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For many years, Devil's Briar has been a mystery. Some say that an entire ghost town is hidden somewhere in the Colorado wilderness, waiting to be discovered. Others claims that Devil's Briar is a myth, that the town never existed at all.

At first, Paula Mitchell and her husband Bill look set to fail in their search for Devil's Briar. But then, unlike all those who have searched before, they make a startling discovery. Devil's Briar is real, although no-one has lived there for many years. As they start to explore the empty streets and buildings, however, Paula and Bill realize that the town is still hiding the same dark secret that caused it to be abandoned in the first place.

Many years earlier, the people of Devil's Briar welcomed a strange new arrival. Thomas Paternoster was a secretive scientist who quickly became a central figure in the town. At first, Paternoster seemed to be a friendly presence, but his true plan soon became apparent. By the time the locals realized what he wanted, Paternoster's plan couldn't be stopped, setting into motion a series of horrific events that still echo through the town to this day.

A century later, Paula and Bill Mitchell are about to discover the awful truth about what happened to Devil's Briar, about where the inhabitants went, and about why the town was so difficult to find.
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Arrival 

Paula Mitchell 

Today 

"Devil's Briar was on a few early maps," Bill shouts, trying to be heard over the sound of the spluttering engine as our truck bounces along the dirt road, "but it was generally assumed that the place was just a small encampment. A few houses, maybe a well for water, nothing of any real importance or permanence." At that moment, the truck hits a particularly large bump, jolting us violently. "Those old maps were notoriously unreliable," he adds, barely even missing a beat. "Seriously, if we went looking for every scratchy little town that might or might not have existed, we'd be -" 

"Rock!" I shout, pointing at a boulder that's sitting straight in the middle of the road. 

Bill looks ahead and sees the boulder just in time. He turns the wheel sharply to the left and the truck veers off the dirt road and into the brush. For a moment, it seems like we might be about to overturn, but the heavily-laden truck just about manages to remain the right way up as Bill slows us down and we come to a halt just at the edge of the tall pine trees that reach high up into the afternoon sky. 

Smiling, Bill stares straight ahead. "You see?" he says finally. "You see what it's like out here? There's no infrastructure, no human intervention, just hundreds of miles of pristine woodland. We're probably the first people to come through this stretch of land in years, since the loggers who cut this rough road. There's nothing out here. No oil, nothing of value at all. It's a wasteland. This is the very last corner of America that might have any secrets at all. If we'd died just then, no-one would have found our bodies for... months. Years, even. Maybe not ever." 

"You mind if I drive for a while?" I ask, my heart still racing. It's great to see Bill so enthusiastic, especially given what he's been through over the past year, but I'd be a hell of a lot more comfortable taking the wheel. 

Sighing, he unbuckles his seat belt and climbs out. "I'm not sick, you know," he says. "I appreciate your concern, but I'm totally fine." 

As soon as I get out of my side of the truck, I'm struck by how cold it is out here. There are patches of snow all around, and I can see my breath as I walk around to the driver's side. "It must be below zero," I say, climbing back into the truck. "How much further until we get to Devil's Briar?" 

"Just a few more miles," he replies, getting into the passenger seat. 

"You said that a few miles ago," I point out, starting the engine, "and a few miles before that." Easing the gas pedal down to avoid spinning the wheels, I ease us slowly back up onto the dirt road. Frankly, this trip is starting to feel like a wild goose chase. For the past week, Bill has been able to talk about nothing other than the possibility of finding this once-buried ghost town out in the Colorado wilderness. It sounded like a far-fetched idea at first, but he gradually gathered enough evidence to persuade me to come with him. I mean, what kind of a wife would I be if I let my husband come on a cockamamie trip like this by himself? He tried to get a few other professors interested at the university, but none of them took his claims seriously. To them, the idea of discovering an entire lost town is too far-fetched. As for me, I'm willing to suspend my disbelief for a while, if only to humor my husband. The truth is: I don't want to be here, but I'm going to humor Bill's obsession. If this trip makes him happy, I guess it'll make me happy too. 

"Are you sure there's no-one else out here?" I ask. "We can't seriously have this whole wilderness to ourselves." 

"There's nothing and no-one," he replies. "It's dangerous territory. Not the kind of place you want to go wandering around aimlessly. Satellite imaging shows no signs of wheel-tracks or any other kind of disturbance." 

"And satellites can never be wrong," I say, unable to hide the cynicism in my voice. I've been supportive so far, but now I'm getting worried. The odds of us actually finding this forgotten ghost town are tiny, and I'm afraid that Bill's spirit will be crushed. Am I doing the right thing by indulging him in this journey? I'm desperate for him to get back into his work, but I can't help wondering if I've let things go too far. I'm starting to think that I should have let him down gently and encouraged him to find some other project. Something nice. Something safe. Something easy. 

"It's thanks to the satellites that we found this place at all," he replies. "Without..." He pauses for a moment. "Hang on, pull over for a second." 

"Why?" I ask, unable to see anything up ahead that might have piqued his interest. 

"Over there!" he says, pointing to the side of the road. "Paula, stop!" 

Sighing, I pull over and stop the engine. Bill immediately gets out of the truck and limps over to the edge of the forest, finally stopping next to what looks like a long line of wood that's been partially buried in the ground. At first, I assume it's just a fallen tree, but as I sit and watch him through the windshield, I realize maybe he's actually found something. Getting out of the truck again, I wander over to join him. After all this effort, it'd be pretty amazing if it turned out Bill was actually right about there being something out here. 

As I get to his side, I see what he's looking at: it appears to be the foundations of an old house. Laid out before us, six large beams are sticking up from the ground. It's not much, but the only logical explanation is that at some point in the past there was a dwelling here. A dwelling isn't exactly a whole town, but it's still more than I thought we'd find, and it should be enough to boost Bill's confidence. I guess this trip won't be a waste of time after all. 

"This isn't on any maps," Bill says, turning to me. I can see the excitement in his eyes. This is the kind of moment he lives for: discovering things that no-one else knows about and digging up the secrets of the past. These last few years stuck behind a desk at the university, and then recovering in hospital from his accident, have left him drained of enthusiasm. Finally, and slowly, the old Bill - the man I fell in love with, the man I married, the man I hoped to have children with some day - seems to be coming back to me. I should be happy. 

"It doesn't mean there was a town here," I point out, trying to manage his expectations. Damn it, sometimes I feel like a mother who's trying to look after a wayward child. "Maybe someone just built a smallholding, tried to live off the land, and then gave up. You can't take these foundations and extrapolate a whole community." I look around at the forest that surrounds us. "I don't see signs of any other buildings in the area." 

"The actual town's another mile or two to the north," Bill replies. "This must have been an outlier. People lived here, Paula. They probably built this house with their bare hands. This is part of American history that no-one's ever seen before. This is the American Dream. These foundations have lain undisturbed for decades, maybe even a century or more. Aren't you excited? This is literally the history of our country being unearthed." 

"I'm very excited," I say, though I immediately realize that I'm a terrible actress. I don't sound excited at all. I sound bored. 

"We need to get going," Bill says, standing up and hurrying back to the truck. "There might be a whole town to explore!" 

Sighing, I get to my feet and follow him. It's not that I'm disinterested in the prospect of discovering the remains of an entire town. It's just that I'm not sure how much we can determine about the place from a bunch of ruined foundations. It's not like we're going to find too much left behind, not if the whole place has been covered by snow and soil for almost a century. Still, I have to keep my cynical side in check for now. This trip is about Bill. 

"Think about what we might find out here," Bill says as we get back into the truck. 

"My husband, the romantic," I say wryly. 

"Everyone needs to be passionate about something," he says. "Come on, Paula. Get with the program." 

Reluctant to say anything that might burst his bubble, I decide not to argue. Instead, I fire up the truck and we head off along the dirt road. For mile after mile we see nothing ahead of us but more road, lined on either side by pine trees. I start to worry that Bill's hopes of finding an abandoned town are going to be dashed. Just as I'm ready to give up, however, I spot something in the distance. 

"You see that?" I ask. 

He stares at the map for a moment. "It's not marked down here," he says. "It could be the ruins we saw on the satellite image." 

I smile nervously. As we drive closer and closer, it becomes clear that whatever we've found, it's more than just a set of ruins. The trees have been cut back and there are whole buildings left standing, arranged in what looks to be two contra-parallel streets. Whatever this place used to be, it was clearly never a big town, but it was a town, with stores and houses. I park the truck right next to the closest building, and Bill immediately climbs out and takes a few steps toward the town before turning to me. He looks awestruck, as if he never expected to find anything so stunning. It's a small town. It must have been hidden by snow and dust for close to a century before a shift in the local conditions uncovered it. There are no historical records of the place, no firm mentions in any old books or letters. It's as if the town has just cropped up from nowhere: a hundred-year-old ghost town, ruined and abandoned in the middle of nowhere. 

"This must be it," Bill says, grinning. He turns to me. "This must be Devil's Briar." 

Mayor Albert Caster 

1925 

Lawrence was a good boy.

Really, Lord, he was. Such a good boy, which makes this whole business all the more unpleasant and regrettable. He might have made a few mistakes under pressure, but in general he was a good, honest boy who had time and a happy smile for everyone. His one flaw was the ladies. Oh, how Lawrence's head could be turned by a pretty girl. I understand how the temptation of the flesh can turn a man's head, Lord, but for Lawrence it was almost impossible to ignore the arrival of a new woman in town. He'd become besotted, some might even say obsessed. I know he tried to fight his urges, and I know he prayed and prayed to you until his knees were sore, but something in that boy was unable to summon up the necessary strength. And so he sinned. 

"Mayor Caster?" calls out a meek voice at the door, accompanied by a faint knock. "May I enter?" 

Opening my eyes, I sit up straight and pause for a moment to compose myself. "Come in, Adelaide," I say eventually. 

"Good afternoon, Mayor Caster," Adelaide says as she steps into the room. A quiet, mousy woman of late middle age, Adelaide is so timid she can barely even make eye contact with me. I believe it must be my masculinity that frightens her; it's understandable, really, that such a delicate woman would be overcome by my strong, powerful presence. "I was asked to tell you that a man has arrived at the hotel and has been asking after you," she continues. "Henry said you ought to know." 

"A man?" I say, frowning. 

She nods, glancing briefly at me before looking back down at the floor. "He arrived this morning. A tall man, wearing black. He told Henry he plans to come and introduce himself to you later today, and Henry thought you really should be forewarned. Henry thinks there's something unsettling about the man." 

I take a deep breath. "Henry should be careful when judging others," I tell her. "After all, Henry is certainly not without his own flaws." 

"Yes," she says quickly. 

"Tell me, has this man done anything to offend anyone?" 

"No," she says. 

"Has he said anything untoward or ungodly?" 

"I don't believe so," she says. 

"Is there something objectionable about his character, or about his business? Does he smell bad?" 

She shakes her head. 

"Then what business does Henry have in condemning this man?" I wait for Adelaide to answer, even though I know she won't say anything. I don't know if she has the mental fortitude to form opinions of her own; if she does, she keeps them to herself. "Henry should focus on his own business before he starts criticizing the lives of others. I'm sure the stranger would be more than capable of finding my office without help, but perhaps on this occasion I shall make an effort to come and seek him out myself." Rising from my chair, I walk slowly over to the door and take my walking cane from the rack. "Come and show me this man," I tell Adelaide, "but first, will you join me in a prayer for poor Lawrence?" 

"Poor..." she starts to say, looking puzzled. "Of course." 

"Kneel," I tell her. 

Slowly getting down on her knees, Adelaide clasps her hands before her face and closes her eyes. 

"Dear Lord," I begin, "we beg your mercy for the soul of our dear comrade Lawrence Evans, that he might be forgiven by his fellow men. We implore you to give him the strength necessary to face his current struggles, and we ask that you give us the same strength and enable us to ignore the pleasures of the flesh. Amen." 

"Amen," Adelaide whispers. 

"Now get up," I say. "I'm a busy man." 

Having dressed for the street in my finest fur coat, I lead Adelaide out of the building and pause to take a long, deep breath of air. It's a slow day in Devil's Briar, with just a few of the townspeople going about their business. The shops are all open, though, and the commerce of the town seems to be rumbling along at an acceptable pace. Striking out across the wide, open square toward the hotel, I greet several passersby and - in turn - I am greeted warmly. It has taken me some years to establish myself as Mayor of Devil's Briar, but in that time I have earned the respect of most of my fellow citizens. Whenever I am out and about on official business, I feel that I am doing good work. In these troubled times, when people worry about sin and evil, I have the added responsibility of providing guidance and moral authority. Fortunately, these needs fall within my natural abilities. 

"Good morning, Henry," I say as I enter the foyer of the hotel, with Adelaide scuttling along behind me. "I understand we have a visitor in our midst." 

"We do indeed," Henry replies sourly. Standing behind the reception desk, he makes little effort to disguise his discomfort. "The gentleman is through in the bar at this very moment." 

"In the bar?" I reply, a little shocked. "I do hope he is not -" 

"Of course not," Henry says with a calculated smile. "He is merely taking tea with his companion." 

"He has a companion?" I ask. 

Henry nods. 

"You didn't tell me about a companion," I say, turning to Adelaide. 

"I wasn't aware of any companion," she replies, looking scared. "I'm sorry, I didn't know!" 

I sigh. "You must ensure you have all the facts before you come tittle-tattling to me in future. Otherwise, you risk setting me up to look like a fool, and you wouldn't want that, would you?" 

She shakes her head. 

"Very well," I say. "You can go on your way." Turning, I walk toward the bar, pausing at the door to ensure that my tie is straight. It's a rare pleasure to welcome visitors to Devil's Briar, and I feel it's my duty to greet every new arrival personally, no matter how brief their time here with us might be. I consider myself to be the public face of the community, and I hope to set the tone and ensure that outsiders not only feel welcomed, but also understand that they are to treat our little town with the respect and courtesy that we deserve. Finally, taking a deep breath, I walk through the door and enter the bar, which is empty apart from a figure sitting over by the window. 

"Good morning!" I say, grinning as I approach the visitor. "My name is Albert Caster, Mayor of Devil's Briar. I most humbly welcome you to our little town!" 

"Good morning, Mayor Caster," says the man, getting to his feet and extending a hand. He's a fairly young fellow, perhaps in his early thirties, with dark, brooding eyes but an easy smile. He's well-dressed, and he has about him the air of someone who has a considerable fortune. He is, I imagine, the kind of man who might appeal to the ladies. "My name is Thomas Paternoster," he continues, "and I must apologize for not having come at once to introduce myself to you in person at your office. I'm afraid I was quite exhausted after the long journey, and I felt the need to refresh myself before imposing upon your time. I hope you'll understand." 

"Please," I say, shaking his hand, "don't apologize." 

"Will you join me?" he asks, indicating an empty chair. 

"I would be honored," I reply, taking a seat just as Henry enters the bar. "Bring me a tea," I say, and Henry heads through to the kitchen. I carefully lean my walking cane against the wall. "I believe," I say, smiling at Mr. Paternoster, "that I was told you have a companion with you?" 

"Yes," he says. "A young lady. My niece, in fact. She lost her parents in a fire when she was younger, and I have been looking after her ever since. She's a lovely girl, very obedient. Very God-fearing, and very intelligent. She's currently up in my room, unpacking my belongings, but she'll be down shortly and I'm sure you'll be charmed by her. I'm afraid she's the type of girl who always manages to attract the attention of gentlemen. Through no fault of her own, it can be quite a struggle ensuring that she remains chaste until I can find her a suitable husband." 

"I'm sure," I reply. "Might I ask what business has brought you to our fair town?" 

"A matter of some delicacy," he says, sipping from his tea. "In fact, I was hoping to get a moment with you this afternoon in order to discuss a matter of great importance." 

"I should be only too happy to listen to anything you have to say," I reply, as Henry brings over a pot of tea and sets it in front of me, along with a cup. I wait until he has left the room before I continue speaking. "I run a very informal office, Mr. Paternoster. Some men prefer formality, but I find it stiffens the soul. I prefer to speak freely, and I like others to tell me what's on their mind. I trust you'll find I'm a most amenable -" 

"Devil's Briar is dying," Mr. Paternoster says suddenly. 

I stare at him. "I beg your pardon?" I say after a moment. 

"It was evident from the moment I arrived," he continues. "The whole town is in a terminal decline. You have no industry, you have no trade routes, no reason to exist at all. Forgive me for being frank, Mayor Caster, but how much longer do you foresee Devil's Briar remaining a viable community? Ten, perhaps fifteen years?" He sips from his tea. "As I walked from the edge of town to this hotel, I passed twenty-seven people in the street, and not one of them had any vitality. It was like seeing dead-eyed corpses wandering from door to door. Few of the people I saw were young, and few had any passion in their eyes. Devil's Briar has the unstirred atmosphere of a ghost town. It's as if the people here have given up on life." 

Taking a deep breath, I attempt to compose myself. "I'm always glad to hear the opinions of -" 

"I'm not finished," he says, interrupting me. There's a steely, determined look in his eyes. "Something needs to be done if Devil's Briar is to be saved. Some new strength needs to be introduced, or else the town will die out and end up being forgotten. I'm sure you don't want to be remembered as the man who presided over the death of an entire community, but that is precisely what will happen unless something changes." He sighs. "This is in no way intended as a criticism of your own work, Mayor Caster. I'm quite certain that you execute your duties with aplomb. Nevertheless, the problem is as plain as day. I have a little medical training, and I can assure you that if I saw a patient with the same kind of malaise that I see in this town, I would immediately recommend some form of tonic." 

"You have a slightly skewed picture of our little community," I say, bristling at this man's importunity. "Perhaps, having only been here a scant hour already, you have mistaken rigor for sterility, and confidence for listlessness. We are not the kind of people who show our emotions on our sleeves, Mr. Paternoster. We are a reserved community. We are a God-fearing people." 

"And yet you have but one small church that looks, if I may be so bold, as if it might fall down in a stiff breeze. How can a God-fearing people have any faith in themselves when their community shows no desire to glorify our creator? If the people of Devil's Briar fail to demonstrate their devotion to God, how can they expect that God in turn will share his magnificence with them? No wonder the town is in such a state of disrepair." 

I pause for a moment, trying to understand this Paternoster fellow. "Might I ask why you came to our town in the first place?" I ask eventually. "It seems most unusual for a man to present himself in an unfamiliar community and immediately begin to criticize what he finds. I always feel it is incumbent upon the new arrival to observe the ways of his new environs and seek to fit in accordingly." 

"Which is why I wish to speak to you," he replies. "I hope to remain in Devil's Briar for some time. Victoria requires stability, and I am tired of traveling. But if I am to stay, I wish to contribute something meaningful and valuable to the town." He smiles. "I have money, Mayor Caster, and I wish to use some of it to put right what I believe is wrong. I hope, with your blessing of course, to contribute both materially and spiritually to the regeneration of Devil's Briar." 

"And how do you propose to do that?" I ask. 

"With metal," he says firmly, "and steel." 

"Well," I start to say, "If you -" At that moment, a terrible scream is heard from outside. Getting to my feet and grabbing my walking cane, I hurry as fast as I can through to the lobby, where I find the front door hanging wide open. There's a commotion outside, with people huddling around what appears to be a body on the ground. Seeing me in the doorway, Henry hurries over. 

"What's wrong?" I ask. "What's causing all this excitement?" 

"It's Lawrence Evans," Henry says, with a look of horror in his eyes. "He's struck Adelaide down. It's happening again, Albert. I told you nothing had changed! Why didn't you listen to me?" 

Paula Mitchell 

Today 

"Look at this place," Bill says as we walk along the main street of Devil's Briar. "It's like a time capsule. A perfectly preserved town from the 1920s, abandoned by man and left to sit and rot. A whole community of shops and houses. There must have been hundreds of people living here, but..." He turns to me. "Where did they all go? And why didn't one person ever mention this place after they left?" 

I shrug. Devil's Briar is certainly a striking discovery. It's a small town, made up of maybe a dozen roads interlinked in a grid formation. The buildings are primitive but were probably, back in the early twentieth century, considered to be fairly modern. There are quite a few shops, suggesting that the place supported a small but thriving community. So far, walking along what seems to have been the main thoroughfare, I've seen a bank, two saloons, a library and various small stores. This wasn't a bunch of hicks living in the sticks; Devil's Briar was clearly a proper, fully functioning town, in which case... What went wrong? 

Stepping over to one of the buildings, I peer through the large window and see nothing but darkness inside. I squint, in an attempt to get a better view, but it's hopeless: the window is covered in thick grime, accumulated no doubt over many, many years of abandonment. I try the door and find that it's locked, with a handwritten sign indicating that this particular store - which seems to have sold fabric - is only open on weekdays from 9am until 5pm. It's strange to think that at one time, this place must have been fairly busy and normal. This is a far, far more substantial conurbation than the satellite images suggested, and I've got to hand it to Bill: he was right when he said it would be worth coming out here. 

"Seriously," he says, standing in the middle of the street. "What happened here? Why did everyone abandon the town? Why was the whole place scrubbed from all the history books? You'd think someone would have at least mentioned that Devil's Briar exists." 

"Unless they just wanted to forget about it," I point out. "Maybe they left because they thought there was nothing to keep them here. No jobs, no industry. Nothing. I mean, if you moved to New York from a place like this, you wouldn't spend all your time writing about the past, would you?" 

"That's assuming they did leave," Bill replies. 

"Then where are they?" I ask. 

He shrugs. "Maybe they just died off. I know you're not keen on dead bodies, Paula, but you've got to accept that there might be some unburied remains here. Maybe something happened that prevented anyone from leaving. Maybe everyone died." 

"Like a plague?" 

"Who knows? It's not impossible that the population dwindled and was then struck down by some kind of catastrophe that finished the last citizens off." 

"Aren't you being a little melodramatic?" I ask, walking along to the next shopfront and peering inside. This time I can just about make out what appears to be a counter, with some kind of shelving behind it. After a moment, I realize that I'm looking at a pharmacy, and one that seems to be fully stocked and ready to open. This place wasn't emptied out when its owner left; it's as if they just shut the door and vanished. "If anything interesting had happened here," I continue, trying the door and finding that it's locked, "we'd know about it. The only reason a whole town would fade from the history books is if it's so dull, no-one can even be bothered to remember it existed in the first place. Ergo, they all left." 

"Or they were too scared," he replies. "Or no-one ever got away from the place." 

"Sure," I reply. "A great big, dusty, empty mystery." 

"I think something really strange happened here," he continues. "Something really unusual." 

"You can't be serious," I say. "You're starting to sound like a conspiracy nut. This place is weird enough, without us having to come up with complex theories about why it ended up being abandoned. There are plenty of examples of ghost towns in the Old West that were abandoned because the community became economically and socially nonviable. Just because this place looks to have been more advanced, you can't ignore the most likely explanation." 

"Are you trying to spoil my fun?" he asks, pulling a camera from his pocket and hitting the 'record' button. "There's no way an entire town gets abandoned like this, without there being some kind of story behind what happened. The fact that there's absolutely no mention of the place on record only proves that the story must be worth uncovering." He pans the camera around in a full circle. "Then again," he adds, lowering the camera, "there's something else that's odd about this Devil's Briar." 

"Like what?" I ask. 

"It's not just humans who left," he replies. "It's everything. Listen. There's nothing here. No sign of any kind of animal life. No birds. No bugs, as far as I can tell. It's as if every living thing headed for the exit and then stayed out. There's no life here at all." 

"Well maybe there is," I point out. "Maybe we should take a look in one of these buildings before we head home." 

"Head home?" he says, looking surprised. "Who said anything about heading home? No way. We've got supplies for a week, and that's how long we're gonna spend here." 

"You've got to be kidding," I reply. 

He doesn't say anything. 

"Bill," I continue, "what are we going to do here for a week? We need to go and get a team together, and come back here properly." 

"We'll do all that," he says, "but first we'll poke around a little ourselves." He stares at me. "Come on, look at this place. We've stumbled into something truly amazing. Is your first instinct really to turn around and go home? Do you think Howard Carter, when he found Tutankhamun's tomb, turned around and said he wanted to go home and think about what to do next? Hell, no. He broke down the damn door and went inside." 

"And look how that turned out," I reply. 

He frowns. 

"So now you're comparing Devil's Briar to the tomb of Tutankhamun?" I ask with a sigh. I look along the dusty street. "Where, exactly, do you think we could sleep?" 

"There must be beds somewhere," he replies. 

"No way!" I reply, hurrying after him as he starts walking. "You can't seriously expect us to sleep in a ghost town, Bill. It's..." 

"It's what?" He turns to me, grinning. "Spooky? Creepy? Scary? I never knew you were so superstitious." 

"I'm not superstitious," I say. "It's just... There's a limit. This place? At night? Do you really want to give that a try?" 

"There's nothing here that can hurt us," he replies. "What are you scared of? Ghosts? Bumps in the night? Look around, Paula. There's literally nothing in this whole place." 

"You don't know that for sure," I tell him. "There could be people here. Maybe they're hiding. Maybe there are bears." 

"There's no sign of any kind of life," he replies. "You saw the road. No tire tracks. No-one has been in or out of this place for ages, and it's quite clear that no-one walks these streets." He pauses. "I tell you what. I'll cut you a deal. If you find one sign of life here before sunset - just one sign - I'll agree to turn around and get out of here. How's that for a promise?" 

"I don't want to stay here overnight," I insist. "It just doesn't feel like a good idea." 

"Hey!" he calls out, stopping as he reaches the point where the street intersects with another thoroughfare. "Come and take a look at this!" 

"What is it?" I ask as I walk over to join him. "Is there -" Suddenly I stop speaking as I see what he's looking at. It takes a moment for me to register quite what I'm seeing, as if somehow my brain can't compute such a bizarre object. "No way," I say. 

"Way," he replies, stepping forward. "How could something like this be here, and still no-one thought to ever mention this town after it got abandoned?" He turns to me. "Explain that to me, Paula. Explain how this place got forgotten, and I'll turn around right now and leave with you. Explain what we're looking at right now." 

I take a deep breath. Ahead of us, about fifty meters away down at the other end of the street, at the center of what appears to be a small town square, there's a cross embedded in the ground. A huge black cross, defiantly rising up maybe thirty or forty feet into the air. 

Mayor Albert Caster 

1925 

"She'll be dead by sunset," Dr. Collings says as he checks Adelaide's pulse. We're in one of the bedrooms at the hotel, where the poor wretched woman has been laid out for treatment. "There's nothing I can do to help her," the doctor continues. "There's nothing anyone could do. She's suffered such a fright; her heart simply can't go on beating for much longer. It's a matter of hours at best." 

"Just like Sarah," Henry says, standing in the doorway. "And just like -" 

"I'm sure we all remember," I say firmly, interrupting him. "Thank you, Henry. Perhaps you should attend to your guests downstairs. I'm sure they're somewhat troubled by recent events, and I would think a good host might set about calming them with a tonic, rather than standing around gossiping." 

"I'll want compensating for the sheets," he replies sourly. 

"There's barely any blood!" I protest. 

"I'll still want compensating." 

"Fine!" I say, keen to get rid of him. "Go away! I'll compensate you for your damn sheets out of my own pocket!" 

Raising an eyebrow, Henry turns and walks away. As I hear him trudging downstairs, I step closer to the bed. There is indeed a small patch of blood on the bed, close to Adelaide's ear. The knife wound in the back of her head is no longer bleeding so heavily, but the damage is already done. 

"I can give her something for the pain," Collings says, turning to me. "If that's something you'd like me to do." 

"No," I say, shaking my head. "One must not meet one's fate in a cowardly manner. Adelaide must face her pain. We all must face our pain on the day we meet the Lord God. He would have it no other way." 

"Did they catch Lawrence this time?" he asks. 

"There are men out looking for him," I reply. "I'm sure they'll track him down imminently." 

"And then what?" Collings says. "What exactly do you plan to do with the poor bastard when you have him?" 

"There's only one thing that can be done," I say. "We shall have to kill him. In the eyes of God, we have no choice. There can be no more murders." I wander over to the window, pausing to look at a small painting that hangs on the wall; the painting shows a woman, bending low to pick up a pile of washing while a horned devil lurks nearby. The image is a fine representation of the perils that face women in this world. "I'm sure none of us wish to end up dragging yet another poor dying woman up to this room, just to watch her die," I continue. "Whatever trouble afflicts Lawrence's soul, I am quite sure now that it is beyond our ability to grant him peace from his suffering. We must destroy his body so that God might be able to restore him." 

"Or send him straight to Hell," Collings suggests. 

"Let us not judge our fellow man," I reply. "Such things are for God alone to decide." 

"At least she has no family," Collings says, looking down at Adelaide's pale, sleeping face. "No-one to mourn her. No-one to miss her. The funeral will be a bare affair, I'm sure." 

"I shall miss her, in a way," I reply. "She was a weak woman, of course, but she kept herself busy and she was of use from time to time. Just an hour ago, she came and told me of the arrival of Mr. Paternoster and his companion. I have no time for gossip, of course, but Adelaide was always keen to keep me abreast of the latest news." 

"Well, I'll come back in a few hours to certify death," Collings says as he heads over to the door. "I shouldn't think the poor old dear will last more than two hours, so I'll drop by before dinner. She wasn't exactly the picture of health to begin with, and I'm afraid Lawrence has quite finished her off." 

Once I'm alone with Adelaide, I take a seat next to her bed and reach out to hold her hand. Closing my eyes, I bow my head and, in a lowered voice, I start speaking to God. "Dear Lord, please accept this dear child of yours back into your bosom. She has led a virtuous life, free of sin, yet she has been struck down in a most unkind manner. Please recognize the sanctity and purity of her soul, and admit her to be with you in Heaven, oh Almighty God. Amen." Holding her hand for a moment longer, I take a deep breath and finally I feel as if the world is at peace once again. 

"Do you think I'll be admitted?" Adelaide whispers suddenly. 

"My dear woman," I say, shocked that she has regained consciousness, "I have no doubt that the Lord will take you as one of his own. You have lived a good and virtuous life. If one such as you cannot pass through the gates of Heaven, there is no hope for the rest of us." 

"Thank you," she whispers. "Have they... found Lawrence?" 

"No," I reply, "but he can't have got far. We shall have him by sunset, of that I'm certain." 

"Show mercy to him," she replies. "For all his sins, he is a troubled young man and he..." She pauses, evidently short of breath. "He would be best offered kindness, that he might repent of his sins of his own accord. I should hate to think of him being killed. Only God should decide when it's time for a man to leave this mortal world, just as he has decided that today is my time. There is no value in..." 

I wait for her to finish her sentence, but it soon becomes apparent that she's too weak. 

"We will deal with the boy appropriately," I assure her eventually, "but he cannot be allowed to continue acting in this way. He cannot take more lives. The Lord God would not look kindly upon us if we were to keep from delivering justice." I wait for Adelaide to reply, but as I look at her face I realize she has left us. Reaching over, I close her cold, dead eyes before carefully letting go of her hand and placing it on her chest. "May the Lord have mercy," I say quietly, "in his infinite wisdom." A tear rolls down my cheek. 

"How awfully sad," says a female voice from the door. 

Looking up, I see the most beautiful, the most divine young woman upon whom it has ever been my privilege to lay eyes. With dark black hair and the most innocent eyes, she wears a light blue dress that accentuates her wondrous form exquisitely. For a moment, I'm quite convinced that I'm seeing an angel sent from Heaven. I've certainly never seen such a beauty in Devil's Briar before. 

"My dear," I say, getting to my feet, "I'm afraid I didn't hear you approach. Please forgive my rudeness." I hurry across the room and shake the young woman's hand. Without my walking cane, I'm afraid I struggle a little to convey my bulk, of which I am rather self-conscious. "My name is Albert Caster. I'm the mayor of Devil's Briar. I'm quite certain I have never before had the pleasure of your acquaintance." 

"My name is Victoria Paternoster," she replies, curtsying. "I arrived in Devil's Briar today, with my uncle. I believe you met with him earlier?" 

"Of course!" I say, ushering Victoria from the room and pulling the door shut. Such a beautiful young lady should not have to witness a prune like Adelaide. 

"I do hope the lady didn't suffer," she says, looking genuinely concerned. 

"One can but pray," I reply, finding it a little difficult to keep my thoughts composed while in the company of a young woman who radiates such wondrous beauty. My pulse is racing and I'm deathly afraid of saying something to offend such a delicate creature. "She was a good woman," I say after a moment, "and I have no doubt that the Lord will have taken her conduct into account. After all, she was a -" I pause, staring into Victoria's large, beautiful brown eyes. 

"She was a what?" she asks after a moment. 

"I'm sorry?" 

She smiles, and blushes a little. "The lady who passed away. You were going to say something about her?" 

"Yes!" I say loudly, trying desperately to remember where the conversation was going. "I was going to say that she..." I sigh, once again finding it impossible to look away from Victoria's eyes. "She was a..." I mutter, unable to complete a sentence. "Oh dear," I say eventually, "I'm afraid that, in my distress, I've quite lost my train of thought." 

"I'm sure she was a good and God-fearing woman," Victoria says after a moment. "Is that not the gist of what you were going to say?" 

"Quite," I say. "Absolutely." 

"Come," she says. "My uncle would very much like to speak with you some more, if it's convenient." 

"Of course," I reply. 

Smiling, Victoria turns and heads to the top of the stairs. I cannot help but stare at her firm, round behind as she walks. May God forgive me for having such carnal thoughts, but I have never before seen a more perfect woman. "My dear," I say suddenly, "might I inquire as to your age?" 

Turning, she smiles again. "I'm twenty-two years old," she replies. "I suppose you think I'm awfully young." 

"I suppose so," I reply, still rather transfixed by her features. 

"I shall be downstairs with my uncle," she replies. "Please, won't you join us when you get an opportunity? I hope you don't mind my saying that I can tell you're a little overcome with grief following the death of the lady. Please take your time in composing yourself, and rest assured that my uncle would be only too willing to wait and speak to you on another day, if you so wish." 

"Thank you," I say, watching as she walks gracefully down the stairs. As soon as she's gone, I feel myself starting to relax. The effect that the young woman had on me was quite unusual, bordering on madness. The females of this region are not, on the whole, renowned for their beauty, although there are certainly a few reasonably attractive specimens. Victoria Paternoster, on the other hand, is by far the most beautiful creature I have seen in my life; furthermore, there is something about her that makes me think she would make the perfect wife for a man such as myself. After all, her uncle did indicate that he is minded to find a husband for her. As a forty-seven-year-old mayor of a small town, I feel I'm a rather eligible catch. I could certainly keep Victoria in a very comfortable lifestyle, and I'm quite certain that she and I could create the most wonderful offspring: with her beauty and my intelligence, they would be wonderful children indeed. 

Taking a deep breath, I resolve to not push matters too fast, but to nevertheless ascertain her availability at some point during the next few days. Victoria Paternoster would quite clearly make a very fine wife. I'm quite determined to make her mine, and I'm not the kind of man who takes 'No' for an answer. 

Paula Mitchell 

Today 

"Iron," Bill says, tapping the base of the cross. "Solid iron, all the way through." He looks up. "This thing must be heavy. The foundations have got to be pretty deep to support it, given the bad weather around here. A forty-foot cross isn't the kind of thing you want to have blowing over during the night." 

"It's impressive," I say, "I'll give you that. Pretty daunting, too. Imagine living with this thing." 

"A lot of these rural communities were extremely religious," Bill says. "Still, they were also mostly kinda poor, which makes me wonder how the people of Devil's Briar could afford something like this. I mean, it wouldn't have been cheap, and it wouldn't have been easy. The technical know-how to erect something like this a hundred years ago must have been beyond the prowess of most people." 

"Maybe they had a wealthy benefactor," I point out. 

"Most likely," he says, walking around the cross. "Then again, there's no inscription. Don't wealthy benefactors usually want to plaster their names all over the place, so they can get the credit? Isn't that the whole point?" 

"Not if they think God will reward them in Heaven," I say. 

He shrugs. "We need to find the council office, or some kind of town hall. There have to be records about something like this. I mean..." He pauses for a moment. "This is quite possibly the most interesting find in modern American history. The idea that such a huge thing could have been out here all this time, with no-one knowing about it... You've got to admit, it's hard to believe." 

"The mystery of Devil's Briar," I say, smiling as I step back to get a better look at the cross. "Sounds like a good paper. So, does this huge thing make you feel any less keen to stay the night?" 

"Are you kidding?" he replies. "I'm in, baby. If you're out, you'd better head home now, 'cause the light'll be fading soon." 

Turning, I look across the small square that surrounds the cross. On the opposite side, there's a large building that identifies itself, thanks to a sign above the door, as the Devil's Briar Hotel. The windows are dirty and the place looks like it's starting to fall apart. I don't like the idea of staying in this town overnight, and I definitely don't like the idea of Bill thinking he can force me to do something I'd rather not do, but at the same time I figure maybe one night would be okay, provided I'm certain we'll be leaving tomorrow. 

"You thinking what I'm thinking?" Bill asks. 

"I doubt it," I reply. "Why, what are you thinking?" 

"That we should check in." 

"That's definitely not what I was thinking." 

"Come on," he says, walking across the square toward the hotel. Reluctantly following him, I glance back at the cross. I have no idea how the people of Devil's Briar could possibly have lived with such a monstrous thing in their midst. It towers over everything, defining the whole environment. I guess if you were devoutly religious, you'd probably get a kick out of something like that, but for everyone else here, it must have been kind of ominous. 

"No-one home," Bill says, as he tries the front door of the hotel. "Interesting that all these abandoned buildings seem to have been locked. Kinda suggests that the locals knew they were leaving and thought they might be back." 

I smile. "Maybe. Or maybe they were still inside, and they were trying to lock something out." 

"That's the spirit," he replies. "Now you're seeing why this is gonna be such a kick. Stand back." 

"What are you doing?" I ask. 

"I'm gonna kick the door down," he says. 

Sighing, I take a couple of steps back and watch as Bill gives the door a hefty kick. To my surprise, it starts to buckle and almost opens; a second kick does the job, and Bill turns to me, looking kind of pleased with himself. 

"Great job," I say unenthusiastically. 

"Thanks," he replies. "I've always wanted to kick a door down." Stepping forward, he peers into the building. "Dusty," he says. "Undisturbed, but neat. No sign of panic." He walks inside, and I follow cautiously. 

"Maybe we should go get masks from the truck," I say. "It can't be healthy to breathe all this crap in." 

"In a minute," he says, walking over to the reception desk. He runs his hand along the surface, wiping off a thick layer of grime. "How long do you reckon this place has been abandoned?" 

I shrug. "Decades. I mean, there's nothing that looks post-war. I'd say 1930s at the latest, maybe 1940s if they were particularly backward." 

"Or 1925?" Bill says, holding up a dusty old book. "That's the last guest sign-in recorded on the ledger. Mr. Thomas Paternoster and Ms. Victoria Paternoster." 

"Father and daughter?" I suggest. "It looks like they had separate rooms." 

Putting the ledger down, Bill turns back through the pages. "The earliest entry is from 1905. It doesn't look like this place got a lot of visitors. In twenty years, they only seem to have had eight guests, and two of those were the Paternosters." He pauses for a moment. "According to this, the Paternosters never checked out. They must have been here when... well, when the place got abandoned. I guess they picked a bad time to visit." He leans forward and opens a small box on the counter. "Money," he says. "Old notes. I guess this was the closest they had to a cash register back then." 

"What rooms were the Paternosters in?" I ask. 

"Five and six," he says, with a sparkle in his eye. "You want to go take a look?" 

"It might answer some questions," I suggest, figuring it might be a good idea to see what we can find out. 

Bill leads the way over to the staircase. Looking up, I'm struck by the thought that we must be the first people to walk through this place in decades. The air has been so still, hanging undisturbed between the walls, and now we're walking the scene. It almost feels as if we shouldn't be here, as if we're intruding on something private; it's as if the buildings no longer need to have people inside them. 

"You sure you're okay with this?" Bill asks. 

"No," I reply. "You know I'm not okay with it." 

"But you can handle it, right? You're not too scared?" 

"My reluctance to stay here tonight has nothing to do with fear," I tell him. "I simply think the place is creepy, and I think it's a waste of time for us just to potter around. You should come here with a proper team." 

We head up the stairs, arriving on a narrow landing. The door nearest to me has a brass number five screwed onto the front, which I guess means it was one of the rooms occupied by the Paternosters. As I reach out for the handle, it suddenly occurs to me that there really might be bodies in the room. After all, this is the first building we've been into since we arrived, and as far as we know there could be dead people all over the place. Every building, every room, could be hiding the corpses of the people who used to live here. In fact, the odds are that there must be at least some bodies left in Devil's Briar. 

"Here," says Bill, reaching past me and opening the door. 

Looking inside, I see with relief that there's just a bed. Stepping into the room, I look around and realize that this is possibly the most sparse hotel room I've ever seen. Even a hundred years ago, I'm pretty sure that a place like this would have seemed kind of bare, and perhaps even unwelcoming. Apart from the bed, the only other furniture is a wardrobe, next to which there's what appears to be an old suitcase. Opening the wardrobe, I find a set of dresses. 

"Looks like you were right," I say, glancing back at Bill. "This must have been Victoria Paternoster's room." Pulling out one of the dresses, I find that it's an old-fashioned blue number. It's strange to imagine Victoria hanging this up, expecting to wear it sometime and then... and then what? I walk over to the bedside table and open the drawer; unusually, there's no Bible. Most hotels had Bibles, even back then. 

"Nice view," Bill says, looking out the window. I walk over and see that the room affords a great view of the cross and the square. 

"Doesn't this place make you feel a little weird?" I ask. "I mean, where the hell did everyone go? It's like the Marie Celeste. People don't just vanish, and if they decide to leave town, they don't leave all their belongings behind." 

"Or their cufflinks," Bill says, leaning down and picking a small metal cufflink off the floor. "I guess the maids weren't very thorough when they cleaned the rooms between guests. Either that, or this belonged to Thomas Paternoster." 

"It's too dusty in here," I say, heading to the door. "I need to go outside and get some air." 

"I'll keep looking around," he replies. "I'll try to find us a nice big room for the night." 

Sighing, I head out and walk carefully down the rickety stairs. Once I'm back down in the lobby, I'm about to go to the exit when I suddenly hear a muffled bump from one of the nearby rooms. Looking past the reception desk, I see a door marked 'Bar'. My first instinct is to call for Bill, but I figure that as a rational, evidence-based scientist I should dismiss all thoughts of ghosts and ghouls. Heading through the door, I find myself in a long saloon, with tables set along the side and a large, ornate bar directly opposite. I head over to the bar and run my hand through the thick layer of dust, before noticing that there are a number of old glasses a little further along. Seeing something over in the corner, I walk across the room and find what appears to be an old walking cane leaning against the wall; I pick it up and try to imagine the person who must have once owned it. When the - 

Suddenly there's the sound of glass smashing behind me. I spin around and see that one of the glasses has fallen from the bar, shattering on the floor. The glasses were all well away from the edge, so I don't see how one of them could have just toppled off by itself. Maybe I accidentally bumped the bar, or maybe the air pressure changed and... I sigh, realizing I'm fumbling for explanations. My pulse is racing and I'm having to fight my instinct to turn and run. Then again, just because I don't see the rational explanation, that doesn't mean there isn't one. A broken glass just isn't going to be enough to get me to believe in ghosts. I'm too smart to be easily tricked by my own fear. Anyway, what kind of ghost goes around knocking glasses over? 

Mayor Albert Caster 

1925 

"This is a dark day," I say, leaning my walking cane against the wall as I sit next to the bar. "Give me a whiskey." 

Saying nothing, Henry unscrews the lid of a bottle and pours me a small shot. Henry's always been the kind of man who'll happily pour you a drink and take your money, but he'll give you a dirty look while he's doing it. I've known Henry since we were both children, and he hasn't changed. He was an ass then, and he's an ass now. 

"Fill the damn glass," I say, downing the drink as soon as he's pushed it over to me. "Another," I say, looking over at the window. The street outside seems mostly empty, with just a few people strolling past. I imagine word of Adelaide's death has well and truly spread by now, which means there'll be more hysteria about Lawrence. This is the last thing I needed; perhaps it's time to rein Lawrence in a little, though I have no idea whether the people of Devil's Briar are capable of addressing the situation in a mature and rational manner. Perhaps their panic will never end. 

"That's three women dead," Henry says, passing another whiskey to me. "Three seems like a nice, round number. Maybe it'd be better to stop there." 

"You don't know what you're talking about," I spit back at him, downing the shot before slamming the glass down onto the counter. "Another." 

"I know people are getting nervous," he replies. "You keep saying you have the situation under control, but..." He fills up the glass and sends it back my way. "Don't take this the wrong way, Albert, but folks are gonna start questioning whether they can trust what you say." 

"No-one's questioning me!" I reply, filled with loathing for Henry's petty, low sniping. If he has something to say, he should come right out and say it, instead of constantly peppering me with these snide little remarks. "Not one person in this whole town has said a word against me!" I pause, staring at Henry's sly smile. "Name them!" I say after a moment. "If anyone has spoken out against me, name the bastard and I'll go straight to him! He can say things to my face, and then we'll see whether he's brave!" 

"It was just a friendly warning," Henry says. "No need to get all hot under the collar." At that moment, the bell in the reception area rings. "Excuse me," he adds, before setting the whiskey bottle next to me. "Help yourself to free refills," he says. "On the house." 

Taking another shot, I glance over my shoulder as he heads through the door. For a moment, I get a glimpse of the divine Victoria Paternoster standing by the reception desk. That young woman's figure is so fine, I just want to strip her naked and show her what a real man can do. My moment will surely come, just as soon as I've negotiated a betrothal arrangement with her uncle. 

Suddenly I hear something smash behind me. Turning, I see that one of the glasses has dropped to the floor and shattered. Lawrence Evans is standing by the bar, grinning at me. 

"What are you doing here?" I hiss, looking back through to the reception area and seeing that Henry is still busy talking to Victoria. 

"Sorry about the broken glass," Lawrence says in that rough, common voice of his. "I figured it'd be a good way to get your attention." 

"You can't be seen in here!" I insist. "There are people hunting you down, boy. We agreed that you'd lay low between incidents. I need you in one piece, not hanging from the nearest lamp post!" 

"I can take care of myself," he replies, filled with the confidence of youth. Lawrence has long been the kind of young man who believes he can get away with anything, and perhaps in my dealings with him I have encouraged such a view. "I'm more worried about you," he continues. "People are talking. Loose tongues and all that. There are even some who wonder whether you'll still be in office this time next year. I must say, I'm starting to wonder whether I'm in business with the right man." 

"I didn't have you down as someone who listens to the gossip of housewives," I say, smiling. 

"Never underestimate a housewife," he replies. "A housewife has the ear of her husband, and she knows which way the wind blows. I fuck a lot of housewives around here, old man, and I can promise you they're chattering away about you. Your sheen is starting to wear thin." 

Without my walking cane, I limp across the bar until I'm face to face with the upstart. I reach into my pocket and pull out some notes, thrusting them into his hands. "Here's your money," I say. "Now listen to me. I will not -" 

"You stink of whiskey," he says with a laugh, conspicuously counting the money before putting it in his shirt pocket. It's almost as if he thinks I might cheat him. 

"Listen to me!" I hiss, making sure to keep my voice as low as possible. "We have an arrangement, and it's one that suits both of us. If you want to break that arrangement, you're free to do so, but be in no doubt that ultimately you're the one who'll suffer. After all, you're the one who has blood on his hands." 

"Who's the nice young lady in the blue dress?" he asks suddenly. "I saw the way you looked at her. I need to learn her name, maybe I can -" 

"You leave her alone!" I say firmly. 

"Or what? You're just a fat old man, Albert. If I want to stick my dick in that pleasant young piece of ass, you can't stop me. I'd prefer it if she'd let me in willingly, but we both know I'm happy to force my way if necessary. She's got such a nice, firm-looking body. The thought of running my hands over her peachy little tits, and burying my head in her bushy -" 

"Shut your dirty mouth!" I say, raising my voice. "She's a lady! She's a good Christian lady!" 

"Is she?" he asks. "Seems to me, you don't know her at all. Why, she might be a dreadful little slut. She might be a devil in the bedroom. I guess there's only one way to find out. Perhaps I'll pay a visit to her one night and see what she's made of." He grins. "Don't worry. I'll let you know what I find out." 

"If you touch her," I warn him, "our arrangement will be over and you'll be at the mercy of the people of this town. I won't save you, and I'll deny having ever dealt with you. I'm sure you can imagine that people would accept my word over yours any day. After all, I'm an upstanding member of the community, and you're a pathetic little murderer." 

"Are you threatening me?" he asks. 

"I'm warning you," I say firmly. "Keep well away from her." 

"Or what?" He steps past me and peers through the crack in the door. Following him, I see that Victoria is still talking to Henry at the reception desk. "She sure is fine," Lawrence whispers. "Such soft, pale skin. I can't wait to run my hands over her tits and make her moan like a whore." He turns to me. "You know I could do that, right? You know she'd fall into my arms without much pressure. You, on the other hand... you're a fat old gasket. Maybe you'd be able to give her enough money to get her into your bed for a few seconds, but even then I doubt she could stand to look at you." He grins as he pats me on the back. "Relax, old man. If I fuck her, I'll only do it once or twice, and then she's all yours. Just don't get too pissed if after a month or two there's a little bump in her belly." 

"She wouldn't fall for your charms," I say, unable to hide the disgust in my voice. "Victoria's a lady of -" 

"Victoria, eh?" he says, smiling. "Nice name. I'll be sure to remember it as I'm sticking my tongue in her pussy." 

Turning and walking back over to the bar, I pour myself another whiskey. This business with Lawrence has clearly run its course. There was a time when I thought he could be molded and shaped, turned into something useful; later, I realized he could be a potent weapon; now, finally, I realize he's a liability. Reaching slowly into my inside jacket pocket, I feel the cold handle of my pistol. If I were to be seen to corner the rascal and shoot him dead, everyone would hail me as a hero. Perhaps Victoria would fall for me, and I'd be set for life. 

"Don't even think about it," Lawrence says suddenly, stepping up close behind me. I can feel his hot breath against the back of my neck. "Trust me, I'm smart enough to have left a little insurance policy set up. You kill me, you'll regret it. I strongly advise you to take your hand off the butt of that gun you've inevitably got stashed away in your coat pocket, Mr. Caster." 

Keeping my hand on the pistol, I drink a shot of whiskey. Lawrence is a lot of things, but he's never been smart. I don't see that he could outwit me, and it's not as if the young man has any friends or family in Devil's Briar. I believe I'm capable of ascertaining when I'm being hoodwinked, and this is one such moment. Lawrence is all about the pose, but beneath his cocky veneer he has no substance. He's only a man. He can be killed. 

"You love her, don't you?" he whispers. "You're a fat old man, and you've laid eyes on a beautiful young lady and you've managed to fall in love with her." He laughs; again, I feel his hot breath on my neck. "I tell you what, fatso. I'll make you a deal. When I fuck her, which might be tonight if I can be bothered, I'll try really hard to resist the urge to wring her neck when I'm done. I'll leave her alive, bleeding a little, all tingly and covered in -" 

"You will not!" I say, turning to him, raising the gun to his face and pulling the trigger. The bang is so loud, I'm knocked back into the bar; at the same time, the side of Lawrence's head explodes with such force that I feel my face sprayed by a fine mist of blood. I stare as he staggers back, and for a moment it seems as if he might remain standing; finally, however, his body slumps to the floor. Startled, I barely have time to compose myself before the door opens and Henry rushes through, followed by Victoria. 

"What the hell's going on in here?" Henry shouts, before stopping as he sees Lawrence's body. Turning around, he immediately grabs Victoria and ushers her out of the bar, but I see the look of shock in her eyes as she lays eyes upon the hideous mess of Lawrence's bloodied head. Dear Lord, forgive me for causing such an innocent creature to witness such hideousness; Heavenly Father, keep her purity safe. 

Still holding the pistol, I step over to Lawrence's body and peer at what's left of his face. The bullet has blown away much of the left side of his head, and has pushed his left eye to the spot above his nose, making him look somewhat like a cyclops. Blood is pouring from the hole on his temple, and pieces of white brain matter are sprayed across the floor along with small fragments of bone. His remaining good eye stares straight at me, but there can be absolutely no doubt that the man is dead. Feeling my heart pounding in my chest, I take a deep breath and manage to calm my nerves a little. I walk over to fetch my cane from the corner, but I make the mistake of glancing back down at Lawrence's body; he's still looking directly at me, his eye having moved to follow me across the room. I hurry back over to him, raise the pistol and fire once more into his head. Finally, the bastard is dead. 

Leaving my walking cane behind, I struggle through to the reception area and find Victoria sobbing on the couch, with Henry comforting her. Seeing the tears rolling down her face, I'm shocked by the thought that I'm partially responsible for her pain. Then again, her anguish would have been all the greater if Lawrence had been allowed to live, and if he'd been able to force his way into her bedroom during the night. It's better this way. She'll recover from the shock, and soon she'll be in a position to consider a marriage proposal from a great man such as myself. 

"Dear God," Henry says angrily, looking over at me, "will you not go and clean yourself up?" 

Victoria glances at me and gasps in horror before burying her face in Henry's shoulder. Looking down, I see that my shirt is covered in blood; I reach a hand up to my face and find that I'm caked in Lawrence's earthly remains. Uncertain as to what I should say, I stumble to the exit, not even taking the time to go back and fetch my walking cane. I must get to my house, clean myself up and prepare to tell the people of Devil's Briar that I have saved them from the monster. 

Paula Mitchell 

Today 

"Are you still saying this isn't creepy?" I ask Bill, as we sit on the steps outside the hotel. It's getting late now; the sun has dipped behind the trees, and dusk has fallen across the empty town. The huge cross looms in the darkness, and above us there's a blanket of beautiful stars. All around, there are the empty buildings of a place that was forgotten for so long. Fortunately, I fetched a couple of flashlights from the truck when I went back to get Bill's rucksack, so at least we'll be able to see during the night. 

"It's calm," Bill replies. "And peaceful. Not creepy." He takes a drag on his cigarette. "It feels good to be away from the city. There's no-one around for a hundred miles in any direction. We're all alone. How many people can say that they get a whole damn town to themselves?" He turns to me. "Thanks for agreeing to stay." 

"It's just for one night," I tell him. "We can work tomorrow during the day, but I want to head home in the evening. Got it?" 

He nods. "I'll get a proper team together so we can come back next week. This could be the biggest find for decades. We're going to dig through the history of this town and find out exactly what happened. I want to know everything. Who lived here. What they did. What they ate. What they wore." 

"Where they went?" 

"Where they went," he agrees. "The people of Devil's Briar didn't just disappear into thin air. This isn't another Roanoke." He sighs. "There's a story here, Paula. I can feel it in my gut. Something happened in Devil's Briar. Something extraordinary." 

"Careful," I say, "you're starting to sound like you believe in impossible things." 

"Something extraordinary and rational," he replies, correcting himself. "I don't believe in that supernatural crap any more than you do. Whatever happened here, it clearly killed the town stone dead. The people obviously left en masse, and I want to know why. I also want to know why word of Devil's Briar never spread. This place should be in the history books." 

Smiling, I reach over and take his hand in mine. "Thanks to you, it'll get there eventually." 

He leans over and kisses me on the cheek. "Thank you," he says. 

"You don't need to keep saying that," I tell him. "It's kind of fun poking around up here." 

"I don't mean just for this," he replies. "I mean for everything. The past year would've been impossible to deal with if you hadn't... I don't know if I'd still be here." 

"Don't talk like that," I say. 

"You want to see our room?" he asks suddenly, stubbing his cigarette out on the ground. He grabs his rucksack. 

"Our room?" I turn to him, before looking up at the imposing edifice of the hotel. "Right. Sure." 

Taking my hand, he leads me into the reception and then up to the first floor. "It's the largest room in the whole damn building," he says as he opens the door and shines the flashlight inside to disturb the darkness. "Welcome to the master suite. It's a little dusty, but I don't think we're going to get away from the dust while we're here. What do you think?" 

I step into the room and find that, surprisingly, it's not too bad. It's fairly large, and there's a big double bed over on one side. "We need to open a window," I say, walking over and struggling with the latch for a moment before I'm finally able to slide the window up. A cool breeze enters the room, immediately making the place seem less stuffy. "Give it a few minutes," I say, "and it should feel a lot better." I turn and shine the flashlight across the room. "Nice wallpaper," I add, feeling slightly creeped out by the yellow patterns all over the walls. 

"You think you can sleep in here?" Bill asks with a smile as he pushes the door shut and drops his rucksack on the floor. "You sure you won't be listening out for ghouls and ghosts?" 

"I'll try to keep my imagination in check," I reply. "Like a good girl." Turning, I see something on the opposite wall. Shining my torch over, I'm astonished to see that it's a small series of check-marks. Someone has been counting off numbers in groups of five, and the marks cover a small section of the wall. Counting them first in rows and then in columns, I realize there are 46 of the damn things. "What do you think this is all about?" I ask. "What happened forty-six times in this room?" 

"Something someone wanted to keep track of, that's for sure," says Bill. 

Looking down at the little table by the bed, I see a pencil. I reach down, pick it up and add another check-mark to the end. "There," I say with a smile. "Now it's up to 47." 

"Bed's firm," he says, pushing a hand down onto the mattress. "We'll have to test it out later." 

"Maybe," I say, smiling as I spot something on the wall by the window. "Jesus, look at this," I say, shining the flashlight onto what turns out to be a small painting. It's an old, fairly crude picture of a woman bending over some washing, while a little devil hides nearby. "Talk about some Freudian shit," I say. "You know, I bet the woman in this painting would have loved it if the devil had jumped her and given her a good session in the sack. I bet all the women of Devil's Briar used to hang up their washing and get all quivery at the thought that some horned beast was eying them up." 

"What nice young lady doesn't want to be deflowered by a devil?" Bill asks, coming over to look at the painting. He puts a hand on my waist and leans closer, kissing the side of my neck. "What do you think the good folk of Devil's Briar would say if they could see us now?" 

"I think they'd be shocked and appalled," I say, turning to him. We kiss, and - as always - it's passionate but slightly forced. Neither of us wants to admit that we're not really feeling it, so we both go through the motions. We're good at pretending to want one another, and soon we're on the bed. Bill unbuttons my shirt and slips my bra away, exposing my breasts. Putting his hand on the side of my right breast, he strokes the skin. I take a deep breath, reaching down to start unbuttoning his trousers and - 

"No!" I say suddenly, pulling away and looking across the room. I pull my shirt closed, to cover myself up. 

"What's wrong?" Bill asks. 

"Nothing," I say, "I just..." I look around, and see that there's no-one here. Taking the flashlight from the table, I double-check. "I felt like someone was watching us," I say after a moment, feeling my heart racing in my chest. "Like, I really felt like someone was right here, in the room, staring at us." 

"There's no-one," Bill replies, looking a little concerned. "Seriously, Paula, come on, you know how the human mind works. A place like this is bound to feel odd, but don't take that perfectly natural reaction and spin it into a load of supernatural bullshit." 

"I'm not," I say, still glancing nervously around the room. What I felt was more than just 'supernatural bullshit'. I really thought for a moment that there was someone watching as Bill was caressing my breasts. I didn't see anyone, but I got a really strong impression of a presence. Damn it, I feel so stupid. 

"The brain processes signals in irrational ways sometimes," Bill continues. "You sense what you think is a -" 

"I know!" I snap at him, still feeling uncomfortable. "You don't have to fucking explain how the brain works. I know, okay?" 

"Okay," he replies, sounding a little annoyed. After a pause, he reaches out and slips his hand back under my shirt, cupping my breast. 

"Not now," I say, pushing him away. If we were anywhere else, I'd be seriously considering moving rooms just to get away from him. Bill has this habit of patronizing me, and treating me as if no matter how smart I am, I'll never be his intellectual equal. We joke about ghosts and monsters hiding in the shadows, but I know he's waiting for me to get creeped out by this place; he wants me to seem weak, and I just gave him a sneak preview by getting freaked out. 

"There's nothing here," he says. 

I take a deep breath. "Do we really know that?" I ask. "I mean, sure, this place looks abandoned and empty, but we haven't been door to door, checking every building. I'm not talking about ghosts, Bill. I'm talking about people who might be living here, making this place their home." 

"There's no-one," he replies, sighing as if he's talking to a child. "First, the streets clearly haven't been disturbed for years. Second, there's no power, there's no food, there's no water. We have supplies from the truck, but how do you think people would keep themselves alive if they lived here?" He pauses. "Don't get irrational, Paula." 

"Don't talk to me like that," I reply firmly. "I'm not being irrational." 

"You just thought someone was here in the room with us," he says. "You're letting this place get to you." 

"I'm letting you get to me," I say. "Look, I don't like being here. I've agreed to stay for one night, and I'll help you with your work tomorrow, but then we have to get out of here. You can come back with other researchers all you want, but my involvement with Devil's Briar ends after we drive away tomorrow. Is that clear?" 

"Sure," he says, reaching up to touch my breasts again. 

"Not now," I say, pushing his hand away. "We should probably get some sleep. I'm assuming you want to be up early tomorrow?" 

Sighing, he heads over to the door. "I'm going to find the bathroom," he says, clearly a little annoyed with me. "Will you be okay in here by yourself?" 

"Of course I will," I say. Once he's gone, though, I realize that I was lying. As much as my rational mind insists that there's nothing to fear about Devil's Briar, and as much as I tell myself that there's no such thing as ghosts, there's a part of me that thinks differently. That feeling of being watched was so intense and so vivid; it's hard to believe it was all in my head. Then again, the human mind is a powerful thing. Taking a series of deep breaths, I finally manage to calm myself down. I button my shirt back up, figuring I'd rather sleep with my clothes on tonight, and then I walk over to the window. Outside, the main square of Devil's Briar is shrouded in the dark of night. It's so strange to see all those empty buildings, and to wonder where the people went. Bill's right about one thing: the entire population of a town doesn't just vanish. 
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