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MORNING
 
1973
 
Janet Fields slowly roused from sleep as the quiet sounds pulled at her.  The steady, rhythmic beating of a shower.  The hum of a hairdryer.  The clanging of a belt buckle.  She peeled her eyes open to see her husband, Ed, standing next to their bed.  They had their own bathroom attached to the bedroom, and the light was still on behind him.  He stepped into one leg of his jeans, nearly clumsily stumbling to the floor in the process.  It was all Janet could do to hold in a chuckle.
She stretched her arms above her, not in a hurry to rise from bed.  The carnality of their lovemaking was still fresh in her mind.  Sometime in the middle of the night, Ed had awakened.  There were no words, only action.  They hadn't had a night like that in a long time.  Too long.  Their sex life since having children had changed, for lack of a better word.  Janet had to figure out how to manufacture more nights like the previous one.
She pulled the blanket down to her waist, exposing her bare breasts.  They didn't even bother dressing in sleepwear after exhausting each other.  Tossing her auburn hair over the pillow, she tried to look as sexy as a morning awakening would allow.
"And just where do you think you're going?"
Ed looked down at her.  A smile spread across his face, and she relished it.  His eyes traveled along her.  Janet enjoyed the gaze, enjoyed the attention.  He sat on the edge of the bed and gently cupped her cheek.
"Good morning, beautiful."
Janet ran a hand down his chest, and felt the desire for a second round building.  The enthusiasm deflated as she glanced at the clock next to the bed.  It was nearly eight o'clock.  Soon, possibly any second, the life of a parent would resume once again.  The girls would be awake, if they weren't already.  Sleep granted them their only break, and many times not even that could keep the joys of parenthood away.
"How long have you been up?" she asked.
"Not long.  I was just going to go out and pick up some breakfast.  Save you from a morning of cooking."
"Aww.  You're so sweet."
"I'm your husband.  That's my job."
"You don't have to do that.  Maybe we'll all go out for dinner instead."
"I smell a steak in my future."
Janet smiled.  They'd been married ten years, together for twelve.  Ed nearly looked the same as he did on their wedding day, with the exception of a gray hair or two.  He worked in a garage, and had the hands to show for it.  Rough and strong, but so gentle when dealing with their children.
They met in their senior year of high school.  Her parents constantly told her she could do better, but they were simply wrong.  Ed was the best.  No one else could make her happier, and he gave her two wonderful daughters.
Ed glanced out the window as he pulled a shirt from the dresser.  Janet ogled his still trim physique.
"Mary's boy is up early."
Janet sat up and tossed the covers off of her.  She swung her legs over the bed and peered out the window, making sure to keep her naked body out of sight.  Their neighbor Mary's only son was already throwing a ball in the air.  He ran aimlessly and climbed a fallen tree still in their backyard, a casualty of Hurricane Agnes, which tore through their state not long ago.
"I guess we know where Sarah will be today."
Ed smiled at the edge in her voice.  Janet noticed his amusement and folded her arms across her chest.
"What?"
"I thought I was supposed to be the one upset when our daughter started spending time with boys.  And we're a few years too early to get all crazy."
"I just…don't know if I like that boy."
"They're only eight.  Don't worry.  I think it's good that Sarah is finally being social."
Janet knew her husband was right.  Until she met her new best friend, Mark, Sarah was trapped in shyness.  Her teachers in school always told Janet how her daughter never spoke in class, never played with the other children.  It wasn't until the new neighbors moved in next door and Janet coerced Sarah into saying hello did the wall of shyness break.  Now Sarah and Mark were inseparable, and their youngest daughter Elizabeth was starting to slowly join their little group.
Janet enjoyed seeing her daughters happy, embracing their youth, and making a new friend.  Still, there were times she watched them playing in the yard from the kitchen, and sadness trickled in.  She was conscious enough of her own feelings to realize it was jealousy, pure and simple.  Janet stayed at home while Ed worked, and for a time, Janet was Sarah's best friend.  Sarah would come home from school, and the three women of the family would play together, talk about their days, cook dinner together for Ed when he came home.  Now, Sarah's time went to Mark, and Janet would have been lying if she said it didn't affect her somewhat.  She was watching Sarah continue to grow into a young lady, and it was both exciting and terrifying.
Ed put a comforting hand on her bare shoulder, almost reading her mind.
"It's okay, honey.  I'm sure Sarah will need you for a few more years."
"She'd better need me longer than that."
He laughed.  "Don't worry.  You know, she—"
The door to the bedroom burst open.  Janet quickly jumped back into bed and pulled the covers up to her neck.  Sarah and Elizabeth screamed and flailed as they ran around the room.  Ed chuckled as their two daughters circled each other.  Elizabeth even went as far as crawling under the bed and popping up on the other side.
"Mom!  Dad!  It's Saturday!" Sarah shouted.
Elizabeth, who was one year shy of kindergarten, had no idea of the importance of Saturday.  Nevertheless, she agreed with her older sister with the utmost enthusiasm.
"It's Saturday!" Elizabeth repeated.  "Get out of bed!"
Janet glared at Ed as the girls yanked at her blankets.  Before their encounter in the middle of the night, Janet asked her husband if the door was locked.  The last thing she wanted was for her children to walk in on them and see how they were conceived.  Ed assured her he'd locked the door before bed, an obvious white lie in order to begin their moaning ten seconds sooner.  Ed shrugged sheepishly, and scooped Elizabeth into his arms.
"Whoa, there," he said.  "Where do you get all this energy?  What do you monsters want for breakfast?"
"A cheeseburger!" was Sarah's choice.
Elizabeth gave her father a tight squeeze.  "Can we have a pizza?"
"Nice try," Janet said.  "But I don't think so."
Janet and Sarah continued to play tug-of-war with the blankets.
"Mom, why aren't you getting out of bed?"
"I don't have any clothes on, honey.  I have to get dressed first."
Sarah's nose wrinkled.  "Why are you naked?"
Ed leaned back and roared with laughter as he set Elizabeth on the floor.
"Go ahead, Janet.  Tell them why you're naked."
"Very funny."
Elizabeth joined in on the battle, grabbing her sister around the waist and pulling.  Janet called for help, but Ed stayed neutral, simply watching with hands on his hips.
Sarah was the spitting image of her father, where Elizabeth more closely resembled her mother.  Sarah had Ed's eyes and nose.  Elizabeth and Janet shared the same laugh and smile.  The girls were wonderful, and thoughtful.  The last time Janet was sick, they both drew pictures for her and brought her chicken noodle soup.
Janet grew frustrated as the girls wouldn't let up with their battle.  Ed wasn't helping.  She simply wasn't in the mood for her children to see her naked, although she'd learned since becoming a parent that bathroom privacy was a thing of the past.
"Girls, stop," she said.  "You're going to rip the blankets."
"Then get out of bed," Sarah said, sticking out her tongue.
Salvation came in the form of the phone ringing in the kitchen downstairs.  Sarah let go, and both girls fell to the floor in a heap.  They pushed and struggled against each other as they raced to the door.
"I'll get it!" Sarah shouted.
"No!" Elizabeth countered.  "I want to answer it this time!"
Janet laughed.  The old answer-the-phone competition.  That particular game led to some interesting fights over the past year when they'd let Elizabeth answer the phone as well.
"Finally," Janet said.  She threw the blankets off and quickly jumped to her feet.
"Hey," Ed said, grabbing his wife by her hips.  "Looks like this is turning out to be a good morning."
She playfully shoved him away and grabbed her robe.  Tying it around her waist, she flashed Ed a semi-serious glare that he understood perfectly.
"Now, before you get mad—"
"Ed, you said you locked the door."
"Well, I thought I did."
"No, you didn't."
He winked and tried to charm her with his full smile.  It partially worked.
"What can I say?  I'm sorry, but the door was the last thing on my mind last night."
She tried to hide her grin as she slipped into a pair of sweatpants and a tee shirt.  "Well, seriously, next time we have to lock the door.  I don't want the girls seeing where they came from."
"You got it, boss."
Sarah's voice echoed through the house from the bottom of the stairs.
"Daddy!  The phone's for you!"
"Mom!" Elizabeth shouted.  "Sarah hit me with the phone!"
Janet rolled her eyes.  "Don't hit your sister with the phone!"
Ed laughed as he left the bedroom.  The stairs sounded like a subway station as the girls marched up, passing their father as he headed down.  Elizabeth jumped onto her mother's bed and Sarah looked out through the bedroom window.
"Mom, Mark's outside.  Can I go out and play with him?"
"Oh!" Elizabeth said.  "Me, too!"
Janet smiled.  "Aren't you forgetting something?"
Sarah's brow wrinkled in confusion, and Janet marveled at how adorable her daughter was.
"Uh, please?"
"No.  Breakfast."
"Can Mark eat with us?"
"No, he can't.  He's got his own mom to shove food at him.  Let's go and get your father's vote on food."
Ed groaned from the hallway.  "Don't bother."
He emerged and leaned in the doorway.  His expression was a mix of frustration and gloominess.
"What's wrong, dear?"
"I have to go to work."
"That was the garage?"
"Yeah.  Great, huh?"
"They haven't wanted you in on a Saturday in months."
"I know.  Apparently Jimmy's sick, and Mike has to take their dog to the vet to be…."  He trailed off as he glanced at his daughters.
Janet covered her mouth in shock.  Mike was a neighbor from a few blocks over.  Their dog was a beautiful German shepherd, one of the sweetest dogs she'd ever seen.
"Oh, no."
"Yeah," Ed said, lowering his head.  "Anyway, no breakfast for me.  But hey, extra money is good, right?"
She did her best to hide her disappointment.  Unlike some of the other wives in their small town, she actually liked spending time with her husband.
"I'll bring you lunch, if you want."
"Nah, that's okay.  I'll take some leftovers.  Tonight we'll all go out to dinner."
The women all saw Ed to the door.  He received hugs from everyone and a kiss from Janet.  The kids whined a bit as they watched Ed drive down the street in the family car.  The whining was short-lived as Sarah heard a child running and shouting in the backyard next door.
"Mom!" Sarah shouted.  "Let's hurry up and eat so I can go play."
Janet shook her head as she led her children to the kitchen.  They sat at the table behind her while she cooked bacon and eggs.  Every minute or so she'd have to turn and point the spatula at them, threaten them.  Sarah would poke Elizabeth.  Elizabeth would smack Sarah.  Sarah would stare at Elizabeth too hard.  Janet gave them her angry face, but she smiled softly when she turned back to the stove.
"Mom!" Elizabeth shouted.  "Sarah's sticking her tongue out at me."
"Sarah, stop sticking your tongue out."
"I can't help it, Mom.  My tongue itches."
Janet stifled a laugh.  "Your tongue does not itch.  You're doing it just to needle your sister."
"Hey!  Now she's doing it, too."
"Both of you!  Put your tongues back in your mouth!"
She'd served the children first, and was barely able to sit down when Sarah pushed the empty plate forward and stood up.
"I'm done.  Can I go outside?"
Janet marveled at her daughter.
"Good Lord, Sarah.  Can you eat any faster?"
"Probably."
She eyed Mark through the sliding glass door leading to the backyard.  The young boy was halfway up a tree, swinging and hanging.  He'd occasionally glance toward their house, hoping to catch a glimpse of Sarah.  He wrapped his legs around a limb and hung upside-down, the elementary school version of showing off.
"You can go.  But put your plate in the sink first."
"Can I go with her?" Elizabeth asked.
"No.  You have to finish breakfast, and there's a living room full of your toys that need to be put away."
Elizabeth unleashed her pathetic, adorable, sad face.  "Aww, Mom."
Janet had only developed an immunity to the face a year ago.  Ed still fell victim to it on occasion, but was improving as well.  Janet held up a finger and shook her head.
"Elizabeth," Janet said, revealing her own parental tool.  The tone.
A mini Hurricane Agnes swept through the kitchen as Sarah rushed to put her plate away, and Elizabeth rushed to finish breakfast.  Janet heard something that sounded like LoveYouMomBeOutside as Sarah sprinted through the back door.  The excited girl even forgot to close the door behind her.  Janet nearly yelled after her, but decided it was useless.  She closed it herself, and turned to see Elizabeth downing her orange juice in one gulp.
"Slow down.  You'll get sick."
The child, of course, didn't listen.  Her breakfast was gone in an instant, and then so was Elizabeth.  She sprinted up the stairs to put away her toys.
Janet collapsed in the chair.  She heard Elizabeth above her, but closed her eyes to enjoy one of those rare parent treats.  Quiet.  There were chores ahead of her.  Wash the dishes, do some light cleaning, bake cookies for the upcoming sale, eventually enjoy a shower.  But just for a moment, she'd enjoy the stillness in her kitchen.
She took a deep breath as the moment passed.  There was work to be done.
Janet spent nearly half an hour in the living room, vacuuming and dusting.  She heard Sarah and Mark's voices outside, full of energy and excitement.  Janet imagined they were playing tag, or hide-and-seek, or working on that clubhouse near the back fence that she wasn't supposed to know about.  Elizabeth ran back and forth between the living room and her bedroom, grabbing and moving toys.  It was a dangerous experience trying to clean while avoiding the whirlwind that was Elizabeth.
The dishes were next.  She stood at the sink and went through the motions, wash and dry.  Sarah and Mark ran like maniacs through the yard, one chasing the other on a bike.  Janet laughed as she felt a pang of jealousy.  To be young and carefree once again.
As she washed the dishes, she noticed a tiny letter X written under the current date on the refrigerator calendar.  A smile took hold at the thought of Ed's sneakiness.  Obviously they were going out for dinner, and he had something planned.  It had been a while since they had a family night on the town.  She'd have to see if they could recreate last night's magic.
Elizabeth was upstairs for nearly ten minutes.  Her loud footsteps stopped halfway down the stairs.  The only sound throughout the house was the water running in the sink, along with Janet clanging the dishes.  
"Elizabeth?" Janet called.  "You okay in there, sweetie?"
"Mommy, who is that sitting in the chair?"
Janet sighed.  Elizabeth had an active imagination, and regularly engaged in conversation with imaginary friends, despite having an older sister.  It was a sticking point in some heated discussions between Ed and Janet.  He didn't see the harm, whereas Janet would rather her youngest daughter interact with the world around her instead of something imaginary.
"I don't know.  You tell me, baby.  Is it Mr. Biggs this time?  Or Floppy the Bunny?"
"Hi," Elizabeth said, her voice small and sweet.  "How are you?  I'm Elizabeth."
Never did Janet imagine one of Elizabeth's imaginary friends would answer back.
"I actually didn't ask, kid."
Janet's eyes shot open at the sound of the stranger's voice.  It was male, and she realized immediately it wasn't Ed.  She dropped the dish she was washing in the sink, shattering it.  Staring into the living room, Elizabeth was slowly approaching the chair in the corner.  The angle blocked Janet's view.  She couldn't see who her daughter was talking to.
She nearly ran to Elizabeth, scooping her into her arms.  She spun toward the chair, toward the voice.  The entire time she washed dishes she didn't hear anything unusual.  The front door didn't open.  There were no footsteps crossing the living room.
But someone was in her house.
A man sat in the easy-chair, adjacent to the couch.  He dressed nicely, a pair of slacks with a white dress shirt.  A tie hung loosely around his neck.  He sat with his legs crossed, the morning paper stretched through his hands, like he completely belonged in her home.  He had the look of a business executive, someone who sat in an office all day and flirted with the secretaries at his disposal.
Janet's mind raced for a rational explanation as to why the man was sitting in her living room.  He wasn't familiar at all, and she was acquainted with most of the town.  Mistaken identity was the only thing she could latch onto.
"Uh, sir, I think you have the wrong house."
The stranger looked up over the paper, their eyes meeting.  A chill ran down her spine at the dark expression on his face.  Whoever the man was, there was no rosiness in his cheeks, no friendliness in his eyes.
"Oh, no.  I'm exactly where I'm supposed to be."
She drew her foot back a step, simply wanting to be further away from him.  Her eyes darted to the front door, but running wasn't an option.  Her oldest daughter was fifty feet away in the opposite direction.
"Listen.  There are no drugs here, and we don't have any money."
The stranger laughed, an unpleasant sound.
"Believe me, I can see that.  This place looks like it was decorated by a retard.  And I'm pretty sure I saw that same couch near a dumpster a few blocks over.  Not even the town bum would sleep on it."
Janet's jaw dropped.  She was oblivious to Elizabeth squirming in her arms.  The stranger was dangerous.  She knew this instantly.  She took a step toward the dining room, and he did something that froze her completely still.  He smiled.  His body tensed, like he was ready to lunge, and he let out that terrible smile.
"That's not the best idea you've ever had," he said.  "I'd be on you in two seconds.  It's not easy to run with a fifty-pound bag of shit in your arms."
"Mommy," Elizabeth said.  "Put me down."
"What are you waiting for there, Mommy?  Put the brat down."
Janet lowered Elizabeth to the floor, keeping a hand on her neck to keep her close.
"What were you doing, kid?  Cleaning up?"
Elizabeth nodded slowly.  "I was putting my toys away."
"Well, hop to it.  Or no lunch, or supper, or whatever it is parents use to control you little bastards."
The child looked up to her mother.  "Mommy, I don't think I like him."
Janet tensed at what the stranger might do, but he only chuckled.  He folded the paper and rose to his feet.  The man was probably an inch or two taller than her husband.  Broad shoulders, very imposing.
"Very smart kid," he said, shaking the paper at her.
"Elizabeth, go upstairs.  Get your toys together."
The stranger watched Elizabeth as she carried out her mother's word.  Janet's gaze never left his face.  There seemed to be a hidden anger under his calm demeanor.  His cheek twitched slightly.  She had to keep her composure, but was afraid for her children.
He flipped the newspaper around to show her the headline.
"Incident at Democratic National Committee headquarters," he quoted.  "Wait until they find out what really happened there.  That stupid son of a bitch."
He tossed the newspaper.  Pages flew everywhere across the room she'd just cleaned.  The stranger took a step toward her.  Janet held her ground.
"Let's get down to business," he said.  "I'm looking for your husband.  Ed Fields."
"He's not here."
"Thank you for that amazing insight.  Where is he?"
Janet pursed her lips.  She said nothing as her body stiffened.
"That's okay.  I'll just ask Elizabeth."
He tried to turn, but Janet reached out and snatched his wrist.  He violently pulled away as his eyes widened, his expression a twisted mix of surprise and rage.
"He's working!" Janet said.  "He got called into work today."
"On a Saturday?  Ed doesn't work Saturdays."
"Well, he had to today."
The stranger's lip curled into a sneer.  "Of course he did."  He wiped at the spot Janet touched him.  "That changes things a little, but we'll make it work.  First things first.  My name's Byron.  And you are?"
Janet had the suspicion he already knew.
"Janet."
"Okay, Janet.  Let's be clear on what's happening here.  You and your family are in trouble.  Your lives are in danger.  From me.  If you want to live through the day, the first thing you have to remember is…don't ever touch me again."
The back of Janet's head and neck broke out into a cold sweat at Byron's words.  He spoke evenly, succinctly, and she didn't doubt a word he said.  A tear ran down her cheek, but she refused to collapse and cry.
"I'm going to be your house guest," Byron continued.  "We'll eat some food, sit at the table, just relax until old Ed gets home.  Then he and I will have a talk."
"What do you want with my husband?"
"He stole something from me, and I'd like it back."
"Ed's never stolen anything in his life."
Byron laughed heartily, then stared into Janet's eyes.  He looked her up and down, and she felt violated as he took her in.  But there was no lust in his gaze.
"You really believe that, don't you?" he said.  "Come now, he obviously stole something.  Your heart, and your virginity."
Janet's mouth hung open as she stared at Byron in disbelief.  A million questions ran through her.  How could he know?  Certainly Ed didn't discuss their intimacy with their friends, much less this horrible man in her living room.  But he was right.  They were each others' firsts.
"Hey, you want to live in a box, that's your business," Byron said.  "I don't care.  I can see from the nice, blank stare that you really have no idea what I'm looking for.  But let's look anyway, shall we?"
Byron gestured toward the stairs, and waited.  Janet understood, and took the lead.  Rash ideas flashed through her mind as they walked up the stairs.  She could throw her weight backwards, knocking him down.  She could attack with all the fury in her, rip at his eyes, tear and bite.  The sound of Elizabeth cleaning in her room kept her ideas from becoming reality.  She wouldn't risk anything happening to them if she failed.
"Where are we going?"
"To your bedroom."
She trembled as she held her breath.  Byron noticed and laughed shortly.
"Don't get your hopes up," he said.  "You're not my type."
He grabbed her shoulder as they passed Elizabeth and Sarah's room.  Elizabeth had put most of her toys away, but played with a horse in the middle of the floor.  
"Hey, kid, get up off your ass and come here."
"No," Janet said, stopping just shy of grabbing Byron's arm.  "Please, whatever you're doing, leave her out of it."
Byron ignored her.  "Come on, kid—"
Janet invaded Byron's personal space, stepping toward him and stopping just an inch short from his face.  An anger she'd never felt rose up within her, pushing the fear aside.
"If you hurt my family—"
"Oh, this should be good," Byron said, taking a step back.  He grinned and rubbed his hands together.  "Lay it on me.  What will you do?"
Her eyes never left his.
"I'll kill you."
Janet was surprised at the simple fact that she meant what she said.
Silence followed as Byron regarded her.  He blinked and raised an eyebrow.
"That's it?  That's all you've got?"
"I'm not joking—"
"I give that a three out of ten.  The tone was there, and you had a nice look in your eye, but that's it.  Sorry, but I'm not scared, Janet.  You just have to go a little deeper than that.  Let me give it a shot.  Did you know your children have ten fingers and toes, two ears and eyes?  But they don't need any of them to live.  If you don't stay in line, I'll take those little body parts, piece by piece, and leave them bleeding and crying in the corner.  I'll make you watch.  Your kids will be tiny, bloody stumps, just sitting there.  Is that what you want?"
Tears streamed down her face as her lip quivered.  Her fists opened and closed.  She wanted to lash out, kill Byron for simply entertaining the thought of hurting her children.  But she could do nothing.  At least not yet.
"Mommy?" Elizabeth said.  "Are you okay?"
Elizabeth took a ginger step toward them from the middle of the room.  Byron held up his hand to stop her.
"Hold on there, kid."  He lifted Janet's chin with his finger and looked her in the eye.  "All of this is in your hands.  I don't want to kill anyone.  Not because I have a conscience, but because it involves spending money, bribes, hiding evidence.  But if you don't do exactly what I say, this entire house will be a bloodbath."
Janet said nothing as she composed herself.  She didn't believe a word Byron said.  He would kill her and her family.  She had to think clearly, be patient.
"What did you say to my Mommy?" Elizabeth asked.
"Nothing.  Just that time of the month, I guess."  He looked down at the child.  "You'll go through it soon.  Hormones, bitchy moods, bleeding all over the place."
"Mommy," Elizabeth said.  She walked to her mother and grabbed her hand.  "What's he talking about?  I don't want to bleed."
"You won't, sweetie.  Just ignore him.  He's trying to tell jokes."
"He's not very funny."
Byron shoved Janet just hard enough to get her moving.  He trailed behind the two of them, Elizabeth holding her mother's hand.
"Kids," he said.  "Like dealing with a wild animal that can talk.  Ridiculous."
Janet turned into her bedroom.  The bed was still a mess, where not long ago Ed held her in his arms as they made love.  Through the bedroom window she caught a glimpse of Sarah and Mark still running through the yard.  She was thankful for the small miracle that Sarah was safe.  Did Byron even know about her?  If she stayed outside until lunchtime, maybe Ed would come home to eat, and he could clear up whatever case of mistaken identity was happening.  Sarah wouldn't even know.
She prayed for that outcome, for her family to be safe.
"Okay, ladies," Byron said, pushing Janet once again.  "If you would just sit in the corner over there."
Janet moved slowly, her daughter next to her, looking over her shoulder at Byron.  They'd barely made it halfway across the room when Byron pulled out a dresser drawer and turned it over, emptying bras and underwear onto the floor.  He dropped the drawer carelessly, and it landed on the carpet with a thud.  Elizabeth jumped in surprise.  Janet pulled her close.
"There's nothing—"
"Nice panties," Byron said, scooping a random pair up with a finger.  "Is this the style Ed peeled off you last night?"
Janet had no words.  Humiliation crept in with her terror.  Byron watched Janet and her husband in their most private moments the night before.  How?  Through the window?  How long had he been spying on them?
Byron tried to pull out another drawer.  It got stuck, and he violently shook the dresser from side to side until it worked free.  Items on the dresser fell to the floor, and the display of anger and force made Elizabeth cling closer to her mother.
"Mommy, what's he doing?"
"What are you looking for?" Janet asked, trying to keep her voice steady.  "Please—"
She jumped as well as he flung another empty drawer across the room.  It crashed into the wall, leaving a hole where the corner struck it.  Elizabeth cried freely and hugged her mother's leg.  Janet could do nothing.
"Your clothes are a joke," Byron said.  "Do you actually go outside in this shit?"
He raided the closet next.  He tossed their clothes behind him and searched every corner.  Elizabeth bawled, and Janet dropped to one knee to hold her.  The youngest daughter trembled as sobs racked her little body.
"It going to be okay," Janet said.  "Don't be scared, sweetie.  I'm right here."
Byron shook his head as he studied the mess he made.  Their bedroom was in shambles.  A few holes were in the walls, clothes scattered everywhere.  He'd emptied the nightstands and flipped them on their sides.  He even pulled the mattress off the frame and haphazardly threw it on the floor.
"Is that what being a parent is all about?  Lying to the little shits?  Hey, Elizabeth."  The child looked at Byron through a hand over her eyes.  He leaned down to speak directly to her.  "It might not be okay.  You might live until you're one-hundred, or you might die today.  No one really knows, certainly not your Mommy—"
"Don't talk to my daughter," Janet said, turning Elizabeth away.  "You just deal with me."
"Hey, that hurts," he said, sneering.  "I was going to finish it off with some really cliche shit, like So live life to the fullest now, or something like that.  But hey, whatever, if you want to be so negative, that's on you."
Byron clasped his hands together and stood upright, searching around him.
"Well, looks like it's not here."
"What?!" Janet snapped.  "What do you want?"
"A nap would be nice.  Let's go check the kids' room."
"No, please.  Don't go in there.  Leave that room alone."
Byron gestured for the door.  When Janet didn't move, he forcefully grabbed her by the wrist.
"Like that room is clean now," he said sarcastically.  "Destroying that room would probably improve it.  Get moving."
Elizabeth had seen enough of a man other than her father touching and grabbing her mother.  She stepped forward from behind Janet and punched Byron in the stomach, and followed her attack with a kick in the shin.
"Stop touching my Mom!"
"Elizabeth, don't!"
Janet grabbed her daughter and forced her to step behind her.  She looked into Byron's eyes, fearing his reaction.  His gaze was dark, angry, but a playful smile danced on his lips.
"I'm impressed," he said, speaking directly to Elizabeth.  "That's good.  You have to fight for what's yours, kid.  But you have to be careful about getting pulled into a fight you can't win.  Your mom understands that, which is why she's behaving, and you have to do the same thing."  He leaned down and stared at her.  Elizabeth didn't back away an inch.  "If you do that again, I'll cut off your pinky.  Got it?"
Byron followed them back into the hall.  They walked the few feet to the girls' bedroom, and were ready to step inside when there was a noise downstairs.  Janet recognized the sound of the sliding glass door in the kitchen opening and closing, and her heart sank when the quick, energetic footsteps made their way across the first floor.
"Mom!" Sarah shouted.  "Where are you?  Is it okay if me and Mark get our bikes and—"
She stopped talking when she made it to the bottom of the stairs.  She looked up at her mother, and a slow frown of confusion spread across her face.
"Mom?"  She pointed at Byron.  "Who is that?"
"Well, if it isn't spawn number two," Byron said.  "And it's Mark and I."  He cast a sideways glance at Janet.  "What kind of idiots are you raising?"
"It's okay, honey," Janet said, wiping at her eyes.  "Just go outside and play."
"No, no," Byron said, wagging his finger.  "The ladies of the house are all together now.  Playtime is over."
"She can go outside," Janet said.  "She won't do anything."
"Mom."  Sarah grabbed the banister and took a single step.  "What's going on?"
"Nothing!  Just go outside."
Byron placed a hand on Elizabeth's shoulder.  "Sarah, I'm afraid you'll have to stay inside.  Come upstairs, now, or I'll shove your sister and she can meet you down there."
The silence stretched.  Janet wanted nothing more than to shout at Sarah to run, to get away.  But Janet looked into Elizabeth's eyes and saw the horrific terror in them.  Elizabeth had never truly been scared before.  It was Janet's job to protect both of her daughters, tell them she would always take care of them.  Guilt gnawed at her as she said nothing.  If she told Sarah to run, Elizabeth would be hurt.
Sarah slowly walked up the stairs.
Janet had no words.  She simply took Sarah in her arms and cried.  The sight of her mother crying and her sister in distress brought out the tears in Sarah.  The three hugged in the middle of the hallway at the top of the stairs.  Byron shook his head as he looked down at them.
"How touching," he said.  "Now turn off the faucets.  Watch me redecorate this room."
The Fields family huddled in the corner and cowered as Byron went to work.  The girls cried as he invaded the one room in the house that was theirs.  He emptied the drawers, rummaged through the closet.  The girls shrieked as he tipped over their bunk beds.  Elizabeth cried for her father.  Janet pulled them close.  That was all she could do.
Byron grabbed a stuffed animal of Winnie the Pooh from the toy bin.  His face was full of disgust as he examined the toy.
"Of course you runts would like Winnie the Pooh.  I've always hated that narcoleptic, honey-stealing son of a bitch.  There's nothing like teaching kids it's okay to steal shit that doesn't belong to you."  He held up the bear.  "It's ironic, isn't it?  He's a symbol of why we're all here today."
Janet was afraid to speak.  If she wasn't certain before, the hatred in Byron's eyes as he held the children's doll convinced her he was insane.
"It's…a kid's toy."
"It's bullshit."
Byron tossed the toy, narrowing missing Sarah's head.  Scanning the room, he seemed to admire the damage he'd done.  The girls' room, the culmination of their likes, tastes, and personalities, was ruined.  Items everywhere, their beds across the floor, the dresser on its side.  Some of the drawers were broken from where Byron tossed them.  Sarah kept picture frames with last year's vacation to the ocean next to her bed.  They lay broken on the floor, the pictures torn.
"Look at it this way," Byron said.  "If you live from this, at least you'll have plenty to keep you busy."
"Mom, is he going to kill us?" Sarah asked.
Janet's eyes met hers, and the fear in them assaulted her.  She reached over and squeezed Sarah's hand.  She forced a small smile as she wiped a tear from her daughter's cheek.
"We'll be fine."
Byron laughed with disdain.  "There you go again with that lying shit.  Parents should be politicians.  Little girl, your mother is lying, and there isn't a Santa Claus—"
"I said…we'll be fine."
Byron stopped tormenting Sarah and stared at Janet.  The fear was gone, at least for the moment.  She visualized killing Byron in her head.  Beating him, running him over with the car, stabbing him over and over with a knife.  Those dark thoughts gave her strength.
Byron only smiled.
"Okay, well, it looks like I'll just have to have a talk with Ed when he gets home.  We're all done up here, ladies.  Let's go downstairs."
He held his hand outward, gesturing patiently.  Janet felt like a prisoner as she led her children downstairs.  Byron didn't go first.  He didn't let the three of them out of his sight.  But Janet knew he'd make a mistake eventually.  When he did, she would attack him with everything she had.
"So, we have a lot of time to kill," Byron said.  "What do you ladies do for fun?"
Janet stood near the corner chair.  Sarah and Elizabeth crowded near their mother as much as they could.  She kept a hand on both of them.
"We…like to play outside," Elizabeth said.
"Well, that's not happening.  What else you got?"
"Sometimes we play Monopoly."
"Hmm, that's something.  But I think your Mommy might not be in the mood for board games.  And, to be honest, I'm not a good loser."
Sarah took a step forward.  Janet kept a hand twisted in her shirt.
"Why don't you just leave?"
Janet's breath hitched in her throat.  "Sarah…."
Byron approached, his gaze lowering to meet the child's.  "What was that again, little girl?"
"Just leave us alone!  We didn't do anything to you."
"That's true, you didn't.  But your father is a piece of shit."
Sarah balled her fist and tried to throw a punch.  Janet pulled her back just in time, not that it would have done much harm to Byron anyway.
"Don't talk about my father!"
"Sarah!"  Janet grabbed her around the shoulders.
Byron laughed and smiled.  "You've got quite the attitude there, girl.  But how long do you think that attitude would last if I—"
"No!" Janet said, stepping in front of her daughters.  "Whatever you're going to do, do it to me."
Byron studied her without saying a word.  A look of curiosity flashed across his face.
"Braver than I thought, willing to take a shot for the spawn."
She braced herself for whatever violence he had in mind.
"Any mother would."
"No, they wouldn't."  He crossed his hands behind him and paced the living room.  "Mort—…people are, deep down, nothing but cowards.  I've killed quite a few mothers in my time.  One of them actually dropped her child to slow me down while she was running from me."
"I don't believe you."
"Believe it.  People…well, they're just not very good."
"I'd die for my children."
He pointed at Sarah and Elizabeth.  "Keep those two on a choker chain, and we won't have to test that."
"What are you going to do?  Keep watch over us all day?"
"Well, I'm not playing Monopoly, that's for sure.  You can sit on the couch over there and knit, cross your legs, take up space, whatever it is you do.  The kids can play, I don't give a shit."
Silence followed as Byron sat in the corner chair.  He scooped up a loose piece of newspaper he threw earlier and spread it through his hands.
"So," Sarah said.  "We can play here in the living room?"
"You can play, sleep, drool, I don't care."
"Can we go get a toy from upstairs?"
"Whatever."
Sarah grabbed her sister's hand and pulled her to the stairs.  Janet reluctantly backed up and hovered over the couch.
"Hey, Sarah," Byron said.
The child stopped and turned.
"Be quick, now.  It was a while ago, but I remember when I was your age.  I thought I was smart, but I really wasn't.  You're probably thinking of climbing out a window, or something like that.  Let me be blunt.  I'll hurt your mother if you're not back down here in two minutes."
Sarah stared at him, her expression a mix of anger and fear.  Her lip twitched as a tear ran down her cheek.
"If you hurt my Mom—"
"I'm counting to one-hundred twenty in my head."
Sarah turned and ran up the stairs, dragging Elizabeth behind her.  Janet felt helpless as she slowly sat on the couch and crossed her ankles.  Glancing at Byron out of the corner of her eye, he was lost in the newspaper.  She searched the living room, her own thoughts racing.  The front door was ten feet away.  It seemed so easy to simply run.  But she'd have to coordinate her children.  They'd have to be ready to move with her.
The phone hung on the wall just inside the kitchen.  If she could simply make a five second call to the police station, or even Mary, her neighbor.  They could get help.
"It won't work," Byron said.
Janet glared at him.  "What?"
He didn't bother looking up from the newspaper.  "I locked the front door, both locks.  Unless you're telepathic, which I've only met a few, by the time you put together the run plan with the little ones, ran to the door, unlocked it with shaking hands, I'd already be there.  The littlest one, Elizabeth, in case you wanted more detail.  She's the smallest and weakest.  One little twist of her finger, and you'd drop to your knees."
Sarah shot to her feet.  "If you—"
Byron jumped up as well, so fast Janet thought he was rushing to strike.  She held her ground.
"Sit down!" he shouted, raising his voice for the first time.
She hesitated before doing so, locking eyes with him.
"And I've already cut the phone from the outside," he said.  "You can't call for help.  Even if help came…I'd kill them, too.  Their deaths would be on your hands."
"Who…are you?"
He smiled.  "I'm Byron.  Now, the best thing for you to do is sit there and be a nice, adorable little housewife.  Keep your mouth shut.  Keep your kids' mouths shut.  That's not that hard, is it?  And by the end of tonight, everything will be back to normal.  You'll be cooking ravioli and riding your husband."
Janet tried her best to force her emotions aside.  The terror, the anger, the apprehension.  She needed to think.
"How long have you been watching us?"  He finally looked up over the paper.  "You knew Sarah's name."
"Holy shit," Byron said, arching an eyebrow.  "She can actually look at the world around her.  Not many of you people can."  He leaned forward and rested his elbows on his knees.  "Long enough.  Long enough to know you pretty well.  Definitely long enough to know you've got a birthmark on your upper thigh."
Her face turned red as she shifted uncomfortably.  "You don't know anything about me."
He smirked.  "You love your family, you love being a housewife.  You love your mother, can't stand his father.  Sometimes you watch your girls play in the backyard, and you hate the fact they're growing up.  You're afraid they won't need you.  I'm guessing that's because when your father used to beat you, your mother did nothing, forcing you to grow up faster than children are meant to."
Janet felt like she'd been kicked in the stomach.  Memories rushed back to her, memories she'd spent so long repressing and controlling.  Her father standing over her, whipping her over and over with his belt, all over a spilled drink at the dinner table.  Her mother sat not ten feet away, doing her best to pretend it wasn't happening.  Only one time during the beatings did mother and daughter's eyes meet.  Janet silently begged for help, for compassion, for anything.  The only thing her mother could offer was a quick frown before she turned away.
"Ah," Byron said.  "That twitch, right there.  Ed doesn't know, does he?"
She said nothing.  The kids ran back down the stairs, each with a few toys in their arms.  Sarah glanced back and forth between the adults, worry in her eyes.  Janet gave her a smile to suggest everything was okay, even though nothing was further from the truth.
Byron leaned back in the chair.  "Don't worry, Janet.  If you behave, and keep your children behaving, by the end of the day, you can continue keeping secrets from your husband."
Janet knew he was lying.  She was smart enough to know Byron would leave no witnesses, no survivors.  An opening would present itself.  Byron was obviously sharp, observant, but his eyes couldn't be everywhere.  She'd be ready for that window of opportunity.
She would kill him, before he could kill them.
"I don't have to talk to you," she said.
"That's fine.  I'm not really much of a social person."





 
 
 
 
 
NOON
 
An hour passed.  Byron didn't say a word as he kept watch over Janet and her daughters.  Elizabeth handled the situation they found themselves in better than her sister.  She played with her dolls and hummed quietly, trying to engage Sarah.  Sarah was fidgety, looking back and forth between Byron, the front door, and her mother.  Janet sat on the floor and played with her children, wanting to keep them as distracted as possible.
As the noontime sun poured in through the front window, Elizabeth curled up on the carpet and went to sleep.  It wasn't an unusual sight.  She often took a nap while they watched evening television.
"Hey," Byron said from the chair.  "Wake her up."
Janet regarded her sleeping daughter, running a hand gently through her hair.
"What?  No.  She's napping.  She isn't hurting anyone."
He leaned forward.  "I said, wake her up."
"Why?  It's one less person you have to stare at, one less person you have to threaten."
"Interesting logic.  But let me say it a third time.  Wake her up.  I don't like people sleeping around me."
Janet didn't react right away.  She simply watched Byron, trying to figure out where his anger was coming from.  She wanted to categorize him as crazy, and leave it at that, but there was something else to the man.
"Fine," he said, rising from the chair.  "I'll do it."
"No."  Janet shot to her feet, guarding her daughter.  She stood mere inches away from Byron.  The top of her head lined up with his chin.  She lowered her voice.  "If my children weren't here—"
"Ah," he interrupted.  "But they are here.  You chose to have them.  They make you weak.  They let people like me control people like you.  Now, wake up Sleeping Beauty."
Janet knelt next to Elizabeth and gently shook her shoulder.  It took a moment for the girl to rouse.
"Elizabeth, wake up, sweetie."
The girl let out an irritated moan as she sat up.  She hugged her mother around the waist.
The Fields family stayed close together.  Byron looked at each of them, a disturbing grin on his face.
"So, who's hungry?" he said.  "Hey there, Mommy, why don't we all go in the kitchen and you make us something good to eat?"
"I'm not hungry," Sarah said.
"Well, I am.  So you can all watch me eat."
Janet's mind raced at the possibilities.  The kitchen was full of potential weapons.  Knives, frying pans, glass.  When the opportunity came, she would end the siege.
Byron followed them into the kitchen.  He was so careful.  He never led the way.  He was always behind, always watching, always kept everything in front of him.  Who was he, and what could he possibly want with her husband?
"What do you want to eat?" Janet asked.
"Peanut butter and jelly.  And don't skimp, either.  Lay that shit on thick, like it was mortar and brick."  Janet's heart sank as he led Sarah and Elizabeth to the table, separating her from her daughters.  "What about you two brats?"  He gestured to Sarah.  "Oh, that's right.  You said you weren't hungry."
Janet watched helplessly as he sat them at the table.  Another man even laying a finger on her girls ripped at her chest.
"Mommy," Elizabeth said.  "I want to help you make sandwiches.  I always help you."
"I'm afraid not," Byron said, pulling out a chair for himself.  "You two will be sitting right here with me."  He sat in between them.  "You see, your Mom is trying to figure out a way to deal with me in that tiny little head of hers.  I wouldn't put it past her to grab the large knife from that drawer on the left there, and come charging at me.  But with you two on both sides of me…."  He stretched his arms, letting them rest on the back of the girls' chairs.  The sight made Janet sick.  "I doubt she'll try anything."
Her hands shook as she turned her back on them.  She moved slowly, deliberately, trying to think of anything to do.  She grabbed several plates from the cupboard and the bread from the corner of the counter.
"Is grape jelly okay?" she asked.
"Is there any other kind?"
"Well, there's strawberry."
"That's just gross."  He addressed the girls.  "You two don't eat strawberry jelly, do you?  That's nasty.  That's nastier than what your parents do at night."
She whirled to glare at him.  He met her glare with an unconcerned smirk.
"I don't like strawberry jelly," Elizabeth announced, her face scrunching up in disgust.  "I tried it once.  It was all stringy and icky."
"Smart kid," Byron said.  He looked in Sarah's direction.  "What about you over there, sunshine?  Grape jelly?"
Sarah folded her arms across her chest.  "I'm not talking to you."
Byron laughed shortly.  "Also very smart."  He looked back to Janet.  "Well?  What are you waiting for?  Sandwiches don't make themselves."
She turned back to the counter and went to work.  A tear escaped as she felt her options dwindling.  She was surrounded by makeshift weapons.  The rolling pin near the stove, the cutting board to her right, the knife in the drawer, just inches below her hand.  They were all useless, as long as he was in between her children.
As she spread peanut butter across the first piece of bread, a shadow crossed the counter.  Janet froze in place.  She'd experienced that shadow so many times, on so many weekends.  It would interrupt their breakfast, lunch, and dinner, all hours of the day.
Mark, Sarah's new little best friend, was just outside.
Closing her eyes, she listened behind her for any sign that either Byron or her daughters were aware of their visitor.  No one said a word.  The girls typically didn't notice whenever Mark peeked in through the sliding glass door.  They were too busy arguing or speed-eating their meal.  Janet prayed silently that they would continue to be oblivious.
Maybe Mark could save their lives.
She turned casually, still holding the butter knife in her hand.  No one stood at the back door.  Still, she knew he was there, where he always was, two feet to the left of the glass, just out of view.  He would peer into their home again any second, looking to see when Sarah would come back outside.
"What does everyone want to drink?" she asked, forcing her voice to stay even.  "Iced tea, water, lemonade?"
"I'm not thirsty," Sarah huffed.
"Could I have some iced tea, Mom?" Elizabeth asked.
"Aww," Byron taunted.  "So well-mannered.  Fix me up some tea, Janet."
Janet finished one sandwich and set it on a plate.  Moving to the fridge, the shadow once again invaded the kitchen before disappearing.  She could almost see it in her mind.  Mark would stand at the glass door, making a shield around his eyes to steal a look.  Then he'd dive to the side, embarrassed to admit he was waiting for his friend.
How could Janet get a message to him without Byron knowing?
"Are you okay over there?" Byron asked.
Janet scoffed as she poured a glass of iced tea.
"Like you care about how we're doing."
"You're right.  I don't.  I care more about the dog shit I nearly stepped in on my way here this morning.  But…there is one thing I do care about, and it's a peanut butter and jelly sandwich.  I figure by the time you make it, I might actually die of old age.  You want to move your ass over there?"
"I'm going as fast as I can."
She set a plate and cup in front of Elizabeth, and tried to give her youngest daughter a comforting smile.  Byron merely stared at her, a sly, almost condescending smile on his lips.  Janet risked a quick glance over his shoulder, toward the sliding door.  She saw nothing, but guessed Mark was still there, out of sight.
Her hands shook as she made a second sandwich.  If Byron would simply look away for a moment, maybe she had a chance.  All it took was a frantic hand signal, an exaggerated facial expression, anything at all to tell Mark they were in trouble.
Her shaking hands finally got the best of her as she took the step toward the table, carrying Byron's sandwich and tea.  The glass slipped from her hand and shattered on the floor, sending fragments and tea in all directions.  The girls jumped, while Byron let out a chuckle.
"Wow, Janet," he said.  "You're about as graceful as a damn hippo."
"Don't call my Mom a hippo!" Elizabeth shouted.
"I didn't."  Byron turned her attention to Elizabeth, her cheeks flush with anger.  "I said she was as graceful as one.  Learn to pay attention.  You people…you never pay attention."
"I'll help you clean it up, Mom," Sarah offered, rising to her feet.
"You'll sit your little ass right back down," Byron said.  "Sit down."
"It's okay.  I've got it," Janet said, her voice barely a whisper.
Sarah continued to argue with Byron as Janet opened the cabinet under the sink.  They kept towels close by for the occasional accidental spill, which with two children happened often.
"You're not a nice person at all," Sarah said.  "When my Dad gets home—"
"He'll do nothing.  Come on there, little girl, you're sounding just like your mother.  And, I hate to say it, your mother isn't very smart."
The argument raged on as Janet's eyes fell on the white bottle near the back of the cabinet.  Several months ago, rats had built a nest in the utility shed in the backyard.  Janet remembered how angry and fearful she was when the girls came across it while playing.  No one was hurt, but a rat ran across Elizabeth's feet, sending the poor girl into a near panic attack.  Janet insisted Ed do whatever he had to do to get rid of them.
The rat poison still sat where Ed left it.
She almost reacted without thinking.  Her left hand grabbed the dirty towel, her right the bottle of poison.  Moving quickly, she tried not to think about the risk she was taking.  Amazingly, Byron and Sarah continued to argue behind her.  Janet almost wondered if Sarah was doing it on purpose.  She stood up and hovered over the last glass of tea she'd prepared.  Anxiety settled in as she opened the bottle and poured the powder into the glass.  Doubt gnawed at her.  How much did she need to use to kill him?  Maybe she didn't need to kill him, just make him very sick.  Would he even drink it?  Did it still look like iced tea?
Giving the tea a quick stir, she dropped to one knee to place the poison exactly where she'd grabbed it.  As she wiped up the tea and swept loose glass, she waited for what she thought was the inevitable.  Byron had seen her, and her little plan was for nothing.  She maybe even doomed her family.
However, he said nothing.  He continued to insult Sarah and Elizabeth.
"You're lucky that's all I did to your room," he was saying.  "I could have poured gasoline over everything and tossed a match in there."
"You're a monster," Elizabeth said.
He smiled.  "You're right.  I am."
"Girls," Janet said.  "Quiet down, now."
Another shadow.  Janet glanced up as she reached for the dustpan.  Mark stood outside with his face pressed to the glass.  Janet's heart pounded in her chest.  She nearly mouthed the word Help, but noticed Byron looking at her.  If he'd turned his head, or even simply looked in the reflection in the refrigerator, he would see Mark.
"I see Elizabeth is eating a nice, hearty meal," he said.  "Where's mine?"
She grabbed the sandwich from the counter.  Before heading to the table, she eyed the tea as best she could.  Her inspiration suddenly seemed foolish to her.  The tea looked normal enough.  But what if he took one sip and threw it across the room?  Certainly rat poison didn't have a good taste.
It was too late to turn back.  She harshly set the lunch in front of Byron without a word.  Her mind raced on what to do next.  She had to act naturally.  Although she wasn't thirsty in the least, she went back to the counter to pour herself a glass of tea as well.
"Good sandwich," Byron said.  "I can see why old Ed keeps you around.  Of course, the fact that you're still pretty flexible probably doesn't hurt, either."
"Mom, can I have something to drink?" Sarah asked.
"Here, kid."  Janet heard a glass slide across the table behind her.  "You can have some of mine.  Call it a peace offering, just to show that all your little mean comments didn't hurt my feelings."
"Sarah," Janet said, whirling in place.  Sarah held the glass halfway to her lips.  Janet's tone came across stronger than she intended.  "You know you can't drink tea."
Sarah paused, saying nothing.  Elizabeth happily continued to eat her sandwich.
"What?" Byron said.  "The bitch doesn't like tea?"
"The caffeine," Janet said, surprised at how easily the lie came out.  "It keeps her buzzed all day.  Come on, sweetie, you know better.  Lemonade or water.  What would you like?"
Confusion touched Sarah's face, but only for a moment.  The truth was no one drank more caffeine in the house than Sarah.  But she didn't object, didn't contradict her mother's lie.  Janet felt overwhelming pride as Sarah set the glass back on the table.
"Sorry, Mom.  Lemonade, please."
Byron laughed, but it wasn't a laugh of joy.  He was taunting Sarah, laughing at her.
"Oh well," he said, taking another bite of his sandwich.  He slid the tea back in front of him.  "More for me, then."
Janet sat across from them.  She desperately wanted to sit next to her children, but knew Byron wouldn't allow it.  She had to settle for reaching across the table and holding Elizabeth's hand.
Excitement blended with apprehension as Byron took one long swig of tea.  Would he keep drinking it?  She didn't know exactly what she was looking for.  Would he get sick?  Die right there at the table?
"Damn," he said, staring at the glass.  "What did you put in here?  Bourbon?"
"Just sweetener," she said, smiling innocently.  She wanted to keep his mind off the tea, keep him drinking absentmindedly.  "So, what's next?  You're just going to torment us until my husband gets home?"
"Ah, Janet."  Byron smiled, darkness behind his eyes.  "Still trying to come up with some plan to win the day?"
Another drink of tea.
"No.  I'm past that now.  I just want to know what's going on.  Are you going to watch us all day?  You have to sleep sometime."
His demeanor changed.  The condescending smile drifted to a scowl.  His eyes narrowed, and he nearly snarled.
"You would think so, wouldn't you?"
More tea.  The glass was nearly empty.
Mark once again stepped from behind the house, peering into the kitchen.
"What are we doing here?" Janet asked.  "What do you want with my husband?"
Byron tipped the glass all the way back, draining the last of the tea.  He set the glass on the table and stared at her.  Janet kept her thoughts clear.  She didn't know what would happen, but if he as so much had to bend over to vomit, or cough violently, she'd be ready.
"You really don't know," Byron said, as if he were amazed.  "Well, you couldn't accept the truth.  But let's see if you understand this.  Sometimes things aren't what they seem, and the world isn't what you think it is."
"Now what does that mean?"
"Stop the act," he said.  "Stop trying to engage me, get to know me.  All you're looking for right now is to see how I'm feeling, if I'm going to puke all over your table, or even fall over dead."  He leaned forward on his elbows.  The girls tried to lean away from him.  "What do you think, Janet?  How do I look?"
Her hands turned clammy as she broke into a cold sweat.  "I…I don't know what you're talking—"
Byron reached out and turned the empty tea glass in his hand.
"I've had better rat poison," he said.  "But this wasn't too bad."
He shot to his feet, and Janet responded in kind.  Grabbing Sarah by the wrist, he took a step back, and Janet felt like she was the one who would be sick.  She walked around the table to approach, but a look from Byron froze her in place.  Elizabeth rose from her chair and tried to pull on Byron's arm.
"Let go of my sister!" she shouted.
Tears ran down Sarah's face.  "Mom!"
"Don't do anything," Janet pleaded.  "It was my idea.  Please!"
He took another step back, dragging Sarah with him.  He shook his head.
"I thought you were smart, Janet.  But obviously you're just another dumb, foolish mortal."
Janet's jaw dropped as Byron opened the sliding glass door.  Still holding Sarah, he stepped outside and reached out to snatch something.  She barely got to Elizabeth and took her in her arms when Byron dragged both Sarah and Mark inside the kitchen.
"No!" Janet shouted.  "What are you doing?"
"I didn't want to keep the future lovebirds apart."
"Let me go!" Mark shouted, thrashing in Byron's grip.
"I can't do that, killer," Byron said.  "You're a part of our wonderful party here now.  Would you like some tea?"
"And you call me foolish," Janet said.  "His mother will come looking for him.  What are you going to do then?"
Byron laughed.  "The longest she's gone without even thinking about him is eight hours.  She knows where he is, having fun with his little girlfriend in their clubhouse.  We've got plenty of time before old Mary pries herself away from the couch and her sex toys.  Don't worry, Janet, we've got everything under control."
"Byron, please," she said.  She hoped using his name would reach something within him.  "You don't want to hurt these kids."
"Stop talking.  You have no idea what I want."
Mark had trouble keeping his balance, but managed to stomp on Byron's foot as hard as he could.  Byron didn't flinch.  He simply leaned down to stare into the boy's eyes.
"Look here, killer.  I know you probably watch a lot of action movies.  You figure you can be the big hero, save your little girlfriend and her family.  But let me tell you—"
Byron didn't finish his sentence.  He barely moved out of the way in time to avoid being smashed in the face with a glass.  Mark's stomping of Byron's foot, as ineffective as it was, gave Janet the distraction she was looking for.  She'd grabbed the empty glass and took the two steps across the kitchen.  Swinging as hard as she could, she had every intention to shatter the glass across Byron's head.  If the glass didn't break, she would beat him until it did.
But Byron saw her coming, and pulled his head back just in time.  The missed attack sent Janet sailing, stumbling over her own feet.  She could barely process what happened.  A hand shoved her from behind, and the next moment her wrist was on fire.
Janet was lying on her back.  Byron had subdued her easily.  Her wrist was twisted at an odd angle, pinned above her.  His knee pressed into her ribs, forcing the air out of her lungs.  She tried to twist and struggle, but Byron applied more pressure to her wrist.  She cried out in pain.
"Now, now.  Hush, Janet."  He looked up and pointed at the children, who stood in a line.  They were all in various states of tears.  Elizabeth reached out and nearly stepped forward, only for Sarah to pull her back.  "If any of you move an inch, I kill her.  You'll see your mother dead, before your very eyes.  It'll be an image that stays with you for the rest of your miserable lives."
The children didn't move.  Mark reached out and took Sarah's hand.  Elizabeth continued to bawl.
Byron returned his attention to Janet.
"You keep pushing the limits of my patience."
"Byron, please—"
"Don't speak.  The less you say, the less chance you have of pissing me off.  Just remember, you did this.  You brought this on yourself."
He struck her.  Only once, to the side of her jaw.  The last sounds she heard before she blacked out were of her daughters crying.





 
 
 
 
 
AFTERNOON
 
The first sensation Janet was aware of as she gained consciousness was the softness beneath her, followed by the dull pain in her head.  She opened her eyes, but the world refused to slide into focus.  Everything was a blurry haze.  However, Janet didn't need vision to know she was lying on her living room carpet.  Many hours had been spent stretched out, playing with her girls, even eating on that carpet.  She laughed with her children while Ed relaxed in the corner chair, reading the paper or watching television.
How she wished she could return to those simple times again.
"Ah, you're awake."
Byron's voice was to her left.  Muffled whining and crying was to the right.  The smell of urine touched her nose, pulling her completely from her sleepy daze.
A sob nearly escaped as the details of her surroundings began to sharpen.
Byron had moved the chairs from the kitchen to the living room.  Sarah, Elizabeth, and Mark sat side by side.  Their hands were bound behind them and to the backs of the chairs with duct tape.  Their feet were also restrained.  Rags had been taped around their mouths.  They whimpered and cried as their panicked stares met Janet's, begging for help.  Janet couldn't help them.  She couldn't even comfort them.
"Oh my God," she muttered, her eyes welling up with tears.  "What have you done?"
Byron sat in the corner chair, relaxing with his hands behind his head.
"Stop with the dramatics.  I tied them up.  I didn't cut off their little fingers, at least not yet.  And do you hear that?"  He cupped a hand to his ear.  "Silence.  Except for a little crying and bitching.  And of course, killer over there pissing in his pants.  If everyone here would have just been silent the whole damn day, I'd be in a much better mood.  But no, you tried to bash my head in, Janet.  I was going to let the rat poison slide, just because the look on your face was so damn funny.  But now, I don't know—"
"Please."  Janet pulled herself to her knees and clasped her hands together.  Moving suddenly made her ill.  A wave of nausea nearly made her vomit.  "I'm begging you.  I'm sorry.  I won't try anything else.  Please, just free the kids."
Byron didn't hesitate, didn't flinch.
"No.  It's been quiet the past few hours.  Please don't ruin it."
"Few hours?"  Janet turned her head, too fast, to look at the clock on the wall.  She had to cover her mouth and swallow to keep the bile down.
It was past four in the afternoon.  Something was very wrong.
"Ed should be home."  Her breath hitched in her chest.  "What…what did you do to him?"
"Nothing."  A sadistic smile crossed his face.  He gestured to the children.  "Tell her, guys.  Oh, sorry, I forgot, you can't talk.  Just nod real vigorously.  Take my word for it.  He hasn't been home."
"You're…lying."
"Actually, the only one here today that's been lying is you, Janet.  You keep saying you'll behave, and you don't.  That's a lie."
"Please, just…let Mark go to the bathroom.  Don't make him sit there like that."
"No.  Why don't you just lay back down and rest that head of yours?  It infuriated me, watching you sleep.  But I weighed that against the wonderful silence, and the silence won."
Janet's brow furrowed.  "I wasn't asleep, you son of a bitch.  You hit me—"
A flash of movement caught Janet's attention from the living room window.  She turned to look, and Byron followed her gaze.  Mary, Mark's mother, stood on her front porch.  She scanned the neighborhood, holding a hand to her forehead to shield her eyes from the sun.  Taking slow steps down the front walk, she looked up and down the street, and along the side of her house.
"Ah, finally," Byron said.  "The day is picking up."
"She's looking for Mark," Janet said.
Byron rolled his eyes.  "So observant."  He rose to his feet.  "She'll look through the backyards next.  Then she'll come over here.  Will she knock on the back door or the front?"
"The front."
"The truth," he said.  "Was that so hard?"
He calmly walked toward the children.  Circling behind them, he leaned Mark's chair back and dragged him across the carpet.  Sarah shook in her chair and bounced up and down.
"Everyone be quiet, or I'll kill every single one of you."  His voice was relaxed, calm, which made his threats all the more frightening.  Sarah stopped bouncing.  "Janet, make yourself presentable.  You look like you've been sleeping on a carpet for half a day.  Mary will knock on the door."  He gestured to Mark as he set the chair upright in the corner, out of view from outside the front door.  "She'll ask if you've seen old piss-stain, here.  Simply say you haven't, or he's dead, or whatever lie you want to come up with.  Then she'll say your husband called her, and said he'd have to work late.  So late, actually, that you shouldn't wait up for him."
"What?" Janet said.  "What are you talking—?"
"Just send her on her way."  Byron dragged Sarah and Elizabeth together, and positioned them next to Mark.  "I'll be standing right here with the kiddies.  Do I need to tell you what will happen if you try to send a message or call for help?"
Janet regarded her daughters.  They had been through Hell.
"No.  I won't try anything."
Byron leaned down in between Sarah and Elizabeth.  "You hear that, girls?  Your mom is finally getting it together.  Now, you have to, also.  Don't make any noise."  He looked up at Janet.  "It's almost show-time.  You'd better get ready."
There was a knock at the front door.  Janet took a deep breath.
"Just one second!"
Stopping in front of the mirror hanging on the wall, she ran a hand through her hair.  Her eyes were red from sobbing, her cheeks puffy.  She adjusted her blouse, out of place from being unconscious on the floor.
Another knock.
"I'm coming!"
Janet pulled open the front door, doing her best to flash her brightest smile.  Mary stood on the porch and returned the greeting.  Mark bore a strong resemblance to his mother.  They both had the same eyes, and dimples in their cheeks.  Her dark hair was pulled back in a ponytail, a look she managed nicely.  Her husband was a long distance truck driver, and she'd spent most of her time alone with Mark.  Janet hadn't gotten to know her as well as she would have liked.
"Hey, Janet," Mary said.  She noticed Janet's slightly unkempt look.  "Are you okay?"
Janet waved away her concern.  "Oh yeah.  Just a little sick.  And my allergies aren't helping any."
Mary laughed.  "I know exactly what you mean.  Listen, have you seen Mark anywhere?  I saw Sarah running with him in the backyard earlier."
"I haven't seen him.  Sarah told me he said something about playing with the boys at the end of the block."
"Ah, the Rhodes twins?"  Mary scowled and turned to look down the street.  "I told him I didn't want him spending time with them.  I've got somewhere to be in ten minutes.  He'll make me so late."  She faced Marie, hope in her eyes.  "I know it's a lot to ask, but when he comes back this way, can you watch him for me?"
"Of course."
"It's no trouble?"
"Not at all.  Sarah loves playing with him."
"Thank you so much.  Oh!  I almost forgot.  Ed called the house.  He said the phone was busy over here."
Janet sighed.  "Yeah.  Elizabeth was horsing around and tripped over the phone cord.  Pulled it right out of the wall.  One more thing to fix."
"I know that feeling.  Anyway, he wanted me to tell you'd he'd be late tonight."
Janet's mouth opened, but she couldn't form words.  Everything to that point was exactly how she'd thought a conversation with a neighbor looking for her son would go.  Her hand shook as she rested it on the doorway for support.
Byron had been right.
"He's…going to be late?"
"Yeah.  Something about a few emergencies at the garage.  And after that he has to help Chris with something.  He said he wouldn't be home until real late, like three in the morning, and not to wait up for him."
Her knees went weak as she stood in the doorway.  The color left her face.  Leaning back, her head rested against the candlestick mounted on the wall.
Janet couldn't force the idea aside as it struck her, even if she wanted to.
The candlestick was definitely hefty.
"You don't look good at all," Mary said.  "Are you sure you're okay?"
"Oh, yeah, I'm fine.  Really."
Mary smiled.  "Hey, look at it this way.  It's a night in for you and the girls.  Lady time.  My husband's never home."  Sadness crossed her eyes.  "I guess you get used to it."
"I'm sorry, Mary."
Mary's upbeat personality returned quickly.
"It's okay.  I have to get going.  Thank you for watching Mark.  If I'm late for this appointment, I'll just die."
"It's quite alright.  I'll see you later.  We'll all have to have dinner sometime."  She closed the door.
Janet's mind was swimming as she gripped the candlestick.  Where was Ed?  What was he doing?  Was he really working late?  Was this all some crazy plan by Byron?  For what purpose?
More second thoughts attacked her as she removed the candlestick from the wall.  The last time she grabbed an object, with the intention of using it on Byron, didn't turn out very well.  Her children were bound because of it.
"See?" Byron said.  "Was that so hard?"
He couldn't see her.  A wall to her left separated the front door from the living room, forming a small foyer.  The space was perfect for wiping muddy feet, or hanging coats on the rack sitting against the opposite wall.
It was also perfect for hiding a concealed weapon.
"Okay."  Byron's voice was closer.  He was moving away from the children, toward Janet.  She closed her eyes, praying for strength.  "That's taken care of.  So now, we can finally—"
Byron was just around the corner.  She could almost see him in her mind.  That arrogant, evil smirk.
She gripped the candlestick tighter.
Stepping around the corner, Janet swung as hard as she could.  It was almost a blind swing.  She kept her aim high, where she knew Byron's head would be.
A part of her expected to fail.  Just like the rat poison, and the attack with the drinking glass.  Byron would duck, or he'd block.  He'd make good on the threats to her family, and it would be Janet's fault for failing to protect them.
She was almost surprised when the candlestick found its mark.
The blunt weapon struck him on the temple.  He let out a shocked cry of pain as he slumped against the wall.  Janet swung again, aiming for the side of his head, but Byron had clumsily slouched along the wall just in time.  All she did was leave a hole in the wall, missing his head by mere inches.  But the third strike found its mark as he hit the floor.  She caught him under the eye.
Strikes four through nine were successful as well.
Byron raised his hands to defend himself.  Janet raised the candlestick, over and over, not caring what she hit.  There was crying and shouting.  Janet wasn't sure if the sounds were coming from the children, Byron, or herself.
He stopped moving.  His body was curled into a ball, pressed against the wall.  His arms were resting over his head, still trying to protect himself.  She struck him once more on the back of the neck.
Her attention turned to the children.  She started with Elizabeth.  The duct tape was twisted from the struggling, and there was no way Janet would be able to simply peel the tape away.  Running into the kitchen, her hands trembled as she grabbed a knife from the drawer.  The children cried under their gags, begging to be free.
Janet tried to will herself to calm down as she cut their bonds.  The last thing she wanted was to accidentally cut one of them.  The process was agonizingly slow.  First the hands, then the feet, then move on to the next child.  The quiet in the room turned to hysterics as the children removed their own gags.
Elizabeth threw her arms around her mother's neck as soon as she was able.
"Mommy!" was all she could say, over and over.  "Mommy!  Mommy!"
"I know, baby," Janet said, streams running down her own face.  "Give me a second, okay?  I have to cut this tape."
"Did you kill him?" Sarah asked when she removed her gag.  She jumped down from the chair.  "Mom?  Did you?"
Risking a look over her shoulder, she saw Byron was still where she left him.  He wasn't moving.  She tried the shake the thought from her mind.  "I…think so."  She finished cutting Mark's restraints.  "Come on.  We have to go to the police."
"I want Daddy!" Elizabeth said.
"Yeah.  Me, too.  Come on.  We'll go to Mark's house.  We'll call the police, borrow the car—"
A hand grabbed the back of Janet's sweatpants.  She squealed in surprise as she was pulled down to the floor.  Craning her neck, she looked into the furious eyes of Byron.
"That's a mean swing you got there, Janet."
Elizabeth screamed first.  Sarah ran forward to help her mother, but Mark pulled on her arm, holding her back.
"Go!" Janet shouted.  "Run!"
"Let's go," Mark shouted.  "We'll go get my Mom!"
Janet felt another hand grab the middle of her shirt.  Fear gripped her, but not at what Byron would do.  She was afraid for her children, who refused to move.  The indecision, the hesitance flashed across Sarah's face.  Elizabeth joined Mark in pulling on Sarah's wrist.
"Sarah!" Elizabeth shouted.  "We can get help!"
The children finally turned to run, and relief washed through Janet.  That sensation was short-lived when Byron wrapped a hand through her hair and pulled back hard.
"I'm going to kill you," he said.  His voice was still calm, still even.  Janet thought she might have been going crazy, as he didn't gasp for breath, didn't show any signs of being attacked violently with a candlestick.  "I was on the fence, but now I've decided.  I will kill you.  I just don't know if I want you to watch your children die, or the other way around.  What would be more painful for you?"
Byron grabbed Janet's waistband and roughly flipped her on her back.  Her head smacked the floor, knocking her senseless for a moment.  Still holding her hair, he brought his other fist back, ready to inflict pain.
Janet eyed his wrist, just inches away.  She grabbed his arm and pulled herself forward, nearly ripping her own hair from the roots.  Opening her mouth as wide as she could, she sank her teeth into the flesh of Byron's arm.
She'd never bitten anyone before.  She dug her teeth in as far as they would go.  The taste was salty, with a touch of sweat.  Byron howled as he released his hold on her hair.  He tried to pull his arm away, but Janet refused to let go.  It took two smacks from Byron with an open hand before she spat his wrist from her mouth.
He cradled his wrist as he rested on his knees.  Janet tried to crawl away, to put any kind of distance between them.  A hand brushed against her butt, as Byron swiped for her and missed.  He did grab her ankle.  She flattened against the floor as he yanked on her leg.
"So much fight," he said.  "I have to say, Janet, it's kind of—"
His sentence was cut short when Janet kicked his chin with her free foot.  The heel caught him square, knocking him back slightly.  She kicked again, and again, the last time connecting directly on the nose.  His grip loosened as he fell backward, bracing himself on the floor with his hands.
A growl escaped from Byron that chilled her to the bone.
Janet slipped once climbing to her feet.  Her eyes locked on the open sliding glass door in the kitchen.  Time seemed to slow down.  She cleared the living room, and didn't dare risk a look behind her.  Just a few more steps.
She'd made it to the dining table when Byron wrapped his arms around her shoulders from behind.  He steered her, forced her on a slightly different path.  Byron's grip slid down further, pinning her arms, throwing her off balance.  Her shoulder and cheek slammed into the wall, followed by Byron's crashing into her back.
They both fell to the floor, with Byron twisting enough to land on top of her.  Janet was dazed, winded.  Her shoulder was on fire.  Her vision cleared enough to see Byron straddling her, a clenched fist raised.  He said nothing.  No taunting, no words of rage.  The look in his eyes told Janet exactly what he planned on doing.
Janet didn't see the dining room chair next to her, but she knew it was there.  She'd spent enough time in her home to know where every little thing was placed.  When the kids were playing and knocked something over, she knew what it was just from the sound.
Reaching out, her hand felt the leg of the chair.  She pulled it on top of her, the solid back covering her face and chest.  Byron's fist crashed into the wood.  Her nose and cheek ached as the chair pressed into her face, but it was better than the alternative.
Mustering every last bit of strength she had left, she thrust forward with her arms.  Byron, shaking his throbbing fist, fell backward off of Janet.  He landed on his side, holding his arm as he winced.
His disorientation didn't last long.  He pulled himself to one knee.
Janet climbed to her feet as her lungs burned.  Byron was rising as well, using the table to support his weight.
She regained her footing just a little faster.
Her hand found the blender, sitting on the counter to her right.  Ripping it from the wall, she shouted with a mix of rage and fear as she struck him in the head.  Byron let out a rush of air as saliva sprayed from his mouth.  He crumpled to the floor, a small line of blood visible near his scalp.
The next two minutes were a blur Janet would never completely remember.  She struck him with the blender until the pain in her right arm wouldn't let her lift it.  She tried to keep up the attack with only her left hand, but each blow was awkward and clumsy, with not much force behind them.
As she gasped for breath, she stood upright on shaky legs and grabbed the meat tenderizer from the drawer.  The utensil felt like an anvil in her hand.  Nearly collapsing on Byron's motionless body, she pummeled him the first of many times.  The sounds of the tenderizer meeting his skull reverberated through the kitchen.
When she struck him the first time, an image of her children bound with duct tape flashed through her mind.  Suddenly, the pain subsided and breathing came a little easier as fury pushed her forward.
"Attack my family?" she shouted.  "I'll fucking kill you!"
Janet stood up as a sliver of sense returned to her, and she realized she was beating a dead body.  She dropped the blood-covered tenderizer to the floor.
Her children.  She needed to get to Sarah and Elizabeth.
She half stumbled, half walked through the kitchen door leading to the backyard.  The late afternoon air had a different scent to it.  Just a little sweeter.  It felt as if she'd been trapped for days instead of hours.  Not bothering to close the door behind her, she headed toward the fence separating their yard from Mary's.  The crisp air took on a different scent, like rotting flesh, as she neared the kids' clubhouse.  The scent left as quickly as it came, and Janet felt as if her leg weighed a hundred pounds as she struggled to lift it over the fence.
She teetered on the fence a moment before throwing the other leg over.  Her sweatpants caught the top and ripped as she fell to her side on the grass.  The adrenaline from her fight with Byron was starting to pass, and she thought she'd collapse at any moment.
It was only Mary's back door that kept her going.  Her children were undoubtedly on the other side.  Mary had probably already called the police.  She needed to see them, make sure they were okay, somehow try to put this horrific nightmare behind them.
"Mary!" Janet called, but her voice was a whisper.  Her hand fell on the knob to the back door.  "Mary, it's me.  Janet."
Janet gripped the knob and turned it.  The hinges creaked as the door opened.  Normally she'd never step foot uninvited into another's home, but she imagined Mary wouldn't mind, considering the circumstances.
"Mary!" Janet said again.  Her voice was finally returning to her, her breathing normal.  The only thing still uneasy were her legs.  She leaned on the counter for support.  "Mary?  Sarah?  Elizabeth?"
The house was eerily quiet, except for the clock above the sink, ticking the seconds away.  She spent several minutes searching, calling out, looking inside every room.  Janet almost couldn't believe it, but the house was empty.
Pushing aside the curtain in the living room, she glanced out front to see Mary's car was gone.  Did the children simply not go to Mary's house?  Janet dismissed that idea, as Mary's home was exactly where Sarah and Elizabeth would go, especially with Mark with them.  Did Janet not call the police, but instead drove the children to the station?  That path seemed to make the most sense.
Marching through the living room into the kitchen, Janet reached out for the phone.  She nearly jumped out of her skin when it rang first.  The incessant ringing echoed though the still house.
She answered it.  Before she could beg the person on the other end for help, a familiar voice spoke out.
"Mary?  Are you still home?"
It was her husband, Ed.
Janet dropped the phone.  It bounced once off the kitchen floor and dangled from its cord, spinning in circles.  Ed continued to speak.
"We're going to start soon.  Hurry up and get here."
Her hand shook violently as she reached for the phone.  She slowly lifted it to her ear.
"Ed?"
She could hear the genuine surprise in his voice.
"Janet?"
Tears ran down her cheeks and dripped onto Mary's floor.  Janet was lost, confused, and for the first time in her life, hearing Ed's voice didn't soothe her.
"What's going on?  Where have you been?"  A rush of anger overwhelmed her as the most important of the countless questions pushed its way to the front.  "Where are Sarah and Elizabeth?"
"The girls?  What's wrong with the girls?  What do you mean?  I tried to call earlier, but the phone—"
"What are you going to start with Mary?"
"Look, it's not what you think.  Just stay there.  I'll be home soon, and we'll talk about it."
The phone went dead.
Janet didn't bother hanging it on the cradle.  She let it drop and hang.  A numbness settled over her as she sat at Mary's table.  She'd murdered a man, her husband was keeping secrets, and a visit from him was supposed to explain everything away.
She didn't believe he was coming home, and that realization brought with it a pain she'd never felt before.  She thought her husband was lying.
Thirty seconds had passed.  Janet didn't move at all.  It was only the thought of Sarah and Elizabeth that made her stand up.  She needed to find them, make sure they were okay.
Taking a deep breath, she'd nearly made it to the back door when something on the refrigerator caught her attention.
Mary kept a calendar on the door, with notes detailing her appointments.  Mark had to see the dentist in two weeks.  Mary had a manicure on the fifth of the month.  Her husband was scheduled to come back into town in another Saturday, although there was a question mark next to that.
Under the current day was the letter X, just like Ed had marked on their own calendar.  Under that was one word.
Church.
There was only one church in town.  Whatever Ed and Mary were doing, were they doing it at the church?  Is that where her children were?
Janet was going to find out.





 
 
 
 
 
EVENING
 
The walk to the town church only took five minutes.  Ed had the family car, so Janet didn't have a choice in the matter.  She kept to the alleys and backyards, making sure she wasn't seen.  Doubt crept in on her short journey.  She'd cleaned up at Mary's house, but still wore torn sweatpants with dots of blood scattered across her shirt.  The occasional rational thought that invaded her mind told her to get the police involved.  Those ideas went as quickly as they came.  She had nothing coherent to tell them.  Only that there was a dead man in her kitchen, that she'd murdered, her children were missing, and her husband was keeping secrets.  They'd lock her up forever.
She watched the church from the back as she hid in a thicket of trees.  The sun was slowly setting, giving way to evening, which helped her feel more at ease.  Doug and Suzanne, a young couple Janet often chatted with while grocery shopping, made their way inside.  Dana Little, Sarah's elementary school teacher, was only a minute behind them.  Janet thought during her walk to the church that Ed was having an affair, but she couldn't imagine that.
However, she did see the family car, parked in front of the church.  Mary's car sat on the opposite side of the street.  Her spirits fell as she thought about the man she'd been married to since high school.  Did he even go to the garage at all?
Keeping low, she crossed the grassy field in back of the church.  The grass needed a mowing, and brushed against her bare leg.  Her destination was the door in back.  She'd only been inside the church a few times, but knew the back door led to an office, which then joined the main church hall.
Janet felt silly as she pressed her back against the brick wall, next to the door.  She wasn't exactly sure why she was employing stealth.  Secrets or not, her husband wasn't dangerous.  Certainly the few people she saw trickle inside the church weren't dangerous.
The door to the office was locked.  There was a window around the corner, providing a good view of the Smitt's family's bedroom next door.  Keeping in her crouch, Janet moved past the door along the wall.  She reached up for the window.
Her hand barely touched the glass when someone grabbed her from behind.  She never saw it coming.  A hand clamped down across her mouth and an arm around her waist.
"Shhhh," a familiar voice said.  "You don't want them to know you're here."
Janet's eyes shot open in panic as she was lifted to her feet.  She was forced against the wall, her face pressed against the brick.  Her left arm was pinned, so she reached back with her right hand and grabbed anything she could.  Her fingers felt something warm, and she gripped as hard as she could.
There was no shouting in pain as she squeezed the testicles for all she was worth.  There wasn't even a moan of discomfort.  There was simply breathing in her ear, followed by that voice.
"Squeezing my dick isn't going to help you, Janet.  Well, it helps me.  But it won't help you.  If you want to give me a nice, relaxing erection right out here in the open, knock yourself out."
All she could think to do was squeeze harder.  She wiggled her mouth in an attempt to bite him, and succeeded.  Her teeth found the flesh under his thumb, and she bit down hard.  Again, there was no cry of pain.
"If I wanted you dead, you'd be dead," he said.  "I'm going to take my hand away.  We'll have us a nice talk.  Understand?"
Janet nodded, slowly releasing her grip on his testicles and hand.  He let go, and she dropped to the grass, staying under the window.  Her sanity felt like it was slipping away as she turned and looked up at her attacker.
It was as if she were in a nightmare she couldn't awake from.
Byron stood before her.  He straightened his clothes and adjusted his underwear beneath his slacks.  His clothes were wrinkled with a spot of blood here and there.  Besides that, there was no evidence of the brutal beating Janet gave him in her kitchen with the blender and meat tenderizer.  His face, his skull, were fine.  He still wore that annoying smirk, with his smug look of condescension.
"I killed you," Janet said, repeating herself three times.  "I know I did.  I killed you.  This can't be real."
"Oh, Janet," he said, as if talking to a child.  "I'm afraid you didn't.  You tried.  You failed.  But don't be too hard on yourself.  It wasn't for a lack of effort on your part.  I have to say, wow—"  He shook his head.  "If I was really trying to kill you, you might have actually slowed me down a bit."
"You…weren't trying to kill me?"
"Of course not.  I'm actually impressed with myself.  I showed much restraint, and it's very hard to fake pain and death.  If I killed you, then you couldn't have led me here."  He took in the church and the neighborhood.  He glanced inside through the office window.  Wild shadows danced on the walls as the darkness outside took hold.  Whoever was inside was lighting the way with candles.  "So, this is where your husband has been hiding."
Janet sobbed.  She had no answers, and the questions were killing her.
"Would you please…tell me what's going on?"
"Are you sure your delicate mortal brain can handle it?"
"What do you mean by mortal—?"  She shook the question from her mind.  It wasn't important.  "Yes.  I can handle it."
Byron peered inside the office.  The door leading to the church hall was open.  He shifted to his right to get a better angle.
"There.  You can barely see it.  Take a look."
Janet stood up and followed Byron's gaze.  People were moving about the church.  They sat in pews, laughed as they talked, like all was right in the world.  Everyone she saw, she recognized.  It was a small town.  Derek from the steel mill.  Jill from the post office.  Catherine from the pharmacy.
Even Frank, the town's sheriff, was inside.
Frank ran a finger alongside an object near the front.  The angle Janet had made it difficult to determine what it was, but it seemed to be a cup, perhaps a bowl.
"What is that?"
"That would be mine.  I paid nearly two million dollars for it.  I don't appreciate your husband stealing it from me.  He lifted it from a van when I was relocating one of my warehouses.  I'm just here to collect my property."
Janet clenched her eyes shut in frustration.  "I don't understand.  Everything that happened today.  You assaulting my family, invading my home.  That was all some kind of plan?  Over that cup in there?"
"It was a plan that got blown all to Hell.  I've been watching you and your family for a while, Janet.  I know, just like you do, he never works Saturdays.  I knew he was planning something.  I was completely willing to sit in your living room and eat all your food until he got home from his mystery party here.  But you kept throwing curveball after curveball.  I had to improvise.  And-"  He gestured around him.  "Here we are."
A figure passed by the office door.  Janet dropped down, out of sight, pulling Byron down with her.  He roughly shook his arm from her grasp and wagged his finger, although he did remain in a kneeling position.
"No touching, Janet."
She didn't hear him.  Fighting with everything she had, she struggled to keep the tears in.  The figure that passed the office door was her husband.  She was hiding from her husband.
"Where are my kids?" she asked, her voice breaking.  "Where are they?"
"Don't know."  He shrugged.  "Don't care.  That's your problem, not mine.  Maybe you should keep a better eye on them, like a good mommy."
Janet's face flushed with rage.  "You were trying to kill us, you son of a bitch—!"
Byron lunged forward and covered her mouth.  He held a finger to his lips before gesturing with a look to the window above them.  Leaning against the wall, he pulled her alongside him.
There were voices inside the office.  They were muffled due to the closed window, but she could barely make out the conversation.
Her heart ached when she recognized Ed's voice.
"Okay, Mary, tell me what happened.  What's going on?"
Mary spoke fast, her voice strained and agitated.
"I don't know.  I asked Janet to watch Mark, and she said yes.  Five minutes later all three kids burst into my house, talking about how someone was trying to kill them.  I didn't know what to do, and I was already late coming here.  So I brought them."
"Sarah.  Elizabeth," Janet whispered.  "My children are here.  They've got my children."
Byron pushed her shoulder.
"Would you shut the fuck up?" he hissed.
"You brought them here," Ed repeated.  "Of all nights, you brought them here."
"I'm sorry.  I screwed up."
"Yeah, you did, but I don't blame you.  I talked to Janet, from your house.  I guess you don't lock your door."
"I was…in a hurry."
"So you said."
Silence.  Janet desperately wanted to know what was happening in the office.  Was Ed pacing, like he did when he was anxious?  Was he leaning against the wall?  He did that when he was nervous at parties.
"Okay, so my wife is fine.  She knows I'm not at the garage, and you basically kidnapped my kids."
"We have to postpone.  Just make it another night."
"No.  Everyone is here, and they're waiting.  We just have to get through this night, and everything will be different.  Janet thinks I'm heading home now.  Just keep an eye on the kids.  Lock them up in here.  Handcuff them, if you have to.  I'll fix everything later."
More silence.  Janet risked a peek through the window to see the office was empty.  Mary and Ed were talking to the sheriff, and taking several pair of handcuffs from him.
Byron stood upright.
"Look at it this way.  Your kiddies should be used to being tied up now."
She flashed him a glare, amazed at his gall.  He turned and walked along the outside of the church, heading to the front.  Janet was a step behind.
"What's so special about that cup?"
"It used to belong to a witch, and it's been used in many rituals and spells.  You wouldn't believe some of the sloppy shit they make.  Anyway, some people think the cup might have absorbed some of a witch's magic.  I hoped it could help me with a problem I have.  But—"  His tone turned angry.  "It didn't, and I wasted a lot of money.  I'd say all your friends in there are devil worshipers or something."  He shook his head.  "It's amazing the stupid shit you people believe in."
He was nearly to the front of the church, in plain view of anyone walking on the sidewalk.  Janet grabbed his shoulder and pulled him back into the shadows.  He spun to face her, a dark look in his eye.
"You've touched me three times today, Janet.  If I didn't know better, I'd say you had little girlie feelings for me."
She ignored him.  "Witches.  Magic.  Devil worship.  I don't believe in any of that."
"Good for you."  He nodded toward the church.  "They do."
"I don't think Ed will hurt them, but…I don't know anymore.  Help me save my children."
Byron laughed as if he'd just heard the funniest joke ever told.
"No."
He turned to walk away.  Janet nearly grabbed his shoulder, but didn't want to push her luck.  She trotted behind him to keep up.  They were in the open, and anyone entering or leaving the church would see them.  Byron didn't seem to care.
"What are you going to do?"
"I told you.  I'm getting my property."
"Byron, I don't think they'll just let you walk in there, not if they're devil worshipers, or whatever.  And the sheriff has a gun.  You're going to…kill them?"
"I'll leave that up to them."
"They'll kill you," she said.  It was difficult to accept that she was suddenly concerned about Byron's welfare.  But he was her best hope to get her children away from whatever was happening inside the church.  "There are too many of them."
He paused and stroked his chin in thought.  "Maybe you're right."
"I am.  They'll overwhelm—"
"They'll scatter, like roaches.  I might not be able to stomp them all."  He shrugged, as if he didn't have a care in the world.  "Oh well.  I'll give it my best shot."
Byron opened the door quietly.  Janet followed him closely, and she realized she was holding her breath.  They stepped into the foyer separating the front of the church from the main hall.  Byron stood on one side of the doorway, Janet the other.
She couldn't believe her eyes.
At first glance, it seemed like any ordinary evening service.  People she talked to every day were scattered on both sides of the church, laughing and talking amongst themselves.  The more Janet took in, the more she came to understand there wasn't anything ordinary about whatever the people in her town were in to.
The flickering candles spread throughout the church continued to throw exotic, hypnotic shadows on the wall.  Everyone wore a dark robe, with only their heads exposed.  Occasionally, someone would walk the aisle toward the front to touch the cup, then return to their seat.  Mrs. Dailey, a sweet old lady who always gave away too much candy on Halloween, sat near the back.  She read from a book and mumbled, but it was unlike any prayer Janet ever heard.
The door to the office opened, and Ed stepped out.  Janet caught a glimpse of Sarah behind him, huddled around the radiator in the back.  Janet wanted nothing more than to march forward, assaulting anyone that got in her way.  She didn't dare, as she had the feeling the robed people in her way were just as dangerous as Byron, and that included her husband.
Ed wore a robe as well.  Janet couldn't believe it was him.  She thought she'd be sick at any moment.
"Hello, my friends," Ed said.  "I know we've all been waiting for this day to come.  Tonight, we'll experience true power, and our lives will never be the same."
Byron rolled his eyes.  "Mortals and their ridiculous speeches."
Janet gestured for him to be quiet, and turned her attention back to Ed.  It was his voice, his body language, but she saw no trace of her husband before her.
"We've all had to make sacrifices to get here, but after tonight, we sacrifice no more.  Everything is in place.  We have the talisman, and soon, we'll open the gateway."
"Oh, wow," Byron whispered.  "Maybe he's not an idiot."
"What?" Janet said.
"He's trying to open a gateway.  Maybe summon a demon."
Ed continued to rally everyone around him.  They cheered and applauded while Ed soaked in their admiration.  Janet focused on Byron.
"A demon?  What are you talking about?"
Byron glanced at her sideways.  "A demon.  I'm not sure how much more plain I can be.  You've heard of demons, right?"
"Demons aren't real!"
"Sure, Janet.  Whatever helps you sleep at night."
She pointed to the office door.  "My daughters are back there.  Please, help me."
"I already told you.  No."
"You can't just kill everyone."
"Sure I can."
Janet felt her options slipping away.  She had no idea what Byron had in mind, but knew he couldn't defend himself against a mob of people.  Perhaps, in the fighting and confusion, she could make her way to the office, get her children outside.  That was all she cared about.  She would deal with her husband later.
A loud noise caught Janet by surprise.  Looking back to the main hall, she thought she was imagining things when Mary led a goat across the floor.  The animal bleated as Mary brought it to a stop near the front, by Byron's cup.  Everyone, including Ed, began to chant unintelligible words.  Janet had fought for her life in her home not long ago, and she'd never been more afraid than she was as she watched them.
"Are they…going to kill that goat?"
"Or fuck it," Byron said.  "Maybe that's why he practiced on you last night."
Last night seemed like years ago.
"Okay, let's see what we have."  Byron scanned the room.  "Seventeen people.  Ten men, seven women.  Three of them are armed.  One is unarmed, but ex-military.  And, of course, your husband has a knife tucked behind his robe."
Janet regarded Byron, eying the mysterious man up and down.  She couldn't believe what was happening.  Witches, demons, cults, and whoever Byron was.
"Who are you?" she asked.
"You already know.  I'm Byron.  Although, I have to admit, I'm getting tired of the name."
"Please," she said, desperation in her voice.  "My children."
"I'm not going to save your children," he said.  "But…I won't kill them either, unless they get in my way.  If you're smart, and that's still a great mystery, you'll use the distraction I create."
"What distraction?"
Byron only grinned, but it wasn't a grin of happiness.  It brought goosebumps to Janet's arms.
She thought he'd sneak his way forward, perhaps to the corner of the room.  Maybe he'd make a distraction to get their attention.
Byron walked forward, leaving Janet behind.  He made no attempt to hide, no attempt at stealth.
"Hello, everyone!"
Ed had a knife pressed to the goat's throat.  He stopped and looked up when he saw Byron.  The others turned in their seats, with Mary standing up in the front row.
"This is private!" Ed shouted.  He gestured to the sheriff and Don Moxley, who stood a full foot taller than anyone else.  "Please, get out of here.  None of this concerns you."
Byron didn't move.  He stared at Don, who was the first to approach.  Frank pulled his gun from his robe and let it rest at his side, his finger over the trigger.
"You have to leave, friend," Don said.
Don reached out, and Byron reacted.  Janet flinched as he struck with precision.  A kick to the knee brought Don down to Byron's level.  Byron grabbed Don's wrist and twisted it behind his back while wrapping his other arm around Don's throat.  Byron looked at Ed, and then Frank, with that look of arrogant confidence as he held his human shield.
Janet, at that moment, had no doubt that Byron could have killed her whenever he wanted.
Frank raised his gun and took a step back.  Everyone else gasped and ducked behind the pews.  Ed protectively stood in front of the cup.
"We're not friends.  Everyone listen very closely," Byron said, his tone never wavering.  "I don't give a shit if you're trying to raise a demon, or summon Big Bird.  The cup you're using for your ritual belongs to me.  It's mine.  If you don't return it to me, I will kill everyone in this room."
"This doesn't have to get ugly," Frank said, taking aim.  "Just…let our friend go, and you and I will head down to the station.  No one has to die here today, especially you."
"You've got that wrong," Byron said.  "Everyone here has to die, except for me."
"You're in a bad spot there, stranger."  Frank gestured behind him without turning.  "My friend back there is a good shot.  All I have to do is give a signal, and he'll drop you.  Taking a hostage isn't going to help you."
"Who said anything about a hostage?"  Byron applied more pressure to Don's wrist, making him cry out.  "Just consider this a glimpse into your future."
Byron grabbed Don's head and twisted violently.  The crack reverberated throughout the church, drowning out the bleating goat.  Janet watched with wide eyes as Don fell forward, slamming to the floor with a thud.
The collective surprise was thick.  Someone called out Don's name near the front.  Frank took a step back, shock written across his face.  Steadying himself, he took aim once again, and opened fire.
Frank shot three times, and didn't miss.  Janet saw the muzzle flash.  Byron took a step back, as if someone had given him a slight push.  She'd knew he'd been hit.
But he didn't fall.
Three objects bounced on the floor in front of him.  Janet thought they were coins at first, but realized they were bullets.
Byron said nothing.  He charged forward, growling as he went.  Leaping over Don's body, and then two pews, he was nearly upon Frank when he was tackled from the side.
Janet lost sight of Byron as he disappeared in between the pews.  Someone collapsed on top of him, throwing wild punches, while another kicked and stomped.
Chaos broke out.  Some of the members of Ed's group cried and hugged.  A third man joined the beating of Byron.  Ed tried to get their attention from the front.
"Everyone, stop, please!  We have to begin the ritual!"
"Forget the ritual!  He killed Don!"
"What's going on?  What is that man talking about?  You stole something?"
Staying as low as she could, Janet entered the main hall.  She crept along the perimeter, near the walls where the candles were lit.  No one noticed her as the crowd focused their attention on Byron.  She couldn't see him in the mass of people attacking.  She only saw fists and legs.
The office was only a few feet away.  As she neared the door, she glanced behind her.  Ed was on his knees next to the goat.  His eyes were closed, and he mumbled as he bowed down repeatedly, some strange form of prayer.  In his hand he held a knife.
Janet slowly opened the door.  Behind a desk was Sarah, sitting on the floor.  Sarah looked up and nearly shouted out, but Janet signaled for her to remain quiet.
She recognized another voice, out of sight.
"Is that Daddy?"
It was Elizabeth.
"No," Sarah said.  "It's Mom."
"Mommy!"
"Mrs. Fields."  It was Mark.  "Get us out of here."
Janet closed the door behind her and looked over the desk.  The children were handcuffed to a radiator against the wall.  Sarah and Elizabeth broke down crying, and Janet couldn't help but join them.  She dropped to her knees and embraced her children as best she could.  Elizabeth was a wailing mess.  Janet was afraid they would hear outside.
"What's wrong with Daddy?" Elizabeth asked.  "Why did he do this?  Were we bad?"
Janet's heart broke as her daughter asked questions she couldn't answer.
"No, honey.  You weren't bad.  He's just…sick, that's all."
"My mom, too," Mark said.  Janet caught sight of his wrist.  It was chaffed and red from pulling against the handcuffs.  "They locked us in here.  Why are they all dressed the way they are?"
"I don't know, Mark.  I'm going to get you out of here."
She studied their restraints.  One cuff was around a wrist, the other a different part of the radiator.  She pulled on the old metal, and wasn't surprised when it wouldn't budge.  Sitting on the floor, she braced her feet against the wall and pulled once again.  The children tried to help, but there was no movement.  Janet knew it was useless, but she had to try.
The noise in the hall changed.  The animated voices changed to startled shouts.  The startled shouts turned to terror.  Janet shook slightly as the screams slowly cut off.  What sounded like liquid smacking the walls took their place.
"Mommy?" Sarah said.  "What's that noise?"
Janet couldn't answer.
She unlocked the rear office door and pushed it open.  The night air greeted her, the slight breeze blowing through her hair.  Freedom stared directly at them, like a cruel joke.  If she could just free the children, they could run and never look back.  Let those insane people in the hall behind them kill each other.
Including her husband.
She let out a sigh as she searched the office, looking for anything that could be used as a weapon.  An old Bible sat on the corner of the desk, but she couldn't imagine defending herself with the good book.  A picture of Jesus Christ adorned the wall.  Perhaps she could break the glass frame and use it, although she'd probably cut herself as well.
"What are you doing, Mom?" Sarah asked.
"I'll need the key to those cuffs.  I'm going to go get it."
She searched the desk, and an old wooden cross sat in the top drawer.  Gripping it tight, she practiced a few downward thrusts.  It was better than nothing.
"Mommy," Elizabeth said, her voice breaking.
Janet looked down to see her youngest bawling.  She didn't have much time, but she leaned down and hugged her.
"Awww, baby.  Don't worry.  It will be okay.  I'll be back in just a few minutes."
"I love you, Mommy."
She squeezed tighter.  "I love you, too."  She hugged Sarah as well and put a hand on Mark's shoulder.  "You take care of each other.  Okay?  I'll be right back."
Something dawned on Janet as she approached the door leading back to the hall.
It was quiet.
There was still noise.  She could hear movement, and what sounded liked quiet chanting.  But the screams were gone.
Opening the door, she wasn't ready for what lay before her.  It was the stuff of nightmares.
The walls of the church were caked with crimson and gore.  A motionless body lay near her feet.  She recognized Derek, from the steel mill.  He apparently thought he'd find refuge in the office, but didn't make it.  He lay on his back, looking up at Janet with lifeless eyes.  
Dead bodies were in various positions throughout the church.  One was folded in half on top of a pew.  Another was slumped upside down against the wall.  There were more dead than alive, with several people writhing on the floor in agony.  Catherine, from the pharmacy, moaned in the center aisle as her left eye hung from its socket.
Byron had someone pinned on one of the pews.  His hands were wrapped around the man's throat, and it wasn't witnessing the act of murder that terrified Janet so much.  It was the expression on Byron's face.
He was so calm.
Janet saw movement to her right.  Throughout the horror, the carnage, Ed still sat on his knees near the front.  The goat was dead, its throat slit.  Byron's cup was full of blood.  She thought he would grab it and suddenly take a drink, but he only continued to pray over it.
She stepped forward, and her foot found a puddle of blood.  It pulled at her shoe, and it took a bit of effort to take another step.  Glancing down the first pew, she looked for Frank.  Most everyone still wore their robe, making identifying the sheriff difficult.  Finally, about halfway through the hall, she saw a man lying motionless on his side, holding a gun.  She recognized Frank's bald head.
Carefully, she made her way down the pew.  Byron continued strangling his victim.  From her angle, Janet could only see the victim's hands, grasping at Byron's shoulders.  He didn't stop, didn't show any mercy.
She leaned down as far as she could as she hovered over Frank.  It was a struggle to push his robe out of the way.  Frank still wore his police uniform.  Janet was horrified at the thought of Frank doing his job, protecting town, and then arriving at the church immediately after to participate in the debauchery around them.
The sheriff had a belt with several pouches, along with several pockets in his trousers.  Where would he keep the key to his handcuffs?  
Her hand was nearly to the first pouch when the sheriff spun.  He looked up at her with panic in his eyes.  His nose was broken, and he was missing a tooth.  But he was very much alive.
"S-Sheriff—"
Frank reached out and grabbed her wrist.  He pulled hard, throwing her off balance, and jumped to his feet.  Janet tried to run, but he slammed the grip of his gun into the back of her neck.  The world was moving for a moment, as dizziness attacked her.  Frank locked her left arm behind her and shoved the gun to her head.  Janet froze in place when she felt the cold barrel to her temple.
"Stop!" Frank shouted.
Byron looked up.  He had finished strangling his victim, and wiped the back of his wrist across his brow.  A trail of blood remained.  Reaching down, he grabbed a knife from the pew.  The blade looked like it had human flesh on it.  Ed continued to mumble and pray not far behind him.
"Stop?" Byron said.  "Or you'll shoot me?  Sheriff, I think we both know now how far shooting me will get you."
"No."  Janet flinched when Frank nudged her head with the barrel of the gun.  "I'll kill her."
Byron laughed so hard he had to lean on the pew to keep upright.  Janet wasn't sure what was more terrifying.  The horrific scene surrounding her, or the sight of a man completely unaffected by it, laughing.
His gaze focused on Frank, the smile gone.  Janet felt Frank's hand trembling.
"Do you really think putting a gun to that woman's head is going to save you?  I'll kill her myself, just to get to you."
Frank's voice cracked.  "You're bluffing!  I-I mean it!"
"I know you do, tiny mortal."  Byron regarded the church hall, as if he were admiring his work.  "You know what's ironic?  You gathered your buddies here to summon something dark.  You accomplished exactly that, although probably not what you expected.  You'll be dead in just a few minutes.  Do you know that?  Do mortals sense when their end is coming?"
A gust of wind suddenly blew through the church, blowing out several candles.  The air became heavy, oppressive.  Frank sensed it too, as he grabbed Janet tighter, sending a bolt of pain up her arm.
Ed's praying grew louder, more intense.
Different spots on the walls around them grew darker.  The darkness spread, like growing mold.  The hair stood up on the back of Janet's neck as a low, guttural moan moved through the church.  It was unlike anything she'd heard in her life.
Byron only smiled.
"Well, how about that?"  He moved closer to Ed, who was still oblivious to the world around him.  "Looks like this clown actually found a demonic gateway.  And I'm not helping any, decorating this place with your guts.  Oh well, Ed.  You gave it your best shot."
Byron kicked over the cup.  The blood spilled and pooled around Ed's knees, along with the head of the goat.  The darkness on the walls retreated into itself.  The moaning stopped, and the air felt lighter.
Only then did Ed finally open his eyes.
"What happened?" he asked.  "I…I felt them.  They were coming."
He jumped to his feet, confusion and sadness in his eyes.  After taking in the massacre, his gaze focused on Byron.
"You…killed all of them?  All my friends?"
"I tried.  I think I saw a few smart ones heading for the door, but I got most of them."  Byron rubbed his hands together, excited.  "Except for you and the lawman here.  Which I'll fix shortly."
Byron cocked the knife near his ear.  Ed stepped back, nearly stumbling over his robe.  Janet reached out, but Frank held her in place.
"No!" Janet shouted.  "Stop!"
She was surprised when Byron actually did so.  Glancing back over his shoulder, he flashed Janet a look of curiosity.
"Stop?  Why?"
"Janet?" Ed asked, seeing her for the first time.  "What are you doing here?  Oh God, you're not supposed to be a part of this."
Byron laughed to himself.  "Now he wants to bring God into it."
"Well, I am a part of it.  Me, and the girls.  We're a very big fucking part of this!"
"I did this for us!" Ed said.  "I know you don't understand, and I would have explained it to you, after it was all over—"
"After what was all over?  After you chanted some more and killed a goat?"
"Frank, get that gun away from her!  That's my wife!"
For a moment, Janet thought she recognized the man she'd married.
"Ed, I…."  Frank couldn't find the words.  "I just want to live."
"Look at what you did to our kids!" Janet shouted.  "What the hell is wrong with you?"
"I had to, honey.  I didn't hurt them, I promise.  This was something I had to do.  It's about power.  We were never going to have to worry about anything again."  Ed glared at Byron.  "This is all your fault.  You ruined everything!"
Ed's expression turned into an unrecognizable mess.  Rage and pain, mixed with hate.  He raised the knife and charged Byron.  Byron stepped to the side, avoiding the clumsy attack, and stabbed Ed in the shoulder.  He fell to the floor, his chin slamming the nearby pew.
Frank moved the gun from Janet to Byron, wanting to take one last shot.
Janet reached back and grabbed Frank's testicles, like she'd done earlier with Byron.  Frank's reaction was far different.  The sheriff howled and released her.  A shot rang out, which buzzed Byron's head and struck the wall behind him.  She grabbed Frank's arm and bit down.  Her teeth clenched together as she tasted blood.  Frank tried to attack her with his free hand.  He'd hit her twice before something cut the air next to Janet's head.  Frank went still, the fight completely leaving him.  He fell at her feet, and Janet looked down to see a knife protruding from Frank's eye, his mouth open.  Janet had to lean against the pew in front of her to steady her knees.
The church was quiet, except for the flickering of the candles.  She wanted to believe that was a good thing, but she didn't know what to believe anymore.
Byron stood over Ed, an amused smile on his face.  Turning his back, he walked over to his cup, still laying on its side on the floor.  He held it upside down to let the remaining blood drain from it.
"He's alive," he said, standing over Ed once again.  "You're right.  Once you divorce him, take everything he has, he gets fucked in the ass in prison a few times…he'll wish he was dead."
Janet wasn't sure if she should thank him or not.
"T-Thank—"
"Don't thank me," he interrupted.  "You don't know where I was aiming."
Her senses returned to her.  Dropping down to her knees, she searched Frank's body while trying not to look at the knife sticking out of his face.  Byron said nothing else.  He simply watched her while admiring his cup.
She found the key in one of his belt pockets.  Her legs never moved quicker as she ran back to the office.  The children perked up.
"Mommy!" Elizabeth asked.  "Are you okay?"
"I'm fine," she said, hugging both of them.  "Let's get out of here."
"We heard some weird noises," Sarah said.  "Were they…monsters?"
Janet froze for a moment and met Sarah's gaze.  That was a very good question.
She freed Elizabeth, and the girl immediately threw her arms around her mother's neck.  Gently setting her aside, Janet reached for Sarah's wrist.
"Mrs. Fields, can you move your head?" Mark asked.  "I want to see the dead bodies."
Janet glared at Mark, not quite believing her ears.  Mark stood up as far as the handcuffs would allow, trying to peer over Janet's head.  There was only curiosity in his eyes.
"Is my mom dead, too?"
His voice lacked any emotion.  He asked the question with the same enthusiasm as wondering when dinner would be ready.
"Mom," Sarah said, shaking her arm.  "Unlock this stupid thing."
Janet snapped out of her trance and freed Sarah.  She'd just finished with Mark when a man appeared in the rear office doorway.
"Don't move!"
She looked up to see Paul, the sheriff's deputy.  Janet and Paul had dated briefly in junior high school.  He stood with his arms outstretched, both hands on his revolver.  Janet looked up to see the weapon pointed at her.  If she never saw a gun again, she would be fine with that.
"Don't shoot!" she shouted, putting her hands up.  "Paul!  It's me, Janet!"
"Janet?"  He lowered his weapon, but was still cautious.  "What the hell is going on here?  People all over the neighborhood are talking about gunfire."
She didn't have the slightest clue on where to begin.  The only thing she did know was she wanted to get herself and her children as far away as she could.  Away from the church.  Away from Byron.  Away from Ed.
The thought of Byron and Ed made her look back to the church hall.  Looking over the desk, she saw Ed still lying on the floor.  In the distance Mitch, another of Ed's coworkers at the garage, rose to his feet between two pews.  Blood poured from his head and his arm was bent at the wrong angle.  But he was alive, one of the lucky ones.  Or perhaps not so lucky.  Janet could see herself sitting right next to Mitch in the psychiatrist's chair.
There was no sign of Byron.  However, his cup lay on the floor, near the goat.
Flashlights moved about the church hall, and two more officers swept the area.  One of them vomited at the sight of the gore and dead goat.  The other put Mitch in handcuffs, broken arm and all.
Paul left Janet and the children alone to join the other officers.  He checked for Ed's pulse, then made an announcement to call an ambulance.
Sarah and Elizabeth both embraced Janet.  She could barely breathe, but she didn't care.  Closing her eyes, she held onto that moment, squeezing her children as hard as she could.





 
 
 
 
 
NIGHT
 
The scene was a circus.  Janet sat with Sarah, Elizabeth, and Mark on the back of an open ambulance.  Local police as well as state police moved in and out of the church.  Bystanders stood outside their homes nearby, gossiping and watching the chaos.  The local news was camped just beyond the police barrier.  Veronica Chase, the closest thing to a celebrity the town had, stood on the grass with a microphone and stared into a camera.
Men carried body after body out of the church.  Each one was on a gurney, covered with a sheet.  Occasionally an arm or leg would dangle as they were loaded into various vans and driven away.  Janet wanted to feel sorry for them.  She wanted to mourn them, despite the sick practice they were in to.  But she was too numb.  She felt nothing.
The children must have felt the same way, as they said nothing.  They all sat motionless, staring straight ahead.  Sarah held Mark's hand.  Janet didn't know what she was going to do.  How would she explain to Sarah and Elizabeth what happened here tonight?  How would they heal, move on?
Would they heal?
Another gurney was wheeled out, but it didn't carry a dead body.  Ed was strapped down, his wrists handcuffed to the rails.  He searched around frantically as flashbulbs continued to light up the night.  Janet stiffened when he finally saw her.
"Janet!" he shouted.  "I did it for us!  I promise!  It wasn't supposed to happen like this!"
She clenched her eyes shut as they loaded him into the back of another van.  Sarah didn't move; she simply cried quietly.  Elizabeth tried to run to her father, but Janet held her back.  Unable to get away, Elizabeth simply turned and cried into Janet's stomach.
Paul approached them and offered a sympathetic smile.  He was smart enough not to offer condolences, or say anything at all.  There were simply no words that would do any good.
He turned his attention to Mark, and knelt down to make eye contact with the boy.
"You're Mark, right?"
The boy sniffled.  "Yeah."
"I'm Paul.  Listen, we need to talk for a minute.  Just you and me."
Paul grabbed Mark's hand.  Paul made eye contact with Janet as he led him away, and she felt a weight on her chest.  His gaze said it all.
Mary, Mark's mother, was dead.
Janet wiped tears from her eyes as she held her children once again.  She'd lost count of how many times she took them in her arms over the past twenty minutes.  She'd continue to do so until they tired of it, and probably even then.
Mindlessly glancing at the people around her, Janet's entire body tensed when she saw him.
Byron.
He was suddenly just there, talking with another police officer, one from the state.  His clothes were different, a full suit and jacket with tie.  He was well-groomed, not a hair out of place, not a drop of blood on him.  In each hand was an expensive-looking suitcase.  Byron and the officer shared a quiet laugh before Byron handed over one of the suitcases.  The officer lifted it up and down, as if testing its weight.  The officer then handed over a small object in a plastic bag.  Byron examined it, and they gave each other a curt nod before the officer walked away.
Byron turned and stared directly at her.  He didn't need to search.  He knew exactly where she was.
Janet's breath hitched as he approached.  She protectively placed a hand on each daughter's shoulder.  They noticed him as well, and Elizabeth squeezed against her mother's ribs.
"Mommy," she whimpered.
"It's okay, baby," Janet said, trying to think logically.  Byron wouldn't dare try to hurt them in front of so many people.  "Just stay close.  Stay with me."
Byron laughed at their fear as he drew within earshot.  Janet noticed a large badge pinned to his coat.  Squatting down, he looked both children in the eye.
"We meet again, Sarah, Elizabeth.  Listen, do you see your friend Mark over there?"
They turned to see Mark sitting in the grass.  His stare was blank, emotionless.  Paul stood not far away, talking to another officer while gesturing to the boy.
"He just lost his mommy.  You should go talk to him and lie about how everything will be okay while I talk to your mother."
Sarah and Elizabeth looked to Janet for direction.  She kissed them on the forehead and flashed a reassuring smile.
"It's okay.  Go talk to Mark."
They ran off, and Janet watched them the entire way.  Sarah hugged Mark tightly, and Janet realized how amazing her children were.  Elizabeth held his hand.  They were caring, compassionate, even after a group of adults showed them no such thing.
Byron set the suitcase down and sat next to Janet.  He held the plastic bag, letting it hang between his knees.  Inside was the cup Byron had come to claim.
"Ah, what a day," he said, as if coming home from a long day at work.
"So…you're a police officer," she said sarcastically.
"I am right now.  I'm just renting this badge.  It cost a pretty penny.  Everything about today was expensive.  But I happen to be very rich."
Janet looked over the people crying in each other's arms.  The police continued to work, but there was pain in their movements as well.  Even Veronica Chase was wiping a tear from her eye off camera.
"You're not human, are you?"
His eyes lit up, as if she'd finally said something of interest.
"Ah, so, you do have a brain in that pretty little skull of yours.  I was, once.  But humans have a certain set of rules applied to them.  And I stopped following those rules a long time ago."
"You killed everyone, all those people.  You killed that boy's mother.  Over a cup.  Was it worth it?"
He dismissed her with a wave of his hand.  "I didn't get them all, but I killed as many as I could.  I gave them a choice.  They chose wrong.  And you're not looking at the big picture, Janet, something mortals struggle with.  What do you think would have happened had I not been here to collect my property today?"
Byron was quiet, to let his words sink in.  Janet thought back to the horrific scene in the church.  Chanting, robes, her husband on his knees praying next to a slaughtered goat.
"You saw what they were doing," he said.  "You'll try to convince yourself that never happened, but I know you heard them.  You felt them.  Like old Ed said, they were coming."
Janet shivered as she replayed that inhuman moaning in her mind.
"What were they?"
"Like I said before, the world isn't what you think it is.  If I hadn't been here, they would have summoned something they couldn't have controlled.  The church?  Up in flames.  This entire shit-hole town…what's it called?  Blossom?  Poof, gone.  Shit, I saved this town."  He smiled smugly.  "I'm a damn hero."
"You're a murderer."
Byron shrugged.  "Eh, sounds like jealousy to me."
She held her head in her hands.  Her entire world was coming apart.  Only twelve hours ago, she was waking up next to her husband after a passionate night together.  Ten minutes ago, she watched him being taken away, handcuffed to a gurney, after organizing a cult ceremony.
"What am I supposed to do now?" she whispered.
The question wasn't meant for Byron, but he answered anyway.
"I don't care.  Divorce your husband, suck his dick, study the supernatural world.  Whatever gets your blood pumping.  Whatever you do…."  He slid the suitcase toward her with his foot.  "This will help you get started."
"What's in there?"
"Money.  Consider it a parting gift, for the lovely day we had together."
Janet stared into his eyes, looking for any signs of deception.  He was completely serious.
"I don't want your money.  I don't need your money."
"Janet, I'm going to get up and walk away.  I'm going to leave that suitcase there.  If a hobo walks by and takes it, I don't care.  But who would get better use out of all the green that's in there?  A hobo, or you?"
She grudgingly shifted the suitcase closer to her.  He rose to his feet.
"That's what I thought."  Surveying the ordeal around them that would no doubt make the national news, an eerie smile crossed his face.  "Well, I've got what I came here for.  My business is done.  I hope we never see each other again."
"Yeah.  Believe me, that makes two of us."
Byron took one step, but froze.  Janet stared at his back for a moment, watching him struggle with something.  He turned and sat next to Janet once again, a conflicted look in his eye.  She waited patiently for whatever he had to say.
"I'm only telling you this because I almost respect you.  Your oldest daughter, Sarah, you have to kill her.  Elizabeth, there might be hope for her.  But Sarah…she's got to go."
Janet jumped up and clenched both fists.  It took everything she had not to lash out in anger.
"What?!"
"Or drop her off at the dog pound.  Whatever.  I know it won't be easy.  If you want, you and I can work out a deal—"
"What are you talking about?  What the hell is wrong with you?"
Byron stood up and matched her angry gaze.
"Keep your voice down, Janet.  In case you haven't noticed, cops are running around everywhere.  Tell me, have you even looked into that little clubhouse the brats have going on?"
She blinked in surprise at the question.
"N-No."
Byron smirked.  "You might want to take a peek.  And with that, I will take my leave."  He was nearly to the sidewalk, carrying his cup, when he spun mid-stride.  "Oh, Janet, one more thing."  He pointed to the church.  "You might want to stay away from there.  Lot of bad shit in there, maybe even worse than me.  Maybe."
Janet watched him walk down the street.  He casually tossed his cup in the air, like it was a tennis ball, before catching it.  He didn't look back, didn't wave.  Slowly, he grew smaller until she could no long see him.
She took a deep breath as she looked across the grass.  The suitcase felt heavier than she would have thought.  Sarah, Elizabeth, and Mark were sitting in a row.  Their conversation was a mystery, but they seemed to be in slightly better spirits as she approached.  Mark was solemn, but smiled once.  Sarah had her arm around his shoulders, and Elizabeth talked nonstop.
If there were any doubts about her children's character, it vanished immediately when Sarah kissed Mark on the cheek and reached out to hug her sister.  Sarah and Elizabeth were good kids.  Janet didn't care what Byron thought about them.  Byron had already proven over the course of the day that whatever he'd evolved into, he'd lost touch with humanity long ago.
"Mom," Sarah said.  "Mark's dad won't be home for a while.  The police are going to try to call him, but can he stay with us tonight?"
Janet hesitated, and guilt gnawed at her.  Mark's family was broken, just like hers.  She wasn't sure if she'd ever be able to look at Mark again without seeing his mother, Mary, dressed in a robe, wanting to summon something dark.
"Sure," she forced herself to say.
Elizabeth reached for her mother's hand.
"Is Daddy going to get better?"
A lumped formed in Janet's throat.  "I-I think so, baby."  She wasn't even sure if she was lying.  "We're going to do everything we can to help him."  Her eyes teared over at the thought of the house without Ed in it.
Sarah hugged her mother around the waist.  The simple gesture filled her with strength and hope.
"Don't worry, Mom.  We'll be okay."
Janet smiled and blinked away the tears.
"Yes.  Yes, we will be.  Let's go home."





 
 
 
 
 
ABOUT THE AUTHOR
 
It's time for a new "About The Author". :) I like to write. I've been telling stories since I was child, writing some terrible stuff. But the imagination was there, and I'd like to think the writing has finally caught up with it. I like to either do my best to create something new, or take an old idea and put my own spin on it. That's why there are works with a human that can live with zombies, or an interesting universe full of the supernatural.
 
I hope you've enjoyed the short story Broken Home. Short stories aren't something I usually write, but the Damned and Cursed universe is full of potential tales out there, both long and short. For those who are familiar with that universe, I'm sure you picked up on who Byron really was, along with maybe some of the other characters. :) Stop by my website to discuss anything you want.
 
Visit my website at http://www.glennbullion.com
 
Total works by Glenn Bullion:
 
Demonspawn
Dead Living
Mind Slide
A Witch to Live
Jack Kursed
Soul Insurance
Demon's Doorway
Witch's Kurse
Broken Home



Table of Contents
Contents
Title
Morning
Noon
Afternoon
Evening
Night
About The Author


cover.jpeg





