
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


[image: ]

Published in Canada by Engen Books, St. John’s, NL.

ISBN 978-1-926903-48-4

Copyright © 2019 Matthew LeDrew

A CIP catalogue record for this book is available from Library and Archives Canada.

NO PART OF THIS BOOK MAY BE REPRODUCED OR TRANSMITTED IN ANY FORM OR BY ANY MEANS, ELECTRONIC OR MECHANICAL, INCLUDING PHOTOCOPYING AND RECORDING, OR BY ANY INFORMATION STORAGE OR RETRIEVAL SYSTEM WITHOUT WRITTEN PERMISSION FROM THE AUTHOR, EXCEPT FOR BRIEF PASSAGES QUOTED IN A REVIEW.

This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places and incidents are products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events or locales or persons living or dead is entirely coincidental.

Distributed by:

Engen Books

www.engenbooks.com

submissions@engenbooks.com

First mass market paperback printing: April 2013

Second paperback printing: November 2019



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


​CHAINS


[image: ]




MATTHEW LEDREW

In the stunning conclusion to the #1 Bestselling series, Xander and his team must contend with the Jekyl-and-Hyde persona created by the genetic engineering done on him while searching for an escaped serial killer responsible for the deaths of many of their friends. On top of all of that, both the youth and disadvantaged of the town are being preyed upon, as the town of Coral Beach seems to be unraveling. 

Can Xander contend with his own deteriorating condition and still keep the people of Coral Beach safe?

If you enjoy this novel, sign up to my newsletter to receive updates and news. Sign up now and get an exclusive FREE horror eBook from the Engen Team!

Sign-Up for the Engen Horror Society Newsletter by clicking this link!
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It always starts off small.

They say that even an ant can start an avalanche, and now I know it to be true, even if I don’t quite grasp how yet.

It all started about ten years ago, with an event that’s more common in today’s society than most people realize: with the abuse and neglect of a small child, only five or six years old at the time. That child’s name was Derek Smith.

He wasn’t beaten or accosted or molested like some of the suffering children in this world, but the abuse was no less real and its effect no less grand. His father and mother worked, one a journalist and one a grade school teacher. As a result, little Derek never got the attention he deserved and needed to develop as a child. He was raised by the media around him as opposed to those that loved and cared for him. Surrounded by third-person-shooter video games and movies that glorified acts of terrorism, he grew up callas and unable to distinguish between right and wrong, or recognize the effect of his actions upon others or to empathize with the harm he caused them, feeling only whatever the event brought to him at the time, which quickly away like a autumn leaf on a spring breeze.

As the time with his parents became less and less, he reached a breaking point when his mother passed away at the age of eight. Now his workaholic father was his sole support system, and proved lacking. So with his father working harder and harder at getting that Pulitzer prize to prove himself worthy to his only son, Derek worked to make sure that his father would get it: and began murdering the people of Coral Beach, Maine in an attempt to get his father that award-winning story so that they could spend more time together.

It was in that act that... that...

...

..

.

Cathy Kennessy stopped typing and watched the curser blink at the end of the line. She frowned as it winked at her from where she had left it after the end of the word that. 

It was early morning, roughly five am, and the first bare hints of sunlight were beginning to perk their way above the trees that stood beyond her bedroom window. The air in her room was cool enough to make her breath show when she exhaled, and she had snuggled her feet into fluffy red slippers to protect them.

She shifted her focus from the blinking curser to the clock in the lower right hand corner of the screen and then back again, let out a huff of frustration, then brought one red-painted fingernail over the backspace button, as if threatening her writer’s block to come undone.

“What are you doing over there?” Mike Harris chuckled from his place snuggled into the sea of pillows that covered her bed. He pressed pause on his DS for a moment and laid it atop his chest, then squinted his eyes to see what she was typing across the room. “‘Surrounded by third-person-shooter video games and movies that glorified acts of terrorism’... hun, what are you writing? ‘Derek Smith : The Unauthorized Biography’?”

Cathy smiled, turning around on her chair to face him, giving him a smug look. “Something like that.”

Mike snorted, then turned his game back on and started to play, the three-note melodies of the game humming away once again. The game was nearly enveloped by his massive hands, which occupied her line of sight and prompted several inappropriate thoughts. His forearms and shoulders were no less large or broad. He had always been strong, something that she had always guessed was a trait amongst his birth parents, but in the last few months he had been pushing himself to be bigger and better than everyone else. Especially since winter set in, he had been spending a great deal of time at the school gym after hours training himself, and now he was positively rippling.

He paused his game again and looked past it to Cathy, her eyes still lingering somewhere in the vicinity of his tricep muscles. He raised an eyebrow to her and pretended to be annoyed at her ogling of him. “Can I help you?” he asked impatiently.

Cathy’s gaze jolted up toward his face, as if only now realizing that she had been staring. She laughed, and then a wry smile began to curl its way up the edges of her lips. She stood up slowly and made her way over toward him. “I’d rather help myself,” she said in a hushed, deep voice. She leaned over him and opened her mouth and brought it down until it was just above his, letting it linger there for a moment as her hair fell onto either side of his face. His breath quickened the longer she waited before actually making contact, and when she finally did the smooth wet sensation of her lips drove shocks through his entire system, her tongue leaving her mouth and entering his just once, briefly, before she broke off the embrace. His eyes still closed and mouth still open as she backed off ever so slightly, watching the as the effects of her kiss lasted even after she had stopped. Putting both her hands on the bed for support, she got off of him and then moved back to her chair.

“Um...” he said when his brain became a little less foggy and his ability to speak returned. “Was that your fantasy, or mine?”

She smirked, giggling at him. “Let’s go with both.”

“You’re a cruel girlfriend,” he reminded her as he sat up against the wall and let his feet dangle off the edge of the bed. He fixed his suddenly too-tight jeans to be more comfortable.

“I try.” She flashed him a goofy smile that always made him laugh, then turning back toward her laptop and starting to backspace over what she had just written.

Mike watched her as the words erased one by one, except for the first two paragraphs, leaving it at : 

It always starts off small.

They say that even an ant can start an avalanche, and now I know it to be true, even if I don’t quite grasp how yet...

“I’ll ask again,” he sighed, switching off the game and laying it on his lap. “What are you doing?”

Cathy turned and gave him a look of dismay. “How many lives have you saved in the past few months?”

His head bobbed back a second, shocked by the suddenness of the unexpected question. “I don’t know—a dozen, maybe? I don’t really keep track.”

“And what about Xander, how many has he saved? Or taken, for that matter? That’s if you don’t count the whole thing with Alpha, when he pretty much saved the world, so, like, seven billion lives right there.”

“What are you getting at?”

She laughed, in such a way that let him know she thought that question was absurd. “He - saved - the - world - once!” she said, pronouncing every word slowly to hammer home the point. “I know all those video games and comic books and science fiction novels and all that make that seem like no big deal—but it is, Mike. I mean I don’t think anybody has actually ever done that before. Or since.”

Mike’s brow tightened toward the center, as he started to understand. “I guess it is a big deal. But that still doesn’t explain what you’re doing.”

She frowned and touched a hand against the soft skin between her neck and her left shoulder, tracing a finger around the intricate network of scars that were only now covering themselves over with a fine layer of flesh.

“Ah,” Mike smiled, nodding. “It’s about that,” he said, motioning to the wound.

“No, it’s not—it’s—” her eyes cast downward, then back up to meet him. “When the Womb attacked me, my whole life flashed before my eyes. I know how cheesy and fake that sounds, but -”

“No,” he interrupted, his voice as soothing as he could make it. “It’s not at all.”

She smiled. “Anyway, that was the first time he ever attacked me... alone, you know? And on my way to the hospital, even though I wasn’t hurt that bad, all I could think was that it could have been worse. It could have killed me, right there. I starting thinking that I’d never get to see Trina grow up, or tell my parents how much I loved them, or get to move in with you, or tell Xander that I forgive him. All the people we’ve seen die since September, you would think that I would have learned not to leave so many things undone.”

“You wanna move in together?” he smiled stupidly.

She gave him a look, then continued. “I know there’s nothing I can do about that. I know that if I die, you’ll find some way to explain all this—madness—to my parents so that they understand. But what if we all die, Mike?”

He sat up now, leaning close enough to take her hand and run his thumb rhythmically against the back of it. “What?” he asked patiently.

She tisked, unsure of how exactly to get her point across. “What if you, me, and Xander all died? At once?”

“That’s—not going to happen, sweetie.”

“Oh, really?” she laughed, taking the statement as an insult to her intelligence. “We almost did when the Tee’s attacked the school. And when Zakron came after us. That thing could have easily killed all three of us. That’s not even considering that two of the greatest serial killers in the country have a serious hate for all three of us, and one of them is out there somewhere right now!”

“Shh—” he calmed, stroking her hand until she lowered her voice, mindful of her little sister in the next room.

She got off the chair and knelt on the floor, snuggling in close to him. She draped her arms around him and rested her head on his stomach. It was less soft since he’d started working out regularly, and she found she missed the comfort of a little fat. “What if we all died and nobody knew? Nobody knew why or for what... or what we’d done and the lives we’d saved? What if nobody realized how close the world came to ending once?”

“I get it,” he smiled warmly, touching the side of her head. “I do. I get it now.”

She smiled. “Thank you. So, I decided I’m going to write a book. A novel, really. Kind of like those dramatic reenactments from Unsolved Mysteries.”

“Yes, because our lives need the added drama.”

“Shut up,” she teased, giving him a little slap before kissing him quickly, then moving back to her chair. “I mean I know most of what happened, either first hand or from being told, but there’s some stuff I’m going to have to make up. Like, there’s no way of knowing what Hale might have said to O’Toole behind closed doors, so I’ll make it up. But I’ll make it sound real—y’ know?”

“I gotcha,” Mike nodded, then thought for a moment. “I like the line in that case. The whole ‘ant and the avalanche’ thing. It suits it, I guess.”

“But—” she coaxed, wanting more feedback than that.

“I think it’s wrong to start the story with Derek. It’s not supposed to be about him. And the way you were writing it, you would have written yourself to an end in like, four more pages.”

She frowned, looking back at the horrid blinking curser. “Actually, I already had,” she admitted. “But isn’t that where it all starts, with Derek? He’s the one who killed all those people.”

“Yeah, but that’s one of the reasons it shouldn’t be about him.”

“Well, I’d make it about Xander, but that ’d be too hard. There’s so little we know about where he actually came from or how he was made yet, it’d just confuse whoever read it.”

Mike motioned in agreement. “Why not write it from your point of view? That ’d be simplest.”

Her brow furrowed as she considered that for a moment, then looked back at the screen with confidence. “Yeah... I could do that. Tell the whole story from my side of things. It’s going to end up that way whether I try to or not, seeing as I’m the writer.”

“Exactly. And that way, you can put in how you feel about stuff. You can put the font in italics and do like a voice-over monolog or something, like: ‘Star Date 0.8765.765.9, I was making out with Mike, when—’”

She shot him a look. “No Star Trek now please. I’m not in the mood.”

“I thought you liked Star Trek?”

She rolled her eyes at him, dangling her fingers over the keyboard again.

He took this as a sign that she was starting again and picked up his game.

After a pause to collect her thoughts, her fingers once again began to flutter over the keys.

... It always starts off small.

They say that even an ant can start an avalanche, and now I know it to be true, even if I don’t quite grasp how yet. 

The Factory. The Factory was a local arcade where we all went to hang out when there was nothing better to do, which was just about all the time. It existed in this limbo where nothing happened and everything happened. Couples became couples there, and often became singles there as well. There was money and there was change at a time when it seemed like everything was changing. It was a giant living room outside our parent’s homes,  always loud and exciting and neon. 

Jamie Dawkins leaned over one of the many pool tables which adorned the club, raising an eyebrow as he tried to figure out his shot. His leather sports jacket crumpled and scrunched noisily  every time he moved, impeding his ability to shoot. Many times he had pushed up the sleeves, but they always fell back down almost immediately. But he dared not take it off. His brother had worn that jacket when he was captain of the Coral Beach Cougars, and his father before that. Now that he was finally the captain it barely ever left his back. Some even said he showered with it on...

She stopped, her shoulders falling.

Mike glanced up, taking a quick scan of the screen. “That sounds good.”

“It’s crap,” she corrected flatly. “It’s going to come into my point of view in a second. I couldn’t think of where to start it, so I figured right before Jamie died would be as good a spot as any. And I’d have to spend a little bit of that time introducing Jamie and everyone else, so I thought maybe I’d do it from my point of view, watching the two of you play pool at the Factory that night—but it’s stupid.”

He winced, remembering the pain he’d felt when he heard of Jamie’s death as though it had just  happened. “That’s great, baby,” he said, swallowing back hard.

She turned to look at him with regret, then quickly pressed save on the word document and closed out of the program, then walked over to him. “It still tears at you, doesn’t it?” she asked, though it wasn’t really a question.

Mike’s eyes grew distant for a moment as he stared off at nothing, then turned back to her as she sat down beside him. “No, it doesn’t,” he admitted, raising up his arm so she would be able to snuggle in against his chest. “And I think that bothers me more than anything. There’s been so much since then, that it seems...”

“Small?” she finished for him, reaching one hand up inside his shirt to keep it warm, then running her nail around the groves of his familiar frame.

He nodded, but did not respond.

She opened her mouth to continue, then stopped. There really wasn’t anything to say. As horrible as it sounded, it was true and she knew it. The death of Jamie Dawkins did seem small now.

They sat in silence for several minutes until the glowing red letters of her clock read five thirty. She turned to Mike, whose eyes were closed but she knew was not asleep, and poked him twice in the leg. “Come on,” she coaxed, then waited for him to move.
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​CHAPTER ONE: DISCOVERY
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It watched her from the corner of its eye, her every movement reflecting off its opaque, aqua-marine retinas. She was holding a tiny plastic statuette of a bird sporting a green Mohawk. After examining it carefully for a moment she placed it back atop her dresser along with several others, including a duck that was smashing an electric guitar in grand Who-style and a long-tailed mouse playing the maracas.

She turned toward the window and looked almost directly at it, not quite right into its eyes but close enough. She lingered, and it thought that perhaps it might have been spotted. It let go of a frustrated grunt into the cool fall air, which became visible in the chill and traveled up past the leaves of the tree on which it stood perched. She stared out the window, then turned back toward her bed. She moved the pillow and pulled back the covers. She should have been in bed hours ago. 

She had light blonde hair with white highlights, which had made her head shine like a halo. She was beautiful and graceful, sweet and innocent. Somewhere deep within the creature’s mind it remembered someone else that had fit that description, although it couldn’t quite remember who just now.

There were stuffed animals all over a shelf near the ceiling, the bright colors of each drawing its gaze. It focused in on a red one in particular, turned an odd purple in its always-blue distorted vision. There was a hole in the wall that had been hastily patched, about the size of a quarter, and an old stereo that looked as though it might have been handed down from an older sibling. It rested atop a bookcase, the lower shelves of which were decorated with Baby Sitter’s Clubs, Harry Potters, and Chronicles of Narnia. The creature regarded them with some degree of fascination, then turned back toward the girl.

She was wearing a floppy nightgown now with a faded printing of a teddy bear on the front of it.

The creature jumped off of its branch, its black, scaly form glistening in the starlight for a moment before landing on the roof over her window with a soft thud, digging its talons into the tiling and tar.

The noise, no matter how slight, made the girl jump. She looked around her room, then out the window into the trees, trying to find the source of the sound. There was none to be seen.

She picked up her copy of Harry Potter and the Prisoner of Azkaban and lay on her bed for thirty minutes reading it before she had assured herself that there was nothing in her room that was going to jump out and hurt her. She laid the book on her night stand and turned off her lamp, shrouding the room in darkness. She rolled over and closed her eyes and went to sleep.

The creature’s eyes opened, their blue-green glow illuminating the room surrounding them. The eyes were all that were visible of it now, here in the blackness, if the girl had been awake to see.

It reached out quickly quietly as it crept ever closer, bringing a claw ever so lightly up—up—raising it to just the right height. With one lightning fast motion, it brought its arm down, digging it deep into the girl’s chest. Her eyes snapped open and she opened her mouth to scream. The creature’s hand was already there, holding the noise in as it ripped upward agonizingly slow, spilling blood onto clean sheets—

Cathy awoke with a start, hot sweat flying off her forehead. Her breathing was labored, drowning out even the roaring winter wind outside, which shook the whole upper floor of the house down to the very last nail. Her full lips gasped for air as her nightmare slowly eased its way out of her mind, the bane of consciousness forcing it away.

She pushed her covers away, her warm body sticking to them where flesh was exposed until only her flannel pajamas covered her. Her chest heaved and her hands shook as she struggled both to remember and to forget what her mind had just been experiencing.

She looked out her window and realized that it was dawn. The sun was almost invisible through the clouds that constantly threatened to snow. There was a defused glow over the trees and buildings outside, bathing everything in light, making every wind-swept snow drift visible.

It almost looked peaceful.

She put her feet down on the cold carpet that lined her spacious room. She stood there wriggling her toes for a moment, an exercise she was convinced forced her feet to get used to whatever temperature they were in (and that Mike was convinced was just plain crazy). Satisfied that she was as warm as she was going to get until her father got up and turned up the thermostat, she walked over to her closet and opened it, her back turned to the rest of the room.

She stopped, her eyes growing wide. 

She heard a sound behind her, a long, scraping slice like the sound of metal against metal. She closed her eyes in a silent prayer, then turned around slowly.

The room was empty. She knew it was for a fact, now. A few months ago she’d arranged the furniture into the corners and asked her parents for a new bed, one that you could not fit a person under, but went straight to the floor. She’s told them that she liked the idea of having all that space to do her exercises in, but in reality it was for reasons just like this, so that she could be quickly assured there was nobody in her room that shouldn’t be.

Allowing her dark eyes one last sweep of the room, she turned back to the closet and ruffled through the shirts she had there, settling after a moment on a black tank top that said dumpster across the front of it in glitter. She threw it hanger-and-all against the bed, then tapped her finger against her lip for a moment while deciding on her jeans.

Gripping each door of the closet in a hand she closed it again (it so rarely got left open these days) and headed toward her vanity.

There was a tickle in the back of her mind, a memory to do something that had almost reached the point of habit, but not yet. She opened her jewelry box and took out a small silver packet with twenty-eight pills in it, each in their own tiny blister-pack bubble of air. She snapped one small pink pill out and pressed it between her lips. She swallowed it without water and the ritual was done, the twinkle in the back of her brain quelled for another day.

She removed her top, and her shoulder cried out in pain when she did. She craned her head awkwardly to look at the scar on her left shoulder, administered by one of the Tees months ago and never having healed quite right. She tisked, then reached for the shirt she had picked out and slid it down over her head.

She stopped again when it was almost completely down over her, swearing that she heard something.

-Nok - Kock-

She turned toward her bedroom door even though she knew that wasn’t where the sound was coming from. She glanced briefly at the glowing red numbers on her alarm clock. It was not yet six in the morning. Mike shouldn’t be picking her up for school for at least another two hours.

-Knock!-

That one was louder, and she decided that she had better go down and see who it was before one of her parents woke up and did it, because if it was Mike at this hour it would be the last time he would be allowed to knock on the door until long after Christmas.

She moved down the stairs with the speed and grace of a pedal on a breeze, her long black hair continuing in that direction as the rest of her turned toward the front door, released the latch and turned the knob, then opened it just a little.

“Shouldn’t open the door... without asking who it is first,” Xander Drew said, leaning his entire body against the doorframe. He was covered in blood and snow. “Never know who might be there.”

Her eyes grew wide and she opened the door the rest of the way. Xander fell and crashed onto the hardwood floor, slamming his teeth against it as he did so.
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​CHAPTER TWO: SEARCH
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Mike wriggled his toes inside of his size eleven shoes, hoping that it would somehow force his feet to adjust to the cold—or at least ward off frostbite as he walked knee-deep through a snow drift that seemed to go on for miles in every direction, pulling his parka tight to protect against the freezing wind.

He stopped a moment and looked at the ground around him for footprints or any sign that somebody had been there before him. He turned off his flashlight, realizing that he no longer needed it.

Strands of his hair had become frozen together, making them now just stems of yellow icicles coming out of his scalp. He shivered against a biting wind and wished to high heaven that he could get the Friends theme out of his head. It had been stuck there for several hours. 

He saw a police officer about ten feet away, just coming into his peripheral vision. The tall man had a pot belly and still held his flashlight out in front of him, apparently not yet having realized its uselessness in the dawning hours. He held a smoldering cup of coffee in hand and brought it to blue lips at regular intervals.

Good, Mike thought to himself. One of the officer’s wives must have put on another pot.

At the thought of it, he could almost feel the warm liquid traveling down his throat, thick and sweet with far too much sugar and just the slightest hint of cream. If he was lucky they’d still have some real cream, which had made the entire experience nothing short of perfect. The fat from it made the warm from the coffee last hours instead of minutes.

Licking his lips, he forced his eyes away from the coffee and back to the wilderness ahead, a frown making his cracked, freckled cheek-bones smart. He stumbled once against the mounting snow, then pressed forward.

It’s been twenty days, he reminded himself, feeling his foot dig into the virgin powder. Realizing that it was now morning, he corrected himself. It’s been twenty-one days. Twenty-one days since Derek escaped, and since then nobody has gotten a look at him.

There had been sightings. Many, to say the least. It seemed that for the last twenty-one days, every time a shadow moved in the night or a sound was heard echoing from the winter darkness, it had been Derek Smith back to finish the job he’d started months ago and kill them all one by one. But as for somebody actually seeing him... that had yet to happen. And in a town where there was more than one thing out there to make noises in the night, one could hardly pin ones hopes on them.

What there had been, however, where signs of his presence.

The night after he broke out there had been a break-in at The Factory. His fingerprints had been found all over several of the video game terminals. One even had a spot of his blood on it, though god only knew how he had come to shed it.

The night after there had been two occurrences. One had taken place in the city morgue. One of the coroners had come in to close up for the night and had found the body of Derek’s father strewn across the operating table. The body had been ripped apart, much like many of Smith’s victims months ago—and his hand was missing.

That same night, an old man answered his doorbell only find a flaming brown paper bag left on his porch. It was a childish prank that Derek, Mike and Tommy had often played when they were young, filling a bag full of a dog’s excrement and putting it on a doorstep. When the man would try to stomp out the fire, he would get it all over his shoes and legs.

Only this time, when the man had attempted to put out the blaze the aforementioned hand had been inside, causing the elderly man to go into cardiac arrest. He died short hours later as doctors attempted to revive him.

Somewhere deep inside him, Mike knew that Derek had gleaned a sick sense of self-satisfaction from that incident in particular.

Having come a few feet over the snow bank he took another look around, squinting against the wisps of air that made his eyes water and want to close. Again, there was nothing. No sign of life whatsoever, except the occasional squirrel. He sighed, the air forming a cloud as it came out of his mouth, hanging for a moment before rising up and eventually disappearing. It was what Mike feared the most. That, like his breath, Derek was just hanging around for a moment or two after being released—and that then he would disappear, and the only thing left of him would be a town that would always be gripped in fear.

He heard the snow crunch just over his right shoulder. He turned and clenched his gloved fists in one quick motion, but his grip automatically relaxed when he saw Officer Banner holding out a paper cup filled with coffee toward him, the cup balanced precariously in his thick mitten.

Mike nodded in thanks as he took it carefully, not wanting to spill a drop of the precious liquid.

“You looked like you could use it,” Banner said, watching as he took a cautious first sip. “You’ve been at this all night. There’s bagels waiting at the parking lot when you get back. If you wait a bit, the wives are talking about putting on some ham and sausages—maybe even a boiled egg or two. You should head back and get some.”

Mike nodded. “I will. Believe me, I will. I just want to get this quadrant mapped off first. We need to know where he is.” He took a much longer gulp of the java.

“Slow down, son. You’ll burn your mouth off like that.”

He was right of course, and Mike could already feel the numbness of liquid burn all over his mouth. But more importantly, he could feel it in his gut and chest. Still, he slacked off. 

“You’re the only one out here besides the wives not wearing a badge, son. Why’re you doing this to yourself?”

“How much ground have we covered since you gave me my last cup?” Mike asked, not responding to the question.

“At least two miles. We’ll know better in a few minutes, when all the squad leaders radio in their reports.”

Mike shook his head and bent down to look over the snow at eye-level, looking for any inconsistency in the sea of white. “He wouldn’t come out this far,” he grumbled to himself.

“I don’t know,” Banner grinned, tipping back his parka with his thumb to look up at the rising sun. “I’ve seen them come out further than this. When we were huntin’ down the Snakes, they were stretched out over miles keeping in contact somehow—the furthest one was twenty clicks into the north wilderness, almost to Canada. We felt lucky that we’d nailed him before he made it, too.”

“I didn’t say he couldn’t,” Mike corrected, handing the now empty cup to the officer. “I said that he wouldn’t. I don’t think Derek would come this far out—away from people. It means he has to go farther to play his little pranks—plus he likes to be near the aftermath. Likes to watch the masses talk and scream and be paranoid. It’s his favorite part.”

Banner eyed Mike for a moment as he rose to his feet and brushed the snow off of his pant leg before it set in and made him more moist than he already was. “You knew him, didn’t you?”

Mike nodded, but did not look back. “He was one of my best friends.”

There was a long silence then as Mike stared into the wilderness with his fists tight, daring Derek to jump out at him. To attack and get it over with. To end the wait. The silence was interrupted by a snow bird singing its morning praise and scraping its talons against the bark of a nearby tree. Mike sighed, then turned with the officer back the way they’d come. He winced in pain and brought a hand to his right side to stop it at the source.

Banner regarded him with a look of even greater concern then, but decided not to voice it, as the both of them imagined the taste of ham, sausages—and maybe boiled eggs, too.

But inside, Mike was looking around, taking in every square inch of land as they walked back, studying for any place that Derek could be hiding—any place he could start looking when it came time again.
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Cathy lay Xander’s head upon the inflatable back rest that had adorned the downstairs bathtub since her sister Trina was an infant. He fought it for only a moment, then relaxed his neck against the foamy material as she loomed over him, the ends of her black hair tickling his face and chest. He opened his eyes for the first time since he had collapsed in her hallway. It caught her attention and she returned the gaze with soulful brown eyes. He was trying very hard to look alert, but both pupils were lazy and one eye was open further than the other, then they switched, like scales that could not reach balance.

“Are you hurt?” she asked curtly, trying to disguise the pain she felt at seeing him like this. She avoided continued eye contact by removing his socks. She had managed to coax his pants and shirt off of him while he was throwing up in the toilet, but had had to explain to him several times not to remove his underpants. She still wasn’t sure he understood why.

“N... No. No,” Xander replied, his thick brown hair weighed down flat against his head with congealed blood, making it look blackish red. “‘Mjus all fucked up.”

She glanced back at the bathroom door to make sure it was locked tight, then grabbed a towel from a nearby shelf and rolled it into itself, forcing him to lift his back and then using it to raise it slightly. “Why is that?” she asked, her confusion making the stress and concern show through a little. She pushed some of the hair out of his eyes, making no attempt to hide her disgust as long tendrils of bodily fluids stuck to her fingers. “I thought that after you—after Black Womb—went out, you were supposed to get all (what’s the word?), rejuvenated or something?”

He nodded, which visibly took a great deal of energy. “It usually comes out when I sleep, so I feel all rested. Last night it forced itself out. I tried not to go to sleep, but it came anyway. So I didn’t sleep, my mind didn’t go to sleep. It just—it took over.”

She nodded, tending to a few parts of him that seemed to be extremely strained... his wrists, neck, and the femoral artery in his leg she’d come to learn was very tender after a transformation. She didn’t even think he realized that yet. She reached out and turned on the faucet, pouring hot water into the tub. If it had just been him she would have made it boiling, but as she pulled up her sleeves she added a hint of cold for her own benefit, grabbing the softest cloth she could find as she pulled the lever for the shower head to turn on.

“Did you kill anyone?” she asked, fighting to keep her voice even as the carefully dabbed the blood off of his hands, watching as it was discarded and floated along the top of the water all the way down the drain.

He closed his eyes, and after a moment, a single tear escaped one, turning red upon contact with his still spattered cheek.

She was wearing a floppy night-gown with teddy bears printed on it.

He nodded.

“Was it anyone we know?” she sighed, he voice wavering now.

“No,” he replied after a moment, his voice solemn. “I think—I think it was a child.”

She dropped the washcloth without realizing it, her mouth pulling inward and making her chin wrinkle. She forced herself to pick the cloth back up and continue. “Oh.”

“I think it was looking for Derek, but it found her first. I remember it like it was a dream—it was remembering the way Derek killed Sara, then it was remembering the way Sara looked when she died—then, the way Sara looked when she lived, as a child... and then it saw a child that looked like that...”

He looked down at the water, the level of which was rising steadily as the blood poured off him, revealing the pink skin underneath. It crossed his mind to just slide down and let the water envelop him. To open his mouth and breathe deep of it and let it fill his lungs until there was no life left in him. “I want this to end, Cathy,” he said, his head snapping in her direction. He made full, open eye-contact with her.

Her tears came easily now, as the comfort of her bed upstairs seemed so far away. “I know,” she choked, reaching out her arms in an embrace that he gladly accepted, bringing her body close to his, getting soaked as the boiling water poured down—but could not wash away their sins.

Nothing could.
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​CHAPTER THREE: CUP
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August Styles took a brown paper bag out of her locker, then opened it and pushed her face down in it to see what her mother had packed for her today. It was a turkey sandwich (not real turkey, the kind that came from a can and got mixed with mayonnaise), a can of off-brand cola and a Jell-O pudding cup, complete with small plastic spoon.

She smiled a little as one of the more obnoxious boys in the school walked past her and purposely bumping into her. Her body slumped against the sharp metal door for a second, then she righted herself. She ignored the boy and turned down the top of the bag, placed it carefully into her sack, then closed the locker door.

The locker had no lock, which some said defeated the purpose, but she could never remember the combination anyway and she could always see it from her classroom. Besides, the only thing she kept in there were two pictures, her lunch, and her gym clothes. She looked at the door for a second, almost absent-mindedly, then turned toward class. They were learning more about trees today, and she had always loved in when they talked about things that grow.

August was fifteen, had blonde hair, and blue eyes. She was short, and quite chubby to match, but was usually wearing a rather large smile, one that was infectious to anyone else that saw it. She was happiest when she was at school, but she also liked doing things afterwards too, with her mom and her friends. Her clothes rarely matched, but she found she rarely noticed and absolutely never cared. She was friends with all the teachers, and most of the students.

She also had Down syndrome.

That was the technical name for what made August a little different from most of the other people at Coral Beach High School. Her mother told her that nobody was exactly the same, and that she just had the special honor of her difference having a special name.

Now she walked to her classroom and sat down at her desk near the back. Mrs. Foxx, their teacher for everything except gym, was at the front of the class going through the attendance sheet of who had been on the bus but was not in class. She had short brown hair and thick glasses that curled upwards at the ends into points with little sparkles on them. She was usually smiling once class started, but not right now. Right now all her wrinkles seemed like they were trying to stretch down and escape from her face, like they did every day when she was doing attendance.

There were three other people in the room. There should have been four. One was missing.

There was Tim, he was her best friend. He was really smart, and he had shaggy brown hair and glasses that reminded August of the bottoms of Coke bottles.

There was Robyn. She was younger than them. She was only twelve. She was really pretty, August thought, and she liked to draw things while she was in class.

Cory was here today, he was big and always had a smile and was laughing and trying to make jokes, even though Mrs. Foxx once told him that his jokes “Were not in good humor.” He had glasses too, and a buzz-cut hairdo. People called him Buzz sometimes and it frustrated him horribly.

The only person missing was David, but he was missing a lot.

The classroom itself was full of colors. There were plenty of things on the wall, a few height charts, Robyn’s drawings, and hand-prints each that of them had made on their first day of class. August’s hand-print was purple. She had always liked purple. There were different spheres hanging from the ceiling, each one a different color. They were the different planets in the solar system. There were four computers lining the far wall, one for each of them. Tim’s had a program on it where you could type something in and a purple monkey would say it, which August had always thought was funny. Partly because it was purple.

August opened her science book and turned to the part about trees. There was a picture of an evergreen there, and she thought for a second about how pretty it looked, taking up the entire height of the page. 

All at once her stomach started to hurt. It felt like it had done a flip inside her. Her face crunched in pain and she bent over in her desk.

“August?” Mrs. Foxx asked from the top of the class, holding her dry-marker and getting ready to write something on the board. “August are you okay? Do you need to go to the bathroom?”

August nodded. Her face was already very pale.

Mrs. Foxx nodded. 

August got up and made her way through the brightly colored door. The other three students watched her go. 

A worried look came over Tim, stretching out his thin, long face.

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
~CORAL BEACH
CASEFILES

10: CHAINS

MATTHEW LEDREW





OEBPS/d2d_images/image001.png
ORAL BEACH
CASEFILES

10: CHAINS

MATTHEW LEDREW





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/image000.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/scene_break.png





