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“We are all ready to be savage

in some cause. The difference

between a good man and a bad one

is the choice of the cause.”

William James

American Philosopher

(1842 – 1910)
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​​Prologue
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My shadow is an abyss.

Liam Bishop was silhouetted by the light of the hallway, the glow framing the door like a cosmic gateway.

This man, this ex-soldier, ex-husband, this ex-communicated father from his only daughter’s life had peered into that deep darkness, surveying every nook and cranny of whatever could be made out by the faint graze of light before stepping further into the endlessness.

A cold shiver raked across his flesh.

A ripple of dread, of warning, of fear passing through.

His breath quickened until slowly—ever so slowly—Liam Bishop gazed upward, higher and higher at something in the far corner of the ceiling. Something there, just there beyond the cobwebs and filth. And with it, his eyes widened as a look of absolute terror claimed him.

He just held his gaze on that shadowed corner of the ceiling...so dark, raven black, as if the blackest ink, the endless nothingness had devoured all light and structure. It was just pure darkness. And it produced the deepest, most hauntingly demonic groan imaginable. 

He could not see it, not fully, but Liam knew that it wasn’t human. That figure shrouded in those unnatural shadows.

More than a shadow, less than a person. The mind playing its games.

Or was it...

Instinctually Liam took a step backward, foot dragging against hardwood, until a ricocheting, boundless echoing thud, like a physical form striking down upon floor happened directly behind him.

He turned just as that physical form, that something began to stand upright. A grotesque creature, a fever dream of rotted death and haunted decay, a mouthless beast with unblinking, milky eyes all over its face and scalp. A vile corpse-like vision clad in the tattered and colored cloth draperies of witches and morticians.

But it wasn’t the Devil nor was it what had then stood before him. It was something else, something more, something that had been planted as a seed, a cultural phenomenon spanning decades through music, literature and cinema. Something beyond an otherworldly event. A mirage of vision, blurred and as if on the asphalt of scorched horizon. It was there, but at the same time it wasn’t. An anomaly of madness and time. What humanity had come to know as...The Greys.

And this nightmare would not be denied its scream. 
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One

Call me Ishmael. 

A blood-and-gore-covered wrench was slammed down onto the table, a plastic evidence bag securing all the grotesqueries of violence and death within. A good place to start for dramatic effect.

Seated at that slab of steel acting as a table was Liam Bishop. Before him was a recording device, a splash of cassette tapes, a lamp shining into his face, bright and accusing. There was a set of handcuffs there, as well. A promise to secure and bind should it all go south. In the corner of the cinder-block shell acting as an Interrogation Room—shell rhymes with Hell just to put things into perspective—stood an American flag, upright and proud from a polished wooden, corner capped in gold, display stand. Truth and justice, just to rub it in.

Peering down, straddling the edge of worlds between shadow and light, was Detective Sandoz. There was a kind of physical intensity in his bearing, he was seething but contained, something simmering, boiling to the surface. Just behind those eyes was a beast. And it was preparing to open its jaws and howl.

“So you believe monsters exist?” 

Liam slowly looked up, a glare, almost hypnotic. “Of course they exist...if they didn’t, we wouldn’t have victims.”

“Mr. Bishop,” Detective Sandoz held his hands high, a pleading gesture, “if you continue with this story, it’s going to get complicated.”

“It already is fucking complicated!” A venomous strike of words, rattlesnake mean.

“Okay then, let’s try this again,” Detective Sandoz offered, “one more time, from the top.”

“I’ve already told you one more time from the top, and then one more time after that. The story isn’t going to change.”

“Humor me,” good ol’ Detective Sandoz was smiling, warm and friendly, but a lawman fake as all hell, “you never know, sometimes stories change even without us realizing it.”

Liam struck the table with a balled fist, a soft pulpy impact of flesh covered muscle and steel. His eyes like hard black stones. “That’s how it happened! Why would I lie?”

“Easy there, Mr. Bishop,” the Detective across from Liam had another hand raised, but that smile, fake or not, was all but a memory. “We’re just trying to understand the order of events. In your words. We’re just trying to make sense of it all.”

“You’re trying to make sense of it?” Liam’s exasperation came out in an angered disbelief, “I was the one this happened to! I was the one who called you!”

“You did, Mr. Bishop. You absolutely did. You called and said that you were attacked—” Detective Sandoz paused, sliding his glasses onto his face, pinched between index finger and thumb, as he scanned a small notepad with the scrawled words in red ink against yellow page that were then formed and ticked off of his tongue in rapid-fire succession, “—by a creature, a monster, a quote-un-quote fucking demon.”

The police department was full of chatter and telephones ringing, of the tick-tick-ticking of clocks and the belligerent cacophony of the drunk tank, but within the interrogation room, between those two men...there was silence.

Silence just as unbelievable as the story Liam Bishop told.

Just as alien.

“I know what I saw...”

Detective Sandoz nodded, “And I’d like to hear all about it, one more time, from the beginning.” Reassurance and understanding mixing in the solitude. “What was it, Mr. Bishop? What did you see?”
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TWO​

A faint breeze built up over the Blue Ridge Mountains, carried with it the calm of serenity. And not only the calm of serenity, but it carried the beginning of the day’s new sunlight. A warmth of light stretching forward, cutting away and forcing back all those old Appalachia tales of darkness and unknown. The sunlight’s heated stretch of fingers flexing out over rolling hills, scattered farmhouses, thick acres of forest—a labyrinthine world—and down a stretch of gravel driveway toward a silver Dodge Journey, trunk open and filled with a few items of luggage, varying sizes and colors.

Everything was serene, almost otherworldly as Liam Bishop’s hands reached up, pulling the trunk closed with a slam. It would be damn near perfect, if the situation were anything but...

His brow was furrowed with that permanently held confusion that came with being a parent. In this particular instance, the parent of Evie Bishop, who just so happened to be walking out of the house with another bag in hand and a backpack slung over her shoulder. 

“You know,” Liam said, “I get you every weekend, and every weekend you come—”

“—With enough luggage to last a month,” Evie interrupted with an appropriate amount of sass, and not too shabby of an impression either. “I know-I know.”

Liam nodded, that furrowed brow offset by a sheepish grin. “Yeah so, why don’t you keep some of this stuff here? That way you don’t have to continue hauling it back and forth every weekend.”

“Why don’t you and Mom get back together so I don’t have to keep hauling it back and forth every weekend?”

Liam sighed, not in exasperation, but in the realization that they were far beyond this type of conversation. He tried to subdue the invasive thoughts, prevent them from spilling out of his mouth, but he was unsuccessful in that mission. And so, thoughts became words and words became honesty. “Because your mother is a venomous pit-witch shat out of a three-headed demon’s bowels, who just so happened to like sleeping around with randos while I was serving overseas and watching my friends die.”

And honesty can hurt sometimes.

“But you know what, you’re right, I really think we can make it work this time!”

A blind soul could see, quite clearly, where she got the sass from.

“Well that was delightful. Thank you for that. I’m sure it’ll make for a wonderful session with my therapist,” Evie offered, before adding, “and I like having my stuff with me, Dad. I need my stuff...ALL my stuff.”

Liam nodded. It wasn’t the first conversation on the topic, nor would it be the last. It was simply the most truthful, and that would cost him. “All right, well...I mean, it’s your room, so...if you ever want to leave anyth—”

“—I hate leaving you up here all alone...”

Liam smiled. It wasn’t genuine. Not really, but he tried for it to be. For her sake. “Oh come on...I’m not alone. I have, Sir Reginald.”

“Dad...that’s the neighbor’s cat.”

“Yeah, no shit it’s the neighbor’s cat, it still counts—”

“—hey-hey language!” she admonished her father, before countering with, “And no it doesn’t...you barely get the Internet, which means you can’t watch your movies or play your games, this county has one, ONE radio station and all it plays is that Freedom Frequency conspiracy shit!”

“Hey-hey...” Liam’s tone dipped, a deep gravely growl, “language.”

“It doesn’t count!”

Liam tried to swallow back the light hearted banter, that gotcha he was always able to pull over on his daughter when he dropped an octave, furrowed his brown, stern’ed up his expression. “A little bit, it does.”

The only problem in doing so, Evie never seemed to catch on where the serious ended and the playful began. To Evie, it was always serious...because her broken family was serious business. Liam knew this, could see it. But he was a part of the broken, and try as he might, the wheel kept on spinning.

“You don’t need to worry about me, Evie. I’m the parent, remember?” And with it, his arms spread wide at the grandeur of his surroundings. Motioning to the beauty all around them, the fields, the house not yet a home, the forest-like woods beyond all of it. “And I mean, look at all of this!” A landscape of beautiful vastness. “A year and a half and I haven’t even burned it all to the ground yet.”

Evie scanned the horizon. Gazed out at all of that nothingness. All that emptiness. “A year and a half ago Mom made a mistake that cost us our family...I’m not saying it was right or...or anything like that...but Mom was in a bad place, we all were, and you weren’t here. That’s not an excuse, but it isn’t fair to say it was a bunch of randos. It wasn’t. It was—”

“—I know who it was.”

The snap of Liam’s voice silenced his daughter, and after the brief, but eternally long, forever awkward moment passed, he added “One is too many, honey.”

Evie nodded, not meeting her father’s eyes. “Don’t forget you have your meeting.”

“That’s not for you to worry about.”

Evie nodded once more and headed for the passenger side door, hiking her remaining bag a little higher on her frame, ignoring her father in pursuit.

“What, I don’t even get a hug goodbye?”

Evie stopped then, solemn. This time, she did glance backward...but only briefly. There would be no hug. “I love you, Dad.”

Liam understood. He knew the goodbye even before he saw it, so, with a faint hint of a smile, a mask, a defense mechanism, Liam offered the only thing he had left to say. “Love you, kiddo.”

She had already gotten into the car, which turned over with a gentle charge of the engine.

Liam held in that position, the morning sun heating his flesh as it rose higher, his thoughts a derailed freight train, before he slowly walked over to the driver’s side window and rapped his knuckles faintly against the glass.

That driver’s side window did roll down, oh yes...it rolled down about half-way, just enough for venom to strike.

“Venomous pit-witch? Nice Liam...real nice.”

Eden Bishop, Liam’s ex-wife, Evie’s momma, stepped on the gas as the car accelerated with a lurching charge, kicking up rock like buckshot and a cloud of dust which filled the scene with a lung tightening burn.

Liam waved a hand back and forth through the cloud, dissipating it as much as humanly possible, as he watched the car speed off down the gravel drive.

And as that car broke the distance, Liam turned back toward his house, suddenly catching as a low, deep baritone of sound broke across the horizon.

Liam felt his boots dig into gravel, rock scraped against rock in the tight grooves of his soles, as he instantly scanned that horizon, tilting his chin toward the heavens as he narrowed his gaze. Searching. 

That very strange deepness of sound, like a primordial groan of power and pain all mixing, merging, a symbiotic oneness, faded just as quickly as it was heard.

Liam held still, motionless and silent for one beat, two...but then, as if nothing had delayed him, he moved toward the house, shooting one last glance toward the car that was already long, long gone.
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