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            Prologue

         

         
      “Welcome to Corpus. A Quaint Town with Country Charm. Speed Limit 45.”
    

         A man and his wife had just driven seven hours from Orange, Virginia. They made their way through the Carolinas, North and South, and finally hit their destination state, the professed buckle of the Bible Belt— the great Peach State of Georgia. It would take another ninety minutes before they finally crossed that “Welcome to Corpus” sign.

         “Never heard of a Corpus, Georgia,” the wife said.

         “Nor have I,” her husband responded through yawns, his hands on the wheel.

         “How much longer until we reach Savannah?”

         “Bout thirty-forty miles, I reckon. The drive through this tiny little dump shouldn’t take long.”

         “I swear I don’t recall seeing it on the GPS,” his wife said spuriously.

         “Nor have I,” he repeated.

         It was dark out now. Very dark. After five minutes riding through Corpus, Georgia, the paved road itself seemed to have vanished in favor of a dirt stretch. But it wasn’t the dirt road that bothered them, it was the blanket of fog that covered everything around them. Their sights were limited only to the view allowed by the headlights.

         “Dammit, I can’t see a thing. Never been in a town so foggy,” the man said as he clutched the steering wheel and leaned in.

         “Nor have I,” his wife shot back ironically.

         Another wheel clutching mile or so went by until the husband told his wife to turn the damned GPS back on. 

         “Are you lost?” she asked as she turned her phone on.

         “Just wonna confirm we’re going in the right direction. To hell with these detours.”

         There it was, the luck of the draw. The moment her GPS turned on, the engine of their beat-up old Volvo sputtered to a climatic end.

         “Oh, not now. What did you do!?” she asked.

         “Me? It was your idea to make the drive when we could have flown,” he mumbled.

         “Don’t you roll your eyes at me. Get out and do something!”

         The wife quickly snapped her head to side. She went wide-eyed upon hearing a loud horrific screech from outside their vehicle. Her husband could see her trembling.

         “It’s nothing,” he said as he opened his driver door, slammed it shut, and lumbered toward the front of the car. Up went the hood and down went his head.

         “So what is it?” the wife signed as she rolled down her passenger window.

         “Might not be the engine. Might be the carburetor,” he said as he closed the hood after a quick inspection. “Either way, call Triple A. I don’t wonna be out here all ni–”

         Before he could finish his sentence, a dark winged figure swooped upon him. His wife screamed as the black shadowy demonic figure slammed him onto the hood of the car. The wife’s deafening screams matched the screech of the demon as it pulled her now bloodied husband into the dark of night. His screaming stopped as he faded out of sight and into the fog.

         Panicked. Sweating. Fearful. The wife rolled her up window at once, fumbled for her phone, dropped it under her feet, and fumbled for it again. With a panic attack on the rise, she dialed three numbers on her phone.

         “911, what is your emergency?”

         “SOMETHING JUST GOT MY HUSBAND! SOMETHING IN THE FOG! WHERE’S HE AT? WHERE’S HE AT?” she screamed.

         “Ma’am, calm down. Tell us your location and we’ll have assistance respond to your emergency as soon as possible.” 

         “Corpus, Georgia. Our car stopped. Something got him! Oh God! Something got him!” she screamed through tears. Nerves frayed. She couldn’t quite understand what else the operator was asking her.

         A giant thud was accompanied by an immediately dent made upon the roof of her car. “It’s back!” she screamed into the phone.

         “Don’t end the call, ma’am. Help is on the way,” the operator responded.

         But there would be no help for the couple that drove seven hours from Orange, Virginia and intended to make a pilgrimage to Savannah, Georgia. The unintended stop they made in the tiny town of Corpus would be their last.

         The operator asked the wife if she was still on the line. Before she could answer, her window was shattered into a million pieces. A hooked arm as black as the night itself, that could only be described as belonging to no human on earth, swooped into the car and impaled the wife. And everything went black.

      

   


   
      
         

            Chapter 1

         

         2254 Roosevelt Road, Corpus, GA.

         This was the address of a house that sat squarely in a lower-middle class neighborhood – well, if lower-middle class was a distinction that could be made in Corpus, Georgia. But it was not. There was no distinction of classes in the rural town of Corpus. Everything and everyone was very ‘same-y’. You either lived in a double wide or a small house.

         Every adult in this community took pride in making ends meet. They took pride in not allowing their tiny town to be overwhelmed by too many 21st century advances. In fact, the entire town itself looked as if it were stuck in many decades past – only with more wear and tear.

         No one ever left Corpus, Georgia. And no one sure as hell ever moved there – with very few exceptions. And the occupants of this particular house in this particular neighborhood were exceptions.

         Eighty-seven-year-old African-American Denise Lane spent her entire life in Corpus. Shea always lived there. And three months ago she died there. The house was inherited by her middle-aged daughter, Mel.

         “To my only daughter, Melanie, I bequeath the only home I’ve ever owned in addition to any further assets I may have at the time of my passing,” – those assets included a savings account with $5000 and some change. The deed took a month to change hands and soon enough Mel was now a proud homeowner.

         It couldn’t have come at a sooner time. Mel was a jobless widow with two kids. Her children were biracial – a Corpus rarity, to be sure. 

         The kids had spent summers in Corpus but this was their first time being true dyed-in-the-wool Corpus residents.

         Mel had enjoyed the picturesque city of Charlottesville but there was surely no one in North Carolina who would leave her a free house. So Mel and the kids packed up and headed to Corpus.

         Over two months passed.

         The house itself was one of the only larger dwellings in Corpus. It was two stories, four bedrooms, three baths, and even had a basement. To be sure, every bit of furniture looked as if it were from the Civil War-era. But that was neither here nor there. Like Mel told her kids, a free house was a free house.

         “Mom, my bathroom’s leaking again,” Mason told his mother.

         “Then you’ll just have to share your sister’s bathroom until I can get it fixed,” mom said as she darted into her bedroom.

         Mason let out an exasperated sigh. He was thirteen years old, shorter than most of his new classmates, hadn’t had a haircut in years, and the kind of boyish boy who would never change out of his favorite camouflage pants. He rotated only through a half dozen t-shirts, each featuring a favorite horror character.

         “You hear that, Hailey?!” Mason yelled down the hall.

         If he was looking for an answer, one never arrived.

         “Tell her, mom!” Mason said.

         “I don’t have time! You two just share,” his mom’s voice called from her bedroom.

         “What do you mean you don’t have time? It’s not like you do anything all day, mom,” Mason said.

         She stuck her head in her doorway.

         “A little FYI Mason… I’m going on a job interview today,” his mom smirked in a manner that told him aha!

         “Cool, where at?”

         “You know that little diner a few blocks down.”

         “Hell, everything’s a few blocks down in this town, mom.”

         “Watch your language,” she snapped.

         “All I said was hell!”

         They exchanged glances and mom darted back into her bedroom. 

         “You two just learn to share!” she called out again. “That means stop calling me, I’ve gotta look good for my interview.”

         Mason ran down the second-floor hall, rushed into his sister’s room, and banged on her bathroom door.

         “Let me in!” he yelled.

         “No!” she said just as loudly.

         “UGH!”

         The door opened. His sister was three and a half years older than him and staggered over him in height. Her hair was long, her features were soft. Her appearance was well kept and maintained – unlike her little brother’s ‘get up and go’ routine.

         “Boy, what do you even need to use a bathroom for? A comb hasn’t touched your hair since dad died. And you never brush your teeth. You scruffy looking little dork.”

         “First off, I brush my teeth every day. Thank you very much. And don’t bring my dad into this.”

         “I was joking. He’s my dad, too,” Hailey rolled her eyes.

         “For real, Hailey. I gotta piss.”

         “Go outside in the bushes! You’re like a feral little boy anyway,” she said as she slammed her bathroom door and immediately turned her hairdryer back on.

         Despite her sarcastic tone, Mason had made up his mind that it wasn’t such a bad idea.

         “Mom, Hailey told me it’s okay to piss in the bushes!” Mason yelled. He grabbed his backpack from his bedroom and rushed downstairs into the backyard.

         “Oh my god! Mason, boy, don’t you dare do that outside!” his mom called out, her plea falling on deaf ears.

         Mason relieved himself in the backyard. He grabbed his bike, opened the chained fence door, and took off down the road at seven in the morning for school.

         Living in Corpus had the honorable distinction of being the first time that Mason ever rode a bicycle to school. He was used to taking the bus back home. But Corpus had another strange distinction—the tiny town had no school buses. Usually there were four ways for kids to get to school. By car, by bike, by walking, or by school bus. Corpus lacked that fourth option. The tiny school district didn’t have the funds to afford buses and drivers and gas. Not when they reckoned the town was so small that any kid could sufficiently get to class by walking or biking—if being driven by parents were not an option.

         Corpus only had two schools. The first was Corpus Elementary for Pre-K through fifth grade. The second school was Corpus Middle & High. As the name suggested, the school housed both middle and high school students.

         The school contained about 250 middle school kids down the East Wing and roughly the same amount of high school students down the West Wing. To put this in comparison, Mason’s previous middle school (with no adjoining high schoolers) had 500 students.

         So here he was, biking on a dewy morning only minutes after the sun had risen. He passed the other old antiquated houses and made his way to the local trailer park where he was joined by Alex McGuire, the first friend he had made in Corpus. The two shared the same boyish love of anything silly, immature, or focused on science fiction or horror.

         “What’s up, Mace,” Alex rode up to him on his own bike.

         “Nothing new,” Mason shrugged as the two took off and sparked up a conversation along the ride.

         “How about games?” Alex asked.

         “Oh yeah, I just came across some great stuff. Gonna check it out after school when I get back home.”

         
            ***

         

         While Mason was biking with his pal to school, Hailey was finishing up her hair and heading out the front door.

         “Bye mom!” she yelled from downstairs.

         “Bye, Hailey! See you and Mason this afternoon!” Mom shouted from the second floor.

         “He’s already gone! And I’m pretty sure he pissed in the backyard,” Hailey said and left through the front door. 

         “That damn boy!” she heard her mom yell out just as she shut the door behind her.

         Mason may have biked to school but Hailey was not the kind of person to spend an hour doing her hair only to then have mother nature’s weather ruin it on some long bike ride to school.

         Parked in the driveway for the past five minutes was her friend, Madison Sewell— a same aged high school girl who possessed her own car. It was an old silver Cadillac. The kind that looked as if it had once functioned as a boat.

         “Oh, I want my own car so bad,” Hailey said as she hopped into her friend’s vehicle.

         Madison put the old clunker in reverse before backing out. She set it in drive and took off without a care.

         “This boat is my life-saver,” Madison said of her car.

         “I know!” Hailey grumbled. “Go wherever you like. Hook up with boys. Get away from family.”

         “All of the above,” Madison said.

         “My mom just can’t afford one. But maybe I’ll win the lottery when I’m eighteen,” Hailey said. “Fingers crossed.”

         The morning sky was clear and the Georgia heat had not yet kicked in. Madison went to reach for the dial in her car that turned in the volume of the radio when she thought of something.

         “Oh yeah…” Madison said, “You’re not gonna believe this.”

         “Believe what?” Hailey asked.

         “So I’m on my way to pick you up. Then my mom texts me. She tells me to turn on the WKP-26… you know, the location radio station. So I do.”

         “Yeah?” Hailey asked. “And?”

         “Some weird report about two people being found dead last night along Old Mill’s Road.”

         “Just dead on the road?”

         “I don’t know, but that’s what it sounded like.”

         “Dead?” Hailey asked. “Like killed?”

         To be sure, many people died in Corpus, Georgia. Perhaps that’s how the town retrieved its name. It couldn’t help but happen in a town with a high population of senior citizens. But people being killed in Corpus? That was unheard of.

         “Like I said, not sure. There weren’t many details. Not many people spontaneously die on the side of the road. If they were killed it had to be some kind of freak accident.”

         “Yeah. You’re right. I guess,” Hailey said with uneasiness, not liking where the conversation was headed. Changing it seemed the best course of action. “How far is the nearest mall?”

         “Oh gosh, I guess about forty-five minutes in the city,” Madison answered.

         “Jesus, there’s really nothing to do here is there?”

         “When you’re in Corpus, the only thing to live for is the tea, sis. And the football games. Our next one is coming up soon. You haven’t been, have you?” Madison asked.

         “No, I haven’t.”

         “Well you have to. It’s seriously, like, what the town lives for. Everybody attends. Doesn’t matter if you are still in high school or if you attended forty years ago. We break out the tailgate parties. For real. The teens I mean. Older people just go for the game.”

         “All for high school football?” Hailey asked. The look on her face was one of befuddlement.

         “YES!” Madison responded, with the sound of the marching band buzzing through her head. “I can’t wait.”

         “Will there be drinks?” Hailey asked.

         “Like beer? Lots, sis,” Madison howled, slapping her steering wheel as if the game were just beginning.

         Hailey turned her head toward her window and they both took a glance at two distinct buildings sitting side by side. The school was right around the corner but right here was the Town Hall, the building where the mayor worked. But it wasn’t really a building. It was a bricked in double wide trailer. And next to it, off to the side, was a small building— a real building— with a small fleet of police cars parked in front of it. The two conjoining signs read, ‘Corpus Town Hall’ and ‘Corpus County Sheriff’s Department’.

         “Of course,” Madison continued, “Everyone at the game means the Sheriff’s Department too. So it’s always best to avoid the men in uniform if we’re planning anything really fun.”

         “Totally,” Hailey nodded. “Couldn’t agree more.”

         Another left turn and they arrived at the school. Generally a student driver would look for a paved cement lot to park their car. But Corpus Middle & High had no conventional paved parking lot— just a dirt road where you plucked your vehicle, preferably to the closest entrance door.

         So Madison parked in the dirt lot – the soil of which was thankfully hardened enough to not screw up their shoes, at least until the next time it rained. After parking, the girls headed into the school.

         After seeing the lot and the surrounding area, Hailey recalled expecting the absolute worst on her first day of school. But expectations rarely match reality. The interior of the school had been remodeled and renovated within the past decade and looked like a fairly new(ish) school – at least the high school wing, that is.

         The county had obviously run out of funds after remodeling the West Wing because the East Wing for middle grade students was old, worn, and didn’t look a day younger than the fifty years that the school had been built.

         The cafeteria – the portion of the school that both upper and lower grades shared, was all that adjoined the middle and high school wings.

         
            ***

         

         On the East Wing, Mason and Alex headed to the cafeteria for breakfast. This was the only time of day that the middle and high schoolers were together.

         “Dude, check her out,” a boy said as he wrapped his arms around the shoulders of Mason and Alex and nodding toward to a high school girl. This was Sebastian Cortez, a spry, generally joke-a-minute boy with an accent that fluctuated between Southern and Mexican. He was, of course, no more foul-mouthed than any kid his aged who wanted to appear more mature than his golden thirteen years. 

         “Club meeting tonight?” Sebastian asked.

         “Seb, it’s Monday,” Alex told him.

         Sebastian shrugged, “I thought we were flexible.”

         He was referring to the regular club meetings they had on a regular basis each week in the basement of Mason’s house. In fact, the ability to provide comfortable lodging allotted Mason a set of new friends as soon as he moved to Corpus. Everyone else lived in a double wide or a tiny home with no room for a group of teenage boys to gather.

         “Maybe we could pull something together,” Mason suggested as the three of them sat at a cafeteria table, each with a breakfast tray.

         “But even when we don’t meet, we meet,” Alex said.

         He wasn’t far off. The entirety of club meetings generally consisted of video games on some random night and horror movies on Saturday nights. Of course, flexibility meant they might also toss in a Thursday night and a Sunday night. Or as Sebastian now wanted, a Monday night.

         “Now wait a minute,” Sebastian said. “I propose we vote on it. Isn’t that the point of a club?”

         “But there’s only three of us here,” Mason said. “But five of us total.”

         “That’s the majority!” Sebastian argued while he ate.

         “I don’t know,” Alex said.

         “What do you mean you don’t know? Can’t you count? Three out of five is the majority.”

         “I mean I don’t know if we should vote without the others, fool!”

         “Who you calling a fool, fool!” Sebastian retorted just as expected. “Perhaps the CKHLC needs to vote on whether or not we can vote without every member present.”

         “CKHLC sounds ridiculous. I thought we were just the Horror Club for short,” Mason said.

         “I’m with Mace,” Alex nodded. “CKHLC is a mouthful.”

         The initials stood for the Cool Kids Horror Lover’s Club and the name had that small-town throwback ring to it that you’d expect from a group of boys in Corpus with not much else to do.

         Moments later they were joined at breakfast by a boy named Matthew Meyers. 

         “What’s up guys,” Matthew said as he sat and fist bumped each of the three boys around him.

         Matthew wasn’t like the other boys in the Horror Club. For starters – or perhaps most of all, Matthew wasn’t thirteen. Matthew wasn’t even in middle school. Sixteen-year-old Matthew – in his patch covered jean jacket – was the lone high school kid who sat at breakfast with a set of middle school boys each morning. This endeared him tremendously to the middle school set but earned the ire of his peers – not that he particularly cared.

         An outcast was perhaps the best word to describe Matthew. But labels be damned, he was going to hang out with whomever he pleased.

         “We’re thinking about another meeting,” Mason told him.

         “When?” Matthew asked.

         “Tonight!” Sebastian answered.

         “I guess I could make tonight,” Matthew nodded.

         “That makes four of us,” Sebastian said.

         “So,” Mason began. “That’s a yes from Matthew our Vice President of Acquisitions. And Sebastian our Treasurer.”

         “And me,” Alex chimed in.

         “And Alex,” Mason said, “our Club Secretary.”

         “And what’s Ben?” Sebastian asked, referring to the fifth member who wasn’t present.

         “Ben’s our Vince President of Enrollment,” Mason answered. “And I’m Prez ’cause we meet at my house. And ’cause I started it.”

         “I’m Treasurer,” Sebastian said, “but I never handle any funds.”

         “And I’m Secretary,” Alex told him. “Hell, I don’t even know what a club secretary is supposed to do. It’s just a title so you feel important.”

         A sudden laughter erupted among each of them. Perhaps from knowing how true that statement was.

         Breakfast passed and Matthew made his way down the West Wing while the other boys left him for the rustic East Wing that made up their middle school.

         The boys stopped by their lockers. Sebastian left them for a Language Arts class while Mason and Alex made their way into an eighth-grade history class.

         Many of the boys shared the same classes. This was expected and unsurprising in a school as small as Corpus Middle & High.

         What did surprise Mason was the age of the teachers at his new school. The majority of them were had taught for forty or more years. A fresh-faced young teacher was a true rarity and, in Corpus, could be counted on a single hand with multiple severed fingers.

         They took their seats in Mr Cason’s History class. The teacher was no younger than seventy. He was the old-school tweed suit type who lectured the entire class; typically espousing the way things worked “back in his day.”

         The average kid understood classes taught by a seventy-year-old teacher to mean ‘talk quietly to my friends, pass notes, and text innocuously to no end.’

         Moments before the bell ring, thirteen-year-old Benjamin Gordon rushed into the classroom and took a seat toward the back. He positioned himself near Mason and Alex.

         Ben was a little overweight but not enormously so. And his size never stopped him from outrunning bullies or stray dogs. The former being more frequent than the latter.

         “Vice President of Enrollment reporting,” Ben whispered as class began.

         Mr. Cason’s hearing aid rarely picked up on the low chatter these boys typically engaged in.

         “Here!” they each said as their named was called on the roll.

         “So Sebastian wanted a meeting tonight,” Mason whispered.

         “Why?” Ben asked.

         “To play video games, I guess,” Alex said, extending his head out across the aisle.

         “But we play video games together over headset like every night,” Ben whispered.

         “Meeting at Mace’s place is always more fun,” Alex said.

         “I won’t argue that,” Ben whispered.

         “Then I guess we’re on for tonight,” Mason shrugged. 

         
            ***

         

         Outside of school across town, police tape stretched across Old Mill’s Road. A full fleet of police cruisers was stationed across the main road and the dirt path nearby. Several yards to the right was a house and a barn. Several yards to the left was a Volvo with a broken passenger window, a dent upon the roof and a bloodstained hood.

         In charge of the investigation was Sheriff Antwan Zeddman. Sheriff Zeddman was the town’s first African-American elected official. The job itself was well earned. His reputation preceded him, having once personally tracked down and nabbed a serial killer in a neighboring area some twenty-odd years ago. Zeddman was fifty years old and had since seen it all in his twenty-five years on the police force. He had risen from the ranks of Deputy to Detective to Lieutenant to finally sheriff of the entire county he grew up in.

         Perhaps working in Corpus had allowed him to rest on his laurels for the past few years. Given the area, the sheriff had become somewhat easy going. Easy going to the point of never expecting a set of hideous murders in Corpus.

         He raised the police tape, stepped under it, and joined a set of detectives and deputies near the Volvo.

         “Two bodies were discovered nearby,” a detective told him.

         “And they came from this here car?” the sheriff asked.

         “Yes, sir.”

         “This here was no accident I’m assuming,” Zeddman said, tilting the wide brim of his sheriff’s hat.

         “There’s more,” an approaching deputy told him.

         “Lay it on me, Deputy Coleman” said Sheriff Zeddman.

         “Puncture wounds on the bodies. Both of the corpses were drained.”

         “Drained?” Sheriff Zeddman asked gravely.

         “Drained of blood, sir,” Deputy Coleman gulped.

         “What kind of twisted psycho…” Sheriff Zeddman said before his voice trailed off. 

         He looked across the road at the barn and house nearby.

         “Maybe that there farm owner saw somethin’,” Deputy Coleman suggested.

         “Let’s find out,” the Sheriff sighed.

         They made their way to the rickety old house and nearby barn owned by Old Man McIntyre, as everyone called him. The Sheriff rapped on his door about a dozen times before Old Man McIntyre answered several minutes later.

         The farmer was every bit of eighty, with a hearing aid in each ear and hair that’d been silver for at least twenty-five years. He wore a ratty old bathrobe and hadn’t yet put in his false teeth.

         “What’s all this dag-gum racket out here for, Sheriff Zeddman?” Old Man McIntyre asked with his eyes squinted.

         “Hello, Mr. McIntyre,” the Sheriff tipped his hat, “We were wondering if you saw or heard anything strange last night? Or perhaps your wife?”

         “No, sir-ree,” Old Man McIntyre told him. “We take out the hearing aids and head ter bed at eight o’clock sharp. I put them thar blinders on and dun see ‘er hear a gosh darn thing.”

         “And your wife?” Sheriff asked him.

         “Same for her,” he said. He turned his back to the officers and faced the interior of his house. “Honey, come on down ’ere!”

         For several minutes the Sheriff and Deputy exchanged looks while Old Man McIntyre tried his darndest to look over their shoulders, attempting to peer at the site of the crime in front of his farm. Finally his wife, just as old with gigantic curlers and matching hearing aids, straddled surreptitiously to the front door.

         “Yes, officers?” she whispered in a whistle.

         “Ma’am, did you see or hear anything strange or unusual last night?” Sheriff Zeddman asked her with an understanding that this conversation was going nowhere fast.

         “No, I dun recall seeing ’er hearin’ a thing, Sheriff,” she whistled lowly. “But what’s goin’ on out ’ere.”

         “Crime scene, ma’am,” Deputy Coleman told her.

         “Well that much is obvious, my boy,” Old Man McIntyre chuckled. 

         “A couple was killed along the road leading to your farm last,” Sheriff Zeddman told him matter-of-factly. “A real tragedy.”

         “Killed!?” Old Man McIntyre nearly jumped back in shock.

         “The investigation has only just begun,” Sheriff Zeddman told him, “But if you do recall anything at any point, please come on down to my office or give us a call.”

         “Will do,” Old Man McIntyre said. “What a cryin’ shame. This ’ere town used ter be some place. I says now that them thar city folk are pushin’ brainwashin’ technologies on us, people are showin’ up dead. Even in Corpus, Jo-ja.”

         “I’m not sure technology can be blamed for this here disaster,” Sheriff Zeddman said, knowing full well this was not a battle he could win against Old Man McIntyre.

         “Oh but it is!” Old Man McIntyre said. “The young folks are losing control. We’re headin’ down a dark ‘n treacherous path, I says. The youth of today leave me shakin’ mah head. But I says I tell yer whut, I’mma keep mah shotgun close by. Right near mah teef at night. I’ll load mah shotgun and that’ll keep me safe. I says praise the lort and pass the ammunition, my father used ter say. Now have a nice day gentlemen and keep yer racket ‘n blue lights down while I tend to mah cattle. I tell ya, nothin’ like this would have happened with any of our other sheriffs here. But things just gotta change, don’t they? Progress for the sake of progress.”

         “Just what do you mean, the ‘other’ sheriffs?” Zeddman asked.

         “The ones before you. The more traditional sheriffs,” Old Man McIntyre scoffed.

         The Sheriff peered at him wildly, preferring not to argue. He and the Deputy bid them good day and returned across the police tape to the other side of the road.

         “Well that didn’t go far,” Deputy Coleman said.

         “As far as a dead rat in a dog race,” Sheriff Zeddman snickered. “I may be sheriff by popular vote but you can be sure there’s a whole host of people who don’t think Corpus should have a black guy in charge of anything.”

         “Oh, don’t let that bother you, Sheriff,” Deputy Coleman suggested. “They’ll come around. You’re just the person this town needs.” 

         “Now just to convince them of that,” said Zeddman.

         Another detective approached them.

         “We’ve got blood samples from the hood. But there’s something else. Something interesting was also found along the hood,” the detective said.

         “And what’s that?” Sheriff asked.

         “Fur.”

         “What?” Sheriff repeated.

         “Black fur. Animal fur,” the Detective said. “We can have forensics take a look at it.”

         “You’re telling me an animal may have done this?” Sheriff asked.

         “It’s possible,” the detective answered with a shrug.

         “I ain’t ever heard,” Deputy Coleman chimed in, “of an animal that drains blood.”

         
            ***

         

         On the West Wing of Corpus High, Hailey was leaving her Bio class when Madison joined her.

         “These classes are gonna make me rip my hair out,” Hailey told her as they approached their lockers to switch books.

         “I know, right,” Madison said. “I swear the minutes we spend in the hall swapping out books and hanging out next to our lockers are more productive than an hour in any of these classes.”

         “Gag me,” Hailey said as she rolled her eyes. “Actually, you’re totally right. Everyone knows the time spent in the hallway is where all the action happens. Like for real, nothing ever important happens in a classroom.”

         “I’ve been saying that for years,” Madison laughed.

         “Okay, here’s the strange thing,” Hailey said. “None of the cute guys are in any of my classes. They’re all in the halls. Do cute boys not take classes? Maybe they just hang out in the halls all day.”

         “Not with the principal roaming around,” Madison scoffed.

         Hailey looked over her friend’s shoulder. It wasn’t the principal she saw. No. Time itself seemed to slow down. A faint gust of cool air overtook the halls when Hailey spotted them. THEM. 

         Madison turned around to get a glimpse of whatever had overtaken Hailey’s attention.

         “Whoa,” Hailey said. She wasn’t quite sure what she was feeling… Interest? Attraction? Bewilderment? Disgust?

         At the turn of the hallway were five slender boys. All tall and lithe. Their skin – translucent and pale. They walked side by side, taking up the entirety of the hall. Each gracefully step taking them closer toward to Hailey and her friend.

         The two on the left had long black hair and pointed chins. One’s face was narrow, the other rounder. The one on the far right had blond hair and sunken eyes but a mesmerizing transfixed stare – they each had it. Walking next to him was a boy just as tall with his hair in an audacious mohawk – the first of its kind that Hailey had seen in Corpus. And in the center was a boy with jet-black mid-length hair, a pronounced jawline, and dark shadows encircling his eyes. He was lithe yet toned, and his posture – graceful. Hailey thought he had the body of a classical dancer.

         It was more than just the translucent pale skin and indomitable hair styles that set them apart. It was what they were wearing. Black. All black. Shawls, jackets, leather that hugged their bodies, pointed tipped shoes, and more than a couple of black painted nails. Surely there was not another set of teenagers in all of Corpus that looked anything like these boys.

         The boy in the middle had a set of golden eyes that flickered and sharply met Hailey. She felt almost weak just meeting his eyes— of a hue she’d never seen before. He smirked as the five of them whispered amongst one another and walked past the girls.

         The air grew colder the closer they got. They slow steps matched the pace of Hailey’s breath. And when they got as close as they would get on this day, Hailey remembered just who the one in the center looked like. That old movie star who died young. The one her mother had talked about. He was a gothic James Dean that hadn’t seen the sun.

         Just what are they? Hailey thought. Goth? Emo? Punk?

         She turned around to glimpse them from behind as they walked passed her. Seconds before turning the corner, Hailey saw the gothic James Dean turn his head. She was sure he briefly winked in her direction. It lasted less than a second but she’d replay the moment in her head for the rest of the day.

         “And who are they?” Hailey asked.

         “I’ve heard other people talking about them,” Madison answered. “You’ve been here for like two months now. Haven’t you seen them before?”

         “Them?” Hailey said, shaking her head. “Never.”

         “I recall seeing them a few times last year. But I’m pretty sure they’re a year above us. That’s why we never have a class with any of them. Are you interested?”

         “Interested?” Hailey scoffed. “No. They’re not even my type. But the one in the middle was… well, I’m just intrigued by them. That’s all.”

         “Can’t argue with you there, Hailey. There’s not too many boys like that in Corpus. I heard someone once call them the Grateful Boys.”

         “Why the Grateful Boys?”

         “I couldn’t say for sure. But they don’t really talk to anyone who isn’t in their clique. So that leaves just about everyone in the school off their radar.”

         “I’ve got to find out who they are,” Hailey said, still absolutely transfixed by their very presence.

         It wasn’t the all black leather that truly stood out. It was the gaze in their eyes that told Hailey these weren’t ordinary schoolboys.

      

   


   
      
         

            Chapter 2

         

         The final class bell rang for high school. It was always was twenty minutes earlier than the final bell for the adjoining middle school.

         Upon the last ringing of the bell, kids rushed out of rooms and darted through hallways. Some walked home with friends, others biked, and still some made their way to the car line. But every kid was happy to see that final minute of class tick by.

         I guess Corpus does have something in common with the rest of the country, Mason thought. But he’d come around quite a bit in the few months since he moved. He and Alex biked off school property, but not before he sent a single group message reminding his friends of their impromptu Monday night meeting.

         “You wonna stop by before you head home?” Alex asked.

         “Sure, I’ll drop by,” Mason told him as they rode their bikes through the entrance of Alex’s trailer lot.

         Around five trailers down was the one belonging to Alex’s family.

         “Home sweet home,” Alex said unironically.

         The two boys planted the kickstands of their bikes into the gravel and made their way up to the trailer. Any kid in an average suburban school would have been apprehensive about inviting their friends over when they lived in a mid-sized trailer. That wasn’t the case in Corpus. Not when, at least, half the population of students all had similar living arrangements.

         To be sure, Corpus, Georgia during the pre-Civil War era had been home to many plantations. And plantations, of course, consisted of dirt roads and fresh acreage of crops as far as the eye could see. The North won the war and that was all she wrote. 

         The era following the Civil War was known as Reconstruction and was intended to bring the south into modernity. The town of Corpus resisted this Reconstruction era in the 1870s and all of the government aid that followed.

         This attitude of rejecting the help of untrusted outsiders continued for a full century and beyond. Roads were never paved and big businesses were never welcomed. The townsfolk of Corpus historically gave the stink-eye to city slickers and northerners.

         The earliest city council voted down every attempt to modernize the tiny town. Opportunities came and went.

         “Over my dead body,” a councilman once snafued when the governing body voted on allowing the country’s biggest nuclear power company to build a power plant in Corpus.

         “But the creation of this plant will bring with it an influx of jobs, an increase in population, and a boom in technological advancements,” the potential power plant’s director of operations argued.

         “And that’s exactly why we’re voting against it.”

         “I don’t understand?”

         “We don’t need no or want fancy plants here. We do just fine on farming and agriculture.”

         And while that may have been true in the early 1980s when the power plant was envisioned, today the agriculture business was far from booming.

         The same attitude affected the development of real estate.

         “You want to destroy our farms to build doggone mansions?” the townspeople argued in the mid-twentieth century.

         Of course, real estate developers did not intend to build mansions, but mid-sized homes may as well have been mansions to the average citizen of Corpus at the time.

         “Those in favor, say I,” requested a councilman at the town meeting for real estate development.

         “I just can’t approve of these big city real estate developers controlling our town,” another council member argued.

         “And I agree,” a third member nodded.

         So decades ago, while America was building itself the dream of two story homes and white picket fences, Corpus was stubbornly refusing to press forward with, well, any societal advancement at all.

         Thus, mobile home land lots became abundant.

         Alex’s parents had bought their trailer twelve years ago. It was cramped and the walls were thin. In addition to the A/C unit that was powered through the trailer, each bedroom required a personal space heater in the winter. But it got the job done and it’s all Alex had ever known as home. He had the ebullience of southern appreciation.

         “Small as it is, I love it here,” Alex said.

         He spoke with innocence in his voice. An innocence of not missing what he’d never known. Any sort of crowded city or fast paced urban life was as foreign to Alex as the far reaches of the galaxy in a Star Wars film.

         Mason, however, was from the capitol of North Carolina. And he’d twice been to New York with his father before his dad passed.

         “I’ll always appreciate that about you, Alex,” Mason told him. And he meant that.

         Mason may have had a taste of big city life in his young years but still he began to appreciate the modesty and quietness of Corpus. And of his friends. Particularly Alex.

         Mason may have hung out with four other kids but Alex was his favorite. They hadn’t known each other for long but Alex’s gentle and quiet spirit had the makings of a best friend. At least that’s how the thinking goes when you’re that age. What a time to be alive. Life truly couldn’t get simpler than this here.

         They two boys made their way into the trailer then into the combined living room and kitchen area.

         “Hello boys, welcome home,” Alex’s portly mother said jovially.

         “Hey mom.”

         “Hey Mrs McGuire.”

         “Hey, darling. Are you here to stay for supper? I’m cooking our favorite.”

         Mason could smell her helpings as soon as they entered the trailer. It was sweet, it was tangy – but he couldn’t quite put his finger on exactly what it was. Then he peered over to the counter where she stood. 

         “Mmm, delicious,” Alex breathed. “But Mason’s gotta get home soon. I’m going over to his place tonight.”

         “Oh, well doesn’t that sound fun, dear,” his mother said.

         His mother stirred meatballs in a crockpot. Then came the whammy. She had been dousing an entire jar of grape jelly over the meatballs.

         “Sweet ’n’ spicy, meatballs,” Mrs McGuire said. “The jam make it sweet ‘n peppers make it spicy, I reckon.”

         Mason had never tried jam over meatballs back home. But here it was a damn near delicatessen.

         Before he could continue thinking about what was in that pot, the front door opened and a girl entered. This was Alex’s sixteen-year-old sister, Taylor. She was a pretty girl with dirty blonde hair whose looks never even registered to Mason. He’d spoken to her maybe four times since he met Alex.

         “Hey mom, hey Alex,” she said before turning to Mason. “Hey kid, what’s your name again?”

         “Mason,” he told her.

         “Yeah, I’ll remember this time. I think I’ve seen your sister around school. Maybe even have a class or two with her.”

         “Madison,” he told her.

         “Yeah, that’s it,” Taylor said before turning her attention down the hall and swooping into her room. “Tell me when the food’s ready!” she shouted out and slammed her door. Her kind of tone partially suggested she didn’t want to be bothered by parents and siblings.

         Alex ushered Mason into his tiny room down the hall. It was a good thing his parents only had two kids. Or he’d have been sharing a room, for sure. And these rooms were far too small to be shared.

         His walls were covered in movie and video game posters. Throughout the history of teendom, escapism has also been a boy’s favorite form of entertainment. But for Alex – and the boys he hung around – it was a damn near religion.

         There were action figures of every kind on a homemade stand and a video game set up next to a small television. The true eyesore was the piles of clothes thrown all about the room. It was, however, no more messy than the room of any boy his age.

         Without a big brother to receive them from, Alex was not the proud owner of any hand-me-downs. Well, at least not from his immediate family. Almost all of his clothes came from the local mom and pops thrift store, aptly named “Mom ’n’ Pop’s Thrift Store.”

         Birthdays were the best. Those were the days Alex received new clothes. But he always preferred the newest video game. The gaming console took his parents quite a bit of saving to afford. And, you can be sure, they purchased a used one from Mom ’n’ Pop’s Pawn Shop – a place that bore no relation in ownership to the thrift store.

         Video games became a way of life.

         “Check out my new headset,” Alex said as he pointed toward his gaming area. His red headset had a microphone piece that extended down to the wearer’s mouth. It wasn’t as state-of-the-art, like the newest ones that contained built-in mics. But it was still new – and best of all, it belonged to Alex. It was something he was proud to call his own.

         “I bet it does the job nicely,” Mason said, revolving it around as he grabbed it.

         “Won’t need it tonight though, if we’ll all be together.”

         “Yeah, definitely.”

         After a quick discussion of Alex’s newest video games that turned into a long discuss of Alex’s newest video games, Mason left for his own home.

         
            ***

         

         Mason’s mother, Melanie Lane, didn’t get to her scheduled interview until five hours after it was initially scheduled. After her kids left for school, she had put on her favorite floral sleeveless dress. Her makeup was on point, and she was ready for whatever questions would come her way.

         “You got this, Mel,” she said to herself. “Hell, how hard could it be to prepare for a waitress interview?” 

         She knew as long as the manager wasn’t a leering creep she’d be just fine. A little setting powder and she’d be off.

         Then her cellphone rang. If there was one area in which the city of Corpus had advanced, it was this. Only the police department, the town hall, a few businesses and the over-seventy set such as Old Man McIntyre still used landline phones. You almost couldn’t get one even if you wanted one. The nearest phone company that provided landlines was fifty miles away from Corpus. No one wanted to make a trek like that so everyone was left with the option of cellphones and smartphones, provided largely by the one carrier that had a store in the middle of Corpus.

         “Hello?” Mel said, not recognizing the number.

         “Ello. This is Mr Ford, manager down at the Grits ’n’ Gravy Diner.”

         “Yes?” she said. “Hello Mr Ford.”

         “Hi, Miss Melanie. I’m afraid I’m going to have to cancel yer scheduled interview this mornin’.”

         “Oh,” Mel said with disappointed. “Why’s that?”

         “Well, gosh-flip-darn-it. We had somethin’ real strange happen last night.”

         “Yes?” she said curiously. “Go on.”

         “It appears as if someone broke into ’er meat locker. They took all the red meat. The chicken and fish is there. But the steaks ’n’ lamb, all gone. The liver too.”

         “Wow, well, uh,” Mel stammered.

         “Yeah, I’m afraid I’ve been on the phone with my meat providers all morning. We pay good money fer insurance but you know how insurance companies can be.”

         “Of course, Mr Ford. I imagine it’s like pulling teeth,” she half laughed.

         Mel was relieved. Not that the diner had been broken into and all its’ meat stolen. No. Just the fact that the interview was being cancelled over something that had nothing to do with her – as opposed to being cancelled because of her.

         “It sure as heck is. I’m actually calling you on my personal cellphone while I got them on this here diner phone. It’s absolutely horrible.” 

         “And they won’t cover your losses?” Mel asked.

         “Oh, they will,” Mr Ford answered, “but it will take forever and a half to get them to do it. And by that I mean I’ll prolly be on this phone wranglin’ with ’em til this afternoon. What a cryin’ shame.”

         “That’s awful,” Mel said, unsure of what else to add.

         “It sure is. Corpus just ain’t what it used to be. Who in their right mind breaks into a meat locker? Some poor hungry soul? Or someone more sinister? Some pranksters maybe.”

         “Pranksters?” Mel said.

         “I mean why else would they leave the chicken ’n’ fish. Poor folk don’t tend to be too picky ’bout what they eat, know what-ah-mean?”

         “I suppose you’re right, Mr Ford.”

         “Yeah, I reckon so,” he sighed.

         “Have you filed a police report?” Mel asked.

         “I called ’em. Strange thing, they said it’s gonna take a while to get down to me if a crime is not currently in progress. Apparently someone died out on Old Mill’s Road last night and all the force is out there investigatin’ what went on.”

         “That’s awful. Someone just died in the street?”

         “Somethin’ about a car on the side of ’er road. Maybe they were hit? I can’t be sure.”

         “Devastating, just devastating,” Mel said in a hushed tone.

         “But regardless, I wanted to know if we could postpone your interview until around two in the afternoon.”

         “Of course, Mr Ford. That would be great.”

         “Alright, Miss Lane I’ll see you then.”

         Mel didn’t remove her makeup or change clothes, but she did do what she always did this time of morning. The same thing many stay-at-home moms of Corpus did while the kids were at school – a little bit of cleaning and a whole lot of tv viewing. She flipped through news, soaps, premium cable, and Netflix. Thousands of options and rarely a single good show available.

         At least they have cable out here, she thought to herself.

         She got up, made a sandwich, and went right back to her television in the living room. The tv itself being the most modern thing in the room – nay, the house, that otherwise looked as if it were transported in time from the fifties, or forties, or maybe even earlier.

         I don’t remember it being so old-timey here, she thought. Then again, I guess thirty years ago is a great many years.

         She’d thought of remodeling the house, updating it to a style that suited her and the kids more. But the $5000 and change worth of savings account her mother left her was not enough to cover a miracle – or a home renovation and redecoration project.

         The minutes turned to hours and soon enough the afternoon approached. The kids were on their way home. Thankfully the drive to the diner was only minutes way.

         A great big sign read ‘Grits ’n’ Gravy Diner’. It wasn’t much, but when you were black widowed mother raising two kids and didn’t have a professional degree and weren’t a certified skilled worker, a job was a job. Especially in Corpus.

         In fact, the average town has a Grits ’n’ Gravy Diner. Only they’re known as The Waffle House. Corpus, in contrast, didn’t even have a single stinkin’ Waffle House. They had something more local, something not owned by a corporation – a buzzword with negative connotations in Corpus.

         So in place of Waffle House, Corpus had the Grits ‘n’ Gravy Diner. And it was one of a kind. As far as Mel knew, it was the only one plotted in America. Unique to Corpus.

         After the sign, the second thing Mel noticed as she pulled into the diner lot were the two police cruisers embossed with the word “SHERIFF” on either side. Otherwise, there were roughly a half dozen cars spread throughout the parking lot.

         The Grits ’n’ Gravy Diner was a popular gathering – or, at least, the closest thing Corpus had to a popular and regular gathering spot.

         Mel parked and entered the diner. The place was abuzz with chatter of some sort. Two policemen were talking to the manager – the same manager who was about to interview Mel for the coveted position of diner waitress.

         “It’s about time you guys got here,” Mr Ford said angrily. 

         It became readily apparent to Mel that the sheriff’s department had arrived only moments before she did.

         On the left was the tall stoic Sheriff Zeddman and next to him was the shorter, scrawnier Deputy Coleman.

         “I’m afraid we were tending to a very serious matter this morning,” Sheriff told him with the customary tip-of-the-hat.

         “That non-white couple found dead!” an elderly person called out from their seat just a few spots down from where the police stood.

         “We don’t need to be commenting and speculating on that just yet,” Deputy Coleman assured them, his wide brim hat also tipped. His hands clasped to his belt buckle as if he were the sheriff in a Clint Eastwood western.

         “If someone’s been killed in our town,” another sitting customer chimed in, “we deserve to know ’bout it!”

         A flurry of agreement spread across the diner patrons.

         “We will release information as soon as it becomes available to us,” Sheriff Zeddman assured them. “In the meantime, let’s not let allow any prejudice to overshadow these circumstances.”

         A series of rumblings broke out.

         “You must know something!” someone called out.

         “It was an unfortunate event,” the sheriff said, waving his hands in a manner that attempted to calm down the crowd.

         “That’s all yer know?!” someone yelled out.

         “We will be releasing as much information as we possibly can tomorrow morning. Tune in to WKP-26. I’ll be on the local radio,” the Sheriff told them.

         As it were, Corpus was too small a town to have its own local news show. There wasn’t enough news to report in order to sustain a daily half hour news show each morning and evening. If Corpus had its own local news show it would consist of daily crop reports and not much else. It was always the town without news. Until now.

         “I’m awfully sorry to hear about that,” Mr Ford interrupted, “but there are other problems facing the community.”

         “Yes,” the sheriff said astutely, “That’s what we’re here for. How can we help you?” 

         “I’d like to file a police report! Some damn no-good hood broke into this here diner last night. Broke the front door lock, then made their way back through the kitchen and broken into our frozen meat locker.”

         “Do ya have cameras?” Deputy Coleman asked. And immediately he knew – from the look on Mr Ford’s face, which read fool, are you kidding me – that the answer was no. “Nevermind,” he mumbled.

         As everyone in the diner around him listened, as Mel stood in the back – hearing the story for the second time now, Mr Ford recounted coming in to work and finding the door broken with every bit of red meat having disappeared.

         “And then what?” Deputy Coleman asked as he jotted down the information being told to him.

         “So, these thieves didn’t go for the cash registers after breaking in through the front door?” Sheriff Zeddman asked.

         “No, sir, Sheriff. All money has been accounted for. The cash register ain’t been touched. But the meat locker is another story.”

         “How much worth of meat, would you say?” Sheriff Zeddman questioned him.

         “Hmm,” Mr Ford thought for a moment. “We’ll have to do a full accounting with the insurance company. But they really wiped out all the good stuff, I tell yer. I’d guess a good $3000 worth of steak been wiped out from under our noses.

         “That would make it a felony,” Sheriff Zeddman said. “We’ll draw up the paperwork for a report.”

         “I sure do appreciate it, Sheriff. And thanks for taking time out your busy day solving murders ‘n all to check on my little diner ‘n all.”

         “No need to thank us, it’s our job,” the Sheriff smiled tiredly.

         “You really do a better job than I expected,” Ford told him, with some degree of passive aggression. Finally, Mr Ford looked over the Sheriff’s shoulder and laid his eyes upon Mel.

         “How may I help you?” he called out to Mel.

         “I’m Melanie Lane. I’m here for the job interview.”

         “My, my! I’m sorry to have kept you waiting.” 

         “Oh it’s alright, Mr Ford.”

         “Please,” he said, “call me Sammy.”

         “Alright… Sammy,” she said half-awkwardly.

         “Come on back to my office. Sheriffs, you two are welcome back here as well.”

         They all followed Mr Ford through the back, past a sign that read ‘Staff Only’. They went past the kitchen, and into the office. Mr Ford called the assistant manager in to handle the situation with the police report. Then he then instructed Mel to take a seat in front of his desk.

         “I’m a simple man,” he told her. “My interview consists of only one question. Just one.”

         “Well that’s really fascinating. And what would that question be, Mr For… Sammy?”

         “The only question I’ve ever asked in an interview. Tell me about yourself and what you think of Corpus!”

         She talked for roughly ten minutes – she spoke of being a widow from Charlottesville, having two kids, her mother passing, and moving back into the house she grew up in.

         “Given the years ya grew up here, do you recall Old Man McIntyre’s barn?”

         “I bet my memories are a bit different than yours,” she laughed. “The high school kids would talk about hooking up in there. But certain people, you know – like me, weren’t very welcomed there. A little too dirty for my tastes.”

         Mr Ford looked at her conspicuously. She hoped she hadn’t ruined her shot. Then he howled in laughter.

         “But,” he began, “I heard that it was near the same barn off Old Mill’s Road last night where that couple was found dead. Didn’t want ’ter mention it to the whole diner. Number one rule of customer service, never discuss bad around the dinner table.”

         “That’s what momma used to say,” she smiled half-heartedly.

         “But yes, what a shame. Maybe they drove off the road. Maybe some animal collided with ’em. Who can say? But back to you. When do you think you can start, Melanie?”

         “Oh, just Mel!” 

         “Then Mel it is.”

         “I can start as soon as possible,” she said excitedly.

         “Great! How’s tomorrow morning sound? You can start with day shift. I’ll have you follow Gertrude. Mind you, she’s the best we got. Been here at Grits ’n’ Gravy since ’79.”

         Mel immediately knew which waitress he was referring to – the blue haired lady who took forever and a half to pour a cup of joe. But with that many years under her belt, she’d earned her place in the Grits ’n’ Gravy Hall of Fame… if such a thing were to ever exist.

         
            ***

         

         Mel had returned home after acquiring her new waitress position and left the restaurant with a nice old-timey diner outfit. It was the same one that every employee wore. She knew she’d try it on first thing in the morning.

         The kids were home now. Hailey was in her room staying far away from any family member named Mason. And Mason himself was in the basement preparing the room for gaming night. Of course, preparing the room for gaming night meant to bring down enough soda and chips to last five boys for at least an hour.

         The basement itself was large, fully carpeted with a few sofas and tables for leisure. The only real addition Mason made to the basement was to bring a tv and gaming console down. The only thing his friends needed to bring were their own controllers.

         One by one a different boy arrived by bicycle before ringing the doorbell. Until, finally, all five of them were in the basement. There was Mason and his closest friend, Alex. There was the most outspoken member – the treasurer, Sebastian. There was the older Matthew. And who could forget Big Ben.

         “First order of business,” Mason said.

         “Is why we’re meeting on a Monday,” Ben said.

         “We just wanted you to bike here to lose some weight, Ben,” Sebastian howled.

         “Oh, ha ha,” Ben said sarcastically. “You know if I shove my fist down your throat you’ll be laughing a lot less.” 

         “Ben’s not even fat,” Matthew added.

         “Exactly,” Ben said. “I’m just not a stick like you, Seb.”

         “It’s Monday so we’ll skip introductions,” Sebastian said. “I was going to tell you rotten bastards why we’re meeting on a Monday.”

         “Which is what?” Alex asked.

         “Because we’re skipping Friday night,” Sebastian answered.

         “Skipping Friday?” “What?” “Why?” the others all shouted.

         “Of course. The high school football game is this Friday,” Sebastian told them. “The place where lives are changed, legends are forged, and names are made.”

         Everyone knew the football games in Corpus were not simply games, but events for the whole town. There was no missing it unless you’d come down with the flu – in which case, they would still try their hardest to make the game.

         “I had forgotten it was this Friday,” Ben said. The others nodded, also having lost track of the days.

         Everything had a habit of blurring together in a town like this. Every day felt the same with little distinction.

         “So we all agree,” Sebastian said. “That it was my wonderful idea to have a Monday meeting in place of Friday.”

         They all nodded in agreement as Ben threw a chip at Sebastian’s head.

         “I’m not gonna let you get away with that,” Sebastian said. “Next time I’ll slap the shit outta you.”

         “Well come shut me up,” Ben taunted him.

         “I’ll shut you up when I kick your ass in combat,” Sebastian sneered as a non-serious taunt

         Mason flipped the power switch on the video game console. Controllers were whipped out at breakneck speed. And the games began.

         The next morning, Mason woke up in a haze. It was like a teenage boy’s version of a hangover, complete with enough button mashing to the point of having forgotten who won what round of what game.

         Mason woke up in his junky bedroom on the second floor, right down the hall from his sister’s room. A year ago his mom told him he was old enough to do laundry – at which point she stopped doing it for him entirely. If Mason wanted a clean pair of sheets it was up to him to wash and change them. This frankly meant that Mason simply slept on the same sheets for several months at a time. He removed the sheets only when they were too filthy to remain laid upon – such as when he wasted food or drinks on them.

         So for the past week, Mason awoke each morning lying on a mattress sans blanket and sheets. Getting dressed never took him very long. It was as if he tried to break the previous day’s record each morning. Shirt, pants, socks, shoes, and a plastic digital watch with a broken light that was advertised to have worked underwater when he bought it.

         So minutes after waking up, he strolled downstairs to the kitchen to discover his sister at the table and mom at the stove. She was wearing her new waitress outfit and scrambling eggs.

         “Almost done,” she said. “Thought I’d make my kids an early breakfast before school today. You better not expect it too often. Like ever again.”

         “That’s great, mom,” Mason said. “I don’t have to be to school as early today if you’re making breakfast.”

         “Yeah,” Hailey agreed. “That should give us a few extra minutes.”

         They were referring to arriving at school twenty minutes early in order to take advantage of the free breakfast the school offered every student. That was an extra twenty minutes he could now stay at home.

         Mom placed eggs, bacon, and toast on their plates and placed the leftovers on a third plate for herself. The skillet went into the sink and mom returned to her seat in the antiquated breakfast room – it was covered with floral wallpaper and a china cabinet directly behind Hailey.

         “So mom,” Mason said. “You’re cooking for us then you’re gonna go to work at the diner and cook for other people.”

         “She’s a waitress, not a chef, genius,” Hailey snapped, eating with one hand while swiping through her phone with the other.

         “Same thing,” Mason snapped again.

         “Your sister’s right, honey,” his Mom, Mel, answered. “I have no experience cooking in a diner. Hell, I burn half the stuff I cook for both of you.”

         “Don’t be hard on yourself,” Hailey answered. “You really only burn about a quarter.”

         “Gimme the jam, girl,” Mason told his sister with a mouthful of eggs.

         “Try being a little more polite,” she demanded.

         “Okay, gimme the jam, thy prettiest princess in the land, whom all the boys swoon over and whose butt I gotta kiss just to get some freakin’ jam on my toast,” he said with the deepest tone of annoyance.

         “Oh shut up,” Hailey said, tossing the jam in his lap.

         “All the boys swoon over?” Mom asked, her curiosity piqued.

         “Totally,” Mason said. “I’ve seen guys salivating like wolves around her.”

         “OH MY FREAKIN’ GOD!” Hailey slammed her hand on the table.

         “It’s not that big a deal,” Mom answered. “When I was your age, they were everywhere. I met your father during our senior year in high school here. He was new to town too. He only spent one year in Corpus – his senior year. A white boy like him dating a black girl like me. Jesus, can you imagine the scandal.”

         “No,” Hailey answered. “I mean, it’s not weird these days. But when you were growing up? God, I bet it was difficult for both of you.”

         “Now nobody bats an eye,” Mom nodded. “At least not in anyplace that isn’t Corpus. But back when? Jesus. There were people that wanted both of us dead. We ran far away from here and never looked back. I still can’t believe I’m back sometimes.”

         “The only thing I can’t believe is that curly head over here,” Hailey laughed at her brother.

         “I actually combed my hair today.” Mason said proudly.

         “Don’t lie,” Hailey rolled her eyes.

         “You hear that?” Mom asked as she broke up their argument. She focused on the faint whispers emanating from the nearby radio. “Quiet down, you two. I’ll turn it up.” 

         Mel got up from her seat, increased the volume on the radio and returned to her seat.

         “This is DJ Jazz,” said the voice of a sixty-year-old local radio host who’d been broadcasting for nearly forty years.

         “Can you believe I remember him doing the local radio news back when I was your age,” Mel told her kids with a scoff. “And I never even liked him much.”

         
      “And today we are joined by Sheriff Antwan Zeddman. Like it or not, he’s our elected sheriff. And boy, have many people in Corpus not liked it. Now he’s here to give us an update on a very tragic and unfortunate accident that occurred two nights ago ‘ere in Corpus. Alright Sheriff. The folk are wonderin’ just what went down the other night. We’re all hopin’ you could shed some light, ya see.”
    

         “Thank you, Mr Jazz,” the sheriff’s deep baritone voice boomed over the radio as Mel and her kids continued breakfast.

         “I saw him yesterday,” Mel told them, as if she had met a celebrity. He was, after all, the closest Corpus had to a celebrity.

         
      “I’m afraid to update everyone that two nights ago around midnight, a couple from the state of Virginia were making their way through our town. A few miles past the town welcome sign, down along Old Mill’s Road, the couple’s car broke down. We are sad to report that they were attacked after getting out of their vehicle.”
    

         “Attacked?” DJ Jazz asked.

         
      “By a person? Possibly. Be attacks by animals are not unheard of. Possibly even wolves this time. Still, nothing is certain at the moment.”
    

         “Wolves?” Astonishment could be heard from the voice of the DJ.

         
      “Fur was found at the site. We think it’s likely that the couple hit an animal such as a wolf. It’s possible this alarmed other wolves in the pack nearby who zoned in on the couple once they exited their vehicle. A 911 call had been placed but the couple was found dead the next morning.”
    

         “My God,” DJ Jazz gasped. “What a horrific incident. May we pray for all those they left behind. May they, by God’s strength, make it through this tough and difficult time. Thank you, Sheriff Zeddman. You’re a true credit to the force. Regardless of what the blowhards say.”

         
      “And just what do they say, DJ?”
    

         “They say you’re too much like Barack Hussein Obama. That you don’t share the Corpus ideals. And while we may not share the same politics, Sheriff Zeddman, I want you to know I still stand behind you in protecting our little town.

         
      “Um, thank you, DJ Jazz. It is more important than ever that we, as a town, now come together in unison over the ideas and commitments that we do agree on.”
    

         
      “One more thing, Sheriff. I’m never one to gossip or bring up fake news but as we all know this is a tiny town and word be spreadin’ ’round like teens at a bonfire on football night.”
    

         
      “Go ahead, Mr Jazz.”
    

         
      “Well what I’ve done heard is that the bodies were found drained. And I ain’t ever heard of a pack of wolves that drained bodies of blood.”
    

         “I’m afraid that’s the negative side of news spreadin’ in a small town,” Sheriff Zeddman corrected him. “As soon as one false thing is stated, it goes everywhere.”

         
      “So you’re saying it’s not true?”
    

         
      “Mr Jazz, I can unequivocally state that is nothing more than a rumor.”
    

         “So wolves killed two people out here,” Mason said, dumping the scrapes of his plate into the trash bin in the kitchen. “

         “That’s interesting because,” his mom began, “I’ve never seen any out here. Not even when I was a kid.”

         “Well, mom” Hailey began, “A lot of things often change in thirty years. I can only imagine how different Corpus was three decades.”

         “Not as different as you’d think,” her mother answered and repeated – “Not as different… as you would think.”

         
            ***

         

         Roughly a half hour later, Hailey was at her locker after having been driven to school by Madison. Nothing more than the usual morning routine.

         “You ready for that chemistry test?” Madison asked.

         “Uh, yeah,” Hailey smiled awkwardly.

         The North Carolina curriculum she had been used to was slightly more advanced than the one just two states down in Georgia. The material being covered in Chemistry class was, for Hailey, a refresher of what she had learned in her previous year of school.

         “It’s gonna be so difficult, I swear,” Madison said.

         Not wanting to seem like an arrogant know-it-all, Hailey nodded along. “Totally,” she agreed.

         Before any talk about the chemistry test could resume, the girls were approached by a tall awkward boy with curly hair, freckles, and horn-rimmed glasses. This was Charlie Ray. He sat in the same English class as Hailey and Madison. During which time he would frequently, and uncomfortably, stare at Hailey. He was the type of boy who’d gawk until a girl’s eyes met his, at which point his gaze would dart in another direction. But this morning, of all mornings, he seemed to have worked up a lot more courage than usual.

         “Hey, Hailey,” he shrugged awkwardly, his head bobbing up and down.

         “Uh, hi,” Hailey said nervously, unsure of what he wanted.

         “I’m Charlie Ray.”

         “Oh yeah. Don’t we have a class together?”

         “Yeah. I was just sorta-kinda, y’know, kinda wondering,” Charlie Ray stammered, looking at the floor. “Would you be interested in going… uh, going out?”

         “Together?” Hailey said, unaware she was raising an eyebrow. Not that it mattered. His gaze was still on the same polished floor the janitor had just applied a coat of wax to.

         “Well uh, whatever would work. Together. As a group. Whatever, ya know,” he shrugged his shoulders. His hands sweating deeply within his pants pockets. Hailey could practically see the sweat down his face.

         “I don’t really go out much,” Hailey said, scrunching her face just a bit. How do I turn this guy down politely.

         “Well, maybe when you do.”

         “Are you trying to ask her out? Like on a date?” Madison interrupted. She’d had enough.

         “Well, I, uhh… I guess… kinda,” he stammered. 

         “l’m sorry, Charlie Ray,” Hailey said. “I’m not really the dating type,” she lied.

         She’d have loved to date someone. Just not him.

         “Yeah,” he said, finally looking up for once. “But I could still see ya round. Just as friends then.”

         “Errr,” Hailey buzzed. Friends? Since when are we friends?

         “How about the football game Friday night. Will you be there?” Charlie Ray asked.

         “Yeah, I will be,” Hailey said. But sure as hell not for you. Creep.

         “Well then I… I guess I’ll see you then,” he blurted out quickly, removed a hand from his pocket to wave, and darted away down a hall.

         “Oh God, that was horrific,” Hailey said, shutting her locker.

         “What were you waiting for?” Madison asked “Sometimes boys like that just need a straight rejection.”

         “He looks like the type who’d shatter if I just said buzz off,” Hailey said with unease.

         “Sis, that’s all of ‘em,” Madison laughed.

         “I hate that you’re right.”

         “What are you thinking about?” Madison asked. She could read the frustration on Hailey’s face. “That loser?”

         “No, I haven’t given him a second’s thought. But those guys from yesterday. Have you seen them today?”

         “No,” Madison answered. “It’s like they just come and go as they please. Sightings of them are seldom.”

         “Why’s that?” Hailey asked.

         “Who knows?”

         Without much more conversation, they went their separate ways to attend class. The first of many high school bells was to ring in mere minutes.

         
            ***

         

         Meanwhile, on the East Wing, Mason and Alex chained their bicycles to the bike rack near the side of the school. They were headed toward one of the side entrance doors. 

         “Where you two going?” a voice called out.

         Mason and Alex turned around right before they reached the doors. Two greasy haired older boys, both taller than Mason and Alex, quickly approached them.

         “Not you two,” Alex sighed. And before he knew it, his tormentor Jason Richly had pinned him against a brick wall.

         Mason swung at the bully. His punch connected but the guy didn’t flinch. Immediately the other bully, Harry Fletch, grabbed Mason by his shirt and shoved him against the same wall as Alex.

         “Where you two pussies headed?” Harry spat, squinting his already too small beady black eyes.

         “Get the hell off me,” Alex spat after Jason pressed his large forearm against the boy’s neck.

         “You look like a mutt, boy,” Harry said as he held Mason. “You got a white parent that likes breeding with dark folk or something?”

         “Screw you,” Mason coughed. “Get off me!”

         “And where’s that Mexican boy at?” Harry gruffed. “I swear as soon as I find him I’ll fuck him up just for being in this country.”

         Jason tossed Alex threw to the ground. Then he stumbled back, clutching his head after being hit. He turned around and caught sight of Matthew. The bully retreated. Matthew turned to Harry and clocked him just the same, forcing him to let go of Mason. The two ninth grade boys scurried like rats.

         “We’re not fuckin’ done with y’all!” Harry yelled to them.

         “Go to hell, jackasses!” Matthew said before turning his attention to Mason and helping Alex off the ground.

         “Assholes!” Mason yelled back, as soon as he was sure they were gone.

         “I remember them in middle school,” Matthew told them and coughed. “Those two idiots are all talk. But I’m not feeling too well today.”

         “You think they’ll come around again?” Alex asked. “I kinda don’t like being pinned against the wall. I don’t even want to talk about what his breathe smelled like. Dog crap.”

         Matthew and Mason howled. 

         “They’re a nuisance, for sure,” Matthew said. He coughed again.

         “You need to get that cough checked on,” Alex told him.

         “Yeah but never mind that. They’ll move targets soon enough,” Matthew tried to assure them. “At least I hope so.”
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