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CHAPTER 1




The pain was unbearable. Brian Normand’s hands moved to his belly, placing pressure on the worst spot. He let out a low moan, then bit his lip out of fear—the fear of waking his wife. Turning to his left, he saw the woman sleeping next to him, her hand resting on his chest. 

Carol snored gently, oblivious to the pain her husband endured. He hoped to keep it that way.

Brian turned and looked at his alarm clock, the red LED display showing 3:21 a.m. It was too early to get up. Ignoring his discomfort, he closed his eyes and focused on trying to return to sleep. His mind wandered, refusing to think of anything besides the pain.

Realizing he had little choice, Brian slid to the right, slowly working his way out from under his wife’s hand. It slid across his bare skin, tickling him, and nearly making him cry out. He reached over with his own hand, placing his fingers over her wrist. Lifting the hand, he moved it over, careful not to bend it awkwardly, and placed it gently on the mattress.

Breathing a sigh of relief, Brian slid the rest of the way off the bed, his feet touching the icy cold hardwood floor. It felt refreshing against his skin as he tiptoed his way across the room.

Another pain hit him. He placed a hand where it hurt, knowing he’d correct the issue soon. Moving down the hallway, he saw doors on the right and left. To the right was his son, Jessie’s, room. On the left was the bathroom. He thought about stopping off at the bathroom to relieve himself, but barely had to go. He could deal with it when he came back to bed.

Brian slowed and glanced in at his sleeping seventeen-year-old son. He barely made out Jessie’s form. He slept on his left side, his leg over the side of the bed. Jessie snored louder than his mother, but it put a smile on Brian’s face, just the same.

Continuing on, he moved to the steps. Glancing back, he made sure he woke no-one, before working his way downstairs, careful not to step on any creaking boards.

Once downstairs, he felt more confident about moving around without fear of waking the others. As another round of pain struck him, he turned his focus. He knew what he needed to do.

Brian turned on the kitchen light and immediately went to the cereal cabinet. He wasn’t just hungry; he was ravenous.

Brian Norman was a big man. At nearly six-five and over two hundred fifty pounds, he needed a lot of food to keep him happy. If he didn’t get enough, he felt hunger pangs. Even if he got enough, he still woke up two to three times a week with the need to go downstairs for a snack. His favorite was cereal, so Carol was nice enough to always have the cabinet stocked with his favorites. He looked at the colorful boxes, unable to make a choice at first, but grabbed the one on the right just so he could get the food into him faster.

He moved like a well-oiled machine, grabbing all the things he needed, even while he was half-asleep. After placing everything on the table, there was one more thing he needed to complete his routine. He moved back into the kitchen and reached up into a box on top of the fridge. He rummaged inside without taking the box down, grabbing something randomly. Pulling it back, he examined the comic book. There was nothing quite like eating cereal in the middle of the night while reading an old comic book.

He sat at the table and finished setting everything up. With his bowl filled with Smacks and just the right amount of milk poured over it, he sat down and placed his feet onto Carol’s chair as he lifted the first spoonful with one hand and opened the comic with the other.

“A Joker issue,” he said to the empty room.

The first spoonful hit his mouth. He chewed and swallowed, the cold milk soothing him as it slid down his esophagus. As he moved the spoon back to the bowl, his hand froze. Goosebumps stood on his bare arms and chest, a chill coming over him. He looked around, unsure where the breeze was coming from, before finally returning to his meal.

Brian was half-finished with the bowl when something creaked. He froze, his eyes moving into the darkness of the living room. He slowly stood, unsure if he wanted to check it out or not. The last thing he needed was to investigate and realize it was only Jessie. The worst part about it was Jessie would see him in his underwear, something his teenager hated.

Brian listened for nearly thirty seconds without hearing another sound. He sat back down, thinking it was nothing, but wouldn’t have the chance to continue his meal. Another creak, this one closer to the stairs, made Brian angry.

“Jessie, would you get back to bed?” Brian called out. He got no response. Annoyed, he stood to check out the source of the noises.

As he left the kitchen and stepped into the living room, his skin prickled with goosebumps again. His arms instinctively wrapped around him, and he wondered why he was so cold. He flipped on the light switch, expecting to catch Jessie trying to sneak around, but found the room empty. He stood there for a second, unsure why he was having such a bad feeling about this.

Something clicked on his left as two objects lightly smacked against one another. He turned, his heart racing, as he examined the newest noise. His eyes fell on the door leading outside and saw it swing open.

“Get out of here,” Brian said with just enough volume to be heard by the intruder and not by those upstairs sleeping. He moved quickly, hoping to poke his head outside and catch the little punk as he ran away. As he got to the door, he stuck his head outside, and saw… nothing.

He stepped back into the house, turning once again to see if anybody was in the room with him. He shivered as a breeze picked up, caressing his skin with a chilly hand, as the door slammed against the frame, but didn’t close.

Brian turned back, wondering why the door didn’t close all the way. He examined it, not seeing anything wrong with it from the inside. He moved his upper half around the door again, looking out at the exterior. His skin prickled with gooseflesh once more, but not from the night air. He felt something unfamiliar to him. He felt fear.

The doorknob was missing, a sizable chunk of the exterior broken off and scattered across the lawn. He saw the reflection of multiple pieces of metal—the remnants of his doorknob—scattered as though it had exploded.

Brian stared at the damage, then slowly turned back inside the house. Somebody was in the house. He stepped forward, listening to the surrounding silence. Crickets and a car down the street distracted him, but with a broken door he couldn’t close, he couldn’t block the sounds. 

Without hesitation, he crossed the living room and moved down a hallway. He entered the den and turned on the light, taking a moment to make sure the intruder hadn’t made it here first. The room was empty of people. Moving beyond the sofa, he stepped to the back of the room and his gun cabinet. He pulled it forward as he reached around and removed the keys from the back. He used the keys to unlock the cabinet, then went to work, grabbing a loaded pistol. The gun felt strangely wonderful in his hand, knowing it would finally serve its intended purpose.

Brian left the room, the pistol pointing towards the ceiling as he examined every inch of the living room. He turned, considering double-checking the kitchen, but he knew what his priorities were. He needed to get upstairs to make sure his family was all right.

His instincts told him he needed to yell out to wake them. He almost did, but hesitated when he worried he’d already scared the would-be intruder away. He had heard nothing since hearing the creak just before he left the kitchen. It had come from…

“Near the stairs,” he said out loud, then opened his mouth to let out a massive shout to warn the others.

A scream pierced the silence, but it didn’t come from Brian’s open mouth. It came from upstairs, and he knew who’d done it.

“Carol!” Brian yelled, racing for the stairs. He flipped on the upstairs light as he started up the stairs, taking them two at a time. His foot slipped on a step near the top, nearly causing him to face-plant, but he steadied himself and continued on as the entire second floor seemed to fill with action.

Brian glimpsed somebody emerging from the dark room on the left. Jessie didn’t look at his father as he turned and raced to the dark room in the back.

“Mom,” Jessie said as he entered the room, his body first cast in shadow, then vanishing into the darkness of the room. 

Brian was halfway down the hallway when there was a sound from within his bedroom. There was another scream, but this one was more masculine. He slowed, the gun lowering until it was pointing towards his bedroom. He aimed, ready to shoot the intruder.

Something was coming, barely visible. Brian took aim and was about to pull the trigger when he saw the figure was wearing the same blue pajamas Jessie wore as he moved to protect his mother. His hands covered his throat, and something gushed between his fingers.

“Jessie?” Brian asked as the lightbulb overhead let out a high-pitched squeak. The sound was continuous, gaining decibels as the light intensified, allowing him to see the fear painted on Jessie’s face right before the bulb exploded. Glass shards rained down, pelting Brian’s bare skin as the darkness became absolute.

He couldn’t see Jessie, who was only a few feet in front of him. He heard a noise from behind Jessie, from within the bedroom, but he couldn’t investigate until he saw what was wrong with his boy.

Something warm and wet grabbed hold of Brian, nearly forcing him down, as Jessie collapsed. Brian nearly dropped the gun as he lowered Jessie to the floor.

“What’s wrong?” Brian asked his son.

Jessie tried speaking, but it came out as a gurgle, the words unintelligible. Brian wrapped his arms around his son, still unsure of what was happening to him, as fear finally took hold. He sat there with his son, unable to move, and unsure if he was alive or dead. Jessie no longer moved, and Brian understood the warm wetness he felt was his blood.

“Jessie?” Brian asked, but received no reply. His son was either unconscious, or he was dead.

Brian let go of Jessie, his body landing on the floor with a soft thud. He stood, trying to make out the shapes in front of him. As his eyes readjusted to the darkness, he saw the doorway leading to Carol. He also saw the man standing in the doorway, watching him.

Without thinking, Brian lifted the gun and fired. The figure flew backwards, disappearing through the doorway. He moved forward, entering his bedroom. He flipped on the light switch.

Multiple things hit him at once. The man he’d just shot was a few feet away, crumpled in a heap on the floor. Brian couldn’t see his face because of the awkward angle he lay. He also saw Carol, lying in bed and staring at the ceiling with unblinking eyes. He moved to her, moving his face less than a foot from hers. She looked pale, as though she hadn’t been out in the sun in weeks. 

“Carol,” he said through tears. He hadn’t realized he was crying until that moment. He cried like a baby, trying to figure out what was wrong with her. She couldn’t be dead. He took the hand without the gun and extended two fingers, turning her head slightly as he searched for her pulse. As he did, he saw several puncture wounds on her neck, reminding him of dental impressions. A trickle of blood escaped one puncture and ran down to a small puddle on the mattress.

The noise started again, forcing his attention away from Carol. He turned around, the light above getting brighter as the person worked his way back to his feet, facing away from him. Brian aimed the gun and pulled the trigger, the lightbulb overhead exploding simultaneously, and once again placing him in absolute darkness.

Jessie was dead. Carol was also dead. He wanted to believe he’d also killed the intruder, but had already seen him get up from a bullet wound to the chest. Even after shooting the intruder a second time, he still doubted he’d killed him.

Survival instincts kicking in, Brian moved towards the door. He could see the faint light from downstairs reflecting off the wall on the other side of the stairs. That was his way out.

Brian ran, getting only a few steps before glass pierced the bottom of his feet, causing him to yell out.

“Fuck,” Brian snarled, looking down at his curled feet. He took a step, driving the glass further into his flesh. He ignored the pain, needing to get out.

Raising his eyes, he saw a man standing at the top of the stairs, blocking his exit, and looking at him with eyes that seemed to burn fire. He knew he was seeing things, and he also saw that this man was much shorter than him. Was this the same person or another intruder? He hadn’t gotten a good look at the one he shot twice, but somehow knew it was the same person.

Brian raised the gun, aiming at his head. Even if the intruder was wearing a bulletproof vest, this would end him for good.

The man moved forward with dazzling speed, covering the distance in the blink of an eye. Brian felt incredible strength as the force knocked him backwards. There was a full second as he realized he was airborne, then he landed hard against the ground, glass embedding itself into his large back.

Brian stood, aiming the pistol. The intruder wasn’t between him and the stairs, so he turned towards his room again. The downstairs light reflected just enough of the intruder to show how close he was. There was a flash of movement, and the slightest pressure on his throat. The pistol fell to the floor as both hands instinctively went to his neck. His fingers probed, looking for damage, but not finding anything, including his throat. He moved in deeper, feeling jagged skin and something else. Was that bone?

Brian dropped to his knees, glass piercing his skin once more, but he didn’t feel it this time, nor did he yell out. He couldn’t yell because the front of his throat was missing.

Brian knew he was dying. He could feel the end drawing close as he tried to think of his family and the regret of not saving them. His body shook with the understanding that he would never see them again.

Alien thoughts crept into his mind, things that shouldn’t be there. As the world dimmed, something else within his mind got louder, speaking to him and telling him everything would be all right.

Knowing how close the end was, he tried focusing on his family, the hope they’d be together soon his only saving grace. To his horror, as he tried conjuring their faces in his mind, he found their faces to be blank, as though wiped clean. He tried harder, his thoughts going back and forth from Carol and Jessie, their blank faces somehow staring back at him. Then, their faces faded, being replaced by something else even more frightening.

As Brian Norman died, he had one final coherent thought. He wished he’d turned left before heading downstairs, as his bladder let loose.








  
  
CHAPTER 2




Jason Rangle sat bolt upright, his eyes scanning the dark room. He opened his curtain and looked out onto Dewey Street. The street was devoid of all movement. Only one house on the entire block had its lights on. 

Glancing at his alarm clock, he saw it was almost 3:40 in the morning. What woke him? He was in the middle of a dream about playing football when there was a loud noise that pierced through his fantasy. Now awake, he waited for the sound to come again, but heard only silence.

Feeling as though he had imagined the whole thing, Jason put his head down on his pillow and closed his eyes. Sleep was coming again for him, his thoughts becoming scattered.

Another loud noise. Jason sat up again, once again going to his window. He looked out at the empty street and saw that a second house had lights on. Somebody was in an upstairs window, investigating the street just as he was. He wondered again what that noise was. If he didn’t live in the small town of Niagara, Wisconsin, he would’ve been certain it was gunshots. Not being far from the highway, he suspected it had more to do with a truck backfiring.

Instead of going back to bed, Jason went to the bathroom. After doing his business and washing his hands, he realized how dry his mouth was. He used his hands to catch water, bringing it to his mouth. With that done, he went back to bed.

Just as Jason was about to fall back to sleep, he worried about the noises again. He reached over, turning on the box fan near his head. He turned it all the way up; the sound drowning out the rest of the world. It was so loud his father nicknamed it Airwolf, the name of some show about a high-tech helicopter from many years ago.

He closed his eyes once more, feeling the breeze hitting his face. It was relaxing, and he was no longer worried about the noises. Within seconds, he was asleep once more.

Jason awoke, his mouth dry again. The first hints of light shone in through his window, casting the far wall in a pinkish hue. He turned and looked at the clock, seeing it was just after six, a full hour before he normally got up for school. He closed his mouth and tried pushing saliva through the dryness while closing his eyes and readying himself to get the last hour of rest.

His eyes fluttered open, staring at the far wall. He closed them again, refusing to get up this early, but found them creeping open again a minute later.

“Shit,” Jason said, looking at his bedroom door to make sure his parents didn’t overhear him. Mom was likely still sleeping, and Dad was on his last midnight shift at the paper mill before some days off. 

He got out of bed, got dressed quickly, and then went into the bathroom. Afterwards, he went downstairs and grabbed a Pop-Tart from the cabinet, taking it along with a glass of orange juice to the couch. He ate his breakfast while playing Madden on his PlayStation 2 until the time came to grab his backpack and head to school.

Just as he was about to leave, he froze, seeing the Pop-Tart crumbs on the couch. He quickly wiped the crumbs onto the floor, hoping Mom wouldn’t notice them when she got up. It was more likely his dad would spot it when he got home in about an hour, but he really shouldn’t complain, seeing as most of the messes made came from him. Just to be safe, he kicked some of the larger crumbs under the couch, wishing he had a dog or cat to eat them. Damn Mom and her animal allergies.

He stepped outside, turning towards the school, then froze. Down the street, towards the highway, were three police cruisers, two ambulances, a vehicle with the letters DCI stamped on the door, and the coroner. One of the cop cars was from Iron Mountain. He stared for a long time, not understanding what could be happening at the Normand house.

To go to school, the only path he could take would bring him past the house. Police tape surrounded the property, forcing him to the opposite side of the street. He crossed the street carefully, although there was almost no traffic coming in or out this morning, a rarity at this time of day. As he got directly in front of the Normands, he felt his neck and eyes slowly turning as though being moved with invisible hands to get a better look. There were so many men in uniform moving in and out of the house. Some had equipment, and others looked panicked.

He slowed, wondering if this had anything to do with the sounds he’d heard last night, and he wondered…

“Quite the show, huh?” somebody directly behind him said, causing him to jump.

Jason turned and saw Nathan Paulson, a muscular kid who was in several of his classes and also a member of the same high school football team. Jason was the quarterback who handed the ball to the star halfback. Despite that, it was rare for them to talk.

“I guess so,” Jason said.

“So, I guess ya heard?”

“Heard what?” Jason asked, but had a pretty good idea what he was talking about. They were standing in front of the house, after all.

“It’s all over town. Brian Normand went wacko and killed his entire family, then himself.”

“Wait? What? Jessie’s dead?”

Jason had a moment where his emotions tried to overwhelm him. Although he wasn’t great friends with Jessie, they were members of the same junior class at Niagara High, and they got along a hell of a lot better than he did with Nathan. He’d seen Jessie yesterday while on his way home from work. He was sitting on his front lawn with Becky Hicks, his girlfriend. Jason saw them, jealousy fluttering through his body as he wished he were holding hands with…

“Yeah, a real shame,” Nathan continued. His voice didn’t carry the hurt it shoud have. He didn’t seem saddened at all. “Cops have been there for a couple hours. My brother woke me to tell me about it. He was up listening to the police scanners and he comes in, freaking out. We went out to the front yard and watched the shit go down. Cops looked fucking spooked.”

Jason felt fucking spooked. He couldn’t believe anything he was hearing. He didn’t know how to process any of it and realized his face probably carried the evidence. Nathan looked at him strangely, as though trying to gauge his reaction.

As though Nathan knew he had Jason’s emotions on the ropes, he made things worse by saying, “You want to know something?” He didn’t allow a gap for Jason to say no. “I don’t think it was Brian. I think when the cops finally release the story to the press, you’re going to hear about it being a triple murder, with no mention of suicide.”

“Why do you say that?” Jason asked, swallowing hard.

“Because I saw somebody.” Nathan fell silent, being extra dramatic. Jason waited for him to elaborate, but he said nothing more about it.

They were almost to the highway, and Nathan was walking too fast for them to continue their conversation side-by-side. Despite Jason wanting to know more about what happened, he found he couldn’t handle talking about it. The news was too fresh. It hurt in parts of him he didn’t know he could feel emotion. It was as if the news shocked his entire body.

Jason caught up to Nathan briefly as they both waited to cross the highway. Nathan turned and looked at him, a thin smile spreading on his face, then crossed the street in front of a police cruiser turning onto Dewey Street.

The cop turned and looked at him as he turned, getting a good look at both of them. Jason wondered what the cop was thinking, worried he thought they had something to do with it. He recognized the cop. It was Chief of Police Randy Thompson. Jason hoped Nathan was wrong about it being a triple murder. He couldn’t stand the idea of Jessie being dead, but it seemed somehow worse if it was a random murder, rather than his dad going crazy and taking his own life after he realized his mistake. 

Flashes of moments with Jessie popped into his mind, bringing on a heavy sadness. Falling further behind Nathan, he wanted the time to himself to gather his thoughts and get control of his emotions. He didn’t want to be crying as he entered the high school. He battled his thoughts almost the whole way there, a mixture of sadness, fear, and even anger fighting for supremacy.

Jason felt as though he were still asleep in bed, and this was a nightmare he needed to wake from. He didn’t realize the nightmare was just beginning.








  
  
CHAPTER 3




Chief of Police Randy Thompson signaled his turn onto Dewey Street. Two teenagers stood at the corner, looking to cross the highway, probably on their way to school. As he turned, he monitored them both, studying their faces. The one in the back was the son of Gary Rangle. He couldn’t recall his first name. The other he knew all too well. 

Nathan Paulson had been a thorn in his side for the last two years. The all-state running back for the Niagara Badgers, he was used to getting his way. A notorious underage drinker and drug user, he was almost untouchable because of his importance to the team and the town. After being busted only four months ago with enough marijuana on him to charge him as a dealer, the pressure pressed upon him by boosters and parents was insane and fierce. If tried as an adult, there would be no senior season for the boy. As the pressure mounted, Randy finally relented, but warned Nathan the next time wouldn’t be so lucky for him. He got off with only a suspended license, likely the reason he now walked to school.

With the nightmare Randy was about to see, he couldn’t help but wonder if Nathan might’ve had something to do with it. He was one of the few people strong enough not to be afraid of the massive Brian Normand.

Once on Dewey Street, he could see the others up ahead, waiting for him. He wished he were anywhere but here.

“Randy, you awake?” Brad Kallenbach, one of his best officers, had asked when he called an hour earlier. 

“Yeah,” he whispered, trying not to wake his wife. “What’s up?”

“We have a problem—a real problem.”

“Can it wait?”

“No,” Brad said, sounding as though his answer stung. Something had to be pretty bad for him to sound that way. “It’s a murder, Randy. Three of them. Three people are dead.”

Randy almost asked him to repeat himself, but he found he was wide awake and heard it all.

“Jesus Christ,” he snarled. “Who do we have on scene?”

Brad told him the names of two officers, both veterans who knew better than to contaminate a crime scene, giving him some relief.

“What’s the status of the DCI?”

“Just arrived.”

“All the way from Wausau?”

“Randy, this is hours old already. We had it under control, so we sat on it a bit.”

“Shit,” he said. “I’ll call you from the car.”

Randy dressed and was out the door in record time. As he started his car, he couldn’t remember having dressed, but must’ve, because he was in full uniform. He received the details from Brad on a private channel and was on his way to the scene, and they were the stuff of nightmares.

He pulled up to the house. A county cop lifted the police tape so he could drive under the barricade. He parked next to the ambulance and got out. The Division of Criminal Investigation, or DCI, was already on the scene. Having driven all the way from Wausau, it was their job to go over all the evidence after his officers cleared the scene and make sure the house was clear of additional victims and and possible suspects. 

Randy saw officers posted around the perimeter, each doing the job exactly as instructed. Members of DCI moved in and out of the house, evidence bags in their hands. 

Randy approached a DCI member and asked, “How’s it going?”

“Did you really just ask me that?” the agent asked.

“Small talk,” Randy said. “What can you tell me?”

“You the chief?”

“Yeah,” Randy said, looking around at the neighborhood. Normally quiet, this neighborhood had seen nothing close to as severe as this in decades, if ever.

“Somebody will fill you in as soon as they’re ready.”

“Thanks. Appreciate that,” Randy said.

Wanting to be useful, Randy joined his officers outside the house, taking a corner so he could give another officer a break. He had joined the strategically positioned officers and had a view of the house’s outside, making sure nobody got in or out without permission.

While standing there, he had time to think about things, especially the ramifications of a murder in Niagara. Initially, he came to Niagara because he was looking for a job with low expectations. He wanted to stop speeders and do the occasional drug and alcohol busts, but the last thing he wanted to do was deal with actual crime. He didn’t want to mess with domestic violence, and he certainly wanted nothing to do with murder. Unfortunately, there had been far too many domestic situations for his liking, and now he was at his first murder scene.

He was alone in his thoughts, thinking about past crime scenes, some he’d read about that happened before he came to Niagara, when a member of DCI approached him.

“You can come in now,” he said.

The DCI agent escorted Randy into the house. Until they had taken the bodies and released the scene, he was prohibited from touching anything. If he came in too soon, and touched anything he wasn’t supposed to, he could contaminate evidence and possibly be the difference between someone going to prison and a murderer going free. Except for a few of his newest officers, everybody knew the drill. He made sure they went over the process every few months, just in case a nightmare scenario ever were to come to Niagara.

One had.

He stopped only a few steps into the house, getting a lay of the land. He was looking out over a living room. In the back was a hallway leading to the left, and another to the right going into a kitchen. Directly to his left were the stairs heading up to the second floor. Two steps led to a landing where the stairs turned at a ninety-degree angle and disappeared into the ceiling above.

Randy turned and started up the stairs, his eyes examining the wood for any evidence the others might have missed. If he saw something, all he could do was point it out to the others. As he reached the second floor, his worst fears came to life in front of him. Two bodies lay in the hall, one significantly larger than the other. There was an odor he couldn’t quite place, a coppery smell he didn’t like, nor would he ever forget.

Somebody tapped him on the shoulder. Randy turned and was face to face with the DCI crew. 

“Randy Thompson,” he said, extending his hand.

“Doug Gordon, D-C-I,” the man said, taking the time to state each letter in the acronym for the Division of Criminal Investigation as he shook Randy’s hand. “We have a triple homicide. Brian Normand is here, and his son, Jessie Normand, is down the hallway.”

Randy knelt down next to the large man, who stared up at him with glazed eyes. His mouth hung open, framed by a goatee. Below his chin, where his throat should’ve been, was a gaping hole. Blood covered the jagged opening, having run down his bare chest before he fell. Randy leaned in closer, wanting to get a better look at what had killed him.

Inside the throat was a pool of blood, and something that made Randy want to vomit. He saw white standing out in a sea of red. He was about to turn to Gordon and ask him what it could be when he realized it was the man’s vertebra. The bone was no longer smooth. Several gashes marked the bone.

Randy backed away, getting back to his feet. As he stood, he saw something else. Mixed in with the blood was a yellow stain in the man’s underwear. He’d pissed himself.

“We’ll know more when the autopsies are done, but it appears the same weapon killed them,” Doug continued. “The third body—belonging to Carol Normand—is in the bedroom at the end of the hall. Unlike the others, she never made it out of bed. She may have been sleeping when attacked.”

Randy said nothing as he went to the next body, crumpled on the ground. Randy thought it appeared as though he was being held up as he died, then dropped while either the killer or his father went off to do something else.

Examining Jessie’s wound looked similar, albeit much smaller. The cuts didn’t go in as deep, so there was no need to see more marks on the vertebra. Whatever got him made him bleed out. Blood completely covered his front. Randy looked back at Brian briefly before continuing into the bedroom.

The bedroom was darker than the rest. Nobody opened the curtains out of fear of disturbing the evidence. Two officers examined everything with flashlights, one of which shone directly on the woman who could’ve been sleeping.

“What’s with the flashlights?” Randy asked.

An officer turned and said, “Lightbulbs in here and out in the hall are busted. Initially, I thought something smashed them, but if you were to examine the filaments, you’d see they each burned out. It’s as though they exploded.”

“How rare is something like that?”

“Extremely,” the officer said, going back to investigating with his flashlight.

Randy moved to the side of the bed, making sure he didn’t step on evidence. He leaned over, getting a closer look at Carol Normand. Her eyes were open, staring at the ceiling. Under her chin, her throat was still intact, but there was evidence something had happened.

“Hey, Gordon,” Randy called out, turning to see Gordon directly behind him. He’d been so focused on the scene, he’d lost track of the DCI officer.

“Yeah?”

“I thought you said the same weapon was used for all three. She doesn’t look the same as the others.”

“You see the holes, correct?”

He did. Looking closely, there were six puncture wounds in the skin, each about a quarter inch from the next. They were not in a straight line. The middle two were even with one another, then the wounds on each side of those were a quarter inch lower on her neck. Finally, the two outside wounds were a quarter inch lower yet and appeared to be slightly larger.

“Yeah,” Randy said. 

“I’m just eyeballing it. The wounds have the same pattern as the other victims. Those wounds are larger, and more of whatever caused those punctures pierced their skin.”

“What could’ve caused that?” Randy asked, having only one idea that seemed impossible.

“If you were to ask me, I’d say teeth,” Doug said. “Animal teeth, to be precise, but based on the evidence we’ve collected, I’m positive we’re dealing with a person.”

Randy’s head turned to look at him again and asked, “What was found?”

“Shoe prints in the blood. Based on the print, I’d say they’re old and very worn.”

“Well, that’s something to go on,” Randy said. He looked closer at Carol, seeing something for the first time. “Does she look too pale?”

“We’ve been wondering the same thing,” Doug said.

Randy lifted his head, seeing something else for the first time. His stomach tightened, and his hands shook. “What the hell is this?” 

Above Carol Normand’s body, on the wall, was a message. Written in blood, each letter was over a foot tall. The words were hard to read because of how much blood had been used to form the message. Each letter ran with streaks of blood, gravity pulling it towards the bed and Carol’s body.

The message read:

DEATH HAS COME








  
  
CHAPTER 4




Jason Rangle was relieved when he made it to the high school. Having Nathan Paulson around him, he worried their conversation would recommence. Nathan kept to himself, going in a different direction when they reached the school. 

Jason watched the other students, examining their demeanors. He knew how hard Jessie’s death was hitting him, but he was curious how others would take it. As he approached the school, he wondered if anybody had heard about it, but when he saw the first crying students huddled around one another at the school’s rear entrance, he suspected the news had got out.

Weeping teenagers flanked either side of the door as he entered the school, immediately going up the stairs to the second floor. He turned left, making his way towards his locker. As he walked, he continued his observation of others. The number of people Jessie’s death affected shocked him. A surprising number of people sat against their lockers or cried into their hands.

Arriving at his locker, Jason put in his combination and opened it. He grabbed his geometry book and was about to head to class when he saw a shadow cover him. He turned quickly, coming face to face with David Grimes, his best friend.

“Put that back,” Dave said, pointing at his geometry book.

“What for?”

“Going to be an assembly right away. They’ve been announcing it every five minutes.”

On cue, the overhead speakers let out a hum, and one of the school secretaries came on with instructions. Everybody Jason could see turned and looked at the various speakers scattered throughout the hallway.

“All students are to report to the gymnasium for an assembly at the start of first hour,” the secretary said. She repeated the message, then the speakers were silent.

“See, told you,” Dave said. “I suppose you’ve heard the news.”

“Jessie lived three doors down from me,” Jason pointed out, then grumbled. “And even if I didn’t have to walk past all the emergency vehicles, bigmouth Nathan Paulson practically guided me to school today.”

“Ah, man,” Dave forced a laugh. “You had to walk to school with Nathan Paulson? Who’d you piss off to get stuck with that loudmouth piece of shit?”

“Like I know? I’m surprised he didn’t make it all about how many times I’ll be handing him the ball come senior year.”

Jason placed the book back into his locker, closed it, and then locked it. They walked to the nearest stairway, heading down instead of up to the third floor.

“Any clue why we’re going to the gym instead of the auditorium?” Jason asked.

“I think the drama class has their sets up for whatever play they’re doing,” Dave said. Jason heard uneasiness in his voice. “Jessie was in that play, I think.”

“Shit,” Jason said, not knowing what to say next. He didn’t think there was any way to say the right thing today.

Upon arriving at the gym, Jason saw that the bleachers on both sides of the basketball court were out. He hadn’t seen all the bleachers being used because they no longer played basketball games here. They used the newer court connected to the elementary school, which was halfway across town. Part of the reason they no longer used this gymnasium for anything other than gym classes was because of a soft spot on the far side of the floor. No matter what they did to repair it, it continued to be soft, sometimes sinking a full inch. The rumor was somebody was buried under the floor and it had never sat right afterwards, which was bullshit, of course.

Jason led Dave to the formerly unused side and climbed almost all the way to the top before sitting down.

“Jessie hasn’t been dead for more than a few hours,” Jason said. “Even then, the police aren’t supposed to give out the names of the dead until after their investigation.”

“You watch too many cop shows,” Dave said. “This is pissant-ville. Everybody knows everyone, and even you talked about the emergency vehicles at his house.”

“That doesn’t mean he’s dead.”

“In this town, if aliens were to land, half the town would know before the first slimy tentacle hit the ground.”

Jason knew he was right, so he stayed quiet while the gym filled up. A horn sounded, letting them know the schoolday had started, yet there was no sign of a teacher. The secretary gave one last announcement over the loudspeaker, adding that the assembly would start shortly.

He watched the crowd, seeing all the sad faces. It was rare to see anyone talking with even a hint of excitement on their faces. The mostly subdued crowd was eerily quiet, making Jason uneasy.

A full ten minutes after school started, the teachers entered the gym in a group. Some went to one half, while others went to the side Jason was on. Their principal, Mr. Griffen, moved to the eastern wall, where a microphone sat against the hardwood court. He bent down and turned on the microphone, but said nothing as he looked over the crowd.

Jason took the time to look out over the crowd. The number of students still filing into the gym had diminished. Almost everybody had found their seats. A face caught his attention, making his eyes go back after initially passing over. A dirty-blonde girl was crying, a tissue in her left hand while her right held onto Nathan Paulson’s. She was Alison Rouse, somebody Jason had secretly had a crush on for years. He’d always wanted to ask her out, but never had the courage. Until the rest of the school learned he could throw a football, he’d been a relative nobody. Even now, after starting five games this past season and definitely the front runner to start his entire senior year, it hadn’t led to the popularity he’d hoped for. When it came to girls, he was almost as invisible as before with the popular ones, which definitely included Alison.

“You should talk to her,” Dave said, his face less than an inch away, peering in the same direction.

Jason shook his head and said, “She’s dating the star running back. Why would she date the guy who hands him the ball and throws three times a game?”

“As one of your blockers, you put way too much stock on football. Who fucking cares?” A middle school student sitting nearby turned and reacted with a grimace at Dave’s swearing. “Don’t look at me like that. You fucking swear too.” He turned back to Jason. “Sorry about that.”

Dave was about to say something else, but the microphone in Mr. Griffen’s hand came to life with an ear-piercing squeal. 

“Testing, testing,” the principal said, moving the microphone back and forth until he found the proper spot. He looked up at the students, his face haunted. His eyes were sunken and his skin pale, including the massive bald spot on top of his head. A drinker, it was impossible for Jason to know what caused his physical change. “I’m sure, by now, you all know why we’re here.” There was a murmur from the crowd, not loud enough to deter him from continuing. “It is with great sadness I have to tell you about the passing of one of our own, Jessie Normand.”

Somebody screamed. Jason assumed they’d still been holding on to slim hopes he was okay, and now the reality hit home.

“Are you sure?” somebody shouted.

Principal Griffen looked towards the shouter, his face taking on the evidence of inner struggle as he waited to decide what to answer.

“Not officially,” Griffen said. “While the police can’t officially speak about it, I have been told by someone who shall remain nameless that he is gone.” He fell silent, appearing to be choked up. His free hand wiped at his eyes. “I spent the last hour trying to decide how to handle this.”

“No school!” somebody shouted.

“That was an option. I thought about this long and hard, and what I’ve come up with is I think we’re better off together than being apart. I’ve spoken to the teachers, and we decided as a group to help each other through this. Being Friday, you will go to your classes as scheduled, but we will postpone our lesson plans until after the weekend.”

On any other day, the crowd would’ve erupted with excitement over this news, but not today. There was some clapping, but mostly the sadness continued throughout. 

“Yeah!” one person shouted. Jason’s eyes crossed the gym, finding Nathan Paulson with an arm in the air, celebrating like he’d scored a touchdown. Dozens of students all turned to look at him, mostly giving him stink-eyes. “What?”

Alison turned and swatted Nathan on the shoulder. Even from how far away he was, Jason could see it wasn’t hard, but Nathan turned and scowled at her as though she’d punched him in the face. He leaned in, whispering something to her, which made her look even more upset than she had seconds earlier.

“Look, I don’t want to make out what happened today to be something minor,” Principal Griffen continued. “In a town like Niagara, where everybody knows everyone, this news can be crippling. This isn’t the first time something like this has happened here, and it probably won’t be the last, but if we work with one another, we will get through this. I promise.”

There was a long moment of silence. Principal Griffen turned and looked at both sides of the gym, really taking in the impact this was having on the student body. Jason’s attention was solely on what was happening between Alison and Nathan, who seemed to still be engaged in some form of bickering.

“You’re excused,” Griffen said. People stood slower than normal. “Please report to your first-hour classes. Each of the morning classes will be five minutes shorter to make up for the time we used here. Grief counselors will be available upon request. Speak to your teachers about it. Thank you.”

Jason stood, as did Dave, at his side.

“That was something,” Dave said. “You know it’s big when Terry Griffen gets emotional.”

“I’ve never seen him like this,” Jason said.

“I did. Once. He’d been drinking and my mom reamed him out about something. She got him so emotional I thought he’d cry.” He paused, talking to somebody else quickly. After a few exchanged words, he turned back and said, “I’ll see you in class.”

“Okay,” Jason said, turning to leave the gym. He watched Alison and Nathan out of the corner of his eye, monitoring the situation. They seemed to be doing better, walking down the bleachers together, but he noticed they weren’t holding hands.

He thought their spat was over.

He’d be wrong.








  
  
CHAPTER 5




Jason arrived at his first-hour geometry class a few minutes later. He brought his book and notes, just in case they tried to learn something. Looking around the room as he entered, he saw he was the only one. Nobody intended to learn today. The only question was whether their teacher, Mr. Craze, would have the same intention. 

He sat down at his desk. There were seven other students in the class, with others filing in every few seconds. Dave walked in, nodded towards Jason, then took his seat at the back of the class. He turned back around, facing the front of the class, and waited for it to begin.

“What the fuck is your problem?” an angry voice said from about where he saw Dave seconds earlier. Jason turned again and saw Nathan entering the classroom with Alison at his side. They were further apart than normal, their faces contorted in anger. “Seriously, what the hell did I do wrong?”

Alison turned to say something, opening her mouth to do so, then quickly shut it again. She moved away from him, intending to sit somewhere else.

Jason didn’t want to watch this. Despite having a crush on her, and disliking Nathan Paulson with a fiery passion, he didn’t want to witness this. He focused on the whiteboard, not wanting to turn back around, even as he heard Nathan getting even more upset.

“It’s no fucking homework for the weekend,” Nathan continued. “Yeah, it sucks Normand is dead, but something good came out of it.”

Jason felt anger rising inside him. He took a deep breath, not wanting to lose his temper. His eyes stared at the whiteboard, and he wondered again where their teacher was. Maybe this would stop when he came.

“You asshole,” Alison said, her voice nearly a screech. That was enough to turn Jason back around. She stood, moving towards Nathan, who now had a smirk on his face. “My friend is dead and all you can think about is homework.”

“I’m thinking about not having homework for an entire weekend,” he said.

She moved closer, getting in his face by standing on her tiptoes. If they were any closer, they’d be kissing. With how angry she looked, he didn’t think they’d be kissing anytime soon. Tears streaked her makeup, running down her cheeks, and dripped from her chin. She tried speaking, her lip trembling as she did. Only a few bubbling sounds escaped her lips.

Dave stood and moved towards them. Jason found he’d stood and was moving closer as well. He didn’t know what he could do to help, but he didn’t like where this was heading. Where the fuck was the teacher?

“Let’s calm down,” Dave said, putting his hands on Nathan’s shoulder and gently pulling him away. Nathan’s eyes never left Alison’s.

“Why the fuck are you crying?” Nathan asked, sounding as though it were some great mystery. “Friends? You barely talked to Normand.” He paused, a strange toothy smile taking over his face. “You were sweet on him, weren’t you? Is that why you’re so pissed?”

“You need to back the fuck up,” Dave said, pulling harder on Nathan.

“Get the fuck off me,” Nathan said, shrugging Dave off as though he were the taller and stronger person.

“You just don’t get it, do you?” Alison asked, her words nearly drowning out the tears. “Look around, you asshole. I’m not the only one crying. He was our friend—somebody we’ve known since preschool—even if we weren’t as close as we should’ve been.” She pointed a finger towards a chair two rows up. “That’s his goddamned seat.” She closed her eyes, taking two steps back. Her hands went to her face, her fingers pressing just below her eyes, sliding down as her mouth opened with a frustrated moan. “Fuck this. We’re done.”

For the first time, Nathan’s expression changed. The pompous, don’t give a shit, look vanished. The expression that replaced it was pure confusion, as though he wasn’t sure he’d heard her words correctly.

“What do you mean?” Nathan asked.

“We’re done,” Alison said, trying to sound tough. It came off as a little scared, her hands shaking slightly. She took a step back as Nathan stepped forward.

Jason moved to get between them. When he realized who he was in between, he wondered how he got there. He didn’t understand why he was putting himself at risk. 

“Seriously?” Nathan laughed. “Rangle? Get the fuck out of the way.” He didn’t move, which made Nathan angrier. “Move before I beat the shit out of you.”

“No,” Jason said, trying to sound stern.

Nathan lifted his hand and placed a single meaty finger onto his chest.

“Look here. You better get the fuck out of my way, or I’ll make sure you get buried on the bench next year.”

Jason looked at him and said, “You think I’ll move because you threaten me with football? Are you out of your mind?”

Nathan went from angry to livid. His face went red, and his eyes narrowed. His head went down, and he went to charge Jason.

A flash of movement on Jason’s left stopped him from doing anything. The same movement froze Nathan where he was. Alison stepped between them and blasted Nathan with the hardest slap Jason had ever seen. Nathan stepped backwards, his hands going to where she’d struck.

Jason laughed. He couldn’t control himself, nor did about half the class. They all laughed at Nathan, who’d lost control of the argument. At this point, Jason was unsure if anybody remembered how this had started. The big, bad running back tried bullying his way through and had the taste knocked out of his mouth because of it.

Nathan’s eyes were blank as he stared forward. Jason was unsure of who he was looking at, if he was seeing anyone at all. He was ready if Nathan tried to fight. He wasn’t sure what he could do against somebody over fifty pounds heavier than him, but he was going to try if it meant helping Alison.

“You bitch,” Nathan snarled, his face contorting with rage. He moved forward, Jason stepping in front to slow his progress. Slowing was all he did. Nathan reached out with his left hand, going across his body, and grabbed Jason just below his left armpit. With an effortless swipe, Jason found himself moving against his will. It was only a few feet, but it was enough for Nathan to reach back and swing at Alison. Dave tried grabbing the arm, getting only enough to slow its progress before it contacted Alison’s left cheek. Her head snapped back, her hair flipping forward and covering her face. She fell backwards, her hands going to where Nathan had struck her.

Jason watched it all happen in slow motion. He was no longer seeing Nathan Paulson, the large star running back of the Niagara Badgers. Red filled his vision as he saw Nathan as an irritant, someone who’d just hit a woman because he was so big and bad. 

Without thinking, Jason ran forward, lowering his torso while keeping his head up. He placed his head on Nathan’s right hip, while his own right shoulder hit Nathan in the abdomen with full force, driving him backwards and into a desk. Wood splintered and metal bent as the two football players smashed through.

Jason stood, not feeling pain despite his forehead contacting wood. Dave grabbed him, trying to keep him up, but he was already turning to see how Alison was. He moved towards her, unconcerned about Nathan at that moment. He should’ve been concerned, and regretted it seconds later.

Jason had knelt, joining others around Alison. He saw she was bleeding from a cut near her nose. A hand grabbed Jason by the shoulder, turning him around. His eyes adjusted just long enough to see a fist coming back at him. The impact of fist meeting his forehead drove him back, his balance lost. He knew where he was and what was behind him. He braced for impact, landing on top of Alison and two other people.

“Stay away from my girlfriend,” Nathan demanded.

Jason got off Alison and the others, getting back to his feet. He turned towards Nathan, angrier than he’d been in his entire life, which was saying something. If there was one vital flaw in Jason’s personality, it would be the strength of his temper, and how quickly he got angry. Now, in a first-hour classroom, his temper got away from him.

Jason charged at Nathan again, yelling at the top of his lungs as he did. Nathan’s eyes went wide, not knowing how to react. Nathan swung at Jason out of instinct, but Jason ducked, getting under the arm. He reached out with his own right arm, wrapping around Nathan’s far side, and used his momentum to pick up his bigger foe, then leaned forward and drove him against the floor.

If Jason had been sane at that moment, he might’ve heard the oxygen escape Nathan’s lungs. The wind knocked out of him; the fight was over. Jason wasn’t finished, however, getting on top of Nathan and pounded him with his right fist, then his left, before going back to his right. He swung with alternating fists, making contact each time as Nathan’s face distorted. Cuts, scrapes, gashes, and blood replaced Nathan’s good looks. His nose broke with a crack, blood gushing from the newest wound. Jason’s right fist contacted Nathan’s left eye, the socket swelling and making him unable to see. His left fist slammed against Nathan’s jaw, something breaking inside. Whether it was his jaw, a tooth, or both, Jason didn’t care. Even as arms wrapped around him and lifted, he kept swinging. As someone lifted him into the air, he started kicking, his shoe connecting just below his jaw. Fresh blood flowed from between his lips.

As soon as Jason’s feet touched the floor, he turned, swinging at whoever had the audacity to pull him off Nathan. His fist struck Dave on the side of the head, knocking him to the floor.

Jason looked down at his fallen friend, and the anger still wouldn’t go away. As another hand grabbed him, forcing to turn around, he prepared to keep punching. When he saw the salt and pepper hair of Mr. Craze, all the fight melted away. His teacher looked calm despite the way the classroom looked.

“He’s done,” Mr. Craze said with authority.

Jason pointed at Alison. He wanted to tell his teacher everything that had happened, but only a primitive grunt escaped his lips.

“Would somebody check on Nathan?” Craze asked. Nobody did. They stood silently, waiting to see what happened next.

Jason looked at the others, wondering why they all looked at him. He didn’t know if they saw him as the hero or the asshole who just beat up the star running back. Nobody blinked, nor did they speak.

It was Mr. Craze who went to Nathan, bending down to make sure he was okay. 

“Jesus, he’s really hurt,” Craze said, turning to the others. “Would somebody call for help? Use the phone on my desk.” He turned to look at Jason, who was inching closer to see his handiwork. “You! Get out of my classroom right now. Get down to the office. You’re going to be lucky if all they do is suspend you for this.”

That did it. The rage fueling Jason finally dissipated, melting away like snow on a warm day. He no longer wanted to hurt Nathan. He was still pissed at what he did to Alison, but he regretted hurting him the way he had. For the first time, he went too far.

“I mean it,” Craze continued, pointing at the door with more energy. “Get your ass down to the office before I recommend expulsion.”

Jason moved towards the door. As he did, he moved closer to Alison, who was still being checked on by one of her friends.

“I’m sorry,” Jason told her, meaning it. She did something he didn’t expect. Her hand went up, extending a single finger. She brushed his forearm with it as he walked by, a small smile appearing through her pain.

He left the classroom for the last time.
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