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Xander’s newfound Shifter abilities are put to the test when serial killer Adam Genblade is placed  on trial for the murders that ravaged Coral Beach last September. However, public perception of his guilt begins to waver when murders fitting the exact same M.O. are committed while he is still behind bars. Is this the work of a copycat killer... or is the reality of Genblade’s guilt all just a magician’s trick of smoke and mirrors?

If you enjoy this novel, sign up to my newsletter to receive updates and news. Sign up now and get an exclusive FREE horror eBook from the Engen Team!

Sign-Up for the Engen Horror Society Newsletter by clicking this link!
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Lawrence Hogan leaned his head back against the concrete step he was sitting on, the sharp stone digging into the back of his skull. “Ow,” he said to himself in a dry, dull voice. He made no attempt to move or shift into a more comfortable position, choosing to sprawl his thin, lanky form across the stairs in every direction.

“Well, if it hurts that much, don’t do it,” Julie Peterson sniped, rolling her eyes around her freckled face as she turned away from him and back toward the three girls she was standing with. “So anyway, I call up my cousin and she’s dating this guy named Walter. She said that she tried to call him the night before, but that she couldn’t get through because she said he said he was in a no call zone. What an idiot, right? Only no call zone is out with the trailer trash on the TR. Might as well just admit to...”

Lawrence let the conversation fade into the background, slowly dissipating into a dull mumble as he let his gaze flitter up and over the girls with his big brown eyes, a slow smirk growing to the left of his mouth.

Julie’s light brown hair fell down onto her thin shoulders, just touching the top of the pink shirt she wore. It looked to be about two sizes too small for her, and he thanked heaven for growth spurts as he examined the small, heart-shaped emblem on the center of her chest. Her jeans clung tightly to her diminutive hips, so form fitting that they didn’t even have pockets, just smooth denim travelling down her long legs and withdrawing into the black leather cowboy boots she’d taken to wearing lately. She shifted her weight from foot to foot as she spoke, trying to find a comfortable position to stand on the cracked, shattered sidewalk as she continued with her story.

Jesse Newhook nodded along, smiling politely as she listened to Julie. She had short black hair that had been braided on the back and sides, yet gelled into spikes on the front. Her eyeliner was a deep purple and had been layered on thick, offset by shimmering pink lip-gloss that winked at him every time she moved her head. It was an odd combination that somehow managed to work for her. She wore a Coral Beach Cougars sweatshirt so big that it didn’t stop until it reached her knees, hiding even the shorts underneath it and showing only her bare, shivering legs. His eyes lingered on them for a moment, then travelled back up until they met with hers before moving on.

Nancy Kelly was a strawberry blonde with hair that went straight down to the base of her spine, moving and flowing with her when she laughed. Her smile seemed too bright for the size of her petite, heart-shaped face, with the sides of it almost touching her eyes at times. Her nose was cute and turned upward, even though from what he’d seen of her so far, her attitude was anything but. She was still wearing the dull brown, grease-smelling uniform from the restaurant she worked at, not even caring how she looked and somehow looking beautiful all the same. His gaze focused on her and stayed there, watching her as his mind drifted slowly into fantasy.

“Ahem,” Julie coughed dramatically, tapping her foot as she glared down at him. “Got comfortable, did we?”

He raised an eyebrow to her, then sat back up and placed his hands in his lap. “Um... Yeah.” He blushed, tossing a smirk at Nancy.

She smiled back, regarding him for only a moment before she resumed her conversation with Jesse.

Julie scoffed at Nancy, then turned her scowl back towards Lawrence. “Why’re you here again?”

“Free country,” he shrugged, running a hand through his long, black hair. 

Julie shot him a look.

“Relaxing before my Chem test,” he amended quickly, pushing off the stairs and getting to his feet. “But I get the feeling I may be able to do that someplace else.”

“You must be psychic,” she drawled sarcastically, sticking out her tongue at him as she turned back toward her friends.

He stepped forward to say something else, then stopped himself and let out a sigh. Frowning as his shoulders drooped, he turned and started walking toward the corner, kicking stones off the sidewalk as he went.

Nancy’s gaze followed him for a second, the smile fading from her lips until Julie began to talk again.

“So, anyway, I’m there at home and then there’s this knock on my door and it’s them, and I’m like, what the hell? What are you doing in my house?”

Nancy nodded, not really hearing what was being said anymore.

Jesse looked from Nancy to Julie and then back again, cursing softly to herself. “I gotta hit the washroom,” she said under her breath, stepping between the two and heading around the corner.

“Whatev,” Julie piped, making a little ‘w’ with the thumb and forefinger of each hand without even realizing she was doing it, then continuing on with her story.

Jesse jogged around the corner, seeing Lawrence just up the street. When she thought she was a safe distance from the girls, she called out to him. “Hogan!”

He stopped, turning around quickly. His hands were up as if to block something, but he loosened quickly upon seeing the semi-gothic brunette stepping up towards him, almost out of breath already. “Jesse? What’s goin’ on?”

She stopped a foot shy of him, pausing to consider her words. After a moment, she bit her bottom lip, realizing she had no idea what she wanted to say. Huffing, she grabbed him by the arm of his shirt and pulled him between two buildings. “Look... she likes you. Okay? She won’t say she likes you, but she likes you.”

He raised an eyebrow at her, brushing the tip of his nose and smirking to himself.

Her dark eyes darted around in their sockets, looking everywhere in the dust-filled alley but at him. “And you like her. Just because Julie’s a bitch doesn’t mean you should leave. Just, come back. We’ll figure out something to talk about with her and you’ll get to know her and it’ll be cool.”

He leaned forward into her lips, bringing his hands up to cup either side of her face. His rough fingertips grazed the ends of her hair and her earlobes lightly before he moved his hands down, squeezing both of her arms firmly just before the kiss ended, her pink lip balm making a smacking sound as their lips parted. “Don’t like her. Sorry if it seemed that way.”

She blushed so much that her cheeks turned bright red, still refusing to make eye contact with him and instead picking a spot on the nearby fire escape to stare at. She brought her hand up, twirling the ends of her hair nervously before responding. “Oh,” she said finally, her voice small and sheepish.

“Listen,” he smiled, touching his hand to hers. “I really do gotta go cram a bit more before that test, but maybe after we could get a bite to eat? I hear good things about that Deli down on Fifth but never go there.”

“Um, yeah.” She nodded, finding it hard to catch her breath again. “Yes. Absolutely.”  

“’Kay.” He smiled. Reaching into his pocket and pulling out a pen, he gently scrawled his number onto the palm of her hand. “Give me a call in about three hours, and be hungry,” he laughed, before turning to walk out the other side of the alley.

“’Kay,” she said happily, waiting for him to leave the alley before letting out a squeal. She turned around the corner and started back the way she’d come, her heart beating faster than it ever had while running as she tried to figure out what she was going to tell Nancy and Julie and came up with a blank. She took a deep breath and rounded the corner to greet them, trying to hide the smile pasted across her lips.

The sidewalk was bare except for the small stones Lawrence had kicked up while he was leaving. “Guys?” she called out, raising a pierced eyebrow suspiciously. “Nancy?”

There was no answer and nobody on the street, period. Not even the sound of people close by. “Frig,” she huffed, shoving her hands down into the pockets of her sweater as she started to trudge down the sidewalk towards home.

Her scowl faded after only a few steps, the memory of the kiss coming back to her and making every inch of her skin tickle. His lips had been so smooth and warm, her face still scratchy from the patches of stubble that dotted his angular cheeks. She could almost feel his fingertips as they just barely touched the tips of her ears, wondering if he’d done that on purpose or not.

Her stomach growled, but she wouldn’t let herself get hungry before she went out with him... or maybe she should, so that she wouldn’t eat too much while she was out? She sighed, turning the corner by the courthouse and taking one hand out of her pocket, sliding it along the wire mesh fence that stood along the side of the road.

-tink!-

She stopped a moment, looping her fingers through the fence and turning to look past it and into the salvage yard. There were old tires and engine parts scattered everywhere, their rusted out frames casting weird shadows against the ground. She let out a long sigh, smiled, and then sighed again as she leaned her head forward against the fence. “Frig,” she said again, gripping the fence tighter and tighter until she felt the cold metal start to dig into her flesh.

-tink!-

Pushing back from the fence and backing up a pace, she looked down at herself. She grabbed at the sweater, tugging in out until she could see the entirety of the letter C printed across its torso. She almost gagged, then turned and started walking again. “I can’t believe this was what I was wearing for my first kiss,” she moaned, letting her head fall back and looking up at the sky. She almost laughed at the words, the concept itself still foreign to her. First kiss. She’d just had her first kiss.

-tink!-

She turned down the alley behind Claire’s Video, making a smooching sound towards a kitten as she did so. Suddenly, and without her even realizing she was doing it... she began to skip. Had she noticed what she was doing at all, she would have stopped immediately. Never before would she have thought of herself as the type of girl who skipped, even as a child. Yet she bounded down the dark, slimy alley as happily as if it were a yellow brick road, her short hair bobbing each time she landed.

-tink!-

-tink!-

She stopped, skidding to a halt just shy of a puddle as she finally noticed the sound. Furrowing her brow, she turned around with her mouth already open and her tongue forming a defiant curse.

Her head hit the wall before even the first syllable came. She was unconscious before her body even splashed into the puddle.
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“Okay class, shall we pick up right from where we left off last time?” Professor Miles smiled, turning from the board to face his class.

He was greeted with twenty-three blank faces staring back at him, their eyes vacant and dead. Randy Owchar sat in the back row tapping his pen against his desk, making the only sound in the room.

“Oh, for God’s sake,” he sighed in his thick British accent, taking off his gold-rimmed glasses and rubbing the bridge of his nose before addressing them again. “We were discussing evolution. That little thing that gives us opposable thumbs and straight spines. Ring any bells?”

Near the front, a cute, chubby girl opened her mouth to speak, then stopped.

“Yes, Calla?” Miles coaxed, smiling warmly again.

“I just don’t understand it, I guess. I just don’t see it. I mean, no matter what you do to a dog... it’s still going to be a dog. It’s not going to change.”

Leaning his chair against the back wall, Derek frowned and rolled his eyes dramatically. He closed his notebook and dropped his pen back into his bag, realizing that nothing said over the next few minutes was going to be particularly helpful on an exam.

“You’re right, Calla,” Miles agreed, nodding.

Derek squinting, leaning forward until his chair was back on all four legs.

“Animals do not simply change their behaviour, unless some external source forces them to. It is the one key difference between human beings and animals that we have found. Humans change their behaviour, animals don’t.” He paused, wiping some gook off his glasses before continuing. “Now, those changes are the first steps to evolution. If the change in behaviour results in that particular animal surviving whatever oppresses it, then it will pass on that knowledge to its offspring until many creatures know it. Once the creatures that did not learn this die off, it becomes something that all members of the species inherently know.”

Calla scribbled furiously, the side of her hand black as it rubbed the ink off the page behind it.

“What about that dog?” Derek drawled, calling out from the back of the room. “With the bell?”

“Good point. Excellent,” Miles agreed, pointing at him heartily. “Pavlov’s dog was one of the first experiments in purposefully altering animal behavior. He would ring a bell every day just before feeding his dog. After so long with this routine, the dog would begin to salivate at the sound of the bell alone, even if the food was nowhere in sight. It was a behaviour learned by human machinations, the first steps toward controlling evolution, albeit on a very small scale.”

“What could that be used for, though?” Randy scoffed, smirking as he dusted off his red baseball cap and then placed it back onto his head. “What could controlling drool do?”

“Well, nothing,” Miles admitted, smirking as he nodded his head. “But, it has been attempted successfully with more practical results. In 1993, a scientist named Bill Lishman used a bird’s natural tendency to imprint on the first thing it sees to get a flock of Canada Geese to follow him and his small aircraft from Ontario to Northern Virginia. The geese still follow the same flight pattern to this day on their own, and are now effectively a self-sustaining flock. He used his knowledge of bird instinct of Pavlov’s theories to alter their behaviour, taking them out of the flight path of poachers and predators... effectively changing the outcome of their species as a whole.”

“Cool,” Derek said, smiling. “Crazy that he even thought to do that.”

“‘We can see further than ever, because we stand on the shoulders of giants.’”

“What?”

“It’s a quote. From Albert Einstein. It means that we can accomplish more today because we already know what people before had to work to find out. In our own way, we ourselves are evolving.”

Derek frowned, then grabbed his notebook and got up from his desk. “Can I go to the bathroom?”

Miles frowned, gazing from Derek to the rows of empty chairs in his classroom. “If you must.”

He walked out from between the rows, giving the teacher a small salute before heading for the door.

“How will you ever evolve?” Miles called after him, a wry smile on his face. “If you don’t know what those who came before you found out on their own?”

Derek turned, squinting at the man over his shoulder for a moment. He opened his mouth to say something, then shut it again and left.

Miles frowned, shaking his head as he turned back to the rest of the class. “Now then, can any of you think of any examples where this type of species education has been seen in human history?”
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If you’re innocent, you’re hurt, or you’re scared... I’ll be there.

He brought the gun to his head and put first pressure on the trigger.

A shiver ran through him as he felt the metal against the edge of his temple, jerking away instantly and instinctively before settling back down. He closed his eyes, took a deep breath, then slowly exhaled. The sudden rush of air blew a layer of dust off the wall beside him, sending it spinning outward like a miniature tornado. He opened his eyes just in time to see the last of it swirl about, caught in the light streaming in through his bedroom window.

His fingers slipped from their grip on the gun, the skin hot and sweaty against the smooth wood grain of the gun. With an annoyed grunt, he stretched them, feeling the calcium in the joints crack before they resumed their position, index finger poised and ready to fire.

There were no tears. He thought there would have been, had been each and every time he thought about it over the past few weeks. No there was just the grim certainty that came with the realization of an awful truth. The only liquid running down his face was a small dribble of whiskey from one corner of his mouth. He picked up the bottle once more, grabbing for it twice before his fingers actually found it, and brought it to his lips one last time. The putrid brown liquid burned its way down his throat as he let the bottle fall to the floor carelessly, its remnants pushing their way out and soaking into the floor.

He laughed a little, watching as the puddle of alcohol grew slowly, expanding ever outwards until it consumed everything it could.

Like a cancer.

Like grief.

Like him.

Xander Drew lowered the gun onto his lap, leaning forward on the rough carpet. 

He sat cross-legged, resting his arms against his knees as his eyes fluttered feverishly over the collage of items laid out before him.

His floor was covered in things of Sara. 

A shirt she left when she slept over, just after her dad had gotten sick. Pictures of the two of them at the junior prom last spring. A pamphlet from her funeral. His comb she’d used only once and yet still carried her scent. And photos. Dozens of photos of her, clipped from yearbooks and newsletters and albums. One of them she’d taken herself, holding the camera out in front of her as far as she could. In it, her eyebrow was cocked up comically, a fraudulent scowl smeared across her face.

It looked right through him.

If you’re innocent, you’re hurt, or you’re scared... I’ll be there.

The words rang through his head again, followed immediately by the memory of all the times he’d tried to live up to that promise and failed, like cars following a train.

“It’ll never stop. Never be over,” he said to himself, his voice calm and steady all but for a slight waver at the end.

This is the choice you made, he reminded himself inwardly. To take either that road... or this one.

He stared down at the gun again. 

Composing himself, he wiped the sweat from his palm onto his shirt and picked it up again. He brought it to the side of his head again with only a second’s pause, bracing himself as he started to pull the trigger.

Put it down.

“Excuse me?”

“You heard me, Xander Drew, put it down,” Sara Johnson said, echoing her own words. She sounded like springtime. “Are you going to? Or are you going to make me repeat myself again?”

Xander looked at her with surprise and puzzlement, not for the first (or the last) time. “And again I say, excuse me?”

“You have been at those damn Chemistry books for ten hours straight. You need to relax, and something tells me that I’m just the person to help you.” Her back was arched, making her even sexier then Xander could’ve ever thought possible. She wore cut-off jeans with a sleeveless pink tube top, a modified fishnet stocking providing a sleeve for one arm, which held a smoldering cigarette in it. The summer sun beat against the back of her head, creating a halo effect around her blonde hair. She looked like an angel.

“I can’t. I really can’t. I’d love to, really... but I can’t.”

“Give it up,” she huffed, smacking his books to the floor. “Come outside. Have fun. For me?” 

He looked at her for a moment, raising one eyebrow suspiciously.

She tipped her head to one side, batting her eyelashes extravagantly. She didn’t say another word.

“Let me get my coat,” he sighed.

“Yay!” she chimed happily, thrusting her hands up into the air and making V’s with both of her hands for ‘victory’. She bounced as she walked with him into the main hallway of his house, barely able to contain her excitement. As he was putting on his sneakers, she bent over quickly, giving him a tiny kiss on the top of his head. “Love you, Xander,” she chirped, then opened the door and walked to the end of the porch to finish her smoke, giving him a cute little two-fingered wave as the door closed between them.

He watched the spot where she had been in bewilderment, smiling as he finished lacing up. Even though he knew she was just being playful, something in her eyes had been serious. Had made it seem like even though it was a joke, it was still true. “I love you too,” he replied with a happy sigh, as he opened his front door and followed her.

“I love you, too,” Xander said aloud. 

The gun fell to the floor with a dull thud. 

He clenched his fists until the knuckles turned white, the skin stretching so tightly over the bone that it became transparent. Grunting angrily, he squeezed even harder, falling to his knees amongst the small shrine he’d built for her on his floor. The skin split, causing blood to flow down his arms and fingers, tracing the familiar contours of his flesh.

After a moment, it began to flow a deep black.

“No,” he pled with himself, bending over and rocking back and forth until the growling, pounding feeling in his right side faded away. It didn’t leave completely though. It never did. Never. 

When he opened his eyes again, he was staring directly into the picture of Sara, only inches in front of his face. He made a sound that was so wrought with grief that it didn’t even sound human. 

The tears came now, making his eyelids bulge and his cheeks get hot. He slammed his fist against the floor three times, each one harder than the one before.

“Fuck!” he screamed, getting to his feet and grabbing the chair that sat next to his computer and hurling it at the wall with all his strength. It shattered into splinters, one leg driving into the cheap plaster and remaining there like a bony finger pointing at him accusingly. The splinters flipped and tumbled everywhere, bouncing off his chest and getting caught in his hair, the tiny sound each one of them made becoming an earsplitting chaotic cacophony of white noise when heard together. His face red with tears and rage, he picked up his whiskey bottle by its stubby glass neck and threw it blindly. It crashed into a clear lamp filled with seashells, both shattering upon contact with each other and adding a rain of tinkling, sharp shards of glass to the wood that peppered the floor. Both halves of the lamp fell in separate arcs, banging against the wall on their way down. The bulb shattered, its filament shining brightly before going out completely, like a star going dead. It sent sparks splashing upwards, making small semicircles as they spun away from their source, losing heat with each passing instant. He did not notice, turning and driving his fist into his computer screen, the glass slicing into his flesh as blue sparks singed his fingertips, each one creating shadows that cast over his face and made him look even more menacingly demonic than he already did. 

“Ag,” he grunted, retracting his hand quickly and watching as the blood dribbled down the back of it, forming a small pool at the tips of his fingers before falling away. Sneering down at it, his pupils tiny and focused, he spun around and planted the heel of his boot into his television. Once again, hot sparks cascaded out of the fragmented box, tumbling downward like rainwater, the embers they created dancing about wildly. The sparks shimmered down toward the broken whiskey bottle. There was a sound like the rush of air as the rank brown liquid ignited, becoming flame almost immediately. The fire swept over the floor, traveling along the drops made by the alcohol until it was everywhere. It reached the pictures and papers in the center of the room, their edges beginning to curl as they were lit aflame and consumed.

Xander’s eyes went wide, reflecting the fire as it sprang up all around him, its red and blue and yellow fingers reaching out to enclose around him like a fist.

He grabbed a small black throw pillow off of his bed and started slamming it down against the flames, each beat stomping out a small section as the impact snuffed the air out of the area and smothered it. Smoke billowed toward the ceiling as he wailed harder, his mouth contorted, blending desperation and anger as the last of the fire went out with feathers and smoke still hanging in the air but slowly settling to normal.

He started to sob the way a child sobs as he looked down upon the destroyed items, charred and blackened beyond recognition. He gripped both edges of the pillow and was about to pull it apart, then buried his face into it instead. His tears soaked into the smooth fabric as it rubbed soot off onto his cheeks. His whole body shook and convulsed, urging several times from the pit of his stomach as though he were about to vomit, but instead just bringing more tears and a fresh bout of sobs. He stayed that way for thirty minutes, until all the smoke had cleared out of the room and the smell of alcohol had started to fade.

When he looked up and opened his eyes, he saw the one thing that had escaped the fire intact: a picture of her, all dressed up to go to the prom that he had clipped from an old yearbook. 

When are you going to stop?

Xander lay on the ground, broken and beaten by Sara’s current boyfriend, Julian Grendel. Blood seeped from his upper lip, making the bottom of his face warm and wet.

“When are you going to stop doing this?” she had asked him, using his shirt to wipe a bit of the blood away.

He looked up at her and smiled, the motion stinging the tender flesh around his mouth. “I guess when I start winning fights.”

“Not that,” she giggled, wiping more blood from his forehead. “This. Chasing after every boy I go out with like some ...  jealous father.”

“Oh,” Xander said, looking downward. “I guess when you start going out with reasonable guys.”

“What do you mean?”

“Gee, I wonder. Grendel, Derek, Sud, Tommy, Randy, Travis, Cecil...  the list goes on. Cathy always says that you go through them like popcorn at a chick-flick. Serial boyfriends, I think she called them. Guys that are...  Okay, but they don’t deserve you. You deserve someone special. Someone who’ll treat you right and make you feel good and...  and not look at you like you’re an object. You’re better then you think you are, y’ know. You deserve better than you think you do.”

She leaned in and kissed him on the cheek. “That was the nicest thing anyone ever said to me.” She smiled. “Make me a promise.”

“Anything.”

“Don’t ever give up.”

“Huh?”

“Don’t ever stop protecting me. And when I finally do find that guy you were talking about, protect someone else. This world needs a protector, Xander.”

“I promise.”

“Don’t ever give up.”

“I won’t,” he said, emptying the bullets from the gun onto the floor with a series of metallic clinks. Tears streamed down his face as his eyes turned black, his heart pounding in his chest as he felt his blood pressure climb to levels normally fatal. This time he made no effort to halt it.

The skin on his wrists began to swell as the pressure built there, growing more and more with each passing second. 

Through his open mouth, his teeth could plainly be seen grinding together as he tried not to scream, every cell in his body trying to fight for its life, failing, and then being re-written. His gums started to bleed as new teeth were cut again, the old ones cutting long rivets in the roof of his mouth as they were forced aside. After a moment only the new were visible, over two inches long each and the yellow of putrid urine.

His jaw popped out on one side all on its own, hanging on a few inches below where it had been by a tedious strand of flesh and tenue. After a moment, it healed itself, the muscle weaving its way down to meet in as the other side of his face fractured itself as well, making room for the massive set of jowls he would soon possess.

There was a pounding in his skull as it became thicker and broader across the forehead, reshaping his face until his dark eyes seemed to be travelling back, becoming something beady and unseen beneath his scowl.

The veins in his hands finally burst, opening up his wrists so fiercely that the holes it left looked as though they had been made with shotguns shells. The blackness clung to him as it spewed forth from the open wounds, powered by each and every beat of his powerful heart. It took on a life of its own, crawling over him like a million black worms. It had already encompassed both his arms and most of his chest when he felt his kneecaps shatter, his legs painfully bending back in the opposite direction.

The blood kept flowing, sticking to him until it became a second flesh. He felt like he was sinking into it, drowning in it, rather than it coming over him.

Long nails formed over his toes as it finished covering his body, the worms moving upwards towards his head in an open defiance of gravity. His lips started to turn blue as he held his breath, thrusting his head skyward to belay the darkness as long as possible. He closed his eyes and spoke with a voice not his own, just as the blackness finally closed in around him.

“I won’t.” 
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Mike stroked his thumb back and forth along his upper lip, staring off into space from his perch atop a high barstool. His legs were tucked up beneath him and his back was as straight as he could make it, making him feel high above the floor below him. The teetering of the uneven chair even made him feel a little dizzy as he swayed back and forth.

All around him arcade games and pinball machines buzzed and chimed, calling out in a jumble of bells and sirens. Some had spinning lights on the top of them that flashed whenever the computer-controlled characters on the screens scored a point, dominating his vision in sporadic beams of red and blue. They made it hard to see the vintage posters of Zeppelin and Petty that lined the walls, but he still knew what they looked like. Could have seen them with his eyes closed if he had wanted to.

Just a few inches to his right, Cathy was leaning over the bar and taking a long sip of her drink. She twirled her hair around her finger as she always did, humming a tune he couldn’t quite recognize between gulps. 

As cute and endearing as he found it, he tuned it out. He closed his eyes for a moment, mentally willing himself not to hear any of the things he didn’t want to. He got rid of Cathy’s sweet humming first. Then the clink of a soda machine in the kitchen. Then the bass beat of a car passing by. What was left was the chime of the video games combined with the sharp crack of pool balls hitting each other and the buzz of the fluorescent lights above it all. He opened his eyes to see the Stones poster bathed in blue light, the putrid smell of cigarette smoke filling his nostrils until he thought he was actually at a concert.

He smiled.

This was The Factory.

It was a local arcade club where almost every teenager in Coral Beach could be found at some point or another in the day. Located in the scenic downtown of Coral Beach, the Factory jutted up out of the otherwise calm rural Maine landscape, always loud and exciting and neon. This had been where Mike had learned everything he really knew in his life. His first real fight was just outside the back entrance (followed almost immediately by his first nosebleed). His first date had started here, with some pool before a long midsummer walk. This was the place where he had uttered his first curse in anger and heard his first dirty joke. This was home.

It hadn’t felt like it in weeks, not since the murders. There was something about being here that reminded him of that period in his life a little too much. Even though the building itself had nothing to do with it, this whole street was as much a part of the horrors that had happened, as they were a part of this town. More like a vein running through a living organism than a street running through a city. Like any living thing, it could be damaged. It could be hurt. But if he tried hard enough, like now... he could look past the scars and be home again.

“Mike, I’m worried about Xander,” Cathy said, taking a long sip of her slush-puppy and snapping him out of his trance. She pushed a strand of her long black hair out of her face, its darkness a complete contrast to her pale complexion, then slid her straw in and out of her paper cup to mush up her slush.

Mike sighed as all the sights and sounds that he’d fought so hard to block out came screaming back to him with all the subtlety of an oncoming train. He winced as he heard Jennifer Bradley rip into the green fabric of the pool table, feeling his chest grow tight as though he had felt it too. “Yeah,” he agreed, ruffling a hand through his short blonde hair. He shifted into a more comfortable position on the stool, letting his legs dangle a little more than they had been. He felt the skin along his right side pull tight when he moved, sending a burning pain up his side and into his rib cage. A few weeks ago he’d been stabbed there. By Xander. His appendix had ruptured and had shot poison and bile throughout his system, until the doctors had removed it. It was mostly healed, but when he turned it a certain way, it still hurt. Still felt like it was going to rip. Maybe that was why he reacted so intensely when the table ripped. He did know exactly how it felt. “I know. I thought things would get better after a while, but he’s just been keeping himself up in his room all the time. It’s like he doesn’t even want to see the light of day.”

“I guess we can’t really blame him,” she reasoned, allowing her head to tilt to one side. She always did that, as if her neck were somehow attached to the scales within her mind weighing the outcomes of every situation. “Even we’ve been acting a little odd, trying to adjust to life without her.” Her hair fell back in front of her face again. 

This time, he pushed it back for her. As he did, his finger caressed her round, pale face, making her quiver. He looked down into her eyes, his height and her lack thereof making him almost have to bend down to do so. “It’ll be okay. It’s over now. Things can only get better.”

“Yeah, right,” she said bitterly as she rolled her eyes, turning away from his touch. “Things can only get better. It’s always darkest before the dawn. The glass is half full. That and countless other clichés that I’ve heard a billion times a day for the last month.” She huffed, plopping her slush down beside her, sending pink liquid sloshing over the sides. “I am just so sick of everyone telling me that things can only get better. Things aren’t really that great and they’re not getting any better, in case you haven’t noticed.”

Mike cast his eyes downward. “I’m sorry.”

She said nothing, barely even making eye contact with him as she stared blankly at a Beatles poster that always managed to catch her eye.

“I know things are bad. Xander’s trying his best to get control of this thing and I don’t know if he can or not. I don’t know what it means if he can’t. What we’re supposed to do. But you know all that. I shouldn’t sugar coat it for you. It’s patronizing and I’m sorry.” He paused, running his tongue over the front of his gums. “I just don’t like to see you hurting.”

She felt a grin twitch at both sides of her mouth even though she didn’t want it to, then turned back to face him with a full-fledged smile. She tilted her head up and gave him a kiss, light with levity, on the lips. “I’m sorry too. I know you’re trying to help; it’s just that, when everybody tries to help, it only reminds me that I need the help, which makes things worse.” She sighed, taking a moment to go over what she had just said, her lips moving a little as she did. “Did that make any sense?”

“Not really, but I think I got the gist.” Mike smiled, leaning his forehead against hers so that their noses touched. “But - -”

His sentence cut short as the front door opened with a bang, letting a fresh gust of fall air in for the space heaters to combat.

“How’s it going, guys?” Derek Smith said cheerfully as he walked in, making his presence known to the room as usual. His spirit was amazing. He had lost nearly everyone he was close to in the ‘party massacre’, yet he’d kept his morale high. He was a person all the other kids looked up to now, wishing that they could have even a percentage of his strength. His beady eyes, which were almost always holed up into a squint, had an exuberance to them that was only added by a childish grin and long, sloppy brown hair. There was an excitement and an energy to his every word and action, like a kid on Christmas morning. He scanned the room quickly, nodding politely to Jennifer and Randy before laying eyes on Mike. He snapped his fingers instantly, pointing at him from across the room. “Dude, just snuck out of Miles’ class and need to get it off me. Wanna have a game of Granite Gladiators?”

Mike chuckled to himself. He had been wrong before. This was The Factory. No matter what was going on outside these walls or in your own life, it all stayed outside. It was like a bomb-shelter for stress more than a club. He turned his head towards Cathy, his eyes as big as he could make them. 

She laughed at him. “Begone,” she said dramatically, tapping him twice on the chest and then waving him away. “Just don’t beat him too bad, sweetheart.” 

“Okay, man. How’d you wanna play?” he smiled, getting up and walking over to the game.

“Tag team, not as enemies,” Derek announced, wrapping his index and middle finger around one another in a gesture Mike could only assume reflected their partnership.

“Cool,” Mike nodded, fishing a quarter out from deep inside of his pocket and inserting it into the game. The CHOOSE CHARACTER screen came up onto the display, filled with colourful, mean looking animations. “I pick Stonehenge.”

“Don’t you find him hard to use? His moves are so slow.”

“Not once you get used to it. What was so bad about class?”

“I’ll pick...  Chip. Nothin’ really, just bullshit. Talking about how animals don’t change what they do, humans do. How you can make it change, blah blah blah.”

“You keep notes?”

“Yeah, I’ll get ‘em to ya.”

The battle screen appeared, basking both of their faces in a multicoloured glow.

From her chair over at the bar, Cathy picked up her slush-puppy again, sulking briefly over the bit that she had spilt. As she watched, a smile spread over Mike’s face. It was the first real smile she’d seen on him in almost a month. He was even showing teeth.

She grinned to herself as she watched, then gazed past her straw and into her cup, deciding it might be half-full after all.
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“Ugh,” Mike grunted, the tip of his tongue sticking out the side of his mouth as his hands bobbed and spun on the red control stick. His character hit the large stone hand on the screen one last time, sending it slowly crumbling into pebbles, until there was nothing left but a gem in its center. Mike smiled to himself as he finally let go of the joystick, feeling the tendons in his hand cramp as he did.

“Man, that was cool!” Derek laughed hysterically, giving his friend a congratulatory slap on the back. “I’ve never beaten the whole game before. What happens now?”

“Well, since I won, now I have to fight your character. So, Chip. Hey, you’ve never beaten the game before?” Mike said, astonished.       

Derek shot him a look, grinning. “Sorry to disappoint. Guess I just don’t have as much free time on my hands as you do.”

“Heh. Yeah, sorry. Once you’ve moved on to Metal Minions over there, it’s hard to believe you ever had trouble with this one,” he thought, nodding his head toward another game in the corner of the room. “If it makes you feel any better, you’re way better at all this than Xander is. When I tag with him, I usually can’t get past the forth stage.” Mike tensed his hand again as the loading screen started to fade away. Even though he couldn’t say it out loud to Derek, he couldn’t help but think how ironic it was that he could beat Xander at any game. He felt a pang deep inside his gut as that thought crossed his mind. He tried to shove the thought away, but it lingered. I am happy with my life, he reminded himself. With Cathy. Happier than I ever thought I was capable of being. 

Sometimes he thought he’d never truly be happy again. In the past few weeks, he had seen things that could not be unseen and done things he would regret to his dying days. Some days he thought he would never have peace.

On days like that, it was usually Cathy who brought him back up for air.

The way she thought and the things she did drove him wild. His skin tingled at her touch and always gave him a drunken, half-hungry feeling deep in the pit of his stomach. When he held her, he felt like he never had before she entered his life. Like a man. He was truly, deeply, madly in love.

“Are you done yet?” Cathy whined. She didn’t usually use that tone with her boyfriend, but he’d been playing that game for the better part of an hour. “I’m really bored.” Her tone of voice was a playful one. She outstretched her arms to him like a little girl, pouting her lower lip. It was irresistibly cute.

Mike let go of the joystick. “You’ve never finished the game, Derek?”

Derek nodded.

“Here’s yer chance,” he said, walking over to Cathy. Grinning mischievously, he started to tickle her and then lifted her up into his arms as she squealed in defiance. “I, on the other hand, have a prior engagement.”

“Wow,” Cathy said, kissing his lips lightly. “You actually said the ‘E’ word without breaking out into hives. I’m impressed.”

He laughed, kissing her. After a moment, his neck began to itch and he resisted the urge to scratch it.

“Waddaya sayin’, boys and girls?” came a new voice from the doorway, followed quickly by a second.

“Girls. Huh.”

Mike broke off the kiss and stood up straight, his body automatically becoming hard and ridged. All of the hairs on the back of his neck stood on end and he found his arms covered in gooseflesh. Adrenaline started leaking into his system and he found himself ready to get into something fierce right then and there. 

Cathy yanked on his jacket to bring him back down next to her. She held him close. “Don’t do it, Mike,” she said sternly.

“Guess it’s obvious who wears the pants in this relationship, huh Mike?” Tommy Irons said, smiling slyly as Sud came in behind, the front door to the Factory closing behind them. He was a tall boy, easily a few inches higher than Mike (and seemed even taller with his hair spiked up as it was), but he was lanky and frail, his arms and legs flopped around him like a rag doll’s. This was emphasized by the baggy clothes he always seemed to wear, including the denim shirt that was always on him and open, with a ripped ‘Hello Nasty’ T-shirt underneath. He smirked devilishly as he watched discomfort sweep over Mike’s face, thoroughly enjoying every moment of it. 

“Yeah, pants,” Sud chuckled in his usual incoherent manner. Sud was shorter, about Cathy’s height. His head was shaved clean, except for some excessive stubble around the hard-to-reach areas like the ears. His brow was slanted and thick, making him look like a Neanderthal hunched over the way he was now, his sweater making him look furry and his large knuckles hanging down past his knees. He spoke rarely, but when he did, his deep voice and short sentences made him sound like a grunting ape. Alone, the appearance of either was a source of much amusement. Together, they were downright comical. It was as if they’d stepped straight from a Saturday morning cartoon show.

Mike clenched his jaw. The both of them had gotten off scot free for their part helping Grendel do those things to Cathy during the maelstrom that had claimed so many lives. In Mike’s eyes, Tommy and Sud were worse than Genblade himself, the beast who had brought the Womb out in Xander, and given the monster its first taste of blood. They had helped an evil man rape a beautiful young girl, then they had the gall to still attempt to hang around with them. As if nothing had happened.

“Come on, Cathy,” Mike said, pulling the woman he loved to her feet by the hands. “Let’s get out of here.”

“Sure, lover,” she said softly, trying to sound as happy as she could to help keep him calm.

They both moved to grab their coats. Tommy stopped Mike halfway to the door, pushing his hand against Mike’s chest. “Why ya goin’ so fast, brud? Something I said?”

Mike clenched his fists, ready to strike. Cathy took his hands and the fists uncoiled, entwining in hers reflexively. He loosened up and merely brushed past Tommy and Sud.

“I’ll get our coats,” Cathy said, walking into the coat checkroom. “You boys play nicely.”

She was gone. For the first time in weeks, Mike and Tommy’s eyes met. They both squinted, cracking their knuckles.

“So,” Tommy said, finally breaking the tension of the silence with his shrill, annoying voice. “Do you always do what your bitch tells ya to?”

Mike drew back his fist to hit Tommy.

Tommy winced, closing his eyes tight and snapping his hands up to cover his face. After a moment with no impact, he opened them again.

Mike had lowered his hand and now stared at Tommy, forcing himself not to smirk. He stepped up closer to Tommy until they were nose to nose. “Listen to me, you little freak. One of these days, Cathy’s not going to be around to stop me, okay? And when that day comes, we are going to have a go. You think what that Adam Genblade guy did to Grendel was bad? You ain’t seen the half of it. Then, when you’re all nice and dead, I’ll find a plot of ground for you right next to Grendel. And I’ll have one steaming hot piss on you both,” he spat, his teeth grinding more and more with each word. “Do we understand each other, you motherfucker?”

“Got ‘em!” Cathy said, tossing Mike his coat, who caught it without even looking in her direction, never breaking eye contact with Tommy. “What’s going on?” she added.

Tommy shuffled his feet uncomfortably. Sud did the same, but Mike wasn’t sure if he was actually uncomfortable, or if he was just mimicking Tommy’s movements again.

“Nothing,” Mike said calmly, finally turning away from the boy. He put on his coat and opened the door for Cathy. When she left, he glanced at Tommy before leaving himself. “Another time.”

When Mike and Cathy left, Tommy punched the table with surprising strength, sending splinters everywhere and startling everyone else in the club.
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He sat cross-legged on the cold concrete floor, his expression stern and unmoving as he stared down at the floor in front of him, the muscles in his arms twitching violently of their own accord. He’d been naked for roughly an hour, and now sweat glistened off of
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