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Chapter One

I

Stan Long and Dave Pageant stared at the drive-in’s screen, mesmerized all over again by the movie they had already watched twice this week, which had been filmed several years before the man became a politician. The drive-in was not exactly known for having new fare, but it was always good and, man, there was NO ONE who could kill ’em as well as Arnold; goofy accent or no, he was the very best.

The celluloid hero threw another man half his size through a window, following after him with what looked like a bazooka held in one arm. This was where the story really started to pick up; this was where he took on the whole gang of cyborgs with an attitude problem. Stan stared at the dusty screen, ignoring the raindrops that gave his hero running acne scars. The rain was getting heavier, and Stan was dreading the sound that would inevitably come along to ruin everything: the sound of his mother calling out for him to come in out of the rain.

Beside him, round face covered with a Phillies baseball cap to stop the worst of the drops from hitting his bespectacled eyes, Dave Pageant reached under the plastic bag that covered their goodies and snatched another Dorito. Most of the nacho cheese flavoring seemed determined to stick to Dave’s fingers, but he didn’t care. Nothing ever seemed to bother Dave. Stan sighed under the sounds of multiple explosions and screams, wished once again that he could just live for the moment like Dave always did. Without any conscious thought Stan allowed his eyes to move toward the lights of the city in the far distance. Tonight the city was all but hidden by clouds, the underbellies of which captured the gleaming lights and held them as closely as Stan longed to hold the city. Sometimes Stan hated looking at the city; it reminded him of how far away from any place with real people he was, stuck in the boondocks with a bunch of trees between him and the rest of the world.

Just before he could get truly depressed, he heard the sound of his mother’s voice, made shrill by distance and exasperation, calling for him to come home. “Better get goin’, Stan. Your mom’s gonna peel the skin off your butt otherwise.”

Stan stood up, looking desperately at the screen of the drive-in, wanting to stay and knowing he could not. “Yeah. I’ll see you tomorrow, Dave.”

Stan turned morosely away from his best friend and started up the steep hill that stood between him and his destination. Rain-slick and thick with unmown grass, the hill almost proved too much for Stan to handle until he finally broke down and used his hands to grab piles of grass between his fingers for the extra leverage needed to hoist himself up the hill. Over to the other side, sliding, wishing desperately for a firm handhold, Stan slipped in the wet, well-maintained lawn and slid all the way to the bottom of the hill. He just managed to keep the profanity from his lips as he saw his mother standing before him.

Adrienne Long tried to be upset with her son, but watching him slide down the hill, watching the look of shock on his face as he finally landed with bright green stains covering most of his backside and loose grass in his hair, she forgot to be angry. How could anyone be upset with a skinny little wet puppy who was trying so desperately to behave and always failing so miserably? He wanted to fit in, but somehow Stan normally managed to be off in another of his dreams when the best opportunities came around.

With a grin breaking through her scowl of disapproval, she started her motherly tirade. “Stan, dinner was ready an hour ago.” Lie; she had just finished setting the table. “Now we have to wait while you get cleaned up. Move it, kid, before I decide to let your father handle this mess.” Yep, that got him moving. Through the entrance normally blocked by a glass sliding door and into the kitchen, where he meticulously wiped his muddy shoes before bolting upstairs to the bathroom.

Once there, Stan fairly leaped out of his clothes and into the shower. Icy cold water switched to scalding hot and then finally to lukewarm as he lathered and rinsed himself. Stan wrapped the thick blue towel around his narrow waist and rubbed his body dry vigorously. He could never stand the water from the shower or bath on his body; a good rainstorm, or even a romp through the creek, that was one thing, but the shower? Somehow it just never felt right.

Mad dash to the bedroom, quick change into fresh underwear, shorts, and a heavy cotton T-shirt. Dash back down the stairs, and there was his whole family, waiting with varying degrees of patience for him to sit down. April was looking at her watch, no doubt thinking about her date with whichever high school jock she was seeing this weekend. Dad was sitting in his chair, shaking his head and grinning. Mom was looking at Dad with something like relief; things hadn’t been real great between them lately, and when he was happy, she was happy. And, of course, Beauregard. Beau was Stan’s best friend, the only one who never yelled and never got upset. Weighing in at just under two hundred pounds, Beauregard the Saint Bernard was also his number-one protection from any possible threat. One look at Beau, and people decided that maybe now wasn’t the best time to bother good ol’ Stan Long. To date Stan had not told anyone that Beau was all bark and no bite. Why make life harder than it already was?

Beau sat at his normal spot next to the kitchen door and started sucking in his cheeks. The only dog on the planet that was forty pounds overweight and trying desperately to look like he was starved. Sad, chocolate brown eyes regarded Stan as he sat down. Beau waddled forward and slapped a massive paw against Stan’s bare thigh, leaving red marks as he displayed his affection and desire for a few treats during the family’s dinner. Naturally, Beau’s bowl was filled with fresh food, both wet and dry, but it wasn’t the same as people food; it never quite tasted as good as the stuff people ate. Having smelled wet dog food, Stan could understand his dog’s desires for something fit for consumption.

Stan lifted the huge paw away from his thigh and scratched behind his best buddy’s ear. There were tiny scabs where the fleas had made their presence known. “Hey, Beau. Hi, everyone, sorry I’m late.”

Dad put on his serious face, mostly for Mom’s benefit, and pointed a meaty finger at him. “You want to watch that. You need to be where you can hear your mother calling for you, you understand me?” Even with the stern look, Stan knew his father was hardly worried about waiting a few minutes. If anyone was actually upset, it was April. No way did she get out for her date until dinner was over. Stan made certain that his parents were both busy grabbing food before he stuck his tongue out at his older sister. April just rolled her eyes and sighed, obviously so bored with her little brother.

Stan knew better. April was just going through one of her I’m sixteen years old and don’t have time for a little brother phases. In a week’s time she’d be right next to him, watching TV and wishing that the jock du jour would just please call her already.

Mom noticed his little interplay with his sister and halfheartedly smacked his hand, mumbling something about keeping his tongue where it belonged. Stan put on his best innocent son look and started grabbing at the bowl of spaghetti noodles. Meatballs no less, the good stuff. Almost too good, downright boring. Stan pushed the thoughts away as he started noisily slurping up long strands of spaghetti.

Dinner passed with casual conversation and April checking the hands on her watch every ten minutes. No big problems, no major arguments, just that cold distance that Stan wasn’t even consciously aware of, growing between his parents. Stan wanted his life to change, wanted things to be as exciting in town as they simply had to be in the city. Anything had to be better than being stuck out here, anything at all.

Before the night was over Stan’s wish was well on its way to coming true. The storm carried Stan’s wish into town, and the wishes of others as well.

II

The following day started so well that most people could almost imagine Mother Nature was apologizing for the weather of the night before. The air was cool and a good deal drier than it had been only twelve hours ago; the ground was almost dry, having drunk deeply of the waters that fell the night before. The sky was free of clouds, and already the sun was beaming golden light into the windows of houses that faced toward the east.

Charlene Lyons was bored, her normal state of mind these days. Her father refused to let her go out on school nights, and since it was only Thursday, she still had one more night of prison to go through. The day hadn’t even ended in school, and already Charlene was imagining the drudgery of yet another night at home.

Math. Charlene hated math. She hated math, and she hated Mr. LeMarrs, her math teacher. Never had one man believed so heavily in the curse of homework. It seemed the year had only just started, but school was almost over, and the endless days of homework would fade away. Already the days were growing longer, and the heat outside the air-conditioned building was doing a gradual slide toward inferno level. Charlene loved the summer best of all, loved when she could go out into the darkness with her friends and not have to worry about homework or any other facet of school.

“I see I’ve started boring you again, Ms. Lyons!” The voice was bright and cheery, overly loud, and designed, Charlene was certain, to grate on her nerves. Mr. LeMarrs’s huge body was over her, practically leaning across the desk as he waited for her answer.

“Nossir. I was listenin’.” She saw his thick eyebrow rise in amusement, wanted desperately to disappear from the room, or better yet to make him disappear.

“Well then. Can you give me the answer to my last question?”

Charlene drew a complete blank. Zip, nada, nothing. “I-I forgot the question.”

Around the room she heard several people start to snicker. She was pleased to note that Stan was not among the guilty.

LeMarrs was getting that look on his face, the one that was always followed with something like Perhaps you could learn to pay attention if you spent the afternoon after school writing all the questions and answers on the board, when another voice chirped, “Forty-seven.”

Charlene and the teacher both looked at Dave Pageant the same way, with a small O of shock planted on their mouths. NO ONE interrupted LeMarrs when he was making an example of another student. It was almost certain to cause grief. Dave had planted a look of complete innocence on his face, no doubt certain that he was caught, and just as likely willing to tough out another detention. Charlene hated to think of what his dad would say if he was stuck after school again. Dave somehow managed to keep a straight A average in all of his classes, and managed simultaneously to stay in the doghouse in conduct.

“Was I talking to you, Mr. Pageant? I don’t recall actually calling your name at any point during my discussion with Ms. Lyons.”

Dave smiled serenely in response, his look of innocence compounded by his blameless grin. With almost any other teacher, it would have worked.

“You can knock that little smirk off of your face this instant, Mr. Pageant. Perhaps you’d like to explain to Principal Wortham why you have decided to interrupt my class.”

That was another thing Charlene hated about LeMarrs, he sounded like a little old lady, prim and proper despite his youthful appearance. He didn’t look a day over thirty, and if he was five years older than that, Charlene would kiss his fat face. He’d been a teacher when her older sister, Nancy, had graduated, but that didn’t mean he should act like he was someone’s grandmother.

Dave Pageant said nothing, simply stared and smiled.

LeMarrs continued to stare for a few more seconds and finally turned away from the boy in disgust. “I think that perhaps we should continue this discussion after school, Mr. Pageant.” The man glared at Charlene for a few seconds, letting her know that he had not forgotten about her dreaming in his class. As much as Charlene wanted to do as Dave had just done, the man before her was too intimidating in his own prissy way. Sometimes she wished he’d just drop dead.

When the man’s back was turned, Charlene turned and mouthed her thanks to Dave. Without any noticeable change in his expression, he lowered one eyelid in a slow wink and then turned back to the front of the classroom.

LeMarrs continued his boring speech in his boring voice for another endless fifteen minutes before the bell released them from his little section of the school. Ten minutes until the next class, Charlene had just enough time to thank Dave again. But, as usual, Dave was halfway through the door by the time the bell finished its ring. Off, no doubt, to wait for Stan by his locker. When Charlene thought about the two of them, she had trouble understanding how they could be best friends. Dave was so flamboyant, so full of life, and next to him, Stan seemed, well, kind of geeky. Stan was a great guy, and she thought he was just about the cutest boy in school, but he was also very quiet and very studious. Like Charlene, he had to really study when he got home, just to finish the homework. Dave never had that problem. Dave was calm and relaxed around everyone and about everything. Stan was pretty calm all the time, especially around her.

“Charlee!” The voice was almost too friendly, and even when only spoken at normal volume had a shrill nasal sound that drove into Charlene’s head like steel spikes. With a grimace turned into grin, Charlene turned to face her best friend, Jessie Grant.

Jessie was a little shorter than Charlene, but only a little. She just seemed a lot shorter, as in dwarflike. Jessie came all but skipping down the hallway, her smile darned near bright enough to blind, and her eyes with that normal slightly haunted look. Jessie was great to be around, but not at school; not where her always-nervous smile seemed to stick out twice as much as it did anywhere else. Much as she loved being with Jessie, Charlee thought the girl looked like a whipped puppy in class. No backbone worth mentioning.

“Hi, Jessie. How’s things?” If Jessie heard the forced friendliness, she hid the knowledge well. That was good; she was Charlee’s best friend after all.

“Charlee, I heard you got into some sort of trouble with Mr. LeMarrs.” The girl’s blue eyes grew incredibly wide behind her eyeglasses, almost matching the lenses’ perfect roundness. “You’re not gonna be in Dutch are you?”

“No way. All I did was daydream. LeMarrs can be upset about it, but what’s he gonna do, have me suspended for being bored?”

“I heard it was Da-ave that kept you outta the principal’s office.” There it was, that damned smirk that made Charlee want to swat her best friend in the head almost every time she saw it. What her dad always called a “Shit-Eating Grin.” Despite her best efforts to prevent it, Charlee felt the red flow of blood into her cheeks as she started blushing.

“It wasn’t like that. You know Dave, always trying to crack up the whole school.” She tried for the casual sound, a quick dismissal of the subject, but Jessie wasn’t going for it.

The smile on Jessie’s face grew even broader, eyes almost vicious behind her glasses. The light freckles on her face seemed to grow darker, but Charlee was convinced that it was only her imagination. “Uh-huh. Su-ure that’s all it was.” Her voice grew into a sing-song tone as she continued, “Dave’s gotta crush on Char-lee… Dave’s gotta crush on Char-lee.”

Charlee was getting just about ready to pop her friend in the nose when the warning bell erupted through the noise of the crowded hallway. One of these days…

Jessie’s grin became almost normal for a second, and then off she went with a “seeyalater,” all but skipping down the corridor. It didn’t look like anyone had overheard their conversation, and Charlee was grateful. She made a promise to herself to give Jessie the silent treatment later. Nothing ever bothered Jessie as much as the silent treatment.

III

Joey Whitman stared intently at his wristwatch, waiting for the moment when the final bell would ring, and he would be allowed to go home. He felt another headache coming on, and he just knew if he didn’t get some Advil into his system that he would suffer for it. He felt as bad as Lawrence Grey looked, and Lawrence Grey looked horrible. In the seat next to him, Lawrence was dutifully writing down notes on tomorrow’s assignment. Lawrence’s handwriting was almost as pinched as his face. Lawrence was a born lemon sucker if there had ever been one.

Lawrence glanced over and smiled and, for just that brief second, he almost looked human. Lawrence was pale, almost white, even after most of the summer had come and gone. His hair was thin and dark and just sort of sat there on the top of his head, looking like dried-out grass, lifeless. His uneven features shared only a certain gauntness to associate them to each other—thin nose, thin lips, and narrow little eyes—his features seemed like they would have all been more comfortable on different people. His face just did not look right. As a result, Lawrence looked even worse than he should have with his pallid complexion.

Except when he smiled. When Lawrence smiled, his whole face lit up. His cheeks looked almost healthy instead of being so fleshless, his dark muddy eyes gleamed, and even his undersized teeth looked good when Lawrence was happy. Not that Lawrence smiled very often. Not that he ever had reason to.

Lawrence was the only kid in school who was never allowed to go out and play, even on the weekends. With the way his bedroom faced the ballpark, it was even worse for him. He’d be sitting in his room, a lonely hangdog look set in place, and he’d be watching all of the other kids playing ball. If he was lucky, his mom let him open the window, let him hear the happiness out there instead of just seeing the other kids playing.

Lawrence was hardly Mister Popularity, but Joey liked him just the same. The clanging of last bell finally came, and Lawrence waved a sad good-bye, weak smile in place. Joey knew that his mother was waiting outside, probably timing how long it took him to get from the room to the car, ready to take him back to his prisonlike home. By the time Joey got to his locker and grabbed the necessary books, he’d forgotten all about his desire for an Advil.

IV

And life went on in Serenity Falls. Most of the schoolchildren went home and then out to play for a while. Except for Lawrence, stuck at home again, Charlene suffering from the same fate, but not as seriously as Lawrence, and Dave.

Dave was having yet another talk with Principal Wortham. The man was balding, slightly pudgy, and as jovial as Santa Claus. Dave almost felt sorry for him, being in charge of meting out punishments; the poor man just wasn’t the type to enjoy it.

Instead of his normal smile, Principal Wortham was looking slightly exasperated. “Now, Dave, how is it I just knew you were going to be in my office again before the day was out?”

Dave’s eyes sparkled, his face amused and friendly. “Well, I figure I’m about three days overdue for our weekly visit. I’m normally here no later than Monday.”

Wortham allowed himself to smile at that, because it was true. Sometimes Dave sensed the man was ready to throttle him for being so amazingly annoying, sometimes he sensed the man would be lost without their regular little visit of the week. “What is it this time, Dave?”

Dave Pageant sucked in a huge lungful of air, scrunched his face into a reasonable facsimile of Mr. LeMarrs’s features, and proceeded in a high-pitched whine that was incredibly close to the teacher’s own voice: “I can’t have you disrupting my class, Mr. Pageant. It’s not your place to answer questions directed to another student.” Dave let the remaining air out of his chest with a whoosh, and Wortham found himself chuckling, even though the last thing he wanted to do was encourage the boy.

Wortham forced himself to look stern, knowing full well that it had absolutely no impact on the fifth grader before him. “He’s right, you know. You really shouldn’t interrupt his class.”

Dave actually managed to look guilty for all of half a second. “Yeah, but it just comes so easily with him.” Then he grinned ear to ear, that natural charisma shining out from him in almost visible waves. “I just can’t resist watching his whole face turn purple like that; it’s better than cartoons.”

Wortham shook his head to hide the smile on his face. He tried to stay somber in appearance, but the little kid inside of him related too well with what the boy was saying. “I’m gonna have to give you the usual punishment, Dave. Two days. After school. You can start today, if you like.”

Dave nodded, his face growing serious for a moment. “Why don’t we make it four days?”

Wortham looked at him for several seconds, again having to force himself to remember that Dave Pageant was just a boy. “What on earth for?”

Dave’s grin came back, mischievous and honest. “Down payment on next week?”

Wortham looked back at his young friend with a smile. “Incorrigible, Dave. You are absolutely incorrigible.”

“Yeah. Isn’t it great? What would you do without me?”

V

Tom Lassiter hated working nights, but the money was decent, and that was a bonus. The Quik-Mart was a dead-end job, absolutely no chance of promotion or advancement, but it did help pay for the computer courses during the day. The absolute worst part of working as the “night manager” was fighting off almost continuous bouts of boredom. There were a few comics in the stand, but the first night after they arrived he had read them all. There were a few books, but they were all romance trash, nothing really worth noticing. The girlie magazines grew old within hours, and Tom could only look at them for so long without suffering from terminal blue balls anyway.

If there had been any better propositions, Tom would have jumped at a career change. Oh well, such is life. Or as my momma likes to say, “C’est la pool.” Tom was just reaching for the latest Gallery, one he’d only looked through about seventeen times, when he heard the bell above the front door make its little tinkling noise. Tom looked up and smiled. Any company was better than none.

Upon seeing his customer, Tom changed his mind about that. Mike Blake stood blinking in the glare from the neon lights, unclean, unshaven, and wearing the same clothes he had been wearing for at least the last two weeks. Tom groaned inwardly; Mike had only come for more Thunderbird, and Mike knew that Tom was an easy mark.

“Hey Tom. How’s it hangin’, man?” Flash of a nervous smile, he was half expecting Tom to kick him out already.

“Hi, Mike. It’s been better, it’s been worse. What can I do for you today?” Tom did nothing to keep the frost out of his voice. The more he saw of Mike, the more disgusted he grew. Two years ago Mike had been going somewhere, there was talk of him replacing Rich Waters as the manager of Serenity Falls’ First National Bank. Now look at him: a hopeless, useless waste of space. Tom tried to calm those thoughts down. After all, if his wife had been murdered, he’d have probably taken it poorly, too. Of course, he’d have to have a wife first, and there was little chance of that as long as he was looking as soft around the middle as he did now. Maybe he’d cut back on the Ho Hos.

Mike looked around for a while, nodding to himself and beating a nervous tattoo on his thighs with both of his hands. He reached into a pocket of his stale jacket and pulled out a fistful of paper scraps and loose change. Meticulously placing each scrap of paper back in his jacket, Mike started counting his change out loud. Satisfied that he actually had the money, Mike walked over to where Tom sat and poured the large handful of change onto the counter. He methodically sorted quarters, dimes, nickels, and a large quantity of pennies into dollar portions and into the fifty-six cents he’d need in addition, walked away, and collected a packet of Oscar Mayer bologna and a bottle of Thunderbird. The change was slipped back into his pocket with a whimper, not with the rattling of money striking money.

Tom barely managed to keep the sneer off of his face as a waft of Mike’s body odor hit him. Jesus, thirty-seven years old, and the poor bastard was a has-been. Tom promised himself, again, that he would never end up that way, a promise that he made whenever he saw Mike Blake. Mike’s freckled bald spot fairly gleamed in the cold white light of the store, and for half a second, Tom would have sworn that he was looking at a bleached skull. The image shook him deeply. Mike looked up then and smiled, exposing gums that had started to show the effects of longtime neglect, and even teeth that had not been brushed with more than a finger in over a year. “We’ll see ya later, Tom. Keep on those books, okay?” Dirty fingers plucked at threadbare fabric, lifting the jacket that Mike wore closer to Tom, allowing him a close inspection of the dirt-stained wool. “I’d hate to see you wearing this sorta shit.”

Tom watched his only regular nighttime customer head toward the door and raised his voice. “Hey, Mike!”

“Yeah?”

“Um. Listen, you can hang around here if you want. At least until the boss comes around.” Tom had a strong sense that if Mike left, he’d never see him again. He just knew that Mike would be dead if he walked outside. The feeling swept over him, leaving waves of gooseflesh crawling over his arms and back.

Mike looked at him for a few seconds with a skeptical expression of curiosity. Then a slow smile spread across his face as he reached for the glass door. “Thanks, but I’ll be okay.” He gestured with one hand, indicating the pleasant if humid night beyond the Quik-Mart. A quick wink flicked from his eye. “Ain’t like I’m gonna freeze.” A sad expression covered Mike’s face. “I gotta go say hi to Amy anyway.” Mike pushed the door all the way open and stepped across the threshold, blocking the door’s closing with one foot. “You keep studying. Make ol’ Mike proud.” Mike walked away.

Tom stayed where he was, stayed seated behind the counter. Mike’s last words echoed in his head. Shit, it was like Mike had felt the same thing, and maybe was saying his good-byes. Tom Lassiter shivered in the well-lit Quik-Mart, watching as Mike Blake faded into the night.

By the time Perry and Andy Hamilton came into the store, trying to buy cigarettes and beer with yet another false ID, Tom had forgotten the strange experience. He’d have reason to remember it when he read the paper the next day.

VI

Tom Lassiter was closer to being right than he could have possibly known. The truth of the matter was that Mike Blake intended to commit suicide. Mike had made the ultimate effort during the last week to stay sober and to reflect on just where his life was going and where it had been. He found his life to be very wanting.

When Amy had passed away—Murdered! Some sick bastard murdered my Amy! Not “passed away,” you pathetic loser! She was MURDERED!—Mike had lost his only real reason for caring about anything. He’d never been much of an overachiever until Amy came into his life. He’d been perfectly content to work at the bank and collect his barely adequate little paycheck every two weeks, until he met her.

Really met her. He’d known her most of his life—just about everyone at least knew everyone else’s name in Serenity Falls—but that did not mean that they knew each other. Oh, Lord, when he’d met her, his whole life had turned around. His normally dour personality became friendly, outgoing. His self-esteem skyrocketed; obviously Amy saw something in him, or why would she bother? His entire life went from dull to fascinating. When they needed more money for their wedding, he asked for a promotion at the bank. Maybe it was because they had seen the changes that had come over Mike, but the powers that be actually gave him the promotion and a substantial increase in his finances.

Mike had become interested in the stock exchange and had made a decent amount of money playing the market. Oh, certainly not enough to live on, but enough to start building a comfortable little nest egg. Life had become more and more dreamlike with Amy at his side. And it was a helluva fine dream at that. Enough money to live in relative comfort and a wife that loved him as much as he loved her.

Then someone took her away. Some sick fuck had come into town, just passing through, a drifter that a few people had seen the night she died, and taken his Amy away. Tom Norris had found her body at the edge of the town limits. Mike would never forget the look on Tom’s face when he had been obligated to ask him to come to the morgue below the police office to identify the remains. Mike would also remember staring down at her cold, lifeless form for as long as he lived.

Amy, so beautiful in life, nothing but a hollow shell, broken inside and out. The transient hadn’t just killed her; he’d made it hurt, and he’d made it last. The psychopath had violated Amy in every way imaginable. Rape, sodomy, and knives—many, many knives. He’d left her face alone, but there was little else about Amanda Watson Blake’s body that had not been sliced into ribbons of tattered flesh.

That was it, finding out that Amy was dead, finding out that she had been brutally tortured and murdered, well, it just sort of took away everything that was important in Mike’s life. He’d tried for a while, tried to make himself get up every day and go to work, tried to convince himself that Amy would have wanted him to continue on. Nothing worked. There was no longer any motivation. Mike had been getting downright pudgy right before Amy died. With her gone, it was seldom that he could make himself choke down food. The bank had been very understanding: Mr. Waters had even let him slide on being unshaven and wearing the same suits constantly, he’d tolerated Mike’s sullen refusal to participate in office meetings, and his perpetual tardiness. He’d even given of his own personal time to try to help Mike out of his grieving stupor. But when Mike came in ripped on whiskey after two warnings, Waters let him go. He might have kept him on even then, if Mike hadn’t tossed his cookies in the lobby.

Mike didn’t blame the man. He’d have done the same thing, and probably a good deal sooner than Waters had. From there it was an easy slide into the life he lived now. No home, they’d been forced to repossess, and Waters had done his best to avoid that, too. No job, Serenity Falls wasn’t exactly a town with a booming job market. No one to care about or who cared about him. He slid deeper and deeper into poverty and depression, a broken man.

And so it was time for a last good-bye to his Amy. Time to die. Mike walked along Dunhaven Street, past the junior high school, all the way down to the Powers Memorial Cemetery. The gun in his pocket was loaded, and the Thunderbird would numb him enough to let him avoid a panicky run to the clinic in order to save himself.

Mike walked with his head down, lost in his memories and heartbreaks. He stepped past the cemetery gate, ignoring the twin marble lions that guarded against trespass. The lions had the decency to ignore him as well. Mike had stepped past the first clean row of headstones before he saw the grave markers in Powers Memorial. He stared around him, taking in every detail his mind could accept, and feeling his rage burn away the fog of deep depression. All thoughts of suicide left him, replaced by a crystalline anger like none he’d ever known before.

Monuments to the memories of the dead, headstones, placards, tombs, even a few crypts, everything in the cemetery was devastated. Not a single piece of granite was left untouched by the hands of vandals. The bottle of Thunderbird slipped from Mike’s hand, shattering on the sidewalk they’d added to the graveyard last year. Mike stared at the remains of his beloved Amy’s headstone, broken into as many tiny fragments as his heart, and something inside of him just snapped.

Mike walked stiffly over to the pay phone at Dunhaven and Fourth, slid a quarter out of his pocket, and dialed a number that he’d forgotten until a few moments ago. Jack Michaels answered the phone on the fourth ring.

With a voice that was amazingly calm, Mike Blake talked to Police Chief Michaels about the scene at the cemetery. Jack didn’t recognize the voice at first, almost asked who was calling before he realized that the voice was familiar, just sober for the first time in forever. He asked Mike to wait for him, Mike said that he had something to do first, but that he’d meet him there in fifteen minutes.

Mike Blake left the cemetery after hanging up. He now had something more important in his life than fading memories and a fractured will to live. Suddenly he understood for the first time since his wife’s death what it meant to have a reason for living.

Mike Blake walked quickly to his small efficiency apartment and rummaged through his closet for clothes to wear—clean clothes, preferably not too musty. After laying out old jeans, a T-shirt with a snarling wolf and a Harley-Davidson logo, and his cleanest tennis shoes, Mike Blake took a short but furious shower, scrubbing vigorously at his skin with Lava soap and scalding-hot water. He looked in the mirror and shaved, finding a razor that was relatively sharp. The razor burn would no doubt assault his skin in a few minutes, but that was all right. Pain was good for the soul, and it helped him focus on what needed to be done.

Mike Blake had finally found a reason for living. Had Amy Blake been alive, she would have cried out in grief. The man who’d been ready to end it all only twenty minutes earlier decided that if nothing else worked, revenge was a worthy excuse for not killing himself.


Chapter Two

I

The solitary figure stared out from his window, smiling down on the commotion outside of his house overlooking the graveyard. From his lightless room the view was perfect. And he doubted that anyone could honestly see him. Not that it mattered if they could. They’d find no evidence of wrongdoing, excluding the obvious violation of moral decency. No fingerprints on the stones, nor footprints in the dew-dampened grass. He was nothing if not meticulous.

In the strobing flashes of red and blue, he smiled, tight-lipped and vicious. He started rocking back and forth on his heels. Step one had been taken; now it was only a matter of gauging reactions before he made his next move:

Still smiling, still rocking on his heels, the man started humming tunelessly. “It’s a good start. Now, now the fun can begin.”

II

Stan Long took a good look at the cemetery’s remains before being ushered along by Tom Norris. Tom understood where he was coming from, understood the powerful curiosity involved in such a major event, but he couldn’t let Stan stay around for more than a few minutes. Any longer than that and Tom would get himself in trouble.

By the time Stan got to school, most everyone was talking about the cemetery and the vandalism that had occurred there. Those who were not were talking about the sudden change in Mike Blake. Literally overnight, the man had changed back into the Mike Blake everyone remembered. He was sleepy, certainly not in his best shape ever, but he was sober, clean, and capable of rational thought. Several people noticed him right away, before they even noticed the broken headstones. Stan just noticed the headstones; they were much neater to look at, and besides, he hardly knew Mike Blake except as the resident town bum. Without the facial stubble and dirty clothes, he was just another grown-up and thus hardly worth the effort of noticing.

By second period the furor had run dry, and by lunchtime it was back to the important business of the weekend ahead. Stan and Dave had plans for the usual Friday night, provided they could both skip out on their parents after dinner—not much of a challenge, as normally both sets of parents were ready for a night out on the town themselves. Neither of them knew what was playing at the drive-in, but they knew it was bound to be spooky. Nary a Friday went by when there wasn’t a monster movie at the drive-in, and it had become tradition to meet there and eat munchies while listening to Dave’s boom box whenever there was a horror flick, even if it was something dorky like Frankenstein Meets the Wolfman. It took a little finagling to figure out the exact frequency the drive-in’s signal came in at, but Dave was a master.

The final bell of the day blasted its good-bye to the students and, as usual, the student body poured forth from the doors of the school in an especially chaotic stream. It was Friday after all, and that meant that the next two days were theirs alone, save for the chores meted out by their parents and maybe a few hours at the church or synagogue.

Stan waited in the customary spot for Dave, behind the gym, not too far from the back streets that led over to the cemetery. All thoughts of what had occurred there only the night before were already gone, removed by the more pressing matters at hand. There was little thought for anything, save the drive-in.

If he had been thinking of other things, he would have noticed the appearance of the Hamilton boys behind him. Perry and Andy Hamilton had a long history with Stan, a history that normally revolved around their insatiable need to do him harm on a regular basis. Nothing serious, just a little pushing around and maybe a wedgy if he wasn’t already looking at them. Wedgies were best when done by surprise, at least as far as the Hamiltons were concerned. Today, Andy and Perry were going for a slightly different tactic; today was ideal for the patented ear pull. The premise was simple enough: each of the boys grabbed one of their chosen victim’s ears, and they had a tug of war. The ear pull was an all-time favorite with the two, because it allowed them to both win, while the only loser was their victim. No one in Serenity Falls could miss the rivalry that ran between the two Hamilton brothers, least of all any of their victims.

The two moved with clockwork precision and, a few seconds later, Stan was trying his best not to cry out at the burning pain that lanced through his head from both sides. “Hey, Perry, maybe we should let ’im go. He looks like he’s gonna cry.” Andy was looking at his brother but mostly facing Stan, a deliberately overemphasized pout on his face.

Perry looked over at his brother and gave another savage twist to Stan’s ear. He had a grin on his zit-crusted face, and his brown eyes were crinkled with laugh lines. Stan noticed that his hair had been freshly bleached; the roots were not showing as badly as they had the last time the duo had decided to target him. “C’mon, Andy, look at him. I’d say he was holdin’ up pretty good. I don’t see any tears.” Stan winced as Perry started dragging his ear up and down, forcing his head to make a nodding motion. “See, little Stanley even agrees with me. Don’tcha, kid?” The question was rhetorical, or so Stan had assumed until Perry pulled his head around with enough force to almost crack the cartilage in his earlobe. “I said you agree with me, don’tcha?” Perry was in his face, spittle wetting his thin lower lip, sneering in Stan’s direction.

Stan started to feel the burning at the base of his eyes that signified tears and angrily tried to shake them away. Perry decided that his motions meant that Stan disagreed, and pushed hard at Stan’s face with his free hand, knocking him on his ass. “Are you calling me a liar, Long?” Perry landed with one knee on either side of Stan’s rib cage, scraping his knee down the left side of Stan’s torso in the process. Stan started crying in earnest, more from fear than from pain. Only then did he remember that Dave had to stay after school again, stuck in detention for at least a half hour. Perry started slapping Stan lightly on each side of his face. “C’mon, Stanley, you don’t want to call me a liar, do you?” Andy was watching his brother and had apparently decided that it was time for him to get in a few good licks. While Perry continued to slap lightly at Stan’s face, Andy placed one foot on each of Stan’s shins and started lifting himself off of the ground, balancing by his toes with his full weight on Stan’s lower legs.

Stan let out a yelp of pain as he heard the bones in his legs start to creak, had visions of the bones snapping and each of the brothers taking a leg to pull or bend as they pleased. Stan went from a yelp to a full-scale scream of fear. His right arm had broken a few years back after a nasty spill from his bike, and all Stan could see was spending his entire summer in bed, waiting for the bones to mend and feeling the fiery itch run rampant under the heavy casts.

The scream took both of the brothers by surprise. Perry started to stand up, and Andy slipped off of the shinbones he’d been balanced on, only to land on the soft meat of Stan’s calf muscles. Stan howled even louder than before, loud enough that his throat would be sore for the rest of the night, and lashed out at the pain in his legs. Stan missed Andy Hamilton by a mile; the swing was wild and without any discipline.

“Shit, Perry, looks like the little prick’s trying to get even.” Andy was laughing, but the laugh sounded a little off, like maybe he realized that he’d pushed Stan too far. Andy stepped away from Stan, eyeing the smaller boy warily. Perry saw his brother back up and laughed.

Perry stepped toward Stan with his hands held up, as if Stan had a gun to his stomach. The look on his face was jovial, almost friendly. Stan didn’t trust the look one damn bit. Stan glared at Perry between wiping the humiliating tears from his eyes and the snot from his nose. He hated crying, always had and always would. He crawled quickly to his feet, his eyes never leaving the older boy. At least he could try to run if he was standing. “Hey, kid. Relax. I’m not gonna hurt you.” Stan backed away just the same, unwilling to trust the older boy. Perry’s hand moved too quickly for Stan to dodge, but instead of hitting him, simply slapped him lightly on the shoulder. Perry smiled, a cocky, arrogant expression that did nothing to make him look any better. Except for the wealth of zits, the smile was just like his brother Andy’s. Stan hated him.

“Yer okay, got more balls than I thought.” Perry said the words as if they were meant to be a compliment, and maybe coming from him they were. “See ya round, Stan.” Perry turned and walked away, and a very confused-looking Andy followed. Red-faced and runny-nosed, Stan sat down in the grass. His body shook with adrenaline release, the kind that makes you sort of nauseated and hyperactive all at once. His ears were still burning, but the flame was lesser. His face was red and lightly welted from where Perry had been slapping him, and his legs sure as hell felt broken, even if they weren’t. In some way he felt as if he’d passed a test, but he was damned if he could understand what the purpose of the test had been.

III

A good deal later in the night, when the sun had set and Stan and Dave had once again managed to sneak off to the drive-in—another college sorority being stalked by a supernatural killer movie, but neither of them were complaining, the girls sure did look good in their underwear—April Long started walking home from her latest date.

The nerve of Jerry Cahill, thinking he could put his hands up her skirt just because he’d paid for dinner. They hadn’t even made it to the drive-in before he was trying to grope at her privates and stick his tongue in her ear. April had given him a solid slap across the face for his troubles, and Jerry had told her to walk home if she was going to be a stuck-up little tease.

The word hurt. April had never thought of herself as a tease; she was only willing to go so far was all. She’d really begun to like Jerry, too. If he’d been willing to wait, to not push her so hard, he might have even gotten what he was after. April stamped her feet as she walked, trying, like her brother, to avoid the tears that wanted to come.

The air was cooler than she had thought it would be, and April had gone out without even a sweater. The chill in the air brought goose bumps to her arms and brought on what her mother liked to call the “CT’s,” cold titties. Not that April had much to get cold, mind you. April hated the lack of development in her chest region almost as much as she hated her period.

April’s shadow started to grow, stretching away from her body as the headlights from a car grew brighter behind her. April’s fast pace slowed as the cat pulled up next to her. She fully expected to see Jerry Cahill’s battered old Mustang when she turned. Instead, she saw Mike Blake’s gray Mercedes. No one had seen his car on the road in a long time, but there it was, still in desperate need of a good wash and wax. April looked through the window of the Mercedes-Benz and stared long and hard at Mike Blake. Mike was clean, his hair was cut to a respectable length, and even his cheesy mustache had been shaved off. Whatever had happened to make Mike change, April approved of the transformation. Mike smiled, leaned across the car seat, and pushed the door open.

“C’mon in, you look like you’re about to freeze to death.”

April only hesitated for a second, then she slid into the relative warmth of the car and closed the door. “Thanks. I really appreciate the lift.”

Mike smiled, and April noticed the deep lines that had been etched into his face. He must have been handsome once, but the last two years had been harsh. What should have only been character lines looked more like scars from a bad accident. Still, despite the lines, he had a nice smile. “Well, I couldn’t just let you walk home…” The sentence was unfinished, and that was just as well. Everyone in town knew what had happened to Mike’s wife. Maybe not the full details, but they knew just the same. That kind of secret could not be kept in a town the size of Serenity Falls.

They drove in silence, neither really knowing what to say. Mike wasn’t used to talking to people while sober, and April hardly recognized Mike as the bum she saw almost every day. Despite years in the same community, they had nothing in common, no basis for conversation. After only a few minutes, Mike pulled in front of the Long home and waited in his car until April had reached the door. April waved her thanks and watched as Mike drove away.

IV

Terri Halloway was having a night that was almost remarkably like April Long’s. There were a few differences, but most of them were almost negligible. Terri’s boyfriend, Terry Palance—and wasn’t it just too cute, Terri and Terry? Couldn’t you just die?—had also done his best to convince his date that it would be okay if they went farther than a little hugging and kissing. Like April before her, Terri did not hesitate to let him know when enough was simply too much.

And just like Jerry Cahill—Jerry and Terry, wasn’t it just too much?—Terry Palance felt no obligation to escort his date home. That was pretty much the extent of the similarities. The biggest difference between the two’s night came only a few minutes after Terry had dumped Terri on Old Farm Road, about three miles from where she lived. The biggest difference was that Mike Blake wasn’t there to save Terri’s life.

Terri had managed about a third of the distance to her home when she realized that the sound of her footfalls on the old, cracked asphalt didn’t sound quite right. Her footsteps sounded instead as if they were being duplicated, mimicked from a distance of about ten feet behind her. She did not actually think of the sound’s change in a conscious way; she simply realized that she was no longer alone with her thoughts.

Terri turned around without thinking and noticed the solitary figure that was behind her. The figure was masculine and heavily shadowed in the night’s darkness. Even with her brown eyes now adjusted to the absence of light, Terri could not identify the shape that followed her. “Who’s there?” she asked, even as her mind berated her: Oh good, just like in the slasher movies. And when he doesn’t answer, please don’t forget to run straight into the woods and trip over the first convenient log… We wouldn’t want to disappoint our viewing audience, would we?

Terri waited for a few seconds for an answer, and when none was forthcoming, decided that there was no time like the present for hauling ass down the road. Grateful for the Reeboks on her feet, Terri started sprinting toward home. She ignored her mind’s advice and stuck to the main road; no convenient logs suited for tripping over on the pavement, nosiree.

Terri risked a look behind her and saw the shadowy outline start following her. Despite the speed and length of her strides, the man seemed to be keeping up, even though he was only walking. The voice behind her caught Terri off guard. The voice was familiar, one that she knew. “Terri? There’s no reason to run, I just wanted to make sure everything was okay.”

Terri applied the brakes to her running legs and slowed to a walk as she circled back the way she had come. Her heart was already doing a jig in her chest, and she berated herself for giving up on the aerobics classes at the youth center. “Sorry, you spooked the heck out of me. I thought maybe you were Andy Hamilton or one of his friends. I don’t like them. They look at me like I was meat.”

The figure walked slowly forward, a smile flashing white across the shadows that buried his face. “No, I’m not one of the Hamiltons or a friend of the Hamitons, for that matter. Are you all right? You had me a little worried, too. Young ladies shouldn’t walk home by themselves at this time of night. Certainly not on a road as dark as Old Farm. Didn’t I see you earlier with Terry Palance?”

Terri felt herself blushing and was glad for the darkness that surrounded them both. “Well, we had a fight. He told me to walk home.”

The figure nodded to her as he approached, and Terri felt a chill as the wind picked up again. “Well, maybe I should have a talk with Terry’s parents. I don’t think much of a young man that would leave a nice girl like you out in the cold like this.” The shadow man reached put and touched Terri’s hand. The chill was worse than she had thought, or her protector had been out in the night too long, because the touch of his hand was like ice. “Yes. Why don’t you give me Terry’s number. I think Frannie Palance needs to know what sort of stunt her son pulls when he’s out on a date.”

“Oh no, I don’t think that’s a good idea. Terry’d be awfully upset if I did that.”

“Terry would have no right to be upset. Terry should be shown the error of his ways. I think his mother should be told. What if I were a rapist, or worse? Then where would you be?”

Terri was touched by the level of concern but still was not convinced. “Well, I don’t think he meant for anything to happen to me. We just had an argument, is all. Just you wait. I’ll let him know what a mistake he made.”

“Tell me his fucking number, Terri. I don’t want to get angry.”

Terri was taken aback by the tone of the man’s voice, doubly so by his use of profanity. He NEVER used profanity, not ever. Without another second’s thought, she blurted the number out.

“Thank you, Terri. And I’m sorry about the language. I haven’t been feeling myself lately.”

“Oh, that’s okay. I know how that goes.” That was better, more like what she expected from him. Terri let herself relax a bit.

“I’m sure you do.” The freezing hand clutched hers a little tighter, and Terri squeezed back in response. It was nice to feel safe and protected.

The two walked in silence for a few minutes, companionable silence, the kind that you can share only with someone you trust. Then her benefactor spoke again. “Terri?”

“Hmm?”

“It was nice knowing you.”

Terri pulled out of her silent comfort and looked at the man. He smiled as his hand locked onto hers with enough force to make the bones crack. Seeing the smile on his face, Terri tried to pull her hand away and failed. The cold that had been assaulting her hand started in on her stomach, freezing the hot dogs from her early dinner in place. She yanked hard at her hand, still having trouble believing that this could be happening.

The shadow man’s free hand wrapped across her mouth as Terri started to draw in a breath for screaming. A sudden odor rose from him, a smell as foul as a backed-up sewer. “Don’t worry, Terri.” He whispered in her ear, cold breezes that carried his word straight to her and froze her gold-stud earring to her face. “It only hurts for the first few hours; then the pain starts to fade.”

Terri struggled as best she could, thrashing and kicking at him, to no avail. He seemed completely immune to pain. If anything, he seemed to enjoy her struggles, seemed to almost thrive on her frantic and futile attempts to defend herself. He moved his hand from her mouth and let her scream. The sound echoed through the woods, but if anyone was around to hear it, they didn’t do anything to show themselves.

Terri continued to fight back, nonetheless. What else was there for her to do? Her labors increased again as the man reached into his jacket and pulled something from the depths of his pocket. Whatever it was, it was moving, pulsing and reaching for her. The thing’s touch sent waves of nauseated repulsion through her, and Terri opened her mouth to scream a second time. Her screams were blocked by his hand and the thing he held in it. The few cars that passed them, Terry Palance’s among them, saw nothing at all after the man had finished dragging her into the deep woods.

He had lied to her. The pain was still going strong when the sun rose. By then they had moved several miles down the road. He’d dragged her through the woods and even across a couple of streets that were dark and abandoned. Her body was a nest of abrasions by the time they finally stopped, but the scrapes and friction burns were soon the least of her worries.

She’d always heard that pain could be blocked or become so overwhelming that it could no longer be felt. Another lie. She was still feeling the pain when she finally expired just after noon.

V

He washed himself carefully, meticulously removing four of Terri Halloway’s long brown hairs from between his fingers. It was still too early in the game for him to be leaving clues behind. The water that ran down his body from the shower was almost painfully cold, leaving gooseflesh wherever it touched. Just the way he liked it.

He whistled as he showered, pausing between tuneless little songs for a brief smile of anticipation. The girl was well hidden, and it would take a fair amount of time for her body to be found. The girl was only the beginning, naturally, but she was a good start.

He lathered himself more vigorously, scouring away a full layer of flesh as he showered, washing away the dead cells on his body with a passion that most people saved for times when they were with their spouse or regular lover. The best part started tomorrow. Tomorrow he would begin playing with the children.

In the house where he showered, his family slept. None of them was aware of what he had done, and none of them was likely to find out. Right now they were all too busy struggling with the nightmares that assaulted their unconscious minds. He smiled about that, too. He loved giving the children nightmares.


Chapter Three

I

Stan and Dave started out for the quarry about five minutes after the sun had broken into the sky. For what had to be the billionth time, both groups of parents quietly lamented that the boys were never quite as eager to rise when it was a school day.

The Blackwell Granite Quarry had been closed for over fifteen years, ever since Joseph Blackwell, his wife Clarisse, and their three children turned up dead. Most people claimed that Blackwell had been murdered, but there was absolutely no proof and, frankly, little for anyone to gain from killing the man. With no known heirs, save those who died with him, and more money than God—money he was more than glad to spend in town—there was simply no real motive. If anything, the town of Serenity Falls had suffered when the man died.

No one really knew what had happened to the family, but the Blackwell house had long since taken on the stigma of being haunted, and no one in their right mind went anywhere near the place. Not too surprising, really. Take an unsolved murder case, place it in a big old house worth more than most people in the town could ever hope to make, and the stories of strange sounds and lights coming from the place were almost inevitable.

Naturally enough that meant the place was very appealing to all of the kids in town. Put any curious preadolescent in the same area as a haunted house, and there was bound to be a magnetic attraction, just as there was for anything that was forbidden or any place that had secrets. Many were the stories of what had happened to a local foolish enough to spend the night in the Blackwell house. Just thinking about it covered Dave Pageant with a fine sweat of anticipation.

The catch would be convincing Stan to go with him to the old house. Not that there would be much of a problem. Dave knew very well that Stan looked up to him as some sort of role model, but he never took advantage of the knowledge. Well, not often at any rate. Today would definitely be one of the days when he did. There was simply no other way to convince Stan to go with him to the old Blackwell place.

“Stan?”

“Yeah?”

“Why don’t we go over to the Blackwell place first?”

“Hunh-uh. No way”

“What? Are you chicken?” Dave smiled with the words, a big shit-eating grin that challenged his friend to prove that he was not, indeed, a chicken.

“Up yours. There’s probably a lot of stuff out there that’s dangerous.”

Dave watched his friend closely behind the grin, watched the gears in his head move to find the best responses to stave off Dave’s challenge.

“’Sides, my mom says I got to stay away from there, says that most of the boards are all rotted out, and that it’s dangerous.”
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