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The wind sang softly through candy floss clouds, as the reddening sun sank low behind the trees that stood west of Lake Tranquility. Beyond the trees to the east, the sky was already a brilliant black. Those summer evenings stretched out long, and now it was as if the day could stretch no farther; with no fight left to give, it was at breaking point. Light and dark could only stand side by side for so long, and ultimately one had to yield. Now, the reign of night was coming.

Betsy marveled at the view, entranced not so much by the multi-colored heavens above, but their rippling reflection in the water below. The day had been a particularly hot one, and the incoming night had done little to quell that heat so far. The water was cool, calm, reassuringly clean. Inviting. And the area was all but empty of people.

Betsy’s only human company was Chad, his denim-clad behind pointed to the sky whilst his nose was buried awkwardly amongst the canvas of their as-yet unmade tent on the grass nearby. She cast her gaze down over his tightly-encased buttocks and softly bit her lip, pondering which was the better view.

“Fuck it,” Chad grunted. “Just fuck this fucking...”

He stood upright, shaking his way out of the tangle of green waterproof material and misshapen tent poles, straightening the pastel yellow polo shirt back down over his firm abdomen and lower back.

“I thought I had it,” he sighed. “I really thought, from the instructions, I had it the way they said. I just – I don’t know what I’m doing wrong.”

Not moving from her spot at the side of the lake, Betsy turned to face her boyfriend.

“Well, let’s see if I can help you pitch another kind of tent.”

Eyes widening with surprise and hope, Chad looked up in her direction as she brought her hands to the curve of her waist, and lifted her tank top up her torso and over her head, her long blonde hair cascading back down over her shoulders.

Chad smiled, in equal parts joy and disbelief. “Are you for real right now?”

Betsy let her hands linger on her hips for a moment, stroking her skin as she gently rocked from side to side, then delicately brought her fingertips to the waistband of her cut-down jean shorts, and popped the button out of place.

“What do you think?” she replied, as she hooked her thumbs into the belt hoops at either side, turned to give Chad the view from the back, then slowly pulled the shorts down until her pink thong-clad behind was fully exposed, at which point she let go, allowing her shorts to fall down the length of her legs to her bare feet on the grass.

Chad laughed, most of it nerves. “It’s just... we’re out where anybody could see us right now, and – well – I’ve never done anything like this before.”

Betsy gave him a slight sideways look as she slowly pulled down one bra strap over her shoulder.

“And you never will do anything like this if you don’t start following my lead, big fella.”

Heartbeat increasing, Chad tried to keep from staring transfixed at the beautiful woman he was lucky enough to call his own, and glanced quickly to the woods at either side of the clearing, listening hard, scanning for any sign of life nearby. There was birdsong, naturally, but otherwise it was hard to say for sure. Little rustling sounds, scrapes maybe...

His focus was broken by a bra hitting his face.

“Come on, big boy,” Betsy called in a gentle, breathy murmur that she knew very well he could never resist, running her hands over her naked breasts and reaching down to do away with her thong, the one thing keeping her from being completely naked in the great outdoors.

“Uh... okay,” Chad gulped. Uncertain where to begin, he hurriedly pushed off his tennis shoes, then rushed to undo his jeans, taking care as he pulled them down (as Betsy had hoped, that other tent was close to fully pitched already).

But that sound to the left – that wasn’t just a rustle in the trees. That was a snap. A distinct snap, like the sound of a branch breaking under the weight of a human foot.

“Wait a second,” Chad began –

Then a sound to the right again broke his focus: the splash of Betsy diving into the deep water.

“Oh my God!” she shrieked, with a giggle. “It’s colder than I expected. Oh, but it’s nice. It’s so nice in here, Chad.”

Chad stared hard at the woods around him, slowly moving his gaze from side to side, but he could make out nothing but indistinct silhouettes growing steadily darker by the moment. Something might be out there, something or someone, but he just couldn’t tell.

“Come on, Chad!” Betsy called, once more adopting that murmur. “I’m beginning to think you don’t want to play with me...”

“Wait,” Chad replied firmly. “Wait, I want to get the flashlight.”

“All the better to appreciate the view?”

“No! I think – Betsy, I think somebody might be out there.”

“What?” The playfulness left Betsy’s voice. “Are you fucking serious?”

“I don’t know! I mean, yes, I’m serious, I hear something, but I don’t know what it is.”

“Oh Jesus... well, get the damn light! It’s in my backpack, the middle pocket with the rabbit’s foot hanging off it.”

Chad darted over a yard or two and squatted down to where the backpack lay. The daylight was fading now so, unable to rely on his sight, he patted up and down the pack until he felt the soft fake fur of the lucky charm, then pulled open the zipper immediately above, slid his hand inside and dug the flashlight out.

Flicking it on, Chad unleashed the beam of light onto the trees to the left and saw – trees. Nothing but trees. He dragged the light slowly across to the right: tree, gap, tree, gnarly branch, gap, long shadow, tree, shadow – wait.

He flicked the beam an inch back to the left, unsure about that one particular shadow. But now there seemed to be nothing.

“Chad...”

He kept the light beam on that spot, did not allow his focus to waver. Was there really something there?

“Chad! Should I be getting out of this water right now?”

He stared another five seconds, and sighed deeply. There was nothing. It was just his imagination. He was sure of it.

“Hell no,” Chad replied as he laid the flashlight down on the grass and turned back to face her, pulling his T-shirt up over his chest. “As a matter of fact, you’d better be keeping that water nice and warm for m-”

The last syllable of Chad’s last sentence got lost in the gurgle and froth of blood rushing up his throat, as something large and sharp agonizingly pushed its way up between his shoulder blades, through the meat and bone of his back, before breaking out of his breastplate in a huge, wet explosion of crimson. 

The three seconds of silence that followed felt like forever. Then, Betsy screamed as she had never screamed before, until her throat was shredded and her lungs burned and her heart rate skyrocketed.

Fading, Chad’s head slumped down to gape in half-conscious bemusement at the mighty blade peering out of his chest, and as his slumping eyes bore witness the blade twisted a little, tearing his torso open further, breaking his ribs apart. Then the blade rapidly slid back out of the now very-dead Chad, great spouts of blood and viscera gushing out of the opening as it did so, before the lifeless corpse hit the grass an instant later.

Treading water, Betsy lost her balance in the panic, slipping under the lake’s surface for a moment, her eyes, nose and mouth flooding with water which no longer seemed so clean. Through the blur in her eyes and the relentless rush of blood to the head, she could not clearly make out the figure which stepped toward her on the lakeside, other than to recognize it was someone very large, breathing deeply from the visible rise and fall of the chest, clutching what appeared to an abnormally large machete in its right hand.

That right arm lifted the machete to the sky, and through the shade and the haze Betsy could see the arm was thick, heavy and sinewy, and the implement of death in its hand was raised high, lethally sharp, inescapably big, and already coated in the blood of her late boyfriend, blood which ran down the killer’s arm, dripping from the blade and into the water –

When, with a sudden shimmering sound, the surface of the water turned a luminescent ultra-violet. Despite the imminent threat before her, Betsy forgot it all for a second, so startled was she by this unexpected, unprecedented, surely unnatural change around her – yet somehow, innately feeling that there was nothing to fear from this. Perhaps this might even be a sign that she was saved.

In the cool blue and purple glow, Betsy could now get a better look at her attacker. As she had imagined, it was a tall, heavy-set man, well upwards of six feet in height and bulky as a bodybuilder, clad in some sort of dark, dirty overalls, with a battered white mask over his face. And though the expressionless rubber visage gave no hint of his real features away, Betsy sensed that the face below was as wreathed in confusion as hers – yet while she suspected the tides had turned in her favor, she got the impression he was feeling quite the opposite.

As the sky overhead grew blacker by the moment, Betsy noticed the water around her grow brighter, not to mention warmer. As she slowly began to swim backwards, still not taking her eye off her would-be killer, she noticed a single green leaf, impossibly green even against the purple-blue light, come floating towards her, and as it touched her skin a voice seemed to shudder through her whole body, her whole being, like a single word spoken directly to her consciousness: 

‘Go.’

Without knowing how, Betsy knew exactly what to do and where to go. Her fear of the masked madman had not left her, but the promise of the voice in her head – a feminine voice, a voice of reassurance, of hope – seemed the stronger force. Heeding its call, she quickly turned her back on the killer, and swam front crawl as quickly as she could to the opposite side of the lake.

Enraged, but unwilling to touch the water, the hulking masked figure swung back his mighty right arm and let his trusty blade fly through the air, directly toward Betsy’s exposed shoulder blades – but before it had a chance to reach her, a pair of glowing, aqueous hands came forth from the surface of the lake and grabbed the blade. Betsy swam on, knowing she could not stop or look back, but even if she had looked back her eyes would not have believed the sight of the machete quivering inches above the lake, the purple-blue light flooding through it, until it fell apart like a burst water balloon, falling into the water as water itself.

The hulking figure’s heaving chest rose and fell more pointedly than ever before but his feet did not move an inch as, from beneath the water, a spectral figure rose, composed of that same purple-blue light, shaped like a long-haired woman in long, flowing robes.

“Damned spirit, be gone,” cried a voice that was and yet was not that of the specter. “This innocent is not yours to take.”

Betsy reached land at last. Dragging herself up, somehow oblivious to the mud and weeds and thorns that scratched against her naked skin, she stared open-mouthed at the glowing phantom figure that hovered over Lake Tranquility, and the hideous beast of a man who she saw through the phantom on the other side.

She didn’t know if the beast-man was staring in rage at her or the phantom (most likely both), but his emotional state was in no question as he dropped to his knees by the lake – even then seeming about as tall as Betsy was stood upright – and brought his weighty fist crashing down on to the water.

To Betsy’s surprise, the water seemed to change color at his touch. A shudder went through the purple-blue glow, like the jitter of a dying lightbulb, and for a few split-seconds here and there the water – and the phantom figure – turned instead to a murky, red-tinged black.

“Damned spirit, be gone!” repeated the voice that was yet was not the specter, angrier than it had been before.

With those words, a sudden gust of electric wind whipped up over the lake, blowing hard into the face of the masked man, trying to build up an invisible barrier against which it could not pass, or so it would seem. But it didn’t seem to be working. The masked man-beast pushed back, heavy chest and shoulders heaving, rage palpable.

He took a step forward – and in moments, he was wading into the water.

In an imperceptible blink of time and space, the phantom female figure floating over the water reversed itself to face Betsy, shivering wet on the other side of the lake. Its eyes shone ice white and insistent, directly into Betsy’s very soul.

“Betsy, you need to run,” it said yet did not say. “He’s stronger than I thought.”

Pausing not a second longer, Betsy turned on the raw skin of her heels and sprinted off into the dense, dark woodland before her, knowing that the man in the mask would not be far behind, and somehow also knowing that the ghostly woman could only hold him back for so long.
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The growl of an engine and the pound of a car stereo tore the twilight silence asunder.

A beat-up old van shuddered along the narrow country road that cut through the thick woodland, its thin white headlights just barely granting its driver, Molly, a clear view of the road ahead. The thunder of rock music, the incessant buzz of conversation and the fug of weed fumes and body odor inside the vehicle clouded Molly’s senses that little bit more, so she wound down her window a little, in the hopes that a little fresh air might make everything that bit better.

“Are we there yet?” came the voice of one of Molly’s passengers, Dakota, stretching cat-like as she squeezed from the back of the van into the vacant seat at Molly’s side, her torso barely contained in a skinny fit T-shirt.

“Yikes,” Molly exclaimed. “Like I don’t already have enough distractions without you trying to beat me around the head with those things while I’m driving.”

“I can’t help having such awesome rocking tits,” Dakota smirked. “And it’s not my fault you’re obsessed with them.”

“You’re so right,” Molly smirked back. “Them’s some rocking tits alright.”

“Make out!” called a voice from behind. It was Troy, Dakota’s boyfriend, slouched on the sofa in the back with a joint in his hand and a long weekend’s worth of grime across his long slender form, clad in the same T-shirt and jeans he’d had on when they set off three days earlier.

Alongside him sat their friends Lance and Maxine, both of whom were in a bit of a haze, eyes clouded over, bodies similarly dirty.

“I’m not making out with anyone in here,” replied Molly. “Or at least not until long hot showers have been taken all around.”

“Sounds good,” grinned Troy. “Not sure how many of us can fit in my shower all at once, but we can give it a try.”

“Shut it, bitch,” said Dakota. “Know your place.”

Troy shrugged as Lance sniggered. Maxine, however, seemed miles away.

“What’s up? Are you okay?” asked Lance.

“Yeah,” Maxine replied. “Tired, that’s all.”

“I hope not,” Troy interjected. “After all – tonight, we party!”

Molly sighed and shook her head. “Three days at a music festival, and the first thing you want to do when you get home is more partying?”

Troy smirked, giving Dakota a wink in the rear-view mirror. “Well, not necessarily the first thing.”

“Yeah,” said Dakota, firmly. “Showers first, because God knows we all need them.” 

“And maybe some other stuff in the meantime,” Troy shot back, that smirk still glued to his cheeks. “Then it’s back to the warehouse by ten.”

“Warehouse again?” piped up Maxine. “I thought that place got condemned?”

Troy shrugged. “Like that’s about to stop Party Master Matt. And like there’s anywhere else to go on a summer night in this shitty little town of ours.”

“So, what’s the deal?” asked Lance. “Free entry, right?”

Troy shook his head. “Matt says twenty on the door.”

“Twenty?” grimaced Lance. 

“Yeah, but then it’s an open bar! Pretty sure Matt said there’s gonna be a live band or two as well.”

“Once again,” Molly chipped in, “we’ve just come from a three-day music festival. You really want to spend another night standing around getting your eardrums battered? Aren’t you just a little bit interested in some peace and quiet?”

Troy leaned in to Lance. “Pretty sure Matt said one of the bands is gonna be Death Vixen.”

Lance’s eyes lit up. “That all-girl metal band who always get naked on stage?”

“The very same,” Troy nodded, that smirk so hard his face looked ready to split.

“Well, that seals the deal,” Lance declared. “We’re fucking there, no two ways about it.”

“Christ,” Molly sighed. “Anybody’d think you degenerates had never seen a naked womOHMYGOD!”

Her foot slammed on the brake as hard as it would go and they swerved, everything inside the van jolting as they came to a shuddering halt.

“What the fuck, Molly?” screamed Maxine. “What happened?”

Molly couldn’t bring herself to speak.

“Somebody’s in the road,” Dakota piped up, equally stunned.

“Oh shit,” gasped Lance. “Did we hit them?”

Molly shivered. “No.”

“Well,” blurted Troy, clambering up along with Lance and Maxine to see for themselves, “are they alright?”

Everyone in the van fell silent at the sight of a nude woman crouched outside in the road, her shivering arms doing what little they could to preserve her modesty, frozen deer-like in the headlights.

“Dakota, which bag are the towels in?” Troy asked.

“Mine, at the back,” she replied.

Troy quickly dug out the largest one he could find. 

“Maybe – maybe it’s better one of you take it to her,” he said.

Barely even looking, Molly whipped the towel from Troy’s hand and climbed out into the steadily cooling air of the evening. Slowly she stepped toward the woman, watching her carefully, unsure what to say. 

Molly held the towel out, but the woman, her eyes filled with fear, did not move.

Molly swallowed hard. “I’m just going to wrap this around you, okay?”

The woman did not move as Molly very carefully draped the towel across her shoulders. Then at last she reacted to its warmth, pulling it in close around her.

“Thank you,” the woman softly, almost inaudibly murmured.

“You’re welcome. I’m Molly. What’s your name?”

“Betsy.”

“Hi Betsy. Listen, I think we need to get you to the hospital, okay?”

“No.”

“No? Are you sure? You really look like you might need medical attention.”

“No.”

Molly sighed. “Okay, well, we’re headed back into Clark Hills. Is there somewhere else we can take you?”

Betsy looked her dead in the eye. “The cathedral,” she replied.

***
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“The cathedral?” asked Maxine as the van continued up the road a few minutes later, Betsy now taking up the sofa dressed in the few vaguely clean spare clothes they could give her.

“I think she means that old place over on McClellan Drive,” said Molly. She was now sat in the back with Betsy, Maxine and Dakota whilst Lance drove and Troy took the passenger seat, both men agreeing it might be best to give their troubled new passenger some space.

“But it’s been abandoned for, like, decades,” retorted Maxine. “It’s boarded up all around the outside. Nobody ever goes in there. Why do you need to go there, Betsy? Is there someone there to meet you?”

Betsy shivered, her eyes elsewhere. “Yes, someone,” she murmured.

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
RYAN A. ROSCOE





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/scene_break.png





