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INTRODUCTION

––––––––
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DERRY, MAINE; ELM HAVEN, and Green Town, Illinois; Milburn, New York, all places in which terrible things have happened, and all places that, outside of the imaginations of their creators (Stephen King, Dan Simmons, Ray Bradbury, and Peter Straub, respectively), do not exist in real life, or at least, not by those names. I have no doubt that those authors used real places as the templates for their creations. Parts of King’s Derry seem a lot like parts of Bangor, Maine. Bradbury’s Green Town shares characteristics with Waukegan, Illinois, where he grew up. And in much the same way, my own terrible town is based in part on Delaware, Ohio, where I spent seven years after coming to the US from Ireland. It represents the place in which my life took a dramatic turn, where an exciting and terrifying new chapter began. It was, you could say, a critical Milestone. I’ve set many of my stories there—The Turtle Boy among them—and have been as faithful as I could be to represent it fairly and accurately (necessary geographical liberties notwithstanding.) But when it came time to write “Saturday Night at Eddie’s”, the setting didn’t quite fit. Delaware was a lovely town, and not nearly as rundown or near-death as I’ve made it in Milestone, but by the time I moved away, there were already signs of economic decay—vacant storefronts, an increase in the amount of homeless and unemployed navigating the crumbling sidewalks—so common in towns of its type in this day and age. So, rather than represent the town as a ruin it had not yet become, I made it one on the page, keeping the downtown structure intact while fast-forwarding to a future I sincerely hoped it would avoid. I haven’t been back there since, but in the years after I left, I’ve traveled the country and found towns that better fit the Milestone mold, and surpass it in terms of dereliction. And when you learn that people still live in these ghost towns, once thriving mining communities now all but abandoned, it’s hard not to wonder what life must be like for these holdouts, what keeps them there, or what brought that once prospering town to ruin.

Milestone exists as a petri dish for both the best and worst mankind has to offer, all of them overseen by a sentience that defies categorization. If forced, you might call it a minor god, an outcast deity, as marooned in the great nowhere as the souls held within its thrall. I have tried within these stories to shrink matters of sin, morality, religion, worship, divine intervention and attribution down into a snowglobe. Whether good or evil, or some combination of both, Milestone’s motives depend, and are directly related, to those of the people who exist within its borders. In that regard, it functions as a microcosmic reflection of the real world. We are too quick to lay the blame for all the world’s ills on some cosmic entity, and equally quick to depend on it for salvation, when our gaze might be better served directed inward rather than out, something easier preached than practiced. Accountability is a long, dark road few are brave enough to take.

So is the road to Milestone.

* * *
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INCLUDED IN THIS BOOK, you’ll find all the Milestone stories I’ve written to date. Although “Saturday Night at Eddie’s” was later expanded into the full novel Currency of Souls, I have opted only to include the latter, shorter version, as I think it’s a tighter, more focused version of that story. The Milestone stories are presented here in the order in which they take place.

I sincerely hope you enjoy them, and thank you for visiting.

I no less sincerely hope you can find your way back out.

- Kealan Patrick Burke

March 2014
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​THE WITCH
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ON THE NIGHT HE CAME upon the witch, Bryce Carrigan was patrolling alone, and drinking a bottle of Buckwheat Prime Beer, a local brew that tasted like someone had wrung their dirty socks into a dish full of rainwater, but sure got your head spinning. It was also cheap, and with the ever-present threat of unemployment looming like a goddamn thundercloud over his head (already their “police force” had been reduced from five men to two—three, if you included the dispatcher, Sheila Graham, who might as well have been a man—in the past year), not to mention a baby on the way, that made it the beer of choice. Besides, after you’d had the first one, the taste got a little better, but then he assumed that was true of most vile things.

It was a pleasant night, cooler than it had been in some time, and Bryce drove the back roads with the radio low and the window down, allowing the breeze to flow into the car. His stomach was a little shaky, a feeling he blamed squarely on the greasy burritos he’d wolfed down at Iris’s place. The woman could fuck like a champion but damned if the food hadn’t tasted like two sheets of rolled up newspaper painted with an egg yolk. Still, he hadn’t complained. Being with child, his wife wasn’t all that eager to let him have a poke—was downright against it to tell the truth—so he didn’t see the harm in going elsewhere to get his lay as long as it didn’t become a habit. And like the beer, the whore was cheap too. He liked that. Liked it even more that she wasn’t judgmental.

Eyes half-closed, he was reflecting on Iris’s pale, willowy body looming over him as he ran his hands down her over her small breasts, the slight, soft intake of breath when she came (or pretended to, for all he knew), when it registered that there was something in the road ahead. He frowned, eased his foot off the gas and squinted for a moment, knowing what he was looking for out there in the night and hoping like hell he wouldn’t find it.

“Fuck.”

It was, at is so often was in this goddamn town, a wrecked car.

Quickly tossing the beer bottle out the window and into the tall grass at the side of the road, he brought the patrol car to a halt. The unoiled brakes squealed in protest. For a moment he just sat there trying to talk himself out of the buzz, then he popped the glove box and rummaged around until he found a pack of gum with a stick still left inside the crumpled package. He sighed through his nose and drummed his fingers on the steering wheel as he chewed. He was in no hurry. He could see how damaged the car was and it looked bad enough that he doubted he was going to find anything other than a mangled corpse inside the steaming wreck. 

Eight, he thought, with a slow shake of his head. This one makes eight so far this year, and it’s not even winter. That was when the snow and ice came, the nights got longer, and the number of accidents doubled, though it was hard to call them accidents when nothing appeared to have caused them. Deer, mostly, was Sheriff Dale Underwood’s opinion. They like that patch of road. And though Bryce never contradicted his boss, he had also never seen a deer that could cause the kind of damage that was done to these cars. But Dale’s theory was better than his own, because it didn’t involve the supernatural, so it made him feel better to go along with it. Otherwise, he’d have to start thinking about invisible barriers around the town that chose who got in and who got out, and that made no sense at all. So if the front of those wrecks made it seem as if they’d run right into a brick wall at sixty miles an hour, well, then it was probably just one hell of a big deer, like Dale said.

He snatched up the radio. “Dispatch, this is Bryce. Sheila, you there?”

“Where else would I be?” she droned back.

I don’t know. Getting hormone injections? “We have a wreck out here on the north side of town.”

“Well, fuck me and good for you! The usual place?”

“Right on the border, yeah.”

“Bodies?”

“Haven’t checked yet, but it’s bad enough. I’ll get back to you once I’ve had a look. Might as well call Dan Haldeman and get the tow truck out here. Damn wreck’s right in the middle of the road.”

“Anything else?”

“Not for the minute.” He hung the radio back on the cradle.

Grabbing a flashlight from beneath the passenger seat, he paused to make sure his gun was in his holster. Frequently he forgot the damn thing at the station, despite Dale chastising him about it more times than he could count. On those occasions, Bryce had to resist the urge to remind his boss than in the four years he’d been a deputy, he’d only had cause to discharge the weapon three times outside of the shooting range, and not once had the gun been pointed at anything bigger than a coyote. Guns made him uncomfortable, which was why he’d sought out the job of a deputy in a town so quiet it seemed unlikely he’d ever need to use one.

“Sounds like a story I’ll be telling the boys at your funeral while we raise a toast over your shot-up corpse,” Dale had said, and the point had been made clear. 

Now, gun securely snapped into his holster, Bryce stepped from the car.

He hitched up his belt and felt it wedge against his gut. He was putting on weight, the probable result of eating Iris’s greasy cooking. He made a mental note to be careful not to let it get out of hand in case Sarah got suspicious, though he could always fall back on the old stereotype and claim he was eating one too many doughnuts while on duty. If Sarah gave it any thought at all, however, she’d remember that there hadn’t been a place to buy doughnuts in Milestone since the night Benny Caldwell of Benny’s Bakery went nuts, stuffed his wife in the oven, set it to 425 and then blew his brains out with a .357 Magnum.

Sighing, Bryce raised the flashlight and ran the beam over the wreck.

The only sounds in the night were the hissing of the steam from beneath the crumpled up hood of the car, which by the decal on the twisted grille appeared to be a Dodge something-or-other, and the arrhythmic ticking of cooling metal.

“Christ,” he muttered, approaching with a caution that was not customary in such situations but which he felt, without knowing why, was advisable in this one. Sheriff Underwood would have called that gut instinct and smiled at him in a fatherly way. Bryce himself smiled a little at the thought, but it quickly faded. That instinct, of which Dale would be so proud, was a red neon sign flashing a single word in his mind: TROUBLE. He didn’t know why, and that bothered him even more. Nothing about this scenario looked any different from the others he’d had to deal with. But the wariness within him was so strong he paused to consider going back to the car and radioing the station again. But what would he say? Hey Sheriff? Any chance you could tool on out here? I’ve got the heebies.  That was if Sheila, their tremendously overweight and foulmouthed dispatcher, even bothered to pass the message along to Dale. Obnoxious as she was, she seemed to have a keen sense for situations that required her to hoist herself up off her chair and waddle into the Sheriff’s office. And he had a feeling this situation would not qualify. At least, not yet. Which meant, for now, he was alone.

Get on with it, you big baby.

He started walking again. 

If somebody was alive in the wreck and not too badly hurt, he’d radio for Doctor Hendricks. For worse, someone would end up having to ferry the injured party to the Sisters of Mercy Hospital in Saddleback. And if it was a stiff, they’d attempt to ID the body, call the police department nearest the person’s address so the next of kin could be notified, assuming they had any (which, in Bryce’s experience, they never did—the dead always seemed to be not only strangers, but loners too, which Bryce thought was pretty odd in itself, as if Milestone was some kind of suicide magnet for friendless out-of-towners), then bring it on over to Hendricks for preparation in his basement mortuary. After that, it was on to the Morning Rose Cemetery and a burial presided over by Reverend Lewis, who would do his best to look sincere as he muttered something profoundly obscure and, with a gnarled hand, sliced the air over the grave into quarters. All very routine. Then Bryce would go back to the station, file the report, and tell Sheila all the gory details, while Dale observed him from his desk, searching for a sign that the sight of the body had troubled Bryce more than he was letting on.

“Hello?” he called to the night.

In the beginning, such sights had bothered him. The only corpse Bryce had ever seen up until that point had been his father’s, and that had looked like a wax dummy someone had laid in the casket as a joke. He had felt no connection to that fake-looking thing, and in a way it had comforted him, told him the shell didn’t matter, only what it had once contained. Had he come upon his father’s mangled Buick and found the old man with his chest pulverized from the force of the steering wheel, his eyes bugging out as his insides were forced up into his throat, his severed foot lying sideways on the road and still wearing its loafer, well, that would have been different. Then, he might have screamed and clawed his own eyes out. Though when it came to the first accident scene, he hadn’t reacted that way at all. Instead, he’d just nodded at Dale when asked if he was all right, then he’d smiled, said something he couldn’t remember, and vomited copiously all over the elder man’s shirt and shoes. It was the look of irritation on the Sheriff’s face, which to the man’s credit he quickly shed in favor of concern, that yanked Bryce back from the edge of the precipice upon which he’d been teetering, ready to plummet into stark raving madness. Because from the beginning, Dale Underwood had been someone he’d wanted to impress, a man who commanded respect and had little trouble getting it—a man like his father. That look, there and then gone, was all it took to steady him.

But later, in the dark, when sleep was further away than the moon, Dale had not been there to talk him back from the edge of the abyss where the seething mass of shattered human bodies tumbled endlessly upward, their mouths open and screaming. But he’d been there the next day, ready with a speech reminding Bryce what he already knew: They’re just bodies, son, flesh and blood machines to carry the soul around. Once the soul goes, the body’s just like an abandoned car, and not much good to anyone anymore. What you see out there won’t be pretty because the pretty part’s up in Heaven playin’ horseshoes with the Almighty.

Funny that he should remember those words now, Bryce thought, because the car in the middle of the road was abandoned too. Broken glass crunching beneath his boots, he tried the driver side door. It was not locked, but the collision (with what?) had warped it sufficiently that it wouldn’t budge. He poked his head in through the glassless window and inspected the interior of the vehicle, his flashlight beam alighting on a deployed airbag smeared with blood. 

The breeze tickled the hair on the back of his neck and slipped down the back of his shirt. Bryce shivered and did a quick three hundred-and-sixty degree sweep with the flashlight just in case it was something else, but saw nothing. He turned back to the car, noting the veritable mountain of fast food wrappers littered in the passenger side footwell. The glove box was hanging open like an idiot’s mouth, the interior light glowing a dull amber. It had coughed its contents out onto the passenger seat, and Bryce could make out a package of unopened tissues and a tire-pressure gauge among the explosion of papers. He made a note to check those papers for some identifying documentation if the owner turned out to have wandered off, and then drew his focus back to the driver seat. Fragments of glass glittered in the light as he poked his head further into the car and angled the beam to the left and down, illuminating the darkness beneath the dashboard. 

There was a pair of shoes under there. White sneakers speckled with blood, the laces untied, as if the driver had removed them for comfort. He couldn’t be sure, but judging by the size of them, he guessed the driver had been a woman. A cursory check of the backseat revealed nothing but more trash, some old clothes, and a stuffed teddy bear with one of its black button eyes missing lying on the floor. The sight of it leering myopically up at him gave him the creeps and he reversed course, backing out of the car and giving the tall grass behind him another sweep of the light. He was looking for a trail, some sign that the driver had walked, crawled, or been flung into the field, but the grass hadn’t been trampled. In the breeze, it stirred lazily as if responding to the light.

Bryce made his way around the back of the car, and that’s where he found the woman.

Startled, he stopped in his tracks. Time to call Dale, he thought, but made no move to do so.

“Ma’am?”

The high, swollen moon had illuminated a glittering path of broken glass on the dark road. Within the myriad cobalt sparks, the woman knelt and keened to herself, occasionally jerking forward to stab at something on the asphalt. She wore what appeared to be a hospital gown, white with a pattern of small dark shapes. Flowers, probably, or something equally innocuous, intended to make you feel as if things were dandy when just the fact that you had to wear it meant they most certainly weren’t. Through the gap in the back of the material, he could see the shadowed bumps of her spine and when she spasmed forward to jab at the road, her bare ass was exposed. If she was aware of this, it didn’t seem to bother her. Nevertheless, Bryce averted his gaze in case she suddenly snapped her head around to look at him.

TROUBLE.

“Ma’am,” he said, the peculiarity of the situation forcing his hand to the butt of his gun, because it had occurred to him that there was nothing to suggest that the woman hadn’t escaped from a mental home, like something from an urban legend, intent on murdering anyone and anything that crossed her path. Certainly her behavior indicated that she was unstable, but he knew it could just as easily be shock. The gown, however, tilted his suspicions toward the former theory.

The woman’s long dark hair hung in her face. He couldn’t tell from here if she was injured, but assuming she’d been driving, the blood on the airbag suggested as much, so he made his way back to the patrol car, leaned in through the window and grabbed the radio.

“Dispatch, this is Bryce.”

“Go ahead, Lone Ranger,” Sheila droned. “You got a body for us?”

“Yeah, but it’s currently walking around dressed in a hospital gown.”

“Huh. That’s new. I’m guessing you want Dale.”

He thought about this for a moment. He did want Dale, if only so he wouldn’t be stuck out here alone in the unnatural quiet with a potentially psychopathic woman, but he knew it would look a damn sight better if he took care of this himself. Of course, if the woman did turn out to be a lunatic and attacked him, he would regret not taking the opportunity to summon the Sheriff while the option had been available. 

“No,” he decided. “Just let him know the situation. Dodge...Dynasty, I think, busted to hell out here on 23 North right by the exit sign. The usual spot, like you said. Another deer, most likely.” As he spoke, he eyed the car, the accordioned hood, the shattered lights, the engine block driven back into the vehicle, the wheels bent back and up into the chassis, and he shook his head. Maybe if the deer was driving a tank. “Driver is a Caucasian female, probably mid-thirties—”

“Probably?”

“I haven’t gotten a good look at her yet. She’s busy attacking the road. Might do to call some of the hospitals and see if they’re missing a patient.”

“Yeah, I’ll get right on that,” Sheila said, and he knew she wouldn’t. The grim fact of the matter was that the woman was an outsider, and as soon as outsiders crossed into Milestone, they more often than not ceased to matter to the world beyond the town’s borders. Indeed it was Dale’s contention that not mattering to the outside world was what drew such people to Milestone in the first place. Bryce thought there might be something to that. After all, he had once been an outsider himself, had moved here from Nebraska, and though he hadn’t intended on settling in Milestone—the damn place wasn’t even on any of the new maps—it was where he’d ended up.

“You get ID?” Sheila asked, and Bryce clenched his teeth.

“Not yet. Working on gauging the woman’s condition. I’ll get back to you when I have a name.”

“Yeah, why don’t you do that, because, you know, we could be looking that shit up as we speak, checking if that car was stolen. That’s what we do here at—”

“Send Doctor Hendricks out here, Sheila,” he snapped and tossed the radio into the cab. Bitch.  He headed back to the woman, but not before he unclipped his holster and checked to be sure the gun was loaded. It was, and that made him feel better. The thought that he might ever have to draw down on a living human being, that he might have to do that very thing tonight, however, did not. He put the gun away and snapped the holster shut.

Despite the vague hope that she might have run off never to be seen again, the woman was exactly where he’d left her, crouched there naked but for the gown, hair over her face as she twitched and lunged at something on the road. He stopped a few feet away from her and cleared his throat.

“Ma’am, my name is Deputy Bryce. I’m with the Milestone Sheriff’s Department.” Spoken aloud, the words sounded a lot less confident, less authoritative than they had when he’d rehearsed them in his head. Not that it mattered, because the woman continued to ignore him.

“Are you hurt?”

Should have told Sheila to send Dale. He’d know what to do. Admitting this to himself only made him angry that he didn’t know. Sucking in a quiet breath, one hand still on his holster, the other holding the flashlight, he moved closer to the woman.

“Ma’am? You’ve been in an accident.”

She froze, and so did he. Slowly, she looked over her shoulder at him. He had the impression of a cold blue eye narrowed in suspicion, saw the pale slope of a cheek striated with old scars and new blood, and then she spoke. “Take...your child,” she said in a voice her broken nose had made dull and stuffy.

She might have smiled at him. He wasn’t sure, and when he raised the light to her face, she flinched and turned away. A moment later, she was jerking and stabbing the road again. Rather than approach her from behind, which he felt might be a mistake, he turned back and rounded the car on the other side which meant that he was half in the ditch, but at least this way she’d be able to see him coming.

As he drew close again, he was forced to remove his hand from the holster to steady himself against the ruined Dodge or risk losing his footing on the dew-slick grass. She did not look up at him, but at last he was able to see what she’d been doing.

She had a thick white nub of chalk in her hand, and she wasn’t stabbing anything; she was drawing.

“Ma’am, can you tell me if you’re hurt?”

“Go ‘way,” she mumbled. “I’m dot fiddished.”

There was glass embedded in her face, a piece the size of a dime protruding from the skin just below her eye. Blood was pouring from her badly broken nose, and he knew he had to get her back into town before she did something to make it worse, maybe slapped herself like crazy people tended to do when they got frustrated with their own mangled thoughts, and drove that busted bone right up into her brain. Sure, it wasn’t likely anyone was going to care whether she died or not, and he’d been out here long enough to figure she was alone, but he had his conscience to worry about.

He lowered the light to the drawing. From his position by the car, one leg on the road, one in the ditch, and his head cocked to one side, it was difficult to make out what it was. Within a ragged circle was what appeared to be a crude picture of some kind of animal’s head. A horse, perhaps, but with a mouthful of jagged teeth better suited to something more predatory. Hell, for all he knew she’d been trying to draw a dinosaur. It was a simple, almost childlike depiction, and the fact that she had chosen to do it here and now, after an accident, told him his initial concern that she had come from a mental hospital might turn out to be right on the money after all.

“Ma’am, I’m not going to hurt you. If you’ll come with me, I can get you fixed up. Get you warm, and—”

Abruptly, she rose. Her bones cracked and popped. Glass tinkled to the road from where it had been stuck to the flesh of her hands and knees. Other pieces sparkled from where they had been driven into her skin. Streamers of red ran down her bruised and dirty legs. She stood there, weaving slightly, her unruly hair keeping her face in shadow but for the gleam of one eye. She looked like a witch, and though he didn’t quite know it then, ever after that night, that’s how he would think of her. 

“Easy, Miss,” Bryce said uneasily. “I’m here to help.”

“Don’t touch me,” she said. “You always touch me.” 

The moment felt loaded with tension, a taut wire that could snap or bind them together forever depending on what happened next. He edged closer, trying to make himself look smaller, less imposing, less of a threat, and reached a hand out to her. There was only about six feet between them.

She raised her left arm and pointed to his right, into the trees and the tall grass on the opposite side of the road. He risked a quick glance but saw nothing but shadows. Had someone else been with her after all? Someone who maybe had gone to get help? He was about to ask when she spoke again.

“Take your child,” she said, and now he understood that she was not addressing him at all, but some figment of her feverish imagination, or some memory that would never mean anything to anyone but her. “Follow the signs.”

He nodded to placate her. “All right.” Edged closer still. 

Three feet now. 

Two. 

“Let’s go on and get you—”

Abruptly she went rigid as if he’d struck her, and she screamed, the chalk falling to the road as her hands came up, fingers hooked. It was the reaction of a sleepwalker woken from a dream, or a mother watching something terrible happening to her child.

“Ma’am, easy.”

In the few precious seconds he had for rational thought, he envisioned pulling the gun and leveling it at her, heard his voice only slightly heightened in panic as he barked a command at her to stop. But that’s not what happened. Instead, he yanked at the gun and it budged only slightly. He cursed. Unwilling to look away from the woman for even a second, he tugged on the weapon until, with a sound that suggested the holster itself had ripped, the weapon came free. But by then she was already on him, her body surprisingly heavy, knocking the wind out of him as the top of her head caught him under the jaw. Tiny red suns supernovaed in his vision as his teeth clacked painfully together and he reeled backward. His nose filled with the smell of her blood and some other unidentifiable stench, something vaguely medicinal, as her impetus drove him to the ground and she straddled him. He relinquished his hold on the flashlight. The beam passed over the woman as it rolled over his chest, lending her face a demonic, campfire-story cast before she was once more in shadow. 

“Ma’am, stop!” he yelled at her as he grabbed a handful of her gown, just above her left breast, and tried to shove her off. In response, she became a dervish of frantic movement, a flurry of teeth and nails that bit and tore at him as he struggled to free himself from beneath her. 

“TAKE! Your CHILD!” she screeched at him, and emphasized the last word with a bony punch that loosened one of his teeth. As she clawed at his face, she laughed a single hideous cackle and began to roll her hips, grinding herself against him. He dimly realized that she was damp down there, the moisture soaking through the right leg of his standard issue uniform pants, but whether it was arousal, piss, or blood he didn’t know, nor was he all that eager to find out. He only wanted to be free of her, a job that should have been easy but which was proving impossibly complicated. She began to moan and for an absurd moment, he wondered if he was dreaming all this, if he was really in Iris’s bed and she was fucking him in his sleep. A rush of guilt followed at the realization that it had been she, and not his wife that he’d imagined, and then he snapped back to himself and used his free hand to grab the woman by the throat. It felt like grabbing a bunch of wires encased in a cold, saggy rubber glove, and inwardly he recoiled. Her hands found his. Dirty, uncut nails drove deep into his flesh. He hissed air through his teeth as his grip on her throat tightened. 

“Ma’am...I’m warning you,” he growled. “Stop, now.”

She continued to struggle, continued trying to scream though she was no longer able to draw the breath needed to carry it. Her fingers tensed and the nails, embedded deeply in the flesh of his hand, began to pull, trying to drag the wounds wider. He grimaced, bucked his hips in an effort to launch her off.

“Chillllld,” she said and the laugh that followed her words sounded like a clogged sink draining.

Despite the panic, the shock, he tried to calm his mind, to recall the rules, the laws, the procedures, and instead got Dale’s voice in his ear.

This is why we carry guns, son.

The notion brought a jolt to his brain, as if he’d touched the tip of his tongue to a battery and he slowly looked away from the woman, to the gun.

It would be self-defense, he thought. Assuming anyone ever asked.

Dale again, or at least the assumption of what Dale might say: You know they wouldn’t. Nobody ever does. And we’re officers of the peace, ain’t we? I don’t reckon you’ll ever meet a woman who needs peace more than this poor wretch, so may as well do the right thing. The good thing.

Bryce looked back to the woman. Her struggles were weakening, her grip on his hand growing looser by the second. Against his skin, he could feel the pulse in her wrist slowing. In a moment she would pass out from lack of oxygen to the brain and there would be no need for the gun. But what if it went too far? What if she didn’t just pass out? What if she died? He’d have killed her, a stranger, right here on the road. This violent madwoman, who up until about ten minutes ago had been none of his business, still had to mean something to someone, no matter what he’d tried to tell himself Dale would say. And it wouldn’t be Dale who’d have to live with the consequences.

He was no murderer. He decided that he might come out of this a little worse for wear, but so far all she had done was take a few nicks out of him, nothing terminal. 

“I’m going to release you now,” he told the woman, forcing back into his voice the authority the panic had leeched away, and slowly relaxed his grip on her throat, even as he brought the gun up between them and aimed it at her heart.

Despite the threat of the gun, he expected her assault to begin anew. But it didn’t. Instead she took a series of huge whooping breaths, coughed once and then sat stock still atop him, her head tilted slightly, chest rapidly rising and falling. Air whistled through her broken nose. Fresh blood trickled down her chin, speckling his shirt. 

Bryce brought his free hand up and held it in a gesture of placation. “Okay,” he said quietly, and slowly began to sit up. “Okay. Good. I don’t mean you any harm, Miss. Now just let me up.” He wiggled his legs to emphasize his demands, but she didn’t move. Her eyes gleamed blackly in the gloom. She remained still, watching him. 

Jesus, he thought. She’s like a damn child. His heart pounded mercilessly against his chest as he braced his free hand against the asphalt, intending to gently, but firmly, force her back and off of him. 

He only looked away for a moment, but that was all she needed.

A flash of movement and he felt the gun ripped from his hand, her nail scoring his index finger, and he looked with shock at the woman, who was now pointing his own weapon at him.

His skin went cold.

His bowels turned to water.

He’d been tricked.

He’d been a fool.

And now he would die.

The woman smiled. “Take your child,” she told him as she cocked the hammer. “Follow the signs.”

“Don’t,” Bryce pleaded, and this time the moistness at his crotch could not be blamed on the woman. His focus narrowed, withdrew from an awareness of the world to an awareness only of the gun and the bullet that any second now was going to come roaring out of it on a comet path of fire and smoke to blow him into oblivion.

He thought of Sarah, of Iris, of Dale, sitting behind his desk back in town wondering if the crash victim was giving his deputy any trouble, and he thought of his unborn child growing up without a father. Thought of his own father and felt a flicker of love dancing with a flame of hate.

He thought all of these things and felt desperate tears fill his throat as the grass whispered and somewhere out in the fields nightbirds began to chatter about the myth of dawn.

“Please, don’t,” he said again, and brought his hands up before him as they could ever hope to hold back death.

And when the woman turned the gun around and rammed the barrel between her lips so roughly she chipped her front teeth, it took him a moment to realize that tonight was not his night to die after all. But there was no relief as she pulled the trigger and the back of her skull flapped upward like a badly fitted toupee in a windstorm, no relief as whatever had made her whoever she was exited the earth, no relief as her brains spattered the road behind their bizarre little tableau. No relief at all. Only a ringing in his ears, an awful chill that crept deep down inside his soul and settled there, and Dale’s voice telling him ever-so-calmly that this was what happened to strangers in their town, and that it was right. 
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