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“A stunning tale of crime, corruption, friendship, and betrayal.”




“Readers looking for a deep, multilayered thriller that neither pulls its punches nor shies away from the more emotional aspects of its protagonist will not be disappointed by City of Forts.”




“Helluva storyteller … He can take you to a dark place one page and then have you laughing out loud on another.”




“Jason Beech has an amazing way with words and characters. His evocative turn of phrase, and his ability to guide us through this story from Ricky’s point of view is breathtaking in its simplicity and execution. You can sense the impending doom from the very first chapter, and this feeling never goes away even in the novel’s quieter moments.”




“City of Forts is beautifully paced throughout, and every character is given their moment to shine. By the time the book comes to a close, each of their lives have changed, not always for the better.”




“City of Forts is a compelling coming-of-age story that crosses over into crime fiction, with teenage characters that are likeable and frustrating, just as they should be.”




“Never Go Back is a fun, exciting read filled with twists you’ll love and characters you’ll love to hate.”




“The line between good and evil blurs in this fast-paced thriller.”




“Brit crime fiction at its very best.”




“The story ends with a neck-snapping twist that is both surprising and darkly satisfying.”




“This anthology is well-written, creative, thrilling, and bloody enthralling.”




“… his tales have wonderfully unexpected twists, a disturbing sense of wry humour and characters that jump right off the page.”




“Jason Beech has a pleasingly gritty writing style, chiseled, polished, a touch literary which I enjoy, instantly engaging and perfect for the hardboiled pulp and noir genres.”




“What makes this book a joy to read is the fact that you can’t guess what the ending of each story will be.”




“But if you also (even secretly, without ever wanting to be a social worker or a psychologist) like thinking about motivation, about what people really want, about how people end up doing terrible things, then you might like this book even more.”




“I think the reader’s reaction is so profound because Beech has such a deft hand as he paints snapshots of the lives of hitmen, the utterly selfish, or cops twisted by murders they can’t forget. He creates these vignettes through great descriptions, clever action, but above all, the relationships between characters.”




“A great collection of shorts from an author with a stellar writing style.”




“A writer to watch.”




“The title says it all, this read was one of a kind. I loved everything about it.”




“This is a gritty based story alive with character. Jason Beech is a master of description and it is compelling reading.”




“This book has some serious grip.”




“His writing is truly one of a kind and every story he writes has an epic feeling to it.”




“There are edges in every sentence. They keep the reader attentive and slightly off balance, alarmed maybe by what could jump out from the next page.”




“… all are of the hard-boiled noir type of tales that are right up my alley.”




“4.5 rounded up because I could not put some stories down until the end and they are still on my mind.”




“Vividly Written.”




“… gritty coming-of-age tale from a master of description. Compelling reading.”




“I haven’t read a book like this in years… I so enjoyed it”




“a cracking good read and highly recommended.”




“A gritty, compelling noir trilogy.”




“At last, book #3 in the City of Forts series and it starts off with a flash/bang.”
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Ricky Nardilo sat at the breakfast table across from his six-year-old brother, Brett, and swung his feet, kicking the legs of the kid’s chair at every repetition, already suffocating from another day ahead looking after his younger brother while Mom headed out to work all day. Ricky stared at the boy as he might an insect caught in a web, Brett pretending he didn’t notice, instead investing himself in the coloring book he thought Santa had brought him the Christmas before last.

“Remember when I showed you the real Santa?”

Ricky jolted the chair harder. Brett made the occasional glance towards ma, but she stared out the window for pa – who hadn’t answered her hopes for months now. She pulled herself out of whatever fantasy she brooded on, and blurred into action. Ricky checked the clock. Ten-to-eight AM.

Ricky kicked, vicious, unapologetic. Brett’s chair wobbled, his red pen striking an unwanted line across the Superman image he’d not finished.

Brett finally faced him. “Rickyyy. Why you doing that? Stop it.”

Ma remained a smudge in Ricky’s vision. He waited, as he always did in this situation, for her to come into focus and tell him off for teasing the munchkin. She didn’t, as she never did. He jumped up, enjoyed his little brother’s cringe, and ruffled the kid’s hair. Brett ducked and weaved, but Ricky caught him. Didn’t know why he resisted – his mop waved like a sea storm, anyway.

“What do you want for breakfast, brother?”

Brett’s happy smile sparked Ricky.

“Same.”

“As always? You got no taste buds?”

“No. Same, please.”

“Positive? Sure, if you want to be a thumbnail all your life.”

Ricky poured the milk, emptied the rest of the cereal after, and nudged it in front of his brother. Mum mumbled spells, or insults, about dad, as she shoved things out of harm’s way.

“Make sure you eat a second bowl.” Her voice softened for Brett. Ricky listened to her stroke his cheek before she charged into mental action again. She sprang to different points in the house as she remembered one thing, thought about another, and forgot the last, and retraced her steps for the former. Their home was dark beneath the trees, and he blinked through the blinds into the bright sunshine beyond.

“Why do you have to go to work, ma?” Brett pushed his chest into the tabletop out of frustration. Every frickin’ morning. Brett answered for her. “Do you want to live in a cardboard box?”

She machine-gunned kisses on Brett’s cheek. “You got it.” Ricky pulled a face at his mock-protests, stiffening at the clack of her shoes on the linoleum and tried to smile at the light touch on his upper arm.

“Don’t let anyone in. I’ll be back around seven. Food is in the fridge.”

“Where else?”

Ricky didn’t hear her sigh, but he felt it reach out to him. He picked a point on her old Datsun where the sun sparkled until it shimmered out of focus in the heat. Not that he paid enough attention to pinpoint any of her details. He stood by the sink until the car’s asthmatic wheeze dipped from his senses.

“Can we go somewhere, Ricky?”

“Errr, do you see my car?”

“Ahhh, you know what I mean. I want to hang out with you.”

Ricky rummaged through the kitchen and down the back of the sofa and armchair in the living room. Checked the top of the TV behind the last photo they ever took as a whole family, with pa already looking west. He glared at the picture and planted it face down as he spotted the comb. He dragged it across Brett’s hair until he tamed the waves and nudged him to finish the cereal.

Once he’d done all that, he grabbed the old wooden ruler and slapped it over his palm, holding Brett’s attention. Brett had one eye half-shut, the other wide open.

“I know all this, Ricky. C’mon, every day?”

“I don’t care. We must remember every detail. Your six-year-old brain needs a refresher.”

He snapped the ruler against the microwave. “Don’t touch it.”

He pinged it off the toaster. “Don’t touch it. And don’t put any knife inside it, either.”

“I never do.”

He tap-tapped the oven and rattled the ruler on every knob. “Don’t even look at this. Right?”

Brett swung his feet and pretended the coloring book still occupied him.

“Right?”

Brett locked rigid from the snap and nodded his head like a mechanical toy.

“Good.” Ricky forced himself into the tied sneakers, opened the fridge to display all his brother’s food options, and patted the boy’s head.

“Look at me, bro. Never ever leave the house. Okay?”

Brett’s tears pooled, brimming the edge of his lids as he craned his neck to his older brother. Ricky raised an eyebrow to express disapproval, shook his head, and squeezed his sibling’s shoulder.

Brett clasped the hand. “Don’t go, Ricky. I’m sad here on my own all day.”

“You’ll be fine. You should be used to it. Keep away from the windows. I’ll lock the door. Be good.”

Ricky grabbed an old plastic bottle, filled it with water, and left his little brother to it.
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Ricky dawdled through Town, keeping his head low past boarded houses for fear he’d gain someone’s or something’s attention. Number 93 down this side-road always opened a door for one man or other, most of them slouched and interested in their shoes. A woman with hair you could use to grease a squeaky wheel caught how Ricky showed interest. She stared until Ricky averted his eyes to fields out on the town’s edge. He paced down alleys, beyond the ancient SUV where an old woman lived, and turned a corner to avoid the Ghost Boys who pounded the streets to torment locals, their faces hidden deep inside hoods.

He reached Town’s outskirts, linked his fingers and thrust his palms into the air to stretch. Blew away the tension. Town stunk of old sweat and iron. Out here, in the fields full of long grass and weeds, it smelled of freedom. He turned and half-expected his sad-faced brother on his trail. Fondled the prepaid phone in his pocket and rolled his tongue along the back of his teeth. Nah, he’d only left a half hour ago. The kid could handle himself.

Ricky thrust himself into the fields, almost a plunge into a refreshing sea. Ran with his hands out to palm the wildflowers and grass. Chased a butterfly with red dots on black wings, like laser dots he must paw. Dodged and ducked at some bee he couldn’t find, but which buzzed behind and above. A man and his son sat in a boat on the river. Ricky ran by. Checked his shoulder once, twice, and shut them out.

The factory pierced the sky. If God existed, he’d sit at the top of its tower while he guided them all, not in the spare space the strip mall owners let ma’s church have for their Sunday worship. This is a church, a perfect spot to manage a preacher’s numbing of the soul.

Ricky stepped over the chain-link fence, bent to the ground by the years. Hopped in the gaps between scattered bricks until he stood before the massive blue-painted iron gates at the factory’s front.

“Are you here, Grandad?”

He smiled at how his voice hit off the walls and bounced around the fields.

“Grandad, are you here?”

“Yes, I’m here.”

Ricky shot from his spot, spinning, pressing his rattled heart. “You idiot. I nearly –”

“Shit your pants, Ricky Nardilo?”

“No, Liz Panowich. Had a heart attack.”

She wore long pants and sandals with a sleeveless top, and it all flapped on her bones as her hips navigated her to his side. She snatched a quick kiss and ran through the small opening within the larger gate. He ran after her, but her copper hair already merged with the rust in the girders and walkways criss-crossing this spaceship building.

“Your granddad’s dead. Why you calling after him?”

He ducked and weaved through supporting pillars, jumped two steps at a time up wobbling, swaying stairs. “Because …”

“Because what?”

“Because you never know.”

There. Her hair burned in that shaft of sunlight. He ran faster while trying to muffle his steps.

“Maybe you should try looking under the roller that squished him.”

She’d gone by the time he reached where he’d pinpointed her voice. He doubled back on himself, climbed a ladder, and listened for her feet’s pitter-patter. Peered over the walkway’s iron bannister into the chasm. He’d reached the high platforms near the roof. A long strip of sunshine revealed the factory floor as if a giant welder fired the concrete.

His skin prickled at her quiet approach from behind, but he kept his eyes on the vista. Her arm became a vine as she wrapped it around his, locking his fingers in hers.

“You make me laugh, Liz Panowich.”

“That’s why I like you, Ricky Nardilo.”

* * *

They pelted across the fields. Jumped streams and troughs. Laughed and pawed at each other. The abandoned house tilted right, half-sunk amongst the sea of grass. They’d pulled boards from the windows weeks ago to give their lair light, allowing the elements inside. They didn’t mind that at this time of year. The glass-free holes gave the house a skull-like appearance, and they’d leave as the sun hit the horizon. Liz turned in the doorway, scouring the fields and other abandoned houses, all curving in a crescent.

“Look what I got …” She buried a hand in her pocket and produced a little silver packet, the type he’d seen astronauts eat from on TV, except much smaller. She waved it about and searched him for recognition.

Ricky scratched behind an ear and put a fist in his pocket. “Looks … a bit tasteless.”

“We’re not eating it.” She ripped the top off the packet and pulled it out.

“Ah. That a –?”

“Yep.”

“Here? Where?”

“The sofa, where else?”

“Liz, we dragged that up from the basement. I don’t know how old it is. It covered us in dust, remember. We’ll probably die in our twenties from that shit.”

She smirked. Rolled the condom down two fingers. “Are you passing on me?”

He now had both hands in his pockets. Thumbed the phone. “Nah, Liz. It’s just … I wouldn’t know what to do.”

“Well, I can show you.”

His heart pinched. “You know what to do?”

She angled a hip to the side. “No, Ricky. I don’t. But I can guess.” Her eyes urged him into the house. “Well?”

“Where’d you get the rubber?”

“From my dad’s drawer.”

“Your dad?”

“Right? Who’d have thought he … but here I am, so he did – obviously.” She ironed away the quick frown crossing her forehead.

She grabbed his wrist, and how she’d planned all this made him follow her into the living room. The sun and breeze poured through the bay window. She’d thrown a blanket over the sofa, which held its position on the slanted floor. The floorboards creaked in protest at their weight. His excitement built at the same time as a stone sat in his belly. He stirred in his pants, and independent thought seemed to evaporate. Liz pulled off her shirt, spun, and sprang backwards into the sofa. That smile. That bra. The bounce in her boobs. He laughed and moved towards her.

His step seemed to trigger an earthquake. The floor trembled and creaked. Liz’s face melted.

She disappeared through the floor.








  
  
  3

  
  




Liz didn’t scare easy, but her voice erupted through the floor’s new hole and burned his ears. Ricky made powder-steps to the edge and wafted a hand to help clear the air. Liz lay in the same position in the basement as she did in the living room, her hands shooting out, fingers splayed.

“Ricky …”

A jump down the hole might break his legs, so he swung open the basement door and skipped most of the steps down, wafting away specks of dust that danced like bugs in the shaft of sunlight.

“Ricky … Ricky.”

He couldn’t get his head around the whine. Liz never moaned in that voice. Her complaints always wore an edge, a battle flag raised in a call to action. The fall must have hurt. Snapped her spine. He froze. Pushing her wheelchair seemed too much work for him.

“Liz … You okay?”

Her words came out in lumps. Lots of Ms and Ns. She scared him into rushing towards her, where he kneeled by her, forgetting her half-naked status. She grasped his hands and dug nails into his flesh.

“Liz, I’ll call an ambulance.”

She didn’t see him. Stared past him into the room’s corner. Ricky swiveled to see. Shuddered at what imagination conjured behind his back. He adjusted to the dark and pierced the gloom. A man sat upright against the wall, chin resting against his breast. Ricky waited for the head to lift, expecting red eyes and bloody teeth.

Stillness.

Only the wind swishing through the upstairs floor made a sound. The man didn’t snore, his chest didn’t expand as he breathed – he didn’t breathe at all.

Ricky tapped Liz’s knee. “Do you think I should poke him?”

“I reckon it’s your duty.”

She leaped off the sofa and froze at the furniture’s creak. Padded around the basement to the back as Ricky scoured the side wall. He became a statue at the crunch underfoot, side-eyed the man, expecting him to thrust into attack. He grabbed the bamboo cane he’d splintered and crouched toward the body.

Liz covered her mouth, and Ricky waved her towards the stairs for an easy escape if this didn’t work out. Once she reached the staircase, he prayed his first step triggered nothing more than his nervous system. Fighting the shakes wasted energy, and Liz couldn’t see his fear, so he extended his arm and poked the man in his stomach.

No reaction.

He tried the ribs.

The man remained mute.

He jabbed at an ear and broke the cane’s tip attempting to lift his chin.

Liz stood by his side. “He’s dead.”

Ricky straightened, relieved to rest his heels on the floor. “I think so.”

“I know so.”

“What we going to do?”

He liked how she swept her hair behind her ears. “Get out of here, I reckon.”

They backed away, fearing the supernatural if they turned their backs on the man. Liz grabbed her shirt from the sofa and scrunched it against her chest at the noise from upstairs. They worked on a mutual plan through eyeballing each other, their years of friendship rotating their cogs in unison. Hammer-feet battered the floorboards, coming to a standstill above the hole, hammering his heart, eyeballs hurting at how they failed to blink. Steps shuffled closer to the rim. A mop of black hair swung over the crest, hooding the owner’s face.

“What you two doing? Get out of here. Quick.” Their friend, Bixby. He lingered on Liz and her bare shoulders. Finger-combed his hair and badgered them with his eyebrows. “The Ghost Boys are here. With fire.”

“Shit.” Ricky reached for Liz’ hand, but she had already vaulted for the stairs.

He sprinted in her slipstream until he got to the front door. All three bunched together to peek around the wall, holding each other as the house at the end shimmered in the flames riding its walls.

Bixby scratched his scalp, and Liz edged out, tight to the siding. Dragged the shirt over her head. Bixby followed her on his belly. They made it to the back of the building and urged Ricky to make tracks. Ricky scanned the other way where hooded figures scythed the grass with sticks. The sun glinted off something metal, a machete or some other type of knife. The gang beat a path to the next abandoned house, the one Bixby liked best. Laughed and spat, and one pissed up a wall. Another clinked glass in a crate. He raised a bottle high, and they all cheered and cackled, faces obscured within deep hoods like a gathering of grim reapers. Some chunkier than others, but otherwise you couldn’t distinguish them in a line-up. One of the shorter ones hunched over an object in his hand, and the other lowered the bottle towards it. When he lifted it again, Ricky couldn’t mistake the flame, even beneath the glare of the early evening sun. Everyone chanted and roared, and the Ghost Boy launched the bottle through the doorway.

Fire grabbed at bare wooden floors and bone-dry walls, as well as Ricky’s veins. This land, it’s not theirs to burn. It belonged to him and his friends. The breeze fanned it up the walls to the roof, splintering the wooden frames. Ricky’s bladder filled, and he wondered if he could get away with a piss. Checked his shoulder. Liz and Bixby scampered almost out of sight, past the last two houses towards the factory. Ricky retreated inside and bit his lip. He could run out the back door, like the other two should’ve, but hesitation trapped him, and the predators swung around to appraise their prey.

A beam crashed to the ground in the first dwelling and triggered his reaction. He jumped the steps and worked his arms so hard they must rip from his joints. He headed away from the factory and arced back towards Town, but once he got there, where then? Mustn’t lead them back to his home. Brett’s sad eyes pulled him that way, but he resisted. Instinct tempted a check behind, but he feared it would slow him down. The heavy breathing of others and the whooshing grass choked his sense of invincibility. Out here, he could do anything. Why did they want to crush him like this? He expected yelling and whooping, but their silence froze his blood and slowed him down.

He chanced a look. Yelped at how close one of them reached. Cried louder as his feet disappeared beneath him. He rolled and tumbled down the bank. Settled on the ancient asphalt, softened by weeds in its cracks. Ricky jumped up, only to scuff along the ground again as one of the Ghost Boys tackled him, sucking the wind from his lungs. Fists found the gaps between his protective arms and hammered every rib. He wriggled and swung the occasional punch, but hit blind, never making contact. More joined in, a pack of wolves in a feeding frenzy.

A scream from somewhere deep in the earth tore the air. A thud struck flesh, though not his. The punches and kicks stopped. Ricky blinked away tears until the fire’s blur settled. The flame flickered, a dragon’s snout at the end of a stick – held by Liz. She swayed it left and right at this pit of snakes. He realized, more than when she slid the condom over her fingers, how much he loved her.

“You boys have had your fun. Time to fuck off.” She made the F extend until it lassoed their intention and held it tight.

Ricky, back on his feet, coughing at the pain and sleeving his tears away, sneered at the one on the ground, head in his hands. A flash of sandy hair escaped his hood. Liz had smacked him across the skull, he guessed. Ricky shouldered his way through them, terrified his bravado would cost him any second. Counted ten of them. Squinted to see details. They wore black face masks beneath their hoods, and boot polish on exposed flesh around their eyes.

Two of them pulled their fallen comrade upright, their silence communicating it all. Some lifted their shirts to reveal guns in waistbands. The one at the front walked away, brushing the grass stalks from his face. In turn, his followers fell in step behind him until distance and heat made them flicker into wraiths, where the town ate them up.

“Are you okay, Ricky-boy?”

He didn’t like it when she said his name that way. “I’ve got to get home.”
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Ricky snuck home through the back of the house, experience telling him ma would get back in the next ten minutes if she hadn’t already returned. He peered around the side first, just to make sure her car didn’t sit in the driveway. He unlocked the back door and prepared himself.

“Hiya, little fella.” His cheery voice dripped with guilt, but he transferred that to ma. She ought to look after Brett. She’s his ma, too.

“Brett, I’m home.”

He arched his back as much as he could. Strings of pain plucked with almost every movement. He checked himself in the hall mirror. His ribs stuck out like pens in a plastic bag, his red torso a lump of beef latched to a butcher’s hook. At least they had aimed all their blows to his trunk, so ma wouldn’t see evidence he’d been outside. His face remained untouched, except for the tan, though he feared the wince might become permanent.

“Brett, get here, will ya? We need a word before ma gets home.”

He let his shirt veil his bruises again and poked around the cupboards for his brother. He sometimes curled himself beneath the sink, but not today. Ricky growled into the pantry to induce some excitable squeals from Brett. Not there.

“C’mon Brett, before we’re both in trouble.”

Ricky just wanted to sprawl on the sofa and switch on the TV, but Brett needed guidance. He pushed through his pain all the way to the top of the stairs and checked the bedrooms. Flicked the lights on. The sun never illuminated their rooms. Brett didn’t hide beneath his bed, or under the covers, nor in the closet or wash basket.

The bathroom was empty, though Brett had emptied half the toothpaste into the sink. Ricky mumbled a few cusses as he wiped it all up with toilet roll. Searched ma’s room and ran back downstairs where he stared down the basement steps into the murk. Brett didn’t like the dark. He needed a night light to go to bed. Ricky rushed to the front door and checked the lock. It remained untouched. He rubbed his chest and tugged at his cheeks. Switched on the bare forty-watt bulb that lit the basement. His steps downstairs took forever, each full of pain and tension.

“Brett? Bro, are you down here?”

The dingy light hardly reached the room’s edges. His imagination conjured beasts in the darkest recesses, but after what he’d gone through today, he thrust onward the best his limp allowed. All corners remained Brett-free. His brother had left the house. Got himself abducted. Probably dead in the woods beneath a heap of rotten leaves. Ricky linked his hands together and conjured solutions to fight off the anguish. An old engine’s growl and the crunch of gravel told him ma arrived. Dim light in the laundry room led him forward, the corpse in the abandoned basement filling his head. Would he find Brett in the same position?

The light shone from the massive dryer. From the door, Ricky could see one of his little brother’s legs inside the machine pa bought from a failing laundromat. Ricky shuffled forward and sat on his haunches. Two glassy eyes locked onto his, clean paths cleared by tears down his cheeks.

“Brett … what you doing in the dryer?”

“I’m just sad.” It came out as a murmur, but it hammered Ricky in the gut.

The front door opened, and ma called out, her voice traveling down the stairs loud, as if she stood above him.

“C’mon, bring yourself out of there. I’m here now. I’ll play with you.”

“You only want to play because ma’s here … you just don’t want trouble for leaving me home all day.” His lower lip trembled, but his bravery broke free now ma crossed the threshold.

Ricky curved him a weak grin. “You know that’s not true. You’re my bro. I love you.”

The kid reached out and wrapped his arms around Ricky’s neck. Squeezed tight. The older brother winced and pulled the rest of him from the dryer. He patted the kid’s back and made zombie-steps to the stairs. “Don’t tell ma I was out all day. You understand I have important things to do out there. Don’t ruin it, or they’ll put us both in a home.”

Brett tightened his grip and drew out a long “No.”

“I always knew you were a good kid. Despite what others say.”

Ricky thought Brett would strangle him if he gripped any harder. “I am a good kid. I am.”

Ricky stroked his hair. “I know that. You’re a brave kid, I’ll give you that.”

* * *

Ma talked on the phone while she made dinner. Ricky listened to the eggs sizzle in the frying pan to drown her words. She sounded all schoolgirl – more Tanais than Liz – with her over-cooked laughter. Ricky crossed his eyes at Brett and sucked his lips. Brett giggled and swung his legs. Those blue whirlpool eyes wanted to draw his approval. Ricky pretended to read the book school gave him for his summer reading, but he must have scanned the same paragraph a dozen times each day. He’d reached page four. Just another two-hundred to go. He flung it on the spare chair pa had not rested his butt on for months.

Ma had been on the phone for ages and pa didn’t once ask to speak with him. Made him ball his fists and scrape a knuckle against the chair. He leaned across the table and scuffed Brett’s cheek. “Why you looking at me like that? Why don’t you just piss off out of my life?”

Ricky couldn’t see Brett’s reaction for the blur filming his vision. He wiped at his tears and kicked his little brother’s chair, jolting the younger sibling rod-straight. Dad. The dead body. His beating. Liz’ black bra. The fear that someone broke into their house and abducted Brett. All of it competed for his thoughts and overwhelmed him.

He pulled himself together and stared at the tabletop. Ma hadn’t noticed a thing. A pop in one of the eggs towed her away from love-talk. She shook the pan, tested the whites, and plopped them onto a plate. When she shoved the food in front of them, she stopped her constant jabber. Ricky followed her hand to Brett’s hair and how she wiped it back from his forehead.

“I’ll call you later. Let me just sort something out.”

She held the phone tight, scared pa would disappear if she let it go. “Why are you crying, my baby?”

“I’m not.” Brett’s voice wobbled all over the place.

“Sweet baby, yes you are. What’s wrong?”

Ricky picked at the flaw in the table, the little nobble pa never sanded away. Ma dropped to her knees beside her youngest. Ricky’s skin prickled at the added degrees as her attention turned to him. He caught how she lifted Brett’s chin, whose eyes were all bubble and toil.

“Ricky, what did you do?”

“Nothing.”

“Your eyes are as red as his. What did you do?”

“Nothing.”

“You clearly did something. And you never have tears.” She sighed, a tired exasperation. “Why don’t you look at me anymore, Ricky?”

“I always do. What do you mean?”

“You’re not looking now.”

The pressure bubbled and raised his eyes. She rested a hand on his forearm. Felt like an electric shock. Forced out the tears he’d dammed for so long. “I went to the shop, ma.”

“What?”

“Just for ten minutes. Just to get some milk.”

“Did you get any?”

“No.”

“Why not?”

“Because we don’t have any money.”

“Exactly. Don’t you ever leave the house again, Ricky. What if you’re seen? They’ll take you. They’ll take you both.”
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“I’ll tell ma you left me alone again.”

Ricky sighed and ruffled Brett’s hair. “No, you won’t, kid. No, you won’t. Because they’ll take me away from you forever. And then they’ll take you away from ma forever, too.”

“They?”

“Yes, they.” Ricky ignored Brett’s wide arms, glassy eyes, and the quiver in his lips. Closed his ears to the sniffles and locked the door behind him.

The sun turned his skin to pork rind already, at nine in the morning. Whenever he walked the town’s streets, he kept his attention on the pavement and his tatty sneakers. The town had nothing to latch his eyes on, anyway, just rust and cracked pavements, and iron bars in store windows that made him screw his eyes when window-shopping. He paused at the ancient toy store and rubbed the twitch in his lips away. Shoved the paper bag beneath an armpit and plugged his hands to the glass. Old-school toys shone through the dusty partition. A fire truck so red Ricky expected it to blow its horn and chase the nearest blaze. A wooden clown with its mouth curved like one of those swords from Aladdin, and eyes that would tumble Brett back into the dryer. Ricky jangled the few coins in his pocket and released them when he saw the prices. Who could afford to buy these things?

He bent low and plowed the fields. Dove at every snap, palms flat on the ground, ready to launch at first sight of the Ghost Boys. Drew in huge gobfuls of air and rubbed at bruised ribs. The abandoned development, their City of Forts as Liz called it, shimmered, unsafe now. His place of escape spoiled. He froze at the digger, empty, but with claws poised over the field, and trembled. Circled it a few times as though it might tell him its intentions. He rushed away, alarmed his green patch would soon match the rust blighting the rest of Town.

He spat on the first strip of asphalt and watched how the sun made it sizzle. The heat didn’t encourage patience, so he charged to the house he’d so nearly popped his cherry in the previous day. Swung glances left and right until he reached the porch. Cleared his eyes of sweat as he peered from behind a pillar to check for enemies. Only tall grass and the tree in the distance moved – in rhythm with the oven breeze.

Ricky skimmed the paper bag across the floor. It shhhhed until it hit Bixby’s foot. His friend parked himself against the wall, knees tucked beneath his chin, busy cutting a sharp point on a stick he intended to bolster his weaponry, along with the hunter’s knife he used to carve it.

“Thanks, man.”

“Welcome.”

Ricky stuck his head over the hole to see the sofa below. “Is he …?”

“He’s still there. Hasn’t moved a muscle. Just what a dead person would do.”

Ricky nodded in agreement with Bixby’s wisdom. Bixby fished in the bag and turned the sandwich, inspecting its ingredients. Stared at it the same as a heron would a fish before the swoop, and it seemed to Ricky that he shoved it all in his pie-hole in one bite. It would last him a few hours. Ricky hoped Liz would bring Bixby something more.

“Did you sleep here last night?”

Bixby wiped his lips free of mayo and A1 Sauce and nodded. “Can’t go back to the other, can I?”

“Is it all ruined?”

“All black, soot everywhere, and ready to crumble. Them asses busted it real good.”

“There’s other houses.” Five more.

Bixby shrugged.

Ricky bent over the hole again. He couldn’t believe the man would stay still all this time. Even if dead. “You weren’t? … You know …”

“I’m not scared of anything.”

“You’re scared of Miss Veronica.”

Bixby screwed up his nose to show the social worker had no effect on him, but Ricky caught how he gripped the shake in his hands. “If you can deal with my dad, you can deal with anything. I plopped myself next to the dead man last night and slept by his side.”

“You what?”

“Yeah. He’s just a lump of meat. What’s he gunna do? I admit - I was a little scared, but you sometimes have to do stuff like that to get over yourself.”

Ricky pondered whether he ought to introduce his little brother to Bixby. His pal would soon cure Brett of his loneliness.

“I only moved up here because the stink on him’s begun. It’s a weird smell. A sweet, sick stench. Makes your eyes run. We’ll have to clear all the crap from one of the other houses so we can hang out there.”

Ricky sniffed the hole. A slight tang reached his nostrils, and he pulled away to lean against the wall opposite Bixby. Bixby finished the water from the old bottle Ricky had filled. “You still want to fool around out here? After yesterday?”

“Where else?”

Ricky searched Bixby’s eyes. Pa used to call them Asian eyes – sometimes “slit eyes” – though Bixby’s pa is as white as snow until he reddened under the sun. Bixby didn’t like Ricky’s dad. They couldn’t hang out in Town. Those pavements had cracked for obvious reasons. Menace lurked beneath the surface and burst out any time it damn-well pleased. Their City of Forts provided refuge from that hellhole and the ones stalking it.

Ricky nodded, firm. “Do you want me to bring anything else? Shampoo?” Bixby scratched his head once too many times. Made Ricky want to scratch, too.

“How’m I going to use shampoo?” He lifted the bottle.

Bixby frustrated him at least five times a day. “When it rains?”

“I wish it would. The heat is boiling my balls.”

“We got to get rid of him, Bix. He’s making me dance. I can’t settle with him down there.”

“You want your love nest back?”

“What?”

“I saw Liz with her boobs out.”

“I … Nah, she had a bra on.”

“Don’t know about that … our brother downstairs made sure she kept it on, too. Maybe he should stay.”

Ricky pushed off the wall, wondering why his fists burned. “You like Liz?”

“I didn’t think much about her like that until I got an eyeful of all that flesh. Now I guess I do. Yes.”

“Well, she likes me. I didn’t push her into anything. It was all her.”

“Yeah, but she’s not seen a real man yet.”

“You’re fourteen.”

“Yep. Her age. You can’t go around granny-snatching. It ain’t right.”

“You’re shitting me, aren’t you? You grimy-haired bastard. C’mon, let’s get the fella in a ditch, or somethin’.”

Ricky grabbed the hand Bixby offered, wincing as he pulled him to his feet.
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The hole in the ceiling turned the basement into a goldfish bowl. Ricky half-expected a giant hand to reach down and pass him morsels to last the day. Hunger pangs infected him soon after that slim breakfast ma plopped on the table this morning. The boys’ intentions waned now they hovered over the corpse. Covered their mouths to prevent that sweet decay from hanging onto taste buds. Ricky waved away the idea its aroma would infect and turn them into zombies. Sometimes he wouldn’t mind if his brain switched off. It’d cut the cord that yanked his stomach in all directions.

Ricky toe-poked the man, prepared to run for the hills, convinced he’d open his eyes and suck out his soul.

“He’s dead, can’t you see?”

“I can see – but wanna make sure.”

Ricky pulled off his t-shirt and tied it around his face. His sweat took on a pleasant tang compared to the corpse’s stink. Bixby followed his example.

Ricky lowered his voice, scared to wake death. “Legs or armpits?”

Bixby puffed. His concave chest seemed unsuitable for anything weightier than a pillow. Maybe even the pillowcase. “I’ll have the legs.”

“Sure.”

Ricky grabbed the man’s arms and pulled him away from the wall. His back slurped from the plaster, revealing a red blotch. He jumped aside as if the man shot volts from his fingers. The bile folded into a tidal wave and surged up his pipes. He swallowed it back down and held his stomach, gasping at the burn.

“Jeez.” Bixby pushed himself so far into the wall he could have merged with its gray plaster. “I thought he was just a bum who’d come here to die.”

Ricky picked at his nails and lassoed thoughts. Edged around the man. Red and black stained the back of the man’s coat, but no blood pooled beneath him. Ricky didn’t shift his eyes from the body, still suspicious it would surprise them yet. “Do you think something sucked all his blood out?”

“What do you mean – something?”

“Don’t know. Just … how can he have a big hole in him and there’s not a ton of blood? Don’t you get a ton of blood when you get holed like this?”

“I guess. You got me all nervous, Ricky. Not sure I should stay here anymore.”

“And go back to your old man?”

He could see Bixby pop goosebumps at that idea. Swung his limbs – to generate some heat, or spirit, Ricky didn’t know, but he’d welcome any warmth right now.

“Grab a leg.”

Bixby drooped at the order, and Ricky understood Bixby needed control, being the older boy and all that. “You going to grab him under the pits?”

“No way, I don’t want his mess all over me.”

They gripped a leg each and dragged. An object fell from his body. Ricky nudged at it in the dim light until its form emerged from the murk. The boys stared at each other, Ricky willing to show his greater experience. But his lips wobbled, producing no words. Bixby dropped the leg and toed it. Ricky lifted it between finger and thumb, afraid it’d explode.

“It’s not so strange he has a gun. Everybody has guns. My dad had guns. Left them behind when he ran off out west. Ma got rid of them.” Ricky held it by the handle, firm now, and aimed it at the dead man, picturing how he might have died. Bixby shook his head, awed, a sight so rare Ricky forgot about the weapon for a moment. Ricky inserted it inside a spare tire propped against the wall and hoped nobody ever asked him about it.

The man had stiffened so much it seemed they dragged wood, his skull knocking every step until it rested on the flat wooden floor in the hall. They swung the ache from their arms and continued to the back of the house. Bixby shouldered the door open and scanned the area. The breeze, from hell or the Dragon Lands, tingled skin. They bumped the body down the cracked porch steps, across split asphalt on the sidewalk behind the houses where weeds reached for the sun, and over the bare earth to the high grass bordering the river.

Bixby squinted at the turkey vultures above. “Doesn’t seem right to leave him out in the open.”

Ricky wished he’d brought water for himself. A headache knocked around his skull. “I’m not burying him. Can you feel how hard the ground is?” He stamped the earth. Dust plumed, but not enough to bury the body as it resettled.

“If I ever die out here, I’d like to think a bunch of birds won’t eat me. Have you seen those things peck at dead deer? Freaks me out.” Bixby patted an eye, just to make sure the vultures knew he understood their game.

“You’ll not die. I brought you a sandwich.”

“Thanks, but I reckon we should bury him.”

“With our bare hands?”

Bixby regarded the burned house he’d slept in before the Ghost Boys torched it. “There was a shovel in there.”

Ricky shuffled, allowing a pregnant silence to expand. Hoped Bixby’d pick up the message that he didn’t have the arms to dig anything. His ribs still pinched with movement.

“Just the one. I’ll dig if your weak-ass arms can’t handle it.”

Ricky kicked earth and grass at him. “Go get it then, and we’ll see how weak-ass I am.”

He swatted flies away while Bixby marched to the pitted house. The factory seemed to breathe in the heat’s flicker. He daydreamed about chasing Liz through its passageways, open stretches, and rickety stairways. Flung his arms and scrambled from bugs finding their feast in the man. Ricky watched, fascinated by death’s degradation.

He patted at the man’s pockets, protecting his face with a forearm. Pulled out a wallet. It contained dollars – a bunch of tens and twenties, enough to make his eyes pop. Released that deep breath slowly. Filleted the wallet for more treasure and found a driver’s license. Benny Ciaro. Twenty-eight years old. From Town. He almost expected the man to come from the shining city over the river , the urban beast’s rhythm reaching them from the far bank. The wallet contained a few business cards and not much else. He shoved everything back into the leather and plunged it into his pocket.

“Shit.”

It bulged out as if Liz teased him again. He tried it in the same pocket as his old phone, but that wouldn’t fly either. Bixby headed his way, the shovel over his shoulder, like a warrior resting after battle. Ricky wrapped the wallet in the t-shirt he unwound from his face. No, they’d question why he carried his shirt in this manner. He kicked through the grass and found a large stone. Pillaged the wallet’s cash, plunged it into his pants, and shoved the leather beneath the rock.

“Where do you reckon?” Bixby stabbed the shovel into the ground. It wobbled and fell over.

“The swamp might be an idea. Somewhere soft.” Ricky kicked more dust into the air, confused about why he pilfered the money and hid the wallet.

“We don’t have a swamp round here. We’re stumped.”

“What about the Dragon Lands?” A dig created as much enthusiasm in Ricky as the body.

“How we going to lug him that far?” Bixby glanced beyond the woods to the top of the bald hill. “With a bag of bones … that’s like crossing the Appalachians.”

Ricky pfffed at how Bixby measured the distance. He tried to appear as casual as possible as he shifted from the hidden wallet. “How about here? This is pretty soft.” He kicked at the grass-smothered earth. Not much dust there.

Bixby tested it. Nodded in the way you do when more arguments aren’t worth the bother. “Well, you or me?”

Ricky flipped the spade in the air with a foot and caught it. He needed to show Bixby his chutzpah to temper his friend’s natural domination. “I’ll start.”

The surface resisted, but the deeper soil gave way a little easier. He heaved another clump to the side and almost lopped Bixby’s head from his neck when a call came out.

“What you boys doin’?” Liz bounded over, all free hair and nervous grin. “Look who tagged along.”

She threw an eye over her shoulder, and Tanais appeared above the lip of a mound. Tanais pursed an embarrassed smile, and Liz shrugged – nothing to do with me. The boys reacted too late to stand in front of the corpse. Tanais’ tight mouth opened wide and unleashed horror. She pointed a finger, and they followed it as if they had no clue what stretched out behind them.

Bixby shot his hands up, surrender-style. “Tanais, we didn’t do any of this.”

She shifted her attention to the shovel in Ricky’s grip and smothered another scream, as if its release meant her end.

Ricky dropped the tool and held out a palm to the girl as he moved to comfort her. Ran toward her as she backed away. It seemed Tanais would jump off a cliff rather than take his support. She slipped down the mound and out of sight. The three of them bolted after. Ricky no longer had her solace in mind - she mustn’t make it back to Town. But she carried thrust in those calves and her zigzagging foiled reaching hands. 

“Leave me alone. Get away from me. I won’t tell anybody.”

Bixby fell by the wayside first. The fuel from the small sandwich Ricky brought him burned out, and he made teapot handles of his arms. The girl slipped away as Liz tried to hold on to Tanais’ tight shirt. Liz bent over, hands on thighs, sucking air.

Ricky avoided twisted ankles from broken bricks and stones, and bone-deep cuts from rusted barbed wire snaking from the grass. Ma warned him enough about hospital bills. Tanais’ check of the shoulder slowed her enough for Ricky to launch. He flew into her midriff, and she collapsed beneath his weight. She fought for air and smacked open palms against his cheeks and ears. One slap rang a crystal sing through his skull, and he almost let her slip from his grip. He worked to hold her body tight between his legs as he sat on her belly. Pinned her arms to the ground and concentrated on her mouth. It moved, but he still couldn’t hear what she said. He lip-read a few f-bombs and the occasional c-word, but he must have imagined them all. Tanais didn’t swear. A respectable girl if ever he saw one. That smack to the ear fucked him up good.

He could only make sense of her words once her body collapsed into a fit of sobs, loosening his grip as terror wormed into his conscience. Pinning her to the ground felt like a violation. “I don’t want to die. I don’t want to die. I don’t want to die.”

Liz kneeled by her head, and Bixby peered over her shoulder. Tanais screwed her eyes at them all and the hot lamp of a sun.

Liz stroked her cheek. “Tanais, sweets, that man was already dead. I don’t know what the boys were doing just now, but they didn’t kill him.” She cocked an eyebrow at Ricky. “What were you doing?”

Ricky kept his position despite the sickness in his belly. “We can’t keep a body in the house. It’s where we hang out. I wanted to leave him in the field. Bixby wanted to bury him.”

Bixby peered inside a paper bag and shrugged. “We can’t leave him in the basement. He’s already stinking. And we can’t leave him in the open. We’ll always know he’s there. Don’t want to see him rot bit-by-bit. Not a chance.” He lifted a sandwich out of the bag and sniffed. “You brought me sandwiches?”

Tanais nodded and closed her mouth from the silent scream. “I thought you might be hungry. And lonely.”

“Peanut butter and jelly. Nice. But … I don’t know … you shouldn’t hang out with us.”

She made a little noise, squeezing out from the pits of her nightmares.

“Nah, not because we killed that man – and we didn’t – but you’re …”

Liz patted her on the arm. “You’re way too nice for us. We thought you might have got the message by now, but, jeez, you’re persistent. Boys, she popped out of nowhere as I arrived here. I swear.”

“I made the sandwiches myself. An offering.”

They laughed at her. She searched for another focal point, something neutral, but Ricky drew her in.

“We found him dead in the basement. Will you help us bury him?”

Her lips pursed a wealth of fear. She squeaked out a “yes.”
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Ricky dug about two feet down until he couldn’t dam the sweat ruining his vision. He scrubbed a heel into the dry earth and wiped his face with the t-shirt Tanais held for him. He threw it back on when he caught Liz’ eyes on his bare skin. Yesterday, alone with her, brought on a fever only a repeat could cure.

“You can do the rest.” He planted the shovel into the mud where it swayed to the ground, black from the fire in the house.

Tanais edged toward the body, swatting at the flies, running back beyond their attention when they became too much. “Who is he?”

Shoulders drooped and shrugged. Nobody had asked. Ricky didn’t want to know, except he’d read his name on the license. Questions bred questions, and he might like none of the answers. Bixby stabbed hard at the ground and threw earth in competition with Ricky’s strength. Ricky folded his arms and watched. Did Bixby try to impress Tanais or Liz?

Liz yanked a stalk of grass and twined it around a finger, reminding Ricky he wasn’t alone. Everybody’s nervous. “I’m hearing things.”

“What you picking up?” Bixby froze at half-dig and examined her through low lids.

“This man is a devil. A zombie. He is death himself.”

Ricky snorted. “He is dead, himself, you mean.”

“I’m serious. There’s talk about a man gone missing. Descriptions match him. And his disappearance has caused some plates to shift.”

“Plates?” Bixby screwed his brow.

“Tectonic plates. The earth has shifted, and no good will come of it.”

“Bullshit.” Ricky spat.

“Because you know it all, Ricky, don’t you? Have your ear to the ground and all that.”

“I’m not saying I understand it all, unlike you, but I can sniff the shit dangling from a bull’s ass.” He wanted to snatch at something she withdrew from him.

Liz turned sideways. “I notice everything because I’m around everything. I see it, hear it, smell it. And that body is bad news.”

“Isn’t any body bad news?” Tanais’ eyes cast perfect Os, showing her continuing doubts about joining this bunch. “Shouldn’t we call the cops?”

“No.” Ricky fought his anger. “They’re no good to anyone.”

Bixby worked his shoulders into the shovel. “I don’t want them anywhere near here. They’ll cart me off to some family across the river, or some orphanage where I’d get nothing better than abuse.” 

Ricky uttered a quiet curse as Bixby made easier work of digging.

“Why would they haul you off? They have no right.”

“You sound like you live over there, Tanais.” Bixby gestured to the City in the distance.

“I wish I did.”

“They’re a bunch of snobs. Look down on us is what they do. Why do you think they never fixed the bridge?” Liz circled the green stalk around her red ponytail. Ricky drew imaginary lines across her freckles.

“But it’s a dead body. The police …”

Liz threw the grass at Tanais. “This is my place. My escape from … from it all. I don’t need cops tramping all over it, spoiling our fun. They’ll put barriers across everything. It feels like, already, something is changing. We’re all changing, and …”

Ricky could have patted Bixby on the back for continuing his dig. Gave him a focus he didn’t want to spend on that outburst.

“Well, I feel the same as I ever did.” Bixby threw the spade down. Checked the grave’s dimensions. “How tall is this man?”

“Taller than that rabbit hole you dug.” Ricky played with his phone and burned red. Liz hadn’t made eyes at him the same she did yesterday. Not once.

Three missed calls, all from ma. What did pa want last night? He said he’d come back with money when he left all that time ago. Useless adults. All of them. Would he grow up just as stupid? Break every promise he ever made?

He walked away from the gang and called ma. It went straight to voicemail. He tried again. She answered on the fifth ring in a whisper. The boss must have hovered nearby, over her shoulder, his magnifying glass on every movement.

“Where you been, son? I hope not outdoors?”

The air stood still and hot. His ear suckered wet against the phone. “Nah. I’m in the kitchen. Mr. Walters is on his porch smoking.”

“He can’t see you, right?”

“Nah. I’m watching him through the slit in the blinds.”

“Good. Good.” Her voice trailed away as if it disappeared down a disused well.

He wondered if she’d hung up on him. He scanned for the stone where he’d hidden the wallet. How’d he get it back without the others’ knowledge?













