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AUTHOR’S NOTE

Foremost, special thanks must go out to everyone who helped me with this book. To Carmen Velasquez for her backgrounds on witchcraft and on the origins of evil, and the late Dr. Robert Klint for his unique perspectives and all the medical info—you are missed, sir. Thanks also to Paul Dale Anderson, Joe Mynhardt, and C. Hope Clark. And to Suzanne, of course, above all else.

Remember that in your hands you hold a work of fiction. Although some of the cities and regions surrounding ‘the Val’ are quite real, and while the Black Hawk War did historically take place, the town of Blackwater Valley itself and all its inhabitants exist only in the mind of the author. Any resemblance to actual events or persons—living, dead, or undead—is coincidental. Enjoy. Don’t be a stranger. And oh, yes, just ignore those frittles when they come.

W.G.


No man shall know my race or name,

Or my past sun-ripe or rotten,

Till I travel the road by which I came,

Forgetting and soon forgotten.

—Robert Ervin Howard, Surrender


PROLOGUE

Somewhere in Germany

1945

THE MANIAC, MARENBACH thinks within the unyielding darkness, partly in contempt, partly in fear.

Mostly in fear.

He squints in the musty gloom of his secluded shop at the small man before him, at the slicked-down hair and the dead, terribly vacant eyes. A bit of mustache set above a mouth of bad teeth, the nervous tic in one corner of that mouth. At the large German shepherd heeled by the man’s side.

At the armed squadron of SS guards gathered in tight behind him.

Marenbach blinks and proceeds Deutsch zu sprechen: “When would you wish it done, my leader?”

“As soon as possible,” the little man says with vehemence. He also speaks in German, but the Austrian dialect is unmistakable. “The glory is coming to a close. It is almost over, I’m afraid.” The eyes seem to sadden.

“May I see it?” Marenbach asks, holding out his hand. He prays that he doesn’t tremble; the dog is watching his every move.

“By all means.” The man reaches inside his long leather overcoat, producing a golden ring which he places in Marenbach’s palm. “It was my father’s,” he adds, becoming slightly hoarse.

Marenbach turns the ring over and over, examining it in the dim light. It’s pure gold, of that much he is sure. But the stone is a puzzle. An intaglio square of amber brown, yet nearly transparent. A variety of quartz. Carnelian perhaps.

“Minister Goebbels recommended you highly to me, Marenbach,” the man hazards. “Can you do it or can’t you?” One gloved fist clenches and unclenches in vast impatience.

“Yes, my leader. I can and I will.”

“Excellent!” cries the small man, chest heaving, breathing something unpleasant into the other’s face. “But remember, it must be irresistible. It must draw the masses, you understand. Above all—it must be everlasting. Everlasting, yes! The poison must be wiped from the earth forever!” He jerks convulsively, disheveling a single forelock of oily hair. The eyes dance.

Jesus God. He wants more. Ten million lives, and still he wants more.

“You will, of course, be paid quite generously for your services,” the man says now, regaining some composure. “I do know how to take care of my friends.” A momentary icy stare emerges. Then a grin, revealing those horrid teeth.

And Johann Lewis Marenbach—alchemist, sorcerer, astute occultist and mage—shudders in revulsion. He has heard much about the Fuhrer, the knotted rumors: of him being the second Christ, a lover of animals and children; homosexual mass murderer, one quarter Jewish himself; an inbred sadist, a masochist, a black-hearted abomination.

They, but a few.

Marenbach was not this man’s friend, nor did he wish to be. Nor did he believe that he ever would be. Nevertheless, he would do whatever this man wanted, be it invoking an ancient and diabolical curse onto a ring of gold or anything else. He would do it, because if he didn’t do it . . .

Well, there were some things worse than curses.

This Marenbach knows for a fact. For he has seen. On more than one occasion, in his mind’s wandering eye, he has seen these travesties of—

—humanity? They call this humanity? A room-sized gas oven filled with wretched, fleeting souls? A corpse-ridden chamber for the dead and dying? Humanity? There, huddled in a corner, a tiny girl writhing and convulsing in silent terror, choking and defecating and swallowing her tongue in reaction to the noxious fumes. And there, a gauzy skeleton of a man, naked and blinded, praying and shrieking and clamping his penis safely between his thighs as he curls into a fetal position and smothers. And yet here, a crippled young mother, head shaven and body broken, singing and weeping and exhaling her final breath into the mouth of an infant she cradles and rocks, even as a bitter asphyxiating cloud envelops her and her child. Humanity? They call this—

—humanity. Oh yes, there were some things far worse than curses. Deep in his darkest meditations has he seen it, and upon awakening has witnessed more viable, visible things. Heaping mounds of shoes and boots and slippers and baby booties. Of blond hair and black hair and gray hair. Ashes, bones from the incinerators. All telltale signs that somewhere, despite the pride and the cheers and the electricity, something dreadful was going on.

Somewhere, something.

“I shall leave you to your work then, yes?” the dark little man says sharply, jarring Marenbach from thought. Before he can respond, however, the other snatches up his free hand and shakes it once, hard and quick. “Goodbye, Johann,” he tells Marenbach in a serene voice. For a brief schizophrenic instant he actually believes in this man, in his honor and purity. But then his hand is released and the feeling, gone, even as a lone Schutzstaffel jackboot holding a Bible snickers at the back of the room.

“Blondi!” cries the Fuhrer now, spinning on his heel. The Alsatian moves obediently with him, staying close at his side. Marenbach, fending off a sudden wave of nausea rippling through him, doesn’t have a chance to reply or even to salute. The small man halts and turns back, the dog turning with him once more. Something catches Marenbach’s eye.

“I have said this before and I shall say it again,” the man speaks in the darkness, to no one in particular. “I know how to maintain my grasp upon people, even long after I have gone.” He pauses, pondering for a moment. “It will be glorious, will it not?” With that he whirls and disappears into the night, his elite personal guard following and falling in behind him.

Marenbach stands alone and shivers in his musty shop, the last of the sick feeling dropping away from him like a deathbed sheet. He glances down at the ring he holds, but glances up again. Then he frowns, realizing what caught his eye before. It was the dog; the German shepherd had been wearing a swastika arm band on its left front leg. A Nazi arm band.

The maniac, Marenbach thinks, and sets about his work, and dies.


PART ONE

HOUSES OF THE HOLY

There were pits where mad things drummed . . .

—Robert E. Howard


CHAPTER ONE

1

BECAUSE OF THE skunk, they were marked from the beginning. It’d run out into the highway so suddenly that Richard Franklin had, in turn, run over it before he ever had a chance to brake. Startled, he jerked his foot off the gas pedal, feeling first the resistance and next the sickening give beneath his Bridgestone Firestones, and then the smell had hit. Richard and Katie glanced at each other, noses wrinkling. Franklin had resumed his speed, trying to get away from the invisible pungent wave as fast as he could. But it was already too late.

With nothing else that could be done, really, he continued to cruise, approaching an overpass and keying up the power windows on the Chevy Blazer. He shook his head, teeth clenched grimly at the irony of it, letting out a disheartened sigh.

“You okay?” he asked his only daughter.

Katie nodded, looking down at her activity books. “Yes,” she said. “What was that, Daddy?” She pulled a magenta crayon with slow precision from its box.

“Dead skunk laying in the highway, hon,” he lied. “Smells bad, huh?”

“A little.”

Richard followed US Route 20 along with the other traffic going west. He noticed it had begun to rain, so he clicked on the wipers. In the overcast distance he saw an exit sign coming up fast:

IRENE EXIT 1C

BLACKWATER VAL ¼ MILE

ROCKFORD ¾ MILE

He changed lanes and watched for the ramps, trying to breathe solely through his mouth, letting the first exit sail by. Some kind of commotion drew his gaze down off the overpass, to the ground beneath them, and to the right. He saw two county sheriff’s cruisers and an ambulance, their lights strobing dreamlike. And a television news van with its broadcast antenna extended; from this, a female reporter loped like a hyena, the assistant beside her trying to tweak her hair and makeup on the run, while brandishing an umbrella above them like some kind of Michael Jackson crony. Striped barricades were already in place, flares being thrown down. Below, in the center of all this buzz, was what appeared to be a partial section of the secondary artery that had seemingly caved in, creating a huge sinkhole where the road had been.

Richard strained to see and caught a brief glimpse—insanely—of what looked like human bones down inside the collapsed pit, amongst the earth and broken fragments of blacktop, strewn muddied bones and a darkened skull . . . or two . . . or . . .

“What in the f—?” he couldn’t help blurting, catching himself as the unsettling spectacle vanished under the billowy cascade of a blue swimming pool tarp. Then Katie was looking also, to see what was so interesting. Richard tried to distract her, quickly coming to his senses. “Hey, Katie, did you ever finish coloring that picture? The one you were working on?”

“Which picture?”

“You know, the one with the seahorses.” He fumbled at her books with his free hand, but she was having none of it. Not a jot.

“Isn’t any with seahorses. Who are those people down there, Daddy? What are they doing?”

Beyond the overpass now, Richard saw the second off-ramp coming up ahead. He put on his turn signal and got ready. “I don’t know, hon. Are you sure there aren’t any seahorses in here? Better look again.” He snatched at one of the books, feeling like an utter fool.

Katie was looking around strangely, all around the outside of the vehicle. “Why are people wandering on the road like this? They’re going to get hit.”

All at once his fingers grasped the Blazer’s steering wheel in a death-grip, and he felt something awful and familiar stir and crawl up into his belly. “That’s silly, Katie,” he laughed, almost choked. “No one’s wandering on the road.”

Her pearly gaze was focused, quite intent, aimed straight out the drizzled windshield. “Can’t you see them?” She started to murmur, reaching absently for her father. “Waving to us . . . giving me frittles. But their eyes—” Then, with quiet understanding, she said: “Oh.”

At that, Richard Franklin felt a shiver ice through him. He merged off 20 and took the exit a little too fast, jaw muscles working. The bizarre scene below them came into view again as they descended the spiraling ramp: there and gone, visible and gone once more. “This thing didn’t do much good, did it?” He made a last attempt, toying with the Yankee Candle air freshener looped over the rearview mirror, twirling it for her. “I still smell that skunk in here.” Finally, mercifully, the sinkhole site and whatever brand of nightmare occurring there disappeared behind them, fading back into the surrounding cornfields as he motored away.

To their left some Holsteins were scattered, even a few American bison calves milling in the lower pastures, rich pastures bordered by rail fences and flanked with nut, maple, and fruit trees just starting to turn. Farther up near a barn some young hands in checked, flannel shirts were bucking bales of hay to feed the ponies in the late-afternoon mist. Katie watched the calves, and Richard wiped the sweat from his brow with his shirtsleeve.

Ten minutes later, when they pulled into the small town of Blackwater Valley in north-central Illinois, every nose that was out of doors knew they were there.

And so, they were marked right from the beginning.

Despite all the curious stares they got as they drove by, though, one small boy with a wind-burned face looked directly at Katie and winked.

“Hey, Katie-Smatie,” he teased, still cringing inwardly at the framed image of that live skunk vanishing under the Blazer, at the pit back there and whatever in hell he imagined he’d seen, “looks like you’ve already got yourself a boyfriend.” Katie smiled, blushing a bit, and Richard felt an ache in his heart. He realized he could not remember the last time he’d seen her smile.

Richard pulled into a Sullivan’s Foods, situated back and away from the road they were on, and cut the motor. He sat for a moment in the stillness, listening to the engine tick down. He restarted the vehicle and flipped on the AC, set the parking brake, then unbuckled and stepped out into the balmy September air (which didn’t help the lingering sickly sweet stench by any means). A few locals gawked in their direction, from cars and from yards, and Richard seemed to feel every eye upon his daughter and him, inspecting these new strangers here. He mopped his face again with rising unease.

That’s right. I’m back. Been about eight years or more, but now I’m back. Won’t be here long, though, so don’t worry. Bear with me.

“What are you looking at, Daddy?” Questions. Kids and their questions. Like Carter and his endless supply of little liver pills, as the old saying went.

“Just thinkin’, babe.” He peered through his open door into the running SUV. “Do you want anything from the store?”

Katie started to shake her head, but stopped. “Maybe a Creamsicle,” she said, expression hopeful.

“Coming up. Wait right here, hon. Keep the doors locked the way I showed you, okay? Windows up and doors locked?”

Katie nodded and repeated the words: “Windows up and doors locked,” as he closed his side and went into the market, dropping the locks with the spare remote on his backup keyring.

As he made his way down an aisle he heard a liquid gurgle coming from his stomach, so he gently pressed his belly in with one hand and held it there. His nerves were acting up, getting that good old acid flowing. Soon it would be in his goddamn throat.

The last thing he’d wanted to do was attract attention in his hometown, and he had already failed at that; the worst was yet to come, he feared.

Richard found the dairy section and grabbed a twelve-ounce container of cottage cheese (the only food that seemed to help settle his nervous stomach) and went to the ice cream freezer and took out two Creamsicles, one orange and one raspberry. In the checkout line, he grabbed a pack of Rolaids and took out his wallet. Then he walked back outside and climbed into his odorous Chevrolet Blazer, carrying the items in a plastic bag.

“Here, hon. I got you two of them.”

“Thank you,” Katie said quietly, taking them both.

He popped the lid off his cottage cheese and looked down at it. What was he going to eat the stuff with, anyway? His fingers? He started to get back out, but recalled he might have some Dairy Queen spoons in the glove compartment. Before he could think it through, Richard had opened it and was staring at a woman’s turquoise scarf—his dead wife’s winter scarf. His heart lurched and he shot a sideways glance toward Katie beside him, but he was sure she’d already seen. He snatched a red plastic spoon out of the compartment and slammed it shut, diverting his eyes guiltily.

Brilliant, just brilliant. Hasn’t she been through enough?

There were no excuses. He should have gone through the vehicle for any painful reminders, before setting out upon this sorrowing journey. But he hadn’t, and there were no excuses. All the arrangements that had to be made, all the things which had come at him from every possible direction after her hit-and-run death, and still none of it let him off the hook. Not even the reality that he had Michelle’s cremains inside a copper urn in one of the suitcases in back, right now, like a fucking Thermos of coffee . . .

“I’m all right, Daddy,” Katie said, surprising him. “I know why we’re here. I’m all right.”

Richard faltered a smile her way, fighting tears that had welled into his eyes. “Oh,” he barely breathed, brushing the hair away from her round face and touching her cheek. Then his gaze fell away. “You’re more than all right, sweetie. Much more than that. You know?”

After he’d finished his cottage cheese, and Katie likewise her ice creams, they pulled away from the market and headed north on Reed Farm Road, and eventually took Arvam Drive west. When Richard spotted the Nautical Museum, things started looking familiar again. He glanced through the museum’s opened doors as they went by, seeing the mammoth rusted anchor suspended inside, a bygone remnant of some venerable but long-forgotten ship. The rain had slackened now, so he clicked off the wipers, turning onto Kennedy School Road and following it another half mile or so. He passed the hulking relic of the old elementary school and saw a church steeple jutting in the distance beyond it. Two more blocks and it was there, the Nain Lutheran Church, standing on the corner of Kennedy School Road and Glassman Avenue, where it’d stood for God (no joke intended) only knew how long. Richard’s look softened when he saw it, and things came back to him as if he had opened a dust-covered scrapbook. Sweet, darkish, musty things.

“See that church, Katie-Smatie?” said Richard. “That’s the church where Mommy and me were married.”

Katie gazed at it, transfixed. “Can we go inside?” she asked.

He started to say something, and then looked at her. “Sure we can. We’re in no hurry, are we?”

Katie shook her head, eyes huge and filled with wonder.

Richard pulled around the corner and parked across from the church. The two got out and crossed Glassman Avenue, holding hands; Katie still carried a gummy Creamsicle stick with her. They ascended the tree-shaded steps together to the wooden double doors, and Richard reached to grab one of the silver handles.

The door was locked.

A sign to the left read NAIN TRINITY LUTHERAN, and below that REVEREND JULIAN, PASTOR, and still below that VISITORS WELCOME, but Richard saw nothing telling any days or hours for the services. He tried the other door, shrugging, with the same result. “Sorry, Katie. I guess they’re not open today.”

Katie frowned, obviously disappointed. “I thought churches were always open,” she said. “Like hospitals.”

Richard grinned. “Not always, babe.” He squeezed his daughter’s little hand, reassuring her. “Don’t worry. We’ll come back some other time, okay? Before we leave for home.”

“Yes,” Katie sighed. “Some other time.”

They walked past the chapel’s lightning-struck bur oak and down the steps again, still holding hands; Richard said a quick and silent prayer there, hoping miserably that their skunk had not suffered much in its final moments out on Route 20. Then they got back into their green Blazer and continued along Glassman Avenue as the sun peeked through a clouded late-September sky at them.

2

Behind the locked doors of Nain Trinity Lutheran, a large Indian man with deep-set eyes stood guard in the blackness. He was a descendant of the Sauk tribe of Native North Americans, and he stood with his arms folded across a barrel chest, his back to the doors, his long dark hair pulled into a ponytail that flowed down the back of his immaculate suit. His sculpted face held no discernable emotion.

To one side of the church’s pulpit rested a giant, gleaming silver cross in its stone base. On the other side a statue of Jesus Christ towered, robed and bedraggled, arms stretched out pleadingly. Between these two markers lingered the shadowy figure of an old man. This man’s gaze lifted from one to the other, and back again, his head tilted at a curious angle, like a dog watching a flickering TV screen or perhaps hearing one of those silent whistles from the old Johnson Smith catalogs. He closed his eyes in meditation (Messiah or the crux from which he sprang? Chicken or the egg?) and rocked gently around on his heels, swaying mutely from side to side. In the church’s corners burned sleepy-weepy candles, trying but failing to illuminate the confused darkness.

The scent of menthol and pepperwort mingled in the still air with the wafting aroma of incense.

At that moment Simon Julian, pastor of the Nain Lutheran Church, opened his eyes and turned to face the man standing at the doors. He spoke three hushed words to him.

“They have arrived,” were those words.

The Indian gentleman smiled in the flickering gloom.


CHAPTER TWO

1

RICHARD DECIDED THEY should probably check into a motel before heading to the house, just in case. No telling what might happen later in the remains of this day, so, ‘better safe than sorry’ became his instant mantra. He drove back out to the rural fringes of town and got them a double room, at a place called the Nightlight Inn, not far from Illinois 72 and the old Penfield Monument Works—where most of the region’s grave markers were still made. Richard carried their luggage in, and sat two leather bags on the beds, opting to leave the third suitcase containing Michelle’s ashes and their emergency cell phone outside, in the vehicle. Then, after pondering a moment, he turned a light on and the television on low, and locked the unit up behind them before pulling away from the cheerless L-shaped motel. He couldn’t explain why, but Richard felt the need to keep his dead wife’s remains nearby for right now. It was just an unseen urge to stay close to her, he guessed, to keep the three of them together as a family for as long as possible, until Michelle’s birthday came and brought the inevitable, the unthinkable along with it . . .

September twenty-ninth.

They started back again, past the deserted Monument Works—its chicken-wire fenced yard was dotted with stone tablets, he noticed, some blank, some only half finished, leaning like little soldiers in jumbled rank—only they took a different route this time. Not wanting to traverse the same path twice, Richard circled long way around and stuck to the outskirts, avoiding the obligatory road construction and entering town from the north. He took Shaw Woods Road, winding his way through a deep and heavily forested area named after one of the original village’s stalwart founding fathers.

Blackwater Valley was actually part of the Rock River Valley, the so-christened Rock having dug its own mighty course directly through this prairie region, twisting and flowing southwesterly for 150-some miles before emptying into the fabled Mississippi River. The small town lay nestled within a slight lowland depression—as if hiding here in the middle of the heartland amongst the rolling hills and fields of corn—which often kept it slightly cooler, in both winter and in summer, than any of its outlying environs. Farther south were farming hamlets such as Ogletree and Davis Junction; to the north, Rockford with its cookie-cutter suburbs (the largest neighboring city, next to Chicago) and beyond that, the Scottish-founded area of Argyle, Illinois. Eastward you’d find tiny Irene, unless you blinked. While to the west, across the river, more corn-growing burghs like Lightsville and Westfield Corners awaited. Yes, nestled safe and sound, they were. Or so it seemed.

Richard and Katie cleared the expanse of woods abruptly, crossing in and out of the shadow of the ancient and decaying Shaw-Meredith House as they descended toward the heart of town. Richard frowned and turned the radio on, surfed around and tried to get some local news, something about that grisly route collapse maybe. Finding none, he settled for some music instead. On their right lurked Hebrew National Cemetery shrouded behind its trees and high, wrought-iron gates, and down a ways on the left came the Old North Cemetery.

The town itself, population of roughly 7,700, cradled its dead protectively at its center, as did most Midwestern towns. Soon they passed another graveyard on their right, Calvary Catholic Cemetery this time, its mausoleum visible off in the rear. Richard zipped by, keeping a wary lateral eye on his daughter, and thought, Three boneyards right in a row, sitting almost triangulated to each other. Like they were planned that way. Indeed, the cemeteries had probably come early on as the rest of the township began to spread out, growing in all directions.

Augustus Shaw’s old hilltop Gothic Revival home and the aptly named Shaw Woods surrounding it (where Richard had hunted as a young boy, in a clearing known to locals as Duck Blind Point) covered most of the north end, which they’d just passed through. Back down to the south the Reed Farm and the Monument Works marked that edge of town, near the bypass. Closer in, running crossways, was the Honey Run Road, which would deliver you to the doorstep of Cassie Patrick’s Honeycomb Haven—an apiary run by a retired widow, who in her spare time, besides bee-keeping and bottling homegrown honey, made little cross necklaces from horseshoe nails to sell—and then on to the new ethanol plant, out past those abandoned grain silos still owned by Admiral Lawrie. At the northeastern borders was an apple orchard and several acres of land kept by the Blessing family, used for growing Christmas trees and harvest-time pumpkins, while southwest you had the Anasazi Bridge (where poor young Ollie Echols drowned himself in 1977) crossing the meandering Rock River there. Farther along it you’d find Jasper Park seated on the river bend, with its sandy baseball diamond and red-brick shelters and its historic old gallows tree, an imposing Eastern cottonwood once used in early pioneer days for both public hangings and midnight lynchings alike.

There were other small businesses, as expected—Lehman’s Candle & Quilt Shoppe, the Gospel Book Store, Meg’s Café and DeRango’s Countryside Meats, Styx & Stonze Botanicals, the Prairie Dairy—sprinkled throughout the gently sloping layers of midtown proper. Plus the usual dregs and derelict dives, out around the railroad tracks, where prostitutes and their pimps still lingered in the deserted freight yard’s shadows on most nights.

Town Hall meetings were the last Thursday evening of each month, at the renovated Riding Club horse stables on Platt Street, Richard recalled. Everyone was welcome, the prostitutes included. It was a typical Midwestern scenario: small town that yearned secretly to be a big city, but remained stuck with its feet mired right where it was; ever part of the Corn Belt, ever sitting on the deadly rim of Tornado Alley. Michelle and he had gone to school and grown up here together, fallen in love as mere children, really, then had fled Blackwater Valley as soon as they were able, in order to start their lives anew somewhere else. But that’s how it was. You either ended up staying your entire life in a place like this, until they planted you here, or you couldn’t get away fast enough. Upper midwest America, absolutely.

And at the center sleeps its dreaming dead in their neat, muted triangle, if they do dream at all. Now who in hell had said that? Richard blinked the thought away, changing radio stations.

He found some crackling Led Zeppelin and left it there, drumming his fingers along with the slow, deliberate beat. Looking at the rows of quiet, old-fashioned homes floating by, with not one now but two church spires visible, and with the peak of the condemned bell tower rising above the trees, Richard found himself shivering despite the warmth. Hearing the jazzy-bluesy “Tea for One” moaning out of the speakers was uncomfortably eerie for some reason. Maybe because he’d traveled these same roads in his youth, listening to this same staticky music by day and by night. No other music came close for him and the circle of friends he was a part of back then. The mighty LZ was the be-all and end-all of rock bands. If you didn’t like it, hey hey, you could hop on out of the car any time you pleased. Watch your step, ma’am, and thank you for choosing Greyhound—

He smiled, recalling the title of a Zeppelin album Michelle had listened to endlessly, a title she’d used more than once to describe these very same residences of her then-hometown.

“Houses of the Holy,” Richard murmured as he drove.

“Is that the name of this song, Daddy?”

He glanced over at his daughter. “No, hon,” he said, laughing. “Just thinking again.”

“Oh.” Then: “Is this song older than me?”

“It sure is. It’s way older than you, Katie-Smatie.”

“Oh,” she acknowledged, and fell silent.

Richard’s gaze returned to the dwellings lining both sides of Ralston Avenue, the street they were on now, even as one song ended and another Zep tune kicked in—this time it was “Thank You”; the station was obviously in the middle of a block here—and he couldn’t help but think again on Michelle’s moniker. There was a song by that title also, “House of the Holy”, but not on the particular album of that name. It got held over and came two years later, on their next release. But that was Led Zeppelin: they did what they wanted, conformed to nothing and to no one, like the marauding Viking hordes they sang about. No label that was put to them ever stuck. They somehow managed to remain untouchable, above the critics’ sniveling reach, beyond the manipulations of the music industry as a whole. A record-company exec’s worst nightmare. But oh, the magic and depravity they made for a time.

“Thank You” did its famous organ fade-out to near silence before fading back in and ending full tilt. The third song they rolled out was “The Girl I Love She Got Long Black Wavy Hair”, a remastered gem from the group’s rare BBC sessions. Wasn’t it known as “Willow Tree” at one time? Yes. He couldn’t help smirking, thinking how this always reminded him of “Moby Dick” each time he heard it, with a little “Travelling Riverside Blues” thrown into the mix. Pure fun, this was . . .

Richard looked in the rearview mirror and caught himself grinning, like that dopey kid back somewhere in his boyhood, but when he glanced forward again and spotted the girl on the yellow bike, sailing off a side street and straight into traffic, his hands squeezed so tightly on the steering wheel that some of his knuckles popped.

She was beautiful and leggy and tanned all over like his wife had once been, wearing white shorts and a white halter and tiny headphones over her ears, and for one startled moment the sweat froze in his pores as he involuntarily jabbed at the brake. It was enough to screech the tires, send the Blazer sideways a bit. The girl shot them an annoyed scowl over her shoulder as she flew past, and suddenly Franklin had to fight back the urge to scream at her. Scream at the top of his lungs for her to watch out, because someday she was going to get herself killed doing that shit. Get herself killed leaving the library one moon-splashed summer’s eve . . . perhaps . . . yes, run down by some lunatic in a giant dirty old shipwreck of a Pontiac Parisienne, with the words WASH ME traced onto its side, who’ll keep right on going maybe. Just keep right-the-fuck on going—and who drives a Pontiac Parisienne anyway? . . . who in hell even owns a behemoth like that anymore?—while she dies there twisted and broken in the road a few minutes later, according to the statement of the librarian. Dies so terribly, voiding her bowels and bladder in her final ruinous throes.

And they’ll never catch the bastard. That’s the kicker. The night librarian disappears immediately after, and they’ll never catch the bastard who did it. Never catch anyone. Oh . . . dear . . . God, why did my Michelle have to die like that? Answer me. The leukemia was already killing her. Wasn’t that enough? Richard glared up at the lofty church steeples now, felt that stark bitterness seething within his guts once more. Why not take this one, too? he thought contemptuously, from some barren-black place. Right here in the street? She’s not doing anything either, you son of a bitch. Just riding her bike, minding her own business. But that’s about your style, isn’t it?

He snapped the radio off in the midst of Robert Plant’s banshee-like wail and loosened his grip, unclenching his teeth, hoping Katie hadn’t seen him. Fumbling to unwrap his berry flavored Rolaids, he popped one into his mouth and began to chew it. He watched the young girl in his mirrors as she pedaled her yellow ten-speed away, riding with no hands.

“Daddy?” Katie said, making him jump. “Have I ever been here before?”

“You mean to Blackwater Valley? No, babe. You’ve never even been out of Maine, until now.”

“Oh. That’s funny . . . ” Her gaze sharpened, but went dreamy as her thoughts drifted unspoken. Richard resumed his speed and eyed her for a moment. He sometimes wondered about children—wondered about them the same way he wondered about the nighttime stars and microorganisms in the sea. And each time he wondered, he always ended up shaking his head in a dumbfounded kind of awe.

Not every kid was empathic either.

“True,” Richard said out loud as he crunched, then slowly looked in his daughter’s direction. She was already staring at him, naturally.

“Still thinking?”

He rolled his eyes comically and she laughed. “Yes, Katie-Smatie. Still thinking. What are you doin’ over there?”

She shrugged. “Nothing much.”

“Hmm.”

After a pause: “Daddy?”

“Yep?”

“How long are we going to be here?”

“A couple of days, hon, until the twenty-ninth.” Again, the knuckles whitened a touch on the steering wheel. “Until Mommy’s birthday.”

“Oh. Right.” She stared out her window, squinting tiredly in the sunlight, which had come out and stayed.

Richard watched her some more, then glanced at the glove compartment. Taking in a shaky breath, he let it out and turned his eyes to the road. One moon-splashed summer’s eve. He would do what he’d come here to do, fulfill his wife’s last wishes, if he could; her dying earthly requests—first, try to make some kind of lasting peace with Michelle’s parents (if at all possible) and second, take his wife’s ashen remains from the suitcase behind him, on her birthday, and scatter them at the place of her special choosing. Where they’d first fallen in love so long ago: their own hallowed ground, where the first hand-holding and that tentative, terrifying very first kiss happened. Then he would go. He’d take his six-year-old daughter and head east for Golitha Falls, Maine. Back home to the empty Dutch Colonial with its sad little greenhouse awaiting them there on Charismatic Lane. And he would try to begin anew. Try to pick up everything and continue on without her, finish that damned second novel his agent and publisher were still waiting on, by now so overdue. They would try their best, widowed and orphaned, try to go on without her in their lives.

Their angel, their shining morning star.

He drove onward, made a right and a couple of lefts to get around some street repairs being done. Old-timers around town were fond of telling visitors that there were only two real seasons to contend with here in the great state of Illinois, this land of Lincoln: winter and road construction. The old-timers relished in the relating of snippets of wisdom like these. Sometimes to the point of driving a person bats—or rather, once again for illustration, what old-timers preferred calling ‘shack-wacky’.

Richard took a quick detour through an alley and swung past a small yard sale wrapping up business for the day, at last turning onto the thoroughfare called Brazier Drive. This was it. He shook his head, not knowing any answers, not knowing what the outcome of this all would be. Only time would tell that.

Then he blinked, sitting up wide-eyed in his sticky seat. He stared out the windshield and a smile came grudgingly over his lips.

“Still there,” he said. “Check it out, Katelyn Jane Franklin. It’s still there.”
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Chip Priewe sat in his police cruiser on a sidestreet next to the Memorial Hall, sipping strong black coffee from a Styrofoam cup he bought at Meg Bilobran’s little café, around the corner. He blew on it and sipped, blew and sipped, and observed the dark green Chevrolet Blazer with the man and the small child inside, coming down Ralston Avenue. He watched as they went past Memorial Hall (taking note of the strange vehicle’s Maine plates), watched—blowing and sipping—as seventeen-year-old Julissa Quigg, who sang in the church choir, came tear-assing across traffic on her yellow bicycle. The Blazer went into an abrupt skid, its driver overreacting slightly. The girl wasn’t actually going that fast, didn’t really come close to them, but the Blazer with the mean-looking CPS grille guard out front lurched nonetheless, locking its brakes and causing everyone to look in their direction.

On they went a moment later, continuing along Ralston Avenue and out of his sight while the Quigg girl disappeared the other way, most likely headed home for dinner. He watched her go, following her white shorts and long sun-bronzed legs as they pumped.

No harm, no foul. Still, she did have those stupid earphones on, listening to music instead of paying attention to the street sounds around her. He’d have to mention it to her sometime, put the fear of the law into her. Or not. Who knew? Like to put something into that one, truth be told.

Priewe stared at his left hand briefly, at the wedding band on his ring finger. He snorted, squirming uneasily; the thought of his ill-conceived and even more ill-fitting marriage tightened his insides. It’d been one of the worst mistakes of his life, had almost ruined him. No wonder you had people going around in such desperate states. Desperate straits and desperate states, amen to that. Nervous Nellie types, jumping at shadows and turning gray with worry and leaping off bridges and such. Nervous as cats. You saw them all the time, shuffling to and fro like they were set for the rubber room or something. Total human wrecks, because of the choices they made.

He glanced at the old Civil War cannon resting in front of Memorial Hall, wondering not for the first time if it was really still loaded, like that retired history-buff Navy prick Jack Lawrie always claimed it was. Wondering how easily, if need be, one’s head might fit in front of its gorge, and if that said head might disintegrate wholly from one’s shoulders were the huge, dormant Union beast to awaken and recoil one last roaring, deafening time—

Sipping cautiously at the hot coffee, Chief Priewe swallowed and whistled through his teeth. Not a pleasant prospect, no sir, but one to consider nevertheless. If need ever be. And what was it with these kids, anyhow? He enjoyed music, too, like anyone else. Well, good music at least. He didn’t get all this horseshit, this mindless garbage being passed off today. Who in hell needed illiterate shit blaring into both ears all the time, or a cell phone jammed against their head every waking moment? Only dimwits, he’d concluded, low-bred idiots afraid of having an actual coherent thought come at them. Heaven forbid that should happen. Just another example of the buzzsaw this country was headed for, with today’s generation of dopes at the helm. What a fucking future. Human flotsam and jetsam, every one of them . . .

Some static traffic issued forth from the car’s police radio and Priewe leaned forward, listening. He tuned up the volume, but nothing else came. Piss shit. He’d been monitoring what was going on just east of town—something big, by the sound of it—for the last hour or so. It had started with a call between a couple of Ogle County boys fielding reports about a section of the roadway that had fallen in, out beyond the interchange. No injuries or anything, nothing unusual to speak of. After a time a shout had gone out for the Rockford cops to the north, could they please come down, because it appeared they had themselves a possible ‘situation’. Odd. Several minutes later an order was given by some unknown voice for an ambulance and for the county coroner, if she was available, and to keep unwanted gapers away from the sinkhole vicinity. Crime scene procedure, he couldn’t help thinking. Odder yet. The radio traffic intensified for a bit, culminating with an ambiguous request for a tarp or canvas of some kind—maybe a swimming pool cover would do. Priewe had chimed in, curiosity getting the better of him, saying he could snag something quick and be out that way in ten to fifteen minutes tops. But he’d been sharply rebuked by that unknown voice, informing him that his assistance was not needed, and how everyone should stick to their own jurisdictions for now. He had radioed an affirmative 10-4 back, and then had listened to the stinging, intentional silence which followed.

So, here he sat, uninvited to the dance, while something big went on out there—really big and decidedly odd, he gathered—even as extra uniforms from Rockford made their way south to take part. Here Chip Priewe sat, blowing and sipping on his coffee, not needed. Well, they could take that jurisdiction and stick it in their ass. He knew who they were, these Rockford men given the green light over him. He used to do a lot of security work in that town, years ago, so he knew them all right. Knew the ones on the take from the squeaky cleans, knew the juicers from the wife beaters, the fine upstanding family men from the closet pedophiles. They were the same ones who, back then, had pegged him and his kind as ham-and-eggers, or nickel-and-dime rent-a-cops. That was before he landed this gig, though. He was a full-fledged Chief of Police now, Constable of his own jurisdiction. So fuck them all, flatfoot cunts that they were, for leaving him out of their loop. Trying to hold him back, always keeping him down.

Like the cunt waiting for him at home did.

He took another swallow, jaws clenched tightly. Worst mistake of his life, without a doubt. He wondered where his deputy chief was during all of this, why that inky black bastard hadn’t checked in. Or the other fuckwits for that matter. Well, he would ride them good enough later on, let them know who called the shots out here. Dish them all the grief and the boondocks dirt-water rounds they could handle, because in the end it only came down to one thing. The age-old, everlasting Golden Rule: shit rolls downhill. No matter which way you plugged it, shit always rolls downhill. That was the reason you had people going around in such desperate states these days, afraid of any and every little thing which might happen; afraid most of all, he truly believed, of their own undoing. Nervous Nellie types—

Like the driver of that Chevy Blazer, for instance. Jumping at shadows. And what did they have to be so nervous about, anyway? A man and a little girl like that. In a small town like this? Made you stop and wonder, yes.

Snorting again, Chief Priewe thought he would have to keep an eye on them for sure, these strangers in his town. For the time being, though, he merely sat, and blew and sipped, listening to the police radio and trying not to think of what waited for him back home.
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Meanwhile, something stirred inside the condemned bell tower, which stood sentinel over town, haunting its gloom there. It moved slowly at first—this flesh thing—shambling, quiet as a nun. Its left side wasted and gone limp, the thing dragged itself to the rotted stairs and began inching up them, knowing where all the breaches and weak spots lay, mewling as it maneuvered, barely audible; a whispering of dust motes in its empty, soundless lair.

The old rope still dangled from somewhere above, hanging in moldered ruin, witness to all these many cascading decades. Pigeons fluttered in sudden alarm. When at last it reached the top, it pulled itself with one good appendage onto the squared walkway and began rounding the great and rusted iron bell, searching out the belfry openings in this hushed, secret still. North, east, south, west. Ahh. Shafts of setting sunlight streamed in, creating an orange glow like diffused hell licking in at the weather-blasted peak of the tower. Ahhh. The thing looked across scant fields, high above the tallest of trees, trying to blink the brightness away, shielding eyes that peered like blood blisters from the hoods of pale flesh in its face. It squinted painfully and spied the boxlike Memorial Hall in the ruddy distance, an idle police car beside it. And something else, someone in overalls (Syd Cholke?) way up on a ladder, trimming tree branches back from the power lines above Brazier Drive.

But when it saw the tall man standing and holding hands with a small child, down near the deserted Lawrie Theater, this being froze and began to tremble. It stared and it stared, until the blisters which were its eyes seemed about to burst. Then it fell back into the cloak of its crawling darkness and shuddered, howling out piteously from a rictal, tongueless gape of mouth.

The mourning doves and remaining pigeons took wing in their bright terror.
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The building stood just as it had the last time Richard saw it, more than eight years before. Vacant and deteriorating: a relic the good citizens of Blackwater Valley simply refused to tear down. It was done in what might be called a Byzantine style, with longish breast walls and topped by an Oriental-like dome on its roof. The place had once been known as the Midday Theatre, because of the daytime matinees screened here in its early years.

He vaguely recollected that a handful of workers lost their lives when the dome collapsed during the initial construction in the 1920s. But from the mid ’70s on, it would be called the Lawrie Theater, named after the former Navy admiral who purchased it and ran nightly movies there with his wife Lorraine.

In 1986, the year Chernobyl melted down into a dead zone and the shuttle Challenger disintegrated in the frosty skies over Florida’s celebrated stretch of Space Coast, the building closed its doors for good as giant, multi-screened monster showplaces began to blight the landscape. Most small theaters could not compete, and ultimately went the way of the drive-ins and mom-and-pop grocery stores. At least he assumed Lawrie still owned it, anyway—Jackson Lawrie owned property and structures all over town, including the Nautical Museum and the old bell tower. Most of the properties sat unoccupied, like this one.

He noticed some scattered plastic letters that had been left behind on the rigid canopy over the theater doors, letters which might have once spelled out movie titles such as Peggy Sue Got Married or Stand by Me, but now resembled only an errant jumble, like alphabet soup up on the marquee billboard. On the elongated side wall of the theater was a mural, faded and peeling badly, but intact just the same. The mural Michelle and he had painted.

They parked and got out, Richard leading his daughter by the hand. In truth, he had forgotten all about this painting until a few seconds ago. Now his gaze swept over it with fondness, taking in every detail again, every little nuance. There was a lush pine forest, its needled spires reaching for the heavens, and a castle sitting on a mirror-glass lake while the dark Mountain of Power loomed gargantuan in the background. An empty skiff floated ominously alone, moored, abandoned among some water-draped rocks. And his favorite: a large ruffled owl in a greatly gnarled black maple (part of its beak and one big unblinking eye chipped away and missing), and the mandatory shining knight upon a white steed, all poised beneath a cloud-riddled chalky blue sky. Plus two signatures in acrylic gold and the tiny ’88 scrawled in the lower left corner, obscured by ivy which crept along the crumbling foundation.

It struck him suddenly that the hands of his deceased wife had helped create this—had stroked and daubed and had coaxed it into being, with brush and sponge and exterior semi-gloss—once upon a long time ago. He reached out to touch it but hesitated, unsure, not knowing what ruminations he might stir and bring to life here.

They had both finished college by then and were home planning their futures together. It’d been Michelle’s idea, and naturally, he had gone along with it. The theater was already vacated and Lawrie, whom Richard had done scores of odd jobs for while growing up, had no immediate plans for the structure and said he didn’t mind. Coupled with the fact that George Deadmond, Michelle’s father, had a whole garage full of leftover paint cans he’d probably never find a use for. So, two lovestruck kids (Richard had been 24 and Michelle only 22) spent most of that sweet summer making promises in the daytime, making love at night, and leaving behind their own visions of grandeur on the side wall of the empty Lawrie Theater.

Something caught his eye, and he glanced up. A wooden plaque was affixed at the top center of the mural above the sunrayed cloudburst. He chuckled aloud when he read the words engraved into it: HERE BE DRAGONS. The sign had been the finishing touch, a private joke between Michelle and him, because dragons there were. Some of course were visible, like the one preening near the lakeshore or the one rearing up before the knight’s lowered lance, but others they had hidden in the background, painted and blended them devilishly in where you had to look hard to find them. Like the one squatting fat and obscene and leering out from the forest wall, or the one crouched beneath the castle’s drawbridge. Or the one slavering and lurking in the mouth of a shadowed gorge in the vast mountain, surrounded by kindling-stacked bones of the dead and the recently devoured. Yes, here be dragons.

“Know who painted that picture, hon?” said Richard finally, gesturing to the mural.

Katie shook her head. “Uh-uh. Who?”

“Your Mommy and I did. See our names at the bottom?” He moved closer and pulled at the clinging ivy, glancing back at Katie. She was nodding, her eyes big and sparkly. “Before I was born, right?” she asked.

“Yep, sweetie. Before

(squash, anybody?)

you were born—” He blinked stupidly, his words wavering before trailing off, and he stood immediate and straight. What the hell? His mouth was dry; he licked his lips. Noticed his heart had revved up, just a beat or two. Katie was frowning at the mural, her brow creased in thought, and Richard felt that tug at his guts again. No, oh no. Don’t do this . . .

But all she said was: “Daddy, why is her name changed?”

Richard caught his breath. “That was Mommy’s maiden name, Katelyn. Before we got married. Michelle Deadmond. Then she took my last name, and she was Michelle Franklin.” He beeped her little nose playfully. “Same as your last name. Katie-Smatie Franklin. Got it?”

She giggled, the sharp edges leaving her beautiful round face. “Got it.”

Richard looked up at the painting, his own frown deepening now as he felt the breeze touch his skin. It gave him a warm feeling gazing at its distant hills and fields like this, bringing back vibrant remembrances of days which had passed by much too quickly. But there was something else just under the surface, something bad, like the lingering traces of a forgotten nightmare, hanging on to you the way cobwebs did after you’ve blundered into them. Like a stain beneath the pleasant memory, one he couldn’t quite place. Couldn’t put his finger on. But he felt it clear as day, and it

(get your nice, ripe squash here!)

chilled his bones. He moved instinctively back a bit, vaguely aware of some harsh distant sound, a sudden rush of birds in flight somewhere. He was startled when a gruff voice came from above.

“Heads up!”

Richard caught sight of a stout workman in the trees, dressed in big overalls with an orange-and-yellow reflective vest over them, standing on a ladder pruning back branches. A twig fell to the sidewalk and he moved his daughter away. He stared up again, and realized with some embarrassment the person on the ladder he’d figured for a man was in reality a woman, her breasts large and heavy and her close-cropped hair tucked under the NASCAR cap she wore. Katie looked, too, and the worker squinted down through thick safety glasses.

“Need some help, son?”

“What?” Son?

“You look like you’re lost,” said the woman, smiling back at them with tanned features. She wielded a long pole saw in both hands, leaning out to smartly take down another branch.

“No,” he told her, “just browsing, is all.”

“Ah. Sure is a hot one though. Too hot.” She paused. “Like that motor oil commercial on TV back in the old days. You know? ‘It’s hot. It’s too hot. There’s going to be an accident.’ Remember that one?” She barked laughter, throaty and deep like a lifelong smoker would laugh.

“Seventy-two,” murmured Katie absently, gazing at the mural.

The female tree trimmer glanced down. “How’s that, sweets?”

Richard cleared his voice and spoke up. “She says it’s seventy-two degrees out.”

“Oh dearie, it must be warmer than that. And with this humidity—”

“Eighty-eight,” Katie declared, and Richard felt his face flush. Hoo, boy. How should he explain this? He looked up at the woman, shading his eyes. “Humidity is eighty-eight percent, I guess.”

“How in the world does she know that? The radio?”

Shuffling his feet, he said, “I don’t know how she knows it, but she does.” He glanced lovingly at his daughter, then looked skyward. “Can’t explain it. Sorry.”

“Huh.” The worker seemed speechless at this, reduced to grunts. She adjusted the cap on her head and reached out to trim away a good-sized tree limb. That accomplished, she leaned over and said, “Browsing. You looking to buy?”

“Oh, no. Just taking a peek at my handiwork here. I painted this thing, years and years ago.”

“Is that right? You really painted it?” She raised the glasses to her forehead, peering down with that big smile again, one eyebrow cocked quizzically. “You from the Val?”

“I used to be,” Richard said. “But no, not anymore.”

“Uh-huh.” The woman nodded. “Once you’re from the Val, son, you’re always from the Val. Didn’t you know that?”

“I’ll keep it in mind. Thanks.”

“Mm, you do that. I’m Sydney, by the way. Holler if you need anything.” She lowered the safety glasses onto her nose. “Nice to meet you two.”

“Likewise,” he told her, his voice rising. “This is Katelyn. I’m on the wall there, left-hand corner.” He gestured toward the spot, looking up and tipping her a wink. “Under the ivy.” He couldn’t be sure, but he thought she might’ve winked back before returning to her work. Richard started to lead Katie away but paused a moment longer, staring at the crumbling mural again. The warm feeling was gone, fragmented, replaced instead by a persistent gnawing at the back of his brain—like the clicking of a beetle trapped behind a section of paneling. He frowned hard, trying to make some sort of connection out of his broken thoughts. He could not, however, and yet he shivered just the same as if

(the bastard grinned at me)

an unseen icy hand had brushed the small of his back.

Christ, what in hell is it? What’s wrong?

“Come on, hon,” he said to Katie, walking back to the Blazer with her. They got in and drove slowly down to the end of the block, parking across the street from the peach American Foursquare home with the neat brown trim and the copper, crescent man-in-the-moon weathervane mounted atop its roof pinnacle. Richard shut the engine off and sat a while, thinking. Or trying not to think. One of the two. There were remnants assailing him now, snatches of his own warring memories, some filling him with joy, some only with hurt and self-pity. Some with fear. He didn’t care anymore. He’d driven the past three days to get here and he was tired and he didn’t care. At some length, he turned to face his daughter.

“This is it, I guess,” Richard said quietly. “Ready?”

“Yes,” she said, but she neither looked or sounded very sure.

“It’ll be okay. Hop out your side, sweetie. Let’s go in.”

As Katie was rounding the front of the vehicle, Richard got out and dropped the locks with a click, checking each door handle. He beeped the SUV’s alarm system, activating it. Richard met her halfway and took her by the hand, pausing to scan the windows of the house.

“Love you, Katie-Smatie,” he let her know.

“I love you, Daddy.”

As they crossed Brazier Drive, a small boy brandishing a super-blaster water pistol chased a small girl down the sidewalk. “If you do, I’ll tell!” the girl screamed as she ran. “I’ll tell! I’LL TELL!” A curbside mailbox bearing the street numbers 1422 stood out front with a newspaper folded into the lower holding compartment, so Richard slid it out. It was an evening edition of The Rock River Guardian. He smiled faintly, and tucked it under one arm as he continued walking. Far off somewhere floated the dreamy sound of a Fleetwood Mac song. Somewhere closer, someone out-of-doors popped a beer can tab as the Chicago White Sox crackled on a radio in the background. Nearer still, a large dog barked once, sharp and lone and distinct.

Houses of the Holy, Richard thought as they walked up to the hushed Deadmond home.


CHAPTER THREE
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REVEREND SIMON JULIAN strode methodically about the inner sanctuary of his church, extinguishing the candles. He didn’t touch them, heavens no, but blew their wicks from a safe distance into smoldering cinder with pursed, wrinkled lips. Some might have found it strange, this, how Julian chose to surround himself with the very things most portentous to him—silver and fire—well, some of his kind would find it strange, assured. Those of his own unique ilk. But the temerity of it never failed to amuse him, even though he did keep his distance.

The man named William Salt, still guarding the doors, watched him as he made his way around the perimeter to the four corner alcove tables, each coated in brick-dust residue. He murmured something as he did this, something so soft that the Indian could not make it out, even with his well-honed ears. Salt did hear the last part of it, however, the Reverend’s final utterances.

“Relinquish,” whispered Simon Julian, standing now before the last tapered candle. Instead of bending and blowing it out, he blew quietly this time into his own closed fist and, from a good three to four feet back, opened his hand toward the candlestick with a flourish, as if releasing dandelion wishes upon the wind. Or a thrown, post-coital kiss. “Relinquish,” he repeated, his voice a raspy hiss. The candle flame wavered and abruptly winked out more than a yard away.

Something trembled in the black church then, seemed to sigh almost, and a cold draft made its way through the darkness, scrabbling up the brickwork and over pews, twisting and convulsing up the aisle toward the doors. William Salt felt it pass but did not move; he remained stock-still with his arms crossed before him. Outside, the great lightning-struck oak rustled uneasily. An airborne crow, caught in the unnatural current, flopped and cawed until it was finally able to fly clear, glossy feathers ruffled but otherwise intact—this same crow would later peck out the eyes of its own young and leave the nest a scene of blood, torn black tufts, and carnage before soaring off in pursuit of interests unknown.

Across town a young couple sitting on their front porch felt a chill and shivered, the eerie sensation vexing their good spirits and reducing them to ash in one fell swoop. The recently wed couple, with the name Putnam on their welcome mat, had been relaxing and drinking sweet tea outside for a while. They had also, quite coincidentally, witnessed the arrival of a dark green Chevrolet Blazer into their Blackwater Valley midst not long before. Now though, feeling this sudden unseen cold, something sputtered out and died inside them like . . . well, like the snuffing of a flame.

The two stood up and went into their cozy bungalow, came out again a minute later with an infant; their fourteen-week-old son blinked repeatedly in the angled sunlight, just wakened from his late nap. They fussed over him, carrying the bundle with care up the paved driveway to the open garage. They went in, and together they climbed inside their Ford Focus and shut the doors, the wife on the passenger side holding the tiny baby still wrapped in its blue blanket, her husband behind the wheel. The man started the car and they both let their windows down. After a bit the woman began to rock, cradling her son, her gaze fixed straight ahead. Soon she began to sob, her mouth working wretchedly, tears spilling down her cheeks. The husband shushed her, stroked her hair. He turned on some music to help comfort her and left the radio on low. The remote control was not working, so he had to get back out of the car and drag down the stubborn garage door. Then the man returned to the running vehicle to sit with his wife and newly born child in the choking, amassing fumes. To sit and to wait for some awful, unspoken covenant, as yet unfulfilled.

No one noticed them at all.

Behind the bolted, storm-beaten doors of the Nain Lutheran Church, Reverend Julian tilted his head back and applied some eyedrops into his rheumy eyes. He squeezed them shut, grimacing in the murk. He looked up and winked mockingly at the Christ statue, whose sorrowful face seemed to sadden even more in the shadows. Julian smoothed his loose, wispy strands of snow-white hair into place and switched on the old church’s electric lights without warning. His Native American associate didn’t flinch, did not even blink. Wiping his eyes with a handkerchief, the Reverend turned to look upon the man at the doors. “I’m disappointed, Prarsheen,” he said. “I thought that you, above all, would’ve known they had arrived.”

“I knew,” the huge Indian replied, his voice like the stone grate of a mausoleum’s crypt.

Simon Julian raised an eyebrow. “Oh?”

Tapping the side of his nose with the stub of one severed forefinger, William Salt said: “They smelled like skunk.”

“Ah, yes. Of course.” The Reverend nodded, and the two smiled dutifully at one another. Pocketing his eyedrops and handkerchief, he turned back toward the church pulpit with a covetous, enduring light coming to life somewhere in him, somewhere within his ancientness. He rubbed his palms together. “Well, time to get cracking, yes?”
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Waiting for someone to answer the door after he’d knocked, Richard didn’t think he would be able to make it. He ran a hand through his prematurely thinning hair, eyes shifting all around and eventually finding the outdoor thermometer gauge, which hovered at the 72-degree mark, no less. And as his stomach did a lazy, nauseous somersault that threatened to send his cottage cheese out two possible exits at once, a dozen thoughts whizzed through his weary mind.

What am I doing here? I must be insane. What am I going to say to them? Jesus, what can I say? ‘I’m sorry.’? God almighty, this is bad. Real bad. I must really be losing it, that’s the only explanation. Why did we even come here? I know what—go back to the motel. Right now. Go to the motel. We don’t have to see them. They’ll never even know we were—

“Daddy, you’re hurting me.”

“Sorry, babe,” Richard apologized, relaxing his grip on Katie’s tiny hand. He swallowed, felt his heart thudding hard, and for a second he considered it. Seriously considered turning and fleeing. Before he had a chance to make good on that alluring (if somewhat cowardly) alternative, something happened. He glanced up Brazier Drive, and saw their mural on the side wall of the Lawrie Theater in the distance. Then it hit him like an invisible punch to his lungs. His vision swam and his knees nearly buckled, causing him to turn and set himself right down on the stoop, light-headed.

“Hoo, sit for a minute with me, Katie-Smatie,” he told his daughter, trying not to raise any alarm, and she sat beside him on the porch steps. No one was coming to the door, but then Richard hadn’t knocked with any real conviction, either. Just gave the screen door a light, half-hearted rapping. But looking from this viewpoint now, here upon the Deadmonds’ front porch, he saw a different panorama suddenly. Like squinting through a prism, back into another distorted place and time. With this newfound sight something had come at him from the past and had almost taken the legs out from under him—a missing piece of the puzzle, recalled and placed back where it belonged. He remembered, oh yes.

It had been a week or so after the mural was started. They’d only done the background stuff, the forest and the mountain, and were just beginning in on the clouds. Richard did most of the main cloudburst himself, with rays of colored sunshine slashing and slanting through it from behind, while Michelle created bits of cotton fluff adrift in the blue. It was about that time a stranger had begun coming around.

He came just before dark, every night, and would stand and stare at their wall for increasingly longer and longer stretches. Neither of them knew his name, but Michelle had heard the man was disabled, or had some kind of congenital disease which affected his mental state. Something of that nature. Whatever the case, they’d sat together in the shadows of Michelle’s front porch—this very porch—and had watched him as each night he approached, studied what new images they’d added that day, and then went on his way. After a while Richard started calling him Sallow Man, and anyone that ever saw him would’ve understood why. He was tall and thin, could not have weighed much over one hundred and forty-five pounds, in fact. His clothes were too big for him, shirt and trousers bagging up and hanging off his frame like burlap sacks. He also wore a bucket hat upon his head without fail, not unlike the Scarecrow’s hat in The Wizard of Oz. But odder yet was his skin tone, what they could see of it. He appeared pale, almost bloodless in his face and hands. ‘Pasty-faced’ was how they had described him to Michelle’s mother, Glee, after catching their first glimpse of his ghostly visage in the darkness up the street.
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"Dark, lyrical and genuinely disturbing,
Blackwater Val is a must read for any
fan of dark fiction.” - Theresa Derwin

"This novel is rich in characterization,
plot development, and the action is
explosive.” - Tony Tremblay,
Horror World
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"Bayou Whispers is a haunting, touching
novel that blends the horrors of
everyday life with that of the supernatural.
Tapping into the tension and setting of
films like Angel Heart and True Detective,
this is a hypnotic story told from a place
of loss, community, and resolute hope."
- Richard Thomas
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