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SPRING

A YEAR OR TWO AFTER COVID-19


ENTRY #1: MIGHT AS WELL MAKE THE FIRST THING I WRITE ABOUT SAD.

I’m in a bad mood. Most of this will sound like I’m angry, but really, I’m trying to figure out how to grieve; you’ve been warned, future me.

I just got off the phone with my dad. I haven’t talked to my dad in like… a year? Maybe more. Not for health reasons either. I just… I just don’t like my dad.

Or my mom, really. Cue the saddest song in the world being played on the smallest violin ever. Woe to Diggory Finch, he with both Mommy AND Daddy issues.

“Your grandmother died, Diggory,” he said. “Shouldn’t surprise anyone, at her age.”

My dad’s mom. Beatrice Finch.

Dad didn’t say much about how she died beyond that it was in her sleep. Stroke or heart attack, I guess. Doesn’t matter. I hardly knew her. I don’t really know anything about anyone in my family. Shit, I don’t even know anything about myself.

We’re all on a “journey of self-discovery,” my therapist says. I need a new therapist. I don’t particularly care for this one, but she took my insurance and helped me get my prescriptions on short notice after I moved to Boston. Right under the bus she goes.

I struggle to make friends. Any interaction with me turns the light on that cockroach pretty quick. I’m likable, people usually think I’m funny, but I’m not consistent and I self-sabotage. I had a therapist once explain that if we’re used to all your relationships blowing up on us because of moving over and over as a child, then as an adult we often blow our relationships up intentionally because we have no idea how to manage anything meaningful over an extended period of time.

Shots fired. Felt pretty called out by that, accurate as it was regarding me.

I mean, if you like, really connect with your therapist it’s great. I had therapists growing up that were incredible and super helpful, but with us moving all the damned time I wasn’t able to keep any of them for any length of time, so boohoo for me on that account. I’m not a military brat either; my mom and dad just liked fucking moving all the time.

Ten times before high school started, and if it wasn’t for their divorce when I was a freshman, we would’ve moved at least one or two more times. Dad has wanderlust. Gets itchy after a year of parking his ass in the same living room, I think. He’s never admitted to why we moved constantly, but I also didn’t really press him for an answer, and I’ll be damned if I give a shit about having that long a conversation with him now.

I still wonder if he’s a criminal. Or maybe, just maybe, he was in witness protection and we were being moved by the Feds to protect us. That’s forgivable, if it’s the truth, but dad doesn’t strike me as the kind of guy who’d work with the mob. He definitely wouldn’t rat on anyone; he wouldn’t say shit if he had a mouthful. He’d just storm off and marry some other woman to disappoint.

I’m wounded today, and I really sound unlikeable. Holy shit, I sound like an asshole. I’m glad I opened this fifteenth attempt at starting a diary with a warning to my future self so I can go back and delete it to forget this day ever happened. I do that, delete things to pretend they never happened.

Cue montage of perfectly good, deserving girlfriends that really liked me and wanted a serious relationship that would’ve inevitably improved my lot in life. I miss some of them, still.

I need a black and white to do a drive by on that 187.

“There’s an inheritance. She left everything in that damned town to you,” he said, then laughed. Sounded like relief to me.

Why did she leave him out of the inheritance? I’ll even go a step further and take a wild stab in the dark to say that he sounded sad that he had to tell me I was getting what should’ve been his — which, apparently, is no little thing.

The old Finch family home and the old mill building back in Twin Falls, where the Finch family originates. I’ve only been there a few times to visit Grandma on holidays here and there, and I recall it being a nice but small town. Well, two towns, actually. Right on the border of New Hampshire and Vermont, straddling the river, one town on each side that the locals just collectively call Twin Falls. There are two waterfalls, one on each side of the river, and each town is “Something “ Falls.

Danforth Falls, Vermont and Warren Falls, New Hampshire. Thank you, Google.

Total approximate population 14k, most on the Vermont side for no discernible reason. Guess people like paying state income taxes in that region of the world.

Sigh. What’s one more move?

I mean… free house on an island, right? I did mention the house and the old brick mill building was on an island in the river, right? Water on both sides… aging but well-maintained Victorian semi-mansion… large old factory building to wallow the endless nights away listening to emo music and playing games online?

Too good to be true if the internet there is half decent. I wonder if the town has a game store? If I can get my D&D books, miniatures, and cards locally… holy shit, that’d be heaven on earth. And if the internet is good, and if there is a local game store, I’d be stupid to stay here with three roommates in Allston, working a third shift site security gig in Boston for subsistence wages.

Plus, Dad said there was an old trust fund set up that covered the expenses on the house and mill building, so… I’d only need to get a reasonable job to make ends meet, and I can do reasonable things. I went to college for criminal justice with an English minor. I can do lots of things that are reasonable.

I must confess: I didn’t know my grandmother well enough to cry over her death. I remember she was really nice to me and was always happy to see me, but I haven’t actually laid eyes on her since middle school, and that was twenty years ago. I feel sadness that she’s gone, but it’s out measured by far by the simmering resentment I feel over just hearing my dad’s voice. The coals of that fire might never burn out, and let’s be honest… how I feel about my dad keeps me warm at night. How I feel about my mom runs a close second, but whatever, I’m riding a momentary manic high over the idea that I might be getting a free house and warehouse soon.

Sorry, Grandma. You are more than just an inheritance, and I know better. My parents did try to instill values in me, though their execution was suspect. I will go to your funeral and I will cry because I know that when I’m in the moment, this… fucking mask I wear to blend in with the real world will fall off and I’ll let the real Diggory Finch see some sunlight before scurrying back into the anxiety I drape myself with.

Okay. Enough. Sad sack nonsense.

You know, for some reason, this fifteenth attempt at keeping a journal might stick for a while. This feels different to me. Maybe it’s the higher dose of Ritalin, maybe it’s Maybelline. Doesn’t matter, but I’m gonna try and write more like this.

But, it’s time for me to sign off. My guild has a raid tonight online, and the best friend I’ve ever had is a guildie. His screen name is NATSEL187, and he lives in the Midwest near Omaha, Nebraska. We met years ago playing Horde on World of Warcraft but migrated over to this indie MMO called Elmoryn, and they just released the first expansion, The Amaranth Empire. It’s a nation governed by necromancers in the frozen wastes of the north, filled with undead, and there’s like, six new raids. Scuttlebutt on Reddit since midnight is that one of the raids in the Snake Mountains drops actual Amaranth Flowers, which you can decoct into a potion that increases one of your Core Traits ™ by one, and that’s the first time they’ve done that.

I’m gonna play my Warrior/Necromancer character, Kintarr Tenwell. I can level him up to the new level cap, and then switch over to my new Artificer and level him up some after. Fun game. I’m excited to bullshit with Natty. He’s got a brutal Archer build running right now. If Natty winds up being busy, I can grab one of my other guildies. I love playing with Xander or Mordeth Dolan. Both of them can tank for me. Plus they’re fun to chat with.

If you couldn’t tell what I get amped over before that side quest of a tangent, you sure can now.

Future me, I’ll see you in a day or two. Dad said I need to get in touch with some lawyer in Twin Falls that’s handling all of grandma’s affairs. He definitely sounded relieved over that, but he’s avoided doing the tough stuff for a long time. Fuck him.

I’m gonna call my boss and put in for bereavement time. I hope they can find someone to cover my shifts.

I can handle this. This is a sad thing, but a good thing for me.

-Diggory, but the cool kids call me Diggs


ENTRY #2: HOLY CRAP, THIS IS ACTUALLY HAPPENING.

I just slipped my gaming headset on, queued up a slamming EDM playlist, sat down at my desk in my bedroom here in the basement, and now I’m gonna type like it’s 1999 (fervently, then printing everything to have a hardcopy before Y2K hits). I’m tired.

I have three roommates here in Allston. They are all stereotypes. It’s a joke how much they’re jokes. Also, me too. I rarely let criticism out that hasn’t stopped and lifted a leg right over me. Let’s break my roommates down before they depart my life, or rather, as I theirs:

Jinhai, or “Just Jin,” as he prefers. I don’t actually know his last name, but in my experience every white person interacting with him calls him Justin, which he just rolls with. He hasn’t said his last name much and he’s rarely around for me to clarify. He’s here in the states on a college visa from Shanghai, attending Boston College for medicine. He’s about to enter residency, I think. He’s gonna be a doctor back in China and comes from wealth. Just Jin could be in his own place, parking his tricked-out Acura wherever he likes, but instead, he’s slumming it with us in a four-bedroom basement apartment near the green line.

Chad “Permahigh” Reckinghouse. Yes, his last name is actually Reckinghouse. He’s an ex-football player who dead-ended when he blew out a knee in a game versus Notre Dame several years back. He now works for a custom book binder in production, making good enough money to keep all of us in THC (legal or otherwise). He’s nice, but there’s so much resentment inside him. He lost his golden ticket and every Sunday for half the year he gets to see the kids who didn’t lose their golden tickets play games in the chocolate factory he should be playing in. I’ll actually miss him.

Ariel “Lightwalker” Smith. Ariel is in transition and has become quite a celebrity in the local cosplay scene, which is no mean feat. He has a crushing Link costume and has like, ten thousand followers on Instagram and a hundred thousand followers on TikTok. It’s crazy. He bounces around the apartment here, high as fuck on life, or cocaine, or whatever, taking videos of himself while dancing to shit in costume, and somehow makes like, fifty grand a year off social media and convention appearances.

After I move, assuming I don’t hate Twin Falls the way my dad seems to, I’ll never see them again, and that’s kinda sad. They’re the best roommates I’ve ever had. They tolerate my weirdness and understand that when I’m playing on my computer or painting miniatures I don’t exist. I am on a different plane of existence that only snack foods, coffee, and Mountain Dew can cross the barrier of.

And I’m definitely moving. I talked to my grandma’s lawyer (an old dude named Charles Warren, as in Warren Falls, who reps the trust fund my family… owns?) yesterday, and he explained a lot of the broad strokes to me about what’s happening. Let’s bullet point ‘dem bitches, future me:


  	•Beatrice Finch will have her funeral tomorrow afternoon in Twin Falls. Her services will be at Trinity Church in Danforth Falls on the Vermont side. She’s going in the ground right on the little island the family owns, in the tiny graveyard that’s behind the house. Yes, that’s creepy as fuck, but Ye Olde New Englande does as Ye Olde New Englande does.

  	•After the funeral, Chuck Warren (my new lawyer, I guess) wants to sit down in the kitchen of the house that’s going to be mine and sign all the paperwork to make everything actually mine. He also wants to go over details of how things will work.

  	•I asked him how much money there was, trying hard to not sound like a money-grubbing rectum-ferret, and his response was, “As long as you get a reasonable part-time job and live a modest life, you’ll never worry for much.”

That doesn’t tell me anything, but it sounds good. I’m REAL good at getting part-time jobs. I do wonder what’s available in small town rural New England, though. I don’t really want to bag groceries twenty hours a week. Plus, I need healthcare.

  	•I’m gonna stay there in the house for a couple days, check things out, scope out the town, then come back here to finish packing up. I’m leaving stuff for my roommates since I don’t think I’ll need all my shit. Grandma had a whole-ass house of stuff I can use, and it’s guaranteed to be better than my Ikea/Facebook marketplace décor. Maybe not. I can pick and choose; as long as I can fit it in my Camry or a U-Haul. I can’t afford a U-Haul right now. Hm. Sounds like a Chuck Warren problem.



I think that’s the broad strokes.

I’m tired, I think I said that already. I’m too lazy to scroll up to check though; I just got home from an overnight shift pulling site security for some electricians installing wiring in the ceiling of an office building with a cool view of Boston Commons. I read two books sitting in the hallway as they blasted AC/DC and swore like sailors at the ‘fucking assholes’ who did the work prior to them. While distracting, it sure was entertaining. I did get a little pissed at them when they went on a tangent, making fun of an evening shift worker who left right after we got there. The guy had Down’s Syndrome, looked like he was organizing mail, and they joked about him being retarded.

You don’t punch down around me. I stepped to them, and you already know, future me, we are not particularly big, or scary, but I take little shit, and I always, ALWAYS try to step for those that need it. Sometimes I gotta hype myself up to do it, but I do it. I politely let them know that talk like that wasn’t welcome while working in this office and they could stow it. They were about to talk shit, but for some reason they backed down. They always back down when I challenge them. Makes me good at my job. I’m too pretty to punch. Lol.

I’m not a very good security guard, but a criminal justice degree and a simmering anxiety disorder coupled with attachment issues and periodic depression makes for weird job opportunities. Job satisfaction. Whatever you wanna call it.

Not the worst way to collect $16 an hour, though.

Sleep now, then wake up after a few hours and make the drive from Boston to Twin Falls. Maps says it’s about a two-and-a-half-hour drive from here, west then north. Easy peasy lemon squeezy.

Been awhile since I left the city. The fresh air will do me good.

-Diggory


ENTRY #3 I NEED TO GET USED TO THE COUNTRY AGAIN.

I grew up in rural New Hampshire. Actually, rural New England. I was born in the small hospital near the lake in Warren Falls, NH, which is the half of the Twin Falls region I’m moving back to. We didn’t live there long. Shortly after my birth we moved across the river to Vermont, then proceeded to move nine more times. Ten times total before we settled in Concord, NH. We lived in Maine, New Hampshire, and Vermont, never for longer than a year by my recollection, and the biggest, most urban place we ever lived in was Concord; the vaunted capital of the Granite State, population… 40,000, where you can indeed, Live Free or Die. Most folks live free, all die sooner or later.

Unless you own a home; the property taxes in NH are kinda steep. No sales tax or state income tax, though, which is pretty sweet.

All that is a double-wide answer to a single-wide problem. I moved to the city as soon as I could, going to Boston to get a CJ degree from a school I couldn’t afford. Boston College, if you’re curious. Go Eagles. I didn’t want anything to do with small town life again. I had my anonymity with high bandwidth in the city, and plenty of gaming stores to indulge my hobby at. I wasn’t close to my divorced parents or my mom’s new family, nor was I connected to wherever the fuck they lived. I know Dad has kept moving over and over and over since the breakup, but Mom settled down in Bow, a suburb of Concord, with her new dentist husband. He already had a kid and they had two together, a boy and a girl, whom I’ve never met. Patrick and Chelsea, if you’re curious.

I get Christmas cards from her every year with her new family picture on it.

Haven’t gotten an invite to Christmas, though.

Driving west in Massachusetts is like traveling in a time machine. Eastern Mass is like a bull’s eye, with the city at the center, on the coast. The first radius of the target is I-95, skirting the city. Everything inside 95 is heavy urban. Built up suburbs for miles and miles, thinning out slightly as you reach the actual highway. You can’t look in any direction without seeing multiple buildings of ten or more stories. Buildings big enough to house the entire populations of some of the towns I lived in growing up. Some big enough to house all of the towns I grew up in, I think.

Once you pass Interstate 95 heading west you’re in the space between I-95 and I-495, which is where the rich people own homes and where the less rich people rent apartments or own condos so they can do shit for the rich people. As you keep driving west things get cheaper, and the larger businesses and their corporate headquarters become sparse. This is where the golf courses are. Forests and farms start to pop up and stay up, and eventually you’re in the rugged hills of western New England. The Berkshires, the Green Mountains, and way up north in New Hampshire, you got the White Mountains.

With every passing mile you can see the air getting cleaner and the people getting slower. Not like… slow like your uncle who drinks too much at Thanksgiving (not that I have one to know) but slow like… slower pace of life. People start using their blinker when they drive.

It’s like going back in time. Spaceships to plowshares.

Anyway, you hit I-91, and head north into Vermont right near the border with New Hampshire. Get off not too far into the state on Vermont State Route 347 east, and pretty soon you’re rolling into the Twin Falls region.

It’s a valley. Small mountains (large hills, let’s be honest) bracket the towns and the Connecticut River that they straddle. Steep hills run down on both sides, so when you approach the downtown area it’s like walking to the edge of a cliff or looking down into a huge bowl. You see the more industrial, brick and mortar downtown side on Vermont, and the somewhat more suburban, rural mirror on the NH side. The ruddy, russet colored downtown looks like a smudge at the center as you look down into it, making the valley look like an eye almost. I had this… puff of memory at the sight of it. Vague half-truths from looking out the window on car rides long ago. My eyes tried to reconcile what they saw versus what my brain remembered. Was that building there? Is that a new restaurant? Wasn’t that a Buick dealership?

I recognized a bunch of local businesses. In one of the strip malls heading into town I saw Harry’s Cheese Shop (been there forever. He makes his own mozzarella), Smirgle’s Grocery (amazing deli, and the meat department is to die for; I remember the steaks there, man… just huge, and delicious), Red Tiger School or Martial Arts (never been, but I remember the sign. It’s a red tiger), and then Anya’s Armory, which is an old school gun store, complete with steel bars over the windows.

Right at the center of that unchanged eye, smack dab in the middle of the river and the two towns and two states, is a small island, connected by one rusted iron bridge, covered in flakes of old green paint that belongs to the Finch family. My family.

Me.

So, I snaked my way down the hill to the flat center of the towns and crossed the Sivad Bridge into my home state. I did a little loop on some side streets, amongst the multifamily homes and large single-family places, and I maintained my snaking down the hill to Finch Island.

Finch Island.

I always KNEW we had an island in the family, but sitting here, in the kitchen of the house on that island, it’s like… bizarre in the extreme to think about.

It’s not that big, really. The island, I mean. Shaped kinda like a trapezoid tipped up on its side with larger side to the east, the bridge onto it enters on the south, and the road heads to the north, where the old textile mill sits. I noticed at the top of the mill’s smokestack there were those strange plastic and metal cell tower boxes. Using an old structure for modern business.

The Victorian house, our family house, Finch House, sits center-south, with a small parking lot and detached two-car garage just below it. The long dimension is like… a tenth of a mile? Not the best at dimensions, but it’s not huge.

But it’s an island, and it’s… well, shit. It’s mine. The sound of the river rushing through on both sides is so relaxing.

Chuck Warren (lawyer, we go way back) met me in front of his Cadillac SUV in the driveway that leads to the garage. My garage. He was standing near the hood of his car, looking up at the two towns that seemed to ring the island. It really does feel like the whole town orbits this island when you’re on it. The Vermont side is up, elevated on granite cliffs and the NH side is up a small bit too. Really does feel like a bowl.

“You must be Diggory Finch!” he said as I got out of my Camry, clapping his hands together and smiling. Like a… he was like a grandpa. Not like my grandma’s husband, he was kinda quiet. This was nice.

“Charles Warren, then, right?” I said to him, and we shook hands. I put on the brave face. The face that seems like it’s comfortable around strangers.

“I’m so glad to have you here, Diggory, and let me tell you, I am just so, so sorry about Beatrice. She was a stellar human being, and the communities of Twin Falls are still in shock. You must be in quite a state,” Chuck said, and he seemed real genuine in his statement.

“Mr. Warren, I’ll be honest, my family is a bit frayed at the center, if you understand my metaphor. We are more than a bit estranged. My grandmother was really nice, but my mom and dad didn’t have much interest in spending time with her here in Twin Falls. I’m sad, but this is more surreal than anything.”

“Oh, I understand that. I don’t know much about Archer, but I do know a little about how he and his mother had some issues. Every family has its quirks. I’m still so very sorry. Grief is such a surreal process, and then to add all the other things that have been thrust upon you. Well, yeah.”

My dad’s name is Archer Finch. I always thought it was kind of a cool name.

“We’ll manage. I manage. We always do.”

“Blessed,” Chuck said with conviction. Holy roller then, yeah?

“So, what now? Grandma’s funeral is tomorrow at one?”

“Yes. All that is taken care of according to her will and the family trust, which, as you know, I am the administrator of. Accounting, mostly. But, uh, after the service, which should be about an hour, non-denominational, as per her wishes, we’ll bring her back here in a hearse, and she’ll be laid to rest. I have a couple young men who do the landscaping and handiwork around here coming over to get the little family graveyard ready for her later, and you might not want to be around for that. Morbid sight, after all.”

“Yeah. How did she die? No one’s said what took her.”

“As I understand it, kidney failure and heart issues. At her age, there had to be multiple things working together to make it hard. She lived a long life well and went peacefully at the local hospital after a brief illness. Again, I’m just so sorry.”

“I see, thank you. What else is going on?”

“Paperwork, Mr. Finch. You are now the sole heir to the Finch family’s substantial assets and making all that legitimate requires your John Hancock. You’re gonna be sore by the time we’re done with the ream of paper that needs your attention.” He laughed. “The red tape to survive in this world can be mind-numbing at times.”

“You don’t need red tape for this world to be mind-numbing, Mr. Warren,” I said with my trademark disarming laugh. “This isn’t going to sound good, but I can’t help myself. Might I ask what does ‘substantial assets’ mean? You said I could live okay with a part time job, but really, what are we talking about? How big a deal is this?”

“In Twin Falls, there’s almost no bigger a deal, Diggory. It’s old money. The real value is this island and the three buildings. Several million dollars. But you can’t really sell this place, the trust prevents it. The next source of value is the money invested in the trust, which was established back in the 1800s and has been managed since then by my family’s firm. We’ve successfully grown it over the years and provided a better living for the Finch family generation after generation. It’s tied up in investments, but the overall value of the whole kit and caboodle is around six million.”

“Oh my word,” I said.

“Now,” he cautioned, “that’s not liquid assets. Stocks, bonds, CDs, money market funds, the cellular tower lease on the smokestack over there, et cetera. You’re not rich, per se. But there is managed wealth you have some access to.”

“I don’t care about liquidity or going buck wild buying cocaine and hookers. That’s not… I just… my family grew up pretty poor, you know?” I said to him, confessing shit I was perpetually shameful of for no good goddamn reason. I could FEEL the anger inside me grow. The simmering resentment was boiling into hateful fury at my dad. Why did he not access some of this money to give us a better life? “And I kinda suspected Grandma had the ability to help us, and then to hear that we didn’t have to live the way we did galvanizes how much of a shit heel my dad was for making us move over and over and live like we did.” I was making fists and didn’t know it.

“I’m sure your father had his reasons,” Chuck said, and somehow that simple explanation vented the steam inside me. “Families carry weight,” he continued, lowering his tone so I could barely hear it over the sound of the river flowing down below and around us. “Year after year, generation after generation. Mistakes that are made with money, love, and responsibility. Like the accounts I manage for you, those mistakes collect interest. The weight of those mistakes gets heavier and heavier still if they’re not addressed, and sometimes, there’s just no way for a family to handle it. Backs break, and then… well. You know.”

“I suppose,” I muttered.

“Look, Diggory, you are not going to solve the problems in your father’s head. Not today, not with money, and not with a bottle of pills he doesn’t want to take. It’s not your job as his son. It wasn’t your mother’s job, either. Your job is to live your life to the fullest, and now that means taking over this place,” he said, adding a smile and a big, realtor-sized wave at the big old Victorian home and the long, multi-story brick building that I think was the seed business for that trust fund.

You know, he’s right. And as he led me up the stairs to the wrap-around porch, through the double arched doors with the stained glass, and into the foyer and dining room… I had this… feeling come over me.

I’ve been here before, several times as a little kid, and always thought of this place as a… forbidden sanctuary, I guess. A place that one day, maybe, just maybe, might actually be a part of what I called life. I could someday sit down at the table I’m sitting at writing this and feel like I belonged. Feel like I wasn’t just a hostage of my father’s— someone that brought me here for a prerequisite dog and pony show.

And here I was. Well, here I am.

Sitting at a dining room table that’s at least a hundred years old, that… hell, that maybe dozens of my ancestors ate meals at, and for the first time in my life, I feel like I belong somewhere. Rich emerald walls, pressed tin ceilings, tall windows….

It sounds corny to the extreme, but… I have this pure, deep feeling that this is where I should be. Not because I deserve it. Hell I don’t deserve much. I haven’t done much to deserve anything as nice as this, but… it’s like… I guess it’s like seeing a caged animal at the zoo. They don’t belong there, and you can see it in the way they walk and how they stare at the people who’ve come to gawk at them. They look out of place, and they feel out of place, too. Then you see them in the wild and see the languid, flexible, natural way they move and live, and there’s no sense of there being something WRONG.

My whole life… I’ve had this sense that I was the caged animal, to stay with the metaphor. I feel languid here.

This feels like my truth. This feels like finding a map when you’ve been lost in the woods for… for your entire life. Corny as fuck.

The rest of today was, as Chuck warned, me signing a lot of papers. I had hoped I would have time to peace-out and take a walk in the downtown areas, but no dice. I signed at least a hundred times, and I’m the kinda dude who reads the terms and conditions even when it’s going to slow things down and annoy people needlessly.

It’s like this… urge I get to alienate people who are helping me. I poke fun for no reason. It’s so self-destructive, and I have to catch myself in the act to stop it from actually destroying relationships that are important. So, I signed slowly at the start, looking at every little thing, and finally Chuck caught on and held my hand, leading me to the big bullet points so I wouldn’t let myself get caught up on needless legal ramblings. He’s good at his job. I never felt lost.

It still took about five hours for us to finish.

Outside, the two dudes Chuck uses for landscaping and handiwork showed up, and they dug up the grave for Grandma. They looked familiar. Same as every other 25-year-old guy whose done labor jobs in every town I’ve ever lived in. I waved at them once and they both paused, rested their shovels down, and waved at me like some all-male version of American Gothic. I felt like I knew them, but maybe that was me just wishing that the dudes burying my grandma were cool.

In the end, as far as I understand it, I am now the owner of the island, the two houses on it, all their contents, and when I die it reverts to the trust, or to my children, if I have any. The island’s needs are maintained by the trust and Chuck’s law firm. I call them for repairs to anything and they handle it. If I want to make improvements those get discussed with Chuck, and if they increase the value of the property and are within reason, the trust covers it. If they don’t do that, I gotta pay for it. I got Beatrice’s car too, which was a red 2015 Subaru Outback Legacy wagon. All-wheel drive and in great shape. Beatrice got her oil changes.

I also became the recipient of the interest payments of the trust, paid to me in the guise of being an employee of the trust (my official title is Vice President of Property Affairs), which also means I get health and dental and a life insurance policy that pays into the trust if I die. This paycheck comes to me via monthly direct deposit, and because we’re at the start of May, Chuck says the first deposit hits tomorrow after he manually deposits it. $3,600 a month, after taxes. Because his firm is based in NH and the island’s address is NH, it’s income tax free. Factor in that the trust pays for all utilities and….

I’m feeling really grateful. For real.

Sad, but grateful. Someone way back put in a lot of work to provide for the Finch bloodline, and for whatever reason my grandma decided that I should benefit from that now, rather than my selfish prick dad, who is living in a trailer park for the umpteenth time, plowing some woman that doesn’t matter to him while he takes no responsibility for being a trash father and an absentee husband.

That’s the sad part. But I feel really, really grateful.

I ordered Chinese from The Silver Kingdom, the only pure Chinese restaurant in town. There’s a Thai place too, but they don’t deliver. I’m happy to report that The Silver Kingdom has good food. Especially fond of their scallion pancakes and the lemon chicken. Pork fried rice is unremarkable. Leftovers for days.

I’m so tired. NATSEL187 just messaged me on Elmoryn’s app, asking me how it was going and if I was going to have time to play. I told him I didn’t bring my tower to Twin Falls, my laptop wasn’t good enough, and I was tired. He sulked, but then said he understood. Said he was thinking of me and wanted me to know he’d be online for a few more hours if I needed someone to talk to.

Instead, I’m here, sitting at an old but nice table, in an old but nice house, typing on my laptop, theoretically recording my thoughts and feelings for my future self.

This feels right.

I feel like I’m home. There’s still so much to sort out, but that doesn’t feel like a weight to carry; instead, something to look forward to.

-Diggory


THE FIRST INTERLUDE

CHARLES WARREN, ESQUIRE




Charles Warren exited Finch House, briefcase in hand. Half his ass was asleep from sitting on the dining room chairs, and he was thankful to be moving again. He stopped with the door half open to look back at his new charge.

“Diggory, please don’t hesitate to reach out to me. I left my card on the fridge with the 24-hour number on it. Any emergencies, just talk to the answering service and they’ll get your problem sorted out. I don’t live that far away either, if it’s real troubling. I hope you have a restful night, and I’ll be by tomorrow at noon to pick you up for the services.”

“Thank you, Mr. Warren,” Diggory said back to him from the dining room table where he pulled a slim laptop from a courier bag. “I do really appreciate everything you’ve done for me, and for the family. Thanks for your patience with me, too. I know I’m not the easiest at times.”

Charles paused to select his words. “It’s uh… it’s my job. Something I’ve enjoyed doing over the years, but Diggory I gotta tell you, it’s been a privilege. Your family has done a lot for Twin Falls going back to my granddad’s time and before. Taking care of the family that helped build this valley up into something is just a real treat.”

“I’m excited to make this my home,” the younger man said, pausing to look out the window at the New Hampshire side.

“Trust me when I say, Twin Falls will be the better for having you. You have a pleasant night, and I hope you sleep well.”

Charles exited the house with a satisfied sigh, pulling the door with its ornate stained glass window shut. He made his way down the curving granite steps to the gray brick driveway. Tiny sprouts from early weeds poked out from between the old driving surface and Charles made a mental note to have the landscapers who dug the grave in the tiny family graveyard nearby come back over in a couple days to give the island a once-over. Unchecked weeds could cause considerable damage.

With sore knees, the elder lawyer crossed the driveway to his black Escalade and opened the door. The glossy paintjob shimmered from the light coming through the house windows and from the cold moon in the cloudless sky above. He shivered once before reaching over and putting the briefcase on the passenger seat. Charles pulled himself up and into the SUV. It took some effort, and he grunted in discomfort from the arthritis that was gumming up his works. Once belted in, he started the car and pulled away.

“Siri, call my wife.”

His phone did his bidding and within a few seconds, as he pulled over the Finch Island bridge onto the mainland where the low trees and wild bushes crowded the narrow road that was Feely Street, his wife’s phone picked up.

“Hey Chuck, how did it go?”

“We got everything done, Mary. He’s fully into the trust now and everything is signed as it should be.”

“That’s great, honey. What did you think of him?”

“He’s… not Beatrice, that’s for sure. His dad seems to have done some real damage to the kid. Hopefully having a stable place, with all the supports we can offer here, will let him settle in and feel safe. We’ll see.”

“Are you going to take him under your wing? Play the role of doting grandpa?” she teased.

“Ha ha, I might’s well. Stop by here and there, do some hand holding for him. He’ll need some guidance early on, for sure. The first year.”

“You get the impression he’s a good kid?”

“I think he’s trying. Works security in Boston, has a criminal justice degree. Wants to please, so I can see that once he gets past this… layer of quills he flares up. I think he’s naïve, but in a laissez-faire way.”

“Good, you can work with that. That’s really great. Will he take care of the house? The old mill?”

“I take care of those, Mary. And if I drop off some of that shepherd’s pie once a month that you’re famous for at the Moose, I’ll have ample opportunity to keep an eye on the place. Now the old mill… who’s to say? I doubt a tech-obsessed guy like him will want anything to do with a 200year-old mill building. Probably sit ignored like with Beatrice. Who knows. Maybe he’ll decide to take up painting and turn a room inside it into a studio.”

“No matter. You coming home now? I’ve got a plate of chicken ready for the micro for you.”

“Gonna drop these papers off at the office first. …No, you know what, to hell with it. I’ll come straight home. I can add him to payroll from the house,” Charles said as he took a left to head home. “My belly grumbled.”

“Great. You gonna call Eli?”

“Yeah. I figure I have about thirty more seconds before he calls me anyhoo.”

Mary laughed. “Sounds like Eli. I love you. See you in a few minutes.”

“Bye, baby,” Charles said, and tapped the end call icon on the dashboard screen. “Siri, call Elijah Danforth.”

One ring was all it took.

“Charles, so good to hear from you. I have the feeling that things went well, is that so?”

“Your feelings are always accurate, Eli,” Charles confirmed. “All the documents are signed, and he’s settled in for the night. He’s got a suit to wear for the services tomorrow. He’ll still need to sort out his apartment in Allston, and his job, but I don’t see that as a barrier. He spoke of feeling at home here.”

“Ah, that’s great news. There certainly is something about finding yourself in a comfortable place. Centering.”

“All that’s left now is purpose for the boy.”

“I have some ideas. He has potent hobbies he’s invested in. Those can be leveraged without doubt. I have a feeling our new friend will be here for the duration.”

“You think he’s the one?”

“If there was a test, we would administer it. Save a lot of people a lot of effort and spare even more from lifetimes of uncertainty. None of us want to be the victim of misplaced frustration, yet we have no control over the Finch bloodline.”

“He has to have kids, you know,” Charles said as he turned onto the sleepy upscale street that his house was on.

“Is that so? I suppose you’re right,” Eli said with an audible sigh.

Charles hit the switch to open the rightmost door on his three-bay garage and guided his Escalade over the inlaid runes carved into the stone on the floor where the door would descend after he parked. He didn’t see it, but he knew the wormlike, squiggly sigils glowed with faint awareness as he passed over them.

“We can arrange that. That’s a simple enough feat here in Twin Falls. I’ll put some feelers out to see if there’re any good leads on who could be a proper match. I hope he’s not gay.”

“He isn’t. He has a lengthy dating history, some observations of a possible gay fling in college. Might swing both ways, but as long he swings one way long enough, we’ll be okay.” Charles sat in his car, parked in the garage but with the engine still running. He rested his weary hands in his lap and chuckled.

“What’s funny?” Elijah asked him.

“Oh, just that the wheel keeps going around. Spun by us, spun by them. Spun by him, now, I guess. Our turn to manage a new Finch. See what happens.”

“I see, yeah. I can see the humor in that. We’re lucky, you know. So very lucky. Blessed in every possible way to be here in Twin Falls at the right time to be a part of this. We all know there are risks, prices we must pay, but… it’s a blessing nonetheless.”

“I know. I say my prayers at church, same as you, and I mean them,” Chuck said, then turned off his car. The engine ticked and pinged as the cooling began. He tapped the garage door control and the door rumbled down behind him, sealing his sanctuary shut.

“Alright, friend. I’ve got everything set up for tomorrow, and just about everyone is on the same page as far as the next few weeks goes. We only get one chance at welcoming home a new Finch. Once he’s fully moved in and settled, I’ll make my appearance. By then we’ll know how being here will affect him, and we can adjust our tactics.”

“What if we can’t control him?” Charles wondered out loud. He pinched up his face in regret at his unsure comment to Elijah.

“We are not meant to merely control him, Chuck. We’re not here to hurt him either. We’re here to contain him and protect him at all costs, the same as we did with Beatrice, and the same as the families did for his ancestors before us. He’s a Finch, is he not? And Finches are precious little birds. They’re fragile, beautiful creatures, and creatures like him—capable of doing what he might be meant to do—belong in their gilded cages, under lock and key.”


ENTRY #4 IT OCCURS TO ME NOW HOW FEW FUNERALS I’VE BEEN TO.

Calling today melancholy does the word melancholy fair justice. Sad from the moment I woke up straight through until now, and it’s a pervasive, chilling weight.

Weight. There’s that word again. Chuck talked about it, and I feel that weight acutely today. The prescient words of a caring old lawyer, trying to guide his ward through stormy waters.

It also rained today, so there’s that additional cherry on the ice cream sundae of grief.

So, I slept well in the upstairs master bedroom. Beatrice had relocated her sleeping arrangements to the first-floor guest room in the back of the house, so the master felt unused to me, and welcoming. I wouldn’t have slept in her guestroom/bedroom last night. Too close. But the unused master?

Sure.

I’ll get around to describing the rooms in the house soon enough. Most are wallpapered or painted in warm colors and tend to run smaller than you’d think. Old houses aren’t open like new houses are, evidently.

I slept well and woke up late (as is my preference, but you know that, future me) to the cloud-muffled sun creeping through the white curtains. Easy way to wake up.

I don’t normally eat breakfast, since I often work third shift, but when I wake up at 10am I aim for a brunch and allow myself to eat that. Most of the time I make a protein shake—or a smoothie if the blender in the apartment is clean. Usually it’s dirty because I made a smoothie the day before and didn’t clean it.

I have some bad habits, I recognize this. I’m working on it.

I cooked up some eggs and ate them with leftover fried rice. B+ breakfast at best. I’ll take it.

I checked the Elmoryn forums for an hour, looking for loot drops and guild news, checked Instagram for D&D memes and well-painted miniatures, then wandered the house to explore it. This place is massive; I think Chuck said it’s 3,000 square feet or something, plus a full rough basement.

Lots of rooms. Five bedrooms, three bathrooms. Kitchen, dining room, sitting room, living room and an office with built-in shelves that are to DIE FOR. There’s a large pantry, a small laundry room and two wrap-around porches, one on the first floor at the front door and one on the second floor that’s almost a balcony. You can sit on the second floor and get a totally amazing view of the mill building on the north end of the island, as well as both towns. This summer I’m totally putting in a gaming table on that porch so I can roll the clickety clacks and get my nerd on.

I’m totally dodging talking about my grandma’s funeral.

I was genuinely scared my dad would show. Not because I’m afraid of him, but because I was afraid I’d get frustrated and lose my cool at a time and place that was inappropriate. Dad and I have had our fair share of screaming matches over the years, and the last place I want to have them is my grandma’s funeral. He showed, but it went well. I’ll explain him when it chronologically makes sense to.

Chuck showed up as he said he would, and the chipper old man needlessly helped fix my tie. As someone who’s had to wear numerous suits doing site security over the years, I know how to tie a necktie. Hell, I look good in a suit. That’s one thing in my life I know. He might’ve made my presentation better. Hard to tell. Doesn’t matter. I’m not trolling my grandma’s funeral looking to get my dick wet.

Look presentable? Yeah.

I met his wife Mary at the Escalade in the driveway. She’s incredibly sweet. Maybe five years his junior, still with some blonde interlaced in her short, gray hair. I’d peg her as 100% “Karen” material, but she had a simple, pleasant nature and seemed easygoing all day, so maybe not. I rode in the back seat, on the soft leather, and we rode across town to the Vermont side, then north on Main Street. That’s Vermont Route 12, if you’re the map-fiend I am. Up Furmedge Hill a bit, away from the brick downtown area, and further north on the edge of the high school’s athletic fields was a large white church. I didn’t catch the name of it, or the denomination of it, but it had a large parking lot, and that parking lot was FULL. No, wait. It was Trinity Church.

In fact, Chuck said that the nearby high school a street over had its lot full, too. Beatrice had a bit of a following here in Twin Falls.

If I wasn’t who I was, I would’ve had to stand in line to get inside. Chuck and Mary escorted me up the stairs and into the… vestibule? Foyer? I don’t know these words. They’re churchy words that make my skin itch (due to my unwholesome aura.) Anyway, we were let past the line of young and middle-aged people and I was brought straight to the front of the church and given a seat in the front pew. The first… half of the church seemed to be suit-wearing, black-clad mourners of some importance. Family perhaps? I wasn’t introduced to most of them, but they exuded palpable grief and seemed more put-out by Beatrice’s death than everyone else.

Mary and Chuck sat beside me and the service began.

The… religious person in charge of the service was a younger woman with a smile as vibrant as the blue in her hair. Practically alit with electricity, she reminded me of Joy from Inside Out, and I mean that in most of the ways I could mean it. She smiled like there was no question about the presence of good in the world—and in the room—and I was convinced by her loving, caring words that my grandma was in a better place.

I didn’t catch her name, but she was awesome. Cherubic, powerful, and I smile thinking about what she said.

My big takeaway from what she said was my grandma’s impact on the community. She was an elementary school teacher for a decade, then a middle school teacher, finally winding up at the high school nearby. She taught for many more years, and wound up ending her career as Vice Principal, where she handled discipline. But, as I heard time and time again over the hand-shaking period, she didn’t discipline anyone; she pulled them from the soil that they grew in, and replanted them. She found the weeds and pulled them out so in the right kind of growth could occur. She found ways to teach morality and work ethic. The pictures of her on the easel were Hallmark advertisements, they were so perfect.

Beatrice was God’s gift to Twin Falls, and she taught thousands of people over her lifetime. The line of young and middle-aged people winding its way through the parking lot were her pupils over the years. On and on it went, her legacy. Her fingerprint on the world, like ripples on a still pond.

I wish one day to leave that kind of mark on the world. Seeing her effect on people and the community at large today was inspiring, future me. Listen to that shit. Inspiring. I know I said today was melancholy and this doesn’t change that. Feeling the direct outpouring of emotion on her behalf was like nothing I’ve ever experienced. She’ll get a statue here before it’s all said and done.

The day dragged on for… a whole day.

Services ran two solid hours. After the pastor (or reverend?) spoke, one of Grandma’s colleagues got up there and gave a speech about her, and then a few of her students said kind words. Then they had my dad come to the front and I was asked to stand near him, near her casket, and we greeted and thanked everyone who wanted to pay their last respects. Two people, former students of hers named James Gavin and Kimberlee Dawn Bacon (don’t ask me how I remember those names right now) stopped and talked about her for at least five minutes. I could see and feel the love in their words and expressions. Grandma really changed their lives.

Two things:

Being around that many people, most not wearing masks, still makes me antsy after 2020. I’ll leave that right there.

My dad was frigid as ice. Nervous as a long-tailed cat in a room full of rocking chairs, as they say. He wore a suit like I did, though his was in notably shittier condition than mine. He nodded at me once when I arrived beside him, and then the two of us stood straight as arrows, eyes fixed mostly forward the whole time, smiling our fake-ass smiles, shaking the hands of people who knew us but that we didn’t know. He seemed so fucking uncomfortable to be there, in that space, in this town. He didn’t say another word to me until he was about to leave.

“Diggs,” he said, like we were already in the middle of a conversation. “I know my mom left you the estate. It’s a lot of money. My advice to you is-”

“I don’t need your advice,” I whispered back to him. “Thank you.”

His eyes rose to meet mine, and for a split second I felt… unease? Worry? I’m not sure what the exact emotion was. Fear?

His eyes… they hardened and he leaned in closer as he stared at me. “This town is toxic. If you stay here, in that house on that island… you won’t like it. This is no home. These people,” he hissed, and gestured around the tiniest bit with hands held near his sides, “don’t care about you. They’re gonna change you. Try and control you. You’re a Finch, and they’ve been sucking at our family’s tit for almost two hundred years. You’re just the next fucking rube they’re gonna fleece. They have an agenda. This place was bad for me and it’ll be bad for you.”

“I’m a big boy now,” I hissed back, leaning in. “And I can take care of myself.”

“Don’t stay here. Take what you can and run.”

“Like you ran from Mom and me?”

I watched him grit his teeth in anger, then maybe I saw sadness? I don’t know. He turned and walked away. He departed the church with a woman I’ve never seen before on his arm. She comforted him.

That’s what “it went well,” means with my dad and me.

Charles and Mary scooped me up as the church emptied. They hugged me tight, in a way I hadn’t been hugged since I was real little, when I remember my parents still being in love. I cried then. Vulnerable but protected, enveloped in the clean scents of older adults, I cried.

Not a lot, but enough to reset myself. A good cry will do that for you. It’s like spraying your windshield and letting the wipers go late in a snowstorm when the salt cakes the glass over. You think you’re seeing okay, then the tears come, and wash away the haze that was obscuring your world. The sun shines.

We got back into the Escalade and made our way back to the island. About six cars were already there, and a few black-clad funeral attendees milled about, obviously waiting for us and my grandma’s body to arrive.

This was my first time to wander the island. Wander is a strong word. I was able to walk along the road towards the mill building for a hundred feet or so before taking a left down an overgrown stone walking path. It was bordered by a well-built rock wall and led to a rectangular stone wall that sealed off a private family graveyard. The graveyard was behind a wrought iron gate that wouldn’t have prevented anyone from getting in or out. The rock wall was maybe thigh height, and the door and frame in the entrance was eight feet tall. The door was stuck open anyway.

I’ll add this— the ornate metalwork was old and impressive. There were two animals worked into the repetitive motif: predictably, finches, which were cute and noble-seeming… and… octopi.

Yes, octopi. Mostly used as a framing device, tentacles draping downward like vines, keeping all the little finches organized inside the wrought iron frame.

Strange, but beautiful. Should’ve been creepy, but mostly it was fascinating.

Not in the back row, nearest to the island’s stony edge, but one row closer, was the hole Charles had the landscaping guys dig for Beatrice. She is the seventh person buried here in the family graveyard. Each of my ancestors laid to rest were governed over in their rest by imposing obelisks, each etched with more beautiful bird and mollusk artwork. I didn’t read the names, and they don’t matter. Old dead people who I will look into at a later date, when I have the urge to reconnect with the past of a family that I’m only now becoming aware of.

We wandered about, and when the hearse arrived about a half hour later everyone gathered in the graveyard under soft rain, and my grandma was laid to rest in a solemn, silent process. No priest present, no words said, just those who were closest to her nearby to see her oak casket disappear beneath the soil. I left before the two guys started to shovel her under but didn’t make it back to the house before being stopped by someone at the bottom of the granite stairs that lead up to the porch.

A woman, perhaps my age, plain but elegant and respectfully dressed in an all-white attire from what I think is Hindu fashion. I didn’t acknowledge that she’d been present the entire time, but when I was presented with her there, at the base of the steps leading up into my soon to be home, it hit me that she had actually been around the entire time. Somehow, I’d tuned her out.

So, the guy thing to do is continue describing how she looked, right? Play up the curve of her boobs beneath the sheer white shawl draped over her shoulders; or talk about the muted flesh tone lipstick she wore on her rather attractive lips. But I’ll leave her appearance as I said, adding that she had the dark skin of someone from India or Pakistan. She greeted me with a smile corrupted by a sadness that was more profound than mine. An older sadness that could only be born from true loss. The loss of someone you’d known for a good long time, had been close to.

“You’re Diggory,” was the first thing she said. She stuck her hand out and I shook it. Her skin was a little cool. She had no foreign accent so I assumed she was from around here.

“I am. We’re not related, are we? You’re more emotional about my grandma dying than anyone I know that’s related to my family, so I presume you’re like, a long-lost relative?” I joked, trying to get that wrinkle out of her smile. I wanted her to be happy.

She laughed, and the sound was pretty damn delightful. “No relation, though Beatrice was like a second mother to me.”

“How do you know my grandma?”

“I’m a librarian at Gary Phillips Library on the Danforth side. Your grandma came in almost every day. She hosted a toddler’s story time on Tuesdays and Thursdays in the morning, and we had lunch at least once a week at Cub’s Coffee on Main Street. It has all the bears in the window? Everything is bear-themed. So good. She was the sweetest woman; I can’t imagine your grief.”

“I um… I’m sad, but I wasn’t close to her. My father and her had drama, I think, and I grew up outside of her sphere of influence. I’m seeing now that appears to be a huge loss on my part,” I said, and shook my head in disbelief a little. “It’s like finding out you’re related to Mother Theresa or Gandhi.”

“I’d be delighted to tell you all I know about her,” the woman said. Her expression twisted into slight embarrassment. “I haven’t introduced myself, have I? I’m so awkward. I’m Alisha Anand.”

“It’s really nice to meet you, Alisha,” I said as we shook hands for the first time again. “I’m Diggory, but you already knew that.”

“I just wanted to say hello,” she continued. “Your grandmother thought a lot of you. Your father as well. I don’t know what the drama might’ve been. She missed him and never spoke of any kind of confrontation. …I’m sorry, that’s all best for another day. Look, take my number, will you? If you need anything here in town, just call. I know the man who runs the trust for your family is resourceful, but he’s twice your age and likely boring.” She produced a pen and piece of paper from her small purse and started to write.

“Dreadfully boring,” I said in agreement. “Not really. Charles is pretty cool, actually.”

She handed me the slip of paper and I read the number. It’s in my phone now.

“Text me when you get settled, whenever that is. I’ll show you some of the things to do around here that don’t involve mudding in a 4x4 or tipping cows over at Kennedy Ranch or Bess Dairy, and maybe we can grab a lunch,” she said, and I felt that she meant it.

“Don’t underestimate the entertainment value in bovine angle adjustment. And yeah, I’d like that. …Hey, can I say something now? Something a little forward and weird? My impulse control is shit.”

Her guards went up. I watched as her eyes kind of… hardened. “Sure,” she said pretending to be approachable.

“I’m trying something new. A new Diggory Finch,” I paused, blanked out by a moment of fear that I was making a mistake in taking the risk. I steeled myself, though, and jumped off the cliff. New day, new me. “Historically, I’m not the best at being a friend. I’ve learned some… shitty friendship habits. I can be abrasive. Um… if you can be patient with me, I promise you, I think I’m worth it.”

She softened. I think she was expecting me to hit on her.

“Diggory, you’re talking to an Indian librarian in semi-progressive redneck country. I’m not much more than an exotic masturbation fantasy around here. A patient, kind man who is the grandson of a woman I adored gets a few second chances at being my friend. Just don’t ask me for my OnlyFans or send me dick pics.”

I smiled then, and nodded. I fought the powerful urge to ask her if she actually had an OnlyFans account. “I’ll do my best. Is there any chance you’re a gamer?”

“Like Call of Duty?”

I cringed. “No, more like, Dungeons and Dragons, or Settlers of Catan, or Magic?”

“We have a gaming club at the library. Twenty members or so. I’ve sat in on a few of their sessions. It looks like fun, but every time I try to learn more about a game someone just stares at my chest and I have to jet.”

“I’m sorry, that’s… pretty typical actually. Gamers are pretty awkward.”

“So am I, but I don’t stare at the bulge in your slacks.”

“Shots fired.”

She snickered. “Take care of yourself, Diggory. I look forward to a text from you.”

And she left. I watched her go, and for the first time in… a really long time I felt excited to talk to someone again, but a little afraid I’d fuck it up. So far, so good.

I miss my grandma and I barely knew her. I’m crashing hard on the couch right now. I can barely type. It’s been such a long day.

Comfy couch.

-Diggory


ENTRY #5 I HATE TO ADMIT IT, BUT I HAD A GOOD TIME AT MY GRANDMA’S FUNERAL.

For real. I did.

Sad as it was, yeah. I feel truly uplifted this morning, waking up on the comfy couch here in the living room just off the central stairs, sun streaming in through the windows. Knowing that my grandma’s… purity? Charity? Kindness? Nature?

Knowing that who she was created so much good in this region is one thing, but I am sitting here realizing that all the things that made her amazing… could be in me, too.

My whole life I’ve just accepted that I’m fruits of the poisonous tree. A cast-off son from a discarded marriage between a man and a woman who were themselves from the discount bin of life. Destined to struggle, cursed to achieve no more than what would barely suffice to survive long enough to die a forgettable death.

But maybe not.

Maybe I’m not a mistake.

I’ve made mistakes, but I am not made OF mistakes.

That’s an epiphany a lifetime in the making, future me. I’m sitting here real hopeful that you’ve known this for some time. I’m happy that you’re looking back on this moment, watching the flowers in the garden of my life bloom for maybe the first time ever.

Thank you, Beatrice. Thank you, Grandma.

Also, thank you Chuck Warren for depositing $4,000 in my bank account this morning. It’s more than what he told me to expect, but maybe he pro-rated some shit for me so I could rent a U-Haul. I’ll call him later to say thanks. I wish I could text him. I hate making phone calls.

I’m leaving my Camry here and taking the Outback wagon. On the way out of town I’m gonna register it at Warren Falls Town Hall. Registering in New Hampshire is easy. I should be back in Boston by dinner time. I’ll grab some take out and check in with my roommates. Maybe I’ll treat them to a beer or something. I need to call my boss and give notice.

I’ll worry about moving details tomorrow.

The urge to text Alisha is STRONG, man.

Am I crushing on her? Is this what that is? Am I that desperate for human connection? She’s not even really my type, not that I know what my type is. No dick pics. Never. Not even once.

I can’t wait to go online later and tell Natty about everything. I’m sure he’ll either hit up a raid or two or grind XP with me. I’m jonesing for my Elmoryn fix.

Alright, I’ve got shit to do. I’m Audi-5000, G.

-Diggory


THE SECOND INTERLUDE

THE NIGHTMARE THAT LIGHT COULDN’T SEE




Light from the moon made the fresh spring grass blue-white in the towns of Twin Falls. The slick drops of dew clung to the blades of grass as the threat of dawn approached. Over the sound of the bitterly cold and loud Connecticut River churning—groaning—south through its gorge between the two towns, noises grew in the distance—sounds of humanity beginning its workday. Showers ran hot, coffee makers gurgled and dripped, cars were started in yards to warm up despite the considerable increase in temperature from the previous, chilly month.

A cozy, quaint New England town, waking up from a cozy night’s rest in spring.

“Go ahead,” the carpenter said to his dogs as he held the storm door open into the stockade-fence-ringed backyard.

At his feet two shelter rescues bolted outside, gleefully trampling the gray-green grass with their scampering paws. Well-trained and quite ready to use the restroom facilities in the fenced-in yard, they were both urinating in the back corners before the pneumatic cylinder pulled the door shut with a click. These were good dogs. Loved and loving.

Bushes freshly watered, they returned their attentions to one another. They romped and played, yanking a rope back and forth in a familiar tug of war, and when their human friend brought out their bowls full of food their elation knew no bounds. Before he left for the morning, as the sun crested the New Hampshire hills in the east, he tossed out their tennis balls and chew toys and made sure their bowls of water were full.

It would be a cool day filled with play, and he wanted them to have plenty to drink.

[image: Image]

The carpenter returned not long after the sun hit its zenith. The two dogs had been sleeping, dreaming deep, when his pickup came down their sleepy street and pulled into the garage. They were awake, ecstatic again, thoroughly thrilled by the presence of their favorite human.

Not long after coming back into the house, entirely outside of their realm of knowledge or comprehension, Diggory Finch registered his grandmother’s red Subaru Outback at the nearby Warren Falls Town Hall and departed, heading southeast for his apartment in Allston.

His exit from the gilded cage of Twin Falls tore a miniscule rent in the fabric of reality, opening a window into a place that couldn’t be understood, and something small slipped into Twin Falls before the wound in time, space, and sanity healed.
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“Go ahead,” the exhausted carpenter said once more, setting the dogs free into the now-darkening sky. Just as with every other time he let them out to do their business, they shot like fur-covered sausage-missiles across the patio and grass to the back fence where the paired bushes grew.

One tawny mutt went into his deployment stance and began to pee once more, but the other dog stopped, frozen solid several feet from the thickening leaf cover on the rhododendron. The dog’s hackles crept up and its lips peeled upward, baring its teeth. A tremulous growl slipped from the animal as it smelled and heard something alien inside the shadows of the flowering bush.

Both dogs, now aware and alert of a strange presence inside their fence began to issue low growls and slowly back away, tails tucked under.

The canine closest to the rhododendron and whatever hid beneath it stopped backing up; something unseen had taken grip of his front paw. It pulled back—terrified, confused, and then in pain—and the animal’s muzzle was clamped shut by another unseen, invisible force. Its urine came free then, hot and streaming into the grass.

The other dog barked then and jumped forward to help its sibling, but its attempts to get close were halted by even more unseen appendages. Its mouth was seized shut as each of its four limbs were taken hold of. The animal lifted several feet off the ground—picked up as if it were suddenly able to levitate—and snapped under the bushes, yanked beneath by arms that defied vision. The animal’s whimpers were crunched silent.

The first dog, paralyzed by the unthinkable moment, then slowly slid under the bush, held still by forces it couldn’t see or fight back against.

The rear storm door of the house opened then and the carpenter leaned out, eyes narrowed and mouth a tiny bit ajar. He’d heard the growling and something inside him forced him up to the pistol in the case on his mantle, and then to the back door. He had the weapon in hand, but no idea what threat to point it at. Without thought he snapped the safety off.

“Cola? Seba?” he hollered into the dusk-strewn backyard.

The thing in the bush reacted to his voice and the unmanifested danger of the unfired weapon. In the half-reality it lived in, the purpose of the weapon was as palpable to it as the actual damage it could cause when fired. In its state—no more than a mewling newborn—the weapon presented danger, and it opted to flee.

The man flinched, recoiling back as he watched something launch towards the night sky up and out of the distant foliage. The disturbance climbed up and over the rear pressure-treated wooden fence of the yard. His mind couldn’t quite make sense of the blur it made; some of what he saw seemed long, like a leaping jaguar he’d seen on a nature documentary, and some of it wasn’t visible at all, instead seeming like streaks of gray paint mixed into a body made of viscous slime.

He did see two bolts of color go up and over the wall. The two smudges matched the fur colors of his dogs and, just like that, there was stillness and silence.

Clarity regained, barefoot and wearing only gym shorts and tank top, he ran over the flat stones of his patio to the hip-high gate on the side of his yard. Pistol still in hand he ran to the back of his fence, searching for his pets, or whatever animal it was than managed to grab them and flee.

“Cola?! Seba?!” he hollered into the dinnertime night.

But they weren’t able to answer him anymore. The carpenter smelled blood.

He hollered three more times before returning to the inside of his fence. The man went to the bushes to see if there was a print in the soft soil or mulch, but stopped when he saw the red smear of blood cresting the top of his fence where he had watched his animals taken. The copper invaded his nostrils, then, and told him too much.

Tears in his eyes, he stormed inside to get the keys to his truck.


ENTRY #6 ALLSTON MAKES ME UNCOMFORTABLE.

I NEVER thought I’d say that, but here I am, shit mostly packed up in my apartment bedroom, sitting at my desk for the last time here before packing up everything on it, and I’m practically scratching my skin straight off my body.

I spend a few days in Twin Falls then come back to Boston metro, and within two days all I can smell is car exhaust and piss. The cars on the streets sound like airplanes taking off, and the airplanes taking off feel like they’re going to shake the whole building down on top of us.

And the river? The sound of the Connecticut River is still inside my memory, begging to be experienced again. It’s like white noise on a silent night. The overpowering absence of that stimulation threatens to make me sit up, covered in sweat, emotions akimbo, desperate to just HEAR SOMETHING.

Silence can be violent, as we’ve learned.

Fuck you, absent parents. I’m so bitter. I need to grow up and stop blaming them for so many of the decisions they no longer make for me.

I want out of here so bad that I’m almost ready to leave right now. I’m only writing this at bedtime because it feels like I really ought to jot down just how uncomfortable I am. I mean it; it’s some next level shit. Anxiety to the extreme. It makes me wonder… how much of my actual unhappiness has been caused by forcing myself to live here, in the city? I know I moved here because I was sick of living in rural New England, but the way I feel right now… it makes me realize that maybe I was coping with how the city has made me feel. Maybe I’m not actually made for living in an urban environment? Maybe I am a country kid at heart and I’m here, unhappy, but convinced that being here makes me happier than it does?

Really sucks to turn that spotlight on yourself and evaluate your choices. My therapists would be proud.

Ugh. I’m leaving tomorrow. I couldn’t rent a U-Haul trailer in time today (as it turns out, you still need to jump through several hoops to rent one remotely) and mine won’t be available to pick up until after noon tomorrow. I’m getting it from a gas station further out from the city. Small trailer about the size of like, four fridges stacked up. Enough for the shit I want to bring with me. I gave some stuff to Chad and Ariel, and they were both thankful. Ariel even did a TikTok with me to say goodbye, and it’s gotten like, ten thousand likes, or upvotes, or whatever they use on that app. I’m quasi-famous by association.

The sky is the limit for me, y’all.

I put in my notice but my boss told me I was already replaced and didn’t have to work out the time. I have to drop off some uniform stuff and my tool belt at the office tomorrow.

I’m so excited to go back to my new home. Right now, riding the high of an inheritance, a cool old house on a frigging island, getting out of this apartment, and having my own space is straight up intoxicating. I can’t wait to get home, get my stuff moved in, and… oh shit.

I need to handle my grandma’s stuff. I can do that. I’ll donate it. People will love that. Maybe that church she had her services at can do a tag sale or something. Is there a Goodwill in Twin Falls? Nah. I’d rather just give it to a shelter or something.

Back to juvenile joy.

I can set up an office, a gaming room, I can buy curtains and new towels, and it’s ALL MY SPACE! I don’t have to share anything with anyone if I don’t want to. I CAN WALK AROUND NAKED ALL THE TIME AND AIR OUT MY BALLS WITH IMPUNITY!

Thrilling.

You know one thing about small town life that’s cool? It’s far less complicated. Rules are suggestions, and common sense prevails over bureaucracy. I showed up to the Warren Falls Town Hall on Greenmore Street (beside Holly’s General Store) to re-register grandma’s Outback, and when I tried to do it the lady behind the counter (introduced to me as Joceanne Gallowglass, which is one of the best last names I’ve ever heard) put up some resistance. I didn’t have the right paperwork on me or whatever. After a few minutes of me trying to make my case, this older lady (clearly the townie who’d been working as a clerk there for 30+ years. She had gone gray, but she wore a blonde dye job like a queen might wear a crown and a nametag that said Temple) walked by and caught the conversation. She came right over like nothing else mattered.

“Oh dear, just go ahead and take care of Mr. Finch,” she said to the first woman who wanted me to go get a bill to prove residence. “He’s Beatrice’s grandson. Charles Warren is taking care of his details. Diggory, we’re all so sorry for your loss, but we are so happy to have you here in Twin Falls.” Sweet. As. Honey. She drifted off, her angelic miracle for the day performed.

“Oh, okay, very well then. I’m sorry Mr. Finch,” Joceanne said, and about two minutes later I cut a pair of checks and the car was in my name. Small town living at its finest. Thank you, Ms. Gallowglass and Lady Temple.

Okay, I’m tired, and I really, really need to rest. I just downed a swig of NyQuil to take the edge off. NyQuil is my magic med when I can’t sleep or when I’m sick. One little mouthful and I’m floating on the clouds.

I uh… I also just messaged Alisha. Just sent her a little message that said, “Hey, this is Diggory. Coming back to Twin Falls tomorrow. TTYS. Hope the librarian life is treating you well.”

In retrospect, my message feels stupid and unwarranted.

Was it weird? Didn’t feel weird when I sent it, but now I’m second-guessing it. Well, way to deep-six another friendship, Diggs.

Did an Elmoryn raid with Natty, Xander, and Mordeth right before I started writing this. No good loot drops, but we did make it to the bottom of the Snake Mountain instance, and I was able to resurrect those wight guards like I thought. Means the boss fight moving forward will be much easier. Just need to keep at it and practice timing. I think we need a heavier tank, though. That Ice Bear boss hits like a ‘roided-out Boston bouncer with anger problems. I love hanging with Natty. He’s as inappropriate as they come, and hilarious. Like a release valve on my stress.

Alright, getting wobbly, and my eyes sure are heavy. My last night in Allston.

About time.

-Diggory


ENTRY #7 AND THE CLOUDS PARTED… AND I FELT THE SUN ON MY FACE.

Twin Falls, man. Home, sweet home.

Coming across that bridge to this little island is, and I mean this will the FULL weight of the phrase, like drawing in two lungs full of fresh air. That shit is EXTRA. Being on this island, with the two towns on each side of it, with the taller rocky cliff face on one side, and the old concrete mill building ruins on the other, mixed in with the greenery, is like stepping into another time and place. (Ignore the graveyard with its faded tombstones.)

This house has a date above the door; says 1840. The old mill building down the way doesn’t have a date, but the two have to have been put up pretty close to each other. That means this home is almost two hundred years old. Insanity. That’s industrial revolution stuff.

You know what happened in the 1840s? The Liberty Bell cracked. They started using postage stamps. Florida became a state. The Irish Potato Famine, NBD.

Crazy when you think about it like that, yet here I am, setting up a new life. Been a few days since I actually got back here, and I haven’t done much off the island here since. Largely obsessed with getting things set up. I’ve been SUPER busy. I’ve also been able to accept the reality that Alisha has not texted me back yet, which makes me feel like a complete wretch. One more notch in the belt on fucking up friendships.

Before turning in the U-Haul trailer I made a run to the Walmart just outside of the valley and dropped like $450 on plastic storage containers, new towels and household goodies like toilet paper and paper towels/soap/shampoo etc. I used those containers to get all of grandma’s stuff out of her drawers and closet, freeing up all the storage space for my pretty limited clothing. I tossed all her out-of-date food (which was… a fair amount. Can we discuss why there’s a certain inventory minimum for boomers regarding salad dressings but no actual salad making materials? Same shit with my parents. Eight bottles of frigging Italian dressing variants, one bag of dry ass carrots.)

Note: neither town here has chains. Franchises. Like, I can’t think of any. Every single business is locally owned, which makes it interesting and quaint but does make things more expensive. It’s weird. Maybe it’s a chamber of commerce thing.

Anyway.

I built up the human courage to actually call the church and, much to my surprise, I didn’t burst into flames for making a call or for talking to the reverend. Same lady who did the services for Grandma. Reverend Jennifer Moss. Super, super nice on the phone, and after she extolled the virtues of Beatrice Finch yet again, and then extended her genuine and heartfelt support to me in any way possible, she gratefully accepted my offer of bringing in my grandma’s clothes for them to give out at their food pantry/swap shop.

So, I hopped in the low rider Outback, swung the hooptie across town, and delivered the plastic cases of old lady clothes to her at the door to the back of church, where they store stuff. The Reverend Moss (in street clothes, so the only way I could identify her was her brightly colored hair) really was the nicest person I’ve met. Cherubic. Angelic.

You ever meet one of those people who seem to FEEL EVERYTHING? Like, your joy becomes their joy? Your sorrow becomes theirs? She struck me as one of those empathic types. Really in the moment.

I had to get away from her as soon as I could. The intensity of living with such emotion was a fun rollercoaster to look at from a distance but that plunge up close took my air. I think she caught on after a few minutes and dialed it down a bit. Empaths. Can’t hide anything from them.

I moseyed to the U-Haul place (owned and operated by The Open Box Guys, which is a clever name) and dropped the trailer off, hit the grocery store (Smirgles!) for a full restock, and headed back to the island. I did notice that there are a bunch local coffee shops in the vicinity. Cab Café I think I already mentioned, but there’s also Peanut’s Pastries, Coy’s Books and Café, and Campbell’s Coffee. The coffee shops are almost all within walking distance, which is awesome (not that my lazy ass will EVER make that walk) and Campbell’s is just a few minutes’ drive.

I did have a weird moment of déjà vu when I came back over the bridge. My last night in Allston I had a dream about coming back here to Twin Falls and in that dream I drove back here, winding my way through the streets, taking a tour of the neighborhoods that were off the main roads. I saw all different kinds of stuff, and when I was driving around, I was impressed by my memory. But the bridge to get here on the island was a worn iron bridge, previously painted green. I remember it being that way.

But driving back across the bridge the other day… it wasn’t the spotted, decayed old thing I remember. It was almost fully green, and the color was far brighter than I recalled. When I drove across it, I felt this weird... chill. I call it déjà vu, but it might’ve just been this weird cognitive dissonance and my body reacted by shivering.

I just scrolled up to read my account of coming here for the first time, and very clearly I say the bridge is worn and rusty, flecked with green paint. Yet now (I just looked out the living room window—there’s just enough light left to see) that the bridge is, in fact, rather green.

Fresh coat of paint? Must’ve been the maintenance dudes Chuck has hired on? I’m calling him.

Left a message with the answering service people. Said it wasn’t an emergency but was curious if he’d asked someone to paint the bridge. Makes sense. Iron rusts, and without fresh paint every so often the shit will fall apart.

Weird though. Something doesn’t feel quite right about it.

Can’t sweat it right now. Natty and I are grinding XP. Reddit says there are some increased loot drops in the mountains of southern Duulan. We’re gonna hop a train south from Amaranth and hit up some of the Plainswalker spawn points for leather. They’re nasty quadripedal rhino-things, but I hear if you can collect enough hide and bring it to a master armorer; they can craft some baller gear.

Not into crafting in my MMOs though. GIVE ME PIXELATED VIOLENCE.

-Diggory


ENTRY #8 I MIGHT BE CRAZY, BUT I’M NOT CRAZY ABOUT THIS. I THINK.

Bad boy lawyer Chuck “Thug Life” Warren rolled up in his Escalade this morning, right before lunch. I’d only just dragged my ass out of bed upstairs when I saw him parked just on the island side of the bridge. He was standing, hands on hips, assessing the green bridge with his back to me. He looked exactly like you’d expect a lawyer without his suit coat on would look.

Annoyed, but business casual.

Wanting to establish dominance as my lair was threatened, I put on a bathrobe I saved from my grandma (lilac print. I love lilacs.), slipped my Pokémon Pikachu slippers on, and moseyed down to him, Darth Vader coffee cup in hand. I mix fandoms. Roll with it.

“Hey, Mr. Warren,” I greeted him.

“Oh, Diggory,” he said, and I could tell I startled him. He must’ve been lost in thought. I am not a ninja. Unless, there are clans of Ninjas that wear lilac bathrobes and stalk their prey wearing Pikachu slippers. If there are, I need to apply for membership STAT.

“You have the two landscaper dudes paint the bridge while I was gone? Looks great.”

“Yeah,” he said, agreeing with me. “I had them come and do some of the weeds and other stuff while you were gone. They did a good job, huh?”

I looked around, and yeah, he was right. I hadn’t even noticed that the expansive lawn was mowed, or the weeds yanked up. I tossed a glance at the dumpster beside the garage and noticed clippings in the nearby dirt.

“Looks great. Thanks for keeping on top of everything.”

He’d turned his attention back to the bridge, and I didn’t think he heard me. I repeated myself.

“Oh, yes, of course. It’s really an honor. Stewardship is something I was apparently born to do,” he joked, and laughed.

I nodded awkwardly and sipped my coffee.

“So, settling in well?”

“Yeah, I’m trying to figure out what to do with the place. I don’t want to change anything, just not sure what to do. I’ve never had a place this big. I’m more comfortable with trying to organize what goes on the desk next to my bed and how many hours of overtime I need to work to afford my parking permit.”

“Finding stuff to worry about is easy. Just wait until you meet an interesting woman. And you know, you’re right, it’s a lot of house,” Chuck agreed. “You’ll figure it out. Don’t forget, the old mill over there is yours too. Keys are hanging on the key hook near the back door. One of these days put some jeans on and go exploring over there. It’s an amazing space. Bring a flashlight. Maybe you can turn some of it into an art studio.”

“I strike you as the artistic type?” Lilac. Bathrobe.

“Maybe, yeah. I heard through the grapevine you do some painting from time to time,” he said, quite proud that he knew something about me.

“I paint miniatures for games. Terrain at times when I have a scenario that needs it.”

“I always wanted to do the model trains. Maybe you can build yourself a gaming room over there. Plenty of space, and you own it all. Keeping the heat on will stretch the trust a bit, but it’s yours to do with as you wish, more or less.”

Huh. Pretty cool idea, right? A massive Joe Manganiello/Gary Gygax geek lair to game in? Critical hit on my boner, hello…

Chuck and I parted ways after he checked out the landscaping work, and I returned inside to get another cup of coffee and fire up the computer to login to Elmoryn. No one at my level was online so I grinded easier loot in the mountains of Duulan. I did get ganked hard by a spawn of Shadow Wolves, though. Creepy-ass creatures. They’re invisible unless you have firelight. They’re only visible when the light of actual flame touches them. You just start getting mauled and can’t see what’s trying to kill you until you get a torch lit or toss a flame spell to make light. They tend to attack at twilight and dawn when your fires are out or aren’t lit yet. Smart little bastards. Anyway, I survived, and picked up some nice low-level stuff I donated to the guild.

Tomorrow I’m gonna go check out the mill building. I’m super excited.

-Diggory


THE THIRD INTERLUDE

CHARLES WARREN, ESQUIRE

Diggory turned and walked back up the dirt driveway that led him to the granite steps that led to House Finch, on Finch Island. Charles spared a few seconds to watch the younger man go and suddenly absorbed the presence of the old lady’s bathrobe. The lawyer’s simmering worry burned off as he chuckled. He got into his SUV, started it, and pondered whether or not to call Elijah Danforth. He decided against it and drove straight to Danforth Falls Town Hall, across the river.

The quiet, late morning drive through the twin downtowns only took seven or eight minutes. He made his way up Main Street and turned onto Rae Street, driving past the Danforth Falls police department. He might make a stop there after, to check in with the chief. Charles paid astute attention to the town’s visual characteristics as he went; he was looking for something.

The lawyer parked in the parking lot beside the three-story stone municipal building and made his way under the spring sun to the side entrance. After holding the door for a town employee who was leaving, he entered and took the stairs up to the top floor. The hard soles of his shoes clicked on the tile as he made his way down the long hallway to the far side of the building, where Elijah’s office was. Charles didn’t knock, he just opened the door and entered the outer office where Elijah’s executive assistant was stationed.

“Mrs. Van, you look brilliant and amazing today, as always,” Charles said to her. He knew the smart, ambitious young lady tangentially as the daughter of the owner of the rock-crushing company on the outskirts of town. She wanted a career in politics, not heavy labor like her father. She had an exotic first name... Alvith? No, Alvona. Alvona Van.

“Mr. Warren, hello. Is Mr. Danforth expecting you?”

“No more than usual,” Charles said. “Is he in?” He pointed at the heavy wooden door, inlaid with ornate woodwork and, beneath that, carvings of eldritch powers than kept unseen things at bay.

“Let me ring him,” the secretary said.

Elijah’s door opened and the middle-aged man stepped into the space. Elijah was fifteen years younger than Charles and he had the brown hair to show for it. Charles’ gray, expertly coiffed ‘do had little on Elijah’s intense, almost hipster-ish tight trim. Elijah wore rectangular glasses with thick black frames, while Charles had no glasses. Charles had a small potbelly, and Elijah looked like he casually crushed triathlons for fun on long weekends.

“I had a feeling you might stop by,” the younger city manager said.

“Your feelings are usually accurate, Mr. Danforth. You have a few minutes for me?” Charles offered, but the act was a charade put on to fool the naïve secretary. These two men already knew the time would be made.

“Come on in, Charles. I have a few minutes. Alvona, hold my calls, would you?”

“Of course, Mr. Danforth,” she said, and returned to playing Candy Crush on her desktop, or whatever else she could fill her time with at the town hall position she needed as a stepping stone into greater roles.

Charles padded across the lush carpet to the door that Elijah stood in. The two men shook hands firmly and the lawyer crossed the threshold into the office. Breaching the sanctum’s seal gave the lawyer the chills for a moment, and he shivered it off as soon as Elijah shut the door behind him.

The wall beyond was mostly tall windows, and they gave Elijah a wide view to the northeast over the brick buildings of downtown. The hills of western New Hampshire spilled outward and beyond, but before that was the chasm of the Connecticut River, and Finch Island, just a half mile away. The office’s location wasn’t new, and it was where it was for a reason. The hills didn’t require anyone to watch them, but Finch House… did. Elijah took his place behind the desk where he could look to the side and see that very house and island. He beckoned for Charles to sit wherever he pleased.

“Talk to me,” Eli said. “I felt a shift a few days ago. Like crossing over the notches. Bubbles popping in my head. Do you know what happened?”

“Blatant shift,” Charles said, sitting in the firm leather seat opposite Eli. “The bridge onto the island was rusting out, all the paint gone. Now it’s damn near pristine.”

“Are you shitting me?” Eli said, pulling out a drawer and producing binoculars. He stood and aimed his sight to the island. “Wow.”

“Yeah.”

“Anything else?” Eli asked him, sitting back in the chair he worked in. His body slumped, drained from the revelation he’d just seen.

“I didn’t see anything else on the way from there to here. He doesn’t realize he’s responsible for it. There’s no way he could possibly draw that line. He thinks the landscapers did it.”

“Are we sure they didn’t?”

“They wouldn’t change a damned thing without my explicit say-so. You know they were both ex-Special Forces guys originally. They’ve got Twelve blood in them, plus something extra special. They’re as on-board as anyone else can be.”

“Right, right,” Eli said, clearly worried by the whole situation with the bridge. “They creep me out. You know, if he’s already affecting the world around him… we’ve got to tighten things up. Get some of the old spells up and running at full strength. I’ll have to pull in the old blood. At their point in life they’re a lot closer to the other side and can sense better if anything has torn through. I’ll get in touch with the chief and let him know.”

“We don’t want things getting through. Not at all,” Charles said. “I’ve read the stories. We don’t have enough of those coins to keep our heads on top of our necks.”

“Fuck,” Elijah said under his breath. “We should get more coins. It’s a hellish process. But that’s secondary. First things first, I need to get into the same room as this guy. I’ll get a much better sense of where he’s at. All I need is a handshake.”

“He’s potent, Eli,” Charles warned. “I don’t have the feelings you do, and this kid… he’s the real deal, I think. Beatrice was a non-factor, but this Diggory kid… he inherited it. Maybe enough of it. He scares me.”

“You think?” Eli posed. “For the alleged transubstantiation?”

“I don’t know what you want to call it, but ours might be the last generation that needs to babysit the Finch family. At least, in the way we’ve had to for so long.”

“It’s a blessing, Chuck,” Eli said. “We are blessed to be in the role we have. Neither us or nor our parents were asked much of with Beatrice, but this is a new Finch, and we are ready.”

“I hope so.”

“Does he frequent anywhere?”

“Buys a lot of coffee, I think. I’ll get some info. See if he needs anything. Worst case, I’ll have the two guys break something at the house to make a meeting happen.”

“Good, perfect.” Elijah leaned back in his office chair and closed his eyes to think. Charles watched as the de facto leader of the Twin Falls region plotted, planned, and worried. “Make sure those two don’t hurt him or cause too much damage. They’re… not always delicate. Their sensibilities have been polluted.”

“I’ll make sure. Should we be worried?” Charles asked him.

Elijah opened his eyes and looked out the windows in the direction of the Finch house on its private island between two states… and two worlds. The town manager considered his response.

“We are professionals, right? Most of us? Lawyers, businessmen, politicians. Worrying on some level is part and parcel with who we are. Now, our births and the legacies of our families have handed us considerably more reasons to worry, but there is such great reward with that worry, isn’t there? And those rewards take away so many things that others worry about, isn’t that so?”

“I can’t argue with that. I guess… What could happen? If he’s as powerful as he might be?”

Elijah locked eyes with Charles, and the lawyer knew the consequences of the game they’d played could be dire. More awful and terrible than perhaps he’d ever fully absorbed.

“There is a balance. There has always been sway, but we’ve always returned to center,” he said, just above a whisper. “There’s Us, and we’re divided as to what we all want to see happen, right? And then there’s Them, and we all know what they want. And there’s… Him, you know. And we know what He wants to have happen, and if it weren’t for him, none of this would be happening. Now there’s Diggory and he might get a say, too. Depending on who or what plays this game right, everything could go away and the world returns to normal, or….”

“Or we die and someone else takes up the mantle,” Chuck concluded.

“Ha, no. We all die, the world is devoured by things from the beyond and all time and space is ruptured and torn apart by unthinkable evil. Not in that order, either.”

“We should be worrying more,” Charles said, feeling his heart beat sluggish in his chest. He thought of his wife, caught up in the edges of the town’s obscure, evil history.

“We were born to do this,” Eli said. “And we will wind up on the side of the winners, no matter how the game ends. We are the blessed Twelve, Charles. Never forget that we are on the side of what’s good. Well, most of the Twelve, at least.”

“But he’s a Finch, above all,” Charles said back to him, pointing upwards. “And my daddy always said that when a Finch decides to flap their wings, it doesn’t cause a breeze. It causes a hurricane.”

All Eli could do was nod in response and look out the window at the Victorian house and the old brick textile mill on the island that had been the center of so much strife and pain for centuries.


ENTRY #9 ATTENTION TO DETAIL, DIGGS.

Short entry today.

I went for a walk in the twin downtowns (henceforth know as ‘downtown’ because I’m sick of writing the word ‘twin’ over and over) and scouted out a bunch of cool local businesses. With all this disposable income I’m now going to have I want to try and keep it local, so I plan on trying to spend there.

Says the guy who just bought shit at Walmart.

I should confess my cowardice: I set out to explore the mill building but chickened out. Also, my ADHD struck when I saw the new paint on the green bridge and walked towards it. Kept walking right over, and went exploring where there wasn’t a two-hundred-year-old mill building filled with who the fuck knows what.

Found another cheese place: Rosie’s Cheese, which is exciting. It’s closer than Harry’s, but the real test will be what they make themselves. There’s an occult bookstore called Sharron’s Sorcery & Stuff. Lots of crystals, incense, pagan stuff, etc. Looks cool, and I hope to return. The Artist’s CoOp, which had some really amazing stuff on display through the windows. I think it’s like a consignment shop, but for local artists. It’s cool. BooBoo’s Comics, which is alarmingly close to where I live and could cost me a fortune. Not much gaming available, which is sad. Great looking shop though.

As an aside—there are a SHITLOAD of alcoholics in this town. The number of bars and breweries here make me think that the townies are trying to drown unseen sorrows away. So far I’ve seen Raven’s Bluff Brewery and Taproom, The Bent Blade Bar, The VFW (with a sign above the door that said “Window Liquor’s Bar”), McNoughton’s Brewery, and on the outside of town there’s Glasgow Distillers (which, according to their website, are the purveyors of the finished Scottish whisky made in America, but according to online reviews should be labeling their stuff as hand sanitizer), as well as Von Nitemare Vineyard and Wine Cellar, plus the local restaurants that serve.

We got a big drinking problem in these towns.

Lots of multi-family homes in my area. Few businesses, an elementary school too. Quaint and low— to middle class, I’d say. My place is quite clearly the nicest in my neighborhood and that’s okay. I’m not opulent, but old and well taken care of.

The downtown areas are either multi-family homes that were huge and sectioned off into two, or even three, apartments. Most are decent. Dingy, and they need paint, but the structures are solid. The brick main drag of Danforth Falls is all retail on the street level and apartments or offices on the story or two above. I saw all manner of decorations inside the upper windows of the apartments. Picture frames of family, flags hanging from pushpins, bookcases, televisions. Most of the places looked nice. Tall ceilings, big beams.

From there I basically pulled up lame on the way back; I took a side street that I knew had some extra businesses on it that I wanted to check out (Truth be told, I was scoping out for a local game store) when I looked down Curwen Street. I saw the Danforth Public Library, aka Gary Phillips Library (complete with its two stone statues of lions lying on pedestals flanking the front door), which is where Alisha works, and I had this massive pang of regret. It was so bad I pulled out my phone and looked at the single message I sent her. Unopened, and all by its lonesome.

Then… I realized something. Unopened? She hadn’t even seen it? That didn’t seem right to me. Librarians were all about the Dewey Decimal system, right? Attention to detail. There’s no way she wouldn’t have checked her messages. So, I headed home, fresh dark roast coffee from Cub’s in hand, and I immediately went to the fridge where a magnet from Niagara Falls held the slip of paper Alisha gave me. I snatched that paper off that fridge and pulled my phone out to look at the message I sent her.

Wrong number.

I misread a 7 and typed in a 1.

Sooooooooooooooooooooooooo………

I changed the contact info for her and sent her another message. Said, “I texted you days ago, and totally sent the message to the wrong number. I’ve been waiting for you to write back and only just now realized I read at a third-grade level. I’m so sorry.”

Then I added, “This is Diggory, by the way.”

No quotes, obvs.

I saw the coffee shop with the baller-ass donuts and crumb cake, and I popped in to grab a fresh cup of hot coffee and a piece of that cake. Edna, the little old lady behind the counter already knows my name. Said she and her family have been serving one Finch or another for a hundred years. Some roots are old, and they grow deep, eh? I headed home.

Shit, showered, shaved, and now I’m gonna strongly consider visiting that mill building tomorrow as I paint a new Cryx Warcaster miniature and binge watch The Midwife.

Yes, I said the Midwife. We like it. It’s wholesome.

While I paint my mini I shall remain attentive to detail and look forward to playing online later with Natty. I should text him to see what time he’s gonna be on later. I should grocery shop. Doritos and Mountain Dew supplies are precariously low.

I also anxiously await rejection from my hopeful new friend Alisha.

-Diggory


ENTRY #10 I’M SPEECHLESS.

But not so speechless that I can’t tell Natty to hold on to write down on here that Alisha texted me back.

About… 7pm or so I get the notification. She said, “LOL. Let’s make plans soon. Hope you’re settling in well.”

Jackpot. Back to the game.

-Diggory


ENTRY #11 AM I ON PERMANENT VACATION?

I think I need purpose. Not porpoise, but purpose.

My last little entry was two days ago and I’m settling into 100% full-on hermit mode, and that’s not good for me. I had a therapist once that correctly identified that I withdraw too much at times, cutting myself off and isolating. I hide behind hobbies and streaming televisions shows, wholesome or not.

I really want some level of connection to living, breathing humans, even if all I do is hang out somewhere for five minutes then scurry back across my bridge to recover from a social interaction for a day. I do actually enjoy the presence of real people, and purpose.

I do want a job. I do, for sure. My days will become long and boring and REALLY expensive if I just sit here and indulge in hobbies all day, every day. Miniatures are crazy expensive, and at a minimum I should find a gaming group to get some role playing in. That would be hugely helpful.

But no, I need a job.

(Record-scratch noise)

I should get a therapist. I definitely should have one. I’ll need a psychiatrist at a minimum to keep my med scripts up and running. I just got my new insurance card in the mail, so that’s perfect timing. I’m going to walk to that coffee shop and get a bagel from Edna (my one true friend) for lunch. It’s warm out today, and after having a dream about the place last night I am craving a fresh bagel with veggie cream cheese and a fat ass iced coffee. Two of ‘em.

Alisha and I haven’t made plans yet but she texted me a few links to blogs that talk about the different hikes you can take here, as well as some of the cooler public events that will happen this summer. Stuff like live concerts in parks, artist retreats at cabins in the woods, a local gaming convention at the nearby community college, that kind of thing. She recommended lunch at some place called Excited to talk about some of it.

Alright, I’ll jet. Get my bagel and say hi to little old Edna, who has served Finches for at least a century. Probably herself, based on how she looks to the naked eye. She’s a pyramid away from being a buried mummy. Bitch makes a bad ass bagel though, and that crumb cake is PURE FIRE.

Wait, what am I talking about? Edna’s luscious crumb cake? Edna’s… moist crumb cake?

Who am I? Is this an unresolved fetish?

-Diggory


ENTRY #12 MET A REALLY NICE GUY, AND I DEFINITELY NEED A FUCKING PSYCHIATRIST.

I um…

Writing these thoughts down, right here at this moment, is actually a bit of a challenge. I am trying to attack the problem with logic, making a plan to regurgitate my day in an orderly fashion, but I’m finding it rather hard to get all those ducks in a row. I didn’t sleep well last night and I’m feeling more disorganized than ever. This doesn’t feel as simple as ‘Diggs needs to socialize.’

Diggs needs professional assistance.

This feels like my meds are off. It happens from time to time, especially if I’m under a lot of stress or if I have a sudden change in diet or sleep schedule. I did just more or less switch over from 3rd shift to 1st… so maybe that’s a part of it.

Moving out of the city into the country, dealing with a dead grandma, an inheritance, new responsibilities, strange sleep schedules, loss of social circle, the list goes on and on. Doesn’t help that painting Cryx miniatures (undead semi-mechanical monsters fueled by soul furnaces and shit) has my imagination running on high octane.

Definitely need a psychiatrist JUST for that list. My life has enough moving parts in it to make a madness machine.

But the real pisser here, the REAL pisser here (pissers, plural, Diggs) was my trip to the café this morning. Calling it a café does it a disservice. It’s a step up from a greasy spoon diner, more of a coffee shop for the middle class in a lower-class town. They’re trying real hard to look fancy, but I saw those plates at Walmart, Edna.

Remember The Matrix? There is no spoon?

There is no Edna, and I fucking remember Edna. I wrote about Edna. More than just once. Let me set the stage for my confusion for you in greater detail than I have as of yet:

The coffee shop is on the main drag of Danforth Falls, right in the row of brick buildings facing the cliff on the river. There isn’t much parking on the road right in front, so people park down the street or in a town parking lot on the streets away from the river. It’s what you’d expect and what you’ve seen a thousand times on television and in movies.

Dated sign hung above the door offering Coca-Cola with your food, with two large pane windows below flanking an inset glass door that swings outward, allowing you to take shelter from rain and snow. Booths are against the left side wall as you enter, counter with its glass display cases full of the day’s baked goods on the right. A small number of square tables dot the center of the restaurant and the majority of the people sitting collect Social Security and are noshing on simple breakfasts and sipping black coffee. One poached egg on toast, no salt for my high blood pressure, three Stevia, thank you. They glare at you when you enter, judging your worth as ‘local,’ or ‘not local.’

The place smells great. Bakery vibe level 90.

Edna wasn’t behind the counter when I got there. A pretty girl probably only recently able to buy booze at the state liquor stores in New Hampshire bubbled and smiled at the counter instead. I immediately concluded: grandkid. New hire at best. I felt a pang of worry over my dear, moist crumb-cake-baking friend, and after telling the girl my food and drink order I inquired about Edna.

“I’m sorry, who?” the girl asked. Her nametag declared her to be Judy.

“Edna? The elderly lady who usually runs the counter here? About this tall? Gray hair and oval glasses? Sweet as the pies she makes?”

“Probably a customer? Maybe you’re thinking of a different restaurant?” Judy offered back. “No one named Edna works here. I’ve worked here for my mom and dad for years, so I’d know if an Edna baked for us.” She finished making my coffee and handed me the paper cup. I took it, but I really wanted to take it and smash it on top of her head for not being honest about my precious Edna. What the fuck was she talking about, no Edna?

“I’m new to town, I haven’t even been to the other coffee shop yet. Are you sure? Edna? About this tall? Glasses, gray curly hair? Sweet as a frosted donut? Makes crumb cake that you’d slap your mom for? You messing with me?” I challenged her. “Real life troll moment?”

“I hate to bother you but are you Diggory Finch?” a man’s voice behind me asked.

Perturbed by Edna’s apparent lack of BEING REAL, I spun fast and nearly knocked over a man standing behind me. He backed away, making the ‘whoa’ face mixed with a smile.

“Yeah, I’m Diggory,” I said to him, far more confrontationally than I needed to. I was AMPED, bro.

“I’m sorry to interrupt… whatever you’re trying to accomplish here, but I’m Elijah Danforth. Good friends with Chuck Warren, your lawyer? He and I were just talking about you the other day in my office. I had a feeling we’d meet soon. I wanted to introduce myself.”

Elijah was tall, maybe an inch or two taller than me, and more athletically built. Short dark hair, and glasses with thick, black rims. Borderline hipster, but he wore a dress shirt and suit slacks so the look was muddled. No typewriter or craft beer in hand.

“Aren’t my conversations with him protected by some kind of attorney-client privilege?” I said back with a touch too much acid in my tone. I was on my heels. Agitated.

“Haha, he would never share details with me without your consent. We were completely casual, I assure you,” he said, comforting me.

“Mr. Warren is great,” was my response. Weaksauce. “Nice to meet you,” I said, extending my hand more calmly than how I turned. “I’m sorry. Having a strange morning.” I turned to the girl who stood there, staring at me. “I apologize. I’m confused, evidently.”

“It’s okay. I’m tough to be around before I have my coffee, too. Let me get your food?” she smiled. She’d smile the same at a kid she turned down for the prom. But turned down for what? (DJ Snake/Lil Jon reference provided at no extra charge.)

“Eat with me?” the Elijah dude asked, pointing at a booth near the window and door.

SOCIALIZATION?

“I’ll take that bagel and donut for here,” I said to Judy. She said she’d bring it over and smiled yet again.

Eli and I sat down in the booth with the cracked, sun-lightened pleather, and I managed to hide how unnerved I was. How unsettled I was felt irrational, and that tells me I need to assess with a professional. Credit to Elijah; he was a steadying influence. Also, I have no idea how well I hid my struggles. I might’ve been *tweaking* and not known it.

“Eli Danforth. I’m about to ruin any chance of friendship, but I’m the town manager of Danforth Falls. My office is just a few minutes away at Town Hall. Big stone building you can probably see the top of from your place.”

“Why would that ruin our friendship?”

“I’m a politician. Most folks aren’t fans of elected officials, even ones they vote for.”

“Ah, yeah,” then I laughed a little when I realized something. “I’ve met, oh… four people in town? Five if you count Edna, who evidently doesn’t exist. One’s a librarian, one’s a lawyer, and the other is a politician. I also met Chuck’s wife. Rubbing shoulders with the upper crust now, evidently.”

“Charles and I are a layer removed from the upper crust, my friend. Mary is a refined angel, however. Great cook. I don’t know the librarian, but I suspect she’s just fine.”

“Charles has mentioned Mary’s cooking a few times.”

“She’ll drop off some food, of that I have no doubt. Tell me about your Twin Falls experience thus far. Tell me about my town.”

“Singular? Isn’t this two towns, one region?”

“Semantics,” he said, and shrugged. “This is all one town to me. One high school, one mascot. I manage this side of the river, but what I do helps everyone in this valley. In Twin Falls.”

“That’s a good attitude.”

“Kindness pays forward, I’ve found. Helping my neighbors keeps the whole neighborhood running in tip-top shape. You’re settled in? Beatrice’s house is nice, isn’t it? Wait, your house. Not hers.”

“You’ve been inside?” I asked, suddenly REALLY anxious about that. Not sure why.

“Many, many years ago. I did some yard work for her during the summers when I was home from college. Real hot, like summers used to be. Gosh, dry that year. I’ll never forget. Anyway, I ran out of water right at noon, and she hollered for me to come up inside to get a sandwich and drink. Nice place. Nice woman. Twin Falls sure will miss her, but we’re real glad you’re here, too.”

Anxiety gone in that moment. Meds are definitely off.

We chatted for half an hour after that. I ate my bagel and donut (delicious, but still no Edna) and he talked about the town and all he’d done for it. Real salt-of-the-earth guy. Definitely active. Biked a lot, hiked a lot. Well-read. Charisma falling out his ass. I hate to admit it, what with him being a politician and all, but I found myself really liking him. When perky, clueless Judy at the counter smiled at him, it was different.

“What’s next for you? What do you do for work?”

“Nothing here yet. I’m a criminal justice graduate, so my options are limited.”

“I could talk to the chief. If you’ve got a clean record and can hack the academy I could put in a good word. We’ve never had a Finch on the force.”

“Yeah, maybe,” I said. I hadn’t thought of that. Small town policing didn’t sound awful. “I was debating going to the community college to learn a new trade. Electrician maybe. Something that doesn’t involve bodily fluids. I hate to admit it, but the idea of getting spit on makes my skin crawl.”

“You don’t want to be a cop then,” Elijah said, and laughed.

“No, I guess not. You know, what I’d really like to do is open a hobby store. A gaming store.”

“Like Dungeons and Dragons? Model trains? You can make money doing that?”

“That and other games. Twin Falls has no gaming store, which is crazy. It’s a big enough town and not far from Interstate 91. Host some events, build a community…. Would be fun, and it’d pay some bills. Could hire a couple locals to stock shelves and run the register.”

“Any interest in doing it at your old mill?”

“What?”

“The mill on Finch Island. You’ve got… at least twenty thousand square feet of commercial space that could be up and running in just a few months. It’s paid for already to boot. Would that work? I don’t know the business model.”

I was speechless. I still am.

“And I have access to some small business grants and loans I would love to give to a Finch. COVID money that went unspent, too. Community based retail? Get kids in off the streets and rolling dice? Yeah, that check is easily written.”

“You don’t pay grants back, right?”

“Free money. Have you been in the family mill yet? Go check it out, see if it’s feasible,” Eli counseled, and he was right. I had to see if it was reasonable. Running my own store didn’t even strike me as a real opportunity, but with 3k/month coming in from the trust, and free rent…. I wouldn’t have to make any money at all.

I could do my hobby for “work.”

“I’m gonna do that. Look, I should go. I’ve got some paint I need to get down on some miniatures, and I wanted to check in with a friend online. I’ve got an eBay auction I wanted to try and snipe at the last second, too.”

That’s my go-to departure excuse. I need to go babysit this end of an auction. I gotta snipe this auction. No one has EVER said anything about that excuse.

“Of course,” he said, standing out of the booth. I stood too, we shook, and I started to leave after saying goodbye. Then I froze. I realized I could ask him a question. Two questions.

“Do you remember Edna? Old lady who used to own this place, I think? I swear a woman named Edna worked here.”

“I remember Edna. Made the best coffee rolls. That girl at the counter… I have a feeling she’s ashamed of her grandmother. Dementia.”

“She seemed pretty well organized for having dementia.”

“It has good days and bad,” Elijah said. “Mental deterioration is an inconsistent process.”

“Oh… that’s… okay, cool. Thanks. Also, do you know of a good local psychiatrist? I’ve been in therapy for years now over some trauma, and I’d like to see someone still.” Way to over share, moron.

“I can give you the number to my psychiatrist. She’s in Warren Falls at the hospital. I’m sorry to hear about the issues, but it’s great that you’re working on them. The path forward can be a real challenge.” He produced one of his own business cards, and after finding a number in his phone he wrote it on the back of the card and gave it to me.

Morandia Perri is her name and I’m gonna call her tomorrow.

Why would the girl lie about her grandmother? That’s frigging weird. There’s nothing about dementia to be ashamed about. And Edna gave off ZERO “I’m losing my mind” vibes. She remembered who I was.

And whatever animal killed those two dogs and left them half eaten in someone’s yard… gross. I hope Fish and Game or the local cops catch whatever rabid animal did that. Those signs on the telephone pole were heartbreaking.

-Diggory


THE FOURTH INTERLUDE

MORANDIA HALLETT PERRI, PSY.D




The phone sitting on Morandia’s desk buzzed as she wrote a patient’s notes for the session they had concluded a few minutes prior. The notes were benign compared to the session; Dr. Perri’s patient was incredibly damaged and had been deep in the throes of doing good work on sorting out trauma from her teenage years. This was a young woman who wanted to be better; she would get there with time, effort, and a few choice medications to manage the worst of what had happened in her life. Taking these notes allowed Morandia the chance to collect her thoughts and take a breath. She hated to admit it, but some of these clients were exhausting. An entire career had taught her to take time when she could to reassemble and regroup mentally and emotionally.

The phone buzzed again and the psychiatrist sighed in mild frustration. She paused her writing to look over at it. She sat her glasses down on the desk and picked up the phone. She answered after reading Elijah’s name.

“My dearest Elijah. Two calls, one right after another? What’s your emergency?”

“Are you with a client? I need your time as soon as you have any.”

“You sound… perturbed. I’m doing notes but can pause my work. My next client already canceled. I have time for the next three hours,” she answered.

The thick hospital door to her office rapped solidly as someone knocked on the other side. She looked at her phone; Elijah had ended the call. Morandia stood up and walked around her desk, grinning at the man’s insistence. She unlocked the door and pulled it inward. There he stood. Confident and handsome in his thick rimmed glasses, despite the touch of worry in his eyes.

But for Elijah a touch of worry was a troubling tell. The man was an ace at poker for several reasons.

“I don’t think I’ve ever seen you like this,” she said, locking the door behind him. She returned to her chair as he paced near the couches in the corner of her large professional space at the Warren Falls Community Hospital.

“I need your help,” he started, then stopped abruptly. “We need your help.”

“There are many ‘we’s’ that could need my help, as asked by you. Can you elaborate on who specifically needs me? Tack on the why if you would.” Morandia sipped from her cup of hot chai and watched Elijah as he squirmed to answer her. “Are we talking about your family? Are we talking about the town of Danforth Falls? Or…?”

“Or. Most of the Twelve. It’s a Finch problem.”

“Oh my. Already? Didn’t the new Finch just move into town?” She felt worry building inside her; a cold building inside the deep recesses of her belly.

“Yeah, and he’s already waking up, so to speak,” Elijah said, slumping into the chair she usually sat in during sessions.

“That’s my chair,” Morandia said. “Please move to the couch.”

“Seriously?” the town manager asked.

“Do you want my help?”

Elijah huffed in frustration but moved over to the matching couch without hesitation.

“Thank you. Now, what worries you so about the new Finch boy?” More chai.

“Beatrice never woke up, really. She was as mundane as anyone you could expect to meet. That she was a Finch meant the power still flowed into Twin Falls, but no signs of the big stuff. Well, once or twice, but those were flukes, and they were insignificant in the big picture.”

“And he’s manifesting some kind of troubling powers?” she pressed, feeling that cold dig some roots even deeper. She tried to melt it with more hot tea. “Something more substantial than what we’ve been able to do the last couple decades?”

“Yes. Powers from the days of old. Things our grandparents could do, but… We know from everything written and recorded that a Finch that’s… closer to the source can affect the real world with their power, right?”

“That’s what I was led to believe.”

“He’s changing things. The rusty bridge heading onto Finch Island? Changed. Fresh coat of paint out of nowhere.”

“Are we sure someone didn’t paint it?”

“Charles is sure.”

“I don’t understand why that’s alarming. Don’t we want more changes like that? It’s beneficial to the public at large.”

“No, we don’t. If he’s only been here what, a month? Not even? And he’s already able to change things, what will he be like in a year? We have no idea how to restrain a Finch at full potential. No idea if he’ll be able to rein in his own power. We’re talking about unanchored reality. Whole buildings gone. Roads heaved up and destroyed. Nonsensical weather. Sicknesses for no reason. Monsters. Actual monsters running amok. He could cause public awareness on a scale too large for us to control the narrative of. You know there’s one book written on how bad it could get, and the potential end of that narrative is… it’s not good for anyone.”

“I’ve heard of that book, and I know enough about what’s inside it to know that how it ends benefits them. Them and only them.”

Elijah visibly shuddered. “It gets worse.”

“Oh, do tell,” she said and sipped more chai.

“He made someone disappear.”

Morandia snorted her spiced tea and coughed hard, spraying it all over her blouse and desk. Her notebook looked like it’d been splashed by dirty road water, she’d covered it so thoroughly.

“Do you remember the old lady at the coffee shop and bakery on Main Street? Been there since God made little green apples?”

“I don’t go there much, but I do remember the old lady behind the counter.”

“Gone,” Eli said, stone cold. “Diggory noticed she was gone, and it freaked him out. The granddaughter didn’t even remember her. Pretty soon, within a day or a week, no one else will remember her, either. That’s how it works. Only people from the twelve families will keep the memories from before.”

“Where did she go?” Morandia asked as she blotted her desktop clean of chai. The notebook could dry on its own.

“I don’t know. Likely somehow sent through to the other place. Maybe just erased.”

“People can’t be erased,” Morandia said. “Sentience is energy and energy has to transform. She’s somewhere.”

“Doesn’t mean she isn’t in an awful place,” Eli said, hanging his head low. “The awful place. I told him that she had dementia and the family was ashamed, that they played dumb. He said he needed a therapist and I immediately thought of you. We need to keep this buttoned up. Keep it in the families.”

“Absolutely. I can learn a good deal about him. It’s bound to be of use.”

“Medicate him,” Eli said, abruptly cold. “Something to control his worst emotions. Anger, anxiety, fear, all that stuff. Numb him. Let him settle in smooth and easy. Once he’s sailing in calm waters we can taper it off and see what happens.”

“I’m the doctor here,” she said. “I make those decisions.”

Eli walked to the door. “I gave him your number. He’ll call later today—I’ve got a feeling about it.”

“Do you have a feeling about how this will go? How it’ll pan out with him?”

He snorted. “Thank you for having the balls to ask me that question to my face. Most of those in the know don’t dare pry about my feelings. Look, Finches are beyond the pale. Most of the time I get small feelings. Urges, hunches, premonitions about more immediate decisions or chances. But with a Finch… it’s inconsistent. It’s like predicting the weather for tomorrow based on the clouds I see today. Sometimes I’m right. Didn’t matter until he showed up.”

“You and your feelings. Someone in the Twelve should write a book about you and those premonitions you get. Future generations of the twelve families will likely find prophecies on every page, especially if you decide to be honest about it.”

“Are you insinuating that I’m holding something back?” Elijah teased her, but she had the distinct impression she’d raised his hackles.

“With your position amongst the forces at play in this strange place we call home, I’d think a full confession of your powers and resources would be foolish, in your opinion. But that’s just my assumption.”

His eyes narrowed, but then he smiled and nodded. “Medicate him. The elders would say the same thing. We can’t risk him getting out of control and upsetting everything we’ve worked so hard for. We can duct tape your conscience or professional ethic back together after the fact.”

“Elijah, you’re welcome to leave. I’ll be in touch if he reaches out.”

“Thank you. I think you’re going to have a great afternoon, Dr. Perri. I’ve got a good feeling about that.”

Morandia laughed as Elijah slipped out her door. Her heart started racing and her mouth dried out. She took a deep breath and grounded herself. Looking around, she found one red thing in the room, two blue things and three black things. The process of searching for objects pulled her out of her emotions and let her remain distant.

She helped others deal with their emotions. Her own… she shoved away for some other day.

Her office phone rang and without thinking, she answered it.

“Dr. Perri, how may I help you today?”

“Dr. Perri my name is Diggory Finch, I got your name from Elijah Danforth. He recommended your services. I was wondering if you had an opening for new patients?”

Another brick of ice formed in her belly. Here was the man who allegedly made others disappear. She looked to the room filled with objects she could count. Counting slowed her down.

“I do, Diggory. I do. I have some questions though….”


ENTRY #13 BECOMING MANIC IS BAD, YEAH?

From the interwebz:

“A manic episode is characterized by a sustained period of abnormally elevated or irritable mood, intense energy, racing thoughts, and other extreme and exaggerated behaviors. People can also experience psychosis, including hallucinations and delusions, which indicate a separation from reality.”

Most people who are manic don’t realize. Many people who are manic… ENJOY it and don’t see it for what it is.

Ever become obsessed with a television show and streamed like, six seasons of it late into the night, to your physical and emotional detriment? That’s a low-level manic episode. Tons of people do that every single day, especially after Covid. No big deal.

Ever go ‘down the rabbit hole’ on a subject for hours and hours? Like those true crime researchers who want to learn more about an uncaught serial killer? Could be mania.

Ever find a new game and want to play it all the time? As a game-obsessed dude, this is where I can really pay the piper with my personality. I am mania-vulnerable. I get caught up real easy on things, so I MUST MODERATE.

Stimulants help too. They even my mood out, clarify my thoughts, and slow me down. It know it sounds contradictory that taking a pill that’s like cocaine will slow your racing thoughts down, but I always equated it to emotional spackle. Rather than raise the peaks, it brings up the valleys, giving me far less fluctuation and less internal turbulence.

I am dealing with mania right now. I am fully and completely obsessed with multiple things, and the battle over those subjects has me utterly lost right now. It’s the running joke of SQUIRREL, but it’s not fucking funny when you start three projects, lose interest in each of them successively for a fourth, and you can’t stop worrying about EDNA AND HER GODDAMNED MOTHERFUCKING AMAZING CRUMBCAKE.

It’s been two or three days since Edna disappeared, and I’ve returned to her shop twice a day since for at least a cup of coffee. Still no Edna, and this morning I gently asked the woman who ‘owns’ the shop now if she ever had an Edna working there, and I SAW a flicker of recognition on her face, I swear it.

“Um… no, I don’t think. Why?” the woman said as she blinked, and thought, and almost remembered dear Edna and her fucking scrumptious crumb cake. Moistasfuck crumb cake.

I knew right then and there that my mania was creeping further out of my own skull. Either she was afraid to answer me because I’ve already settled into my role as resident town crazy-person, or there was something going on that I don’t know about yet.

Add to this issue the fact that, when I’m not trying to figure out missing Edna, I’m thoroughly and completely obsessed with starting up a game store in my mill building but I haven’t even been to the mill building yet. I live a hundred yards from it. I keep getting distracted, or anxious that if I go into that mill building, I’ll find Dead Edna wandering in the dust, scraping her fingernails against the old bricks, searching for flour to make her baked goods with, but only getting broken fingernails and worn bits of bone in her metal bowl.

Yes, if you’re curious, future me, that’s the flashes I see and think of when I’m manic like this.

When I’m not worried about finding Edna wandering on my island, I’m obsessively researching game distribution options, shelving costs, counter costs, floor finishing options, retail lighting, point of sale registers/terminals, etc. and more. When I go deep, I go DEEP. I have ten pages of notes already and most of a business plan written… and I had to research how to write a business plan.

I’m fucking up with Alisha. My typical self-destructive nature rears up when I get like this, so I stop texting meaningfully. She’s offered twice now for me to meet her for lunch. The first one I lied to her and said I wasn’t feeling great, and the second time I said I’d have to get back to her because I had ‘some stuff to sort out here at the house.’

I mean, I’m sorting shit out, but not in the way my text meant.

I’ve dreamt about visiting her at the library. I head there, but when I round the corner I see the lion statues on the pedestals flanking the stairs animate and turn towards me. Their eyes glow like blown coals, and they sprout bat-like wings and snarl at me, like starved griffins in an aviary from hell.

Dream ends right about there, and I haven’t built up the nut to go say hi to her.

I need to leave in ten minutes. I have a psych appointment with Elijah’s doctor over at the Warren Falls Hospital. It’s close enough that I could walk, but I’m gonna drive because it’s far enough of a walk that if I have a tough session with her I might want to recline the seat in the Outback and sleep for a half hour.

Dr. Perri. She seemed nice on the phone. I’m betting she’ll prescribe me some Lorazepam for anxiety and increase my Ritalin again. I’ve been trying to taper my dose off for years, but right now I think I need the support.

After I see her I’m gonna go grocery shopping and then come back to do some gaming with Natty on Elmoryn, because that’s safer than going over to the mill building and seeing if it’s even remotely suitable for a retail operation.

I also need to make sure with Charles that the bridge onto the island is good enough for that level of traffic. If I’ve got people driving over it all the time, it might need to be repaired or upgraded. I need to grab some tools from Puma Hardware over on Spence Avenue. I need lots of tools. Beatrice sub’d that stuff out.

I’m such a stable entrepreneur!

*twitches*

-Diggory


ENTRY #14 I AM THE DOG THAT CAUGHT THE CAR.

Psychiatrist is real good. Dr. Perri at the hospital is going to be a good fit. She’s… 55 or so? Not sure. She has a youthful, Italian or Spanish appearance and demeanor, but some wrinkle lines, so gauging her age was tough. Seemed like a borderline hippie (lit some candles as we got started, and there were really neat colorful statues of animals on the shelves in her office), but professional. I liked her immediately. Blunt in a good way, and her couch was crazy comfy.

She gave me two sessions yesterday afternoon, and I put her to work. Without going into repetitive details here, I laid down the basics on my relationship with my parents and the moving around issue, plus the self-destructive tendencies and mania I just got done talking about.

I told her all the meds I’ve tried and where I’ve landed the last couple years as it pertains to meds, and by the end of it all she had listened well, asked tons of good questions, didn’t try to reinvent my wheel, and prescribed me exactly what I expected. She called it into the grocery store pharmacy before I left.

She did weirdly spend a lot of time asking me about my dreams, getting me to pick them apart to see where they were coming from or what they meant. Historically, my dreams have been non-factors. Few bad dreams here and there, but I sleep well for the most part. Her giving me the push to try and stay focused on their events and meanings makes me want to put a notebook by the side of my bed.

She also pointed out that the idea of starting a new business is hugely stressful and that I should be aware that could be affecting me too, even though it’s a positive thing.

She’s good.

So, I was emboldened by her therapy and decided to go the library to see Alisha. I have no idea what shift she works, and I didn’t text her first, but the realization that friendships and connections really are important to me drove me to go say hi in person.

I pulled onto the street the library is on (Curwen Street) and parked at the public lot the library shares with Danforth Falls Town Hall, where Elijah Danforth works. If he’s an original bloodline Danforth from back when the town was settled, dude must have some serious power here. Old names are like that. They have weight.

I saw Alisha’s car parked in the public lot (I remembered it from when she left the island) so I made my way across the street to the library and stopped cold when I saw the statutes flanking the doorway.

Two griffon statues.

Not lions. Griffons.

I had to dig back into my previous writing here to confirm it, but that fucking library, and those fucking statutes were LIONS. Not griffons. Big mothers too. Size of cows.

These didn’t snarl at me, and their eyes didn’t illuminate as if lit from within by the FIRES OF HELL, so I took a deep breath and walked between them to go inside.

The library is an older, multi-story granite place covered in beautiful old woodwork and tilework. At the center of the massive central rotunda is a raised, circular central desk. Alisha was there, standing behind the desk and checking out some books for a mom and her middle school daughter. I waited patiently in the back, doing my level best to appear unfrightened by the transforming statues outside on the steps.

“Diggory! It’s so good to see you!” she said as she came around the desk. She gave me a tight hug and, after flailing a bit to return it, I did my best and hugged her back. If she noticed my awkwardness, she hid it well.

“Sorry I’ve been such a flake. That ‘being a bad friend’ thing I was talking about is rearing its head. I’ve been stressed out over stuff and struggling to handle it all.”

“No apologies,” she said. “I understand. What are you up to?”

“I had a doctor’s appointment and had to do some grocery shopping, and just had the sudden inspiration to stop by to see if you were working. I recognized your car from my grandma’s burial, so I popped in.”

“I’m so glad you did. Do you have dinner plans? My mother wants me to come over for homemade Indian, but I’ve got enough self-loathing in me for the day. My mother reminding me that I’m not married yet won’t help at all.”

“That’s super stereotypical, isn’t it? Indian mom trying to marry you off?”

“I’ve declined on three arranged marriages,” she said with a shrug. “I’m more of a western girl now, much to their dismay. But… I love them, and they love me, and she’s mostly joking. I’d invite you over to join, but they would marry us in their heads, and no one wants that kind of pressure.”

I blushed but laughed. “Good looking out. No dinner plans, just grocery shopping and home to do stuff online.

“Perfect. Do you like eating out? Are you a meat person? There’s a wonderful restaurant out near the grocery store? Mike’s Smoke House? Have you been there yet? My shift ends in about twenty minutes. You browse while I wrap up?”

“Yeah, sure. I’ll message my friends I’ll be late.”

She beamed and went back to work. I messaged Natty through the Elmoryn app and he said no probs. I milled about in the library for that twenty minutes looking at a few choice books I will forget to read if I were to borrow them. I built up the courage to leave the place and walk by the statues and, more importantly, I built up the nerve to ask her about them.

She met me at the main entrance after grabbing her sweater and purse. She was smiling and, unlike the saccharine smile of clueless Judy, who replaced my dear Edna, this smile came from the heart, not the mind.

“Can I make our friendship more awkward with a strange question?”

“Your consistency is admirable, really. Did you know that consistency is the mark of a champion? I sense a winner in you, Mr. Finch.”

Not gonna lie, I know she was fucking with me, but that felt nice. “I find your lack of annoyance at my antics disturbing.”

“I’m a patient and kind soul,” she said, tucking her sweater under her arm. “And your grandma gives you like, five free passes.”

“Cool, cool. Go Beatrice. Okay, ready? Outside here, on both sides of the steps, there are statues, right?”

“We have a reading program at the local elementary schools that involves them. Leo and Leona. I didn’t name them,” she said with a charming smirk.

“Leo and Leona are…?”

“The statues.”

“But what are they statues of?”

“Lions.”

“I FUCKING KNEW IT!” I screamed. I then of course changed into the color of a tomato and apologized at least fifteen times. Alisha laughed and ushered me out the door before she was fired.

We stepped out onto the upper level of the stairs above the two griffon statues. She really let her belly laugh go then, and if I wasn’t so utterly embarrassed by my outburst—and the presence of statues that violated reality—I would’ve joined her. Instead, I managed this really weird, nervous titter that said I desperately needed medication.

It was an honest laugh.

After a few seconds of it, I threw a thumb over my shoulder at the two griffons. “See anything strange about Leo and Leona?”

Her laughter turned shrill and nosedived into an early grave when she saw the two griffons. I watched as she glided down the stone stairs to touch them, to feel the wings, to reach up and run her fingers along the beaks of the eagle-faces of the griffons. The stone was weather-worn, bleached by the sun as if they’d seen five thousand days on those pedestals.

“These aren’t… right,” she said, confused. “Leo over here, Leona over there. Is this some kind of joke?” She spun around, staring off into the downtown area, looking for a camera crew or maybe a conspicuously parked van watching us tape her for a shitty interwebz show.

“No joke,” I said, and I gave her a short version of the dream I had, then seeing this, and trying to rationalize it. I ended with, “I feel really crazy over this, and I’m normally like… 30% crazy on a good day.”

“Come with me,” she beckoned, and we went back into the library. She went to the walls surrounding the entrance and looked at the photographs of the library over the years. Color photos taken more recently first, then black and white, and finally the older sepia-toned pictures. In all of them… there were two griffons.

“What in the fuck?” I whispered to her.

“I’ve looked at these photos countless times. There were lions in them,” she said, breathless. “More, follow me.”

She led me to the periodicals section and grabbed one of the more recent local newspapers. The library’s logo was a simplified version of the building’s shape, coupled with two tiny… griffons at the front. She sat down at the nearest computer and logged in. A Google search later we were looking a hundred pictures of two griffons on the library stairs.

“Crazy making, isn’t it?” I said to her.

“What’s happening?”

“At first I thought my meds were off. Now, with you confirming that the lions were there and now they’re gone… I think something real weird is going on.”

“That doesn’t make sense,” she said, and I could literally watch as her brain fractured and her sanity raced to tape that shit back together.

“There’s more.”

She looked at me. “What?”

“You ever eat at the coffee shop over on Main Street?”

“Really good crumb cake,” Alisha said.

“Goddamned, right. Who works behind the counter?”

“An old lady named Edna, sweet as can be. She’s old Twin Falls, too. Why, what’s up?”

“Edna doesn’t exist anymore. She hasn’t been at the register for days, and the people who still work there have no recollection of her ever existing. Elijah Danforth was there when I realized she was gone, and he said she existed but had dementia and that they were like… embarrassed about it, so they were covering for her.”

“That makes absolutely no sense whatsoever. None of it. Look.” She Googled the coffee shop and scrolled down through numerous pictures and articles of the place.

No Edna.

“Same as the statues. It’s like reality just got rewritten. She was on the hard drive, now she’s not.”

“Impossible. That can’t really happen,” Alisha insisted.

“Then the variable is the two of us, right? You and I both remember the griffons. You and I remember Edna. Either reality changed to suit… something, or we’re fucking crazy.”

She leaned in, and I swear on my Gygax D&D wood grain box set (little beat up, but still) I thought she was going to beat me to death and hide my body in a ditch. “Have you slipped me drugs?”

“What fucking drug exists that could do this Alisha? If it exists, I’d take it just for the escape from reality it offered. Alisha, this shit is balls-deep terrifying. I play crazy games filled with monsters and demons and evil and magic for fun. When that shit bleeds over into my day-to-day life, I get real skittish.”

“This happen to you often?”

“No, never, but you know what I mean.”

“Yeah, I think so.”

“So now what?” I posed. “We return to normal, wait see what else happens?”

“We hop on our bikes and ride out into the nearby forest and discover a hidden government facility doing experiments, I think,” she joked. “Then we play Dungeons and Dragons in a basement.”

“We’re really going to get along,” I said, and I meant it.

“Until someone or something decides we should be erased from reality.”

“Yeah well, until then….”

“I think I’m going to go have dinner at my parent’s place. I’m not blowing you off. I just… I just need to be around people that I know. I need a hug from my mommy.”

“I totally understand,” I lied. “Yeah, no, it’s cool. I still need to grocery shop anyway.”

“Oh good. I’m glad you can still, you know, get something out of this night.”

“Should I walk you to your car?”

“I’m going to do some research here, I think. Pick at this scab and see if I can’t get some blood to run,” she said, and she meant that. I saw a fire behind her eyes; she was faced with a riddle that needed solving.

Maybe I did some good with this, even if she never talks to me again.

I went to the grocery store, messaging Natty that I’d be online after all. He sent me back a frown emoji. Grabbed my meds from the pharmacy just as they were about to drop the gate. That’s a win.

I put the groceries away, poured myself a glass of Mountain Dew, and sat down at my desktop to crush some raids with my only true friend, NATSEL187.

I lied about the Mountain Dew. I just drank from the bottle like a goddamned neck-bearded troglodyte.

See how fast my mood turned there? Tomorrow I start my increased med regimen, and I’m ready to feel better.

I’m also ready to get some answers about where the fuck Edna went, and why two griffon statutes just appeared.

-Diggory


ENTRY #15 SHE’S REAL BRIGHT, THAT ALISHA ANAND.

Alisha texted me this morning while I was sleeping in. (I stayed up real, real late playing with Natty. Scored an orange set of enchanted shoes, tyvm)

She sent me a message that read, “You and I are not the only variables. We remember Edna. We remember the lions. Mr. Danforth also remembered Edna. Can you get him to talk about the lions? If he remembers both Edna and the lions then that tells us we’re not alone, for sure.”

I’m not positive how to get him talking about the lions… but I think I can. I gotta take a nap, though, and think on it.

Is he involved?

The plot thickens, yo.

I need more Mountain Dew.

-Diggory


THE FIFTH INTERLUDE

THE NIGHTMARE THAT LIGHT COULDN’T SEE




This entity had feasted. As weak little cur, unwelcome in the strange, warm world filled with light and laughter, it had hidden and taken the smallest of fresh kills from the shadows. With teeth and tentacle, maw and lashing tongue, it had eaten at the softest parts, the tender innards that tasted fresh and hot, leaving half-eaten carcasses wherever it finished a meal. Sometimes it left old, fur-covered meat hanging from a tree branch in the forest, sometimes in the disgusting foliage, wet-slick with water that had fallen from the soft white clouds hanging impotently in the sky.

But feasting… oh, the feasting had been luscious. And with an unending supply of idiotic creatures, made soft by caring, supplicating humans and insufficiently prepared to deal with a predator such as it… the nightmare had grown stronger, larger. Where it had once feasted on a creature every other day, the ethereal, half-real monster had grown bold and more skilled, eating every day, and now, eating several times a day, braving the area where the grumbling, soot-coughing machines drove up and down hardened roads that ran in maddeningly straight lines.

The creature savored those machines when they remained still. It would slide across the ground on its legs and slithering appendages, crawling along until it could place the cluster of mouths it ate, drank, and breathed from just behind the scorching metal tube that belched fresh pollution. It would inhale the stuff, getting drunk on the noxious, poisonous fumes, and when the cars departed away it would slump into a darkened corner to pleasure itself and grow an appetite for the next kill.

It never paused long. The urge to satiate was overpowering.

The disruption caused by the movement of the creature that it knew straddled worlds caused the alien entity mixed emotions. Dismay at times, when he moved about with purpose and clarity. Straight lines of his mental purpose were just as maddening to the abomination as lines painted on the ground were. The tentacles and saliva-flecked mouths quivered with joy when the anomaly was muddled, confused, angry or sad. In his chaos and desperation, there was revelry.

The monster’s appetite had inflated when it felt the ripples spreading out across the world, disrupting the thin barrier that kept the two apart. The tiny hairs on its pasty, cancerous flesh twitched when it felt a soul pass through into where it had come from. If it had the capacity to laugh, it would’ve. The bad-dream-made-real also felt the stones and earth change to suit some purpose it couldn’t fathom. Like watching a distant breeze blow the branches and leaves of a tree too far away to touch, it could sense the effect the creature’s connection had alter its own reality.

Like footsteps left in mud, the man left marks he easily overlooked or forgot about soon after.

Soon enough… the changes would connect, amplify and take on a life of their own. The change coming would be unstoppable. The feeling of chaos building was on the winds, too, and that unseen, bloody mist stirred a fresh craving in the pit of the stomachs that threatened to eat its own flesh alive; it wanted to consume something with intelligence. Something with a soul. The best flavor of them all.

So, it hunted.

One structure they lived in at a time, both day and night, it stalked. It would slither up trees, sliding out along branches, ready to fall down upon the creatures that couldn’t see it, but then something would turn its hunt off. A premonition. It would retract, dripping hot, gluey saliva where someone had just had the luckiest moment of their meager, narrow life.

It hid in trash barrels and had almost lashed out to yank in a teenage boy, to stuff him straight into the largest of its many mouths, but it had paused once again. Not yet… not this one. It could be turned later, when the winds of its home blew stronger. The creature walked away, oblivious to the invisible monster that stared on, empty of food but full of hunger.

Then, in the deep hours of the night, far outside the center of the hive of sentient meals, it watched on from the rooftop of a building near where the machines that rolled along on wheels were filled with a delicate, delicious fluid it had grown fond of lapping off the hard ground when spilled. It would dance around the man who stayed inside the building when he came out to clean things up, standing right beside him at times, brushing up against his clothing with one of its tentacles, reveling in the reality that it could tear him to shreds and he’d be none the wiser. He wouldn’t even have the time to be surprised.

That wasn’t as fun as knowing he’d be in fear and pain for a long time, but the knowledge of its own lethality—the sense that it was the most dangerous thing around—was a special delicacy in and of itself.

He survived. He could bear witness instead. Knowing he suffered would feed it as well.

A machine arrived, stopping with an abrupt halt. A man, lightly scented with musky perfume as well as actual vomit and the tingly-welcome scent of the toxins he’d imbibed to rot away his sense and inhibitions. The man had no smell of family on his flesh, and the mundane, clean scent of running tears triggered even more hunger in its bellies.

He cried in shame as he operated the machine that pumped the aromatic fluid. The empty belly of the vehicle gurgled and hissed as it filled up with fuel, and under the cover of that noise and the steady hiss of nearby cars driving past in the light rain, the monster slid along the underside of the flat roof that kept the machines and the people working on them dry.

Like a spider it hung upside down, sliding one elastic tendril forward after another until it hung directly above the man who could only remain upright with the solid assistance of the things around him. The nightmare latched two of its largest, longest limbs around piping that could hold its weight, then it lowered its invisible body one inch at a time, reaching, stretching out to an impossible length with its hooked, claw-ended, ropey front limbs.

The man produced a small device from his front pants pocket and flicked it. A tiny flame burst into view for a second, causing the creature to freeze and retract upward. It felt the same cold, pulsating sensation it knew as fear in its core, but when the fire died away and he kept a smoldering stick in his mouth with a red ember at its tip, the fear withered. It descended again, ready to scoop up a proper meal.

[image: Image]

“Hey, you can’t smoke at the pump,” the man who sat inside McIntyre’s Gas ’N Go said from the doorway. He’d propped it open to shout at the asshole who’d just left one of the local dive bars.

“It’s been a tough night,” he said with great effort. “Struck out at the bar yet again. Cut me some slack.”

“It’ll be an even tougher night if you set yourself on fire, bro. Flick it out in the parking lot or I’ll spray you with the fire extinguisher.” He hefted a red cylinder and shrugged. Your move, his body said.

He raised the device that made fire up in the air and flicked it rapidly over and over, sparking flame after tiny flame, taunting the man with the fire extinguisher.

“Stop it,” he commanded, but his voice had delicious fear in it.

“Come stop me,” he dared him. “Fucking pussy.” Slurs.

The clerk strode across the parking lot towards the smoking drunk as the monster watched on with increasing glee. The intoxicating stench of fear coming off them both hit the monster like a drug and it lost itself in the moment.

Such strife! So many chemicals! Aggression! Hunger! A kaleidoscope of pleasure for the monster, and it all grew with each moment!

The drunk hammered on the lighter with his thumb a dozen more times as the frustrated register clerk approached. The creature with the hundred stomachs descended along its longest tentacles, like a spider dropping on its gossamer strand of silk.

The two men froze like statues and the lighter stayed lit. The gas pump gurgled full and clunked off.

With booze-addled eyes the drunk looked straight up at the monster, straight into the cluster of pupils it saw the world with. The clerk with the nametag that read “Riker Abram” looked up as well, above the prick with the lighter, seeing the nest of writhing limbs reaching down to snatch up a fresh meal.

The light of the flame glistened and flickered off its translucent flesh, rendering it visible to their lizard brains. The same simple pieces of body that had existed for tens of thousands of years.

The nightmare momentarily relished their horrified epiphany, then it took its prey.

Claws, suckers, teeth, and muscular vines of its flesh snapped downward and grabbed the drunk man. Sharp things tore into his sweaty flesh, spilling the metallic-red blood—first onto his hairy skin, then onto the concrete and his car as he launched upward into the air. Lighter no longer lit, the monster became fully invisible again and the store clerk watched as he levitated upward, held aloft by a monster that he knew was there.

Dulled by vodka—or precious mercy—he didn’t scream once as the saw-blade teeth on the long, tendril-limbs spun him apart at the joints, casting a red rain down in all directions. His only gurgle of noise came when the monster crushed his chest and the air rushed up and out his esophagus.

Then the parts upended and disappeared into the gullets and gizzards of the monster-that-wasn’t. The clerk lost both his focus and his momentum to stay with the moment. His legs gave out and he sat down hard on his tailbone, bruising it but paying the pain no heed. He kept his eyes fixed on the body parts as they spun and sailed through the air, away along the pipes then up and over to the roof. He listened as a thousand pounding hands and feet retreated across the metal. One groaning creak told him something had jumped off, and then, save for the sound of the rain, there was silence.

He was still sitting in the center of McIntyre’s Gas ’N Go’s parking lot when the next car pulled in.

He was still sitting there when the police showed up. By then, the pool of blood touched his sneakers.


ENTRY #16 HOW TO TRAP ELIJAH DANFORTH?

I’ve been sweating this. How do I deceive Elijah into a meeting where I can sneakily divert the conversation to the lions?

Oh, new meds are working great. Higher dose of the stimulant has me more focused and my mood is generally better;the anxiety med has really taken the edge off the paranoia, and using them together I’m able to stay on target for longer than in previous days. He says while on a tangent.

Hello, pot, I’m kettle.

Elijah? Stay focused.

Alisha has been digging through records the past couple of days trying to find pictures of the lions, but can only see griffons. Furthermore, the reading program at her library (Leo and Leona) has been replaced with Griff and Fiona. Get it? Griff-Fiona? Griffon?

If it wasn’t all so goddamn maddening, it’d be cute.

Alisha said she talked to her boss, Ellie Grace, and dear Ellie has no idea that the statues were ever lions, despite having worked at the library for the better part of two decades.

Edna has never existed. No birth records, no photographs of her, no family tree to look up into, nothing. No mentions whatsoever. The restaurant’s crumb cake has been talked about in the local newspaper a few times, but no Edna. Not ever. Ellie doesn’t know Edna either.

History has literally been rewritten around the lions and Edna.

I’ve played in RPG campaigns that started out with less bizarre premises than this.

Anyway, she’s been distant but communicative via text message, which has been good. It’s been a few days since we had that incident at the library, and I’m honestly afraid to be around anyone. What if I’m at the center of it? I mean… I dreamed about the lions, then they changed, and I think I had a dream about Edna before she went, which means….

Well, nothing, officially, but I wonder if my good old Finch brain activated an ancient evil beneath this island that is slowly usurping our reality to conform it to a hellish realm of nightmares.

NBD.

I need a good game to escape into. I’ll log in with Natty later for sure and do some Elmoryn, but I really want to head to a game store, sit down with my books or miniatures, and just roll some dice and laugh with people in person.

If. Only. There. Was. A. Game. Store…

That’s it. That’s my hook on getting Elijah to slip up and say something, and also how I build up the nut to go into the mill building. I’ll ask if he’s willing to come visit with me and give me his opinion, then I’ll casually bring up the lions at the library. I can swing that.

I texted Alisha and she said it was as good an idea as any. She also wondered if Elijah is somehow involved. How? I see how she’d think that, but… what’s his stake? He a fucking wizard?

I’m gonna find the card he gave me and call his office to set something up. I’ve also got to call Chuck Warren and see what needs to be done to get a small business running here on Finch Island.

Pretty cool if it all weren’t so maddening. Of course, future me, you already know how this pans out.

Do they catch the dude who kidnapped that guy at McIntyre’s the other night? How messed up is that story? Local cops think it was a heroin deal gone bad at the gas station. Blood everywhere, I guess. The clerk was so traumatized by what he saw he can’t remember anything other than screaming. Of course, no cameras at the small-town convenience store, so whoever did it might get off. No bodies, but someone definitely died with that loss of blood. I used that gas station. Pumped gas at that very pump, too.

Hope the clerk is okay. That’s guaranteed PTSD. I hope he gets help. Dr. Perri could help him, I bet, if she isn’t already. Help him remember what happened and catch whoever killed the people in that car. I’m sorry, kidnapped. The police are saying there’s definitely someone missing, but not dead yet. Wouldn’t want to ruin the captivating draw of the Twin Falls region with a pesky murder.

Whatever. I’m gonna call Chuck, then call Elijah and see what it takes to open a business and if Mr. City Manager is aware of the changes to reality that Alisha and I are aware of.

Yes, me, this is my real life right now.

Maybe dad was right. Maybe I shouldn’t have come to Twin Falls after all.

-Diggory


ENTRY #17 I OWN A WAREHOUSE, I’M GONNA OPEN A GAME STORE, AND I’M SURROUNDED BY WEIRD PEOPLE THAT MAY OR MAY NOT MEAN ME HARM AND BE EVIL.

Shrug. Time will tell on that last part right above.

Been a few days. It’s already nearly the end of June. I know this only because 4th of July shit has started to appear all over Twin Falls. Red, white, blue, and Bud Light everywhere.

Health update: despite the very clear, real-seeming threat to the universe as I know and understand it, I feel well; the med regimen I’m on has definitely helped. My activities have not. Well, some of them.

Alisha and I met for lunch at the little Chinese restaurant I like, Silver Kingdom. Luckily she likes their food, too. Over a poo-poo platter, we scanned about thirty pages of stuff she printed out, just fully confirming that massive levels of weird shit have gone down with the statues and Edna.

Most alarming of all of it was that a day ago she found a newspaper clipping from like, a hundred years ago when the library was first built, and there’s a mention in the article that the statues will be lions. LIONS, right? So, she printed this out and brought it, but when she first showed it to me she took a picture with her phone and texted it to me; when we looked at it in person together, the page had CHANGED to griffons, but the picture in my phone still showed lions.

What the H.E. Double hockey sticks?

It’s like… a creeping change. One massive alteration to time and space, then ripples that slowly erase all the little tidbits away, one at a time. I guarantee you, in a day or two the photos on our phones will be changed. I’ll update.

In further news, I called Elijah’s office and his secretary set up a time for him to visit me, which was this morning. It’s warm out, and when he pulled up in his Prius I was in the driveway cleaning out the Subaru, sweating my balls off. Not a great look, granted, but staying busy kept my mind off the worry of meeting up with him.

“I’m so glad you’ve decided to move forward on the idea, Diggory!” was the first thing he said.

I made a bunch of non-committal responses but couldn’t hide my excitement.

“You’re gonna do it. I can see you’re actually pretty passionate about it. I’m gonna help you. Twin Falls is going to make your dreams come true.”

Cue sad trombone regarding the somber reality of that statement.

So, we grabbed up some flashlights, my phone, a tape measure, and the key to the warehouse and we walked down the dirt road to the other side of Finch Island, past the old Finch graveyard and its strange gate of birds and octopi. Also, dead family members in the ground. That too.

Mundane geographical description of the rather awesome warehouse: it’s long, like many mill buildings, with two floors. Ceilings are easily twelve feet tall, maybe more. You walk into a central foyer with heavy duty stairs leading up to the second floor. Interior door then opens into a MASSIVE room. Hundred feet deep by at least thirty feet wide. Two rows of steel columns holding the ceiling up run the length of most of the room, on center.

Back of that room is a public restroom with several stalls and a urinal. Beside the bathroom is a 10x10 industrial elevator, still functioning. I OWN AN ELEVATOR.

Off the main room there’s an exit on the left and an exit to the rear, neither with doors. Doorway to the left leads to the old machine shop (machines still in place, though old), then to a large storage room (long, but about ten feet wide, will be great for stock), and then the boiler room. Boiler looked to be in operating shape, but I’ll need to get it checked.

The exit off the back leads to an old shipping area—old pallets, and an antiquated pallet jack there. Rear garage-style exit leads to an actual shipping dock that semi-trucks can deliver to. Beside that room is a large area that’s open to two floors with lots of tall windows. Elijah and I guessed that it was a packaging room, based on all the old warehouse racking still along the walls. Storage for boxes, tape, strapping, plastic wrap, yada yada. Old beehives way up in the rafters. Some new ones too. The buzzing was potent.

The upstairs is a copy of the first, but the rooms on the ‘left’ above the machine shop and boiler room are about half the size.

The floors… are amazing. Hardwood, gorgeous. Cleaned up they’ll look amazing. Won’t be cheap.

The windows (while filthy) are huge, tall, and let in a TON of fresh sunlight.

The brick is aged and pretty, textured, and when cleaned will look amazing.

The beams are authentic and the lighting abundant, and when touched up will look insanely good.

“Touched up.” The bad, if I’m being honest, is that the place needs a fucking TON of work. Like, six figures to bring it to life. But... as Elijah said, if I’m willing to rent out some of the extra space to other businesses, I’ll recoup that money in less than a decade. The question is, where do I get that money?

Elijah said he’d look into the grants and small business loans he could send my way. I got the impression that’d be like… 30 or 40 grand. I think I can weasel the rest out of my homeboy Chucky. I got the gas in the trust fund tank, I just need to make the case that it’ll build the trust’s wealth over time. It’s a business investment.

I’m rambling. I’m excited about a business of my own.

The warehouse… has a feeling to it. If I closed my eyes inside it and ignored my worry about Elijah—and the images of a half-dead Edna wandering through the cavernous spaces, searching for life hidden in the shadows—I could almost hear the old textile machines thrumming. I could hear people grunting in strain, and laughing, and suffering as they toiled to make slave wages. Did you know most textile mill workers were originally women looking for financial independence?

The place is still alive, I think. It has a soul, and that soul felt… pretty okay. Familiar, I guess. Not exactly like how the house feels like home, but similar. I wasn’t afraid of the place once I was in it.

The second big element at play:

Elijah and I were on the second floor of the warehouse, looking out the windows at the two towns surrounding us. We had both been quiet for a few minutes, and the impulse to bring up the library hit me.

“I love the feel of Twin Falls. It’s a little bit city, a little bit small town, a little bit Twin Peaks, and a little bit The Simpsons.”

“Well, you’re not far off on any of that,” he said.

“I love the old stonework and the brick downtown. It feels rugged and old, but it’s clean and well kept. The statues are all so cool.”

“We do have some nice public works. We spend a lot of money maintaining them, but it makes the town more attractive to live in. It’s an investment in the future.”

“I bet. Who pays for what? That statue of Calvin Coolidge? The lions at the library?”

“Calvin is the parks and rec department. Guy named Jimmy Lyons handles all that. Super good guy. You’ll see him running crews fixing the roads all summer. Leo and Leona are the library’s. They have their own operating budget it comes out of.”

“That’s so cool.”

Jackpot. He knows. He remembers. So, for some reason, the ‘reality shift’ doesn’t seem to affect everyone. Now, the question becomes this: how do we determine who remembers what, and what does that actually mean for me… and Alisha?

I include her because she’s important to me. I think she and I can be friends. I mean that. She laughs when I’m weird and inappropriate. I can almost be myself around her.

Almost.

Not sure where to go with all this now. I’m going to do a few days of internet research and obsessively playing Elmoryn with Natty and see if I can’t get some prices on building renovations. Also, I need to talk to Chuck about financing the building repairs. Seems like it should be part of the trust’s interest, right?

Eh, what do I know?

I know I loved the warehouse. It’s fun to look at it out the kitchen window. Like a friend on the island with me, waiting for me to come play.

-Diggory


ENTRY #18 WHY IS MY DAD SUDDENLY INTERESTED IN MY WELL-BEING?

Dad called me this morning.

“Are you doing okay? Is Twin Falls treating you well? People okay? You need anything?”

All my walls went up. Each and every defense mechanism I’ve manufactured my whole life leapt into action and I dismissed him and shut down like a lonely man leaving a strip club at two in the morning: sweaty, for one, and just an empty person leaving an empty place that doesn’t feel fulfilling to anyone.

That’s dark.

“I’m fine, Dad, everything is going great.”

“Yeah? Are you sure? Everything is okay? Feeling alright?”

“I’m fine, Dad. What’s up with the sudden interest?”

He coughed and hesitated. I heard a kid laughing in the background. Another kid. A car driving by. Distant yelling of play. He was at a cookout.

“I can care about my son.”

“Can you? Imagine that. Thank God you’re getting a head start now on that lifelong task. Was there anything else you wanted, or can I get back to being happy in Grandma’s home? My house.”

He sighed. “Did you get a job yet?”

“I’m starting a hobby store in the old mill building. Working on that. Why?”

“Oh, just that, you know, cashing that trust fund check and sitting on your ass playing video games is no way to live. Not in that town, for sure. You need purpose. I know you. You gotta get out. You need to be busy. Leave town now and again. Maybe get a job at the hospital doing security? Something you can do. Maybe drive truck to other places.”

“I said I’m opening a hobby store. That’s something I can do.”

“You’re not organized enough to run your own business,” he said, and I got really, really pissed. “You just need to work and cash a paycheck. Get time away from that valley.”

“Dad, with all due respect, go fuck yourself. You didn’t manage college. You haven’t had to deal with the stress of the jobs I’ve had to do over my life. Running the register at a store I own and ordering products is well within my fucking abilities. Don’t doubt me. Encourage me. Anything else you want to say to make me feel like a piece of shit before you go back to eating hotdogs with your newest girlfriend and her fucking kids?”

“How did…?”

“Eat shit, Dad. Don’t call anymore,” I said, and hung up.

My hands were shaking. They shake more when I think about it. It’s hard to type this. What fucking parent says that shit to their kids? What possesses him to take me down a peg? Why can’t he just be happy for me?

What happened to him to make him like that?

Sigh. I know I am an asshole to my dad. I’m not proud of that. I’m just not the forgiving type.

Something happened here in Twin Falls. And the more I think about it… the more I realize that whatever I’m experiencing probably happened to him, too, on some level. He grew up in this house. One of these bedrooms is the one he slept in. He ran around on this island playing cops and robbers or cowboys and Indians or whatever antiquated subtly racist games they used play back then.

He saw something, didn’t he? Maybe that’s what he’s been running from all this time.

I should text Mom. No, I should call her. She likes phone calls. Push her to see if Dad said anything. Maybe there’s a clue I could dredge up. Some kind of morsel of honesty to indulge on.

I’m gonna text Alisha and see if our plans to watch the fireworks tomorrow night are still on. Apparently, her apartment is near the fields where they set off the fireworks on Furmedge Hill, and we can go out on her balcony to watch. I think I want to grab a beer and a burger somewhere first. A burger sounds good. Maybe from Ramona’s. Great burger joint. I want to ask her what she thinks about my dad, but of course that means divulging all that weight.

We’re back to talking about burdens. Weight.

In related news about burdens, I’m obsessively searching out vendors and solutions on renovating the warehouse. As a result, I’m not sleeping until really late, and then waking up much earlier than normal because I keep having these fucking bizarre dreams about the house here.

They border on nightmares, and once I realize I have one I’m awake and that’s it.

I keep dreaming that I’m in the house, usually in the bed, and I can hear something moving in the room or in the hall. Then, in the corner of my eye, I see movement, but when I look there’s nothing there.

Sometimes I see something move and then fall, like my clothes on the chair beside my bed, or I’ll see my glass of water wobbling, rippling. Then I wake up.

Nothing there. It’s like an itch on my back that I keep chasing but can’t quite find, and as long as that itch remains it means there’s something crawling around on me, looking for a place to bite and burrow in.

Colorful.

What’s most alarming is that last night I woke up sitting up on the edge of my bed. I’m not a sleepwalker. Never have been.

Gonna text Alisha, then maybe call Mom. Also gotta check emails—some of the contractors wrote me back. Some place called Max Assets Property Development looks real good. They’re from out of town, but that might be a good thing.

-Diggory


ENTRY #19 MUSIC TO MY EARS.

It’s really, really late on… like, July 5th by now. Has to be past midnight. I could look at the little clock on my PC right now, and like, really know, but I can’t lose momentum on this, because I’m SUPER tipsy right now.

No, I’m buzzed, borderline drunk. You get tipsy when you drink too much boozy seltzer and I’d rather masturbate with a cheese grater than be seen drinking alcoholic seltzer. Not that I’ve ever polished the business end of the Finchy missile with a cheese grater before.

Alisha and I had a GREAT NIGHT tonight. She’s so much fun. And boy, can she drink. Drank way more than me and didn’t even succumb to my awkward, ham-fisted, half-assed self-deprecating attempts at flirting later in the night. I’m not even disappointed, I’m just impressed by her resolve. Not that I’m irresistible by any means, it’s more about how she returned it right at me, but we both were like, respectful and shit.

That makes no sense, but it’s all true.

Peeing, brb.

This place is creepy sometimes. This house. The lights from the towns coming in through the windows cast stark shadows, and until I turn on the lights to see better I swear I can see things in the shadows. My paranoia grows. Not that I haven’t been given ample, tangible reason to be paranoid.

I need more beer.

Got beer. Local beer. Lots of breweries here. I need to talk to my psychiatrist. Not right now, but soon.

I’mma Tarantino this. You know the end, let’s walk backwards. I’m here. Just came from Alisha’s after watching the fireworks. Her place is in an old mill-city apartment building that’s been refurbished. It’s right near the high school, a stone’s throw from Trinity Church where grandma had her services. One side of the building is all balcony, facing the fields and school. She’s on the very top floor and the view was awesome. Her place wasn’t much, just one bedroom and not that big, but it was clean, the appliances were new, and she said three times that the landlord was good, like she needed to apologize for her place or something.

But seriously, having a good landlord is HUGE.

We drank, watched the flashy-booms in the sky, joked and laughed, and really had a great time. Prior to that we walked to her place from a local burger joint called Ramona’s. It’s a bar that can sit about fifty people, owned locally. Farm to table organic stuff. Little artsy. Most of the menu is craft beer, obscure cocktails you’ve never heard of, and then like, six meal choices that probably rotate by the week.

The food was fucking delicious. I had a lamb kebab burger monstrosity on brioche with feta and pickled onions, and she had the same. Fresh fries with tzatziki, all washed down with an endless stream of made-here microbrew IPAs. I’m not even a big fan of IPAs but after you’ve had three or four of them they start to get real appealing.

In the corner of the place, on a tiny stage in front of the window, is a place where a really small band can play. Like, three people, so long as the drummer only brings a snare. Sitting on a stool there was a local singer (later identified in conversation as Chase Jenkins, an aspiring acoustic, ironic music artist) crooning on about patriotism, small town America, light beer, and the simplicities of heterosexual white life.

Classic. You do you, Chase. He was talented, no denying that.

But my record scratch moment came about three quarters of the way through our dinner when I heard him sing a strange little ditty, and in the middle of it he said, “Finch.”

Like, in a song. I stopped eating and drinking and stared at him, focusing everything on him the way drunks must. All my Ritalin powers combined, I became coherent and hyper-focused on him.

After he finished I stood up and walked straight up to him. He sipped on a shot glass of whisky before taking a second shot of water.

“What did you just sing?”

“Sorry man, what?” he said, pushing the microphone away from us and sighing like I was a troublesome groupie. The fucking talent is always an issue when doing security.

“The song you just sang. It was about Finches? I’ve never heard it before. Can you tell me anything about it?”

“Old mill song, man. Twin Falls classic. Pretty obscure now, only the older generations of townies know it. My dad used to sing it when he worked on the car. Now I sing it when do local stuff like this.” He adjusted the sit of his trucker cap and resettled on his stool. “Some of the old blue-collar folks from around here get a kick out of it. Well, some of ‘em. You can never really tell who will like it. I took a chance.” He chuckled and shrugged.

“Is it about the local Finch family?”

“I believe so,” he said. “Why?”

“I’m a Finch. My grandma was Beatrice. I’m Diggory. I just moved into town, still getting settled. I heard your song and was like, ‘Holy shit.’ Right? You hear someone singing a song with your name in it. Enough to put you on your heels.”

He laughed. “Yeah, yup. Sorry, man.”

“No, no, don’t be. Can I get the words?” I asked him, pulling out my phone. “Write them? Just maybe speak them into the recorder so it can dictate it? I’d dig that, big time.”

“Sure, sure. Let me see,” and he reached for my phone.

A few minutes later we were friendly (I was drunk, it’s not my fault) and I had the words to the song. Here are the lyrics as he said them:




Don’t flinch Mr. Finch

Shadows creep and crawl

Eyes behind the walls

Don’t flinch Mr. Finch

Whispers low and lie

Mistake unmake

Don’t flinch Mr. Finch

Dig deep don’t trust

Don’t flinch Mr. Finch

Embrace us

Slaughter them

Diggs digs his grave!




(centered, because that’s what I think you do with poems and songs and such)

But what the FUCK, future me? Where did this song come from? How old is it? Who wrote it?

I returned back to a somewhat defeated Alisha and handed her the phone with the text open, and she went blank and worried after she read it. I rapid-fired off the questions I just asked here, and she nodded like she was going to add that to her list of things to research for me, and this bizarre slate of experiences since arriving here in Twin Falls.

My family has a song?

I wonder if this is what the workers sang at some point when the family mill was in full swing. Though judging by the complete and utter darkness of the lyrics I wonder if they sang it when things were on the downswing, or when something bad happened.

Embrace who? Slaughter who? Dark as my taint.

Wait a fuckin’ drunkin’ second...

DIGGS digs his grave? That’s gotta be a typo. Autocorrect shit. Must actually be “Digs, digs his grave.”

Yeah. Repetition.

Done with my beer. I’m tired and I’m gonna be real fucking hung over tomorrow, and I can guarantee I’m gonna shit my damn brains out with all that grease from the burger place plus all that beer.

Drunk.

-Diggory


THE SIXTH INTERLUDE

NATSEL187 AND KINTARR TENWELL ON THE DUULANI PLAINS




“Did you load in yet? Your archer is just standing there like a dweeb,” Diggory said over the MMO’s integrated voice system. “The sound in this headset is so much better,” he said as he made his necromancer character hop and bounce around his friend’s idle avatar like a crackhead on a pogo stick. He made Kintarr crouch repeatedly over Natty’s body, tea bagging him as best he could.

“Better how?” Natty asked. His voice came across a bit crackled, but that was normal. His internet connection was often suspect in rural Nebraska, where he lived. Diggory had been forced to wait for minutes at a time while Natty reconnected more than once.

Natty was worth the patience.

“I can hear the birds chirping in the distance. There’s like a… cicada noise in the background, too. Distant hooves on the stones. The programmers for this game really went all-in on the sound design. I never knew. Can you hear that stuff?”

“No, not really,” Natty lamented. “My headset is less Sharper Image and more Dollar General.”

“I’ll send you one. You are now my coworker. Tax write-off for the trust. Message me your address.”

“No, thank you, Mr. Rockefeller Finch,” Natty said as his character finally loaded into the train station. The two characters had traveled to the small player-managed town of Brome, near the borders of Varrland and Duulan on the Elmoryn continent. They were finishing off an obscure class-based quest line for Diggory’s necromancer. “I’m saving up, and I’ll get the same one you have soon enough.”

“Make sure you order it via a paper catalogue that still delivers to Nebraska. But hey, have it your way. The waypoint for the quest is a few thousand yards north of the village walls,” Diggory said, referencing his quest tab on the game’s menu. “You can use your exploration skill to home us in when we get close.”

“Ruins, right?”

“Yeah, pre-plague ruins filled with low-tier undead,” Diggory said. “Zombies, wights. The end boss can be a named wight.”

“Gravy,” Natty said. “Let’s hustle.”

The two men summoned their mounts (horses for both—neither had the spare time to invest into the quests required to obtain one of the ram-headed shaggy warbeasts called a Gvorn, though both wanted one) and followed the dirt and cobblestone roads north towards the point on the map where they had to start their search for loot.

The blessed search that had no end.

As the duo made their way, they joked about bad character builds, Diggory getting drunk while near a pretty girl, and how much Natty thought Diggs liked living in Twin Falls.

[image: Image]

“I don’t believe you,” Natty taunted. “You’ll never let yourself be happy, even if you are. It’s a self-imposed curse.”

“Fuck you,” Diggory shot back.

“You would. You’re in a brutal dry stretch.”

“I am, you’re right. But my standards still remain above you, and besides, a few more weeks and I either get to be a real life monk or born-again virgin. Win/win.”

“Take Ritalin for option A, Viagra for option B.” Natty laughed as their characters found a cleft in the side of a hill. A stone doorway marked with old runes was hidden just out of easy sight, tucked in beside a crumbling stone wall. Both men homed in on the spot and readied the macro programs that would automate some of their abilities.

“Ready? The forums said it was just hack and slash spawns, then loot when you’re done. If the named yellow-skinned wight wearing animal furs spawns, he’ll drop a legendary item,” Diggory said.

“Roger that,” Natty said as his character drew an arrow and readied it on their bow. “Are you gonna summon a zombie to fight with us?”

“Nah. I’m a pure Malwynn build today. All anti-undead. Let me buff us.”

Diggory buffed their characters with a few enhancement spells and they went through the crooked, archaic stone and timber doorway into the ancient tomb.

Like in many video games the monsters were confined by invisible leashes, fetters that bound them to a time or place, and the moment the two characters entered the subterranean ruins, they crossed the threshold into the lurking monster’s reach.

The adventure had begun and digital chaos broke out.

Pixelated undead surged forward at Kintarr and NATSEL187, moaning and groaning, teeth clacking and snapping together, ragged half-eaten flesh barely holding their life-deficient bodies together, torn fingernails tearing at the body of Natty and Diggory’s characters. Both men frantically stabbed at keys and moved their computer mice to jump, backpedal, dodge, and advance together. To an observer their frantic motions might’ve looked unplanned and rife with panic, but that was the opposite of the truth; though they were flooded with adrenaline as the monsters tried to kill their characters, they were confident, powerful, and in control.

Natty kicked a zombie away with a powerful foot and as it smashed into a wooden beam holding up the low ceiling in the dark cave, he unleashed a broad headed arrow into its head, dropping it. One after another he did the same thing—create space, make a dead body a little bit more dead. A volcanic spray of numbers and text depicting damage done, status effects applied or removed, and a plethora of other information shot into the air over the heads of both the characters and their foes.

At NATSEL187’s side, Diggory was no less impressive. Eschewing the bow his partner used, Kintarr’s powers came from brute force and The Way, Elmoryn’s version of magic. Kintarr siphoned away the very necrotic energy from the undead and used it against them. His character threw handfuls of enchanted moss that hit the zombies with the power of sledgehammers, smashing them back and down, leaving behind wounds that exploded with rot, rendering the gutted monsters into no more than twitching bones in seconds. He punched with fists that were adorned with inches-long shards of ivory colored magical bone, rending the undead foes with striking ease.

They were at home here.

During the brief but raging battle, Diggory sat at his desk in his house—his grandma’s old place, and the seat of residence for all former Finches—smiling, enjoying the heart-pounding moment of digital stimulation and success. He heard all the sounds of the online world in his new headset and saw all the glittering, sharp graphics on his monitor. Inevitably, he allowed his realities to blur. He was no longer in just the real world. He had transitioned beyond the physical world and into the fictitious, pixilated realm of Elmoryn, where his character Kintarr was locked in a simulation of mortal battle, destroying monsters for fun and profit.

The monster lurking behind him—very real and now very happy, having taken up residence in Diggory’s house with him, soaking up the dark energy that seeped out of the man just like it huffed pure toxins from the vehicle exhausts it relished—watched on. Invisible, a visitor from another realm just as Diggory was to the game world he enjoyed, it leaned its grown bulk over his shoulder, draping several of its barbed, venomous tentacles over Diggory’s chair, his desk, wrapping its ward in a ropey cocoon of alien flesh. With a hundred eyes it watched the screen, putting together the situation, understanding that what it watched with its thousand eyes wasn’t real, but was thrilling nonetheless. Diggory was so absorbed in his game, he had no idea he was millimeters from a murderous predator from another time, place, and reality.

It could feel the world Diggory was enraptured by—the fake world—and the pulses of life the power creating it put off. The binary, the strings of elegant code, the coursing electricity, the creativity, the life of it. Laughter in another room. A wholly separate experience, but one just… right… there.

An idea struck the consciousness within the monster, and it followed that urge as a lion would slide into the grasses to follow an antelope. The lurking monster slid one tiny tendril out, brushing the short hair on Diggory’s head as it did, making Diggory wave his hand as if a bug had landed on him. He almost touched the monster. The spiky, cancerous limb found a small slot on the glowing box atop the desk that gave off the greatest throbs and hums of power. It penetrated the guts of the computer, and within seconds its cosmic awareness connected to the power within and beyond, finding the two men’s links to the characters on the server they played on.

Then, the monster played too.
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Natty’s archer stood centered in the three areas beneath the hill. The dead bodies of their foes were dissolving into pips of light as the game took out its own trash, leaving behind only the corpses that offered loot. The named wight with the furs hadn’t spawned and the men were left with mediocre loot. They double clicked on the corpses and took what the game offered them.

“None of this will sell on the markets. It’s all junk,” Natty said as his archer went body to body, collecting the meager prizes.

“Craft with it. I’m thinking of going armorer. Save any hide or leather you get for me, if you don’t mind.”

“You got it.”

In Diggory’s ear—invisible in the game—he heard a sudden rush of pressure as something at the doorway moved in or out. He spun his character, but the twilight of the game’s daytime was still visible; nothing had entered the doorway or the room.

“You hear that?”

“Nothing. Just the post-fight wind-down music. “

“I heard something in the wind. Like when an outer door is opened, and the air pressure changes. A woomph like something moved into the room.” As Diggory spoke, he had Kintarr cast a spell to detect any undead. Nothing was flagged as the ring of purple light spread out from his character to splash against the stone and earth walls then disappear.

“Anything?”

“Nothing undead. Look, we’re done, let’s get the fugouttahere,” Diggory said, and aimed his character towards the exit where the nighttime sky grew deeper and darker.

“On the move,” Natty said, and he joined the movement to leave. He moved three or four electronic strides at Diggory’s back before Diggory heard the enormous pressure of movement followed by an actual cry of shock from his friend. “Whua!”

Diggory spun and felt a jarring strike of cognitive dissonance. His friend’s character—the tall, strong, lightly armored archer—was floating in midair, pinned against the wooden log holding the ceiling aloft. The flesh of his character’s face—lighter than Diggory’s in real life, which made it a shade he liked to call ‘never seen light milk’—was ruddy and speckled with red dots of exploded blood vessels just beneath the surface. His hands tore at something around his neck.

Wow. These graphics are unreal, Diggory thought.

He heard Natty make an actual choking sound over the microphone, and that snapped him into action. He pulled his enchanted short sword and swung it back and forth, hacking at an area of open space he perceived to be where their invisible attacker might be.

Kintarr’s blade swung without any sign of hitting something, but deep in Diggory’s immersed brain he felt the sharp edge bite into something tangible. He watched as a small spurt of dark slime shot out and hit the nearby rocks. Something made an awful, terrible organic sound of agony just inches from him, and then his character was bashed backwards.

The necromancer’s cloak billowed as the avatar flew out the entry to the mausoleum and out into the ravine where the entrance was. Diggory’s field of view went haphazard as he watched his health bar halve when Kintarr impacted against his own set of pixilated rocks.

“I’m coming,” Diggory said, and the fear he had was much more real than in the first battle. The weight of his concern grew when Natty didn’t respond. It was almost as if the creature in the game was actually choking him to death in the real world.

What if he is? What if whatever happened to Edna is happening to him through the game right now? What if he’s about to be erased?

“Get off my friend you fucking freak!” A real and properly terrified Diggory shrieked into his headset. His voice echoed in the subterranean area as well as the room in his house, and the monster in the game—invisible, unseen—seemed to pause while the real monster—also unseen, but wrapped physically around the gamer, ensconcing him in a fleshy wall of dangerous and lethal limbs—flinched.

Worlds collided.

Diggory couldn’t see the creature in either reality, but he felt that flinch. He felt it in both worlds, as real as a summer breeze through an open window, or the memory of a kiss from a lover. That realization galvanized him, and he ran his character back into the room to face the monster he now felt the immediate and real threat of.

Sword slashing, he couldn’t find its body again. Natty’s choking, silent avatar slid around the room, roughly sliding over the stones and wood that made up the loose walls, body rumbling and shaking with violence as his red health bar diminished smaller and smaller. Whatever had him was leaving bloody streaks of Natty’s character all over the space, and there wasn’t much of the red graphic left to spill.

Shadow wolves. Illuminated by fire. That’s what this is.

“Inferno!” Diggory hollered, saying the code word for the necromancy spell that made a small blast of flame. He targeted a dead body that hadn’t disappeared yet from being looted, and it erupted into a smokeless conflagration that shot yellow, red, and orange light into the far corners of the room, casting shadows to the abyss.

Where the light hit the thing… a shadow was cast, and an abject horror revealed.

Diggory lost all ability to speak in the seconds following. The writhing nest of endless arms and legs were closer to a moving mass of hooked, bloody, hell-strewn maggots, all clustered around a central body that seemed to be made only of drooling, mumbling mouths, teeth, and dark, bottomless eyes filled with clear liquids that shimmered and flecked in the computer’s firelight. The monster looked at him.

It looked at him, and that gaze spilled Diggory’s insides out, turned his blood to ice. He couldn’t breathe.

The monster froze as it realized Diggory could see it as it saw him, and its halting, quivering, hungry stance gave Diggory his sanity back long enough to act.

“Eat my dick you fucking chodebeast!” Diggory screamed, and hit every single one of the buttons on his keyboard tied to a spell that might do damage. His blue mana bar wiped out in a second, but the onslaught of light and explosions filled his screen, obscuring the monster and his friend’s character. He jumped into the raging storm of magic, sword first, stabbing at the area where he’d seen the largest glistening eyeball. His sword slid into something, and he… felt a scream.

Not in his ears, as he might feel a sound, but in his mind and soul. A sensation that his nerves were blind to but one his emotions and consciousness could latch onto.

Once more he was tossed aside as the bulk and girth of the hideous abomination threw its weight into his character. His view went astray and he heard the creature barrel out the door of the cavern and disappear.

In his house Diggory felt a summer breeze blow by, cooled by the river coursing around the island. A few seconds later he heard something fall and break, and his simple lizard brain tied the events together. He looked around and shivered. The sensation of suddenly being alone struck him. He had already been alone.

Hadn’t he?

Back in the game, NATSEL187’s archer character stood in the back of the cave, as still as a mannequin. Its eyes stared forward, unseeing little circles of dark green, staring into the electronic distance. After too long, the digital character blinked.

“Natty?” Diggory asked.

“I’ll… I um, I’ll be back online soon. I don’t… Not normal. Be careful,” Natty said, and his character logged off and disappeared.

“I’ll put in a ticket. Check the forums. Maybe someone else triggered that spawn, too,“ he said, but no one in the game world was listening.

Diggory took off his headset, logged out of the game, and sat back for a few minutes, looking out the windows at the lights of the Twin Falls evening. The towns were quiet, unaware of the bizarre moment he and his friend had just experienced.

Diggory got up to figure out what fell and broke, then search for candles he could light and a cocktail he could mix strong. The thought of calling his psychiatrist struck h im, and that seemed like a good idea.


ENTRY #20 REALITY AND DREAMS ARE OIL AND WATER. THEY SHOULD NOT MIX.

And I mean that.

I had the weirdest experience the other night playing Elmoryn with Natty. Weird isn’t the right word. Frightening. It was fucking terrifying.

We cleared a small catacomb/mausoleum dungeon in rural western Duulan and as we were about to leave, some… really weird monster spawned and attacked us. It was invisible and pinned Natty to the wall. This was an entirely off-the-grid creature that no one on the server has encountered, to my knowledge.

Here’s the weird part: we’re on voice, right? I talk, he talks, we make fun of each other like high schoolers, it’s a good time. Like old school phone calls teens would have with their friends, but we’re also killing zombies and shit. So, this thing has Natty’s archer pinned against the wall, life bar wasting away, and Natty stops talking and I swear on my LIFE that he was choking in real life. Like the monster was reaching through the internet and choking him in Nebraska, in the real world.

I lost my shit and started slashing at the area that the thing was probably standing in, but it wasn’t until I lit a fire using a spell that I could see it. Just like the Shadow Wolves I was encountering previously. Only fire illuminates them. Stark daylight… dead ass invisible. Worse at night because not only can you not see them, you can’t see fucking anything.

So, the thing I saw was… well it wasn’t a fucking Shadow Wolf. The monster was unlike anything the game has ever had. A thousand strange limbs sprouting from a central body. Where there wasn’t a tentacle or a segmented, whip-like arm, there was a mouth or an eye. Like a nest of evil worms and mouths… and hunger. Cosmic horror. No other words.

I saw it, then it saw me, and I won’t lie, it wasn’t just a game anymore. That thing was real. An actual monster was in our fake online game, and that thing was going to kill Natty and then try and kill me. So, I did what I could—I mashed buttons and swore, and somehow I either hurt it enough to cause it to retreat or just frankly scared it off because I stood up to it. Maybe it was afraid of being seen? Fearful of its own appearance.

If it knew how ugly it was it would kill itself.

The awful creature disappeared, and as it went out the door in the game I felt a breeze rush around me, like the movement was happening in the real world, and then I heard something fall in the kitchen. After investigating, scared shitless carrying my old work baton, I found a ceramic pot grandma had on the windowsill above the sink. Had bottle brushes and a sponge on a stick in it. It had fallen off the ledge and into the sink, breaking apart, but perhaps worse yet… I found the screen for the window blown out, sitting in the grass in the morning.

That kinda shit doesn’t just happen. Window screens don’t just blow out while pots fall in. Something did that.

That monster I saw in the game did that.

Natty ghosted, spooked, and said he’d be back sometime. This morning when I checked the forums for our guild no one had heard anything from Natty, and that’s a little unusual.

I called Alisha and told her everything this morning. I slept like ass, only really passing out when I chugged a mouthful of NyQuil and took a second melatonin. Green death flavor if you’re curious, future me.

You already know that thought, don’t you?

Alisha sort of laughed at my story, but after assuring her that I was very certain of the truth in it, asserting that I was very worried about my friend and how my pot and window screen got wrecked, she agreed that it was weird and said that she’d try to track Natty down for me. I don’t actually know his real name, I just know he lives in Omaha, Nebraska, is about my age, and is a veteran MMO player. I hope she can find him.

I called my psychiatrist. She’s scheduled me for a session later today, right after dinner. Said she doesn’t normally do that, but with me being a new patient with a new script she wants to check in. She sounded worried but, you know, showing concern is a human trait.

I made some calls to Chuck and we went over details of the mill refurb, but to be honest, my mind wasn’t in it. He’s figuring out what the trust can afford and then we’ll make some plans. He said he’d get in touch with Elijah Danforth and see if there was any movement on grants or loans or whatever.

I’m so tired. NyQuil gets me to sleep, but it makes me so groggy the next day. I woke up early because I had to piss, and when I thought about dreaming I got worried I’d dream about something real and then it’d get changed in the real world. Lions into griffons or… Edna. I hate to admit this, but I was afraid to sleep.

I love sleeping. LOVE IT.

The day falling asleep scares me… this is a dark day. I can’t be scared to rest because I can’t stay up forever. My paranoia about this is dangerous shit for me. Could spiral, and fast.

I’m worried about Natty. He’s a good dude.

I’m gonna shit, shower, shave, and get some lunch somewhere before I go to the hospital where my shrink works. I need to be outside the house for a bit. This place doesn’t feel private to me today. Not after last night. I had my car broken into when I was 18. Everything was stolen out of it. The feeling of vulnerability that came after that was a big part of why I went into criminal justice. I wanted to protect others. I wanted to be able to hold criminals accountable for making people feel like victims.

Of course, if all of what’s happening is my fault, how do I hold myself accountable?

Maybe I’ll walk to the hospital. Get some fresh air.

-Diggory


ENTRY #21 MY SHRINK THINKS I’M CRAZY, BUT IF SO, I’M STILL SO GODDAMN LUCKY.

“Diggory, I won’t lie, I’m thinking your new medication might be triggering some adverse side effects,” Dr. Morandia Hallett Perri said to me after I told her the story of what happened in the game.

“You’re thinking paranoid delusions? Or mania?”

“I wouldn’t jump straight to those conclusions. Let’s see what we can figure out first. Have you been drinking a lot lately? Or maybe more than usual?”

“I had a good time on July 4th, but that was… a while ago. I’m not a big drinker, generally.”

“And you take,” she consulted her notes, “Ritalin, 25mg twice daily. Is that it?”

“Few OTC things. I’ve taken Ritalin for years.”

“Well, have you added any extra stressors?”

“Starting the business, but you already knew about that. Though Chuck is handling the stuff that would cause me the most amount of stress. I feel coddled about that, if anything. Many things I used to worry about I no longer have to. That’s strange, I guess. I can’t stop thinking about that woman who died at the coffee shop on Main Street in Danforth.”

“Someone you knew?” she replied.

“Edna. Made the best crumb cake. She just… disappeared, and her family doesn’t even acknowledge that she existed. She’s gone. Something bad happened to her and I know it.”

“Dementna,” Morandia joked. “That’s what some people in town call her. Demented Edna. She’s suffering from pretty advanced dementia, Diggory. If she served you at the restaurant she was deep in a memory, not attached to the current moment, and shouldn’t have been in the front.”

“What?”

“Yeah. She’s a local story. Most folks keep silent about it, trying to be polite and respect the family’s wishes, but if you saw her and she’s now gone, I guarantee you that’s what’s happening. That can be a confusing experience for a new person to town though, and I can see how that would cause you great worry. What other stuff is going on for you?” she asked, then nested her fingers on top of the notebook in her lap.

“Working on a new friendship. Might turn into more than that.”

“That can be very stressful. Do you want it to turn into more than that?”

“I don’t know,” I answered honestly. “She seems awesome, but relationships aren’t my strong suit. I struggle to keep friends and I wind up wrecking my attempts at romance, often leading to frustration at myself and heart break for whoever isn’t afraid of commitment. When they talk about people being emotionally unavailable, they’re talking about me.”

“Still, all those pending thoughts and choices can cause great conflict.”

“Dr. Perri, I’ve had girlfriends. I’ve dated. This isn’t new to me, nor is that the kind of thing that causes me to experience what I’m experiencing. And what the hell explains what happened in my kitchen after I saw the monster in the game? Pot busted inside; screen blown out?”

“A cat, Diggory. Any stray cat in town could’ve done that. If you left your screen door open a bit, or a basement window is ajar, or anything like that,” she said, infuriatingly calm. “Check your windows when you get home. You might find one a little bit open.”

I felt… stupid. I hate feeling stupid. I don’t mind feeling stupid when I’m alone or with friends, but for some reason having that situation come up makes me feel naked and exposed. I’m not stupid.

“Are you familiar with the concept of Occam’s Razor? That the simplest answer is almost always the correct one? Things don’t get complicated on their own. When we start to dig around inside our own heads and apply our feelings to events that happen outside of us, they take on new meanings that threaten our perceived safety and sanity. When you and your friend just had a very scary fight in a video game, and you’re worried about a new girlfriend, and starting a new business, and settling into a new town, and your recently-passed-on grandmother, and dealing with all those things entail… finding a pot broken in the sink and a busted screen in your yard takes on a sinister note. When in reality, out here in the country, these things happen all the time. The most common monsters we have here poop in litter boxes or bury bones in the backyard.”

“Yeah, but….”

“But what? Is there something else you observed that might make your feelings more or less real that you can share?”

I decided not to say anything about the lions or the griffons at the library. That secret felt really, really powerful in that moment, and I held it tight and kept my mouth shut. Not yet. No, not yet.

“I really don’t think your meds are the cause of this. In fact, I’m certain you need a slightly higher dose of Lorazepam,” she said, and went to her desk. After grabbing her prescription pad, she spoke again. “I’m going to write you a script for a tweaked dose. I do truly think your anxiety is spiking due to stressors, and I think a higher dose is the answer. Relax for a bit. Slow down. Focus on hobbies that aren’t scary. Cut back on the video games. Focus on yourself. Turn off the news for a few days and just unplug. Go get this new dose and give it a few days to settle in. You have my number, call it immediately if you need any help.”

I took the paper and thanked her. I pretended low key that she’d been helpful, but let’s be honest, future me, she wasn’t.

We set up another appointment for next week, and I left.

I walked back home and, instead of going inside, I looked around the whole house; lo and behold, I found a basement window a little bit ajar. Plenty of room for a cat to slither through. I don’t know how it got up into the house from downstairs, but it makes sense.

I closed the window after I went inside and texted Alisha that after talking about the monster in the game, and Edna, my therapist thinks I’m crazy.

“She might be right,” Alisha texted back. “But that doesn’t mean you’re wrong about what’s happening in Twin Falls.”

And that one sentence put me more at ease than anything Dr. Perri has said to me yet.

“Thank you for saying that,” I wrote back to her.

“You’re welcome. And to be honest, I wish you were just the new guy in town—maybe a little crazy, but not apparently right about really weird stuff happening. It’s tough.”

“I overheard my mom saying to my dad once that having me in their life made everything a lot tougher. She apparently was right about that.”

Two seconds later Alisha called me, and I answered.

“Fuck your mother,” was the first thing she said. “You don’t listen to that. Mothers don’t’ say that about their children. Not once, not ever. Not right. That’s not right, that’s heartbreaking. No one talks to my friend like that. I want to find her and punch her in the nose.”

My friend.

I laughed, but I was crying. It’s all too much. No one’s ever spoken up like that for me. Not around the subject of my parents, at least.

“Thanks,” I muttered, trying to hide my crying, but she heard.

“I’m coming over. Take a hot shower and pre-heat your oven to 350 degrees. Leave the front door unlocked. Go, do it now,” and she hung up.

I did what I was told. I took a long shower, letting the hot water run over my face and buzzed head, letting it carry away the tightness and the confining thoughts that have steered me through life of late. I finished, dried off, slapped some deodorant on, and put on a pair of gym shorts with a classic Star Wars t-shirt. When I came down the stairs, the house was filled with the smell of cooking food.

Cookies. Chocolate chip cookies.

“You sit your ass down in that chair right there and find a funny movie for us to watch together. I’m going to cook some Indian for you and we’re going to do nails and eat cookies until we don’t feel well,” she said. She wore an apron that said, “Librarians are the generals in the war on ignorance.” Alisha had an expression set somewhere on the spectrum of pissed off yet happy to be here to support her friend. I loved it.

I laughed. “Okay. That sounds great.” I did what my general ordered.

We had a great night. She’s a good cook. Her biryani was spicy, but delicious. We ate it on the second-floor porch, sitting in the twin rocking chairs as the sun set. I drank a cold beer and we eventually came back to the living room where we watched two Mel Brooks movies. She fell asleep on the couch before the second one ended, and I helped her into bed.

She’s asleep in the master bedroom right now, upstairs. I still haven’t moved up. I should be sleeping but…

I’m afraid to dream.

This is better than any dream I could have anyway.

-Diggory


ENTRY #22 NOT SURE WHAT TO TITLE THIS ONE OTHER THAN… THE PEOPLE IN THESE TOWNS ARE WEIRD.

I drive a pretty fucking basic automobile. Grandma’s hella-lit Subaru Outback. It’s red. I don’t drive fast, nor do I drive much, so when I say I got pulled over you know there’s something weird going on.

I mean, we already know there’s something weird going on, but dial in on this incident in specific for me.

After Alisha gave me a huge hug and left yesterday morning, I popped on NPR and listened to the Sunday radio shows I get my news from. I made eggs, and as I ate them the local news chimed on and said that there was another disappearance in Twin Falls, this time on the New Hampshire side of the river. A man named Archer Ellsworth disappeared from his backyard while grilling on the night of the 4th of July. Signs of a struggle.

I find it strange that a man sharing the same name as my dad has gone missing.

That was days ago, and no one seems to have said anything. I must’ve missed the commotion due to booze and explosions. Anyway, the local sheriff was interviewed and said the two chiefs and their local police were looking into it and bringing in outside aid to help figure it out. The anchor also said that there were multiple reports of pets going missing in the valley, too, leading the police to believe we might have a mountain lion running amok, or perhaps a black bear who’s been drinking too much Red Bull while it snorted endless lines of meth.

I can’t disconnect from that thing I saw in the game and the presence I felt in the house. Housecat or not… I just… it’s just not good. I keep imagining that… thing running around in town—a slithering, writhing monstrosity walking around in broad daylight, utterly invisible, right up to people without them knowing. Right into their backyards, and garages, and bedrooms… Clinging to the ceilings, looking down with its endless sea of eyes, its forest of teeth and tentacles….

Shiver. No wonder why I have little interest in sleeping right now.

So, I went for a little drive a few towns over to look at some industrial bathroom equipment for the store yesterday, and about five minutes into my drive, as I was leaving the center of Warren Falls beyond the hospital, heading east through the forest corridor of 203A, I see the blues in my rear mirror light me up.

I pulled over as soon as a clear, safe spot came up, got my license and registration into my hand immediately, and returned my hands to ten and two.

“Good morning, I’m Chief Dingman with the Warren Falls police department. License and registration, please.”

Typical opening. I handed him my stuff and he looked at it, then looked again, a little closer, and… I don’t know how to describe it, but the feel of the traffic stop changed. He came up, walking with purpose, mirrored shades on in the July morning sun, hand on the butt of his Glock in its holster, as he’d likely done a thousand times, but now… there was a diminished… verve. He didn’t want to pull me over, and now that he had me, he had to figure something out. Plain as day. I was no longer in trouble, and I knew it.

“Diggory Finch, eh. You’re Beatrice’s son?”

“Grandson, actually. Nice to meet you, Chief.” We shook through the car’s window, and he moved to stand in front of me, at the mirror. A car passed us slowly. He still held my papers and ID but waved at the passersby.

“Your grandmother was a saint. Did a lot of good for Twin Falls. I had her as a teacher. One of the best I ever had.”

“I’m glad. Everyone says great things about her. What did you stop me for?”

“Oh, nothing. Just a mile or two over back there, near the hospital. You live near there then, right? Finch Island.”

“Yup. I apologize if I was speeding,” I said. I’ve always found it pays to be polite with cops. Even when I worked hand in hand with them in security. Hell, I wanted to treat them like I’d hoped to be treated if I was ever a cop myself.

“Don’t worry about it at all. I was fishing. Here, take your stuff. You settling in okay? People treating you well? House holding up? Anything the police department of Warren Falls can offer you help with?”

“All is well,” I lied. “Though the dead pets and now the two people missing have me considering buying a pistol or five.”

He laughed. “Yeah, well, live free or die. Owning a handgun is a personal choice. At least ammo is easier to come by now. Do as you must, I won’t judge you.”

“What’s going on with the people and the animals? You think they’re connected?”

“Ongoing investigation,” he said, and it was an apology intended to end the conversation. I nodded, understanding. However, I think he liked to talk and he kept doing so. “But I’ll venture that it’s an animal of some kind. The evidence just doesn’t support murder or a serial killer or anything like that. You don’t have pets, so you should be safer. Pets draw in opportunistic predators, and when we get a big bear that’s not afraid of people, stuff like this will happen. And hey, let’s be honest, we don’t have any bodies yet. These two victims might’ve gone gay and eloped in the hills of Vermont for all we know.”

I made a mental note that the chief was at least mildly homophobic and just nodded.

“I feel much safer knowing all that, thank you.”

“Good, good. I’m glad. Well, you get going. Be safe and don’t be afraid to pop into the station. The boys would love to meet the newest Finch in town. They’ll all tell you stories about your grandma, how she saved them from a life of committing crime and somehow got them into one preventing it. If you can’t find me, you track down Sergeant Kevin Shall. He’s my right-hand man. I trust him with all my secrets—and even my wallet from time to time.”

I laughed. “Thank you. Your kindness means a lot to me.”

“Drive careful, Mr. Finch. Come back to town as soon as you can. Have a nice day,” Chief Dingman said, and departed with a smile.

I watched him go back to his SUV, turn off the lights, and I’ll say this: cops who return to their cruiser with nothing to do get going. They move on back into traffic and go about their day. They’re done with you. Chief Dingdong didn’t. He picked up his cell phone, made a call, and sat there until I finally drove away. The whole time he never once took his shade-covered gaze off me.

I wasn’t in trouble, but I felt like I had gathered the attention of someone I didn’t want anything to do with. Stalker was the vibe I got.

Creepy.

But getting out of a ticket is cool, and I suspect yet again that the Finch family name has me pre-loaded for success here in town. I think I could get out of other traffic violations as well, if you know what I mean. I’m not gonna test the waters, but I just get that feeling.

I am serious about getting a pistol. I didn’t own one in Massachusetts because the laws there are a pain in the ass to navigate, but NH and VT are a whole different story. Much easier in every conceivable way, and you can concealed-carry without a permit. Sheriff “every breath you take” won’t even know I bought one, and that seems comforting.

I know, I know. Man suffering from mental health issues has sudden urge to buy handgun.

I won’t tell my therapist if you won’t.

Still no word from Natty.

-Diggory


ENTRY #23 WHEN IT RAINS THE RIVER GETS HIGH AND HOLY SHIT, I DON’T WANNA DIE IN A FLOOD.

Been a few days since I went window-shopping at the industrial plumbing warehouse for toilets. I’m not actually sure how many days it’s been. The rain here has been… something else. The first real heavy rains I’ve seen since we got here. A monsoon, by any measure, has riled up the river something fierce. The north edge of the island looks like it’s about to erode away, taking the mill with it, and I can’t keep off the 2nd floor porch here in the house to watch it happen in slow, endless motion.

Eyes fixed, future me. Can’t look away.

Still not sleeping well. Cat naps here and there. Alarm set every hour to stay up for an hour. Everything is hazy, and not just from the rain.

No word from Natty, and Alisha says she can’t find anything about him at all. He’s a private guy in the first place and let’s be honest; what did I give her to go on? A screen name, a link to his profile on a forum, a discord handle, and that he said he lived in Omaha.

If she turned anything up at all then she needs to start looking for Jimmy Hoffa and Amelia Earhart.

I’m sick with worry. I feel utterly and completely responsible. I know my psychiatrist thinks I’m just being paranoid and over thinking it but… I just can’t shake all of the realness of it. I felt that thing. I felt that monster. I saw it. I heard it. Jesus, if I think about it hard enough I can almost remember the stink of it.

Fetid, noxious chemicals. Garbage and the smell of tooth decay hissed into your face. Yeah.

No video game did that to me. No dream.

Maybe I should go be the town crazy guy? Stand on some street corners at night with a fucking lit torch and a machete, hunting this thing down in the real world. Protecting Twin Falls from an unseen monstrosity that has a different mouth for every person in this valley.

Diggory Finch, deranged monster hunter, game store entrepreneur.

There’s something in that idiotic statement that sounds completely normal to me.

Maybe I was brought to Twin Falls on purpose? Maybe I was fated to return here, to fight the monsters that appear here, à la Buffy.

There’s nothing in that statement that sounds normal to me. That’s not right. But in my gut I know something is going on here. Call it a premonition, call it a feeling, whatever.

Anti-anxiety meds are helping. I feel… detached from this, like an observer. Rational, without extremes of emotion. It’s a little… a little like being a passenger as I go through the motions. I am staying calm, though, and despite my fucked up sleep cycle I am getting things done.

You ever sit in a storm where you can see far off into the distance and you can see the swells of downpour move? Happens over the water a lot. Like when you’re standing on the shore of a lake or the ocean? You can see pockets of dense rainfall coming down, like a translucent curtain moving across the distant landscape. Sometimes you can watch the rain move up a hill and pass over it, disappearing into the horizon.

It’s like that now, but with dense fog obscuring parts of the downtown and hills.

The NH side of Twin Falls is flatter going east. The lower laying forests beyond are lush right now. Thick and green and primordial in this rain. Ancient temperate rain forest, filled with the spirits of the wild. This is the terrain that inspired faeries and boggarts and dryads. The rain over this country moves, loping along and through the wilds outside of this urban center like a nature spirit out of a Miyazaki anime. Something epic, eternal, ancient and made of time and life and…

I’m writing this on my porch. Warm rain falling just feet from me. I just… I just looked out over the distant east, at those curtains of rain, and I swear on my LIFE one of them swayed like it was a living thing, moving with arms and a roughly humanoid posture. Thirty stories tall. Walked north, then disappeared into a vertical ocean of rain.

I felt the thumping of leviathan feet. Thud, thud, thud. I felt it. Clear as day.

I didn’t… I saw eyes. Dim and blue. Chilling, like frost. They looked at me. I sensed it and it sensed me.

Nah. Can’t be.

Right near that trailer park out there. Burnedownes Trailer Park. Don’t ask me how I know that. I’ve only driven by it once,the day the chief pulled me over. Maybe that’s how. I saw the sign. Fuck you, Ace of Base. Funny name for a park.

Something that big… would have to leave footprints.

Could I go and find them? It’s only lunchtime. Plenty of time.

I’m gonna text Alisha. No, screw that. She’s at work. I’ll pop into the library and see her in person.

-Diggory


THE SEVENTH INTERLUDE

ALISHA ANAND




The cavernous central chamber of the Danforth Town Library was the reason Alisha went to college for library science. Her visits to the echoing chamber as a child were the stuff of legend for her. This was a sacred, special place, filled with kindness and intelligence in abundance. The idea of working in the old marble and granite building—kept in perfect repair— and being surrounded by the scent of physical information and literature… that was intoxication. Getting drunk at the bar was one thing, but this was another entirely. This was a womb she returned to five days a week, surrounded by a protective wall that kept her safe, sane, and gainfully employed so that she could afford Netflix and new clothes often enough that her parents didn’t worry about her being poor.

Maintaining that illusion took some effort, but managing her parents was something Alisha had grown quite adept at over the years.

Sitting at the massive central desk all alone on a quiet weekday, Alisha took a break from reading book transfer requests to watch the kids on summer break come and go through the front doors. They spawned through the door laughing, loud and exuberant, then saw her and clammed up despite her welcoming smile. The sign asked for respectful quiet, and the kids knew not to wear out their welcome with Alisha. They loved her, and she them, but she also held firm rules in her sanctum. They walked under control to their deeper destinations in the library, waving and saying hi as they passed.

Through the glass of the entryway door she could see the twin griffon statues flanking the stairs. Alisha fought the urge to worry about them and how crazy they made her feel. The urge to feel quite mad was strong and alien to her.

Those were lions. Not griffons, she allowed herself to think before looking back down to her computer. She stared at her growing inbox for a minute then sighed and started to type, but a man gently clearing his throat on the other side of the circular desk paused her.

“Do you work here?” Diggory asked, startling her the tiniest bit. “Can you get me a library card? Can I borrow coloring books from here? What about crayons? What’s the policy on renting hentai?”

“Yes, yes, no, no, and as long as you return it in the state you borrowed it in, you’re welcome to peruse our DVD selection upstairs in the media room,” she shot back at him with a wry smile. She saw the bags under his eyes and felt a surge of worry for him. “Are you sleeping? You look like a vampire, and not in the sparkly way.”

He tried to smile, but only managed to look around the room to avoid eye contact. He threw in a shrug at the end to properly nail down his lack of a good answer.

“Diggory.”

“Alisha.”

“You need to sleep. You can’t stay up forever,” she whispered.

“I’m getting some sleep. Hour on, hour off,” he explained. “It’s better than nothing, and I don’t think I’m dreaming doing it like this. I can’t stop worrying about Natty. He still hasn’t come online and none of our guildies have seen him login either. I messaged Paul Darkholme, our guild leader, and he said Natty hasn’t shown any signs of life since.”

“That can’t be restful, Diggs. You need more than an hour at a time. How long have you been doing this?”

She watched his face as he tried to figure the answer out, but all he managed was another apologetic shrug.

“Days?”

“Yeah, at least a few.”

“You’re a mess, my friend. How can I help you with this?”

“I do need some help, if you’re willing,” he said, showing some excitement.

“You look crazy right now. Eyes like dinner plates,” Alisha said to him.

“I’m sorry. To be honest I feel a little crazy, and I would love a second set of eyes to help me feel less crazy.”

“Okay. Hit me. What can I do for the grandson of one of my personal idols?”

“Earlier, when the rain was coming down heavy, I was writing on my laptop on my second-floor porch, right? And I looked out over Warren Falls, looking east, and deep in the rain, before the hills, I saw something moving.”

“Something?”

“Yeah. Something big. Semi-translucent. I mean big. Moving through the rain. Half here, half not. Like a kaiju made of the storm, but… more real than just moving wind and water.”

“Right. Of course,” she mocked him. “Kaiju. The only logical conclusion.”

“I’m serious, Alisha. I am like, 90% sure I saw something, and I felt the thing’s feet when they pounded into the ground. I am certain that if I go out to where it was walking I’ll find footprints in the wet fields or in the mud somewhere. I was hoping I could get an assist.”

“You want me to trudge about in the wilderness, as it rains, looking for Godzilla prints?”

“I think that’s an oversimplification of the situation, and somewhat judgmental of my mental health, but yes, that’s the general gist of it,” he said. “And don’t act like weird shit hasn’t been happening,” he whispered after leaning in. “Statues changing shape, people disappearing. Is it that weird to think that there might be unseen half-real leviathans wandering the primordial forests of New England?”

Alisha let out a lengthy sigh. “Your lack of rest or mental health has not taken your wit from you.”

“They’ll have to pry it from my cold, dead hands.”

She looked at his hands. He had long fingers and pale, pallid skin crisscrossed with scars across the knuckles. Her father had hands like these. Scars like those. Her dad’s skin was much darker, but the similarity was striking. He’d also been a bit of a ruffian back in India, according to her mother’s testimony, and you only get those hands from fighting.

“Please,” he pleaded with sincerity. “I can go alone but I’ll feel a lot less crazy if someone sees it at the same time I do, and you’re the only person I trust.”

“I’m the only person you know. Also your only friend.”

“That makes me a lucky man,” Diggory countered. “And I mean that. Being your friend makes me feel lucky. I like you a lot.”

“You’re so transparent,” Alisha said, ignoring the awkward flutter threatening to make her blush or look away. “I love that about you.” She watched her words shine a light on his soul. He smiled, beamed, and the bags under his eyes were banished for a moment. She let herself smile. “I like making you smile, Diggory. I have to work until three today. Can we go then?”

“Of course. That’ll leave plenty of daylight. I’m gonna run to Puma Hardware and get some better flashlights and batteries, and maybe some boots. I don’t have good boots anymore. Can I get you anything?”

“I require an offering of coffee, an energy bar or entire chocolate cake, and a solemn assurance that you are not luring me into the woods to skin me and wear me like an Indian hoodie.”

He snorted a laugh and it echoed in the massive central chamber of the library.
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The elaborate chocolate cake came from Chthonian Buns bakery, and it tasted better than it looked. The coffee washed it down with dignity and grace, and Alisha felt proper culinary happiness.

“You ate that piece of cake like a chipper-shredder,” Diggory teased as he drove them into the thinning suburbs of the small town of Warren Falls.

“Most of it went in my mouth,” she assured him, brushing crumbs off her rain jacket.

“That’s what she said.”

“How often do you crack that?”

“I’m ashamed to put thought to that answer,” he said, slowing down as they approached the rural intersection where one of the area’s trailer parks resided.

Two parallel roads running north-south came closer to each other with the single row of trailers between them. Opposite the trailer park were three rambling capes with an assortment of outlying sheds and garages. One house had a fenced in paddock with several horses wandering about. A small connecting road linked the two larger roads, creating a bustling country intersection. Diggory stopped at the stop sign and looked around.

No one was there as the rain fell through the trees, forming puddles on the shoulder of the road.

“Near here,” he said as he peered through the rain-speckled windshield. “Just gotta find a place to park.”

A kid on a bicycle wearing a thick rain poncho peddled by. A fishing box and pole were lashed to the back of his ride as he moved towards the trailer park. Alisha hit the window button and hollered.

“Hey, Kayden! Kayden Joyce!”

The bicycle slowed, then stopped. The teenager planted his sneakers on the wet ground and turned. He flipped down his soaked hood and squinted.

“Hey Kayden, you live near here, don’t you?”

“Miss Anand?”

“Yes, it’s good to see you. You live right over there, right? Can we park our car in your driveway for an hour or two? Would that be okay with your parents?”

“They’re not home, so just don’t block the driveway. Park in front. Hey, is that your boyfriend?”

In the corner of her eye she saw Diggory grin.

“No, Kayden, thank you for asking. Can you lead us into the spot where we should park?”

“Yup,” the kid answered, and started pedaling towards the entrance to Burnedownes Trailer Park.

Diggory flicked his directional on and followed the pedaling boy into the V-shaped arrangement of mobile homes. The kid scrambled far faster than he had to, leading them to a modest single-wide with an attached deck. After leaning his bike against the stairs he pointed to a spot on the park’s single road and guided Diggory in to be half on the grass.

“This is okay?” Alisha asked as she got out of Diggory’s Subaru.

“Yup. That’s where my dad has my uncle park when he visits. They won’t be home for a few hours anyway, so, whatever.”

“Great, you’re a saint.”

“Cool,” the kid said, then headed up the stairs and into the trailer.

“Nice kid,” Diggory said as he joined her outside the car. He slipped his arm into the other strap of his backpack and looked to the hills beyond.

“Great kid. Surviving some tough parents. Reminds me of you.”

Diggory grew solemn for a moment, looking at the trailer for several seconds. “Does he need anything? Can we help him?”

“We’ll talk about Kayden later. Got everything we need?”

He nodded.

“Let’s go find us some sasquatch prints, then.”

“It wasn’t hairy, and it was much, much larger than a mere sasquatch.”

“Your geek credibility is legendary.”

“Wait until I get my store open. Kayden will be my trusted, valued apprentice in all things geeky. I shall be his friend, and he will have his community,” Diggory promised, and Alisha knew he meant it.
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They crossed the road and slipped up an old logging trail between two of the capes. The ground was soft and threatened to grab their boots with each step. They both had to move to the side of the overgrown trail to tred along the tougher, more firm grass.

“It got warm,” Diggory complained.

“Yeah,” Alisha agreed as they moved deeper into the thick forest.

A fine mist continued to fall, giving the world a gentle haze in all directions. They two walked quietly, looking to the sides at all times, scanning the forest floor for disturbed earth and inappropriately large footprints. They were twenty minutes into the mostly-flat hike when the trees thinned and then stopped entirely. They’d entered an old field that ran north to south. The rain seemed to thicken as they emerged, and a growing density seemed to manifest in the fog. The distant tree line at the base of the hills seemed to stay the same distance away, even as they moved out into the field.

Diggory stopped walking.

“What?” Alisha asked him.

“You hear anything?”

“No, actually. Did you hear something?”

“No,” he said, and turned to her. “Can you hear anything?”

She listened and couldn’t hear anything other than the soft pitter-patter of rain hitting the nearby leaves of the trees at their back. No birds, no cars, nothing. The sounds that were always around had left.

“I can’t hear anything,” he continued. “And we should be hearing something right now. This… is fucking creepy.”

She didn’t say anything, but Alisha agreed. This field didn’t feel quite right.

“I think I saw the creature walking through this field. The distance is about right. Let’s start looking,” he said, then froze solid to look at her. “Don’t stray away. Stay close.”

“I’m not an idiot. We are not splitting up.” The look of relief on his face was almost childlike.

“Good.”

They started walking in the knee-high grass, heading across the field on instinct. Ten steps into the tall grass and their pants were soaked with lukewarm summer rain; twenty steps more and their boots again threatened to remain behind in the soft terrain after taking a tentative step. The going felt treacherous and the whole time Alisha irrationally kept thinking of what would happen if they had to run. The muck under the grass would swallow them and give anything chasing them ample time to catch them and eat them alive.

They walked side by side, no more than twenty feet apart until they finally reached the opposing tree line. The slope of the hill made a near-vertical wall behind the first layer of trees, blocking them inside the field, inside Warren Falls. The steep granite was an edifice, an imposing limitation that confined them. Alisha shuddered as the rain fell.

“That’s called The Ledge,” Diggory said. “You can see it almost everywhere in town. I know locals hike up to the top for the view. I wonder who owns this land?”

“We can find out.”

Diggory sighed. “I definitely didn’t see it walking further away than this,” he said, defeated. “Maybe I was just being paranoid. Seeing things.”

“It’s possible, yeah,” she agreed. “But to be fair, some of the things you’ve seen have been real.”

“Yeah. Guess that’s good,” he turned and looked back into the wide expanse of oceanic grass. “Maybe if I climb this cliff a bit to get a vantage point? Hold on.”

“Diggory, it’s going to be slippery,” Alisha warned. “Don’t fall.”

“Yes, dear,” he teased.

“Don’t be a wiseass. If you fall and break your damned leg, I can’t drag you back to the road.”

“I’m not going to break my leg. In Twin Falls, Finches are invincible,” he said, and dove into the opposite forest to the wall of stone.

He started climbing, hand over hand, putting each hand and foot down with deliberate thought. She watched him for several minutes, only stopping when he reached a ledge—The Ledge—about thirty feet above the grassland. He shielded his eyes from the rain and surveyed the terrain they’d just crossed. He did a double take after looking left to right and back again.

“Alisha….”

“What?”

“I see… We couldn’t see it on the ground level, but I can see them up here. Holy shit. Can you climb up?”

“No, Diggory, I can’t climb up there. I’m not a ninja, a mountain goat, or a gecko.”

“Okay, yeah. Look, head out to about halfway, straight towards the logging trail. Then move like, fifty feet this way,” he said, pointing to his right.

She did as he instructed and looked back at him on the hill through the rain and fog. He motioned for her to keep heading to his right, so she slid sideways, one step at a time, one after another. She looked in the direction he had her moving, and right at her feet Alisha saw a slight depression in the grass about the size of a compact car. The outside edge of it had the rough shape of an inhuman foot.

Something in the depression under the grass grabbed her ankle and yanked her foot straight downward, into a hole she hadn’t seen.

“Ahh!” she screamed as her whole body plummeted into an invisible void beneath the grass.

Whatever had her ankle dug sharp teeth or claws into her flesh, getting purchase in the hard bones beneath. It yanked and shook her, trying to pull her beneath the grass and into the cold, wet earth. Alisha screamed again and grabbed fistfuls of grass to stay above ground. The abyss the monster came from was empty beneath, like the field was just a layer hovering over a hellish emptiness. A fake world painted on a pane of glass she’d broken a hole in. She dug her elbows in, fighting against the murderous, hungry rage of whatever was trying to drown her in the darkness beneath the field.

“Alisha!” she heard Diggory scream from his perch atop the hill.

She turned her petrified gaze to him and watched as he jumped—leapt—from the height on the cliff, landing in the field and rolling forward like the acrobatic feat was run of the mill. He got to his feet and started sprinting at her, his eyes fixed wide, his face locked in complete terror and fury. He reached her as the agony in her ankle grew to unbearable levels. Alisha cried out in pain as something hook-like snagged her Achilles tendon and yanked, rupturing the soft flesh in an explosion of white-hot pain. She almost went under the grass then, weakened from the damage her body suffered and overwhelmed by the trauma her mind was suffering.

He grabbed her arms at the wrists and pulled. His grip was strong, unbelievably strong, and for a moment her wrists felt like they were going to snap inside his hands, but they didn’t. Her durability matched his power. The pressure of his grip transferred power to her—maybe it was hope—but her second wind hit her and she lashed out into the chasm of nothing beneath with her good leg, kicking at whatever had her maimed leg in its grip.

Her foot made contact with something firm so she kept kicking, prying off the monster that was trying to kill her as Diggory pulled her straight from the earth like a human weed. Her pain was legendary—unthinkable—but she ignored it. She grit her teeth like a monster herself and battled the pain just as she battled the actual creature trying to kill her. Diggory grunted in exertion as she kicked once more, and she erupted up from the wet grass as if she’d been spat out by the world itself. Her weight smashed into Diggory, and the two went to the ground, her body crushing his into the grass several feet from the dent in the field that had almost killed her.

They won.

She cried out in pain, and rolled over, holding her destroyed leg up to look at it.

Nothing. Her boot was on her foot and all the flesh was where it had been when thye’d started their hike together.

“What the fuck?”

“Are you okay?” Diggory pleaded, checking her over with manic fear. His eyes darted over her, then to the seemingly innocent green vegetation that had tried to eat her. He threw his backpack off and produced a small hatchet out of it. He fingered the tool with nervous tension, ready to strike.

“What just happened?” Alisha grunted through the pain of injuries she didn’t have. The intensity ticked down the tiniest bit with each passing second. “Was that the thing? The monster with a thousand eyes?”

Diggory stopped and pulled a lighter out of his pocket. A piece of wooden road stake wrapped in cloth appeared from the unzippered opening of his backpack and he lit it. The small fire caught immediately flared into bright light, casting away some of the pallor of the falling rain. Then… the light from the fire surged brighter.

Torch glowing like an incandescent sun in Diggory’s hands, the mist exploded away, peeling off from them like sheets in a storm. As they departed the day dissolved with the mist, leaving them with a starry, mountain-ringed void instead of the real world.

Purples, blues, magentas, and black—mostly black—hung above them, dotted with stars and constellations that had no home above Earth. Mountains carved from jagged bones loomed upward, catching them in a bowl that had once been a country pasture but now was an alien hellscape covered in hard rocks, discordant, humming lichens and mosses, and protrusions of petrified trees, and corpses frozen still. Mummified corpses of people, corpses of indescribable monsters with anatomies that couldn’t possibly lead to life.

Above them, on all sides, were moon-sized eyes leering over the foreign peaks, set in ever-shadowed faces larger than anything that had ever lived. Ten, twelve, more, all cloaked in robes made of death and madness, each looking down at Alisha and Diggory—alone, exposed, afraid. Like obelisks of pure malice and judgment the leviathan giants—the rulers—of this place gazed down on them, and the feeling of greed and terrible excitement washed downward, over the two frightened people.

These monsters were watching.

These monsters were happy.

These monsters wanted more.

Then, through the nebulous deep of the void above, a movement of catastrophic proportions happened. Inside the stars, inside the space between the tiny pips of illumination, a slithering, hostile unraveling happened. Languid, curious limbs slid from their resting place around distant suns, moons, and cosmic entities less vast than them. Limbs, a hundred or more, each a million miles long, all reached out, downward, passing through the vast emptiness of space to reach for the tiny souls of Diggory Finch, and Alisha Anand.

It filled the entire sky of this place’s night, and it knew of them now. The sky of teeth and crushing tendrils fell in slow hatred to them.

The fire in Diggory’s hand simmered and flared again, crackling against the lonely silence of the cosmic terror-place, and in the close proximity Alisha and her friend saw slithering. Hissing, sliding, slapping wetness was coming their way, like an ocean of acidic worms awakened by their great progenitor above, now eating their way towards a better meal.

Them.

“Diggory,” Alisha said from where she lay on the strange, warm ground of the place. She couldn’t look away from the upside-down sea of tentacles coming down towards them. Whole galaxies were disrupted, tossed aside like refuse as it clamored in slow-motion to cross the gulf between. “Diggory, how do we leave?”

“We’re not the ones who need to leave, Alisha,” Diggory said in a cold, almost foreign voice. He laughed—not his usual laugh, but something different, like someone else was sharing the space inside his mind here—and waved his torch around, gesturing at the jury of towering alien presences that watched on. “This isn’t their home, either. This is something else. Everything and everyone here are trespassing. Except for that thing,” he said, tilting his head up to the crushing approach of the monster from beyond all reason that filled the vista of night. “It belongs wherever it wants to.”

Diggory paused then and shook his head.

With no warning, Diggory flung the lit torch forward. It toppled end over end, spinning wildly up into the air, flying faster and farther than possible, but here… what was possible was unknown to the mundane and terrified pair of people visiting this place. The torch struck the side of the mountain a mile away and exploded, radiating out a wave of sparks and embers, burning away the intrusive vista of the terrible place that was and was not.

Horrid screams—unheard but felt vibrating her chest—of the things that were scrambling towards them called out in pain as the fires burned them away to nothingness. Above them, the creature who filled the night slowed its tectonic approach, pausing in surprise.

Alisha closed her eyes against the raging storm of fire and destruction set free from the torch, but nothing happened. The silent maelstrom of fire never came to her, and when she opened her eyes, they were back in the field. Diggory stood as he’d been in the strange place… defiant, and… unfamiliar.

The smell of brimstone and spilled blood flooded her nostrils. Rank, acrid chemicals came next, invasive and stomach-churning. The only sort of proof she had that anything had happened.

“Diggory, what just happened?”

He turned to her and blinked confusion from his eyes. “What?”

“The place we just saw? The creatures? Glowing eyes, tall as buildings? The octopus thing that filled the entire sky with teeth and tentacles? Tossed stars to the side to reach down to us? The fucking entire alien world we just were… at? In? I don’t even know how to describe it.”

“I don’t know. I… remember it, but not like usual. Like I was watching, but not there. Like I was someone else. I don’t know.” He stopped and looked down to his feet. He stood for a few seconds, still, unable to speak or move until tremors shook him. Tears welled up in his eyes as he looked back to Alisha. “I don’t get it. This is… just too fucking much. I need to leave. I need to get the fuck out of Twin Falls. This place is just a giant fucking doorway to Hell, and I am starting to think I’m the fucking key.”

“No,” she said, getting to her feet in the wet field. Her ankle protested, despite there being no injury. The silence made her shiver. “You know whatever it is that’s happening can leave Twin Falls. If your friend was hurt by the monster, then you know that. There might be some kind of portal here, but its effects can be felt far from here. Running won’t prevent that. Diggory, you might not be strong enough to fight this… this evil, but who would be? I haven’t known you long, but I believe you are strong enough not to run from this nightmare until you’re ready to get to the bottom of what must be done. It might only be us fighting this fight. We have to protect the people we care about.”

He looked at Alisha then, with crying eyes, and couldn’t say anything else.

She went to him—hobbling on an ankle and foot that had been destroyed and repaired in an instant—and they hugged in the rain. Diggory kept crying and Alisha joined him, too. The embrace was desperate and innocent. It fended off their fear like no shield ever could.

Just a few feet from where they stood, a mile long string of massive footprints hid beneath the grass.

In the forest, eyes watched on with great satisfaction.


ENTRY #24 UM.

I have… so little to say about what happened yesterday. I think it was yesterday.

I’ll be honest; time has gotten a little fucky on me. My lack of sleep, and attempts to get rest an hour at a time have made keeping track of everything much, much harder. My life feels impossible to sort right now. Reality and dreams are starting to look the same to me, and no matter how much coffee I drink or how many Ritalin I take ahead of schedule… I must rest.

Damn the world and whatever my dreams may do to it.

I’m fucked up off this insomnia, and crazy fucking shit is fucking happening whether I sleep or not.

I’m going to bed. Pray for the world as I dream. I hope it’s still here when I awaken.

-Diggory


ENTRY #25 I FEEL BETTER, BUT I DON’T THINK THINGS ARE BETTER.

I can’t remember when I fell asleep, and that’s a good thing, I think. I don’t know how long I slept, either. I woke up with a headache at ten this morning and it only tapered off after I drank a pot of coffee and sat on my second-story porch, listening to the sound of the river underneath the chorus of life in Twin Falls.

Kids laughing, cars driving. Construction somewhere nearby. So mundane.

Meanwhile I’m sitting here, poring over a dozen worried text messages from Alisha, checking in on me while I was sleeping. Time stamps say I was probably sleeping for about sixteen hours. Seems legit.

I messaged Alisha before I slept, telling her to keep an eye on the world changing. First thing I told her was that I finally woke up and was feeling better. I asked her how she was doing after everything that happened in the field, with the… incident.

She responded immediately and said she was having a hard time with it all. I said I understood and that we should probably get together sometime to figure out what the next steps had to be. We didn’t make plans, but we agreed to get together soon. It’s only been a few days, but I do miss her.

I feel safe with her. Almost like she understands me a bit. More than anyone has, ever.

I’ve been dodging calls from Chuck and Elijah about the mill building. They’re out there, oblivious of what’s going on behind the curtains of the world, doing their business. I almost feel bad for them. They have no idea that at any moment they could get snuffed out. Not even killed but erased from memory. Forgotten by everyone who loved them.

Who’s going to remember me when I’m gone? I… don’t think anyone really loves me. Who does that leave to keep my memory going? Diggory Finch will have a grave in that little graveyard outside, and no one will come to visit it.

No more Finches after me, unless Dad has little bastards running around that I don’t know about.

That got the tears flowing. All of it.

Beatrice is already gone. People remember her, though. She did something with her life.

My mom and dad will surely be dead before me unless the thing roaming around this town decides to eat me, or whatever it was we saw in that vision pushes its way through to here first. I don’t have a girlfriend or a boyfriend or kids. My one online friend, who I have never met in person, is still missing, maybe dead for all I know.

I have Alisha, who is sure to leave any day now. If I were her I would leave. I’d go back to my parents, talk them into visiting family back in India, and get the fuck out of Twin Falls, never looking back.

Fuck this Diggory Finch cat and all the evil bullshit he unleashed.

Sigh.

Okay. I’m gonna text both Charles and Elijah….

Okay, done. I said I wasn’t feeling great and needed some help. If they could go back and forth directly for a few days while I recuperated that’d be a big help.

It isn’t a lie.

I’m calmer. Collected, at least a little bit. I am trying to remember what happened after I lit the little torch I brought, but it’s… fuzzy. Bits come out of the haze like lightning burning away the gloom of night. I remember seeing huge, narrowed eyes in the distance. Like more kaiju looking down at me, encircling me, watching. I remember the eyes. I can remember the smells most of all—bile inducing, and awful in many other ways.

I can remember seeing something far above, something… behind the stars. Something beyond gargantuan, and foreign, and… aware. I keep thinking it’s as if all the worst possible fears you could have about “what if” became whole and real. The sky isn’t falling on Chicken Little. It’s crawling, slithering, and sliding over us, suffocating and strangling if only for the pleasure of watching everything below die.

And then I remember the field, Alisha and me hugging, then us driving back to the island here. Now that I’ve slept it’s a smidge more coherent. I wouldn’t call that an improvement, though.

But where to, now? How do I… take any kind of next step? How do I sack up and sort shit, and stay fucking sane and grounded at the same time?

What’s the end game on this? What’s my best-case scenario?

Die with a blood-frothed mouth as something far, far worse than any of the goddamn idiotic monsters I’ve fought in a hundred games eats me alive and shits my chewed up soul out into another dimension?

Sounds about right. So how I do prevent that? How do I navigate that?

Let me be clear: I am not a reluctant hero. I’ve worked in some ugly bars, done some ugly concerts, and I never once wasted a second hesitating when someone needed to be protected. I am not a hero at all. I’m just a fucking guy who knows something needs to be done on my watch, and I’m not going to miss my chance to make a difference and save lives.

Plus, what difference will it make if I die? No one’s gonna miss me. I’m just a mistake, after all.

I’m a Finch, and people here treat Finches well for a reason. Yeah, we have money, but it’s something else. Something they don’t like to talk about. Something people write songs about. When Chief Dingman pulled me over… it had never been more clear to me. Finches are special. That means other people (at some point) knew about something. They either feared the Finches, or knew they had to keep us safe.

So, which is it, and who would know more? Where is the copy of the Necronomicon I have to set on fire to close the portal? Klaatu barada nikto, motherfucker. Or whatever.

Chuck knows something. Eli does too. They’re not oblivious. They might not have the answers but they almost certainly know something that will be helpful. That being said, they might also be less than actually helpful should I ask them the weird questions. If I’m wrong, well… they make a few phone calls and Diggory’s looking at an extended stay at the psych hospital in Concord. Maybe a real extended stay complete with huggy-jacket and medicines powerful enough to make Diggory forget all about lil’ old Diggory.

So, who do I go to? Where can I research? How do I Indiana Jones this bitch?

The person closest to me who knows about all this shit is my dad, and I hate that fucking guy.

I have to corner the elusive shithead. I have to get him to explain why my entire childhood was spent on the move. A year here, a year there. But he’ll lie to me like he always has. I can’t just ask him direct. At least not at first.

I need to talk to Mom. Not on the phone, not via text, but in person. She can shine a light on him. The truth. Things he might’ve said or done that would give me a thread to pull with him. I need to pull the curtain back on my own Wizard of Oz.

He’s the only one alive who’s been a Finch in Twin Falls, and he ran from that reality faster and harder than a man fleeing a house on fire. Then he kept running.

Why? Why did he do that to his family?

I’ll need a day to suitably amp myself up to call my mom, though.

-Diggory


ENTRY #26 EASIER THAN I THOUGHT, BUT STILL NOT EASY.

Alisha came over with pizza for dinner. She got it from Leopold’s. Good slices, though I can’t recall actually eating there ever before. That’s not good.

I played Elmoryn all day by myself, legit being self-destructive by not forming a plan to call my mom. I farmed for high-end legendaries but didn’t get anything. Got some crafting gear for Natty, though, if he ever shows up again.

If he’s even alive.

Alisha rolled in, rolled her eyes when she saw me gaming, and I saved and quit. She asked me if I was ready to make the call and I laughed, said I did nothing at all to prepare for it, and picked up my phone. I found Mom in my contacts, ignored the strange scraping sound at the window, and dialed her up.

“Diggory?” she answered. “Nice to hear from you.”

“Hey, Mom. Hope I’m not bothering you.”

“Bedtime for the kids isn’t for an hour and I got takeout pizza for dinner. You caught me as free as I’ve been in years. You sound worried. What’s going on? Everything okay?”

“Well… you know, it’s okay. Have you talked to Dad at all lately?”

“Oh Christ. Is he dead? Diggory, oh no….”

“No, Mom, no, sorry. I didn’t mean to give you that impression. Did you hear Grandma Beatrice died? His mom?”

“No, oh that’s awful. She was sweet. Your dad must be happy, though. Getting the money and the house. Knowing him, I’m sure it’s already on the market,” she finished with abundant sarcasm.

“She gave it all to me,” I said. “I’m calling you from the house on the island.”

Took her a minute to respond. Felt like ten minutes. “Huh. Okay. Are you in Twin Falls now? Does your dad know? Is he pissed?”

“Yeah, I’m on the island, and he knows. Came to the funeral. Awkward and angry. Asshole. Not pissed about not getting the money. Pissed I chose to stay in Twin Falls.”

“That sounds about right. I’m sorry, Diggs. What did you need? If you need help, I could get someone to watch Patrick and Chelsea this weekend. I’m sure they could get a sleepover at a friend’s.”

That generosity struck me. Unusual, and it felt genuine. My mom traditionally didn’t make time for me and my needs that way, and certainly not since she restarted her life elsewhere. For a moment, I was taken aback.

“I was hoping to see you. After seeing him at the funeral, and being here at this house, and meeting people who knew Grandma, I’ve got this urge to learn more.”

“Learn more about what?” she pressed me, skeptical.

“Our family. I have this… set memory of how things went down with you and dad, and despite a platoon of capable therapists working with me over the years, I’ve never circled back around. I’m not being fair to you, or to Dad, and most importantly, to myself.”

That felt like a lie when I said it, but after further review… it’s the dead-ass truth.

“Wow. I want to hug whoever you’ve got for a therapist right now. I’d like to see you. I’d love to see you. Diggory, we’ve missed so much time. For what? Who gained out of this? Oh, I’m crying, oh Lord,” she sat the phone down and I heard her blow her nose.

Beside me on the couch, Alisha waited and watched. She couldn’t hear the conversation but I gathered she knew it was going okay by my body language. I handed her the drink she had on the table behind the couch and waited for my mom.

“Can I come over sometime? Maybe for a cookout or something? Could we spend some time together, you and me? I don’t know how Patrick and Chelsea would react to hearing their older half-brother ask weird questions about his dad and the weird family from the weird town he’s from.”

“It wouldn’t burn a bridge. They’ve heard me bitch about your father for years. I haven’t been the best example in that way. Complaining about a stranger to them like that. Bad Mom skills. I regret it but, you know. Your father had his issues and you’re not the only person who came out of that marriage damaged.”

“And I have my own issues,” I joked. “The apple didn’t fall far from the tree.”

“Diggory, if your dad is an apple, you’re a peach,” she said, then chuckled in her best soccer mom voice. “Oh, oh that’s clever. Chelsea would laugh. She’s at softball practice right now. Quite the slugger.”

“That’s awesome. I wish I were closer to them,” I said. I kinda meant it.

“Well, they have a soft spot for the idea of their older brother. They don’t believe in the half— thing. We’re family. Not half-family.”

“How’s Wade? He still pulling teeth?”

“Oh, I’ll let him tell you. Two beers and he won’t stop talking about bicuspids and the bad rep silver fillings have gotten over the years. You know he and his brother opened a breakfast restaurant together? Wade’s Waffles? Why don’t you come over this Sunday? I’ll get some burgers and dogs. Ooh, a bucket of slaw. Do you still drink beer?”

“Only the good stuff.”

“Okay. I’ll get you something nice. Something in a four-pack.”

“Hey,” I said, talking to my mom but looking at Alisha. “Would you mind if I brought a friend? I think it’d be fun to show off my first really good friend, if I could get her to agree.”

Wayyyyyy to overstep your bounds, bro, right? I’ll just low-key invite my currently platonic lady friend to visit my mom and stepdad without giving her any heads-up. This is the kind of impulsive, destructive decision I have a history of making. Putting friends and “loved” ones on the spot for no good goddamned reason. “Pick me or walk,” I say, basically; and historically, I think I want them to walk.

No. I want them to pick me.

I was still looking at Alisha, and she was… like, unreactive about my comment. Is that a word? Passive? Whatever.

“Oh, Diggory. A lady-friend? Of course, you can bring a lady. I’d love to meet the girl who’s captured the interest of my firstborn. What’s her name?”

I blushed HARD. “Alisha. She’s a librarian in Danforth Falls. We’re not dating. She’s just an awesome friend.”

“Well, awesome friends lead to awesome marriages, Diggory. Your father and I weren’t best friends when we got married. Plenty of passion, but light on the friendship. Does she work in that pretty stone building near Town Hall? Oh, I loved that building. Big rotunda in the lobby. The one with the griffon statues. So pretty.”

Cue complete chill of all blood in my body.

“Yeah, the griffon statues are pretty. I’ll ask her. Either way, I’ll get there at like, noon on Sunday?”

“Noon is perfect. Is there anything you want?”

“I mean, if I were a begging man at a cookout, I’d beg for a decent relish for the hotdogs.”

“You always did like tart foods. Ok, a good relish. Does your friend want anything?”

I doubled down on ruining my friendship and held my hand over the phone. “If you go with me to my mom’s, do you want anything specific for food or drink?”

“Is she a good cook?”

“No. We can only pray that her husband Wade is running the grill and she gets decent side salads from the Market Basket deli.”

“Tell her I’ll bring some spicy pickles, fresh naan, and some tomatochi koshimbir.”

“What the fuck is that?”

“Cold tomato salad?” she said with a shrug. “It’s supposed to be warm Sunday, and it’s good when it’s hot. Refreshing.”

“You’re actually okay with going?”

“Yeah. Why wouldn’t I?”

“Because my mom has automatically connected us romantically, and she will treat you as such,” I warned with an apologetic grin.

“She’s got nothing on my mom,” Alisha said. “Besides, it’s been a long time since anyone treated me like I was someone’s special someone. It’s not the worst thing to experience.”

I am just… floored by this woman. She put her hand on my arm and smiled at me. I was already smiling. I forgot to thank her.

“Is this what having real friends is like? I don’t deserve a friend as good as you.”

“Yes, you do, Diggory,” she said, and I almost cried.

“She says she wants to come, and she’ll bring some food.”

“She’s with you right now? Diggory… oh, she’s more than a friend. I’m so excited. I’ll talk to her Sunday.”

“Please don’t ruin my life,” I said, and was only half joking. “Things have been tough enough without you chasing off my best friend.”

In my peripheral vision I saw Alisha physically BEAM with joy.

“I’m your mother, and I know best.”

We’ll see about that.

I said my goodbyes, hung up, apologized at least fifteen times to Alisha, then thanked her twice after that. We ate pizza, drank a few beers, and watched three hysterical episodes of Most Extreme Elimination Challenge before she patted me on the head and left for home.

This is gonna sound kinda dumb, but I feel like Alisha is my teddy bear. My talisman. As long as it’s nearby, it’ll fight all the monsters away and keep me safe.

In semi-related news, my mom didn’t remember the lions at the library, which means whatever it is that lets Alisha, Elijah and I remember them doesn’t carry over to her. Mom isn’t from Twin Falls, I think? I’m pretty sure she was born in Springfield, Mass. Maybe birthplace matters.

I now need to ask her about whether or not she remembers Edna and Edna’s sweet-ass crumb cake.

More to learn.

-Diggory


THE EIGHTH INTERLUDE

RIKER ABRAM




Riker got a call from the Chief of police in Danforth Falls, beckoning him to come into the station for yet another round of questions surrounding the man who disappeared at the McIntyre’s Gas ’N Go where Riker worked. Had worked. Didn’t feel good to work there anymore. The place had an odor about it that no amount of bleach on the bloodstains would ever scour from his memories.

So, he was looking for work—the police chief was well aware of that, so when the call came, Riker knew he had to go in soon. No one had put together a GoFundMe for Riker. The drunk prick on the other hand… someone had put one together for his favorite charity in memoriam. Something about sports and date rape, just based on his attitude before….

“Might as well get this over with,” Riker said, pulling open the glass door to the Vermont police station’s lobby. The small, square room provided no way to move further without permission from inside. It was a gatehouse, no different than one in a medieval castle, though there were no holes in the ceiling for burning oil. He went to the bulletproof glass window that separated the receptionist from the public and waited for him to finish his mouthful of sandwich. “I’ve got an appointment with Chief Jessica Mead.”

“Ah,” the station employee said after adjusting his headset microphone back down to his mouth. “Abrams?”

“Just Abram. No ’S’,” Riker corrected.

“Sorry,” the front desk man apologized as he dialed the chief’s office.

“No worries,” Riker mumbled. “Everyone fucks that up.”

The man wasn’t listening as he picked up the phone. He called the chief and then pointed Riker to a hard plastic chair bolted to the plain wall. Riker went to it and sat in it again, for the third time. The quiet, cold waiting room felt designed to intimidate. Bland to the extreme, chilled just enough to make goose bumps prickle, and dark enough to feel… unclean. The fluorescent rectangle in the ceiling flickered at a speed or wavelength that you almost couldn’t see, but after just a minute made your eyes water and wobble. The blur never stopped after that, and neither did the blinking that tried to arrest the whole experience.

“Mr. Abram,” Chief Mead of Danforth Falls said, holding open the inner locked door and stepping into the space. Riker looked at her as she blocked the doorway with her body. It looked casual, but Riker had seen her stand exactly the same way every time she’d greeted him at the door. She felt robotic to him.

“Chief,” Riker said, getting to his feet.

“I know coming in here over and over is a pain. The city appreciates your efforts, as do I,” she said, cold and practiced, just like the bun in her hair. She’d said the same thing the last time he came in. Word for word. Robotic.

She’s creepy. I’ll just accept that, Riker thought. “It’s okay. I mean, it’s a nuisance, but I’m not the real person suffering in all this. If I can help, here I am.”

“Well said,” the chief replied. “We’ll be meeting with my colleague, Chief Eric Dingman from Warren Falls. Our departments are working together on this, due to the nature of the crime.”

“You think it’s connected with the missing pets and that man that went missing while cooking in his backyard?”

Her expression twisted the tiniest bit into something more serious. “Yes. We can’t say more than that, and I’d ask that you keep that speculation to yourself. Let me lead you to our conference room. You should know the way by now.”

She stepped aside as she had before, and Riker stepped past her, nodding that he did, indeed know the way. The presence of her sidearm so close made him shiver. He didn’t like being around guns that he wasn’t in control of. Not even a cop’s gun.

She pointed down a narrow hallway lined with equally spaced doors on the left hand side. Riker began walking under the flickering white lights until she indicated for him to go into an open doorway. He was already making the turn when she pointed.

Inside was a glossy wooden table running left to right. It seemed very old, deeply laid with elegant carvings of animals and what looked like old Norse runes, but judging by the fresh veneer it was maintained with love and care. Longer than he was tall, it seemed too big to have been brought into the room whole. Maybe it was built right there, in the space, or the police station was built around it.

Sitting opposite the door was a police officer wearing a slightly different uniform. Danforth Falls police wore a green uniform. Sage, was it? Warren Falls wore traditional black, and this man wore that black. Riker was called back to the uniforms LAPD officers wore in action movies from the 80s and 90s. On the table in front of Chief Die Hard was a black baseball cap with his station’s logo on it and a small pile of folders under a pocket-sized voice recorder. A travel mug bearing the Smith & Wesson logo sat nearby.

“Riker, thank you. I’m Chief Eric Dingman from Warren Falls. I want to say thank you for coming in again,” the man said, standing to shake Riker’s hand. They shook, and the three all took seats. The officers sat opposite Riker, with Riker’s back to the door.

I can run if I have to, Riker thought. Not sure why that thought just hit me as I haven’t done anything wrong, but still.

The questions began again and Riker answered them to the best of his ability, memory serving. They wanted to know about his history of drug use (inactive now, and minor when it was happening) as well as the entirety of his day on the day the man in the car disappeared. They pressed harder this time than ever before, trying to get him to remember details of the day like what meals he had eaten and why he had chosen the clothes he had worn. Hours passed.

“Not to be rude, but my ass hurts and I’m thirsty. I’m sorry, but I am trying to figure out why all that matters. What I ate for breakfast that day has no bearing on a dude going missing at a gas station I worked the graveyard shift at. Not to be a dick, but come on.”

“We’re assessing your memory,” Chief Mead said.

“Look, Riker,” the chief wearing black said, sitting forward. “You’re not a suspect, but the fact that your memory has been… well, let’s just say inconsistent.”

“You have camera footage from the gas station. You know what happened. Asking me what I ate for breakfast when you have a video of whatever happened seems crazy. Unless you think I’m a suspect.”

The two chiefs went silent, sitting back in their chairs so they could look at him. So, they could gauge his reaction.

“I think we’re done here,” Riker said, standing.

“What’s the last thing you remember?” the chief from New Hampshire asked. “The very last thing before we rolled up on you that night, where we found you sitting in a pool of that man’s blood.”

“The man screaming in pain. I told you that. Now leave me alone. I didn’t do anything, I don’t have anything new to tell you, and you know what, I’m fucking traumatized too. So suck my dick and next time call my lawyer.”

“You don’t have a lawyer,” the stoic, creepy lady chief said. “Nor are you employed. Should we assign you a public defender to handle your communications with law enforcement? Would you prefer a Vermont lawyer or a New Hampshire lawyer?”

Riker looked at her—stared, trying to gauge whether or not she was joking—and soon decided this was a person with no humor in her soul.

“I’ll get one myself, thanks. Now leave me be. I just want a new job and to move on from this. I’m sorry someone got spilled out at my old job but I’m not connected to it and I don’t know anything else. I’m fucking nobody. Let me go back to being a nobody. I’ll see myself out.”

Riker departed the conference room and its too-large table, his mouth dry, his hands trembling. He strode down the hall to the exit into the lobby and burst out of that room, too, into the blast furnace of the early August New England summer. He was sweating in seconds as he walked down Martin’s Way, past Wincott Washing, where he did his laundry, and the tiny EZ Market, where he grabbed his late-night sodas. He passed the large town hall made from massive blocks of granite. He’d started to calm down as he reached the Danforth Public Library and its twin griffon statues.

He paused, then, on the corner, looking at the statues, his brain recalculating.

“I thought those were lions,” Riker said. “I could’ve sworn…”

He started walking again, dismissing the Mandela Effect which was upsetting his already addled brain. He threaded between two office buildings and finally arrived at the multi-family home he rented the third floor of. The center house of three on the small block of Watertown Avenue, the beaten-down home looked awful, but was fairly nice on the inside. Good hardwood floors, newish windows, and appliances from the most recent decade.

Riker looked around before heading up the stairs on the outside of the house that led to his upper floor entrance. Creeping by, far slower than normal traffic, was an out-of-state Warren Falls SUV cruiser. Riker looked at it, and the vehicle slowed to a stop. The tinted window slid downward.

From the driver’s seat the NH chief nodded at him and gave a knowing wave.

We’re watching you, the wave said.

Fuck you, Dingman, Riker’s finger said back.

He scrambled up the stairs and unlocked his front door with the keys from his pocket. He shut the door behind him and threw the deadbolt, then the chain, and then leaned the new iron bar floor brace he’d bought into its slot. No one was getting into his apartment unless they used a ladder and tried to get into the windows, but he’d screwed them shut and spread plastic wrap across them already.

Riker went to his fridge and pulled out a 20-ounce bottle of Mountain Dew. He unscrewed the green cap and chugged half the bottle right there, fridge door still ajar. He belched a whale’s call, screwed the cap back on, and walked to the living room.

He went to the tattered brown leather recliner in the spartan room and threw himself into it. His Playstation controller fell off the arm and clunked onto a dirty plate on the floor, sending chip bits everywhere. A triumphant meow from Callisto, his monster Maine Coon cat, rang out from his bedroom. The giant white fluff sprinted across the living room floor and leapt up into his lap, covering it completely with white fur and a warm body. It purred, and Riker’s stress began to melt.

“You’re a good kitty,” he said, patting his pet. “Thank you.”

Purr.

He felt a buzz at his hip from the chair and he reached down into the crevice between the arm and seat cushion. He pulled out a sleek black cell phone and unlocked it with a thumb print followed by a pass code. He went to the text message he’d just received.

Back from the police station?

Yeah. Another bullshit interrogation.

Did you say anything that could cause you trouble?

No. But they definitely stepped up the intimidation factor this morning. They want me to admit to something. Or trip up and say more.

You didn’t see anything. Right?

“Nothing at all,” he said out loud, then texted the same. “Nothing I’ll admit to at least.”

That’s great. Last thing you want is more attention from the Twelve and their lackeys.

I know.

Trust no one.

No one at all? Not even you?

You know what I mean.

Trust few.

Very few. The only person in this town with a clean history is Diggory, the Finch kid. If you say too much to him, his imagination might lead to an acceleration.

Of what? Do you think he’s the one? Or just another dud?

That monster you saw is old. All the way back to the first Finch old. Back to the beginning. Some call them hizzoloths. If one of them showed up, he’s the best candidate since Franklin a hundred-plus years ago.

The cancer one?

The cancer one.

Look, be smart. There’s a lot on the line.

Just the end of the world, right?

Depends on who comes out on top in the game of controlling him. Some want the rebirth. Some want him to pass the time until he has an heir. That’s not our job. The Abram family does not play that game. We’re the keepers of the game board.

Riker leaned back in his recliner and sighed. He pat the white cloud of Callisto in his lap and closed his eyes. He focused on his breathing and tried to avoid any thoughts about how fucked up his family was, how equally crazy Twin Falls was, and all the horror that cascaded over onto the people caught up in it unwillingly. His phone buzzed in his lap.

Make sure your runes and sigils are powered up. Pour the elixir on them. Keep your ammunition stockpile close. Don’t play around.

I can take care of myself.

You were ready to kill the monster at the gas station? No, you weren’t. You watched as it killed that dumb drunk. Part of being capable, and ready, is maintaining the runes and sigils and being armed at all times. There are forces in play that your mundane training can’t answer. You have your coin on you? At all times? It can literally buy you a second chance.

I have the damn coin. Aren’t we just hypocrites? Using powers from wherever they come from against them? Using that damned currency? Aren’t we susceptible to being contaminated by them? When will we get greedy for power, too? When we will start losing our minds, and praying to things that eat children, and want to destroy the world?

Never. Our blood is too strong.

How many have we killed since this all began?

Too many;, and not enough.

“Why is my family so damn arrogant?” he said to the empty room. “Has it always been this way?”

We are the Thirteenth. We are the secret beneath the secret. The last line between the monsters, the Twelve, and the people. You’re the Sword of Damocles here. Never forget that.

I act dumb too much and I’ll wind up dumb.

Cut back on the Mountain Dew and the video games if you want to avoid stupidity. Keep your coin with you.

Riker sat up and looked around the sparse apartment for cameras or microphones. It wasn’t until he laid his head back down on the recliner that he realized he’d pulled his pistol from the crevice in the chair. He felt the heavy weight of the mysterious coin in his pocket and shoved the sensation of the alien thing from his consciousness.


ENTRY #27 I’M ABOUT TO LEAVE FOR MY MOM’S.

And I could not be more nervous.

I’m experiencing a double whammy—getting answers from my mom terrifies me because I’m afraid of hearing the truth, but I’m also afraid of being in the dark; and just as much, I’m nervous for my mom and stepdad to meet Alisha.

I uh… I really like Alisha.

Like… I like-like Alisha. This feeling confirms it, and now there’s two dilemmas at play that are far larger than I anticipated…

One: I need this meeting with my mom to go well because if Alisha and my mom hit it off, that’ll make any kind of… romantic advances I try to make when I grow a pair that much easier, and….

Two: I was already afraid of losing my friend in all this. Now I’m afraid of losing something more.

Gonna go hop in the Subaru and pick her up at her apartment.

Yikes. Sweating. Will check in later, or tomorrow, we’ll see.

Still no word from Natty. Darkholme messaged me online and said there’s still nothing. Not good.

-Diggory


ENTRY #28 I CAN’T SLEEP, AND I’M NOT SURE I WANT TO, ANYWAY.

Today is the kind of day that would take me a week to write about. So many small moments happened on the drive, during the visit, and on the ride home as Alisha and I talked about the day.

So, do I smash the CliffsNotes version and just hit the big stuff? I’ll start at the beginning and we’ll see what happens. I often wax poetical at extreme length, so strap in, future me.

The drive there was good, ignoring the strange heartburn I had just as we left. Felt like I had a swallowed rock get stuck in my chest. Stress, right? It was a warm day, everything was sunny and green, and traffic wasn’t bad the whole way to Mom’s place in Bow (near Concord). We chatted up anything that wasn’t too serious or real to us. We talked about movies we’d watched, books we’d read, memes we thought were funny. It was great. The conversation let me forget about where we were going—and where we left from. Frying pan to fire, right? At least talking to Alisha made the transition pleasant.

My mom’s new husband is a specialist dentist. An oral surgeon, as he told me today. He makes fucking bank at his practice and just opened up a breakfast joint with his brother. He’s older than she is by about five years but rides a whole lot of bike and is obnoxiously healthy. Do you know the type? I feel like he’s a stereotype.

They have a real, real nice house. I’d eat my own toe jam if the place was less than 5,000 square feet. Brick with tall windows, a massive greenhouse saddled up beside a four-car garage, landscaped to look pristine, all nestled in at the end of a paved country road near a small horse farm. Deep in the backyard he had a complete apple orchard, dotted with peach and pear trees. He gave us a jar of his own homegrown, homemade apple butter.

He made his own labels. They’re cute.

And I’ll say this: I grew up in trailers and apartments my whole life and my mom didn’t do much in terms of decoration. We were never affluent, never opulent in any sense, and rarely had any money to spend on decorations that followed us from move to move. We had lots of family pictures.

However, now that she has a stable place to live, and what appears to be piles of money, she showed she can make a place look really nice. I won’t describe too much of the detail, but there were many black and white photos in pretty frames (Ansel Adams kinds of stuff), and lots of really pretty plants and flowers in rather nice-looking vases and pots. The place was lush.

She greeted me with a hug at the door. A tight hug, one that ran about twice as long as I felt okay with, but… it was Mom, man. She cried, and I cried a little too; in the background on the stairs were Patrick and Chelsea. They looked happy but unsure, which is probably normal.

My mom’s happy tears dried up like the Sahara when she actually registered Alisha’s patient presence behind me.

Okay, full disclosure: my mother Heather is, in no way, racially ‘woke.’ She’s cracked more than her fair share of off-color jokes during my lifetime and I wouldn’t call her racist in any form, but anyone with skin other than hers might think a little different if she had a White Claw or two in her. Is she insensitive? Yeah, sure, but not prejudiced in any tangible way. That being said, you bring a girl home to a mom like that who has darker skin than you, and there is gonna be some worry that she’s gonna crack some fucking 7-Eleven curry jokes thinking she’s funny, while I then march off a tall cliff as my first convenience to end my suffering.

She didn’t. She was good.

She was SO NICE to Alisha. I’ve never seen her so nice all day, and I’ll even add that it didn’t feel like an act in the least. I think she genuinely enjoyed the presence of the librarian, and when they got to the subject of books they both have read they got on like gangbusters. To the point where I straight up left them talking on the back patio, under the umbrella that covered the stone-topped table. I co-grilled with Wade, her hubby, and I got to listen all about the riveting trials and tribulations of a thriving dental practice.

I mean… he’s nice. He’s obnoxiously nice. And he knew a lot about me, which told me mom talked about me far more than I expected her to (I’ve thought for most of my adult life that my mom more or less didn’t like me), and he listened. He didn’t have to listen about his new wife’s former kid. I’m still her kid, but you get my drift. He had his own kids, and they wanted more themselves. I would have been a very easy subject to gloss right past, but… I wasn’t. I was talked about.

That felt nice.

Chelsea and Patrick are cool-ass kids. For some reason, I thought they were older than they turned out to be. Chelsea was eight and Patrick seven, according to them when I asked. I’ll scroll up here to check that, but it seems like they should be older. Time is weird right now.

While mom talked to Alisha, I played some soccer and Wiffle ball with the kids. We played on the perfect green grass of the backyard, in the shadow of a trio of willow trees that drank deep of the not-too-distant stream running through the back end of the property near the apple orchard. It was fun.

We ate on the patio. It was good. The tomato stuff Alisha made was off the frigging hook, as was the naan. The spicy pickles were no fucking joke, though. I ate one, and now my anus is quaking in fear for when it reaches the end of that journey. Alisha had a real nice laugh at my expense when I politely declined her offer of a second spicy pickle. I explained that I would suffer repercussions from one pickle, and that two pickles would have repercussions on my toilet, the water treatment center of Twin Falls, and everyone downwind of me for days.

She laughed.

I had a few beers here and there to soften the sizzle, and not long after that Wade took Patrick and Chelsea to the movies. So cool that we can go to the movies again. I said my goodbyes to Patrick and Chelsea in case they got back late, and that left me alone with my mom and Alisha. They orchestrated this, and it worked well. My mom got serious. She crossed her legs and lit up her first cigarette of the day.

My mom used to chain smoke when I was young, and I’d forgotten that about her. Watching her snap that lighter then inhale and exhale while crossing her legs recovered a slew of ugly feelings and memories for me. Icky to remember such things, even if they were pretty mundane.

“I don’t smoke in front of the kids, so please keep this bad habit between us. What troubles you so much about your father, Diggs? You find some boxes in the basement of that ancient home that unearthed something?”

“Should I leave?” Alisha asked. “I can go wander the orchard back there.”

“No,” I said to her without hesitation. “I’m trying to piece together stuff about dad and his childhood that I don’t think he’d be honest about if I asked him directly.”

“Your dad did like his secrets,” she said.

“It’s not just the secrets that vex me, Mom. It’s his reasoning for choices. After learning just a little about his past and his family… it didn’t make much sense.”

“Okay. I’ll answer the best I can. I don’t know everything,” she tapped her ashes into the top of one of her seltzer cans.

“I doubt anyone does, but if they did and I was on fire they wouldn’t piss on me to save my life.”

“Jesus Diggs, that’s dark. Are you off your meds?”

“Back on some oldies, managing it well, all things considered. Thanks for bringing it up,” I snarked at her, tilting my head towards Alisha the tiniest bit.

“I’m sorry, Diggs,” she apologized, and I think she meant it. “Ask away.”

“Why did we move so much, really?”

“Well, by and large, it was because of money,” she said after sighing. “Your father job hopped a lot. He got let go from most of his factory or warehouse jobs for one thing or another, then we’d get behind on bills and we’d have to sell our trailer to come up with enough money to pay off bills.”

“Dad’s mom—Beatrice—was rich as fuck,” I countered. “And Dad knew that. Hell, Dad could’ve easily brought us back to live on the island for cheap or free. And, based on what I know about my grandma—who you guys didn’t really let me have a relationship with, and that’s another line of questioning—she’d have given dad a loan without even thinking about it. Shit, he could’ve gotten paid out of the trust. So, knowing that this massive pile of money exists, and knowing that dad knew about it and had some access to it… why did we have money problems?”

“I doubt there’s a massive pile of money,” mom said, disregarding my claim.

“Millions invested. I get paid a few grand a month just to live in the house,” I said. “Dad knew this. There’s no way he didn’t know.”

“I’ll take your word for it. Let’s assume you’re telling the truth; if that’s the case then pride would be my guess. Your father didn’t want to ask anyone for help. Not a soul. If he got a flat on the side of the interstate, he’d rather walk five miles in the dark to the next exit than call AAA or put a thumb up.”

“Dad never struck me as proud. He didn’t have a whole lot to be proud of, other than you. Stubborn maybe. Insulated for sure. He kept everyone at arm’s length. The man was made of boundaries.”

“Did he ever talk about Twin Falls?” Alisha asked.

“He hated that place. Wanted out as soon as we could get gone. Hated going back. Made him nervous whenever we had to visit. I always felt like he was on the run for a crime he committed there.”

“Yeah,” I said. “That feels right. When he came to Grandma’s funeral I was shocked. He was so uncomfortable. I’ve never seen him that unsettled.”

“Twin Falls made his skin crawl, Diggs. He was so paranoid about weird things. Your dad was a kook,” she said, then lit another cigarette. “I had him pegged as a druggie more than once, but I could never prove it. Says the woman who takes Xanax all the time,” she said, and laughed.

“What was his favorite breakfast place?” Alisha asked, leaning forward like the answer would be the cutest thing she’d ever heard.

“He ate like shit, you know. Fast food, donuts,” Mom said.

“Crumb cake?” I slipped in. “Did he like crumb cake?”

“Oh yeah, that place in Danforth Falls. That lady behind the counter was an amazing baker. She’d be quite old by now. Maybe gone.”

“Demented Edna,” I said. “She’s gone.” Alisha and I exchanged looks. Slick woman, that Alisha.

“What’d I say?” Mom asked. “And who is Demented Edna? No one has ever called her that.”

“No one? There’s so much weird stuff going on, Mom. People saying shit that just does not make sense. Not you, but a lot of other people. Memory seems to be unreliable of late. Hey, you remember a song about the Finch family? People sing in the towns? Diggs, digs his grave?”

“I think, when we wound up having you, your father wanted to name you Diggory because of that stupid song,” she said, eating a bite of cold hotdog. “I haven’t heard that song in thirty years.”

“That’s creepy,” I said. “He named me after that song? That’s not normal.”

“Well. Not much about our lives had been normal. Naming you a cute name that appeared in an old folk song about your family seemed like a silly thing. It made light of the situation.”

“What situation?”

The only other time my mother looked the way she looked right then was when she told me my dad was leaving. Or she was leaving. I forget. She looked like a time lapse video of a flower wilting.

“It’s, you know. Young parents, new baby. Relationship with some issues. Tough.”

“Tough? That’s a damn lie,” I said to her, straight out. “Be honest. What are you talking about? I need to know.”

“Your father had no interest in having kids,” she said, and let that hang.

“I’m gonna need you to keep talking about that.”

“We wanted to get an abortion,” my mom said, eyes closed. “Him. I didn’t really want to but your father was adamant; we were having a rough time anyway, so I agreed.”

“And yet here I am,” I said as Alisha reached over and took my hand. It was warm, and firm.

“We made an appointment at the clinic in Concord. Your father was so relieved. We drove in that day, I was scared out of my mind, and we pulled in and saw police were there. Turns out the doctor and his wife died the night before, and the other doctor was unavailable for a week.”

“And you got cold feet,” I assumed for her.

“I just couldn’t do it. Felt like a sign. The two deaths were enough. Adding yours to the tally wasn’t what I wanted in the first place, and especially not then. I made the right choice.” Mom reached out to me, and I accepted the squeeze of her hand for a few seconds.

“How did the doctor’s wife die?” Alisha asked, still holding my other hand. “And why were the police at the clinic?”

“Murder-suicide with her at the office, I think was the final verdict,” mom said. “Papers said she didn’t want him doing abortions anymore. Who knows. She saved your life, for sure. So, there’s that to be thankful for.”

“How did Dad react?”

Mom thought about it, digging through memories as she ate more hot dog in the summer sun. “Defeated. He gave up. Like, the bad way of looking at, ‘it was meant to be.’ I know you’re already not a big fan of your father, but when we knew you were going to be born, he seemed to just give up. Like he’d blown a job interview and the rest of his life would be figuring out how to handle that failure.”

“That’s awful,” I said. “My birth wasn’t a failure. I didn’t think I could hate him anymore, yet here I am.”

“He was troubled, Diggs. From the sounds of it, he still is. Something bad happened to him in that town. It’s the only explanation,” she said, apologizing on his behalf. “He didn’t want to be a dad but he tried hard to provide, and he did love you. Might not have been able to show it in the right ways, but he does love you. I think he was scared of what being a dad meant.”

“Maybe he kept us moving all the time so we couldn’t be murder-suicided,” I quipped. “Was he in the witness protection program? Because that would actually make sense.”

“He never said so. Well, I won’t say that some of the moves weren’t without rushed drama. Once he came home from work and said, ‘We gotta move today. I found a great job in Warner and I start tomorrow.’ Turns out he had no job and we moved two hours away to Warner in the evening on a Tuesday for nothing. Don’t even get me started on how he signed a lease for it before we moved. This fake job change was no surprise.”

“Was that the white building with the first-floor apartment?”

“Yeah, at the bottom of the hill near the school. Remember that time you ran down the hill and fell? Got diarrhea all in your snowsuit? What a mess.”

“I’m already upset, Mom, please don’t talk about my worst fecal experience in front of Alisha,” I said, but laughed about it. Alisha laughed, too. She’s got a great laugh.

“You need to talk to your dad,” Alisha said. “Your mom doesn’t know enough about his past or motivations for us to get a clear sense without him. Let’s regroup back in town for a few days, let all this simmer and then make a plan.”

“Yeah,” I said to her.

Without going into the goodbye details, we said goodbye. I thanked my mom and there were more tears. She hugged us both, and after packing us up with food to bring home (Alisha left the food she brought) we hopped back in my Subaru and started heading home.

Lots of talk. Theories, planning, fears about what coming home tonight would be like. Would the town be on fire? Would monsters be roaming the streets? Did the arcane, eldritch depths of the sky widen its hell-spawned eye and spew down an ichor-slick, gore-strewn Armageddon? Who knew what we were coming home to?

Town and the general citizens within it seemed normal as we returned, but then again, we’ve only been back a few hours and it was late. Twin Falls does not burn the midnight oil.

Right before I dropped her off, I reached over and held out my hand to her. She took my hand in, and I gave hers a gentle squeeze.

“When you did this, at my mom’s place? It felt really, really good.”

“I’m glad,” she said with that smile of hers. I felt those tickles in the bottom of my stomach and the tingles all over. I knew I was blushing, but fuck it.

“You can do that anytime. Please.”

“I think I will,” she said back.

We held hands until I dropped her off at her place and then I came back here, to Finch Island. I’m too tired to write more tonight, but suffice to say, I’m pretty glad about my abortion falling through. Pretty pivotal moment in my development, you know. Things could’ve gone south on me had that gone through as Dad planned.

But… my mother never, ever said anything about it ever before, which means what? Something? Nothing?

Strange that the doctor died right before I was supposed to get the trash barrel. There’s more to that, I’m sure of it.

-Diggory


ENTRY #29 CATCHING FEELINGS.

Been a couple days since the visit with my mom… and getting to hold Alisha’s hand for a bit. Not sure if it’s related, but I’ve slept pretty well since then. No napping in manic shifts all night, just a good stretch through the night. I’m amusing myself with online research about opening the store, painting miniatures, and being obsessed with…

I’m feeling weird about touching her like that, holding her hand. I’m thinking more about that than anything my mom said to me, and she told me she and my dad were trying to abort me. What does that tell us, Diggory?

It confirms that I have… the F word for Alisha. My favorite F word is free, followed by fuck, but that’s not the F word I’m obsessed with right now.

Feelings. That’s the F word.

Should I be masculine and act like I’m some kind of player? Should I what? Be genuine here, in this most-secret of places? Or should I continue to hide behind humor, where it’s safe?

I’m terrified of fucking up. I really like her, and I’m being delusional here, but Twin Falls could be home if I can just figure out what the holy hell is happening here. I could date her. I could have my happily ever after.

I know I’m getting really far ahead of myself on this, but I feel giddy. Romance should be dead-ass last on my list of things to spend time thinking about. Buuut… I’m human. And I want connection. I want to feel special to someone. I don’t want to be the friend or ex that comes through, makes an impression (read: trauma), then leaves, never to be heard from again.

I’ve always wanted that sincere connection with someone, but I’ve never been able to get it right. When I’ve gotten to this point with anyone the curse kicks in; I start to act weird and test them in ways that make them feel uncomfortable. Sometimes I withdraw, sometimes I overreach, sometimes I just get WEIRD. Sometimes… my attention wandered. Not something I’m proud of, and it’ll never, ever happen again. I’ll die first, perhaps literally.

Inevitably, without fail up until this point, I have self-sabotaged every single instance of a relationship I’ve ever had. Friendships for sure, but romantic ones are ten times worse. Can I get laid? At will. I’m funny and good looking enough to pull that off. But once I get past that all bets are off, and the self-destruct sequence is initiated.

I MUST be stronger than my urges here, on all fronts. I don’t want to rush/ruin this with Alisha, first and foremost. Saving whatever chance I have at love with her feels… well. It’s worth fighting for. It’s worth dying for, I think. What else have I ever lived for that’s better than what this might be?

Nothing.

Her benign, entirely unrelated text messages to me the last couple days are like oxygen.

Secondly, I have to stay frosty mentally because of the weird shit going down in Twin Falls. Edna is gone, dude at the gas station got shredded (where was the clerk? Did he see anything?), that guy grilling in his backyard like a half mile from here was dragged off and… well, shredded, plus Natty and the monster in the MMO, and the hits keep coming.

I won’t even talk about the titanic monster I saw walking in the mist, and… wherever Alisha and I disappeared off to when we went into that field to find its footprints. I don’t think that was a hallucination. No part of it.

The scope of how absolutely terrified I should be (and yet am not) makes me feel either my meds are working really, really well or I’m just bat shit crazy because I’ve played too many horror RPGs.

It doesn’t matter. I don’t think running away from this will make it go away.

I won’t handle this like my dad handled… whatever it was he dodged his whole adult life. But then again, running away from danger has never been my problem. I run away from safety.

My psychiatrist would love to hear all this bullshit. I need to call my psychiatrist, too. I have an appointment with her in a few days, I think.

I need to set up some kind of call/meeting with her. Not sure on how to proceed on that yet, so I’ll think on it.

I need to keep in touch with Chuck and Elijah on opening a store because, once this mess is sorted out, I still want to have a job, a career, and a life. Plus, it’s the appearance of normalcy that keeps people from asking the tough questions I don’t have good answers for. Fake it ’til you make it, as the kids say. Story of my life.

Chuck left me a voice mail message and said the landscapers were coming by to do some work. They were also going to do some extra work on the side of the island the warehouse is on, which might illuminate some work that needs to be done on the old mill building. We’ll see. Those two guys are strange. No matter how many times I wave at them and say hi, they never respond with more than a wave and a nod.

You’d think they’d want to kiss my ass like there’s no tomorrow seeing as how I’m the real client, but whatever. They mow damn fine and the island looks great.

I’m gonna fire up Elmoryn to play for a bit. See if Natty has gone online at all. I miss my friend, and I’m still worried about him.

I’m gonna figure this out.

-Diggory


ENTRY #30 I GOT SOME STUFF DONE.

I hate being on the phone, yet I’ve used it several times the past few days. I finally got back to Charles and Elijah on business issues related to opening a store on the eve of Twin Fall’s utter destruction. My two guardian angels managed to secure $150,000 in grants for me to renovate the building and bridge to the island.

I don’t need to worry about anything when it comes to the store. Legally I need to employ at least three people for a total of 100 hours a week. That’s it. I count as forty hours, regardless of how many hours I actually work, so I need two part-timers working 30 hours each to make it work. Shouldn’t be a problem if I can find two people who are into gaming that aren’t shitbags.

I’m guardedly optimistic.

Charles is filing my company name and LLC—Finch Island Gaming—and getting all the tax stuff up and running. They’ve backed off a bit (after both asking me how I’ve been and checking in over and over about stuff) for the time being while I get supply stuff sorted.

All that’s logistics, so, meh.

I also talked to some guy named Leopold at Max Assets. Super nice. Quotes inbound for work.

Alisha and I are still texting regularly. She’s avoided any talk of us holding hands and has unearthed some data on the doctor and his wife who died; it was murder-suicide at the clinic according to the police records. My mom guessed that the reason was the wife not wanting him to do abortions anymore, but the smallest amount of research flipped that theory on its head.

The wife was a lobbyist for women’s rights and had a lengthy career in Planned Parenthood and similar places. If she did shoot him, it wasn’t for that. Alisha emailed me pdfs of records from the shooting, and it smacks of cover up to me.

I think Beatrice might’ve had him whacked to save my life.

I’m only half joking about that theory. Beatrice was a fierce lady and while she was beloved, who really knows what she was capable of.

The other idea is random murder, but I think that would’ve left more evidence, or at least their house, or the clinic would’ve had something stolen.

The other idea… and hear me out here, is that someone killed him off to prevent my death because of something going on here in Twin falls. That idea tracks a bit more than the others with me, because quite frankly… it’s creepy how connected these two towns are with my family. Maybe it’s the money… maybe it’s Maybelline.

Or maybe it’s some weird cult shit.

That’s just as likely, too, because this place REEKS with supernatural shit. I dream, the world changes. I’ve seen monsters, people have died and disappeared just this summer in rates significantly higher than anything normal.

Cults are a reasonable conclusion.

On to my dad. I am feeling far more confident and will be calling him to meet up later today. I’m going to try to get him to come back here for the meeting, just to see what his response is. I expect a no.

I NEED to find out what his deal is with Twin Falls. It might point me to what I need to do or who I need to talk to so I can figure out what’s going on here. In fact, I’ll call now. He should be out of work unless he’s doing second shift again. Will check in after.

-Diggory


ENTRY #31 ONE GOOD THING, ONE BAD.

My dad did not answer his phone, and I left him a message saying everything was okay and to give me a ring when he gets a minute. Tried to sound casual. We’ll see if he calls back or if I have to maintain nerve and keep calling him until he accidentally picks up. Wouldn’t be the first time I’ve had to do that. He was late on sending me money he promised more than once. Thank God I got some grants and loans for college. I couldn’t rely on him for shit. I still can’t, apparently.

So, that’s a big disappointment. But not getting aborted is pretty cool.

Buuuut… after the call failed, I had this weird urge to say screw it and log into Elmoryn to play. When I popped in and checked to see who was online in the guild, it showed that Natty had been online just an hour before.

I think that means he’s alive! And perhaps interested in remaining in the game, or, if I’m lucky, reconnecting after the monster choked his character in the game and seemingly nearly killed him in real life.

Weirdness, yes. But that he logged in is huge.

I sent his main a message saying, “Hey, hope you’re well. Shoot me a message sometime.”

One more message left for someone. At least Alisha writes me back. Still pining over her. That hasn’t changed.

Gonna get back on store stuff and keeping an eye on the world. I also want to build up the nerve to ask Alisha to hang out, but now that I realize I have feelings, I’m scared to ask her, so that’s fun.

I’m a fucking mess.

Check in later.

-Diggory


THE NINTH INTERLUDE

ELIJAH DANFORTH




The de facto leader of Twin Falls was a statue sitting on a chair in the center of the patio behind Charles Warren’s sprawling home in Warren Falls, just a mile from Finch Island and all the chaos stemming from the lone resident on it. Warm August sunlight poured down from above, trying to burn away the chill stemming from the cold recesses of Elijah’s dark thoughts.

“Can I get you a drink?” Mary offered at his back. “It’s rather hot today. What about putting up the umbrella?”

“Thank you, Mary. You know, I’ll take something. I’d say an iced coffee, but I’m off dairy. Trying to cut back. Doctor says I’m probably lactose intolerant,” Elijah said, looking over his shoulder with a thankful smile.

“Oh, that’s awful. I couldn’t live without my ice cream. Most of those non-dairy substitutes are just not palatable. I’m so old fashioned. How about some cold lemonade?”

“Ah, life gave you lemons? That sounds great,” Elijah said. Mary sighed at his bad joke and turned to head back inside with a smile. She passed Charles on the way in.

“Happy afternoon, Charles,” Eli said. “I’m sorry to drop in on you like this, but I felt it urgent.”

“Urgent good, or urgent bad?” the white-haired lawyer asked before pulling up another chair to the table where Eli sat.

“The elders said there was another spike the other day,” Eli said. “Another rift created, most likely.”

“Which means something came through again?”

“Inevitably,” Eli said. “There are countless… things waiting for doors to open on the other side. Which means there are at least three… invaders roaming Twin Falls. The elders also speculated on the specific cause of the surges.”

“That being?”

“When he leaves town. Specifically, they compared it to a scab being torn off a fresh wound.”

“Oh boy,” Charles said. “Are they sure?”

“As sure as the elders can ever be about these things. They’re all mad or mutated in one way or another now, but when they all agree on something, it can’t be ignored,” Eli said as Mary opened and stepped through the kitchen slider. She handed him a glass of lemonade with ice. He sipped the tart, refreshing drink once before leaning forward and setting it down on the heavy stone table at which they sat. Mary retreated into the sprawling home.

“We have to keep him from leaving?”

“Yeah,” Eli said with a defeated sigh. “Until the elders can do their thing and figure out why his moving outside of the town is triggering ruptures like this. Give him car trouble?”

“The boys can do that immediately. He’s got two cars though. If both of his cars break down at the same time it’ll be suspicious. He’s definitely observant like that, and we already know he’s suspicious.”

“He visited his mom, right?”

“And he’s reaching out to his father,” Charles added. “I’d say we should do what we can to prevent that connection, but I think Archer will be ignoring Diggory’s messages for a bit. That’s on-brand for him. If anything, Archer has always been reliable for being unreliable. My mother and father joked about it when he was young.”

“At least that wasn’t genetic,” Eli said with a laugh. “How Beatrice created a child that’s so unlike her, I’ll never know.”

“Children develop into their own people for their own reasons. Are you like your father? I’ll see what I can do about keeping the kid at home. I can bury him in stuff for his stupid toy store idea. Our boys are clever at getting things like this done, too.”

“They’re hunters, Chuck. Don’t say they’re clever. In a town filled with mundane people with the wool over their eyes, those two are wolves. Hell, I’m not even sure they’re still human on the inside.”

“I don’t think they’re all human anymore,” the lawyer said, his voice disconnecting from his thoughts. “Not after all they’ve seen and done. But they do as the Twelve ask and I’m their handler, so for now… I’ll use them with care.” He sipped his own lemonade.

“Keep your coins handy. Speaking of which, how many do you two have?”

“Six coins,” Chuck replied. “One on Mary and me at all times. One in each of the cars, one in the safe here, and one in the office. I think that’s as well-positioned as I can get if things get out of hand. How many do you have?”

“Eleven,” Eli said.

“Holy shit,” Chuck said, sitting forward. “You’ve curried a rather large amount of favors, huh? Whose arms did you bend to get that kind of jing-jing?”

“I hand waved some ordinances for the Starcher family and the Schroeders a year ago and picked up a coin off each. I get one a year from the elders for being the town manager, too. I’ve never used any. Never had to, and never saw the need to be frivolous about needing fortune.”

“You’re a lucky sumbitch,” Chuck said. “You could get out for 11 coins. Buy your way out of this place and settle in Tahiti. You know, I take that back; you’re not lucky. It’s those damn feelings you get. You know what’s best for you. Ride that instinct all the way to a rich retirement.”

“Retire? Are you kidding? Who else would do this? Someone has to be here, managing… this,” Eli sighed. “Don’t tempt me,” Eli said. “I’d rather exchange them for money to improve my lot in life rather than to save my life, but we’ll see what I need to buy first. Check on the temperature of current events says I should keep a coin in my hand all day and sleep with it under my pillow. My gut is telling me that.” He felt the weight of the strange currency pressing down on his thigh pocket, reminding him of its intrusion into this world, into his life.

Chuck’s cell phone rang then. The electronic melody prompted the lawyer to sit up and look at the caller.

“Diggory,” Charles said. “Gimme a minute.”

“Nah. Call him back in ten minutes,” Eli said, then sipped his lemonade. “I need a few minutes with an old friend.”

The sliding door behind them opened. A sudden gust of wind kicked up in the Warren backyard. Hot, it carried blinding dirt with it, making both men shield their faces from the abrasive grit.

“Whoa,” Charles said. “Where’d that come from?”

“What’s that smell?” Eli said, coughing, and standing.

A rotten odor settled in, as dense as fog after the breeze moved on. It filled the noses and lungs of the two men with a burning, fungal stench of chemicals and decay. This was a familiar smell; the other.

“Coins,” Eli snapped. He stood, bumping the heavy table hard enough to knock over the glass of lemonade. As it poured over the edge onto the flat stone of the patio, they dug the bronze metal discs out of their pockets and gripped them. Charles held his in a shaking hand. Both men spun slowly, nervous, hearts smashing against the inside of their ribs, beating out of control, flooded with fear-spawned adrenaline.

“Look to the forest,” a disjointed, breathless voice commanded them.

“We have coins,” Elijah stammered, trying to seem confident as he turned around to face the voice that came from behind them, towards Charles and Mary’s beautiful house.

“Look. To. The forest,” the voice commanded as the air thickened and grew fouler. The speaker seemed to struggle to find words and fought even harder to make its mouth say them.

Eli and Charles both started to tear up as if they’d been sprayed in the face with awful irritants, and with their free hand they each had to wipe away the thick, blurry discharge. Both men turned after a few seconds of confusion.

“Be obedient,” the voice instructed. “Know your role.”

“Yes,” Elijah replied, trying to hide the tremble in his voice. “With whom do I speak?”

“I am an eternal being you must spend time with, Elijah Danforth. This flesh is known to you as Elder Nealy, though I am not that speck. I have awoken to pass through and inhabit it at that being’s pleasure and ecstasy,” it said, still halting, but sounding pleased despite the effort speaking cost it. “You may call me the Herald of Dim Dreams.”

At the corners of their eyes the two men saw blurry, half-formed shapes push past them. Eli dared a glance sideways and saw the translucent, half-real but all-dangerous, amorphous monsters they suspected were loose in the town. Nests of tentacles and multi-jointed legs sprouting from a central body, moved with a slimy locomotion across the stone patio to the knee-high slate wall bordering it. The transparent creatures slithered and tumbled until they were atop the wall directly in front of them.

“What brings you to grace our presence, Emissary?” Eli asked, his eyes battling with the unseeable pair of monsters standing right in front of them. They weren’t there as much as they were just disturbing what they were in front of. Looking at them made his eyes water and a piercing headache grew behind his brow.

“In our slumber we have seen that the youngest has great potential,” it started, still behind them. “The progenitor, as well as those that serve in the Court, have sent me to inform you of threats that could upend the process.”

“Threats?” Eli asked. “Traitors? The government? Who? Tell us and we’ll root them out. Convene the council. Tell them yourself.” He stole a sideways glance at the ephemeral shapes of the monsters looming, hungering, just feet away.

“I’m choosing to tell you two, not the council. Would that rooting out turncoats was that easy for mortals,” the voice—now so close to the two men that their skin tingled—said. “I speak knowing that your circle of twelve has traitors amongst it, but those threats have always existed and always will. Life cannot exist without the infection of self-interest. We expect it. We plan on it. We rely on it.”

The two monsters shifted their weight side to side, and Eli could’ve sworn he heard them licking their lips.

“It’s only when we serve the greatest powers with our entirety that we are set free from the chains of self-interest. Greed gets you nowhere in the cosmos when compared to what service to the great entities gives you.”

“We are humble servants,” Charles assured the voice at their backs. “Our whole lives.”

“You are arrogant, dismissive, half-believing lapdogs that my pets will eat once I am done speaking.”

“We have coins,” Elijah said. “There are rules.” He was firm.

“Addictions, rather. And indeed, there are rules. Your gift serves you well. Give your tokens to the hizzoloths,” it hissed. “Buy your bodies a momentary reprieve until the next horde of things that hunger for your flesh and souls come. Eventually you’ll run out of coins, time, and beats of your fragile, delicious hearts.”

Eli and Chuck opened their gripped fists and revealed the two circular discs made from what looked like bronze. On one side was an ornate carving of what might’ve been an octopus, though something… ominous emanated from the creature, and on the other was the outline of an ordinary finch.

The two creatures jumped forward once the coins were presented, each reaching out with a single ropey limb that seemed to be made from water. As the tentacles got closer the water turned brown and gray, growing brackish. When the tips of the alien limbs touched their hands, they were real and visible. Their touch was cold, firm and muscular—almost sexual—and they scooped up the precious metal with a hooked limb, snatching it back with radiant hunger. The monsters hopped off the stone wall and into the grassy backyard. They fled away over the grass, disappearing into the thick forest at the edge of Charles’ property. Animal noises came from the shadows, then, as the monsters did whatever it was they did when they clutched the coveted, precious coins over.

The noise was glorious in its infernal revelry.

“There,” the voice whispered in the two men’s ears. “Over-weighed peace for another year from their kind. A year of fitful sleep, a year to feast and fuck, a year to dream. A shame, really. It would’ve been interesting to see your insides brought out to the light of your sun. Two more futures to scry in the piles of talkative guts.” The voice sounded disappointed and excited at the same time. The men were fully sickened, and fearful.

“You came to tell us about threats. What threats, and what are they threatening?” Charles pressed. Sweat poured down from his hairline, slickening his skin. “Help us do our job.”

“Multiple wandering interests, hidden in shadows, dripping thick with potential. They seek to influence your group of families as well as the husk.”

“Diggory?” Eli asked. “Is he the husk? I’ve never heard that term before.”

“The child Finch, ensconced in his cage with the door open, on the island between two worlds. The candidate. The nexus. The portal. The anomaly. Use whatever title or word that suits your flaccid morality,” the voice said.

Eli felt hot puffs of breath on his neck as the creature inside the first in the Nealy line spoke just at his shoulder. He trembled then, fully expecting for the world to go black as his head was ripped off his shoulders.

“He, your families, and the precious façade you’ve tried to maintain the past two hundred years is threatened like never before.”

“Who are we looking for?” Eli asked. It felt safer to be useful. To find presentable purpose in front of… whatever it was that spoke to them. The Emissary. The Herald. Whatever name his muddled memory would provide.

“Their powers shield their identities well. In our sleep we’ve dreamt of a man and a woman, unconnected, yet sharing their own mutual dream.”

“We’re going to need more,” Charles said. “Descriptions?”

“Fresh fruit off old trees.”

“Young. They’re young. Under forty most likely. Anything else?”

“Dreams are knots. Challenging to pick apart and lay them out straight, here,” the voice said as it moved to Eli’s side. “But we can open the door for you, Elijah. Let you dream like an elder. With your eyes closed, you can see for yourself.”

Something wet caressed Eli’s neck, and he shuddered. “No thank you. I am good at what is asked of me. I would not want to upset the order of things. I perform a valuable service that I am happy to do.”

“Ah… service. Yes. What we all should yearn for,” the elder’s body said with great effort. “You will dream of these two threats. Those stars are shining, and that cannot be changed. When the fruits ripen, they will seek you out. It is inevitable. You must be ready. Start now; find the bitter father with his ruined dreams and snuff out his light. He could persuade the child to leave and that will have tragic repercussions for the twelve families, and more.”

“Archer Finch? Diggory’s father?” Eli wondered.

“You are ready to be as the monsters you fear, are you not? You must be ready to be what you are, despite your silent hopes to the contrary.”

“We will be ready to serve,” Eli said.

“We’re ready,” Charles mimicked.

“We?” the voice teased. “We were not ready, Charles Warren.” The voice moved beyond Eli’s shoulder, walking with ancient, deliberate steps. The body of the elder had to be at least ninety years old, filled with all the ailments you’d expect, but the Emissary inside it was no trifling thing. If the body moved as if it had a thousand years of arthritis seizing it up, it was an act. A lure.

It wore… fabric. Sheets and blankets were wrapped and draped around it and hanging beneath those looked to be car floor mats. The head and face of the elder was obscured with a thick, voluminous bathrobe hood. The mismatched fabrics and patterns unsettled just as much as the endless depths beneath the pastel blue fleece of the hood.

The two men finally realized the thick layers of fabric were covered in blood. Not just speckled with it but drenched in it. When the Emissary came to a halt, the slippers it wore squished out a halo of still-wet crimson blood.

“You were ready, Charles. More ready than the cattle in this village. Your house was well-shielded against the nightmares. Ancient symbols along the doorways. Salt in the basement. Glass with sand from dark deserts… enough to keep the monsters away, but not the frail body of a man who nears the end of his natural life. Charles, you should know that your wife… well… it seems as if I caught her sleeping,” the creature said, then extended a frail, liver-spotted hand out. Bony fingers opened up like claws, revealing one of the mystical coins. “I found this in her purse.”

The creature opened its other hand and bloody teeth fell out, clicking and clinking on the slate patio, scattering.

“I found those in her mouth. Let this be a lesson, Elijah and Charles; there can be no mistakes. There is no reason for forgiveness on our part. This husk must be treated as the one. You should prepare for more breaches across time and space. Some will be gentle; others will be brutal. There will be many deaths and much madness, but all serve the Court.”

“Did you kill my wife?” Charles asked the creature as his sanity began to crumble.

“Chuck, silent,” Eli counseled.

“You killed my wife?” Charles asked the creature, his eyes fixed on the scattered teeth at their feet.

“The Court is excited to thank you for your service,” the creature hissed, and a single slimy, bloody tentacle uncurled from beneath the hood, licking at the bloodstain on the elder’s wrappings. “It has already thanked Mary.”


ENTRY #32 DAD RETURNED MY CALL.

In related news, I am also buying a lottery ticket. Miracles are legit happening.

He called me at noon today, on his lunch break from his mechanic’s job. I had just put my phone down after leaving Chuck a message about tax ID questions for setting up wholesale accounts with distributors. Turns out these companies won’t sell to you at 50% off unless you can PROVE you’re actually a business. Asshats.

Left him a voice mail. He’s starting to remind me of my dad. Not really. Chuck is good people. I hope he’s doing something outside in the sun. It’s warm out there, but gorgeous.

“What’s going on, Diggory?” was how he opened the conversation.

“Hey, Dad. Thanks for getting back to me so quick,” I said, playing nice. “I appreciate it.”

“Uh huh. What’s up?”

“I need to talk with you in person about serious stuff. I know you really didn’t want me to stay here in Twin Falls, for whatever reason, and some stuff has gone down here that makes me think that I need to talk with you as soon as possible.”

“What are you doing this afternoon or tonight?”

“Meeting with you?”

“Yeah, dammit,” he said, and he sounded… troubled. “I’m working overtime today, but I get off work at three. Can meet you somewhere around four. I know some safe places we can talk.”

“Safe?”

“I’ll explain more when we get together. If you’ve seen or heard just a little of what’s going on in that place, then you need to be cautious. No more on the phone. Take your car, not your grandma’s. Do you remember Gleason Falls? In Hillsborough?”

“Old stone bridge beside a small waterfall? Yeah, we swam there a bunch when we lived near there.”

“Meet me there, at the bridge. Water is your friend. Don’t call or text anyone until you leave and leave as soon as possible. Watch out for the local cops.”

“Why?”

“Because I highly doubt anyone in the know in Twin Falls wants you talking to me, I’ll eat my shoe if the pigs there aren’t in on it,” he said, like there was only one answer. “There’s no way that evil dumpster of a town would function without the cops keeping it under wraps. Fuck you if you’re listening, pigs.”

My dad has never talked about cops like that. He’s always been respectful, if adversarial. Libertarian values, I think they call it. Am I being detained, officer? That kind of shit. Made for some awkward traffic stops when you’re a ten-year-old with aspirations of being a cop.

“Who is ‘they?’ Do they have a name?”

“Head there as soon as you can. Do you have a gun?”

“I want one.”

“I’ll bring you a spare. See you after three.”

And he hung up. Just like that.

I immediately disregarded his advice and texted Alisha that I had a meeting in a few hours with my dad in Hillsborough. She was like, OMG, and then asked if I wanted her to come.

I thought about it and said no, but I did ask her to text me every fifteen minutes or so just to make sure I was okay. I’m bringing my work bag of first aid stuff, a knife, pepper spray, all that.

Family reunions are weird.

-Diggory


ENTRY #33 IF MY DAD WAS EVEN JUST 50% HONEST, I SHOULD JUST PUT THIS PISTOL IN MY MOUTH AND END THIS NOW.

And believe me, the serious thought of doing that is on my mind.

I am in a shitty side-of-the-road no-tell motel about 45 minutes outside Twin Falls, hammering away on my laptop. I just met with my dad in Hillsborough, and quite frankly, I’m terrified to head back home. No one knows where I am, and I told Alisha I was safe and returning home tomorrow. She’s worried after checking in with me all day, and me being evasive and now unavailable. Makes sense for me to act like that with a girl I like, but not for this reason.

I got pizza at my favorite place, grabbed some liquor from the liquor store, bought some first aid shit from the pharmacy, got myself and my dad an iced coffee from Dunk’s, and headed up the country road into the boondocks where dad wanted to meet.

I’ll add: I was paranoid as fuck the entire time driving. I pulled over several times and made multiple fake turns to make sure no one was following me. I mean, if they have satellites or if my car was tagged so be it, but I don’t think I’m dodging the fucking CIA.

It’s been pretty dry the past few weeks, so the river that runs under the stone bridge is low. Makes for perfect swimming, but I didn’t swim at all today. The bridge itself is like, two hundred years old and it’s about thirty feet long, with a large stone arch underneath. The arch goes over large flat rocks that the river goes around unless the water is raging. When I pulled over on the dirt road, my dad’s beater Chevy Silverado was already there.

I made my way down the embankment and across the stones as he sat there, watching, smoking a butt. He had a pair of iced coffees sitting on the rock beside him. His hands were filthy with motor oil and grease. If you’ve ever worked on a car or known a mechanic… you can only get your hands so clean. It’s a mark of pride for most of them. I get that.

“Were you followed?”

“No, Captain Cloak and Dagger,” I said, handing him the coffee I got him. “Reinforcements after you’re done with that one. I got a market special pizza, too.”

“My favorite, thank you. Coffee,” he said, handing me up an exact duplicate of the coffee I got for myself.

I sipped mine, then his. Mine was better, but both were good. Nothing worse than getting drive thru coffee and having it suck.

“You said you have questions,” he said. “I don’t have all the answers—hell, I have more questions than you do—but I’ll do my best.”

I sat down on the rock with the pizza between us and did my best to try and slow down my goddamn heart. It hammered away faster than it ever had. I had no anger for my dad. I had this strange, mellow sympathy beneath the anxiety. I popped one of my meds right there in front of him and ate half a slice of pizza to get a grip. He did the same. He knew I had to calm down.

“I’ve hated you. I still kinda hate you,” I started. “And the longer I’m in Twin Falls the more I get this sense that you weren’t a random, irresponsible piece of shit like I imagined you were. I have this feeling that you were doing what you were doing because something bad happened to you there, and you were running from it. Trauma, something.”

“You could say that,” he said, staring at the water running by us on both sides.

“Mom told me you wanted me aborted. Is that true?”

“Yes. Shit. I wish she’d never said that to you. I’m sorry.”

“Why? Why didn’t you want me?”

“It wasn’t you I didn’t want. Look, there is no answer to that question that will make my reasoning at the time okay, understand? Nothing I say to you will heal that wound. I can only hope you’ll see my thought process, and at least… have some empathy. No one, not ever, will understand it better than a Finch. Better than you.”

“I need to know your reasoning,” I said. I sipped my coffee and took a bite of pizza like the question I asked my dad wasn’t, “Why did you try to kill me before I was born?”

“I don’t understand all of what’s going on in that town, or with our family. But I know enough to know that Finches are prisoners there. There are families—entire families—that have a weird, cult interest in us and keeping a Finch on that damn island. They will do anything to keep at least one of us alive and ensure that we are continuing our line.”

“Continuing our line?”

“Do you know how many people asked me if I was going to have kids when I was growing up?” He posed. “Entire, whole-ass strangers asking a random ten-year-old at the baseball field if I wanted to be a dad when I grew up. Over and over, my whole childhood. People interested in whether or not I wanted a family. A ten-year-old. That ain’t normal.”

“That’s a little weird.”

“I started to keep track of it. Always people from the same few families. Before I ran, I had figured there were eight families in on it, but I bet there were more. Trying to act nonchalant about it. I played dumb, like I wasn’t putting two and two together, but I saw. I paid attention. As the years went on I hit puberty, got to high school, and then the weird stuff started to happen.”

“Strange dreams?”

“Always,” he said, like I punched him in the gut. “Even now. But then, for those years… they were vivid. Surreal. Of town and town only. Hard to tell whether or not I was awake or asleep sometimes. You dreaming like that yet?”

“Yeah. I tried sleeping in short shifts to prevent dreams, but kinda went crazy. Not my best idea.”

“It ain’t right. Soon enough… I started to have dreams where things would be different. It’s like that for most people, you know, but not for me, probably not for you, kid. I once dreamt that Trinity Church’s steeple and the clock on it were gone. I saw a monster with three glowing eyes as tall as a ten-story building pluck it right off the top of the building and eat it like it was a stalk of celery.”

“That church doesn’t have a steeple,” I corrected him. Same church my grandma’s services were at.

“It did before I went to sleep that night,” he said, and looked straight through me. I knew that feeling. “I’d dream of things just a little bit different and the town would change. Sometimes I’d dream of things outside of the town, and they’d change in the real world outside of Twin Falls. Nothing huge, but things would change once in a blue moon.”

“What was something you think you changed?” I asked, thinking of poor Natty getting choked out in real life through a video game halfway across the country.

“I was a kid in the 80s, right? Knight Rider, Flock of Seagulls, Footloose, the Cold War, all that. One of the last big dreams I had before leaving Twin Falls was that the Soviet Union dissolved. I think I thought that if they just… went away the threat of nuclear war would go away, too. So far, so good.”

“You are alleging that you ended the cold war with a dream?”

“After what you’ve seen, is it that far of a stretch to think that one innocent, hopeful dream about making the world a safer place might come true? Kids change the world, man. You’re proof of that, aren’t you? I lose so much sleep thinking about what if I had dreamt they’d launched a nuke? These dreams that come true are enough of a problem when they’re small.”

“The lions,” I said.

“The statues at the library?”

“They’re griffons now. Not everyone realizes that they’re changed, but they changed,” I explained. “And old papers at the library are all changed too. Old photos. All griffons, but I know I saw lions.”

“They were lions, I remember them clear as day. You changed it. Fuck,” he said, and spat into the river. His white foamy phlegm sorted itself away before disappearing over a rock.

“What? Be specific in your cursing,” I pleaded.

“If you’re already dreaming powerful enough to change things out of the blue then they’ve surely got their claws in you. They can remember what was before, you know? The families are… immune to when we erase or change things. Regular folks can’t remember the before. Damn it. This is what I feared for so long. As long as mom was alive… I could just wander, and maybe they’d leave me be. But then you came, and now she’s gone.”

“That means Elijah is dirty. Chuck must be too. Managing the trust. What do they need? One more generation for them to… what? Manipulate? Extort? Sacrifice?”

“That’s a small selection of likely words for what’s going on,” he said. “These families are one big cult and it’s pretty damn clear that whatever is happening is beyond the pale. Supernatural doesn’t even begin to touch it. I’m so sorry you got dragged into this.”

“I doubt whatever is going on in Twin Falls is your fault.”

“Having you was,” he said, and I saw him shrivel up after saying it. “I’m sorry. That was out of line. I love you; I do. I have no idea how to show it and reconcile everything else. You are my one and only son and I screwed up in almost every way with you, but you still came out amazing. I’m so proud of you, despite myself.”

“Thanks, I guess.”

“Yeah,” he said, head slung. He fished out another cigarette and lit it. He looked at the river. “Water. I don’t know why, but it seemed to me that if I was crossing rivers or in the middle of a lake, it took them longer to figure out what was happening with me or where I was.”

“Like how vampires couldn’t cross running water?”

“That’s a thing?” he asked. “I couldn’t stomach scary movies after Twin Falls.”

“Too many real-life monsters.”

“You have no idea,” he muttered. “Have people died or gone missing since you moved in?”

“Ah… three?”

“Jesus,” he said, then laughed. “That’s not good. When I was in Twin Falls we’d lose ten people a year. Twenty one year when something real nasty was in town, but someone somewhere handled it. Have you felt those presences yet? Things at the corner of your visions? Shit moving? Sounds in rooms there shouldn’t be sounds in? Smells and stains appearing at random? Pets going missing? Monsters, Diggory. Dancing to their music just out of sight, but always there.”

“All of that.”

“They won’t hurt you. No matter what you do. Finches are safe. Not sure why. They’re like our guardian angels.”

“No, I think it’s the Devil taking care of his own, if it’s anything.”

“Ha, yeah. Heavy lies the head that bears the curse. The good news is that everyone else in Twin Falls… they’re fair game. Even the people from the weird families that are involved. Over the years they’ve gone down too. Not many, but some.”

“Are we werewolves? Legit? Like are we waking up and hurting people?”

“Werewolves don’t sculpt new library statues overnight or dissolve communist regimes.”

“I suppose not,” I said, and ate more pizza.

“So, you ran. And you tried to get rid of me before I was born because you didn’t want what’s happening to me to happen?”

“I didn’t want them using you or hurting you. I tried praying. Really. So much praying. But God was wearing earmuffs when I was on bended knee. So, yeah, I grabbed your mom and ran. I had to protect her. The only woman I’ve ever really loved. I crossed rivers all the time. That bought me time to dodge their hounds. Soon as I saw them. And they came, over and over. No matter if I didn’t forward the mail or if I signed the lease with a fake name. Those two pricks always found me, letting me know that I could never really escape. And Diggory,” he looked at me again, stone-cold scared, “they never changed. They never got older. The same two guys. Mid 20s when I left in the 90s. Mid 20s when I saw them a few months ago. Empty smiles. Dark eyes. Like shadows walking around, pretending to be people.”

I immediately thought of the two landscapers Chuck hired, and my stomach knotted.

“I haven’t seen them since my mother died. Now they’re watching you. I’m leftovers. You know, if you leave they’ll do the same thing to you. I’m not the one anymore. You are. If you left, I think your dreams would get better, more controllable, less frequent. People might stop dying in Twin Falls. I suppose after a time they’ll make you go back. Make you have a kid if you haven’t got one yet. Hell, they killed the doctor who was going to take care of you. Killed his wife too. Scared your mother into having you.”

I immediately thought of Alisha and the raw, pervasive fear of what might happen to her hit me so hard I almost threw up my pizza.

“You got an eye for someone,” Dad said. “I see that. Stay away from her. Push her away if you have to. Don’t fall in love like I did. You’ll regret it. They’ll use her against you.”

“We’re alone, aren’t we?” I said, feeling just that.

“No, Diggory,” Dad said. “We’re never alone. If it isn’t one of them, handling our entire lives to make sure we follow their script, then it’s one of those fucking monsters in between our world and wherever they hide when you try and look at them. If it’s not them… then it’s the darkness inside us. I don’t know where it came from, or how to get rid of it, but it is inside us. My mom had a touch of it, I had more, but you… I think you got the full weight of it.”

Weight. There’s that word again.

“What can I do with this frigging curse?”

“Your dreams can change the world. Figure out how to dream things the way you want, and it’ll be so. At least that was my hope. I only had one dream come true for me, and I screwed that all up.”

“What was the dream?”

“I dreamt of wanting to be in love with your mom,” he said. “And I got that, for a time. I should be thankful, but… it’s hard. I miss her, but I’m glad she’s out.”

“I’m so sorry,” I said, my heart legit breaking.

“None of this is your fault, son. None of it. This weight was handed to me and then it got handed to you. I imagine if you got back far enough, if they let you, or if you dig where they don’t know the info is, you’ll find that this weight goes back in our family for some time.”

“That’s just one key. The beginning. Find out how far this goes back and then see if we can pick at that. Figure out who these families are and how they’re connected to each other and us. Start asking questions that they must answer or can’t stop us from getting the answers to.”

“I don’t think they can kill you,” he said. “But they don’t have to let you have any freedoms. Those two guys, with the dead eyes… them or whoever tells them what to do will throw you in a locked basement for the rest of your life if it means they get their way. Whatever their game is. I have no doubt. They’re pleasant enough but make no mistake, these are evil fucking people up to no good. Speaking of no good, you still know how to handle a gun? You forget what I taught you?”

“I haven’t forgotten anything. Still licensed to carry in Mass, but I don’t own anything. Work gave me my pistols when I needed them.”

“Take this,” he said, sliding a bag I hadn’t noticed before over towards me. I peeked inside and saw three smallish boxes. The smaller of the two was obviously a box of ammo. The larger was a pistol case. “Inside that envelope are the eight family names I figured out. Maybe you can start there and see what you can find. The internet might be more effective than the Danforth Library’s Dewey Decimal System back in my day. Also, my best pistol. Bought it off an old guy named Gilbert back in 2010. You snap that safety off you know you ain’t taking prisoners, okay? There’s ammo enough and magazines in there for you to make a quick stand then run for it if they come for you. Hollow points. I’ve done all kinds of crazy shit to be more effective against things I don’t understand. Holy water, rubbed with silver, drew the Ohm symbol on the casings, a cross, you name it. Shotgun method to ward off and defeat the boogeymen.”

“Any port in a storm.”

“My whole life has been a storm, Diggory. And I was adrift on a sea with a family I would’ve died to protect, but you still wound up back there, right where they wanted you. Right back in their safe harbor.”

“I don’t know what to do, Dad.”

“Who would? I didn’t. Look, I’ve been a shit dad, kid. Real trash for years, and I dug a hole I’ll never climb out of with you. I’m so sorry for that. I did the best I could and didn’t ask for help, or couldn’t, and you paid that price more than I did. We’re gonna figure this out. Together. If it means me moving back to that fucking island, then so be it. Let them figure out what two Finches can do, instead of one on the run. I’m so proud of you. Better man now than I’ll ever be.”

We hugged then. First real hug maybe ever. The truth was out, for better or for worse, and for the first time I felt like I was hugging my real dad, not the man pretending to be my dad. He told me to call him if I needed anything, but to be careful what I said. He seemed positive my phones were tapped.

Wouldn’t surprise me.

Two things before I pass out in this no-tell motel…

Alisha can remember the before. If he’s right, then she’s somehow connected to the families that are behind all of this.

Also, Dad gave me a Kimber 1911 chambered in .45acp. That’s like a thousand-dollar handgun. Five loaded magazines and two boxes of ammo. If he handed me this thing, he has more. Dad always had at least one gun in the house growing up, but I now have the sinking suspicion there might’ve been a few more hidden away, just out of sight, but always in arm’s reach.

I could kill myself with this weapon. It’s sitting on the bed right now within arm’s reach. I could pick it up—it’s pretty heavy—and put it up to the side of my head and end this bad dream for everyone with one tug of the trigger. I could do that. I probably should do that.

That might be the happy ending this story gets. Diggory takes the darkness inside him and leaves so no one else can play with it.

Dad also scrawled his home address on the back of a business card from the garage he works at. I am not going to Google it. I don’t want it to appear anywhere electronically in case they really are keeping tabs on me like that. If they don’t know where he is right now, let’s keep it that way.

Before I get whatever ending I’ve got coming, I want answers. And I’m going to get them.

I can be very persistent when I want something, and now I have a gun.

-Diggory


THE TENTH INTERLUDE

MORANDIA HALLETT PERRI, PSY.D




Morandia took her cell phone from her purse and looked at the caller ID. Yet another midday phone call from Elijah Danforth, administrator of all things Twin Falls. Before answering she stepped outside of Zoee’s, the yarn store she had been shopping in. The heat hit her face, simmering it, triggering sweat to fall. She felt a surge of appreciation for the long, flowing dress she wore.

“Calling on the weekends now?”

“Mary Warren is dead.”

“What?” she asked. “How?”

“Something calling itself the Herald of Dim Dreams inhabited the body of Elder Nealy and confronted Chuck and I half an hour ago. Two of the demon monsters came at us, too, and we had to cash in coins to stay alive. It called them hizzoloths. I know I’ve heard of those. The damn monster showed up, covered in blood, holding the coin Mary must not’ve presented fast enough.”

“Coins don’t work on every kind of entity that comes through,” Morandia said. “How is Charles? Can I help?”

“Mora, there’s blood everywhere in his house,” Elijah said, diminished. “We can’t find her body.”

“You won’t. The Herald took it.”

“How? He wasn’t carrying her when he just walked away.”

“How can I help?” she asked, already walking out into the parking lot towards her car. She was only a ten-minute drive from the Warren home, and she knew Eli and Charles would need her. Hell, if an entity had come through and taken over the body of elder, the whole town could be in very disastrous waters in short order.

“Call the chiefs and come over,” Eli said. “I need to get Charles back to reality and keep him from doing something irrational.”

“Great, smart. I’ll call the chiefs. I’m on my way. Ten minutes, tops.”

[image: Image]

Dr. Perri parked her car in the driveway in front of one of the many garage doors just seconds after ending her call with the chief of police for Danforth Falls. Despite the crime having taken place on the New Hampshire side of the valley, both chiefs worked together to keep the mundane peace legally—and the supernatural peace illegally. They both had to know everything. The Twelve needed them to be in control. Or what looked like control when events such as today’s happened.

Morandia walked across the brick surface to the front door. Elijah opened the door and it looked to her like it took him tremendous effort to manage that.

“You don’t look well,” she said, giving him a hug that he stiffened against.

“It’s nice to see you, too,” Eli replied. “Come in. Watch your step. Most of the blood is in the hall here, and the living room beyond.”

She entered and closed the door behind her. When her eyes adjusted, the gory spectacle revealed itself. Morandia choked down the urge to add spewing vomit to the dark red slicks of blood that covered the floor, wall to wall.

“Oh, dear,” she said, then swallowed hard. “Has Charles seen this at all? Keep him away if you can.”

“He’s on the patio. I stopped him from coming in and now he doesn’t want to,” Eli said. “How do we clean this?”

“Once we get Charles back to a rational place we can get the two he manages on it. They’re good at hiding evidence, aren’t they?”

“Yeah, I guess. You called the chiefs? Are they coming?” he asked, leaning against the only clean part of the mansion’s wall. His shoulders slumped as his eyes drained out at the puddles of blood.

“They’re going to come by after nightfall in plain clothes. If they show up in cruisers, in uniform, people will notice,” she answered. “They’re going to scrub the house and make it clean.”

“I hope they know magic that can do it,” Eli said. “Science didn’t cause this, and science won’t fix it.”

“Spoken like a true keeper of the secrets,” Morandia said, trying for a laugh. “Sorry.”

“We need to convene a meeting of the elders. As many as we can get together,” Eli said.

“What for?” she stepped to the side to get a better view out the kitchen sliders. Charles was there, face resting on his forearms on the stone table. His chest and back rose unevenly as he dealt with the emotions thrust upon him.

“The Herald-thing said there are new forces at play in town. Two people trying to mess with the Twelve as well as Diggory. And there are a lot of monsters running around now. If we hadn’t had our coins in our pockets, there’d be three dead bodies here instead of one. We need more coins.”

“We haven’t had to mine the material or mint coins since our parents were in charge, Eli. It’s absurd to think that we need more of that metal now,” Morandia said.

“They took three off us right now, and if Diggory keeps growing in power we’ll have ten more… presences to deal with by winter. How many coins are in circulation? The rumor mill says a ton were cashed in during Covid for blessings of good health and wealth,” he got off the wall then, his emotions riled. “Idiots. Now what? One of these monsters comes knocking and they’re food. We can’t afford to lose any people in the know right now. Not with a new Finch and ruptures and entries happening over and over again. It isn’t going to get better, especially if we need to try and lock Diggory down for months on end while he sorts his shit out.”

“There will be sacrifices involved. You know how it works,” she said. “Hell, it costs a coin to open the damn room they must meet in.”

“Like we don’t already sacrifice daily here. We do not exist in a safe world, and we do not engage in safe behaviors. We handle monsters, Dr. Perri, and right now, there are a lot of monsters to handle. We need the coins.”

“Wait, aren’t you protected for a year now? You bought your life with a coin today?”

“You said yourself, not two minutes ago, that coins don’t work on every entity. My gut is telling me we need more coins. More things are going to come through and who knows how they’re going to behave. Whatever the elders decide… okay, fine. But we need to table it to them. Majority vote. Tonight.”

“I’ll support you. Expect resistance to the idea though.”

“I deal with resistance all day, every day. Mora, can you go be with Chuck? I’ll start making calls to get a council tonight.”

“Of course,” Morandia said, and after searching for a path through the hall and kitchen with no blood on it, she turned and left through the front door.

It’d be easier to walk around the entire house.
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The hour had grown late.

The Council of Twelve met twice a year, as a rule—once on the summer solstice and once on the winter solstice. The shifts in seasons were appropriate times to convene, as the dark group with its dark purposes were always passing judgment on what changes to make to the town or to the people within it. Aligning the resonances of purpose and action was a crucial task.

The Council met in a shadowed, unholy space, a cavern in the deep recesses of a building it did not belong in, or even near. No one in the town outside of the twelve families knew of the council or its secret home; that was but one of an endless number of hidden secrets in Twin Falls.

The heavy double door forged from the same mysterious metal the coins were made of sat at the end of a long hallway that could’ve been in an office building or hospital. When closed, the two doors formed a four-foot-wide raised relief of the same cephalopod creature the coins sported an image of. Drab, dim, floored with industrial tiles that had been worn through from decades of the same feet plodding along the hall, twice a year.

Gathered as if for a macabre funeral, Morandia and Elijah stood side by side wearing old, heavy hooded cloaks sewn from material darker than a moonless night. Their backs to the wall, hands clasped at their waists, they tried to remain patient and still. Opposite them in the corridor, doing the same, were the two police chiefs of the Twin Falls region. They too wore musty black robes, hoods over the tops of their heads. The lights flickered.

“How long do you think until they call us in?” Elijah asked them.

“Much to debate,” Chief Mead said in her monotone. “When they’re ready the door will open, we will enter, and the decisions you are here to ask will be made.”

“Won’t be long,” the other chief said. “The elders never drag their feet with big stuff. If it’s about a Finch, you’ll get your audience and a decision before your next meal.”

Elijah yawned. “It’s been a long day,” he said.

“How is Charles?” the NH chief asked him.

“Well enough. With his sister at her house. He might need to take a ‘vacation’ for a bit to recover.”

“There are elixirs he can be given,” Morandia said. “Old remedies cooked up that can… soothe the nerves, so to speak. Dull the memories, change his feelings about what he saw enough for him to get on with his job. I would expect the elders to insist he gets some of those. His job is too crucial. Lives depend on him handling the Finch kid and managing the two goons.”

“Don’t call them that,” Chief Mead said, the hood of her robe lifting and tilting at Morandia. “They serve a purpose and have earned your loyalty and trust. Few have paid a higher price in this than them.”

“I didn’t realize you had such an interest in them,” Morandia said. “I apologize if my words seemed flippant.”

From under her hood the chief seemed to nod in either forgiveness or dismissal.

“I hate this place,” Elijah said. “Twin Falls is already close enough to… there. Going any closer feels like lunacy. Half way to Hell on the other side of this door.”

“It’s no closer,” Jessica answered him. “It’s merely a window. A door at times. Like the observation decks at the tops of skyscrapers. You can see the end of your life, but there’s just enough of a barrier there to keep you safe. Maybe.”

“How do you know all this?” Morandia asked her. “You’ve never struck me as being a scholar of the arcane arts.”

“As one of the police chiefs here it’s my job to know as much as possible, Doctor. I think I’ve read more books in our library than anyone that’s not an elder.”

“I’ll vouch for that,” the other chief said beneath his hood.”

A heavy metallic sliding noise erupted from the other side of the twin metal doors. The lock had been undone from the inside. The four gathered in the corridor stood up straight and fixed their cloaks and hoods. Appearances mattered here. There was a certain propriety to madness.

The doors swung inward, breaking the sigil of the Twelve in half, and rupturing reality in all directions. A visible disruption of light, like ripples in the water of everything, radiated out, casting a sphere down the corridor. As the sphere moved away the lights recessed in the ceiling dimmed, then aged to a flickering sepia, casting an ill-pallor on the world.

The door had opened and the effects brought upon by the things of the other-realms had seeped through into their world.

Beyond, inside, a massive circular room a hundred feet across spilled away from the door, ending in open space. Clusters of stars, nebulas, galaxies and all manner of stellar decoration ornamented the infinite distance in bright, too-real proximity.

Mora’s eyes swam as her senses tried to explain the room to her brain, but there was no explanation to be had; they’d opened a door that exposed them to deep space and all the terrifying vastness within it. As she stepped forward, something in the void between her and the field of stars moved. Something larger than the room, larger than Earth, larger than….

In the middle of the room, arranged in a circle, were twelve seats, each as different as the emaciated, cloaked bodies draped in them. Some of the seats were comfortable, wooden, suitable for a dining room. Some were carved stone, some were wrought iron, some were… made of old bone and new flesh. Like skeletons, the blackened reapers waited for the four to arrive.

Without escort, the four visitors seeking counsel walked across the obsidian black floor to the center of the circle at the bottom of the well of the cosmos. When they stood atop the inlaid metallic symbol of the octopus at the very center they turned, bowed once to each other in accordance to the traditions, then slowly issued a bow to each of the seated elders around them.

“Elijah Danforth, speak,” they all said in unison.

Even under that hood he looks nervous, Morandia thought. She closed her eyes as the swimming sensation took over and her stomach threatened to empty itself on the glassy floor.

“The Herald of Dim Dreams killed Mary Warren and gave us a dark message about threats to our purpose and presence,” he began, his voice stronger than his posture. “Two threats: one man, one woman, both likely less than forty years of age, are in the area working to influence Diggory and the Twelve. The Herald made it seem that even in this room they have roots grown.”

He let that sit for a few seconds. The grim, cloak-wearing human monsters didn’t react.

“The Herald said we should track down and kill Archer before he can persuade Diggory to leave.”

Still silence.

“The Herald also had two monsters with him. He called them hizzoloths, and both Charles and I had to cash in coins to stay alive. We know there are at least two of these creatures loose in the valley, and I think more. As Diggory grows in power, in place, as is prayed for, I believe more of these creatures—or worse—will come through. I do not believe we are prepared to deal with that cost.”

“The cost of coins?” the elders asked again, their voice sonorous and discordant. Frail and powerful.

“We have not mined for the metal in a very long time,” Mora said, supporting Elijah. “And I know many of my clients—family members of the Twelve—have cashed in their coins for favor. Riches and good health and fortune. Most own businesses and several houses here as a result. Now, as a new Finch grows powerful in the house on the island, I believe there is a deficit of the tokens amongst the less influential people who need them.”

“One mining trip,” Eli began. “One sacrifice. How many lives could be saved?”

“Saving lives only matters if the end result is what we have sought for almost two centuries,” a single elder said. “Deaths happen. This is not the first time the Twelve have dealt with a hizzoloth infestation. During the time of Franklin there were many. He perforated the worlds like none before and none since. The deaths came often and were bloody. They are the cockroaches of where they come from.”

“They are not cockroaches here. And it has been said that Diggory is as close to the one as we’ve ever seen. I hear the whispers at church. The dreams can’t be misinterpreted by so many. How was the time of Franklin Finch dealt with?” Eli pressed. “How many coins did it cost us to save our skins? To keep the progenitor happy? Ten? Fifty? A hundred? Can we pay that price again, right now?”

Silence.

Morandia spoke up. “Eli is right. Our generation and the one before us have never had to deal with this… this level of invasion, or with a Finch with active powers as potent as Diggory’s. Beatrice was a non-factor and Archer ran. One sacrifice could buy us the freedom we need to handle these hizzoloth monsters as well as anything worse that might come through. We could cash them in for actual riches, or magic, to get what needs to be done, done. And we all know our lives can be bought when something comes for us. We cannot do our job without adequate power; we gain much power through devotion, but so much more through the coins. We gain leverage.”

“Kill Archer Finch and harvest the metal from the other realm?” a different elder posed from beneath his hood. “A momentous suggestion from two so young and so unaware of history. From two who will not pay any price for their suggestions.”

“What do the other two have to say about this?” asked a robed elder sitting atop a throne of desiccated bone. “Your task is keeping the peace; why have you not been able to?”

“Stalking a stalker requires skill and luck,” Chief Mead said. “We are tracking down more than one of these creatures as well. These hizzoloths are near invisible to us, and they know that. They’re intelligent enough to know that if we find them, we will kill them or send them home. These creatures are in their prime here, surrounded by blind prey. We will find them,” she added. “Though I don’t know how many they will kill before we can handle them.”

“What do you need to handle this?” another elder asked. “I would like to hear from the other.” This one sat on a mundane wooden kitchen chair. The voice sounded almost feminine.

“More of the coins would be good,” Chief Dingman answered. “And bullets. Morandia and Eli are both right. No two ways about it. If we’re supposed to be sending someone after Archer, wherever he is, then we’ll be even more shorthanded.”

“And let’s not discount the potential fallout if Diggory finds out his dad has been killed. There’s no love lost between the two of them, but two family losses in a short timeframe might trigger even more problems here,” Morandia said.

“The psychologist, speaking to the management of the mind,” the elder sitting on the wrought iron throne said.

“Psychiatrist,” she said back. “Doctor. And yes, I do concern myself with the mental health of the man this entire town revolves around. If he becomes unwell, that drastically changes how all of our lives will go.”

“Your tone is disrespectful,” the elder in the iron chair said, his voice as firm as the metal he sat upon. “Do not make the mistake that your education, or the task you’ve been appointed here, makes you impervious to the consequences of your words and deeds.”

Morandia felt her face flush. This was no idle threat. “I meant no disrespect. I spoke from pride. I beg your mercy for my overstepping of boundaries.” She bowed.

“Frustration over being diminished is a curse women suffer, regardless of the setting or souls in presence,” the feminine elder said. “Do not let the threats of this Methuselah alter the course of your trajectory.”

“All these years and we still find reasons to be church bells to one another,” the elder sitting in an aged living room chair said. “Bottom fact is that we need to make a decision. Let’s shut our bone boxes and end this circus beneath these alien stars. We take too long and the coffee will get cold, then we’ll start to draw the attention of those who would interfere in what little sovereignty we have over our situation. If you’re lively, raise a hand if you want Archer Finch taken off the board.”

Nine hands went into the air. Three remained where they were in opposition.

“It’s idiocy to kill a Finch when there are so few,” the elder atop the throne of flesh and bone said.

“You’d swim across a river to get a drink on the far bank, you old fool,” the elder in the sofa chair said. “And it is done. The die is cast. Now, will we send someone to collect ore for coins? Raise your hands if you’re lively.”

Eleven hands pointed their fingers up at the purple-black universe above.

Morandia eyed the elder whose hand remained unmoved. Their family is next to offer up a miner, isn’t it? she thought. Of course they voted against.

“You know what must done,” several of the elders said in unison to the elder who didn’t raise their hand for the final vote.

“In twenty-four hours we convene here again,” the elder on the wrought iron chair said. “The miner will be present and ready or we will send you.”

The elder they spoke to remained motionless. A few seconds later the elder in the seat made of the dead turned its attention to the four souls in the center of their eye.

“As we believe, Diggory Finch tears a hole in time and space every time he strays too far from the island. Keep him in the valley, or something much worse than a hizzoloth will pay us a visit, in the flesh. Do all you can to keep him happy and oblivious.”

“Task the brothers to find Archer Finch and kill him. His body must be brought back and buried on the island. Keep this a secret from Diggory, if possible,” the feminine voice added.

“Read the Scrolls of Slumber,” the man in the sofa chair instructed. “Dream who these interlopers are. Find them and divine their plans. Twist them and turn them. Use them to expose our enemies, and when you’ve bled them dry of what they can lead us to, remove their parts one by one and feed them to something with very sharp teeth.”

Somewhere, far above, the leviathan presence behind the curtain of stars shifted happily.


ENTRY #34 HOW BALLSY DO I GET?

I’m home now. I stayed in that roach motel for that night and most of the following day before coming back home. I stayed in pretty close contact with Alisha the whole time, as she was crazy worried for me. So worried, in fact, she asked me to call her when I woke up yesterday, which I did.

Made me nervous to talk to her. Butterflies in my stomach. We talked for five minutes, which in Diggory time feels like three hours. I do not like the phone, but for her… it was nice. 10/10 Would recommend.

I have a gun now. I’ve always felt safer with a firearm. I’ve never been the kind of person that fears them. My dad took me shooting far more often than we could’ve afforded had we been as broke as my parents alleged growing up. I’m not an expert by any means, but I’m a decent shot and know how to keep them clean. I feel safer now. Thanks, Dad.

I need to dig into my past. Well, more specifically, my family’s past. The secrets that everyone here keeps all spawned from something that happened a long time ago, I think. This all started in the 1800s if I believe Chuck’s comments about how long the money in the trust has been invested (in one form or another.) I need to get with Alisha and give her the eight last names that Dad sorted out as being behind all this nonsense.

Speaking of which:

Danforth. Fuck you, Elijah.

Warren. Eat a bag of genitals, Chuck.

Abrahamson (I’ve seen that name on some streets, I think a school, and a business or two.)

Bielinski (Same as above. They own a Polish restaurant just off 347 in Danforth Falls)

Starcher (They’re everywhere. Starcher Mini Storage, StarcherMart, Starcher Ave, etc. etc.)

Millan (I don’t know anything about them.)

Nealy (Old money for sure. Several of the old mill buildings along the river have Nealy etched in the stone.)

Schroeder (I don’t know anything about them, either.)




There is truth to be unearthed with these people. If we can’t figure out more story by looking up old records, then we start talking to these idiots firsthand. One of them is dumb enough to say something, certainly. I just need to start finding addresses, phone numbers, jobs, spouses, real estate, all that.

I need to do that without alerting Elijah or Chuck, and I need to stay the course with the store opening. I can’t let them know I’m onto them until I feel safe to do so. I have to protect Alisha from any blowback—there’s guaranteed to be blowback—and if I know her at all then she’s going to want to do some of this research herself.

Guaranteed, the second she starts looking, they’re gonna know.

Fuck, I need a plan.

I also need to burn off some steam, so I’m going to shirk my duties like the child I am and play video games for a little bit. Then I’m going to Amazon (not Sharron’s Sorcery, or Vanessa’s books on Watertown Avenue, or Summer’s Occult Shop—same Summer who owns the mortuary here in town, which HAS TO BE CONNECTED—downtown, because LOCAL EYES) and I’m buying every semi-reputable book (audio included) about magic and see what I can learn to defend myself.

Scattered. Send Ritalin and Lorazepam.

I’m so lost in this. I know what I need to do, but I’m worried and overwhelmed, don’t know where to start. I know I’ll miss details, and I know there are monsters literally lurking in the shadows, and I know Dad said I’d be safe from them, but who really knows.

Dad might be wrong, and if he IS wrong, then I’m a dead man walking.

Granted, he might not need to be wrong for me to still be a dead man walking.

-Diggory


ENTRY #35 PLAYER 2 HAS RE-ENTERED THE GAME.

I played Elmoryn last night for four straight hours all by myself. Not my longest single stretch, by any means, but it felt great for two reasons: one, I picked up a legendary hide off a plainswalker so I can find an armor crafter with a high enough skill to create some baller-ass armor now, and two, Natty messaged me, saying he was well, he’d be online tomorrow, and would want to talk to me. Darkholme, Xander, and Mordeth messaged me that Natty was back, too, so maybe I have more friends than I realize.

As you might imagine, I struggled to fall asleep last night and then woke up early this morning. I messaged Alisha about Natty and promptly logged in. At like, 9 am I started playing and played straight through the entire day and evening, taking breaks only to eat and go to the bathroom.

Natty didn’t even log on until noon my time, and he didn’t send me a /tell until almost one. One of the weirdest things about MMOs is having a conversation with someone when you’re not questing. I can’t speak for everyone, but when I’m talking to someone in-game I want to either be questing with them or I want my character to be in their presence. Elmoryn has a robust player-economy, so many players engage in crafting and downtime stuff, running shops to sell goods to each other. Marketplace shopping is frequent with guilds, as is crafting centers at the guildhalls. Four or five players will all go there with their characters, join a common voice channel, and hangout. Granted, you can join a voice channel from anywhere on the continent, but players seem to want their characters together to talk.

I feel like this is a meta version of all the locally owned businesses here in Twin Falls. Patrick’s House of Nuts, EZ’s Market, Dustin’s Deli, The Scarlet Pimpernel (The Emporium for Quality Quills and Deadly Darts, I shit you not), Barry’s Bait and Boots (guess what they sell beside the Salmoneus River, which evidently doesn’t have salmon in it), Bubba’s Garage, or even Spooky Charlie’s Steals and Deals, the only pawn shop in the valley.

It’s like they don’t want anyone bringing stuff in here. Or like they don’t want to rely on anyone outside of the Falls for anything.

Anyway, Natty’s like me. He said he wasn’t up for fighting but would be harvesting moss and other rare spell components for crafting from the Outland Territories, which is a big area in the northeast that looks like the Pacific Northwest. Lots of lakes, old forests, rain, and cold. It’s wild, and it’s one of the few areas entirely set aside for player settling. Natty and I both have a small cabin near Lake Hanymede, just off the rail line and large NPC town Adalsah.

It’s so pretty, if you can handle the zombies and swamp monsters that occasionally wander nearby. We’re high enough level and well equipped enough to not worry too much.

So, I went there and helped him pick the spawns of resources we found. Mostly I just fought off stuff as he searched.

“Let me do the talking at first, okay?” was the first thing he said once we grouped up and turned on voice comms.

“Yeah, whatever you need,” I assured him.

“Thanks. So, um, the last time we played, some real strange shit went down, right?”

“Big time.”

“And um… I don’t know what you saw, or what you heard, but it was a whole lot more than just a video game.”

“I know.”

“We’ll get to that, I guess.”

“I’m ready when you are,” I said. “I don’t know everything, but I know a lot.”

“I got hurt, Diggory. Pretty bad. I had to… pull away and get well. My father stepped up and took care of me. I’m sorry I disappeared, but… I got hurt bad.”

“I’m sorry, Natty, it’s all my fault.”

“I was dead set on never talking to you again. Never logging into this game ever again,” he said as his character kneeled and picked some obscure flowers from a plant growing on the edge of the lake. “I wanted to run.”

“Wouldn’t have blamed you.”

“But after getting my feet back under me I kept thinking about what that thing was and if you were okay. I also knew I had to thank you; you saved my life. I would’ve died if that thing kept attacking me. I was choking in real life, in the real world.”

“I wouldn’t have had to save your life if I wasn’t playing with you. It’s my fault, I’m sorry I put you in that position.”

“When you logged on that night, did you know that what happened might happen?” Natty asked me. “Were you aware it could happen?”

“No. I didn’t know. I mean, how could I?”

“I don’t know how you could know any of this, but you clearly know some. So let me tell you this: I’m scared, and I don’t understand what’s going on with you, or with me, but I am almost sure, damn well sure, that whatever tried to kill me in the game that night, and kinda sorta almost frigging did, has found some way to linger.”

“Linger? Like… it’s still there?”

“That or its monstrous ghost. I keep hearing noises. Strange smells. Bad dreams almost every night no matter what I do. I tried melatonin, tryptophan, NyQuil, everything you can buy over the counter, and I fall asleep fast but nothing is helping me dream normally.”

“Jesus, man, I’m sorry. That’s awful.”

“So, thank you for saving my life, and now, if you feel guilty over nearly getting me killed, you can tell me what the hell that thing was, why it was attacking us in the game, and what you’re planning on doing to help me get back to normal.”

“It’s complicated.”

“I got time,” he said.

“It’s going to sound crazy,” I added.

“What part of what we’ve already discussed hasn’t been crazy? Did I give you the impression up to this point that I was unaware of the level of insanity this seems to have reached? Diggory, I’m already all-in on the circus that this is. I get that whatever answers I need are going to be irrational and impossible, but I’m saying I still need them.”

“Okay… so, I moved back to the town my family originated from and it turns out there’s something supernatural about us. Our dreams can change reality sometimes and there are… monsters that are here that won’t hurt us but will kill others, and there are multiple families in the town that are in the know but don’t say shit, and they’re like, running the whole town to keep us contained, and I’m only just starting to figure some of it out. It’s crazy.”

“What’s the weirdest thing you’ve seen?”

“One woman just disappeared, and everyone forgot she even existed. Old lady who ran a bakery downtown. Her name was Edna. Made the best crumb cake. That’s not the worst. I saw a monster walking in the mist,” I started, “had to be five stories tall. Like… a Godzilla thing, but… I can’t even describe it. Large as a whole apartment building, just walking through a field. I investigated with Alisha, the girl I’m friends with now, and we found its footprints. Size of cars. We stepped into one and were like, transported to some other world for a few seconds, and there were monsters everywhere, and these… these… like, god-beings looming over a mountain range that surrounded us. I don’t remember now how we got out from there, but we did.”

“You get hurt?”

“Only emotionally. Mentally, too.”

“Thank God for that. So, let’s assume that’s all real and true, what the hell now? What’s the plan? How do you protect me and your friend Alisha? Are we like, in too deep now? Took the lid off the can and it won’t shut?”

“Alisha is here and she seems to somehow be immune to some of the weird stuff that’s happening. I’m still worried sick that these locals that know more than me are going to hurt her, or that one of the actual monsters wandering the town will hurt her. I’m sick with worry, man. Sick. You know what makes it worse? My dad went through this as a kid. That’s why he ran and kept my family uprooted for so long. He was running from the monsters and the people here in Twin Falls trying to control our family.”

“Paints a pretty bizarre picture,” he said, his avatar standing still so he could take it all in.

“It’s my life, man. It’s a bizarre, bizarre, bizarre picture. I run games that are less strange than this. I’ve seen movies that are as weird and crazy as this. I can’t tell if I’m going crazy or if I’m already crazy or what.”

“Well, it’s not just you,” he said, returning to his search for components. “I know what happened to me, and if Alisha is real then that’s a second person.”

“Plus my father,” I added.

“Right. Anyone else?”

“The dude who runs the Vermont side of town here, Elijah Danforth—who the damn town is named after, I might add—has been hanging around at pretty interesting times, and the dude also seems to be immune to the changes to reality that are happening here.”

“Any huge changes?”

“Statues changing shapes is the biggest mundane thing. A woman went missing, though, and the monsters here have killed at least two other people that we’re aware of. Who knows what they’re hiding?”

“Cops are in on it for sure,” Natty said. “The chief, the sheriff, all of them, probably. There’s no way they can cover up murders and disappearances like what you’re talking about unless the police are hand in hand. Cults infiltrate the normal parts of society to hide themselves, right?”

“Makes sense. One of the local chiefs here pulled me over and definitely treated me like I was special stuff. Everyone knows me here, man. I’m a Finch. Untouchable. It’s creepy.”

“Why not pull a stunt like what your dad did? Run?”

“What happened to you tells me this is bigger than just Twin Falls. Even if I leave, the strange stuff that happens when I dream, or maybe when I’m awake, based on what happened to you when we were gaming, isn’t contained to here. I leave and it still happens. Dad said the dreams continue for some time, and it also sounds like I’m more powerful with this than he ever was. There’s no way to know what could happen if I leave, which is an issue, and I’ll never actually get good answers about any of this unless I stay here; I bet it started here and all the answers I’ll be able to get are here, too.”

“You feel safe?”

“No.”

“What can you do to help that? What can you do to feel safe? Furthermore, what can you do to keep me safe, and what about Alisha?” I heard him laugh. “Spells? Is that a thing you can do? If your dreams can change reality, surely you can start dreaming up ways to harness the weird shit that’s going on.”

“I am just now working on that. I’m a leaf in the wind on this, but I ain’t soaring. I’m more like toilet paper in a tornado.”

Natty laughed. I missed that, hearing my friend’s laughter. The sound also triggered more than a little guilt over everything, plus a goodly amount of fear about what the future looked like.

“I can’t do anything from here. I’m not crossing the distance to come hang out with you in Devil’s Butthole, New England. No offense, fam. From the sounds of it I’m safer here than there.”

“Yeah.”

“I can do research,” he offered. “I’m good at that. And I can be your confidential place to talk. Not much value in that, but I can be your sounding board.”

“I don’t trust my psychiatrist at all anymore. She was recommended to me by Elijah, and that’s fishy.”

“Absolutely. Idea: stick with her and feed her a narrative that keeps them off your case.”

“Lie?”

“Yeah, people do that from time to time. You have, too, every time you tell a date you’re definitely going to call them. You act like a player, but you’re just a scared kid.”

“Whoa, whoa, Mr. Uncomfortable Truth Bombs. I’m going to have a hard enough time handling both inner and outer demons with a psychiatrist that’s on my side.”

“Sorry. Just calling a spade a spade, friend.”

“Can it. Thanks.”

“Of course,” he said, and I watched his character return to picking up leaves and plants and whatever other organic elements he needed for his crafting in the game.

“Thanks for listening,” I said.

“Yeah, same. Sorry I ghosted you. I feel bad, but you know, I was feeling it.”

“Dude, I get it. My family has a history of ghosting issues.”

“Ha, yeah.”

“Can I ask a personal question?”

“I guess, what’s up?”

“I don’t know anything about you. I don’t even know your name or what you do for a living. I know you said you live in Omaha, right? But beyond that… This is a one-sided friendship when it comes to info. Dude, you know like, everything about me.”

“You talk a lot, Diggory,” he said, then laughed. “Not a lot of room for me to do any talking.”

“Really? I’m… sorry.”

“You got ADHD, it’s all good. Look, I’m a naturally private guy. I don’t have any real-world friends to speak of, and when people call me awkward they’re being very kind.”

“We’re family.”

“For real. I’m about your age and I live with my father. My mom died when I was little. He has money and I’ve been able to mooch off of him for most of my life. Right now, I work in management for his company.”

“What’s the company?”

“I’d rather not say. Might change how you feel about me and my dad.”

“Ah, I get it, okay.”

“As far as my real name goes, I never use my real name. I go by Natty all over the place, but if you must call me something different you can call me Ike.”

“Like Isaac?”

“Uhh… ick. I hate that name. Natty preferably, or Ike.”

“Nice to meet you,” I said.

“Same, man. Look, we’re gonna get through this. The elder gods will not awaken, right? We’re gonna handle this. As together as we can, a few thousand miles apart.”

“I’m so glad you’re safe. I can’t even tell you how much sleep I’ve lost over what happened in Duulan.”

“You mean in real life? Because I totally got strangled by an invisible monster with tentacles and claws and like, thirty too many eyes in my bedroom, man. Don’t throw a fictional kingdom under the bus.”

After that we just kinda bullshit for a bit. We never did any actual questing, but we reconnected. My overall comfort level with life came back big, and I now truly realize how important my friendship with him really is to me. I don’t have many friends.

Natty is a good friend. He could’ve run. He didn’t. He’s sticking it out with me. Maybe for like, amusement or tragic purposes, but he’s in my corner, and I feel that.

I messaged Alisha that Natty had returned and she was so happy for me. She also said she wanted to hang out soon to make a plan for what to do next, and she also reminded me to make sure I see my psychiatrist. I told her I needed to talk to her about that but left it at that.

You know… before I pass out here, I wonder if this place is bugged? How do I figure out if this place is bugged?

That’s tomorrow’s research project. Until then, if there are cameras watching me they can roll tape on my rubbing one out then farting all night long. I got a burrito at Ramona’s earlier and that thing was delicious.

I also need to call Absolute Comfort back. They’re the HVAC place that’s going to refurb the mill for the store. Assuming the apocalypse doesn’t happen before then.

-Diggory


ENTRY #36 IS IT A LUNCH DATE IF I’M THE ONLY ONE WHO THINKS IT’S A LUNCH DATE?

Just a quick check in…

I didn’t find any bugs, but I am also not an employee of the CIA, NSA, MI5, or KGB. I am beginning to seriously debate joining some secret ninja societies, or the inner circles of the Illuminati to get some damn answers. Hell, I’ll link up with the mafia or yakuza if it gets me some clarity. Anyway, I got to thinking towards the end of my relatively exhaustive search that there’s a very good chance that the people who want to keep tabs on me do not need to use a piece of technology to do it. I think they could very easily just… and brace yourself, future me… use magic to scry on me. Or send some little evil-ass imp to float around all over the place and watch me while I take my dumps and touch myself.

Quality streaming content for the magically or technologically inclined.

Anyway, I didn’t find anything, so who knows.

I texted Alisha out of the blue and she said to meet her at Mookie’s Sandwich Shop (dogs welcome, always) for lunch, so I showered and met her there. She looked great and I smiled like a goddamn idiot when I saw her. She smiled back, and I am going to interpret that as us being madly in love with each other. Therefore, I will do nothing about it, say nothing about it, and act awkwardly, mildly self-destructively, and fight like a bastard to at least maintain a friendship.

Fun!

I do really like her. A lot.

After making sure we weren’t being listened to or watched, we chatted about mundane things for about ten minutes, then I told her in greater detail about everything my father said. She was on lunch break from the library so we only had an hour, but I was able to paraphrase enough to get the entire message through. I also slipped her a piece of paper with the eight names my dad had. I impressed upon her that if she did any looking into those names whatsoever to expect it to trigger a response in some fashion. I can’t imagine these people aren’t expecting someone, sooner or later, to look them up.

So she

Um.

My dad just texted me. One line: They’re here. I love you.

I called him, no answer. Called again, no answer.

Jesus. Sleepy.


ENTRY #37 I HAD A DREAM LAST NIGHT.

I won’t be long on this because I need to go.

I was 100% drugged last night. Someone slipped into the house here and spiked something I ate or drank, and just as my phone went off it hit me. I didn’t even get to write my name on the entry I wrote last night before my face went into the keyboard… or desk, or floor. I woke up this morning, just a few minutes ago, with an egg on my forehead the size of a walnut. I’m typing one handed right now as I hold a bag of frozen peas on the lump.

I’m…

I came to in a fully-realized dream after I blacked out. I was floating about… ten feet off the ground, above a single-wide trailer at the end of a dirt driveway, tucked into the edge of a field against the trees. My father’s pickup was parked outside and the sun was setting, the same as when I went down in a heap here.

I floated higher up and felt a presence arrive. Like a… cold breeze on my neck. I turned and watched as a plain white station wagon pulled into the driveway and stopped. The two landscapers got out and with total, utter confidence they silently went to the back of the station wagon, popped the hatch open, and pulled out weapons.

I saw a rifle with an integrated suppressor (silencer, but they never silence anything) and I saw lots of blades. Machetes or bowie knives, something like that.

They never spoke.

The one with the rifle went into the woods and the other guy, concealing the blades tucked into his pants, walked down the driveway, hands in his pockets. In the dream I knew something real bad was about to happen and I knew my dad was in that trailer, so I soared back down to the little deck and I started to holler for my dad. I tried to warn him, but like so many other dreams I couldn’t make any noise. I just… screamed, and I watched.

The landscaper man, who had dark hair and dark eyes, was the same as when I saw him here on the island. They’re forgettable. Good looking enough to not be ugly, not so attractive that you remember them. They’re athletic but not too muscular, and they wear clothes that I couldn’t describe to you.

It’s actually painful to even think of what they look like. I keep getting these sharp pains in my head when I try to visualize them.

The guy in the driveway stopped about ten feet from the broken wooden steps and called out to my dad.

I watched as my father stepped out onto his deck, carrying a pistol-grip shotgun. He had the weapon leveled at the dude and stopped halfway. I couldn’t hear their conversation over me screaming at my father, trying to tell him about the man in the woods with the rifle.

My dad—and I’m certain of this—was telling this stranger that he could head over the horizon and find something large to shove up his ass, but the man wasn’t hearing it. I could see him getting more animated, more severe, more… ultimatum-giving, and finally I noticed that my dad was looking around, trying to spot the other man he knew would be nearby. But he didn’t find him.

Then I saw the only thing I fully understood: I watched my father’s mouth and read his lips. He said, “You will not go near my son or I’ll fucking kill you.”

The dude in the driveway smiled—the only emotion I’d seen either of them express, ever—took one step too many towards those rickety wooden risers, and my dad showed him he was a man of his word. I stopped screaming and watched, thrilled.

Boom. Click-clack, boom. Click-clack, boom.

He put three shotgun rounds into the dude before he hit the ground, and when the man’s body hit the dirt, limp, he rushed forward and put two more into the chest and head of the bastard.

Dad reached into his shirt pocket and started to reload the 12 gauge far faster and smoother than I would’ve expected, but he never finished what he was doing.

I heard a loud snap from the nearby forest and my dad’s head toppled sideways from a sharp impact. He went down immediately, landing face first on top of the shotgun. Blood gushed out onto the sun-dried planks and he twitched once. He was dead. I watched him die.

The man my dad blasted rolled over, then, and got to his feet. It’s hard to remember because it hurts to think about it, but I think he stood up, looked at his fucked up clothes and the holes punched in his body, and he just… moves on like it’s nothing. Five 12 gauge blasts at point-blank range, and nothing. I was furious.

No one can survive that. No vest can stand up to that punishment. Every rib in that dude’s chest should be busted in two. He shouldn’t be able to breathe, let alone stand up and look down at the rapidly healing holes punched in him.

The other guy appeared with the rifle, and… I lost it. Casual, wearing street clothes, he came out of the woods holding the rifle as if he were closing in on the carcass of a deer he’d dropped. He gave his friend’s grievous wounds zero attention. Might as well have been a damn sliver. All of it was just another day of work. No excitement, no emotion, not even words. Nothing.

That lack of emotion triggered me for some reason. Like… like if you’re going to kill my dad, MY DAD, you at least show something. Show excitement. Show passion. Show fury. Just be human and show something.

Nope. Nothing. Just precise work, done efficiently and without remorse.

And me, well... that void of emotion went in the exact opposite direction.

I just got my dad back. I just finally, really met him for the first time. We were honest to each other. We were…

It was all gone. All my little boy hopes were bleeding out on the deck, dripping into the dry dirt below, wicked away forever.

I felt my anger explode. I started swearing, screaming, hollering, seeing literal red as I hovered over the two of them. As they scooped up my dad’s body with ease and started to carry it towards the front door of the trailer and the still-ajar screen door there. They were going to hide the body or make it look like suicide. They were going to lie about my father’s death. He wasn’t perfect but he was not going to be a statistic.

I saw the rifle that killed him leaning against the wooden railing of the porch like a fucking steak knife left on a dirty table, and I fully lost it. I imagined the wood-stocked weapon shattering into a thousand pieces, and then it happened. It jumped up, like I’d yanked a rope tied around it, and I envisioned the stock shattering into shards, the barrel exploding, all in mid-air. I felt enormous heat growing in the small magazine and I felt and heard the heat cook off the small rounds inside it. I watched the two… two murderers drop my dad’s body in shock, and then watched as they tried to run.

Tried to. The man who actually shot my dad was furthest from the edge of the deck, and maybe safety, and I zeroed in on him with every single ounce of fury inside me. I aimed it all at him. Every house move, every abandoned friend, every lie I told and every love I ran from. Every doubt of myself, every fear, every pill I took, all of it.

It was… so cathartic.

I grabbed him with… I dunno, my mind, and lifted him like he was an action figure and I was a vengeful god at play. I saw fear in his black, void-filled, alien eyes, and I knew, right then, right there, without doubt…

They weren’t the ones to be afraid of.

I’m the one they need to be afraid of.

I squeezed and he exploded into chunks of… well, it wasn’t human flesh I saw rain down. Not entirely, at least. Black, green, lumpy, with oily tumors and teeth and hair. Like he was… an infection wearing a suit made of people.

I blacked out then. Now I’m here, writing this.

I’m going to check on my dad now. I need to know, beyond any shadow of the many doubts I have, that my dream actually happened. I’m bringing my gun and I’m trying to stay calm. It’s not that hard right now. I just keep telling myself the truth.

I’m the one they need to be afraid of.

I’m the one.

-Digggory


ENTRY #38 HE’S GONE.

I didn’t need to map the trip to my dad’s place. Between the dream and knowing the area I drove straight there in my Camry. Almost an hour’s drive. I paused by Saint Denis Catholic Church and just looked at the clock on the steeple. I never noticed it before, but the glass has a bird motif.

Looked like a Finch. I mean, a finch.

I almost drove off the road on the way. Right smack dab on the town line I had a stabbing pain erupt behind my eyes, blinding me for a few seconds. I had to pull over as this simmering, lava-like sensation grew and slid down my neck into my chest. I pulled over for a minute and started to cry from the pain. It realistically felt like someone was pulling me in half from the inside out, right down the sternum, through my crotch, right in two.

Then, it stopped. I still had a headache, but after that stroke moment the headache felt like a gift. I dry-swallowed another Lorazepam and a second Ritalin and then floored it. I kept thinking of that fucking police chief pulling me over and I had this horrible thought that if they happened upon me again, trying to leave town, they’d arrest me.

I was armed today. I… I probably would’ve used the gun if one of the cops from Warren Falls tried to stop me. Today I would’ve, right or wrong.

I pulled into my dad’s driveway and went straight to where his truck was parked. Same as my dream. I exited my car and pulled the Kimber from my waist. I need a holster. More magazines.

Hammer cocked, I thumbed the safety down and went straight for the deck. Right where the bulk of it went down. It was so hot. Sun was baking and the humidity was sky-high.

On the dirt, where my dad tried to execute the… landscaper, was a darkened patch of ground. It didn’t look exactly like blood, but I knew from my dream that was where the dude went down. I felt sick then. I could smell an awful… chemical, brimstone, organic smell, which didn’t help, but the true problem came from the realization that my dream wasn’t a fabrication of my imagination.

I wasn’t sleeping. I was watching.

Three steps later I saw the harsh outline of the blood that had poured out of the side of my dad’s head onto the planks of the worn deck. Some spots still looked sticky. I stared at it, then poked around to look for the spent shotgun shells. I found two of the five. They’d rolled behind a red cooler my dad had sitting near the plastic table in the corner. Four shit beers in the cooler.

I fought to steady my shaking hands, then pulled the screen door open. I closed my eyes, took a deep breath, and crossed the threshold.

The heat outside was miserable. Inside it was unbearable. Hard to breathe.

My dad had a shitty entertainment center table with a small flat screen TV, a cable box, and a DVD player on it. He had a handmade wooden end table paired off with a worn fabric recliner, and that was it. No pictures on the wall, no decorations, no ashtray. There was a half-smoked pack of cigarettes on the seat of the chair.

I went down the single hall running the length of the trailer, passing the first small bedroom on the right (empty, other than still-sealed boxes) and then the bathroom. I could smell it then. Him.

The hallway ended at his bedroom door, and it was ajar. The stench coming through was stomach churning and unmistakable.

Working site security, I once found a dead body in an alley behind the building I was working. He’d been dead long enough to swell up like a hotdog in a microwave. He’d popped and was oozing… I’ll never forget that smell.

This wasn’t that bad, but it was bad.

The remaining bastard had somehow gotten my father into his bedroom and laid him spread eagle onto the bed. I only recognized him because he was wearing the same clothes from my vision. Most of his head was gone. On his chest was the shotgun. The prick had set it up to look like dad put the barrel under his chin, or in his mouth, and pulled the trigger.

The wall behind him was….

I knew I couldn’t leave him. His new girlfriend, the same one from the funeral, would eventually come over, and if she saw him like that she’d be… hurt. Another victim. More trauma for someone to carry. More weight. I couldn’t save my dad but I could protect her. I could carry that weight instead of her. A perfect stranger who wanted to love my dad or be loved by him. Someone I have a lot in common with.

And I knew he’d get some inglorious story in the paper. Lies about him and what he did. So, I decided he had to come home with me. I found a shitty moving blanket and wrapped him up, sobbing the whole time. Then I dragged him down the hallway, out the door, and to the Camry. Took every ounce of strength I had to get him in the trunk, but I did it. I searched his trailer after that and found another shotgun and four boxes of various shells. I grabbed some key rings he had, because you never know, and used a rag covered in hand sanitizer to wipe everything I touched. I also dumped his entire jug of bleach where I walked, and then I went into the woods to look for the shell casing of the shot that took my dad out.

I didn’t find it.

Drenched, soaked with sweat, and crying, I started driving back and called Alisha. She told me she couldn’t talk but I said she had to. I needed her. After excusing herself to a room with a hollow echo, she listened.

“I blacked out last night. I think I was drugged. I had a dream that my dad was shot and killed by the fucking landscapers, but they were monsters or something, and I used my mind to kill one of them. I went to my dad’s place today, to see if it was real, and my dad is fucking dead, Alisha. They killed him, and I saw it in my dream.”

“No, Diggory,” she started. “That can’t be. It doesn’t make any sense.”

“They made it look like a suicide. His body is in the trunk of my car. I’m heading back to Twin Falls right now. I just saw him. I saw him, and they killed him.”

“What? No. You have to bring his body to the police. Stop in… Hillsborough, or Keene. Tell them what happened. I mean, could it have been a suicide? Could your dream just be a coincidence?”

“No. Hell, no. None of that. He didn’t kill himself. And what do you think will happen if I go to the cops right now? Do you think that’s going to go my way? I have no way to explain it and I’ll immediately be the first person of interest. They’ll find enough evidence to lock me up until the people in Twin Falls get me free, then they’ll own me for good.”

“I mean… this is strange. It’s awful, I’m sorry.” She sounded like I felt. Scared.

“In my vision, I killed one of the guys. Lifted him off the ground by thinking about it, and I… I guess I imploded him. He blew up. Alisha, my dad shot the other one with a shotgun five times and he shrugged it off like he’d been slapped a few times instead. I didn’t find the pieces of the guy I blew up, but I’m sure I killed him. What are we going to do? How?”

“Come home. I’ll meet you there,” she offered. “We will get it sorted. And bring the temperature down.”

The rest of the conversation and trip doesn’t matter, other than my headache kept getting worse, and that when I crested the hill to enter the valley of Twin Falls, the weather did a 180. It went from hot and humid to a sky-blackening downpour that threatened to fill the whole valley with water.

Bringing a dead Finch home made the towns cry, I think.

I met Alisha in the driveway on the island and she got out of her car and hugged me. River raging on both sides of us I crushed into her, pulling her close and holding her tight to me. My rock, my soul, my friend. I have no business feeling the way I feel for her, but I do. I kissed her on the forehead ten times, and just kept saying, “I’m so scared. I’m so scared.”

I am so, so scared.

My headache is much better now that I’m home, and I do not feel like that is a coincidence. Leaving Twin Falls is bad for me. I see and feel that now. Staying here is bad for me.

Not as bad as my dad had it, clearly. Rest in peace.

He’s still in the trunk of my car and it’s still raining like we oughta be building arks and fighting sharks.

Alisha is in the living room looking at shit online on her laptop. She’s looking for anything related to the names I gave her. I told her fuck being worried about if they knew we were looking. Here at Finch House I can do what I want. This is my sanctum. This is my dragon’s lair.

I need to mean that, not just say it. It’s time to walk the walk, I think my dad would’ve said. Would’ve.

I’m so tired. This rain is like weight on my soul. It’s hard to think. The crying isn’t helping. I’m staring so much. Not doing or even thinking. Just… spacing out.

I need to rest. I have to sleep.

Hard to breathe between the crying fits.

I’m sorry, Dad. I need to be stronger.

I’m gonna figure this out. I won’t let them get away with this. I won’t be dead with a shotgun under my chin. At least, not one I didn’t put there myself.

My happy ending.

-Diggory


ENTRY #39 I’VE HAD IT. ENOUGH.

I slept awful. I had one dream that lasted the entire damn night; that the rain fell harder and harder and that with it, falling like comets from the stars beyond the blanket of clouds, trailing streamers of wet, slimy, venomous tentacles, were dozens of those goddamn monsters. I watched them slam into the streets of Twin Falls on both sides of my raging river. They shook the impact off and began smashing their way into houses and tearing people right out of their homes, one by one. The monsters dragged their prey off out of the downtown area, heading… east? They weren’t eating people or killing them.

They were taking them. That was worse. So much worse.

When I woke up late in the morning it felt like evening, it was still so dark out. I knew something bad was happening, so I went into the living room where Alisha slept and I woke her.

“I gotta talk to Chuck and fucking do something. Lots of people are going to die if my dream last night is even half true.”

“Not a good idea,” she said, still half asleep. “You can’t play your hand. If you come clean and let them know what you know, then they can pivot against you. Hide what they can before you find it.”

“People are going to die. I’m going.”

“Let me get my shoes on,” she said.

“I can’t bring you into this. You need to leave town.”

She looked at me then, all the sleep gone. “I’m not the lady you’re saving, asshole. We’re partners in this.”

“How can you remember the changes?” I shot at her.

“What?”

“My dad said the families he revealed were all immune to the memory loss. You’re immune. How are you immune?” As I confronted her—irrationally—the storms picked up strength. The wind rattled the windows and I heard thunder.

“I don’t know,” she said, and the look on her face betrayed any lie she might’ve been trying to tell me. She really didn’t know. I didn’t let up.

“How do I know you’re not one of the families? How do I know you haven’t been keeping tabs on me? For them? All this time I’ve trusted you and you’re like, the perfect fucking plant to control me?”

“Diggory,” she said, so calm and so rational. “That’s lunacy.”

“I trusted you and you can’t come clean?” I accused, starting to shout.

“Lower your voice. And fuck you for this. If this is what you’re trying to do so I walk away from you, then I see through it. Stop being a paranoid little child crushed by the grief of your dead father. You want to point fingers? Who is the bad person in this room? Who is the victim? HE’S STILL IN THE TRUNK OF YOUR CAR!”

I started sobbing and sat down on the couch beside her, head in my hands, overwhelmed with shame.

She saw through me. She saw the little boy, loud and angry, pushing everyone away. She saw me.

I apologized a hundred times and she sat with me, listening as I vomited all my thoughts and feelings and emotions. I didn’t say anything to her about how I felt about her, but I wanted to. I’m not ready and it’s not the time. Might never be.

At the end of it, an hour or two later, she was still there and I had a plan. She’s in the bathroom, showering and stealing some of my clothes to wear while I’m stealing time to write this. We’re going to head to Chuck’s office and confront him. Between him and Elijah I think he’s the softer of the two and I think I can appeal to his rationale. He’ll tell me something and I’ll be able to use that info somehow.

Alisha couldn’t get me to back me down.

From the interwebz:

“A manic episode is characterized by a sustained period of abnormally elevated or irritable mood, intense energy, racing thoughts, and other extreme and exaggerated behaviors. People can also experience psychosis, including hallucinations and delusions, which indicate a separation from reality.”

The rain is coming down harder than ever and when I look out the windows now… it’s hard to see. Not because the rain is coming down hard enough to obscure my vision, but because there’s something wrong with the world. Like… my eyes can’t focus. Like everything is out of sync. It’s like I’m tripping balls but only getting the bad part.

I just heard sirens spool up and take off in a couple directions. Lots of them.

Shit.

-Diggory


THE ELEVENTH INTERLUDE

RIKER ABRAM




Riker awoke from a deep dream, one that he didn’t remember but missed the moment he opened his eyes. Before his eyes focused in the light of the late morning, in his spartan bedroom, littered with empty 20 ounce bottles of Mountain Dew, a feeling of pervasive, sickening dread hit him. He sat up, pistol in hand.

Callisto the cat hissed a buzzing, ancient growl beside his thigh. The feline’s large body tensed and coiled up, ready to fight.

Riker’s eyes immediately went to the window at the foot of the bed, where his cat stared. The same window he had carved the tiny runes into the frame of as he’d been taught, and the same window he’d screwed shut and applied a layer of plastic wrap over. The same window that gave him a view of scenic, rustic, downtown Twin Falls.

Except now, something blocked the window’s bucolic view.

Eyes.

Too many eyes for the face of a single thing, but there was only one entity there. It pulled back a few feet, somehow hovering in the air or clutching the side of the multifamily home with its many tentacles. Its eyes never wavered from Riker, who still sat on the bed, covers up to his waist. He aimed his gun in an iron-still level at the center mass of the creature—the hizzoloth—that hungrily stared at him through the glass. His finger sat on the trigger, ready to protect his life.

His cat’s, too.

One of the alien beast’s lengthy tendrils came up and brushed itself languidly on the wet glass, triggering the seal of runes with a snap of eldritch electricity. The monster recoiled its limb, then touched the glass again and again, testing the potency of the sigils.

They held. Callisto hissed again.

“Jog on, monster,” Riker said. “Find another door to lick.”

It tilted its massive central body, quizzical about his instructions. Then it disappeared down, out of sight. A rapid series of punching noises descended down the side of the house.

“Oh no, bad idea,” Riker said, and threw the covers off. In his underwear he dashed out the bedroom door and across the living room, past his recliner and to his upper-level front door. He grabbed the knob and leaned forward to the window that looked out to the small, covered porch that served as his front yard, atop the long switchback stairs he climbed every day. The wooden space with its worn red paint was empty save for the few plastic containers Riker stored his less important belongings in.

Then it appeared. Erupted, more like. The creature launched up the stairs, using its entire array of sharpened, slimy, venomous body parts to propel and launch upward and forward, directly at the flimsy, sixty-year-old door that held the monster from ripping Riker apart like the man at the gas station. Riker fell backwards as the creature smashed into that door, rattling it, and triggering the dozens of sigils he’d carved on the frame and the door itself. He aimed his weapon at the window and readied to dump the magazine into the nightmare staring at him with its kaleidoscope of eyes.

A thunderous, high-pitched snap flashed the whole space bright white as the spell smashed its power into the hizzoloth. Equal force returned to it for the egregious assault it had committed.

Silent, angry, hectic, manic, ravenous, the nest of wild limbs flailed against the door, raining sparks all over the porch, nearly blocking Riker’s view through the window. It kept at it, seconds of aggression linking together in a maddening cancer of violence.

Serenity enveloped Riker, suffocating the fear.

“This is my job,” Riker said, and it almost felt like the words weren’t even his.

He lined up his sights through the window, and from the floor where he fell he fired three rounds off at the invading terror.

Gun and spell in concert as one, the trio of rounds passed through the glass, slow and fat. They crawled through the air, dipping up and down like hungry insects seeking out the ripest artery to sip from. They sought out the flesh beyond the glass portal, and after finding the most delicious, most dangerous morsel, they penetrated it, entering, burrowing deep, eating, drinking, and then exploding.

The meat of the monster scattered with explosive power in every direction, covering the window in gray-green blood and chunks of milky, boneless flesh. The boom shook the door and glass but the arcane flashes came again, repelling the awful substance and intent of the creature. As the blood ran down the surface, passed by the bits of meat, the door’s defensive spells crackled and grumbled, sizzling the presence away.

The young man looked down, then, at the pistol he’d been given years before. Against his skin he had the distinct impression that the weapon—the inanimate object—wriggled in anticipation and thrill. It had killed. It had destroyed. It wanted more.

It, or something within the metal of it.

Riker’s body was calm and still. His heart beat slow, training and condition matching the situation. Palms dry, he stood and peered through the red-tinted window. His serenity had carried the moment.

His porch was covered in gore.

The sky outside vomited down thick, syrupy rain, and Riker paused to look at it. His inner sense of right and wrong shivered at the scene. Not at the waste that covered the porch but at the thick, organic rain and the insubstantial phantoms that traced through it, darting, hunting, and hungry.

Behind him his phone rang. He backpedaled, found it beside his bed on the nightstand, and answered it without looking at who was calling him. He already knew.

“Are you okay?” his uncle asked.

“I’m fine. Shot one of those things. I think it was the one from the gas station. Came back for dessert,” Riker said. “This pistol and that ammo is the real deal. Smashed it like it ain’t no thang.”

“He had a gift for taking care of business. Gather your gear. The storm you see outside is happening on many levels of reality right now, and it does not bring hail. I fear the end approaches far more rapidly than we could’ve anticipated.”

“He? Who? Never mind. Weird-ass family. Why can’t we just go to Disney? Just tell me what I should do.”

“We’re going to find the boy. He’s not on the island anymore. Until we can get his location to you, protect the people of the town. Pay attention to water. They’ll try to get to the water.”

“I’m on it,” Riker said.

“Use your coin as soon as you can. If they accept it, the other hizzoloths will give you safe passage and you can gun a few down before they realize you’re not keeping up your end of the transaction.”

“Jesus,” Riker said.

“No. No Jesus. No guardian angels, no pot of gold at the end of any rainbow. Just one kind of madness pitted against another. Now, get your stuff together, go get some, and save lives.”

Riker’s heart skipped a beat, then, though that was from excitement.


THE TWELFTH INTERLUDE

CHARLES WARREN, ESQUIRE




I’ve gotta do, what I’ve gotta do, Charles mused silently as he sat at his desk in his office at the back of the family law firm. He sipped at the office-quality coffee he’d just poured and regretted it for the umpteenth time. He tried to focus on what to do but his mind was divided right down the middle. Half of it was glued still to the anchor of grief about his wife Mary, sinking fast, and the other half of his brain was distracted by the weather. Even without his wife’s death it would have been tough to think with the rain coming down so hard.

That’s what his father had said to him his entire life. Warrens had to take care of the family business, on every level, in every way, no matter what. Nothing else mattered.

Not even Mary being ripped to shreds in their house by someone Charles had grown up close with could alter the course of his responsibilities. The Finches had to be managed. The promises had to be kept. Charles had to do his job.

His office phone rang and he picked it up. “Good morning, this is Charles Warren.”

“Chuck,” Eli said to him. “Everything okay?”

“You get one of your feelings that I wasn’t doing well?”

“A little bit of an itch, yeah. But it gave me an excuse to bother you at work and check in on an old friend.”

“Thank you. Eli, how the hell do I answer that question?” Charles said, half from anger and half from sadness. “I’m only here working because I have to. Because the vision of what normal is for Twin Falls is more important than my mental health.”

“We are asked to pay prices, Charles. There’s no argument about that. And that’s a burden we didn’t choose, that’s older than… well you know how old it is. It’s unfair, it’s awful, and it’s almost too much. Almost. But it can never be too much, not ever, because it’s us. No one else. Just us. And we have people to protect and masters to serve.”

“How do we know we’re doing the right thing? Protect the town, serve the monsters, serve the greater monsters, serve the Twelve, protect the Finches, it never ends, and it never sorts out. It’s all evil. All of it. It’s too much, Eli.” Charles sighed, and wiped tears away. In the outer room, where his assistant and paralegal Leopold normally sat, Charles heard the bells above the door tinkling as the door opened. The tremendous noise of the rain surged in then, and Charles recoiled from the sound. It wasn’t just water… it was something else.

“Chuck!” Diggory Finch called out.

“My number one client just arrived,” Charles said into the phone as he cleared the tears from his eyes and face. “Diggory! Back here!” he then hollered. “Eli, let me call you back sometime.”

“Of course. Good luck with our golden goose.”

Charles laughed at that joke and hung up. He shook off the memories of his wife, and all the blood, and stood up. He waited for the young man everything revolved around to enter.

“Chuck,” he said, his word as grim as his soggy appearance. “We gotta talk. If you’re done crying.”

“I wasn’t crying. Just some allergies. And of course, I will always make time to talk with you,” Charles said, but then paused as a younger woman with dark hair and skin appeared behind him. Charles recognized her from surveillance photos and some of his more vivid dreams. Bright eyed and intense. Pretty and approachable. “Will you introduce me to your friend?”

“You know who she is,” Diggory said as he dripped onto the rug.

“I’m sure I don’t understand,” Charles said, taking a seat. “I’m Charles Warren,” Chuck said to the woman. “I’m Diggory’s lawyer.”

“I know who you are,” she said. “And like he said, I’m pretty sure you and the others know who I am, too.”

“You speak perfect English,” Charles observed. He ignored the word “others” in her statement.

“I was born here, Mr. Warren,” she said back to him, just as drippy as Diggory. “My parents are from India, but I am from here.”

“Oh, I’m so sorry. That didn’t sound at all good. Showing my age and lack of progressiveness. I apologize, Alisha.”

“I knew it,” Diggory said with a grin. He sat in one of the two guest chairs in the office and exchanged satisfying smiles with Alisha.

“Knew what?”

“Neither of us said her name, yet you just used it,” Diggory said.

“I’m sure you said it,” Charles said, suddenly on his back foot.

“No, we didn’t,” Alisha chimed in, sitting in the other chair beside him.

“I guess you outed the nosy lawyer. My apologies, Ms. Anand. Of course I know who you are. Mr. Finch is a very wealthy young man, and it has been my family’s business to take care of the Finches in every way we can for over a hundred years now. I’d have been remiss to not look into who you are at least a little.”

“Small town, eh?” she offered with a smile.

“Something like that. Word passes fast when the Finch family is involved. All the money, plus the house on an island right in the middle of everything. Draws a lot of attention. Got yours, didn’t it?”

“I’m sorry, I’m sure I don’t understand what you could possibly mean by that,” Alisha said, hard and cold.

Charles held up both hands in surrender, feeling some of his actual feelings bleed through his frustration. “I’ve had a very tough week. I’m very sorry for speaking out of turn. I’m not sure I could’ve started this conversation in a worse manner.”

The two guests in his office just stared at him. He was reminded of how parents look at children who test limits. It didn’t feel good. Neither did the conversation that followed.

“I know my family can do crazy things,” Diggory said. “I know this whole town revolves around us because of that, not any money we have. I know that somehow, real, honest monsters are here too. Maybe they’re here because of me, maybe because of you and the others, I don’t know. What I do know is that someone drugged me, and while I was knocked out I saw the two dudes who do the landscaping on the island kill my dad at his trailer.”

Shit. “Diggory, should I ring up your doctor right now? This entire conversation is alarming to me, in the extreme. It’s a fantasy, and it is dark and not good. Not good at all.”

“What are the statues outside of her library?”

“I’m sorry?”

“Flanking the main entrance,” Alisha said. “Two statues beside the stairs. Been there since the building was erected. What are they?”

“I don’t recall,” he deflected. He didn’t actually remember.

“Charles, I know you’re a part of this, and I came here today because something very bad is happening outside. This storm, it’s bigger than just clouds and water. It goes deeper than the sky. There are things coming down in the rain. The same thing that killed the dude at the gas station, for sure. I’d bet the dude at his house, and probably Edna as well.”

Charles looked between his two hostile guests, through the doorway and out into the lobby at the windows. Gray rain turned everything in the street into a haze.

“Do you hear that? It’s sirens, Chuck. Lots of them outside right now,” Diggory said. “There are no columns of smoke.”

“We saw the monsters on the way, Charles,” Alisha added. “With our own eyes, the both of us. Two of them. Leaping, jumping. Over rooftops, down alleys. Angry halos of tentacles and teeth. So many eyes, Charles. So many eyes. Looking at everything. They stopped and watched us drive by, you know. All of this from him sounds crazy, but when you start seeing it for yourself, after you settle on it being reality and that you’re not going crazy, there’s only one real solution.”

“There’s something in the water,” Chuck joked. “Both of you need mental health supports. I’ve heard of this. It’s like how cults recruit.”

“That might be true about the water,” Diggory said. “And the cult comment feels super appropriate, too, but I suspect it’s something in my blood. Something in your blood, and something in Alisha’s blood too.”

“I’ve had enough. Diggory, I’m going to call your psychiatrist,” Charles said, reaching for his office phone.

The Finch man produced a rather large, rather shiny pistol from under his jacket at his hip. Charles froze as the handgun came to a rest on Diggory’s thigh. The huge barrel aimed at him and seemed to wink. I didn’t know he had a gun. How’d we miss that?

“If you touch that phone I’ll use my dad’s gun to punch a hole in you large enough to shove it through after. Then, I’ll call Elijah Danforth up and have this exact conversation with him while holding this same gun. We can see how he chooses to handle the tough questions.”

“Diggory, please. This is insane, let me help you. Let’s call the-”

“The help I really need, is for you to be honest and accept that a whole lot of people in this town are going to get killed in the next couple of hours. You can help me prevent that from happening, or you can stand in my way and watch me unleash all the decades of fucking crazy I’ve managed to bottle up.” He shrugged and smiled. “I’m not sure where your loyalties really lie.”

“Diggory, I don’t-”

“My father is dead, in the trunk of my car. The one landscaper that did him dirty, he got fucking blown. Up. Now, there are literal nightmares running around in my town, and I know they’re hurting people. Show me where your loyalties are, my friend. Come clean now, while we’re building this relationship, and we can make this a building block instead of a headstone.”

Chuck stopped and considered the statement.

“Oh, I think you got to him. Time is of the essence, Mr. Warren,” Alisha said. “More than just the two of us need help.”

“Time to flap your wings, Diggory,” he said, and then he dialed Elijah and put the call on speakerphone.

“Hey Chuck, how is everything? Am I on speaker?”

“You are, Eli. I have Diggory and Alisha here in my office and we’re at a bit of a loggerhead. It seems as though Diggory has peeled a few layers off our onion and he isn’t a fan of the smell beneath. I need some guidance.”

“I’m not sure I follow. This is not the best time. The weather has caused some emergencies that I must attend to. Plus, there was the… event going on later at the church.”

“Cult stuff, Eli?” Diggory shot out. “I bet it’s cult stuff. Throw some quotation marks around that ‘church’ for me, will ya?”

“Charles… is this something you can handle? Do you need me to send someone over?” Eli asked, wary.

“Diggory knows he has… powers. He’s alluded to knowing more about the town than we’ve realized he knows. He has a gun, and I’m pretty certain he’ll kill me with it if we don’t give him what he’s asking for. I can’t do this anymore, Elijah. Not the same way we’ve been trying. Not after Mary.”

“What happened to Mary?” Diggory asked him.

“She was killed,” Charles said. “This weekend. By… it wasn’t good.”

“Holy shit, I’m so sorry,” Diggory said. “Wow.”

“Diggory, don’t do anything rash.”

“Go fuck yourself, Elijah. I’m the Finch. You might’ve managed the previous Finches, but not me, not now. I know too much for you to just pretend like I’m in the dark, and I’m far more useful to you in my house, on my island, working with you.”

“What do you want?”

“This town is being overrun by monsters right now. They’ve been around since I got here, but dozens, maybe more, are falling in the rain.”

“Yes,” Eli replied flatly.

“Things change for no reason here and most of the townsfolk don’t remember it, right?”

“Yes,” he echoed.

“Wow, that was far easier than I expected,” Alisha said.

“Yeah,” Diggory said, lowering the gun from the line where it pointed at Charles. “I think I can help with the monsters. They won’t hurt me, right?”

“We don’t believe they will. We’re not sure they even can.”

“More on that later. Can they be killed? Can they be sent back to wherever they came from?” Diggory asked.

“They can be killed with a big enough gun. Some of us have access to… abilities that can answer the threat they pose. Banishment is the option we aim for. Killing them might have repercussions with their… um… creator.”

“Can the creator hurt me? Was it the thing that killed Mary?”

“I’m not sure if the thing can hurt you. Probably, but it is counter to their best wishes, so probably not. And no, it wasn’t the thing that murdered Mary.”

“Does their creator have a name?”

“I don’t know how to pronounce it, and I have been told that saying it out loud isn’t the best idea.”

“Candyman, Candyman, eh?” Diggory said. “Fine, keep your secrets. Are you in charge? Really?”

“There are layers of responsibility here that are hard to explain, and even harder to understand. Diggory, are you going to shoot my friend? He’s already had a bad enough week without getting shot by his best client.”

“Jury is debating,” he said, but winked at Charles.

“What comes next, Diggory?” Eli asked.

“What are you doing to combat these things right this second?”

“There are multiple law enforcement officials that are aware of their presence and have the ability to combat them. There are other citizens with the means as well. They’re responding as best they can. We should have it under control within a few hours.”

“What else? What was this church thing you were talking about?” Alisha asked, leaning towards the speaker.

“I um… Look, there’s what’s happening in this conversation, which is pretty unprecedented in Twin Falls, then there’s really pulling back the curtain, and Diggory, this is not Oz, and the wizards behind the curtain here don’t want to be seen; they’ll go to great lengths to preserve their privacy. We let you another step further into this and they might decide we’re not making good decisions. We could all wind up like Mary.”

“You’re that expendable?” Diggory asked.

“The only person in this town we all need alive is a Finch. Doesn’t matter what Finch. I am not a Finch. None of us are Finches, and as far as I know you’re the sole living survivor of your bloodline.”

“So, if I put this pistol under my chin and pull the trigger, this can all end? Because I’ve had some bad months where I would’ve done it for far less,” Diggory said. Charles watched Alisha’s expression drain away from confidence to fear.

“There are two schools of thought,” Eli began. “You pop the top off the bottle and we can’t put the cork back in. Everything bad spills everywhere and no one can stop it.”

“That’s worst-case scenario. Sweet talk me,” the kid said.

“I can’t emphasize enough to you the scope of how bad that could be, Diggory,” Eli said, and Charles could hear his true plea for reason. “The end of the world.”

“Okay.”

“Scenario two: you kill yourself and this all goes away. Well, it hopefully doesn’t get any worse.”

“I’ll hold off on killing myself for now. But you are going to tell me what this church thing is. Corned beef dinner? Confirmation of Satan’s jizz blasting?”

“We are mining for a metal that we mint into coins that the monsters accept as payment in lieu of our lives. We are low, and now we are in great need,” Eli said.

“Perfect, I love mining. I do it all the time online in games. Where are we meeting?”

Eli was silent and Charles knew the man was weighing multiple options, none of which were familiar or seemingly safe.

“You can’t see where we meet,” Eli said. “I’ll have no argument about that.”

“Fine,” Diggory said. “Wait, are you okay with that?” he asked Alisha.

“I suppose,” she said.

“No one touches Alisha. Understand? She’s a Finch, understood?”

“Many of us have been hopeful that she might be one, someday,” Eli said. “No pressure. If we’re in agreement, I’ll be to Charles’ office in a few minutes.”

“My body is ready,” Diggory said, and stood.

“This won’t be pleasant,” Eli said. “Much of what happens here is beyond the pale, understand?”

“No, but I’m committed one way or the other,” the Finch man said. “Now, where’s the rotgut coffee in this place?”


ENTRY #40 I THINK THIS COULD BE GOODBYE.

I just stepped outside of Charles’ office, under the awning that’s being punished by this otherworldly rain. It smells now. Sulphur and car exhaust, bile and shit. It’s thick, like a humid night. I’m talking into my phone, recording this in the body of an email. I can hear sirens all over both towns. Fire trucks, ambulances, and lots of cop cars. Lots. Like, all of them.

Twin Fall’s lone nightclub is directly across the street from me. The sign reads: “The Lizard Lounge”. Sundays is church. I think it’s goth-themed, which makes me laugh. Next to that is Dr. Jake’s Dentistry and Innsmouth Amphibians. Connected? I think maybe. The use of the Innsmouth town name is so obvious it’s likely not connected to anything.

I tried to call my mom a second ago but the call couldn’t go through. All circuits busy. When was the last time you heard that message? Looks like it’s just us in the fishbowl now. Maybe toilet bowl.

Alisha and I confronted Charles, and with just a little nudging (I pointed my gun at him) he rang up Elijah, and we’re going backstage. I am about to ruin my jeans with anxiety-fueled diarrhea, but I am SO EXCITED.

This is like going hands-on in bar fight or ejecting someone from a business with force. I had to do it enough, and no matter how many times it happened I still got amped up.

This is life or death horror shit though, and that hasn’t set in yet.

I’ll talk more after, if I live. I’m not sure I will. Alisha is coming with me to wherever they mine for a metal they turn into magic terror coins that the monsters accept in trade for human lives.

It sounds crazy, it is crazy, but apparently it happens.

If this is my last message… I guess let it be known that I may not have lived the best life, and I didn’t even try most of the time, but here and now I’m not turning away.

I’m going to go do my best to kill these monsters and set whatever evil that’s going on in this town on a journey back to wherever it came from.

Also, I love my mom, I love my friend Natty, and I love Alisha. I think I actually love her, too.

Eli’s car is here.

-Diggory


THE THIRTEENTH INTERLUDE

DIGGORY FINCH




Elijah walked into the office drenched from the rain that fell from another world. He wore a dark green rain jacket that sheeted the thick water off onto Charles’ office carpet. In one hand he held a small two-toned plastic case. It looked like a small tackle box.

“You look like shit,” Diggory said to him.

“Let’s see how you look in an hour,” Eli snapped back at him. “Fuck you for this.”

“Fuck me?” Diggory said and produced the pistol from his waistband. “Which one of you greenlit the execution of my father? Which one of you worked harder to get me to move back to this hell hole? I didn’t ask for anything up to this point, and here we are. Doing it your way, keeping me in the dark, is getting people hurt or killed. Enough of your idea. Now I’m asking for shit to get us out of this mess.”

Eli looked to Charles, and the obvious anger and judgment in Charles’ stare silenced the room. He’s afraid. Genuinely afraid of this. Shit.

“I need to place a mask over your faces. You can’t know where we’re taking you,” Elijah said. “If the mask bothers you, the rest of this will be unbearable.”

“Dude, we wore masks through all of 2020 and most of 2021. Masks I can manage,” Diggory said.

“What’s in the box, Mr. Danforth?” Alisha asked him.

He set the case down on the desk in the lobby while wearing a Cheshire cat grin. He opened the upper green lid and removed two Ziploc bags filled with some kind of gray, gelatinous material; it was wet and heavy, and he set the bags down on the desk with a chorus of wet plops.

The bags wiggled and tipped over in their direction. The contents writhed and pressed against the sealed openings of the bags.

“What’s in the bag, Mr. Danforth?” Diggory said, and he knew he was as pale now as Eli was when he walked in.

“They’ll live on your face for a few minutes. Long enough for us to get into where we have to go.”

“They’re alive?” Alisha asked.

“In some sense of the idea, yes,” Eli responded. “They’re disgusting, but harmless. We think.”

“I’ll wear a bag,” Diggory offered.

“Not up for discussion,” Charles said, jumping in. “We’ve all worn them at least once. Just do it. You get used to it pretty fast. Just take it out of the bag and press it to your face like a towel. It’ll do the rest.”

“Fuck it,” Diggory said, and went to the desk. He put the pistol in his waistband and picked up the bag. He pulled the jelly-filled sack open and took a deep breath. “It smells like an oil slick and salt water. Like a garage at the beach but with less suntan lotion.”

“Get on the boat, Diggory,” Eli said. “People are dying.”

“Yeah,” he said, lifted the bag up to his face, and tipped everything back.

The living organism inside the container fell out and hit his face. For a single fraction of a second it was pleasant. Cool, smooth, and refreshing against his skin. The view of the office turned gray and hazy as an alien caul covered his eyes, closing them. Then, something in the substance of the creature changed. Tiny, miniscule barbs or hooks latched into him, grabbing on, preventing the slide off to the floor. He felt two very distinct rows of hooks fasten his eyelids together.

“Ah!” he panicked and flailed his arms up to his face. The creature held firm as he tried to find a seam, or a crack, or a shell, or a tentacle to grab, but the thing had encapsulated his entire head. He could still breathe, and despite each passing second of blindness, somehow… he became calm.

“It sedates you a bit,” Eli said. “Messes with the inner ear, too. No sense of direction. Now, Alisha? Let’s get this moving or more people are going to die.”

“Do you actually care about the people?” Diggs heard Alisha ask. “Does their living or dying actually matter to you?”

“For me, yes. I care. My intention is to maintain peace and prosperity. Yes, there are sacrifices, but it’s no different than any other government. America sends troops overseas to die; every once in a while, a few residents here go missing. In the end, the outcome is beneficial.”

“Alisha,” Charles urged. “We have to leave.”

“It’s not that bad. First few seconds are really strange,” Diggory said to her. “Hold my hand.”

Diggory didn’t see Alisha throw the monstrosity on her face, but she grabbed his hand a moment later and he heard the moment the claws dug in, heard her muffled, momentary panic. She stayed upright, clamping onto his palm, digging her nails in. Hearing her discomfort and fear was worse than experiencing it himself. A few seconds later they were guided out the door and into Elijah’s vehicle. His hand on his father’s pistol, they sped away a few seconds later. The experience, with its lack of vision, muffled sound, and distinct weightlessness of direction, disoriented in a severe way. It didn’t scare him. He didn’t care about dying, not really.

Diggory laughed. He felt a little high. A little manic.

A lot good.
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“Is our honeymoon over, Elijah?” Diggory asked the Danforth town manager as they drove. Diggory found it easier to speak and hear in the confines of the car. Somehow, the thing on his skull and face allowed for some modicum of communication when needed.

“I don’t follow,” Eli replied.

“I guess those grants and loans are going the way of the dodo, eh?”

“You’ll get them, I assure you.”

“Really?” Diggory said.

“You sound surprised. The business idea is a good one. You’ll be renovating a ton of square footage in the downtown area. You’re going to create a few jobs, and you’ll be in business for a long time if you want to be. It’s good for the community.”

“And it keeps the Finch content in his cage,” Alisha offered from the back seat.

“There is that, yes,” Elijah said. “We’re here. Your masks will come off once we’re in the safe area, away from the public.”

“How many monsters did you see on the way here?” Diggory asked.

“I saw four. All were dragging people east,” Eli said in a concerned, upset way. “To the lake, I think. Towards the waterfall or the island out there. It’s been a magnet for bad events before. I’ve never seen anything like this. I’ve heard of some bad incidents, for sure, but this is… this is bad.”

“Then take us to your leaders, post haste,” Diggory said, and within a few seconds they were out of the car and moving. Through the fleshy creature wrapped around his head Diggory heard car doors opening and closing, then heavy metal industrial doors doing the same. He felt the echoing taps of hard-soled shoes bouncing off walls, then his skin, and he heard more when they went down hard stairs. Several flights of them. After that, they walked down a hallway for what felt like several awkward, silent minutes.

“Ready to see?” Charles asked them.

“Get this damned thing off of me,” Alisha said, speaking for the first time since it covered her head.

“This won’t feel good,” Eli said. Then, he spoke in a strange, guttural tongue, several octaves lower than his usual voice. “G’eth. Ch’eth. Duanadan devarna,” he intoned.

The creature on Diggory’s head writhed in obvious pain. Diggory’s skin turned hot and acidic as the thing dissolved, sputtering and popping like flesh thrown on a cast iron pan. Hot, acrid, sinus-burning smoke ate its way up into his nose, making his eyes water and triggering a wave of nauseating coughs. At his side, Alicia’s creature followed suit, and a few seconds later the last bits of the melted… masks slid off their faces and hit the floor with a wet plop. Diggory pried his eyes open.

They were in a long corridor, lit by old, flickering fluorescent lights. It seemed to go off for a mile in one direction, but two floor-to-ceiling doors made of a metal that wasn’t quite like anything he’d seen before were beside them. A massive sigil of the octopus from his family’s graveyard adorned the doors, half on one side, half on the other.

“What language was that?” Alisha asked. “Oddly familiar.”

“I don’t know why it would be,” Charles said. “No one on Earth but us speaks any of it.”

“Still…” she said.

“The creatures from beyond all seem to share a common alien tongue. Most of it we can’t even copy or mimic,” Elijah said. “We don’t have the parts for it. But there are a few words and syllables we’ve put together to do things.”

“Words of power,” Diggory said.

“Words of corruption,” Elijah countered. “There’s almost always a price when they’re spoken. I’ll get hives for a month for what I just said. Less if I’m lucky.”

“That’s fucked up,” Diggory said.

“Open the door,” Eli said. “But realize two things: you asked for this, and once it’s open, you can never really shut it ever again.”

Diggory and Alisha looked at each other, steeled themselves for whatever may come, then pushed the doors inward together.
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Diggory could only comprehend the moment in his psyche by tricking himself into thinking he was wearing a VR headset and playing an online game where he was stepping out of an airlock into the vast emptiness of outer space. No other way to frame the experience factored in for a few seconds as he took in the grandeur of the Room Beyond the Door.

The endless sea of stars and titanic clouds of gasses, each glowing in an ominous, nefarious way loomed overhead. Shackles of the memory from the field where he saw the faces of giant beings looking down on him slipped over his presence of mind, and he knew, without doubt, that they were far from alone in this space.

He finally looked down and realized a circular platform jutted out from the doorway, floating out over the void without the safety a rail might’ve provided. At the center of the circular space was a raised stone circle with a single, purple-robed figure standing atop it. Around that were twelve odd chairs, each unique, and each out of place in this celestial court. They seemed a reflection of the hooded, archaic beings sitting in them. Around the thrones of the Twelve were thirty more hooded characters.

The shadowed depths of those hoods, the faces buried within, all faced towards him. Waiting, watching, judging.

“Skeet skeet,” Diggory greeted them. He had drawn his pistol at some point, and its weight felt good in his hands. “Nice chairs.”

“Welcome to the council room,” one of the sitting figures said. This one occupied a chair that belonged at a kitchen table. Not even a nice one.

“Shouldn’t some of you be patting a bald cat?” he prodded, stepping forward towards them despite the complete and utter lunacy of the place and the events transpiring.

“You are a first, Diggory Finch,” accused the robe sitting in a chair made of bones and stitched-together flesh. “And you as well, Alisha Anand. Trespassers in this place.”

“We were welcomed,” Alisha replied with far more defiant courage than Diggory had. He had only humor. “Trespassers violate without permission.”

“All are pilgrims, all are servants,” a voice sitting in a worn leather recliner said, disarming the moment as much possible. “And today we are all dealing with an unexpected infestation, one that threatens to upset the work we have done here and all that we strive for.”

“You’re going mining,” Diggory said.

“Indeed, we are,” one of the seated, hooded voices said. They gestured to the hooded figure wearing purple, the one standing at the center of the platform. “May I introduce you to Natalie. She has joined us to enter the beyond. She has willingly given their life to harvest the raw materials we need to forge the coins which will buy us peace against the hizzoloths, and myriad other invaders that have come before, and will come again.”

“Hizzoloths,” Diggory said. “They have a name.”

“They have no names, but that is what we have learned to call them. Names have power, Diggory Finch,” one of the voices sitting in a black office chair said. “You will witness what we sacrifice.”

Diggory—impulsively, stupidly—strode forward through the gap in the outer ring of hooded attendees and straight to the stone pedestal. He stepped up on it and peeled back their hood. Their face didn’t say, “willing to sacrifice my life.”

“You’re doing this because you want to?” Diggory said. “You don’t have to. I’ll grab one of these other fucks and we’ll make them do it.”

“No, no,” Natalie said. “I, um… This is an honor. And it’s necessary. I’ve been blessed. Blessed in so many ways.” Natalie reached up and wiped tears away. “It was me or my brother, Christopher. And I’m ready.”

“You don’t have to-” Diggory started, but was cut off by a sudden chorus of low chanting.

The noise reverberated through the space and immediately sickened him. He felt his guts revolt on him and he doubled over, losing his balance and stepping backwards off the pedestal, powerless and weakened as his stomach violently emptied itself onto the smooth stone floor. He fell to his back, hitting hard as the chanting grew in pace and intensity.

The nausea immediately disappeared as Alisha reached his side, helping him to his feet. The two stood, and as Diggory wiped the acidic bile from his mouth and nose he watched as a tiny pinprick of violet light appeared in front of Natalie. The pinprick grew in pulses, like the beats of a massive heart, in sync with the harsh consonant sounds of the gibberish chanting that the seated power players uttered. With each throb of sound and power the purple light grew larger, and soon Diggory and Alisha knew it was no light source.

It was a window, then it was a door. A round portal, bored through the fabric of reality to a place that was not this, nor any place humans should ever, ever tread. Diggory felt a hollowness inside his chest. He had an echo of a memory hit him: the sight of a woman he loved once, kissing a new man. A tremendous loss, a vacuum of emotion, and a draw on the very energy of his soul.

He was watching something very wrong, and everything about him knew it. This was a thing—an event—of greater evil than even all the murders the monsters roaming above might perpetrate on this night.

Natalie stepped through and the chanting slowed. The wound in time and space retracted some, maintained by steady syllables of the infernal tongue Elijah had used in the hallway. Seconds passed, then minutes. On the other side of the portal—now only the size of a house window—they could see storm flashes and hear the rumblings of something with teeth growling. After what felt like hours and hours, the light beyond the hole grew dim and the chanting picked up in volume and pace.

The size of the opening flared wide, like a drowning swimmer breaking the surface, gulping down life. Natalie stepped back through then, though they were not the same as when they departed. The gate snapped shut with a grinding noise, then, and the light from beyond winked out. Natalie fell.

Bloated, far larger than how they’d left, Natalie fell face first onto the stone pedestal, and then, just then, Diggory noticed that the rougher gray stone had streaks of darkness upon it. Rusty, bloody ochre in thick lines ran across its top and down its sides.

He backed away as three hooded figures stepped towards the pedestal where a drained, drawn, and weak Natalie rolled over onto their back. They set to work, and the two holding hands nearby felt sick again.

“I can’t,” Alisha said, looking away.

“You must,” Elijah said from just a few feet away. He wore the same hooded cloak, but his hood rested on his shoulders. “Their sacrifice must be witnessed. It must be remembered and cherished. They deserve that.”

Sickened, they both watched.

The three attendees pulled the purple robe off the near-catatonic Natalie, revealing the distended, tumor-ridden body within. Poxes, bright white, haloed by angry red infection covered them from head to toe, and as they watched, the bulbous tumors throbbed and grew. Their body writhed in ecstatic pain as growths inside them wormed and wriggled, expanding and infecting.

“This is mining?” Diggory said, weak.

“Watch,” Elijah counseled.

Two of the cloaked workers held the young woman’s arms down to the stone pedestal as the third drew a blade from a sheath at their hip. Not too unlike a knife used to filet fish, the thin, long blade glistened and sparkled under the alien stars above.

“May the gods from beyond grant you eternal blessings for your sacrifice to us, and to them,” the blade-wielder said.

Natalie nodded, too bone-drawn, cancerous, and weak to say anything.

The blade spun in a savage circle, slicing across the arteries in the neck and then down the trachea to the sternum in a single movement. Blood jetted out, striking the floor and several of the attendees twenty feet away. They remained where they stood but began to clap. In fact, Diggory saw them start to celebrate, even as one of their own was gutted like a pig about to go to on the spit.

Deft with his thin blade, the butcher opened the woman up, revealing a multitude of discolored tumors, each the size of a fist or better. One by one he reached in and cut them out like fruits off a tree. He dropped them on the nearby floor, and when they hit they hit heavily, thudding like they were filled with rocks.

He went on and on, cutting tumor after tumor free until the pile of cancers was larger than Natalie ever was. He stood up and wiped his face with his sleeve, pushing his hood off.

Diggory recognized him. He was the butcher at the grocery store. The look on his face right now was one of satisfaction; he had done a good job at this. He looked the same every time Diggory asked him for a specific cut of meat, which he always produced proudly.

“Open one,” the hooded figure on the throne of bone and flesh said.

The butcher bent over, picked up a fleshy sac, and cut it open with a fine slash. An irregular metal blob fell out and clacked hard on the floor, setting off a low metallic ring that felt as wrong to the ear as the light had to the eyes.

“Fifty coins in that nugget, at least,” the butcher said. “There are a dozen nuggets here. Never a bounty like this. It’s the Finch here. It’s a sign of good favor that Natalie came back so full. Her brother has been saved as well. Our prayers have been listened to and answered, by-”

“Good favor?” Diggory blurted. “That person just got like, a hundred cancers the size of grapefruits filled with alien metal in them? In like five minutes. And you slashed their throat and gutted them to get it out, like a pearl from an oyster, and that’s good favor?”

The butcher was silent. He looked to the seated ones for guidance.

“The monsters above and below favor this substance over all others, even our flesh,” the hooded person sitting in the kitchen chair said. “It is a drug to them and only our frail bodies, sent away by spells we have created ourselves with their magic, can harvest it. One ounce of it will buy a year of placidity from many of them. It is the fuel we use to banish them away. It is the currency that maintains the fragile balance. It is time itself for us, and Twin Falls, and indeed, perhaps, the entire world.”

“How do you banish them?” Diggory asked. “ Klaatu barada nikto? Let’s get this show on the road. People are dying.”

“Some of us require words of power. Others with more latent ability can simply present some of the metal and will them back across the void, back to where they came from,” Elijah answered. “Our cops and our more martial group members have guns with bullets made of this. One shot and they’re gone. No matter what, you need to be close.”

“Do regular bullets work?”

“They pass through them like they’re not even there,” Eli said.

“Give me some,” Diggory said. “And get the hell out of my way. I’m going to the lake.”

Without waiting for permission the butcher reached down, picked up the chunk he’d cut free, and handed it to Diggory. Diggs sidestepped it, letting it go between him and Alisha. It clanged to the floor again and skidded across the stone.

“Wash it off first? What the hell, man?” Diggory said. He turned to Eli. “And I’m not wearing that damn mask when I leave here. You can eat my ass first.”

“You’re quite peculiar when you’re nervous,” Alisha said. “It’s equal parts charming, impressive, and disgusting.”

“That recipe sums me up far better than many other descriptions could’ve. Now, Eli, you were our ride here, you will be our ride out,” Diggory said. “And to the rest of you: once I get this sorted, we’re all going to have a long sit down, maybe take a time-out, and figure this out once and for all. Charles, wherever you are in this godforsaken place, I’m sorry about your wife. That really sucks. We’re gonna make that right.”

Diggory motioned for Eli to lead them out and he did just that, though when he pulled the massive metallic doors open, they did not reveal the hallway beyond, as they should’ve. Instead, a freight elevator was there.

“Wait, what?” he said, then looked over his shoulder at the leaders of his strange tribe.

“The Finch changes the world once more, to better suit his wishes,” one of the hoods in a seat said, adding a hideous laugh at the end. “Up, up you go. Time to play games, Husk. Win or die.”

They stepped into the elevator and pulled the metal doors shut. Elijah hit the white button with an arrow aimed up and the old elevator shook and began to rise.

“Wait, who is the Husk?” Alisha asked, but Elijah answered them with a shrug.
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The elevator brought them to the first floor of Diggory’s warehouse on Finch Island, and when they stepped out into the space Diggory wanted to transform into a game store all of the lights he’d wanted to buy and hang were already there, installed and lit. The space looked fantastic: bright, airy, and welcoming, unlike the rest of Twin Falls lately. The floors were also fresh: newly stained and sealed, elegant, rustic, and sturdy-looking.

Without addressing the mind fuck that this was, they ran across the island under the torrential downpour then piled into Beatrice’s car and sped east to the lake. North Village Pond was its official name, but that hardly mattered as the rain came down. Diggory took Festus Lane, then hung a left on Oblivious Avenue before finally grabbing NH Route 203A, which he knew would take him to the lake. As they drove, in the shadows, buried beneath the curtains of rain, he saw one, two, three of the creatures called hizzoloths. They moved slowly, and each dragged an unconscious resident of Twin Falls, their bodies limp, arms and legs splayed askew, dragged without regard for injury. The forest area they drove by was called The Swamps of Sadness, on account of how soggy the ground was near the lake. Diggory had heard kids talk about how much of a rite of passage hiking across the space was, and here these monsters were flying over the rough terrain, dragging bodies in their wake. Ahead they could see multiple flashing red and blue lights atop several cruisers, all pulled to the side of the road near the entrance to the swimming area of the pond.

“What the hell?” Diggory said. “What are these things doing?”

“Let’s ask the chiefs,” Eli said. “Stop at the cruiser.”

Diggory did, and the same male cop who had pulled him over, the chief of Warren Falls, greeted them. He wore a clear plastic rain slicker over his uniform and he carried a pump shotgun. His protective garb was spattered with thick, sticky gore, but the color wasn’t red—it was tainted green and blue, like ugly mold and spilled chemicals.

“What in the hell is he doing here?” the chief shouted over the thunderous rain, running engines, and distant, sporadic gunshots, looking at Diggory as he got out of the car. “And her too? Have you lost your damn mind?”

“Call it a truce,” Eli said. “Desperate times.” Another shot rang out.

“Dingman, right? You let me off on that ticket because I’m a Finch, didn’t you?”

“I’m sure I have no idea what you’re talking about,” he grumbled.

“Is that a line y’all practice?”

“Eat shit, Finch. You should be home, riding this out. Let the professionals handle this,” Chief Dingman said.

“Play nice,” Elijah instructed. “Tonight Diggory is calling the shots… until he can’t. Where’s your less-socially-capable other half?”

“We got a rogue element on the beach opposite Paradise Cove,” he said back. “That’s who you hear firing. He’s got a pistol and he’s shooting at the monsters as they head to the waterfall or island. The idiot is going to kill someone. Either shoot them or they’re gonna drown when the things go limp in the water. She’s trying to deal with him. I have two of my guys climbing Lyon’s Mane cliff beside the waterfall over there. Thinking we might get a shot with a long rifle.”

“But he’s killing them?” Diggory asked.

“Yeah. Guy can shoot,” the chief said with begrudging admiration.

“Then he has bullets made with the metal?”

The chief and Elijah exchanged looks with one another, and they weren’t excited looks.

“He’s hired. Now tell your people to cease fire, I’m going to the beach,” Diggory said.

“Wait,” Elijah said. “Take these.”

He reached into his jacket pocket and handed Alisha and Diggory two large coins made of the dense, foreign metal, one each. On one side was the strange cephalopod pod in relief. On the other was the outline of a bird. A finch.

“If a monster attacks you, present it the coin. It should take it, and if it does, you’ve been given a free pass for a year from their kind. No one knows why, but it’s worked for centuries,” Eli said. “We all carry them.”

“Get out of jail free cards,” Alisha said. “Fantastic.”

“Won’t likely work on anything really bad, anything fully sentient and actualized. They make decisions. These don’t seem to,” Eli said. “Don’t die, Diggory. You either, Alisha. We really don’t know what’ll happen.”

“What’s gonna happen is gonna happen. If these things, or worse, have been running amok while Finch after Finch sat by, ignoring it or unaware, let’s see how they fare when one of us decides to put foot to ass.”

“You’re cocky for someone so skinny,” the chief said.

“You talk a lot of shit for someone who isn’t a Finch, Chief,” Diggory snapped back. “Always punch up. Know your role. Now, I’m gonna go make this worse. Alisha, you can stay or come with. I think you’re safer with.”

“Oddly, I suspect the safest place in a fifty mile radius is within three feet of you,” she said. “Now, take me to the crazy man on the beach who’s shooting monsters so we can save our town.”

He smiled, took her hand, and headed towards the side road that led to the nearby beach.
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The female chief stood at the top of the hill that bordered the beach. Like her partner, she wore a rain poncho and wielded a long weapon. She held it at the low ready, angling for a shot. A hundred feet away, standing on the shore where the rain pounded down, was a man about Diggory’s age. Under his baseball cap Diggory couldn’t see the man’s face, but the way he moved—athletic, and with martial precision—he couldn’t be much older than himself. Diggory could read the logo on his hat: McKenna Games and Brews. He made a mental note to ask the man about where he got the hat. It sounded nice.

Near him, piled up surrounding the scattered picnic tables, were the bodies of dozens of locals. They might’ve been alive or dead, there was no way to know.

Diggory and Alisha—still holding hands—came up near to the vigilant cop.

“Who is he?” Diggory asked the chief he’d never met.

“Stand back!” she barked, spinning and raising her rifle at Diggory and Alisha. “What are you doing here? You need to leave, now.”

“I been over this, miss. Alisha and I are in charge now,” Diggory said, ignoring the rifle she pointed at him. “What is your name?”

“I don’t know who you think you are, but-”

“I’m a Finch,” he said. “Diggory Finch, thank you. I asked you your name.”

“Chief Mead.”

“Great, thanks. I’ll write that down. Now, let me deal with Rambo, here, and get this shit sorted. Any idea who he is?”

“I don’t know. I can’t see his face. He’s not one of my people,” she said, lowering her rifle. The man nearby shot at something in the woods with his pistol. Something living made an awful, awful noise of pain, then went silent. He didn’t shoot again.

“I’m gonna go make friends. I’ve gotten pretty good at that lately,” he said, squeezing Alisha’s hand. She squeezed it back and they walked away before the woman could protest.

They trotted down the sandy hill and onto the flat portion of the beach. Ground wet and thick like old oatmeal, they struggled to get solid footing on the treacherous surface. They strayed towards the bodies in the sand. Both paused there and checked for pulses. Some were savagely injured—twisted arms and bent legs, gashes and wounds all over—but they were all alive. All except for a single middle-aged man who was cold and rather dead.

“Hey,” Diggory shouted, still kneeling.

The man with the pistol paused his search for monsters. He looked over his shoulder to them but didn’t aim his weapon in their direction. The rain spattered off the brim of his hat, sending drops up where they fought to go down.

That’s an omen. This man is good.

“You?” he said to Diggory.

“Yeah, me. You know who I am?”

“Yeah,” he replied, then returned his attention to the surroundings.

“I don’t know you, and most importantly they don’t know you, so I’m not going to ask your name here. They might hear it, and I think I’m better off with you being a variable for them. I need your help right now.”

“I’m not really, like, supposed to talk to you. You’re the boogeyman, man,” the stranger said. “Talking to you violates the prime directive.”

“You say that because you thought I would know what it meant?” Diggory asked him.

“No, but I’m glad you get it.”

The rain fell harder, and Diggory felt the hairs on the back of his very wet neck stand up on end. Something bad approached. Time was running short.

“I need you to protect me while I handle this. Can you protect Alisha and me?”

“I’m trying to protect the whole damn town,” he said back with a laugh. “Focusing on just two people for ten minutes is within my grasp.”

“Did we just become friends?” Diggory joked. “Alisha, I made a friend. Make a note in your calendar; monsters pierced through from a distant realm of pure evil, and Diggory talked to a stranger and placed trust with them.”

“It really has been a day of firsts,” she said.

For a moment, Diggory felt a straight jolt of pain in his heart. The way Alisha looked at the other man—really innocuously—made him feel something he’d never felt before. It wasn’t the hollowness of seeing someone move on after him. It was the fear of losing something—someone—he wanted in his life. This was the worst thing of all for him. Not even his father’s death left him as wounded as that moment in his heart.

Jealousy.

He squelched it. Hid it behind false bravado and felt stupid about it.

“Alisha, I need you to knock me out,” he said, walking forward until his feet were in the cold pond.

“What?” she said back.

“I need to dream,” he said. “I’m not in control enough while I’m awake to do this, but I’m certain I can do it dreaming.” Diggory sat down on the sand and produced the smooth, irregular orb of metal from his jacket pocket. It had been pulling him off kilter since they left the Room Beyond the Door.

“I don’t think I can do that,” she said. “I’ve never raised a fist at anyone, not even in anger.”

The stranger with the gun stepped forward and clocked Diggory on the back of the head with the butt of his pistol. Diggory’s eyes rolled up under his eyelids and he went straight back into the soft sand. On his stomach, both of his hands clenched the metallic treasure tightly. Beneath that was his father’s pistol, snug in his waistband.

“You don’t have to be angry to knock someone out,” the stranger said with a grin before returning to his vigil. “And watch out for that bitch on the hill. She swore an oath to uphold laws that ain’t of this Earth. Bitch ain’t right.”
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Diggory’s consciousness disconnected from his physical body. He held the metal in both hands but its weight was gone; rather, it was buoyant, like an idea or a hope.

It glowed.

Not a warm, luxurious, healing light, but an ominous, velvet-nauseous purple. It flirted with his eyes’ ability to see. Diggory couldn’t quite see the color so much as he could feel it and its effects on the dreamscape of the pond. A mirror of the real world, this vision held a fattened moon in the sky, just above the horizon. Beyond that were the same stars he saw in the Room Beyond the Door.”

“No rain,” Diggory said to no one, but a thousand eyes across the water and in woods were watching. He then sensed them. Creatures on two worlds, in two places and times. Hunger in the physical and ephemeral. A presence so hateful and vile it curdled the soul.

“You’re here because of me,” he said. “And that’s not my fault. It’s someone’s fault, but that’s not tonight’s problem.”

The eyes shifted side to side, gauging how best to eat this forbidden thing that spoke to them. In the ears that weren’t here he heard gunfire. Here, it sounded like the pops and crackles of fat burning in a fire.

“Tomorrow, maybe,” he said, looking down at the metal glowing violently in his hands. Looking at it hurt him, and it triggered strange echoes of memories that weren’t his. Thoughts just out of reach. Scenes too blurry to see. The eyes closed in. “I don’t know what this will do, but I know it’ll handle you and send you away, if not kill you entirely. Sorry-not-sorry.”

They eyes sped closer, the gunfire in his mind grew, and Diggory felt—in a very real, and primal way—that perhaps the rule about Finches being untouchable could be suspended in this moment.

He closed his eyes and he gave himself permission to think, realize, and feel.

All of it. More than anger and anxiety. More than what he’d learned to allow himself to feel.

He felt gratefulness. For Natty, for Alisha, for the stranger on the beach. He felt grateful for the Finch money and what it could allow him to do. He felt grateful for his mother and father, despite their imperfections.

The glow of the metal grew in intensity.

He felt relief that they had both worked so hard at keeping him safe and provided for. He felt relief over his health—even his mental health, despite his contentious relationship with it. He let the relief over Natty being whole and safe settle in.

The light and now the heat ratcheted up.

Diggory smiled and let himself feel joy. The glee of a fun gaming session. The thrill of opening a pack of cards and pulling the exact rare you hoped for. The rush of getting a text message and seeing her name.

The eyes paused as the metal in his hands became a sun that couldn’t quite be seen but could be felt.

Diggory felt guilt then. Guilt and frustration over putting her and the few people he cared for in harm’s way. He felt guilt over being rude to strangers. He felt guilt for quitting without two-weeks’ notice. He dwelled on the hearts he’d wounded and all the decisions that left others in pain. He let the remorse wash over him and encouraged it to wear away the frigidity that prevented him from making it right with those he could.

The light grew.

Diggory opened his eyes and saw a violet storm of light. Nebulous wisps of black smoke were present now, like arcs of plasma moving like snakes in the light. They curled and doubled over in sync with the thoughts in his head. At his chest they grew roots. Inside his soul they made their home. Rotten, and black, they coiled around him like armor, like a curse.

The roots of a rotten tree that grew from a seed someone else had planted in his family’s blood.

Diggory thought of his father, and when the grief let go only love was left behind. He couldn’t see it in life, awake, but here, after death, slumbering half in another world—or was it fully in another world?—he could see that his grief and anger came from love. His dad loved him but didn’t know how to show it, and Diggory loved his dad but now couldn’t show it.

“I’m not going to make that mistake again,” he said, and felt the door inside him open fully.

The darkness flooded out then, roaring and consuming, unstoppable, and it washed everything away.
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Diggory’s body felt as cold as ice when his eyes opened. He looked up and saw one face: Alisha’s. She was cut across the bridge of her nose and across her cheek. Blood covered most of her face, but it did nothing to hide the terror and fear in her eyes.

“Are you okay? Are you okay?”

“I’m fine. Much better knowing you’re alive. We’re alive, right?”

“I think so,” she said, bursting with relief. “Sit up.”

She helped him to do that and his whole body protested. He ached like he had the flu after being beaten half to death by kicking mules.

“Where’d the lake go?” he asked after seeing the empty pond’s basin. Only stones, old garbage, and things lost to the water remained, laid bare under the clear night’s sky.

“You… exploded a black light and sent everything flying.”

“Bad ass,” Diggory said, and saying it cost him a steep price of soreness and pain. “Alisha?”

“Yes?”

“I never told my dad I loved him in a way that I meant it before he died,” Diggory said, and the words cost him tightness in his chest.

“He knew you loved him,” Alisha said. “Let’s get you up. I think you need to go to the hospital.”

“No, not yet” he said, resisting her. “I don’t know what your thoughts are, or your feelings, but I love you. I love you as a friend, and I cherish that more than I can say, but… I love you. If you don’t feel that way I get it, but I had to say it,” he said, and started coughing. He coughed for a full minute and was spent ten times over when the fit passed. Through it all, Alisha held him tight.

“Diggory, you’re amazing,” she said.

“But,” Diggory said. “It’s okay, I get it.”

“But you’re covered in gore and there might still be monsters around. We can discuss my ample, and confusing feelings for you when we get you taken care of. Now, can you stand?”

“Ample?”

“Rather considerable. Noteworthy in scope.”

“Confusing?”

“In a good way, I think.”

“That’s as good as I could’ve hoped for, given,” he said, letting his hope and the grin on his face rejuvenate his beaten body.

“That’s as good as you’re gonna get from me for a while, partner.”

“Partner?”

“Shut up, there’s an ambulance coming.”

“Like cowboy-partner? Or domestic partnership-partner?”

“Let’s focus on figuring out the evil thing first,” she said, pulling his head to her shoulder and kissing the top of his head.

“Are you sure?”

“Is anyone there?” an elderly woman’s voice called out. “I seem to have gotten a bit lost.”

They turned their attention down the beach where a woman with gray hair and wearing a nightie walked on uneasy feet. She shuffled towards them and Alisha hopped up and ran to her.

“Sit at this table,” Alisha said. “How’d you get here?”

“I don’t recall,” she answered. “I feel like I just woke up.”

“Same,” Diggory hollered to her, then he recognized her. “Edna?”

“Do I know you, dear? Oh, you’re the new fellow in town. Big crumb cake fan. A Finch, right?”

Diggory leaned his head back and let that feeling of relief and accomplishment in. It felt good.


ENTRY #41 THE DAWN OF A NEW DAY.

I won’t bore you with details, at least not until I’ve gotten my strength back. It’s tough to talk into my phone like this. I want my computer back so I can type.

I’m in the hospital just a mile from Finch Island, in a private room that overlooks my house. I can barely see it, but I can see it well enough.

I don’t have any specific illness, but they’ve diagnosed me with low blood sugar, hypertension, several sprains, multiple hematomas, dehydration, and exhaustion. Dr. Perri, my psychiatrist, has come up to visit me, and she’s vouched that I need a day or two of restorative care to get back home. I don’t trust her, but I don’t mind being waited on hand and foot while I rest a bit. Plus, the food is good.

The local news stations and papers are reporting that a severe storm knocked out all power and communication to the valley during the event. Not one message got out, and still hasn’t. Everyone, and I mean everyone, has no idea what happened. Shit, there are thirty people in the hospital here that were hurt during it all, and from what I’ve been able to gather all of them have manufactured memories of being hurt during the storm. Fallen trees, car accidents, that kind of thing. One of the churches in town got demolished, St. Jezzar’s Reformed Unitarian, and the statue of Joseph Sebastian got knocked over, whoever he is. Pity.

Sounds like three more people died. Heart attacks or some bullshit. There’s a neighborhood opposite the lake, near an area called Paradise Cove. The development is called Sparrowdale. I guess they found a bunch of the locals wandering in the streets over there like zombies. Local paper said a transformer blowing “stunned” a bunch of folks and they were “outside looking for help.”

Bullshit. They were gonna be zombies. Sparrowdale zombies.

But it’s all going under the rug. The human powers that be are in cahoots, and whatever eldritch, otherworldly entities that are here looming out of sight are bending reality to make it seem like it was all a mundane, explainable thing.

It’s like it never happened, but it did. There were monsters here, and they killed people.

The man at the beach disappeared. Both police chiefs have been in to ask about him but I have nothing to say. I didn’t get a good look at him, he never said his name, and after the big boom, he was gone. Maybe I killed him.

But I don’t think so.

Edna’s back. She somehow returned from wherever after I exploded.

This makes me very happy. I can’t wait to see her behind the counter, serving delicious baked goods.

Alisha should be coming soon. She’s been visiting me a lot. I told her I loved her. She didn’t say she loved me back, but her response gave me hope that she does. It’s complicated. I’m… complicated. But she’s still here, and still affectionate, and I have great hope that she and I will amount to something more.

She’s amazing. She also informed me that Chuck Warren called her to let her know that my dad had been brought home, as it were. All details taken care of as a Finch deserved. I missed his funeral, but maybe it’s for the best it was quiet. I need to call my mom. She’ll want to know.

Also, I messaged Natty that I was doing good and he wrote me back excited that I didn’t get eaten by Cthulhu. Yet. I can’t wait to game with him and actually get a store up and running.

In league with the potentially evil people that have manipulated this town and my family for what seems to be a few centuries. I’ll sort that out. Not today.

Maybe things will return to normal now.

Normal for me, that is.

Normal for Twin Falls.

-Diggory


THE FOURTEENTH INTERLUDE

KNIFE EYES




Diggory’s banishment was observed from beyond with many eyes. His ripening was a celestial event, one that would move stars and gods, given more time; those stars watched, and those gods plotted.

One of the gods—ancient and twisted, a mockery of the human form—awaited closely. One foot in the water, one foot in the forest, and when the one they called the Husk reached into himself and pulled a miniscule tear in the darkness within him, that god slipped through the opening and into Twin Falls.

This creature hadn’t been to this world in a very long time. It hadn’t embraced a human in a passionate way—as it so desperately wanted—in centuries, and the last time it did, no one wanted its love.

No one wanted its kiss.

But the monster shouldn’t have been surprised.

No one wants a kiss from the lips of Knife Eyes.
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