” Dan said, then gave his opinion before anyone else had a chance to give theirs. “I love it. It’s just where I envisioned the hero would stay. We might even shoot some scenes here. What do you think, honey?”

“Charming,” Vicki said. “Did it once belong to Abe Lincoln’s poor Scots cousin?”

“What do you think, Marty?”

“It’s pretty cool, I guess,” he said. The location smothered any enthusiasm he might have had for the cottage. The irrational thought that a scream for help wouldn’t be heard floated queasily in the back of his mind.

Leighton interrupted his thoughts. “There’s a small generator for electricity. No running water or telephone I’m afraid. Mobile phone reception is spotty at best, spotty being a euphemism for none.”

“Should have left the Motorola at home I guess.”

“Wait a sec, we can’t call anyone?” Vicki said. “What if something happens to one of us? An accident or something?” She turned to Dan who shrugged and looked to Leighton for answers.

“The town of Peebles is only a short drive. You did say you wanted to be close to the castle. This is the ideal location within walking distance,” Leighton said. “Besides, the nearest hotel was booked solid. It is their tourist season. Being from Florida you should understand that.”

Vicki snicked her tongue against the roof of her mouth and shook her head. “No running water. No phone.”

And no one to hear you scream, Marty thought.

“It’s not entirely primitive,” Leighton said. “The generator runs a small refrigerator. Propane gas stove to cook on. There’s quite a nice fireplace for the evening. Gets a bit chilly out here at night.”

“We can manage it. Hell, it might even be fun,” Dan said.

“What about taking a shower?” Vicki said, hands on hips. Marty could tell she wasn’t digging the idea of roughing it and rooted for her to win them a stay at a Holiday Inn.

“There’s a bathtub, but you’ll have to heat the water.” Marty noticed Mr. Fishyhand brush his moustache. He looked like he was trying to keep from laughing.

“Heat the water,” Vicki said folding her arms. “Great. Little house on the glen.”

Dan chuckled unable to stifle his amusement.

“What’s so funny?” Vicki asked.

“Nothing.” Dan shook his head and attempted to stop chuckling.

“Quit laughing. We drive over a bumpy water ride to get here, then find out there’s no phone, no running water so there’s no shower, a bath that I have to heat, and to top it off, you think it’s funny.”

Dan put his hand on her shoulder. “Come on, honey, it’ll be okay. Just like the time we went camping in Colorado. Remember?”

“No,” Vicki said, but it was obvious that she remembered the trip and had enjoyed it. Marty began to feel the tide turn away from their leaving the cabin.

“Where’s your sense of adventure? Let’s see what it’s like inside,” Dan said, squeezing her shoulder gently.

She huffed a gentle puff of air. “All right, but I bet I don’t like it.”

“Me, either,” Marty mumbled. He followed the adults to the front door. His dad set the bags down on the patch of hard earth that served as the porch. He still harbored optimism that his mother would reject the cabin and demand a hotel. He crossed his fingers and thought, I hope she hates it. I hope she hates it. I hope she hates it.

Leighton inserted the key and opened the door.

“After you,” he said smiling at Vicki. He looked as though he couldn’t wait to see her face when she saw the interior of the cabin.

Marty stepped inside and stood next to his mom. There were no electric lights, only oil lamps, one of which Leighton lit. The interior was close and simple. There was a worn leather couch and an overstuffed chair. An oil painting of dogs chasing a stag through the woods hung on the sparse brown wall. The room smelled of charred wood from a fireplace in front of the couch. They walked through the living room and into the kitchen/dining area, the wooden floor creaking. There was a gas stove in the corner of the room. Six feet away stood a sturdy dining table about the size of a standard card table. Marty saw a large teapot on the stove and figured it was the hot water heater.

He glanced over at his mom, hoping to see a look of disapproval on her face.

He saw a smile.
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Despite the primitive aspects of the cottage, Vicki found herself drawn to its charm. She could picture a Scotsman sitting in the big chair and sipping whisky, before pulling out the old bagpipes to send “Amazing Grace” reeling across the grassy knolls.

Leighton observed her and frowned. He carried the bags into the center of the room. “The boy can stay in that room.” He pointed to a door off to the left. “Your bedroom is on the opposite side of the cottage.”

Vicki and Dan nodded.

“Basil took the liberty of leaving a bottle of Old Pulteney single malt Scotch in the cabinet there. I do hope you enjoy it,” he said without the slightest hint of authenticity.

“I’m sure Dan will. I can’t have any though.” She proudly patted her stomach area.

“Yes. Tell Basil I appreciate it,” Dan added.

“I shall. There’s food in the refrigerator,” Leighton said. “As I said, the town of Peebles isn’t too far from here. You can get a takeaway there or dine out. Or you can head into Edinburgh if you don’t mind a longer trip and want a big city experience.”

“Lionel, why don’t we take a quick drive out to the castle and see it?” Dan suggested. “How about it, Marty, want to check it out?”

Before the boy had a chance to answer, Leighton shook his head. “Can’t drive there. What passes for a road here is washed out. We’d have to walk, and in this weather… Well, I shouldn’t think it would be a pleasant journey.”

“You’re right. It’s just that the drive out here got me all fired up, all that great ambience.” He shrugged. “We’ll make the trip in the morning.” He turned to Marty. “Why don’t you unpack and get settled?”

He nodded and carried his bag into his room.

“I’m off to the hotel,” Leighton said, walking to the front door. “I’ll return in the morning.”

“Oh, Lionel,” Vicki said with an obvious wide grin. “I want you to know that I love the cottage. I think it’s charming, especially the little figurines everywhere. Those fairies on the mantelpiece look like they could fly up and sprinkle us with magic dust.”

“They’re supposed to be magic,” Leighton said. “To protect you from the boggarts and goblins.”

“Boggarts?”

“Yes, brownies gone bad. Oh, the Scots are very keen on their faeries. All kinds of legends. Red Comb, the Blue men of the Minch, the Kelpie. Some of the farmers around here still believe in that nonsense. Backward lot. Most of the Scots are none too bright,” Leighton said.

Vicki kept her response to his narrow-minded statement to herself. Starting an argument with the stuffy Englishman wasn’t on her vacation’s itinerary, although it might be if he continued acting in such a contemptuous manner.

Leighton worked up a smile. “I suppose I should be going. Good night, all.” He opened the door and strutted out into the darkness.

“What a fucking dick,” Dan said.

“Shh. Marty will hear.”

“Sorry, I mean…” He effected an upper crust British accent. “Lionel is quite the intercoursing Richard, eh wot?”

Vicki laughed.

Dan took her in his arms. “You hungry? After we get settled, we could go into town and have a nice big haggis.”

“What, pray tell, is haggis?”

“It’s the innards of a sheep, minced with suet and oatmeal, seasoned, stitched inside a sheep’s stomach and then boiled. It’s supposed to be delicious with some bashed neeps.”

“What are those? The sheep’s knees smashed with a hammer and delicately braised in ram urine.”

Dan laughed. “No, just mashed turnips.”

“I’ll pass on the haggis and the bashed neeps,” she said.

“You’re making a big mistake.”

“If you keep talking about it, my morning sickness will come back, and I’ll make haggis all over your shirt… Danny!”

“What’s wrong?” The smile collapsed from his face.

“Hold on,” she said holding up her hand.

“What’s the matter?”

“Come here. Come here.” She reached for her husband’s hand and placed it against her abdomen. “Feel.”

His smile reassembled, only to crumble again when he didn’t feel the baby.

“It stopped moving,” she said. “God, that’s weird. It still takes some getting used to when it happens. Oops, there it goes again.”

This time Dan felt the slightest movement. It was enough to create a smile of wonder at the miracle of life.

“Hey, little guy. This is your dad,” he whispered leaning close to her midsection.

Vicki closed her eyes focusing on the life growing inside her.

“I think I’ll get the fireplace going so we can get warm, then I’ll make some dinner,” he said.

She gave her husband a kiss. “You’re sweet.”

“Why don’t you see how Marty likes his room? I think he’s getting in one of his moods. At the airport, he was worried that we had left him after he got lost for a minute.”

She shook her head. “Poor little guy. I’ll go talk to him.”
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When he heard his mother coming to check on him, Marty hurried away from the door. He wiped his eyes and picked up a ceramic sculpture from his dresser. The creation was a Scotsman brandishing a shield embellished with a raised hexagram to ward off a cowering, growling demon in a red cap. The violent eyes of the demon reminded him of his stepfather’s.

Shaken, Marty put the sculpture back on the dresser and picked up another, less frightening figurine—a winged fairy girl perched on the back of a butterfly. As he examined the fairy, he could sense the hateful stare of the demon upon him. He heard the faint voice of Daddy Timmy. Do what I say, boy, or I’ll kill you.

Marty shuddered.

“Pretty neat, huh?”

It was his mom’s voice.

“Mr. Leighton said that they’re supposed to ward off goblins and boggarts,” she added.

“Huh?”

She pointed to the statues on the dresser. “The figurines. Mr. Leighton says they’re magical and protect you from all kinds of bad things like boggarts and ogres, stuff like that.”

Marty examined the statue more closely. The fairy girl had a mischievous glint in her eye and a knowing grin.

“So, how do you like the cabin?” she asked.

“It’s okay. Did Mr. Fishyhand leave?” He set the statue back on top of the dresser.

His mom suppressed a smile. “Marty, that’s not nice. True, but not nice.”

He shrugged. “Sorry.”

“Mr. Leighton’s gone and your dad’s making us something to eat,” she said.

“Good, I’m hungry.” He sat on the bed and fidgeted with the latches of his suitcase. “Mom, can I ask you something?”

“What’s that, honey?”

He shuffled his feet. “When you have your own real baby, am I still gonna be your son?”

“What the… Of course, you will. Just because we adopted you doesn’t mean you’re not our son. We love you.” She cupped his cheek in her palm and kissed his curly hair.

“I know. But I’m not your real kid.”

“Marty, we wanted you to be our son and we love you with all our hearts. Just like we’re going to love the baby growing inside me.”

“Well, I was just making sure in case I had to make plans.”

She grinned and patted him on the shoulder. “You don’t have to join the navy, so you can stop worrying. We’re gonna be together for a long time.”

“I know. I just get scared sometimes. Daddy Timmy used to say I wasn’t his real boy. That Meema and him were gonna have a baby of their own and get rid of me if I didn’t…”

“Marty, Tim Underwood is dead. Been dead for a year. You don’t have to worry about him anymore.”

Marty heard Daddy Timmy’s voice. Come back and getcha, boy. Don’t you forget it. He slammed his hands against his ears.

“What’s wrong, honey?”

Don’t matter where you are, you betcha I’ll getcha.

“N-nothing.”

“Honey, your stepdad was a sick, sick man, but he can’t hurt you anymore. The stupid, cruel things he told you were lies.”

“He said he’d come back if I told what he did.” He recalled his stepdad’s leering face and that awful cement-skinned finger sliding across his throat as a warning.

“He’s dead, Marty, and dead people can’t come back. Telling us what happened was a good thing. Remember what the doctor said about getting better?”

Marty nodded. “Have to get it out in the open.”

“Right. And when you did you felt a whole lot better, didn’t you?”

“Un huh.”

I told you what I’d do, if you told, boy.

“Honey, I know that you’re worried about the baby coming between us because of what your stepdad said, but he was, pardon my French, a real piece of shit. Trust me. Things only get better when there’s another person in a family. Love’s like orange marmalade, the more you spread, the more you enjoy it. Now, I’m going to set the table. And forget all about that asshole.” She kissed him on top of the head. “Pardon my French again.”

“Le asshole,” he said.

“Marty, that’s not funny,” she said with a grin. “Now get unpacked.”

He watched her leave the room. He felt someone watching him. It was the demon in the red cap on the dresser.

You betcha gonna getcha, boy.

“You’re dead,” Marty whispered. “And I’m gonna bury you.”
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Night had fallen at around 9 o’clock, covering the pattering rain with a dark shroud.

The flickering light of the fireplace that warmed the room played off her husband’s eyes. Even though Dan was three-quarters Seminole Indian, Vicki always thought of him as the embodiment of a cowboy: firm chin always darkly attractive with a five o’clock shadow of beard, a nose broken once for character, dark brown hair and piercing brown eyes that could see into her soul.

“Marty asleep?” he asked, leaning back on the couch and putting his arm around her.

“Out like a light. Poor little guy. He’s had a rough time of it.”

“He’ll be fine in the morning.”

Vicki smiled and kissed her husband gently on the cheek. “I hope you’re right.”

“How’s the baby?” he said.

“He gives me the boot occasionally, to let me know he’s there.”

“Tell me, Mrs. Martin. As a pregnant woman, do you feel as sexy as you look?”

Vicki kissed the palm of her husband’s hand. “I dunno. You tell me.”

“I’ll show you.” He cupped the back of her head in his palm and pulled her gently forward. She flowed into his arms and their lips met in a creamy kiss.

“I love you so much,” Dan whispered, his husky voice caressing her cheek.

“The feeling is moo-tual,” she said, imitating Inga from Young Frankenstein, Dan’s favorite comedy film.

He laughed and kissed her again. “You trying to break the mood?”

She slipped her hand between his shirt and brushed softly against his nipples. “What do you think?”

He deepened the kiss, the silky softness of her tongue against his own. He slowly unbuttoned her blouse, kissing between her breasts as he did. Vicki ran her fingers through his hair and sighed when he unsnapped her bra and gently licked a nipple. Dan pulled away and slipped off his shirt. His thirty-two-year-old body was still in good shape from his daily regime of a hundred push-ups and two hundred sit-ups. The hair on his chest trailed off into a washboard stomach.

“Let’s go to the bedroom,” she whispered.

“With pleasure,” he whispered back. “Mine and yours.”

She smiled.

And Marty screamed.
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The door to his room creaked open and Marty watched someone come into the room. He sat up in bed. “Dad?”

His dad stood at the end of the bed, his face a patchwork of shadow and light. Marty heard a funny sound like water drops hitting a wooden box. He noticed a faint odor in the air. Sweet and familiar.

“You okay, Marty?” His dad sounded like he was speaking from inside a well.

“Yeah.”

“I told you I’d be back,” he said.

Marty’s stomach fluttered. Something wasn’t right.

His dad moved toward him dragging his left leg. A fistful of odor hit Marty. Sweet and rank. Sickening. The smell of a cheap cherry cigar.

“No, sir, didn’t think you’d do it at all, boy.”

Marty gasped.

He heard a scratching sound, and flames licked his dad’s fingers. He brought a match up to his face and lit a cigar. In the flickering glow, Marty saw the mangled face of Tim Underwood. His left eye socket was
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