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Prologue
Deep inside my chest, my heart tries to beat. 
It shudders beneath my ribs like a curled fist and I think: I am having a heart attack. I am dying. The circulation returns to my arms and legs in slow, hot waves. With each sluggish heartbeat, I am made more aware of the cramps in my extremities.
Where am I?
A cough rattles out of my chest, only to die in my swollen throat. 
Breathless. 
My eyelashes clump together with mud and tears; my throat and lungs itch with irritation, desperate for air and to expel their contaminants. I am trapped. My chest is bare and I don’t (oh, God, help me) remember how I got here. My skin is cold and I want to cover my breasts, but I can’t. 
I feel large, hard, rounded objects press into my side and back; there is a needles-and-pins sensation in my limbs as I experimentally try to move my fingers and wrists, only to reveal a dull ache. The round objects are gritty to the touch. 
Rocks.
My shoulders feel like they’ve been run over. It feels like I am only wearing my underwear. I was on a date and now I am here, alone in the dark. 
I try to move my legs and it’s like someone is crouched above me, holding them down by the calves. I open my eyes and a trickle of dirt falls into my right eye, forcing me to clench them shut again. I part my lips and grit spills onto my chin and into my teeth. When I try to suck in a lungful of air, particles of earth are pulled into my sore throat.
I clamp my mouth shut, close my eyes and jerk my shoulders, clawing my hands out in front of my face. The dirt and mud cakes under my nails and grinds into cuts on my palms. I remember being held down now. I remember trying to fight back, and his hands squeezing me. I dig like an animal. Tiny, frightened sounds die in my throat. Nausea roils through me and fear makes me shudder as I remember that my thighs are sticky from when I peed myself, in the end. I barely notice when I tear a fingernail from its bed as I scrape them against the dirt and river rocks.
My name is Hettie Reed and someone buried me alive.
 
* * *
 
The killer stares at her pale throat as she speaks. Her pulse flickers like the dying throes of a tiny bird. He is walking side-by-side with an attractive brunette in a practical cardigan and jeans; her arm is curled in the crook of his elbow. He smiles automatically at something she says; he knows the well-practiced gesture comes off as genuine. His clean-cut blond stubble catches the light from the windows of passing stores.
She is making a series of jokes and the killer allows himself to stop listening. This is the most boring part. The killer already sat through a plate of dry General Tso’s chicken in a dimly-lit Chinese restaurant and small-talk about family hang-ups, favorite animals and movies. He was able to portray himself as hapless and charming while imagining her facial expression if he reached over and cut off one of her ears, all while not listening in the slightest. He is a master of mediocrity.
Her eyebrows knit together as the pause in conversation becomes too long. Oops. He must have missed his cue for response. Has he lost time again? Sometimes the Game is so much fun, he finds himself halfway through it, kneeling above a dying woman before he comes back to himself. Hours pass. The killer needs to focus if he is already losing time.
He takes a deep intake of breath as if about to say something thoughtful; he parts his straight, white teeth, careful not to show his gums. He says, “That reminds me of growing up,” practiced pause, “but I don’t talk about it much.”
He stops and looks into her hazel eyes with the three freckles just under the left eye – briefly he wonders how that eye would taste bursting in this mouth while he ground his teeth and screamed with her, hands closing her throat on and off – and says as if this isn’t the hundredth time he has said it, “You really make me feel … I don’t know. Comfortable. Like I can tell you anything. Is that weird?” 
The killer allows one corner of his mouth to smirk for just the faintest of moments. 
His definition of weird and Hettie’s are, he suspects, oceans apart. Her eyebrows relax and she smiles, pleased. Flattered. He has learned that flattery is a wonderful tool. 
“Where would you like to take me now?” 
“Oh, I thought I’d like to take you out to someplace really special t–”
The killer has lost time. His white teeth are smiling, lips peeling back, mouth too long, leering. A second set of pointed teeth are emerging from the gums. His strong hands are suddenly bony, the tendons standing out in stark relief against his pale skin as he grips her shoulders. She is trying to claw his neck and face with her short nails. Saying, No no no no. And, Oh god oh Jesus. She manages to rake one ragged fingernail against his face and he snarls as he feels the dark, sluggish blood under his dead skin trickle out of his wound like a lanced boil. He squeezes his fingers until he is rewarded with a sickening pop. 
Hettie screams beneath him, the fat, laughing moon and silent forest apathetic witnesses. A smell like raw meat left too long in the fridge coats her throat and she’s choking on tears and screaming, NO NO NO. The killer has never had patience; he can feel his arousal straining painfully. 
He lifts one hand off Hettie’s dislocated shoulder and with a groan not unlike the release of orgasm – which is inevitable with this part of the Game – he shoves his claw-like fingernails into her throat as he grinds into her hips, releasing as he watches her eyes while her arterial blood flows over his hand. The killer focuses, rides the pleasure of his orgasm and stares inches from her face. What is it she sees as she bleeds out? Do you see your gods? Do your eyes leave you in darkness and the last thing you sense is my hand inside you? I see my gods in the dying light of your eyes, Hettie. 
The killer doesn’t notice the drop of his blood that lands on Hettie’s ravaged throat. 
 
* * *











Chapter One
Now the doctor’s gonna do all that he can,
 But what he’s gonna need is the undertaker man.
 I ain’t heard nothin’ but bad news,
 Now I got the crazy blues.

– Perry Bradford, “Crazy Blues”







Henry
Lately, I wake up and the world drags me down. I’m pinned to the darkness like a dozen luna moths, still and struggling to rise up above this feeling like I’m drowning in this lower deep called sleep. I close my eyes and the darkness sews quarters to my eyelids for the ferryman with long, dry bone hands that rattle and shake throughout the procedure. 
To put it another way, when you get to be my age, sleep is a demon bitch that either lulls you into an afternoon nap or keeps you up long past the hour of the wolf when babies are born and bastards as old as dirt die.
I used to be a hell-raiser, a shit-kicker, a homicide detective standing in goddamned near tidal rain showers over bodies in ugly, depressing and often bizarre states of decomposition. Now I have arthritis so bad my hands curl and pretty women at the store give me pitying looks when I count out change. Listen: I may be an old man and I may be a crippled man, but – goddamn it – I am still a man. I need your pity like I need a swift kick in the dick.
Some people tell me I should work on my attitude. This is probably why I live alone with my trusted, fierce hounds – an ugly-as-sin pug and a black chow chow – and have an ex-wife that occasionally calls to remind me of the myriad ways in which I failed her as a husband and a man. I like to pretend I don’t know who it is and call her by another woman’s name each time. I’ll be damned if it doesn’t piss her off somethin’ fierce. 
“Henry, this isn’t any goddamned ‘Marianne-with-an-ass-that-tastes-like-your-mother’s-cherry-pie’, you filthy son of a bitch.” Lil always was civilized with nary an ill thing to speak. I reckon she learned it from Jesus.
I bellow, “I can’t come over there and rub my balls on you, Marianne, some other time!” and hang up. My dogs, Devil (the chow) and Pepper Mama (the pug) give me baleful looks for hollerin’ and go back to farting and sleeping, which is what the loyal whoresons are good at.
I live just on the outskirts of the city of Monroe, just off Woods Creek Road, nestled in the rainy embrace of the Cascade Range and tributary creeks connected to the Skykomish River. Huge western red cedars and Douglas firs loom over the winding roads and steep hills. Every year, the snow-fed streams and rivers gorge and threaten to overflow onto the mossy parks in what was once tribal land, but is now the city of Sultan. I am lucky enough to live in an old, but maintained farmhouse on enough acreage that my driveway is long and my neighbors are strangers. 
Life in western Washington is chaos, water and caffeine. We’ll grumble about the first two and kill you for the third. About fifteen years ago, I had a neighbor that shot another neighbor because they kept moving huge, decorative cement lawn statuary onto the edge of the property line. Clearly, when reason has failed and the coffee pot runs empty, lawn décor-fueled rage leads to murder. 
Strange things just happen and there are plenty of good reasons why I prefer a life of solitude. I spend most nights shuffling around the house with my lazy dogs or I read a book or glare at the television.
Tonight is no different. Insomnia, me wrapped in a hideous afghan, puttering around the kitchen with Devil and Pepper Mama. I am pouring some cold black coffee on Devil’s dry dog kibbles after acquiescing to his demands when I see a mostly-naked dead girl limping past in my field, not 20 feet away. 
I don’t even hear the coffee pot break.
If you’ve never been scared – and I mean real spooked, not just jumpy – you don’t know what it feels like to see something horrible and impossible and terrible like that all of a sudden. The hairs on the back of my neck and arms stand up; a jolt goes through my body and it feels like my neck and face get a flash of heat that dives back down to the pit of my stomach and leaves me feeling clammy in blotches. Sweaty, cold and my jaw clenching, I am terrified to look away from her. I feel the pressing need to look for any kind of weapon to defend myself. My brain flashes red and painful thoughts like needles jerking inside my bones: What if she runs and can move so fast I wouldn’t have time to get away? Useless hands in this weather can’t do shit. I imagine teeth gnashing and eyes rolling back, hands tearing me and my poor dogs apart. Fear is knowing all of a sudden the thousand ways in which you can’t stop something from happening. 
Devil picks up on my tension and jumps up, places his black paws on the windowsill to see outside, and his head snaps in the dead girl’s direction before he erupts into bloodthirsty, huge barking fits. His white canines flash with all the menace he has in him. Pepper Mama can’t let a single bark go unanswered, so she, too, starts barking – a high-pitched trilling sound that usually amuses me, but now it startles me into movement. 
I slam my hand down over the deadbolt, engage it, and I spin to find a weapon in the kitchen around me: a cast-iron skillet I can’t hardly lift off the stove these days; an old-fashioned tin canister for sugar and coffee beans. My brain registers a list of mundane items which are now symbols of frustration and uselessness. I hear the grinding sound of broken glass under the soles of my house slippers. There. On the table, a big knife left out, dirty. I lunge forward and wrap my gnarled fingers around it, then close my other hand around it to keep my grip. Devil is now throwing himself against the kitchen’s back door, and the wood groans. Pepper Mama’s face is pressed in the door’s crack to bark at our enemies.
Straightening my back, I stand tall with a grimace. The girl stops walking and faces the kitchen. Her shoulder-length hair is dirty and has clumps of mud and leaves in it. She is only ten feet away now and even with my old eyes I can see how damaged she is. 
Her skin is just beyond pallor mortis, the pale, thin appearance to her skin beginning to gain splotches of yellowing. I can’t tell from the darkness, but it looks like maybe her left side is turning the sickly rosy purple of livor mortis. She is wearing a pair of filthy panties that might have once been a light pink, and that’s it. I do my best to avoid looking at her breasts, but still manage to notice bloody scrapes across her right breast and pointing nipples. 
Her cracked lips are moving, but I can’t hear her through the glass and I’m thankful. That’s when I notice her neck. Her ruined throat has four clawed open holes and a ring of bruises, familiar and shocking. My mind begins a terrified litany: it’s one of the girls come to haunt you, girls you never saved. You thought you were safe from them and they found you anyway, come now to blame you and tear you apart and take you down to the earth with them, their clawing hands to rip into your face and pull you under as you try to scream. Lil had it wrong, you didn’t just fail as a man and husband, you couldn’t stop that monster and you’ve been waiting to pay for it. The devil has come to take his dues. This is it. You could laugh like when Lil found you with the gun in your mouth.
I release my left hand’s aching grip upon my right hand and reach up and unlock the door. I lock eyes with the dead girl’s feverish hazel eyes and I feel my knuckles graze down the wood of the door. Staring into her eyes is like burning from the inside out with some terrible need. Maybe that should have stopped me, but it didn’t. I may be a stupid son of a bitch, but I am not a cowardly one. I turn the knob and pull it open; Devil forces himself past my legs and my knees knock into each other from the impact. Pepper Mama is in hot pursuit, a brave giant born in the body of a dog only slightly larger than a football, the runt of her litter. 
The dogs are silent, standing between the girl and me. Her cracked lips move and only a wet hissing comes out of her torn throat. The strangest thing about seeing something impossible with your own eyes is how easily your mind comes to the conclusion that magic is afoot and all things great and horrifying are possible. I am uneasy and the fear crawls down into the pit of my stomach and into my balls, which is more action than they’ve seen since Bill Clinton was in office. So I do what comes naturally to an old motherfucker like me. 
I snort like I see this shit every day, look her up and down and stroll back into the house to retrieve my ugly afghan like a boss. Hey, if you figure out the proper etiquette with dealing with undead vics, let me know. 
I step forward with Devil and Pepper Mama at my heels, lips pursed and careful not to look into her eyes too deeply, offer the dead girl the blanket and ignore the smell of old meat gone bad. The skin of her hands is wrinkled, like when you’ve been in the bath too long. Upon closer inspection, I see what fingernails aren’t torn completely out of the nail bed are ragged and caked with dirt. I wince and close my eyes briefly in sympathy. No one should have to suffer that kind of fear, pain and hopelessness. The girl’s fingers close carefully around the blanket and I look away to give her some privacy as she wraps it around herself. 
“I used to be a police officer, ma’am,” I say, feeling suddenly stupid – as if what I used to be matters, in light of how she used to be alive. I feel my face flush, but I carry on nonetheless. “Please come inside my home and sit. I can … try to help you, I guess.” 
She nods and shuffles her feet forward. Pepper Mama jerks away from her and Devil acts as if he is bored and ready to spend the rest of the night farting and snoring again. Fair enough. 
“I ought to warn you that I ain’t nothin’ but bones and cortisone at this point, so if you’re gonna go all Romero on me, you are wasting your time. Besides. I have meat in the fridge.” 
I sneak a peek behind me and note her meekly following me like a silent deer. I struggle not to grin and laugh. This is absurd. This is unreal. I am inviting a zombie into my house and I’m going to wake up right after I discover tits like Tura Satana’s stuck to my chest. This is crazy.
Holding open the door for the dead girl, I close it after us; only now does the laughter die in my chest as I suddenly remember that whoever did this to her must be nearby. A chill of death runs down my spine and my eyes race over the pools of shadows in the field, the trees in the distance, the porch. Illuminated in sickly yellow light, I swallow thickly and imagine a grinning, crouching figure staring right at me with wide eyes and huge white teeth, fingers that are more like claws digging into the armrest of the wooden bench. All is now possible. For the first time since I was eight years old, I am so very afraid of the dark.
The dead girl politely waits in the door frame as I sweep up the glass shards from the broken coffee pot, discover the plastic lid underneath the small Formica kitchen table and carefully throw it all away in the garbage bin. The nicotine yellow glow from the overhead lighting shows more bruises in her skin than I noticed before in the moonlight. I wish I could tell you that it was instinctive kindness on my part to react like this in this situation, but I think it is more likely a reaction to fear and my need to inject normalcy into the situation in order to cope. I pull out a wooden-backed kitchen chair with a soft scraping sound and gesture in what I can hope is a non-threatening manner for the dead girl to take a seat. The swollen joints in my hands remind me of my limits even if my heart is pounding like that of a man half my age.
I hear the air rattling wetly out of the tears in her throat as she attempts to speak again. I look away before my face reveals the flash of disgust I feel at that unfortunate visual and sound, and I find myself staring at her mud-flecked, pale feet. The soles and sides are covered in minute lacerations and seeing them reminds me of how I felt when I once saw a picture in a book of the thousands upon thousands of dusty shoes of Auschwitz victims. To describe it as sad or lonely is a disservice to the feeling of a howling, empty place in your heart as dark as that disconsolate time between midnight and day. 
She takes a seat and I busy myself fetching an old stoneware plate out of the cupboard. I place it on the counter and open the fridge to take stock of things dead folk might eat. Seeing as how I didn’t want to wake up tonight to this young woman picking chunks of brown skin from old Henry out of her teeth and coughing up fur balls from my lazy canine companions, I figured I needed to improvise. 
Pressing my lips together in determination and testicular fortitude, I pull out two plastic-sealed, raw steaks and a carton of eggs. I consider adding a knife and fork, but decide to forgo it unless she insists, figuring it would only serve to illustrate how fitfully she is beginning to move. I tear them out of their wrappings and set the steaks on the plate and put two raw eggs at the side. I place the plate in front of the girl, turn to give her some privacy and begin to look for the decrepit coffee press I never got around to throwing away from the back of the cupboards. 
“This is gonna be loud. I have to grind my beans.” 
Out of the corner of my eye, I can see her hands on one of the steaks, long fingers digging into it. Really long fingers. Almost like claws, really. Spooked and unwilling to admit it to myself, I pour the coffee beans into the electric grinder, which makes a hell of a racket, but gets the job done. I like to think of it as something that the grinder and my former sexual escapades have in common. When it switches off, I pour the grounds into the press and put water in the kettle from the sink to boil. 
When I turn back around, the first steak is gone and there are red smears of blood around her mouth and hands. Her eyes look more alert and her posture has improved. I blink, saying nothing, and turn away again to at least look busy while retrieving a coffee mug and some sugar. 
By the time the water boils, the coffee is ready and poured and I turn around, only tiny blood spatters and a drop of yolk on the plate reveal that anything was on it at all. What startles me, however, isn’t the blood dripping off her chin and onto the afghan or the piece of eggshell at the corner of her mouth. It is the certainty that she has changed. The bruises on her skin have faded; the wounds in her throat are now angry-looking red scars; the lividity that had been settling under the skin on the left side of her body is gone. Her skin is still blanched and she has a cloying, metallic scent like meat that has just recently gone bad, but she could pass now. As human. As maybe just sick. 
I seat myself across from her, the warmth of the coffee sinking into my grateful hands.
“I’m not going to ask you any questions about what happened tonight. I’d like to give you time to feel better and know you’re safe first.”
Her almond-shaped eyes bore into mine, but not with the magnetic force of her gaze earlier. I mentally file that information away for later. She nods. I drink my coffee, looking out the window as the first light of dawn burns blue over the treetops. 
Not knowing what more to say, I take our dirty dishes to the sink and go to the guestroom on the ground floor behind the stairs to retrieve some clothes that Lil might have left when she was so anxious to take up her glamorous life of fuckin’ weird dudes with names like “Donald Fuck-Knuckle” or “Jimmy Spaghetti-Dick” (which if I’m honest, may in fact be a name I alone referred to him by) when she wasn’t getting on her knees for Jesus. I find a pair of worn, drawstring sweatpants that have been cut off into shorts and an old T-shirt for a diner that reads “Damn fine cherry pie!” in glittery-pink font, take my haul to the living room and set them on the table. Through the open door frame between the living room and the kitchen, I can see her still at the kitchen table watching me. 
“I brought you some clothes. I don’t have much women’s clothing in the house; this is just what my ex-wife left here that I was too lazy to throw away or piss on. I’m just gonna leave this here on the table for you. I didn’t find any underwear, but trust me when I say you wouldn’t want it.” I chuckle. “Tomorrow we can take the truck into town and get some clothes at one of the thrift stores over in Monroe. I’ll be in my room with the dogs; it’s up the stairs and to the right if you need anything.”
I turn away. The dogs rise to follow me now that they know I mean real business about sleep and that I am done fiddle-fucking around for the night. 
“Thank you.” Her voice is hoarse, but no longer wind hissing out of dead holes. 
Later that night, as I lay in my bed and stare at the shadows on the ceiling by the light of the rising sun, my mind races and replays just how fucking far off the reservation my evening went.
 
* * *







Chapter Two
Trouble, trouble, I’ve had it all my days.
 Trouble, trouble, I’ve had it all my days.
 It seems that trouble’s goint to follow me to my grave.
 – Alberta Hunter, “Down-Hearted Blues”
 
Some of you men sure do make me tired.
 You’ve got a mouth full of “gimme,” a handful of “much oblige.”
 – Clarence Williams, “Gulf Coast Blues”







Henry
The morning is a relatively peaceful state of affairs, all things considered. I put on the kettle for coffee, pull some ground beef out of the freezer to defrost, and nod “Hello, good morning and fuck-all” to my living-challenged companion, who sits dressed in Lil’s old clothes on the couch, silently watching me. She must have showered during the early morning hours, because her hair is clean and her hands, face and feet are scrubbed. 
The dogs acknowledge my helpful efforts to let them outside for their morning constitution by tumbling past me, leaving only dog farts in their wake to keep me company in their absence.
Once the caffeine kicks in, I hustle the dogs inside, throw on a coat and fingerless wool gloves and place my old house slippers in front of the dead girl to put on and get us both moving and out the door. When you’re older, you’ve got to get up and get things done when you have energy or you’ll find yourself stuck on the damned couch at eight-o’clock at night wondering which need is greater: taking a leak, heating up a can of flavorless soup or daydreaming about kicking the ever-loving shit out of the host on that stupid spelling game show. 
I settle into the driver’s seat of my black ’63 Chevy C10 truck. The door groans as I close it and wait for the girl to get in and buckle up before rolling towards Monroe. If we’re lucky, we’ll be able to get to the 99-cent clothing sale at the thrift store off of Main Street. 
“Have you got a name?”
From my peripheral vision, I see her press her fingertips against her mouth as if she is feeling a lump or something. Her eyes flash over to me, slender hand dropping to her lap as if caught doing something wrong.
“My name is Hettie Reed.” Her voice is deeper than you would expect, but not in a bad way. Husky, kind of nice. A strong voice. 
“I am pleased to meet you, Hettie. I am Henry Payton. And you’ve already met my dogs, Devil and Pepper Mama.” I smile, keeping my eyes on the road. 
She snorts softly. 
“Kinda weird names, right? ’Devil’ and ’Pepper Mama’?” 
I wink at her before watching my driving again. “It suits ’em. I named them both after blues songs. Now, the blues is the one thing that’s always been there for me in my life. The blues will shake you up in the morning and curl up in your bones when you try to sleep. It’s a loyal, if sadistic and jealous, companion.”
I should have warned her not to get an old man talking; we love to tell stories. 
Hettie laughs. The sound fills the truck and makes me grin. 
“What blues songs are they named after?” 
“The devil features prominently in blues music. Ole Scratch, diablo, hob, Mephistopheles, whatever you wanna call him, he’s there. The devil can get your woman, send hellhounds after you, even give you a Faustian deal like the legend of Robert Johnson at the crossroads, who sold his soul to be the best guitar player of all time. Which he is.”
I slide a look over to Hettie to see if she’s still paying attention. Her eyes are on me and her head is tilted, listening. I continue. 
“Pepper Mama gets her name from a Robert Nighthawk blues song. He was a great slide guitarist, recorded with Chess Records, same as Muddy Waters, although Nighthawk tends to be less well-known.”
Hettie nods. “Where are we, exactly?” she asks, her eyes out the passenger window and huge evergreen trees on either side of the road. 
I smile a little. “Just outside the city limits of Monroe, in Snohomish County. It’s not very far from a few of the national parks and the Wild Sky Wilderness.” I chuckle a little, another story on my tongue now. “Seven years back, on the corner of the hill we just passed, there used to be a run-down house with smashed up windows. I drove by there one day and a goddamned monkey on a chain in a diaper slammed itself into the window screaming. I goddamned near shit my pants.”
“You’re kidding me, right? Did that really happen?” 
I wink. “I swear on my mother that happened. It did.”
We fall into a comfortable silence and – aside from cracking the window when the disconcerting smell of almost-spoiled meat fills the truck – it’s a pleasant ride. 
 
* * *
 
The killer is feeling nostalgic for the old days. 
His kind were once so powerful, their numbers so great, that they could take a whole village or colony overnight and make it last for hours. The survivors would dwindle to a half-dozen people rendered insane from terror, the whites of their eyes wide and flashing in panicked, animal fear like beasts in a slaughterhouse. That’s when the killer best loved to strike. 
Have you ever watched a fish out of water after it’s given up? When all that’s left is a far-away stare and huge mouth gulping for air, open. Closed. Open. The killer was known among his kind to be a kind of specialist at reducing people to that state, somewhere beyond the white noise of unrelenting fear. They had been called Black Tamanous, shadow people and bogeymen, but the most apt description he’d heard was “Hide-Behind.” You never knew they were right behind you, or behind the thinnest sapling or behind your neighbor’s eyes until it was too late.
The skin he had been wearing was torn by that bitch. The thought puts an ugly sneer on his new face, almost ruining a perfect memory. He closes his eyelids and remembers her afraid and running from him in the forest. The thick sobs echoing in the trees, the moment when she realized it was Much Worse than the cautionary stories on the news of what happens to women that go walking alone with men they don’t really know. The killer presses his new lips together – thinner, a little on the mean side – and takes a deep breath, allowing himself only the smallest wave of arousal at the recollection before returning to the task at hand.
In a modest hotel room in the Olympic Peninsula, the killer stands in front of a dirty bathroom mirror, a red-spattered pile of pinkish folds of meat on the floor beside his feet, torn, flayed skin and muscle. With calloused new fingertips, he presses the new face flat against his skull. His bones have already arranged themselves to conform to their new casing with only the usual amount of discomfort. The killer turns on the sink and runs his hands under the water, then slicks the greasy, chin-length grey hair back with a deep inhalation. The smell of gasoline permeates the room. He leans closer to the mirror and inspects the flare of nostrils, the eyelids, making sure that there is no slippage. 
Satisfied, the killer nods to himself and puts on the biker’s reeking clothing and chunky silver rings. He steps over the eviscerated, skinned and partially-eaten remains of a Mr. Alan Walter, pulls out a box of matches and smiles like a man being told a very sweet tale.
Stepping around poles and corners unseen by the chain-smoking hotel proprietor and curling black smoke just beginning to rise to the sky, the killer walks away. 
He misses Roanoke.
 
* * *




Hettie
It’s almost nice, the things you stop caring about when you’re dead. I was unemployed. I was always worrying about how I was going to pay my bills. I was promising myself that I would make time to go out and meet new people, make friends.
Then I did finally take a chance to go out with someone and I ended up clawing my way out of the earth, trying to scream. 
I used to spend hours or days consumed with anxiety and depression, staring at the walls until I could shake the unbearable weight of mind-numbing loneliness enough to keep trying. Having a mental illness didn’t make it any easier to reach out to others or hold a job. I lived on the pittance granted me through the state for my handicap and my grandpa’s social security benefits. I still tried to get out there and do more, but usually, I would make an attempt, only to end up feeling like an actor who’s forgotten her lines mid-sentence. I would lose confidence in myself and it was so much easier to just allow myself to be truly alone. 
For months at a time, the young, vibrant woman at the convenience mart saw me more than any other human being. I don’t think she ever knew how there were nights I would come in with no real excuse for being there, just so desperately in need of human contact and for someone to smile at me that there I would be at midnight, buying six packs of gum and asking how her day was.
Her name tag said, “Mandy”. Her hair was blonde and always pulled back into a ponytail. She would give an effortless smile when I walked in. I would thank her, but now I guess things have changed.
I have changed. 
In the early morning hours, I walk into the bathroom and stare at myself in the mirror. My pupils are huge black pools and I wonder if I am concussed until I realized that I am standing in the dark. I flick the switch, and my eyes sting under the lights, but quickly adjust. I wash my hair, cut the ragged edges of the fingernails I still have left, and then clean myself off gingerly with a sponge and soapy warm water from the basin.
As I was squeeze toothpaste onto my finger to try to brush my teeth, I notice the bumps in my gums that appear to be crowned with tiny white peaks. It startles me and I gasp and drop my hand to the edge of the sink, where my finger leaves a smear of thick blue and white toothpaste on the basin. I rinse the remainder of the toothpaste off of my finger and lean in closer to the mirror, my face inches away.
I prod my lips back to reveal pointed, white sharp teeth coming out of the gums below my adult teeth. I experimentally run my index finger over the points and the pad of my fingertip is pricked. I watch the blood well up before I lick it off. My teeth seem to like the blood. They have emerged from the bumps in my gums in reaction to it. I stare at my second set of teeth for what feels like hours.
It’s hard to tell or – strictly speaking – give a shit about time anymore.
 
* * *
 
I’m walking behind Henry in the thrift store, picking out a few t-shirts, jeans, sweaters, an athletic bra, shoes and socks. I watch his curled brown fingers in their grey fingerless wool gloves push the cart. Henry doesn’t say a great deal, but he still manages to exude a kind of pleasant confidence. 
When he’s not looking, I sneak glances at him, trying to understand what could compel him to be so kind and helpful. I want to memorize the weathered and sorrowful lines in his ashy, chocolate-colored skin and brown eyes. I am a monster now. I have read a lot of comic books in my day; I know this. 
Yet as we push the cart to the check-out counter and load my items onto the conveyor belt, I am almost satisfied, thinking that I’ve hit rock-bottom. I’m already dead. Things don’t get worse than that.
I am also very, very wrong.




Henry
It takes all my effort not to, in a misguided attempt at humor, say to Hettie something like, “The hell you looking at, you spooky bitch?” 
It has taken many years, but I have come to understand that my sense of comedic timing – although completely magnificent on every conceivable level – is not always acceptable to others. One might even rightly speculate that a murder victim that had risen from her own grave would think I was a real asshole for talkin’ to her like that. See? I can be sensitive and wise. Contain yourselves, ladies. There’s only so much room on my lawn for a mountain of panties.
Choking back chuckles that threaten to erupt, I’m not paying much attention to the grey-haired elderly woman in the cardigan that is ringing up our purchases silently, deftly folding clothing and placing them in bags with thin and liver-spotted hands. I don’t even really give her more than a cursory glance until she makes a rattling sound deep in her chest, like her lungs have fluid in them.
Her name tag reads, “Adella”. It is pinned crookedly to her navy blue cardigan which hangs over her narrow shoulders. Her skin is pale and delicate like the filmy membrane inside an egg. I can see veins through it and the age spots. Adella’s mouth is slack and the light blushing color of the insides of conch shells. My eyes fix on spittle forming at the corner of those lips, which startle me by twitching as she begins to speak to me.
“Is your friend sick, mister?”
I give a smile as artificial as my hastily-constructed answer. “Yeah, we’re about to get some chicken soup and head out. Weather’s supposed to take a turn.” 
I move my eyes up to Adella’s, which are vacant and the blue of her irises are like old jeans beneath a cloudy haze. My skin feels cold and I think: How can she see me with eyes like that? A shudder rolls across her body and I watch her hands withdraw to her sides with the limp movement of atrophy. 
Adella lowers her head until her chin rests against her thin chest and sways in place. I can see glimpses of pink scalp through her thinning grey hair. The hair on my arms erupts in gooseflesh and a piece of a nursery rhyme runs through my head, recalled now like a crazy whisper I kept somewhere inside me: There I met an old man who wouldn’t say his prayers, so I took him by his left leg and threw him down the stairs. I feel Hettie press closer to my back and the hairs on the back of my neck begin to creep. I take one step back, opening my mouth to say something when, suddenly, Adella’s neck gives a painful snap I can hear with a stomach-clenching pop as she looks up, right into my face.
Where her eyes were just a minute ago are huge, old silver dollar coins. The skin around the coins is puckered, making it seem as if her eyes had been spooned out by someone (met an old man who wouldn’t say his prayers) or something and the scar tissue formed a perfect nest for those blind, shining coins. 
Her grin is like the muscle-constricted grimace of burn victims I saw once or twice in my former profession. Adella’s teeth are bared and a black tongue surrounded in brackish spit works inside her mouth (so I took him by his left leg and threw him down the stairs) as she moves the animated dead flesh within to speak again.
“She looks dead to me, mister. She looks DEAD. And you’re going to be DEAD, Henry Allister Payton. We’re coming for you both. You are going to be DEAD and have eyes so pretty like mine.”
I jump back out of reach, lashing out an arm to push Hettie behind me, as if I’m still some powerful protector. Old habits die hard.
“FUCK!” Hettie cries out. Her shoulders bunch together in a startled spasm.
“Your total is eight dollars and fuckyoudeadbitchDEAD … ”
Hettie stumbles against the metal cashier’s barrier in the empty check-out lane behind us. I turn around to help her get up, my hands protesting the effort, mouth tasting like pennies and dull electricity.
Spinning to face the threat, I am greeted only with an empty register and two neatly stacked green plastic grocery bags with clothing inside. Adella is gone.
From across the store, a heavy-set woman with dyed red hair is coming towards us.
“Sir? Ma’am? SIR, CAN I HELP YOU?” Her voice only gets more shrill as I pick up the bags of clothing, sling an arm across Hettie’s back and steer us out of the store.











Chapter Three
If I was a killer, babe,
 Would you let me pray for you at night?
 – Johnny Parry, “If I Was a Killer”







Hettie
I watch Henry steer the truck along the back roads, his body language humming with tension.
I’m beginning to feel hungry again and I study my pale hands, which now have a vaguely yellow coloring. It reminds me of raw chicken left too long in the fridge. I push it from my mind and clear my throat, interrupting the silence that had descended upon us during the drive.
“I have a laptop. I mean, at my place. We could do research, maybe?” I ask, my voice rising an octave.
I realize that I might sound a little uncertain, possibly even stupid, but I feel responsible for what just happened. What do I say? Sorry I kind of died and ended up at your house, ate all your steak and then a creepy old woman with silver coins over her eyes said we were going to die. Right. Brilliant. Good luck with that.
Henry silently slides his eyes over to me, his head bobbing slightly as the old truck maneuvers over the bumpy country road. He goes back to watching the road without answering.
My grandpa didn’t raise me to simper and apologize all day long. All I want to do is help make things right. Thinking of Grandpa with his deep brown eyes that were so often filled with laughter or sorrow and his cardigan sweaters he’d always wear helps clear my mind. I straighten my shoulders, my mouth in a determined line as I squint and think.
“The woman back there,” I begin. I can feel my eyebrows raise as I swivel to face Henry again and gauge his reaction. He stares forward at the road. I feel nervous as I continue, “I’m going to take a wild guess and speculate that she was dead. She said, ’you’re going to be dead and have eyes like mine’. So maybe you have to be dead to have the coins for eyes like her.”
“She isn’t alone, either,” Henry grunts.
“Oh. Yes, because she said ’we are coming after you both’. So she must be an … agent, I guess, for some force.” 
Henry gives a small nod, his eyes deep in thought. After a pregnant pause, he inhales sharply and says clearly in his low-pitched baritone, “I think it’s time we talked about things that happened in the past and how I think they have something to do with your situation.”
I stare at him, my eyes wide in surprise. The trees blur past the truck while I search his natural poker face for clues I won’t find before I face forward again. It’s easier to hear bad news when you’re staring down the road at the yellow line, I think.
“Okay.” I answer. “But we’re going to need to make a stop at the butcher’s or something, because I could eat a crate full of squirming boy scouts right now.”
Henry’s eyes flash towards me, startled, before his face relaxes again and he lets out a braying laugh.
Yeah, sure, I was kidding.
Sort of.







Henry
I hand over a bag filled with raw ground beef and a second bag for Hettie to throw her trash into when she’s done, and then I climb back in the driver’s seat of the truck, buckle up and drive for a good four minutes or so before I start talking. I don’t want to watch Hettie eat, but still manage to get glimpses of her clawed, distorted fingers digging into the dripping meat. Pointed teeth like large canines extend over her human teeth. They seem to be able to retract.
I reach over her lap to open the glove compartment, fish out a couple napkins and drop them in the direction of her lap without really looking at her. I may have seen some shit in my day, but fuck and no.
“On August 9th, 1972, Theresa Wells disappeared in broad daylight. She was walking back from classes at Edmonds Community College to the rented home that she shared with two female roommates. She was found by hikers in a densely wooded area not too far from here, in the Index area, on August 26th. I was with the Snohomish County Sheriff’s office, a newly-minted homicide detective. We were called out there to investigate along with the county forensics.” I take a shallow breath, the smell of meat and blood in the truck making me feel like these old memories are ghosts just waiting to drown me, show me how I never really left them.
“There was evidence of scavenging and the body was blackened and putrefied. Decomposition was at an advanced stage, so the remains had a flattened look to them and fluids had seeped into the surrounding soil as the body broke down. There was heavy insect activity. When something is decomposing, you will especially see a lot of them at the orifices, but you’ll also see insects around the wound areas, if there are any.” I pull the truck over to the shoulder of the road, gravel crunching under the tires. I roll down the window, my stomach roiling at the smells of Hettie’s dietary habits and bad memories. Keeping my eyes on the trees and a glimpse of the curiously-green water of the rushing nearby river that glitters under the cool sunshine now peeking through the clouds, I continue.
“There were several wounds on the remains of Theresa Wells. Her abdomen was partially eviscerated and forensics found pieces of her intestines thrown down a nearby ravine. She also had ligature marks deep enough that –despite her decay – were evident, as well as four deep punctures in her throat spaced about an inch apart in a rough semi-circle.”
I sigh and flick my eyes over the round lumps of pink, rough scar tissue on Hettie’s neck, nearly identical to Theresa’s. Drying flecks of blood dot her lips, her hands are still in her lap, eyes wide and searching my face.
“She was only the first, Hettie.” I swallow thickly and turn away from her. “The youngest victim was twelve years old, found beneath a silver fir tree in what is now the Wild Sky Wilderness area, but was back then just a beaten trail off a logging road. There were sixteen victims total in a period of just under two years. Then, suddenly, they just stopped. I never caught him.”
I don’t say anything for a long time.
Something cold touches my hand and I’m startled back into the present: the smell of pine trees and cold rivers teeming with salmon; the worn seat of my truck; the chill air in a deceptively sunny fall day. Hettie’s fingers squeeze my hand and I squeeze them back. My fingers are getting stiff, so when we let go, I rub them together before rolling up the window and starting the truck again.
“So, where’s your place, Hettie?”
 
* * *
 
The killer thought: This dead whore just won’t fuckin’ lie down already.
Before, he rode back to the burial site in high spirits. Mr. Alan Walter’s restored Triumph motorcycle thundered down the road, eating up the miles in a blur of chrome. The wind blew his new skin’s greasy grey hair and the sun peeked through the clouds like a saint smiling through a threadbare funeral shroud.
A perfect day to visit some old friends and dig deep into the earth with her stupid, surprised face and empty dolls’ eyes. As a special treat to himself for a Job Well Done, he had been entertaining the notion of turning the dead tramp over and plunging deep inside her where the maggots would be until he got tired of playing. Then he could tear her limbs off until that got boring, too, and bury it all again. It would be an entire day and evening of indulgence.
Unlike other Hide-Behinds, the killer would strike for his own special compulsion, his Game, rather than only when he needed to feed. In his mind, it was this very reluctance which had doomed his kind. First there came the witch hunters and outcasts that had hunted them out of religious fervor or personal vendettas. That was bad enough. But what had begun their real end? The catastrophic event that had changed how they survived?
Communication.
The arrival of the telegraph and its practical applications suddenly paved the way for an era when prey could warn others about the danger. Gone were the days of eating the messenger on horseback before he could leave the city limits.
With the advent of the internet and instant communication, one had to be either very clever or spectacularly brutal to survive. His brothers were mostly neither.
The killer took his pleasures where he could.
That is why he is standing over an empty hole in the earth, claws digging deep, bloody furrows into his clenched palms, and grinding his teeth with a mounting sense of rage. Rage at dead bitches that would dare laugh at him and humiliate him like this. At a beautiful day ruined. At Samuel Morse and his fucking telegraph.
He takes a deep, shuddering breath, his vision nearly red and a high-pitched frequency ringing in his ears. Unclenching his clawed hands, the fingers crusted in sluggish brown-red blood, the killer reaches into his back pocket for his wallet.
Flipping through the collection of ID cards and personal photos of smiling, dead women that he had stolen from their wallets before throwing the rest of their belongings away, his hands come to rest on the newest one: Hettie Reed.
The killer runs a fingertip over the smiling driver’s license photo, leaving a smear of blood on her face. He reads the address to himself and the only sounds in the forest are the crazed laughter of a murder of crows and the gnashing of his teeth.
 
* * *







Hettie
When we park in front of the drab apartment building that I used to call home, I step up to the huge, unsightly orange clay flower pot that may have once held a live plant, but is now littered with cigarette butts from some of the other tenants. Squatting and carefully tipping it over while keeping one hand on the top, I dig my index finger into the dirt within the drainage hole of the flower pot until I find metal. It takes an awkward minute to dislodge my spare key from the dirt, which I’m sure is giving Henry plenty of time to think of something terribly amusing at my expense. I place the pot back where it was and wave the key at Henry, who grins.
“Oh, wonderful. It has been too long since a woman squatted in front of a building and showed me the proper technique on how to make tender love to the ugliest piece of ceramic known to mankind.”
I swat at his arm and try to look irritated, but the hint of a smile turns the corners of my mouth.
“Stop making fun of my wife and follow me.”
I lead Henry through the main entrance and down the all-too-familiar cramped eggshell-colored hallway with stained forest green carpeting. When I lived here, I stopped noticing how shabby this place is, and I begin to feel embarrassed that Henry will see this. It makes me want to draw my shoulders in and stuff my hands into the pockets of my favorite hoodie for comfort. I decide that while I’m here, I will make sure to grab it before I leave.
And I will leave. This wasn’t a home. This was somewhere I slept sometimes. I resign myself to feeling vulnerable now that he will see evidence of my poverty and loneliness. I straighten my posture and confidently walk to my door, then unlock it and push it with my open palm.
“My laptop is in my bedroom. I’m just going to grab some things.” I gesture to the left-hand side of the apartment towards what would be a tiny living room, if it contained more than an old brown couch from Goodwill and a table. No television, no pictures.
No place like home. Yeah, right.
“If you see anything you think might be useful, go ahead and grab it.” I say, starting to feel strained. “This shouldn’t take long.”
I turn right and head towards the bedroom, flicking the lights on as I go. I get to work, relaxing as I busy myself locating the laptop – on my bed – and its cords and stuff it all into my laptop bag. That task completed, I locate my favorite plaid rucksack with grinning Day of the Dead skull patches on it and stuff it with shirts, underwear, my good pair of jeans, bras. My MP3 player stuffed to the gills with music. I snort with derision, but shake my head and pack my makeup, too. Maybe some nice zombie will take me to the prom, yippee!
I find my black hoodie with a gypsy punk band logo on the back whose music I once spent all summer making grandpa listen to. My eyes sting a little with the memory of his laughter and good-natured acceptance. There is no such thing as grief really going away. I’m dead and I still can’t forget; don’t let anyone tell you differently.
I put on the hoodie and zip it up, picking up the rucksack and laptop bag from the bed. Beyond the window of my bedroom, I can see the truck at the curb in front of the building and a nice-looking motorcycle further down the street. Flicking off the light switch on my way out, I make a quick stop in the bathroom – do zombies need tampons? Oh my god, mortifying thought – for any other useful supplies I can think of.
I bend down to put a handful of tampons into my rucksack with no small sense of chagrin and stand up again, then reach to open the mirrored front panel of the medicine cabinet for aspirin or first aid supplies.
My eyes alight on the mirror and that is when I see the man standing behind the narrow towel rack two feet away from me, his eyes burning with a terrifying intensity beneath thick greying eyebrows and a lined forehead. He has a grey mustache over a hateful sneer and greasy chin-length hair brushed back away from his face, a denim motorcycle vest and powerful, tattooed arms. I slam backwards into the sink’s counter with a painful lurch and scream.







Henry
I am beginning to see why Hettie didn’t kick up much of a fuss to get back to her place sooner. The apartment is clean, but has an empty feel to it like an abandoned house. The desiccated corpses of flies are trapped behind the glass dome light fixtures, and a badly-patched hole that a previous tenant must have kicked in the wall blossoms outwards like a cancer on the living room wall. I have seen worse places, and I don’t judge her for it, but it does make my heart feel a little sad to know that this is all that she left behind of her life.
Opening the kitchen cupboards reveals empty spaces, with the exception of a packet of pasta shells and a box of Halloween bandages with tiny black skulls on them. I feel the corner of my mouth quirk in amusement that the woman doesn’t have spaghetti sauce, but she has special bandages – a touching luxury item. I make sure to slip it in my pocket.
I close the last upper cabinet door when I hear Hettie’s scream. I jerk and suddenly I am galvanized by fear into movement. My heart is in my throat and adrenaline has me hauling around the corner and into the hallway.
She is screaming like a frightened animal in a fire. There is a dull thud from within the bathroom and, my ears ringing, I slam my shoulder into the bathroom door, feeling it shudder and knock into the wall behind it. Pain shoots through my arm like I’ve been hit with a baseball bat right in a cluster of nerve endings.
Hettie stares at the corner of the bathroom behind the door and I prop myself against the door frame while hauling her grey laptop bag onto a shoulder. Only then do her eyes focus on me like someone barely holding on to the edge of a blind nightmare.
“C’mon, Hettie, goddammit!” I growl.
Her eyes flicker back to the shadowy space between the door and the bathroom wall, her lips pale like a shock victim, she blinks and whispers hoarsely, “Henry, there is someone in here, I know it. When the door opened, it was like he disappeared. Like he could hide behind a crack.” Her hands begin tremble and she wipes the sheen of perspiration off her forehead. She frowns, hurriedly plucks her rucksack off the floor and flings an arm out to me, her eyes fixed on the corner behind the door like a child convinced that if you just watch your closet, then the monster won’t come and get you.
Her cold fingers wrap around my wrist like a lifeline and, with a grunt, I haul her out of the bathroom and slam the door shut behind us. Without turning our backs on the closed bathroom door, we retreat from the apartment. Adrenaline lent my body energy and strength, but I knew it was only a matter of time before it would collect on the promise of pain due later with interest. Pushing myself too hard again, I run to the truck, towing Hettie and her icy grip with me.
 
* * *
 
The killer steps out from behind the bathroom door as if it were a space occupying several comfortable feet instead of a dim few inches of width. He is biting his index finger’s knuckle with a manic, stretched grin distorting his new skin’s face, the pointed row of secondary teeth just visible beneath thin lips, silently laughing.
The killer knows something they don’t know.
He thinks: This is too rich. This is the best Game he has ever been given. It is as if the years of struggle and evading capture have finally birthed him a beautiful, glistening gift of unimaginable pleasure in its barbed cruelty. Defiling and devouring settlers in the late 16th-century until not a scrap of them was left except whispered tales of devils around the hearth never held so much fragile promise as this. Nor even the nights of raunchy, dramatic bouts of amateur surgery on the whores of London could be this potentially fun.
At first, seeing the dead slut had frozen him in such surprise he didn’t even bother to hide. He was confused and unsure. That is, until he saw the old man who burst in to save the day. Someone so very fun.
The killer remembers Detective Henry Allister Payton.
He rolls his back against the bathroom wall like a cat in the throes of ecstatic motion, a low chuckle spills out of his throat wetly, like some mad, drowning man.
He remembers Payton’s frustration at his inability to catch the killer, at always being a step behind. The killer remembers often following him home, his silent companion walking in the pools of shadow at the corners and sliding in the backseat right behind him in his wife’s car, watching him drinking and spiraling into beautiful self-hatred. Pushing his wife away and drinking every night, going to sleep at the kitchen table with pictures of dead girls under his arm, a pool of condensation sticking the tumbler glass to the table.
The killer remembers the thrill, the wonderful joke he played. When just as the Game with the police was getting tiring, he became the man behind the eyes of Payton’s own partner, Eddie. Eddie the sympathetic and loyal, whose charred remains were not found until three days after the killer was long gone. By then, the killer had been wearing the man’s skin for two weeks. The chuckles become choking, shuddering laughter that bring tears to the killer’s eyes as he remembers Henry crying over one of the dead tramps, the killer pretending to be the man consoling him.
He remembers watching Henry with the gun in his mouth, the man’s wife walking in. Henry pulling it back out and trying to say it was just a joke while she screams at him: I can’t take this; you are crazy!
That was the night the killer left Detective Payton a ruined man. He stole a red Camaro outside of Seattle and a new skin down south in Olympia, a child of nine. He had fed for days in the city before finding it too difficult to reach the gas pedal on cars and found another skin.
The killer steps out of the bathroom and leisurely down the apartment complex’s hallway, whistling to himself and planning out some details on how to make this all just so … right.







Chapter Four
Cause hell is deep and hell is wide –
 You can’t touch the bottom and you can’t touch the side,
 No hiding-place down there.
 – Traditional African-American spiritual, “No Hiding-Place Down There”
 
There’s a change in the ocean,
 change in the deep blue sea, my baby –
 I’ll tell you, folks, there ain’t no change in me.
 – Perry Bradford, “Crazy Blues”







Hettie
Henry’s home envelops us in the promise of warmth and safety. Devil and Pepper Mama mill around my legs, tails wagging crazily, and beg to go out. I place my laptop bag and rucksack in the living room, open the kitchen door, watch their anxious furry bodies rush outside to pee on the bushes around the house and close it after them with a gentle click.
I can tell that Henry’s body is feeling sore, but I don’t know how much help I can offer him without insulting the man’s pride. Watching him stiffly make his way up the stairs to the bathroom, I frown in concern and put on the kettle for some tea. I try to remember the last time he ate and I really can’t.
I rummage in the refrigerator and cupboards for ingredients and I dig up cubed steak pieces for a stew: some carrots, celery, onions, a couple potatoes and broth cubes. By the time Henry makes his way back downstairs, I’m sautéing onions in some olive oil and getting ready to brown the meat. He looks surprised, and I grin proudly.
He says, “No offense, but when I saw your kitchen, I figured the closest you ever got to a hot stove might have been during a kitchen fire you started while tryin’ to make toast.” Henry carefully hauls down a medium soup pot and gets the broth ready without me having to tell him to.
I smile crookedly and say, “I didn’t have much, but when I was growing up, my grandpa used to cook a lot and he’d let me help.” I pluck a raw piece of meat from my pile of cubed beef and pop it into my mouth. Henry starts humming a low, deep song to himself and I find myself nodding along with it. I place the chopped potatoes into the microwave to soften them up so that the soup is ready sooner. It isn’t long before we have the ingredients in the pot and are sitting down at the small kitchen table. Henry has a small plate of buttered toast in front of him and I have my own plate of raw meat and an egg.
Between mouthfuls, I ask, “I wouldn’t suppose you have internet access here, would you?” I’m beginning to feel less self-conscious about eating in front of Henry. I’ve noticed that he still doesn’t want to look at me while I do it, but that’s okay.
The first night I came here, I was injured and my feelings were so far beyond fear and despair that I was numb. When I dug my fingers into the raw meat Henry offered me that night, I watched my claws make shallow pools of blood where they dug into the steaks and I could smell it: the blood and sinews, the muscle and fat. The coppery, rich taste when I put it in my mouth felt like when you’ve been so very thirsty for hours and then you finally have a glass of water to drink – that feeling of perfect need and fulfillment. The meat would have been much harder to chew without my second set of pointed teeth, which I discovered come out for feeding over my regular teeth, and then retract afterward – just a thin row of sharp points in my gums. It was hard for me to feel bad about something that felt so good.
Henry shakes his head no and crooks his arm behind him to open the kitchen door to let Devil and Pepper Mama back inside. Grateful dogs lick his hands until he shoos them and they trod over to the living room for some intensive dog napping.
I think and say, “That’s okay. I noticed you have a phone. I can do dial-up; it will just be slow.” Anxious to start my research, I clear my plate and head into the living room to set up my laptop, place it on the table and sink myself into the old sofa.
After a frustrating forty-five minutes, I’m reading articles on obscure burial rituals and Greek mythology, praying to whatever heathen gods I don’t actually believe in for text-only websites to turn up in my search. Henry has kindly gotten us both tea and himself some stew while I try to find any information that may help us.
As Henry patiently sits beside me, Pepper Mama lay curled against his side, snoring and farting. He looks up from her tiny body when I begin speaking.
“Okay. So, with the creepy lady with the coin eyes, there’s a general consensus that in legend, you need coin to pay the ferryman, called Charon in Greek mythology, although in the case of Charon, it was usually placed inside the mouth. In Greek legend, a pair of coins is only really mentioned in this case when Psyche planned on making a return trip from the land of the dead instead of just one-way.”
“However,” I continue. “On an archaeological expedition in Judea, a pair of silver denarii was found in the eye sockets of a skull. Denarii were small, silver coins of Roman currency. It wasn’t a Jewish ritual, though, and mostly it seems to have confounded archaeologists. So I think the only thing we can say for certain is that it has something to do with the deceased and possibly the ability to travel unimpeded between here and the afterlife. Which, for all I know, is just Rodney Dangerfield doing cartwheels in a spandex bikini while circus music plays. If that’s the case, then I don’t blame the lady for lingering among us.”
Henry nods, his chocolate-colored skin and weathered face squinting in thought before he speaks. “So, some kind of ghost lady or something. All right. Why not? Do you have anything on how to protect yourself against that sort of thing?”
I snort. “I’m trying. I’m just going to try to avoid all the sites that are coming up that have really cheesy moving gif images, are hosted on free webpage servers and haven’t been updated since 1998. They’re all about gemstones and ‘vibrations’. What happy horse-shit.”
Henry chuckles and nods in agreement, teeth flashing. “You should have been around for the sixties and seventies.”
I wrinkle my nose at him in mock-distaste and keep searching. 
With a weary smile, I say, “This site seems to have some stuff that might be useful. It’s a transcribed collection of anthropological essays hosted on a university website.” I shrug. “It’s got to be better than that ’Madama Night Blossom Of the Glittery Unicorn Pictures’ anyway. I will admit that my empirical evidence to suggest its superiority is largely based on the lack of ads offering to enlarge my genitals and give me whiter teeth.”
Henry smirks and nods.
“Salt appears to be good. So are iron nails and running water. It says on this one site that if someone who can control ghosts is after you, you’re safe with running water between yourself and them unless they do some kind of mirror ritual and snatch you from where you are somehow.” I click on more links to no avail. “It doesn’t say how they do that. Of course.” I swallow and rub my eyes with a sigh.
Henry gets up from the couch, his shoulders heavy with a fatigue he’s been trying very hard to hide for what I know is my benefit. He takes our bowls and cups to the sink and then pauses with a hand on the banister.
“I’ll keep watch on stuff, Henry, and do more research.” I smile and try to laugh, but find that I can’t. “I don’t sleep anymore, I guess.” Henry nods and snaps his fingers, bringing the dogs to attention. They hustle to follow him upstairs.
“Goodnight, Hettie. Thank you.”
After the floorboards have stopped creaking under Henry’s steps and I can hear the steady breathing of his deep sleep, I reply with a whisper, “You’re welcome.”
I keep an eye on the inky blackness with an increasing sense of unease. The night feels like a living thing. I shut down the laptop and turn off the lights in the living room, my vision adjusting easily. 
While Henry sleeps, I go out and stand on the porch. Does my heart beat? I rest my palm against my breast and all I feel is my cold skin. I reach up and grasp the edge of the overhang with my hand, a dull ache courses through it, and lets me know that my claws must be out. I bite my lower lip in concentration, flex that arm and watch as lean muscles that I did not used to possess define themselves underneath my skin. I suck in a breath and, before I can chicken out, run two steps forward off the porch, my arm still gripping the porch overhang. My feet swing out into the chill night air and my arm spasms, then absorbs the weight. I watch the world fall underneath me and with a nervous giggle, I swing myself onto the top of the overhang with a loud thump. My left leg is unable to gracefully keep the momentum going and I land with a heap. I listen for Henry and hope that I haven’t woken him up. Pepper Mama half-heartedly barks once and goes back to sleep.
Well, then. I’ll have to practice my landings. 
I rub my thigh with the palm of my hand and rise to a crouch on the edge of the overhang. I leap off and land – better this time, with only a minor stumble – on the grass below. I begin to chuckle to myself, only to have it die in my throat. My vision is better at night than it used to be, but the trees can hide so much. I should know. I wrap my arms around myself and walk back into the house quickly.
I stand in the shadows of the home with a cold chill settling in my spine and a feeling I can’t shake that we are butterflies waiting for the killing jar to fall into place around us.







Henry
I hope it is a dream.
The beautiful, broken dead girls are curled around me on a bed made of leaves in the middle of a clearing in the forest. Western red cedar trees encircle us. The bed frame is twisted branches instead of wrought iron. The bedding is made of a thick mound of rotting leaves. Everything smells like damp earth and I feel like I’m slowly sinking inside the bed, deep where the beetles and worms lie. The thin, pale hands of the dead girls flit over my old arms and shoulders like spectral moths, pushing me slowly into the bed with the smiling patience of mothers. I am thanking them, tears rolling out of the corners of my eyes as their black-filled eyes watch me, nodding like slow-motion birds. Cooing to each other softly, two of the dead girls – Theresa, is that you? – hold huge, sharp needles threaded with black cords strung with thorns. They smile and it’s like someone crushed red raspberries against their mouths and teeth, staining them with red juice and thicker things.
I begin to close my eyes like an obedient child and think: Oh, thank you. Thank you.
Their heads tilt in pleasant acknowledgment and I feel the needles as they sew my eyes shut, the thorns tearing my eyelids, ripping into my corneas, hot and blinding and free.
A heavy, thudding sound interrupts my angels of darkness. A note strums deep and resonant in the forest. The dead girls hear it and their arms sway like lilies torn from their roots. They silently retreat into the darkness and another note plays, haunting and powerful.
When I begin to wake, the sound is still there; it pulls me out of my bed of leaves and the comforts of the dead like a man swimming from the thick depths of a place where only blind, massive creatures live.
A guitar. Someone is playing a low, rich string of notes and the more I pay attention to it, the louder it becomes. As if from a great distance, I hear a faint scratching sound like nails taking purchase on wood. I rise up from my bed and move to the window, my eyes locked on the cold pane of glass even as my mind begins to wonder where Pepper Mama and Devil are.
I look down into the sliver of light from the front porch that thinly illuminates the lawn like a yellow sickness and see a tall black man standing on the lawn, wearing a suit as black as midnight and a matching fedora on his bowed head. His unusually long, thin brown hands pluck an acoustic guitar with a sunburst pattern on its body. The man slowly raises his head and even in the darkness, I know that he is looking right at me. My heart beats with a heavy and shuddering pulse in my chest and I hold still as if that will render me invisible. The guitar player’s eyes glint silver in the dim light and he smiles slowly.
I jerk away from the windowsill and throw on a shirt as fast as my shaking hands can manage.











Hettie
When standing in the darkness becomes an exercise in nervous boredom, I pluck up my rucksack and retreat to the guest room to unpack my things onto the quilt-covered bedspread. I smile to myself, peel off Lil’s old clothes and chuck them into the corner of the room. I pick out a black bra and matching tank top and put them on over cotton underwear with Day of the Dead skulls on it and a well-worn pair of grey cargo pants, socks and sneakers. It is a comforting ritual of normalcy that almost allows me to forget the past few days.
I leave the room and turn the corner into the living room when I hear the dry scratching of claws or fingernails on wood. I freeze, trying to figure out the source of the sound, then I hear the first deep note of a guitar resonating in the night, not loud but pervasive … penetrating the house, the wood, my cold heart. The note bends my abdomen like a fish hook sunk deep within my belly, pulling me. It calls to me in a way that makes my skin hot and feverish, chill sweat forming above my mouth, which is pulled back into a grimace. My hands clutch over my stomach as if holding something in.
Grinding my teeth, I think: Oh, dear god, right before another note reverberates, pulling me with a greater urgency. A seasick wave of vertigo washes over me and my mouth tastes like acid reflux and coins; my head pounds and my vision dims at the edges.
Hissing shallow breaths through my teeth, I push myself angrily to fucking move. My calf and thigh muscles feel taut and suddenly exerted as if I had just finished a triathlon. I run into the kitchen and throw open utensil drawers and cupboards, sweat sticking my hair to my scalp and threatening to fall into my eyes.
A string of three notes plays outside and my stomach lurches. Nausea rolls swiftly through me and I vomit bloody streaks of bile and red meat over my shuddering hands. The tips of my fingers extend into bony, sharp claws that leave deep rivets in the counter. I reach for the container of salt when I hear the scratching noise at the entrance to the kitchen behind me.
Arm still raised, I turn my head slowly; my brain at first refuses to make sense of what my eyes are seeing. Its first idea is: insect person monster.
Its arms and legs are bent at unnatural angles like the legs of a beetle; its torso is covered in sores and the sharp points of its spine stand out in stark relief, with small and drooping breasts red and irritated, scraping against the floor. Its mouth is sewn partially-closed in a crisscrossing pattern with some kind of thick, black twine studded with large thorns that scrape against the holes in its mouth and gums. This doesn’t stop it from pressing its red, lacerated tongue against the black thorns and cord, the thorns digging into it and dark red blood pooling between its lips and gums. Purple shadows like tender bruises form deep circles around its completely black eyes. It has stubble on its head, as if someone had hacked the hair off and didn’t mind if they left cuts in the scalp, judging from the red scratches both old and new beneath the stubble.
Blood and bile flecks my arms, chest, and face. My hand wraps around the salt container slowly. The disfigured creature makes a clicking sound. Its ragged fingernails tap an anxious staccato on the floor while its bent and distorted knees sink lower like a beast getting ready to jump.
I bare my teeth in a snarl and dig my claws into the salt.
When the first grains of salt pour over my bloody hand, I am already pitching it in an arc, a cry of rage rumbling out of my throat. The creature leaps and I can only hope my complete lack of athleticism previous to my death has no bearing on my pitching skills.
The salt container hits the creature in the face at an angle and bursts on impact. Still in mid-pounce, it howls an insect-like clicking that fills the small kitchen and hurts my ears. I barely have time to raise my arms in front of my body when the creature hits me, the force of its momentum bringing us both to the ground.
The wind is knocked out of me and the weight of the creature has my torso pinned beneath it, my left arm shoved against its emaciated collar bone. The salt has burned the creature as if I took a flamethrower to it rather than a cheap condiment. Blackened, crisp pieces bubble outwards from the crimson, melted flesh that was once the skin above the creature’s left eye as well as the whole left cheek and jawline. The bones beneath the creature’s cheekbone are distorted, as if a furious blaze left the bones fractured and its eye has burst, rendering it just a streak of flattened gore.
The creature’s breath washes over my face in an overwhelming reek of decay which clings to the back of my throat as I grit my teeth. Its legs scramble along the floor, unable to reach me beneath its own body.
Skreeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeet! The creature screams into my face, the thorn-threaded cord pulling the thorns along the edges of its lips as it rages, blood spatters forming on its chin and my chest. Its head snakes downwards and in a motion too quick for me to stop, and its mouth fixes on my left arm. Thorns and cords and teeth dig into my cold flesh. Pain shoots up my arm like I am being cut by a handful of razorblades deep into the muscles and bone, then a sharp twist and I feel pieces of my arm being torn off. I am dimly aware of my own scream spilling out of my chest, deafened by it. The creature lifts its head and hisses, a bite-sized chunk of my flesh in its mouth.
I cock my right arm back at the elbow, my claws extended out of my fingertips and, screaming, rake my hand across its throat, digging deep trenches through its trachea. Hate-filled, fearful screams make my throat raw and I rip and rip and even when the creature’s feet are no longer scrabbling for purchase; I am choking on sobs and tearing its neck apart, its filthy blood pouring onto my chest and lower face, its bitter taste in my mouth. 
I don’t stop until I have torn its fucking head off.







Henry
In the time it takes me to pull on a long-sleeved thermal shirt over my pajama bottoms and shove my feet into house slippers, screams and crashes erupt in the kitchen. Devil and Pepper Mama at my heels, I pull open my bedroom door and tear down the stairs. Pepper Mama barks shrilly and runs towards the danger. Her tiny legs propel her back end in what would have been a comical skid if my heart wasn’t in my throat and chest tight with fear. My hands feel like needles have been shoved into them when I grip the banister, but I keep moving – it seems like I can never move fast enough these days. Devil thunders beside Pepper Mama, silent and spooky – a cloud of black fur, flashing fangs and glittering brown eyes.
Not the most fucking capable rescue team ever devised, I will admit that.
Still running full-tilt, Pepper Mama slides right into a pool of dark crimson blood. Her little paws scramble to stop her slide to no avail as her momentum and the slickness of the bloody kitchen floor send her right into Hettie’s ankle. Devil wisely stopped at the doorway and stands at the edge of a pool of blood, sniffing it, unhappy about the prospect of getting his paws dirty. Typical of the chow-chow, he is eager to fight, but god help you if his paws get moist or there isn’t coffee in his food bowl.
My chest heaving, I step carefully into the kitchen, swallow hard and opt to breathe out of my mouth after taking one whiff of the smells of rot and blood. I step closer to Hettie and the body of the still creature on top of her – something so deformed and jarring to look at, that I do my best to avoid close examination.
There is a muffled whimper beneath the creature’s (oh jesus fuck, where is its head) body and Hettie frantically kicks at its remains, trying to get it off of her with animalistic grunts bordering on panic. Pepper Mama jumps back and hides behind my knees, yipping. I bend at the waist, grip my stiff hands underneath the arms of the creature and heave it to one side. The sensation of its cold flesh under my hands makes my skin crawl and I fight not to gag. It feels a lot like a raw turkey’s skin: loose, cold, gooseflesh that – just touching it – you know it’s just so much lifeless meat. With effort, I manage to compartmentalize this information in a place in my mind labeled “Do Not Open” with a mental note inside about considering vegetarianism.
Hettie props herself up on her elbows and manages to scoot herself out from underneath the grotesque creature, her brows furrowed and mouth pulled back in disgust. Blood and pieces of cartilage and gore cover her chest, arms and even her jaw and mouth. Her hazel eyes are wild and huge in her pale skin.
A deep, melodious voice behind us says, “Well. That was terribly interesting.”
I straighten and whirl, nearly tripping on my own feet in the congealing blood on the kitchen floor.
The man in the black suit and fedora stands in the now-open doorway to the kitchen from the porch, his guitar slung across his back with the strap across his chest. When the light finds his eyes, they reflect eerie silver. His huge hands are loosely clasped together and his thick lips curve into a dryly amused smile.
He steps past the threshold and stands at the edge of a pool of blood pleasantly, as if this were a social engagement. I force my shoulders back into a less intimidated posture even if it is a pretty lie. His suit is indistinct; shadows play on the very edges of its material. His nose is wider than mine, his skin a few shades lighter brown. A handsome man, for the most part.
“It is not often that one of my ghouls is bested. Nor that I should find something so unusual.” He speaks softly, as if musing to himself. Hettie slowly scoots herself into a sitting position, staring wide-eyed at the man. “Usually, when I have to retrieve people stubborn enough to avoid passing on, they’re shades, poltergeists at most.” His eyes drift down to Hettie and linger there.
I swallow hard and hope my voice doesn’t shake. “I think you should leave now, sir,” I say.
Faster than I can track, in a blink, he stands before me, his dark eyes blazing and mouth wiped free of amusement. I flinch despite myself, look up into his eyes with their haunted, silver light and move one step to the right, putting myself between him and Hettie.
“I am a soul reaper, Mr. Payton. I am a keeper of the crossroads. I keep the balance between death and birth, choice and fate. While I pride myself on being an enlightened being, I require neither your agreement nor your understanding of my functions. The only thing keeping me from personally dragging Ms. Reed here screaming to the gates of perdition itself is the fact that your unique situation has temporarily piqued my curiosity.” His eyes burn into mine, then flicker down to Hettie.
“I have been what I am now for scores of years. I have traveled to places both exotic and inaccessible to mankind. I have read several libraries worth of knowledge out of boredom and I have met a great many strange creatures.” The soul reaper fixes Hettie with his eye. “And yet, you are unique, Hettie Reed.”
We stand silent for a moment before he seems to come to a decision. He steps around me and slings the ghoul’s remains over one shoulder as if it weighs no more than a sack of potatoes, and with an impassive expression, he plucks up the severed head, which drips gore onto the kitchen floor. In a blink, he is standing in the doorway again with his terrible burden.
“Ms. Reed, I will give you until midnight, two evenings from now, to either come with me, or I will take the both of you. I suggest you get your affairs in order and stop clinging to this … shade of life. You are on borrowed time, an unusual opportunity. One which, on a personal note, I would hope you would utilize to deal with the beast which stole your life, as it has done many others.”
I blink in surprise, eyebrows rising, and mouth forming an ’o’ and a question on my lips. Before I can speak, the man turns his head enough to give me a wry smile.
“It is a shape-shifter, but a freak even among its kind. I was told it is outside of my duties to take care of it in the past, so you will forgive me if I take the opportunity to use you to achieve my own ends. It calls itself a Hide-Behind.”
Hettie stands up fully, gore drying brown and stinking on her clothes and skin. A wound on her left arm slowly seeps.
The man smiles and steps out onto the porch, the shadows whirling around his black suit and trailing behind him like smoke.
“Oh, and Henry,” he says. “The girls say ‘hello’.”
I feel the blood drain out of my face and my knees shake, threatening to topple me onto the floor. Hettie grasps my arm and in the deep blue hint of dawn, the man is gone.







Chapter Five
I’ll buy a gun as long as I am tall –
 Shoot myself a man and catch the cannon ball.
 – Perry Bradford, “Fare-Thee Honey Blues”
 
I’ll eat when I’m hungry,
  I’ll drink when I’m dry;
 If the hard times don’t kill me,
   I’ll live till I die.
 – Traditional American Folk Song, “Rye Whiskey”




 
Joseph Frost is driving a little too fast through the winding back roads of Woods Creek. The tires of his silver Jaguar XF swerve dangerously close to the gravel-lined ditches with each turn. There is no emergency which requires his immediate attention; he has no real reason to be speeding. He drives with the perfectly-tanned, entitled arrogance of one accustomed to getting away with minor legal squabbles, an attitude acquired as a bonus to his six-figure salary earnings. 
A beautifully-tailored, deep blue suit with subtle silver pinstripes sways in its dry-cleaning bag in the backseat – a silent dancer to the discordant music of Joseph Frost shouting at his personal assistant through a Bluetooth headset. Were there a passenger in the vehicle, they might have remarked on the deepening shade of puce he was turning in a blotchy rage, or perhaps that slowing down would be a safe idea.
Then again, maybe not.
“I don’t give a gift-wrapped shit about what Stevens told you about the seating chart at the conference banquet on Friday. If I have to sit next to that drooling fuck-biscuit, I swear to cock-sucking Christ that I will cut out, fuck and eat his still-beating heart during the fucking sales projections presentation. No, I am not ’kidding’. There are not adequate words in the English fucking language to describe my deep and primal hatred for that slow sack of shit and – did you just use the word ’fête’ in a sentence? REALLY, Susan? I’m going to eat my headset and run myself off the road, you lazy fucking bi–”
Joseph Frost is able to briefly register the smiling biker that calmly steps out into the road directly into the path of his luxury car. Greasy hair hangs in the man’s eyes and a denim motorcycle vest hangs over his powerful shoulders and arms. In the time it takes for Joseph to inhale sharply in shock, his eyes widening, the man grins wider, revealing pointed, cruel teeth before the car slams into the biker, catches him sharply in the hip and knocks him down. The tires thud over the body in a sickening thump-thump as Joseph Frost’s airbag deploys into his face and he slams on the brakes, skidding in the road until the car comes to rest twenty feet later at a forty-five degree angle.
He lifts one arm, punching at the air bag until he is able to maneuver with greater ease. Heart beating painfully in his chest, Joseph Frost looks up into the rearview mirror. There is an unmoving, dark shape in the road behind him. He considers for the briefest moment driving on, pretending nothing happened. Years of watching badly-written crime dramas have, however, ingrained in him the idea that science can overcome crime in a series of convoluted events which make the procedures look nearly magical in their omnipotence. Swallowing hard, his cold fingers fumble with the seat belt, unbuckle it, and then lifelessly open the driver’s door as if in the grip of a hazy nightmare. His lips are pale with the beginnings of shock as he ungracefully dislodges himself from his seat at the airbag. He leaves the door open as he leaves the car, the ding ding of the car alerts him that the door is ajar and follows him as he breathes raggedly and stumbles along the empty road.
When he is ten feet away from the still lump in the road, his eyebrows furrow in confusion. The man doesn’t look normal at all. For a moment, he internally regresses to the age of ten, thinking: Gee, whiz, I hit that man too hard, Dad! Dad, I broke him and he’s so hurt he’s just a little puddle of mess now, I’m so sorry! I’ll never do it again!
One corner of Joseph Frost’s mouth twitches convulsively as he steps closer to the pile, unsure now, starting to feel aware of how alone he is on the road. Vulnerable. His supple leather designer shoes scrape against the pavement with a quiet, grinding sound and he can feel the hair on the back of his neck stand on end as he looks down at what is left of the biker.
You would almost mistake it for a pile of clothes left in the road if it weren’t for the boneless hand lying away from the lumpy mound, dirty and flat like a horrible kitchen glove filled with shreds of meat, fingers splayed as if waving hello.
That hand lying there in the road, like: Hi, Joseph. Oh, boy, Joseph. You really fucked up this time. Gee whiz. Where’d my bones go? This is a big mess and you know what happens to boys and their big messes, right, Joseph? That hand has his father’s calm voice, right before the punches would fall. Joseph stares and tilts his head and that crazy voice of his father; that voice of the boneless hand in the road with a scalp of greasy hair lying nearby says in his head now: JOSEPH, YOU SHOULD REALLY LOOK BEHIND YOU, YOU UNOBSERVANT LITTLE SHIT.
Joseph spins sickly on his heel like a man drunk on a bender, stumbling a little. The creature is right behind him, skinless and red, sinews and muscle, bones and cartilage, raw and bloody. Its grinning face reveals the second set of pointed teeth expanding like some terrible nightmare and the last thing Joseph Frost hears before he dies is the mad giggling of the hand.
The killer feels like a whole new man.







Hettie
When I step out of the shower, the steam follows me, drifting out of the stall lazily as I pull on a fresh pair of underwear and a bra that I had retrieved from the guest room. The wound on my arm from the ghoul stings badly. When I was beneath the hot shower, I only had the nerve to gently rinse it in water. I am now examining my wound with a kind of detached curiosity.
I can see the shreds of muscle in the jagged, torn wound and I poke it with a finger experimentally, beginning to worry that maybe the wound should hurt more when I poke it instead of just feeling vaguely numb and stinging. Frowning deeply and blinking away frustrated, useless tears, I open the medicine cabinet in the bathroom, retrieve a small first aid kit and take stock of the contents: antiseptic, gauze bandages, pain pills, a cold compress, tweezers, antibiotic ointment, tiny scissors, and tape.
I do my best to clean the wound with the antiseptic and wrap it in gauze bandages, awkwardly hacking at it with the pointless, tiny scissors until I finally have an inexpert, but sufficient, wrap on my arm. That accomplished, I pull on a pair of clean jeans, a T-shirt, socks and shoes, and then head back into the kitchen to help Henry clean up.
He’s got Pepper Mama in the kitchen sink and is scrubbing the blood off her paws and legs, sleeves rolled up past the elbow and suds splattered on his arms and Pepper Mama’s fawn-colored torso. Her tiny black face and bulging eyes seem to grumble at this undignified reward for her bravery in combat, which makes Henry smile faintly. I feel something in me relax at the sight of him smiling and pick up the mop he’d set aside for me, getting to work on cleaning up the pools of congealing blood. Enough time has passed that the middle of the thickest puddles of blood mop up easily, although it clings to the mophead, which forces me to rinse the mop in the bucket several times until I finally have to empty it in the toilet and come back with more soap and water.
After maybe a half hour of mopping, I have all but the edges of the pools of blood cleaned up – those which were thinnest and had dried to the kitchen’s linoleum flooring before I began. I empty the bucket one last time and scrub those by hand with a sponge until the brown flakes loosen, my cleaning water a dull, rusty color I watch swirl down the toilet as I pour it out.
Henry has long ago finished cleaning Pepper Mama and drying her. He fills up the dog food bowls and put on the kettle for the coffee press; Pepper Mama happily scarfs down her dry kibbles while Devil stands waiting for coffee to be poured on his food before he will eat. That task completed, Henry takes a seat on the couch in the living room.
When the water has boils, Henry stiffly moves as if to get up and I wave him to sit back down. He complies with a silent gratitude that makes me smile. As I measure out the coffee ground and pour the water into the press, it occurs to me that I haven’t felt so at ease around another person since my grandfather, Cedric, died. My feelings stir with a confusing mixture of quiet longing and a hollow grief, so I shake my head, take a deep breath and put those feelings aside to sort out later.
Assuming that I don’t get eaten by something in the meantime, naturally.
While the coffee brews, I open the fridge and grab some raw hamburger to eat – the sooner my arm is healed up, the better. I swallow it down; the cold, metallic, ground beef slides down my throat. I wonder briefly where it goes. I know that I don’t go to the bathroom anymore, or if I do, I haven’t yet. I try not to scrunch my face in repulsion and shove that latest, unappetizing thought from my mind with so many other unpleasant ideas. 
After dribbling coffee on Devil’s kibbles, which he devours in sloppy gulps, I pour two black cups of coffee, take them to the living room, and place one in Henry’s hands. He nods thankfully, his curled fingers wrapping around the mug, a slight wince around the edges of his eyes.
I pretend that I don’t notice.
Firing up the laptop, I take tiny sips of the black coffee – wary in case my body rejects it – and begin the grueling searches for information about “Hide-Behinds”. I can see out of the corner of my eye that Henry is avidly watching the screen next to me.
What I find makes my skin go cold.
“It says that a Hide-Behind is a name attributed to a creature featured in American folklore, a way that early colonists would explain the disappearances in the forest. It says that when you try to look directly at it, it can hide behind an object, ergo the name. They eat intestines and are known for their great ability at concealment. There is a picture here that shows a creature with claws.” I stop, my throat dry. Deep inside me, a wave of panic threatens to crest, as if part of me is still there. Running. Hearing him behind me, never seeing him. His claws in my throat, eyes boring into mine from inches away as my vision dimmed and I felt myself die.
I am brought back into the present by Henry’s warm, gnarled hand on my right shoulder, patting me in comfort or concern – I’m not sure which. I blink and shake my head as if clearing it of memories like the sea rolling over a sand castle, wearing it down until it is faint, then gone. For now. I give Henry a brief smile, avoiding his sad, brown eyes. I look back to the laptop and keep reading.
“It says that they find alcohol repellant, so that’s good,” I continue. “There’s another site here that says they are vulnerable to something called ’goofer dust’ and if you can make yourself invisible, you have a chance to hurt it. Sweet, because that is utterly fucking useless.” I snarl in frustration, but Henry is tapping the directional arrows and reading down the page, his eyes caught on something. I look away, dealing with my natural inclination towards cynicism while he reads. What the hell, right? Have at it, old man.
Henry taps the screen with two fingers, bringing my attention back to the laptop.
Fully expecting to see a male-enhancement ad or some bullshit animated gif flashing on the screen promising the secret to losing five pounds, I turn back to the screen, ready to educate him on the dangers of random internet clicking and am surprised to find he has instead found something with potential.
I read aloud, “’Graveyard Blues: Junction of Index-Galena Road and S-Bridge. Mojo bags, supplies and magical solutions.’” I shake my head. “Normally, I would probably say, ’You’ve got to be fucking kidding me’, but I almost got eaten by a ghoul an hour ago and this has added a certain amount of open-mindedness to my disposition, Henry.”
Henry grins, “I bet you thought I was too old to know how to find information, huh?” He raises his chin proudly. “I still got it. Yeah.”
I snort, my mouth grinning despite myself. “This time. You were probably just waiting for me to leave the room so that you could instant message all your little girlfriends.” He laughs.
As I power down the laptop, Henry gulps down the rest of his coffee and rises from the couch.
“Dress warm,” he says. “That shit is cold out there. Old, lonely logging roads and mountain air. Pack us somethin’ to eat while you’re at it. I’m gonna go to the bathroom and put on more winter clothes and gloves.”
I nod my head and start getting ready. As I’m packing lunches for us both – sandwiches and a thermos of coffee for Henry and a plastic container of raw ground beef for me – I look down at my arm and see something that I don’t like.
My breath hisses between my teeth at the stinging pain it causes, I peel back the bandages and stare at the wound in disbelief. The wound that is still there on my arm, unhealed even though I just ate. While my body could heal the damage from the Hide-Behind, apparently the same rules don’t apply to the wound that the ghoul gave me. When Henry emerges from the bathroom, I slip in after him to change my bandage before we leave. I throw on a long-sleeved shirt and my hoodie over the bandages. I don’t want this setback to worry Henry, but if I’m honest, I don’t want to worry about it, either. Out of sight, out of mind.
Time to go find a witch doctor that lives in the middle of nowhere.
Awesome. Nothing can possibly go wrong.







Henry
Driving east along the highway is beautiful, at least. The roads are lined with evergreen and deciduous trees looming large and silent over us in splashes of oranges, greens, reds and browns. There is a cemetery on the right somewhere, with its sunken, uneven plots that your feet can sink into if you’re not careful. Now a meadery with a stylized yellow and cobalt blue neon sign to the right. Between the rolling hills and trees, hazy blue mountains with white peaks are suddenly visible, as if these sleeping giants had somehow snuck up on us. Their bases are wreathed in low-lying clouds and fog, which gives it the surreal appearance of floating above the earth. My hands clutch anxiously at the steering wheel with sharp needles of pain, belying the easy confidence that I’m trying so hard to wear.
Hettie puffs out a tiny breath of nervous air and I clear my throat.
“Do you see that mountain up there in front of us? Now, you may not believe this – being so young and all – but those mountains used to be called ‘Betty’s Big, Bouncing Titties’.” I grin, spinning some grand bullshit on the fly. “Then that chunk fell off there and nobody felt right about it anymore. Committees were formed of mustached, serious men to consider a more dignified name. Rejecting my proposal of ‘Big Dick Sandwich Mountain’, they instead went with such lame ideas as ‘Mount Rainier’ and ‘Mount Baker’. They’re all part of the Cascades, which are in turn a part of the ‘Pacific Ring of Fire’, which is a cool-as-shit way to say, ‘areas that might blow up or have earthquakes’.”
Hettie shakes her head and chuckles in amusement, her shoulders shaking just a little. She smiles. Mission: accomplished. I’m considering more absurd things to say when I hear a low roar coming up behind us.
Two sports cars come tearing down the road, passing us at dangerous speeds. Sleek, expensive and fast as sin. First a white car; my eyes make out a flash of white interior and someone in a white suit. Then a red car in close pursuit of the white car; a woman in a red dress and wild, ruby hair laughs in a snarl within its crimson, leather interior as her car screams past. The truck rocks from the rush of air as they overtake us. My breath hitches in my throat. I slow down just a little.
This is a dangerous highway. Every year, people die on it doing stupid stunts and not paying attention. I feel myself frown in the proverbial glare of old-timer disapproval at the wicked carelessness involved in speeding like this and passing on a double-yellow lane. Lawmakers keep promising to make the road better, but change just hasn’t happened fast enough.
A third sports car creeps up like a shadow, black and vicious as the bottom of a grave. The harsh sounds of tortured guitars and bass-heavy thuds sweep over the truck, industrial music from a group I remember the kids with black clothing and piercings listening to in the nineties. The window is cracked open in the black sports car and a pale man with slicked-back black hair turns his head slowly towards us. His dark irises take us in, and with a tiny smirk he shifts gears and follows the other two cars in a rush of acceleration that makes me involuntarily gasp.
“Jesus Christ!” Hettie is the first one to speak.
The sky is darker now, as if the black car had pulled every rain cloud and shadow in its wake. I turn on the headlights, even though it’s got to be only noon now.
I roll my shoulders a little, take a deep breath and force myself to relax. We are almost there and the sky is getting darker. I try to make more small talk to restore the interrupted peace – there is the waterfall, just a streak of white in the hillside you can see if you squint; there is the cafe on the left – but it just feels forced, so I give up. We turn left up the Index-Galena Road and the road starts out fine, but gets pretty rough the further we drive. The whole area was damaged by flooding in 2006 and the temporary patches in the asphalt create an uneven texture that makes the old Chevy rock.
The drive feels like it takes forever, and we almost miss the turn-off, but Hettie is alert – eyes darting in the darkness for any signs of life.
She points suddenly to the right. “There! There! Stop!”
I hit the brakes, the empty road illuminated ahead in the headlights. At first, I don’t see anything. Then my eyes adjust and, following where Hettie pointed, I see a tiny log cabin tucked away from the road, an infrequently-used dirt road leading up to it between the trees. There are faint lights from within, but even still, my eyebrows rise, impressed at her ability to see it.
“Goddamn, you’ve got good eyes.” I nod in respect and smile, glancing around. “Yeah, there’s the bridge to the left up ahead. This has got to be it. Good work.” I pull the steering wheel and park the truck a little beyond the dirt road, pulling off the road as much as I can in the unlikely case that someone else would want to drive up here.
I get out of the truck with Hettie, the cold, mountain air already trying to creep into my old bones. I stand next to her, blowing on my fingers to give them a little warmth, and we take in the log cabin as we walk up the dirt road.
The outside of the log cabin appears to made of rounded, hewn logs and has a deserted look to it, as if it has been here since the early settlers began homesteading in the area over a hundred years back. It is raised off the ground a few feet, with precarious wooden steps leading down to the ground. At first, I think that the house is sitting on two thick stilts, but the almost-scaly look to the brown, wide posts that seem to reach the ground and root outwards in three gnarled lines deep into the earth lead me to believe that the house is somehow built on the long stumps of two huge trees. As we are almost at the steps, I notice a circle of white grains on the dirt in a wide circle around the house. I point it out to Hettie and she nods. We carefully step over the circle and I take the steps first, feeling the wood creak beneath my shoes with Hettie close behind me.
An old brass doorknob is the only adornment on the wooden door and the keyhole below it seems to almost resemble a small, screaming brass mouth. Before I can knock my swollen knuckles upon the wood, the door is pulled open from the inside.
Framed in the muted light from within the log cabin, an elegant and somewhat distractingly attractive elderly woman looks me up and down. Her silver hair is braided and pinned around her head; pale strands have worked their way loose and float around her face in wisps that remind me of spider silk. Her dark brown eyes find mine and hold my gaze as if scrutinizing the tome of my deeds, both good and ill. She has small, white teeth and pink lips that form a slight moue. I hold still while she examines me, feeling suddenly like a man laid bare and defenseless against some immutable force.
Definitely my kind of woman.
When her gaze drops from me, I breathe a deep sigh of relief. She cocks her head at the sight of Hettie, and then nods to herself. Stepping back from the door frame, she holds an arm out towards a cluttered room within the cabin, beckoning us to come inside.
As I step through the open door – only vaguely registering what appears to be a line of spices and red pepper flakes against the threshold – it is as if my ears were stuffed with cotton, nose deadened and eyes blinded, because how else did I not notice the sheer sensory assault until I entered the cabin?
Hot cooking smells from a tiny kitchen to the right billow clouds of steam, permeating the cabin with a salty, sweaty, acrid mixture of indefinable smells. A wall-mounted shelf directly in front of me is crammed with knick-knacks: a coconut with a black candle burning on top; a mason jar half-filled with some kind of liquid and a lump of discolored meat dropped in the middle, pins sticking out of it; a leering, handmade doll with straw coming out of the openings in its head, arms, and legs, its face a painted skull and a tiny black suit on its body. Books lie in overflowing stacks on every shelf and table. Dried herbs and roots hang from nails buried in the wood of the low ceiling. One wall bears a mirror surrounded in spicy-smelling fresh marigolds, with a painting of a dancing skeleton-lady on the base of its frame. Crucifixes with tiny coins attached to them hang almost at random from frames and shelves. I see candles with more saints than I’ve ever known existed: one bears a picture of a hand with eyes on each fingertip, another shows an old black-cloaked woman with a skull for a face. I take a deep breath and immediately wish I hadn’t as the underlying scent of cat urine fills my nose.
Hettie steps into the cabin behind me and I hear the door gently click shut as the woman locks it behind us, smiling softly.
“Welcome to my home,” she says. Her voice makes my eyelids feel heavy with sleep. “I am just a little grandmother, but perhaps I can help you.”
She walks around us, picks up a rust-colored shawl with elaborate gold and red peacock-feather designs worked into it, and settles it around her shoulders as if she is cold. How anyone could feel a chill in this house is beyond me; I’m sweating like a politician in a sex dungeon. Thick beads of sweat hover above my lips and threaten to trickle down my neck into the back of my shirt’s collar. Well, at least my hands won’t hurt so bad in this heat. I force myself to be more alert and return the woman’s smile.
“I am called Baba. Please make yourselves at home. I will only be a minute.”
She tilts her head at us pleasantly and goes into the kitchen. Hettie and I look at each other, shrug and move piles of books, a feather duster, a carved wooden doll with a terrified expression and a bottle of nail polish off of the couch before sitting on the edge of it in what I hope is just drifts of cat hair.
I hear the mildly disconcerting clang of pots and pans and a cat hissing, but then she returns and smiles at me again and I’m back to unabashedly checking her out as she bends over to set down three cups of tea on top of a stack of old newspapers on the coffee table. Hay chihuahua!
I’m old, folks. Not dead.
We politely reach for our mugs and my gnarled fingers wrap around the cup. Baba sees my hands and makes a tiny, sympathetic clicking sound with her tongue. I smile and shrug, old people language for: Well, what the fuck can you do, huh? Followed by a winning grin I can only hope communicates effectively my next thought: I am a single, disease-free and sensitive male who is into women.
The tea smells earthy, reminding me of the deep, dark, wet places in the forest. I inhale its aroma, which conceals the smell in the cabin, and take a sip. A rich, nutty taste floods my mouth and I make a pleased sound of appreciation. Baba smiles proudly, her eyes sparkling.
Hettie takes a gulp of her own tea, then says, “I’m very sorry to intrude, Baba. We are hoping that you can help us.” She pauses, eyes flickering over to me, then back to Baba. “We have some problems and we found your website and, well … here we are.” For an opener, I think it’s kind of lackluster, but I guess it will do.
“I would say that you have a lot of problems,” Baba says carefully, the traces of an Eastern accent tinting her speech. “You are dead.”
Hettie freezes; her hand clutches her teacup until her knuckles are white.
Baba turns her dark brown gaze to me. “And you are marked.”
I feel my jaw clench and the steam around the house now seems overwhelming, maddening, everywhere. Sweat pours in earnest down my scalp and my eyes burn. My stomach feels like something is on fire inside it, twisting, which almost distracts me from the fact that the carved, wooden doll and the black-suited straw skeleton doll on the shelf have begun to move, their stubby arms and legs waving. They leap towards me and I’m reminded of the tale of the gingerbread man, only it’s not so funny or cute; it’s scary. I look back to Baba and her hair is floating beautifully like seaweed as if in a current of water that I cannot see; her dark brown eyes are deep pools of night sky with tiny diamond stars reflecting in their depths.
She waves one pale hand over my face and I feel the shawl brushing against my skin delicately. Her voice soothes me even as my mind silently screams that I am in danger.
“Sleep,” she says.
And I do.







Hettie
The first sign that things have gone wrong is my numb tongue.
My eyes begin skittering up and down like I’m terribly inebriated, making it difficult to focus on anything, as well as providing an unnerving, seasick quality to the reality of my situation, which is that I must be drugged. I turn my head towards Henry, my mouth bone dry; tongue feeling thick and glued to the roof of my mouth.
I’m trying to say, ‘Henry, we need to get out of here,’ but what comes out is a low, palsied moan that sounds like, “’Ehhee geh ow-oh hee.” My jerky vision makes out Baba’s arm in front of Henry’s face and him slumping over; the teacup is still clutched in his arthritic grasp, but tilted, the contents spilling in a thin trickle onto the knee of his wool trousers. I try to rise. The movement causes a wave of vertigo to crest over me in a cold sweat and, shaking, I sit back down heavily and swallow to quell my nausea.
“Your sight will straighten out in a few minutes,” Baba says calmly. Her elegant fingers pluck my teacup out of my trembling hands and set it and Henry’s teacup on a pile of books on the table. “Mushrooms.”
I force my eyelids shut, hunch over and press my fingertips against my eyes, bidding them to be still. Breathing shallowly through my teeth, I hear Baba get up and go to the kitchen, the lid of a metal pan clanging, and the roiling sounds of boiling water. The nausea is starting to subside at least and the shuddering movement of my eyes has lessened, but I keep my fingers pressed against my eyelids until it stops.
When I open my eyes again, dropping my fingertips to my lap, I can no longer tell if my vision is hazy or if the steam is simply everywhere. A dream-like, surreal quality blankets my eyesight as I take in the feverish, hallucinatory changes.
The wooden doll with the terrified expression moves its stubby limbs, climbing over piles of books and clutter towards me, its mouth a wide, yawning ‘O’ with what appears to be tiny white teeth inside. It is only a little larger than a hand with fingers outspread. I jerk away from it and it slows its approach as if aware of my alarm. It’s so difficult to focus. My scalp itches with sweat and it feels like my concentration is lying somewhere underwater, rolling in some deep chasm thick as molasses and sluggish.
There, another doll waltzes on the floor with a severed, dried alligator forepaw. The paw’s scales are a greyish-green hue and cruel claws protrude from the gator’s digits. And over there, across the room, the feather duster flicks lightly over the tops of a bookshelf unaided, as if guided by an unseen presence. In fact, the very air seems to shimmer, like it’s draped in diaphanous, glittering material that would crumble to dust if I were able to touch it. The ceiling – before just a dull, yellowing color with a few discolored patches – now seems as if it is coated in razor-thin, golden handwriting in a blocky language that I can’t understand.
I feel a tentative, small, mildly-abrasive sensation on the forefinger of my left hand. My eyes are drawn down and there is the wooden doll. I watch, hypnotized as it hovers over my splayed fingers, licking my finger with what feels like a tiny cat’s tongue. It looks up at me, then a sharp sensation like a thin needle poking me in the finger and I see that the doll is feeding on me, suckling blood out of the tip of my finger with its tiny mouth, stroking my finger with its stubby wooden digits in a gesture that is either meant to soothe me or to coax more blood to flow. I blink, feeling heavy and like this is happening to someone else and that I am watching it happen behind my eyes: a curious audience. Placated, pacified, apathetic, stoned.
From the kitchen, Baba shouts, “If you want my help, you will need to help me first. I am old and chopping my firewood is a hardship. Go and chop down five trees, then stack the wood neatly beside the back porch.” A cat hisses from the kitchen.
As if in the grip of a stuttering, incomprehensible dream, I watch flashes of things I don’t understand: a black cat held by the scruff of its neck in Baba’s thin, bony hands; the stew pot boiling; the cat being shoved inside, trying to bite her, screaming high and maddening, and claws scrape on the lid as it slams down. Even from far away within myself, I am horrified enough to look away.
Watching myself move sluggishly, I rise up from the couch; the doll lets go of my hand. I blink slowly and drunkenly stumble past Henry’s legs, then out the front door. The night air is cool and I sit on the front steps, luxuriating in how it feels on my face. The moonlight is peeking through the trees and my skin looks like it is covered in diamond dust. I marvel at something so beautiful and magical, only barely noticing the wooden doll hopping down the steps past me.
I am smiling, child-like, on the stoop, my eyes raised up to the night sky which is freckled with stars. A distant, rhythmic thumping reminds me of a heartbeat: ba-thump. Ba-thump. I see the axe rise and fall, held impossibly in the stumpy arms of the wooden doll, the handle so much longer than its small body. It moves quickly as it chops the wood and piles it as Baba asked. When the wooden doll returns, it silently creeps into the pocket of my hoodie and I rest my hand on it protectively. 
The smell of cedar and sensation of steam heating my back as it billows past me from within the house fills me with a sense of well-being. I don’t know how long I am out there before Baba stands beside me on the porch. Her thin ankles and cerulean blue socks shoved into clunky shoes fascinate me and I stare. 
Wobbling, I stand up and follow Baba back inside the cabin, a happy smile on my face.
“You have done very well. I am pleased,” she says with a grunt. Her deep brown eyes bore into mine and a confession that it wasn’t me that chopped any wood is on the tip of my tongue before I remember the weight of the doll in my pocket and simply nod, as if accepting her thanks with humility.
Baba’s mouth, in my drugged and hazy vision, appears red and leering, dangerous. Her hair moves of its own accord as if in the gentle current of a stream. I stare at her mouth and the fine lines at the corners of it as she opens it to speak again.
“However, my bones are old and I get cold so easily! I need you to go outside once more and ask the night to come inside for dinner, let the sun rise.” She grins and her teeth look a little too pointy or like there are too many of them.
I nod, my eyes wide. Too blotto to be terrified. Slowly turning on my heel, I go back outside, closing the door after me.
The doll uses my clothing to climb down out of my pocket and stands beside me in the circle of what I think must be salt, facing out into the darkness. Trees are in front of us, all around us night and bark and leaves. It occurs to me as if from a far-away place that there should be a road or path here and the path is gone. Leaving is not an option. I open my mouth to speak; puffs of white air exhale from my mouth.
“I am here to speak to the darkness. I was told to convince you to come inside for dinner now.” My face tingles as if forgetting how to blush, and I turn in a circle, watching. Waiting. Feeling increasingly foolish.
A voice from the right of me breaks the silence, gravelly and deep.
“And how do you plan to convince me, Hettie Reed?”
The man from the black car steps out of the treeline, walking leisurely towards me. He is lanky and pale, with a long, Romanesque nose and sharp cheekbones. His black irises are filled with amusement. His black hair is slicked back and he wears a black suit, black shirt unbuttoned at the top, the hollow between the collar bone visible and somehow a little erotic.
Previous to my experience with mushroom tea brewed by an ageless crone, I would have probably looked away and tried to make myself invisible.
Instead, I stare at him openly, hungrily. Without fear. Which makes me a little stupid, but there you have it. I want to rip open his shirt with my clawed hands, buttons flying, and lick and bite him all over his chest until he groans. I want to feel the meat of his pale skin in my teeth and bite and bite and … 
I lick my dry lips, but my tongue is parched so it feels more like a quick scraping.
“What do you want?” I ask him, proud of myself for keeping my voice even.
He stands before me and he smells like the cool, damp promise of midnight fog and fires burning in the hearth with a hint of cinnamon. Autumn and winter smells. The time when people die, crops are harvested, ghosts wander, snow falls. He is not a man. He is a force of nature.
I gasp lightly. He is the Night. He is darkness and shadow, the end of things so that there may always be beginnings. I feel hopeless at the notion that I could ever have anything to give the night itself.
His head tilts curiously and he almost smiles, the corners of his mouth briefly flickering. Sympathy, or do I just imagine it? I am overwhelmed and outmatched. It was foolish to try. Despair sinks into me. I think of Henry and how I have let him down, put him in danger without even thanking him. I think of my grandfather, too. And from deep inside my mind, or maybe somewhere in the hallucinatory night, I think I hear him scold me, saying, “You are giving up without even trying.”
I raise my chin determinedly and rise up on my toes, my face an inch from his. I can feel his breath on my skin and I breathe it in. My eyes lock onto his. Before I can lose courage, I kiss him.
My mouth brushes against his lips hesitantly, and then covers them. His mouth is slightly cold, but soft. His eyebrows jerk in surprise, then he lowers his face onto mine, kissing me back. His eyes are pools of night skies, vast and dark and ancient like a world before light pollution, cell phones and stomach ulcers. His tongue slides past my teeth into my mouth, playing with mine – wet, deep, drawing me into the kiss. I lift my arms and settle them over his shoulders. My fingers dig into his hair, which is silky and slick like some animal’s luxuriant fur. He groans into my mouth and wraps his arms around my waist, pulling me against his body. In that moment, I am everything: every sleeping galaxy and sigh in the darkness, every hand reaching out for flesh, every baby born and every last breath in the hour of the wolf. It makes my spine arch and I throw my head back, breaking the kiss.
My knees shake, threatening to collapse beneath me and I feel three feathery-light kisses brush against my throat before two strong hands steady me. I raise my head and realize that I no longer feel intoxicated from the tea. Sobriety brings me crashing back to earth, back into my awkward and sad self with a resounding, internal thud. I release my arms from around his shoulders and clear my throat.
“That was … thank you.” I manage, stumbling back a step and almost tripping over the doll. I reach down, pick up the doll, and help him back into my pocket.
The Night smiles, black eyes sparkling. “Ah. You must have a way with others, to make friends so easily.”
I blush furiously and say, “No, I’ve … always found it hard to make friends.” I look down, feeling young and out of my depth.
He shrugs. “Charisma is overrated. So what’s this about dinner?” My head snaps up and I have to fight hard not to gape at this sudden victory.
He chuckles quietly, his gravel-toned voice like a great cat purring. He walks around me and steps into the cabin. I shake my head and hurry to catch up.
When I enter the cabin again, there is no gossamer shimmer in the air, the doll is back on the shelf, and the writing on the ceiling is gone. I close the door behind me and gently shake Henry’s shoulder, relieved to hear him grunt a protest in response at least. Baba is standing in the doorway to the kitchen, her face lit up with happiness. Her slender hands are patting Night’s face fondly as he leans over her with a smile of his own.
“Nochnoy, you have not been eating. You are skin and bones; the dogs will eat you when you try to sleep!”
The Night laughs, eyes twinkling, “Not if I eat them first, Grandmother.”
Baba seems to notice me then and nods in begrudging respect, wiping her hands on a simple white apron that is tied around her waist.
“You have done well,” she admits. “Not many would be so clever as to give a gift, freely given. Nor as brave. And Nochnoy seems to like you … ” she pauses, eyes narrowing in mischief. “As does my doll! Get out of that pocket now, you little scamp.” The doll clambers down from my hoodie pocket and pants leg, as abashed as a living doll can appear. I watch it disappear around a stack of books and look up again.
Night sits in a wooden chair beside a small dining table, legs comfortably crossed at the ankles and stretched out, watching the exchange in silence.
“Thank you, Baba,” I say carefully. “I didn’t think a kiss would be worth so much.”
She snickers and waves a hand, her eyes rolling. “It is often the case that fools will think that a gift which is free is of no value. I hope you remember that this is not always the case.” I nod, keeping my eyes on her like she is a dangerous predator in the woods. 
Baba returns to the kitchen and stirs a pot, making me shudder involuntarily when I recall the hazy memory of what is inside it.
“I have one more task of you before I can give you what you need.”
My shoulders fall at this, certain that I am about to be asked for another impossible task. Without the wooden doll’s help, I would have been doomed from the start. I swallow; unable to speak, I simply nod.
Baba grins wickedly. “I like your friend a great deal. You must give me his telephone number and also to put in a good word for me about my clever thinking and fine cooking abilities.”
I find the latter attribute disagreeable, but nod in relief, stunned and happy that this is almost over. This has been a long, long day and I can’t wait for it to be over.
It has been longer than I think.







Henry
When I wake up from my impromptu nap, Hettie’s eyebrows are knit together in concentration and she’s listening to Baba, whose voice has me waking up with a smile on my face until I remember that the low-down vixen probably drugged my tea. I straighten my spine and give her the best offended frown I can muster for a man with the rough fabric pattern of a couch imprinted on his face.
Did I drool? I casually wipe my mouth with my hand. No, thank goodness. I mean, obviously not. A prize specimen of manhood giving into the old-timer cliché of drooling slumber? Fuck you for even thinking that.
“And to think I wanted to sleep with you, woman. Goddamn it.” Woah, did I just say that out loud? Hey, mouth: shut up.
Luckily for me, Baba appears to be in an indulgent mood. She laughs at my comment and winks playfully, even patting her hair lightly. Her smile makes it difficult to stay angry with her and I want very much to not look like the kind of man she can simply poison whenever we have a disagreement. I am a disagreeable kind of man; if I put up with those shenanigans now, I’m liable to spend all my days knocked the fuck out.
Not that I’m still thinking of dating Baba. Hell, no. That would be crazy.
…
Shut up, you.
“I am very sorry about that, Henry,” she murmured. “It was a necessary evil. Young Hettie had to face her trials without your help.” She leans over and pats my knee affectionately. “I can see you have a good heart, a heavy heart, but a good one. No matter what I said, you would have helped her and then she would have lost everything.”
For a moment, I feel my frown deepen. She’s right and I hate that, because it’s much more pleasant for me when shit is simpler: drugging me is bad, I am right, you are wrong, monsters are bad and heroes always save the day. I feel ashamed of myself for thinking like that. I look over at Hettie – with her hair dirty from sweat and her determination to be better than just a monster – and feel uncomfortable, having been shown a mirror image of a part of myself that I do not like. I guess I was all too willing to condemn Baba (and by extension, Hettie, and her monstrous nature) if I could have the smug satisfaction of being right. Son of a bitch.
Taking a deep breath, I raise my head and nod to Baba.
“All right. Okay.” I meet her eyes and I feel as if Baba saw inside me and bore witness to my dark and shameful moment. Her brown eyes hold mine steady and they forgive. There are a lot of shadowy corners inside myself that hate and howl with pain and rage. Most of my darkness is colored by hating myself for all the things that I couldn’t do right. But looking into Baba’s eyes, I think: Where were you a lifetime ago?
I smile wryly and clear my throat, ready to move on past this unexpected intimacy.
“Bring me up to speed, please, then.”
I don’t interrupt the eager narrative, first by Baba, then Hettie, her hands moving like pallid flowers in a breeze when particularly excited about something that has happened while I was asleep. Until she mentions her second task. Then, she stumbles in her speech and is a little vague. Her hands become still, and she blushes a little, as much as her pale skin can manage. Come to think of it, she’s looking a little sickly yellow again. A corner of my mind tries to get my attention in alarm over something, but I’m back to listening to the women speak.
In her lap, Baba has a bulging leather bag; a pale, white bone that looks like an animal’s small lumbar vertebra; a jar of mixed, ground spices.
“As I was explaining to Hettie,” she begins. “The jar has spices and ground minerals that are excellent for keeping out those that would mean to do you harm. You sprinkle this along your doors and windows and not even your soul collector man can pass them to snatch you.”
She holds up the leather bag next.
“This has goofer dust inside it. It is very dangerous. Death magic stuff. It is graveyard dirt, salt, a little sulfur, powdered snakeskin, iron flakes. Lots of things. You can give someone hard luck and troubles if you sprinkle it around their home, or their bed. You can make someone very ill if you mix some of it with the dirt you collect from their footprint, then put it in a jar and hide it where it can’t be disturbed. But I would recommend that you get that Hide-Behind to inhale or eat it. He is more powerful than a philandering husband or bad neighbor, eh?”
She places the bag back in her lap, sighs and runs a finger over the white, lumpy bone.
“This is the black cat bone. It can grant good luck, protection from harm, invisibility and rebirth. It is a corrupt thing and should not be used for very long. Since you are no longer just a human, Hettie, the price for using such an item will not be very difficult. To a human, however, the black cat bone is – I am told – hellish to endure. Part of its corruption stains you for good. You will need to place the bone inside your mouth. If it falls out of your mouth, you will no longer be invisible or protected. If you swallow it, I suppose you would be a ghost forever. But it’s too big to swallow without choking, so, good news! It would simply kill you first!” She grins, teeth flashing cheerfully. To her, this is silver lining.
I laugh and Baba winks at me, patting my knee again with a familiarity that I have to admit I like.
Hettie turns to me, eyebrows raised, her mouth open slightly in an ‘o’.
“I almost forgot!” she cries, then lowers her voice. “I gave Baba your phone number as my third task. And she, ah … wished for me to put in a good word for her, with special emphasis on her cleverness and cooking.”
I nod, my mouth turned down for a moment in an exaggerated gesture, as if mightily impressed.
“Hallelujah, the hounds and I will not go hungry!” I grin at Baba and she is smiling, almost girlish. Her silver hair is neatly pinned on top of her head again and it looks like a soft cloud.
When we leave, I give a peck on Baba’s soft, warm cheek and squeeze her hand. Hell. She did help us, even if it was in a crazy, roundabout way. And, yes, I do still want to tap that. Don’t judge an old man, you.
Outside in the circle of trees, a tan man with light blonde hair and eyes like pieces of glaciers glares at Hettie and I as we pass him. He wears a white suit and it takes a moment before I place him as the driver of the white sports car. He leans against a tree resentfully, cleaning his nails with a silver knife.
We’re beyond the ring of salt and have just begun walking on the path to the road again when, from behind us, his arrogant voice speaks, echoing through the trees in the bright sunlight.
“Have a wonderful Halloween.”
I freeze, turn my head, meet his lazy glare and smirk. The color has drained from Hettie’s face and she has stopped walking, too. Her eyes are moving as if she’s puzzling something out in her mind. I look back at the man in white and frown with all the balls-deep resentment entitled to me as an elderly citizen too close to death’s door to give a fuck anymore.
“The fuck you say. It’s Sunday, Mayonnaise. Invest in a calendar, bitch.”
Okay, maybe he’s not the only one who’s arrogant. As soon as the words escape from my lips, I feel the cold certainty that it was a mistake.
The man in white’s eyes flash, as if they’re glass bulbs filled with fire – the solar flares of a distant and unforgiving sun. His lips pull back in a snarl and he looks ready to tear me apart, but then his eyes flicker to Baba’s cabin as if he hears something that I do not. The fires in his eyes recede and he slouches against the tree again, his mouth curling in hatred and malice.
“Ask your friend what I mean, Henry.”
Giving him one last contemptuous look, I turn my back to him and continue walking down the path. Hettie places one hand on my arm, silently comforting. The only sounds are the pine needles and cedar crushing under our feet, the rushing of the cold river nearby and the opening of the truck doors before I start it and we finally get the hell out of there.







Chapter Six
They carried John Henry to that new burying ground
 His wife all dressed in blue,
 She laid her hand on John Henry’s cold face
 “John Henry, I’ve been true to you.”
 – Traditional African-American folk song, “John Henry”







Hettie
We drive for several minutes along the highway towards Henry’s house before I say anything. I want to make sure I have everything straight. I want to look for any way I could possibly be wrong. I hoped … but, no. It was Monday, Halloween. The man had been right.
“When we were driving up to Baba’s cabin, there were three cars,” I begin. Sliding a glance over to Harry, I see him nod. I continue.
“The first car was white. The second car was red. Then after a bit came the third car, which was black.” I pause, wondering briefly if it was my fault, with the kiss. No, not likely. “It got dark after that, remember? You had to turn on the headlights. It should have been around noon and instead it was almost pitch-black.”
I take a deep breath, steeling myself for Henry’s reaction.
“It was night. As in: the darkness, the nighttime. That was the beginning of Sunday evening for us.”
Henry is silent, his mouth hanging open.
I hurry to explain the rest before he has a heart-attack. “My second task was to convince the night to come inside Baba’s cabin for dinner. I … didn’t think. When night leaves, there is sunrise and then there is day. So … it’s Monday. Halloween. We meet the soul reaper tonight.”
Henry pulls over the truck to the side of the road in a lurching jerk and I clutch my seat belt to keep myself steady in the seat. His eyes are wide, his swollen knuckles gripping the steering wheel. I can only hope that he hasn’t figured out the rest on his own.
“Oh, shit-balls. Did I just cuss out the fucking sun?”
Whoops.
“Well … that’s a distinct possibility, yes! But … uh … .you have a date?” I wince. So much for silver lining.
Henry groans and rests his forehead on the old Chevy’s steering wheel in despair and I pat him on the back, searching for any way to comfort him.
“If it makes you feel any better, I think he hated us before you even said anything. Remember how much he was glaring at us and stuff?” I scrunch up my face in imitation.
After a few minutes, Henry raises his head, a mark on his forehead from the steering wheel depressed into his skin. At first, I think he’s gone completely mad, because he starts laughing long and loud.
“SON OF A BITCH! They will write songs about me and how huge my balls must be, dissing the sun like that. I am most assuredly going to die a slow and agonizing death, but my God, Hettie. I have really done it this time. I have made my mark on something, goddammit.”
In what I worry is a delirious haze, he starts the truck up again, shifting gears with a renewed energy that’s unnerving.
“I have done what other ornery old men can only dream!” he chuckles to himself. Glancing over, he sees my shocked expression and sighs, “Just wait until you get old. You’ll see what a magnificent triumph this is.”
Shaking my head, I smile and laugh with him.
Okay. Maybe it’s a little funny.







Henry
Hettie and I eat in the truck on the way back home. Her faint spoiled meat smell doesn’t bother me as much anymore, but I crack the window anyway. The bread in my sandwich is a little stale from sitting in the truck all night, but I’m so hungry, it could be cat turds in a biscuit and I’d probably still choke it down. Hettie is wiping blood from her fingers with napkins from the glove compartment box as we pull in to the drive.
I’ve had some things that I wanted to understand a little better and if we’re going to die in a few hours, I might not get the chance if I don’t ask now.
“Hettie,” I begin, pausing until she looks up from her hands. “I’ve been wonderin’ … you’re a nice woman. Smart. You can take a joke and I speak from experience when I say that you’re easy to be around.” Slowing the truck to park in front of the house, I glance at Hettie and she’s sitting there, still. I wish I knew a way to ask things that didn’t make her uncomfortable, but a great bedside manner has never been a gift which I naturally possess.
I smile, trying to be reassuring, and continue.
“What’s the deal? You’ve mentioned a grandfather you grew up with and you sounded really fond of him. What about … I mean, friends or other family?”
Hettie blinks and her ears burn scarlet. She looks out the passenger’s side window and speaks quietly.
“I didn’t know my parents, much,” she says. “My memories are only glimpses. My mother had dark, curly hair and my father liked to wear ties. We lived in a house with a kitchen that was painted blue that I must have spent plenty of time in, because when I picture them in my mind, I remember them in that room mostly.” She stops talking, lost in thought, and I turn off the truck’s engine. It’s another minute before she continues.
“They died when I was three years old. There was a fire one night that started in their room. I found newspaper clippings of it when I was a teenager, which is how I know that the investigators found an accelerant on them. A neighbor out walking their dog saw the smoke and called the fire department, which is the only reason I’m still alive. So to speak.” She stops and grins wryly at me, then runs a hand over her face as if wiping it free of bad memories or dark thoughts.
“I was found downstairs, sleeping on the couch. The reports decided it was ’inconclusive’ if someone had set them on fire or if … if one of them had done it to themselves. There was just too much damage and by the time the fire was put out, too much evidence was destroyed.”
This was not the story I expected to hear. My stomach clenches in anxiety and sympathy for her, and there is a part of me that wants to tell her, ’Shhh – stop; you never have to talk about it.’ but it’s too late. My mouth is dry and my heart is heavy. I couldn’t tell her to stop if I wanted to.
She takes a deep breath.
“My grandfather was my mother’s father. He was the only family I had left and he came and got me. I remember wrapping my arms around his neck as he carried me out of a police station, I think it was. He wasn’t a tall man, but he was strong. Strong enough for both of us, anyways. I cried into his neck and the sun was shining when we left the building and I remember hating the sunshine. I had just lost everything I knew, and people were walking around like nothing had happened, but my world had been torn to pieces. I was mad for a long time, growing up, at the other kids with their mommies and daddies and worlds where bad things don’t happen and parents don’t die.”
A corner of her mouth twitches, her eyes distant and recalling memories.
“Kids aren’t always so great to make friends with, anyway. A few of them would say things to me like, ’Hettie, where’s your mom? Where’s your mo-o-o-m, Hettie?’ and then laugh. Little assholes. I didn’t make a lot of friends … ever. In fifth grade, I was friends with a girl named Irene. She was everything I wished I could be: funny and outgoing, never afraid to be in front of other people. After the years of other kids saying I was weird and making fun of me, I mostly just wanted to be invisible. I figured if I stopped mattering enough to enough people, nobody would notice me. I wouldn’t be hurt … or wish so badly that I had pretty, carefree friends like they had. Irene made other friends in middle school and I kind of made a few friends that I’d talk about music and comic books with, but … there has always been a part of me that feels like I’m on the outside, looking in at everybody else - all the normal people that seem to know how to function. Grandpa tried his best. Argued with my teachers, gave me hugs and encouragement. It just didn’t … stick. I’ve been sad for as long as I can remember. “
Hettie swallows and her shoulders relax more. I reach over and lay my stiff, aching hand over hers, squeezing it. Her eyes look sad and tired.
“Grandpa was a loner, himself, though. It’s not like he could go out and make friends with kids my age for me to play with that would then feel obligated to be my friends. That wasn’t his style. He didn’t talk a lot about his family, but he had a brother that was dead. His dad used to smack him around. I think that he had depression problems like I did, but he kept a lot of things private. I suppose he didn’t deal as well with losing my mom as he let on.” She puffs out a tiny breath of air and gathers up the bag that had held our lunches, then places the items from Baba inside.
I nod. I have to admit, there’s a lot in what she’s saying that I can relate to, as well. I think of the girls in my dream, my bed of leaves and arms and death. I think of sacrificing my marriage on the altar of my failures, the taste of my gun, the feel of it against the roof of my mouth. I think of my dead partner and loss.
“So your grandpa: Is he still around, or did he pass?” I say as I open my driver’s side door, waiting as Hettie does the same. We close our doors and walk to the house together side-by-side.
“He passed away when I was twenty. Seven years ago,” she says carefully. “A stroke. I think about him every day.” She smiles, probably remembering something sweet.
As I unlock the front door through the kitchen, she gives me a surprising one-armed hug over my shoulders and I lean into it for a second.
The dogs shoot past my legs in a crazed need to piss outside and I chuckle, fill up their bowls and put on the kettle for coffee. Hettie sets down the bag with the jar of spices, mojo bag and black cat bone inside it, then puts our coats away. After I have brewed coffee, I sprinkle some on Devil’s kibbles and let the dogs back inside. Hettie joins me at the kitchen table and her hands are cleaner, she must have washed up in the bathroom. I sip my coffee and think before speaking.
“I can relate to a lot of what you felt, Hettie,” I say, meeting her eyes in the afternoon light. “And I hope you know that you do have somebody, Hettie. I’m your friend. You’ve got me.”
We smile at each other and her eyes look a little wet, sparkling in the light with unshed tears.
We don’t have a lot of time left, but at least neither of us is alone.
 
* * *
 
It was 1911, the first time that the killer came to Washington. The Klondike gold rush of 1897 and the expansion of Pacific trade had ushered in a staggering era of vice and corruption. The thighs of that Great Whore, Seattle, were open wide to greed, lust and murder. Crap shoots, race track gambling, voting fraud and vice lords had set up a very ambitious 500-room brothel on Beacon Hill. 
It was a filthy, hard time for people just trying to get by, but an excellent time to be a monster among them. Still, even drunkards, sinners and thieves got suspicious when pieces of prostitutes began turning up in alleys and basements. The killer made a hasty retreat from that blind city of Babylon, into the foothills of the Cascades, and to a rail town named Skykomish. All the way over Steven’s Pass through the mountains, you could find tiny towns hastily thrown up in the wake of the Great Northern Railway. Logging was big business to make all the buildings and railroad ties. People came and went, sometimes vanishing in the night to escape gambling debts or hard labor. What were a few more missing among them? 
All it took was one bad accident at work in those early days and you would be starving and wandering the forests, waiting for death to take you. The killer was eager to oblige.
Sometimes, he liked to pretend that he himself was one of the downtrodden. He would wear the skin of an emaciated miner and shuffle down the trails until someone would be kind enough to pull up alongside him. 
The killer closes his eyes and remembers. It was spring. He was near the town of Index, playing his fantastic Game and a wagon slowed ten feet behind him. His bowed spine and affected limp continued unabated, as if he were too hungry and ill to notice their approach. Two female voices whispered behind him. One, cautious and reedy, frightened. The other voice was matronly and firm. 
“We will stop for this man, Celia. It is our duty as Christians to offer aid where aid is needed.”
“But he looks … wrong. What if he is contagious?”
“Then God will grant us to live or die as he sees fit.”
The killer thought: Indeed. He slowed his gait and furtively looked over his shoulder as if afraid. The younger one (Celia) was wan with blond hair and blue eyes. The older, stern female was dressed in black from head to toe, her mouth a severe slash in her freckled face. Tendrils of red hair had come loose from beneath her bonnet. The killer stopped and blinked up into their faces. 
“Miss … can you spare any food? Can you?” He stepped closer to them, almost in reach. “I have my wife at home and … ” He gestured in a vague direction as if confused and no longer sure of his whereabouts. 
The matronly one squints her eyes and runs her fingers over a worn bible with a blue silk cover binding. She said, “We may have some victuals, you sorry man. May Jesus have mercy on you, sir.”
Celia reached for a basket behind her in the wagon. The killer put on his most earnest expression of idiot adulation and thanks. Celia smelled like apples and he imagined biting into her white thighs right there at its softest place, until blood ran over his teeth. The killer was right beside her then. She startled, then smiled to cover it, more concerned with being polite to a man that made her very uneasy than paying attention to her instincts. The killer could have laughed. 
She reached out with a small loaf of bread and a thick slice of cheese in her hands. He reached for them, made sure his hands were touching hers when he said, “I’ve been so hungry. My wife can only last so much longer.”
His eyes slid then to the matronly redhead and her eyes register the more sinister meaning to what he said the same moment his claws extended and he ripped Celia from the cart, her hands dangled from those lovely, torn wrists.
When he leaped over the cart at the redhead, their screams were cacophonous and pure. They were the first women he buried in these woods. 
The killer sets down his bulging bag beside a tree, its contents make a heavy metallic clang within. 
The killer thinks about eating little Celia up just like an apple and smiles. 
It will be a long walk to Henry’s home.
 
* * *











Hettie
I’m walking through every room in the house, sprinkling the protection spices from Baba at every windowsill and point of entry. Pepper Mama and Devil were very curious about what it was, until they both got a whiff of pepper up their snouts and spent the next ten minutes in snot-filled, snorting misery, casting me baleful glances that clearly say: This is your fault, biped. I am most displeased.
Their scorn lasts exactly as long as it takes for me to bribe them with doggie treats, blame suddenly forgotten. Now they’re sleeping on the rug in front of the couch, snoring and farting, naturally. I’ve got to admit: Relationships are much easier when conflict can be resolved with food, and bowel movements are the height of ass-wiggling ecstasy. Ahh, dogs.
The phone rings and I hear Henry from the living room.
“Hello? Oh. Lil, I don’t have time for this shit today. You’re gonna have to deal with whatever the fuck you’re calling about yourself.” He hangs up without any goodbye and I smother my laughter behind a hand smeared with salt and peppery spices.
“Is everything all right in there, Henry?” I call out from the guest room, heading towards the hall.
From the living room, he shouts back, “Mmm-hmmm!” Then I hear a quiet mutter, “Now I’ve gotta take a piss. Goddamn.” His footsteps make the stairs creak as he makes his way to the upstairs bathroom and I grin to myself. Almost done.
Jar in hand, I walk into the living room, careful not to step upon Devil and Pepper Mama or bump my shins into the coffee table. 
I sprinkle a neat line of spices along the last windowsill in the living room, when a shadow passes over the window beside me. I look up and leap backwards, nearly tripping on the coffee table as I land on my butt, and the jar of spices slips out of my cold fingertips. Adrenaline surges through me and sweat forms above my upper lip. 
A man in a blue and silver-pinstriped suit is standing at the window, staring inside at me. His tan skin is peeled back in a crazed grin. A second row of pointed teeth slowly grows from his gumline as I watch. The dogs leap up, startled, and begin barking murderously at the man behind the window.
The Hide-Behind. He is here already. His clawed, bony hand reaches out and scrapes down the glass slowly. My skin reacts in a shudder to the screeching sound. For a moment, I can’t even react outside of the sweat that has broken out on my skin and adrenaline in my throat. I can feel my eyes, wide and terrified.
The Hide-Behind pulls his hand away from the window, and, in a movement almost too fast for me to see, punches the glass with a balled-up fist. I instinctively flinch and scuttle backwards on my hands, waiting for the shards of glass to splinter into the room.
Or, rather, he tries to punch the glass. When his fist hits the glass, something happens. A white shimmer like the thin, gauzy, web-like fabric that I saw in Baba’s cabin flashes upon contact with the glass and the Hide-Behind’s mouth twists in surprise, then pain. The skin has been flayed from his knuckles, leaving a smear of blood on the glass in its wake.
For a split-second, I am frozen in place, the furry bodies of the dogs at my sides, barking furiously.
Until the Hide-Behind howls in such rage, his mouth contorted in a terrifying scream that pierces the walls and shakes me into action. I scramble to my feet and, jar of spices in hand, run to the kitchen. Throwing spices at the doorway and windows in a panic, I hear Henry calling from upstairs, flushing the toilet, hurrying to come help me.
In a flash, the Hide-Behind is at the kitchen window inches in front of my face, his eyes bloodshot pools of animosity. The empty jar falls from my numb fingers onto the floor. My lips part and I blink, breathing shallowly. I do not move and neither does he. As if in slow-motion, I hear everything happening around me muffled and distant.
I hear Henry bellow and stumble down the stairs; Pepper Mama is at my ankles, trying to jump up to see our enemy and bark fearlessly at him; Devil is beside me, eyes on the window, his black fur a blur as he leaps up, and his front paws knock into the windowsill. Teeth flash as he barks. I glance down at the windowsill at the same time as the Hide-Behind does and I see in that instant what will be the instrument of my end.
The grains were displaced by Devil’s paws as he rushed to protect me. The jar is behind me, empty on the floor. The Hide-Behind grins in malevolent triumph and I can feel tears in my eyes as I consider whether I should run and let Devil be hurt or try to save us all.
As the glass shatters toward my face, I close my eyes and shove Devil away as hard as I can. I hear him hit the kitchen cabinets with a thud and hope he hasn’t broken a leg, or worse.
The clawed hand sinks into my shoulder wrenches me through the broken window; huge shards of glass cut me as I am pulled through it by my killer. A sob in my chest, blinding pain, that awful sun looking down on my broken, tiny world just like it did when I lost it all before.
My arm is dislocated. The pain shoots through my nerves in sickening waves. I can’t tell you if I’m screaming out loud or if I am just screaming on the inside without end.
In a violent rush, the Hide-Behind throws me over a shoulder. I try to hit him with my working arm, but blood seeps from large gashes in it, painful and slick.
I hear Henry shout my name, Pepper Mama barking.
In a blur of speed, he takes me into the trees, the same dark woods that I walked out of when I was left for dead. He leaps and runs over gnarled tree roots and fallen logs, jarring my injured arm with each step. The last thing I think is: I’m sorry. I love you. I’m actually thankful when everything goes black.







Chapter Seven
I’ll fix your feet ’til you can’t walk,
 I’ll lock your jaw ’til you can’t talk.
 I’ll close your eyes so you can’t see;
 This very hour, come and go with me.
 I am death – I come to take the soul,
 Leave the body and leave it cold;
 To draw the flesh off of the frame,
 Dirt and worm both have a claim.
 – Traditional Appalachian folk song, “O Death”




 
The killer drops her on the ground after he has carried her into the woods a few miles. He bends over her and shoves her whore lips back from her teeth. When he sees the second set of sharp teeth poking out of her gums – that symbol of his people – it takes everything inside him to clench his teeth and swallow the sharp, acidic taste of his own vomit in this mouth. That fucking bitch.
He loses control, then. If that tramp hadn’t flaunted her teeth like that, he might have been able to hold back for longer. But she opened her eyes and he fucking lost it. For several minutes, his vision is black tinged in the red haze of his own rage and his fists move up and down, hitting her face and throat and chest. He strikes the side of her head with a sharp crack. By the time he is back inside himself again, her face is bloody and reminds him of those Rorschach inkblot tests that always look like massive and unforgiving insects to him. He is breathing heavily, laboring, his hands coated in blood. He stares into the ruined mess of her broken nose and bloody face, hates her, disgusted that he ever touched her. His mouth twists as if tasting something sour, and then he spits a thick trail of spittle on her cheek. He wipes his bloody hands roughly on her jeans.
The trees quiver in a cold night breeze, their leaves trembling against each other like laughter out of the dried throats of paper birds. Stars are visible above the trees, blinking and burning, dying a long time ago, very far away from this empty night.
The bitch is lying on the ground beside him – unconscious, but breathing shallowly – as he digs another grave for her. A better grave. Now he knows the secret of this fucking cunt tease that had the fucking nerve to provoke him: The thieving gash tried to steal his power. 
Now, in the grave, he stands up. The suit jacket he had been wearing is lying underneath a large cedar tree nearby and the sleeves of his silk-blend shirt are rolled up past the elbows, spattered with blood and dirt. He sinks his claws into the earth at the edge of the hole and he pulls himself up, muscles rippling in his shoulders and upper arms.
The killer is triumphant.
Jubilant, even, if one could ascribe the word to the sepulchral nature of his deeds without feeling the vague unease of having told a bad joke to an unsmiling crowd. What do you call a dead slut in a deep, unmarked grave in the woods? The woods are a silent audience. No one says: What? The killer’s mouth twitches in small, involuntary spasms, his teeth grinding. He shovels more dirt out of the hole he is digging. He thinks: A good start.
He walks to the cedar tree where his jacket lies and lifts it to reveal a canvas backpack which rattles with a heavy, metallic clanging, its contents disturbed. He fumbles with the zipper, then yanks it back and begins taking out five huge metal spikes, placing them on the ground side-by-side.
“You see this, young lady?” He picks up a spike – not terribly sharp, but longer than his hand and slightly rusty. “This is an iron railroad spike. There are a lot of these out in this area where railroad workers just left them behind when they were carving the lines through the mountain pass. You can find them in the dirt. A fun fact is that my kind – you know, the species you tried to steal your way into, you hybrid bitch –” he punctuates last word by kicking her in the side; a tiny moan escapes her mouth past a bloody bubble between her lips. “– are not actually immortal. There aren’t many of us left, actually. In the old days, the loggers tried a lot of tricks to keep us away. Alcohol hurts, it burns us, but it’s not enough. We’re special.”
She is starting to wake back up a little bit, he can tell. He smiles wide and continues speaking.
He lifts one muddy leather shoe and presses it into her side, listening to her wet, sucking breaths as she tries to roll away from him.
Weakling. How he hates all of her weak, pink, screaming kind so very much.
“But I know a way to kill you slowly,” he says in a thick whisper, arousal making his voice deepen in anticipation. “This is going to hurt, you stupid little bitch.”
With a rough kick, he shoves his foot into her side, watching her tumble into the hole he has dug for her. He groans, rubs one hand over the straining fabric of his tailored suit trousers, his erection almost painful. He turns and gathers up the iron, then jumps into the hole after her, one foot hitting her calf. She cries out in pain and he grins, his pointed teeth extending, eyes wild.
She has landed in the grave on her stomach, which is lucky for him. It saves the trouble of seeing her eyes staring at him, challenging him by the very fact of being alive. Rubbing her survival in his face, taunting him. He kneels on her lower back, knees digging in hard as he raises an iron railroad spike in his hand, positions her arm as she tries to flail, mud in her mouth, her other arm useless and dislocated.
Watching her struggle, he drives the railroad spike into her wrist, putting all his strength into pushing past the tissue, tendons and bone. Her screams reach a crescendo that pierces the night, rising into impossible, dizzying pitch; her legs kick, trying to buck him off of her. There is mud and blood in her teeth and eyes as she screams so beautifully he almost forgets himself and loses control. He has to sink his teeth into his lips; his pointed teeth tear the flesh off his new skin as he moans deep in his chest, then positions one foot on the impaled arm to trap it against the earth.
With the determination of a surgeon undertaking a delicate procedure, he focuses on the task at hand. The last time that he lost control, she got up and walked away from it. Patience. By the time he has driven three more spikes through her dislocated arm as well as her feet, he is waiting for her to wake up again, as she passed out from the pain when the spike was driven into her left foot.
He breathes the near-freezing, foggy night air deeply. The killer feels so alive tonight. The rusted iron spike sloughs rough flakes into his palm and small red welts raise on his skin, but he doesn’t care. 
When her eyelids begin to flutter like the broken wings of moths, he is grinding himself against her; his claws have torn off pieces of her clothing and left deep cuts in their wake. He crawls across her back and leans over her cold, blood-flecked cheek and licks her face slowly, making her shudder weakly in disgust. She tries to flinch away from him, but turning her face into the dirt must hurt her broken nose, because she gasps and turns her face back towards the left side of her grave. Her eyes rest on the iron spike in the killer’s irritated hand; a weeping rash has broken out on the skin.
Her mouth opens. He is about to laugh at her stupid, gaping weakness, but she is speaking roughly, her voice even and passionate – filled with a certainty that makes him freeze for the slightest moment.
“I am going to kill you piece … by piece,” her voice rasping, pure, shining. Broken, but unbent.
With a snarl of rage, he takes the final railroad spike and drives it through her back, grinds it past bone, into her brave and terrifying heart.
 
* * *







Henry
I scream her name and watch helplessly as she is pulled through the broken window by a clawed hand. My hip slams into the door frame between the living room and the kitchen as I run. Too late. Always too late, forever. I reach out with my curled, arthritic hands and do I imagine it or do her sneakers really brush against my fingertips?
My eyelids are wide and my mouth pulls back into a howl as painful as the empty chambers of my heart, clicking another round for every beautiful, dead girl I could not keep safe and whole. I scream into the broken window, my hands gripping the frame. It is several minutes before I realize that I am clutching broken glass and that the shards have cut my hands. Blood trickles free from the burning cuts in my palms.
Pepper Mama is frantic at my feet, shrilly barking and terrified, but loyal and at my side. I think her voice sounds strange with the low moan I hear intertwined with it until I realize that the alien, wounded animal sound is coming from me. I clamp my mouth down hard and cast my eyes around the kitchen.
Devil is whimpering by the stove, trying to stand up and teetering before sliding back to the ground. One of his hind legs might be broken. I kneel in front of him and run my cut, swollen hands over his thick fur. The blood on my hands smears over his fur like some obscene baptism, anointed in helplessness, a brotherhood of love and lacerations. My voice is a soothing murmur as if I am speaking to an ill child. When I stand back up, he whines in his throat, but he stays down.
A black despair threatens to crest and wash over me – promises to take me down into a hollow, empty place. Blues walkin’ inside my howling heart and cold skeletons weaving a wreath of thorns speak to me from a place of sorrow: There is a place of endless nothingness. Looking down at Devil and Pepper Mama – who is licking Devil’s face with a delicate tongue – I know there is no hope. Knowing this, that there is failure and pain without hope leaves me feeling numb and disconnected. I am not proud to tell you, the offer of curtains and a lights out is a beautiful promise to give to a tired, broken old man who has always walked with that black dog named Sorrow.
Then something stops me. A tiny flame of hope.
The lumpy black cat bone sits on the kitchen table beside the small leather bag with the goofer dust inside. A thin black leather cord is knotted in a bow around the bag and I pick it up with clumsy fingers, slowly pulling at the cord until it is revealed to be a makeshift necklace that the mojo bag hangs from.
I could die here in this home with nothing but my hate and two farting dogs to mourn me. Or I could die painfully, slowly, torn apart by a monster. I close my eyes and conjure the memories of Hettie smiling, laughing.
I make the choice to die next to my friend. As I raise the leather mojo bag over my head, resolve stirs in my chest like a roar, and the howling in my heart is replaced with the mad chuckling of a man on one last ride.
Galvanized into action, I pick up the black cat bone and stuff it into my pocket. I throw on a jacket and fill a freezer bag with dripping ground beef from the fridge, shove it into the deep pockets of my winter parka and zip it up to my throat.
I’m bent down kissing the dogs on their snouts with tears in my eyes when the last goddamned person I want to see on this earth before I die knocks on the door and walks in as if she still lives in the place.
I stand up, weary disbelief twisting my face.
There she is, all right. My ex-wife, Lil, stands in the kitchen with eyebrows damned near creeping up into her hair as she takes in the sight of the broken window, the blood, and the dogs. Her black hair is short and straight around her heart-shaped face. Full lips open in surprise, black eyes wide. Her thin fingers pluck at the hem of a blue cardigan she has hastily thrown over an old housedress; her feet are shoved into ugly orthopedic shoes she would have hated when we were younger and still married. I’m too tired for this shit. And I get the feeling that I don’t have as much time as I think.
“Lil, why are you here?” I ask, pushing past her.
Her eyebrows relax and knit together in concern, her mouth frowning in what I know will be an apology. You know anybody for decades and even if all you have left is a mutual hate, you will know each other very well.
“Henry,” she says softly. “You called me ’Lil’ on the phone. You never call me Lil on the phone.”
Dammit.
I sigh and rub the bridge of my nose with my stiff, aching fingers before I say anything.
“Lil, I need you to take the dogs with you. Devil needs to go to the vet; I think his leg is broken. Just keep them safe.” I hesitate for a moment, then reach out and squeeze her shoulder with one hand, the most I have touched her in years. “I have to go now. You need to get out of here and take them. Now, Lil.”
Her eyes are full of questions and she searches my face. What she sees there must remind her of the old days, I think. She knows when there is something that needs doin’ that I can’t talk about. She also knows when something is eating me apart. I am glad I cannot see myself in her eyes right now, for I am sure that my eyes are an epitaph; a man resigned to face death with the foolhardy reasoning that someone has to.
My voice softens and I lean over and kiss her on the forehead. We may have hurt each other beyond the point of healing, but there were good times, a long time ago. Her forehead is soft and smells like lilac soap.
I say, “Please.”
Her lined, brown skin and full lips are another chapter of my memory. In the end, our love was another girl I couldn’t save. I don’t have it in me to say I’m sorry, because I never would have been able to stop myself from that slow burn. Maybe she sees this in my face, written like braille in the lines around my eyes and mouth, because she purses her lips and nods. She is bending to gingerly pick up Devil when I turn and walk out the door.
I don’t look back.
As I start the truck, I feel that slow burn again, that razor’s edge that tells me I am too close to oblivion. The engine roars to life and it feels like the fire inside me, ready to burn everything to ashes to finish this. Even me.
My hand is reaching to switch on the headlights; my eyes are watching them flare to life, illuminating the coming darkness. It takes a few seconds before I realize that it should have been, at most, mid-afternoon. Cold sweat peppers my skin and I swallow hard when I realize there is a black shape in the truck beside me. A dark passenger.
The shadow is becoming more distinct and man-shaped in the growing darkness, details slowly filling in: pale skin, eyes, black hair.
The Night smiles a toothy smile out of the blackness.
“Hello, Henry. I know where you need to go,” he says, his deep voice rolling over me like the purr of a predatory animal.
“For a price.”
He tells me what I must do and what it will cost me. I am given a choice, or at least the illusion of one. 
He extends a long, bone-white hand to me in the cab of the truck and my calloused, gnarled hand reaches for his. His fingers close over mine like a vise and I wince as my arthritic joints scream. I look into his black irises and I find myself held there before them, captive beneath their aching blackness that remind me of the slick feathers of a thousand crows. 
The skin on the inside of my wrist feels so hot. I can’t look away from his mad crow eyes, even when my wrist begins to burn, making my nerves sing white and terrible. Am I screaming? I can’t hear anything and (oh God, my arm, oh, sweet baby Jesus just let go, please GOD LET ME GO) then my ears pop and I hear Night’s voice calmly explaining, “If I let go now, Henry, you will chew your own hand off to stop the pain. Tell me you wouldn’t, Henry. Tell me that you wouldn’t bite through your wrist and I’ll let you go.”
Still unable to look away from his eyes, my mouth fills with hot saliva. To get this pain to stop, I would kill someone. In order to make it end, I would eat a man’s eyes. Tears roll down my face and I take a shuddering breath through my nose. I swallow and whisper, “I think you may be right.”
The pain intensifies and I scream into his face, not even bothering to conceal how much this hurts me.
Time passes. When he finally releases me, I am panting heavily. A black tattoo stirs on my wrist; it moves just beneath my skin.
“Are you ready?” He whispers it.
The mad laughter inside my howling heart roars its acceptance and I drive. The Night is beside me, his voice a susurrus of monsters and ashes. One last ride.







Hettie
The last thing that I see before I die is the darkness inside my grave; wet earth and river rocks jut into my hips. My teeth are coated in the grit of the mud around me and tastes like warm copper and blood.
I die alone against my enemy.
It is not the first time.
Everything fades away for a long time and then I am painless and free, floating on my back in a black river’s current. My hair moves around my cool skin, which glitters in the moonlight as if I am wearing a spiderweb woven with tiny, perfect stars. The river is not very deep and there are others that float beside me: a frail old man to my right, close to the river bank; a baby sleeping to my left, its cheeks rosy. Round, hard objects brush against me at the bottom of the river and the hum of cicadas fills the night.
I hear the sound of bare footfalls along the river bank, a moist squishing sound as someone steps quickly over the soft grass. I close my eyes and smile, feeling the water at my fingertips taking me away.
My tranquility is interrupted by a whirring sound, a mechanism my mind associates with mechanical gadgets meant to spool and release lines. I think: like zip lines. Or … fishing reels.
My eyes fly open in alarm too late as the large metal hook sinks into my abdomen, catching me painfully, and worms into my flesh. I grab the hook with both hands and cry out. I pull hard, trying to yank it out of my skin, but it burrows deeper, its barbed point poking out now. With a sickening wrench, I am no longer floating. I am being pulled to the shore, my mind screaming in terror and rage: NO, NO, NO, NO!
Tears burn hot trails down my temples and I keep my hands on the hook, afraid that if I let go that it will rend my skin from my body. An indistinct shape is on the river bank, pale and dirty, on its – her? – knees in the mud and reels me in with bare hands. I cannot speak on the river, it seems. My mouth opens, closes, a dead thing. I turn my head and can only watch as the thing on the shore pulls me to it, careful not to touch the river itself.
Its face is painted like a Day of the Dead skull. Its glossy, red lips contrast sharply with the stark bone whiteness smeared over its forehead, cheekbones and chin; there are black depths for eyes which are surrounded in blue flower petals. A silver spider’s web is delicately painted at the top of its brow. Pale hands dig fingers into my shoulders and pull me out of the river slowly, breathing shallowly through teeth in a hissing sound. It is a she. Small, pointed breasts jut out of her pallid chest. A thin, pink scar lies above her right breast and four round scars mar her wan neck.
Her voice is throaty when she speaks. At first, I find it difficult to focus on what she is saying and I stare at her crimson lips, summoning what willpower I can to listen.
“You cannot stay here,” she is telling me. “It isn’t long now before you will be back there.” One of her hands brushes the wet strands of hair off my forehead and smoothes them to the sides of my face. “I’m sorry, but you can’t stay here.” Her voice is thicker now, sad with longing or bitterness.
The black hollows of her eyes burn into me like smoldering coals.
She looks down at her lap at something I can’t see very well, just a brief glimmer in the moonlight.
“You must remember about the value of gifts which are freely given … and what you would give to your enemy.” She moves fast, like a snake, her face suddenly inches from mine. “Give him that which the soul reaper wants from you.”
She leans over me and plucks a thorn which was growing in thin vines beside the river, which draws my eyes to the river again, now that I am no longer floating in it.
The river is an inky, swirling nightmare.
The rounded shapes I had peacefully imagined to be rocks are skulls, their jaws scattered, teeth poking upwards and scraping the tender skin of the dead as they float, smiling. Some have only tatters of flesh left on their backs, blindly being worn down to nothing by the river as it devours them, only to deposit their bones in its depths when it is finished.
That sucking sound I hear? That gasping respiration is me as I try to scream.
A sharp prick in my left palm brings me back to attention, blinking and facing the calavera-faced woman. Her painted skull face is without expression as she digs the thorn into my palm and blood pools around it.
She wipes her hands off on the grass and picks up two large silver dollar coins that glint in the moonlight. When she places them on my eyelids, they are cool and heavy. The sounds of the river and cicadas fade as she speaks to me, pushing and gentle like hands pushing a boat from its harbor.
“Bind him to that gift. I will be inside you, helping you.”
I wake to a world of freezing cold and blinding pain; the poison of the iron spikes coursing through my body. Gritting my teeth against the pain to keep from crying out, I focus on the one thing that motivates me now to get through this – to endure this agony.
Revenge.







Chapter Eight
Some took him by his curly locks,
 Some by his hands and feet,
 And threw him in the cold, dark well,
 Which was both cold and deep.
 “Lie there, lie there, Lord Henry,
 Till the flesh rots off your bones!
 That prettier girl in the merry green lands,
 Shall mourn for your return.”
 – Traditional Scottish folk song, “Young Hunting: Child Ballad no. 68”
 
 The Devil am a liar and conjurer, too –
 If you don’t watch out, he’ll conjure you.
 – Traditional African-American folk song, “You Must Be Pure and Holy”







Henry
I have parked the truck as close as it could take me to the forest. It looms over me, dense with black shadows. My heart is sick with worry and part of me is concerned, detached and watching how this plays out from behind my eyes. My breath makes a puff of fog as it exits my parted lips. The night air is cold and devoid of sounds that I would associate with forests, which only makes it scarier. I am facing a terrible death, and not just my own.
I close the truck door as quietly as I can, and sling the bag with the goofer dust and meat over my left shoulder. I thrust my right hand into my parka’s pocket, feeling for that lumpy bone. Is it my imagination, or is the texture a little greasy? Just making contact with it by running my thumb along its ridges brings a feeling of revulsion. Something about the bone feels so … hateful and dirty. Corrupt. Standing in the darkness alone, I know that I am now only delaying the moment when I will have to steel myself to do it, I curl my fist around the bone.
I yank it free from my pocket before the sensations of depravity, fear, and wickedness drive me to release it from my clenched fingers and shove it into my mouth so fast that it scrapes my gums as it parts my reluctant teeth and settles on my tongue. The effect is instantaneous.
An oily taste like burnt motor oil, dirty sweat and the lumpy, rendered fat of animals fills my mouth, mixing with the blood from my scraped gums. I have to slap my hand over my mouth to stop myself from immediately spitting it back out. It tastes like burning children. It tastes like decay and the bleating cries of tortured animals. I can feel my gorge rise, threatening to drown me in my own vomit here on the edge of this terrible, silent forest. Its power is great, but as with all things, there is a terrible price.
The black cat bone.
I have to bite the inside of my own palm until my eyes roll back into my skull at the pain until I control myself enough to move with it still inside my mouth. When I pull my hand away, a perfect crescent moon of bloody teeth marks my flesh. I stare at it, my lips tightly closed over my mouth, breathing heavily through my nose. And as I stare, the marks fade from my palm. I wipe the blood on my trousers and all they’ve left behind are thin, white scars. I flex my hands.
I haven’t been able to move my hands so well in decades. They’re not perfect, but the swelling is gone. They are no longer useless, curled, arthritic hands, thanks to my Faustian bargain with the Night.
I feel no elation – only the grim confirmation of my own damnation. 
As with all things, there is a terrible price.
Keeping my mouth clamped shut, I move through the woods, my left hand on occasion twitching to let me know which way I need to go. The tattoo is seared in thin lines on my left palm. After the burning sensation abated, it felt like fire ants had driven themselves under my skin, biting and digging painful furrows. Now, it is just a tingle. I feel the tattoo move a little and do not shudder this time, like I did before.
That mark on my palm is as alive as I am.
If a deer were standing near to me and I made sure to be quiet as a church-fart, it would not see me. To everything but me, I am invisible.
I almost walk right into a man. He is standing in a copse of pine trees, whispering to himself feverishly. Where his lips had been are now red, inflamed, torn edges of flesh as if something has chewed his mouth off. I almost give myself away and am about to touch his shoulder before I notice the second set of sharp teeth poking out of his now-visible gums.
The Hide-Behind. Son of a bitch.
I begin to swallow a mouthful of brackish saliva before I realize what I am doing and stop myself. I fight my gag reflex and turn, placing my feet as silently as I can, thankful for the forest’s blanket of pine needles that muffles the sounds of my departure.
I’m leaving when I hear some of what it is whispering to itself.
“Gonna bite her tits off next. Bite and bite … bitch …”
I recoil in horror. The living tattoo in my left palm jerks to the east like a compass and I follow where it twitches. I know I’m near when I step on a suit jacket left underneath a tree next to an empty bag.
At first, I feel relieved that the hole hasn’t been filled in yet. A tiny, hopeful part of me thinks: There may still be time. I hurry to that black hole, even if a part of me wishes I had the luxury not to; if I don’t look, she could be alive or dead. I run toward it, because that is who I am. I will do whatever needs doing, even if it is painful.
Nothing could have prepared me for what is lying in that hole.
Hettie lay in the bottom, blood and dirt covering most of her arms, legs and face. In each limb, a huge spike protrudes from her wounds. Through her back, another is buried nearly to the base into the area of her heart. Her face is turned away, but looks muddy. She is so still and so pale. Having the bone inside my mouth keeps me from crying out, but inside, my heart is breaking.
I jump inside that pit with shaking hands and unsteady legs, tears burning my eyes, hot and blinding. Numbly, I kneel at her pierced feet, my hand touching her cold skin. This godless, soul-rending, monstrous world will kill you a million times before it is ever finished with you. My world is a fractured, howling, rage-filled, desperate world.
Rage. Yes. I dig my fingers into her unmoving flesh, wrap them around the iron spike in her right foot and pull. It takes a few tries, but, with a sickening wet sound, I pull it free. Dropping it, I let the kind of anger fill me that would have me gladly light the gods on fire. They will burn with me, I promise you, Hettie. I grasp the spike from her left foot, and rip it free. Her leg jerks at the motion.
I scramble over her torso and brace one arm with my hand as I dig my fingers into her bloody wound and yank the spike out. Each arm takes at least two tries, but I am starting to feel like I can take this victory, at least, from evil. The need to remove the spikes from Hettie has become intense, as if within the act is salvation, or at least the promise of dignity. For her or for me, I can’t tell anymore. Maybe I am lying in that pit, too, with spikes inside me. The slow burn of madness inside me chuckles darkly.
Bracing my knees on each side of her waist, I begin the arduous task of removing the spike from her back. The wound is slippery, which makes getting a grip difficult. I have to really dig my fingers inside her wound, my eyes burning with tears and anger. I think I cut myself on splintered bone inside her, but am too far gone to care. My shoulders ache. Every inch has been a struggle, requiring me to mostly use my fingertips to pull up the spike instead of a better palm grip. It is buried that deep.
When I do finally remove it, the adrenaline of my anger has worn down. Now exhaustion and depression hang over me like a dark cloud, waiting for me to lose enough focus and drive to give up. I throw the spike against the side of the hole and it makes a wet, muffled noise where it lands.
I wipe my hands off on my dirty trousers with tired hands, reach into the sack I brought with me and remove the raw meat. I crawl on one hand and my knees to Hettie’s face with my sad offering. A crimson mask of blood covers her face around her broken nose and I can’t see her breathing. I set the meat down beside her face. The exhaustion is calling to me; the black dog, Sorrow, howls for me. I look up at the night sky and make a decision.
I smile at that bullshit moon and take the black cat bone out of my mouth, visible now inside this death pit with Hettie. I am now where I have always been, inside the earth with my dead girls. Our Ladies of Perpetual Evisceration.
Looking down at Hettie, I brush the strands of her brown hair out of her eyes and pry open her mouth. As I place the black cat bone inside her mouth, I can hear footsteps and mad whispering in the forest.
He is coming back for us now, Hettie. 







Chapter Nine
O graveyard, O graveyard,
 I’m walkin’ through the graveyard -
 Lay this body down.
 I know moonlight, I know star light;
 I’m walking through the star light –
 Lay this body down.
 – Traditional African-American folk song, “Lay This Body Down”
 
My mother died and left me reckless;
 My daddy died and left me wild, wild wild.
 Mother died and left me reckless;
 Daddy died and left me wild, wild, wild.
 No, I’m not good lookin’,
 I’m some sweet woman’s angel child.
 – Blind Willie McTell, “Statesboro Blues”







Henry
As I climb out of Hettie’s grave, the tattoo shifts under my skin like an animal stretching against my flesh. My fingers grip into the rocky soil, grit working its way underneath my nails, and the tattoo winds itself around my wrist. The sensation of something alien inside me that is outside of my control is – I’m sorry to tell you this – freaking me the fuck out a little bit. While I pull myself up high enough to hook an ankle against the pit’s edge and squirm my way over its lip, I try not to think about the tattoo and how the way that it moved under my skin reminded me of lions I had seen on a nature program once. Like it was pacing, testing its confines.
This wouldn’t be so fuckin’ bad if said confines weren’t made of me.
When I get to my feet, I realize two things: I have left the goofer dust in the grave with Hettie, and that I have a better chance of wearing a Yeti’s rectum like kitchen gloves to do my dishes than I do of kicking this ugly bastard’s sorry ass.
Do I run and hope that the sounds of a retreating, scrawny old man do not qualify as a desirable enough prey for the Hide-Behind? Fuck that. I am old, but I am too goddamned pretty to run from this son of a bitch. A man has his pride. And yeah, I know: The scent of a man’s pride can best be summed up as shit and blood, because if pride doesn’t feed your foolish ass into a combine harvester, then it most certainly waits for you to become hilariously eviscerated. Believe me, I know. I simply value my ability to ever look myself in the mirror ever again over the brief respite from death that cowardice would surely afford me.
Fuck running. This monster wants my fear and pain. Do I give him the satisfaction?
My hands curl into fists at my side as I grin. The tattoo pulsates against the tendons at the back of my left hand; little bastard has moved again. Just me and my little darkness. Before I die, so help me god, I am going to do everything that I can to hurt him right back. The Hide-Behind is stronger, but he fears death. I don’t. I’ve got so much crazy to give him, that I hear a snarl build up in my throat and my eyes burn hot and wide.
C’mon, you freak fuck.
He isn’t even trying to be quiet. This cocky turd-fondler is crashing through the twigs and brush with all the grace of a drunk bull. His whispers are sibilate and low, unintelligible from the distance. In the dim moonlight, I see the shadow of his torn, lipless face, the shreds of skin inflamed and bloody around his pointed teeth. His eyes are unfocused and do not see me for nearly a full minute as he approaches.
When he does, my right fist swings up and connects with his solar plexus in a powerful thrust with all my rage thrown into it. He bends over with a harsh grunt, the hot air of his breath washing over me in an unpleasant wave that smells like decaying meat and rotting blood.
His clawed left hand wraps around my right forearm as I try to pull it back from the punch, squeezing hard. The sound that comes out of my chest is barely even human anymore – somewhere between dark laughter and a thunderous roar. The living tattoo pools into my palm, burning white hot. My little piece of night. Baring my teeth, I pull my left hand back and slap the Hide-Behind across the face with enough force to rock him back. As my hand connects, a sizzling sound like meat frying in a pan reaches my ears and my palm nearly sticks to the hot, bubbling flesh beneath. As my hand tears free, I can see a blackened sear of burnt, meaty ruin that the tattoo has charred into the Hide-Behind’s face.
The Hide-Behind throws its head back and I see holes burnt through into its cheek, dirty streaks of flesh barely covering the wound. Its claws sink into my right arm and rake down the length of it, blood rising to the surface hot and fast. Rearing back, I level a kick directly into his shins while curling my left hand into a fist, driving it towards his throat like a black sun to burn him with all my hate. The tattoo crawls over my knuckles, hot and eager.
Something pops in my right forearm under the pressure of the Hide-Behind’s strong claws and I scream into his face in a wordless bellow, an insane war-cry. His eyes wide on mine, shocked. He expected me to beg and die without a sound, to give him a bully’s victory over the weak. What he got was something else.
I am something else.
The punch connects with his throat and I drive my knuckles into it hard, hoping that I brand the son of a bitch. I growl, the sensation of his deteriorating Adam’s apple underneath my knuckles lumpy, slick and revolting. I am rewarded with a smell like burning ham on a griddle that’s been left on the stove too long.
He pushes me away from him and I stumble backwards, falling on my ass next to the edge of the grave. I can feel the burnt skin from his neck and muscle sinews stuck to my hand and I brush it against my trousers in an attempt to dislodge the pieces of cooked flesh. He is trying to cough, but a weird hissing is coming out of his neck instead. It reminds me of the way Hettie sounded when she first came to me, after what he had done to her. I smile grimly and rise slowly to my feet, hoping he fucking feels it.
His eyes are filled with hate now, and fear. He will not want to play with me anymore, just survive and run. I stand tall like a man and return his glare with the steel of my own resolve to finish this without giving him the goddamned satisfaction of ruining me as he had thought he could.
His long, clawed fingers tremble at his sides as his legs brace to attack me. The burns in his face and neck reveal him for what he is now, what I have made him: bones and teeth and blood. Something that can be hurt.
Bracing myself for his next attack, I am surprised to see a cloud of greyish-brown dust burst in his face out of thin air. Particles float in the air and I sniff cautiously. Peppers and earthy smells. The goofer dust. I am close enough to the Hide-Behind that I am able to see his irritated, bloodshot eyes whirl in panic as he realizes that he cannot hold his breath to keep out the graveyard dust. The torn, burnt holes in his face render that option impossible. He gasps for air, his hands clawing at the red ruin of his face and I step back out of his reach. I turn on my heel and look around. My skin tightens with gooseflesh. Hope burns a slow fire in my belly.“Hettie? Is that you?”
The Hide-Behind tries to suck in his breath like an asthmatic in the throes of an attack. I face him again and watch as blood appears at his shoulder joints in deep, sudden crescent-moon shaped marks. The wounds open further, like blood flowers blooming out of his skin. A high, keening sound rattles out of the ragged holes in his throat as he falls to his knees.
There is a spitting sound and then Hettie is visible behind the creature, her claws sunk deep inside his shoulders, slowly tearing his arms off while she smiles. Brackish blood pools around her claws, growing larger as she digs in. The Hide-Behind responds with gurgling, thick retching.
“Thank you, Henry. I’ve got this now,” she said.
In a blink, she wrenches him backwards, the keening sound becoming a primitive scream as she brings him back into the pit with her and rips off his arms in a meaty, tearing popping sound like when you take the leg joints off a turkey.
A shudder passes through me at the sounds of Hettie beginning to deal out some justice of her own. Slowly, it would seem. Turning away from the hole, my arm bleeds and weariness settles back into my bones with the dissipation of adrenaline’s hot embrace. I am so tired that I barely hear it.
The first thrumming notes of a guitar. My left hand’s living tattoo trembles at the sound and, unthinking, I shush it. It’s okay. Shhh. And I might even believe that myself … until I hear things moving awkwardly on four limbs through the woods.







Hettie
In the hole with my killer, my clawed hands inside his mewling body, we are closer than two people should ever be. My thighs straddle his hips, now spattered with blood from the ragged stumps ending at the shoulders. White bone glistens from the nests of torn flesh and thick meat, and I swallow hard as my eyes are drawn to the feeble, ugly movements of those bloody stumps. The Hide-Behind’s severed arms lie beside him, but something about them looks unreal now, or not precisely unreal, but lifeless and sickening. My eyes focus on the skin of the hands, one of which appears untouched by the brutality inflicted upon the rest of their limbs, unmarred even by flecks of blood and dirt. The other hand still has the red welts from grasping the iron spikes so hard that it broke his skin. I think: oh, Jesus Christ.
This isn’t the worst part, yet. I ask myself: Do I have the stomach to do what needs to be done? Asking if I can live with myself doesn’t matter. When something needs to be done, if you won’t do it, then someone else will have to do it somewhere along the line. Meanwhile, others will pay the price for my squeamishness. I think of Henry’s description of Theresa Wells and how they found her. I remember digging myself free, the rocky soil tearing my fingernails out at the roots, unable to scream for the holes in my throat. I press my lips together, determined.
I pick up the first iron railroad spike and thrust it into the killer’s gut, leaning my body into it so that my weight pushes it further in. My killer has taught me a great deal. He is a Hide-Behind. I am a hybrid. When he thought to poison me with so much iron, he did to me what should have worked on a Hide-Behind. Iron is his poison, but it is not mine. Hot breath hisses out of the burnt flesh in the Hide-Behind’s throat and its eyes fix on mine. Cold, hateful - his eyes promise me that if I fail, he will be there to finish me. His eyes frighten me more than any words could and I reach for the second spike.
From within me, the Skeleton Woman stirs and in my mind her whisper reverberates: Remove the heart. You will give him your death. You will take his essence.
I dig the iron spike into his chest, feeling the ribs splinter around the metal. My eyes feel hot with tears and my knuckles are china white around the spike. What is worse than becoming a monster, than hurting another so much – even now, his charred mouth gaping open in mute screams – is how hungry this makes me. The aching in my arms and feet that are still sore in spite of eating the meat Henry left for me in this dark, intimate hole in the earth. As I dig with claws and an iron spike into the Hide-Behind’s chest, my mouth fills with saliva. My blood’s refrain saying: feed.
My fingers don’t tremble as I reach up to my face. I open my eyelids wide and fix my eyes at the dark sky above me as I push my claws underneath the soft, moist roundness of each eyeball. That beautiful, starry night blurs as tears mar my vision, because no matter how carefully I dig them out, the silver coins do not want to leave my eyes without a fight. With my claws, I detach the coins from the membranous tendrils that kept them in place, the pain sharp and immediate. My hands are steady as the coins come out from under my eyes, finally, with a juicy sucking sound. They do not betray me as I lean over his slowly beating heart and grasp it firmly so that it cannot slip out of my clawed hands. I drop the coins into his chest and push them in.











Henry
The unavoidable approach of death gives a man a certain level of introspection.
They used to tell me that I was a funny man.
I would make people laugh like sickness makes you weak, like losing your woman makes your heart hurt dull and heavy. I’d do it by saying things – awful things – foul and crude, inventive and self-deprecating. It isn’t joy or happiness that inspires all that mad humor; it’s the blues. If you have ever laughed at something I’ve said, you’ve laughed while you watched a dying man smile and tear apart his skin to let out all the pain, the terror that strips me to the bone, all the anger and disgust like a black torrent. And it never ends. I keep thinking that the jokes will dry up, the laughter will still. I’ll run out of all this black bile and hate.
I never do. I can roll out of a dead sleep and make the time to insult your woman.
Why do I do it? I have to. I have to. This is the act of Prometheus chained to his rock, disemboweled. This is purgatory, but it’s also the only tool I have to illuminate the darkness before the light goes out.
The blues will eat you alive and a man’s got to do what he can to stand and face that howling bitch. Those blues are angels with rows of serrated teeth, black eyes and razors for fingers and they’re flying at you the minute you let up.
I always figured that when I run out of my feeble weapons, the last thing I will feel will be those terrible, beautiful angels cutting into my throat. My Valkyries of every failed deed will take their pound of flesh.
I just didn’t think it would all be so literal.
The ghoul breaks through the treeline; its bent spine protruding from ghostly pale skin is the first thing I see. It is different from the ghoul that Hettie killed in my kitchen. Though its mouth is sewn shut with leather and thorns, its black-filled eyes are more almond-shaped and its broad cheekbones stick out in stark relief from its dead flesh. It crawls with unnaturally bent arms and legs that look as if they have been broken and re-broken in order for the creature to walk like a four-limbed insect.
I stand my ground between the ghoul and Hettie’s grave. The living tattoo squirms up my left wrist as if wrapping itself around my rapid pulse. The long wounds in my right arm where the Hide-Behind clawed me up throb dully, but at least the blood has begun to coagulate.
“Hello, ugly,” I say.
The ghoul snarls and I can see the sharp teeth and red, scarred tongue against the cord in its lips right before it lowers its belly to the ground like a creeping centipede, naked buttocks pale and sagging, suddenly visible in the moonlight. My angels are coming for me now, I think as it moves impossibly fast over the ground towards me. My balls crawl up in my throat and I throw my left arm in front of me as if to ward it off. It hits me low in the calves and my old knees rock at the force of it. For a split-second, I am convinced that I will absorb the impact, but my body begins a slow fall backwards. I hit the ground next to the pit and all the wind is knocked out of me, my lungs panicking for more air even as the ghoul begins to bite down on my calf.
Have you ever seen those kitchen gadgets that promise that with one swift push, razor-sharp blades will come down and chop whatever you put inside its round opening? When you get to be my age, sometimes you can’t sleep all night through, so you see some crazy shit like that and later put it out of your mind. That is, until your motherfucking leg is being conveniently sliced up by a goddamned whoreson ghoul and then your mind is thinking crazily: Act now! Three easy payments of nineteen-ninety-nine!
That high-pitched, womanly shriek you hear couldn’t possibly be me. Hell, no. Just like it wouldn’t be me that, while attempting to crawl backwards on his ass with an injured right arm, is shouting: “Aaaarrgh!! GET OFF, GET OFF, SHIT-FUCK-MUFFINS!!”
Because that would be just plain humiliating.
Curling my fist while spitting out every profane combination of the English language that my mouth can manage, I swipe at the ghoul with my left hand and snag its ear and yank. I have found that it is often the case that there is no situation in life which doesn’t call for fighting as dirty as possible, if you are ever in a physical altercation. You can spend the rest of your life with your pride trying to fill up the empty hole where your teeth used to be and playing “where-did-my-ruptured-testicles-go” or you can actually win a fight. And you win a fight by fighting like an asshole.
The tattoo snakes its way down to my fingers and they turn red-hot for a moment as I burn the ghoul’s ear. This has the fortunate side-effect of forcing it to release my leg as it screams at me in rage and pain, also possibly at such a sneaky move.
I kick my feet at its belly, and manage to connect with something lumpy, which I assume was once external genitalia. If you can call it that, really, after the creature has spent years dragging it on the ground. Jesus, can it still feel anything? I scramble to get out from underneath the ghoul, releasing its scorched ear.
The ghoul bends over in agony with a deep and mournful groan.
Yup. I do think it felt that after all.
Keeping my left arm out in front of me to ward it off, I hurry to my feet ungracefully. The ghoul’s tongue flicks against the cord connecting its lips. The thorns dig into it and leave bloody pricks. Its black eyes glitter in the moonlight as it squirms upright, keeping its malevolent gaze on me the whole time.
“Henry Allister Payton,” says the voice to my right, emerging from the trees. “It is so nice to see you again.”
I let my eyes flicker to the approaching figure, even though I already know who it is. The soul reaper strides confidently towards me, guitar slung across his middle, long brown fingers resting on the neck and strings. His black suit looks as if shadows or black smoke drift around it as he moves towards me. I can see his smile beneath the black fedora tilted on his head, and then I return my eyes to the ghoul.
The ghoul has frozen, a dog awaiting its owner’s command. I wonder then if this was once a person like me: someone who got in over his head with powers that he didn’t understand until they changed him. I look at its mouth, flecked with blood and saliva, then at my left hand and the tattoo which pushes against the skin of my wrist now. With a quiet sense of horror, I begin to understand that I am a fool, a man standing at the precipice of a great chasm whose blackness is filled with leviathan, things vast and terrible beyond my comprehension.
We all have our chains.
The soul reaper steps beside the ghoul, which abases itself in deference automatically in his presence. My leg aches and oozes blood, but I stand as upright as I can. Man to man. So to speak.
“A long time ago, I wanted to make a bargain,” the soul reaper begins. “People said it was to be a great guitar player, but that was a side-effect. I can play, because it is necessary in order to perform my duties. No, when I made my bargain, I saved someone, too.”
His eyes become thoughtful and he breathes out slowly. The ghoul shudders in ecstasy or terror, eager for his attention or commands.
“I don’t just collect souls, Henry,” he says. “I can summon them, for use in my duties.”
His long fingers move on the guitar; a deep and mournful string of notes flowers beneath his fingertips. An old blues song I can faintly remember in the back of my mind, a song about loss and heartache so deep it leaves you with nothing left, not even yourself. Something about the way he plays is like hearing three guitars play at once. It shouldn’t be possible. It is the most haunting, beautiful, horrible thing I have ever heard in my entire life.
I am so distracted by watching his fingers like one hypnotized, I don’t notice the pale bodies around us in a circle until they are standing silent mere feet away. The soul reaper, the ghoul and I beside the pit and around me … around me are my angels.
The dead girls.
There is Theresa with her open torso, black and glossy intestines torn out, and pieces of her ribcage visible. Empty dark eyes and blood red lips over a torn throat. Marin holding up the legless Jennifer, who had been torn apart so badly we had initially thought it was an animal attack, only later attributing it to the killer. Little Emily, the youngest of his victims, with her dirty, blond hair and tiny elephant barrette caught in its tresses, carrying her severed arm like a doll. Sixteen dead girls surround me, silent as a tomb. (Oh, my darlin’ Clementine.) They are like I remember them. Some stare with impassive eyes at me – the ones that still have eyes, anyway. I spin slowly on my heels, my eyes wide. I remember them. (You were lost and gone forever.) I remember each and every one of them.
“Your time is up,” the soul reaper says.
The dead girls, my unforgiving angels of blood and thorns, sigh collectively, like a woman under the touch of a long-awaited lover.
I close my eyes and wait for my turn.







Chapter Ten
Some giv’ a nickel, some giv’ a dime,
 I didn’t give a red copper cent, ’cause he’s no friend o’ mine,
 Stagolee done kill dat Bully now.
 – Traditional African-American folk song, “Stagolee”
 
 “And the moon will turn to blood in that day â€“
 O-yoy, my soul!
 And the moon will turn to blood in that day,
 And you’ll see the stars a-fallin’
 And the world will be on fire.”
 – Traditional African-American spiritual, “The Day of Judgment”







Hettie
The Skeleton Woman’s rough voice spills over my cracked lips; her hands guide my hands. It is too late to stop what I have become or what I must do. I think of my grandfather’s eyes full of sorrow and I have to blink to drive them from my mind. Which would be worse: If he were disappointed in me, or if he understood? I have no answers. I am drowning in this feeling of inevitability.
We say, “I bind you. I bind you to my death. Your spirit is chained to my last breath I gave to you unwillingly. I bind your soul to my death with iron. I bind you to my death with blood and coin.”
The Hide-Behind’s hot blood is sticky and slick over my clawed hands as I grit my teeth and claw at the valves holding his heart in place, wishing for the relief of some kind of white noise that could drown out the sounds of muffled screams my killer is still making. I just want it to be over. My eyes are hot with tears now and someone says, “Shhh, I’m sorry. I’m right here. Oh, god.” It is my voice, is it me? I yank hard, tearing around the heart until it releases from his chest like a thick gelatin releasing from its mold. My fingers brush against the silver coins I placed inside the sucking wound in his chest and I nudge them deeper. His heart is smaller than I thought it would be. No bigger than a fist. I stare at the killer’s face – or rather, the face it was last wearing – with its chewed-away lips, burned cheek and ravaged throat.
I feel seasick, so I turn away. I do not feel guilt. I am not sure what I feel, but I know it was right. I am just not sure if being right means anything anymore.
Out of my mouth, the words of the Skeleton Woman rattle forth, ancient and cold.
“You have to eat the heart now, or his spirit can still escape.”
My clawed fingers run over the heart and I fight the taste of bile in my mouth, swallowing it back. My pointed teeth extend over my human teeth and I close my eyes. I touch my killer’s heart to my lips like a kiss and, before I can lose the nerve, bite into it like an apple as hard as I can. As I bite into his awful, bitter heart, I hate how much I love the way it tastes. I hate how I lick the edges of the wound, savoring the blood. Here in the grave, blood runs over my chin and I eat. I eat and eat. From a faraway place inside myself, I think: I am sorry.

The part of me that still clings to the tiny, fragile hope of being my old self again someday dies with the taste of that heart, copper and thick, down my throat.
I climb out of that pit with blood and filth covering my body like a nightmare. Henry is to my right. A male ghoul is a few feet in front of me, heeling to the will of its master, the soul reaper. Dead girls are fanned out in a circle around us, naked, pale and aching for some terrible retribution. I don’t know what they see in my face when I climb out of the pit, but it is enough to give them pause.
Even the soul reaper takes a step back.
“What have you done?” he asks, shock and revulsion thick in his speech.
“I have given him my death coins and taken his heart. I have bound him to my death and myself to his life. You can’t take me now,” I say, suddenly exhausted. The edge of my vision is hazy and sweat has formed on my upper lip, my breathing is heavier as if I am treading water. What is happening?
The soul reaper’s eyes are wide and he looks at Henry, then back at me, alarmed. 
“You have opened yourself up to purgatory, with your enemy chained to you for the ride. Do you think hex magic like that comes without a price?” the soul reaper asks, his lips curled back in fury.
My fingers are trembling and my legs feel weak. I just want to lay down now. Darkness teases the edges of my eyes and, experimentally, I try to force my eyes wider, but the shadows still close in on my vision slowly. Fear trickles through me like ice and I meet Henry’s eyes, reaching a hand out towards him.
“What is wrong with me, Henry?”
My eyes are open, but the world is going black. I am blind. Oh, my god. I am blind.
“Hettie!” I hear Henry shout as I fall to my knees in the dirt. Movement. I am so tired. My body folds over and my forehead feels cold with sweat.
“Do not touch her!” the soul reaper booms. The clattering nails of the ghoul against the earth should startle me, make me move, but sleep rises up to meet me like a shadowy beast from somewhere deep below my hands.







Henry
The soul reaper lays his guitar on the ground before taking off his jacket and fedora, his eyes on Hettie’s still body. I have learned by now that if something like him tells you not to touch somebody, it’s probably best if you don’t do it. I am frozen in mid-stride, eyes wide. Frightened.
He speaks quickly. “If you touch her, your spirit will be taken with theirs. Right now, they will both be in one of the purgatory realms and they will stay there unless she can be coaxed to leave it. While it is no longer required that she be reaped, the toll is very high. The temptation will be great to stay bound to her most primitive, violent side and exact revenge until there is nothing left of either of them. The longer she stays there, the less likely it is that she will choose to leave. Someone showed your friend a very crooked hex.”
He snaps his fingers and Theresa steps forward from the girls, black eyes alert. With one of his unusually-long fingers, he points to the pit.
“Drag that thing out and break open the earth around us in a circle with one of those railroad spikes, if you would be so obliged.”
Theresa nods sharply and lifts her chin at Marin, who grunts, settles Jennifer onto the dirt and follows her into the pit. The ghoul is suddenly complacent, and I realize with a start that the whole mood has shifted to one of desperation and ritual. I stood before the soul reaper and his ghoul expecting death and I don’t know what to make of this. I stand over Hettie, a silent guardian, and watch Theresa and Marin drag the armless Hide-Behind to lie beside Hettie, with spikes still inside his chest. Marin’s mouth curls back and she spits a thick glob of spittle and decay on the killer’s chest, then her eyes look up into mine. For just that moment, her eyes are no longer filled with blackness. They are milky where they were once vibrant and green. Her copper-red hair surrounds her face in a cloud of dirty curls. I wonder how she can see me – or anything else for that matter – out of those cloudy eyes and I remember holding her mother’s tiny freckled hand while she cried. Marin stares into my eyes and her slick red mouth jerks at the edges, struggling with the movement before finally forming a lopsided smile.
I’m not a man often driven to indulgences of emotion, but I will tell you that I almost cried to see Marin smile. Her eyes are black again. I breathe out slowly between my teeth. Time has made strange things of us both.
She turns from me and follows Theresa, who is bent low and pets the ghoul along its twisted spine. Low in its chest, a mucous-filled rattling sound reverberates in what I suppose is the closest it gets to purring. Theresa murmurs to the ghoul in a raspy hush I can’t make out and the ghoul’s red tongue presses against its sewn mouth’s cord as it tries to lick her hand. Fuck, I ain’t never complaining about Hettie eating raw beef ever again. I mean, really … goddamn. It follows Theresa as she breaks the earth with a spike around us in a huge circle, digging with its claws to make the hole deeper in her wake.
Emily and Jennifer have been hard at work with pieces of bark and wood, which they have fashioned into extremely crude rattles using tiny nails and stones. I briefly wonder where they were keeping the nails, then my eyes flick over Emily’s arm and Jennifer’s torn stumps where her legs once were and I have to fight my rising gorge at the ideas that occur to me. I guess some things bother the living more than the dead, but really. It occurs to me that I am not the hardened, seen-it-all son of a bitch that I thought I was.
The soul reaper claps his hands and rubs them together, a man ready to start a project. We all look at him, waiting.
“Emily, if you would be so kind as to gather up some of the mud from Hettie’s grave there, then apply it to our faces, we will be ready.”
Emily nods and, cooing to her arm like a baby, uses it like a pale shovel to help her dig out some mud as she happily complies. My skin crawls like I’m standing in a field during a lightning storm as I watch her smear mud on everyone’s faces, even the ghoul’s. I stand my ground and close my eyes. Her small, child’s hand smears the cold mud across my forehead, nose, cheeks and chin. I can feel her breath on my neck and I fight the urge to shudder in horror under her dead fingertips. Finding her was what had me almost eating my gun. When her hand is no longer grazing my face, I open my eyes to see her black ones staring into mine.
She steps away and returns to Jennifer’s side to fill the rattles with the nails and stones one-handed while Jennifer ties them.
“I cannot follow her spirit, Henry. I am a soul reaper, which makes me a being of the Court of Night. The realms of purgatory are mostly controlled by Day. I would be torn apart by his creatures in minutes and all would be lost. What I can do is lead us in the ritual for lost souls and hope to ease her passage back.”
I blink and nod. I say, “Whatever it takes.” The mud is caked on my face, the thinner flakes already drying. It feels cold in the night air and I cast my eyes around the clearing, only now remembering him. Is he watching? Where is he? Could use a little help here, you spooky asshole.
Emily stands and solemnly begins to pass the crude rattles to the dead girls, the soul reaper, the ghoul and me. The strips of bark feel rough against my palm and the nails and stones rattle inside the hollowed wooden pieces like tiny bones.
I’m listening so intently, that I am the first to notice the deep bass of another sound. I gasp as I feel the earth shudder beneath my feet. A fragment of a childhood rhyme flashes through my mind (then the trav’ller in the dark thanks you for your tiny spark) as fear kindles in the pit of my stomach.
From a distance, the sound of something huge and fast is moving towards us through the trees. The ground quakes with bone-jarring convulsions, accompanied by a rising din like cars being lifted up and thrown to the earth. My teeth slam together and I taste blood. The soul reaper grits his teeth and stands beside me. The girls fan out in a circle around us; Marin stands between me and whatever it is (the trav’ller in the dark) hurling through the trees like a rippling thunder or the footsteps of an angry god. The dissonant pitch rises and my ears begin to ring. The tops of the trees slash the air and cedar and pine boughs slam against one another in a sound like murmured beatings, releasing the spicy smell of the evergreens into the air around us.
“What is it?” I have to shout to be heard over the cacophony.
Before the soul reaper can answer me, two huge, scaly tree-like legs with three toes ending in claws as big as my torso slam through the tree line, coming to a stop before our circle in the earth. The claws dig into the dirt slowly, until they resemble tree roots. A small, familiar cabin rests on top of the legs, which quiver as they lower themselves, bringing it to eye-level. The cabin’s hewn, rounded logs that are discolored with age settle. The wooden door I have walked through opens.
Framed in the light of its door frame, silver hair catching the light like a halo, is Baba. Her voice rings out over the cold night, making me grin beneath my mask of grave mud.
“I heard a disturbing rumor that amateurs were out here practicing magic without me!” she chuckles and for the first time that night, I dare to hope a little.
She hops down from the doorway into the middle of the circle with an agility that should be beyond a woman of her years and winks at me before turning to the soul reaper.
“I wouldn’t let such a valuable investment as that girl get away,” she says. She turns to me again and her eyes are midnight oceans reflecting tiny stars, devoid of all white. “Let’s begin. I will need something of Hettie’s to bring her back to herself out there. Preferably, not something covered in blood that she would associate with trauma. That would not be good.”
Her midnight eyes glitter as she studies my face, then flicker down to my side. My jacket pocket. I feel the lump still there and reach inside. Baba smiles and nods. 
 
* * *
 
The killer stands in a parched desert landscape; intense heat dries the sweat from his body as soon as it forms. For miles in every direction, there is nothing but rainless ochre earth, rocks and scattered desert flora. At his feet, translucent, cream-colored flowers grow between spiky leaves. There is no blue sky, only the blinding white like that of a nuclear flash, a blazing, bone-white sky that threatens to turn everything to desiccated ashes beneath its apathetic glare.
The horizon shimmers with heat, glimmering with the false promise of a cool oasis. The killer’s eyes burn and even when he shuts them tightly, he can’t escape the light as tiny flares of after-images echo in his retinas. He runs a hand over his face and feels stubble from his jaw scrape against his palm. Beneath his lips, the familiar ridge of his second set of retracted teeth is a reassuring constant and he presses his fingers to it before opening his eyes again.
Standing before him is a woman with a great, horned animal skull for a head. The dry, white bones of her skull face give way to deep black pits where her eyes once were and her pointed horns – each as long as his forearm – curl towards the bleach white sky. The killer is terrified of her for reasons he cannot articulate. His mind screams: RUN, but his legs are frozen. Her skin is pale with dust and age; full breasts with brown nipples hover above a rounded belly with a tiny trail of black downy fur that leads down to a sleek, black pubic mound. She reaches her arms out towards him and where her hands should be is instead a pair of sharp, blackened hooves.
A hot breeze washes over the pair and the killer smells the rotting carcass of buffalo and the chalky smell of stones in a sepulchral cairn.
Multitudes of broken, hissing voices speak as one in a low, croaking voice which roils over the killer’s skin in the voices of all his victims, their mouths filled with bloated tongues and rotting cells.
“We have embraced the Skeleton Woman. You will not escape punishment.”
The killer stumbles backwards, finally able to move. He runs, the hot breath and musk of the Skeleton Woman and the collected spirits of the desert purgatory on his neck, hooves scraping into his back. The Wild Hunt.
Nearly tripping over a stone which ricochets and bounces painfully off his shin, he runs full-out now, a part of his mind suddenly focusing on the Skeleton Woman’s terrible appearance … and the scar above her left breast. A wound he remembers inflicting slowly, so slowly, on the screaming, powerless Hettie Reed as she cried.
The Game is all wrong now. He spent a lifetime relishing, hunting and unleashing unimaginable cruelty on scores of human prey. This is not a Game he likes to play. His eyes wide and whirling in his head, his mouth filled with the taste of pennies and fear, he runs. The Skeleton Woman chases and he feels the wild animal panic of hunted deer, tiny noises escape his mouth.
The Skeleton Woman is Hettie Reed.
 
* * *







Henry
The soul reaper and Marin each stand on either side of me, part of the larger circle of the conjured dead girls within the trench dug into the broken earth by Theresa and the ghoul. Baba kneels between the bodies of Hettie and the Hide-Behind, placing a hand on each of their hearts.
She nods to the soul reaper, who nods back. We begin.
He is the first to raise a rattle filled with the small nails and stones, shaking it in a clockwise circle with his long, brown fingers. My mouth dry, I swallow and follow his lead, shaking my rattle with its sound of tiny broken bones in a clockwise motion and the girls join in.
The soul reaper’s deep baritone joins the collective pitch of the eerie rattling, his voice ringing out in the clearing.
“We that keep the crossroads call you to come back, Hettie Reed. By the blessing of the father Legba, we call you. We summon you wearing the earth of your grave. Follow the song of our tamanous from the desert lands of purgatory. Hettie Reed, follow us.”
Baba Yaga leans first over the still form of Hettie and spits over each of Hettie’s eyelids. Thick spittle trails from her chin, silver in the moonlight. Her dark, glittering eyes are haunting and unfocused as if she is watching something happening from far away. Her wrinkled mouth moves, then she spits on the Hide-Behind’s eyelids as well.
She stares straight ahead with her dark eyes like the sea at night reflecting the stars in its surface, and her fingertips begin to move. My rattle shakes and my heart beats in time with it. My living tattoo squirms up my forearm. My eyes burn as if I am in the grip of a maddening fever.
Baba’s fingertips sink into the flesh of Hettie’s and the Hide-Behind’s chests as if they are pools of custard instead of flesh and bone. Baba’s silver hair rises from her scalp like seaweed in an unseen ocean current and I feel the hairs on my arms rise up.
Baba’s mouth is moving quickly, gasping words that I cannot hear. The rattles continue, only it’s magnified, as if something in the circle has made it resonate. The air around us feels like a bubble expanding outwards until I feel a sudden snap in the air and I feel almost sure that if I reached out behind me now, it would be met with a barrier between myself and the outside of our circle. Sweat trickles down my back and I stare at Hettie, Baba’s fingers sinking further, her whole hand inside Hettie’s chest now.
Baba’s hands begin flexing and I can actually see her hands moving beneath Hettie’s skin. It reminds me of pregnant bellies, when a baby pushes up against it and you can see a foot or leg rolling beneath the skin. Only I can make out actual knuckles. Baba’s hands are wrist-deep in each of them and there’s not a drop of blood from what she is doing.
The girls begin to moan in low, dulcet voices and I feel the circle spin slowly. The whole circle of earth and stone spins slowly, dragging the rocks and dirt beneath it like someone is turning us like a wheel.
Baba bends over Hettie’s face, her mouth a moue and she begins breathing in sharply, as if inhaling smoke. A tiny, fragile wisp of red curls up from Hettie’s eyelids and I watch as Baba sucks it into her mouth. It almost reminds me of smoke, the way it moves, but it’s thicker. She works the substance in her mouth as if chewing on phlegm, then bends over and continues inhaling the red wisps.
You can sell yourself to the darkness to finally have the power to save someone, and still feel powerless.
“Girl, you’d better get the fuck back here soon before I yark so fuckin’ hard that my nuts come shooting out of my throat,” I say to Hettie.
 
* * *
 
The killer’s spirit is a naked, mewling beast. Its eyes have been torn out roughly by a sharp pair of hooves; deep scrapes from their edges dig deep furrows into the killer’s face. The Skeleton Woman is methodically removing his fingers, murmuring softly to the victims she has allowed to piggyback inside her vessel as a mother to her babe.
In the distance, the air shimmers wetly like a mirage. A brown shape growing larger on the horizon as it approaches. Baba rides on the back of a massive coyote, her fingers buried deep in its fur, enjoying the rush of desert air on her old bones. It is the size of a small school bus, the stuff of dreams.
The Skeleton Woman politely lays the fingers down and stands, waiting for her guest to dismount from her steed. Its muzzle is a tawny brown over a mostly grey-flecked body. Yellow eyes gaze out at Skeleton Woman and she nods to it in respect.
Baba slowly, regretfully, gets down from the coyote, patting it with affection. She stands before the Skeleton Woman and smiles like an old friend. She extends her hands, palms up, to show that she is unarmed. She rotates one hand and raises a finger, saying: Wait. Curious, the Skeleton Woman watches Baba calmly reach into her pocket, removing a palm-sized cardboard box which rattles delicately as the contents are jarred within. The item that Henry gave her.
It is the box of novelty skull and crossbones bandages that he took from her apartment. Baba holds her breath nervously; she is very strong, but the Skeleton Woman is no small potatoes herself. A slow shudder rolls through the Skeleton Woman and she snorts, hot animal musk exhales onto Baba’s upturned face. She must not show fear. The Skeleton Woman stamps her legs anxiously; her thick thighs tremble with an unseen strain. Baba’s arm begins to feel the strain from being held outstretched and sweat appears on her upper lip as she struggles to hold still. 
The Skeleton Woman reaches out with a sharp hoof and cuts a thin line down Baba’s thin forearm. Her nostrils flare as she inhales the scent of Baba’s blood. The Skeleton Woman leans over Baba’s arm, just as a thin trail of blood begins to drip towards the parched desert earth. 
“Why … are you here?” The words come out harsh and low, like someone unaccustomed to human speech. 
“I am here to show you who you are. Henry is waiting.” Baba holds very still. “Do you remember?”
The Skeleton Woman stares at the box of bandages and nods slowly. Baba lets out a puff of breath, relaxes and lowers her arm. She places a fingertip in her mouth and it comes out shiny with spit and something silvery. Magic. She runs the wet finger along the cut in her arm and the wound closes.
“Is that him?” she asks.
Skeleton Woman nods, tilts her head in a silent question. The breeze brings the faint echo of distant rattles over the desert; ghost flowers quiver like ill children in response. She gestures to the flayed, mutilated soul of the Hide-Behind with a bloody, delicate hoof.
Baba squints, and then nods.
“You had better bring him, too,” she says. “Are you ready to fulfill your side of our agreement, Hettie?”
Skeleton woman nods. Baba reaches forward and hugs her with one arm.
“Time to let the little ones be at rest now, I think, dear.”
With a shuddering sigh, thousands of the killer’s victims leave purgatory at last, their spirits red trails in the blinding white sky until they disappear.
Taking turns, they manage to shove most of what remains of the killer onto the back of the huge coyote before climbing on.
The desert heat burns away the Skeleton Woman’s bone mask in flakes until the laughing face of Hettie Reed shines from beneath it. Baba’s silver hair whipping in her face, she closes her eyes as they thunder across the plains of bones and death; faster, faster.
They ride straight into a pool of shadow beneath a boulder, where a night scene is reflected from within, the sound of rattles loud. They pass through the barrier as if it is made of syrup, thick and slow-moving. Instead of bursting out on the back of the coyote on the other side, Hettie gasps a deep lungful of air and feels something huge pull out of her chest. 
Baba kisses her on the cheek, her lips warm. Henry runs to her side. 
The dead girls walk and drag themselves closer, surrounding the body of the killer. Hettie and Henry move away from them and the space they occupied is immediately taken by one of the dead girls. His soul enters back into his agonized body with a rattling gasp and the girls eagerly lean forward over him, almost completely obscuring him from sight. 
Hettie can’t see what they do to him and for that she is thankful. As they leave, she gets a brief glimpse of a little girl with a severed arm climbing on top of the Hide-Behind’s chest and doing something that makes him scream hoarsely through his burned throat.
“Let’s go home,” she says.
The soul reaper nods to them as they limp past, his long fingers plucking sleepy chords from his guitar thoughtfully. The girls are too busy with the gurgling remains of the Hide-Behind to say goodbye. 
When they climb into the truck, Henry’s injured leg makes him hiss in pain. Baba’s eyes narrow, lips pressed together as she tells them in a tone that allows no objection that she will meet with them shortly. They are silent for the drive back to Henry’s house.







Chapter Eleven
I think I was unlucky born,
 Tho’t was not always so,
 I’ve had as brilliant prospects sure,
 As any man could show
 But now I find as sole return
 For all my toil and care,
 My sky, tho’ clear, is darkly blue;
 My road is rough and bare.
 – A. A. Chapman, “Oh, Ain’t I Got the Blues!”
 
 I believe that you’re good,
 And for just once that I was good,
 But hell will follow with me –
 So let me be the rocks that you throw yourself onto.
 – Johnny Parry, “Lying Ahull”




 
Hettie leans into Henry’s shoulder; her faint meat smell is now familiar to him, a comfort. The tattoo in his left hand writhes around his wrist before settling down like a tired dog, curled around itself in black, stylized lines which resemble some kind of lion or wolf.
The horizon burns blue as dawn wakes. The image of a laughing, wild, red-haired woman in an evening dress flickers through Henry’s mind. The distant sound of a guitar plays a song about pain, loss and redemption. They echo through the last pieces of darkness before morning.
The Night follows them until the only pieces of evening left are the shadows at their feet. Only when he is sure that they are safe at home does he rest, his energy considerably lower. Before he sleeps, somewhere deep inside the black oblivion of space, he hopes that his brother, Day, will not send one of his minions after them. 
Then, there is nothing. 







Henry
Baba has my pants off, which should have been the highlight of my fuckin’ evening, but alas – it is for the purpose of medical attention. 
Or at least that’s what she claims. I may have scrawny, old man chicken-legs now, but I’m not bad to look at, I would like to think. You know … if your eyesight isn’t so good. 
My pants were soaked through with blood and peeling them away from the wound caused the scabs to rip off and the jagged, ugly bites to bleed again. Hettie hands me a towel to cover my underpants – which I do, but not before waggling my eyebrows at Baba, who rolls her eyes in response, but grins – and is now following orders for what supplies to fetch for Baba. Clean water, towels, gauze. When Baba removes a curved, wicked-looking needle from a pouch in her pocket, I give my best Brave and Manly Face, and the tic below my eye only slightly detracts from it.
As Baba begins stitching up my leg and Hettie carefully cleans my arm wounds, sweat pops out on my forehead and I clench my jaw, longing for some kind of distraction. 
“You will be my apprentice, now, Hettie,” Baba says. 
Hettie snorts quietly. “Right. I don’t know why you keep saying that. I don’t remember anything about it.” 
Baba’s eyes slide over to Hettie, and after half a minute or so, Hettie sighs, and presses the cloth to my arm. 
“You don’t remember it, but it’s already done,” Baba murmurs, snipping the thread. “If you do not, Henry dies. Girls will continue to be slaughtered. And you, you will be worn down to aching, deluded pieces of bone among the rocks in the River of Oblivion. Not all the dead go there, but you did.”
Hettie stares at Baba, her eyes round with shock. Baba frowns and glares, her voice now a hiss, “You already made the decision, which is the only reason the world is now a better place and Henry didn’t die in horrible pain for days, while the Hide-Behind tortured everything he knew and loved in front of him, then forced him to eat some of his ex-wife, then raped your corpse in front of him. That would have happened. All of it. And much, much worse.” 
I hadn’t realized that I was holding my breath. My fingers feel cold and I let out the air in my lungs slowly, staring at Baba. Her exasperation is evident. 
I lick my lips and say, “You could see all that happening?” 
Baba meets my eyes and I am the one that looks away first. 
“Yes,” she says softly. “I am a yaga, after all. I was charmed by the both of you after we last saw each other, as you could tell. I even pretended not to know when my little pets helped you, Hettie. If you are clever enough to enlist their aid, you’ve earned it. I liked you both. So, using magic and mirrors, I watched pieces of your futures unfold. Those futures were brief and painful. Accepting apprenticeship with me is how you are able to embrace the power of the Skeleton Woman you held within yourself. It is also how you will soon learn to use mirror magic to save yourself from the River of Oblivion. I have done the best I can for the both of you, in order to thwart a terrible fate.” 
Hettie’s hand reaches out and touches Baba’s hunched shoulders. Baba looks at Hettie and her eyes are filled with bitter sorrow. Hettie kneels on the floor next to Baba slowly and embraces the old woman. The witch. 
“Thank you, grandmother,” Hettie whispers. 
“Yes, thank you, Baba,” I murmur. Baba’s eyes shine proudly, happily. She examines my arm where the Hide-Behind clawed it up and nods, tells Hettie to bandage it up. Hettie listens to instructions and nods slowly, now a serious student. Accepting of the price of our survival. 
When they finish with me, I sit on the couch with a towel over my junk and gauze and bandages making me look like a real badass, or like I’m ready to be basted and popped into the oven. Oh well, right? I close my eyes and listen to the soft voices of the Hettie and Baba in the kitchen. My world is not a perfect thing, but everything worth loving and holding on to is fragile and beautiful. 
The phone rings and I pick it up on the second ring, hearing Hettie say from the kitchen something like, “Oh, here we go. Shh, listen.” 
Lil is already speaking when I hold the receiver up to my ear, no hello needed, apparently. 
“Hello? Henry? The dogs are fine! I am not paying your vet bill, you better not think you can slide that one past me, you faithless old codger. I’m bringing this stinky pug back tonight. She farted on me all night long and the smell drove me from the room. You’re welcome, of course.” Lil sniffs angrily.
“Mmm-hmm,” I drawl. “Listen, Roberta, that smell ain’t my fault. I am still worn-out from that time you and I sixty-nined in the back of an El Camino. Besides, I know what you’re like. I have a good idea of how that happened and like I keep tellin’ you, that is why your face always smells like dicks.” 
I have to hold the phone away from my head to save my ears from the piercing shriek on the other end. 
Hettie is hunched over, laughing, with tears in her eyes. Baba laughs a little, then, confused, says something that makes me laugh, too. 
“Who’s Roberta?” 
I laugh like a man whose ass has been pulled out of the fire and gotten by on the skin of his teeth. Thanks to the strong, vengeful and occasionally scary women in my life, I have. 
It isn’t until later, after I’ve changed into clean clothes with an ugly afghan tucked around me, that Hettie asks me what I really didn’t want to talk about. Not yet. 
“So … Henry, what kind of deal did you make with Nochnoy?” 
The smile dies on my face and I sigh, staring down at the tattoo on my left arm, which is still curled up and sleeping on the inside of my wrist. 
“The kind that don’t never go away.”







Hettie
My eyes search Henry’s face, trying to navigate the maps of lines and frowning wrinkles to a place where I can make sense of what he’s about to say. His shoulders look too thin and tired underneath the hideous orange and brown crocheted blanket and I know that it would hurt him if I showed my concern. I think that our inability to acknowledge our own fragility is one of the many things that we have in common. 
I sit beside him on the couch and wait for him to speak. 
“He knew where to find you,” he began slowly. “Night did. After you were taken, Lil came by and took Devil to the vet and Pepper Mama home with her. I thought I wasn’t going to be coming back.” 
Baba strides into the room and hands Henry a cup of freshly-brewed coffee. His hands curl automatically around the cup like they did before, when his aching hands would need that warmth so much. They are not the hands of a young man, but they are no longer curled painfully; the joints are no longer swollen. I watch those lined, brown hands wrap thoughtfully around his cup, then I look back at his face and catch the flicker of a smirk. 
“I made a bargain. He knew that I used to be a detective a long time ago. He said it would be ’beneficial’ to have someone like that under contract, so to speak.” Henry shifts in his seat, takes a sip of coffee and continues. 
“So … he’s got some problems, about which he was extremely vague. And sometimes there are things in the darkness that he and his allies are expected to track down. Most of these allies are beings of significance, which as far as I can tell means that they were supernatural creatures, boogeymen, monsters … or even once worshiped as gods. They have their own special abilities and traits, but they, like us, are routinely hampered by bureaucratic red tape. Sets of laws and rules called something I don’t recall at this moment.” 
Baba speaks up from the chair she is curled up in, her voice amused. 
“It is called ’The Accordance’.” 
Henry grins at her and winks playfully, the saucy old fart. Get a room, you lech. I fight to control my own smirk and listen as Henry speaks again.
“It’s supposed to keep the things that go bump in the night in line. Although, he did say that monsters that are allied with the day do exist – also forced to abide by The Accordance or suffer the consequences. Baba here is aligned with Night, but is known to be a fair and neutral judge when the situation calls for it. Soul reapers, ghouls, ghosts: Those are aligned with Night, too. I haven’t met any of Day’s folks yet, but I bet they’re sons of bitches.” 
“And they probably have heard all about you by now, Henry,” I chuckle. 
“Oh, I’m sure that merry fucksicle has openly wept about my caustic barbs to more than one pair of ears by now,” he says dryly. 
I rise from the couch, walk to the kitchen and open the fridge, and dig around until I find a red, uncooked steak. Bingo. 
I call over my shoulder, “All right, that’s enough foreplay. What’s the bottom line?”
From the living room, I hear a faint sigh and then Henry raises his voice to be heard and I plop my steak on a plate and eat it over the kitchen sink, cold blood dripping down my wrists and chin. 
“I’m his creature to call.” 
I rinse off my clawed hands and face with water, put the plate in the sink and return to the living room, where I stand in front of Henry. He is looking down at his empty coffee cup.
“When we shook hands, I received a special brand from him. It’s a tattoo under my skin, but it’s alive. It moves. And when I need it to, it can hurt something for me. It can burn them.” He looks up, his dark brown eyes meeting mine. “I would not have survived the confrontations with the Hide-Behind or the ghoul if I didn’t have it. So I guess it’s a good thing, in its own way.”
I try to smile reassuringly. I say brightly, “Well, that’s good at least, right?” 
Henry smiles bitterly, his eyes far-away and a little sad. 
“No, not in the long run. It burns me up, too, kind of. It uses my rage and sorrows like a fuel, which would be great, if that made them go away, but it doesn’t really. Over time, if I use it a lot, he said it could change me. Make me a monster no better than those ghouls we met. Did you know that they used to be people, too? People who bargained for somethin’?” 
My face feels cold and clammy with the shock as my brain works through the implications of what he’s saying in the long-run. Are we both ticking time bombs? 
“Someday, Hettie,” he says roughly. “I’ll just be somebody’s mean old dog they call when they need to hurt something. I think that knowing that I’ll one day do terrible things might not scare me as much as whether or not I will be aware of when I’ve crossed that line. When I’m just another dog on a chain.” 
Reaching down, I take the empty mug from Henry’s hands and set it on the table before I kneel beside him and hug him as tightly as I can. 
We are both monsters now. 
 
* * *
 
The low hills of the New Forest in southern England, covered in heather and foraging wild ponies in the summer, were now gloomy in the grey light of a cold and rainy fall afternoon. 
Peering anxiously through the windshield as the wipers sloughed the rain water aside with irritating, monotonous plastic squeaks, he nearly misses the turn off, marked only by a pair of beech logs beside a thin trail. The man signals, and pulls the car off the narrow country road; the whole shitty stolen Peugeot rocks as he drives over the ditch and parks on a strip of grass.
He breathes out, his heart racing, suddenly reluctant to get out of this car despite having spent three hours driving until his ass is long past the point of numb and somewhere in the territory of Risking Complete Ass Loss. Somewhere over Didcot, he could have sworn that he had heard his pale ass make a solid thunk as it landed, then bounced in a loud series of screams along the road. 
He lets go of the steering wheel, motivated only by the knowledge that the thing that waits for him now is not known for patience. Swallowing thickly, he reaches back and takes his leather rucksack from where it was thrown carelessly across the back seat, scattering some of its contents. 
A sawed-off shotgun peeks out of the top of the bag, a bag of salt and a coil of silver barbed wire lay on the crappy Peugeot’s worn back seat. With a grunt, the man scoops them up and shoves them back into the bag. He runs a hand over his short, tousled brown hair, the freckles scattered across the bridge of his nose and cheeks in stark relief over his pale skin. He is a handsome man with wide shoulders and a strong jaw. His brown eyes are something that women a long time ago used to say were beautiful and filled with laughter. He has worked painstakingly to make them what they are now: eyes which reveal very little at all. Where he travels, it is necessary that one’s face reveals nothing, no matter how bad it is or what one sees. 
Sometimes, that ability means life or death. 
Shutting the car door, he passes his eyes over the hills, careful in case of ambush. It wouldn’t be the first time. If you were to lift up his jacket and shirt, you would see thick, raised scars where brutal lessons in discretion and vigilance were etched with claw, bullet and blade. 
The man steps over the fallen logs and the air shimmers around him as he steps through the veil. To an observer, it would appear as if he calmly took one step and then ceased to exist. Vanished. 
Or walked right into a fairy ring, perhaps. 
Day sits upon his throne made of the graceful, bleached white bones of gazelles and wrapped in slowly moving golden vines. An artificial, glittering haze gives the clearing a soft, glow. Orbs of light float in the air as if held by an invisible chandelier. The man knows that if you look closer, you see the silver threads that are holding the lights up. Threads made by tiny, green, spider-like fae with eyeless faces and ravenous hungers. The man will never be able to look at these beautiful lights without remembering when he witnessed a disciplinary action against a dryad, when Day had commanded the Little Ones to eat it in front of everyone. 
It took days. No one was allowed to eat or sleep until it was over. 
Schooling his face into a mask of placid interest, the man kneels upon the floor before the throne of Day. Where autumn leaves had fallen in shades of yellows, rusty reds, pumpkin oranges and browns now lay shimmering tiles which reflect the colors like jewels beneath its slick surface. Day’s glacier-blue eyes sparkle with malevolence beneath his pale eyelashes and he smiles slowly, his tanned skin stretching to accommodate something it is clearly unpracticed in doing.
This unsettles the man greatly. Sweat pops out on his forehead and he concentrates on keeping his expression unreadable. It would have worried him less if the Day had been screaming in that familiar rage of his.
The man lowers his head, delivers his report without inflection or dramatics. 
“I tracked the rogue selkie for 5 days. As you saw in my e-mails and their attachments, it had seduced and killed three fishermen. When I found it, I questioned it using the methods deemed acceptable by The Accordance, successfully securing a confession. I also have audio recordings of the confession, which I have filed with the Dawn.” 
Day’s arrogant, lazy voice echoes through the chamber.
“Did you retrieve the selkie’s skin?” 
The man nods once, then replies. 
“Yes. It is inside my bag.” 
A warm breeze that smells like dew and freshly-cut grass rushes towards him; it is the smell of magic. Day dispassionately waves a hand and the selkie skin begins to squirm like an animal in silent pain as it worms its way out of the man’s rucksack, then rolls towards Day’s throne. Its black, silky folds move in a way that is both pretty and sickening. This is often the case with the creatures of Day.
Coming to Day’s knees like an obedient dog, Day buries his fingers deep inside it, and it shudders, then stills. 
“Good. I have another task for you.” 
The man looks up, his brown eyes muted, steeled as if he has spent years taking requests that often lead to bad things. Which is exactly the case. 
Day sighs as if bored and speaks low as if tired, but his eyes glitter with mischief. The smile is returning and a distant part of the man’s mind is reminded of nature programs featuring sharks. 
“Your granddaughter is dead.” 
He could have stopped his face from reacting to anything, save this. His eyes widen and his face pales. Day smiles as if they are old friends. They are not old friends. The man hates him so. 
“But … she lives. In a way. You, of all people, should know how these things can happen.” Day straightens the lapels of his white suit and he raises an eyebrow, waiting for the man to break his silence. 
The man knows this game very well. He does not speak yet. 
Finally, Day nods to himself and continues. 
“She has a new father figure in her life named Henry Payton. I need you to watch them both, very carefully. They are abominations in my eyes and if they make a single error against The Accordance, I want them to pay dearly.” 
The Day tilts his head and examines the man now, trying to tease a response out of him. 
“Oh, come on, Cedric. It’s not like she’s really your granddaughter.” 
Cedric Reed breathes through his parted lips shallowly and concentrates on the air going in, out, in. The tiny, green insect fae have gathered in the lights overhead. Cedric wonders if they were promised some food today. Day, in his excitement, has let slip that Cedric is disposable. Food. He stores this information away for later and rises slowly to his feet. 
His voice devoid of emotion, he says, “Give me a location.”
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