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PROLOGUE † MANUSCRIPT
 
    
 
   She didn’t know if the story was true. No one did. But whether the [beings] were fact or fiction, they were like Santa Claus or the boogeyman, a force to be reckoned with. They wielded power, even if they didn’t exist, and everyone was afraid of them.
 
   —From Bentley Little’s The Store
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHRISTMAS EVE
 
   UNABLE TO FULLY ENTERTAIN the meaning of what she saw in front of her, her disgust and unease left. Something altogether darker took their place.
 
   The manuscript had been here, resting on the desk as if it belonged, just as she’d been told it would be. She read on:
 
    
 
   Deeny tore into the other eyeball with his long fingernail. The child was crying. Still alive. Too alive for Deeny. Deeny needed this child dead, but he didn’t mind the screams or the crying. On the carpet the mother lay dead already. She was just barely dead enough. Her jaw was separated from the rest of her head, and Deeny thought she looked beautiful that way.
 
    
 
   She flipped forward about ten pages:
 
    
 
   “Please, I’ll do anything!” the man said, but the only thing he needed to do was die. Deeny didn’t need anything else. The man’s children cowered in one corner. They were hiding, but Deeny already knew where they were and what he would do with them. Deeny stabbed their father just above the hip, then wrenched the blade upward and to the left. Blood—Deeny’s absolute favorite—coated all the organs like thick oil. The children screamed.
 
    
 
   Suppressing an impulse to throw the bound pages as far across the room as she could, she closed it and put it back in the center of his desk. She’d had enough. First the bizarre encounter with her co-worker, and now this… Page after page, chapter after chapter, the same incoherent narrative stumbled on. The same fat man killed anyone he could find without opposition of any kind. No, narrative was too strong a word. This was, at best, a disturbing bloody jumble of words.
 
   If Paul had wanted to write a horror story, Jen would have backed him even though it was miles from the Civil War historical fiction he usually wrote. But this… this couldn’t be considered a story. It was five hundred pages of meaningless gore. She thought, Paul could not have written this.
 
   Even as the words formed in her mind, she knew they weren’t true. He must have written it. This was his office—the room of the house where Jen felt least like she belonged. His name was on the manuscript’s cover. His handwriting scrawled on the front read final to differentiate it from any other hard copies he had printed off before revision. It was his book. She knew that. But she didn’t know what it might mean. All this time she thought he’d been writing Scott’s Anaconda, he’d actually been working on… this.
 
   The darkness outside shined in through the windows like reverse sunlight. At least, that’s how it suddenly seemed to Jen. Her stomach dropped and she recognized the metallic taste of adrenaline in her mouth. The office—well-lit to avoid eyestrain on the writer who worked there—did not seem bright enough. The shadows were not like shadows at all; they had become heavy segments of drapery hidden around the room, under the desk and cabinet and chair. She tried to breathe deeply, but found the air in the room thin and stagnant, incapable of giving relief. 
 
   If pressed, she could not have explained why her dread was swelling up inside her so forcefully. After all, it was just a bad book. But Paul, the Paul she had married, did not write bad books. He wrote long, intricately woven novels, finely crafted stories, each one requiring hundreds of hours of research before his fingers even hit the keyboard. Somehow, Jen didn’t think the primitively titled Deeny’s Adventure would be printed with high praise from Philip Lee Williams or E. L. Doctorow like Paul’s last two books.
 
   She settled back in the leather chair, startled by the hiss it made as it let out air. Normally Jen was a levelheaded woman, but now—with the stupid yet alarmingly detailed descriptions of murder from Deeny’s Adventure still playing out in her mind—she began to panic. She was a thin, stately woman. With her glossy shoulder-length brown hair tucked up in a bun, and her intensely brown eyes, she’d always had something of a presence in a room. But now—feeling like she’d been swallowed by something she didn’t understand—she felt more like a child than the capable adult she was. Her thinness no longer seemed attractive to her, but weak. She tried to slow her large, quick breaths.
 
   They’d only moved from their apartment in Chicago to Peoa, Utah five-and-a-half months previous—and it was impossible to think he may have been writing this before the move—and yet… something about the manuscript felt old to her. Ancient. Inevitable. 
 
   And there was something else. Something she didn’t want to think about now.
 
   As if summoning that something, she felt the faintest presence; the downy hairs on the back of her neck were brushed by a playful, gentle touch.
 
   “Please,” she said aloud, frightened as much by the shaking of her voice as by the feeling of being toyed with.
 
   There was, of course, no one in the room but her. 
 
   Suddenly she hated the house and the trees it had been built so close to. It seemed to be the very reason for Paul’s apparent madness—for what could Deeny’s Adventure be called, if not madness? She didn’t know why, but in that moment she knew the house, this land, shared in the blame.
 
   Paul loved the stupid McMansion, and she’d thought she would too. It was supposed to be their dream home. When Paul’s writing took off about six years ago, they had started planning. She could still remember the elation that overcame them both when that first substantial check came—or as Jen thought of it, The Big Check. That’s when they’d realized unequivocally they would actually be able to do it; they would actually be able to build the perfect home. Paul, normally shy of praise, especially from his own mouth, had set the check on their mantle as if displaying a professional certification. The money was inarguable evidence that someone found value in his work.
 
   Jen had not been sure about the Utah culture or the people—and she still wasn’t, even after living there for four months—but she let Paul choose the location, trusting his judgment. She thought she had wanted the home, and she had, but she could never feel as Paul did for it. Where Twin Nest Lane just outside of Peoa turned into a dirt road, Paul wasn’t in Utah anymore, he wasn’t in America, he was in his own world. The patch of trees outside the window, the stars blinking in the darkness, the bubbling of Rockport River, all of this enchanted him. She couldn’t say why it didn’t have the same effect on her. 
 
   For the first time she really considered how strange it was that they had come here of all places, so far from family or friends. For the first time she considered—her paranoia fueled by the strangeness of the night and the silence of the house—that there had been more behind Paul’s decision than either of them had realized.
 
   Normally she liked the tranquility of their property, the remoteness, but now, with the panic welling up in her like an approaching ambulance wail, she longed for the sounds of people and life, the noise she had grown to hate so much in Armour Square in their apartment by the truck yard in Chicago. As much as she had thought she liked the house, she had the feeling that it was now as much the home of this manuscript—a manuscript no sane publisher would ever print—as it was home for her.
 
   Jen glanced at the silver wristwatch hanging loosely over her thin wrist, trying to ignore how much it looked like a body with its neck snapped, and saw the time was ten to nine. The cold December night—Christmas Eve actually, not that either of them had been feeling very festive—had grown dark hours ago. Paul would be back from meeting with his agent anytime. She was horrified that he would even think to show this to any one. He had two completed war manuscripts sleeping in the bottom drawer of his desk that no one but Jen had read because he was so insecure about them, but now he seemed to have no qualms with showing Deeny’s Adventure to his agent or publisher.
 
   The thought of Paul coming home turned her single inner wail of panic into a full death choir. She ran to the window to see if his headlights were approaching. An unbeckoned and confusing image came to her mind. She saw Paul as one side of a Middle-Eastern scarab emblem and the house as the other: when the two pieces of the golden beetle interlocked they would reveal the true nature of its power.
 
   She went to their over-large bedroom and fished the car keys from her coat pocket. She didn’t know where she would go or who she could go to, only that it was vitally important that she get out of the house before he arrived. The darkened corners of the room were swallowed up in the same silence that fills spaces between the stars. Thankfully, her boots where still on from when she’d come home, so she didn’t have to waste time squishing her feet into them. She hurried down the steps to the living room. But before she could get to the door she heard the crunch of gravel in the distance and the heady, confident hum of Paul’s ILX coming up the drive.
 
   She tried in vain to calm herself, but she could feel the home breathing new life as its master approached. Deeny, whatever or whoever Deeny was, seemed to call to her from the office, from out of the pages of the book. No force in the world could have convinced her then that she was alone. Too quickly, a key slipped into the lock, the metal crunching sound like a saw on bone. The dead bolt turned.
 
   Paul entered with a smile on his face and blood smeared across his tan coat.
 
    
 
  
 
  



PART ONE † WRITER
 
    
 
   “You don’t understand what you are, and I doubt you ever will… Standing next to you is like standing next to a cave some nightmarish creature came out of.”
 
   —From Stephen King’s The Dark Half
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER ONE † TWO MONTHS EARLIER
 
   PAUL WOKE FROM THE NIGHTMARE sweating and gasping. He couldn’t believe it, but he’d actually shed a few tears. Images he could not quite recall flitted around his thoughts like dark songbirds. Something red. Something wet and heavy. He tried to stop his heart from throwing itself against his chest like a caged animal. He peeled a layer of blankets off his body, not feeling too warm, but trapped beneath them. After a while he was breathing more normally.
 
   Amazingly, Jen—World’s Lightest Sleeper—lay undisturbed beside him.
 
   He could feel the presence of someone else in their home.
 
   Sweat covered his body, and salty tears dripped into his mouth, yet he felt thirsty and dried out. He struggled to fully wake himself; although he felt there was an intruder in his home, he was absurdly tempted to lie back down and return to sleep.
 
   He sat up and saw that the light was on in the hall. The dream was still with him, confusing him. Something red. Something wet and heavy. Crossing the room and pushing the door open, Paul was aware he was naked save a thin pair of boxer shorts. The light was on, but he could neither see nor hear another person. He thought of waking Jen and telling her, but the rational half of his brain kicked in and reminded him that would be childish. He had probably forgotten to turn the light off when he came to bed. To his knowledge, he had never done so before, but there’s a first time for everything, as they say. He looked over the banister to the large entryway below. Still no one. The kitchen light was on as well, but he couldn’t see in without rounding the corner.
 
   His footsteps on the stairs creaked loudly under his weight. Looking back, he could still see Jen sleeping though the half-closed door. Incredible, he thought. A spider’s sneeze would wake that woman. Then the unmistakable whir of the blender started up, deafeningly loud in the silence, and Paul rushed downstairs thinking nothing. He had no weapon or any way to defend himself against an intruder. He was of average height and built, maybe a touch on the feminine side given his slight bone structure, soft sandy brown hair, and cloudy light-brown eyes; he did not think he would be intimidating to the kind of man he imagined twisted enough to break in, but it wasn’t logic that moved him then. He wanted to protect his home.
 
   In the kitchen there was nothing and no one, just the silent blender on the counter, plugged in. He heard no movement from upstairs, either. Had she slept through that, too? The expensive kitchen lights shown down on the spotless room; the silver flecks inlaid in the granite tabletop glittered like fake jewels in a toy chest; the cold, rocky tile below him warmed slowly under the skin of his feet. He could see Cards, their black-pepper-colored puppy, sleeping soundly in her too-big, absurdly soft pet bed near the laundry room. If it was strange for Jen to sleep through the noise, Cards’ sleeping was a miracle. The eight-month-old poodle wasn’t much of a barker, but her curiosity was immeasurable.
 
   Paul knew he was alone again; the feeling of an outsider in the house was gone.
 
   He unplugged the blender, wrapped its cord around it, and put it away in its drawer, careful to make no unnecessary noise. He felt like he was sneaking around in his own kitchen, though he had nothing to hide.
 
   At the time, Paul was able to sufficiently convince himself nothing had been there all along. He told himself he had just been spooked from his strange, but ultimately unimportant, nightmare. In the weeks and months to come, however, he would think of this as the night Deeny had first truly entered his life.
 
    
 
    
 
   2
 
   In the morning, Paul woke to his alarm clock. It wasn’t a typical alarm; it played a soothing bubbling brook that slowly got louder as the minutes drew on toward the time of waking. At the pre-set time, it would become momentarily loud enough to wake just about anyone. He lay in his bed for a few minutes, listening to the recorded sound of water return to a pleasant volume thinking about what had or had not happened the night before. He decided he should say nothing to Jen about his midnight adventure downstairs. He laughed off the idea that he kept from telling her because he was afraid… afraid she would ask him why the blender was out at all. He was content to tell himself that she had been the one to use it last and had simply neglected to put it away. He also laughed off the silly question of why she would take the blender out, put it on the counter, plug it in, and then not use it.
 
   Paul knew he had other, more important things on which to focus his attention, namely going to the Acura dealership. Today was a big day for him—a luxury vehicle wasn’t just a symbol of wealth for others to see. For Paul, it was a personal milestone. He could afford a nicer car than the one he planned to buy, but why? The Acura would be enough. In fact, it would be perfect.
 
   He got out of bed, shuffled down the hallway, and began the unpleasant task of shaving away the black-brown stubble he’d accumulated over the past couple of days, hating the way the razor seemed to pluck at some of the hairs. Jen was gone already. She was gone a lot these days, even though she could to some extent choose her own hours. He supposed he couldn’t hold it against her. Paul was still not yet ready for children, and what was there for her to do here? He thought she had probably bought Cards to help release some maternal instincts, but unfortunately or otherwise, the dog was not needy, and spent most of her time exploring the house or the patch of trees just outside. Paul sometimes thought Cards was more like an unusually energetic cat than a puppy. 
 
   He sat on the lacquered wood of the mudroom bench, bent over to grab his Ecco loafers, and wondered if a child would ever sit where he was now, pulling off his or her soaked-through boots after a serious romp in the snow. Thinking about children of their own had thrilled Paul when they first got married—it was something both of them felt strongly about—but back then they never had the money. But now that they had enough dough he had lost his nerve. The thought of becoming a father terrified him, though he could not fully conceptualize why. It wasn’t a normal, I’m-not-sure-I-can-do-this terror. This was the real stuff: his pulse quickened when he thought of children. He felt watched, stalked by some vicious Angel of Responsibility. If he was being one-hundred-percent honest with himself, which he knew he wasn’t being, he would probably admit the issue had become a borderline neurosis in his own mind. The money excuse was probably not going to work since they had the new home now. How could he explain that his doubts had only increased since moving here? Jen was thirty and he was nearly thirty-five. In their new Utah community, a fair number of women her age had two or three kids already, some had more. Jen would probably be content with one, but even the thought of that gave Paul something close to a panic attack
 
   Jen took a job at the U, partly to fill her time while Paul wrote, and partly as a form of silent protest. She threw herself into her new position at the University of Utah’s Center for Disability Services because—as she had reminded him more than once—she had nothing else to throw herself into.
 
   With the forty minute commute, plus all the extra work she was doing to get her department in order, he was lucky to see her more than a couple hours a day. They didn’t talk about kids much nowadays, but she had made it clear that although she would rather fill her time with a family of her own, she wasn’t about to sit around sipping wine and watching General Hospital. 
 
   He liked to think she enjoyed her work.
 
   He was too excited about the car and too upset about Jen to seriously consider breakfast, so he snagged a red apple on his way through the kitchen. The house felt empty that morning, more so than usual. Maybe if they had a chance to talk about it that evening he would tell her he was ready to start a family, even if he didn’t feel ready. He didn’t concern himself with the fact that he’d had that same thought almost every day for the last six weeks and had never mentioned a word of it to Jen. The fact that he was still not “ready” (whatever that meant) emasculated him, made him feel like an old man no longer physically capable of fathering a child. As he had so many times before, he pushed all this away from him the way one forms a wave in a pool, puuush away, puuush away.
 
   Right now, he thought, biting down on the apple, I’ve got another baby to pick up. The fruit turned out to be brown under the skin, and once he was out the front door, he chucked it into the patch of trees that started at the driveway and continued to the river.
 
    
 
    
 
   3
 
   Paul drove to Salt Lake, stopping at Chinese Gourmet, a large restaurant that was somehow grungy and nice all at once, for lunch on the way to the Acura dealership. He missed Flat Top, the Mongolian grill in Chicago, but the one inside Chinese Gourmet was still pretty good. He sat by himself, drinking coffee and watching the white people and Hispanics eat with their big families. If Jen had been there she would have pointed out that there were virtually no other ethnicities present in the restaurant aside, of course, from the Asians who worked there. Jen didn’t appreciate Salt Lake or Utah like Paul did, but he had been in love with the place ever since he’d come to do research for his fourth novel, Manpower. It wasn’t a huge city, not like Chicago, but it was big enough, and clean. Paul had never seen a city so clean in his entire life. And the dual peak of Mount Olympus towering over the city like that? Beautiful. He’d never get over it. This state was perfect, Mormons aside. And even they weren’t so bad when you got past the obvious barrier of not being one of them.
 
   He’d first come to Chinese Gourmet with Tyson Hills, the historian he’d hired to help him navigate the mountain of pioneer-centric information available when he was getting started with Manpower. In addition to being a historian, Tyson was an uncommonly devout Mormon, at least in Paul’s mind, a man who attributed both his personal and professional success to his membership in the church.
 
   “Paul,” he’d said, once the waitress had led them to a table, “you’re a man who appreciates good writing, wouldn’t you say?” He laid his expansive black arms out on the table on either side of the placemat. He tilted his large head down and watched Paul from underneath his coal-colored, tightly trimmed curls.
 
   The question was so absurd that Paul had accidentally laughed. Tyson either didn’t notice or didn’t care. “You could say that,” Paul had said, when it was clear Tyson actually wanted an answer.
 
   “I mean, you write your books, and I can see how you put double-meaning into things. You know how a lot of writers, be it horror or romance or whatever, all they care about is getting you to turn the page. But some writers—writers like you—you really feel like you have something to say, don’t you? You want to take your books further into the artistic landscape than the other kind of writer.” Tyson’s voice was deep but musically playful in a way belied by his big body and serious face.
 
   “Yes,” Paul said, pretending to wipe something away with his napkin so he could hide his face a bit. He had never known how to deal with direct praise. He tried to keep eye contact with Tyson, but he couldn’t seem to keep his eyes in just the right spot. Part of the reason he was so uncomfortable with this turn in conversation was because what Tyson was saying was not just true, but vital to Paul’s writing sensibility. Taking the Civil War genre as deep into the realm of true literature as possible had always been his unspoken goal. If he had ever said this, and someone had asked him why, he knew he would have no real answer. Why do fish swim? He might ask back.
 
   Tyson said, “A lot of people ask me to do for them what I’m doing for you, but usually I have to say no because I just don’t have the time. I have a real job, too, you see? I help people with their books when I get a chance, or—” he said, looking at Paul like he was majestic animal in the wild, “when I think the book is really going to be something special.”
 
   “Okay,” Paul said as the short, wide-faced waitress brought them their sodas. 
 
   “Thank you,” Tyson said to her with a light smile. Something in that deep voice of his promised that his gratitude was genuine, not canned. It really sounded like it meant something. She lingered by the table for a moment as if about to say something back, but then she returned his smile and walked on.
 
   Tyson’s attention came back to Paul. There was a weight to his gaze, one that made Paul feel like Tyson was actually seeing him, not just looking his way. “Do you know what kinds of books people normally ask me to do? The ones I almost always say no to?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Mormon stuff,” Tyson said. “A lot of nonfiction, some historical fiction, some of it total nonsense. They’ve made the quite the business out of our faith. And that’s fine, if that’s what they want to do. If the books are any good then I really don’t mind, but the thing is, they usually aren’t. It’s usually crap.”
 
   “I’m sorry to hear that,” Paul said. It was a stupid thing to say, but he had to respond with something. He sipped his Dr. Pepper and relished the harsh feeling of bubbles working down his throat. Behind him some woman coughed.
 
   “But I’ve read you. Before I ever even thought about you trying to call me or talk to me, I read you. Soldier, Black was the first book of yours I got my hands on, and right away I saw value in it.” Tyson took a long draught of water from his cup, half emptying it. “And not just because I’m African-American. I saw value in it because you’re good.”
 
   “What do you mean by value? That’s a word that people sometimes throw around,” Paul said, wondering where Tyson was going with this. They hadn’t even gone to the buffet to get their first plate of food yet.
 
   “Good writing. Layers. Meaning,” Tyson said, as if it were the most self-contained word in existence. “That’s what I like. That’s what I’m interested in. When I got your call, I was saying yes before I even had a chance to spit.”
 
   “I remember.”
 
   “But there’s something I want you to do for me if we’re going to be working together on this.”
 
   “What?”
 
   Hills seemed to lose a little momentum. For the first time, his gaze faltered. Then he reached into his big shoulder bag and pulled out a flimsy blue book. Golden letters on the cover proudly proclaimed it was THE BOOK OF MORMON. “This book,” he said, “has layers like you wouldn’t believe. A good novel will open itself up to you. You read it and there’s a story, but underneath that story there’s more. A great novel is like watching a 2D object enter the third dimension. You hear me?”
 
   “Yeah,” Paul said, wondering how or if he could politely decline the offer that was clearly coming. He did know what Tyson meant, though. A great novel could be read five times, ten times, each time giving a new and greater meaning.
 
   “This is like that, but more. I’ve read this book almost twenty times cover to cover, and every time it gets me. It shakes me. We believe in the Holy Bible, too, but it’s been warped over time. Not this,” Tyson said, holding up the book in one thickish hand. “This is the way it was when the prophets first wrote it, a long, long time ago.” Tyson looked like he was gathering up a load of gear in his mind. Maybe it was just confidence he was trying to get a hold of. He looked Paul right in the eyes, and Paul subconsciously held his breath. “Will you read this, Paul? Sometime? It doesn’t need to be this week or even this month. I’m not going to make you wait or anything. We can get started on Manpower right away. But sometime, like maybe this year, will you read this?”
 
   “Sure, Tyson,” Paul said, and for a moment he actually meant it. Who knew? Maybe what the man was saying about the book had some truth to it. It probably wasn’t The Ever-Loving Holy Word of God, but maybe it would be interesting to read.
 
   “Thank you,” Tyson said, as if Paul had just offered him a kidney. “Thank you.”
 
   “No problem. Thanks for sharing this with me.”
 
   The rest of the meal was spent eating and doing business, and for that Paul was glad. He liked Tyson, liked him a lot, but he hadn’t come for a lecture on faith.
 
   In the next couple of months, they spent a lot of time together at the various Church history museums and landmarks, researching. Tyson would never say it flat out, but he obviously believed Paul would never be truly happy until he joined the LDS church. Paul had been touched by the man’s sincerity, but that was as far as his interest in Tyson’s message had ever gone. Soon enough he’d learned that sincerity was rather widespread in this area of the US, and he’d felt even more kinship with the state.
 
   That had been two years ago, and Paul didn’t even know where that copy of The Book Of Mormon was now. Probably in the trunk of the very car he’d driven to the restaurant. Of course he had never read it. Thinking about Tyson, and the man’s generous nature, Paul left a big tip as he left Chinese Gourmet and went out feeling more like it was spring than early November. 
 
   He did feel guilty about not having contacted Tyson since they’d moved to Utah, but he didn’t want to have to deal with telling him he’d never read the gift he’d been given. Maybe he’d suck it up and give the man a call anyway. It wasn’t like Paul had anybody else to go fishing with come summertime.
 
   At Mike Hale Acura, Paul looked at the RDX and ILX. The NSX was silly, anyone could see that. It was made for some kid who didn’t know what to do with his parents’ money. Eventually, the ILX reached out and grabbed him and he needed it. He was impressed when the salesman offered to drive his old car home for him if Paul could bring him back to Salt Lake. He enjoyed driving the new car, but found it annoying to make sure he didn’t lose the salesman tailing him. Once at Paul’s house, the salesman got out and hopped in the passenger’s seat. 
 
   Paul had agreed to the arrangement, but wished he hadn’t once they began the forty minute drive back to Mike Hale. One of the reasons writing worked for him was that he didn’t have to deal with anyone except the occasional phone call with his agent or editor. It wasn’t that he didn’t like people, but he often wasn’t comfortable with them, especially strangers. Paul was a man who enjoyed his alone time.
 
   The salesman, whose name was Mike (no relation to the owner, he joked) looked about forty-five, but he was short and fidgeted like a child in the passenger seat, flipping the vent from side to side and tapping the dash periodically. Paul drove, happy to have a pair of dark sunglasses on and the road ahead of him on which to fix his eyes. He turned the satellite radio to a modern classical station and was pleased to hear one of his favorite Shostakovich quartets, number fifteen. Mike, apparently not content to simply listen to the discordant music, said, “Who do you like this year?”
 
   Paul, who cared only vaguely about sports, was still culture-male enough to know he meant the NBA season. He said what he always said when asked that question, “Well, I’m from Chicago, so I’m legally obligated to say The Bulls.” 
 
   The man laughed, obviously glad to be talking sports. “Good luck with that. At least you guys don’t have that lunatic anymore.” Mike fiddled with his seatbelt, turning it and flipping it.
 
   Paul, who couldn’t care less about Dennis Rodman one way or the other, played the conversation game anyway. “You said it. You don’t need green hair to throw a ball.”
 
   The man stopped fidgeting, and an uncomfortable silence fell. After a time, Paul felt a stagnation between them, as if the moment had gone physically stale. Even the jaunty Stravinsky suite that started up on the radio seemed more like the pretense of sound than actual music. Mike, who had become all but still, said, “You didn’t tell her.” His voice, while clearly still his own, now sounded different. It made Paul think of an intelligent frog.
 
   Paul said nothing. Just as he had known before the man meant basketball, he now knew they were talking about Jen, who Paul had hardly mentioned during the course of the sale. Mike meant Paul hadn’t told Jen about his nightmare. Something red. Something wet and heavy. He meant Paul hadn’t told Jen about going downstairs and finding the blender. Like the music, the cars around him seemed suddenly fake, as if he were driving in a blue-screen world.
 
   Mike said, “You didn’t tell her because you knew it wasn’t her that left the blender out.” He held out one hand, as if holding a coin, “It wasn’t you,” he held out the other hand next to it, “and it wasn’t her.” The man pressed his hands together meaningfully.
 
   Paul kept driving, his mind searching for anything that might explain the bizarre turn the conversation had made. He tried to speak, but only squeaked out a half-formed, “Uh.” 
 
   Mike continued, speaking slowly, as if explaining something to a child: “How can you fight an enemy you do not understand? Best to give in. Best to let him have his way with your delicious mind.”
 
   The highway seemed to tilt before Paul as if it were a horizon seen from a banking plane. Still Paul said nothing. He only drove.
 
    “I’ve never been a Warrior man myself,” Mike said, his tone now became remarkably smooth, “but even I can get behind Ellis getting on that All-Star roster. He reminds me of Skiles back in the early 90’s. That man can guard.” He had the seatbelt in his hand again, flipped it, twisted it.
 
   “Excuse me?” Paul said, his stomach turning more than the seatbelt strap.
 
   “Ha ha, no, I know. It’s Heyward or bust right?”
 
   Paul said, “Right,” and wanted the man out of his car. Soon they entered a canyon and the traffic thinned out. For the last twenty minutes of their ride Paul ground his teeth. Mike seemed to understand this meant their b-ball conversation had come to an end and simply gazed silently out the passenger window, obviously feeling uncomfortable himself. But he handled it well. As a car salesman of luxury vehicles, he was used to dealing with eccentric people.
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   On the way back home Paul began to relax and enjoy the ride. Picking up speed on 189, he learned there was a little more than luxury in the engine of his new toy. He felt as if the speed was blowing away little pieces of the strangeness that had settled on him since waking from his nightmare the night before. Weeks later, in a considerably altered state of mind, he would muse about how much a man can ignore as long as no one else knows about it; if one faced a curiosity alone it did not have the same quality of tangibility.
 
   Once he hit about 95 MPH his marriage problems couldn’t keep up either. In a feat of blindness that could only be called remarkable, he successfully rejected the full weight of the conversation with the car salesman, allowing it to quietly wait in a dark part of his mind.
 
   By the time he slowed down for Peoa’s colloquially called “Main Street” (more accurately, Highway 32) the more harrowing bits of his everyday troubles had returned to their usual spot under the microscope, obscuring even further the need to think about Mike the car salesman. Had Jen ever considered leaving him? Was there more going on at the University than she let on? Was there another man? Neither of them had stated it in clear terms, but it had been clear that moving to their dream home was supposed to be a fresh start. 
 
   He parked the ILX and cut the engine, silencing some complicated concerto he didn’t recognize. He stared into the nearby trees.
 
   As they had been packing to come to Peoa, Jen had laughed at a two-picture frame showing Paul as a baby on one side, and Jen as a baby on the other. His mother had given it to them as part of an anniversary gift. Jen lovingly wrapped the frame in three layers of newsprint and looked up at him to say, “It really doesn’t matter if we have a boy or a girl, does it? We were both cute as sin.” She’d had a bandana on then, Rosie-the-Riveter style, and a tank top that would have been a bit too low for company. She’d seemed suddenly young to him, full of life and pleasant promises. Paul had almost taken her then, without any protection, in the middle of their boxes and photo albums, as a way to say, See? I’m not afraid. I’m ready for this.
 
   If only I had, he thought. The impulse to do so had not returned with any kind of force since they’d moved. Without a condom, he’d found it all-but-impossible to perform the act, a fact that had done more than just embarrass him. He now avoided intimacy the way a man with bad teeth avoids the dentist’s chair.
 
   As he turned the key in the lock of their nine-foot front door, he wondered just what his doubts were. What, exactly, was he afraid of? While it was true they weren’t fighting like they did back when they were first married, living in Armour Square, or in the nicer apartments they’d lived in before coming to Peoa, Paul suspected that was largely because they spent so little time together. He’d be lying if he said he hadn’t in some way enjoyed it, the distance of their new situation. He loved Jen and didn’t want to lose her, but the selfish part of him savored all the time he now had to write and think. Oh? he thought. All the time to write? And just what have you written so far? Not much, he admitted, but he’d kept busy. Reading, doing a little research here and there, and of course pacing around the house or the little patch of woods outside. 
 
   He’d spent a lot of time among those trees since they had arrived at the beginning of September, even once it had turned cold. He had matted down a few “paths” and had even thought about bringing in stones to line the sides of some of them.
 
   Stepping into the house now, he hung the keys on the stiletto-shaped hook by the door. They’d received that little nicnac from Jen’s aunt when they got married six years ago. He thought it was silly, but Jen loved it, and Paul—resident sane man—knew it was not worth a fight to get her to replace it with a sensible wooden one. And anyway, any concession he didn’t mind making felt good, given the one concession he seemed unable to give.
 
   At least Cards was happy to see him. She gave a little yip and circled him, ending up on the couch, head up, tail wagging. Paul accepted the invitation, and plunked down next to her, offering a little scratch behind the ears. The couch sagged under his weight and he flipped through Men’s Health. He saw an ad for the very car he had just purchased. Looking at the glossy page Paul realized he was disappointed about the car. Not disappointed in the car, exactly, but by the malaise that followed. He had thought this day would mean more to him. I now own a luxury car, he thought. Paul Kenner owns a luxury car. No matter how many times he tried to run it through his head it never really took. Paul Kenner may be in a failing marriage proved itself a more powerful mantra. In true Cardsian fashion, the puppy scampered off to God-knew-where, following whatever curious thought she’d just had. Paul was happy that Cards had turned out to have this kind of attitude; when they’d been looking into getting a dog, his biggest fear was that it would be too needy.
 
   He placed a hand on the car in the ad, as if some kind of connection to it would be meaningful. 
 
   After a quick lunch, he thought, Well, how to fill the rest of the day? How else, big boy? Writing! You are a writer, are you not? He stood, continuing the pep talk aloud as he plodded up the staircase. “You are author of the critically acclaimed Vicksburg and Soldier, Black. You paid for this whole house, all the land, your wonderful new car, with your writing. So get to it!”
 
   But lately he couldn’t seem to write anything. He had the premise of the next book—he even knew the title: Scott’s Anaconda—but whenever he sat down to type nothing came, even though it always had before. Civil War historical fiction came quite naturally to Paul, for whatever reason. Writing his stories had always felt like breathing or scratching an itch.
 
   After his first book was published, he and Jen had been to Kokomo, Indiana to visit his mother a thick, severe woman, with a hard dark face that matched her personality. She’d said, “Don’t you think Civil War historical fiction is a little limiting? Can you make a career out of something so specific?” She herself, Paul had silently noted, was exclusively a fan of thriller crime novels with female detective protagonists.
 
   This was, of course, something Paul had asked himself many times. His mother had always had a way of expressing Paul’s private fears accurately (her own voiced worries mentally crippling him during middle-school soccer, having convinced him the only probable outcome of playing would be a snapped tibia). No matter how carefully Paul felt his fear was concealed, his mother had always seen it and its cause.
 
   He’d said, “I’m sure, Mom. Others have done it. Besides, once you’ve learned a little bit about the Civil War, you begin to understand the immensity of it. I could never hope to tell all the stories of what happened or what could have happened during and around the war if I lived to be a hundred-and-fifty.”
 
   He knew Jen had resented her mother-in-law voicing the very concern that had the power to scare Paul, maybe enough to dissuade him from the course he felt he should take. She’d said, “There are a number of successful authors who only write in this vein. And you should know that Paul’s not half-bad at it. You should read one of his short stories on the subject.” She then quickly sipped some coffee and looked away, realizing how trivial that made it sound.
 
   Paul’s mother had not responded to that, instead she said to Paul, “If you’re happy, I’m happy.” She couldn’t help but add, “As long as you’re sure.”
 
   He hadn’t been sure, but it seemed to work out, and he had become sure over time.
 
   Now, all that confidence seemed to have disappeared like frost exposed to late-morning sun. 
 
   With little hope, he trudged into his office. The office was the heart of the home, built to Paul’s specific instruction. A huge mahogany desk in the middle—very much like the one Stephen King denounced in On Writing—took up much of the room. But Paul really didn’t care what the King of Horror had to say about it, he loved his “dinosaur desk” and everything it represented to him. Not that anything aside from the final touches of Confederate Dead had ever been written there. The huge picture window on the East gave view to the little, beautiful woods beside the home. The woods sang a pathetic little siren’s song, but—pathetic or not—it didn’t take much to derail Paul these days. He didn’t even bother to sit down.
 
   A minute later he was walking with the trees. He loved walking among them and had done so most weekdays since the move. Once, three months back, one of the first times he’d been among the trees after the house was constructed, he’d noticed an old man near the edge of their property, by the end of the paved road. The man had looked like he wanted to talk to Paul, so he’d headed that way, simultaneously waving the man over. They’d met up about halfway between the road and the patch of trees. The man limped with his left leg. It swung stiffly, but the assurance of his walk convinced Paul whatever had caused it must have happened a long time ago.
 
   The old man had a typical hard farmer’s face at first glance, but as he stepped closer he saw some kind of weird class in it, as if he’d spent part of his youth attending Gatsby’s parties. He wore a pair of clean, stiff jeans, and a red-and-black plaid shirt that had seen better days. He chewed a thickish stalk of hay, and Paul wondered if he was trying to appear stereotypical. His hair had gone death-white, except right at the roots on the crown. There was a little color and vitality in him yet. 
 
   “Hello,” Paul said, once he felt he could talk without raising his voice. “I’m guessing we must be neighbors!” The wind picked at his sandy hair, and he subconsciously wished his shoulders were a bit wider, that he looked more like a real man to the old farmer.
 
   The man said, “If you can be said to have any neighbors, living far as you do from anybody else, then you could call me one of them. I live in the small white house at the end of that road. Use to be the closest thing to Rockport River in town. Before you built your place, of course.” He moved his head, almost imperceptibly, indicating Paul’s McMansion. His voice was solid, firmly rooted in his chest, as if it were a part of his body. There was something almost musical about it, as if perhaps in another life he might have sung along to Elvis songs, clear and loud. Paul would need to remember that voice for an old general or somebody. “Name’s Clancy Miller.”
 
   “I’m Paul. Paul Kenner.”
 
   “I know who you are,” Miller said, taking the hay from between his teeth as if he’d just noticed it was there. He rolled it in his fingers and inspected it. “You’re the writer. Everybody in town knows about you. You think you’re going to move into a town of two-hundred-and-fifty and not be known?” He said the last word, known, as if it were profound, a word of many meanings.
 
   “Not at all,” Paul said. “I was being polite.” In Paul’s younger years he would have been more intimidated by the man, but his years spent working alone, writing, had made him more aware of the grandstanding BS so many people seemed to rely on. It had also made him less patient with it. “Would you rather I say, ‘Nice to meet you Mr. Miller, I’m sure you know who I am, the millionaire writer?’ ” Paul wasn’t a cash millionaire, not after buying the home, but he liked the shock value the word provided.
 
   Miller seemed genuinely surprised, but he regained himself quickly. A less observant man than Paul might not have even noticed the man’s faltering. “I suppose you’re right,” Miller said.
 
   “Anything I can help you with, Mr. Miller?” Paul said, regretting his smart-alec quip only a little.
 
   “Nope. I guess I just thought it’d be neighborly of me to come out and say ‘howdy.’ So, howdy.” Despite his grumpy old man routine, Paul liked the man; he could tell there was more than a stereotype working inside him.
 
   “I appreciate it,” Paul said.
 
   The man—old, but clearly hale—let the hay stock fall from his hand into the grassy gravel like he’d forgotten it. He took a breath, as if to speak, and then let the air out slowly. Eventually he said, “You need anything, you let me know. That’s what neighbors are for, in’nit?”
 
   “Certainly. And you be sure to do the same.”
 
   “See you,” Miller said and began the trek back to his house.
 
   There had been something strange in his voice as he spoke the last two words, something out-of-place, and it wasn’t until Paul started to head back himself that he figured out what it was: Clancy Miller had something else he’d wanted to say, but he had been afraid to. Paul couldn’t imagine what was scaring the man, but something was.
 
   Now, walking among the trees, Paul wasn’t sure what had made him think of the encounter. Lord knows he hadn’t thought about it much after the fact. He’d talked to Miller and a few other neighbors on only a handful of occasions, and Miller hadn’t seemed anxious to tell him anything new. 
 
   Miller had been the most obviously unwelcoming neighbor so far, but just about everyone they’d met had been at least a bit standoffish. 
 
   The only Peoa resident who really seemed happy to have them was Donald Harmon, the fifty-something gentleman who’d sold them the patch of land. He was rather fat, but hadn’t yet reached the massive status of some men who shared his body shape. His ink-black hair was his most striking feature. Even though it was obviously a dye job, it was a good dye job and didn’t look bad on him. Harmon didn’t just seem happy to have made the sale—he was ecstatic. Clearly he’d been trying to sell the land for a long time, and he’d jumped on the first, admittedly generous, offer Paul had made.
 
   The neighbors, Harmon included, had assured Paul and Jen that Peoa was often quite snowy by early November, but it was only in the mid-forties that afternoon, and completely dry. Paul couldn’t even see his breath as he followed his almost-footpaths.
 
   Then, more in the form of déjà vu than an actual memory, Paul remembered he had been out in the woods the day before. This, in and of itself, was not unusual; he sometimes came here two or three times a day. But just now he couldn’t remember what had happened when he’d come out. He could remember walking between the two large trees that he always thought of as the Doorway to the Forest (not that the patch of trees was really big enough to be called a forest), and he remembered going back inside about an hour later. Everything else was gone from his memory. Why did it make him think of his nightmare from the night before? 
 
   Something red. Something wet and heavy. 
 
   It was not as easy for Paul to pretend nothing strange was happening to him now, not in the woods. He walked to the far end where the trees gave way to the water and crouched to touch the freezing river, reviewing the events in his mind. First, a trip into the woods he didn’t remember. Second, a nightmare that left him unsettled. Unsettled? a cold part of Paul asked, you were weeping. Third, the pristine blender and the imagined intruder.
 
   And don’t forget your little chat with Mike the salesman.
 
   What did it mean?
 
   What was it the salesman had said? “You didn’t tell her because you knew it wasn’t her that left the blender out. It wasn’t you, and it wasn’t her.”
 
   “It wasn’t me,” Paul said aloud, “and it wasn’t Jen.”
 
   What did it mean?
 
   Paul could see a couple potential meanings, none pleasant. He left his patch of trees behind, walking along the side of the river where it led to a large field of wild grass. Soon, without the trees to block the view, he saw the big industrial shed in the distance, by the road, and had a strange thought: I should have just become a blue-collar guy. I should have been a warehouse worker or something, and just let my mind rest.
 
   Sometimes he could hear a car in the distance out here, but not now. If he turned to face the water and the steep hill that peaked into something like a mountain, there wasn’t a trace of humanity in his eyes or ears.
 
   He turned to look at his small mansion, integrated so naturally with the little woods it could almost be an illustration in a child’s storybook. That was when Paul had one of his first revelations. I should write in the woods. My real office is here. He didn’t quite know what that meant, but the important thing was how it chased away the task of contemplating the day’s events. He headed back inside and upstairs to grab his MacBook from its charger, and he was actually getting excited.
 
   Paul knew what it felt like to be ready to write. For the words to be there, ready to come out, and this was it. He noticed, and tried not to notice, how his breathing had quickened and deepened. It didn’t just feel like he could turn the faucet of his story on, he felt as if he were a dam that needed only to be broken.
 
   Taking cue from Paul’s excitement, Cards popped up and followed her owner to the front door, tail wagging happily. His laptop clutched in one hand, he let the front door close behind him so he could take in the patch of trees with new eyes. He wanted to write there. Bad. Then a thought came to him that was so tangible he almost heard it aloud: You’ve had this idea before.
 
   Paul dismissed it.
 
   In the woods, which Paul would always in his mind call a forest, he sat on a large fallen log he had used as a bench many times. He set the laptop on his knees and flipped up the screen, eager to open a blank document and begin. But Word was already open. He didn’t usually leave any programs open—a little private OCD quirk, he supposed—but it was highly unlikely that Jen had used his laptop instead of her own. It must have been him. He clicked the minimized window to see what it was. It bloomed from the corner like a white flower unfolding, and he recognized it as the beginning of a book. He began to read.
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   It was not Scott’s Anaconda. This was another kind of book; another kind of story.
 
   A sentence abruptly cut off midway through page ten, and without a thought Paul picked up where he must have left off the day before. He didn’t have to try; the words came to him as they never had before. They were pouring out now, his fingers fluttering on the keyboard like restless moths. A nippy breeze picked up, smacking his face and hands, but he felt absurdly warmed by his work and felt no real discomfort. He had never written so fast. Just what kind of story was this? He didn’t have much time to wonder, to reread passages and analyze them, simply trying to keep up with the ideas flowing into his mind from the forest around him required all his focus. 
 
   He didn’t know how long he continued in this way, but by the time he carried himself and the laptop back inside he was exhausted. The big Roman-numeral clock in the living room told him it was 6:00 pm. Jen still wouldn’t be home for another couple of hours, long after the fall-time sunset.
 
   They had cell phones and texting plans of course, but Paul rarely used his. He checked it just in case. Nothing. That was just as well. If he had missed a call from her and didn’t respond for hours it might have led to some uncomfortable questions he wasn’t prepared to answer.
 
   He marched upstairs, undressing himself and tossing his clothes to the floor as soon as he crossed the threshold to the bedroom. He wanted to sleep, but the opening line from his new story had gone to bed with him. He tried to ignore its whispering in his ear.
 
    
 
   Deeny started with the blade below her waist. When a person was restrained you could do it that way.


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER TWO
 
   JEN MUST HAVE CHECKED her phone a hundred times that day. She knew Paul was going in to buy that stupid car—wouldn’t he want to tell her all about it? As much as she didn’t want to hear about the car, she was disappointed that he did not seem to care enough to waste her time with it. She stared at her computer screen, but aside from a digital pile of work that still needed doing, it offered no answers.
 
   Maybe she was being unfair; he was probably writing. If that was the case, she was glad. She knew he hadn’t even started on his next novel, and that must be stressful for him. The agent and publisher were breathing down his neck for another book, and Jen knew he didn’t want to resort to the two he had stashed away. She thought they were good, not his best yet, but still marketable and interesting. But he saw them as a regression, and he would go to great lengths to hide that weakness from his fans and from the critics. The publisher already had their hands on Confederate Dead, which hadn’t even hit the shelves yet, but they always had an eye on the future, and Paul seemed sure they knew he’d hit a dry spell. Consistency was key to the publisher; about one book a year was what they expected. No more, no less. It didn’t look like that was going to happen next year, not unless Paul could make up some serious lost time with Scott’s Anaconda.
 
   Anyway, it was a busy day for her, and she couldn’t afford to worry about her moody husband too much. Among other things, Jen was in charge of coordinating deaf education lectures. This included handling those who came to the U to speak as well as sending qualified staff or students to off-campus locations to attend or give presentations. And although the deaf conference was still six weeks off, it generated a huge amount of work for her. Not that she minded being in high demand; at least some people in this big cold world relied on her.
 
   It beats mink farming, she thought.
 
   Bizarrely, that was the backbone of the economy in Peoa, where minks outnumbered humans more than two to one. This fun tidbit did little to improve her opinion of the weird small town. Why Paul had chosen Peoa as the location for their dream home was beyond her. When she’d asked him the first time he showed her a photo of the plot, he’d simply said, “It was available, and the woods and river there are lovely.” But he hadn’t looked her in the eyes as he said it, and she’d fought the impulse to accuse him of lying. He was right about the beauty at least, but weren’t there woods and rivers in places that already had large houses? They were sorely out-of-place in Peoa, and although everyone seemed polite enough about them moving in, she couldn’t call their reception with the neighbors “warm.” They were probably all thinking the same thing she was: What on earth were she and Paul doing here?
 
   She made a routine phone call to Dorma Taylor (“Yes,” Dorma had assured her, “Dorma is a real name.”) The call could, in theory, take about twenty-five seconds: Hi, Dorma, is everything ready for our speaker tomorrow? Why, yes, Jen, it is. Okay, good, bye-bye, Dorma! Goodbye, Jen! But Jen knew when you called Dorma, you were, by virtue of dialing her number, requesting an update on her family, which included herself, her husband, her two boys and three girls, and her fourteen grandchildren.
 
   “Hiya, Jen!” Dorma said as she picked up.
 
   “Hi, Dorma. I was just calling about tomorrow. Do we—”
 
   “I’m glad you called! I know you’d like to hear this. You remember how my Jeffery started at the Police Academy last month—”
 
   “Uh-huh. I do remember that. I was just going to ask if—”
 
   “Well, his first day. His first day! The instructor tried to tell him he didn’t have the height to be a good cop. Can you believe that? Height?”
 
   Jen sighed. “That’s pretty rude.”
 
   “It’s not just rude. It’s probably illegal! Or it should be. There are enough ridiculous laws out there, what harm is one more going to do if it protects short guys like my boy from getting discriminated against?
 
   “Uh-huh.”
 
   “Anyway, so Jeffery told him…”
 
   Jen didn’t have the energy to fight the woman, and it wasn’t like she was getting a lot of human interaction at home, so she let her talk. While Dorma moved from obscene outrage to obscene outrage, Jen’s mind wandered. Paul seemed oblivious to the boundary he’d built between them and the other people in their town by erecting such an extravagant home. If she hadn’t read (and loved) his books for herself, she would never have believed a man so introverted and out-of-touch could write them. 
 
   “He’s got a little girl at home! And I don’t think Jeffery was built for college, in the brains department, I mean. Not like my Thomas. I don’t mean he’s dumb, I just think that different things work for different people. ‘We all have our place,’ I told him. ‘We all have a job only we can do the best.’ He said…”
 
   The characters Paul created were deep, real, and dynamic, so he must understand something about the human psyche, but in real life he could barely keep polite small talk going for more than thirty seconds with anyone except a good friend.
 
   “I know that little girls always worship their daddies, but Jeffery’s little Deb has got to be the worst about that kind of thing. She doesn’t want a dolly for her birthday this year, oh no, she wants a cap gun, just like Jeffery will have on the job! Can you imagine a—Oop! Hang on, Jen.” Jen could hear someone talking to Dorma on the other end, but couldn’t make out what was said.
 
   “Uh-huh,” Jen said, but couldn’t help but smile.
 
   Dorma came back on the line, “I’m sorry, Jen, we’re going to have to finish this another time. I’ve got a situation here. You know how it is, there’s always something!” and without even waiting for a goodbye, Dorma was gone. Jen hadn’t gotten an answer to her question, but she had time to realize how rich and full Dorma’s life really was, despite all her complaints. Her family was everything to her. Imagine the legacy left behind by this one kind chatterbox and her husband. A legacy she wondered if she and Paul would ever share.
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   Sean Roberts came in her office around 4:30, as he usually did before heading home. Sean was a tall, well-built man with a crooked nosed. She wondered if he had been born with that nose, or if he’d had some kind of accident. He pushed his blonde hair off his forehead in a familiar and practiced manner and said, “Today was a killer! At least tonight you can go home to your writer man and snuggle up with a good book.”
 
   Sean had started working there only a few days before Jen, but he acted like an old friend with just about everybody. This was more true for Jen, though, than anyone else.
 
   “I’m not headed home yet, I have a dozen phone calls to make.”
 
   “Everyone will be gone by five. Do it tomorrow.” He pretended to check his phone.
 
   “I’ll leave messages, Sean. Tomorrow I’m meeting with the DS Work Group, and while I appreciate your concern, I don’t need you to tell me when to go home.” She hadn’t meant to be rude, but she was getting tired of office personnel bringing up her long hours.
 
   Sean sighed and stepped into her office, closing the door behind him. “If this has anything to do with your husband, you can tell me. I understand.”
 
   They had known each other since she had started working there a couple months ago, but she didn’t feel the same bond of closeness Sean seemed to think he had with everyone. Even though she was technically his superior, Sean was always mildly patronizing. “Everything’s fine,” she said, wondering if she could ask him to open the door without sounding even more impolite. “When I came into this department it was kind of a mess. There’s a lot I need to put into place. When things slow down a little, I will too.”
 
   He looked down, smiled and shook his head; his hair—perhaps his strangest feature—fell in his face again. He had his hair cut as if he were auditioning for a James Dean lookalike competition. He swept it back with the same practiced gesture. His expression read, Poor Jen, someday she’ll learn, but he said, “Okay. Just remember, the Holy Ghost goes to bed at midnight,” and laughed like it was the funniest thing in the world.
 
   She had no idea what the Holy Ghost had to do with long hours but gave him a courtesy chuckle and turned back to her monitor.
 
   He said, “See ya,” as he left.
 
   She got up and closed the door behind him. At her desk, she looked into the small mirror she kept in the drawer. This was not an egocentric habit—though she knew an on-looker might think so—it was how she talked to herself. It was an embarrassing hang-on habit from her early college days, back when homesickness was a big problem for her. She said, “Sean’s an idiot, but he may have a point. Why are you staying so late every day?”
 
   “I have to get this department in order,” she told herself quietly, careful to keep her voice confined to the room.
 
   “You will, you have been, that doesn’t mean you need to pull nine- or ten-hour days on a regular basis.”
 
   “Paul needs his time to write.” The heat kicked on, and Jen listened to its low, welcome hush for a moment.
 
   She looked back at the mirror and said, “In the last two months he’s hardly written a word and you know it. What do you think he does all day? Does he stay in the house? Does he go to Salt Lake? You don’t know.”
 
   And Jen realized she really didn’t.
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   Paul was somewhere between Peoa and Smith-and-Morehouse Reservoir when the sun began to dip behind the Oquirrh mountains. Like many highways in the area, 183 ran parallel to a small river. He was joyriding, burning gas like it was free. His new book was almost a hundred pages long now, and he felt like he’d just gotten started. He was driving east, away from the sun, as if trying to catch the long shadow his car made in front of him on the road. He was excited about what he’d been writing. Or maybe, more accurately, that he’d been writing. He kept his mind off the specifics of the text.
 
    
 
   Deeny began to slit the man’s throat. Limp hands reached for the blade, as though the man thought he could fight Deeny. Halfway through pulling the razor across his neck, Deeny changed his mind and plunged it through, shattering the spinal column, stilling the man’s busy fingers. Deeny giggled.
 
    
 
   One thing was certain—he’d never written anything like it.
 
   Eventually Paul pulled off the deserted street and stepped through the scrub oak and sawtooth maple to sit by the river and contemplate his marriage. As a writer, he knew it was best to avoid overly contemplative characters. A novel needed protagonists of action and decisiveness. He sometimes wished he could be more like the people in his stories. Over the last two nights he and Jen had said almost nothing to one another. There was no open hostility, just a helpless sense of drifting apart. Paul knew if he did not do something soon they may drift so far that they would no longer be able to find one another. He’d never been a vastly romantic man, but now he began to wonder if he should have been. Divorce was so common, but thinking about it as part of his own future seemed suddenly more than he could bear. The fading light of sunset seemed a mirror to his own life.
 
   He ran his fingers through his soft, sandy hair and closed his eyes.
 
   When he opened them the world was fully dark, true night had come. Stars twinkled above him. The moon shone down like a warning beacon. He had a moment of raw alarm before deciding he must have simply drifted off, sitting in the leaves by the water. He was breathing fast, panicky, as he had upon waking from the nightmare. Strange. 
 
   This is more than just strange, Paul, he thought. You must see that. He did see it. What he didn’t see was a good way to respond to whatever was happening. He glanced at his watch and saw it was just past eight. What if Jen had come home already? She didn’t normally get done with work quite this early, but it was not impossible.
 
   “It would not even be as unlikely as my falling asleep like this, randomly, mid-thought,” he said to himself aloud. 
 
   The cold of late evening rested on him like a cloak. His pants were damp on the seat, and he realized he must have sat in mud. Finally his eyes adjusted to the moonlight and he could faintly see his breath puffing out in front of him. During a normal, colder winter he knew all this would already be buried in snow.
 
   He was startled by something behind him as the leaves of a nearby tree rattled. It sounded like someone had grabbed a branch and shook it. Paul stood, feeling the stiffness in his legs from staying cross-legged for over an hour. He turned toward the sound and said, “Hello?”
 
   Someone’s throat was cleared.
 
   Paul scrambled to his feet and said, “Is anybody there? Hello?”
 
   Silence.
 
   Paul took a step back toward the road and slipped on a patch of wet leaves. “Ugh!” he grunted and went down in a confused sprawl, sliding slowly toward the water, mud smearing across his black sweater. Had the ground been wet when he walked down here from the road? Maybe he hadn’t noticed, but he didn’t think so.
 
   He forced his body to stand, but instantly his foot sunk into the earth, enclosed in thick, deep mud. He grunted loudly again with the impact. He flailed, trying to get up, but each time fell back into the ground. He was sliding down into the river, but it was not deep or fast enough to be dangerous.
 
   The branch shook again and Paul tried to sound casual, “Hey, if there is somebody there, I wouldn’t mind some help.” He added a laugh to show the situation was a little embarrassing, “I can’t seem to get up.” The world seemed very dark, despite the moonlight.
 
   His next attempt to stand almost succeeded, but he ended up face-first in a huge pile of mud and leaves he had also apparently not noticed earlier. Organic gunk filled his eyes so he could see nothing but the faint glow of the moon seeping through.
 
   Through his gasping, Paul heard someone slowly approach.
 
   A male voice, uncommonly high-pitched, said, “Are you going to fight him or are you going to give in? He needs an answer as soon as possible.”
 
   It wasn’t just Paul’s foot that was sinking into the wet ground now; his body was slowly being enveloped in the earth.
 
   “Tell me,” the man said.
 
   But Paul couldn’t speak; his mouth was filled with the leaves, dirt and mud. He started coughing, trying to get a full breath. He sputtered out something that might have been, “Help me.” He wasn’t even sure what he was trying to vocalize.
 
   The man continued as if Paul’s silence was rude, but expected. He said, “He likes to have fun, as I’m sure you are finding out, but he also has work to do. He can’t play with you forever, Writer.” The owner of the voice was much closer now, but all his features were obscured by mud that Paul could not seem to wipe away. He had the feeling he was close enough to lunge out at the voice if he wanted to. Had he, of course, not been randomly floundering about like a lunatic. 
 
   The man said, “Why resist? You cannot stop what you will become. And why would you want to? The rush, the thrill of the kill… you too can join in on that. If only we all could be so lucky, but our minds are too weak.”
 
   Paul’s legs and waist were buried under the earth. He fought to free himself.
 
   “You will not die.” The man sighed. “As much as he hates to admit it, he does need you now. I’ll just leave you with this: he is hoping the relationship can be symbiotic, but it doesn’t have to be. Really, it’s up to you.” The footsteps faded back into the trees between the road and the river.
 
   It took a moment for Paul to realize he was no longer stuck in the mud once the voice was gone, although he was still covered in it. He stood with only little trouble and ran toward the road, hoping to catch the man. He rushed back through the trees, not noticing the branches scratching him.
 
   In the gravel pull-off from the road Paul saw a cop car parked next to the ILX. Someone was inside, but he saw nothing else. He tapped the window and a rather scrawny officer unrolled the window.
 
   “Can I help you?” The cop said. His high-pitched voice revealed him as the man from the river. Paul had a bad moment where he thought his legs would betray him and make him run, or just give out from underneath, but he stood his ground. Mostly because he wanted answers.
 
   “Yes, um,” Paul said, “what was it you were saying by the river?”
 
   The cop gave him a quick up-and-down assessment. Perhaps noticing the expensive-looking—albeit mud stained—clothes. “I’m sorry?” he said.
 
   “You know, you said he wouldn’t wait for my answer. You wouldn’t help me out of the mud.”
 
   “Perhaps you saw someone else, sir. I’ve been—”
 
   “No!” Paul cut him off, knowing there was no point, but not being able to stop himself. “It was you. You wouldn’t help me up!” 
 
   Paul believed the look he saw on the man’s face. The look said he really—truly—did not know what Paul was talking about. The upside of the sobriety test Paul then had to take was it gave the mud on him time to dry, so when he got back into his car it didn’t get all over the seats.
 
   He’d apologized to the officer after calming down. He’d agreed, Yes, yes, it must have been someone else, and, No, no, of course it wasn’t a police officer. Eventually the cop seemed convinced that it had been some kind of misunderstanding, and he left. 
 
   Paul lowered himself into the seat and slammed the door. His muscles were already starting to ache from the flailing and fighting against the mud, but he knew he’d really be feeling it in the morning. Seeing nothing to gain from this unfortunate highway pit stop, Paul, too, drove off toward home.
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   He was relieved and unsettled to find the house empty. Relieved because he had time to clean up and take care of his filthy clothes before Jen got home. Unsettled because it was almost ten o’clock and Jen still hadn’t returned.
 
   He stowed his muddy clothes in a seldom-used duffle bag and crammed it in the back of his office closet. When he had more time, he’d run them through the wash. He sat at the desk and cradled his head between his hands, his elbows propped up on the surface like a kid. 
 
   Jen might be upset that he hadn’t called to see where she was. He fished his cell out of his khaki pockets, and dialed 1. His thumb hovered over the green CALL button, but he didn’t press it. He didn’t know what to say or ask. Even without the weirdness of the river, he felt he wouldn’t even know how to begin. But he wanted to reach out. He needed her strength. The comfort she could give.
 
   The words Paul Kenner doesn’t know how to talk to his wife rumbled in his head. He shut the screen off and set the phone facedown on the desktop. He couldn’t move. He was powerless, helpless, impotent. Perhaps if he just pretended to have fallen asleep here he could pull off some surprise when she got home. Maybe he could laugh and say, “Wow! I can’t believe I fell asleep at my desk! Haha, I’m just glad you got home safe!” Then maybe he could say, “Oh by the way don’t forget, I love you and need you and I’m scared.” Then maybe he could start crying, and he could scream something like, “Actually, I’m terrified! If I don’t change I think we’re going to get divorced, and I have no idea what to do about it! And—get a load of this—I also seem to be losing my mind!”
 
   Or maybe he could just go to bed now and trust that she wouldn’t have anything to say to him when she got back.
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   Jen was late because of Sean. He’d tricked her into talking about Paul, and the pressure in her burst like a water main. She disgusted herself by crying in front of him, but she couldn’t help it. She wasn’t close enough to her mother or sister to talk about her marriage issues with them, and the few friends she’d made back in Armour Square were really just acquaintances. She was alone save for Paul. He might be a creature of solitude, but she wasn’t. She needed human interaction. Sean was annoying—a little inappropriately close even—but he was also ready to listen, and for the first time since she started working in the department, Jen was ready to talk.
 
   “I read one of his books,” Sean said, folding his own tie back and forth on his belly as he leaned on her desk. “It was very good. Is that what got you interested in him in the first place?”
 
   This would be so much easier if she wasn’t crying. She’d already told Sean the reason she stayed late so often was—as he had inferred—that she no longer felt comfortable or even welcome at home.
 
   “No,” she said, wiping another rogue tear from her eye. “He hadn’t written as much as a short story when we met at the University of Chicago when I was nineteen. He was studying business. About a year after we met through a friend of mine, things got really serious between us, and without even realizing it we were headed for marriage. I remember when he read his first Civil War book, The Killer Angels. He read it in two days, even though he was swamped with classes. It was a gift from his uncle, just something to read to pass some time, but it changed him.” She found a pencil on the desk, and rolled it nervously back and forth, liking the faint click-click-click it made as she did. “After that, he read every Civil War book he could get his hands on. It’s funny, actually, the day he proposed was also the day he told me he wasn’t going into business after all. The two things went hand-in-hand; basically it was, ‘Will you marry me if I spend the rest of my life trying to write books like these?’ I wasn’t surprised. I knew before he did that he was going to write these books. I saw the look on his face as he read them. They were like revelations to him.”
 
   Sean pushed himself off the desk and sat in the rarely used plastic chair facing her. “Obviously it was a good career change. I understand you’re both doing quite well now.” Jen mentally brushed off the annoyance she felt at him mentioning their wealth. Again, he swept his hair back with a model’s vanity. “So what’s the problem? I mean, why would you rather be here in Salt Lake working than home in your beautiful mansion with you brilliant husband? What is it, exactly,” he leaned in, hands on his knees, “that makes you so uncomfortable about home?”
 
   Jen hesitated. Just how much was she going to tell him? Well, she’d gone this far.
 
   She said, “Honestly, Sean, I don’t know why I’m telling you this, but I don’t think he wants to have kids.”
 
   “And you do?”
 
   Embarrassed, she said, “More than anything.”
 
   “Well, then, that is a problem.”
 
   “But it’s not just that, it’s this whole move. I didn’t want to come here. He talked me into it, and I still don’t know why he wanted to come.”
 
   Sean said, “You don’t like it here?”
 
   “You know, Sean, I really don’t.” She said, realizing how true it was as she spoke it. “I don’t want to be here.”
 
   “What if he said you could have children?”
 
   “Then I think I could take it.”
 
   He leaned over the desk even more. His piney cologne drifted to her. He said, “You have to tell him.” He seemed to her not quite sincere, as if what he actually wanted was the opposite of what he was saying. “Don’t let him do this to you. And if he won’t give you what you want, someone else will.”
 
   She wondered at the implications of this and shuddered minutely. Sean was an okay guy to talk to, she supposed, but if he was suggesting himself, he was way off-base. She ran the last few minutes of her life through her head, and suddenly felt soiled. “Well,” she said, “Thanks for talking with me Sean. I should get going.”
 
   He said, “Yes,” his eyes on her like a waiting child, “you should.” His voice was hollow, drained of power. Despite the bright florescent lights in her office, the room seemed dim now, like Sean was sucking brightness out of the room.
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   Driving home, she decided not to think about Sean anymore. Instead, her thoughts turned to Utah and just what it was that made her not want to be here. She often thought of the first time she flew into Salt Lake International from Chicago. The airport is located—quite unfortunately—very near the Great Salt Lake, which is “great” only in the sense that it is large. The first impression she had of Utah was a lasting one, a dead wasteland moonscape stretching out over an improbable distance. She knew, of course, that many people felt the state was one of unique beauty, but flying in, it looked like nothing but a flat expanse of gray and white cradled by brown mountains on either side. She had thought, There are no trees in this place. Of course, there were trees, some of the more suburban streets were packed with them, but compared to what she was used to in the Mideast, Utah looked like a desert. She later learned that nothing larger than brine shrimp lived in the water that was four times saltier than the ocean and that much of Utah was, technically, a desert.
 
   Paul loved the drive from Salt Lake to Peoa, but Jen couldn’t stand it. It was mile after mile of sagebrush and scant plant life. The ground was brown in Illinois, too, but at least there it was covered by green growth of one kind or another. Finding even these thoughts exhausting after her long day, Jen eventually decided to think of nothing, and drove the rest of the way on autopilot.
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   Cards was outside. Having dog fun among the trees. It was dark.
 
   Inside house man and food were waiting but there was smell she had to follow. She sniffed it. It was old and meaty. She sniffed. Old. Meaty. Dark. She ran between two trees and then past another. Then smell was tricky. In front of her leading her but then behind her then beneath her then gone then in front of her. She sniffed and found it was more than old and more than meaty. It wasn’t a dog or a person or food or anything like that. It was a round smell. An old meaty round big smell. Very big. She sniffed and saw a bubbling up in the ground of leaves and dirt and she felt-smelled the thing beneath it. The old big round meat of thing. The bubbling up subsided and she felt hungry and went inside and ate dog food in the kitchen.
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   Seven months after they’d been married, back when they had first moved to Armour Square, Jen was working as a glorified secretary at a law firm—Paul could never remember what her actual title was, just some string of letters—and Paul was working on his first book, Vicksburg. Jen knew he enjoyed the work, but also that he felt bad about not bringing in any money. She knew, somehow, it would all work out. She’d believed in his writing, even though he was so afraid he’d fail. The night he finished the final draft, she came home to find him in unusually good spirits.
 
   “I might actually be able to do this,” he’d said, looking almost star struck.
 
   “I know,” she said, joining him on their horrid thrift store behemoth of a couch, pouring two glasses of sparkling wine. “I’m proud of you.”
 
   “I mean it,” he said, as much to himself as to her. He sounded like a scientist who’d just made his first breakthrough discovery, too shy to really bring the outcome into the light, afraid he would find it was just an illusion, a false positive. He picked his glass up from their battered coffee table but didn’t drink. “This thing might be pretty good.” The finished manuscript lay flat on the table in front of them, looking as clean and white as a sacred building. 
 
   “That’s what I’ve been trying to tell you,” she said, and leaned over to kiss him.
 
   Their lips stayed together for a long time, and before she even had a chance to set her glass down he was pulling her button-up shirt out of her pants, popping two of the buttons off. Even though it was a work shirt, she didn’t care. He’d been so oppressed by self-doubt lately that she was too thrilled by his happiness to worry about a shirt. He pushed her bra up with his free hand, freeing one of her smallish, pretty breasts, and she laughed. 
 
   “Let me take it off!” she said. “You’re going to break it.”
 
   He kissed her naval and said, “So what?” He accidentally knocked the glass from her hand, and it fell to the table, cracking down one side and spraying wine everywhere but the manuscript. 
 
   Locking lips, they’d undressed themselves and each other in a youthful flurry of movement all while finding their way to the floor. That was the only night of their marriage they hadn’t used protection, and each of them had been secretly hoping Jen would get pregnant, even though they felt they couldn’t afford it. 
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   When he heard the Taurus pulling up the drive, Paul walked downstairs. After a serious battle of egos and options, he had come to the conclusion that he was, indeed, losing his mind. He knew it needed to be dealt with before someone really got hurt. He worked his way down the steps in the shadowy light emanating from his office. Aside from the front porch light, and a little plug-in safety light in the kitchen, everything was dark.
 
   He expected Jen to come in as she usually did these days: exhausted and unhappy. He wished he had good news for her. He wished he had something wonderful to tell her. Instead he was going to shatter her. He was going to tell her about the car salesman, the police officer, the muddy river—all the things that had to be hallucinations. Quite seriously, he wondered if she would leave him. A part of him tried to promise that in some ways this would probably be a good thing, that she would be happy to have a problem they could work on together, something like that. He wanted to believe it, but he felt a black certainty that telling her the truth might mean the end for them.
 
   He stood in the living room, waiting for her to come in, thinking, Are things really this bad? They are, aren’t they? In less than a minute I’m going to tell my wife that I am losing my mind. He didn’t think about what that would mean for the future. He knew if he did, if he really thought about the hospitals and psychological evaluations that were to come, he may not have been able to say what he needed to say.
 
   She came in, and he was struck by her beauty; not that she was some Hollywood starlet (nor did he wish her to be), but simply that she was lovely. He did not notice her this way often enough. He thought of how things had been back in Armour Square, early on, before they’d started fighting. How much passion they’d shared. The light from the porch swung with the door, painting her face briefly white. Then she closed it and it was dark. Her low heels clacked three times as she came further into the room.  
 
   He faltered. He knew if he didn’t say something now he might never be able to.
 
   He gripped the handrail halfway down the flight of stairs and said, “Honey, I might be losing my mind. I may need professional help.”
 
   Jen’s only response was a wicked grin. She didn’t move; she simply stood in the dark entry way. “Did you hear me?” He said, more loudly than he intended, “I think I’m losing my mind. You may not be safe with me!”
 
   She stepped into the living room and switched on the small, Tiffany-style lamp they kept on the end table. The lamp’s varied, deep colors muted the little light it put off. She took a step closer to him but then stopped abruptly. He rested his weight on the foot farthest from her, up one step from the other.
 
   She said, “Paul, let’s go upstairs.” She was looking right at him, her eyes flicking back and forth from one side of his face to the other. He could barely see her pupils in the dimness. “I’d like to see how you’ll perform.” She licked her lips. “Tonight is a very special night.”
 
   “What are you talking about?” He said, pleading, “Are you even listening to me? There is something seriously wrong with me!”
 
   She bit her lower lip and her smile disappeared for a moment. She said, “I get it. That’s why you’ve been ignoring me lately. You can’t get it up anymore, can you? How sad. Sad for us both.”
 
   Paul looked into her cold, devilish eyes and said, “You aren’t her, are you? You’re another one of them.” He couldn’t help but be dismayed by how textbook crazy that sounded.
 
   She laughed, deep and throaty, and though it was Jen’s voice, it was not her laugh.
 
   She said, “Oh, I’m her. At least, this is her body. You used to love this body, being with it, but now you won’t. Why?”
 
   He said, “Please give her back to me. Please leave me alone.”
 
   She said, “He won’t,” and sounded reluctantly resigned, a tiny fraction of humanity could be heard. “He can’t leave you alone, Writer, not after what you did in the forest. He couldn’t turn away from a mind like yours even if he wanted to.” She stepped closer. “All those books, those descriptions and stories and characters living in your head, it’s given you power. More than you could understand or ever make use of, but Deeny knows how to use it.” She began to ascend the large staircase, using each little packet of words to take another step. “Deeny is a man who knows what he wants and how to get it.” Step. “A man armed with that knowledge is not easily stopped.” Step. “You, on the other hand, do not know what you want.” Step. She was only a few stairs below him now. “You have achieved great fame and recognition in your field, but it doesn’t fill you.” Step. “You have a lot of money and a little bit of love, but they do not satisfy you.” Step. She was just below him now; one more stair would bring her face directly to his lower chest. “Your needs are something else Deeny can use.” Now she wasn’t moving, just staring him down from below. Her eyes no longer shifted from side to side. 
 
   Then she said something that burned Paul’s brain to hear. She said, “Hunger and blood have always been two sides of the same coin.” It was a line from his most recent book, Confederate Dead. Captain Jeffs, a character who had appeared in three of Pauls’ books so far, had said it while explaining to a fresh-faced teenage soldier what war’s two great powers were, the two things it did better than anything else: kill and consume. Hunger and blood.
 
   With so little light, Paul could not clearly see the room, he could barely see his wife’s body. But he saw the thing inside her clearly. Not a ghost or a monster, but not really a person. It was like a blank copy of a person, superimposed inside her. He said, “Are you Deeny?”
 
   “No,” Jen’s mouth said. “I am just an unborn. A nothing person.”
 
   Then Paul said, as if the thing would help him, “What can I do to stop this?”
 
   The wife-thing laughed again, playful now. She took the final step and joined him awkwardly on his stair. She slipped her arms around him and leaned her face in to whisper in his ear. He wanted to push her away, but he had a feeling if she went tumbling down the stairs now it would be Jen paying for it. She said, “Nothing. You are slowing him, Writer. You are fighting.” She squeezed him affectionately around his midsection. “Can’t you feel that? The constant pull on you? But you resist. You think you can withstand him, but you can’t. He will have your beautiful mind, and with it he will be more than he has ever been. And, here’s the best part, you will become more than you could ever have dreamed.”
 
   Not knowing why he bothered to speak, but feeling like he must explain, Paul said, “I’m happy with my life. I don’t need whatever it is this Deeny is offering.”
 
   “You are lying. I have to leave soon. One more chance to cheat on your wife with her body? Us nobodies know what we’re doing.”
 
   Paul said nothing.
 
   “Your choice,” it said, “for now.”
 
   The thing let him go, and walked back to the entryway, exactly as if Jen had just walked in. “Showtime,” it said. Then it disappeared from her body, and without so much as a confused shake of the head, Jen walked further in the room and flipped on the bright bank of lights in the living room, hanging over their imposing fireplace.
 
   She looked up at him, clearly exhausted, and said, “Why are you standing here in the dark?”
 
   Paul said nothing. She sighed in the way that meant, Sometimes I don’t even know who you are, and made her way into the kitchen to fix a dinner Paul probably should have made already.
 
   And Paul wanted to follow her. He wanted to hold her and kiss every inch of her face. He wanted to take her upstairs and tell her they could start a family, that he would give her a child. He wanted to beg her to never leave him and to tell him they would always be together. He wanted her to pet his head and make him curl up next to her somewhere warm.
 
   Instead, he went to the upstairs bathroom and brushed his teeth. Then he went to bed. Just before dropping off into a troubled sleep, some thought flitted at the edge of his mind. No. Not a thought…an image. It wasn’t clear, but it felt good and bad all at once. Like the best thing in the universe had been coupled with the worst: Something red. Something wet and heavy. What it had to do with anything, Paul didn’t know, and he was too exhausted to care.
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   In the morning, he lay in their huge, empty bed for hours, debating. He kicked around his scant options and picked up his phone a number of times. Each time he simply set it back down. There was no one he could call, no one he could tell. His eyes rested on the walls of his room, irregular boxes of light from the windows stretched dramatically across the textured maroon paint. Why had he built this house? It seemed suddenly strange to him, as if the decision had been made without his approval. He thought of when he’d first graduated high school in Illinois. He’d had a plan then. Business degree. Find some company that paid well and took care of its employees. Make money. Have a family. Fish and bowl. Maybe even take some private flying lessons. He wanted to move to the coast. The east coast. New York or maybe DC. Certainly he would never have thought he’d move west, unless it was California or something. And Utah? He thought, Do I really know what I’m doing here? He twisted in their huge comforter, not feeling particularly comforted. Now he didn’t have a plan, did he? He’d chosen the shiftless life of an artist, even if he was successful. There was no fire under him. He had to motivate himself if he was going to get another book done. And now he was… distracted. I think you mean absolutely insane, said some quiet, certain voice inside him.
 
   He picked up his phone again, ready to dial the first number that popped into his head, but then the forest started whispering promises about a book that could be written, a book that would fill him in a way his others had not, in a way his home and car had not, in a way his plans and lack of plans had not.
 
   He got dressed, not really thinking—in fact, he was pushing the act of thought away. He poured some kibble for Cards in the kitchen. As she crunched up her breakfast gratefully, Paul crouched down to scratch her behind the ears. He ate nothing himself. With the laptop under his arm, he walked out to the trees.
 
   It was getting colder. The white winter that they’d been promised at least a month before Christmas had not yet come. His breath puffed out in front of him in huge, white blobs, but still the ground was free of snow. The leaves along his footpaths had all but disintegrated into the dirt, and his footsteps were silent. Again, his thoughts turned briefly to Clancy Miller and the certainty that there was something else he wanted to say to Paul, but hadn’t. Paul now found that he was the one afraid to hear it.
 
   In the center of the forest, in his new office, he sat on the big fallen log, his new desk chair, and the words again poured out in a great stream. Once he started he could not stop. For hours the story came out of him. The sun inched over him in a great slow arc, distant and cold as another universe. 
 
   Deeny filled the pages.
 
   The idea of giving in to the unknown assailant was charming. Paul knew what the wife-thing had meant when it talked about the pull. He had been resisting. Without even knowing it, he had been fighting against it. Now that he could identify the feeling of that struggle, he also knew how to stop fighting. It would be as easy as letting go of a cliff face; he could just release his grip and the battle would be over.
 
   But not yet. He would wait. 
 
   At the very least he would finish the book.
 
   Paul didn’t notice the chilled tears that periodically streaked his face as he typed.
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER THREE
 
   AFTER THE WIFE-THING, nothing strange happened to Paul for the next two weeks. That is, of course, if he ignored the bloody manuscript blooming in his laptop. It was the morning of Sunday, November 16th, and Paul was feeling at least moderately okay.
 
   He was ready to pretend nothing out-of-the-ordinary had happened at all.
 
   He and Jen ate breakfast together, something they had not done in a long time, and she agreed to go on a drive with him. Even Cards, who did not usually like car rides, seemed to know they were talking about a drive and yipped once to show her willingness to come along. Paul scooped her up on the way out the door. 
 
   It was also Jen’s first time in the new car, and Paul was delighted at her excitement. He had become something of a connoisseur of roads in the weeks since purchasing the car; he’d taken to driving as a form of meditation. He knew many of the country roads, the highways, the scenic drives, the windy drives, the drives that were a bit scary. He decided they could take 150 out to Lost Lake. It would take them about an hour if they drove at a reasonable speed; Paul suspected it would take them a little under forty-five minutes. It was one of Paul’s favorite roads, and he wanted to show Jen before it was closed for the winter. If not for the mild season it would probably be closed already.
 
   Evergreens lined the pavement on both sides. Delicate, rust-colored mountains floated in the distance. The sun didn’t bother them much, mostly keeping tucked behind the trees. Foregoing the classical music he usually listened to in the car, he turned the satellite radio to the Grunge station. They’d each graduated in the mid nineties; he was hoping to engender feelings of youth.
 
   Eddie Vedder assured them through the speakers that he was, indeed, still alive, and Paul began to feel that he might still be alive as well. Perhaps life had not grown so dire as he had imagined. About twenty minutes into the drive, at the end of a particularly indulgent Mudhoney piece Paul didn’t recognize, Jen said, “I wouldn’t mind taking a turn. Driving, I mean.”
 
   He was more than happy to oblige; in fact, he’d hoped she would. If they could have a love of the car in common—something to care for and look after—it might help bring them closer together. He pulled over so they could switch seats. Cards took the opportunity to hop out and let any wild animals that might pass by the side of the road know she’d been there. So far the dog seemed to be enjoying the ride as much as her owners. She mostly stayed quiet, back feet planted on the seat, front paws on the doors, looking out the window. Every few minutes she switched sides, perhaps hoping for something better.
 
   “You know,” she said, “This thing isn’t half bad.”
 
   Paul laughed, “It’s not a thing, honey. It’s an ILX, and I’d have to agree with you. It’s not half bad, or a quarter bad, or even an eighth bad—”
 
   “I get it,” she said. “It’s not a bad car, huh?”
 
   “I knew you were man enough to understand.”
 
   She smirked. “What’s that supposed to mean?”
 
   Paul just smiled. They saw, briefly, two deer in the trees beside them. They bounded together away from the road, into a dark patch of the woods.
 
   She said, “I’m just confused about one thing.”
 
   “And what’s that?”
 
   “Why not a Corvette?”
 
   “Bah!” he said. “Overrated. This is a nice car. Not too flashy, but not too common. It’s perfect.”
 
   Paul thought Jen seemed to think this phrase deserved some thought, because she went silent. After a few miles she said, “Paul… what’s been happening with us lately?”
 
   A few seconds passed, then he said, “I don’t know.” Nirvana had been working through Lithium. The yeahs were over, and now Cobain was explaining the complicated relationship between love and murder and how a person kept from cracking.
 
   Paul said, “I just… I know I don’t want to lose you.”
 
   She seemed unreasonably relieved. Didn’t she know he wanted her—needed her—even if he didn’t often say it?
 
   She said, “I don’t want to lose you either, Paul, but I don’t want to live here. I don’t. Not unless I can have a family to take care of. I know they say you shouldn’t make ultimatums or these kinds of demands in a marriage, but you need to know how I feel about this.” Both her hands gripped the wheel. A bright blue car passed and then they were alone on the road again, trees flying past them in a brown-green ribbon.
 
   He said, “I know what you want. And it’s what I want, too.”
 
   “Do you mean that? Do you actually mean that?”
 
   He propped his head on his arm, which rested on the door. He said, “I don’t know. I think so.”
 
   “What is the problem? Wasn’t this always the plan? Make money, have kids, in that order? We have the money, Paul, now where are my kids? Are you afraid you won’t know how? To be a father, I mean? Because that’s normal. Nobody knows how to be a parent until they do it.”
 
   Paul was struck by how the mood had swung from polite and amusing to desperate in less than two minutes. He said, “Yes. That was the plan. That is the plan. I don’t know what’s wrong with me.” And then, still feeling unable to tell her the truth of his hallucinations, wanting to believe they were over forever, he said, “I don’t know what I’m afraid of.”
 
   Her speed crept over the 100 mark on the speedometer. Cards wasn’t looking out the window anymore. Perhaps sensing the mood shift, she had hopped down to the floor mats in the backseat. She looked like she was pretending to sleep.
 
   Jen said, “Are you going to fight me, or are you going to give in? Is that what this comes down to? A battle? You know this isn’t the way I expected our lives would go! I thought we were going to start a family five years ago. I have nothing to show for my life, Paul, nothing.” Now she was crying. “At least you have your books. People can look at your life and say, well, at least he didn’t totally waste it. But what will people say about me? Nothing. No one will even know who I was once I’m dead.”
 
   The car was still screaming along as she wiped tears from her face with the sleeve of her tight sweater. Paul thought they might run off the road at any second, but said nothing. If they died, they died. Cards whined briefly, then quieted.
 
   Paul didn’t know how to respond without destroying her or committing to have a child. He was prepared to do neither, so he kept his mouth closed. Long minutes stretched out as the car covered miles of empty road. Where was everyone anyway? Paul had never seen the road so empty. 
 
   He wished he could turn the radio off—Soundgarden’s Black Hole Sun had never sounded as strange to him as it did then—but he felt even a hint of movement on his part might break the spell of his silence.
 
   She got her tears and speed under control and said, “I’m sorry. I know it’s not right to try to force you into having a child with me, but it breaks my heart that I even have to try to convince you.”
 
   “Okay,” he said without giving himself time to back out, “Yes. I want to.” He put a finger up to her mouth before she could object. Her lips felt wonderful under his finger, a source of power and love. “And not just because you’re crying. I mean it. I feel the same emptiness as you. I want to fill this thing inside me, this hole. I don’t know what I’m scared of, but let’s just go for it. Let’s have a child.”
 
   She pulled the car over without dropping their speed enough. They slid on the gravel but not far enough to really be dangerous. Before they’d even come to a full stop, she collapsed on the steering wheel. The tears came back in full force. Paul wasn’t stupid enough to think these were tears of joy. These were tears borne of confusion and exhaustion and anger and self-consciousness. But when she looked up he saw there was some happiness on her face, a ghost of the Jen he used to see all the time before he had reduced her.
 
   “Okay,” she said. “let’s do it.”
 
   He smiled and said, “Not here though, someone might see us.”
 
   She tried not to, but laughed anyway and gave him a playful punch.
 
   “Shut up,” she said, smiling.
 
   That night they made love for the first time in a month. To Paul it felt like being born again.
 
    
 
    
 
   2
 
   Afterward, Paul waited for Jen to use the restroom. He lay in the darkness and marveled at the strangeness of life. The unpredictability of it. The danger. She came back into the room, made her way under the covers, and curled her bare body against his. Whenever she was dressed for work, she was a professional woman through and through. She had about her a fiery corporate stare to rival the best of them. In a designer pantsuit there was no doubt she could ascend the ladders of business with pragmatic deftness. But naked… she was young and ancient at the same time, almost otherworldly. Pragmatism meant nothing to her exposed smooth skin and fragile bones, her hair set free from its normal variety of cages, framing her face and shoulders. A fairy, he thought, still drowsy from sex. What she looks like is a fairy. 
 
   He pulled her tight, grabbing her legs behind her knees with one hand and cradling her back with the other. He held her almost as he would a child. She reached up with her own hands and squeezed his neck and back, burying her head in the space between his shoulder and chest. She shook, and he knew she had begun crying.
 
   He wanted to say, I promise I promise I promise I promise I promise…
 
   But he only held her close.
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   The next day Paul had the house to himself again. Jen had left for work, and it felt as if she were an illusion—altogether too good for his reality—that had now disappeared.
 
   He was shocked to feel the forest book (the Deeny book) work its way into his thoughts.  It seemed a matter of course that his reconciliation with his wife would have banished Deeny and any thoughts of Deeny to Hell, but the book was still there. He wanted to write it as it came out of the forest and through his hands, but he heeded the sinking feeling in his gut.
 
   Instead, wearing nothing but a pair of boxer shorts and his supremely comfortable bathrobe, he went to his office and pressed the button on his desktop computer. It hadn’t even been turned on for three weeks. He checked his email, and found nothing but the expected “encouraging words” from his agent. He procrastinated a bit on the BBC News site—he’d found it much more reliable than any of the US news stations’ sites—and then opened the Word file for Scott’s Anaconda. He also opened the corresponding research folder he’d compiled for it. Scrolling through what he’d written already (about twenty pages of actual novel), the story started to come back to him. 
 
   He got to where he’d left off and thought, Screw it. Let’s just see what happens. He started typing, letting Captain Jeffs explain the complications of an upcoming battle to a woman in the camp, Valerie Hardstetter, a woman he wouldn’t admit he was falling in love with.
 
   He typed, and it was actually working.
 
   At first Paul couldn’t believe it; he thought it must be some kind of fluke, but no, two hours and thirty ounces of coffee later, he had four pages. He wasn’t moving at the speed of the forest book—nor would he ever work with that kind of speed on a war novel—but that was still a good, brisk pace.
 
   The office seemed normal to him, too, not as utterly foreign as the house had seemed just one morning before. It made sense for them to have moved here. If they did have children, this would be a good place for them.
 
   He hit a wall in the writing, but it didn’t deter him. This was just one of the many aspects of his work. He didn’t know how Jeffs would respond to the invitation Valerie had just made to read a smuggled journal from one of the Carolinas. She was from the north, but had some sympathies with the Confederate army. She wanted Jeffs to understand more fully the complexity of their slave situation, how it was tied in a hundred ways to their sense of self, place, and family. Now, in the story, Jeffs was fondling the book, reluctant to open it, but curious as to what she thought might be of value inside. Paul kept a variety of trinkets in a drawer in his desk. During these times of reflective thought, instead of forcing the words to come, he would take one or two of the toys out and inspect them, pass them from hand to hand, and the answer always came in time. He grabbed a tiny, detailed clay horse and a heavy brass bayonetted-rifle letter opener, even though neither of them had to do with the scene at hand. After a few minutes he thought he had an idea of where to go, and set both of the items back in the drawer.
 
   He ignored the pressure in his bladder as long as he could; he didn’t want to lose the momentum he was building. It was a battle he had fought many times before and it made him feel good to have some of the old routine back, but as it always did, the bladder won, and he headed for the master bathroom, still tossing about ideas for Captain Jeffs’ next move.
 
   He watched his urine splash into the cream-colored bowl and thought again about how he hoped none of the reviewers would make a Freudian joke about the title, Scott’s Anaconda. As he finished up and pulled the polished wooden lever, the distinct smell of methane filled his nose. It was so bad that he started coughing.
 
   Then a loud fart sounded from behind the shower curtain, and another rush of odor filled his nose. Paul’s heart jumped forward a step, and he shouted, “Hello? Is someone there?” His eyes watered in response to the powerful stench, now even worse. His mind supplied him with explanations of the noise that weren’t even close. A pipe. The roof settling. A car backfiring somewhere far away. None of these things sounded like a fart, and that’s exactly what he’d heard. “Hello?” he said again, bunching a part of his robe over his mouth, trying to get a full breath through the thick fabric, trying not to panic. 
 
   “Oh. Excuse me,” a gravely, snorting voice replied. “Excuse me.” 
 
   Paul could see the wide, round figure moving behind the opaque curtain.
 
   Time slowed and Paul began screaming in his mind, No no no no! This is over! This part is done! No more hallucinations! I’m not facing this, I’m not doing this, no no no no no…
 
   “Who are you?” Paul said again, still reeling from the smell.
 
   The curtain was pulled and light seemed to drain from the room. No, it wasn’t as if the light were leaving, Paul thought it was more like the room began to fill with some kind of darkness-smoke. It couldn’t be seen, but it made everything else harder to see. Despite the sunlight blazing in through the window, Paul could barely see the man standing in the empty shower. Even though he couldn’t see him well, Paul knew who it was. He’d been writing about him so often lately, he felt as if he already knew him.
 
   “Hi, Paul. My name is Deeny, and you woke me up. Thank you.” Paul could see enough to make out the wink in the dark fog.
 
   “Now let me return the favor.”
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   “You really will have to excuse my gas,” the huge figure in the bathroom said. “That was not quite the entrance I was hoping to make. But that’s one of the things I love about life, unpredictability.” The darkness crept along the mounted dressing-room lights like a living thing. It spread across the floor, and dripped down the walls, obscuring everything. “Like the cop told you, I do have a sense of humor. I like to play.” The anti-light fog filled the room along with the awful smell. The grotesque fat man stepped out of the tub. “But I will only play for so long. It’s just a way to pass the time until you stop resisting. I know it is hard for you to understand this, but once you give in, things will be so much better for you.”
 
   Paul had collapsed on the floor near the drawers under the sink. The man, Deeny, leaned over him in an impressive display of girth. He grinned. A nightmare grin, full of vaguely pointed teeth and vicious intelligence. The kind of grin one might expect to see peaking out from under a doctor’s facemask worn by a murderous clown in a surrealist film. The grin said, more completely than any combination of words could hope to: I know something you don’t know.
 
   “You have never killed anyone, have you, Writer? No, of course you haven’t. And in a way, neither have I. But I have seen it. I have felt it. Always remember: to kill is sublime. And you are not like the others, the one in Rockport who buried me here, whoever that was! Nor are you like the other one who came here, a long time ago.” He laughed. “You have a wonderful mind. I think that for the first time it is going to be fully real to me, because of your mind.”
 
   In the stillness of the moment, time seemed nearly to have stopped. Or, more accurately, to have lost all meaning. The other creatures—the Unborn, as the one in Jen had said—had also mentioned his mind, hadn’t they? With everything else they represented and threatened, this had slipped past him, but now it seemed paramount. They told him that he was wanted because of his mind, the power of it. Absurdly, Paul felt a twinge of pleasure at this. He felt as if he were, in some sick way, truly being recognized for the first time as a man capable of massive and powerful thoughts.
 
   In the midst of this weird indulgence, another instinct fought for his attention: his survival instinct. He made a mental list of weapons within reach, and couldn’t think of much. Even his electric toothbrush (the most promising item he could think of nearby) was too far away to grab. He patted the pockets of his bathrobe, and he felt the weight of the bayonetted-rifle letter opener. He couldn’t remember grabbing it after putting it back in the drawer, but he must have. Paul’s brain was in overdrive, and all these thoughts took place in a matter of three or four seconds. However, one thing he would have realized had he more presence of mind, was the way the huge man in front of him seemed content to stand as he was, sort of crouched over him, offering himself. It was as if Deeny were giving Paul time to consider his options and how he might proceed.
 
   With the intruder so close to his face, crouched over him like that, Paul thought he could do some serious damage. He wasn’t about to waste the chance. His fingers tightened around the butt of the tiny rifle-shape and slammed the point of the short blade into the man’s face. “Arrgh!” he said as he did so, a war cry that sounded like a madman’s to his own ears.
 
   Paul had never so much as punched a person before and was not prepared for the implosion of bone and tendons he then felt. It was as if the face wasn’t really a face at all, just a fleshy, hollowed-out copy of one. He saw blood, both red and black, splatter across his hand and arm as they went inside the thing’s head. The anti-light mercifully masked the most graphic details of the violence.
 
   He assumed the howl coming from Deeny was a cry of pain, but then he deciphered it for what it was: laughter. A great load of blood poured out of the growing wound. The massive, fat head began to collapse in on itself from the top down, mixing with the dark fog. The laughter lost clarity and turned into a bubbling gush of sickening noises. Before the rest of the body deflated and melted, seemingly into the tile floor or into the dark, Paul could make out one phrase plainly. 
 
   Deeny said, “I am undone!” as he laughed.
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   Jen had a pleasant morning. There was a stack of papers waiting for her, and a hundred phone calls to make—one of those to the intrepid fountain of familial updates, Dorma—but Jen really didn’t mind. Her door was closed, and before digging into the work for the day, she opened the drawer containing her talking-to mirror.
 
   “Hi, honey,” she said to her face, “you look good.” And she really did. She didn’t just look and feel like a businesswoman putting on her poker face. Today, she looked and felt like a woman woman. “The best kind of woman,” she said.
 
    “Last night you made love to a man you love and who loves you and didn’t it feel wonderful?”
 
   “Yes. Oh yes. In more ways than one. Maybe this was all just Paul’s midlife crisis, a few years early. Maybe now it’s done.”
 
   “Maybe,” she whispered, no longer looking in the mirror, slowly closing the drawer. “I can hope, right?”
 
   The phone rang and she answered it.
 
   “Hello?” she said.
 
   “Hey, is this Jennifer Kenner?” She didn’t recognize the voice. She didn’t like it when people used her full name like that. It sounded like they should just keep going: Jennifer Kennifer. Upon getting married she had become Jen once and for all.
 
   “Yes,” she said.
 
   “This is Tyson Hills. You probably don’t remember me. Actually, we’ve only ever spoken on the phone.” The voice sounded young, energetic, fun even. But she could tell somehow he was at least her age, maybe a bit older. “I know your husband.”
 
   “Okay,” she said, not sure how to ask Why are you calling me, then? without sounding rude.
 
   “Paul?” he offered, as she might need clarification on which of her husbands he meant. After a beat, he seemed to get that the burden of understanding was on his side of the line. “I helped Paul with researching Manpower.”
 
   “Oh, um, yes. I don’t actually remember talking to you, but I remember Paul telling me your name and what you did. He said you were quite helpful. What can I do for you, Mr. Hills?”
 
   “I didn’t realize you guys had moved out to Utah.”
 
   “We did. About four months ago.”
 
   “I must have an old number and an old email for your husband. I can’t seem to reach him.” He laughed, and it was a good laugh. Jen had a hard time reading this guy—she really couldn’t tell if he was dense, stupid, down-to-earth, goofy, or what. It set her off a bit.
 
   “That may be,” she said. “I’m sure he’d like to talk to you. What I mean is, I’m sure he’s not avoiding you.”
 
   He said, “Yeah,” but he didn’t sound convinced.
 
   “I can get you his number or email. It’s no big secret or anything,” she said, trying to dispel the sense of conspiracy that was building. She felt somewhat nauseas, as if she were trying to look at something that was too big to see.
 
   He said, “This is going to sound strange...” 
 
   This is already strange, Jen thought.
 
   “…but I’d like to ask you if you are a religious person.”
 
   Jen didn’t know what she had been expecting him to say, but it wasn’t that. The subject of God was one she hadn’t thought about in a long, long time.
 
   “I am,” he said. “I really am. I’m a Mormon.”
 
   “Okay.”
 
   “We’re Christian, you know,” he said. “I mean, you probably know that, but some people don’t. It’s so weird the ideas people get about the Church, as if we lived in some other weird country or something. They don’t get that we’re just people, you know? Like anybody.”
 
   “Sure,” she said. She glanced out the blinds and saw three birds lighting on a bronze statue of a man in a suit. She realized she’d looked at that statue dozens of times, but she had no idea who it was meant to immortalize.
 
   “I tried to convince Paul to join the LDS church,” he said as if she had asked him to. “It’s actually called The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, but that’s kind of long.” She had an idea that this wasn’t the way Tyson Hills normally sounded—disjointed and uncertain. She couldn’t imagine the man on the phone, the way he was now, being much use to Paul in his research. “Just sometimes you get these feelings and you can’t ignore them.”
 
   “What do you mean?” she asked, curious despite the strangeness of the call. Intrigued when she should have been annoyed or frightened.
 
   “Ha ha, the word we use a lot is promptings,” he said, as if it explained anything. “When you get a feeling that you should do something—a spiritual feeling, you understand—we believe it comes from the Holy Ghost, and we call it a prompting. Like, once I was on the freeway and I felt like I should pull over. It was weird, you know, and not really very safe. But I knew it was the Holy Ghost telling me to do it, and I obeyed right away. I didn’t know why I was doing it, but I pulled over, and cars were just screaming past me, you know? Somebody even honked.” 
 
   Jen watched as all three birds, one at time, flew off the statue. 
 
   “I just sat in there, idling on the side of the road,” he said. “Not even really a decent shoulder or anything, thinking to myself, Why did you just do that? That was so stupid. Now you have to figure out how to get back on the road, and that’s going to be a nightmare. You didn’t have a prompting or anything, you just had a stray thought, and then, BOOM right in front of me, maybe eighty yards down the road, this semi just goes off course, you know? I don’t know how else to describe it. It was like it was on tracks and then it went off them. It flips over to its side, and this car gets crushed right away and cars are running into it, and they starting pilling up behind it.” He sounded overly-excited. “Easily the worst wreck I’ve ever seen, and here I am, totally safe, hanging out in the shoulder, perfectly fine. I started praying for everybody in the wreck, that they’d be okay or at least die painlessly, and I’m saying, ‘Thank you! Thank you!’ because for some reason God decided to warn me. To save me. Six people died in that crash, and probably over a dozen had to take their cars into the shop. But not me. I only had to wait there for twenty minutes, and then the road was cleared enough that I could get though.” He sighed a bit, now sounding confused as well. “That’s what we mean when we talk about ‘getting a prompting.’ I think it’s kind of a stupid word for something so spiritual and vital, but we have to call it something, you see?”
 
   “I understand,” she said, still processing the specifics of his wreck story, trying to see how it related to her and Paul.
 
   “Well, Mrs. Kenner, I got another prompting this morning, right after I found out through the grapevine that you and your husband had moved to Utah. It was stronger than the one that saved my life. You hear that? Stronger than the one that saved my life,” he said, losing the Utah affectation to his voice, and for a moment sounding more like a hard-steel Easterner.
 
   “I hear you,” she said. She didn’t know what to make of it, she didn’t know if she put even the slightest bit of faith in his little explanation of a prompting, but she felt certain that it meant a great deal to him. He, at least, was convinced that whatever this prompting was, it mattered. “What was your… your prompting?”
 
   “I can’t really afford it, but I’ll get the money somewhere,” he said. “You have to let me buy your house.” And then, incredibly, he added, “I’m going to burn it to the ground.”
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   Paul rested his back on the bathroom door and watched as the black sort-of fog faded into the nothingness it had come from. The stark November light shone brightly through the half-circle window, revealing nothing. The body, if there had even been one, was gone.
 
   If there had even been one? Paul thought, You cannot deny this now. He remembered the feeling of the face crumpling beneath his attack. This is not some dream or hallucination. This is really happening and you have a choice to make.
 
   It was true. He did have a choice to make, as crazy as it sounded.
 
   Paul had always been able to reduce complex situations into options. He could see only a few here: He could continue to fight Deeny’s influence, or he could give in and let the man (man?) do with him whatever it was he wanted to. Even at this early stage in their relationship, Paul had an idea of what Deeny was trying to lead him to. In the book Deeny only ever did three things: he killed, he prepared to kill, or he reflected on having killed. There was, Paul supposed, one other option, which was actually simply a rejection of choice—suicide.
 
   Paul was paralyzed physically and mentally, unable to choose or consider choices. Deeny had tricked him, and he thought he knew why. Paul hadn’t put the letter opener in his pocket; at least, if he had, he had been made to or compelled to. Deeny had asked him if he had ever killed anyone and, of course, he hadn’t. But now he had. Even if it was some kind of monster, some kind of non-human. Even though he was certain Deeny would be coming back, he had killed the body that had housed him. Not murder, no, he wouldn’t call what he had done murder, but it was killing.
 
   Already he could feel a distant, empty part of himself filling up. Absent-mindedly, he began thumping the back of his head on the door he rested against. He did it hard—hard enough to hurt. He could not deny that he’d enjoyed slamming the letter-opener into that giant face in some way; as terrified, as confused as he had been, killing the thing had been gratifying. It was a pleasure to burn, he thought, remembering the “firemen” from Bradbury’s tale. That’s what it felt like, like it was Paul’s job. He felt as if he had been made, in some capacity, to kill.
 
   He stood up and returned to his office. The Civil War era photographs that served as his screensaver marched across the monitor, and Paul sank back into his chair, met by the familiar hiss of air the leather chair always let out.
 
   He was horrified by the realization that it was now much more likely that he would give in to Deeny’s pulling at him. He could have that feeling, that rush of taking a life, over and over and over if he joined with this force. He didn’t understand what Deeny was, where he had come from, or how the specifics would pan out, but the story he’d been writing in the woods had given Paul a pretty good idea of Deeny wanted to become, what he hoped Paul would help him become: a killing machine, simple as that.
 
   And the temptation to kill was far greater than Paul was prepared for; he lurched forward in his seat and began coughing for no other reason than to allow his body to react in some way. It was a powerful, commanding urge not unlike the unexpected blasts of hormonal lust he’d felt sometimes as a young man, when the need for sex would become instantly overwhelming. But this wasn’t sex calling to him. It was death. He had never been violent or hateful, but he enjoyed writing the violent descriptions in his books. He felt it helped people understand the carnage of war and the sacrifices that were made, often in vain, by soldiers and civilians alike—and in the Civil War especially that line was sometimes hard to draw. But perhaps there had always been another part of it he had liked, a part he’d never really thought of: the vicarious thrill of taking away a life.
 
   Controlling a life. Isn’t that what Jen wanted to do to? Have a child; bring a life into the world? He thought, is taking a life really so different than making one? The thought made him sick and he closed his eyes, wishing he could just sink into the chair, then through the floor, into the kitchen beneath him, into the ground, and sink and sink and sink.
 
   He saved the Word file and closed it. There would be no more writing that day.
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   Idiots, Clancy Miller thought from his den, staring again out the window at the huge, ugly home at the end of Twin Nest Lane. From this distance it looked like a toy, a dollhouse. He held his bony, spotted hand in front of his eye and imagined crushing the house between his finger and thumb.
 
   The retired mink farmer lived alone. He didn’t have a lot to do with his time aside from hate and fear the large home he could see from the window. Miller knew about the place, sure. In a very real sense that patch of trees had shaped his whole adult life. Isn’t that why he’d moved to Peoa in that first place, decades ago? Isn’t that why he’d bought this house, so he could keep an eye on it anytime, day or night? Heck, he wouldn’t have become a mink farmer if he hadn’t come here, and he wouldn’t have come here if not for that patch of trees. The killer thing, the thing that bothered Clancy more than anything, was that everyone in Peoa seemed to know there was something wrong with that little ‘forest.’ How many children had been lost there, in that tiny, evil place, never seen again? Their names and faces shown still in his memory; Laney Scott, Brianne Thompson, Mikey Barrus, Trevor Brown, each one lost somewhere along that river, by those trees. And what about… no. Not right now. He wasn’t going to dig up those memories right now.
 
   And the list of those dead children would be longer, too, if Miller hadn’t turned a few away, even resorting to scaring them with profanity (the kinds of words Miller never used normally) if need be.
 
   Miller shuffled into the familiar, cluttered kitchen to make a cup of Postum, a coffee substitute. The price had gone up considerably in the last few years, but it was his only indulgence. Of course he thought about Mary again, but he didn’t have the energy for her. He clicked on the radio (permanently set to NPR) while the water heated in the kettle, but he didn’t really listen. For whatever reason, his unease about Kenner living in that tree patch was worse than usual. He could seem to think of little else. Some choppy professional voice on the radio said something about the Gaza Strip, and Miller had the feeling that whatever it wasn’t he didn’t really want to know. Just more bad news.
 
   Hadn’t he told Donald Harmon not to sell that little patch of land to those idiots? Oh yes, he had. He’d walked right up the front steps of what used to be the biggest house in town and banged on the door. Donald had opened it looking hung-over. Probably had been.
 
   “Miller, you’re all worried over nothing,” Donald had said, running his hand through his ink-black hair, “Yeah, our little town has had a run of bad luck—”
 
   “A run of bad luck?” Miller had interrupted those six months ago, when he’d first gotten wind that Harmon was planning to selling the property beyond Miller’s home. “Four children in twenty years? You know there’s something out there, something wrong with those trees. Why don’t you just burn them down?”
 
   Miller was sure Donald had considered it many times, but Donald said nothing of that then. Miller could see in Donald’s face that he was uncomfortable with the topic. Well, goody for him.
 
   Miller said, “Don’t you pretend you don’t know what I mean. You’ve felt it. We’ve all felt it. Don’t let them have that land. It’s not fit to live on.”
 
   Donald wouldn’t look into Miller’s eyes; he adjusted his pants around his considerable waist and pretended the sun was in his eyes. A breeze whipped past them, trying to steal Donald’s words. He said, “You don’t know what they’re paying me. It’s not an offer a man like me can turn down lightly.”
 
   Miller knew what he meant when he said a man like me—a sex-crazed teenager in a fifty-five year old body. He was the kind of man who had to pay for all the fancy dresses, restaurants, and jewelry that kept Donald with a steady supply of pretty young ladies. He hadn’t had an actual job in twenty years. He lived off selling and renting all the land his pappy had left him. Miller had given him credit for leaving the patch of woods alone, despite its worth, for decades, not knowing how hard Donald had tried over the years to sell it.
 
   “Look, Miller,” Donald said, almost pleading, “I told them about the kids. Well, Mr. Kenner, anyway. He said it was unfortunate and we left it at that. They want to live there, that’s their choice, right?”
 
   “What, exactly, did you tell him? Did you tell him there had been an accident, or did you say there were four accidents. Four disappearances, spread out, systematic, five years apart? Did you tell him that every one in town is afraid to go out there? Did you tell him that kids aren’t allowed to go out there, even the older kids?” Miller had even more reason to hate those trees, but he’d never told anyone. Again, unwillingly, he thought of Mary.
 
   Donald Harmon said, “I told him about the kids. It’s none of your business.”
 
   Miller said, “When you coming back to church?”
 
   Donald stared at the fiery old man for a moment and closed the door, muttering the same reply as always, “Next week.” Miller had already turned back when the door opened again. The bright sunlight made Donald impossible to see in the little crack, but Miller heard what he said:
 
    “You want to tell them there were four kids, you tell them. It’s a free country.”
 
   Anger flashed in Miller at hearing this, but hadn’t been anger at Donald. It was anger at himself. He could have told them. He needed to. But something had stopped him.
 
   Fear.
 
   Now, staring at the house, he felt it was too late. He’d gone out there months ago for that very reason, to tell that writer what he’d gotten himself into, but he hadn’t said a word. He’d been too weak. He took a sip of his Postum without really tasting it. 
 
   The warm spot that grew in his belly felt like the only good thing in the world.
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   Jen hadn’t known how to respond to Hills’ request for the house. In the heat of the conversation she had wanted to say yes. As crazy as it sounded, his invitation really had felt for a moment like a Godsend. It made her realize how badly she wanted to get out. She’d told him no, but that Paul would want to talk to him, if only to catch up. She gave Hills Paul’s number and email, and then she’d told him she had pressing work and had to go. It was true. She did have pressing work, but now she felt too distracted to do any of it. It didn’t help that, in theory, any of it could be done the next day. She was just adding to her workload by not doing it now.
 
   She paced her mid-sized office. Shapes of co-workers moved past the opaque window that made up her wall, and anyone who cared to look could probably see that she was walking back and forth, but she didn’t care.
 
   The phone conversation had struck some nerve with her, had irritated a wound she hadn’t known she had. It wasn’t just Utah she didn’t like—it really was the house. And something else… something she couldn’t quite get her mind to think. Just as she felt about to turn an important corner, see the thing her mind avoided, there was knock at her door. Less than a second after, Sean came in. 
 
   “Hey, friend!” he said, and his presence seemed to push away the unpleasant thoughts of her home. She let them go, welcoming an easier tone. She wanted to reclaim the wonderful sense of lightness she’d come to work with. 
 
   “Hi, Sean.”
 
   He stepped in and closed the door.
 
   “Please open that,” she said, keeping her tone polite.
 
   “Oh, sorry,” he said, and turned the knob so the door could drift open about an inch and a half. “How’s things?”
 
   She sat at her desk, subconsciously keeping herself in the position of power, “Good.”
 
   “Good?” he said with exaggerated, friendly surprise. “Last I heard, things weren’t so… good.”
 
   “Well, now they are.” She gave him a little smile to show she meant it, and perhaps even hint at him that she’d gotten some action last night. She had no idea why she would want to advertise that to Sean of all people, but some part of her did.
 
   “Did you talk to him?” he said, sitting on the edge of her desk and crossing his legs.
 
   “Are you gay?” she blurted out, not even realizing she was going to. She’d never experienced anything like it. It was like the words had been waiting on her teeth, and the first gust of air from her mouth sent them out.
 
   His smile stayed on, but it looked frozen there, as if his face had gone on stand-by while the brain looked something up. There was something charming about it, charmingly weird. Then his brows creased, and he looked confused, as if he genuinely hadn’t understood the nature of the question.
 
   “I’m so sorry,” she said, “I really don’t know why I said that.” But she did. She wanted him to be gay so it would be okay for her to tell him more. If he were gay than she wouldn’t feel these encounters to be so clandestine. She’d feel like she really had a friend.
 
   Then, like something in his brain had finally loaded, his smile leapt back on. “Actually,” he said demurely, “you got me. I am. I just, I don’t talk about it much. You know.”
 
   Although he surely would have no reason to lie about it, for a moment she wondered at the sincerity of his answer. But of course that was ridiculous. She said, “Sorry to ask, but I’ve always been good at seeing that.” That wasn’t true, but she didn’t know what else to say.
 
   “It’s fine. I’m not ashamed of it.”
 
   “Oh, of course not!” she said, and then, as if she were unable to not say it: “Last night we made love for the first time in a long time.”
 
   “Is that so!” he said, now with the slightest of lisps. “That’s good news.” Had his voice always sounded like that? She reached back in her memory, and one was waiting for her. A memory of his lisp. Of course he’d always had it. In fact, hadn’t she known even before today that he was gay? Of course she had.
 
   Perhaps they’d even discussed it.
 
   “Tell me more,” he said, and she wanted to. 
 
   “We didn’t use protection. He said he wanted a kid, but I’m afraid he just said it for me.”
 
   Sean looked at her, attractive, gentle. “Sounds like he did more than say it. Sounds like he put his money on it, too.”
 
   “He did,” she said, feeling slightly dreamy. But who wouldn’t after the rollercoaster she’d been through the last couple of days? She felt… drunk. “Hey, Sean. We should talk about this later.” She didn’t trust herself to say only what she should.
 
   “No problem,” he said. “I’ll stop back in tomorrow. I’ve got kind of a lot to do today.”
 
   “Me, too.”
 
   “Just wanted to check in.” He made his way for the door. “You want me to leave this open, or close it?”
 
   “You can close it, thanks.”
 
   “Bye, Jen.”
 
   “Bye,” she said, and he shut the door behind him. 
 
   She didn’t have any energy left to consider Paul, or the house, or anything personal. She thumbed through the stack of papers on her desk and the list of people she needed to call, and they suddenly looked quite appetizing.
 
   Anything to get her mind off herself for a while.
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   Paul smiled and smiled and smiled and smiled.
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER FOUR
 
   A FACE CLANCY MILLER HAD SEEN BEFORE looked out at him from between the trees. He had only ever seen it in dreams, and before it had always been faint, ghostly, without substance. But now it was different, more real. The body it belonged to was obscured by shadows, or perhaps the body was even… missing. The face seemed to float midair, inches in front of one of the larger trees. Its eyes bore down on Miller. It was grinning wickedly, like a round, mean moon.
 
   “Old man,” the voice came from the face, but the lips didn’t move, the teeth didn’t part, the smile never faltered. “Welcome to the forest.”
 
   Miller wanted to scream something hateful and biting at the mock smile but could only manage: “It’s not a forest! It’s just a patch of trees!” 
 
   He felt impotent. Ineffectual.
 
   “I feel your lie. You know more of the truth than even you believe,” the face said, still without the slightest movement. “It is not just a patch of trees. To me… it is a garden. It is the work of my hands.” The massive half-circle grin loomed, commanding the whole of Miller’s attention. “It is what I have tended to and grown.”
 
   “Give them back!” Miller was sobbing, “Give back those children. All of them. And not just them… give back everyone you’ve taken.”
 
   “You cannot give back the dead, Farmer. They must remain in my frozen ground. They must feed the roots of the purpose. My purpose.”
 
   A freezing breeze tore out of the woods against Miller’s weathered old skin and whipped his nondescript clothes about his frail body. He hugged himself against the cold and said, “How can you do this? You are not a man.”
 
   The face merely grinned then turned and fluttered into the woods, shedding light like a lantern, bobbing in and out of the trees, moving farther and farther away from him. Miller had not even been able to anger it.
 
    
 
   †
 
    
 
   He woke from the dream drenched in oily old man sweat.
 
   As he did sometimes upon waking—when he was in his worst state of mind—he felt the other half of the bed, as if Mary might actually be there. She wasn’t, of course. Never had been. They had not spent as much as one night together as lovers. Miller had not ever tried to woo another woman, and so did not know what it was like to have another person asleep next to him. That did not stop him from reaching out, stupidly hoping she’d be beside him.
 
   He gasped and hobbled into his small, dim bathroom wearing only his Jesus Jammies, his pet nickname for the religious underclothing he wore, and splashed freezing water on his face.
 
   From the bathroom window he could see the corner of the awful house. It leaned on the woods. In some way that wasn’t tied to his typical senses, he could feel it—leaning, leaning toward the woods.
 
   He realized he’d dreamt of the face before. It had been with him off-and-on for years now. But this was different. He let out a soulful howl, out-of-step with the pragmatic, no-nonsense farmer face he wore for the world. He knew no one but God could hear him. The cold silence that greeted him felt very empty, but he still believed his anguish did not go unheeded. He knew he was as much to blame for whatever was going to happen as Donald Harmon. It was, indeed, a free country; he should have warned them. But something had held his tongue. He just hoped that something had been God, in His wisdom, and not Satan, in his devious designs. 
 
   You can still warn them, a pale voice inside tried to tell him. A voice that had no power.
 
   Don’t be daffy, he thought back at himself. You know it’s too late for that. But maybe the Lord will assist me. Maybe He will open another door for me… of course He will.
 
   He remembered a quote from their current prophet, Thomas S. Monson, who’d said many times, “When we are on the Lord’s errand, we are entitled to the Lord’s help. Remember that the Lord will shape the back to bear the burden placed upon it.”
 
   And did Miller not believe he was on the Lord’s errand?
 
   How could he not be?
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   Monday, December 2nd was decidedly colder than the days and weeks preceding it, but still the sky kept its snow, and the ground was empty of everything but dirt and leaves and whatever was beneath.
 
   Paul woke at 7:30; Jen was already gone.
 
   A large smile grew on Paul’s face like a mushroom in time-lapse photography. He stared at the beige-white ceiling. The Forest was singing its song of secrets. Paul wanted to hear more of that song.
 
   He lopped out into The Forest in pin-stripe pajamas, humming along with the electricity in the air. He hardly noticed Cards whining in the kitchen as he passed by. She used to follow him sometimes out into the trees, but she hadn’t done that for a while now. The book he’d been writing was almost finished—and what a book it was. Paul felt buoyed-up by its power. The Forest continued to sing to him, and he transcribed the music into words on his MacBook screen. The air whispered its complicated, murderous proposals in the form of wind. The ground was steady, like a percussive backbeat. The trees alternated between standing as symbols of people waiting to be cut down and emblems of eternal truths of blood. No birds flew overhead, and none rested in any branches, barren or evergreen. There were no animals at all. Paul hadn’t even seen an insect in the forest for over a week.
 
   He giggled to himself, thinking, That’s what happens in winter, I guess. 
 
   From behind a small tree, Deeny’s massive figure appeared. He walked to where Paul was sitting, but Paul did not so much as look up. The anti-light began to creep from the ground around them. At length, Deeny made his way behind another tree, and his darkness fog mostly departed. A little while passed, and Paul wrote, feeling the end of the story approaching like a massive unknown storm. Deeny’s eyes looked over the screen of his laptop, but Paul ignored him, too absorbed in the book to talk. Deeny didn’t mind. He took a place next to Paul on the fallen log. An onlooker might have thought it would bend or break beneath Deeny’s giant, meaty hindquarters, but it didn’t even rock. Deeny watched Paul work, sharing his smile.
 
   He read over the Writer’s shoulder:
 
    
 
   Deeny made no attempt to conceal or muffle the sound of kicking the door open. The entire family had been watching a movie in the living room; they were all there to see him. The man, the father of the home, the supposed protector of his children, stood in a rage, but quickly he submitted to Deeny’s sledgehammer. The father squished under the power of the blow like a garbage bag of rotten meat. His bloody pieces painted the walls and floor. Deeny was pleased to note that some of him was even on the ceiling. Wonderful.
 
   Familiar, ancient screams came from the children and their mother:
 
   “Don’t!”
 
   “No!”
 
   “Please!”
 
   Deeny was the composer and this was his tune. He closed his eyes, held out his hands, and listened. After basking in the glorious notes for a few moments, he turned to the mother and her children. So much still do be done.
 
   But Deeny had never been one to shirk his duties.
 
    
 
   It gave Deeny shivers to see his fondest dreams realized on-screen. He drummed his big hands happily on knees the size of coconuts.
 
   “Deeny,” Paul looked at him, as if just now noticing he was there. “I can’t see the screen.” 
 
   Deeny had sat too long; his anti-light had just about entrenched them. “Pardon me,” he said, and disappeared. He materialized about ten yards off, near one of the larger oaks, but Paul didn’t notice. He simply kept writing. Deeny liked this Writer who had heard and heeded his call. With the Writer’s help, Deeny hoped that all of this could someday become real. He did not know where the man was from, but sensed that it was a long way off. He didn’t really care how far he’d come, or what he’d done before; he only felt gratitude. He’s here now, Deeny thought, and that is what matters. The Writer was here, but more than that, he was with Deeny. Their relationship had grown in a way Deeny could not have predicted: they had become friends.
 
   The four children lost here—still decaying—had given Deeny more power than he’d ever thought possible. They had even given him the power to distract and relieve the Writer’s wife so that she did not start talking to family or friends about recent events between them.
 
   Deeny sensed he was stretching his power to the limit by leading the Writer so strongly to his fondest wishes, but no matter. The Writer was like an earthquake waiting to happen. He was power.
 
   Paul worked at a furious pace that always made Deeny slightly nervous. When Deeny worked, or rather when he imagined working, he did so slowly. He enjoyed every moment. But, to each his own. To each his own. It was a phrase he had gleaned from the Writer’s mind. They had grown close since the Writer moved here, and he hadn’t realized how much like the Writer he was becoming, even as the Writer became like him. For example, his love of books had grown immeasurably. He had never read one, but if they were anything like what the Writer was crafting in The Forest, he’d love to read a few.
 
   Deeny regretted interrupting the work, but the question needed to be asked. He walked over a few feet of crushed, fallen leaves, not disturbing them in the slightest, and said, “Writer, are you ready?” At first, Paul childishly pretended not to hear. He slowed his typing momentarily, but then began again at his typical break-neck speed. “Writer,” he spoke as if to young boy, “I know you can hear me.”
 
   Paul stopped abruptly and stared out into the trees, at least, what little he could see of the trees through the blackness that accompanied Deeny. Paul said, “What?” No trace of the smile he’d worn as he wrote on his face now.
 
   “I asked if you are yet ready.” Deeny knew he must be delicate, if the Writer lost his nerve completely, Deeny would have to start breaking him down all over again. Deeny wasn’t sure he had enough power to start the process from the ground up.
 
   “Ready for what?” Paul was almost pouting.
 
   “You know what I am asking, Writer.”
 
   A tear bled from one of Paul’s eyes. He said, “I don’t know if I will ever be ready for that.”
 
   “Why must you fight me? You know it is what you want, what you actually want. And you know there is not much time for delay.” Deeny tried to keep any and all impatience from his voice and features. He had, after all, been waiting many decades for an opportunity like this, what was another week or two if the Writer was not ready? Ahh, but he knew as he got closer to his dream, waiting would only get more difficult. Deeny wondered if he was going too far, but added, “You are sleeping with her now almost every night. That is good, for she must not think you are backing down from your promise of… children. But if she does happened to gain child, things for you will become more complicated.” He broke wind. “Not just for you, but for both of us.”
 
   Paul said, “But still… I’m not ready. I’m not ready. As I said, I am not sure I will ever be ready…” he motioned at the story on the screen, “for this.”
 
   “Are you afraid you are weak?” Deeny moved in close to him. Paul could smell his chemically breath.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Are you afraid you will not be able to bring the blade down? The bat? The hammer?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “I see,” Deeny said, letting out a dark burp of air. “But... you could pull a trigger. I have seen something in your mind that will make this so much easier. What do you call the thing?” The breeze picked up again, whooshing a bit through the trees.
 
   Paul closed his eyes and tried to not think of the word, but of course it popped into his mind.
 
   Deeny’s grin grew wider, “Yes. A gun. The men in Rockport had those, I think. Not a great way to end a life, it is too impersonal, but there really is no wrong way. It would be a wonderful start. Do you have one?”
 
   Desperately, Paul tried to shut his mind to his new friend—he set his laptop aside and buried his face between his arms and knees—but Deeny was too close to him now to be shut out.
 
   Deeny frowned fiercely, “You do not. But you could get one. You have money.” Money was a stimulating concept to Deeny. He wished he could remember more about his past. He didn’t think he’d ever really dealt with money, but it seemed to have something to do with life and death and all the interesting things he liked. At the same time it seemed totally disconnected from everything that is real. Truly fascinating. 
 
   Paul said, “I can get one. I have money.”
 
   Deeny started to get excited despite his attempt at caution. He got closer to Paul. “Who should die, Writer? Who will be first? If you like, you can kill someone who is bad.”
 
   Paul said, “There’s a TV show about that.”
 
   “About what?” Deeny had learned about TV shows and movies from the writer. They definitely had not had those in Rockport.
 
   “A serial killer who only kills serial killers.”
 
   “Weird,” said Deeny. “Thankfully, we will not be limited like that coward. But I do not mind if for your first we choose someone like that, just some regular killer.” Deeny had little patience for killers who were content with three or four or ten. They were better than most people, of course, but just barely. Through the Writer’s mind he had seen men like Stalin and Hitler and cared for them even less, for they defiled the sanctity of murder by hiding behind ideals of motive and purpose.
 
   He and the Writer would dwarf them all. They would make a great team.
 
   “When can you get one?” Deeny said.
 
   “Soon. Tomorrow if you like.”
 
   “Well,” Deeny said, trying to involve his young protégée a bit more, “When would you like to get one?”
 
   “I don’t know,” Paul said, but then—he couldn’t help himself—he started smiling again, really imagining it. “I don’t know,” he said as he laughed.
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   Later that afternoon, once Deeny had left to wherever it was he went when he was gone, Paul sat down to eat reheated pasta. He’d finally fed Cards; the dog was crunching away at her food bowl. Forgoing the dining room table, which was altogether too formal for a bright day like this, he pulled up a stool and started forking noodles into his mouth at the countertop that extended between the kitchen and dining room like a dock. The noodles felt like smooth little jokes in his mouth, hilarious approximations of real-life food. Was any of this real? How could it be?
 
   Oh, some voice inside him thought, this is as real as it gets, buddy.
 
   Paul guessed he looked something like a radio DJ at the end of a thirty-hour charity marathon: rings under the eyes, a vacant, unexpressive look on the face.
 
   His cell rang, and Paul’s lips and nose pulled back in a grimace. He didn’t want to talk to Jen or anybody so soon after chatting with Deeny. He didn’t want to feel that Deeny existed in the same universe as regular people. But he didn’t recognize the number, meaning at least it wasn’t Jen. Without really knowing why he was doing so, he answered.
 
   “Paul Kenner,” he said, hoping it would be a wrong number.
 
   “Paul,” a deep, melodic voice said on the other end of the line, “it’s Tyson.”
 
   Paul couldn’t place the name; fresh images of murder from Deeny’s Adventure filled his mind, making normal thought momentarily impossible. 
 
   “Sorry,” he said. “What?”
 
   “Tyson Hills. I helped you with Manpower?” the voice said. 
 
   Then Paul remembered, but he still felt confused, as if his brain was wrapped in black cotton. “Oh. Um, hi. Sorry about that, I just woke up from a nap.” 
 
   The lie was brilliant. It explained why he sounded so disconcerted. He ran his free hand over the dark galaxies of his black granite countertop.
 
   “You moved to Utah. Four months ago, is that right?”
 
   “Yeah. Sorry I didn’t call you sooner,” Paul said, as if he had called Tyson at all, “We’ve just been getting settled in.”
 
   “No worries,” Tyson said, but Paul noticed he did sound worried. Maybe more than worried. Tyson sounded the way hostages did sometimes on TV, when they were told to act like nothing was wrong. Not that it really mattered to Paul how Tyson was feeling one way or the other.
 
   “Hey, did you ever get around to reading that book I gave you?”
 
   “No,” Paul said, no more brilliant lies popping into his mouth. “I meant to, but you know how it is. Just busy, I guess.” With the streaks his finger left behind he drew a picture of Deeny on the countertop, smiling, holding a knife over his head.
 
   “Did your wife call you? About me, I mean.”
 
   Paul was feeling lightheaded, almost like he was getting a high off something. He was tired from working on Deeny’s Adventure. He wanted to say, “Hey dude, what’s with all the questions? I’ve got a lot on my mind right now, and there’s this big fat guy who’s haunting the trees by my house or something and I just don’t have the energy to deal with this right now, um-kay?”
 
   But instead he said, “No. Why would she?”
 
   He fingered a little trail of blood from the tip of Deeny’s knife out in a great arc.
 
   “She didn’t tell you that I want to buy your place? Your house?”
 
   This actually got Paul’s attention. For the first time since answering his phone he was really listening. “What are you talking about, Tyson?”
 
   “Just what I said. I want to buy your house.”
 
   “Why?” Paul said, not bothering to mention there was no way Tyson could afford it. 
 
   Tyson then went on to tell Paul the story of his near-brush with death, and how a prompting had saved him. While listening, Paul wiped the image of Deeny off the countertop with the heel of his hand.
 
   “And I had another prompting like that when I heard from Gayle that you guys moved to Utah.”
 
   Gayle was Paul’s agent. He couldn’t help but smile. She was not a complex person. He saw her plan all at once: in desperation she’d called Tyson, remembering the nice things Paul had said to her about him during his work on Manpower. She’d thought, Maybe they’ll get talking… maybe they’ll get talking and maybe Paul will have an idea.
 
   Idea with a capital “$.”
 
   Tyson went on. “It was strong. Strong strong, you hear me? I need to buy your house.”
 
   “Why do you think that is?”
 
   “I don’t know, and frankly Paul, I don’t need to know. I’ve been dealing with the Holy Ghost like this my whole life. I know that probably sounds stupid to you—”
 
   “No,” Paul interrupted. “No. It doesn’t.” And Paul meant it. Two weeks ago? Sure, it would have sounded quite stupid. But Paul’s worldview about what was stupid or possible or whatever had begun to change as of late. 
 
   “…what it takes,” Tyson was saying. “I’ve got good credit, my wife and I own this house, I’m sure we could get a mortgage. Or even sell it if we had to.”
 
   “So,” Paul said, feeling oddly amused, “you want to move to Peoa?”
 
   There was a pause. 
 
   “No, Paul. I’ll tell you what I’m going to do if you’ll sell me that house. I don’t know why I’m telling you, it doesn’t make any sense to tell you, but none of this makes sense anyway. Not on a mortal scale. If I can buy your house, I’m going to burn it down.”
 
   And then Paul saw a future. A future without the house. Without the pulling of The Forest. Without Deeny. “Could it really be that simple?” Paul mumbled.
 
   “What was that?”
 
   Is that all it would take? Paul thought, setting his phone down. He stood up slowly, a man in the throes of some great possibility. Tyson’s voice, reduced to a half-inch speaker, squawked on the counter. Paul couldn’t tell what he was saying, nor did he care. Tyson was forgotten. The light streaming in through the big picture windows suddenly seemed even brighter and more beautiful than before.
 
   “Is that all it would take?” Paul said to himself in the kitchen. Cards, mildly excited by the sound of her master’s voice, trotted over to his feet, wondering if perhaps she were going to get pet. 
 
   “Is that really all it would take?” he said again, not noticing the dog. The smile on his face didn’t match the dark rings under his eyes.
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   Jen leaned back in her comfortable office chair—the one she had purchased after a week spent trying to get comfy in the relic that had been waiting for her when she’d started working at the U—and marveled at how well things were going for her and Paul. The deaf conference was coming up, each day getting closer, and so her general workload increased. She still spent little time at home, but the quality of their evenings together made up for it. 
 
   The change in their relationship wasn’t just being physically intimate almost every night (not that she was complaining); it was much more than that. Paul was a changed man. The hyper-introverted, often brooding man he had slowly become in the last two years—so slowly she had barely realized it—had transformed into a man who was always happy to see her, to hold her, to listen. The parts of him she had always loved were still there, of course, but it almost seemed that anything she had ever wished was different about him had suddenly morphed to fit her will.
 
   Too good, a mean but knowing voice whispered in her head. She glanced at the door to make sure it was fully closed then opened the drawer containing her talking-to mirror.
 
   “Too good?” she asked her own reflection as it looked up.
 
   “Too good,” she said, in a low, strange voice that opened goose bumps on her arms. It wasn’t a voice she’d heard from herself before. Then she watched her mouth and heard this low voice say something that chilled her far beyond the doling-out of goose bumps: “You don’t see what’s happening when you aren’t home. You don’t know what he’s getting involved with. But you do see it in his blank stare, the moment after glancing at him, the instant before he puts his happy face on for you.”
 
   Her eyes spread open, wide, scared. She couldn’t believe she’d just said that. What could it possibly mean?
 
   She leaned into the image, searching her own face for any sign of deviation or difference. “What?” she said to it, perhaps—if for only a moment—she actually expected it to answer, untethered from her. But she only saw her own mouth, ever-so-lightly wired with the first hints of true wrinkles, her own nose which always rested at the same perfect angle, her own deer eyes, frantic and disturbed. “What…?”
 
   But she knew what she must mean, didn’t she? Isn’t it true that she felt uncomfortable with this change, at least a little? It was just… so sudden, so complete, so… perfect. “Too good,” she said aloud. “That’s really the best way to say it.”
 
   She slid the drawer closed. In the past few years she’d taken to talking to the reflection she’d gotten to the point where “they” could sometimes talk for as long as an hour. She’d found the process extremely therapeutic as well as useful. But for the first time, she found that today she had no interest in what the reflection had to say.
 
   She gathered a stack of papers that had to be sorted, a weekly task. She would throw away what needed to be thrown away, shred what needed to be shredded, and file what needed to be filed.
 
   She didn’t mind ignoring what her subconscious had to tell her because she knew she was being silly. Of course she was afraid to accept this change, even if it was genuine, which (it is it is it is it must be) of course it was. Her subconscious was simply trying to protect her from being hurt. 
 
   She shreded one old document, then another. 
 
   She was spared from further consideration of the issue by Sean, who came up from his own office so they could go to lunch. They ate out just about every day now. As things got better at home, she noticed Sean’s presence bothered her less and less; eventually she’d just given in and decided there was nothing wrong with having a good friend at work.
 
   He stepped into the room wearing a sport coat and jeans. The department didn’t really have a dress code per se, but no one else dressed as casually as Sean. If it had been anyone else, Jen might have said something, but everyone in their department just seemed to understand he was simply odd and wasn’t going to single-handedly destroy the work environment. The new rumor that he was gay (supported by the multi-color bracelet Sean had taken to wearing) seemed to help as well. For whatever reason, this aspect of his person made him less dangerous.
 
   He said, “Where are we going today?”
 
   “Who says I’m going anywhere with you?” she said, smiling.
 
   “C’mon,” he said, pouting a bit. “I’m hungry.”
 
   “I was thinking Millie’s, in Sugarhouse.” She slung her black leather purse over her shoulder, the strap cushioned by her thin shoulder pad.
 
   “That grease pit?”
 
   She walked past him, bringing him into the hall. “I happen to like it.” She pulled the office door closed behind her.
 
   “Fine,” he said. “But tomorrow we need to get some seafood. And don’t remind me they have fish and chips at Millie’s. I know. I mean something that’s not deep-fried.”
 
   As they passed a few other offices on their way out, Jen waved to some of the workers. If it had been anyone but Sean there might have been talk of a possible affair or at least of an inappropriately close relationship growing between them, but it was Sean, so no one said or thought a thing.
 
   No one—especially not Jen—ever wondered if Sean, perhaps, did not exist.
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   At lunch she ate her cheeseburger, and Sean spooned up the last of his shake. Whenever he ordered desserts, he ate them before his food. They sat at one of the outside tables despite the coolness of the season, as droves of people shuffled in and out of the tiny restaurant.
 
   Amid the great excitement of food and people that always seemed to pervade Millie’s, Jen again poured everything into Sean. He was an inexhaustible bucket for her emotional run-off. She found she could tell him anything without fear of unfair judgment or reproach. He never tired of hearing about her home life. She used to complain to him about everything that was wrong about her marriage, but now he seemed equally content to hear about how things had turned around for them.
 
   Sean said, “Things really seem to have changed for you guys, huh?”
 
   “Yes.” Her eyes were shining, “I can’t believe it. Since that argument in the car, everything has been better. Do you know, last night…” she bit her lip, feeling like a much younger woman, “I can’t believe I’m telling you this…”
 
   Sean only laughed politely; he did not interrupt. With the watchful, pleasant look on his face, his crooked nose gave him a certain hearty charm; he reminded her briefly of Owen Wilson.
 
   “Last night I came home and he was in the kitchen,” she laughed a bit herself, happier than she’d been in the middle of a workday in a long, long time, “Wearing nothing—and I mean nothing—except a striped apron I didn’t even know we had. Probably a wedding gift or something that’s spent the last half-decade in a cardboard box.”
 
   “Mmm,” Sean said. “I wouldn’t mind coming home to something like that, haha.” 
 
   He looked at Jen in just the right way, at just the right time, clearly listening, not bored in the least. But then his eyes faltered just the slightest bit, and Jen had a fleeting feeling that one of them had… had fallen. Not as if the eyeball had fallen out, but that the whole socket of the skull had… had what? She didn’t know. Dropped. About an inch. Then she blinked and everything was normal again. She wrote it off as the strangeness of discussing such an intimate moment with a man.
 
   “So,” he said, perhaps noticing the odd look she was giving him, “what was he doing? Was he cooking, or what?” He smiled like a valley girl who couldn’t wait to hear the next little tidbit, but Jen sensed—for the first time ever—some real annoyance on his side of the table.
 
   “Oh yes,” she said, pretending there had been no lull, hoping Sean would do the same. “He was cooking something he called Sex Lasagna.” She felt she had accidentally breached some wall of etiquette she didn’t even know existed. “I know, pretty cheesy.”
 
   Sean laughed at that, perhaps a bit too loud, “Cheesy! In more ways than one!” When she didn’t respond right off, he cocked his head to one side. “Get it?”
 
   “Haha, yeah,” she said. “But I didn’t really mind. I’ll take cheesy over nothing. Needless to say, it was a good meal.” She raised her eyebrows, hoping that this intimate secret between her and Sean would make up for her earlier rudeness.
 
   “Do you think he’s sincere?” Sean tossed his drink cup into a nearby trashcan, and Jen felt some relief at the sensation of his eyes leaving her face. But then he was back. “He’s not just doing what he thinks you want? Just telling you what you want to hear?”
 
   She reflected on this, and the answer seemed clear to her; a package at the front door, waiting for the question to be asked. “Yes. I know he’s sincere.” She felt as if she were reading off a script. A wonderful script. Perhaps one she had written herself in a perfect state of mind, and then forgotten about. “He wants a baby. I can feel it.”
 
   Sean smiled a dazzling smile, and Jen wondered why she had ever found him so annoying and repulsive. He really was a good friend. He said, “I’m glad to hear it.”
 
   They finished their food and returned to work. She was satisfied by the grease and by telling Sean everything. 
 
   She could not, however, fully shake the dirty feeling she had that she’d perhaps shared something she should not have shared. Nor could she entirely seem to forget the way his eye had seemed to drop. It was surely a play of light or some other kind of illusion, but it was as if his face were made of parts that would shatter at the slightest tremor, as if a too-strong thought could break Sean apart like a cheap vase.
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   Right about the time Jen was retuning to the office to finish the last half of her day, Paul was in their garage—the one they’d hardly used, for cars or anything else—taking inventory of what he already had on hand. The smell of new paint, while it had disappeared from the rest of the house, seemed to be trapped in here, where even the floor was painted.
 
   Burn the house to the ground.
 
   It was so obvious. 
 
   “But what can I use,” He said aloud, almost whining. There was nothing useful in the garage. Not even a can of gas. There was an rake, a shovel, an axe—not things that could start a decent fire.
 
   Paul ran back into the house. It was all he could do to ignore his own actions. He didn’t think about the consequences, he simply looked around for something. Anything. The stove was electric, wasn’t it? There were no useful chemicals anywhere. He frantically paced from the living room to the kitchen to the dining room, feeling the ultra-plush sinking of the carpet even through his loafers. He didn’t think about how much this carpet had cost, or how long it had taken Jen and him to pick out. He went up the main staircase. In his bedroom, the bathroom, the office—
 
   Hang on. Paul stood, breathing heavily, sounding like athlete asked to run a post-race race he hadn’t known about. He slowly stepped up to the office window. The trees, he thought with a kind of wonder, of course. He could see himself: chopping one down, then another, splintering it into kindling and full logs. The fire would have to be big enough, fast enough, that even if the neighbors saw it burning, the house would be ruined by the time the firemen got here. He could put the logs and kindling and some newspapers on the stove. It would have to work. It would have to. 
 
   Why don’t you just use the wood that’s already in the house? a rational thought pleaded. The kitchen table and chairs. The wooden handrail and banister on the staircase. Don’t go out there. That’s where Deeny is.
 
   “No,” Paul said, his voice reflecting off the windowpane, as if it were his view of the forest speaking, and not himself. “No it won’t be enough. The wood in the house will burn too hot and fast and then it will be gone. I need the trees from the forest. I need that. I need it.” He scanned the tree patch, but didn’t see Deeny anywhere. “He’s asleep right now, anyway.”
 
   On his way to the garage, he heard his phone buzzing on the countertop. It was probably Tyson again. Well, no matter. Paul had a feeling that perhaps whatever had prompted Tyson to act didn’t actually care if Tyson bought the house or not. It had just used Tyson to get a message to Paul. And Paul had heard it loud and clear. Burn the house to the ground.
 
   Or maybe it wasn’t divine providence. Maybe it was just a coincidence. In any event, what Paul needed more than anything was to get to those trees.
 
   He grabbed the axe from the garage, grinning, trying to push out the thoughts that (Heeeeeeeere’s Johnny!) had already begun to creep in, thoughts suggesting he was perhaps not handling this situation as level-headedly as he believed. The axe’s smooth wooden grip was cold, firm and real in his hand. He hefted the weight of the blade, getting a feel for it. He hadn’t even touched an axe—other than to move this one—in years.
 
   His father, Randal, dead now (“Missed, but not sorely,” he’d once heard his mother say), had never spent much time with Paul growing up. He had been a rather successful banker. Most of Paul’s memories of the man were some extension of this fact: he went to work and he came back from work. He got ready for work. He complained about work. When he was gone, sometimes for days on end, he was on work trips. But one good memory came back to Paul then as he held the axe, his redemption. It was a memory he hadn’t thought about in a long time: camping with is father at age nine. Now, thinking back, Paul wasn’t even certain he knew where they’d gone. Some lake, but not a big one. It must have been at least kind of close to Chicago. He also didn’t know why they’d gone; it was the only time Paul knew of that they’d done such a thing. 
 
   It had been just the two of them, and though the hunched-over, wiry man had complained just about the whole drive up to the campsite (no doubt Paul’s mother had something to do with the arrangement), he’d gotten drunk that night around the fire, and then he’d been happy. To Paul, it had seemed as if his father was happy for the first time in his life. He couldn’t remember even having seen him drink—really drink—before or after that night.
 
   It had been warm, and the fire they’d made was bright and clear. They’d walked out into the trees immediately surrounding the campsite. Crickets and other bugs sang long, small songs. The firelight from camp danced in every tree, creating lively, playful shadows. Randal handed Paul an axe he’d apparently brought along and, slurring only a bit, said, “I used to love this when I was your age.” 
 
   He pointed at a tree, maybe five inches thick, directly in front of them. Paul was excited, but didn’t know exactly what it was his father—dressed not in a banker’s suit but, absurdly, in flannel and denim—had wanted him to do.
 
   His father grinned. “Chop it up,” he said.
 
   And all in a rush Paul understood: they were doing something fun, something kind of bad. Paul was going to cut down this tree—this living tree—for no reason. Just for the heck of it. Just because his father had liked to when he was little. Paul smiled then, too, and he’d raised the axe over his shoulder like a baseball bat.
 
   “Nah, no,” his father said. “Let me show you.”
 
   His dad took a few hearty swings at the tree, swinging a bit himself in his inebriation. He showed Paul how to hold it, where to hit, why it was fun. 
 
   “You can even yell,” he said.
 
   Young Paul didn’t understood.
 
   His father smiled again, this secret new smile Paul had never seen before.
 
   “Like an Indian. Yell while you chop.” His eyes were dreamy and distant, as unreproachful as two stars in the darkness. “It’s wonderful.”
 
   Paul had. He’d chopped and yelled and learned that his father was right: it was wonderful. He hadn’t been able to down the tree himself, but with his father’s help they’d killed it sure enough. Neither of them had ever mentioned the tree again, Paul instinctively knew it was a one-time thing, and he strongly doubted his mother knew anything about it.
 
   Now, somehow already up to a tree in his own little patch of woods, he let this new axe bite into the bark deeply. Even though the axe had never been used, it had been made for this, and Paul wondered if it was happy to be cutting. Paul felt good, close to his father for the first time since that day. The shockwave of action vibrated through the bones of his arms and back and seemed to jostle loose the workings of his brain. He hit it again. Each time he struck he yelled. If any mortal ears had heard his cries they might have wondered if the sound came from man or beast. A block of heavy overcast had rolled in at some point, and even though it was hardly the beginning of the afternoon, the previously bright, fun day was over.
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   Miller woke from another of his dreams with the face in the forest. It was still dark outside and in, and that was okay. Miller suspected he wouldn’t be able to get back to sleep, but he was retired—he could take a nap later if he needed it. He wasn’t sweating in terror now. He wasn’t panicked. But was he afraid at all? 
 
   Do dogs like the smell of butt? he thought, and smiled sleepily to himself. 
 
   Frightened or not, he was beginning to look forward to these encounters with the face. Not because he found any pleasure in them, but because he had been learning. This time he’d even learned the thing’s name. 
 
   Deeny.
 
   Miller would sometimes talk to this Deeny for hours. He saw the face, The Creature from the Woods, almost every night, sometimes more than once in a night. The last few dreams he had approached lucidity, not that the ability to more actively control his body helped anything; he knew he was still powerless against the frozen grin.
 
   As if to highlight this, in the more recent dreams Miller was naked, with nothing to protect him from the frozen chill of the wind that served as a constant force in the forest of his dreamscape. He was truly naked, not even wearing his garments—the sacred white underclothing he wore as a token of the covenants he’d had made to God. In waking, he wore a pair of garments always, except when bathing or changing. Being without those garments, more than any other aspect of his vulnerability, disturbed him. It was as if the creature even had the ability to affect the bonds Miller had forged with God. Could such a monster truly exist? Something so powerful it could poison eternal promises?
 
   The face, of course, never changed: wide lips pulled wider than one might think possible, shining black eyes, a double row of teeth.
 
   It made sense to Miller that he would be the one to see this thing in such a manner. Miller also understood that—at least in a mortal sense—he faced Deeny alone. Miller knew that it was his monster to tackle because Miller was the Guardian of the evil in those trees. Had been for a long time. He had always taken a kind of cold pride in it.
 
   Not that he would ever share that particular title, Guardian, with his Brethren and Sisters over at Peoa Ward in Oakley. They would not have believed him. They had fully entered the twenty-first century. He got it. But Miller had strong reason to believe the powers of Satan were much more than what was taught over the pulpit. He knew that the true nature of evil was more akin to the weirdest parts of the Old and New Testament than people cared to admit: giants walking the earth, evil spirits, creatures like Legion.
 
   He thought about what he’d learned. The creature’s name. Miller wouldn’t have even guessed that the thing had a name. It made him realize how little he really did understand about all this. Now that he’d gotten closer to Deeny, he saw there was one part of him that Miller had not yet been allowed to access, despite his constant probing and poking, a part that Deeny protected with psychic barriers. Deeny guarded his past more fervently than a child’s embarrassing mistake, or a spy’s microfiche. Miller would get to that past; he felt he had to if he wanted to be equipped to deal with the monster. If he wanted to start the massive undertaking of righting all that had been wronged.
 
   “I still believe you can do that,” he said, looking up at his ceiling. “I don’t know how you’ll do it, but I think you can.
 
   Or maybe, Miller thought, I just want to believe.
 
   He decided to get up, even though it was only 4:00 am. He started the pot on the stove, looking forward to some Postum. Did he believe that Deeny was Satan incarnate? No, he did not. Did he believe that the Evil One’s reach went beyond simply tempting the children of God? Oh yes, he did. What he didn’t know was if Deeny was aware of him, Miller, at all. It was true they had conversed on a number of occasions, but Miller had the feeling that he was speaking with a subconscious aspect of the monster. He couldn’t have said why, but he trusted his instincts on the matter.
 
   Of course some outside help would be wonderful, but no one in this town would listen. Not those Kenners. Not Don Harmon. Not his neighbors. Not the Bishop in his Peoa Ward. Even though they knew those trees were evil. They knew because they felt it. He stared again out at the tree patch, even though he couldn’t see it well in the dark—not that he wanted to. 
 
   Looking at the trees, visible or not, always made him think of the first time he’d seen them. If Mary was here, he thought with a familiar, longing ache, she would understand.
 
    
 
   †
 
    
 
   In 1956 Clancy Miller was seventeen years old, and the name “Clancy” didn’t sound quite so strange. Graduation was only two months away, and Clancy knew exactly how he was going to congratulate himself: he was going to marry Mary (and enchanting phrase if ever he’d heard one), and they were going to start their family. Maybe even move to Salt Lake, or—as she sometimes teased him—to California, the Land of Sunshine or some such nonsense. 
 
   Even in those conservative days of yore some of his friends had razzed him for being so anxious to settle down. But Clancy didn’t care; he knew who he was and what he wanted. God did not yet have the same prominent role in Clancy’s life He would later have, but Clancy was already an active and believing Mormon. Many young men in the church would have been thinking about full-time missionary service, but Clancy didn’t see that when he looked at the future. All he saw was Mary.
 
   Clancy didn’t live in Peoa yet. All that was to come later. In fact, even though Peoa was only about fifteen minutes away, he’d probably been there twice and spared about as many thoughts for it. He lived with his mother, father, and sister a little farther down Highway 32, in a city called Kamas. And it was a city, if you wanted to get technical. A good one. Good in a way Clancy will later learn some places are not.
 
   He and Mary had agreed to visit their friend Robert, who was staying with his sick grandmother in Peoa. Robert was a senior, too, but he sometimes seemed much older than Clancy. And sometimes much younger. Clancy, who often said he didn’t have a creative bone in his body, didn’t really understand Robert, who was a writer. Robert lived for writing. He could almost always be found at the diner, or the library steps, reading something. If you didn’t see him around anywhere you knew he was either writing or out with some girl. He’d already written a book, not that it had been published. He’d loaned Clancy a typed copy once it was finished, wanting to know what Clancy had thought. It was a science-fiction book, the kind of thing Clancy wouldn’t normally read. But Clancy read it because they were friends.
 
   In the story, an evil bald woman from 2012 (an unthinkably distant year) started her own society, using some technology she’d been given by a couple of men from Jupiter. She had even made new islands way out in the middle of the ocean, and one country at a time, she’d taken over the whole world, only to die from an advanced form of the common cold, which Robert’s book suggested would never be cured, no matter the era. The plot had been ridiculous, certainly, and Clancy felt no more love for the genre after having read it than he’d felt when he’d begun, but he did notice Robert’s raw talent. The descriptions, characterization, word choice (aspects of writing Clancy had never really thought of while reading a book) had leapt out at him as being much better than a typical seventeen-year-old kid could produce. He’d told Robert all he needed was a really good story, and he’d be set. The writing skill was there.
 
   Clancy had no idea why Robert wanted them to come visit on this day in particular, but he and Mary hadn’t had other plans. Years later Clancy would wonder, perhaps thousands of times, how their lives might have been different if only someone had asked them to go bowling before Robert rang.
 
   They drove in Clancy’s baby, the two-tone Plymouth Belvedere he’d purchased just two weeks before. The car was the physical representation of every dollar he’d ever saved. He knew if he’d been smart he would have factored in a wedding ring there somewhere. But he was young, and his license for impulsivity still had that hot-off-the-press smell.
 
   The blue and white car passed beneath the blue and white sky at a speed of fifty-five miles an hour. Though it was a bit too cold to roll the windows down, they’d done so anyway, intoxicated by a sense of freedom and romance so strong they could feel it draping about them like a happy shroud as inevitable as death. Mary’s hair was clipped close to her head in the fashion of the time, so it twitched with the wind, rather than flowed; it was a deep deep brown that sometimes played itself as black. Her lipsticked lips were full, but her eyes were fuller. They made promises at each batting, and these were promises Clancy believed she was aiming to keep.
 
   Clancy considered it more than a little lucky that Mary had a clean mind and way about her. He wanted to wait til marriage, but a face like that… a fella could stand to take a cold shower after staring at it too long. Thankfully, she was strong where he was not. They’d neck in the backseat, but she wasn’t afraid to bat away his hands when they entered no-go zones, always with a joke or a smile so Clancy didn’t feel too embarrassed.
 
   “Clance,” she said, swimming her hand through the air streams outside, “you didn’t just buy this car for me, did you? I mean, you didn’t get it just so I’d be impressed.”
 
   “You wish,” he said, grinning, his own dark locks of hair moving with the wind so far as his short cut would allow.
 
   “I’m serious,” she said, goose bumps breaking out from the cold. She drew her arm back in.
 
   “So am I.”
 
   When they got to Peoa they parked outside of Robert’s grandmother’s little house. The place had seen better days; the yard was an exhibition of weeds, some varieties of which Clancy was sure he’d never before seen. When he and Mary got a house of their own Clancy knew he’d hunt down each and every invader of their lawn. It would be a place of perfect green.
 
   “Are we going in?” Mary said.
 
   “I don’t know. Robert just said to come by. He has something planned, I think.”
 
   Robert popped out the front door before they’d even had a chance to knock. Clancy was surprised to see a pack of cigarettes in the front t-shirt pocket of his long-time friend. Not only was he too young for such things, tobacco use was against church doctrine. Rob’s baby-blonde hair was slicked back, too, something he’d only recently taken to doing. He looked something like a goofy James Dean.
 
   “Hiya, fellas!” Rob said. Referring to any and all young women as “fellas” was a common joke for him, a joke that Clancy didn’t really get. “Let’s go start a fire.”
 
   Mary said, “A fire? In the middle of the day?”
 
   “You heard me, handsome. I got some dogs, some sticks, and some Pepsi.” He slung one arm around each of their shoulders, so he was hanging in between them. “We go’an have us a regular ol’ cookout!” He had a glint in his eyes Clancy didn’t recognize. One he didn’t like.
 
    Robert herded them like a pair of sheep to Clancy’s car. “Come ON!” he squawked. “Let’s get going, puh-leeze! I don’t want my grandma to come out and see you guys. She’d probably put the lot of us to work on the yard.”
 
   As Clancy slid into the driver’s seat next to Mary in the middle, he said, “What’s with you today?”
 
   Rob sat at the passenger window. He didn’t seem to be looking at anything, but he was smiling. He said, “Nothing bad, sir, nothing bad.”
 
   “I’m with Clance,” Mary said, looking more than a little annoyed. “Something’s happening with you. You’re acting like a clown, if you want to know what I think.”
 
   “Well, lucky for me, I don’t. I got just the spot picked up for us. Head over to Twin Nest Lane.”
 
   “I don’t know where that is, Rob.”
 
   Robert took God’s name in vain, as if Clancy could save them all some trouble by just feeling where the fire pit would be. This was also against church doctrine. It was a tenant most church members actually obeyed. Clancy hated it when people swore using the name of God, even back then when his own faith was still in the early stages, but he didn’t say anything.
 
   “You aren’t going to believe this green.” Rob pointed the direction they were to go, and Clancy started the car.
 
   “Now what do you mean by that?” Mary asked.
 
   But maybe Robert didn’t hear her over the sound of the wind whipping in. He lit a cigarette, apparently producing a lighter out of nowhere. Mary, who hated cigarette smoke (perhaps because it reminded her of her father), eyed Clancy, telling him without words that he should encourage Robert to put that out if Clancy wanted his goodnight kiss at the end of the day. And he did want to say something. It was his car, wasn’t it? And maybe he would have on a normal day. A day when Robert was acting more like himself. Clancy pretended not to notice, hoping by the time the night was over she’d have forgotten it. 
 
   Of course, he had no way of knowing that by the end of that particular day Mary would no longer care about Robert’s cigarette or anybody else’s.
 
   On the short drive over nobody spoke. Mary had called Robert a “clown,” but Clancy suspected that wasn’t quite the word Mary was looking for. Robert wasn’t acting like a clown at all. 
 
   He was acting like a man possessed.
 
    
 
   †
 
    
 
   The teapot screamed; the water was ready. 
 
   Miller was glad to be torn from the memory. Though he doubted it was gone for good. Not with everything that new house out there had stirred up. He poured water in his stained white mug, added the Postum powder, and began stirring.
 
   Miller wished there was more he could do, more he could control. But he had a feeling that his time of action had finally come, and that he’d do plenty before this was all over. Whatever “over” meant.
 
   Miller considered his options. He was old, feeble even, but perhaps his strength was not what mattered here. Perhaps the strength needed to do one more good thing for his God before his bones slept would be provided to him.
 
   He had, after all, always prayed for such strength. 
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   Fifteen minutes after Paul began hacking away at the tree, Deeny materialized nearby. He watched Paul curiously for a time, and then said, “Writer, what are you doing?”
 
   Paul saw the man and his first thought—his first urge—was to bury the axe in the creature’s head. This urge sickened him though because Deeny was his friend. Paul raised the blade up, both hands wrapped around the smooth wood of the handle, looking something like a dark pagan priest about to perform a sacrificial kill.
 
   Deeny stood in front of him, beside the tree Paul had been working on, his wide, grotesque face not showing much emotion of any kind. It was as if he were waiting. The blade hovered above Paul’s head. He heaved in great breaths of air, expelling them in white smoky puffs.
 
   Deeny said, “I asked you what you are doing. Perhaps I can help.”
 
   And Paul began to weep in earnest. The axe slid out of his hands and missed Paul’s head by two inches before hitting the dirt path with a lifeless thud.
 
   “Careful!” Deeny said.
 
   Paul cried harder, almost convulsing, and joined the axe on the dirt path, falling to his knees. Deeny leaned down and cradled Paul’s back with one of his large hands. He passed gas as he crouched. “Excuse me,” he said.
 
   At this, Paul, still in anguish, also laughed quietly along with his crying.
 
   “What’s wrong, Writer? What are you doing out here? Did we not plan another nice evening for Jen tonight? Should you not be getting ready?”
 
   “Oh Deeny!” Paul wailed, wiping his eyes and nose as he clutched for the round, meaty shoulder of his friend. “I was trying to kill you! I was trying to bur-bur-burn the house down, and this forest! I was trying to kill you!”
 
   Deeny’s shining black eyes searched Paul’s face for meaning. “Why?” he said. Already his anti-light was obscuring the space between them.
 
   “I’m so frightened. I’m s-s-so scared, Deeny!” He couldn’t look at his friend; instead he buried his face in the cloth-covered chest of the man. Amid the panic and shame, Paul realized he’d never noticed what kind of clothing Deeny wore, and with his eyes closed now as they were, he couldn’t remember. “I don’t want to be a kih-kih-kih…” he blew his nose into his hand. “A killer!”
 
   “Why not?” Deeny said, apparently genuinely curious.
 
   “You don’t understand!” Paul screamed, suddenly vicious. “I’ve always believed it was wrong. I still think that.”
 
   “No,” Deeny said gravely. “It is as right as it gets.”
 
   “How can you say that? What could be honorable about it?”
 
   “Life matters only as much as it controls life.”
 
   Paul thought about this for a moment. He pressed his forehead more tightly into Deeny’s body. The fog Deeny gave off was so thick now Paul couldn’t have seen the man if he’d wanted to. “What does that mean?” Paul said finally.
 
   “I don’t know. I only know it is the truth. It is the destiny of me, and the destiny of you. We will kill forever. Perhaps there is some grand purpose, but I don’t think so. I think the killing is what matters.”
 
   “I want to believe you! I want to! I feel the pull! I feel it, just like you said. Just like the unborn said! But how can I do this? How can I kill?” He wept all the harder at this, his voice was that of a man out of options. 
 
   “Believe me,” Deeny said. “It is what waits for us.”
 
   Paul heard a group of birds somewhere. He could not tell what kind they were, how many squawked, or how far from him they flew. He knew only that they were there. “I don’t understand any of this. I just feel the pulling. Who is pulling? What entity wants this?”
 
   “You are overthinking a simple thing. It is the great human failing to believe that something beautiful must also have meaning. Its beauty is its meaning.”
 
   “I’m sorry, Deeny. I’m so sorry. I’m sorry.” Paul did not know if he was apologizing because he was afraid, or because he had tried to murder him. 
 
   “I forgive you. You are my friend, Writer, my partner. I will be patient.” He leaned in and with humongous sausage lips kissed the top of Paul’s head. The sound it made was a smack! “I will be patient, and I will help you through. You will need a gun. Can you get one soon, please?”
 
   “Yes,” Paul sniveled, so devoid of energy and thought he seemed as if he might fall asleep.
 
   The fat man smiled his classic awful smile, “Then we will just need a suitable volunteer.”
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   In Salt Lake City, a twenty-one-year-old girl stumbled out of a shabby wooden house on the west side of town, into night air cold as knives of ice. The sky was a clear, fine crystal, and a terrible wind whipped her dark blonde hair around her face, and into her mouth, and out behind her in great ribbons. The wind flipped her skirt restlessly, mimicking the random, jerky movements of a Hollywood poltergeist. Her body was wan like the body of a tall ballerina who’d forgotten how to eat. The girl had probably meant to put a bra on when she got dressed this afternoon, but she wasn’t wearing one now, and one of her nipples kept trying to peek out at the city through the dirty half-unbuttoned shirt she wore. Her intense green eyes were cooked red with lack of sleep. Where her lipstick didn’t cover them completely, her lips had gone blue. But she didn’t care about blue. She was thinking about a different color. The color of water in a sink. The color of nothing.
 
   Though she was ill equipped for the cold, she barely felt it. Though she was shaking, and though her arms were covered with goose bumps, she didn’t notice.
 
   Heroin flowed in this girl’s veins—a calming, warming river. She almost smiled.
 
   She walked that night as she preferred to walk: alone. She had lost faith in humans of any variety. Be they male, female, stranger, family, friend, or foe—it didn’t matter to her. For she had learned that no one could be trusted like heroin could be trusted. Heroin was a well-trained dog, which gave its love unconditionally. Heroin was her best friend, her lover, her father, and her mother. 
 
   Heroine was her god.
 
   After a long time she passed The Pie Hole and the Heavy Metal Shop on State Street. She didn’t smell the pizza. She didn’t see the gigantic psychedelic mural painted on the wall. She didn’t hear the sounds of people living.
 
   Eventually another woman, well dressed, about forty, approached the girl quickly at some street corner or another. “Hey,” The woman said. “Hey, honey, are you okay? What on earth are you doing out here dressed like that? You’ll freeze. Do you need a ride somewhere? My car’s close. Maybe a three-minute walk.”
 
   The girl’s gaze went to the woman, almost steady enough to be considered eye contact. “Everything about you is pretty,” the girl mumbled in a conspiratorial, penetrating way.
 
   The woman took a step back, glancing around to make sure there were other people in earshot if need be. “Look,” she said, her eyebrows creasing dramatically, “do you want a ride or not?”
 
   The next thing the girl knew the woman was gone. That made sense, she supposed, disappearing was one of the things humans were best at. And in this one way—and this way alone—heroin and humans had something in common: nothing stayed with you forever, in the necessary, unbroken chain.
 
   She was on a different street now, hopefully closer to the apartment. Maybe she would kill the man who lived there tonight. “Maybe I should,” she said, but her words were swept away in the power of the wind. “What a joke.”
 
   Her feet hit the pavement, rhythmically, the tattoo of a professional percussionist brought back from the dead for one final beat. She followed the rhythm to an alley somewhere and realized on some level of thought that she was lost. The lights of an ambulance flooded the small space, but there was no siren. Then it was gone. Her head began to ache from the cold air in her lungs, but she was content with anything, because she was in the best possible condition. Her companion was with her. Inside her like the Holy Ghost.
 
   Eventually she saw the Shilo Hotel sign beaming from its pedestal. She realized she was close to the apartment. Then, without warning, she was there. She used the key the man had given her, only stabbing it accidentally into the wood twice, and stepped into the tiny living room. It smelled like an abandoned office. Aside from the faint light that made it through the closed blinds, the room was dark. Dark was wonderful in here; it reminded her of heroin. A weak heater headed off the cold, not that it made any difference what the temperature was. The man was in his bedroom sleeping. The girl couldn’t remember what the place looked like in the light.
 
   She laid her body next to his body. The sheets and springs and pillows of the bed meant as little to her as the man beside her. She must have woken him, for he said something, but now she was in it all the way, eating up the best of her high—the blank part that sometimes came when the junk was good. She almost did not know when he was penetrating her. She didn’t even remember getting out of her panties. Maybe she hadn’t been wearing them all day. She did not realize later on that he had fallen asleep again. 
 
   When he slept his body was a dead log, infested with bugs, just like everyone else. 
 
   She wondered if he would give her money. Sometimes he left twenty or thirty dollars on his kitchen table when he went to work. She did not know where he worked. She did not know his last name. She was not even sure how long she had been living with him.
 
   She fell asleep with a wish to die before waking, for if the man did not leave money in the morning she would have to go the entire next day without her friend; her heroine.
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   Jen, in her excitement, grabbed Paul a little too hard.
 
   “Ow!” he said, but laughed.
 
   “Sorry,” she said, but she was smiling, too.
 
   They were dancing nude under the sheets, exploring and trying and loving, enjoying their new nightly ritual. A bright moon hung outside. About an hour ago one of them—Jen couldn’t remember which—had opened the curtains and the blinds so Luna’s ivory light could join them and warm them in its strange way. 
 
   Jen was happy.
 
   And to think: such pleasure could create. A human life could be made in such a way. It was astounding.
 
   “Thank you,” she whispered, clutching Paul around the shoulders. She was not fully certain if she were thanking Paul or God or herself. Of the three, Paul was the only one that replied directly. His hand, which had been expertly massaging the back of her thigh, stopped moving. In fact, his whole person seemed to still. The moonlight played a mean trick on Paul’s face, aging him, reminding Jen of a villain in a silent film. She noticed the usually pleasant green LCD of their clock said 11:50. Just now the numbers shown as if sick, not reminding Jen of sunlight shining through spring leaves like they normally did.
 
   “You don’t need to thank me,” Paul said. “I haven’t really done anything.”
 
   A quality in his voice, some distant echoing, seemed to cool Jen. She wanted to say something, wanted to assure him that he had given her much, much to be thankful for. But she couldn’t speak. Just seconds ago she’d been ready for the ultimate act of love, another consummation of their marriage, their union, but now her body was just shutting down.
 
   “You may never know how little you owe me,” he said, not sounding like himself, or anyone for that matter.
 
   He doesn’t sound human, that cautious, frightened voice told her, the voice that had a lot to say lately. He sounds like a ghost.
 
   A tear—the biggest single tear Jen had ever seen—painted Paul’s cheek with a shining trail. Then he didn’t look like a movie villain or a ghost, but like a model shot in grayscale, engineered for the pleasure of the eye. Despite this moment of beauty, her desire for sex did not return. Now she felt like a locked chest. An empty, locked chest. 
 
   How could the mood have changed so quickly, so dramatically? 
 
   Whoa. 
 
   She was sleepy now. So so sleepy. 
 
   Almost not able to think. 
 
   Her eyes fluttered. 
 
   The moonlight changed in color and tone. 
 
   Paul began to moan, pacing the hallway outside the room. 
 
   She heard him downstairs, outside.
 
   He was screaming out there. 
 
   He said, “—can’t! I Can’t! I—” and then something else. Something Jen didn’t think she wanted to hear. 
 
   How could he be outside? she thought. Too cold. 
 
   The moon was gone; now the room was like a tomb. 
 
   She heard another man talking.
 
   So softly… it almost wasn’t real…
 
   wasn’t real was it wasn’t
 
   She was alone no she wasn’t. Paul was beside her, sleeping—but not soundly. He turned over.
 
   He turned again.
 
   Her eyes fluttered open, and there was some light, some kind of light somewhere. 
 
   Must have been, because she saw Paul grinning. 
 
   He had ten thousand teeth.
 
   Apparently, Jen thought, I just don’t remember making love. But we must have. We did. We did make love because we are in love—we are in love like little children.
 
    
 
   †
 
    
 
   In the morning her memories had simply become dreams. She believed she had gotten herself laid by the intelligent, attractive man she loved.
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   Sunday afternoon, after he’d come back from church, Miller made himself a grilled-cheese sandwich, and opened a tall glass bottle of Pepsi, the kind that comes from Mexico, where they still used real sugar. The new corn stuff just didn’t taste like the soda he’d loved as a kid. He didn’t drink sugary drinks often, but he kept a few bottles around for when he was feeling nostalgic. The bubbles mixed with the cola flavor always reminded him of high school.
 
   Usually he tried to stay away from those memories of the end of senior year, but he had the feeling now he was duty-bound to review them, to coax out meaning and direction from the events so present with him and yet so long-past. He sat in his chair, the one with a view of the trees, and sipped the sweet drink. A long ribbon of white clouds trailed the whole of his kitchen window. Anyone looking in would have seen the bleary eyes of a man in desperate need of happy thoughts.
 
    
 
   †
 
    
 
   Clancy, Robert, and Mary got to the end of the dirt path that was Twin Nest Lane. Robert hopped out before Clancy had even brought the car to a full stop.
 
   “Hey, Mickey Mouse,” Mary said to Robert with a sneer, “you forgot the food.”. Normally, she was a beautiful girl (at least in Clancy’s estimation), but the look of distain didn’t flatter her. 
 
   Robert had already been running toward the trees where, presumably, a fire pit waited for them. He said, “I came out here earlier. I left some coolers and some ice.”
 
   Mary looked at Clancy with a look that said, He was your friend first.
 
   The slender trees seemed more imposing than they should have. None of the trees were very tall, and only a few seemed to Clancy to be very old—but they felt big and old.
 
   The man who would eventually inherit the legal rights to this land, Donald Harmon, would not be born for another three years.
 
   For whatever reason, Mary’s mood was improving. Maybe it was getting away from the cigarette smoke of the car. Maybe it was being out in nature for a change. Clancy didn’t really care what the reason was, he was just happy that it looked like they were all going to have a nice afternoon. He was still bothered by Robert’s smoking and strange attitude, but who was he to judge? Didn’t Clancy’s faith teach that each of us has our own sins? Some, like smoking, were just more visible than others. 
 
   Robert was running around through the patches now, pretending to be a plane or some kind of bird. He ducked behind one tree, then seemed to burst out a second later from another one nearby. He made the strangest sounds—sounds Clancy couldn’t quite place. While this was odd behavior, Mary didn’t seem to mind, so Clancy decided he wouldn’t either.
 
   “You actor!” Mary said to Robert, starting to follow his example. Her ankle-length skirt twisted with her as she ran. Mimicking Robert’s movements, she pushed off of this tree and that, leapt over short undergrowth, fallen branches, and protruding roots. “Clancy!” she said, nearly singing. “I feel like a kid!”
 
   “Sure looks that way,” he called back to her, glad to see her glad.
 
   Then Robert was behind him. Clancy turned, only to see a plume of white smoke puff out of his friend’s mouth. He’d apparently lit a new cigarette. “So, what are we doing here, Rob?”
 
   “Cookout,” Rob said, sucking in. The end of the white stick became a bright live coal, then it cooled somewhat. 
 
   “Yeah? I can’t remember ever doing something like this with you before.”
 
   “Anything wrong with it?”
 
   “I just keep wondering what the joke is.”
 
   Robert looked contemplative upon hearing this. His eyes scanned the treetops, and he sucked in… then out. Another plume of smoke. “The joke,” he said, “is that this place has been here my whole life, and I never knew it.” He started to pace towards the car, and Clancy followed. Clancy guessed they were heading over there so Robert could lean on it, trying on a little more James Dean. 
 
   “Don’t worry about me!” Mary yelled, unsolicited. Clancy turned back and saw her dance behind a deadfall of trees and out of his sight. “I’m having the time of my life!”
 
   “Wonder what that’s all about,” Clancy said.
 
   Clancy’s intuition had proven true. Robert leaned on the Belvedere and looked at the treetops again, like he was trying to read them. “Do you know how long I’ve been coming out to Peoa? Christmases, Thanksgiving, summer visits, too, all to my grandma’s place.”
 
   “You’re whole life, I’d guess.”
 
   “That’s right,” Robert said, as if Clancy was finally catching on after a long lesson. “My whole life. And yet, I’d never really explored it. What I’m saying is, I never knew about this place. I’d ridden past Twin Nest Lane, sure, you have to to get to Gram’s.” He sucked again on his cigarette and coughed harmlessly. “But I never came down here. Why would I have?”
 
   “Well why did you?”
 
   Robert didn’t seem to have an answer to this, other than to take another puff. Then, perhaps in response to the question posed, perhaps as a way to change the subject, said, “I had a really good dream, Clancy.”
 
   “What about?”
 
   “I came here, first off. Stood outside these trees looking in. It was bright. I mean, the sunshine was wild. Like it was moving. I saw someone. A man, I guess you’d say. And he told me something incredible. At first, you know, I wasn’t so sure if I could believe him. But I wanted to. I wanted him to be telling the truth.”
 
   Though the wind hadn’t changed at all, Clancy felt cold all at once. He asked Robert, “What did he say?” as he opened the passenger door to grab his black jacket.
 
   He was leaning into the car, right hand on the thick seat, left hand reaching out for the leather corner of the jacket.
 
   “I’m sorry, Clancy,” Robert said, and pushed Clancy’s rear end so hard his head slammed into the inside of the driver’s side door. “We can’t all be writers.”
 
   “Rob! What—” 
 
   Clancy’s throat closed tight the second he twisted his frame to see Robert. He was holding up a tire iron. Amid the fury of other thoughts, Clancy realized the iron must have been hidden under a branch or something right next to where Clancy had parked the car. This weird foresight suggested a number of unpleasant things, none of which Clancy had adequate time to consider. Robert brought the iron down with more force than his thin arms looked able to produce, smashing Clancy’s shin. The pain was unthinkable.
 
   “MARY!!” Clancy shouted, using the excruciating blasts climbing from his leg to the center of his brain to get some serious volume. “MARY, RUN!!” Tears were already streaming down his face. He got a glimpse of Robert, slowly moving around the car, and saw that he was crying, too.
 
   “RUUUUN MARY!! RUUUUUUN AWAAAY!!”
 
   Robert clunked the tire iron over the hood of the Belvedere absentmindedly as he moved around the car, scratching and denting it.
 
   “I’m just as surprised as you,” Robert said over Clancy’s continued weepy screams. “I never would have thought my life would take me to this point. Never. But I’m happy for it now. I mean, let’s face it Clancy, I never fit in.”
 
   “You’re popular, though,” Clancy choked out through a bubble of teary snot that had formed in his throat. He felt as though he might pass out. As of yet he didn’t think he had lost any blood, though, and that was good. He had to stop Robert. Had to save himself and Mary.
 
   “Being well-liked is not the same thing as belonging,” he said, as if it were the truest truism ever spoken by man.
 
   Clancy’s head was still just barely resting on the driver’s side door. It dropped down an inch when Robert opened the door. Some kind of power—probably his body’s survivalist reaction to the assault—was rushing through Clancy, and for a moment he ignored the pain as much as he could. He tried to focus on the upside-down Robert towering above him. But focusing on anything was not easy, as his right leg was currently a log on fire.
 
   “You need help,” Clancy said, his voice gurgling out.
 
   “And I got it. Right here,” he said, holding his arms out like a statue of Christ. He looked up and sucked in air through the O of his open mouth. He was drinking a portion of the sky, the wind.
 
   Robert said, “You know what’s buried here? A necklace. It’s so…” he trailed off, apparently looking for the perfect word. “Green.”
 
   “What are you talking about?” The edges of Clancy’s vision fluttered with dim light. He felt his brain trying to shut down. It was tempting, but he fought it. 
 
   “Nothing. Everything.” Robert laughed, then broke out into hysterical sobs. “I don’t know. I’m sorry! I’m so sorry! I didn’t want to do this! I didn’t! But I do want what’s at the end.”
 
   “What, what do you mean? Is somebody making you do this?”
 
   “Thy mother,” Robert said. He stopped crying, but his cheeks still glinted with his tears and sweat. Like the sun breaking out from behind a thick passing cloud, a grin turned on. “I unprintable in the milk of thy mother.”
 
   He tapped the top of Clancy’s head. Hard. As if testing it. He smacked again, and Clancy saw an explosion of dark stars. He yelled out in pain, but Robert didn’t seem to notice.
 
   He said, “You ever read Hemingway? That ‘unprintable’ stuff’s a real gasser.”
 
    
 
   †
 
    
 
   That was enough for now, surely. Miller’s sandwich was gone, as was the Pepsi. Even though he was just sitting there, thinking, he felt all worn out. Worse: he felt like a man ready to pass on.
 
   “Not yet,” he said aloud. “Not quite yet.” 
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   Deeny sat in the forest, kind of. 
 
   He did not fully need to materialize, for he was alone, but he did need to have enough substance to cross his legs and clasp his hands in front of himself. He was praying; mumbling. The starlight did not penetrate the trees; the light of the mansion did not reach through Deeny’s darkness.
 
   His prayer reached the object of his worship, for Deeny’s ears were not far from his mouth. He hoped to answer his own prayer that very night; he prayed to find a suitable first kill for his new, young friend. The only true friend Deeny could remember ever having.
 
   Images flashed before him, but he did not understand them. Something red. Something wet and heavy.
 
   Something red. Something wet and heavy.
 
   Curious.
 
   Soon, however, he realized what it was he was seeing: the Writer’s nightmare from the first night they had spent together. That was the night Deeny—not understanding back then, like a child—had used the blender to get the Writer’s attention. He laughed good-naturedly to himself in the blankets of black he’d cocooned his half-tangible frame in, remembering how he had thought the blender was a device for torturing extremities.
 
   Deeny almost cast off the dream as a strange fluke, but something stopped him. He trusted himself, so he returned his thoughts to the dream.
 
   It was the Writer. That made sense; it was his dream after all. The Writer… walking down a short hallway in a rambling home (whatever that meant—Deeny would never understand everything he heard from the Writer’s mind)… The Writer could hear heavy breathing. He must have been following the sound of that breathing, for it got louder as the Writer continued to walk through the hallway. Eventually he was at a plain, wooden door. Darkness was everywhere, it made everything hard to see. Deeny himself could see in the dark without difficulty, but he supposed because he was channeling the dream of the Writer he was being subjected to the Writer’s limitations. The Writer’s hand was on the door, and he was—was what? Was that actually the sound of laughter? How wonderful, Deeny thought. How vivid. 
 
   There was a bedroom on the other side of the door. It was a bit brighter here than in the hallway. The bedroom seemed like a nice place to Deeny, not that he cared, but it was really nothing compared to the lavish, cavernous bedroom the Writer shared with his wife.
 
   A man who many would consider fat (though not if they had Deeny to compare him to) snored loudly next to a tall, wispy girl, neither of them were clothed. Deeny knew little of sex. In fact, almost everything he had gathered about it had been from the Writer’s mind. He could tell thanks to that information that the couple had been “sleeping together” before sleep (this was a phrase Deeny found amusing; he liked to imagine it could also be applied to murder). Their ages were quite different. She was at least twenty years younger than the man. Deeny also understood using the lens of the Writer’s mind, that this age gap was unusual. 
 
    Loud reports, four in all, startled Deeny as a gun exploded in the Writer’s hand. It was so disorienting, he almost lost the dream in his confusion, coming back fully to the forest. But Deeny held on and watched in fascination as the bullets (he could still not fully wrap his mind around the gun concept, but he knew that it killed somehow) tore into the fat man’s flesh. One of them hit the man in the forehead, scalping him as effectively as any native warrior. Deeny didn’t really understand this phrase, “native warrior,” but it made him smile anyway. In the dim light of the room, Deeny could see a part of the fat man’s brain, and he wanted to leap like a child in his excitement. Before the girl could let out a scream, the Writer smacked the pistol-butt across her head; a dull arc of gray-red slashed up from her head and fell across her naked torso as she crashed to the floor. Deeny’s heart dropped a bit upon realizing Paul was not trying to kill her as well; he only wanted her unconscious and silent.
 
   The dream shifted, and now the Writer was in a large bathroom with a high ceiling. He lifted the large body over his head. Deeny did not yet fully understand the human anatomy and muscle, but he had the idea that this was quite a show of strength. The blood from a number of large wounds poured down his hands and face where they mingled with the Writer’s tears.
 
   Tears? Deeny thought in total, you should be laughing. You should smile.
 
   But despite his tears, the Writer was doing something else. Something that went beyond the killing. Though the man was already dead, it seemed the Writer wanted to disfigure his body. He was pouring corrosive cleaning chemicals on the man’s face; some of them bubbled onto the exposed gray matter of the brain. Why was he doing that? What possible purpose could such a thing serve? No matter the reason for this bizarre post-killing ritual. No matter the tears. The Writer had killed a fat man. The excitement was too much for Deeny, and for a moment he almost forgot it was only a dream.
 
   Everything disappeared and Deeny found himself faced with his own anti-light. 
 
   It was not just a dream. It was more than that. 
 
   It was a vision.
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   The blonde young woman in Salt Lake was in a corner, alone in a house full of party-goers she did not recognize. Boris’ “Farewell” played loudly from a dusty sound system perched on the loft railing, and soon it would transition to “Pink,” but it was all only so much noise to the girl, mixing with the voices of the chatting strangers. The almost bleachy, almost tinfoil smell of someone smoking meth pushed her further into seclusion where she sat on the carpet near an old dollhouse. The blonde girl did not wonder what the dollhouse was doing there or who it belonged to. The shadows cast by the multi-colored strobing lights made the dollhouse dance like a jack-in-the-box.
 
   She coughed. Three feet from her a couple lay on an old mattress somebody had put out on the floor. As far as she could tell the man was already naked; he was skinny and tall and dark-skinned. The girl he was with was as white-skinned as paper. The cakey ring of thick lipstick on and around her mouth gave her the appearance of a voracious meat-eater in a jungle, face messy with blood. The lipstick girl shed her blouse, then her bra, then they seemed to start copulation before her pants were off. This didn’t compute to the blonde girl watching, so she turned away. 
 
   Next to the dollhouse there was a doll. A pretty little baby boy with shining plastic white hair. The blonde girl picked it up and cradled it in her arms. It looked happy. 
 
   Somewhere above her a rough, gravely voice said, “Kickapoo, Missouri!” as if ending a joke. Other voices laughed, sounding nervous and serene. Someone else, perhaps a woman in the far-away land of the kitchen, said something about piggy police. No laughter followed the comment.
 
   The blonde girl looked around and found a spent syringe pushed up to the baseboard about a foot from her. She grabbed it. Her arm was fully extended as she did so, and her hand seemed to be simultaneously a billion miles away and directly in front of her eyes. Smiling for the first time that night, she lovingly pushed the needle into the doll’s plastic arm and depressed the dowel, injecting air into the empty space inside. She pulled the needle out and set it aside gently. 
 
   “There,” she said, hugging the doll up to her chest. “That’s all better, isn’t it? That’s all better.”
 
   Lipstick girl began to moan. They’d moved to the edge of the mattress closest to the blond girl, and for a moment she forgot about her baby, distracted by the pornographic scene. A rash of lipstick streaks lined the dark man’s forehead.
 
   Someone screamed from the other side of the room. It sounded like a man. The blonde girl guessed some trip nightmare had breached the real world for a second, but then it disappeared. Things like that seemed to happen all the time.
 
   Someone said, “Her dad’s giving her brother a Ferrari.” More laughter.
 
   The blonde girl looked down at the baby doll again, and she saw how its lips were pursed. “Okay,” she said. “Mama’s here.” She pulled her Jägermeister tank top up along with her bra. The abused, tattered fabric tore open at once with the movement, but the girl didn’t notice. 
 
   She moved the doll so that its mouth concealed her teat. “Oh,” she said, flinching, “your lips are so cold. Poor baby.” Once she thought it must have had its fill, she let the doll drop onto her knee. It bounced and it rolled three inches to the edge of the mattress. The panting dark man, trying to find a better point of leverage, endeavored to put both hands on the floor, but one of them squished the baby’s head. 
 
   The blonde girl screamed, “GET YOUR HAND OFF MY BABY!” and the dark man looked up in confused shock. His swimming eyes could not process the girl in front of him, one breast hanging out beneath a face of rage. She stood in a flash and kicked his ribs ineffectually with a bare foot. “GET AWAY! GET AWAY!”
 
   Freed from the weight of the hand, the blonde girl was happy to see the doll’s head slowly re-inflate. One of its crooked, obscene eyes popped back toward her. Thankfully, it still looked happy.
 
   “Hey hey,” someone else was near her now, a big guy with an intricate and terrifying chain of tattoos up one arm. “Calm it.” She saw the tattoos writhing.
 
   She lunged for the skinny dark man, the naked baby-squisher, thinking she might tear his eyes out or at least help him begin a trans operation. Two pairs of hands grabbed her, and she forgot about the child. She lost control of her reality completely then, thinking she was still in her uncle’s basement, where she had spent much of her time in her Jr. High years. 
 
   “Oh, man,” someone said.
 
   “Is she with someone?” Tattoo man said, “Can someone come get her?”
 
   Lipstick girl rolled over and swore. Then she fell asleep.
 
   The blonde girl began to plead, knowing from experience it was the only thing that sometimes worked. “I won’t tell my mama,” she sobbed, as someone adjusted her shirt, covering her exposed chest. She was in a hallway now, watching her lifeless feet slide across the ground. The hands holding her dug into the tender flesh of her underarm. “I won’t tell my mama.” One of them was the tattoo man.
 
   The other one, shorter and thinner than the inked man, said, “Neither will we.”
 
   Tattoo man laughed, as cruel as a handmade whip.
 
   The music receded along with the dim light of the living room.
 
   Tattoo man said, “She can sleep this one off in here.” 
 
   She was still sobbing, but her limbs had lost the power to move. She found herself on a scratchy tweed couch. “I won’t tell anybody,” she said.
 
   She could barely hear the confused wail of the singer in the stereo now. The relative quiet of the room seemed itself to be a malevolent creature. The darkness was breathing.
 
   Tattoo man left, and the shorter guy loomed over her. In the darkness of the room his hand slipped down into her broken bra, and pinched her nipple, hard. “Mmmm…” he said. Then he reached into the front and then the back of her denim shorts, exploring her for pleasure.
 
   “Not bad, girl,” he said. “Maybe I’ll come back in the morning when you’re feeling better. Would you like that?”
 
   But now all the girl could do was cry, because she remembered her little one whose head had just been crushed in the other room where the music and lights were. Even though he’d looked okay when she’d last seen him, she realized now he must have been killed. She smacked her forehead on the hard, rough edge of the couch a number of times saying, “No! No! Oh my poor baby boy! My poor baby.”
 
   The door closed and she was alone in the dark room, wondering why her baby had been taken from her.
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   Jen stood at the bedroom window and watched Paul type in his trees. She’d come home early after learning the man she needed to speak to about the conference before proceeding was out sick. She didn’t know if Paul even realized she’d driven up or come inside, though he must have heard the car. She couldn’t make him out well, even though she had a more or less straight-shot view of him through two of the larger trees. Some shadow was resting over him, but she couldn’t see its source.
 
   Cards came up to her, cocking her head in a puppyish way. Jen crouched to scratch the poodle’s ears. “Who’s my little girl, huh?”
 
   Jen hadn’t interrupted him by announcing her presence because he seemed so intent on his work. Obviously, he had finally, finally, started Scott’s Anaconda, the book he’d been researching and planning for almost a year, in earnest. When he’d first explained the idea to her it had sounded like it might be his best yet, a remarkable novel that led the reader to the very heart of what it was to be a soldier or commander in the war Paul loved and hated so much.
 
   Good for him, she thought, knowing what it must mean to him to really be working again. But why is he outside? She left the bedroom and moved contemplatively down the hall toward his office. She stood at the doorway of the custom-made room, and wondered if the office had somehow had something to do with his apparent writer’s block. 
 
   “Well,” she said, “whatever works, right?”
 
   She walked back to the bedroom, unbuttoning her blazer and kicking her shoes off in the general direction of the closet where they were supposed to end up. She changed into her cotton pajamas even though it was only four in the afternoon.
 
   Being married to a man like Paul was stranger than she thought most people could really appreciate. She had often thought how bizarre, how anti-pragmatic, it was that their financial livelihood in many ways depended upon his ability to engage and utilize his imagination. Athletes and blue-collar workers relied on heath of their bodies. Most jobs to some extent relied on the regular processes of the mind. But not a writer. A writer was like a composer, an artist, a poet. A writer like Paul—whose readers expected more than a rehashing of the same old themes and ideas that have been visited and revisited millions of times—relied on his ability to dream.
 
   Jen heard him laugh and keep laughing, though the sound was reduced by the distance and the window pane. She shuffled over to the window, feeling sleepy and a little dreamy herself. The shadow around him had thickened. She couldn’t see his face, but she could hear the faraway laughter lighting off the trees toward the house.
 
   Never, in the years she’d spent observing him write, had he ever stopped typing to laugh.
 
   But, no, this was even stranger than stopping to laugh. Jen squinted, trying to make out whether she actually saw what she thought she saw. He was laughing, all right, but that hadn’t stopped him from working. He was still typing, that much she could see. Something about watching him like that, laughing and writing, and doing both with great ferocity, made her wish she wasn’t alone in the house.
 
   Then Sean called with some banal question about work. The conversation lasted less than three minutes, but when it was over Jen was thinking about what they might have for dinner, and Paul’s behavior was pushed to the back of her thoughts. 
 
   And anyway, he was coming in the front door now, presumably ready for supper.
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER FIVE
 
   THE NEXT DAY, PAUL AND DEENY SAT where the trees ended and the riverbank began. Deeny’s darkness drifted in the river where it mixed the water and sunshine into a strange soup. Paul sat on a large rock in a pair of slacks and a button-up shirt.
 
   Deeny said, “The dream I told you about… it is perfect, Writer. To kill is sublime.”
 
   “Oh, I know,” Paul said, his lips teetering between lifelessness and mirth. “The man must be killed. He must. I remember the dream, too. That was the night you first came to me, wasn’t it?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Maybe I knew, even back then, how important that dream was. It shook me. It woke me up.” Paul picked up a stone about the size of a television remote that had been half submerged in the water. “But what I want to know is what woke you?”
 
   Deeny moved closer to Paul, his darkness increased around them. “What do you mean?”
 
   “I mean you’ve been here a long time, haven’t you?”
 
   Deeny ripped one softly. “I believe so.” 
 
   “Why me? There are other writers closer to you, at least a few as successful as me. Why reach out all the way to Chicago?”
 
   “What an absurd question.”
 
   “Is it?” Paul sounded like a man on the edge of sleep. “Why?”
 
   “You are here because you want to be. Others feel the pull, but few respond.”
 
   “You mean there have been others, though? Others like me? That have woken you with their… their own lusts?”
 
   Deeny stilled. He said nothing, and then, “No one is like you, Writer.”
 
   Paul threw the stone into the middle of the stream and watched the ever-darkening water swallow it. “You are my friend, aren’t you?”
 
   Deeny replied without hesitation: “Yes.”
 
   “Then no hedging. Answer the question.”
 
   Deeny stared at the water, his black eyes shining in his mist like polished obsidian. “I believe all writers—the ones who write fiction—feel the pull of this place or places like it.”
 
   Paul had slipped his shoes and socks off when they’d arrived. Now he lifted one of his feet off a flat rock he had warmed and dipped his toes in the freezing water. The motion sent shockwaves up and down his back. He closed his eyes and said, “Places like it? There are other places like this?”
 
   Deeny laughed, sounding almost embarrassed. “I do not know. I do not care.”
 
   Paul looked at his friend and smiled in an ‘oh you’ sort of way. “So other people have been called here, by you? Even if they weren’t quite ‘like me?’ ”
 
   “Not really. As long as I have been here—”
 
   “And how long is that, exactly?”
 
   Deeny belched and set his face in a pout. Since Paul had first thought about Deeny’s clothing the day he’d tried to chop down the tree, he’d been paying attention to them. His outfits never quite seemed the same, and today he was in red and black overalls. To Paul he looked like a man-child farmer, emphasis on the child. “I do not know when, exactly. I was in Rockport, once.”
 
   “Where is that? This river is called Rockport. Does it have anything to do with that?”
 
   Deeny said, “I do not know. Again I will tell you: I do not really care. All I know is—Rockport. A long time ago. Why does it matter? If you ask me any more about that, I will leave. I am interested in now. In our plans. In our future. Not that past, whatever it may be. As I was saying, as long as I can remember there has only been one writer who physically came here besides you. I gather that he was not as talented as you, or as powerful.”
 
   “You ‘gather?’ Didn’t he wake you up, too?”
 
   “No. Not like you did. I remember him as you might remember a dream. I think his name was Robert, but I do not know. It’s really too bad he did not have your power; he was much more anxious to kill.”
 
   As a man might turn in shame from his wife upon hearing an accusation of weakness, an accusation the man himself has made in private for years, Paul turned from Deeny. Seeing this, Deeny took one of Paul’s hands in both of his massive ones, completely engulfing it. “I am sorry,” he said.“I did not mean anything by that. It is just as well that he was inadequate. I do not know much about him, but he could not have been like you. I mean it when I say there is no one like you. It is the truth. You are the one with the power to begin my reign, our reign. You will be strong enough.”
 
   “I find it hard to believe that I am the most bloodthirsty writer in America, on Earth, however far your reach goes. That’s what this is about, isn’t it?”
 
   “Ha ha!” Deeny laughed. “I have thought the same thing myself. Perhaps there is another factor, one we do not understand. In any case, it is happening, and that is what truly matters.”
 
   “What is happening, exactly?”
 
   “Do not worry about all that. Let us focus on this next step. This vision.”
 
   “This murder.”
 
   “Yes. Learn to love the word, not to shy away from it. It is not disgusting, Writer. It is destiny.”
 
   For a long time Paul looked at his submerged foot. He wasn’t sure when it had gone from toes underwater to the whole thing. It was almost completely numb now. He wasn’t sure he’d feel a needle prick in it right now. He moved his foot back to the stone and watched droplets of water run off it. The slightest breeze came and froze it all over again.
 
   Eventually he said, quietly, “Why did the other writer fail?”
 
   “I do not know. I was asleep.”
 
   “Who was he? What was his last name?”
 
   “I do not know that either.”
 
   Another pause.
 
   Paul waved his foot, hoping to help it dry. He said, “What if I fail?”
 
   Deeny smiled. Paul wasn’t sure how big Deeny’s head was, and he sometimes wondered if its size changed from time to time, but right now he would guess his smile spanned about as long as a machete blade. Deeny said, “I have a feeling that at this point, it is extremely unlikely that you would fail. What is the phrase in your mind now… oh… yes… I believe we have reached ‘terminal velocity.’ I am not sure we could fail now even if we wanted to, but no sense tempting fate.”
 
   “Sure.”
 
   Deeny placed his massive palms on either side of Paul’s neck, weighting down his shoulders. “I am proud of you.”
 
   Paul felt like crying again, as he’d been doing so often lately. He was so weak. Deeny suffered him with such patience.
 
    
 
    
 
   2
 
   Clancy wanted to scream to Mary, force her to turn around as he saw her appear, back from the trees. But he knew if she were to have any chance of surviving her insane attempt to rescue him, he couldn’t give away her location. She crept behind Robert as he readied his tire iron for another blow—perhaps the final blow—to the top of Clancy’s head, but the ground covering of leaves and twigs made silence impossible.
 
   With his eyes still intensely fixed on Clancy’s head, he said, “If you take a step closer, or if you run away, he’s dead. You take one step from where you are now, I’m spilling his smarts all over the cushion of his precious car, with this—” He hefted the tool for her benefit.
 
   “Mary!” Clancy said, a splitting pain responding to his words, “He’s going to kill me anyway! No matter what! I know he is. You need to run. I’m already dead.”
 
   “Please be quiet, Clancy,” Robert said, tapping him painfully on the crown.
 
   “Stop! You’re hurting him!” Mary called out, 
 
   “I’ll do a lot more than that if you don’t calm down, fella.”
 
   “Let her go, Rob,” Clancy said.
 
   Robert laughed and crouched down, so his face was only inches from Clancy’s, but inverted. “Let her go rob what? A bank?” He rolled his eyes dramatically. “Sorry. That’s not very funny.” Despite his joke, he now looked quite sad; a terrible change in temperament affected him briefly, and he said, randomly so far as Clancy could tell, “I just want to be useful.”
 
   With his attacker so close, Clancy decided there was no better opportunity. He reached up and grabbed Robert as firmly as possible between his hands and smashed Robert’s face, nose first, into his own forehead, turning his own stabbing pain into a bona fide explosion.
 
   “You rat!” Robert yelled, reeling from the car, blood streaming from his broken nose. But not just blood—bright green light… dripped from his nose and mouth as well. Clancy realized there, with horrid logical certainty, that they were dealing with something more than a young man who’d lost his mind.
 
   There were evil forces at work, and Clancy could feel them.
 
   Mary was on him faster than Clancy had thought possible. She tried to yank the iron from his hand, and succeeded in twisting the arm holding it painfully behind his back. Clancy tried to pull his legs up in order to get out of the car, but the intense pain of his shattered shinbone made him cry in agony. He knew if he pushed it any more he’d pass out from the pain. 
 
   “Hey there, fella!” Robert said to Mary, sounding more jumbled than angry. “That’s mine.” He turned his body in a dance-like circle and regained his point of leverage, snapping the iron across Mary’s arm in the process.
 
   “Auuagh!” she yelled, stepping back. Her arm didn’t appear broken, but she’d lost the advantage. “I’m sorry, Clance!”
 
   Meanwhile, Clancy fought a blackness at the edges of his vision that threatened to drag him into a dreamless, dark sleep. “I love you,” he said, knowing that if he didn’t say that at least, he’d never be able to live with himself if he survived but Mary didn’t.
 
   What happened next would prove to be the stuff of both dreams and nightmares for Clancy Miller for the next six decades. He hadn’t understood it then, and later—when he had seen the importance of what Mary did—he still could not figure how she had known to do it. Though his faith had been mild throughout his young life, Mary’s final bizarre act of bravery had solidified in him the need, the absolute necessity, of relying on the Spirit and not our own human minds, for somehow she had known to do one thing that could have made a difference. And if God had not told her, Clancy didn’t know who could have.
 
   “I love you, too, Clancy,” Mary said.
 
   Clancy and Robert both watched in stunned silence as she reached down and picked up a long, flat rock, and—with more power and ferocity than either man thought feasible—plunged it into her neck. A tremendous stream of crimson spewed forth, and her body crumpled to the ground.
 
   Even though Clancy saw the act with his own eyes, he had trouble believing it had happened. Not only because he did not want her to die, but also because he wasn’t sure anyone was strong enough to kill themselves, apparently instantly, in the manner Mary had. Years later, replaying the incident in his mind, Clancy would wonder if what Mary had done was even possible in the typical sense of the word.
 
   Robert dropped to his knees in disbelief. The tire iron dropped to one side, balancing for a moment like a tall man, and then thumped down into a gathering of leaves. Clancy couldn’t see his face clearly, but his side view suggested that Robert’s jaw was hanging wide open.
 
   “No,” Robert whispered.
 
   Clancy couldn’t process what had just happened. His mind rejected it, utterly. He felt no pain, no guilt, no sorrow, no anger.
 
   In fact, he felt only one thing: tired.
 
    
 
   †
 
    
 
   When he woke he saw no sign of Robert. The stars twinkled. His head and right leg were raging, protesting the pain viciously. The slightest movement from any part of his body sent shockwaves of electric fire through his whole system. Slowly, so slowly an onlooker might not even notice, he looked up, which—since he was on his back—led his gaze to the ground.
 
   Mary was dead. Blood all around her. The body didn’t even look like a girl, just a crumpled mess of stained clothing.
 
   It was true then. She was dead. He found his mind turned like a planet away from the thought. He’d deal with that later. Never sounded good.
 
   Despite the pain, he sat up. Everything was tilting around him and he threw up, white and brown, on the Belvedere’s dashboard.
 
   “Cripes,” he said quietly, not really hearing himself.
 
   Five minutes of crawling later, he’d made it about thirty feet from the car. He was on the gravel now. It was cold and hurt his hands and knees. 
 
   He heard footsteps, but didn’t even think to turn.
 
   “It’s over now,” Robert said. “I think I needed two.”
 
   Clancy simply kept crawling. He couldn’t see Robert, but the crunch of his feet in the pebbles suggested he was close. He took one short step for four or five of Clancy’s great gasping clawings forward.
 
   “Sorry,” Robert said. “I’m really sorry. This was for nothing because of her. But I can’t really blame her. I’m going back to the trees now, Clancy, and you’ll never see me again. If you’re lucky.”
 
   Robert seemed to consider his own words for a while; Clancy crawled in anguish closer, minutely, to the main road. Then Robert said, “You can never come here again. I’m not sure why.” He laughed. “There’s so much we don’t understand, isn’t there? This is just a crazy old planet. My nerves’re shot completely. The weird thing is, I ruined it, I failed… but I don’t even really care.” Clancy heard the snap of a match, and soon he smelled the faint tobacco smoke. “I kind of feel like all this… all this craziness… was just a dry run. And maybe that’s okay.”
 
   And then, inexplicably: “I’m not really cut out for this writer stuff.”
 
   Clancy kept on clawing, clawing at the gravel, and clawing at his mental picture of Mary. He couldn’t accept what had happened to her yet; if he did, he’d never make it back to the road. 
 
   Three minutes later, after following Clancy’s slow movements for a time, Robert said, “Well, I guess I’ll head back. Good luck, okay? And I’m really sorry about everything.”
 
   Clancy wouldn’t have a chance to think about the implications of that day or begin mourning for a week. A farmer coming back from a road trip spotted Clancy on the road. Clancy spent the next seven days in the W. H. Groves hospital in Salt Lake. As far as the police were concerned, Robert had killed Mary and then run away. He was never apprehended.
 
   It wasn’t until a month later, finally sleeping after an hour of straight sobbing, that Clancy had his first dream of the trees.
 
   He could never remember the details, but he’d gotten the message after experiencing the dream a dozen times. A hundred times. He was to stand sentinal at those trees, though Robert had been right: he could never set foot near them again, and he didn’t want to. Clancy’s job was to watch and warn. Nothing more.
 
   So he’d moved to Peoa the next year, forgoing college much to his father’s disapproval, and joined the mink farmers there. He often worried that he had made a mistake, that God had not wanted him here, that he was throwing his life away on the wings of a dream. Sometimes years passed where he thought of the forest itself very little, as his own private affairs overtook him, but when the children started to die—the four who’d been lost starting in the 90’s—his fervor for his position had grown immensely.
 
    
 
   †
 
    
 
   “And now,” Miller said, sipping from a cup of Postum that had gone cold in the time he’d spent with his recollections, “my vigil is almost over.” He looked up at his ceiling, not really seeing the wood there, “Isn’t it?”
 
    
 
    
 
   3
 
   Tyson Hills sat in a collapsible chair by the edge of a wide creek with his ten-year-old son, Marc. Marc’s ears stuck out like brown flaps. Tyson was sure one day his son would grow into them—he just had to. The wind played with the high bare branches of the trees, but left everything else alone. The fish weren’t biting, but Tyson didn’t care. It was cold, but Tyson knew neither he nor his son were really bothered by it. As long as the water wasn’t frozen over, there wasn’t much that would stop them.
 
   Tyson said, “You know what’s the best thing in the world, Marc?”
 
   “Huh?” Marc said without moving his eyes from the point where the line and water met.
 
   “Having a family. Being a dad.”
 
   Marc didn’t say anything; he wasn’t much of a talker. Never had been. This also didn’t bother Tyson, who was a man content to fish and talk with his son, without fish and without much talk. Sometimes he said things to fill up air. He opened a can of Diet Coke, and relished the harshness of the bubbles bumping their way down his throat. Marc picked the same can up moments later for a sip of his own.
 
   “I just want you to know I like being out here with you,” Tyson said, not looking for a response. He didn’t get one. 
 
   Marc started reeling, but soon realized he didn’t have anything. He smiled a little and recast, anyway. Casting was probably Marc’s favorite part. Whatever floats your fish, he thought.
 
   He tipped his bucket hat forward, covering his eyes.
 
   Three minutes later he was almost out, bundled and warm in his outdoor clothing, eyes shaded from the sun. In the teetering space between awake and asleep, he had a thought. Like many thoughts that come to a person in this state, it seemed to make sense for only the most fleeting of moments, and then—though the words of the thought could be remembered—its essence, its meaning, was gone.
 
   The thought was this: You need to remember the house fire; your work isn’t finished. The Writer didn’t do it. A mean quality in the tone of this thought jarred Tyson almost fully awake. Writer? Who could that mean? He was only working with two writers right now, Tory Rindlesbacher and Michael Evans, and neither of them needed his immediate attention.
 
   You know who I mean, his mind assured him. Don’t let yourself forget. Burn the house to the ground. Burn burn burn… Okay. Now Tyson really was awake. Where did this stream of words come from? He stared at the inside of his hat. There wasn’t much to see.
 
   He sat straight, readjusting himself, suddenly uncomfortable in the flimsy chair.
 
   Marc looked up at his dad, not quite smiling, an almost unreal serenity in his face. This was a pretty typical Marc face; he wasn’t an average ten-year-old.
 
   “Sorry,” Tyson said, trying to sound natural. “I must have nodded off there.”
 
   “No problem,” Marc said, turning his attention back to the water.
 
   The wind was picking up now, causing pretty ripples to roll on the surface of the wide placid creek. Now what was it he was thinking? Burn the house to the ground? Something felt wrong, as if Tyson were climbing a rock face in his mind and suddenly found there were no footholds.
 
   Burn burn burn…
 
   That phrase raised the hairs on the back of Tyson’s neck. He swatted at an imagined mosquito, feeling somehow invaded. Robbed. The words did invoke a memory, didn’t they? And not just the melody of the old Trammps song. Tyson saw a circle ripple on the surface, then another. He readied his hands on his pole. He knew he’d get one any second now.
 
   But it was Marc who got the first, and only, fish of the day. He helped his son reel it in, an twelve-inch rainbow. “Not too shabby,” Tyson said, feeling more than a little confused. “Maybe we ought to pack it in for the day.”
 
   Marc looked puzzled, too. They still had hours before they needed to be home for dinner. But he said nothing except, “Okay.”
 
   Those dark thoughts tugged and tugged at Tyson while he put the fish in the cooler, next to the ice packs. More than one force was at work inside him, arguing for their share of needed attention.
 
   And then he did something that would cost the world exactly one human life: he let the troubling words about a house fire go, choosing not to grasp their significance, to not quite remember the conversations he’d had with Paul or Jen. 
 
   The truth of it was, he was afraid. 
 
   And here, Tyson Hills exits Paul’s great drama, his work unfinished.
 
    
 
    
 
   4
 
   Miller stood near the woods. Preternatural darkness, like a cloak of evil, wrapped around him and every tree trunk in sight. There seemed to be more trees than ever, though their density or acreage had not changed. Even if it was a dream, this paradox bothered Miller. This time he was not naked, instead he wore a type of leather armor, unlike anything Miller had ever seen. Black stones etched with alien red characters had been tied and woven into the hard, stiff armor plates. The stone gave the outfit a sinister dimension—especially if Miller looked close at them and saw how they moved—but he had an intuitive understanding of them, the kind of intuition unique to dreams, that they were in reality meaningless in symbol, size, and placement. Underneath the stones and the armor, he still did not have his garments. He was bare.
 
   He faced the trees but knew that his house was directly behind him. Despite the house’s proximity to the evil place, it had always seemed removed from it—distant, and safe. A fear overtook him in the form of deep chill; he wanted to run back to the house, hide there, get away from this place. He shook so severely he could feel his bare arms knocking against the cool leather forearm covering.
 
   “I’m a fool,” he said. “A useless fool.”
 
   Instead of retreating, though every instinct in his brain told him to do so, dream or not, he walked through the thick blanket of snow toward the towering, overnumerous trees. He tried in vain to brace himself against the wind, which played on his skin as if his armor were made of vents. He felt he would be warmer naked than in this getup.
 
   As it always had before, the face—Deeny’s face—popped out from between two tress. The face grinned down on him, showing two double-rows of pointed teeth.
 
   “Back again?” the face said without moving in any way, as it always did.
 
   “Yes,” Miller spoke calmly, though his heart felt ready to quit from excessive pounding. “I have something to ask you.”
 
   “I have only death for you.”
 
   “So you’ve said.”
 
   Darkness was everywhere, despite the snow that whipped and jetted about in the ferocious, random winds.
 
   Miller said, “Where did you come from?”
 
   The face, almost, remained unchanged. The smallest twitch could be seen in one corner of the mouth, or perhaps it was only the idea of a twitch. Miller had the impression that if the smile faltered too much the face would crack like a porcelain mask.
 
   The face spoke. “I came from Hell. I came from death. I came from hatred.”
 
   “I know. I know all that.” His old man voice could only croak out these days. He wished he was young again, before he’d ever come here with Mary and Robert, so he could speak with power like he used to. Sometimes it felt like his whole life had been in decline since then: less power, fewer friends, more sleepless nights. Miller said, “But why are you this way? Why do you want to kill and kill and kill?”
 
   “If birth and death are all there is, then death is all there is.”
 
   “Are you human?”
 
   “Humanity is and I am.” The twitch Miller thought he’d seen had not returned.
 
   Miller tried to push past the nonsense, his annoyance with the creature helping to stave off the fear. “But where did you come from? Where were you before the Writer built the house?”
 
   Miller could feel that the thing was trying not to answer; the words burst out of the face like a cough. “I was in the woods.” He wondered if this… this Deeny could still possibly not know about Miller.
 
   “Where were you when those children disappeared?”
 
   “In the woods.”
 
   Miller was tired, as if he just realized he’d not slept in days. There was an impulse, an absurdly plausible one, to lay down in the snow and sleep, even though on some level of thought he knew he already was asleep. He bucked against the feeling like a drowsy man behind the wheel, the mental equivalent to slapping his own face.
 
   He finally said, “Where were you before you were in the woods?”
 
   The face exploded in a rain of blood and fire, the trees around it burst into flames and exploded as well, each one full of blood and bone and fire. An unthinkable wail, horribly human, emitted from every tree, rock, weed, cloud, and snowflake at once. Miller panicked. He tried to run back the way he’d come, but his awkward armor hampered his movements, and the ground sank from the center of the forest as a tremendous sinkhole opened beneath the trees. The path became an uphill slope, far too steep for an old man to climb.
 
   Miller began slipping down into the hole. For a moment he was as Paul, fighting and digging into the soft, muddy ground. He could even see the writer clawing his way up the riverbank, not knowing what he was looking at. There was an odd warbling, as if the air was vibrating like a huge, thin sheet of steel. Then he fell into the hole and everything was blackness.
 
   He had broken something. 
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   Deeny howled and howled. He screamed. He materialized enough to pull thin, greasy hairs from his huge head. He bit trees and branches around him. He kicked and punched and lashed out in the air. He yelped and belched and cursed, using the worst of the words he had found in the Writer’s brain.
 
   He was tumbling down a long, round hole with no real bearing of where he was or where he had been. Directly before this assault he had been only partially formed, floating amidst the trees, in a kind of sleep. But now he was returning to Rockport, four miles north-west of Peoa. Only it wasn’t Rockport back then, was it?
 
   No. No.
 
   It didn’t matter what it was or wasn’t called. It was all of the past. A useless stinking past that meant as much to Deeny as a murderless life. He didn’t want to remember this; there was no reason, no benefit.
 
   The town had been called Enoch’s City since 1861, just a year or two after… after Deeny… came into being… as a… baby…
 
   Father was explaining that to Mother. He said they were changing the name from Enoch’s City to Rock Fort because of the big rock wall that kept the Indians out. Deeny was… was what? Afraid of Indians, wasn’t he?
 
   Well, that didn’t really make any sense.
 
   Two feet thick and eight feet tall, Father said. This wall surrounded everything.
 
   Dean was in bed. Had been that whole day… and the day before… and the day before. Something was wrong with Dean, and he couldn’t go outside. He wanted to see the wall now that it was done, but he couldn’t; they wouldn’t let him get out of bed. He was embarrassed. He was nine now, certainly old enough to help out around the house. Staying in bed made him feel lazy.
 
    
 
   NO.
 
   NO.          NO.                               NO.
 
   NO.
 
   NO.                                                   NO.
 
    
 
   Deeny fought the images. He did not want to see. He did not want to know.
 
   There was nothing to see, anyway, nothing worth knowing.
 
   Father was laughing, or at least he was trying to laugh. Mother told him to stop; she said he didn’t sound right. She said it’s wasn’t just cholera anymore; she said it was Viper’s Dance. Father said it was actually the Fire Dance. Then he said it was The Last Great Dance.
 
   There was a sickening sound.
 
   Father was twitching, and Dean, craning his neck from the deep bed, could just barely see Mother falling in a bloody mess onto the floor. The walls were made of logs. Something around Father’s neck was glowing a bright, sickly green. Father was still trying to laugh, but was stopped intermittently by great, heaving sobs. Dean could see Mother’s blood pooling on the floor in great quantities, spreading like the infection in his father. Dean’s eyes were wide; his mouth was a straight, thin line.
 
    
 
   NO. I WILL NOT SEE THIS.
 
   NO.         I WILL NOT.    NO.     NO.
 
   NO.
 
   NO.        THERE IS NO PURPOSE TO THIS.
 
                                                   NO.
 
    
 
   Father appeared in the doorway, grinning, coughing, laughing, crying. His shoulder-length black hair stuck out from his torn hat, and Dean noticed his boots were missing; he stood on bare feet, swaying like a drunk. He was twitching in an exaggerated, awful way. His eyes would not rest anywhere.
 
   His father repeated, perhaps to himself, that it was The Last Great Dance. The necklace he wore shone like a beacon, filling the room with piercing green light. It was frightening to see father wearing women’s jewelry. He looked down at Dean.
 
   His eyes finally calmed for a moment, striking Dean as he said, “Ha. It looks like I have killed your mother, Deanie.” A serious look took over all the insanity on his face. His gaze shifted to the watery blood on the ground, it reached his naked feet. A drop of sweat, or perhaps a tear, fell into it. “I… I do not know what is happening to me, boy. Did you… did you feed the goat yet?”
 
   Dean said nothing.
 
   “Oh, yes, you cannot feed a goat nor do anything else. You are sick, too. Don’t tell your mother, but I have already saved your sister, I… sent her to the next world. She is with mother now.”
 
   Father reached down with his blood-stained hands and lifted Dean’s scant weight in one deft motion, and then his twitching started up again with renewed vigor. He looked deeply in his son’s eyes and said, “Deanie. Do you think I am a monster? Like those Indians who eat men?”
 
   Dean said nothing.
 
   As if Dean had not quite understood, his father said, “They eat people, sometimes.”
 
   Tears streamed down Father’s ragged face; Dean could not remember ever having seen him cry before. Not once. “Do you know where I got this necklace, Deanie? I would like to take you there someday, but now,” he kicked the body on the ground, “because of this, they are going to take care of me. They will kill me.” Then, to himself, he spat out, “What would Brigham think of me now?”
 
   Father carried Dean to the front door and said, “I know you are not well, but let me take you… Wait, did you want to see the wall? It is big. We are changing the name of this town. No… there’s no time for that now. There is time for so little.”
 
   Then darkness, blessed darkness, overtook Deeny and the horrible vision dissolved.
 
   But it was not over, when light returned he was back in the forest, but it was not night and Father was still carrying him. The winter sun beamed down, apparently indifferent, and he could hear the crunch of Father’s footsteps in the snow.
 
   Father said, “Deanie, this place… this place is… special to me. I want you to understand. You are my son, so you should know.” He set Dean’s body down in the snow and grabbed the necklace he wore. The cold rose off the ground the way heat came from the stove. Father said, “You need to carry this on when I am done. No. That is not enough.” Suddenly Father turned and began screaming at the tree closest to them. “I know it is not enough! I know that! I will do it. Do you not think I can do it? I have brought him, have I not?” Dean wondered if the tree could hear his father yelling—he felt strongly that it could not, that the tree was just a normal tree, absolutely nothing more. 
 
   Large drops of spittle shot from his father’s mouth; his whole body shook with his words. “I have done all!” 
 
   Then he said, “I’m sorry,” and bent over Dean. His head eclipsed the sun.
 
   He pried Dean’s mouth open so wide that it hurt, but Dean had neither the strength nor will to struggle. Father was breathing great huffing, coughing breaths. The necklace was a glowing green stone set in lacey-shaped silver, tapering off to sharp, ornamental edges. It was framed by two smaller green gems on either side. He started pushing it down Dean’s throat, accidentally slicing Dean’s tongue open. It hurt, certainly, but the glow of the necklace soothed Dean. He heard his father as if from a great distance. Blood and green light dripped down Dean’s throat, reminding the boy of the herbal teas his mother brewed when he was ill. He could not tell if his father was laughing or crying.
 
   The darkness overtook Deeny and again the memory disappeared, but this time he was not fooled; he knew it was not over. When the scene returned he could feel the weight of dirt on him. Father was covering him with the frozen ground.
 
   “This is what you must know,” Father was saying. “To kill is sublime. It is not me. No. No. I am not the one. I do not have the brain for it. I am afraid that you do not have the brain either. Ha ha. You are closer than me, I think. Just know this: to kill is sublime. Divine. Whatever you want to call it. Remember to kill.”
 
   He shoveled and shoveled.
 
   “Now you wait here, Deanie,” Father said. “Wait here until the forest provides.” He was still shoveling dirt in the hole Dean had been laid in. “Do you remember what we used to say about Heavenly Father? About how He would take care of us always if we did His will and even sometimes when we did not?”
 
   Dean nodded, displacing some of the dirt on his head. The green light was filling his belly.
 
   “Remember all that, but now, instead of Heavenly Father… it is this forest. Do you understand?”
 
   Dean nodded. It was hard not to understand with this light in him.
 
   “The forest will give you everything you need.”
 
   Robert came much later, failing utterly to wake Deeny. It wasn’t until a young girl, Laney Scott, had come to the forest by way of the Rockport River and a serious crack in her skull that Deeny had truly stirred. It may have been a simple accident; accidents happen. The body was never found. The forest enveloped it, giving Deeny the power he needed to begin drawing the other children. Deeny knew none of the deaths had been murder, just lucky mishaps with the scales tipped in his favor. He had pushed these things—his father, mother, humanity, life—far from him, and had embraced the only thing left: murder.
 
   To kill is sublime.
 
   And then, not that Deeny really understood why, Paul had come. His best friend.
 
   Deeny shook himself frantically from the reverie. He was not interested in the past. The feelings of affection he felt for his mother and father—and even the forest—made him uncomfortable. As did his father’s talk of God. It sickened him.
 
   He felt the wind winding through his scant, huge mass.
 
   What did it mean? Why now, in the middle of the night, did this long-forgotten memory of some child he did not want to associate himself with come with such unstoppable force?
 
   Then he felt, quite dimly, the man who had caused this. He could not see the man’s face, he did not know his name, but he became aware of an interloper. Now Deeny howled again, not in pain, but in rage.
 
    
 
   †
 
    
 
   The sound of that tortured howl travelled to the master bedroom. Jen, sleeping lightly, almost woke for it, but the sound only mixed with her sweet dreams and turned them into nightmares. In the morning she would remember nothing. Paul, wide awake, stared at the ceiling and fought the urge to run out and comfort his friend. He wanted to know what was wrong, needed to, but he also needed Jen unaware. He told himself that morning would come soon enough and Jen would be gone, back to work where she could not intercede.
 
   The seconds ticked by like falling monoliths; apprehension held Paul as tight as any chain.
 
    
 
   †
 
    
 
   Miller woke from the nightmare communication with Deeny as Paul had that first night: in tears. He’d been swallowed up by Deeny’s great blackness, and though he hadn’t seen everything Deeny had remembered, he’d seen and felt enough to know that the monster had once been a child. A normal, loved little boy. He didn’t understand what had happened, exactly—and he was sure he didn’t want to—only that someone had gone mad, the boy’s father perhaps, and the madness had grown and grown, taking on a life all its own. The necklace and the trees seemed important as well, didn’t they? What was he dealing with here?
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   “Okay now, some people get this confused with a .38 special, which is understandable as it’s a .380. But this isn’t math class, okay? That little zero matters even though it comes after the decimal. It’s a very different gun.” The older, leather-skinned man grinned to show this was a funny joke; Paul grinned back, feeling out of place. It wasn’t that Paul didn’t know a lot about guns; he knew more than just about anybody, provided the gun in question was about a century and a half old.
 
   The gun shop was too cold for Paul’s liking. People milled around in the background, and he couldn’t help but think they were all taking note of his face to describe to a police sketch artist later on. He tried not to let his nervousness show. He said, “Which do you recommend?”
 
   The clerk laughed again. “Well, you’re telling me you haven’t shot a whole lot, and you want home protection. To me, that says .380. The bullets ain’t too cheap, but you ain’t going to be firing for fun. This thing doesn’t have much of a kickback, and it ain’t so loud it would disorient you if you needed to shoot it in the middle of the night without ear protection. Course a .22 would be a bit quieter and easy to fire, but I’ve read too many reports of somebody shooting at a burglar and only getting a couple shots on mark, and it barely slows the guy down.”
 
   “Uh-huh.”
 
   “This is a reliable gun, with a bigger bullet, but it’s small enough to stick in a bedside drawer or something. This model holds eight rounds, which should be good against any intruder.”
 
   “That sounds good,” Paul said, wishing he could buy this little toy without help.
 
   “You don’t need a .38 for what you want,” the clerk laughed again, a laugh of disbelief, as if Paul had been asking for one. “You’d be more likely to shoot a hole through your arm or knock yourself out with the buck than take a guy down.”
 
   “That’s fine. The .380 should be fine.”
 
   The clerk nodded. “Sure will. Now, you fire this thing at least twice a year. Make sure it’s working okay, and make sure you know what it feels like to fire it and aim and all that. Does that sound doable?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “Alright,” the clerk said, as if unconvinced. “Let’s get you registered.”
 
    
 
   †
 
    
 
   Twenty minutes later, Paul was driving back toward Peoa. The .380 lay next to two boxes of ammo in the backseat. Paul had been struck by how much the rounds looked like stereotypical cartoon bullets. They reminded Paul of an old Hannah-Barbara segment he used to like as a kid, Ricochet Rabbit. Ricochet Rabbit must have used a .380, Paul thought, chuckling sadly. But Paul wouldn’t be stopping bank robbers and any other bad guys with non-lethal gadget-bullets like old Ricochet, he understood this was just the first of only a few steps that would lead to Deeny’s vision of their future. But Paul couldn’t help it; Deeny’s howling had been too awful to bear. He had to help his friend, and this was the best way he knew to do that.
 
   But then on the way home through Brown’s Canyon, his resolve again faltered. Dim, gray clouds hung low in the sky, but still no snow. He pulled over at the Peoa Cemetery before getting to town. He always found comfort in such places of rest and reverence. Back in Armour Square, Jen had been alarmed to hear how he’d taken the hour-long bus ride from their apartment to Oakwoods Cemetery after a bad fight. She said he had a death fixation. Back then, he’d disagreed with that.
 
   Oakwoods was a large stretch of manicured green grass and white, gleaming headstones in all shapes and sizes, spreading out for tens-of-thousands of square feet. The Peoa cemetery was no Oakwoods. There were weeds and patches of long grass blades. A haphazard whitish fence had been strung along the hills behind the small graveyard. Paul left the door unlocked with the gun in the back seat. Maybe he’d get lucky and somebody would steal it. He walked down one of the few, short rows of graves. In the shadow of the large flag, he listened to the constant ping ping of the braided hoist striking the flagpole in the wind. He could almost imagine it was a voice: ping ping. kill kill. ping ping. kill kill.
 
   He could no longer deny the desire. He knew he wanted to kill, but not why. He wondered half-heartedly if other killers had felt this same tug-of-war within themselves. But the answer didn’t seem to matter. In fact, very little seemed to matter as he ran his hand across the grainy top of one of the headstones. GRETCHEN LUCILE DECKER MAR. 17, 1892 ~ JAN. 1, 1993 it read. She’d died on New Year’s Day. Paul had been fifteen then. He had, in the wee hours of that same morning, enjoyed his first kiss ever, with a tall, lanky girl named Andi Diamond at a New Year’s Eve party. Back then Andi been the most important thing in his world, and he hadn’t know this person whose grave he stood above was dying, just as he didn’t know about all the other humans dying at the same time, always, in a constant stream of death all over the world. They died of age, disease, accident, starvation… violence. He’d read somewhere that every second about two people die. Two people. Every second. Did death really matter, one way or the other? Gretchen had been buried beside the body of her husband, GRANT LEE DECKER JULY. 10, 1878 ~ JULY, 5 1982. Someone had recently left flowers for both of them. A Mormon temple, Paul thought it might be the one in Salt Lake, was etched neatly on the top of each of their graves.
 
   What had this Gretchen been like? Had she been stern? Mean? Had she been light-hearted enough to be amused that she and her husband shared initials? Had she been reborn somehow after her death, somewhere? Did she still exist in any form, as ghost, spirit, or god? If not, what was the meaning of her life? Her death? Who was she, really, and why did she and her kind deserve to die by his and Deeny’s hands? He didn’t know. He only knew that the need, the drive to do what Deeny was suggesting, sprung out of him like a deep well. It was as powerful as his desire to be a father used to be. He wondered what had changed as he sauntered deeper into the tiny cemetery. Well, what had changed him was pretty obvious, wasn’t it? Deeny had made him like this. But could it have been helped? Did he still have a choice? He certainly felt powerless against the pull of his new friend, but wouldn’t a true friend let Paul chose for himself? But how could he ignore the pain Deeny had been through last night when he had been howling? He still did not know what had happened to upset him so much, but if Paul was going to be a good friend—like he wanted Deeny to be to him—didn’t he need to do his part to make Deeny feel better? Had this all really started with Deeny?
 
   Suddenly bored with the bones and plaques of the dead, he went back to his car.
 
   Maybe just one would be okay. That was what, half a second?
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   An hour later, as the morning of December 17th became afternoon, Paul stood in front of Deeny in the tree patch. He held up a steel-gray case, snapped the clasps open, and revealed the .380 to Deeny. Its extra clip and trigger guards were at home in foam holes.
 
   Deeny took a step back. He should have been ecstatic, but he felt threatened again by intense affection. He said, “What about the book?”
 
   “I finished it last night.”
 
   Deeny was not sure why the book mattered, but he did feel it was vital for their work. This display of dedication on Paul’s part was as unexpected as the gun. He said, “You did? You really did? I need to read it.”
 
   “There will be time for that another day. I’d be happy to read it to you myself, but we should… begin with our true work.” Paul winced, as if being pricked. “I just bought this this morning. I like the shape of its bullets.” He pointed to the top of the extra clip, where one was poking out. “They look like cartoon bullets, sort of, you know?” He sighed with a sadness Deeny didn’t want to understand. He said, “It’s a good thing there’s no waiting period in Utah.”
 
   “I don’t know what that means,” Deeny said, his eyes flicking about the case, still trying to come to grips with the immensity of what this next step meant for them.
 
   “It doesn’t matter.” Paul sighed again.
 
   Paul seemed to notice the look on his friend’s face, and his eyes brightened. He said, “What is it? Do you want to back down? Because it’s okay if you do. We don’t have to kill anyone if you don’t want to.”
 
   And Deeny was torn, but not by the question of whether or not he wanted to kill—he wanted it more than anything; to kill is sublime—but by the question of love. He knew if he and Paul did this thing together they would strengthen their bonds. He was still shaken by the events of the night before. He did not know about Miller, specifically, but he knew that something had precipitated the flood of memories. Memories he had no interest in or use for.
 
   A bird trilled.
 
   Deeny said, “Do you think you love me, Paul?” afraid of the answer either way.
 
   And for a long time Paul said nothing. He only looked at the .380 in its case. Wind mussed his soft, sandy hair. He finally said, “Tonight. We will kill. If you can take us to the right place.” He snapped the case closed and handed it to Deeny. “Until then, you hold on to this.”
 
   Then Paul left Deeny to consider his terrifying feelings of loss and love.
 
    
 
    
 
   8
 
   The blonde girl in Salt Lake sat at the bar in a dirty hole that had the audacity to call itself a “lounge.” The bodies at the bar and various tables around her made up about thirty-five people, most were drinking. She came here sometimes in between fixes because she had a superstitious belief that this bar was more likely than others to offer up a suitor for the evening. She didn’t consider herself a prostitute, but some people understood the business-like give-and-take lifestyle of some junkies. Usually these were junkies who might once have been considered pretty. Some people understood exactly what she was looking for in exchange for her company. The blonde girl did not have a drink yet, for none had been provided to her. She had no money, and she wouldn’t waste it on booze if she had.
 
   The bartender was talking to a dark-haired, thick-bodied woman nearby. His head was shaved, but his deep brown bushy eyebrows made the baldness look more like a choice than a style of necessity. Green and blue mounted lights gleaned off his scalp.
 
   The blonde girl felt her brain dipping down into the numb sludge, peeking up and out periodically, like a bobbing fish looking for a bite.
 
   “What a lot of people don’t understand about men,” the bartender was telling the thick woman, “is that we all have our different tastes in women.”
 
   “Uh-huh,” the thick woman said. She looked half-Latino and wore a shimmering pink halter-top with a pair of white jeans. Halfway through her fifth drink and rocking back and forth.
 
   The bartender said, “Me personally, well… I happen to like big women.” He was polishing an already clean glass.
 
   “Uh-huh,” the thick woman said.
 
   “I realize on TV and in magazines, someone… uh, someone with a body type like yours wouldn’t normally be hired to play the ‘hot’ one. They like to believe everybody likes the same kind of girl: skinny, blonde, symmetrical.”
 
   “I like to think I’m symmetrical,” the thick woman said.
 
   “You know what I mean,” he said, stammering. “I’m not into that Barbie-doll look.”
 
   The thick woman said, “So, what does this big girl have to do to get one on the house?”
 
   “Sorry,” the bartender laughed, “my boss is crazy. She keeps track of everything.”
 
   The thick woman said, “Is that so?”
 
   “But, you could come to my place after my shift. I’m sure I’ll come up with something, haha.”
 
   She downed the last of her glass. “I’ll just bet,” she said, and pushed herself up out of her stool. “You take care now.” She walked out the front door and the blonde girl and the bartender watched her go, her considerable rear swaying sensually through the large windows.
 
   The bartender turned to the blonde girl and said, “She must have seen somebody she knew,” as if she needed an explanation. Soon he was helping another large woman at the other end of the bar. He didn’t seem to realize he’d just insulted the skinny blonde girl practically to her face, and she actually felt absurdly wounded, though just weeks ago she wouldn’t have. 
 
   In the days that had passed since her experience with the plastic baby, the blonde girl had become increasingly sad. The impervious numbness she had developed in the last three years had begun to give way to something awful, some great longing within. She did not remember the doll exactly, but nevertheless, the image of a wayward hand squishing the head—an image now adorned with blood and otherworldly gore—had been repeating in her dreams each night. She did not know where the sight had come from, but during her waking hours she reflected on it again and again, a hand squishing her baby’s head.
 
   For the first time in a long while she felt vulnerable, and it made her even more desperate than before to get the substances in her body she thought she needed. Her now stringy, dirty hair fell to veil her face when a rush of air from the main door came in as someone entered.
 
   Soon a man was on the stool next to her. His bottom, much larger than the thick woman’s, almost swallowed the stool. He was older than most of the bar’s patrons, but there were one or two other men his age milling about, and he did not seem too out-of-place. His ink-black hair had been neatly trimmed, and though quite large he had a clean, orderly quality to him.
 
   In other words, the blond girl had done worse.
 
   He ordered two bourbon-and-water’s and set one in front of her. She barely glanced over—just long enough to see he was a older than she’d thought at first—before downing a third of it. It didn’t really taste like anything, though two years ago it would have burned her throat. She sighed, considering the immensity of effort that she knew she would be required to expend between this moment and the acquisition of heroin that it precipitated. She thought she’d rather sleep, or maybe just die, but she forced herself to say, “What do you do?” She tried to focus on the thought of heroin, the prize at the end of the game.
 
   He said, “We don’t need to go through all that if you don’t want.”
 
   A cooling wave of resigned relief stole over her, and she was almost capable of gratitude.  
 
   Twenty minutes later, after some more drinking, they’d left in his car. Between them, they’d had more drinks than words.
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   Jen had a lot to do in the morning, so, lying in bed next to her sleeping husband that night, she knew her first priority should be joining him in slumberland. Unfortunately, her mind did not seem interested in sleep. She hadn’t fought this hard to quiet it in years, probably not since college.
 
   An owl hooted outside. Jen didn’t think she’d ever heard one at the house before. She pushed the blankets from her chest, but the night was too cold without them, so she quickly replaced them. She felt as if they were crushing her slowly, trapping her in the bed. Even the weight of Cards sleeping at their feet, usually pleasant, seemed designed to make her feel confined.
 
   The strangest thing about the racing of her mind was either the disparity of images and thoughts that it continued to upturn, or the penetrating intensity with which they registered.
 
   She’d read a scary story when she was twelve or thirteen: Lois Duncan’s Down A Dark Hall. She hadn’t spared a thought for it in years, but now—and for the past twenty minutes at least—the book was one of the penetrating thoughts keeping her awake. In it, a small number of young artists were taken to a school for gifted children, where they began to excel in their work. Only Jen couldn’t seem to remember the rest, or even the basics of how it ended. Only that something had been wrong—some force or forces compelled the children in their work.
 
   Another of these thoughts, mixing with the memory of the old paperback she’d read eighteen years ago, was from one of Paul’s books, Manpower, the book that first brought Paul to Utah as he’d prepared to write it. Manpower was a concept novel that documented the lives of three Civil War soldiers who came from groups commonly overlooked in Civil War history. One of these soldiers was Barnabus Young, son of the second president of the LDS church, Brigham Young. Barnabus was fictional, but most critics concluded that his story was the most real and moving of the three. Specifically, one phrase Barnabus had said kept knocking around in Jen’s mind. He’d been taken war prisoner and was living in the overcrowded Salisbury Prison. After a minor wound became infected, Barnabus confided with one of the Confederate guards. He’d said, “I don’t mind dying in this war, sir. I really don’t. I don’t think God’s going to spare me just because of who my father is. He means nothing to you, but where I come from he’s God’s mouth. But I do not want to die like this, sick and useless, more impotent than a chess pawn. If I’m going to die for the cause of America, I want to do it fighting. I want to do it while being able to walk ten paces without passing out.”
 
   The last thought, completing the trifecta of insomnia, was of a dream. One she’d had the night before. In the dream she was standing over Paul, or maybe she was standing on him as he lay beneath her. When she looked closer at her feet, she saw that Paul was naked, almost. Instead of clothing, his skin was partially covered in grass and dirt. Then she saw that the grass was actually growing on him, as if his body were the needed soil. As soon as she noticed this, trees began to grow, up from his chest and legs, but also around them. There was no longer any difference between Paul’s body and the ground; he blended seamlessly into it. Then he was only a face buried in the tree patch. He was smiling, and Jen understood—just moments before waking—that Paul had become the entire world. The cold, desolate feeling the dream had left her with was profound.
 
   Jen didn’t know what these thoughts meant, and right now she wasn’t very curious. She only wanted to sleep.
 
   Paul surprised her then by asking, “Can I get you anything? To help you sleep, I mean?” His voice was soft and small, but she felt he was somehow annoyed with her.
 
   “I thought you were asleep,” she said. “I didn’t realize my being awake was keeping you up.” She wished she had said something kinder, and with less vocal attitude, but she was tired, and it wasn’t her fault  if her not sleeping bothered him.
 
   “Not at all,” he said. “It’s just important to me that you get enough sleep.”
 
   “Sorry.”
 
   He gripped her hand under the covers. She was not expecting it to feel as cool and clammy as it did, but she said nothing. Instantly she began to feel closer to sleep, as if he’d transferred some sleeping virus to her by touch.
 
   “Repeat after me,” he said. “I’m sleepy now.”
 
   “I’m sleepy now,” she said.
 
   “I’m going to sleep, and nothing will wake me.”
 
   “I’m going to sleep,” she said, already drifting. Had she been more awake at this point the transformation from troubled to relaxed might have alarmed her. “And nothing will wake me.”
 
   “Nothing will wake me, at least not tonight.”
 
   “Nothing will…”
 
   “Finish saying it, then I’ll let you go.”
 
   She struggled, but finally said, “…wake me.”
 
   Paul said, “At least not tonight.”
 
   “At least not tonight.”
 
   He released her hand and she was gone.
 
    
 
   †
 
    
 
   Paul said, “Sorry, honey. I’m really sorry.” 
 
   She could not hear him, nor could she see the streaks of tears now painting his face.
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER SIX
 
   A FLOORBOARD CREAKED.
 
   The creak woke Donald Harmon, who stirred with a familiar ache behind his eyes and a stranger in his bed. He was hung over. Again. The girl beside him was still sleeping, so he took the opportunity to try to remember her name and how she had come to be here with him. The dim overhead single-bulb was still on. He saw they were naked except for one black sock that Donald, in his drunkenness, had failed to remove from his foot. Darn it, he thought, no condom. Reluctantly he looked to the garbage can beside his bed, and was dismayed to find it empty, totally prophylactic-free. The young girl beside him was pretty—or had once been pretty—and washed-out. Easily twenty years his junior. Ouch, he thought, as he wondered how much he had spent on this girl before she agreed to come home with him. She was thin. In fact, too thin; her skin, paper-white, stretched over her ribs tightly, all-too-visible ribs poking out like rolling hills, though her upper chest was covered by the blanket.
 
   Seeing her, emaciated like this, he realized he had probably spent little so far, only the cost of drinks. And what he still had to give her was not much. She was a junkie. This girl, like a few he’d brought up over the years, would be content with a $20. Maybe even a $10. He’d give her $30 just to be sure she wouldn’t be trouble. And anyway, he felt bad for her.
 
   If he could remember the night before he might even say it had been worth it, but sadly he didn’t even remember what her titties looked like. He’d take a peak now except he wasn’t in the mood. If he was going to go to Hell and waste all his money to fornicate with girls young enough to be his daughters, he should at least be able to remember it, right?
 
   “Well,” he said quietly in the dark, knowing he wouldn’t wake her, “maybe next time.”
 
   He sat up, shifting his big belly into a more comfortable position and tried to think through the headache. He had been in Salt Lake, obviously, in the… Something Something Lounge (maybe?) by Pioneer Park. The previous night came back in snatchy pieces. He must have been one of the oldest people there—if not the oldest—but no one had bothered him. He remembered the music hadn’t been very loud, which was unusual in those kinds of places.
 
   Yes, he remembered now. He’d been dressed pretty nice. He tried to when he went out so the girls who wanted a little extra green (or at least someone to pick up the tab on their drinks) would know that he was their man.
 
   This girl, this… Clare, had it been? Unlike so many others, she hadn’t bothered him with her life story, her dreams and aspirations. He’d known right off she didn’t want to talk. Normally he would like this quality in a girl, but it saddened him to think the reason she hadn’t offered any drunken dreams was because she didn’t have any. He did wish he could be certain what her name was, though. He’d learned in the last decade of young-lady-chasing that remembering the name was vital to getting them back home with as little awkwardness as possible.
 
   She rolled over and groaned, “Mitchel,” finally exposing her chest, which still seemed full, despite her wasted frame. He saw the tiny wounds on her arms, and wondered where else he might find them on her body. He didn’t share the girls’ indignation with forgotten names and thought she could call him Mitchel or Samantha or Pee Wee Herman for all he cared, as long as it meant getting her out of his house more easily. He knew he should use hotels, but his coop got great gas mileage, and he always felt ripped-off at any place clean enough for him to sleep in. He liked his bed and his bedroom, so this is where he brought them. He knew he was silly.
 
   He loved, or was pretty sure he loved, the nighttime part—the dirty part—but he abhorred the mornings. Trying to get them to the car without his nosy neighbors seeing, driving them home despite the inevitable headache (they were often surprised and dismayed to hear they were over half-an-hour’s drive from Salt Lake), trying to ignore the embarrassment of the whole ordeal. How he got home safely while drunk driving through that canyon was a mystery to Donald, but as long as it kept up he wasn’t complaining, and anyway, he didn’t like to get truly smashed until he was home drinking his own booze, another thrifty habit.
 
   Then he realized there was no light coming in through the window. He hadn’t noticed before because they had fallen asleep with the dim, one-bulb overhead bedroom light on. He glanced at the cheap digital clock—4:35 AM. Whoa, he thought, what am I doing up? 
 
   His heartbeat quickened as he remembered he hadn’t woken up because it was morning; he had heard something. And then, as if on cue, another creak sounded out. A footstep in the hall. He didn’t want to wake the girl, so he quietly asked, “Who’s there?” hoping he’d been mistaken, that no one would answer.
 
   But no, there was definitely a response of some kind, a voice he couldn’t make out. All over his large body, sweat broke out. He was fully alert now, not even feeling a whisper of the headache he’d woken to. Whoever it was sounded very upset, grumbling behind the closed door. Perhaps it hadn’t been a response. Maybe the intruder was just… talking.
 
   Then he made out a block of words. The voice said, “I can’t I can’t I can’t I’m sorry.” The desperation was unmistakable.
 
   A pause.
 
   The voice let out a giggle.
 
   A pause.
 
   The voice said, “You are so bad.” Clearly a man. “No, this is how you hold— Maybe we should have chosen a killer. I’m looking, okay? Why this guy?”
 
   A pause.
 
   “Right. I keep forgetting about your—sorry, sorry—my dream. But they’re going to tie me to this guy. We shouldn’t even be here, legally, I mean.”
 
   Donald considered his options and didn’t come up with much. He’d meant to get a gun for home protection someday, but guns had always frightened and bored him. His house was on three acres of land, so there was no way a neighbor would hear him yell for help. They probably wouldn’t even hear a gunshot here. He didn’t keep a phone in the bedroom; he’d moved it out years ago after being woken once too often after a long night. The only thing nearby that looked even remotely useful was a heavy drinking glass with about a quarter-inch of water at the base. The most deluded optimist on Earth couldn’t call that half-full.
 
   The voice said, “You don’t know what you’re—” A pause. Stifled laughter. “But I mean— It’s not a hammer Deeny. This is how you hold it— I know— No, I don’t have a blender. I don’t think that’s funny.”
 
   A bit louder this time, Donald said, “Who’s out there?”
 
   The voice abruptly silenced.
 
   A long time passed. Donald couldn’t even hear the man breathing. Then the doorknob turned reluctantly, Donald had a brief, bizarre sensation that a nightmare-stricken child waited on the other side, hoping to find comfort in Mommy and Daddy’s bed. Only Donald was no father, and he certainly hoped the naked girl beside him was not a mother.
 
   But it wasn’t a child; it was Paul Kenner, the writer who had bought that patch of his land by the river. There would perhaps have been no person whose presence would have confused Donald more. He tried to understand the significance of Paul’s breaking into his home as the bullets tore into him.
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   “NO NO NO!” Paul yelled as Deeny slipped the tip of his huge pinky finger into the trigger guard and helped Paul squeeze once, twice, three times a killer. Then all thought ceased in Paul’s head, and he became an unthinking body of action. The blonde girl stirred, though with much less animation than the situation warranted, so he clubbed her, holding the gun like a hammer in just the way he had told Deeny not to moments before. He followed a bright thread of dream déjà vu and dragged Harmon’s bulk off the bed.
 
   “Yes!” Deeny said, cheering him on.
 
   How could he obey the dream and disfigure this corpse? He frowned and the tears welled up again. As a younger man, and even as a child, he had rarely wept. He seemed to be growing soft in his old age. Oh, how could he do what Deeny wanted?
 
   But… how could he not? Imagining it in detail, a grin exploded on Paul’s face, though the tears did not cease. He said, “What have you done to me?” but expected no response, and was not even certain he was addressing Deeny.
 
   He stumbled through the long hallway with the body cradled in his arms. He guessed that there was more than adrenaline assisting him. He shouldered his way into the bathroom, and barely made it to the tub before running out of strength. His burden landed in the large ceramic basin with a sickening flump-crunch.
 
   He had not been able, as he had in the dream, to lift the man over his head.
 
   He went back to the bedroom to check on the girl. Her body slowly slid off the side of the bed. He hoped she was not too severely hurt but inwardly refused to inspect her because she was nude, and he didn’t want to be unfaithful to his wife.
 
   Seeing that she was fully unconscious, he went to the kitchen for the tools and chemicals he would need to do what else they’d seen in the dream, the disfiguring of the body. Deeny followed, as pleased as a kid at Disneyland.
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   The following morning Jen went to work like she did every weekday.
 
   Something was different with Sean, but she couldn’t quite pin down what it was.
 
   He’d been standing in her office, staring at her, during the entirety of her phone call to the event director, Randy Thomas.
 
   “Yes,” she told the man on the phone. “The deaf conference is the second week of January… Yes, we considered that. We are actually hoping that the lack of schoolwork so early in the semester will raise interest and attendance among the student body, but… I know that, but I wasn’t running it last year so you have to expect some aspects are going to be different…” As she spoke, Sean continued to watch her. She pretended she had to scribble something down just to have some reason to take her eyes away. It looked like Sean wasn’t blinking, just staring, staring. “Okay… sure,” she said, only half-listening even though the conversation was actually important to the conference. “That should be fine… Right, right, but as I said, I wasn’t in charge last year…” She felt as though she hadn’t slept ten minutes last night, even though she knew she’d slept okay once she’d gotten to sleep. 
 
   The man droned on, half-disguising his petty complaints as questions required by his position, and Jen found him hard to follow. In the edge of her vision she saw Sean waiting… watching… apparently in no hurry, yet excited about something. Jen looked down at the pen in her hand, and was surprised to see she had drawn a small set of piano keys. Only then did she remember the penetrating, disjointed thoughts that had plagued her the night before. The girl from Down a Dark Hall had played the piano, hadn’t she? Her name had been… what? Kathryn? Katie? Kit?
 
   “So… is that okay?” the voice on the other end of the line was saying, waiting for some response.
 
   She had no idea what she was agreeing to, but she said, “Okay. Sounds good. Thank you Mr. Thomas. Goodbye.” Jen set the receiver down in the cradle with unusual care.
 
   Still, Sean stood there, smiling and waiting. Eventually, after an awkwardly long pause of three of four seconds, Jen looked up, signaling he could now speak. While she typically looked forward to seeing Sean—talking to Sean was probably the best part of most work days—today was different. He was different.
 
   “Trouble?” he asked with a grin that could push a cow off the train tracks.
 
   Though she felt more like putting her head on the desk and shutting out all stimuli, she put on her friendly face and said, “I’ve got it under control. It’s just Randy Thomas wants everything to be exactly the same as it was last year. But from what I’ve heard, last year kind of sucked.”
 
   All smiles, he said, “That’s what I heard, too.”
 
   “I’m just hoping to get more people involved, especially with the lecture about teaching sign language to children without disabilities. That’s something just about anyone would want to hear. When Paul and I have our kid you can bet he or she will know sign language.”
 
   “Great,” Sean said, beaming, almost glowing.
 
   “Some people think it’s weird, but it’s not. I mean, think about it, a chimpanzee can learn sign language at three months. Babies have an incredible capacity for communication, even if they don’t have the functions necessary for physical speech.” She was babbling. She didn’t know what else to do. Whatever it was Sean was so excited about, Jen wasn’t sure she wanted to hear it. Finally, fresh out of baby sign language factoids for the moment, she relented. She said, “What’s up with you today? Did you meet someone last night or something? You weren’t like this yesterday.”
 
   “Oh no. Nothing so trivial.” He grinned and grinned.
 
   Jen shifted in her seat and sat up straight. “Sean, seriously, what’s going on?”
 
   He stared at her. His face had gone flat as a billboard, giving the impression of being painted on for the viewer’s benefit. Even his smile seemed fake, though it reached the eyes as true smiles do. He said, “Is it lunchtime?”
 
   “Um,” Jen looked on her monitor for the time. 11:17. “No. We usually don’t leave until about twelve-thirty, right?”
 
   “Oh yes. Excuse me.” His grin never faltering, Sean stole out the door and, presumably, returned to his cubicle. He’d closed the office door behind him, which she would usually want, but just now the seclusion of her office felt unnatural.
 
   Jen tried to work for the next hour-and-a-quarter. Not only did Sean’s behavior distract her, but so did her thoughts from the night before. Barnabus. Down a Dark Hall. Her dream of Paul becoming the world. What did it mean?
 
   Before she even realized why she was pulling out the drawer she was staring down at her face again. “Okay,” she said to her reflected image, “what does it mean?”
 
   “Nothing, obviously. Just random thoughts before sleep.”
 
   “Then why do I get the feeling that something big is coming? Something serious is about to change.”
 
   “Maybe because you’re trying to get pregnant. Maybe because Paul has been coming back to you, slowly and surely.”
 
   “Maybe.”
 
   “Or maybe the feeling doesn’t mean anything, either. So you feel like something’s about to change for you. So what? Are you a psychic now? A fortune teller?”
 
   “I guess not, but I’m still worried.”
 
   “About what, exactly?”
 
   And to this, she realized she had no answer. She slid the drawer shut and waited for 12:30 to come around so she could go eat. She hoped Sean would be acting more normal by then. She hoped she felt more normal by then.
 
    
 
    
 
   3
 
   Miller threw a few stiff shirts and old khaki pants into a never-used travel bag, still factory-squared despite living in the bedroom closet for the last ten years. Was Deeny still unaware of him after all that? Miller didn’t know, but he thought not. A couple days had passed since the fateful dream of the exploding face, and Miller had been trying to convince himself that he was still somehow safe here. But the nagging feeling that he wasn’t had grown and grown until Miller began to pack in a panic. The last thing he put in the duffle bag before zipping it up was an almost-full bottle of postum.
 
   His sister, not as aged as he but equally alone, would just have to take him into her house in Snyderville. Her house was much nicer then his, and he knew he’d feel out-of-place there. It was not actually that far from the woods where the creature lived, but he hoped that the small mountains and thousands of people between them would be enough to throw Deeny off his scent. He really didn’t know if it worked that way, but he didn’t know where else he could go. And anyway, it felt right.
 
   He marveled at how old he felt. Even the act of packing clothes made him tired. He felt as if any moment he would hear his bones audibly creaking. He suspected this had as much to do with the recent strain of facing Deeny in the land of dreams as it did his advancing years. He headed into the kitchen one final time, checking to make sure nothing had been left on.
 
   I’m not running away, he thought. He had to keep reminding himself of that. He just needed time to plan, prepare and—most importantly—to study.
 
   Before moving to Montana three years ago, his niece, Cara, had given him a new set of scriptures. The kind he had always thought of as Blind Man Scriptures because of their tremendous size and huge print. Blind Man Scriptures didn’t come in the beautiful leather binding with gold-leafed pages he had grown accustomed to over the past few decades; instead they looked like big prop versions of the free, blue plastic-covered copies of the Book of Mormon the missionaries gave to the investigators that would probably never read them. They looked as cheap and disposable as phonebooks (about as big, too), but the messages inside were the same, and cheap-looking or not, he would need their power for what lie ahead. After putting the duffle bag in his truck he went back in for them, carrying the books in both arms.
 
   He reverently laid them in the passenger seat of his ‘85 F100 one-by-one: THE HOLY BIBLE, THE DOCTRINE AND COVENANTS/PEARL OF GREAT PRICE combo, and of course THE BOOK OF MORMON. He took a moment to reflect on the formidable stack of scripture in front of him—which had to be eight or nine inches tall—and wondered if he would live long enough to read them all one final time.
 
   He stepped into the truck, a two-foot journey that got harder to make every year, the engine turned right over. He kept it in good condition. Sometimes—not often, but sometimes—he would remember his Belvedere and long for it. For some reason he did so now, wishing not only for the car but the sweet girl who had ridden in it. Idling in his own driveway, Miller closed his eyes and tried to feel her. A grizzled old farmer on the outside, a romantic within, he believed she had waited for him in the spirit world, the time between mortal life and resurrection, and that she’d been helping him from the other side his whole life. Today he felt nothing, and this troubled him. 
 
   Feeling alone, forsaken by both God and Mary, he made his way out of Peoa. The phrase I am not running away repeated in his head like a slow, peaceless siren.
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   At Red Lobster, Sean seemed to have calmed down a little, but still he had a bristling energy about him; his face looked the way air tastes in a lightning storm. They’d been seated at a table near the corner, and Jen had a good look of the room over Sean’s shoulder.
 
   “So you never told me what’s got you so happy,” she said, forking another bite of fried catfish into her mouth.
 
   He said, “It’s just a friend of mine… a friend who has wanted one for a long time.”
 
   Around them people chatted and ate and waited for food. Forks scraped and dishes clinked on glasses.
 
   “One what?” she asked. 
 
   Sean smiled even wider, if that were possible. Jen couldn’t shake the feeling that she and Sean somehow did not belong among the crowd in the restaurant, as if at any moment everyone would stop talking, get up, and leave the restaurant, responding to some cue Sean and she would not hear.
 
   Finally, Sean said, “A kid,” as if revealing he had just won the Powerball. Not that Utah had the Powerball.
 
   “Who is she?” Jen asked, feeling as if she were pulling every word from him as she might infected teeth.
 
   “Actually, it’s a man I know.”
 
   “Oh. Well, did he just find out his wife was pregnant?”
 
   Sean replied dreamily, “No, no. He just got his son last night, early in the morning. It’s a really happy day for all of us.”
 
   At the table beside them, a biggish young man with a pink-red face laughed. It was a hearty, healthy sound that highlighted to Jen just how far from honest laughter she was feeling at that moment. What was it about Sean today that had her so disturbed? Again—randomly—she recalled Barnabus’ speech to his camp guard: I just don’t want to die like this, sick and useless, more impotent than a chess pawn. If I’m going to die… I want to do it fighting. I want to do it while being able to walk ten paces without passing out.
 
   She mentally shoved the thought away from her, and said, “I’ve never heard you talk about this person before.”
 
   Sean looked dreamy, and though his eyes met hers, she had the sensation that he wasn’t really seeing her. He said, “I never had anything to say about him before. But I couldn’t be happier.”
 
   “I can see that. Well, I hope Paul and I can be as lucky as your friend and his wife.”
 
   Sean looked up at her from the food he had hardly touched. Beneath his grinning surface something squirmed—she could not understand the emotion his face was trying to convey, only that, whatever it was, he was failing. His eyes bulged slightly, as if they would not open as wide as he’d like. His lips parted. He blinked… blinked again. He raised his head slightly toward the ceiling.
 
   Jen’s annoyance turned to panic without warning—what was happening to him? Jen glanced around, but no one paid them any attention.
 
   She said, “What are you doing? Is something wrong?”
 
   Sean couldn’t get his face under control. Happiness and fulfillment and something worse pressed up from underneath with great force. He gurgled, “I’m fine. Everything is really good with me right now.”
 
   Cars and trucks of every size lined up to get on I-80 outside the window, people enjoyed their lunches around them, across the street runners ran and families played at the edge of Sugarhouse Park’s artificial pond. No one else seemed aware of what was happening at their table, as if the entire world had frozen and she—and what was almost Sean—were alone. Then, so suddenly that she didn’t understand what was happening, Sean collapsed into his meal, sending a glass shattering across the floor and several too-salty garlic cheese rolls skittering under a nearby table.
 
   Finally someone screamed and people started talking about an ambulance and heart attacks. Jen simply sat still, not knowing she was holding a forkful of broccoli in one hand, stunned.
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER SEVEN
 
   POLICE.
 
   The word had an irresistible power, like the atrocious smell of dumpsters brimming with rot. Its inescapable force gripped Deeny with the panicky strength of a human’s night-horror. He had expended so much energy suppressing any and all of the objections that sprung from the Writer’s mind, he had never considered that any of these objections might be important, might be more than simple morality and fear. But now he wished—oh, how desperately he wished!—that he had listened more closely to the whispers.
 
   Police.
 
   Deeny rested his massive frame on Harmon’s wide couch (he did not cause the cushion to sink down by even an inch), watching the Writer pace frantically back and forth in Harmon’s well-decorated living room. They had come back the next morning after Jen left for work to try to decide what to do. The Writer looked as if he wanted to tear the hair from his head as Deeny had done during his own period of utter panic. The giant TV screen, on which “shows” were watched, reflected a midnight-black version of the Writer pacing alongside his counterpart. All the blinds and drapes where drawn, and so the natural light was thin.
 
   The book the Writer birthed in the forest was only a projection of Deeny’s fondest wishes, but this was real life. There was opposition, there were laws and institutions created by the fearful, quivering masses and now—only now that the deed had been done, the murder committed—did understanding fully reenter the Writer’s mind, and in turn, Deeny’s.
 
   They now had a dead, disfigured body in a tub and a girl regaining consciousness, bound and gagged in the next room. The Writer had only purchased the gun the day before; it would easily be traced to him. And as much as Deeny wanted to deny it, even to himself, his power was not as great yet as he had hoped. He had used up what felt like gallons of will and energy to get the Writer to come willingly to him, and while it was true that the death of the fat man had strengthened Deeny, he had been all but empty when it happened. It would be months before he had the power to cloak the house and the incident from the eyes of on-lookers with his strange forces.
 
   They did not have months.
 
   The Writer had stopped at one wall where he seemed to be looking at a watercolor painting of a wooded hillside Harmon had hung there. Deeny quickly realized however, that he was not looking at the landscape, but his face reflected in it. He had been weeping when they’d left the night before, directly after the attack, but that phase seemed over. Deeny had thought he had wanted the Writer to stop crying, but what had replaced the tears seemed worse somehow: a hollow-eyed, useless energy. 
 
   Deeny fought down his disgust for the guilt the Writer harbored and was about to speak, start asking about options, when the Writer suddenly said, “You pulled the trigger. I didn’t.” He couldn’t tell if he was angry with him, Deeny, or disappointed in himself.
 
   “I helped.”
 
   “BUT WOULD I HAVE?” the Writer screamed, filling the room with a sound which seemed, to Deeny, even louder than the gun’s report. “Would I have?” He repeated, looking feral. Despite his own nature, Deeny felt a tiny pang of human fear, a useless artifact of his former life. Had circumstances been lighter, Deeny would have found humor in the fact that he was, in some insignificant way, afraid of the Writer, something he had never before considered within the realm of possibility. 
 
   The Writer finally turned to Deeny, visibly shaking. His eyes stared beyond the world. “I just… I don’t know. If I would… if I could have…” He smacked his back against the wall, knocking the watercolor down onto the carpet, where the glass cracked. As if it had been something within himself cracking, and not just the glass, he grabbed the top of a halogen floor lamp and smashed it into the wall, inviting further darkness into the room with the bulb’s expiration. Then he threw himself back on the wall and slid down onto his butt.
 
   Deeny didn’t mean to, but he let one. It was loud and smelly.
 
   Wretched affection for the Writer lurched again in Deeny’s heart. He didn’t like seeing the man in such pain. But there was work to be done and these feelings would have to wait.
 
   “I only helped,” Deeny said. “Next time it will be you alone.” Deeny lifted himself from the couch and made his way over to the Writer on the floor. He placed a large hand on his friend’s shaking shoulder. His anti-light lingered on the couch, and slowly it began to grow near them. “But I need your help now. We have to deal with this… this word that is sounding in your brain… these…”
 
   “Police,” the Writer finished for him. “you mean the police!”
 
   “Yes.” Deeny crouched down further, resting his tremendous rear on the heels of his feet. “The police. The protectors, like the one I used on you in the canyon.” Renewed anger at his own stupid blindness flared up again in Deeny. How could he have allowed this to slip away from him so soon?
 
   The Writer seemed to calm a little in response to Deeny’s reassuring touch. Perhaps it helped him to have a problem to work on with his wonderful mind. Eventually the Writer said, “I see only one possible way out. Donald is well known around here. People know he has young women in his house like this often. She is certainly—almost certainly—from Salt Lake or somewhere near there.” Deeny had to probe around in the Writer’s head to give context to the words. “If she’s not, if she’s from around here, we’re sunk. But if she is from Salt Lake, or anywhere far away, then we’ve got a shot.”
 
   “Why, what can we do?”
 
   “Donald Harmon doesn’t work. He makes money off the land his grandfather left him. He has a lot in savings—or so he says—so he doesn’t deal with anyone in particular from day to day. No boss, no landlord. Nothing. So maybe no one will know he’s not around. Maybe no one will miss him. There will be a search for the girl, sure, but if she just hopped into his car from a bar or a club there’s no way they will track her way out here. At least, not right off the bat. At the very least, we might have some time.”
 
   Panic receded from Deeny slowly, like a tide going out. “Time is all we really need.” He chanced a small grin and said, “so we just kill the girl and leave her, it is—”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Writer…” Deeny spoke as if to reassure, to comfort, “you must see—”
 
   “We’re not talking about this, Deeny. This is non-negotiable. She lives.” And then he added, “for now.” Deeny didn’t know if he was sincere, or spoke only to appease him. “I’m not ready to kill her in cold blood.” 
 
   Deeny knew that now was not the time to demand or press, dealing with a human soul required much more delicacy than he could have ever imagined, but it was hard; the girl was theirs. It would be such an easy thing… “Well,” he said, “we will need to kill someone. If we want to hide we need my power. That comes from murder. You need to do it this time. You alone.”
 
   “I know,” the Writer said, and again a wretched swelling of something like love threatened Deeny. He had not expected to care for the Writer or anyone else, and that affection seemed more dangerous to him at the moment of its swelling than any number of police, for it was more than mortal.
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   Paul passed the bathroom, trying not to think about the burned, shot, cut, dead body in the tub. Neither of them knew why he’d disfigured the body; it had felt natural, inevitable. He went to the breathing girl in the bedroom. He had wrapped her in a sheet to cover her nakedness before asking Deeny to tie her up. Deeny had objected, claiming that interacting with the physical plane in such a manner would require even more energy, energy they had precious little of to spare, but Paul had insisted, knowing the cost it would exact from him would be even more irreparable. Deeny hadn’t done a great job, as he had been rushed to complete as much as possible in the short time he could make himself fully physical, but one look at the girl’s wasted frame (and indeed one look is all Paul had made before covering her) was enough to know that she was not fighting fit.
 
   Now that they had a plan, or at least a hope of delivery, Paul felt that he could face her. He had to know where she was from, and if anyone would come looking this way. Paul knelt next to her to inspect her condition. Her head was bruised, but he could tell nothing else of the wound. It had not bled much, which Paul decided was a good sign, though he knew a concussion would not be visible from the outside.
 
   He saw how dirty her long blonde hair was, and wondered if she might have even been homeless, but he wasn’t ready to start wishing for that kind of luck. She wasn’t quite unconscious or conscious, but somewhere in between. He lifted her body up into sitting position facing away from him so she could only see one wall with a closed closet door. He said—but could not believe he was saying—“If you swear to not scream, I will remove the gag from your mouth. I won’t hurt you.” He swallowed. “I promise.”
 
   Her head dipped and nodded, but Paul didn’t think this was in response to his words. 
 
   Suddenly, the inhumanity of seeing her bound hit him all at once. He knelt behind her, and held her by one shoulder so she wouldn’t fall. An urge, the opposite of anything primal, swelled within, and he wanted to release her, release her and suffer whatever consequence might follow. It wasn’t right for a person to be tied like this; how would he feel if it were he, kept against his will? What if it were Jen? Wasn’t this girl someone’s daughter? Being kidnapped was a kind of hell, wasn’t it?
 
   Kidnap… How could he…?
 
   Deeny noticed Paul’s hesitation and came over. He put his hand on Paul’s shoulder, creating a chain three beings long, as Paul was still steadying the girl with his own hand.
 
   “Writer, we can consider her condition later. You know I want her dead, and in time you will see the wisdom in that, but for now she is safe. It will be your choice. All we need to do right now is learn, correct? Where she is from, who might be looking. Focus on this for now, all else will come later.”
 
   Paul felt the strength of his friend’s words, the prudence of them.
 
   “Yes, Deeny.” Paul said. “Can you make her more coherent? More awake and with us?”
 
   “If I had my full power, certainly. I think I might be able to do anything you might ask of me, but getting her to obey us now would be—”
 
   “No, no, I don’t mean obey us. I know you are too weak to coerce her, and I wouldn’t want you to now, anyway. I think I can handle getting the information from her. I just need her functioning. Cognitive.”
 
   “Oh,” Deeny said, standing to full height behind him. “I do not know. I have never tried.”
 
   “Well, try now.”
 
   “Alright.”
 
   Paul watched him expectantly for a moment, and then Deeny said, “What are you waiting for?”
 
   “Aren’t you going to do something to her?”
 
   Deeny said, “If it works, I already have.”
 
   “I guess I was waiting for you to do something with your hands.”
 
   They shared a nervous chuckle.
 
   Paul couldn’t see the girl’s eyes since she was turned away, but she did seem to be sitting more erect with more of her own strength. He wasn’t sure if Deeny had done anything or not. He said, “If you turn your head to try to look at me I’ll kill you, understand?” The words tasted like bitter shattered promises in his mouth.
 
   He felt as if he were committing suicide and adultery in one action.
 
   He could tell she was more with them now. The words meant something to her. She sat up even more firmly and stopped swaying so much.
 
   He said, “Do you understand?” in a commanding tone.
 
   After a pause she nodded, but it was not the nod he expected, full of fear and confusion.
 
   He reached through her matted, tangled hair and untied the gag. Absurdly, he felt a faint rush of desire when he touched her, which was out of character for him. This feeling, as much as anything he’d done in regards to the girl, burdened him. Though free from her gag, and apparently awake, she said nothing. She looked almost at home tied up this way, bound in some yellow braided rope they’d found in one of Harmon’s tool drawers, sitting upright against the backdrop of Harmon’s fine oak-style closet door. Perhaps it was Deeny’s influence that made Paul think briefly what a nice painting the scene would make.
 
   Paul said, “Where are you from?”
 
   “What…?” she tried to turn a little, but Paul grabbed the back of her head, much harder than he intended, and she yelped as he turned her head back toward the wall.
 
   “I said you can’t look.” He also wanted to say I’m sorry, but he knew he needed to keep the position of power here. This misogynistic, violent behavior sickened him.
 
   She swore, then said, “I was just trying to wipe this spit off my face.”
 
   He wiped the gag across her mouth from behind. Again, feeling the firm give her lips had, he felt he wanted her. Or perhaps… it made no sense, but Paul thought he might want, not her, but something she had. What could a girl like this have that Paul would desire?
 
   “Thanks, pops,” she said.
 
   He knew he should probably punish her in some way for the nickname if he wanted to create the right atmosphere for interrogation, but he couldn’t bring himself to do so.
 
   He said, “Where are you from?”
 
   “U… Utah.”
 
   “Yeah. What city?”
 
   “West Valley, sort of.”
 
   He was almost positive that was in the Salt Lake Valley, but he was taking no chances, “That’s in Salt Lake, right?”
 
   “Not the city, but yeah, yeah, it’s close. And anyway, that’s where I’m from. I live in Salt Lake these days. Where am I now?”
 
   He had no idea why he said, “Welcome to planet Earth,” but he did. Then: “What’s your name?” He wanted to follow any of the news stories about her, the more he learned about her now the more clearly he could ascertain the level of risk. He had no way of knowing this was the most coherent conversation the girl had engaged in for months.
 
   “Clare Clark.” 
 
   “Sounds fake, you’re not lying to me, are you, darling?” Another poison word, a word that he should only ever have used with Jen, or maybe some future daughter. He couldn’t believe he was using his own mouth to say this. 
 
   She barely laughed, almost imperceptibly, but it was enough to convince him she was being truthful. “No. That’s my name.”
 
   Deeny waited quietly at the door, wisely allowing Paul to drive for this stretch of their journey. He would not have known how to ask her anything in an effective way. He would have used one of the entities that called themselves the unborn. He had no knowledge of where they came from or who they were, but they knew a lot more about regular people, and this modern world, than Deeny. There was no way he’d be able to summon one now, though. Nor would they have been as good as Paul at it. Deeny was proud and impressed.
 
   Paul said, “Where were you last night?”
 
   “I was hoping you could tell me.”
 
   “I mean it. What do you remember?”
 
   “Champ, my head is throbbing right now. I don’t know. The last thing I remember is leaving Café del Fuego. That’s where I work sometimes. Under the table. Literally.” She laughed again.
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “I let the manager give it to me from behind. Like an animal.” She laughed hollowly. “Rawr, ha ha.” For a moment she said nothing, it looked as if she had forgotten they were talking. Just as Paul was about to try to shake her, she spoke, perhaps not realizing she had stopped, “Sometimes right there in his office. He doesn’t even lock the door. I think he likes the rush of it, you know? Like, what if we got caught? He loves it. Always uses the proper protection though, and that’s nice. This skinny white guy. His name is Danny Davis. He’s the only one there that’s not a Mexican. The other workers think I’m his niece. Isn’t that cute? He gives me free food, and it’s good.”
 
   Paul didn’t know what to say. He wanted to hug this girl, tell her that he’d get her serious help, get her out of the life she was living; so young, too young. Not that anyone was old enough to live that way. Instead he said, “What time would that have been, when you left?” Some of the fire had come out of his voice.
 
   “About eight I guess. A lot of times I go straight from there to a bar. Eating that Mexican food makes you thirsty you know? That’s probably where I was.”
 
   Paul was dismayed to feel so pleased that things were working out so well. They might actually get away with this.
 
   She said, “Um… do you have any… I mean, are you holding?”
 
   At first Paul hadn’t a clue what she meant, but then memories of his some of his college roommates came back to him. “I don’t have any drugs. What are you on?”
 
   “That’s the problem, man. I’m on nothing now.” She muttered another obscenity. “I like junk.”
 
   “Heroin?”
 
   “Yeah, I’m a real saint.” She laughed again and leaned forward, her hair covering her face like stage curtains.
 
   He said, “I don’t have any.”
 
   “That’s okay.” She fell face-first into the floor so suddenly that Paul had no time to catch her. Her nose crunched sickly on the thin carpet. When he lifted her up, her nose was bleeding and she was asleep.
 
   Paul looked to Deeny, who only shrugged. It was the most human thing Paul had even seen Deeny do. “I guess I am all out of energy,” Deeny said. “The time has come to kill.”
 
   “Okay,” Paul said, sighing, “but not her.”
 
   At this, Deeny sighed, too.
 
    
 
    
 
   3
 
   The blonde girl, Clare Clark, woke up the next afternoon, having slept for over twelve hours curled up on her side. She was alone. The sunlight coming in through the window was soft and dusty, reminding her of a barn or some other safe country place. Her brain should have been screaming. Not with words, just screaming, screaming out to the universe to provide her with the heroin she needed. But it wasn’t. She didn’t know why.
 
   She noticed that she was tied up, and waited for the pang of fear to come. It didn’t. In fact, she felt the way she did sometimes during a cool, silvery high. She was, however inappropriately for her situation, contented. Her back was mildly sore from sleeping in restraints, but with a minute readjusting of the body, she actually felt comfortable. The clean, plush green carpet was nicer than many other surfaces she had woken up on various times throughout the last couple of years.
 
   She did not know what the day was, exactly, but she knew Christmas could not be far away. Christmas was by far her favorite holiday. Last year she had spent it with Mitchel. She remembered all the stuff he had bought her from the Blue Boutique, one of the adult-only stores in Salt Lake, especially one gift in particular that glowed in the dark. She had gotten him a bong that turned from black-and-clear to black-and-orange when heated. He’d named it “Shere Khan” from “The Jungle Book,” but whenever he used it he couldn’t remember it’s name and just called it “El Tigre”. She was sure she had loved him. After her dark childhood, dating Mitchel had felt something like dating Jesus. He was dead now, but he hadn’t risen three days later. He’d been smeared across State Street like so much road kill. His friend Mickey said he didn’t remember the night clearly, but thought they’d been playing Human Frogger, a favorite game of Mitchel’s when high.
 
   Now, pressing her face into the nice carpet like a cat, she knew she would be killed here—wherever here was—and then she would finally learn if what the religious folks said was true. If it was, she would see Mitchel on the other side. Her hope for anything on the other side was low though; the more heroin she’d pumped into her veins, the surer she had become that there could be no God. The drug was like a pair of eyeglasses that made everything clearer. In her enhanced clarity she had seen the purposelessness of eternity. She had seen nothing beyond her pitiful life. And yet—she supposed it was because of the survival instinct evolution had branded into her DNA—she still wanted to live.
 
   The man who tied her up must have helped her use the restroom, for she did not have the urge to go. She was shaking slightly, little tremors, nothing she hadn’t felt before. But she knew it should be worse, especially right after waking. And she knew it would worsen soon if she didn’t get some. She stretched out as much as the binding would let her, which wasn’t much. That’s when she noticed the smell. It had to be a dead body decaying, but not where she could see it. And there was another smell, too: burned flesh.
 
   She wondered vaguely where she was geographically.
 
   At least she didn’t have to go to Café del Fuego. She wouldn’t miss Danny Davis’ backside lovin’, but she wouldn’t mind some of that Mexican food. She wasn’t even hungry; it was just good food.
 
   She’d made only the most perfunctory attempt to remember what events had brought her to this place, but quickly she realized she didn’t really care. It was better to think of Mitchel. In fact, the last time she’d been tied up like this it had been voluntary. Mitchel had been there, hadn’t he?
 
   That had been a nice night.
 
    
 
   †
 
    
 
   An hour or so later, the man returned to the house. He made her sit up and face the wall on her own (not an easy feat while bound) before he came in. He brought her fast food and water in a thermos. He made her choke down a few bites of a Whopper and take a sip of water before talking.
 
   He said, “I found your purse in his car and checked your ID. Looks like you weren’t lying about your name or address. That’s good.”
 
   “Uh-huh.”
 
   “I checked your phone. You don’t have any missed calls or texts. Why is that?”
 
   “No one to call, no one to ring, cause no one’s home.” She briefly laughed. “That’s from a song, you know.”
 
   “You’re in a town called Peoa. Ever heard of it?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “You sure?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “So if someone were to come looking for you, they wouldn’t come here?”
 
   “How would I know?”
 
   “But you’ve never been here before?”
 
   “Not to my knowledge.”
 
   He said, “Why are you being so helpful?”
 
   “I don’t know. I don’t know why I would lie; you’re going to kill me anyway, right? I mean, you’re not hoping to get any ransom out of me, are you? I can tell you, you won’t get anything.”
 
   “No. This is no kidnapping.”
 
   “Weird, I wouldn’t have guessed that with these ropes and everything.”
 
   “You just chose the wrong night to come home with Donald Harmon.”
 
   “Who?”
 
   “The guy you slept with last night. This is his house.”
 
   “Nah. Doesn’t ring a bell,” she said, sounding more distant than when they’d begun talking. “You killed him.”
 
   To this, Paul said nothing.
 
   Clare said, “Is that him I smell rotting in the next room over? He smells burned.”
 
   Paul said, “Yes,” feeling an unexpected satisfaction. He realized he was actually a little proud of what he had done. He couldn’t help but add, “Chemicals and fire,” but then he wished he hadn’t. 
 
   She said, “Now you’re going to kill me. But not before you have your way with me, huh?” She spread her legs out in front of her body in a wide V; her flexibility was impressive. “You’re gonna stick me just like Danny Davis, and all you brought me was a hamburger. Listen, Danny gives me these really good burritos. Next time you abduct someone, consider burritos. Well, I think you’ll enjoy me. I’ve been told I’m good.”
 
   Paul just watched the back of her head for a time. He could see the little tremors slowly rolling over her, but he didn’t think they were evidence of her trying to hide her feelings. He thought it was the beginning of withdrawal. He said, “How can you be so calm if you think that’s what’s going to happen to you?”
 
   “I don’t know.” She folded her legs back together, Indian-style. “I don’t know how you want me to act.”
 
   What Paul wanted her to do was fight and plead and beg for her life. He wanted her to break the barriers Deeny had made in him, tear down the walls, destroy his resolve. He wanted anything but a silent acceptance of her fate.
 
   He said, “I’m not going to have sex with you,” and he almost added I’m married, but stopped himself, realizing how ridiculous he’d sound.
 
   “Pity,” she said. “You’re the one missing out, not me. I don’t say that to be rude. I’m sure you’re great. I just don’t feel anything anymore, you know? I’m over it. Hey, how did I get here, anyway?”
 
   Then his mood shifted without warning. A harsh giggle bubbled up from the pit of his stomach. Then he couldn’t help it—he was laughing steadily. He hadn’t felt in control of himself since the killing. He brightly said, “See you tomorrow, sweetheart,” and got up to leave.
 
   “Hey,” she said, “I know you’re a loon, but you don’t expect me to piss my pants, do you? I can’t wait till tomorrow.”
 
   “Do your best.”
 
   He left.
 
    
 
    
 
   4
 
   Christmas was just a day away, but Jen had never felt less in the Christmas Spirit. For one thing, she was still working when everyone else was gone for the holiday.
 
   Well, almost everyone. She had been shocked to hear someone still typing at his or her cubicle. Even more so when she’d realized it was Sean. She had not seen him or said hello all day. If he wanted to talk to her, he could come in. He would  realize she was still here; her office light was the only illumination on the floor aside from the bar lamp in his cubicle and some always-on security lights. But she hoped he would not come to her, and longed for the sounds of another worker, a janitor, a passing leprechaun—anyone who would keep them from being alone.
 
   They had not talked nor gone out to eat since the incident at Red Lobster two days before, and she was not sure why. Certainly the scene he caused, collapsing on the table like that, had embarrassed her, but he had been revived before the ambulance even got there and had refused any kind of treatment, saying he was fine. He took the rest of the day off work, so maybe that’s why he was working now.
 
   Her door was open a crack and she could still hear the typing. She tried to imagine what he might be working on that would cause him to type almost non-stop for hours, but she wasn’t going to invite conversation if she didn’t have to.
 
   On the drive back to work that day after leaving the restaurant, she had asked herself a few hard questions, like why did she think it was appropriate for her, as a married woman, to go out to eat alone with another man—gay or not—five days a week? She realized that she had not even mentioned Sean to Paul. This observation, above all others, disturbed her. She and Paul had been talking lately, much more than they had been before their argument in the car. He knew all about the deaf conference, she’d mentioned Dorma Taylor and Randy Thomas the event director, much more minor figures in her day-to-day, but she hadn’t mentioned Sean. Reflecting on this made her feel like a woman outside herself, as if watching parts of her life through a too-small screen.
 
   Sean seemed to embody everything she needed in a friend at that time. So perfect in fact, that it had begun to make her uncomfortable, though only since the incident at Red Lobster did she really see that. How could he know just what to say, to do, to be? Especially since he had been so annoying and irritating when she first met him?
 
   She was so lost in these thoughts that she did not notice—as she stared blank-eyed at some form—Sean opening her door. He’d recently cut his hair rather short, and had started using gel to push the front of his bangs up. In his tightish pinstripe shirt and tidy khakis he seemed more like a stereotype of homosexual style than an actual human being. He stood on the other side of the threshold like a vampire waiting only for the invitation to come in.
 
   She wasn’t going to give it.
 
   She said, “Yes?”
 
   “May I come in?” He asked.
 
   “Actually I have quite a lot to do today if I’m not going to be coming in next week because of the holiday. If you could just tell me what you need…”
 
   “Um… well, I just wanted to apologize for the other day—”
 
   Feeling cruel but determined, she said, “No need to apologize. It’s already forgotten. Do you need anything else, Sean?” She picked up papers into what she hoped looked like a large stack, a stack giving the impression of much work still to be done.
 
   “No, I just…” and then he began to cry, and Jen lost her nerve.
 
   “Come in,” she said, setting the useless stack of papers to one side.
 
   He stepped in and the tears stopped.
 
   A huge grin filled his face, unnaturally large. His head seemed almost to expand. She could imagine it floating to the ceiling like a loose balloon. He said, “Jen, I’m just so happy about the friend I told you about.”
 
   Had the world gone mad?
 
   She tried to keep the shaky fear out of her voice, and said, “Please leave, Sean. I have so much to do. Please leave.”
 
   He crossed the short space between her and the door in two wide steps.
 
   She was not a particularly full-breasted woman, but certain outfit/bra combos gave her a bit of cleavage; a guilty, harmless indulgence of hers. She was dressed so now, along with a knee-length skirt over warm tights. But being approached this way, alone, in the dark, she suddenly felt exposed, and hitched her top up with her thumb and pointer finger. She wondered if she should scream out for help—and if anyone would hear her if she did. He gripped the desk, face beaming like a lighthouse. “It’s just, for so many years, nothing, nothing, but now… and now he can’t even control me because of my elation, can’t you feel that?”
 
   “No, please leave. I don’t want to talk right now.” She was on the verge of frightened tears. She stood, throwing her bag over one shoulder. It now seemed insane to her that she did not keep a can of mace with her, though she’d never really thought about having one before. You never think of these things until you need them, she thought.
 
   She tried to pass him, “I’m sorry, I just realized I have to be getting home.”
 
   They were the only two souls on the entire floor; hers was the only light on, far too dim. Had he turned the hall security lights off before coming in? He must have. Jen wouldn’t even have known how. She didn’t think they could just be turned off. He stepped in front of her, blocking her, but not with clear menace, so she held off on the scream. Maybe she could still get out of here without causing a scene. She felt absurdly embarrassed.
 
   “I just want you to realize that I’m happy right now,” Sean said.
 
   The nighttime threw only a handful of light particles in through the closed blinds of her office window, mostly from lamps scattered around the building.
 
   He said, “I have grown to like you and your blindness. I want you to get me!” Impossibly, his grin grew wider. If it grew any more it would start tearing open the centers of his lips.
 
   “Get out!” she said firmly.
 
   “I can’t.” He directed his head to the floor, but still looked up to her. The grin went nowhere, though he spoke softly. “His power is growing and withdrawing in ways I can’t follow, and I need something. Don’t you like me? Your man does not need you now. He has his new book.”
 
   The implication of some kind of intimacy seemed unimportant against the weight of this last word. Instead of running, she turned to Sean. She remembered the disparate thoughts she’d had only a few nights before. Down a Dark Hall, the book about children coerced to use their skills by evil beings… Barnubus Young, from Paul’s own work, who didn’t want to be… what was it, exactly? As impotent as a chess pawn. She had to know what Sean meant; something very big and very dark hovered at the edge of her thoughts. She also remembered her dream, the one where Paul had become the earth itself.
 
   She said, “What do you mean, his book?”
 
   Sean’s face opened like a treasure chest. Laughter poured from the dark hole of his mouth like cursed gold coins. The slightest breeze blew past her toward him as if he were sucking in great quantities of air. He said, “No. Not Scott’s Anaconda. Deeny’s Adventure. The real book. He just printed it off two days ago.”
 
   At first the name “Deeny” meant nothing to her. But then the whispers of her dreams, forgotten but still present, began to remind her of the images. Blood and tears in equal portion. 
 
   She forced her way past Sean, who was still laughing. She left her work on the desk and ran for the stairs. He called after her, “He might not like me now. I have disobeyed. But I couldn’t help it. I loved you so dearly. I mean as a good friend!” But the last words were cut off by the door closing in the stairwell. The echoes of each footstep reverberated a million times off the metal and concrete of four floors of stairs. She choked back a scream.
 
   What was going on at her house?
 
   What was this book? Who, or what, was coercing her husband?
 
    
 
   †
 
    
 
   She went home and the weird encounter she’d had with Sean didn’t seem as important or strange as it had, for something much more unnerving was waiting there for her.
 
   The manuscript.
 
   Deeny’s Adventure.
 
    
 
    
 
   5
 
   Paul entered with a smile on his face and blood smeared across his tan coat.
 
   His grin shown and faltered in turns, as if he couldn’t tune in to the right frequency of the smile. Right away she recognized this parallel with Sean. She saw the gun in his hand, which he carried with the absentmindedness of a businessman with a newspaper. He really did not even seem to notice it was there.
 
   He said, “Hi, how was work?”
 
   She stared at him, mouth open.
 
   “Oh, um, you are probably wondering about this blood and this gun… well, I was just—” Helping Deeny murder Donald Harmon, he wanted to say. “I was just… at a building.” Had he tried, he would not have been able to think of anything lamer to say than a building.
 
   She backed up against their beautiful leather couch, feeling as if she was still back in her office, being pinned down by Sean. Only now… now it was, unthinkably, Paul whom she feared and did not fully recognize. He was another species to her, the hints of what was happening that had been shown to her only in forgotten dreams and vague nighttime thoughts now began to become clear, one horrible detail at a time, like nightmare clown billboards lighting up on a dark highway. Something had brought them here, to Peoa, to these woods—to Deeny, whoever or whatever that was.
 
   The same Tiffany-style lamp that had given off its strange colors when Paul had talked to the unborn inhabiting his wife lit the room now. It seemed in this context to be an undeniably macabre object, and she wondered how she had ever thought otherwise.
 
   She forced herself to say, “Paul. What is happening here?”
 
   Paul’s face ran through a cycle of emotions that did not fit the scene, finally landing somewhere between embarrassed amusement and horrible resignation. He said, “I know this sounds strange—heck, it is strange—but I’ve been thinking about becoming a serial killer. I know it’s wrong, I know that, but I’m not sure I can resist him.”
 
   “Deeny?” she said, trying to understand.
 
   “Yes. He lives in the woods. He is a friend of mine.”
 
   “Do you know Sean?”
 
   “If you mean the distraction, then yes. I know Deeny did something to keep you from talking to anyone who was real.”
 
   “Is Deeny here now?”
 
   “He is always with me if I don’t travel too far from the woods.”
 
   “Why can’t I see him?” She knew she should be asking questions like, Will you come with me to a psychiatric ward? but she believed something else was happening. Like Paul, she thought there was more than insanity at play here.
 
   “I don’t know.”
 
   “So who is Sean? How did you convince him to help you if you never even talked to him?”
 
   “Sean is probably not real,” he answered.
 
   Since coming in, Paul had been standing in the entryway with the door half open. Now he closed it fully, and darkness swallowed him. The light from the feeble, deathly lamp was at the wrong angle to penetrate the little space in which he stood. She could not see his features or much of anything else.
 
   She said, “Have you killed someone?”
 
   “Um…” he said, as if searching for the right words. It was not an encouraging response. “Not really. Deeny pulled the trigger. I wanted to though, I really did.”
 
   “Paul, this is madness.” Tears drizzled down her cheeks as if from a leaky faucet handle. 
 
   He coughed out what might have been a laugh. “No arguments here.”
 
   They both wished it was true, that it was just madness and not… whatever they thought it was proving to be.
 
   “May I leave?” she said, hoping that whatever insanity had encompassed him would at least allow that.
 
   “No. Never.” He choked back a sob. “I mean, not yet. Not until I’ve made my choice.”
 
   With no warning, she turned to her left and bolted for the sliding glass door in the kitchen, the door that led outside. Her keys were in her hand, and the driveway was too wide for her to be blocked in. All she had to do was get out of the house. She’d get help. They’d be okay once they got help. 
 
   “Wait!” Paul screamed as he chased her. “Don’t leave! Honey, please!”
 
   She got to the black rectangle of doors, wondering if any night had ever been so dark, only to realize that something was even blocking out the light of stars—a huge, foggy obstruction. Then, before she could get a good look at that, Sean appeared on the other side of the glass, coming from the direction of the driveway. He was grinning, but not like Paul had been. There was no doubt or uncertainty in Sean’s smile. He slid the door open in one smooth movement and effortlessly flung her to the tile floor.
 
   “Sorry,” he whispered through his grin, “I was acting a little weird earlier, and I just want you to know I’m more composed now.”
 
   “Hey!” Paul yelled, coming up behind her. Crouching to where her head had smacked the floor. “Be careful with her!”
 
   But Paul didn’t stop Sean from grabbing one of her arms as Paul pinned down her other arm himself. Cards padded over to where Jen had fallen and began licking her face in a friendly way.
 
   “Don’t worry, puppy,” Paul said quietly, “you can come with us, too.”
 
   The room began to fill with dark fog, shutting out what little light there was. She struggled fruitlessly under their strong arms, and before the darkness completely engulfed her, she could almost see a third being, something massive and childlike. Something horrible.
 
   Then, somehow, she stopped fighting and drifted off to sleep.
 
  
 
  



PART TWO † BABY
 
    
 
   I love you more than ever, more than time and more than love.
 
   I love you more than money and more than the stars above.
 
   I love you more than madness, more than waves upon the sea.
 
   I love you more than life itself, you mean that much to me.
 
    
 
   Ever since you walked right in the circle’s been complete.
 
   I’ve said goodbye to haunted rooms and faces in the street.
 
   In the courtyard of the jester which is hidden from the sun,
 
   I love you more than ever, and I haven’t yet begun.
 
    
 
   You gave me babies, one, two, three—what is more, you saved my life.
 
   Eye for eye and tooth for tooth, your love cuts like a knife.
 
   My thoughts of you don’t ever rest; they’d kill me if I lie.
 
   But I’d sacrifice the world for you and watch my senses die.
 
    
 
   The tune that is yours and mine to play upon this earth,
 
   We’ll play it out the best we know, whatever it is worth.
 
   What’s lost is lost, we can’t regain what went down in the flood,
 
   But happiness to me is you, and I love you more than blood.
 
    
 
   It’s never been my duty to remake the world at large,
 
   Nor is it my intention to sound a battle charge.
 
   Cause I love you more than all of that with a love that doesn’t bend.
 
   And if there is eternity I’ll love you there again.
 
    
 
   Oh, can’t you see that you were born to stand by my side?
 
   And I was born to be with you. You were born to be my bride.
 
   You’re the other half of what I am, you’re the missing piece.
 
   And I love you more than ever with that love that doesn’t cease.
 
    
 
   You turn the tide on me each day and teach my eyes to see.
 
   Just being next to you is a natural thing for me.
 
   And I could never let you go, no matter what goes on.
 
   Cause I love you more than ever, now that the past is gone. 
 
    
 
   —From Bob Dylan’s “Wedding Song”
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER ONE
 
   “THE ONLY WAY THIS WORKS is if I get more power.”
 
   Paul: “What exactly does that entail?”
 
   Deeny: “You know.”
 
   Sean: “You do know, and I can’t do it for you.”
 
   Deeny: “Neither can I. You have to do it alone this time. No help.”
 
   Silence.
 
   Paul: “I don’t know if I can.”
 
   Deeny: “You must, if you want your wife to live.”
 
   Paul: “Are you threatening her?”
 
   Deeny: “You know I would never do that to you.”
 
   Sean: “Deeny’s your friend. He would never treat you like that.”
 
   Paul: “And who are you, really?”
 
   Sean: “I’m not sure. As you said, I am probably not real. But, I’m your friend now, too. And Jen’s. I’ve been Jen’s Friend for a while now.”
 
   Paul waited for a twinge of jealousy that didn’t come. He was drained.
 
   Paul: “What will this power do for us? How will it save Jen?”
 
   Sean: “Not just Jen. Us too. All of us.”
 
   Paul: “Okay. Deeny, tell me. How will it save us?”
 
   Deeny: “It is hard to explain.”
 
   Paul: “Try.”
 
   Deeny: “Each life you take feeds me. If I get full—”
 
   Deeny transferred to him, to his mind, some idea. The thrill of it, murder fat like a ripe fruit dropping in the palm of a starving man. Could it really be the way Deeny hopes it will be someday? Paul had noticed post-apocalyptic movies and TV shows were becoming more popular every year, usually some kind of pathogen, war, or zombie infestation took out most of the world’s population leaving just a few stragglers to pick up whatever wasn’t rotten at the local Wal-Mart, but he had never seen one of these stories where the apocalypse was caused by one or two unstoppable men, killing, growing from glory to glory, becoming gods who never died and needed nothing but death.
 
   Could they truly change the world?
 
   It would start with just one. Just one more person and Deeny assured him that his power would grow two-fold. Then the next one would be easier. Then the next would be a pleasure. The next… would be the start of a dream.
 
   Deeny: “If I get full we will never die.”
 
   Sean: “You could start with the girl. It is so easy. She’s tied-up.”
 
   Deeny: “He will not. Do not ask him to do that.”
 
   Sean: “Alright.”
 
   Paul: “What about your idea, Deeny? Let’s find a bad person; a killer.”
 
   Deeny: “Yes.”
 
   Paul: “I mean a normal killer, not like us.”
 
   Deeny: “No one is like us Paul, and few aspire.”
 
   Paul: “A beater or a drunk, but one who has killed in cold blood. I can handle that, maybe.”
 
   Deeny: “Alright.”
 
   Deeny and Sean left him alone.
 
   Paul wept.
 
    
 
    
 
   2
 
   The earth had been spared of snow in Peoa, but fifty miles to the east at Kidney Lake in the Wasatch Mountains, it was the dead of winter. Snow piled everywhere and continued in an endless downfall of white. In the spring and summer months, the lake was known for its beauty, which had an untouched quality. In the winter the beauty was different—harder, more desolate. They had seen no one upon arrival and had only come near enough in the car to walk the rest of the way. Sean carried the unconscious women, one over each shoulder, showing no sign of fatigue or sensitivity to the cold.
 
   The three men—or, more accurately, one man and two other things—set up camp on the most remote edge of the lake they could get to. Paul had bought the tents, food, and supplies, and now only Sean would be going back to the civilization, at least for a while. He would keep working in the office, denying any knowledge of where his boss Jen was or what may have happened to her, all the while keeping his eyes and ears tuned to any and all public news of her disappearance. But he would not receive paychecks, since he did not—in the legal sense, at least—exist. Only Deeny’s power would keep people from noticing, like before.
 
   Jen and Clare were gagged and bound as politely as possible in one of the two large, warm tents. A little gas-powered heater intimidated the cold enough to keep it at the doorway. They were dressed warmly (Sean having dressed Clare in deference to Paul’s modesty), and Paul thought they would be okay for now. He was concerned about the withdrawal symptoms the girl would soon show, but he knew that acquiring any narcotics at this point would be too much of an added complication. When Cards wasn’t running gleefully through snow piles tall enough to engulf her, she was in the tent, largely content to cuddle in Jen’s sleeping bag with her.
 
   Paul had taken out ten thousand dollars in cash from two large accounts and knew that he would not be able to get to the rest of the money once the search for Jen and him began, which would be soon, with him as the prime suspect.
 
   Deeny had transplanted the green necklace that the man—whom he would not speak of as Father—had once worn, and had once made him eat, to their new home. The new forest. Paul had begun to feel the necklace was important to their goals, though he was not sure why. Deeny said it would assist them in not being discovered, at least.
 
   They had food, they had shelter, and now they had a little time.
 
   Sean, whose inhuman endurance and speed allowed him to hike back to their campsite in one night, had driven the ILX back and abandoned it at the Kenner residence.
 
   Waiting for Sean’s return, Paul had asked Deeny how it was they could relocate here, away from the trees, if the trees carried so much of their power. Deeny had been slow to answer; clearly he did not have a reply prepared. Eventually he had said that perhaps the necklace made the forest, not the other way around.
 
   Once this unpleasant conversation was done, Paul and Deeny sat by the tiny campfire, and Paul began to read Deeny’s Adventure to his friend, from the beginning.
 
    
 
    
 
   3
 
   His sister Emma’s house was too nice for Clancy Miller, and he felt out of place.
 
   All the pillows (of which there were many) were incredibly white or very light pink. Delicately laced afghans and antimacassars (which Miller liked to think of as “people doilies”) were draped over every available seat (of which there were many). Even after bathing he was afraid to touch anything for fear of soiling or damaging or misplacing. Each large room had large windows through which light poured in quantities the inside of Miller’s house had never seen.
 
   He felt examined and scrutinized, even when Emma was not home, though she almost always was. And although he knew his sister had always loved him, he also knew that she was a grumpy old woman who did not want anyone in her home.
 
   She was not the kind of elderly person who relished company; in fact, after living alone for the past six years after the divorce of her second husband, she had adapted well to a life of solitude, which she never thought of as loneliness. She had made quite a chunk of change in the two divorces and lived more than comfortably. Unfortunately it was not the kind of comfort that was comfortable to Miller. Emma, having left the Mormon church a couple of years into her first marriage, would not return fully to her kind of comfort until her judgmental, if well-meaning, brother went back home. In his whole lifetime of being a religious nut, she had to admit she had never seen him quite so anxious, not even when his high school sweetheart had been killed. It was a pity he had never been able to move on, that he’d never found anyone else. Or maybe not; she’d been married twice and still suspected she’d never really been in love. Her brother would not explain why he needed to stay there but had seemed adamant in portraying its necessity. Maybe something really was wrong, something he couldn’t talk about yet. Or maybe he was finally just losing it. She had a mental “out-day” for him of January 15th, but knocked a day off every time he scowled at her wine rack.
 
   Miller would have been embarrassed and dismayed to learn that he had come to this house for no real reason; the house and patch of trees he had feared were now as empty as most empty places, with only the natural amount of life and death cozied in its acre.
 
   He spent the first few days drinking in as much scripture as he could, searching the pages in the entire Mormon cannon, sitting at a white vanity that was perhaps the most un-Miller-like desk on earth. His favorite stories opened to him for the thousandth time. Over the course of days, Miller lost himself in these stories trying to glean from them whatever strength and understanding he would need.
 
   In the Bible, Elijah first shamed then incinerated the priests of Baal; Jesus took a coin from the mouth of Peter’s fish so they could pay the temple tax; Paul learned the pain in his side would only serve to glorify him. In the Book of Mormon, Ammon de-armed his master’s enemies one-by-one without fear of death; the glorified, resurrected Christ came down after the destruction of the new world and ministered to the surviving Nephites; the brother of Jared saw first the finger, then the personage of the pre-mortal Christ. In the Doctrine and Covenants, Joseph Smith tried to endure his affliction at Liberty Jail; the Saints learned step by bloody step how the Lord’s kingdom would be established in the last days. In the Pearl of Great Price, Abraham watched as the intelligences helped in the organization of the world, and Moses was transfigured before the Lord.
 
   Slowly he began to see what he must do. He could hear the whispers of what he believed to be the Spirit of God. He began to plan, but more significantly, he took courage in the courage of those before him. He would be as strong as those who had trodden the way. And though he planned to speak to no one of his findings, he did not believe he would be facing this challenge alone. He would be armed with the combined faith of every prophet and saint that had preceded him.
 
   He was not surprised to learn that night on the evening news that Donald Harmon had been murdered in his sleep and that Paul Kenner was the prime suspect. It only meant that his time was even more limited.
 
    
 
    
 
   4
 
   Jen was not gagged, but the girl she shared a tent with was. Jen didn’t recognize her. 
 
   The girl wore an orange pair of (very skinny) skinny jeans that nearly touched her white-and-black checkered slip-on shoes on which she had drawn in Sharpie marker awkward renditions of people Jen assumed were her friends. She breathed only enough to show she was not yet dead. One of the shoe-doodles was flipping Jen the bird with one hand and brandishing a bottle of “ABSYNTH” in the other. She wondered if the girl could not spell or if the word had some other meaning; maybe it was a band-name. The outfit was topped off with one of those hilarious “SL, UT” long-sleeve t-shirts, torn and thin with wear. Jen had first seen such a gem downtown; it made no sense of course, as the city was always abbreviated as SLC. The girl’s long and unkempt blond hair hung over her face in clumps but could not hide the rings under her eyes.
 
   Jen wondered if Paul had been screwing her, but despite everything that had happened so far, she somehow doubted he was. Maybe she was just a fool.
 
   Hours passed and nothing happened. Cards came and went, came and went, through the small section of unzippered tent flap.
 
   Jen could sometimes hear Paul and Sean talking, and she began to realize the pauses must be where the thing, Deeny, contributed to the conversation, but she could not hear him.
 
   Eventually the zipper shot up sharply and, with a rush of cold air, Sean entered shaking snow from his office jacket. He did not seem to notice or be affected by the cold. He was clearly excited about something, but not quite as if his head were about to float off his shoulders. He looked as cool and collected as ever. She realized that what she had always liked least about him was the I-know-something-you-don’t-know air he exuded, but she’d never really thought about it before then.
 
   She said, “Where are we?”
 
   “In the mountains near a lake,” he sat in between her and the ABSYNTH girl. “We’re hiding.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “They killed someone when they found this gal.” He thrust a thumb at the sleeping feminine lump.
 
   Clare tilted her head toward Sean half-heartedly. Her eyes closed.
 
   “Who? Who was killed?”
 
   “No,” Sean said, his face suddenly becoming serious, “don’t ask ‘who was killed?’ Ask me ‘who did they kill.’ That’s a very important distinction right now. Understand that a killing was done by someone you love very much.”
 
   Jen tried not to let her gaze falter at all. She had to retain any sense of power she could. “Fine,” she said. “Who did they kill?”
 
   “I don’t know him, sorry.”
 
   She said nothing for a time. She was fighting the urge to yell, scream, and spit at this man she thought she’d trusted, this man whom she now despised. But she needed to save all the strength she could. When she fought back (and she would), it would not be random and half-hearted. She would plan. She would be meticulous. She would be sure. 
 
   Instead of trying to sit up and bite his face off, she said, “So who are you?”
 
   “I’m your friend Sean Roberts.”
 
   “What are you?”
 
   “I am a little piece of person mixed with Deeny’s power and the power of a green necklace. Does that help you understand?”
 
   “Of course not.”
 
   He nodded, “I’m proud of what I am.”
 
   “Well, goodie for you.”
 
   “I know you will find this hard to accept now, but someday soon I think you’ll begin to see you’re not actually in that bad of a situation.”
 
   Jen stared at him.
 
   “Your husband is going to become one of the most important people in Earth’s history. You’re Christian, aren’t you?”
 
   “I guess.”
 
   “Paul will be like your Christ, but a little different.”
 
   “He said something about becoming a serial killer.”
 
   “He only says that because he doesn’t know the word for what he will become.”
 
   “Do you?”
 
   Sean looked past her at the blank green tent wall, at nothing, and then said, “It is not so much a word as it is a name.” He stood up, crouching slightly under the low tent ceiling. “He will become Mayhem, a new god.”
 
   She spat out the words, “I hate you,” because she did not know what else to say.
 
   And in that moment all she could see was her hatred for Sean and his lies. She could not even think about Paul, for that thought was a hole of darkness deeper than her mind could travel without suffocating.
 
   Sean smiled and said, “For now, that will work.”
 
    
 
    
 
   5
 
   Police Detective Shad Matthews was baffled. Apparently there was a murderer/kidnapper/corpse-desecrator loose in Summit County. There had been at least one murder and two disappearances. The gun had been quickly traced to a writer from Chicago named Paul Kenner, who was now the prime suspect. It was he and his wife that were missing.
 
   After thumbing through some battered paperbacks in his den, Matthews confirmed the inkling he’d had that he’d actually read one of Kenner’s books a few years back. It was Manpower, a Civil War book recommended to him by his brother, Scott, because of its interesting connection with Mormon pioneer history, something Matthews had been interested in since his youth. Barnabus Young may have been fictional, but his story was the amalgamation of many young Mormon boys at the time who actually had fought in the war for the Union.
 
   Matthews remembered that he’d found the book strangely touching—and its message of sacrifice, pain, and the upheaval of the nation had stayed with him like a dark shadow for weeks after finishing it. He never read another of Kenner’s books, but he’d always meant to; the book had moved him that profoundly. He found it beyond difficult to reconcile the man who had written that novel with the murderer he was seeking… especially after seeing Harmon’s mutilated body. Thankfully, that wasn’t for him to decide, it was his job to get the man to a jury (assuming he even was the perp) so they could make their decision.
 
   At 4:30 pm, his desk phone rang. He pawed the receiver with one enormous hand and put the thin, black plastic up to his face. He could never escape the feeling that it could snap in two in his hand if he wasn’t careful.
 
   “Shad,” a youngish male voice rattled out of the tiny speaker in the earpiece.
 
   “This is Shad Matthews.”
 
   “You mean you don’t recognize me?”
 
   “No. I’m sorry.” The partially open blinds cast long thin slats of light across his well-used desk. Today they reminded him of samurai sword blades.
 
   The voice said, “What if I told you that Chris Jones is burning in Hell, no matter what you say about our right to judge?”
 
   A sheepish grin spread onto Matthews’ big, tough face.  “Richardson, you dog. How’ve you been?”
 
   “Oh, I’m doing well, buddy. It’s been too long.”
 
   “Sure has. But I’m telling you it’s up to God to decide where that punk Jones ends up.”
 
   He was referring to a drug dealer that had almost cost Matthews his life before Matthews calmed him down with a couple bullets to the brain. That was back near the beginning of his career when Richardson and he were still partners in Salt Lake.
 
   “You sound as young as ever,” Matthews said. “You still got that baby face?”
 
   “Still beating the girls off me with a stick if that’s what you’re asking. How’s life in Summit County? You keeping those hicks in line?”
 
   “I know you think it’s strictly domestic disputes out here, but we got a live one. Two murders, two missing.”
 
   “Yeah.” A pause. The sound of papers shuffling. “That’s actually why I’m calling. Looks like I maybe have another piece of your puzzle. Salt Lake girl named Clare Clark disappeared a couple weeks back. She was reported December twentieth. That date mean anything to you?”
 
   Matthews said, “Sure. It’s the day after the day they think Donald Harmon was killed. They found him a couple days after, and their having some trouble pinning down the exact TOD. But that’s not much of a connection if she was down there in Salt Lake.”
 
   “I got a call from a bartender out here, runs a place called Rio Lounge. Some bar. I’ve been there a few times myself. I like it because they don’t play the music so loud your ears are bleeding by the time you head home. Guy said he remembered seeing Clare on the nineteenth because she sat alone for a long time. Not only that, but she’s something of a regular customer of his. Later he saw this guy Harmon on the news and thought he looked familiar. Realized it was him she ended up drinking with and leaving with. Well, he asked around, seen if anybody who knew Clare had seen her, you know, just people at the bar, and they hadn’t. She disappeared.” 
 
   While Richardson spoke, Matthews listened and held his hand up to the slats of light. He let them run across it, imagining they were real blades. Something about this case was all wrong, and not just the fact that a murderer was involved. He thought that working on it he, or someone, was going to get cut. “Her disappearing maybe wouldn’t be so strange. She’s been run up a couple times. Junkie, I think. But he thought it was worth reporting considering she may have gone home that night with a man who wound up dead the next day. I happen to agree with him; it’s worth looking in to.”
 
   “How sure is he that the guy in his bar was Harmon.”
 
   “Pretty sure. They sat at the bar for about forty minutes before leaving, and he served them everything they ordered. He saw the picture and said it’s got to be the same guy.”
 
   “So what are you saying, exactly?”
 
   “Maybe your live guy is even more lively than you thought.”
 
   “And why, exactly,” Matthews said with a grimace, “am I just hearing about this now?”
 
   “Don’t worry,” Richardson said. “Somebody’s already been demoted.”
 
   After a few more pleasantries and bad jokes Matthews politely ended the call.
 
   He did his best work here, in his office, pondering. Since his assignment as detective six years ago, he had solved a few stumpers, but he saw this incident as his first real challenge, an opportunity to prove to himself and those further on up the latter of command that he’d deserved that promotion.
 
   Matthews had never been married and had no children. He was a member of the Mormon church but had spent the first two decades of his adult life completely estranged from any kind of religion. Now in his late forties he saw his advancement and success in his career as a sign that becoming active in church again was the right thing to do. He even believed that it may not be too late for him to settle down with some nice woman who, like him, had not yet had the opportunity to marry. That was the phrase they liked to use in the Church, had not yet had the opportunity to marry. Never mind the fact that he had never made the time for family or women.  Never mind the fact that—in his mind at least—he had no one to blame for his loneliness but himself. There were, undoubtedly, many members who had tried and had—in fact—not had the opportunity, but that didn’t describe him. Right now he was married to his job, which, despite truly being in love with detective work, was a distressing thought to him.
 
   But these diversions were getting in the way of what he needed to do. He lifted his agile, large frame from his desk-chair and crossed the room in two long steps. He turned off the light and twisted the blinds fully closed, shutting out all the swords from his office. This should be a safe place, he thought. The plastic stick that controlled the movements of the blinds felt like nothing more than a cheap chopstick between his thumb and pointer finger.
 
   He lit a dirt-scented candle his brother had bought him for his birthday and sat back in his chair, comforted by the creak of the springs in it. He closed his dusty brown eyes, which never looked fully light or dark. His brother Scott had said he’d never understand somebody actively trying to get the smell of dirt indoors, but he knew what Shad liked, and the gift had become something of a yearly tradition. The smell—which really was a lot like dirt—took Matthews far away, to his childhood and beyond, to a place of pure thought. He searched and pondered the case with his mind, and—as was his more recent habit—he prayed for help.
 
   Worst-case scenario at this point: four dead, including Kenner if he ended this with suicide, and more if any had not yet been discovered. Best case scenario so far: one dead, three missing, but alive and well. Richardson said he would send an email of all the info he had about this Clare Clark person who may be connected, but Matthews couldn’t expect that until the next morning.
 
   His mind was again drawn to Manpower, the one book of Kenner’s he’d read. He retrieved the book from the shelf and returned to his seat. The black lamp he kept on the edge of the desk was adjustable, so he reached over his closed laptop and turned the knob slowly until there was just enough light to make out the words. He liked to keep the room as dark as possible while pondering a case.
 
   He ran his fingers over the slightly textured matte finish of the cover. At the top, in formidable block letters, it read MANPOWER. At the bottom was PAUL KENNER, same font, smaller size. The face on the cover—which could have been Barnabus, or the other white protagonist of the book—had been expertly rendered. It showed a sad but engaging mix of young promise and old pain. This, in many ways, was the face of war, wasn’t it? For how often were the soldiers young? In that face he saw Kenner as well, who was, from Matthews’ point of view, still young, especially for an author. If he was the killer, what had driven him to do it? What old pain had he experienced that had turned him so fully from his path of writing excellent, successful novels to that of a wanted murderer?
 
   After about twenty minutes of weighing information and options and turning up nothing but more questions, he decided to head down to Peoa and ask around a bit more about this Paul Kenner. He’d been down to the house, of course, and checked the closest neighbors, who really weren’t that close, but nothing had come up. He had a feeling that someone else might know something, or even that a second visit with some of the people he had already spoken to might be beneficial. There weren’t that many houses in town. If he had to, he’d go door-to-door like one of those missionaries he had never been. 
 
   Also, the closest neighbor to Kenner, a retired mink farmer named Clancy Miller, hadn’t been home. A couple of phone calls Matthews had made earlier in the day revealed Miller had been staying with his sister in Snyderville. Maybe he’d head that way, too. Something churning through his mind—could be the whispering of the Spirit, could be his own intuition, could be nothing more than his habit of thoroughness—told him that wasn’t really such a bad idea.
 
    
 
    
 
   6
 
   Jen had not so much as tried to see Paul—let alone speak to him—for fear of beholding firsthand what he had become. She had seen only Sean and the girl. Sean said her name was Clare Clark. They had removed her gag a day before, but apparently she had nothing to say once her request for heroin was denied. Her pallid features and frequent convulsions invoked Jen’s sympathies, but she did not know how to help. Jen could tell she was hurting. Based on the way she squirmed, Jen could see the main trouble areas were her head and crotch. She didn’t know much about heroin withdrawal, but since there was nothing else to look at as the days passed, she was learning. 
 
   Jen’s only respite from this dismaying scene was Cards, who offered more hope and joy than any optimistic thought could have. The dog would scamper in and shake the snow from herself, gleefully chew off little balls of snow that accumulated on her fur, then hop in Jen’s sleeping bag. Jen didn’t even mind the smell. She tried to focus on the happy dog as much as she could; she had a feeling she owed much of her sanity to Cards.
 
   The girl didn’t talk, but would sometimes scream in short, violent fits. She had asked for her drug only once, after that her screams were wordless and formless, made of pure desperation.
 
   Jen stayed like this, watching, eating and drinking sparingly, being allowed to go to the restroom only with the armed guard of Sean—who held the same .380 that had killed Donald Harmon—for two days and nights.
 
   Then, without warning, came Clare’s worst spasm yet, and Jen could no longer be silent. She hoped it wouldn’t get either of them harmed, but she spoke out to comfort the girl.
 
   “Honey,” she said, “it’s going to be okay, you’re going to be alright.” Judging by the piecing shrieks that blasted from the girl okay and alright were by no means certain, but Jen didn’t know what she was supposed to say. “Clare, please try to calm down. I know it hurts, but it isn’t going to kill you.”
 
   Clare continued her fit as if she hadn’t heard. Perhaps she hadn’t.
 
   “I’m almost positive that heroin withdrawal is not lethal, honey, Clare.”
 
   Jen actually had no idea if this was true, but saw no reason to say otherwise. However, Jen thought if she were Clare, she would probably wish it would kill her.
 
   Clare’s back arched savagely, obviously beyond her control, and her eyes bulged almost as much as Sean’s had at Red Lobster. Confined by her restraints, Jen tried to roll over to Clare, to do what, she didn’t know, but she couldn’t stand not helping the girl. A cooler of food obstructed the movement of her torso, and she could only manage to touch her foot to the girl’s head. Small comfort, but at least it was something. Through all this she still wondered if the girl had been sleeping with Paul. The thought would not go away. The girl was about the same height as Jen, but probably twenty-five pounds lighter, thin to the point of emaciation—is that what Paul wished Jen looked like? She felt it was silly of her to worry if her husband had cheated on her, especially considering he had almost certainly killed a man at this point, but she couldn’t help it.
 
   Prompted by the girl’s pain, and trying desperately to avoid thoughts of unfaithfulness, she screamed, “Could someone please get in here?” She didn’t know if any of the three were near camp. Paul and Deeny often went for long walks, and Sean still worked at her old office. That hadn’t struck her as funny until just then. “Please! She’s having a seizure, I think! Someone needs to untie her. She might seriously hurt herself!”
 
   Jen waited through the girl’s moans. No one came.
 
   Then the real thrashing started, as if by saying the word seizure she had called one into the tent. In her panic-addled mind, Jen was certain the girl was going to die. When Jen struggled against her bindings, the thin, plastic ropes bit into her wrists and ankles. She hardly noticed. More than anything at that moment she wanted to help the girl, to protect her. By some miracle, one of her hands slipped out. The endorphin rush following this turn of luck was so strong that it confused Jen at first; now that she was free she didn’t know what to do with herself. But soon she freed her other hand, followed by her feet. Unbound for the first time in what might have been as long as half a week, a wild impulse to run nearly sent Jen packing out the tent flap. But the screeches of agony coming from the other corner of the tent stopped her.
 
   Had Jen obeyed the impulse to run, and left Clare’s thrashing body behind, things would have turned out differently, but she went to the convulsing young woman and tried to untie her amid an inundation of lashing and kicking. Before she could get to the rope around the girl’s wrists, Clare slammed both balled-up hands into Jen’s nose. There was a burst of pain, and Jen smelled her own blood. She ducked under the next swing and turned the girl onto her back, all while hoping she wasn’t doing more harm than good.
 
   “Honey, hey, Clare, shhh, shhh,” she said continually, doing more to soothe herself than the girl. Her nose throbbed in bright pain. Eventually she got the girl’s hands free, which made getting the feet untied even more challenging. The girl clawed out at her like a rabid animal intent on nothing but warding off its attacker. It was clear that Clare had not clipped her jagged nails in some time. Thirty seconds passed, perhaps the longest half-minute of Jen’s life. Despite a probably broken nose and a myriad of scratches on her face and arms, Jen was able to free the girl. Her front was wet with her own blood, but it wasn’t gushing like Jen would have expected.
 
   Tears ran down her cheeks like tiny rivers, mingling with the scant blood from her nose. When the last tie came off, Jen stood and stepped back to watch in silent fascination as the demon Withdrawal had its way with Clare’s lithe, papery body. The seizure lasted almost two minutes.
 
   Afterwards, Jen was sure the girl had stopped breathing, but by putting her cheek close enough to her mouth, she could feel the slightest whispering of breath. Fortunately or otherwise, the girl was still alive. They were both dressed reasonably warm, and so with no further thought other than wishing Cards could come with them Jen grabbed the girl’s legs and dragged her out of the tent. Hopefully the shock of being in snow would somehow rouse Clare enough that Jen wouldn’t have to drag her all the way back to civilization—but if that’s what was needed, Jen was willing to die trying. She believed anything would be better than being held captive by her own husband, whom she still loved despite everything.
 
    
 
    
 
   7
 
   Emma Miller did not like unexpected visitors, she didn’t like authority figures, and she didn’t much care for men, so when she saw the broad-shouldered, light-haired policemen open the fence gate at the front edge of her property, she scowled, making her average old lady face into something almost darkly comical.
 
   She’d had the imposing white brick-and-iron fence installed around her property a decade ago specifically to dissuade passersby of any sort from bothering her. But of course it wouldn’t stop a cop; nothing stopped a cop from getting what he wanted. He, first husband had been a power-hungry pig just as this approaching man most certainly was. If all men were basically same, then male cops were twins at heart. The policeman was alone and in plainclothes, but Emma could spot a detective when she had to.
 
   She set down that month’s Redbook and headed to the door in a huff. The annoyance of having a policeman on the premises was only amplified by her certainty that it involved Clancy in some way. Had he actually been running from the law when he’d come to stay here? This thought was almost interesting enough to light a tiny spark of curiosity in Emma, but she extinguished it with well-practiced prudishness before it even had a chance to flare up.
 
   She peered through the peephole so she could open the door the moment the man was about to knock. She did so and hoped it unnerved him. “Hello,” she said, smiling. “How can I help you, officer?”
 
   He was obviously taken aback by both her opening of the door at such a moment as well as her assurance that he was a policeman, despite his civvies. He stood looking down at her for a moment with his mouth open like an imbecile. She held up her head with a look of utter patience and respectability. She found the innocent, helpful face useful for when another hammer-whack was needed; she could further unnerve the man by dropping the façade at an unexpected moment.
 
   “Yes, ma’am,” he said. “Are you Emma Miller?”
 
   “Yes I am.”
 
   “Sister of Clancy Miller?”
 
   She nodded.
 
   “I’m a detective with Summit County. I understand your brother is staying with you. I’d like to ask him a few questions. Would that be alright?”
 
   “You’d have to ask him, but you’re certainly welcome to come inside. Can I get you anything? Coffee? Water?”
 
   He stepped in to the large living room and seemed unsure of where to put himself. “No, thank you,” he said, looking about.
 
   “You can just sit anywhere you like.”
 
   “Yes. Thank you.” He lowered himself onto the white loveseat with care, taking up most of it.
 
   “I’ll go get Clancy.” She scuttled out of the room, looking very much the part of an old woman. In both high school and college, Emma had enjoyed a few theatrical roles, and it felt good to be acting again.
 
    
 
   †
 
    
 
   Miller sat on the full-sized couch, and his sister was perched on the piano bench, trying not to look put out. Matthews had offered to switch her seats, but she had politely declined. He didn’t know what to make of her, but the important person in this equation was Miller himself, so thankfully Matthews didn’t have to give the woman—who frankly kind of freaked him out—much thought.
 
   “Mr. Miller, I understand you are Paul Kenner’s neighbor, is that right?”
 
   Miller looked at him with eyes that seemed to express an intellect much sharper than his manner and dress would suggest. “That’s right,” Miller said. “He’s gone missing, hasn’t he? Saw it on the news. Him and his wife.”
 
   “Yes,” Matthews said, mentally scanning the man. He looked exactly like the old mink farmer he was. Plaid shirt, thick jeans. Matthews could easily picture him in the typical beige overalls of the profession, but something about the man piqued Matthews’ keen detective eye. It had been a good idea to come this way after all.
 
   “How well would you say you know Mr. Kenner?”
 
   Miller said, “I’ve talked to him maybe five or six times. I see when they drive away and when they come home. They go right past my place. That’s about it. So, not very well, I suppose.”
 
   “Do you know anything about what might have led up to this? Any unusual behavior?”
 
   “Hard to say… a man like that isn’t very ‘usual,’ is he?”
 
   Matthews said, “A man like what?”
 
   “A writer. That’s what he does for a living, isn’t it? Writes books. Most people don’t do that or anything like it, and fewer still can buy a mansion because of what they write. Most people just work regular, wouldn’t you say?”
 
   “So what are you implying, exactly?”
 
   In a movement that was almost clandestine, Miller flicked his eyes in his sister’s direction. But then the wrinkled face returned to Matthews’ gaze as if nothing had happened. For a moment Matthews wondered if he had imagined it.
 
   The old man said, “You asked me if he’d shown any unusual behavior. From where I’m sitting, just about everything about him, everything he does, is strange. Stays cooped-up in that house of his all day, like us retired folk, but too young to be. I think that’s strange. Walks around the tree patch by his house just about everyday. I think that’s strange, too. Not much to see out there once you’ve taken a few laps, but he never seemed to bore of it.”
 
   “Clancy,” Emma said, “you’re talking in circles. Now do you know something about this disappearance or don’t you? If you don’t, just say so, so this fine young man can get on his way.”
 
   Matthews had not thought of himself as a young man in almost twenty-five years. He understood Miller’s sister wasn’t really talking to Miller, she was talking to him, Matthews. She was telling him to leave. Again Miller’s eyes flicked purposefully toward his sister.
 
   “She’s right,” Miller said in a strained tone, “there’s nothing more to say.” Then he added, as if accidentally, “…Right now, anyhow.”
 
   Matthews stood. “Sorry to have bothered you then. Let me know if you do think of something.” He handed Miller a card with his number on it. “I guess I’ll just head over to the Ruby Tuesday I saw when I headed into town. Usually takes me a while to eat, so I like to go someplace like that where they don’t rush you, you know?”
 
   The woman nodded; the confused look on her face said she had no idea why Matthews had explained where he would be eating, and that was good. 
 
   Miller said, “Sorry I couldn’t be more help.”
 
   “Not a problem, Mr. Miller, you just be sure to call me if anything comes up.” Matthews walked out, got in his car, and drove to the restaurant to wait.
 
    
 
    
 
   8
 
   Earlier that same morning Deeny had come back from his soul-searching trek, and Sean, Paul, and he walked along the far end of the frozen lake in the thin light of early morning and discussed a new vision Deeny had apparently had. Paul was the only one among them who had to worry about wearing anything like a jacket or a hat. Today Deeny was dressed in all black, matching his eyes. Sean wore a typical work outfit, which looked decidedly eccentric amidst the dead-of-winter scene of the lake.
 
   Deeny said, “Do you know where a town called Oakley is? I believe it is near the town you live in.”
 
   “Yes,” Paul said. “I’ve been there twice. It’s a lot bigger than Peoa, but it still isn’t big.”
 
   Sean said nothing; he seemed more than content to listen and kick up snow with his loafered feet as he walked. Paul wished Sean would stop idly kicking because the wind sometimes caught snatches of powder and sprayed it in his face, but he said nothing.
 
   “I think a man lives there, a man named Kyle Weaver. He delivers food to stores. It seems twenty years ago this Foodist and his brother were both…” Deeny did not like saying the word ‘love,’ but for the benefit of Paul’s understanding he forced himself to, “in love with the same woman. This led to a late night fight, with no one around but the two men. I am not sure in exactly what manner he did so, but this Foodist killed his brother. His brother had disappeared many times before, leaving town without a moment’s notice, and it was simply assumed that he had done so again. The Foodist was never brought to justice. He now lives in Oakley believing he never will be.”
 
   As if Paul did not understand the implications of this, Sean said, “That’s where you come in, Paul. You’re going to kill him.”
 
   Deeny said, “He is fifty-eight and lives alone in a two-story home, surrounded by…” Deeny searched the Writer’s mind for the right words, “trailers in Oakley’s only… trailer park. My vision revealed nothing more, but that should be enough.”
 
   Sean said, “I think Deeny has enough power left to start a car. I can steal one and drive you there. Wonderful thing is, I don’t leave fingerprints or anything like it. I know that’s a concern of yours. I can drive you, and you can kill him.” Sean was practically bursting with excitement. Paul wished their plans did not have to involve Sean in any way, but killers can’t be choosers.
 
   “The main problem,” Deeny was saying, “is that you will be completely free from my help in any form. I will be completely drained by that point. If you fail… it is finished. I will return to the necklace, Sean will cease to be, and you will be confined for the rest of your life for the murder of Donald Harmon.”
 
   “I might go to Death Row,” Paul said.
 
   Deeny shook his head. “What a waste that would be.”
 
   For a time they walked in the profound silence of snow. They changed course so they were heading back toward camp. The early morning light continued to increase as the sun rose from behind a mountain ridge. The wind also grew stronger, as it did every morning around this time.
 
   “But,” Sean said, “if you succeed, which should be a very easy and simple thing, Deeny’s power will be restored. He will be re-energized. Not to the height we hope to one day achieve, but enough that you two can embark—truly embark—on your journey of destruction properly.”
 
   They were now approaching camp, and its tents could be seen even through the flurry of white. “What do you get out of this?” Paul asked, still not understanding the purpose of the man’s continued presence. Shouldn’t he have disappeared once Jen no longer needed distracting?
 
   Sean looked hurt and confused. He stopped walking, and the snow piled on his eyebrows. He said, “And anyway, you’ll be doing this for Jen. We need protection. All of us. Deeny’s power can give us that.” He looked up, surveying camp. “Speaking of Jen.” He pointed at the women’s tent, where the wind pulled madly at the flap that had somehow come undone.
 
   “Oh no,” Paul said and ran ahead of his walking companions.
 
    
 
   †
 
    
 
   Paul easily followed the trail made by Jen dragging Clare’s body behind her through the fresh snow. They’d made it about three hundred yards. Jen had collapsed from the cold, exhaustion, and a loss of hope. Sean had told Paul she hadn’t been eating well the last few days, partly as a way to avoid unnecessary (and unpleasant), bathroom trips. Under-eating plus the weight of the junkie had made an already improbable escape impossible.
 
   “What are you trying to do?” he yelled as he got closer to the collapsed bodies. Once he got there he realized Jen was in no condition to answer.
 
   “Deeny! Sean! I need your help!”
 
   They appeared, not exactly out of thin air, but more quickly than Paul had expected. He couldn’t explain exactly how they had come, and thinking of it made him nauseous.
 
   Sean grabbed the women by their waists, one on each arm, and carried them with ease back to the tent. When they got there both he and Deeny went into the tent with Paul, to curiously watch. Deeny should not have actually been able to fit inside, but somehow, he did.
 
   “Baby,” Paul said to his almost catatonic, discolored wife. “What is wrong with you?” He crouched down and touched her chilled cheek. He almost smiled, but his face was all sadness.
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   Jen still could not see Deeny, but she began to feel his presence in a very real way. She could see the flickers in the air, where Sean and Paul addressed him. The flickers reminded her of heat-shimmers rising off summer asphalt. She could not speak or think clearly as they talked in hushed tones, probably about her and Clare. Their words rolled off her like water on a tile wall.
 
   Sean: “How did they get loose? Didn’t you secure these?”
 
   Paul: “Of course I did. Do you think I wanted my wife walking out there in the freezing snow?  Do you think I want her dead?”
 
   Sean: “Well, if you had tied them up better, they wouldn’t have gotten free.”
 
   Paul: “I didn’t want the bindings to hurt them.”
 
   A pause.
 
   Paul: “I understand that. I know, I know. I’m sorry.”
 
   Sean: “Oh well, It’s not like they can go anywhere.”
 
   A pause.
 
   Paul: “How long do you think they were out there?”
 
   Sean: “I don’t know. It couldn’t have been too long; they look okay.”
 
   Paul: “The girl’s drooling.”
 
   A pause.
 
   Sean: “It’s heroin withdrawal.”
 
   A pause, longer this time.
 
   Paul: “It’s a drug… something people use or take to make themselves feel or think differently, and this girl is addicted to a drug called heroin. She is sick because her body wants more, but she hasn’t had any since before you killed Donald Harmon.”
 
   A pause.
 
   Paul: “Yeah, sorry. Before we killed him.”
 
   Jen sort of tried to mumble. She wanted to ask what Paul meant, exactly, by we.
 
   Paul, crouching at her side: “Jen, take it easy, okay? You got yourself into a lot of trouble this morning.”
 
   Then he asked Deeny and Sean to leave, and soon he and Jen were alone with the sleeping girl. At least, Jen hoped she was asleep and not dead. 
 
   Her lips still felt numb and frozen, but she tried to open them. She was feeling a bit more cognizant.
 
   “Jen, honey… what happened?”
 
   “What?” She turned her head stiffly to one side. She felt sick. She said, “She wads habing a seesur.”
 
   He cradled her head in his hands. “I’m sorry. Baby. Honey. I can’t understand you.” He had rarely spoken to her so affectionately. She looked up at his face, not old or young, handsome in an academic way. Seeing him this way, crouched over her—worried and kind—made her heart ache for him. Yet he seemed more distant than ever.
 
   Jen wanted him to understand why she had been pushed to the edge of such a drastic escape. Perhaps absurdly, she wanted him to know she didn’t leave because her love for him had grown cold. She forced the words out, “She was having a seizure.”
 
   Paul frowned.
 
   “So I got her untied… and we ran.”
 
   Paul shifted so that his rear was on the tent floor. He leaned over and hugged Jen’s head to his chest. She was reminded of the way things used to be between them when they first started dating. He had been romantic, though never in public and rarely alone, but he had been. She wanted to reach up, to embrace him back, to hug so tight that everything bad just disappeared. But it didn’t work that way. X’s and O’s weren’t going to make her husband sane. Maybe nothing would.
 
   She was glad Sean and the shimmering shape had exited the tent. Ludicrous as it was, she wanted to enjoy this rare moment of closeness with the man she loved. Somewhere in her abused consciousness she realized that “Sean and the Shimmering Shape” sounded like the title of a children’s book. 
 
   Paul was still waiting for an answer. A powerful, unquestionable jolt of need, longing, love, and desire ran through her cold- and stress-warped body, and she realized how much she had always cared about him, how she had—secretly, hidden even from herself—believed that they would be together in whatever was after death. She also thought about how much she had wanted to have children with him, the ultimate amalgamation of their love.
 
   Unbidden, a snatch of lyrics from some old song sounded in her head: You’re the other half of what I am, you’re the missing piece.
 
   He said, “Jen, honey… where were you trying to go?”
 
   “I was trying to get away from you,” she said. The words sounded—to her, at least—worse than treason.
 
   One tear rolled down his cheek, and then, as if waiting for its turn, another went down the opposite cheek leaving a wet trail on his cold, wind-burned flesh. “I understand,” he said. “I know why you want to get away.”
 
   He looked toward the tent flap for a few seconds, then leaned in and kissed Jen briefly and passionately. The unexpected presence of his lips on hers was so intensely sensual that she felt for a moment they were back home, ready for another round of attempted conception. As sudden and clear as the sensation had been, it then departed. He withdrew his hands from her face, sat up straight, and the cold reality of where they were returned.
 
   He said, “I don’t pretend to have all the answers, but can’t you feel the power that’s growing beneath us?” When she only stared at him he grew visibly impatient, “Please honey, do this for me. Talk to me.”
 
   She had reason to believe that there was some force behind these events, and she had certainly, in the days spent sleeping on the ground, felt some sort of presence within it. Almost as if she could sense the mounting forces of an earthquake brewing deep inside.
 
   “I’ve felt it,” she said. “That doesn’t mean it’s good.”
 
   “Close your eyes for me. Focus on it.”
 
   So she did.
 
    
 
   †
 
    
 
   As soon as her eyes were closed, she realized she was seeing more than the inside of her lids. There was a limitless expanse of darkness. She tried to open her eyes, but the vision did not change. She no longer felt as if she were in a body.
 
   In the blackness she saw a large, multi-colored intrusion, something like a soap bubble. It was a huge half-dome shape. It rested on the ground (for now there was ground, green and brown). The half-dome bubble grew like a balloon. It grew not only in size, but in tensile strength and thickness. She saw now that the ground was actually the forest they were camping in by the lake. The bubble expanded out, a wonderful, ethereal green light pulsing softly with alternatively dim and bright lightning shooting off inside. Reflections began swimming in the chemical colors of its surface, a face that was Paul but also not Paul, glided along the bubble shell. She saw the cities and towns around the Wasatch mountains being swallowed up and disappearing within the bubble. Now it was not just Paul’s reflection on the surface, but the bubble was taking the shape of his face. The colors slowly stopped swirling and the walls grew fleshy and opaque. His face overtook the state… the country… the world. The scene should have looked ridiculous, but instead—his face hanging there, grinning in the endless, starless void—it instilled in her a sense of awe-filled greatness. In the throes of this vision she had become insignificant in every way. She felt as if she were worshipping. There was no one to tell Paul what to do, nothing he would need to submit to.
 
   He was Mayhem, a new god.
 
   He was God.
 
   The only God.
 
    
 
   †
 
    
 
   She open her eyes and her husband, the one that was—and could not be—Mayhem, stared down at her with delicacy and love.
 
   “I see,” she said, hollowed-out, barren of sharpness.
 
   “That’s what I am trying to turn away from even as I race toward it.”
 
   “What is the green light?”
 
   “It is a necklace that we have buried in this forest.”
 
   “But what is it, really?”
 
   His gray eyes locked onto her green ones. He said, “Promise me you won’t run away again. I can’t bear to lose you. Not now.”
 
   “I won’t run,” she said. “There’s nowhere to go.”
 
   “Don’t just stay here because you have to.” He grabbed one of her hands in both of his. She must have warmed up, because now he was the one who felt cold. Like an ice-man. “Stay here because you love me.”
 
   “This girl needs help, Paul. I don’t know if she’ll die from this, or if she would under normal circumstances, but she doesn’t even have medical attention. Seizures alone can leave you with brain damage. Can’t you just dump her in front of a hospital or something?”
 
   “No,” he said, retracting both hands. He looked at the tent wall in much the same way Sean had when he’d first told her the name, Mayhem. “She knows what we look like. She knows what we’ve done. She must stay with us.”
 
   “Are you willing to let her suffer permanent damage for you, for your plans? Maybe even die for them?”
 
   He stood up as if to leave. A shadow from a coat lying near the lantern obscured his face.
 
   Suddenly he looked like another man, a stranger.
 
   He said, “I may be willing to do much more than that. We will just see how things turn out.”
 
   He left, zipping down the flap almost all the way behind him. Soon after, Cards squeezed into the opening Paul had left, panting and playful, hoping to snuggle with Jen. She wondered if Paul had sent the dog in to her. Clare’s breathing had stabilized enough that Jen could faintly hear it, so she let herself sleep, giving in to the merciful, dreamless nothing. She pretended Clare’s metered breaths were the tides coming in, going out.
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER TWO
 
   DETECTIVE MATTHEWS WAS GETTING WORRIED that he’d misread Miller. He’d been sitting at his table in Ruby Tuesday’s for almost an hour. He’d thoughtfully picked through his appetizer, and had twice deflected his waiter when he hinted that whoever he was waiting for probably wasn’t coming. But then, while he was studying an interesting young family two booths down from him, Miller appeared. 
 
   The waiter brought Miller over, and Matthews bit back some rude remark he wanted to make to the impatient server. Just being right was enough. It was important to be right when you were a detective.
 
   “Sorry about that,” Miller said rather sheepishly. He picked up a menu, but promptly set it down again.
 
   “It’s on me,” Matthews said.
 
   “I’ve got money.”
 
   “I’m sure you do, but I have a personal policy to pay when there’s information I need. I don’t want you to feel like you’re getting nothing for something that’s actually quite valuable.”
 
   The old man, whose personality Matthews still couldn’t pin down, looked at him with his piercing, youth-sharp eyes. He said, “I don’t even know what’s good here.”
 
   Matthews made some suggestions, and soon they had ordered. Once the waiter left again, orders scribbled on the pad, Matthews said, “That is what’s happening here, isn’t it? You’re giving me information I need, or at least, that’s going to help me with this case.”
 
   Miller sipped from his heavy glass of water. It obviously took some amount of effort to keep the water from sloshing out the sides. Matthews wondered if the shake was due to age, or if it had more to do with the man’s nervous state.
 
   Just as Matthews was about to ask again, Miller said, “That’s right. I don’t expect you to believe me, exactly, but I have reason to suppose you might. Whether you believe me or not, I can tell you what’s happening here. Some of it. I can even tell you where they are.”
 
   This kind of statement was the detective equivalent of finding a Benjamin blowing slowly by in an abandoned street. Now, Matthews just needed to see if it was the real thing, or simply lifelike play money.
 
   He said, “It probably goes without saying that you have my attention.”
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   Sean drove the stolen Bonneville in silence, and Paul, in turn, had nothing to say to this half-real extension of the necklace and Deeny and whatever else. The last of Deeny’s power would (hopefully) keep the police from spotting the car, even if it had been reported. Deeny had assured them both again that this was, indeed, the end of his abilities if Paul failed. 
 
   Paul tried to think nothing. He did not try to envision the great bubble Jen had seen; he did not try to remember the feel of the .380’s recoil in his hand when he (Deeny, Deeny pulled the trigger) had killed Donald Harmon; he did not even try to remind himself that the man he was going out to murder that night was a killer in his own right. There was no point in thinking that; it didn’t help. There was no point in thinking anything. Instead he would let the events transpire and wash over him and feed Deeny. The thought he tried hardest to avoid was this: What’s next? Kill this man, but then what?
 
   A plastic-and-yarn crucifix hung from the rearview mirror, and Paul watched it sway as he listened to the sound of the road. They passed trees and cars and houses, but through it all Paul focused on the cheap-looking craft. He could imagine it had been made by a child or a person with special needs. He felt no guilt about the stolen Bonneville; at worst the person it belonged to would be without a ride for a couple nights. They had no plans to permanently possess the vehicle. Sean had even promised Paul that he would fill the tank before returning it.
 
   The journey took over three hours. The whole way Paul fondled and caressed the .380 as if it were a sick pet, as if it were anything but a gun. Less than a thought, more like the nag of a deep pain, the words Paul Kenner will kill a man he has never met seemed to rest uneasily in Paul’s stomach like too much raw garlic.
 
   About thirty minutes before reaching the trailer park, Paul picked up an orange paperback New Testament that had been stuffed into the space between the seat and the center console. Absentmindedly he thumbed through the first few chapters of the Gospel of Matthew, until his eyes happened to catch on one verse. The letters were blood red, indicating they were the words of Christ:
 
    
 
   Take therefore no thought for the morrow: for the morrow shall take thought for the things of itself. Sufficient unto the day is the evil thereof.
 
    
 
   “Good advice,” Paul grumbled.
 
   Sean did not ask him what he meant.
 
    
 
   †
 
    
 
   Once they reached the street where Kyle Weaver lived, Sean dropped Paul off and drove away. He had no cell phone, and Paul’s was no longer functioning anyway, but Sean seemed certain there would be no trouble in finding each other once the deed was done. He explained how elated he’d been when, miles away, Paul had succeeded with the murder of Donald Harmon.
 
    Paul walked in the evening light down North Center Street, which looked far from being the center of anything. Alternating lawns that would be green in the summer and empty lots of dirt stared at him as he passed.  A few houses were lit, but most were dark.  He didn’t know the address, but he didn’t need it. The first seeds of what he was trying to become had been sown; he could see more than a normal man.
 
   The glittering sunset sparked a fire in the air, and Paul felt, despite everything, as if he were a connoisseur of fine art, escaping in the delicacy of the day. But as he walked into the trailer park where Deeny’s vision had directed them, the sun’s flame went out, and darkness overtook the world. 
 
   Paul found the address easily; it was the only traditional building in the trailer-park. It was saggy and rundown. Paul guessed it was perhaps seventy years old. Sooner, rather than later, it was going to have to be demolished.
 
   The accusing gaze of Kyle Weaver’s second floor windows was almost enough to turn Paul back the way he’d come, but he soldiered on, not feeling the fear he had expected, not feeling much of anything. A gigantic gray cloud, slightly lighter than the rest of the sky, drifted past him overhead, and he wondered what it might be like to sleep on such a cloud, for he had become tired.
 
   Approaching the paint-forsaken home, Paul could hear the fake POP POP sound of Hollywood guns firing in the television. He walked up three wooden steps in poor repair, but at the front door he did not know what to do. Eventually he knocked.
 
   There was no response.
 
   Paul knocked again, loudly this time, and he heard a man curse to himself. Four or five seconds later the creaking door revealed a man who looked much older than his fifty-eight years. A wispy lock of hair rested on the man’s head like a gray rodent. His too-tight suspenders pulled unevenly at the right and left sides of his khaki pants, bunching up his plaid cotton shirt at the shoulders.
 
   The man, whom Paul could feel was Kyle Weaver, said, “What?”
 
   Paul felt as if he were in a dream. Unfortunately, it didn’t feel like a nightmare. He said, “Ten years ago you killed your brother because of a woman.”
 
   The man’s face first looked pained, almost repentant, than a pure and vile hatred clutched him like a pain spasm. He launched his frail body through the door, both hands clutching Paul’s neck in a powerful vice grip his appearance belied. Their bodies flew down the steps, splitting the bottom step in two. The man screamed profanities, some of which Paul was unfamiliar with, but he didn’t really feel as if he were hearing them. At least, not with his inner ear. This inner ear, this center of perception, heard instead a placid silence, as if he were floating in the center of a motionless ocean, with no wind or waves.
 
   Weaver’s bony hands threatened Paul’s windpipe, and before he realized what he was doing, Paul fired four times into the man’s face. He had never seen anything like the bloody disintegration of flesh and bone he then witnessed. He had written thousands of descriptions of war violence, but never had he imagined that a person’s body could become so fully alien in less than two seconds. The slight, dead weight on top of him was no longer human. It was meat.
 
   Paul tossed the body (the thing) aside without another thought. He had neither the inclination nor the ability to think, for power was welling within him in a way he had not—could not have—expected. He saw himself as the bubble from the vision he had given Jen. He was growing, changing fundamentally. Around him reality began to thin as if he could see the cogs and coils that ran the universe behind everything. In that moment, he was overcome by the need—the instinctive drive—to smash those gears, to tear the machine apart and watch the horror unfold, whatever that may be. He could see now that Deeny’s ambition was tiny compared to this possibility. He saw, if only for a moment, how Deeny had allowed himself to be blinded by his goal.
 
   There was so much more than murder.
 
   But after a few seconds, the swelling began to fade. He could feel the power moving from him to someone else, probably Deeny. When the swelling strangeness was over, he could remember very little of what he had seen, only that it had been wonderful. Could it be this way every time he took a life? 
 
   Could it be better?
 
   He lay panting on the ground next to the corpse. A light had switched on in the trailer nearest to Weaver’s house, and undoubtedly someone would be looking out to investigate. Paul scrambled to his feet, looked back at the dead body once, then ran to where he knew Sean would be meeting him. Sean had been right; Paul could feel exactly where to go.
 
   He saw the Bonneville pull up, and got inside. Before the door had even fully closed Sean tore down the gravel road out of the trailer park like a madman. 
 
   Paul fell back into his seat, too occupied by his own thoughts to worry about how Sean was driving or to fasten his seatbelt. It felt good to rest and let someone else focus on taking him away.
 
   Panting, he said, “I did it.”
 
   Sean—eyes bulging, grin threatening to tear his head in two—said, “I know.”
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   As Detective Matthews and Clancy Miller waited for their food, Miller talked about the experience he’d had as a young man in the patch of trees on which the Kenners had later built their dream home. At first he spoke slowly, with great trepidation, but apparently upon seeing that Matthews was actually willing to listen and not just hound him about what it had to do with the investigation at hand he quickly got into a full conversational gait.
 
   He told the story of how his girlfriend Mary had sacrificed herself, and how his friend Robert (his writer friend, he was sure to point out) had assaulted him before disappearing. He paused only once, and only for a moment, when their food came. Even though both men were hungry, neither of them touched their food until he was finished.
 
   “The police looked for Robert everywhere, even put his picture up in post offices, but they were looking in the wrong place,” Miller said, finally forking up some mashed potatoes.
 
   Matthews said, “How do you mean?”
 
   “I mean he wasn’t anywhere. Not anymore. This is what I’m telling you you won’t believe. He was in the trees from then on out. He met up with someone else who’d lived there even longer.”
 
   Matthews sat back, sinking into the booth. He looked down at his burger, which looked delicious but somehow unreal. He had not known what he had expected from the man, but it hadn’t been this. He said, “So, obviously there are some parallels between this story and—”
 
   “It’s no story,” Miller said. “You can look up the police reports from the incident, can’t you?”
 
   “I didn’t mean to imply you were being untruthful. I’m sorry. What I’m saying is, you’re relaying this account because of the similarities between it and the case I’m working on now. Robert was a writer, just like Kenner, and he revealed his murderous tendencies perhaps in relation to those trees. But what are you trying to say, exactly?”
 
   “I’m saying that what’s in those trees brings out the worst in some people.”
 
   “So you think Kenner is the perpetrator here?”
 
   Miller laughed, chewing a cube of steak. “Yeah. Yeah, I do. But it’s even more than that, Detective. I’ll be straightforward with you. I’m saying something supernatural is happening, and I can tell you it’s going to seriously hamper your investigation.”
 
   Matthews ate his burger, and sipped his Diet Coke, and didn’t say anything for a while. Miller let him collect his thoughts and focused on the food before him. What the old man was saying was, of course, entirely impossible… and yet, something about this explanation held the intuition of the talented detective, and so he let his mind run with it. Temporarily, of course.
 
   It did make a certain sort of sense. Hadn’t he been preoccupied with the thought of Kenner, the writer of beautiful books, being able to commit these atrocities? Hadn’t there been something about this case that had struck a painful, uncomfortable nerve with Matthews from the beginning? He had felt from day one that this case was different than anything he had ever dealt with. Even if there was nothing unreal happening here, perhaps Kenner thought there was. That might explain some of the more difficult questions.
 
   “I’m not claiming a belief in anything you’ve implicated so far,” Matthews said.
 
   “Fair enough.”
 
   “But I want to hear more. You said that someone else had lived in this tree patch for a long time before Robert ‘found’ them. What did you mean by that?”
 
   Miller chewed and sighed. “I’m in this far, I guess,” and then said, “Deeny is the one who’s lived there for a long time, and I’ll be darned if I don’t feel a bit sorry for him. Once, there was a little boy in Rockport…”
 
   And with that, Miller told Matthews the most unbelievable tale he had ever heard expressed as fact.
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   Clare spent days in near-unconscious pain and withdrawal. She did not know how long it had been since she’d last had a hit, and she thought of almost nothing but this fact, when her thoughts were coherent enough to contain words.
 
   Sometimes, her body forced her into full sleep. It was the only time she had rest, but the nightmare memories kept her from true peace. Mitchell would often hold her hand in these dreams, as she stood on the sidewalk and he stood in the street in a blinky, otherworldly haze. Car lights seen as if through wet glass twinkled and swerved all around them, each one unmanned. He wasn’t playing Human Frogger now, he was simply standing there, not bothering anyone, and then the cars would come into the lane where he stood. One would slam into him, shattering his body, tearing him out of Clare’s grasp, but he would not die. Screaming for her help, Mitchell would call out to Clare over and over, expressing a promise of love if—and only if—she succeeded in saving him. All the while he would be hit again and again by this car and that, being thrust further from her as she ran to catch up. His gory, bloody, remains still screaming her name long after he should have been able. The cars did not hit her, though. She could not join him wherever he was going. They carefully slowed around her, or turned onto mysterious side streets with time to spare. She would chase the crumpled body down the apocalyptic city streets for hours, with Mitchell’s begging body always out of reach. This dream, and others, some darker (Uncle Garry’s basement; “little girl, sweet little girl”) stole from her any comfort she might have derived. 
 
   When she was awake, a different kind of agony engulfed her, entirely physical. She did not have the presence of mind to wonder which mode of torture she preferred.
 
   She vaguely registered the beings around her, but she saw them all as monsters. Almost all. There was one of the shape-creatures that stood out to her. She felt something from the woman. She did not know she was in the mountains by a lake, although she had been aware of that fact when they’d first arrived.
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   Matthews heard all Miller had to say. He listened to the nightmare story of “Deeny’s” childhood. He listened to the account of the four missing children starting in the 90’s (three of which he remembered hearing about at the time). He himself said nothing except to prod the old man or show he was listening or that he understood. At the end of their meal, he thanked Miller, and that was all. The whole time his mind was reeling and racing, desperate and nauseas.
 
   He paid and walked out to his car, waving one last time to Miller as Miller left in his large, old truck. He didn’t get a return wave; Matthews was pretty certain the man was embarrassed about something he had said, even though Miller clearly believed his own story. He understood why Miller hadn’t wanted to speak in front of his ice queen sister.
 
   Matthews lowered his big frame into the driver’s seat and closed the door. He started the engine for the heat but didn’t drive anywhere immediately. The man’s tale, fantastic though it seemed, had disturbed him. He realized, despite all logic and sense, that he believed Miller. And not just because his explanation fit with the bizarre set of facts, but because he felt it was true. 
 
   He laced his hands together on the worn, chilly steering wheel and began to pray. “Heavenly Father,” he said, eyes closed, head tipped forward, “Is what this man says true?”
 
   What Matthews then perceived as an answer from God, a little “Yes” resonating out from the center of his mind, changed the entire course of his life.
 
   “You said you knew where they went?” Matthews had asked Miller at the end of their meal.
 
   “Yes,” Miller had said. “They’re up at Kidney Lake, I’m certain of it.”
 
   “How do you know that?”
 
   For a while Miller didn’t say anything. Then: “Are you a religious man, Officer?”
 
   “Yes. I’m Mormon.”
 
   “Me, too. I know they went up there because God wants me to know it. I dreamt it. Does that work for you?”
 
   “Maybe,” Matthews said, sounding like he meant it. “Who do you mean, exactly, when you say ‘they’ went to Kidney Lake?”
 
   “Kenner. Deeny. Kenner’s wife, if she ain’t dead. Whoever else they’ve got with them.”
 
   Miller had looked him in the eye then, hard, as if preparing a stern reprimand. He’d said, “When you go… you should take me with you. This is my show now, too. In fact, it always has been.” And then, the phrase that Matthews was sure had embarrassed him: “I am the guardian of those trees.”
 
   Very soon after that Miller had professed his need to leave, said his sister would be getting suspicious, and that he didn’t want her getting any wind of any of this.
 
   What the old man had not asked, and what Matthews had not offered the answer to was the question, Do you believe me? It had not needed to be spoken. Miller had assumed that Matthews would follow up, that he would actually go to Kidney Lake and investigate based on a tip from a dream, and that was all Miller needed at this point. And Miller assumed correctly, but Matthews wasn’t about to take a frail old man with him, no matter how insistent he might be.
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   Deeny had been meditating in a dark clearing of the forest near camp during Paul’s adventure. At the moment of Kyle Weaver’s untimely demise, Deeny had begun shaking with pleasure. He could almost see the energy flowing from Kyle to Paul to him to the necklace beneath. Death was the juice of a sacred fruit. It seemed too good to be real, but it was real. It was actually happening. Deeny believed this feeling to be more exquisite than any possible physical ecstasy. He had never—and could never—know a woman in a sexual way, but sex meant nothing to him in the light of this power, this murder.
 
   He waited for Paul and Sean patiently.
 
   In his extreme pleasure, he had forgotten the presence he’d felt the night his childhood memories had broken free, and even though he now had the ability to reach out and feel for probing eyes, he did not think to do so. Deeny was too high to think of trouble.
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   Captain Jeffs was Paul Kenner’s most famous character. He had appeared in three of Paul’s five novels so far, once only as a cameo, and Paul had planned to give him his biggest role yet in Scott’s Anaconda, a novel which was to be largely about Jeffs. Paul had created other memorable characters, of course: the strangely contemplative Barnabus Young from Manpower for example, or the conscripted young black protagonist Edward Fitch and Edward’s sister Isabella from Soldier, Black. But critics and general readers alike all seemed to agree; there was no one quite like Captain Christopher Jeffs. Perhaps this was because Paul himself felt closer to Jeffs than any of his other characters. At times, he had even felt—in longer sessions of writing—that Jeffs was almost like a real person, a friend to share concern for, someone whom understood Paul in some way, someone whom Paul understood intimately.
 
   Jeffs was in Paul’s first book, Vicksburg, which had at first garnered much more praise than hard sales, and had been featured in all but one of Paul’s works. In Manpower Jeffs made only a cameo, but it proved to be a notable one. At the time Jeffs was still a First Lieutenant, but the actions that would earn him his advancement were just around the proverbial corner. The following is an excerpt from the book:
 
    
 
   A man entered the cabin, the makeshift war room. Tall and lean, but with a stiff assurance of movements that promised power despite the slightness of his body. His hair was prematurely peppered with gray, a common ailment of the war’s officers. But his mustache had the look of vitality.
 
   Smith said, “You must be Jeffs.”
 
   “I am,” the man said. He sat behind the desk as if it were his own. His steepled hands formed a point in front of his face, and he was locked behind a cage of fingers. “You are having trouble here.”
 
   “Nearby,” Smith said. “That’s why they sent you, I imagine.”
 
   “Aye.”
 
   During his year as a soldier, Smith had not been officially promoted, but his unusually close proximity to various officers had made him privy to their moods and temperament. Jeffs brooded over the map, searching it intensly. Jeffs looked like a madman as he scanned the paper facsimile of the area. His eyes flew about, but the rest of his body was still as stone. How he could be taking anything in that way, Smith didn’t know, but by the accounts he’d heard, Smith knew this was a man you wanted on your side of the fighting field.
 
   They were all fighting a war, but Smith thought he recognized two at play with Jeffs. The war without, and a war, perhaps even nastier, within the confines of his own heart. Jeffs gave the impression of semi-omniscience, but what did it mean when one who saw all frowned in consternation as Jeffs was doing now? Nothing good, certainly.
 
   Jeffs spoke, breaking into the silence like a clumsy thief, “I’ll tell you what you and your men will need to do.”
 
   “Tell me. I’ll relay any message.”
 
   “You may not want to relay this one at all.”
 
   Smith said, “What do you mean? What do we need to do?”
 
   Finally Jeffs’ eyes slowed. Then stopped. Not landing on anything in particular. Without the smallest movement of the body, Jeffs’ pupils met the gaze of the soldier, Smith, the impromptu leader of his small band, all of them scarcely older than schoolchildren. He said, “If we are to have any success at all tomorrow, you and yours will be our tool. And what you will need to do is sacrifice yourselves for the good of this campaign. Almost all of you will die.”
 
   Smith waited for some other assurance, some alternate idea to come from Jeffs, but it was clear that he meant to say no more. At least, nothing of hope. Jeffs quickly offered some specific orders, orders that would in fact put Smith and his group in grave danger, and left. Without his commanding presence, the room felt as hollow as the home of a new widow.
 
   And Smith knew he would obey. You didn’t say no to someone like that.
 
    
 
    
 
   8
 
   Just as Paul and Sean were returning to camp to talk with Deeny about the murder of Kyle Weaver, Clancy Miller was lying down for what he thought would be the last good night’s sleep he would ever have.
 
   The hyper-white pillow of his sister’s guest room shown like a glowing stone in the faint light of the outside streetlamp. It was cool on his cheek, and made him feel young for a moment.
 
   In the morning he was planning to rise early, drive from Snyderville to Matthews’ office in Summit County, and fly with the officer up to the mountains, to Kidney Lake. Miller knew he himself would not take no for an answer, and he did not expect to return from the mountains at all unless it was in a body bag.
 
   He thought he had resigned himself to this death long ago. After all, he was the guardian of the forest, whether it sounded hokey or not, and this had always been his destiny. But just before tipping into the realm of sleep, Miller realized that he did not want to die. This surprised him. At best, he had ten years left in him, probably less. And what did he want that time for? Who would he spend it with? What would he do? This death should have seemed honorable and good to him now, but still the sadness came, and his old man tears began to spot the white, white pillow his sister had owned for twenty years, but which had never been used.
 
   In a depth of a dark grief the likes of which Miller could never remember having felt before, he finally drifted off to sleep, halfway through a prayer for comfort and strength.
 
    
 
   †
 
    
 
   When he woke he found himself kneeling in a white room, at the base of a clean white altar very much like the ones found in Mormon temples. He realized quickly that he wasn’t awake at all, but to call the experience a dream did no justice to the specificity and strength of the feeling he had. He believed he was, in some sense, actually at this mysterious white altar.
 
   Had he ever married, he would have knelt at one of these altars with his bride, and they would have been sealed together forever, a marriage meant to carry their intertwining to the next life and beyond, into the eternities. Still, though he had not wed, he was familiar with the low, bench-like shape.
 
   All around him hung intricately embroidered curtains, obscuring everything more than a few feet beyond him in every direction. He realized that even around the altar there was no floor. Beneath the cushion area for his knees, there were only more layered curtains, thin as sheets. They seemed lit by some kind of sacred, cool, white flame.
 
   He clasped his hands together and continued the prayer he’d begun before sleeping.
 
   More so than at any other time in his life, Clancy Miller had the sensation that God heard every word as he prayed. Not only that He was listening, but that He was listening from some place very close, as a man would with human ears.
 
   Miller prayed that Kenner would be stopped, that Deeny would be stopped. He prayed that Detective Matthews would believe and understand him, though he had the feeling that was already the case. He prayed for Mary’s soul, though he knew there were many others that needed his faith at this time far more than she. And then, though it shamed him to do so, he prayed for his own life.
 
   “I want to live,” he said.
 
   Some voice, completely indeterminate in gender, attitude, age, or location said, “Thou art certain?”
 
   And then Miller was not. Was it truly that he wanted to continue life, or was it that he did not want to die at the hands of a madman? Surely, this was not unreasonable.
 
   “I do not want to be killed by him,” Miller said. “I am certain of that.”
 
   The light from everywhere increased, and though the draped curtains stirred only slightly, a powerful, invigorating wind began to blow. It filled a place in Miller that had been empty forever.
 
   In the dream, the voice spoke again, this time as a mighty thunder:
 
   “Well done, thou good and faithful servant. Thou hast been faithful in your duty. I shall now give unto you many duties, and I shall make thee ruler over many things. Enter thou into the joy of thy Lord.”
 
    
 
   †
 
    
 
   In the morning, Emma found him dead, looking more peaceful than she had ever seen a man. She was not too shocked or saddened by his passing to keep from thinking what a terrible houseguest he had been.
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER THREE
 
   “BUT IT WAS IN SELF-DEFENSE, does that really count?”
 
   “You can feel that it does. Writer, as much as I admire you, I grow frustrated by how slowly you allow your eyes to open. It does not matter if it is fast or slow, it does not matter if they feel pain or fear, although these things are good. It does not matter if it is in rage, passion, or if it is to protect yourself or someone that you care for. The only thing that matters is that a life is extinguished, and another, and another.”
 
   Near the frozen lake, they sat by the shore, Paul in a camping chair and Deeny on the snow. The night was overcast, but the moon was bright. A bare, limp wind periodically blew. Upon returning, Paul had noticed the smell of the pine trees and wondered why he had not noticed them at camp before. He supposed he had simply gotten used to them.
 
   Paul said, “Why?”
 
   Deeny shrugged. “It is just what the necklace needs.”
 
   “You know, I used to think that it was you that wanted all this.”
 
   “It is, Writer, it is. The necklace and I are connected.”
 
   “So you, and the necklace, you just want us to murder as many as we can?”
 
   “Yes. That is all.”
 
   “Then what do you and Sean mean when you say I will become a new god? This… Mayhem?”
 
   Deeny’s face darkened. His grin was gone.
 
   Paul repeated, “What does it mean?”
 
   “I… I am not sure. I would be happy with what you have written.” Deeny let his black eyes rest on Paul’s face, but did not really seem to be looking at him in particular. “Death after death. That is what the necklace wants of me, and it is what I want. Sean is a part of me, in a sense he is me, but the first mention I heard of this Mayhem was from him.”
 
   “How can that be?”
 
   “I do not know.”
 
   “When I… when I killed Kyle Weaver, I saw something I didn’t understand.”
 
   “What?” Deeny said, an edge to his voice.
 
   “I can’t seem to remember. When the power flowed away from me to you I couldn’t see or understand it anymore.”
 
   “When Sean comes back from work we will ask him.” Without another word Deeny closed his eyes and returned to his meditating.
 
    
 
   †
 
    
 
   Paul felt too strange to talk with Jen, so he went for a solitary walk in the woods. After about five minutes, snow began to fall, but in the thicker parts of the evergreens he could barely tell. It crunched underfoot, but Paul could hear virtually no other sounds. The cold was welcome to him. He realized he hadn’t eaten in almost two days, but he had no desire for food. The image of the man’s face turning from human to mess kept coming back to him—at first it was repulsive, but each time it returned it seemed more surreal and beautiful, like a painting. Eventually the image became a thing disconnected from human pain or gore. It was just color and movement and nothing.
 
   Perhaps he was meant to do this. Maybe it wasn’t wrong.
 
   Or maybe, right and wrong had no part of it. Maybe it was just the next step the world must inevitably take. In an opening of the evergreen canopy above, a pretty swirl of flakes came down, almost in a continual stream. It was too dark for him to see them well, but he could, somehow.
 
   He thought about how easy it had been to get to this point. First, he killed the Deeny that met him in the bathroom. Then Deeny pulled the trigger on Donald Harmon. Then this man Kyle Weaver gave Paul no choice but to kill him when the time came. The whole endeavor seemed charmed, some might even use the word destined.
 
   But what was the next step?
 
   Death.
 
   Simple as that. The next step, and the next, and the next… were all death. But it wasn’t like Deeny thought, it wasn’t just death forever, on and on into eternity. Perhaps that was a lie the green necklace used to pacify Deeny, and even if Deeny could see that, he would pretend not to because anything else was too painful.
 
   Paul had not given enough thought to that necklace. What was it? Was it perhaps more to blame than Deeny for bringing Paul to this point? Paul found it difficult to turn his thoughts toward it for too long. He believed the true picture would be revealed as they continued down this path. Each life taken would show another piece of what actually waited for him.
 
   Mayhem.
 
   But where does Jen fit in?
 
   She doesn’t.
 
   Paul knew that. She was, at best, another step in the path. But she wasn’t really a danger to him or the necklace. She was a mortal, like all of them. It was only the human love he had cultivated for her that held him back from ending her and tapping into another wealth of power like the one they’d acquired from Kyle Weaver. And what was his excuse for the girl, Clare? Why could he not simply kill her and see more of the unavoidable revelation?
 
   Feeling surer than he had in months, he turned back to camp to do just that, to take Clare out, but he became confused before reaching her tent. Instead, he passed by the women’s tent and went into his own, where he slept alone. He missed Jen. He was glad Cards slept with her; at least she was not utterly alone. It was so strange to think she was less than twenty yards from him, and yet he could not go to her. It was possible that he would never find comfort in her arms or smile or warmth again.
 
   He had to banish this from his mind, for it threatened their whole endeavor. Their purpose. He knew nothing would be better for him in that moment than to go to the women’s tent and kill them both, right now, no hesitation—but he also knew he couldn’t do it. He needed to sleep, to rest and realign his priorities. Tired as he was now, he was useless.
 
   Deeny would have to talk to Sean alone when Sean came home. Paul was exhausted. As his brain turned to sleepy mush, one final thought offered him the first real smile he’d enjoyed in what felt like a very long time:
 
   Tomorrow I will kill again.
 
    
 
    
 
   2
 
   Clare had enough presence of mind to laugh at this being her ultimate trip. She was going to die from stopping junk cold, and she knew it. Her crotch, a source of constant discomfort for the last few days, was now on fire. If she could have dug the offending organs out, she would have. Sometimes her head throbbed and banged as if her brain were a wild beast, crazy to get out. Other times she felt her brain deflating like an old balloon, steeped in all the agony such a thing would entail.
 
   Her bones were rods of misery, itch-baking her from the inside out.
 
   She floated in an ocean; every wave was pure cleansing pain.
 
   Her body was buried in the earth. The dirt was tiny sewing needles, and tribal men danced above it, pushing the needles in again at new angles with each footfall.
 
   She was in the basement again. Kidney Lake was a million miles away. Uncle Garry was hitting her. Her under-wire sliced into her armpit and left breast as he pulled her bra over her head for the third time that day, and the tender wound oozed blood and grew to fill her whole body until she was nothing but a mass of bleeding sores. She cried out for her death, no longer wanting drugs, thinking nothing of salvation for her soul.
 
    
 
   †
 
    
 
   Jen watched Clare from her half of the tent, weeping, clutching Cards, powerless, knowing there was no reason to call out for Paul or anybody.
 
    
 
    
 
   3
 
   Matthews had been surprised to hear about Miller’s death. He would be taking a helicopter to investigate alone without any arguments from the old man. Well, not alone alone. Chase Duckworth, a private pilot their department had hired on a couple of occasions, would be flying, and Officer Shirley Cada would be going with him. She was green but had already proven she had what it took, a little bit of steel in the belly, as his old police chief used to say.
 
   The night before he planned to leave, Matthews sat in his office, again with the lights off. The murder book was on the desk, but he’d already thumbed through it a hundred times. There was nothing more it could do for him. He had the distinct feeling of preparing for war. That said, he also had the feeling that there was nothing he could do at this point to prepare except maybe offer a prayer and call his older brother, Scott. Matthews’ parents were both long gone; he was the youngest of their seven kids. Scott was really the only family Matthews was close to.
 
   Like Miller, Matthews had already come to terms with the fact that he might not be returning from this little investigation, though he felt no immediate inclination to tell anyone about his hunch. Whatever happened happened—he just knew he had to go up there. It was something akin, perhaps, to his destiny.
 
   He picked up the phone that, as always, felt like a toy in his hand, and punched in Scott’s number with his big fingers.
 
   After a few rings, the high, mild voice of his brother said, “Hey, Shad, what’s up?” In the background he could hear little kids, Scott’s grandchildren, shouting and laughing. Matthews was overcome with a rush of harsh, warm emotion. If he did die, he’d never see those little ones again, and he’d certainly never get the kids of his own that he still sometimes hoped for, despite being in his forties.
 
   “You there?” his brother said.
 
   Matthews forced his own voice not to crack and said, “Yeah. Sorry. Nothing serious. Just wanted to check in. Sounds like you’ve got a lot going on over there.” He made himself laugh.
 
   “Yeah, kind of,” his brother said. “But I still got time if you need something.”
 
   “Oh. Oh, no, nothing really. Just a social call. I’ll try you another time.”
 
   His brother said, “You sure? Everything okay?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “Alright, then. Thanks for the call.”
 
   “Just—Scott?” Matthews said.
 
   “Yeah?”
 
   “Just know I love you and pass on my love to the fam, okay?”
 
   A pause. “Okay, Shad. You call anytime. I mean it.”
 
   “Goodbye, Scott.”
 
   “Goodbye.”
 
   Matthews put the receiver down. He didn’t know what he was expecting. The feeling of doom had lifted from him a bit, and he almost felt silly for calling. Maybe nothing would happen tomorrow. After all, the old man had seen it in a dream. Matthews had even had to lie to his superiors to get the copter. He told them Kenner had mentioned to the old man that he would be headed up to Kidney Lake.
 
   The more he thought about it, the more he could make himself believe that when they got there they’d find nothing but wildlife.
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   Paul was laughing and laughing. Melodramatically. Incessantly. He laughed until he was hoarse, and then, all but drained of energy, began to lick his blood-stained fingers with quick, passionate motions of the tongue. He kept chuckling quietly in the back alley in downtown Coalville, as if it could even be called a downtown. One of the ten or so streetlamps in town shown like the light of a searching beacon, but Paul had nothing to fear from the probing lights of the world.
 
    Something, maybe Deeny’s power, maybe the necklace, maybe his own growing godhood, had led him here to kill an old beggar just moments before he would have died from winter exposure. Paul was still not ready to kill hodge-podge, at random, but he could do this. He had stabbed the man with a knife he’d found in camp. Simple as that; it had been right outside his door. A long-bladed hunting knife; extremely sharp. The man had not put up much of a fight.
 
    As Deeny had reminded him, it did not matter that the life was extinguished only minutes or seconds before it would have anyway, the only important thing was the killing. He had no worries of police or any other passerby; their power was growing. Three more deaths in as many days. 
 
   He again felt the glowing pulsing green light of energy from the kill. He again, now for the fourth time, glimpsed the clockwork machinations that constantly ran beneath and behind the universe men and women see with their mortal eyes. He’d now killed Harmon, Weaver, and three beggars like this. Again—if only for a passing, primal instant—he wanted nothing but to pull that structure of gears down. The vision faded, as did the memory of it, but not as fully this time. He did not know what he, as Mayhem, was meant for, but he did know that it was something grand and far-reaching.
 
   He looked at the slack face of the murdered beggar and felt nothing negative. Deeny’s puny murders would satisfy him for only so long. But for now they did indeed satisfy… satisfy and more. The power flowed away from him to the east, toward Kidney Lake, but—more so than before—some of that green power stayed in him, made him strong.
 
   In his elation he nearly killed again before leaving town, but he lost his nerve. On his walk back to his getaway car he became disgusted with the murder. He threw the knife in a gutter, wanting to never see it again or anything like it.
 
   Sean, this time driving an old, stolen Corsica, seemed too pleased or bloated to reprimand him for not killing anyone else, though it would have been so easy. They drove back toward camp to check in with Deeny. Soon, Deeny would want to come with him. He would not be able to orchestrate the acts himself, but Deeny seemed sure that watching the extinguishing lives would charge him further.
 
   On the drive home Paul silently vowed to himself that he would kill Clare when they got back to camp. There was no reason not to. His momentary disgust with killing had disappeared. Clare was a liability. And anyway, she was suffering. Paul had heard her screaming. He would probably be doing her a favor.
 
   But once they actually got there, after ditching the car in the woods and making the hike up in the cold, he again became profoundly confused before reaching her tent. Again, he returned to his own tent to sleep—or more likely simply lie down and rest—without as much as speaking to Jen or the girl.
 
   He had not actually seen or spoken to either of them in three days. He also did not talk to Deeny. A rift between them had taken hold the last few days. He wished it was not true, but Deeny was not as pleased as he had been before—as he should be now—with the recent murders. Sean had become more of a driving force than Deeny.
 
   As Paul rested, he went to the edge of something that was like sleep.
 
    
 
   †
 
    
 
   Paul was standing on a ridge near the outskirts of camp. The water stretched out on one side and the trees on the other. He watched the snow fall in blizzard-like heaps. Then the scene below him changed, and the snow melted like a bad claymation video. Each tree grew in both height and width. Large, lush patches of grass sprouted up in many places. A hundred or more people came from somewhere to swim and fish in the lake; they ignored the two big tents that made up Paul’s campsite.
 
   The water turned a beautiful azure-blue; the cloudless sky smiled down at the fertility and magnificence of the scene below. Then that friendly sky deepened in color, turning from bright blue to purple then pink, finally resting at blood red. Green leaves and green needles fell off the branches of the trees as they continued to grow. The soft, thick grass became rough and reddish-purple, but still it grew and grew. The people, who had not noticed the shifting colors, began struggling to get out of the water. It had become soupy and white; bubbles crept up to the surface from some fathoms below. The faces of the swimmers distorted in agony, their mouths opened in large O’s of pain, but Paul could hear nothing except a faint, wispy breeze. The sunbathers ran to escape the growing body of pale, opaque lake water that reached out for them. Some didn’t get away in time and were sucked under the frothy water. The overgrown grassy patches cut the legs and arms of those who did manage to run, and soon they were covered in bleeding wounds, howling in terror. The sharpened blades of grass may have been poisonous, for some people were falling over into them, motionless.
 
   The sky then darkened further, the branches of the trees reached up into it and connected with the unnatural red tendrils descending from some unknowable place in the sky. The dead and dying bodies of the people of the lake mixed with the grass and trees as they grew and grew and grew. The wind grew louder.
 
   Paul felt calm as he took in the scene of change below him.
 
   That’s all this was, after all: change.
 
    
 
   †
 
    
 
   When he awoke in his tent, no light greeted him behind from the thin fabric of the tent. It must still be night, he thought.
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER FOUR
 
   “YOU HAVE KILLED AGAIN,” Deeny said, perched on a rock some way down the shore from their campsite, not looking happy. It was early morning.
 
   “And again,” Paul said forcefully. “I am beginning to see…” He noticed Deeny was turned away from him. “Will you not look at me? Will you not respond?”
 
   “I do not know what to say, Writer. I—”
 
   “You cannot see!” Paul said, thrusting a finger in Deeny’s face, hoping to get his full attention. “Was it not you who only days ago reprimanded me for not being quick enough to open my eyes? Was it not you who invited me to see the truth of what we are doing, what I can become?”
 
   “It was, Writer… It is just—”
 
   “Just what? You no longer understand? You no longer see?” Paul felt out of control, confused, angry. He didn’t think he’d ever hated Deeny as much as he did then, even back when he’d feared him. But also he loved him. Deeny was the only person Paul could turn to now.
 
   Deeny said, finally looking into Paul’s eyes with own his round black ones, “I only wanted to murder.” Then, pitifully, “I only ever wanted to kill.”
 
   “That is such a small thing now, Deeny.”
 
   “I thought you were a true friend to me, Writer. What are you threatening? Are you suggesting my dream… my aspiration, is nothing to you?”
 
   “You are just like my wife,” Paul said, “so quick to be outgrown. You both could be a part of what I can become if you would only let go of your foolish pride.”
 
   “I… I do not know how. I only know the killing.”
 
   “Do you still think you are the one who holds the power?” For a long time Deeny didn’t respond, so Paul said, “Yes. You hold the power, don’t you? The way a glass holds water. The power is for—”
 
   “Stop!” Deeny said, rising to his feet. Standing so close to Paul he seemed to tower over him.
 
   Paul said, “Do you still think Sean is a part of you? Are you so blind?”
 
   “You will cease this talk!”
 
   “He is a part of the necklace. He is made out of the other one, isn’t he? The one you felt while you slept? The other writer that came to you?”
 
   Deeny began to cry. It was an abject, sorry sight. Paul felt as if he were watching an overgrown child. Paul said, “Sean is a tool of the necklace. You are a tool for the necklace. But I am its goal.”
 
   “Writer… Paul, I have been thinking about that,” Deeny said. “I am not sure that necklace even means anything, anything at all.”
 
   With the viciousness of a wicked drunk, one whose violence is sharpened with the drink, Paul said, “What do you mean?”
 
   “I think it was… just my father. His hatred, his insanity. I am not even sure he found the necklace anywhere. He may have made it, or taken it from my mother. I am not sure about any of this now. Clearly, my dream will never come true. We will never go killing through the world, arm in arm.”
 
   And Paul was struck with the sad sense of loss this sentence implied. He let his face go slack. He wanted to reach out to Deeny, comfort him, make promises. But he dared not. He had not realized how much his own desire had been influenced by Deeny’s.
 
   There was no word for what Paul had lost.
 
   With the voice of a man expressing his final lack of passion to a former lover, he said, “These murders are important for now, but ultimately irrelevant. You must accept the necklace for what it is.”
 
   “And what is that?”
 
   Paul said softly, trying to help his friend understand, “It is the emblem of Mayhem. It is my heart.”
 
   “Your new heart,” Deeny spat back, eyes downcast in sorrow at the snow.
 
   With renewed anger Paul said, “It will be my old heart too, soon enough.”
 
   In the heat of argument, Paul did not sense the helicopter approaching, it was only when his mortal ears heard the thup-thup-thup of the blades that he realized someone was coming. Deeny did not even look up.
 
    
 
    
 
   2
 
   Officer Shirley Cada had been out of the academy for about a year and had made something of a name for herself in her department as a reliable, no-nonsense cop. She was fat and short and had enviable long, black curls. When she had first told her parents that she intended to join the force, neither of them had been surprised in the least. Neither had her long time boyfriend, Jordan Cada, who had married her right out of high school.
 
   Their marriage had struggled in the first two years, as it turned out that being married was a much different thing than being virginal high school sweethearts. For one thing, Shirley was ashamed of her body, and would only allow Jordan to make love to her in the dark. Though Jordan himself was pole-thin, he assured her time and again that he didn’t mind her size. “In fact,” he had promised her, “I like thick women.” This was always the word he used when discussing Shirley’s body—thick. He reminded her that he had known what she looked like when they got married. But even as she tried to believe him, she found she simply could not expose herself with any kind of light, a tremendous disappointment for her young husband who did, in all actuality, prefer large women.
 
   In the heat of one of the many arguments incited by this issue, Jordan had explained that he, too, had something he did not want to show anyone. He admitted he had a secret love of painting, had actually been painting for longer than they’d even known each other. But he had never shown his paintings to anyone but his mother. He was ashamed of his work, though he was not certain as to why. He had been destroying each painting without so much as taking a picture for upwards of six years.
 
   In the tiny living room of their apartment, weeping for the first time in Shirley’s memory, her scrawny, redhead husband explained that he did not actually want to go into his father’s fertilizer business as he had always claimed, but that he wanted to be able to paint. He wished he had the confidence to show his partner a very private aspect of himself.
 
   In a trade that both parties had found mutually terrifying and enticing, Shirely Cada stopped wondering if they were going to get a divorce, shed her clothing, and reclined on their thrift store couch, uncovering herself for the first time so that her husband could paint her. Her heart was pounding, but she told herself over and over if she wanted to see his work, this was only fair. She constantly fought the impulse to cover her stomach and thighs with her hands. She could not imagine anyone looking at her in this way without being disgusted. He painted for hours.
 
   Afterward, she ran to the bedroom to dress, hoping Jordan would not see the stress tears she had held back for so long. Once dressed, she felt she couldn’t bear to look at the painting, but because she loved her husband, she did. She was shocked to see that it was beautiful. Not only was Jordan talented (something she would not have guessed), but he had also communicated the tender and erotic feelings he had for his wife in such a way that, if only for a moment, she was able to see herself through his eyes. Though she was still unhappy with her body, the work helped her accept that he was somehow okay with it, just the way it was.
 
   The painting now hung at the head of their bed, for no one’s eyes but their own, and when Shirley was feeling down—especially about her looks—she would take a minute to again appreciate her husband’s work. In so doing, she had to appreciate herself.
 
   Now when the twenty-two year old Shirley looked forward at her life she saw three things: her advancement as an officer (her prime goal was to become a detective, like Matthews), her husband’s work as a painter (she intended to do anything necessary to encourage Jordan with this difficult dream), and the children they would hopefully one day bring in to the world. When she looked forward, she did not see the very real possibility of being killed in the line of duty. She did not see her coffin draped with her country’s flag. She did not see Jordan drinking and crying alone at all hours of the night, mourning her.
 
   As the helicopter she was in came closer to Kidney Lake, however, she saw these things in her mind clearly for the first time. An awful nauseous stone had dropped into her belly. One look at Matthews’ hard face—typically a warm man of comfort and friendliness—told her that he also had trepidations about their assignment that day. 
 
   When they saw the campsite, exactly where Matthews’ informant had said it would be, the feeling turned to cold resignation. Chase Duckworth, a private pilot Shirley had met once before, began their descent.
 
   Totally drowned-out by the noise of the engine and blades, Shirley Cada whispered, “I love you, Jordy.”
 
    
 
    
 
   3
 
   Chase, the head-shaved helicopter pilot, was thinking about his daughter’s birthday, which they’d celebrated over the weekend. He was divorced now and only got to see his children on Saturdays and Sundays. He understood the court’s tendency to favor the mother, but in this case they’d been wrong. He didn’t blame the system; his ex-wife Dana, the master manipulator, knew how and when to pretend she wasn’t insane, and she’d won over the judge.
 
   For the first time since the split, one of his daughter’s birthdays had fallen on a visit weekend. The three of them had spent all of Saturday at Chuck E. Cheese’s, the park, and the mall. Normally a reserved man, he’d even let them drape necklaces on him in Icing, asking which he liked most. He had actually been happy for hours on end, something he hadn’t thought possible just a few days before, so it was no surprise he would rather think of this last weekend than whatever the policeman was here for, some fugitive. After that restorative couple of days, Chase began to think that maybe he wouldn’t be alone the rest of his life. He was only thirty-two, and despite feeling like that was the new one-hundred, he still had some youth and life ahead of him, didn’t he?
 
   All these thoughts were pushed away when it came time to land. Other than his girls, Chase had one love: flying. He could tell this was going to be a tricky landing because the ground wasn’t perfectly level anywhere, and he licked his lips, ready for a good challenge.
 
    
 
    
 
   4
 
   At first Paul had to admit, even to himself, that he was afraid. But then he realized that the answer to this intrusion was clear. The interlopers were police, but that made little difference now, he would kill them as he had the last three beggars, as he had killed Kyle Weaver.
 
   Was he sure he could do it again now?
 
   Well, he thought and smiled, I doubt they’re going to give me much of a choice.
 
   One question knocked around his mind, but he didn’t bother to ask Deeny. Paul wished Sean were there. Over the past few days he had begun to see how much closer Sean was to the necklace, and their true goal, than Deeny was. What he wanted to ask Sean was this: was he strong enough now to withstand gunshots? Certainly he felt strong enough to withstand anything, but he did not know for sure. Not only was the pragmatic reasoning behind the question important to Paul, there was also the latent desire to be a superhero that runs in so many subconscious minds. Like his purchasing of the luxury vehicle, the ability to stand up to a bullet would indicate more than the act itself—it would be a serious symbolic turning point.
 
   As the helicopter came down, deliberately in the vicinity of camp, Paul told Deeny to stay where he was in the woods. As angry and frustrated as he was with Deeny, he still loved his best friend and wanted to protect him from danger.
 
   Paul stalked toward the tents, toward the incoming trespassers. Perhaps in one tiny, terrified part of his consciousness, he believed they might have the power to kill him, to end all this madness, but he strongly doubted it.
 
   As the flying machine landed in the snow Paul wondered again, however distractedly, why he had not yet killed the girl, Clare. Doing so would have further prepared him  in this regard, for each life extinguished was like another can of Popeye’s spinach. This image made Paul grin, almost as if in greeting to two police stepping out of the helicopter. A bald pilot that looked more like a robot than a man remained in the craft, peering out of his dark aviator glasses. Huh, Paul thought, as he had never needed to do any research about flight for his books, I guess pilots really do wear those.
 
   Like Deeny, the male officer was massive, easily six-foot-five, but unlike Deeny, he was not round. He was built like a statue, pudgy in some places, especially the gut, but overall he gave a distinct impression of strength. It was obvious that he handled his bulk with grace and ease. Another twinge of fear shot through Paul; he wished the man were not quite so imposing. The other officer with him was a young woman, probably not much older than Clare, but chunkier. She did not set off alarm bells of worry as the bull-man did.
 
   “Are you Paul Kenner?” The male officer called out over the still-chopping helicopter blades.
 
   Paul, with a grin that was almost innocent, charged the policeman-impersonating mountain in front of him.
 
   Deftly, the officer pulled his gun out and shot Paul in the leg. His partner had also drawn her weapon but did not fire.
 
   It was a moment of exhilaration Paul would, sort of, remember for the rest of his life. The bullet did, indeed, tear into his skin and flesh, but even as it made contact with his thigh bone he felt no pain. He kept running. The bullet had stopped at the bone. He was truly becoming the god he was destined to be.
 
   A deliciously comic look of surprise took over the officer’s face. Clearly not wanting to get involved, the pilot stayed in the helicopter, although he had the decency to look upset. In was only the policewoman (More like policegirl, Paul thought) who retained the presence of mind to do something. She ran toward Paul, getting as close as she could, and was about to pull the trigger again.
 
   Not really knowing what he was doing, Paul held his hands out straight in front. He had to laugh then, because he realized he was mimicking Ryu, a fictional martial artist from Street Fighter II who had shot balls of energy from his hands at his opponents. He had not played the game since he was fourteen, but he still remembered his cousin joking about the Japanese phrase Ryu said as he shot the bolt. “How-are-YOU-Ken!” His cousin had yelled, and then: “I-am-FINE-Ryu!”
 
   Funny stuff.
 
   Instead of a ball of energy mildly wounding a fighting opponent, something like Deeny’s anti-light fog spread from the heels of Paul’s hands. It enveloped Shirley Cada, obscuring her features, but not so much that the shocked O of her mouth could not be seen. She howled in agony as her skin bubbled with horrific green light. Lesions and boils exploded all over her, clearly both on the exposed skin and where her uniform covered. Her eyes broke into sores, liquefied, then ran down her warped face. Her hair fell from her head, fluttering briefly in a light breeze like curled leaves. The body that Jordan Cada had fought so hard to see was destroyed in no more than fifteen seconds.
 
   Seeing his own handiwork, Paul turned to one side and hurled. Though there should have been no food in his stomach, blackish stones came out, a little smaller than golf balls, steaming once they landed in the snow. Paul chose to pay them no mind. He didn’t feel the newly-familiar rush of murder this time; perhaps it was simply that he was busy.
 
   The helicopter pilot was clearly trying to take off. Paul reached up to the air in front of him, and pantomimed pulling down invisible rotor blades. In response, the helicopter’s blades crumpled around the aircraft like so much ribbon. The engine quickly jerked to a halt.
 
   By now Matthews was up and running for Paul. He was snarling not-quite-real words and profanities. He seemed to have forgotten his gun entirely, and Paul didn’t blame him; what they had just witnessed with the other officer was disgusting.
 
   Paul leapt and tackled Matthews like a football pro, although the impact was not as satisfying as he would have hoped. He didn’t have to think, he just started raining blows onto the big man’s rough face. With furious speed, he landed fist after fist into the officer’s nose, jaw, and eyes. Paul was subconsciously unwilling to try a more mystical attack, as he was still nauseous from before. This did not stop him from enjoying himself. There was something sweet about the violence, something worth enjoying. The sweetness may have been that the man represented order, the gears and cogs that Paul had seen, and this was just a tiny taste of what it would feel like to finally destroy the machine behind the curtains of the universe.
 
   He fully intended to continue his assault on the male officer, but then he felt eyes on him. Not the helicopter pilot, though he was watching helplessly in shock—someone else was observing him. Time seemed to slow to the point of stopping. Paul turned his head toward camp.
 
   It was Jen.
 
   She had, of course, heard the helicopter and was now standing at the doorway—or, more accurately, the flapway—of her tent, watching Paul try to punch this man to death. Though she was some distance off, Paul could plainly see the look on her face. It was an expression he had never seen before, an expression he had never thought to describe in any of his books. It was the look of a person letting go of love.
 
   Both the pain of realizing she no longer loved him and the shame of caring when it should have meant nothing to him only intensified the power of his pounding fists. The officer came somewhat to his senses and tried to throw Paul from him. He succeeded only in setting Paul to one side, but it was enough for the big man to stumble to his feet and make a break for the waiting helicopter. Not that it would do him any good, ruined as it was. The officer was in hysterics now. Paul could nearly hear the man’s thought: Need to get out of here. Something very strange. Need to get out. When the officer was almost to the craft Paul came up behind him again and brought him down with a blow to the back of the neck with interlaced hands. The officer’s head smashed against the footstep into the passenger seat and he collapsed in the snow, unconscious.
 
   Paul then leapt, as the saying goes, like a demon out of Hell at the pilot who quickly joined the officer in the black of dreamless sleep.
 
    
 
    
 
   5
 
   The tent that had been known as the women’s tent now became the captive’s tent.
 
   Paul dealt with Jen first. Now that she no longer loved him, she was extremely dangerous. He pretended not to hear any of her objections and cries as he bound and gagged her again, much tighter than before. He also ignored the pain in his heart. Then he bound the officer and the pilot together. By then he was out of rope, but he did not think the drooling, moaning Clare would pose any kind of threat.
 
   Paul stood hunched over the captives and watched them. They wriggled and squirmed. He had bound the two men together in order to save rope; they made him think of Siamese maggots. They looked up at him with pleading and fear in their eyes, but he was no longer paying real attention to them. Even though it hadn’t given him a true rush, killing the girl officer had again taken him to the edge of destructive elation, and he felt like he was on the back end of a smooth, mellow high. He was floating.
 
   Deeny didn’t come out of the woods after all of this (Paul had no idea why, but right now he didn’t care), so Paul was on his own until Sean got back from work. What would Sean say? Would he praise Paul for his ferocity in attacking the officers and the pilot, or would he scold him for only killing one of them? Could he even answer to himself why he had not done it? Why he had let the male officer, clearly dangerous to the operation, and the pilot live? Why could he not do it? He had killed before, in self-defense and those who were about to die anyway, and Deeny had assured him this was no different. He said that killing was killing no matter what, but lately Paul didn’t put as much stock in what Deeny told him as he used to. Paul still smiled, however, as he thought, A murder’s a murder, no matter how small.
 
   As the hours passed, and the sky darkened, Paul paced the camp, seeing no sign of Deeny. He now did not bother to wear a coat; he walked the earth in khakis and a stained button-up shirt. He did not notice the cold. Again and again he tried to muster up what he thought of as courage, but he could not bring himself to kill any of them.
 
   As if to further prove the difference in the ways of killing, the power—presumably from the female officer—had started to well within him. The feeling was delayed, and instead of passing as it had before, it grew so much that it hurt, but he saw no more of the grand vision of gears. “These are just my growing pains,” he told the frozen body of water, in a tone of voice quite unlike his own. “I welcome the sting and the ache.”
 
   Too wound-up to hang around camp, and guessing that Sean would still not be back from work for another hour-and-a-half, he went for a walk in the nearby woods. Partly, he did this to kill time, but he also hoped he would run into Deeny, that Deeny would congratulate him, that it could be the way it used to be.
 
   He noticed with vague interest that not every step he took landed squarely on the ground. Some floated an inch or two in the air, making his gait uneven and leaving a strange pattern of on-and-off footprints in the snow. If he’d wanted to, he may have been able to walk into the sky, or at least up among the high branches of the trees, but he didn’t feel like experimenting with new powers just then. He didn’t really feel like doing anything.
 
   A deer scampered into view about ten yards from Paul. The big, fragile animal gazed into Paul’s eyes as deeply as a human lover. Its head snapped up like a coyote howling at the moon and a deep throaty call sounded from its animal mouth, a sound unlike any Paul had ever heard. In the distance another deer answered in turn, then further off, another, like an echo. The animal left after one more reproving look, and Paul walked on. He wasn’t sure when the calls ended as they became quiet to hear.
 
   Eventually the rushing of power started to fade, and a feeling like post-coital tristesse overcame him. In his malaise, Paul missed Deeny. He missed Jen. He missed writing. He knew it was childish and absurd to care about the mundane with everything that waited for him—the prospect of becoming a god on earth—but he could not seem to help it.
 
   He wished he could just grow up.
 
    
 
    
 
   6
 
   Sean moved from his office building at the U to the campsite at Kidney Lake like wind. No longer as bound to Deeny as he had been, he could now move more incorporeally. He did not know or care why. He wondered if he existed, but the answer was ultimately unimportant. All that mattered was the next step.
 
   He had an inkling through the workday that things were changing at the campsite. There had perhaps even been another murder. Regardless of what it specifically was, Sean was sure it was important. When he left the building, he did so with more than a mild suspicion that he would never return. As their power grew large enough (he did not know if “their” meant he and Deeny, or Paul and the necklace, or what) the façade of his working would no longer be needed. The authorities would connect his disappearance to the others, but it mattered very little how much of the truth people saw. People were too cowardly to act on their knowledge, and the necklace would stop whatever feeble attempts might be made by a few stupid, brave individuals.
 
   It took him less than twenty minutes to get back to the campsite. Neither Deeny nor Paul were in sight. A silent helicopter stood sentinel over the tents. Sean was intrigued. He heard the bodies rustling in one tent and looked inside. It answered a lot of his questions. He saw Jen, and a bizarre lurching in his loins troubled him. He felt something strange for Jen these days, and he remembered with fondness their time as friends, though it had been nothing but a time-biding ruse.
 
   He was also saddened, if not surprised, to find that the newcomers—both men—were still alive. How could he help Paul face what must be done? Just then, Paul appeared at the edge of the site, Sean noticed he was not walking in an entirely normal way. Only when Paul got close did Sean see that not all of his steps met the snowy ground. He did not know the significance of this, but figured anything supernatural had to be a good omen.
 
   “What happened here?” Sean asked.
 
   “We’ve been found.”
 
   “But you stopped them?”
 
   “Yes. I killed one of them,” Paul said, smiling in a sad kind of way. “I also took a bullet in the leg.”
 
   “And?”
 
   “And nothing happened.” He lifted his khaki pant leg to reveal a stubby scar. “It popped it out like a big pimple.”
 
   Sean raised his eyebrows. Despite his anger regarding the still-living intruders, he was impressed by this. He said, “Good. Now, Paul—”
 
   “I know,” Paul said, smiling, shamefaced. He almost looked cute. “Let’s kill them.”
 
   “Really? I mean… can you?”
 
   “I think so. At least one. Not Jen, though.”
 
   “No,” Sean said quietly. “Not Jen. Not yet.”
 
   Paul nodded. Their shared—if reluctant—interest in Jen’s well-being brought the two closer together than they would have otherwise been.
 
    
 
   †
 
    
 
   Paul’s heart sank upon seeing them again when Sean opened the tent flap. Their wriggling and closed-mouth pleading renewed upon seeing their captors. The old Paul surfaced in his mind, screaming in indignant rage at what he had done, what he still planning to do, demanding that the horror be put to an end. It begged him to consider the innocent life he had already taken that day.
 
   But he stifled the feelings.
 
   Sean waited, prudently saying nothing.
 
   Once the ragged battle on Paul’s face calmed, Sean said, “Which one? Try to feel for the right one to kill first.”
 
   At this, the pilot and the officer redoubled the intensity of their muffled pleas. The words had no effect on Jen, who was not even looking at the entryway. The girl, Clare, did not seem aware of their presence.
 
   Paul obediently closed his eyes, hoping the necklace would direct him. Instead of an answer on who to kill, he got the psychic whiff of something else. Something important.
 
   Paul and Sean felt it at the same time. How could they have not known before?
 
   There were more than four life forces in the tent. The officer, the pilot, Jen, and Clare were all there; but there was a fifth.
 
   A tiny life was being lived inside Clare. A baby, possibly Donald Harmon’s.
 
    
 
   †
 
    
 
   Sean worried this would change things for Paul, but the look on Paul’s face was not one of compassion, but anger.
 
    Paul said, “This is why I’ve been confused about this area.” Then his voice jumped up, loud, hollering. “Trying to protect this baby!” He turned, stalking off toward the trees. “Trying to protect this baby! Hypocrite!” Cards, who had been milling about the camp, was quick to respond to the excitement. She ran off with Paul, yipping twice happily.
 
   “What do you mean?” Sean said, zipping up the tent. He didn’t want anyone to die of exposure—that would be the murder equivalent of letting a loaf of bread grow moldy.
 
   “A dozen times!” Paul shouted, mostly to himself, as Sean caught up to him. “I’ve been trying to kill that girl! ‘No reason not to,’ I thought, ‘I’ll just get it done now!’ But I have always been confounded!” He stopped his trek for a moment, and then addressed Sean, who instinctively backstepped once in the face of Paul’s rage. “Something wants that baby to live.” Cards yipped again, circling her master’s feet. The sun was setting, and Paul’s volume seemed out of place in the peaceful wilderness.
 
   Sean, taking his own turn to be slow to see the truth, said, “But who could do that?” 
 
    
 
    
 
   7
 
   Deeny broke out in an ethereal sweat. He was afraid for his life. He farted nervously. Darkness had come as the sun set, and it had come quickly. Now it seemed the world had entered a perpetual night. For the first time since he had been a child, he did not feel the darkness of that night served him or his purposes. For the first time in a very long while, he truly felt fear. 
 
   If he could have moved farther away from the campsite, he would have, but something—he could not guess what—was holding him captive. He couldn’t dematerialize or hide, and he knew why he was falling apart, why he was no longer useful to Paul or the necklace. It was that old fool who had visited him in his dreams. Somehow the man, Deeny didn’t even know his name, had shown Deeny his father, his mother, his own burial in the patch of trees where Paul eventually built his home. Deeny had not understood at the time, but this experience had filled him with doubt. Each person Paul killed had added to that doubt. Deeny had begun to wonder if he even wanted to kill, or if he had only been a tool of the necklace. Thought of further murders bothered him not at all, but it also failed to stir within him the old bloodlust that—for decades of almost existence—had been all he had known.
 
   No. Not the necklace. Deeny was convinced it was nothing but an artifact of metal and glass. It was nothing but a seed dropped from the tree of a man’s insanity—his father’s. Now Paul had the hate in him, or was making it himself. That’s all that was: crazy hate.
 
   Deeny’s first true act of confederacy with humanity had been after sensing the life growing within the girl, whose name he’d learned was Clare. Thinking of her, Deeny placed a hand on his own massive stomach. How much simpler all this would have been had Paul simply been stronger from the start. If he had simply killed the girl the first time he’d had the chance. Until Deeny felt the alien presence of the growing human he had been able to stifle his own doubts to the point that he had not even known he’d had them. He’d trusted in the friendship he and Paul had built around their dream of murder. Even as Paul and Sean had drifted away from him, toward whatever grand thing they thought awaited them, Deeny had tried to steel himself, force himself into loyalty. But this baby had changed everything.
 
   This baby could grow into a child like Deeny had once been, back when he was just Dean. He wished he could remember his last name. He wished he could remember his mother. Using all of what little power he’d been able to hide from the others, Deeny had done what he could to protect the baby in Clare, fully aware that he had killed its father.
 
   Like a mobster pawn who has betrayed the Big Man, knowing he has nowhere to run, Deeny waited for the death he felt he deserved. Sean and Paul could do it. They now had the power. But even with all the guilt mounting in him, he found he still cared about the child.
 
   Perhaps, somehow, he could still protect it.
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   Sean and Paul found Deeny on the edge of their territory, the extremities of which were mapped instinctively in them. Paul walked up in an angry huff, but upon getting closer to Deeny, his demeanor changed. He stood perhaps three feet from where Deeny sat on a large, flat stone beneath some of the taller evergreens around. Snow had begun to fall lightly around them. Though it was dark, none of them had any trouble seeing.
 
   Paul said, “You are protecting the baby.”
 
   “Yes,” Deeny said, casting his black eyes to the ground.
 
   “Why?” Emotion threatened the strength of Paul’s voice. “To what end?”
 
   Deeny looked up at them both: his friends. His round black eyes reflected some hint of light, though there seemed no source for it. He said, “Paul… I have been used. My life was taken from me.”
 
   “Oh, come on,” Sean said.
 
   Paul said, “You are a disgrace to this organization. You know… I loved you, Deeny. I felt closer to you than I have ever felt to anyone… except maybe Jen… years ago.”
 
   “I know,” Deeny said, scrambling to his feet. He seemed more corporeal than he ever had. “I love you too, Paul.” Black, inky tears, dripped from the eyes of the being Paul had once feared more than any other. “You are a brother to me, a son, a father.”
 
   Sean said, “We will kill you now.”
 
   Deeny paused. He drew breath with apparent difficulty, as if he were unused to the task. Eventually he sighed and ran his hand through his thin hair. He said, “This is the third time for me, Paul. I have been killed before.”
 
   Paul said, “I know.”
 
   “I was only a child.”
 
   Paul cringed.
 
   Deeny said, “We can still do it, if you want. We can just kill. What good can this necklace bring you? What good is it to become a god? Have you been fooled?”
 
   “You are the one who was fooled,” Paul said. “I am sorry that the necklace saw the need to do that to you, but it was the right thing. The purpose was never to kill, only. Why do you think I dreamed of defiling Harmon’s body? What do you think that had to do with murder?”
 
   “I assumed we would find out. Sometime.”
 
   “Nothing. It was for the greater purpose.”
 
   “Which is?” Deeny challenged, a finger raised toward Paul.
 
   Sean said, “No matter now. It is of no concern to you, Deeny.”
 
   Deeny said, “One final thing. Please.”
 
   “And what is that?” Sean said.
 
   “The baby. The baby.” He looked into Paul’s eyes with an expression that was almost human. “Please Paul. Don’t kill her until she’s had her baby. Don’t let it die. That is all I ask.”
 
   “What should we do with it?” Sean said. “Raise it?”
 
   “Yes. Please. In memorial of our friendship.” He was talking to Paul, not even glancing at Sean. “Raise it.”
 
   Paul said nothing. He said, “You were my friend Deeny. One of the first true friends I have ever had.”
 
   “And you,” Deeny replied, “are the only friend I have ever had. I am sorry I betrayed you.”
 
   More inky tears from Deeny. A single clear one from Paul.
 
   Paul and Deeny embraced.
 
   With professional demeanor, Sean directed Deeny to take a step away from them.
 
    Paul and Sean clasped hands in front of Deeny, who stood motionless in front of them, face sorrowing. Without knowing where the words came from, Paul and Sean chanted in unison:
 
   “Dimittere hoc creatura. Dimittam hoc ens. Mayhem venire faciat omnes pariter pereas in via.
 
   “Fiat Mahemium venit.
 
   “Fiat Mahemium venit.”
 
   On the third and final quiet refrain Deeny joined in to say, “Fiat Mahemium venit.”
 
   Deeny rose five feet in the air, and green light seeped up from the ground, disarticulating his body like a careful cannibal preparing a feast of ritual power. Skin separated from flesh, and then flesh separated from bone until Deeny resembled an alien anatomy diagram. His insides seemed to mostly hold his anti-light, which mixed with the green without fully merging.
 
   His vision split, then split again. His thoughts divided like flakes of cooked fish, until everything lost meaning. He went wherever such things go when they die. 
 
    
 
   †
 
    
 
   Paul felt sadness, although they were now free from the weakest member of their group. He looked with strange passion into Sean’s eyes, but did not find the same passion staring back. He felt even greater animosity for this deceitful blond man.
 
   Sean said, “You’re not going to do what he asked, are you? About the baby?”
 
   Paul turned away in disgust and began heading back toward camp.
 
   Another deer passed them after stopping to howl up at the huge gray-black sky above.
 
   Deeny had offered as little resistance as he had always hoped the world would offer him.
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER FIVE
 
   JEN’S WILL WAS TOTALLY BROKEN, and she could not imagine even putting forth the slightest effort for communication. She lay in the tent with the other bound or otherwise incapacitated victims, not looking at them or engaging them in any way. She almost wished Paul had already killed them instead of thrusting them on her. They were all going to be dead soon anyway—if they were lucky.
 
   The Coleman electric lantern still lit the tent, and the gas heater still warmed them.
 
   Jen believed she understood now, more fully than ever, that whatever was happening was not just clinical madness—but pure, unadulterated evil. She thought of the worst murderers, rapists, dictators, and torturers the world had ever known and became convinced that no despicable act was beyond Paul’s current ability or state of being. It was as if Satan himself were now the ruler of this lake and all those around it.
 
   Despite the cold outside, the air in the tent was stiflingly hot, as no one had thought to turn the heater down to compensate for the inclusion of two new bodies. With her mouth covered, and one of her nostrils blocked by mucus, Jen was left with only one small hole through which to breathe. She noticed that she was digging her head slowly and incessantly into a sharp rock resting near her head under the thin fabric of the tent floor. It was the first time she really began to question her own state of mind; how far from normal was she? With no way to gauge that, she instead wondered distractedly if she could slam her head into the rock hard enough to end her life or cause her to lose consciousness. Though she had always felt sympathy for them, she had never understood those who contemplated suicide. She did now. It was as simple as running out of options.
 
   It was true that she no longer loved the Paul that lived, and she mourned the loss of her husband. To her he was as good as dead. No, she thought, it is worse than death. If she could see a way to do so, she would kill him without hesitation, but she had felt, however distantly, how powerful he was now. Only God—a god she did not know if she believed in—could stop him, and even if He was up there, He probably wasn’t interested. If He was intending on stepping in anytime, He would probably have done so by now.
 
   The rustling and mumbling of the men bound together failed to get her attention, but then, one of them spoke clearly. Somehow he had removed the gag, although he was not free.
 
   A gruff but kind voice said, “You’re Jennifer Kenner aren’t you? I can see your head, so you can nod or shake it.”
 
   She nodded, but not enthusiastically, she was not interested in his false hope. It felt good to nod anyway, scraping her head against the sharp rock beneath the tent.
 
   The man said, “Have you been here since your disappearance?”
 
   Again, she nodded. Scrape. Scrape.
 
   “I’m sorry we couldn’t find you sooner. I’m sorry I couldn’t do more.”
 
   She said nothing. She did nothing. She expected nothing from the man.
 
   “Someone else will be coming soon to look for us; I told everyone in my department I was planning on coming to Kidney Lake. Some old man who lives near your house told me where you were. He said…” The man laughed hollowly. “He said he dreamed you were here.”
 
   This tidbit did pique her interest slightly. A dream hinted at a possible benevolent hand behind the scenes. Before all this, she would of course have had no faith in an old man’s dream, but now, all previous bets were off. Her world had become a place where dreams might have more meaning than, say, gravity. She fought down this faint glimmer of hope as one might try to stop lunch from coming back up the way it came. She believed it did not matter who came or did not come or who dreamt what, Paul was becoming a new god, with whatever perks such a transformation entailed.
 
   The man said, “Is this girl okay?”
 
   That also made Jen feel something, but again she tried not to hope. But perhaps even if she were doomed… just maybe the girl was not. She shook her head, indicating that the girl was not, in any sense of the word, okay.
 
   “Is this Clare Clark?”
 
   She nodded.
 
   “According to the bartender who reported her disappearance she was taking heroin, is that the problem? Is she going through withdrawal?”
 
   She nodded vigorously. Without her noticing, and certainly without her permission, the will to fight began to grow inside her. She didn’t really think this policeman could stand against Paul now, but she was impressed by how much he knew already and how much he was able to infer. He sounded competent, at least.
 
   She wondered how close he had been to the female officer Paul had already… dealt with. If she weren’t gagged, she would try to express her sympathy.
 
   “Do you know if Clare has had any kind of fix since coming up here?”
 
   Jen hesitated, not sure which way to move her head to show that Clare had not. A shake no might indicate that she didn’t know, or that Clare had not. But, she didn’t really see what it mattered, what the officer could do about it one way or another. She shook no, hoping that would make sense. She wanted the girl to live, and the baby that Sean and Paul had talked about as they stalked away from the tent earlier. As if it were her own, she needed this baby to live.
 
   “How long is he usually gone? Nod once for less than an hour, and twice for more than an hour.”
 
   She nodded twice. He was usually gone much longer than that. What the officer didn’t yet understand was that Paul wasn’t exactly alone up here. How could he understand?
 
   “Well, let’s see if we can’t get ourselves out of this mess, eh?”
 
   She nodded slowly.
 
   “How about you, Chase?”
 
   She heard a stifled murmur of ascent that must belong to the pilot.
 
   “Alright, then,” The officer said, sounding much more optimistic than he had the right to.
 
    
 
    
 
   2
 
   When the unpleasant business of destroying his closest friend was done, Paul said, “I want to see it.”
 
   Sean said, “The necklace?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   It was hard for Paul to tell how much of the light he was seeing was natural, and how much was an extension of his power, but if he had to guess, he would say the moon had come out. Before killing Deeny, things had seemed darker. He could make out the snowy branches of the trees and remembered that they had missed Christmas this year. They hadn’t even put up a tree, had they?
 
   Sean said, “Deeny is the one who buried it up here. I don’t know where it is.”
 
   Paul, breaking from his thoughts of Christmas’ past, said, “Can’t you feel it?”
 
   “Just like you can. Doesn’t mean I know where it is.”
 
   “Well, let’s try to find it. I just… I want to see it. Touch it, maybe, remind myself why we’re even out here, what we’re trying to do.”
 
   Sean said nothing for a moment. Then, “You’re not worried, are you? About what Deeny said? About the necklace not being important? He didn’t understand. That’s clear, right? Don’t concern yourself with that.”
 
   “What harm can it do to see it? Don’t you want to know where it is, too?”
 
   “Okay. We’ll give it a shot.”
 
   The pair tried to sniff out the necklace like bloodhounds; they knew it was near.
 
   After searching for some time, Sean said, “Paul. There’s something I want to talk to you about.”
 
   Paul stopped on the deer trail they’d been following. “What?”
 
   “I just think you should know a little more about me, now that Deeny’s gone. I feel like we got off on the wrong foot, what with me spending so much time with Jen and everything. But I was just doing my job.”
 
   Paul wasn’t tired physically, he wondered if he ever would be again, but he still wished there was a chair to sit down in. He had the feeling that whatever he was about to hear wasn’t going to be pleasant. Then a thought occurred to him, and he tried sitting midair. It worked. The emptiness beneath him supported his rear like a stool. 
 
   Sean raised an eyebrow, but otherwise didn’t mention it. He said, “I think I used to be a guy named Robert… Robert something.”
 
   “I remember hearing about you. You came to see Deeny when he was still sleeping.”
 
   “Yeah,” Sean said, perhaps feeling a bit guilty about how they had treated Deeny. “Yeah, I did. A long time ago. Not sure how long, but probably before you were born. I was a writer, too, but I wasn’t as good as you. I wrote stories that were supposed to take place in the future.” He began pacing between two particularly large pines.
 
   “Like, science fiction?”
 
   “I think so. I don’t know the details, and I’m sure they don’t matter, but I heard Deeny’s call, too.”
 
   “You mean the necklace’s call,” Paul corrected. Sean made a gesture to indicate that the difference wasn’t important.
 
   “But I failed,” Sean said. “I tried it, and it didn’t work out, and that was it. I went in to the trees and I didn’t come out again until I was needed. For Jen. She became important to me. In some way, I wouldn’t even be here if it weren’t for her. At least, I don’t think so.”
 
   A cold, sickening shiver got Paul’s neck. The idea that his wife had been working with, confiding in, eating with this… reject ghost that had popped out of their own property was disturbing to say the least.
 
   “I know all this. Enough of it, anyway,” Paul said. “What are you getting at?”
 
   “Watching Deeny go away like that… I realize that maybe I’m not really cut out for this, either. Not like you are.” Paul heard the desperation in his Sean’s voice. Desperation, and something that might have been shame. How could this be happening?
 
   Sean continued, “If Jen were my wife, I don’t think I’d be able to do what you’ve done. I’m not strong like you. That’s why I failed last time. I gave up after my first go.”
 
   Paul honestly did not know how to respond. He didn’t think he could move forward at this juncture totally alone. Perhaps he had the power for it, but he needed some support. He wished that the old Deeny could come back, help him, and support him. He wished he could trade Sean for the old Deeny.
 
   Paul said, “Are you asking me for something?”
 
   Sean took a step toward him, suddenly excited. “Look, you don’t want to kill Jen anyway, right? But she’s a liability to you. Worse than worthless, now. And so am I. Now that Deeny is gone… I don’t know. I feel… different. More like the guy I used to be, before all this. Let me go. Let me take Jen with me. You know I won’t try to oppose you. And if you end up becoming Mayhem and the whole world suffers or whatever is supposed to happen than that’s fine. Jen and I will go down with everybody else. At least we’d have a few days or whatever.”
 
   “You’re in love with my wife?” Paul said, standing, leaving his air-chair behind. The thought of it was disgusting, unthinkable. “What about murder? What about Mayhem?” He was red in the face.
 
   “I know. I—”
 
   “What do you think we’ve been doing up here? Killing time? Camping?” Paul didn’t realize greenish sparks were flicking out of him, along with some of the anti-light fog. “There’s so much still to be done!”
 
   “But I can’t do it!” Sean yelled back, clearly frightened.
 
   Paul got in his face like a coach who doesn’t know when to stop. Their noses touched, “I don’t even know where the necklace is! I’m not ready to do this alone!” Now it was Paul’s turn to sound desperate. “I don’t even know what I’m supposed to do next!”
 
   Sean’s eyes danced madly. He hadn’t expected this. “I’m sorry, I’m sorry, I’m sorry…” he said, over and over.
 
   Paul crumpled to the earth, melting the snow around him. Sean crouched down and squeezed Paul in an awkward bear hug.
 
   “Maybe I’m just afraid,” Sean said. “I don’t really know what’s happening either.”
 
   Paul had never liked this man, and so it grieved him to say, “I still need you. The necklace still needs you.”
 
   Sean said, “Forgive me. Please. Let’s just look for it. I’m sure I’ll feel differently once we see it.”
 
   Paul set off in one direction, and Sean went in the other.
 
    
 
   †
 
    
 
   As Paul searched on his own his mind was confounded with thoughts of Sean and Jen. Did he actually still need Sean, or was he just humanly jealous? He kept imagining them together, embracing, kissing, walking away from him and from the lake, hand in hand. All around him the snow reflected the light of the distant moon.
 
   He tried to feel where the necklace was, but its presence was everywhere. Trying to follow its scent was like trying to smell a single loaf of bread in a bakery. But still, he tried. Following one trail that may have been the necklace’s specific influence, he thought about Deeny—his friend. Affectionate memories surfaced and would not go back down. He remembered the first time Deeny had tried to get his attention; the memory seemed at once close and as if it had been in another life. It was cute when Deeny had used the whir of a blender to contact Paul. How little he had understood back then, as if Paul could have decoded such a cryptic action. He thought of the first time they had met face-to-face, in Paul’s master bathroom (he ignored the painful thought that it had also been Jen’s), when he had first killed Deeny, according to Deeny’s clever plans. He remembered all the gentle pushing and coaxing Deeny had used to get Paul towards his first timid murders. Deeny had been so sensitive.
 
   It was clear to Paul that the necklace had never meant for Deeny to get far. It needed someone with more brainpower, more imagination and ambition. Paul wondered if Deeny had even been a writer, as he and Sean were, or if his involvement was mere coincidence. Even though the fat man had been off the mark, Paul knew he must never forget the sacrifice of the one who set him on the path of his destiny.
 
   What of Sean? Surely, he could not be trusted now that his will had faltered such. Would he defect as his fellow creature of the necklace had done? Perhaps Paul was, as Sean had suggested, the only one with the resolve needed to carry out the destruction of the universe.
 
   This thought stopped him dead in his tracks.
 
   His heart was pounding.
 
   Above him, some animal moved a branch, and an extra dusting of snow fluttered about him.
 
   Is that what this was? Is that what he, as Mayhem, would affect on the world, on the whole of reality? The destruction of the universe? The sheer immensity of the thought sickened him, more so still because of his recent visions of its clockwork. How could that be right? What would there be for him, for the necklace, if that were the case?
 
   It must be something grander. Destruction must simply be the first step to something incredible. Something that may not even be evil when the time came. Paul told himself he would just have to be patient to see what the truth really was.
 
   He put the thought out of his mind. For now, anyway, he thought Sean could be trusted. Once he had truly outlived his usefulness, the necklace would undoubtedly take care of him. He would either return to the necklace or be assimilated into Paul. Paul was very careful to make the distinction between his own role here and the power of the necklace—he refused to believe that the necklace was not what he thought it was: the emblem, the boss, the final force behind the change within him, regardless of whatever Deeny had said.
 
   Deeny was gone now.
 
   Paul had not eaten or slept in over seventy hours, but he had killed.
 
    
 
    
 
   3
 
   Clare was sure something had changed. For one thing, it was warmer. Her stomach still burned like a log on fire, but she must have eaten something at some point because she was still alive.
 
   She was still alive. It hadn’t killed her. Still, she felt weak, shaky, and pained—but something had definitely changed. She said, “Hello,” into the black achy void that was the tent floor, her face pressed up against it awkwardly. She was surprised to hear a reply.
 
   “Clare?” At first she thought it was Uncle Garry, and she instinctually started blocking out all stimuli from the world around her in preparation for the physical assault. Then she realized it could not be him. Beside the fact that she hadn’t seen Garry in over three years, he had never used her name. He had always called her “little girl,” even when he smacked and cut her with frayed plastic bottles, tears streaming down his face.
 
   Again, a man’s voice sounded out: “Clare?”
 
   Perhaps it was her father, or maybe it was Mitchel, back from the dead. Maybe she had died after all, and they were finally reunited here in Tent Hell. That would be nice.
 
   “Baby,” she said, hoping for Mitchel, “is that you?” She was dismayed to hear how slurred her voice was and by how quietly it escaped her. Not because she really cared about her physical state, but because it probably meant she wasn’t on the other side.
 
   “My name is Shad, honey. Shad Matthews. It’s gonna be okay. We’re going to get you out of here.”
 
   The voice was clear and strong and had a quality of sobriety Clare was not used to. Well, it wasn’t Mitchel. What was her father’s name again? It wasn’t Shad. Was anyone named Shad? The owner of the voice might have said Chad.
 
   She said, “That man was killed.” Her own words more like drool than human speech. Then she realized she was drooling. It pooled uncomfortably between her mouth and the stiff woven plastic of the tent floor. This was definitely real life.
 
   “Who was killed?” the man said. “Donald Harman?”
 
   “I don’t know name… his name, I mean.” Her mouth still wasn’t cooperating. “He was fat, and he paid for about a hundred drinks, and he said if I remembered ask him… to ask him for it in the morning he would give me a hundred dollars, but I think he was drunk, too.” A giggle bubbled out of her mouth, surprising her. She said, “Am I still getting paid?” Then a terrible pain clawed at the back of her brain, apparently from nowhere. “AGH!” she screamed, jerked out of the coherent conversation and back into her cold world. “WHAT’S WRONG WITH ME?”
 
   “I think you’re going through a heroin withdrawal.”
 
   She swore viciously. Then, like a light going dark, the pain stopped. She felt giggly again, and distant from the man. She choked back a laugh and said, “That makes sense.”
 
   The assurance she’d had that she was unquestionably in the real world ebbed. She wondered if she truly were in hell, and if the man was actually a demon. Or maybe he was just a confused dead guy who didn’t know he had bit it yet. Just in case this was actually happening, she tried to ask the man where they were.
 
   “Never mind that right now. Just know that you, me, and two other people are being held here against our will.”
 
   “What about the woman? The woman helped me. She was putting her feet on me.”
 
   “That’s Jen Kenner. She’s here.” A pause. “Why don’t you make some sound for our girl here, Jen?”
 
   Jen hummed something that could have been “Hello”.
 
   Clare said, “Can’t she talk?”
 
   He shook his head. “She’s gagged, so is my pilot here, Chase.”
 
   A new murmur, presumably the pilot.
 
   “Oh. Paul did it, huh?” She still sounded more tired than alarmed.
 
   “You know Mr. Kenner?”
 
   “If by Mr. Kenner you mean Paul, then yeah. He and the thing killed that fat man I slept with.”
 
   “The thing?”
 
   “You know, the thing. The shape. You can’t really see it.”
 
   Jen grunted and Matthews turned to her. He said, “Do you know what she’s talking about? Is it important?”
 
    
 
   †
 
    
 
   For a moment Jen did nothing, but then slowly, horribly, she nodded her head to indicate that she did, indeed, know what Clare was talking about.
 
   The Shimmering Shape, Jen wished she could say. Somehow, admitting it was real, that it was something she had also noticed, made her want to let go of the small hope this officer had brought with him. It was just too much for her on top of hearing the girl say her husband’s name with such familiarity.
 
   Matthews watched her as she nodded, but Jen couldn’t read anything in his eyes. She didn’t know if he thought she was crazy or if he was starting to grasp the truth of their situation or what. After a beat of contemplation, he nodded at Jen as a thanks for responding, then turned back to the girl.
 
   Matthews said, “Clare, tell me more about this shape.”
 
    
 
   †
 
    
 
   Clare did. As she spoke—slurring words and phrases, but clear enough to make out—understanding lighted on Matthews. The way a person who has, for years, denied a serious mental illness may see in one horrible moment the truth of their condition, a dread came over him, a certainty that she was referring to the same “Deeny” the old man had mentioned. And not just her, Jen Kenner seemed to have seen or felt this thing as well. His mind tried to reject the idea as it would any impossible notion, but the girl had his attention, and the certainty stayed.
 
   “Paul was just a man, at first… and then he met the shape and they killed the fat man and things started changing for him. That’s what I think, anyway. I heard him talking, back at the guy’s house. The dead guy. They came here because they were afraid of the police, but I don’t think they’re afraid anymore.”
 
   He said, “That’s what I am Clare. A policeman.”
 
   “Well, I don’t think they are afraid of you.”
 
   Matthews had gathered as much. And though he already knew the answer, he said, “Should I be afraid of them?”
 
   “Probably.”
 
   Jen grunted, so he looked at her. She nodded vigorously. The message was clear: he should be afraid.
 
   And for the hundred-thousandth time in his career, he was.
 
   He always felt afraid when confronting murderers. Who wouldn’t? He feared all violent or potentially violent criminals. But he recognized his fear was merely a tool his mind used to help him stay alert. Despite this fear and the undeniable strangeness of the situation, he was not ready to accept anything too far beyond his own experience. Completely against his nature, he tried not to think about the situation as a whole, but instead only about the next step, which was, of course, getting everyone free.
 
   “Alright, Clare. Come on over here and untie me, then let’s free Jen and Chase.”
 
   Clare said, “Okay.”
 
    
 
   †
 
    
 
   As Chase listened, his mind turned from thought to thought like a hyperactive child. He thought of his little daughters, and how little time he’d spent with them since his wife had divorced him. He thought of his father, his brother, his dead mother, his lapsed Catholic faith. He thought of his job and his love of flying small aircraft. He thought of his receding hairline (the hairline that had driven him finally to shaving it all off) and his bad knee. He thought of Kenner blasting away that girl cop like he was some kind of super villain.
 
   Then he thought: No way we get out of this alive.
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   That same morning, after a night of fruitless searching for the necklace, Paul and Sean met up again. They stood in camp, close enough to watch the tents but not to be heard. The icy morning sun bothered the two not at all.
 
   “How about this?” Sean said before Paul even had a chance to greet him. He looked silly, dressed for his office job in the snowy wilderness. He shook a finger as he spoke as if it were a magic wand that needed to be coaxed into working. To Paul he had the look of a man reaching the end of his capacity. Perhaps usefulness was a better word. Sean’s rainbow bracelet shifted a bit further down his arm, away from the wrist. “Let me just join them in the tent. I’ll be one of the captives. That way, I can be with Jen and stop worrying about the necklace, but you can keep an eye on me. And I’ll tell you if they start planning anything.”
 
   Paul’s eyes were stone. Faintly, some of the anti-light that they had always thought of as belonging to Deeny seeped up from the ground around him.
 
   When Paul didn’t respond, Sean said, “Why do you care! Seriously, why do you care? Think about all that waits ahead of you. Mayhem! It’s not for me, it’s all yours, this future. But I helped, so shouldn’t I be rewarded?”
 
   The absurdity of this claim struck Paul as funny. Having gotten used to the violent changes of mood that accompanied the transformation in him, he let himself crack a smile. Sean didn’t seem to know what to make of it.
 
   Paul said, “I really don’t think that’s how Mayhem operates.”
 
   At the same time, they both came to the understanding that there really was only one option left, intensifying Sean’s despair and wiping the grin from Paul’s face.
 
   Paul said, “I guess from here on out it really is just me, huh?”
 
   “I don’t really care anymore,” Sean said. “At least let me say goodbye to her.”
 
   “Fine,” Paul said, and headed toward the woods. Though he had never really liked Sean, the lonely prospect of what awaited him did nothing to lift his spirit. “I will be back in half an hour.”
 
    
 
   †
 
    
 
   Jen watched Sean enter the tent, only for him to find that Clare had regained her faculties and untied the others. He stepped inside and closed the flap behind him. Everyone froze.
 
   “Oh,” he said, looking sad and mortal. “It’s not going to matter now. Paul has gone to the next step, I think, whatever that means. I think the death of your partner,” he gestured at Matthews, “was the last traditional murder he needed. Look how it came to him. So easy.”
 
   Matthews tried to speak, but Sean put up a hand. He said, “I just need Jen for a minute. Then you guys can get back to trying to escape. I don’t recommend it, though. The only thing it will get you is cold.”
 
   “I’m not going with you,” Jen said, sitting up, hugging herself with coat-sleeve-covered arms.
 
   Sean smiled an unhappy smile. When he looked down at her she saw his sincerity and his tears. She’d never seen Sean Roberts look like that. There was not even a trace of the smugness that had been his worst quality. He said, “Please. We don’t have long before he comes back.”
 
   “Alright,” she said, not really knowing why. “Just for a minute.”
 
   Outside, about twenty yards from the tent, they stood calf-deep in snow.
 
   He said, “I’m through. He’s going to kill me when he gets back.”
 
   Jen didn’t want to feel anything for this man, after all he had done to her, but she couldn’t help it. She realized that despite everything, she still liked him.
 
   He said, “I asked Paul if I could just say goodbye. To you.”
 
   “Why?” she said. “All you ever did was fool me.”
 
   “In some way,” Sean admitted, “you were the best friend I’ve ever had. I know I lied to you. I know I used you. But I never really had a choice.”
 
   “What’s going on here, Sean?” She stepped closer to him, put a hand on his arm. “What can we do?”
 
   “There’s nothing that can be done now. Only Paul could stop the change, and I don’t think that’s going to happen.”
 
   “By change, you mean Mayhem, right? He’s becoming a new god? What does it mean?”
 
   “He will be the only god,” Sean said. “At least, that’s what I think. I could be wrong. Who knows?”
 
   “I’m having a hard time understanding all this.”
 
   “You and me both. Paul, too. Deeny knew even less about it.”
 
   “Deeny? Is that the shape? Where is he now?”
 
   “It doesn’t matter, Jen,” Sean said. “None of this matters. You can’t stop him, so don’t even try. Just let me tell you something.”
 
   “Alright.”
 
   He turned to face her more fully, putting one hand on each of her shoulders. It looked as if he might pull her into an embrace at any moment.
 
    “I’m not gay.” He squeezed her. “I love you.”
 
   “Um,” Jen said, “I—”
 
   “No,” Sean stopped her, putting two long fingers to her mouth. “You don’t need to explain anything to me. You don’t need to reciprocate or anything. Just let me…” He leaned in. “Do this.”
 
   Their lips touched and Jen felt bad.
 
   She had never, not once, considered cheating on her husband or doing anything like it. Sean directed her back to the tent. She never saw him again.
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   The group decided Sean was right, at least about them not being able to escape at the moment. None of them had enough food or warm enough coats to try to make the journey. Jen walked over to where she thought the food was kept in the other tent, but there was nothing left. Their only option was to wait for Paul, seriously hampering the good feelings brought on by their freedom from restraints.
 
   A little after twelve, according to Matthews’ watch, Paul finally came into the tent. The bright noonday sun shined in behind him so that his silhouette appeared at first to be nothing more than a black glob of a person. The fact that he was also hunched over, breathing heavily, did little to add to his humanity. Matthews squinted against the light. It was so bright they could see nothing behind him, and then the flap was closed and Paul was inside.
 
   “Everyone, may I have your attention, please?” He asked with no trace of irony or showmanship. “I would like to kill you all. It’s not a personal hatred or anything of the sort, you must understand that I must either kill or let a glorious dream die. But someone has protected you, and for now, until I become more powerful, I cannot take your lives.” This wasn’t entirely consistent with what Sean had just said, but it wasn’t exactly something they’d like to hear. Paul shifted his footing, looking as if trying to find a good place to stand amid the bodies. Everyone’s heads were craned up to look at him. “But—and I do not know how or even if you will be able to do this—if you show me that you can be of value to me, to Mayhem, I may allow you to live in the end and serve me. In fact…” he crouched down over Jen and tucked a lock of her hair behind her ear the way he had when they had first started dating, she cringed away from his grinning face, “I think I would like that.”
 
   “When you get out of those bindings—ha ha, I don’t know why, but I nearly called them chains—you can come out and see how things have transformed. Who in the history of earth could have predicted that a minor lake deep in some Utah mountains would one day become the capitol of the whole planet?”
 
   Matthews said, “Mr. Kenner… Paul… I can help you. We can get you counseling. We can get you healed. Obviously, you’re disturbed—that can go a long way with the right judge. Please don’t do this to us, to your own wife.”
 
   Paul leaned over the huge man, grin still plastered on his face, and said, “You think I’m crazy?”
 
   “I wouldn’t say crazy, but you must admit you are not in a normal state of mind. You’re talking about killing us. That’s usually a good indicator.”
 
   “I’m not talking about killing you,” Paul said, smiling at him. “I’m telling you why I can’t kill you. Yet. And I’m not crazy. When you come outside you will see.” In this light, Matthews saw something very strange in Paul’s face. Not so much saw as sensed—something like a moth fluttering madly against the glass trappings of a porch light, not knowing that all it must do to escape is fly down and leave the tempting glow alone. Paul’s face was smiling, but the smile was artificial.
 
   Paul stood as tall as he could in the tent, which didn’t quite allow him to reach his full height, and addressed everyone again, “I just wanted to let you all know that Deeny is no longer with us and it is him you can thank for saving your lives. To be sure, he was misguided, but perhaps I will yet see that there was some benefit, however improbable, to what he has done.” He headed for the flap, “Goodbye.”
 
   Jen said, “Paul, wait. What about Sean?”
 
   Paul froze, still turned away from them toward the exit. His voice was acid as he said, “Don’t be sad for Sean. He lives on in your erotic fantasies.” A second later he had pulled the flap aside and stepped out.
 
   That’s when Matthews first recognized that there was something wrong with the light that poured through as Paul left. It was red.
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER SIX
 
   A FEELING OF DOOM THICK ENOUGH TO TASTE had filled the tent. Even now that the gags were off, no one spoke. They looked at each other and understood that they had to go outside, red light or not. They stepped out of the tent one by one into the bloody sunshine and saw what Paul had meant about things having changed.
 
   All traces of snow were gone. Wild grasses grew in abundance around them, some a hazy golden-yellow, some green, others a ruddy, friendly red. Goats, deer, rabbits, oxen, and puma ran down sloping hills or rested by the water in numbers that could only be described as herds. Each animal looked perfectly groomed, trimmed, and brushed. One goat, near enough for Matthews to see its eyes and the sheen of its fine white coat, seemed so content to graze that it appeared to be smiling. Other animals, either too foreign or too far away to identify, crowded distant hilly spaces that Matthews didn’t think were endemic to these kinds of mountain lakes. The forest of trees, unburdened by snow or the oppression of a gray sky above, beamed a bright, beautiful, florescent green. Scattered about the typical evergreens were various deciduous trees in about a hundred unnatural colors, each one massive and healthy. Thousands of wild birds of many species, both exotic and otherwise, weighed down numerous branches, but even more flew in fluid, twittering flocks from tree to tree. The water, as clear and sweet-looking as the most famous lakes in the world, glinted and shone like a million blue diamonds, a pleasant bready wind sent sparkling waves lapping at the gorgeous beaches, with sand as white as clean bone.
 
   This scene of abundance and unnatural purity had only one flaw: the ugly red sky—with no clouds, no break or change of any kind in its texture.
 
   Matthews looked at the group, all of whose faces—even Clare’s—shown with a kind of dark wonder. His confidence in his ability to save these people suffered a near-mortal blow in the face of this transformation. For the first time since he was a rookie, fear left the useful little room he had built for it within his crumbling psyche, and unpleasant worry wriggled near the surface of his mind. It was intolerable. Despite his huge body, he felt tiny in the new world. He could not read the thoughts of the others of course, but he could feel something rising out of the group, a fundamental change. Everything was different now; the old earth was gone, and so, too, was old logic and old reality. It meant very little now that Matthews was an officer of the law or that he was anything else; the only parts of him that remained relevant were his character and his resolve. And even those might mean nothing. There was no way to know.
 
   Like a cloak, his old persona of certainty fell from him in the red daylight. He wished for a powerful conviction to replace it, the belief that he would and could do anything necessary to stop this madman (and his accompanying madness) from consuming the rest of the world.
 
   No such luck.
 
    
 
   †
 
    
 
   Jen felt her mind tearing like a pinched-apart cotton ball.
 
   Everywhere she saw Paul. She was the only one in the group to have the slightest inkling of what they were looking at. She thought the physical matter that made up the horror around them had been there all along, but it had now reformed to match Paul’s imagination. They were looking directly into his Writer’s Eye—the darkness and knowledge in Paul that gave him both his abstract sorrow and his ability to create beautiful stories.
 
   She had never before known how much she’d feared this part of him, but to think that she had spent so many nights by his side, to think of all the times he had tried to act romantic or cute, to remember how she had loved him, was unbearable in the face of all this. Some twitching area in the back of her mind that still functioned and cried out for reason made her wonder what kind of delusion he could be having for himself that would make this seem okay.
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   Paul watched from across the lake. Though he was too far away to hear them or clearly make out their faces, they were in his territory, and therefore a part of him. He could feel what they felt, and he tasted of their awe. Two silken, shimmering deer rested near his feet. One of them looked up at him with huge alien eyes that were still somehow graceful. Above him, a long-tailed, rainbow-colored bird sailed on an updraft. He sat next to the deer and relaxed in the pillowy grasses. He’d earned it.
 
   The necklace’s plan was beautiful in its simplicity. It had known that Paul could not have achieved this glory all at once, not like a light being switched on. Instead, like the rising sun, he would slowly become his destiny. Deeny had made an admirable sacrifice for the cause. If he could have fully understood, Paul was certain Deeny would have seduced Paul willingly, without any guile. But the necklace, in its wisdom, lied to Deeny for the greater good. Paul still wondered if Deeny had also been a writer, or if Deeny’s father had, but he didn’t really care. Paul plucked a blade of grass, as wide as a school ruler, and turned it in his hand. Within seconds it was on fire, burning green and gold. It was lovely. He let it drift up from him, slowly disintegrating in the air.
 
   Sean was gone now. Paul barely remembered disposing of him. Good riddance. Sean had never had the resolve to do what was needed, even once he’d been freed of human form and given incorporeal life. But Paul missed the company. He told himself he was his own company. Him and the necklace. If only he knew where it was. He had transformed the entire landscape, the very nature of the lake and the surrounding area, but could not locate the necklace. He couldn’t remember if he’d ever seen it with his own eyes. Regardless, he felt its powerful presence.
 
   The new Cards was also around here, somewhere, so he wasn’t totally alone. 
 
   He was getting sleepy, and he had the strange thought that it was time for him to hibernate. Or perhaps it was more like getting in a cocoon. When he came out perhaps he would be arrayed with a pair of wings like some handsome angel of death. He smiled.
 
   A rabbit hopped up to Paul. It was stately, well-muscled, and intelligent-looking. He picked it up and set it in his lap. Its lush coat felt like mink in his hands. That reminded him of Peoa, a town that had once been home to the necklace, but which now meant nothing.
 
   The necklace. Everything would be perfect if he just had that priceless artifact. Perhaps he could put his friends down there to some use, after all.
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   Across the water, Paul’s shape—clothed in a sweater, blue jeans, and wonderful green light—moved towards the group. Once he got close enough, Matthews could see that Paul was not actually walking on the water, but an inch or two above it.
 
   “Do you like it?” Paul said to them when he stepped off the beach near the campsite.
 
   Chase, the pilot, asked, “What is it? What is this place?”
 
   Paul said, “It is called Mayhem now. It is a part of me, as are you.”
 
   Clare said, “Oh. So we are dead.”
 
   “No,” whispered Jen, “we’re not.”
 
   “She’s right,” said Paul, with something like kindness in his voice. “You are not dead. You have the privilege of watching the world change, of being instrumental in the creation of that new world, with me as its god.”
 
   Matthews wished this all sounded more crazy and less real.
 
   Paul said, “Now. I am not going to kill you if you will obey me. But I am a vengeful god, a god that may be easily angered, and where my wrath is, death shall be also. I haven’t really decided how I want to spin this, but for now that’s the direction I’m taking.”
 
   He walked up to Chase, eyeing his flight suit as if inspecting it. “Will you, Chase, obey me?”
 
   The pilot, who Matthews had met on occasion but had never known well, nodded.
 
   Paul sidestepped to Matthews. “Will you, Shad, obey me?” In light of the world’s mass augmentation, a simple thing like Paul knowing Matthews’ first name without him ever sharing it should have felt unimportant, but it bothered Matthews on a different, personal level.
 
   He stood silently for a moment. If he got killed now he knew he would be of no use to anyone. “It depends what you want from me.” 
 
   Paul smiled, and all at once he looked like a normal reasonable person again. “For now,” he said, “very little. I want you to help me look for a piece of jewelry I lost.”
 
   As when he’d heard Miller’s tale, Matthews wasn’t sure what he had been expecting, but this wasn’t it. This case was just full of fun little twists, wasn’t it? A piece of jewelry? Well, it could be worse, he supposed. He said, “I will help you do that in exchange for my life.”
 
   “No. No.” Paul said. “I cannot promise you your life and your freedom so easily. But for now I will not kill you if you try to find my necklace.”
 
   “Okay. I’ll help you. For now”
 
   He went to Clare. “Will you, Clare, obey me?”
 
   Clare said, “No.” Her eyes could not quite seem to lock onto his face. “You can kill me.”
 
   Paul grimaced. “You have a baby in you.”
 
   “I guess.”
 
   “Do you want that baby to die as well?”
 
   “I don’t care. We’re all going to be killed here anyway, eventually.”
 
   Paul said, “You may return to the tent, for now.” Without so much as another glance at Paul she did as he said.
 
   He stepped closer to his wife, although neither of them considered themselves married any longer. She looked furious. Not just angry or upset, but absolutely livid. Matthews thought that only an ex could make a face like that. Using the exact tone he’d used with the others, he said, “Will you, Jen, obey me?”
 
   “Sure, Paul,” she spat out the words. Her face was red, and tears pricked at the corners of her vision. “I’ll do whatever you want. How about we start with a BJ and go from there, huh?” She looked at Matthews. “You guys want to watch?”
 
   Paul’s hand snapped forward, taking her firmly by the throat. Instinctually, she clawed at his hand in panic. Though her nails tore his flesh, Paul didn’t seem to notice. Rivulets of thin blood wept from his hand.
 
   Matthews yelled, “No! She said she would obey you! You can’t do this!”
 
   Paul hesitated and watched her gasp for breath and turn blue. Then in one swift motion he carried out the action, crushing her throat as easily as he would a paper crane. About a tablespoon of blood shot from her mouth, painting Paul’s forearm and impassive face. Paul let her lifeless body fall to the ground like a slaughtered pig. Shad and Chase watched in horror as the grass grew around the body as it simultaneously melted into the fertile, summery soil.
 
   Here, Jen also exits Paul’s great drama, having never achieved her desire to birth a baby of her own, never having grown old with the man she had loved more deeply than anyone.
 
   Paul said, “Do not mouth off to me gentlemen.”
 
   “You said you couldn’t kill us!” Chase yelled.
 
   “Well,” was Paul’s response.
 
   Matthews held back his rage and disgust, telling himself he had to keep his head if he was going to stop this creature—this Paul—before the whole world joined his insane circus.
 
   Paul said, “I must now rest for a season. Find me the necklace, and I really might let you live.”
 
   Matthews said simply, “We are running low on supplies,”  
 
   Paul gestured at the abundance around them with both arms spread wide like a savior or a king. “Mayhem will provide anything you may need.” His eyes glinted like a raven’s. Then, with a look that was almost tame, Paul added, “And take care of the girl.”
 
    
 
  
 
  



PART THREE † MAYHEM
 
    
 
   “Five people? Ten? A hundred? It doesn’t matter how many they kill. If they’re caught all they’ll get is a cozy stay in a YMCA with television and free room and board for a few years. Then they’ll be back ready to kill again. And any time they can’t make it out here, anytime they get bored or lonely, all they have to do is kill again and they’re back… It’s better than working for a living! It’s even better than welfare! ... What’s to stop them? Not society any longer. Not the courts any longer. And certainly not the fear of death. There is no more fear of death, except for their victims of course. But who speaks for them anymore? Who cares about them? ... But the killers [are] something else! They don’t work or pay taxes or obey the law… Instead they kill. That makes them special. Charles Manson will be remembered and written about a hundred years from now, just as Jack the Ripper is remembered a hundred years after his crimes… Who knows all the names of Manson’s victims? Or Jack the Ripper’s victims?... Who cares? They were just people.”
 
   —From Shane Stevens’ By Reason Of Insanity
 
    
 
    
 
   “Siddhartha began to realize that no happiness and peace had come to him [because of] his son, only sorrow and trouble. But he loved him and preferred the sorrow and trouble of his love rather than happiness and pleasure without the boy.”
 
   —From Hermann Hesse’s Siddhartha
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER ONE
 
   THE NEXT FEW WEEKS WERE STRANGE for Matthews, Chase, and Clare. Initial attempts to escape proved not only fruitless, but confusing and painful. The beautiful trees in the forest that surrounded them gave way only to more beautiful trees, but as they walked further from the lake, and the world in front of them was created beneath the awful red sky, it seemed to put some sort of strain on Paul’s power, or the necklace’s, or whatever was making the world the way it was. Terrible high-pitched vibrations caused them to plug their ears as they ventured too far from the lake, ultimately making it impossible to continue.
 
   Eventually they learned that the animals—especially the rabbits—would come when called. They were easy to kill with one’s hands and seemed to experience no pain. After several attempts to make fire, Chase—in hungry desperation—took a bite of one of the disarticulated rabbit bodies only to find the meat oddly sweet and delicious. So they took to eating them without cooking. The deer and goats could be consumed in a similar fashion, and Matthews had a suspicion that all the animals and plants in the area were consumable, but as of yet they were satisfied with the rabbits, which tasted fantastic. They filled their days with exploring and resting, reluctantly enjoying the Eden they’d been locked in.
 
   About a week into their time together, Matthews called a meeting. They sat by the edge of the lake, which they often swam in. Chase and Clare reclined in the downy grass, not fearing pests of any kind, and Matthews stood near the division between grass and sand. He was wearing a comfortable green cotton tunic and a pair of denim-ish pants that he’d found one day near the water, cut perfectly to his specifications. He’d never worn anything as well tailored. Chase was dressed similarly, and Clare wore a plain and pretty tan dress that accentuated everything good about her body. They each had fine leather boots that left the feet feeling rested even after long walks. All the clothing was adorned with small, intricate symbols that meant nothing to any of them. They had no way of knowing the symbols matched those on the black stones of the leather armor Miller had worn in one of his Deeny dreams, symbols that had long danced in Paul’s own nightmares.
 
   Matthews noticed how relaxed his companions looked as they waited for him to talk.
 
   Clare had put on good weight, filling in her toothpick arms and legs, and was now looking young and comely. Her skin was no longer vampire-pale, but suntanned, darkened and freckled. She had bright poppies tied in her braided hair, and Matthews was afraid to ask if she’d put them there herself, or if they’d somehow grown that way overnight.
 
   Chase no longer wore his aviators, and his eyes were clear as distilled water. His features were smoothed and tight. In short, he looked like a new man, though his head remained freshly shaven with apparently no effort on Chase’s part.
 
   Matthews wondered how much better he himself looked but tried to focus on the matter at hand. If he had to guess, he would say that the bags under his eyes that he’d lived with for the last two decades were all but gone. He wasn’t certain, but he thought his old receding hairline was growing back in as well. Horrible as it was, there was no denying this was a place of restoration. Were they taking something from Paul, to be recharged like this? Did it give Paul pleasure? Pain?
 
   He said, “I think we should start looking for this trinket. We don’t even know where to start, but I don’t want to be killed when Paul returns. We have to stop him.”
 
   Clare lazily twirled a purple dandelion head in her delicate hand and said, “Don’t you think he can hear us?”
 
   “If he can hear us while he’s resting, wherever he is or whatever that means, he probably knows of my intention to try to stop him. I can’t worry about that.”
 
   Chase was petting a rabbit, probably one they would be eating later, and said, “Okay. Let’s do it.”
 
   Matthews said, “The one concern I have is that it might be better if he didn’t find it. He wants it. To me, that says he shouldn’t have it, right? What do you think it does?” 
 
   “No idea,” Chase said.
 
   “He’s probably just crazy,” Clare said. “I bet it doesn’t do anything. It might not even be out there, anywhere.”
 
   He said, “Alright.”
 
   “Hey, at least it’s something to do,” she said. “We’ll make it a contest. Winner gets a kiss from the camper of their choice.” She laughed, and with that, she jumped up and ran off in the direction of the trees. Her perfectly cut dress showed off the slight rounding of her rear and her newly-muscled thighs. Matthews would not have thought the drug-ravaged, emaciated girl he’d met just days ago would ever have the ability to become alluring, but Clare now had an undeniably sexy way about her that permeated everything she did. It wasn’t an act or a show, Matthews thought it was probably just the way she was. The real her, anyway. Even her budding baby belly only served to magnify this untouched, sensual aura, an emblem of her fertility.
 
   Matthews and Chase looked at each other and laughed as well. It was a good moment of levity, made possible by the rested state of their minds and souls. Chase said, “Hey, I wouldn’t say no to a kiss from her.” And Matthews laughed again.
 
   “She’s young enough to be my daughter, if I’d married young. But you know what? A kiss wouldn’t kill me.” He grinned, feeling younger than he had in years, and maybe just a little off-kilter. During his years of estrangement from the Mormon faith, Matthews had dabbled in whiskey and a few other spirits forbidden by the Church’s doctrine of health. He’d found it was true what they said about alcohol: it really was a depressant. Even before returning to activity in the Church, he’d made the choice to leave the drink alone, not seeing the value of it. He felt now as he had sometimes then, after his first few sips of something strong: mildly inebriated.
 
   Chase nodded and left as well, choosing a different path than the one Clare had taken.
 
   Matthews decided to start on the other side of the lake, where they rarely went. It wasn’t out-of-bounds, per se, but they all had a feeling it was near there that Paul was resting. “Well, what the hey?” he said to no one, and followed a scampering deer around the lake’s edge.
 
   Eventually he got somewhere new. As soon as he began his private search, within a patch of trees he’d never explored, a feeling that was difficult for Matthews to identify overtook him. He smiled oddly, glad that no one could see him, but embarrassed despite his seclusion, like a man posing for his bathroom mirror. The red light of the sky was largely blocked by the trees here, and they seemed to glow with their own inner light. He searched under stones and leaves and around roots, and soon he realized what he was feeling: he was having fun, as sick as it sounded. It wasn’t under this rock, or behind that tree, but he felt that it was near… near enough. 
 
   A large animal passed Matthews. It was bigger than a moose, but its muzzle and head weren’t the right shape. Also, it was covered in curly black fur, almost like a dog. He didn’t fear it or any of the animals, but he did wonder what it tasted like. “As good a way to go as any,” he said, picking up on the big thing’s trail.
 
   He followed the beast deeper into the woods, still looking everywhere he could for anything that might be a necklace. He saw nothing but the colorful abundance of their new world. The animal whined, as if lonely, but Matthews ignored it. He started to think of the necklace as a “rascal” and stopped fighting the grin that wanted to break out on his face. He might have been playing a game of hide-and-seek with a small child. Soon after he’d begun searching in earnest, he lost track of the animal, and he went wherever his whims took him.
 
   After looking all day with no luck, the three returned to the campsite. There was no longer any use for the tent, as they had taken to sleeping in the lush, bug-free grasses. Their old clothes had been stored in the tent, but they had no need for them, and the tendrils of thick vine had covered the entry-way. The sky darkened at night, but never turned fully black. It was dim enough to sleep, but they could still make out each other’s faces if they gathered close enough. 
 
   That night after their first search they each exchanged information about where they had looked in order to cover more ground, and each of them fell asleep eager for dawn, so they could look again. No one mentioned the childish feeling of excitement the search had engendered in them, but Matthews was sure Chase and Clare had felt it as well.
 
   Things continued this way for days. It became difficult to keep track of exactly how long it had been since they’d begun. Although they found nothing, they did not feel discouraged. Oddly, they were energized and excited and could no longer hide their exhilaration from one another. The search was more amusing, perhaps, than any activity they’d ever enjoyed. An unspoken understanding developed between them: as fun as it was to look for the necklace, finding it, holding it, giving it to Paul would be the ultimate thrill, regardless of which of them made the actual discovery.
 
   Within a few days, each of them had seen the large curly-haired beast Matthews had encountered. They unanimously believed it meant them no ill will. In fact, there was something downright friendly in its demeanor, though it did not quite allow anyone close enough to touch it or get a good look.
 
   And Matthews slowly began to forget, or rather to not think about, the duty of killing Paul. He didn’t often think about how Kenner had murdered his own wife in front of them. He never wanted to think about that again. Once this was out of his mind, he also began to let loose the memories of his life before the lake. Had he wanted to, he could still recall who he’d been and what he’d done, but here things were better. Simpler. The world lacked a sense of reality, but Matthews found he didn’t really care. He admitted to himself that, in some way, he’d never want to leave.
 
    
 
    
 
   2
 
   On another rewarding day of searching, Chase was feeling even more rejuvenated and enlivened than usual. He took this to be a sign of good fortune. Perhaps today was the day the necklace would finally be located. Just the thought of finding out what it looked like was almost erotic in strength. He wasn’t worried about his daughters then, or his ex-wife, or even the financial burden of the demolished helicopter that waited for him if he ever got out of this place. Vines had taken it; the ground had eaten it. Now he wasn’t worried about anything. Just as with Matthews, he could remember and fret if he chose, but why would he, when all he could see or feel was this beautiful world?
 
   Everything from his life before melted away in the heat of the weird red sun.
 
   He was working his way through a patch of black and auburn trees, a variety he was unfamiliar with. It seemed funny to him to imagine himself as the Energizer Bunny, who just kept going and going and looking and looking for the necklace, that precious, perfect Easter egg. 
 
   And then he was in a clearing, holding a musket.
 
   Nothing like this had happened to him yet, and it startled him out of his reverie. He’d been nowhere near a clearing. If he remembered correctly, just a moment ago he’d been squeezing between two thick trees. Now the closest tree was at least four yards from him. He felt warmer, too. For the first time since the transformation of the landscape, he felt a bit too warm.
 
   A man in a stiff blue uniform approached him. Gold buttons like perfectly round droplets of water extended below the X of leather covering the man’s heart. His yellow eyes peered out under the short brim of his boxy blue cap. His eyes were instantly familiar to Chase. They were the yellow eyes of Lieutenant Commander Data, from Star Trek. Beyond the eyes he bore no resemblance to the android. He looked young, maybe not even out of his teens. A mass of tightish blonde curls peeked out from under his cap, giving him a pseudo-feminine Shirley Temple look. He said, “What you doing out here, soldier?” He had a weird twang in his voice, not quite Southern, exactly. Chase couldn’t figure out what it was.
 
   And Chase saw that he, himself, was indeed dressed as a soldier. That explained the feeling of being too warm. He even had a cap like the kid in front of him. He took it off, and instantly felt cooler. Where had his nice cotton tunic gone? He said, “I, um…”
 
   “Yeah. Yeah, I know,” the young man said sheepishly with an infectious and genuine grin. “There has been talk in the camp, yes. Men from the sky. A woman, too, if I’m not wrong. A pretty woman.” He whistled impressively and then became more serious. “You’re not one of us, really, are you?”
 
   “Who is us?”
 
   “Gosh, my platoon got separated from the other half of our company. I’m Private Davis and there has been some talk in camp about you, if you’re who I think you are, which you must be.”
 
   “Okay.” Chase struggled to think clearly, and for the first time he had a peak at how muddy his mind had gotten during the act of searching, however long it had been. Meeting this young soldier was like mentally stepping into a cold shower with his clothes on. “Where do you think we are, kid?”
 
   Private Davis responded with no hesitation. He said, “We thought you might not know, that’s what Captain Jeffs said anyway. We’re near Fort Sumter, South Carolina, or as we like to call it, South Cakolaki. We have such fun at camp. It’s better than fighting, anyway. The other fellows are real nice. Nobody fights except Captain Jeffs sometimes when he gets drunk. I never seen him do anything like that before. Fighting, I mean. Drinking, either. I don’t think I’ve ever seen him drink before this! He’s always real fair, but he’s got something stuck in his craw, and well… you know, sometimes when a guy like that’ll get drunk, he’ll—”
 
   “Okay,” Chase said, smiling despite his confusion, “I get it. Everybody’s nice.”
 
   Davis nodded his agreement and kept talking with undue seriousness in his tone. “You should see Scott’s Anaconda. That monster must be twelve feet long. I know everybody gonna just love to see you at camp. You just gotta come back with me.” If Chase had ever met anyone who better embodied the saying ‘bright-eyed and bushy-tailed,’ he couldn’t think of that person now.
 
   Davis whistled again, rather profoundly, and said, “Men from the sky.”
 
   “Actually, I’m a little busy right now, Davis, so I can’t come to your camp. I’m looking for something very important.”
 
   This seemed to shut the chatty young man up in a hurry. Though he was still smiling, it was no longer in earnest. The happy twinkle seemed missing in his manner.
 
   He said, “Oh, yes.” Davis looked into Chase’s eyes, and Chase saw desperation there, a look he’d seen in the eyes of some criminals he’d picked up in the copter. “The thing you need… the necklace.”
 
   “That’s right,” Chase said, instantly excited, but trying not to let it show. “Do you know where it is?”
 
   Now, all cheer had dropped from Davis, including his half-hearted smile. He cast his eyes down, as if examining Chase’s shoes for scuff marks. “Yeah, I guess. If you really think you need it, go get your friends. The other man and the woman. I’ll show you. I mean, I guess it’s not really up to me, but I know Captain Jeffs’ll show you. Isn’t it weird how the word captain seems so different if you’re talking about a ship captain rather than an army captain?”
 
   He seemed to have switched, mid-thought, into rambling. Chase had no idea what that might mean.
 
   Davis said, “I’m a part of the army. I’m almost twenty years old.” He shook his head sadly. “I know Captain Jeffs will show you the necklace because he told all of us that you would want it, and he said he would show you.” Davis had been staring directly into Chase’s eyes as they’d been talking, but now the young man’s yellow gaze fell to a pinecone—a symmetrical, teal pinecone. “I just… I don’t know. I hoped you wouldn’t ask about it because it gives me such a bad feeling. It isn’t a good thing. I don’t think it is. But Jeffs, Captain Jeffs I mean, knew you would ask, and I should’ve trusted him. I just hoped you wouldn’t want it, that you wouldn’t mention it. But he’s pretty much always right. I think he’ll even give it to you if you want.”
 
   Adrenaline was flowing through Chase now; he could taste the metal in his mouth and feel the pleasant speeding of his heart. He was anxious but still trying to hide it from the kid, not knowing what complications might lie ahead. He felt something in his mind opening, responding to news of the necklace the way the nose seems extraordinarily clear after hours of being blocked. He smiled, showing only a fraction of his true excitement, and said, “Okay, Davis. Let’s go back to my camp to get the others.”
 
   Before he had even gotten back to the others, Chase’s clothing had reverted to the comfortable cotton tunic and jeans, for which he was grateful. He didn’t notice it happen; it just was. Neither Clare nor Matthews had experienced a similar outfit transfiguration.
 
   After a few pleasantries, Davis reluctantly led them to his camp. He didn’t seem fazed by the unnatural state of their environment. No one mentioned it.
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   Clare found the Union camp a surprisingly delightful place. She liked Davis, who seemed like an impossible man to her. Although Davis was not happy about the impending necklace exchange, he was visibly pleased to see they liked the camp. He was obviously glad to have been their emissary.
 
   If the beautiful lakeside camp they’d been living in was a paradise of solitude, this place was its social equivalent—nothing like any of the parties Clare had been to in the last few years. The soldiers here were fun and kind-hearted, not battle-hardened from whatever war horrors they had presumably witnessed. Davis introduced as many of them as passed by. Though they were all young men, there was a remarkable diversity of race, size, and apparent upbringing among them. Clare could tell it was not an accurate representation of the Union army. Many of the men wore dullish gray uniforms to match Davis’, but even more had flamboyant versions that a group of soldiers from that period would have been ashamed to even look at. Clare noticed one tough-looking Polynesian man with a cut-off uniform jacket that exposed his midriff. She also noticed that none of the men gawked at her or leered. Everyone treated her like a lady.
 
   The sturdy, large tents that served as the camp’s makeshift buildings—meticulously ornamented with colorful baubles, jewels, and glasswork—looked like they would better belong in a fantastic middle-eastern bazaar than in any Civil War setting. Some of the tents appeared to be made of patchwork quilts, while others resembled Chinese rugs. The forest around this area was even more vibrant and varied than by the lake. It was almost painful for Clare look directly at some of the trees with neon-bright colors.
 
   Davis’ excitement dimmed quickly as they approached the final tent. This one was smaller than most of the others, and instead of showy accouterments, it was adorned with foreboding black strips of cloth over no-color canvas walls.
 
   “Ya’ll can probably figure whose tent this is,” Davis said.
 
    
 
   †
 
    
 
   Matthews nodded. Jeffs’ role in Manpower, the one book of Kenner’s he’d read, was short but memorable. His understanding was that Captain Jeffs was the central protagonist of at least a couple of Kenner’s other novels, novels he’d intended to one day read. He remembered starkly the passage he had read featuring the Captain. In the passage, Jeffs had, in effect, ordered a group of thirty or so young men to their deaths in order to take a particularly important battle. He had only been in the book for maybe five scenes, but even then Matthews had been struck by the cold reality of the character. Now it seemed he had become tangible, at least in some sense of the word.
 
   Davis stopped about five feet from the flap door and motioned in a way that said, You want him, you talk to him.
 
   Clare said, “You go,” motioning to Matthews. “We’ll wait here with Davis.” At this Davis couldn’t help but smile. Just hearing her say his name seemed to give the young man a thrill. Chase simply nodded, looking pale, as if whatever good this new world had done him was leaking out all at once. Matthews could understand why they didn’t want to go in; there was something wrong about the tent, especially amid the festival of soldiers that was going on outside.
 
   He stepped in at an angle, making room for his broad shoulders. His first impression of the tent once the flap fell closed behind him was of total darkness. He could hear a man breathing but could see nothing. It seemed none of the bright red light of the sun made it inside the fabric walls.
 
   “Hello,” a voice said from the pitch of the room.
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   Some time back, Matthews had finally gotten around to watching The Godfather, years after it was released. He’d read the book, and was unsurprised to find that the film, though a great film in every sense of the word, did not match the power of his own imagination when reading it in one important aspect. Specifically, he’d been disappointed by the voice of Don Corleone, which in the movie came out with somewhat stuffed. The book had described the Godfather’s presence as something primal, visceral even. There was an impassive, calculating quality to the voice Matthews’ mind had supplied that made clear both the Don’s compassion and cruelty, each characteristic compounding rather than compromising the other. In the one word spoken by Captain Jeffs—Hello—Matthews felt that imperturbable power emanating from the speaker. It was everything that had been missing from the film, and he wondered just how different being an army captain was from being a mob boss.
 
   “Hello,” Matthews said back, his own clear voice sounding small in comparison.
 
   Very slowly, Matthews’ eyes adjusted to a tiny scrap of green light glowing somewhere in the tent. He still could not make out the dimensions of the place, but he at least had an idea of where Jeffs was sitting, presumably with the green light source—whatever it was—in hand.
 
   Jeffs said, “Do you know where we are?”
 
   Matthews was reluctant to answer. He was being asked to remember the events leading up to what had brought them here. In order to explain the significance of where they were, Matthews would need to face the duty he still had to perform, and it went far beyond his immediate goal of locating the necklace.
 
   Never a man to shirk a difficult task, Matthews finally said, “We’re near a lake, in a forest, on a mountain.”
 
   “Yes. We are,” Jeffs said, in a reasonable voice. The kind of reasonable voice that spelled doom for the enemies of Don Corleone. Matthews decided to believe he was not this man’s enemy; it was the only way he could keep the fear down. “But my camp was nowhere near a mountain… nothing like this, certainly. And you… you came from the sky, did you not?”
 
   “I came in a machine. And yes, it flew. But I don’t think you were here yet to see it.” Matthews could not think of a good way to respond, and hoped that would do for now. 
 
   There was a heavy silence. Matthews could read nothing in the pause, though in his years of police work he always had. He was, however, shocked by how strongly his instincts warned him not to cross this man or anger him in any way. Shocked, both because Matthews was not easily intimidated himself and because in the book he’d read at least, Jeffs was undeniably one of the good guys, ruthless at times, but never without reason, always for the greater good. Always with a reverence for life lost.
 
   The light was either getting brighter or Matthews was just getting used to it. Maybe both. He could see the figure of the man in front of him, sitting in a chair beyond what might have been a low desk or large chest. He noticed for the first time there was another body in the tent as well, covered under a heavy blanket despite the heat. He couldn’t tell if the figure was breathing. The Captain was facing him dead on. From seven feet away his eyes glinted green.
 
   Jeffs said, “If you can clarify this situation at all, I’d be grateful.”
 
   Matthews didn’t hesitate this time. He said, “We’re near the Rockies, in America, a place called Kidney Lake. The year is 2015. It’s actually January out here, even if it doesn’t really look it.” He didn’t know why, but he added, “I’m not actually sure that you and your men exist.”
 
   The Captain visibly stiffened at this news, and Matthews instantly regretted saying it. Jeffs stayed stiff that way for a while, blank and motionless, and then said, “I’d rather you not discuss that particular issue in front of the men. I don’t want to scare them.”
 
   “Understood,” Matthews said. The green light must be getting brighter, for Matthews could now make out Jeffs’ expressions. The stone-faced man sported a mustache, lush but well trimmed. The tent was tidy; there was almost nothing in it. The form Matthews had thought he’d seen, the sleeping or dead person in one corner, was gone. “Do you have doubts about your reality as well?”
 
   The Captain’s face crunched up in a knowing, painful grimace. “Please help me understand where we are.”
 
   “I’m not kidding you. You’re near the Rockies, in America. The year is 2015.”
 
   “You do not understand,” Jeffs said. “I feel responsible for these men, for their families.” And then he added with disdain, “If they have families.”
 
   Matthews sensed the wisdom of abandoning this particular topic of discussion. He said, “We came because we heard you had a necklace.”
 
   The Captain actually brightened a bit at this. He stood, his face underlit by the green light as if he were preparing to tell a campfire ghost story. “Yes, I knew you would want it. I dreamed of you.” Jeffs lifted the green light, and Matthews couldn’t believe he hadn’t noticed before… it was in fact the very necklace he sought. Three diamond-shaped emeralds hung on a long silver chain, and the glow was from the largest gem in the middle. Sharp metal designs, also diamond-shaped, framed each stone. Looking at it, imagining what it would be like to hold it in his own hand, Matthews was overpowered by an intoxicating mix of fear and naughty excitement. He did his best to hide the evidence of this reaction. He should have been able to realize that the feelings were not his own, but perhaps he did not want to—it was too sweet a thing.
 
   Without further showmanship, the Captain held the chain out, and Matthews stepped forward to grab it. Nothing, absolutely nothing that had happened in his experience had prepared Matthews for the warm rush of lust and satisfaction that overtook him as the necklace transferred from Jeffs’ fingers to his own cupped palms. This was it, the object of their happy search, in his own hands. He felt he could now die a peaceful death, totally fulfilled.
 
   But even as he wrapped his head around that thought, the intensity of the sensation began to wane. He was still jubilant, but the super-sharp edge had gone from that joy before he really had a chance to taste it. Had it lasted longer in his mind, he would have eventually felt the presence of the gears Paul wanted to destroy.
 
   The Captain was not smiling. With something like real curiosity he asked, “What is it?”
 
   “It’s a necklace,” Matthews said simply, his mind, eyes, and sense still riveted on the center gem.
 
   “I can see that. But what does it mean to you? Why do you want it so badly?” He leaned across the desk, and Matthews felt the man had leaned too close, though he had only moved inches and was still three feet away.
 
   Matthews contemplated the question for himself: What did the necklace mean? He had the feeling that this question had, in its own way, facilitated Paul Kenner’s decent into insanity, for it required nothing from the asker beyond the next step. It was not a question troubled by thoughts of the future. It was not a question that spoke to the mind of leading pathways, instead, it was a question of the moment—the now of pleasure. Matthews looked at the Captain and said sincerely, “It is enough to hold it in my hand. For now, that’s all the meaning it has.”
 
    
 
    
 
   5
 
   Clare heard Matthews ask for a private tent where he and his compatriots could talk when he came back outside. The man within—Captain Jeffs, she supposed—explained that one had already been prepared for that purpose.
 
   Simply from the look on Matthews’ face she could tell that he’d found it, and she felt an adolescent stirring in her loins as her heart rate increased. It was a very real, sweetly mischievous feeling of anticipation, the likes of which she’d believed the junk had destroyed her capacity to feel. On Chase’s face she saw it too, the look of young lust. Perhaps it was just that she’d been thinking of the necklace the moment she looked at him, but she now saw Chase as suddenly beautiful. Her emotions were not under her control, though she’d felt more balanced since the transformation of the world.
 
   Davis showed them to their tent and left them alone. It’s cloth was decorated in a paisley pattern, a look Clare had never appreciated, and was about the size of two phone booths pushed together. Inside, a small electric light dangled from the top, something Clare doubted such tents had been equipped with in the 1860’s.
 
   Without having to be asked, Matthews handed the necklace to Chase. After a moment’s appreciation, Chase handed it in turn to Clare. It was like touching Mitchel again. No—it was better. For the first time since he was gone, she didn’t miss him. She didn’t miss anything. Her soul didn’t cry out for oblivion. She felt a supreme sense of completeness and wondered what the others had felt when they’d held it. She closed her eyes and allowed a small moan to escape her lips. The moment was everything… everything she had hoped it would be. No high could compare to finding and handling this trinket. But as it had with Matthews only minutes before, the strong, sharp edge of the feeling left quickly, boiling down to a more tolerable pleasure. The men watched her, and she was aware she was turning them on, and she felt bad about it. She knew they weren’t trying to see her like that. A real sense of trust had developed between them, and controlling them in any way felt like a betrayal. All the same, she moaned again, enraptured by the gem, unable to keep her lips closed.
 
   Eventually she handed it back to Matthews, though there was no real reason he should be its keeper instead of her or Chase. It just made sense for him to hold it.
 
   Chase said, “I know you don’t want to, Shad, but we should take this to Paul. If we don’t, and he finds out we kept it from him, he’ll kill us.”
 
   Matthews didn’t say anything right away. Clare had become privy to their private emotions and knew there was something Chase was thinking but not saying. He didn’t just want to return the necklace to Paul because he was afraid for his life. He wanted to take it to Paul because it would feel good. She sensed it too, the pleasure it would be to return it. It might even feel better than holding it.
 
   “Okay,” Matthews said. “If you’re okay with it, Clare.”
 
   She laughed, a real laugh, tinged with a hue of sadness. “Don’t worry guys. I’m not going to be the one to stop us from getting our next hit.”
 
   Matthews was not amused, but he didn’t offer any kind of retort. He simply headed out. Chase nodded slowly to himself as he, too, left, perhaps as a way of admitting that what she’d said was closer to the truth than anything he could think of.
 
   Outside, as he stalked out of sight from them into a tree patch, Matthews said. “Let’s spend a little more time with these soldiers first. Maybe we can learn something. Maybe somebody will talk us out of giving it back.”
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   Time had ceased its struggle, at least within the confines of the camp.
 
   Here an hour meant no more or less than a year. Matthews, Chase, and Clare had no concept of how long they’d spent with the platoon of soldiers. It could have been three days as easily as three months. The sun never set, and no one needed sleep. There was food in abundant supply, but when anyone ate they did so because they wanted to taste something, not to soothe hunger. The only indication any of them had that perhaps time was passing was the gently growing sense of need to return the necklace.
 
   The three of them spent their time conversing with the soldiers. One young man who appeared to be of South-east Asian decent, regaled them with the story of his capture and escape from a POW camp. His story included an evil Sergeant, a magician, and a dragon. They soon learned that each soldier had an tale to tell, a story that was touching, succinct, and real, despite the jarring presence of samurai, microwaves, and lightsabers. Matthews suspected the three of them might be simply conversing with the creative hogwash of Paul’s mind, but for whatever reason, this diminished the emotional impact of each story not at all. He grew attached to each tale and even more to the soldier telling it.
 
   When they were not eating food fit for a five-star resort and listening to incredible yarns, they were playing games with the soldiers. It didn’t matter what; these men knew the rules to—and they had the necessary equipment to play—any game their three visitors could think of. This included such diverse amusements as croquet, Balderdash, Halo, and the schoolgirl favorite, MASH. A game in-and-of-itself for the three was to try to think of the most random games they could and try to stump the soldiers. They had, as of yet, been unsuccessful. They had become perpetually giddy. No longer were they engaged by the world around them; they found that playing and talking with these soldiers was almost more fun than looking for the necklace had been. It fed the part of the mind that ate delicious novels, and they quickly shirked their perceived duty of returning the necklace, not so much forgetting the threat of Paul’s wrath as ignoring it. 
 
   During one such game (a more obscure farming board game Chase’s nephew liked, called Agricola) the large beast the three had seen in their search passed through camp. Matthews’ policeman instinct, though malnourished and withering, still perked up when he perceived the animal’s movement into the main open area of camp. This internal alarm was quieted however when he saw the whole thing at once. It didn’t just have the coat of a dog, as Matthews had thought, it was a dog. Roughly the size of a large minivan. A poodle, if Matthews was correct. Its proportions were clearly those of a smaller dog. This caused everyone playing the game at that moment (Clare, Chase, Matthews, Davis, and a dark young man named Pedro) as well as any soldier in visual range to stop what they were doing and laugh. It was extremely funny to them all. The dog’s attitude was one of confused delight, and it momentarily pranced around with some of the more playful soldiers. Soon, it returned—looking rejected and saddened—to the covering of woods. With the novelty over, everyone returned to their leisure activities without another thought of the creature.
 
   Another animal that amused the group was Scott’s Anaconda, who was—as Davis had said—at least twelve feet long and about as thick around as a fire hydrant. This snake was friendly, playful, and curious. Not even Chase, who had always been repulsed by snakes, could help but give the big guy attention when he wanted it, which was often. Scott himself, a plain-looking man with brown hair, had little to say, but he always kept an eye on his snake, as if prepared at any moment to help rectify any trouble it might cause. But of course it never did; the snake was too intelligent and affable for trouble.
 
   Though all the soldiers were happy for the company, no one seemed more pleased than Davis to have Matthews’ band join them. He was pleased both by the fact of their presence and because they had so far done nothing with the necklace that he so clearly disdained.
 
   The only person they did not see often was Captain Jeffs, who spent most of his time brooding in his death-veiled tent. Matthews tried to think of him as little as possible, for he was a reminder of the faint obligation he had to return the necklace to Paul, and—ultimately—to stop Paul’s madness. For now he was content to live within that madness. Who knew? Maybe the three of them could stay here forever, and never worry about taxes, or jobs, or Paul, or anything ever again. Matthews would often look at his two compatriots, whom he had grown to care for and love, and think that such a thing really wouldn’t be too bad.
 
   Clare’s belly had been growing steadily with the life it stitched within, but it didn’t seem to make her ill or encumber her at all. Though time had no real meaning now, he could tell that it was getting bigger quickly. At least, it felt quick. Matthews vaguely thought about what it would be like if she ended up giving birth in this camp.


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER TWO
 
   PAUL’S REST WAS ANYTHING BUT RESTFUL. He had locked himself within the womb of the earth. Completely blocked from all light and air, he had entered the Mayhemic equivalent of a butterfly’s cocoon. As his captives conversed with his soldiers, Paul dozed in a fit of growth that seemed to tear at the very fiber of his muscles, bones, brain, and soul. As a child locked in the grips of some near-deadly fever will drift in and out of disturbed sleep—often seeing things that are not there, constantly vacillating between extreme discomfort and extreme detachment—Paul let the time pass, as unaware of this passing as Matthews, Clare, and Chase.
 
   During this growth period, he was shown large chunks of history in their entirety, as well as the individual daily troubles of perhaps half a million of the earth’s inhabitants of the last thousand years. He was intimate in the lives of those from all walks of life, in all religions and racial groups, and yet he felt nothing for those whose lives he witnessed, and he felt he learned nothing of significance. These visions did not extend any further than about 1,000 BC. Paul was audience to the rising and falling of nations, both great and small, and he found that each one had lived and died within the grip of the power he was only just now learning to wield: the power of Mayhem.
 
   He became certain that there was no God, no benevolent power seeking to help his little children ascend toward some heavenly reward. There were but two forces, men and Mayhem, and Mayhem would always win in the end. This seemed so clear and obvious to him that for a time he resisted the knowledge as if it were being forced upon him, but eventually he agreed with the intense, even painful, thoughts that assured him there was no deity or deities of any kind. 
 
   Instead of God, he found himself. He saw how important he was. How his life belonged to himself and no one else. Had he wanted a child? Whatever for? He saw how he had wasted his time. He had tried to build a family and an artistic legacy when he should have focused on those things that mattered most: pleasure, destruction, fun… himself.
 
   He should have focused on himself.
 
   Throughout all this, he was in pain. Gut-wrenching, mind-numbing pain.
 
   Growing pains.
 
   Troublesome images burdened the corners of these visions. There had been others with the same knowledge as he, others with his same desires. Men, women, even one who had been just a little girl. He banished these, for they were as irrelevant to him as the policeman’s schemes. Even if there had been others before, others whom Mayhem had used for its purposes, none had been given the power that was now being offered to Paul. Obviously, none had succeeded.
 
   Paul knew that if he endured the searing torture of his transformation, which he could and would do, nothing would be able to stop him from achieving all that they had not. He did not trouble himself with thoughts of why that had failed. Whatever had stopped them would not stop him.
 
   Jen.
 
   That was the worst part.
 
   Periodically, he thought of her. He remembered killing her. He would then think of her as she had been: small of stature, but big with temper and personality. He saw her wrapped in seductive white linens, draped and waiting on a large bed. They had never been in any such place so far as he knew, but the image had a penetrating effect nonetheless. And, in a way the great dramas of human lives he witnessed in the throes of his fever dreams could not, the thought of her moved him.
 
   But he knew she was nothing.
 
   The painful thoughts he spared for his dead wife were only the last vestments of his human costume being shed. Still, it was terrible, almost beyond his ability to withstand, to remember her killing. But thankfully, often just at the point of his breaking, she would again vanish from his mind, and the passage of other souls—just people, strangers—would take her place. 
 
   The fear that Matthews, Chase, and Clare had that Paul would be angry with them for not coming to him as soon as they found the necklace was unfounded. Most of the time during this period of change, Paul did not even know who they were.
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   Eventually, Jeffs came out of his tent.
 
   Matthews noticed that despite the cool assurance in his voice, Jeffs had the mannerisms of an extremely distressed man. He was dressed like Davis, not like most of the other soldiers with their weird mockeries of uniform. The tight, pale-blue fabric adorned with gold buttons suited him well. Matthews didn’t know if the outfit was authentic or not. Without it, Jeffs’ nervous glances and general state of uncertainty might have seemed like those of a man unfit to lead. Based on what he’d read of the man—the character, he reminded himself—this insecurity was out of the ordinary.
 
   Jeffs waited more or less patiently while they finished their current round of cornhole, a popular bar game Clare had introducing them to. It was clear that Jeffs wanted to speak to Matthews alone, and based on the grimace under his moustache, it wasn’t about anything pleasant. Matthews would talk to the man, but he wanted to finish his turn first. He took aim and with one huge hand lofted the beanbag directly into the desired hole.
 
   “Yes!” Matthews said, and Chase, Davis, and Clare all groaned in good nature.
 
   Clare said, “You know, I really should be schooling you all. I’ve got the most practice.” But she playfully punched Matthews’ shoulder, showing she was happy for him.
 
   With this task out of the way, Matthews went over to Jeffs, who silently indicated they should walk some distance from the others. Reluctantly, Matthews let Jeffs lead him twenty-five yards from his friends. Jeffs stopped at the edge of the woods. They stood beneath a large reddish-brown tree of indeterminable species.
 
   Between them, one of the delicious rabbits hopped by, just begging to be somebody’s dinner.
 
   “I’m worried,” Jeffs said, once they were definitely out of earshot of Clare, Chase, or any of the soldiers. Again Matthews heard flashes of Don Corleone. Jeffs seemed to be saying much more with these two words than they alone implied. If Matthews wasn’t mistaken, it was close to a threat. This made no sense to the police officer, who had fully and gaily entered into the life of innocent fun they’d found at camp.
 
   “I can tell you’re worried,” Matthews said. “I think you just need to relax.” If Matthews had been closer to his right frame of mind, he would have noticed that this was unlike anything he had ever said before; he was not typically the advocate of leisure.
 
   “When you came to me,” Jeffs said, “you came for one reason. Do you remember what that was?”
 
   Matthews’ face then made a marvelous approximation of Davis’ patented sheepish look. It was out-of-place on his wide head. He felt the silly grin there, and wanted to banish it in favor of one of his tough detective faces, but he seemed to be fresh out. “Of course I do,” he said. “We came for the necklace.”
 
   “That’s right,” Jeffs said, not quite as if speaking to a child. “I knew you would want it because I dreamed you would. I’m not the kind of person who puts a lot of stock in dreams. But as you see,” he motioned to the camp around them, which resembled a lazy circus more than any kind of organized military group, “this is no longer my world. These days my dreams seem more real to me than my waking life.”
 
   This had something of a sobering effect on Matthews. Perhaps he was simply remembering the fact that his entire life had been changed by another person’s dream—the dream of Clancy Miller. Matthews watched a tall young man with a basketball in one hand and a rifle in the other pass by. His uniform was part Civil War, part Chicago Bulls. He was struck by how happy the kid looked. “Alright,” he said. “I’ll bite. What have you dreamed?”
 
   The look on Jeffs’ face indicated that this was the right question. Matthews suspected Jeffs had been hoping he’d ask, but was confused why Jeffs felt he needed an invitation in order to share something. Many things seemed more confusing to him now, and he felt the urge to simply let all such matters drop and return to things that gave him pleasure to consider. Things like cornhole.
 
   Jeffs said, “I will. But not only the dreams. I want you to understand what surrounded them. I can tell that you are the leader here, much more so than I am, and I think you need all the information.”
 
   “Okay,” Matthews said, fighting off childish feelings of boredom that were already encroaching in on him. All he really wanted to do was keep playing games with his friends, but he heard the truth in Jeffs’ words. He was in charge here, whether he wanted to be or not.
 
   “The day before I had the first significant dream, I was with a woman named Valerie Hardstetter. A woman I had begun to care for very much. In light of recent understanding, such as the possibility of my not existing, my feelings for her are even more unsettling. I had explained to her various complexities of an upcoming battle, and I found her insights fascinating. That night I walked her home, and I made my way back to camp, where a makeshift cabin had been erected for me. I went to sleep there as I had the three nights previous. That night, I dreamt of a man I’d never seen before…”
 
   “Paul,” Matthews said without thinking.
 
   Jeffs face was impassive, cold. “Yes,” he said. “As you say. It was Paul. I knew his name immediately. Though I have never known him, he was familiar to me right off. I’ll tell you, I feared him. I am not prone to fear. I have always been able to assess a situation without being carried away by this primal feeling—”
 
   “I know,” Matthews said, remembering the section of Manpower where Jeffs had saved the day.
 
   Jeffs let this comment pass unanswered. “I saw Paul weaving my body together as a woman might weave a rug. Everything about him disturbed me. He seemed ill, yet dangerous. I had the feeling that my very existence was in his hands. It is difficult to explain, but I worry that you already know what I mean. Perhaps you understand this better than I. I was then woken by a banging at my door. An officer, one I’d never met, presented me with all the proper papers for a change in my assignment. I was to take a platoon deep into enemy territory, the reason unknown to me, something that I can never recall having happened before.”
 
   Another rabbit hopped passed, and Matthews heard a cheer from Clare. She must have scored.
 
   Jeffs continued. “I met with the men in town, and only recognized a few of them, Davis included. I was unclear as to why personnel had changed so much in one night. My inquiries were met with disdain from my superiors, who immediately began questioning my allegiance, something else I had never experienced. I had no choice but to do as they ordered. That, or give up my rank and posting, which I was not willing to do. I was also confused by their choice of men—as you can see, they are not all American. I did not even know where they had come from. But by this point I had seen the futility of fighting against them. Anyone you see in this camp with a traditional uniform is a man I have served with before; all the others are new. They are kind enough, but they have made me uneasy from the first time I saw them, perhaps for obvious reasons. We were to leave the very next night. Try as I might, I could not find Valerie anywhere in the town. Not at her house. Not in the tavern. Nowhere. It was as if she had vanished completely. I feel her presence at times, even now. But physically, she had disappeared.
 
   “That night, I dreamt of the necklace, the very one I turned over to your possession when you first came. I was flying, near midnight, high over my hometown in New York. The chain of the necklace bound my chest tightly, but I knew it was the means by which I was able to move, as a bird, through the air. I was terrified of the object, but also too scared to unwind it from my body. Again, this kind of abject fear was rather unknown to me. Not that I have never been afraid, but I have always kept that fear in check. Not during that dream, I didn’t. It ran rampant in me, totally savage.
 
   “I saw that the water in the river running past my town had been replaced with blood. I knew, somehow, that everyone below me was dead. No, worse than dead. Unborn. As if they had never existed. I knew, if I were to see someone, and thank God I did not, they would no longer be the person I had known growing up. These unborn would be servants of the puppet master I’d seen, Paul. When I awoke from this dream, again from a pounding at my door, someone yelling that it was time to depart, I had the necklace in my hand. I carefully hid it in my effects, knowing it to be of terrible value.
 
   “We marched all day, and when the darkness came we pitched our tents. By that time the men issuing me orders were gone, but I did not know how to return. That night I dreamt of you, Shad Matthews. I saw you step inside the machine you mentioned, and it took you up into the sky. You came down into this place, this unholy place I had marched to, and we met. In the dream you seemed desperate for the necklace, and I admit I was surprised to find you much more pacified in person. In the dream you said you had to take it to Paul, and though I was concerned about what it might mean to that… that man, I wanted you to deliver it as well. It seemed important to me as well as you. But now I find you playing all day, every day. The sun has ceased to set since you came, so who can even say it has been a day? But it has. It’s been much longer than that. And I—apparently, I alone—feel the tension increasing with each second you wait. Perhaps you are right to play. Perhaps Paul should never get this necklace. I don’t know. I leave it up to you entirely. But I want you to know that I wait in agony for him to have it, an agony of the mind if not the body. I no longer know if I am fully real, or even what such a thing would mean. When I woke up from that last dream, I was here. No one seems to think it’s a strange place but me, not even Davis. I’m… disturbed.”
 
   He was breathing heavily. His face was that of a desperate man. But throughout the entirety of the speech, his voice had not lost any of its cold power. At first, Matthews thought there was more he had to say, but soon it became obvious he was done. He was waiting for some kind of reply.
 
   “No,” Matthews said, still wrestling away thoughts of the game he’d been playing when Jeffs had approached him. “You’re right. I feel drugged in this place. I’m not right here. As much as I want to stay, I think you’ve got a lot better chance of thinking clearly than I do. If you feel like we should take the necklace to Kenner, let’s do it.”
 
   Jeffs closed his eyes. Sweat had broken out on his forehead, though the day was pleasantly cool. He smiled, and Matthews saw the real gratification of that smile. “I am glad,” he said. “When will you tell your friends?”
 
   But Matthews was already walking toward them. “No sense in waiting,” he said, not adding that he needed to talk to them before he lost his nerve or forgot what he was doing in favor of a beanbag.
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   Clare, Matthews, Chase, and Captain Jeffs walked up the alien hill to the cave where Paul had been secreted. Davis had been left in charge, though there were no real orders to be given. When Matthews had verbally pushed Clare and Chase into taking the necklace to Paul finally, Clare was surprised by how easily she was persuaded. She, like her two male friends, had been happy to stay at camp for the rest of eternity, but as soon as Matthews had said otherwise something within her tipped over, like a precarious domino, and she knew it was time. She had grown to like Matthews and Chase very much. She’d considered on more than one occasion offering one of them, probably Chase, the kiss she had teased them with. But, worried they would not accept her young age, she hadn’t yet.
 
   They’d made up their minds to go to Paul, but quickly realized they still did not know exactly where he was. No sooner had Clare said something to this affect than the monster dog, who was actually quite cute, had appeared from out of the trees, looking much happier than it had upon leaving camp.
 
   Jeffs had said, “This is Cards. I’ve dreamt of her, too.” They each took turns petting the huge animal, still feeling childish and playful from their stay. Even Jeffs touched its coat reluctantly.
 
   On the far side of the lake, they followed the happy giant dog to a cave-like area atop a hill that was picturesque even though it was covered in purple grass. She knew Chase and Matthews were each dealing with their feelings of guilt. They were ashamed because they wanted to please the man, the monster that was Paul. She could see it in their downcast faces as they walked. She felt no such guilt. She had done much worse things for a high than simply hand a man some jewelry. Despite the men of the group experiencing such doubts, they were also excited. They had found what they had been sent to find—and that was a wonderful feeling.
 
   Matthews, Chase and Clare enjoyed light conversation on the way. They spoke as friends do who have known each other for a long while, through times of plenty as well as sorrow. Jeffs did not speak. He walked haughtily, as if with great effort. Clare did not know what to make of the man, but Matthews seemed to trust him, and that was enough for her.
 
   She knew she was going to surprise them with her question. Once the dog stopped walking to indicate they had arrived, she asked: “Can I be the one to show him? Can I hand it to him?”
 
   “Why?” Chase said, in a curious, friendly way.
 
   “I’m not sure,” she said. “I guess I want him to want me around.” She cast her eyes to the strange verdant soil below, a mixture of enchantment and sadness played on her pretty, wasted face. Subconsciously, her hands came up to rest on her fullish belly. “I don’t want the baby to die.”
 
   She had tried not to think about the baby much in their time at camp, not wanting it to upset the wonderful balance they had there, but she had still begun to feel tenderly about it. Whether it was a boy or girl or whatever meant nothing to her. The fact that some fat womanizer more that twice her age was the father meant nothing to her. She loved this little baby. She thought of Jen, who she barely remembered, and wished she could be there to see the baby be born. She knew this child had saved her life by way of Deeny’s protection; it had saved all of them.
 
   Chase, who had been holding the necklace for the last few minutes, probably with the secret hope that he might be the one to give it to Paul, handed it to her. Their hands lingered at the slight touch between them. She was sure if they lived another day she’d give him that kiss. If she was old enough to have a baby, she was old enough to kiss Chase.
 
   The mouth of the cave was unspectacular; they walked into the darkness, where the red light of the sky seemed reluctant to go. Slowly, their eyes adjusted to the tiny cavern around them revealing a stone door. It reminded Clare of something that might be on The Flintstones. 
 
   Matthews tried knocking, but the rounded door was thick, and his attempt did not reverberate at all. Anyone within would have heard nothing. He shrugged and pushed on the door. It swung open easily, revealing the pitch blackness within.
 
   “What?” a voice came out of the darkness.
 
   At first no one could speak. They had all been struck with terror too fundamental to be called simply mortal. Eventually Matthews motioned to Clare, indicating that if she wanted to present the necklace, now was the time.
 
   She cleared her throat and stepped forward. For the first time in a very long time she felt truly pretty, though why that particular moment should engender the feeling was beyond her.
 
   She said, “We found it.” And then, with relish, “I’m holding it in my hand.”
 
   Paul stepped out, fully nude, as emaciated as some extremist Indian monk. His hair had grown ragged over his shoulder. It was clear he had not eaten or bathed in a long while, perhaps so long that his clothes had rotted off. Clare could practically read the minds of the men with her; they were each calculating, trying to guess if they could take Paul down in this state, but they each came to the conclusion Clare had already come to: what he looked like meant nothing now. He was beyond human frailties.
 
   Before anyone could do anything stupid, Clare held out one delicate hand and dropped the necklace into Paul’s waiting, ash-gray palm. The silver chain spilled from one person to the next like a fountain.
 
   He brought the necklace to his eyes, admiring it as a new father might admire his infant. Here was his whole world in his hands. His hollow, bloodshot eyes almost seemed unable to focus on the thing, but no one doubted that he saw it.
 
   The relative silence was broken by Jeffs, who said, “What the devil are you?”
 
   Paul looked up, noticing the man for the first time. He then did the last thing anyone would have expected at that moment. He laughed. A dry, loud heave came out, like the high call of a gigantic, ancient bird: “Ha!” The echoes of the sound quickly died, and silence followed.
 
   He clutched the necklace in one hand carefully as one might some expensive piece of electronics that would break if dropped. He stepped closer to the Captain and said, “Jeffs. I’d know you anywhere. What a great joke.”
 
   “What are you? Who are you?” Jeffs said, making it clear that he was not in the mood for jokes, great or otherwise. 
 
   Clare was surprised to see that Jeffs actually had an effect on Paul, who seemed to want to apologize for his outburst, but was not quite willing to do so. He said, “I’m your father, aren’t I? I wrote you into being.”
 
   Jeffs grimaced, but did not seem shocked by this news. “You are a sick man, Paul,” he said, sounding reasonable, courteous even. “You ruined my whole world. Where is Valerie?”
 
   At this, Paul grimaced back. He frowned and put a hand on Jeffs’ uniformed shoulder. “I’m sorry. I really am. But I don’t make that world anymore. I don’t create anything now. That part is over. Now the other thing must happen. The—”
 
    “Listen to me,” Jeffs interrupted, taking Paul by each shoulder even with one of Paul’s hands on his. Jeffs’ anger showed through his face and mannerisms, but his voice remained strong and collected. “You can’t do this. There’s a war going on, and I don’t think it can happen without you. All this fighting, everyone who died, all that will be in vain if you stop. Please, man, please continue what you’ve started. Send me back. You have a responsibility to me, to Davis, to Valerie. To everyone.”
 
   Paul looked at up him, and Clare saw tears rolling down the man’s slack cheeks. “I don’t do that now,” he said. “I don’t. I don’t.” He sounded exhausted. “It’s time for something else. The other thing.”
 
   “What other thing?” Matthews said.
 
   And now Paul smiled, shrugging off the sadness that had overcome him just moments before. He stepped back from Jeffs, freeing himself from the man’s grasp. Though still physically wasted, he looked like a new man.
 
   “Now,” he said, “it is time for Mayhem.”
 
    
 
    
 
   4
 
   “Out! Get out, my friends! I will let you live!” Paul then yelled dramatically, flinging his hands in the air madly, nearly sending the necklace crashing into the stone wall of the cave’s entrance. “Get out of my house, and go back to the camp, and have some fun! Your work is all done!”
 
   They only stared at him.
 
   “NOW,” he bellowed as fire—literally, fire—came spewing forth from his mouth. It was orange, red, and gold—a beautiful flame. Like children, the group stumbled backwards, practically stepping on one another to get back to the cave entrance. Then rock grew over the opening. They watched part of the mountain come up out of the earth, lifting a ball of stone containing Paul up and up, finally resting in the shape of a large closed sphere nearly a quarter-mile from the ground. It was held up by a thin tube of rock matter.
 
   To no one in present company, Jeffs said, “I’m sorry, love.” 
 
    
 
    
 
   5
 
   “Speak… Do not be silent, my little one… you called for me… you wanted me… so, say something…”
 
   Paul cradled the necklace in his cave. It gave off a little light.
 
   He said, “Please.”
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER THREE
 
   HAVING NOTHING ELSE TO DO, the group headed back to camp. Cards led them even though they knew the way themselves.
 
   On the way back, all of them noticed the new markers of decay. Some needles, now brown, had fallen from the trees. In some patches, the grasses were dying. Although on the whole the landscape remained unnaturally opulent, they saw no animals.
 
   “What does this mean?” Chase asked.
 
   “It means our Eden is over,” Matthews said, and they all felt a twinge of happiness at the thought. They’d loved the place, certainly, but it was an unnatural love. Not a love given freely. And now as they felt that love dying, they were pleased.
 
   Just as they were about to crest the last small hill to camp, Jeffs stopped abruptly. Matthews looked at him, asking with his eyes what was wrong. Jeffs said, “I feel… I fear something is not right at camp. My men—” He ran ahead and stopped at the top of the hill where he could see the camp in its entirety, a look of disbelief and disgust on his roughly hewn soldier’s face.
 
   The others came forward to see what had caused Jeffs’ distress. The tents were burned. The ground was scorched and charred in places. Many of the soldiers were dead, lying half-eaten by flame, face-down, face-up, on their sides, strewn across camp. Those who lived milled about distractedly, a few also consumed in flame but taking no notice.
 
   Davis appeared from behind the only tent still standing. Jeffs hurried to him. The rest of the group followed, careful not to get too close to the fires. Their faces shared impotence. Clearly, it was too late for anything to be saved.
 
   “Davis, what’s happened here?” Jeffs asked.
 
   Davis looked up into his Captains eyes and smiled, “Aww, I knew you was gonna be mad. It was just a little bet, Cap’n. You need to loosen your corset some notches.” He laughed. His eyes were open as wide as they would go. Another soldier wandered nearby, burning. It was the basketball player Matthews had noticed earlier. He nodded at Matthews in salutation.
 
   Jeffs said to Davis, “Explain.”
 
   “Well the—” But Davis was interrupted by the passing anaconda, which was now twelve feet of flame. “Aww, hang on there a minute, Cap’n. I gotta see to this.” He scampered off toward the animal. “C’mere, you devil!” When he reached the snake, he smashed its large head under his army boot. Thankfully the fire covered most of the gore, but Clare looked away anyway.
 
   “Sorry, fella,” Davis said.
 
   Matthews said, “What’s going on?”
 
   Jeffs said, “I think I’d rather not know. This is probably the ‘other thing’ Paul mentioned. He’s through with my world.”
 
   “No,” Clare said. “This isn’t it. Not yet.” She was thinking of the few times Mitchel had been given a less-than-dank bag of weed when expecting something much better. Though the outward effects were quite different, the underlying feeling was one she recognized. “I think the necklace isn’t what he’d hoped.” Amid the flames and madness all around them, she smiled. “He’s throwing a temper tantrum.” She folded her arms over her belly. “He thought the necklace would tell him something or give him something. But I don’t think it did. He’s probably locked up in that stone ball throwing a fit like a little kid.”
 
   Jeffs said, holding the jacket of a fallen comrade. “And we pay the price for his anger.”
 
    
 
    
 
   2
 
   But Mayhem was not angry.
 
   Mayhem was livid.
 
   The glow of the necklace had faded. It was silent. It was just a hunk of metal and glass. The jewel wasn’t even real. It was exactly as Deeny had said. It appeared useless, not important at all.
 
   He spewed blood onto the cave walls from his nose and mouth in a vulgar and pointless display of frustration. He had power—great power—but to what end? There was no direction, no light, no purpose. He paced his tiny space like a brilliant tiger in a cage. This tiger could easily break free, but the world outside was just as empty as the cage. Deeny had wanted murder, Sean had wanted something more—but what did the necklace want?
 
   Mayhem just couldn’t remember. Something to do with clocks.
 
   Something to do with clocks.
 
   Mayhem said, “Please,” to the necklace. Pale, sick parts of his skin fell to the stone floor and began to sizzle. They let in light from below as they burned through the stone floor. He said things out loud to Sean and Deeny and to the necklace, but no one responded.
 
   As his acid skin flaked off him, he himself burned through the floor and into the dangerous red light of his weird sun. He fell into the dying grasses. Animals lay down around him and did not get back up. Already there were mounds of flesh where the herds met to die together. The dirt reclaimed few of the bodies, leaving the others to silently rest. Mayhem screamed out to the empty heavens. He had nothing to blame and nothing to hate. He had nothing to go to, to hold, to love. He nearly gave up then, committing a grand and tacit suicide. This world meant nothing to him. Nothing at all had meaning if he did not get direction. The necklace had been everything to him. Now he didn’t know what to want or do. Already, he had lost it, did not know where it was.
 
   Absurdly, he thought of Deeny’s father. He had not started all this. If Paul’s vision was any indication, Mayhem has been arguing with humankind for quite some time, but he was the start of it for Deeny, and in turn for Sean, and finally Paul. The man had contracted a fever, then found this necklace in the woods where Paul had later built his little mansion. Deeny’s father had then killed his wife and son, promising Deeny that the necklace would provide.
 
   What did it mean?
 
   Deeny had become convinced it meant nothing, that everything that had happened was simply his father’s insanity, which now belonged to Paul. 
 
   But how could that be true?
 
   What about the clocks?
 
   What about the clocks?
 
   And then Paul remembered Paul, and his own desires took precedence over everything and everyone else. He remembered how he could do things for himself. He owed nothing to the world or anyone or anything. 
 
   If the necklace wouldn’t guide him, then he would guide himself.
 
   He then became an agent fully unto himself.
 
   He just remembered that he was God.
 
    
 
    
 
   3
 
   The camp was disintegrating into non-existence.
 
   The tents and bodies and tables and televisions and PlayStations and targets and toys did not so much dissolve as they did cease to occupy space. The trees around them followed suit. Everything was being deleted here. Even the soldiers who still lived were disappearing. Soon, only Davis and Jeffs remained. Matthews, Chase, and Clare watched as Jeffs leaned over the bare spot of earth on which Davis lay, dying.
 
   Their conversation was less than reassuring.
 
   Davis said, “You knowed you was always my favorite captain.”
 
   Jeffs said, “Davis, I always respected you. I loved you.”
 
   They held hands. Davis coughed up blood, which kept evaporating. His eyes were glassy and milky as a cow’s.
 
   “I knowed that. You didn’t think I was just a kid.”
 
   “No. Never.”
 
   “Looks like I’m on my way out, Cap’n…”
 
   “No. Not you.” Jeffs cradled Davis’ head in the crook of his arm. Around them, the world continued to disappear, replaced by a charcoal gray nothingness. Clare grabbed Chase’s hand, and both of them stepped closer to Matthews. Thankfully there was still ground beneath them.
 
   Jeffs said, “I swore to your mother nothing would happen to you.”
 
   Davis said, “Sorry.” He coughed. “I don’t like it anymore than Garfield likes Mondays.”
 
   “I know you think he hates Jon, but he doesn’t.”
 
   Matthews, Clare, and Chase shared glances. A true grimness settled upon them. This bizarre turn of conversation had done more to convince them their time at Kidney Lake together was coming to an end than even the disappearance of the forest.
 
   “…he does,” Davis was saying, presumably meaning Jon Arbuckle.
 
   Jeffs said, “Socialism is a philosophy of failure, the creed of ignorance, and the gospel of envy. Its inherent virtue is the equal sharing of misery.”
 
   To this, Davis responded, in the same tone of melodramatic theater death, “In my opinion, nothing has contributed so much to the corruption of the original idea of socialism as the belief that Russia is a socialist country and that every act of its rulers must be excused, if not imitated.”
 
   Lovingly, Jeffs said, “The scientific fact of clairvoyance, telepathy, soul-flight, psychometry, and prophecy are well established by incontrovertible evidence, yet to mention them in certain circles is to ostracize yourself.”
 
   Davis seemed to ponder this for a time, and then said, “A man will not believe in an eternal God so long as daily wants are his primary concern. To truly see the face of God is to see yourself as part of the grand system of love. Then it is easy to see the person, the being, the man that is the almighty creator.”
 
   “I’ve got an almighty hankering for some ribs,” Jeffs said.
 
   Davis giggled, and said, “Do you have TP for my bunghole? I would hate for my holio to get polio.”
 
   Jeffs nodded gravely and said, “Shut up, fart-knocker.” Then laid his head on Davis. Before the three watching could do or say anything Jeffs turned to them, looking resigned and depressed as a Holocaust survivor. There was no mirth or humor on his face as he said, “Discretion is cool,” and melted into Davis, his eyes running out of his sockets and mixing with his liquid nose and lips.
 
   They sank into the earth, leaving only dirt.
 
   And with that, the camp and everyone in it was gone. There were no more trees, only a disc of blank ground on which the three stood. The horizon was only the change from gray to the red of the sky.
 
   Chase held Clare tightly, and asked Matthews, “What was that? What is happening here?”
 
   Matthews said, “I don’t know.”
 
   Clare smiled and kissed Chase flat on the mouth. “Sorry I’m just a kid.”
 
   Before Chase could respond, the sky started falling in big red chunks. Behind it there was nothing, not even the vacuum of space.
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER FOUR
 
   oooooooooooooo
 
    
 
   I’M STILL
 
    
 
   ME.
 
   I know.  And I’m—
 
    
 
   Oh, Chase…
 
   excuse me
 
    
 
   And what is this 
 
    
 
   beg your pardon 
 
    
 
   is  this   the    this         is       the   dance.
 
    
 
   You mean the Viper’s/Fire/Last Great Dance.
 
   yes
 
   I think I get what they were saying about socialism. 
 
   which one?
 
   shut up shut up.
 
   Chase?
 
    
 
   I’m trying to make sense of this.
 
   I’m trying to make sense of this.
 
   I’m trying to make sense of this.
 
    
 
   †   †   †
 
    
 
   Do you think they are still alive?
 
    
 
   The rest of the world.
 
    
 
   You mean The World.
 
   yes
 
    
 
   how should i know anything
 
    
 
   †   †   †
 
    
 
    
 
   indistinct laughter echoing as from a great distance
 
    
 
   Not everything is dead; there is still life inside of me. That man harmon’s baby.
 
   ham man’s babe
 
    
 
    
 
   indistinct laughter echoing as from a great distance
 
   The baby.
 
   yes… the baby. but also just me.  I’m still me.
 
    
 
   the laughter grows and grows in intensity sickness volume and size
 
   the echoes increase
 
    
 
   †   †   †
 
    
 
    
 
   I never thought of you in that way. I never thought of you as a sex object. At least, I never wanted to. I always secretly wanted you to respect me. You were the one who liked drugs. Not me. You were the one who loved that life; I simply loved you and so I gave in to it. You didn’t ever see this about us, but it’s true. I followed you. And I know that because you would have been that way without me, but I never would have without you. I don’t want you to think you’re responsible for my death. I was an adult, capable of making my own decisions and protecting myself. There’s no reason to dwell on it now, but I can’t help but wish that it had happened differently; I wish we were still together and that we had never touched that life.
 
    
 
    
 
   Clare said, “Oh. I never realized that.
 
    
 
    
 
   Goodbye Mitchel.”
 
    
 
    
 
   the old red of the sky no longer glowing.  nothing is glowing.
 
   they can feel him approaching, or is he already there
 
    
 
    
 
   Wow. You’re in some kind of vortex or something. Do you think I am still alive? How about your children? You just had to be a pilot, even though you know I’m afraid of heights. Do you honestly think that I could have stayed married to you after that? You’re crazy if you think that. You are insane. Do you believe that your children are alive?
 
    
 
   “Not yet.” Chase felt bad for his ex-wife, but he was glad she wasn’t around to nag him anymore. He missed his children. He wondered what they would think of Clare, but then he remembered that it was the Last Great Dance. He probably wouldn’t be seeing them again.
 
   †   †   †
 
    
 
   ohfineithought about the dyingthings didn’tknow enough about Africa and all that
 
   to starttalking about other countries and culturesbut they’re
 
   all outthere living the Last Great Dance; living up inmayhem
 
   waiting for paulpaul
 
    
 
   didn’tknow enoughabout northkoreaand all that, butliving
 
   throughtheLast Great Dance inthose citiesthoseplaces too much too
 
    
 
   a hand is on clare clark, a maddening carressing hand
 
   He is touching her.
 
    
 
   †   †   †
 
    
 
   holy men and women of many faiths throughout the world—small in number
 
   //perhaps//
 
   vast in power—who felt the tiny inkling of what was happening. made them aware of this change also warned them to continue their lives as if nothing were wrong.
 
   these people trusted in such feelings and
 
   //nothing// was done
 
    
 
   †   †   †
 
    
 
   Still alone, huh? Never did find yourself that woman you always imagined: plump, friendly, and what a good cook. Still out there playing the hero, trying to fix the whole world, but still alone. Your church says you will have the chance to marry even after death, you can’t seriously believe that, can you? It’s BS and you know it. You need to go home Shad, you need a little rest, take some pills or something. Oh yes, please don’t remind me, you still think you need to stop Paul. Are you so delusional? Are you so stupid?
 
    
 
   Matthews wasn’t feeling very good, like a sick kid in Africa with a big ol distended belly dying from hunger looking like an overstuffed rich person
 
    
 
   ∆   ∆   ∆
 
    
 
   she fears He will abort the baby, she doesn’t know what His intentions are
 
   He is touching her somewhere between her breasts,
 
   like He is trying to get inside her chest, 
 
   He is trying to burrow into the thin skin stretched over her rib-cage,
 
   He is trying to get to her heart, which is still beating.
 
    
 
   “AAHHRRHH!!!”
 
    
 
   ∆   ∆   ∆
 
    
 
   im sick up and out.
 
   murder
 
   more like
 
   new murders
 
    
 
   whn it starts below the waiste – b low the belt
 
   that sickening sound
 
   the squishing of it
 
    
 
   do you remember the first time you lied to your father
 
    
 
   pinalyg tkrcis lkie smoe kind of migiaacn
 
   becoming an agent, fully unto yourself
 
    
 
   wrote a little secret poem once not like a good little boy
 
   this:
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   …………………………………………
 
   on the quaint decrepit wooden porch 
 
   have i thought this before? 
 
   July becomes fall as i cut kiss for kiss
 
   leaning into the smell between bones
 
   we could spend all night trying 
 
    
 
   fine tune the metaphor: 
 
   how sin is murder 
 
   you take my meaning
 
    
 
   i lay your skin in sheets 
 
   then press down for the air 
 
    
 
   its easy 
 
    
 
   simple 
 
    
 
   a kiss turns deadly 
 
   you and i are deadly 
 
   despite our love 
 
   i’ll twist my hands again 
 
    
 
   your eyes awake come August 
 
    
 
   on the decrepit wooden porch
 
   have you thought this before? 
 
    
 
   thinking of my lips 
 
   my cheeks my nose 
 
   my brows 
 
    
 
   avoid the searching red eyes 
 
   the rubies 
 
    
 
   the lovers of July
 
   …………………………
 
    
 
   ∆   ∆   ∆
 
    
 
   she is screaming the others can hear her but they cannot 
 
   place the sound
 
   they don’t realize that she is in trouble
 
   and even if they did, it isn’t something they can stop
 
   He is in charge of Himself right now
 
   and clare is screaming like a wildfire
 
    
 
    
 
   ∆   ∆   ∆
 
    
 
   “You killed me. You crushed my windpipe.”
 
   “We were going to have a baby.”
 
   Jen’s voice is lingering. It is an idea inside the Dance.
 
    
 
   ∆   ∆   ∆
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   hands explode within clare, he got into her through her chest
 
   agonizing pain sounds like an alarm for his hands, of which there are many, are inside her.
 
   they wriggle, the hands, they force their way through her arms, displacing blood vessels and muscles and nerves
 
   she is very much awake and alive, the hands are traveling through her legs but she does not know why or what they are trying to do or what they are looking for.
 
    
 
   ∆   ∆   ∆
 
    
 
   one of his hands is inside her throat she can taste his greasy fingers on the back of her tongue, interfering with her nose like pool water. it’s bad.
 
   He’s in her brain now, but that isn’t as bad
 
   everything there has been numbed
 
   the worst thing the hands will do is still to come, and somehow, somehow
 
   she knows this.
 
    
 
   “Clare, when you were a kid did you ever see that show Rocko’s Modern Life?
 
   I only ask because my niece used to love that show.” Matthews isn’t sure what made him think of this.
 
    
 
   “Yeah,” Chase is saying, “my little brothers used to watch it too. 
 
   You wouldn’t believe the crappy cartoons my kids are watching these days.”
 
   “I mean, that Rocko show was actually pretty funny sometimes.”
 
    
 
   Yeah, it was.
 
   It was.
 
   So how about it Clare? You ever watch it?
 
    
 
   ∞   ∞   ∞
 
    
 
    
 
   one hand, one which she senses is the dominant hand,
 
   is in her womb. the pain is beyond description or imagination
 
   if she could murder herself at this moment she would
 
   anyone would
 
    
 
   ∞   ∞   ∞
 
    
 
   she doesn’t know how much longer she can remain sane,
 
   she thinks that she will loose any sense of herself if the intrusion continues
 
   the child within her is squirming, reacting to the dominant hand.
 
    
 
   He is touching the baby with his burrowing hand.
 
   the baby is reaching out with its little alien fingers
 
   How far along is the baby?
 
   daaaaaang
 
   if the baby calls him father she will lose her mind
 
    
 
    
 
   ∞   ∞   ∞
 
    
 
    
 
   if the baby loves him she will kill herself
 
   she does not know how to kill herself
 
    
 
    
 
   ∞   ∞   ∞
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   I am thinking about killing you. I should not be debating. I can’t blame this on Deeny now, can I? I feel as if I will be lonely, and yet loneliness is among what will be destroyed. When everything is gone—everything—there will be no sadness. 
 
    
 
   This is where the others backed down.
 
    
 
   ƒ   ƒ   ƒ
 
    
 
   I have thought about asking you out for a long time, but I was always too afraid. Not so much that you would say no or yes, but if I really wanted to face another relationship. It seems silly now.
 
    
 
   ƒ   ƒ   ƒ
 
    
 
   I see now I was not chosen in the typical sense. Mayhem did not look to me and say, “Yes. That is the man who will do it. That is the man who will not flinch.” I am Mayhem. And I didn’t look at myself.
 
    
 
   ƒ   ƒ   ƒ
 
    
 
   It bothered me that he never asked me about my day. I know it’s stupid, because I could always tell him, and he was always happy to listen, but I don’t think he ever asked me. He’s been dead for a few years now. I guess I still think about it. I wonder how things would have been different if he had asked me. You know, just sometimes. Probably nothing would have been different.
 
    
 
   ƒ   ƒ   ƒ
 
    
 
   But that does not mean it was not destiny. I will also destroy destiny. I keep thinking of all the things that I will be destroying and I do not think I will flinch. I feel sad, but I feel peace, and I sense horror. A calmness has washed over me and over everything. It is as if everything is exhaling for the last time.
 
    
 
   ƒ   ƒ   ƒ
 
    
 
   When I got the acceptance letter, I was excited. I kept looking at it. I must have told everyone in town. I was going to MIT. I knew I should be acting more grown-up, but I felt like I did as a little girl on Christmas morning. It was better than Christmas. Better than fairy wings or a new Barbie. It was more than just a gift, it was a reflection of what I had accomplished, of who I had become. It said I was smart and that I was putting my intelligence to use. I would miss my home and the small-town community college, but also my mind kept wandering to the thought that I might meet my future husband at MIT. Imagine, me marrying someone who went to MIT; ha ha, I guess he’d be married to someone who went to MIT, too. Ha ha.
 
    
 
   ƒ   ƒ   ƒ
 
    
 
   I am touching this little baby. I don’t really know why. Denny loved it, I guess. He gave his life to protect it. But what does that matter? Soon I will destroy sacrifice. I sense that it hurts Clare when I touch her body from the inside. Hurt, too, shall be destroyed.
 
    
 
   ƒ   ƒ   ƒ
 
    
 
   I wanted to get my sister something special for her birthday that year. She’d just lost her husband, who was in Iraq, and her and her kid just weren’t feeling a lot of hope just then. I know there was a bigger plan. I was already at peace with it, but I knew that wasn’t going to help her just then. She needed something to be excited about. Both of them. One word: France. I couldn’t really afford it, but I still don’t regret that trip. Ha ha, even if I am still paying it off. Everything seemed better after that. You know? I think I might have needed that vacation, too.
 
    
 
   ƒ   ƒ   ƒ
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   ∞   ∞   ∞
 
    
 
   “What will it be like?” Jen had asked.
 
   “What?” Paul had said.
 
   “When we get married, how will it be different?”
 
   “Well, in a lot of ways it won’t be. I mean we already spend a lot of time together, we already sleep together, I already feel like I know you really well.”
 
   “Then what’s the point? Why get married at all?”
 
   Silence stretched out between them like an expanding balloon, then he said, “I’m not sure. Maybe for other people to know we want to be together for the rest of our lives.”
 
   “I’m not sure why we should care what they think.”
 
   He said, “What are you saying? You don’t want to get married?”
 
   “No. I’m not saying that. I’m sorry. That came out wrong. Of course I want to marry you. I love you.”
 
   “Well then, maybe that’s the reason,” Paul said. “Just because we want to.”
 
   “Also,” she smiled mischievously, “I’d like to have a baby.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   ∞   ∞   ∞
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   That really was the question. Perhaps the final question, the question asked just before all questions were destroyed. Do I want to?
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   He let go of clare. released his grip on everything.
 
   que sara sara sara sara sara sara
 
    
 
  
 
  




EPILOGUE † SPIRIT
 
    
 
   I was racked with eternal torment, for my soul was harrowed up to the greatest degree and racked with all my sins. Yea, I did remember all my sins and iniquities, for which I was tormented with the pains of hell; yea, I saw that I had rebelled against my God, and that I had not kept his holy commandments. 
 
    
 
   Yea, and I had murdered many of his children, or rather led them away unto destruction; yea, and in fine so great had been my iniquities, that the very thought of coming into the presence of my God did rack my soul with inexpressible horror. Oh, thought I, that I could be banished and become extinct both soul and body, that I might not be brought to stand in the presence of my God, to be judged of my deeds.
 
   —Alma 36:12-15
 
    
 
    
 
   A little child shall lead them.
 
   —Isaiah 11:6
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   JULY 4th, THE NEXT YEAR
 
   ON THE COMFY COUCH IN THE LIVING ROOM, baby Clark held Daddy’s big finger with his tiny hand. Low light from outside marked the onset of another late summer evening. In Clark’s eyes Paul could see the first signs of true intelligence. Just a flicker here and there amidst the constant curious stares. Clark was a baby who cried loudly sometimes, but he was a good sleeper. A sense of love and loyalty seemed to spread from him. His body may be tiny, Paul thought, but his spirit is large. He didn’t really know what he meant by that, but ever since Clark had entered his life, he had much more tender feelings about spiritual matters.
 
   Soon it was time for Clark to have some milk, and Paul wished there was breast milk for the boy, knowing there never would be. He went to the kitchen to warm the bottle the way his mother had shown him on her visit, and Cards padded along with him. She looked so much older than she had; perhaps Jen’s death had taken a toll on the dog as well. Paul’s baby sucked the plastic teat greedily. Paul patted Clark’s downy hair, and a tear came to his eye. He wiped it away, knowing if he got started with that he wouldn’t be able to stop. Instead he laughed lightly. There was nothing very funny, it just came out, saving him from another weeping session.
 
   Five months ago Paul had found four bodies in the trees by his house. Jen he recognized, but the other three he had never seen. The police in the area were baffled when identities were determined. At first Paul was under heavy scrutiny as the possible murderer, but with no evidence or motive he was soon declared no longer a suspect or even a person of interest in the case. There was absolutely nothing in the notes of the late Detective Matthews—or any other officer for that matter—that implicated Paul in any way to these murders or that of Donald Harmon or anybody else. As for Paul himself, he felt very little curiosity about what had happened. He agreed it was mysterious, but he was more interested in healing his shattered heart than tracking down the killer or killers. He knew he should care, but he let the police deal with it.
 
   Jen’s death had devastated Paul, and for a while he had nothing to live for other than the baby, apparently belonging to the girl whose remains were found outside. The police said her name was Clare Clark. As a sign of respect to her, Paul had named the baby Clark Kenner once it had become legally his.
 
   In addition to missing Jen horribly, he missed someone else. He’d never talked about it with the police or anybody, because he had no idea who it was he supposedly missed so much, but the ache was real. Not a woman. A man. A childhood friend, almost. There was a big, round, empty hole in his life.
 
   Without Clark, Paul reflected as he watched the baby suck in formula, he would almost certainly have taken up serious drinking, drug abuse, or worse. He would have probably committed suicide.
 
   But Clark, this beautiful little baby, had redeemed Paul from destruction and despair. It was just he and Clark alone in this big house where Clark would probably grow up. Paul vowed to always care for the baby who would one day grow into a man. He wanted to be a good father more than he wanted anything else.
 
   At first, he hadn’t been able to write at all. Partly because Clark required so much attention, but also because he felt totally blocked from the action. He wanted to write, he knew it would help him heal, but until April he’d been unable. That was when he’d decided to give up on Scott’s Anaconda. It wasn’t going anywhere, and neither was anything else that had to do with the Civil War or surrounding periods. Once he’d decided that, the words had come. But the words had changed.
 
   He had been writing a different kind of story, one not at all like his previous work, and it came to him fluidly, easily. It was some kind of supernatural horror story, in line with the norms of the genre: his protagonist was a writer who had just moved to a new town with his wife. There the writer felt the presence of someone in his home, and things got weird fast.
 
   Paul thought it would sell well, though he’d probably have to use a pseudonym at least to differentiate it from his old body of work, even though it probably wouldn’t be any big secret who he was. He wasn’t sure how much he cared for the book, honestly—it was much darker than any he’d written before—but it just felt good to write again.
 
   He looked down and saw that Clark had fallen asleep. After laying the boy in his crib, Paul went to the big empty office.
 
   Sitting there at the computer, typing away as his adopted son slept, Paul began to feel like his old self again.
 
    
 
    
 
   † THE END †
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   About the author — Matthew Allred is a prolific writer and renaissance artist. When he isn’t penning horror novels, he writes webcomics, paid genre fiction, scripts, poetry, and anything else that strikes his fancy (or his wallet). Allred is also an avid singer-songwriter, a visual artist and cartoonist, party hypnotist, and royal pain in the neck. 
 
    
 
   He lives with his wife Sarah in Idaho, but their hearts are far away in the fictitious land of Utah.
 
    
 
   Thanks for reading.
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