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Matthew LeDrew

“The monsters of our childhood do not fade away.”

- John le Carré

PROLOGUE

Wednesday, Day Twenty-Two

You never know when your life is going to change, Xander thought as a large glob of blood traveled down his throat. 

He had to swallow at least once every few seconds, or the red fluid spraying from the artery in the roof of his mouth would start to flow out past his lips. His eyes were foggy and he tried desperately to hold his guts inside of him, his throbbing intestine threatening to spill out onto the floor. 

Blackness was melting off of him; dripping onto the dull concrete floor. Blood flowed by his feet, hurrying to a drain in the center of the room. 

His head weaving back and forth from exhaustion and dizziness, he managed to hazard a glance toward the officers that lay around him. Some were missing limbs. The rest were missing heads. He felt their blood wash past his feet, and as he did, his eyes went to another victim. 

Adam Genblade lay on the floor. A long, slender pipe had been shoved into his gut, and his face was covered with so many bruises and cuts that it was nearly unrecognizable. His orange jumpsuit was tainted red and stuck tightly to his skin, making it easy to see that he was not breathing. You never know when fate is going to jump up and bite you in the ass and say: “I can’t believe you didn’t see that one coming.” Because that’s the worst part of sitting here... I really should have seen it coming.

As his vision began to give and he could feel himself slipping away, he looked up at the hulking mass of flesh that had done all of this, and his eyes filled with a new terror at the renewed sight of the squirming form of black flesh and teeth and claws. Its mouth alone was bigger than Xander’s entire body.

Uttering one last attempt at breath, Xander fell, his body crashing to the floor and his eyes rolling back into his head. His last thought was wondering how he’d let this sneak up on him. How he’d let his entire world come crashing down around his ears, when he’d had so long to stop it...
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​CHAPTER ONE: THERAPY​
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TWENTY-ONE DAYS EARLIER
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Wednesday, Day One

Three thick file folders slapped down onto Robert Snyder’s desk. He jumped with fright and his hand jolted against the paperwork he’d been absorbed in, making the pen bump and scratch his name. He stared at them for a moment, his eyes scanning over the pascal yellows of their covers, as if unsure of where they had come from as he woke up from his trace-like state. He turned his head up to the person who had thrown them there, the lights above him reflecting off of his bald, egg-shaped head and illuminating the backs of his ears, making him cartoonish and comical in nature. “Is there something I can help you with?” he asked calmly, but his voice was small and curt. He spoke down to people out of nature now, barely even realizing that he was doing it.

Warren O’Toole looked down at him, his arms crossed and his mouth taut with determination. His typically pleasant smile and demeanor were gone now, replaced by a grim, single-minded man’s scowl. His black hair was matted and misplaced, the light coming in from a big bay window reflecting off of glasses that might as well have been telescopes, making his eyes impossible to see.

“Have a look,” O’Toole said finally, gesturing one hand toward the files before taking his arms out of their crossed position and leaning both palms against the desk, staring down Snyder. “Go ahead. Have a look and try to tell me that I didn’t tell you so.”

Snyder kept his cool, entwining his fingers as he straightened himself in his seat. A bone snapped somewhere in the center of his back, giving the troll-like man a momentary sense of relaxation. “Why don’t you save me the trouble and tell me what’s in them?” he responded coyly, sticking out his tongue a little as he spoke like a cobra hissing at a small mouse. “Something tells me I’m going to hear it anyway.”

O’Toole’s nostrils flared and he fought to keep his face from turning red with anger. He looked down at the files and flipped the top one open. A harsh black and white picture jumped out at the principal, making him balk.

It was a picture of Frederick Windser, taken shortly after he’d been shot a few days ago in the halls of the school by another student, Randy Owchar. Both of them once held memberships in rival gangs, the Tees and the Omegas, respectively. Randy was still loose on the streets, and Frederick was buried in the ground, far too deep, it seemed, for anyone to remember.

“This is a police file on the murder of Windser,” O’Toole stated, flipping through the pages methodically, slowly exposing close-up shots of different areas of the young man’s body to Snyder’s increasingly disgusted face, like a sick slide show.

“I can see that!” the Principal snapped, rising slightly in his chair as the skin on the back of his hands became rough with goosebumps.

“Good for you,” O’Toole quipped, shooting him a look. “Beneath it are two of my own folders on both Windser and Owchar, along with the information on them compiled by Phillips, the previous counselor,” he informed Snyder, even as he continued flipping through the grotesque photos of the dead teenager. He’d made it as far as the morgue photos now. The boy had been sliced open from chest to pubic bone and spread wide with clamps to get at the bullet that had killed him, lodged just to the right of his spine.

Snyder’s hand snapped forward with one quick motion, slapping the folder shut. “Is there a point to all this?” he yelled abruptly, saliva squirting from the gap between his two front teeth and making small, round water spots against the papers he’d been signing.

“I believe the point is that a young boy is dead, Principal Snyder,” O’Toole responded coldly, even sarcastically.

“I know that!” the smaller man protested, throwing his hands up a little, his face becoming one of pleading. “Don’t you think I know that? All I’ve been doing for the last four days has been signing papers and sheets and legal documents and warding off lawsuits and trying to explain to lawyers that our board does not believe in metal detectors, and...” he huffed, burying his nearly hairless head in his hands. “I know all that, Warren,” he sighed, his voice sounded defeated. “Just tell me why you’re in my office, reminding me of it all, when I’ve just spent the last four days trying to forget.”

O’Toole frowned, his features softening for the first time since entering the office as he watched the man plead. He relaxed himself, then sat in the chair across from the principal. When he spoke, he hesitated to first make sure that his voice was even and fair, and in no way as accusatory as it had been at first. “I’m here because it could have been prevented,” he explained, his voice a near whisper as he reached out and opened the file on Randy Owchar, pointing to a long list of dates and times. “I called that boy into my office once every day for the past few weeks since I got here, sir. Look,” he motioned, pointing to another column, this time actually gaining Snyder’s attention, “his grades had been slipping, his attendance record was almost nonexistent... This kid was textbook. He was another Derek Smith, and we all should have seen it. I asked you thirteen times to force him into regular therapy appointments. And before me, Phillips asked you ten times.”

“I told you. It violates board policy. Besides, what if we hadn’t gotten parental consent? You’ve never met that boy’s parents, Warren. I have. Believe me, the last thing they’d want is a teacher telling them what went on inside their son’s head.”

“But we could have stopped it,” he sighed, reaching down and holding up a large stack of files that he’d concealed beneath his chair since he came in.

“What’s that?”

“This?” O’Toole responded in mock surprise, pointing at the stack of no less than twenty folders. “These are the folders of each of the other students that have either been refusing therapy, or have been attending but show signs of snapping.”

Snyder turned white.

“Three more have been added to this pile since Fred Windser was killed, and I expect a few more by the end of the week,” he said, flipping through the folders.

Snyder sighed heavily, his eyes darting back down to the paper he’d been signing denying the responsibility of the school. Now he wasn’t so sure if he wanted his name on it. “What must be done?”

Warren smiled a little, his eyes shrinking a little as his cheeks pushed up. “I need to be able to force the students with probable cause to commit violent acts into counselling.”

“Force?” Snyder repeated, his voice speaking volumes of his distaste for the word and its placement here.

Warren raised his hands in defense. “What I mean is, order them to come to me on a regular basis under penalty of suspension or expulsion, regardless of parental consent.”

“That’d be difficult.”

“So is cleaning blood stains off the hall tile.”

Snyder closed his eyes and took a few long, deep breaths. He sighed. “Do whatever you have to,” he said calmly, shaking his head in disbelief of his own words. When he opened his eyes again, they stared menacingly at Warren. “But so help me, keep it within reason, or you’ll be the one who needs help.”

O’Toole ignored the comment, the smile on his face wide as he scooped up all of his files and turned to walk out the door. As soon as he was outside the office and in the vacant halls of the school, he flipped through his folders eagerly, finding a thick one and holding it up, beaming at it.

Across the top, in bright red letters, read: Drew, Alexander.
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​CHAPTER TWO: LINES IN THE SAND
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“Yes!” Xander announced, letting a laugh slip through his lips as he finished keying in the start-up codes for his computer. He spun around in his chair and clapped his hands high in the air as his computer started to boot-up without major errors for the first time in three months. 

It had taken a new hard drive, a new fan, a new motherboard and the replacement of every circuit wire in the entire box, but it was finally finished. The browser appeared on his screen with the tiny blue and white animation on the bottom telling him that everything was going fine. When his desktop finally loaded, it showed the bare minimum. All of his files were gone, all of his hacking programs, all of his games. Even some higher-up functions weren’t operating and would have to be loaded from the system CD, but he had a computer, he had Internet, and everything else was fine, as far as he was concerned.

Slipping into his old habits, he pushed back his shaggy, dark brown hair, and dragged the mouse pointer down to the bottom right corner and clicked on the (miraculously) still-operating messenger service. A blue screen popped up with a small blinking red circle in one corner to tell him that he was online. Instinctively, he opened up his contacts list. His screen name started to bounce back and forth along the top of the screen, and the others slowly came into view as the computer checked them.

One stood out among the rest.

The screen name was ‘baby_gurl,’ and it had been the online tag of Sara Johnson from the time she was twelve years old until the day of her death. He stared at it long and hard, focusing on it until it seemed to pop out of the screen at him.

He turned to the left, gazing out of his bedroom window.

Her house was there, her bedroom window almost directly across from his. The lights were off now, but if he tried hard enough he could imagine the soft glow of her monitor, which meant she would be online. Maybe she’d even notice him and give him a little wave. Then she’d sit down at her computer and pop a fresh piece of gum into her mouth. A few seconds later, he would hear a chime coming from his computer as she sent him a message, probably making fun of him for something he’d done in school that day. Or who she had a crush on now, and how it wasn’t him. Or how crappy everything in their lives was... or how she couldn’t wait till tomorrow, so she could live another day of her crappy, little life.

He closed his eyes, forcing his gaze away from the window and back to the screen. When he opened his eyes again, her screen name was beckoning to him, and he half expected to hear a rhythmic chime as she called to him. But, of course, he didn’t.

Huffing, he brought the pointer up to her name and double clicked it. A ‘send message to’ window came into view, overlapping the one that was already there. Frowning at himself, he felt the palms of his hands rest comfortably against the edges of his desk, his long fingers outstretched over the keyboard, like settling into an old chair after a long time to find that it was still grooved to fit your form. He took one deep breath, then started to type.

HEY SARA, I HAVEN’T SEEN YOU 

IN A WHILE. JUST WANTED TO 

WRITE AND ASK IF EVERYTHING WAS-

He stopped, then backspaced the entire passage, grunting to himself before starting again.

DEAR SARA, ITS BEEN TOO LONG

SINCE I’VE SEEN YOUR FACE. I MISS

YOU SO MUCH THAT IT KILLS ME

EVERY DAY, THINKING ABOUT

WHAT I ALMOST HAD, AND NOW

HAVE TO LIVE WITHOUT. JULIE

HAS BEEN-

He stopped, pushing the keyboard away in frustration, this time closing the dialog box. “Idiot,” he chided.

-RING!-

He jumped in his chair as the phone called out from downstairs, then took a deep breath and composed himself after a moment, laughing. He brought the white mouse arrow up to Sara’s screen name and right clicked it, moving down a long list of options until he reached delete contact. Hesitating just for a second, he pressed it, and she disappeared from the screen.

He stared at it for a moment, as if not understanding what he’d done.

His eyes darted over the screen, fluttering about and waiting for it to somehow magically reappear, but it did not.

His head dropped and he turned off the screen, then stood up and moved to the bed.

“Xander?” his mother called up from downstairs.

He sighed, rolling his eyes. “Yeah, Mom?”

“That was someone from your school on the phone. They said that you have to go into the school therapist’s office instead of Technology tomorrow morning.”

Xander sat up at the side of his bed, staring off into the darkness for a minute, feeling it around him. “Great,” he said, then laughed a little. “Why would I need a therapist?”

***
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Mike Harris lay with his head down upon the soft pillow of his bed, his short blonde hair messy from his position and the static of the fabric he was continually rubbing against. Despite the relatively early hour, he felt his light blue eyes shutting as if they were weighed down by anchors, unresponsive to his efforts to keep them open. The ambience of early evening beamed in through the creases in his window blinds, providing just enough light for him to see the small girl using his chest for a pillow, the beating of his heart having lulled her to sleep.

Her name was Cathy Kennessy, and he had no doubt that she was the love of his life. As her dark, almost black hair tickled his nose and dared him to sneeze, she sighed gracefully in her sleep, a magical smile spreading across her lips. Her cheek was squished into his body, and she looked irresistibly cute. The top of her head was incredibly kissable, so he kissed it. In that moment she stirred, and he cursed himself a thousand times in his mind. Her dark eyes fluttered open in the pale blue light that softened her face and body, and she looked up at him, her eyes filled with beauty and peace.

“Hi,” she said. The sound almost did not emerge, and when it did, it was small and fragile, like a mouse.

He smiled back at her, the arm that had been holding her tight to his body, as she slept, squeezing her just a little tighter now in a lover’s grasp. As if trying to hold onto love, to create a tangible something from that which is forever intangible. “Hi,” he responded, beaming.

“Ugh,” she groaned, laughing a little as her free hand reached up to pat down frizzy hair—her vanity showing for only a moment. “How bad is it? Do I have crow’s nest hair?”

He chuckled, making her still tired head bounce upon his chest as it heaved. “No,” he assured her warmly, although her head looked like a mullet from those cheesy 80s hair bands where the singers didn’t so much sing as scream indiscernible vocals. “You look amazing.”

She rolled her eyes. “Yeah, I’m so...” she stopped, rethinking her sarcastic response in the spirit of the moment, “Okay, sure,” she smiled to one side of her mouth, shrugging and re-nuzzling her head against his shoulder. “Amazing it is.”

He stroked his hand through her long, flowing hair and watched as trace amounts of light got caught in it, trapped by this young woman’s sweetness. The world stood still, and the only sound in the universe was their slow breath, each in unison with the other. 

There was a long pause between them that said everything in the world. It spoke of the bond between them that could been seen for miles by blind men. Of the pain that they crawled through and still came out pure and whole on the other side. Of the love that bonded them and would continue to bond them no matter how far the miles spread them apart. That in their minds and their hearts they would always be one, lying alone in the twilight, hearing nothing but one another’s heartbeat.

“You know what tomorrow is, right?” he asked glumly, the words escaping him in the form of a deep-throated sigh.

“Yeah,” she said, playing with his chest with one finger, dragging it along and scraping at the skin lightly with her nail. “I know.”

“Are you okay?”

She smiled, moving her head to look up at him. “Yes,” she said definitively, as though commanding it to be true. “Yeah, I’ll be fine.”

“How do you think he’ll be?”

She paused, frowning. “I’m not quite sure. You never can be with him. I think it’s safe to say it won’t be good. He still hasn’t gotten over it.”

Mike shook his head, correcting her. “Yes, he has,” he argued, stroking the side of her face until she quickly kissed him playfully. “As much as a man can, anyway.”

***
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“Now,” Warren O’Toole said in an authoritative voice, “Pay attention to what I’m telling you to do.”

All traces of the man’s kindness were gone. The walls that he’d built to deal with stupid, immature children had vanished, and he was now more like a drill sergeant. Now he didn’t have to coax the young man in front of him to do anything. He had the authority to make him, and chose to use it.

Xander lay on the long, obscure couch that had been clumsily shoved up against the far wall of O’Toole’s office, his hands folded at his chest, mocking the position he’d seen in so many movies. “Oh, come on now,” he smirked sarcastically. “Is that how Robin Williams got Will to open up?”

“This isn’t Good Will Hunting, Mr. Drew,” Warren reminded him curtly, as he fiddled loudly with things outside of Xander’s view. “And even if that were the case, you are neither a closet genius nor a beaten adolescent,” he drawled, walking over to Xander and sitting on the plastic chair next to the couch. It was flimsy and threatened to give out under the thin man’s weight. He looked at Xander for a long moment, appearing tired and worn out. He looked like a man who hadn’t slept in weeks.

Xander sighed. “So, how do we do this?” he said, trying desperately not to make it sound like a groan.

O’Toole smiled at his compliance, although it had to be forced out of him. He reached into the breast pocket of his faded blue shirt, pulling out a gold pocket watch. “I’ll be placing you into a hypnotic state, Mr. Drew. While in that - “

“With that?” Xander said, raising an eyebrow and pointing at the pocket watch. It spun on the end of its chain, but an engraving could still be made out. To Warren, for many years of loyal service.

“Excuse me?” O’Toole stuttered, trying to find his words after being interrupted.

“You’re seriously going to try and hypnotize me... with a pocket watch?” he laughed skeptically.

Warren smiled, dangling the golden circle confidently. “Why, yes, actually.”

Xander laughed, covering his mouth with one hand. “Okay, enough. That’s funny. What am I, on Candid Camera or something?”

O’Toole frowned, rubbing his free hand through his hair and grabbing it. “No, Mr. Drew. You’re not on Candid Camera. Although I’m thinking that this is seeming more and more like that kind of situation
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