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  Foreword




  The original name of the town was Orangefield, after a Scottish Earl who was little remembered and therefore expendable. But the locals, by referendum in 1930, changed it to Pumpkinfield in order to make money.




  “Hell, it sounds like Halloween!” was the general consensus. It was hoped that with a name like Pumpkinfield folks would come by and, if disappointed at the lack of pumpkins, would at least enjoy the foliage and spend dollars.




  The second choice was Little Salem.




  They didn’t grow many pumpkins in the region in 1930, but in a bizarre case of the cart leading the horse, and then winning the race, it turned out that the soil was richly perfect and that pumpkins grew in profusion — up hillsides, in the fertile valleys, in straight tended rows, in backyard patches. By the late 1930s the place literally turned orange in late summer, and stayed that way until October 31st.




  After that, with so many rotting (and smashed) pumpkins, the town smelled sickly sweet for a week.




  Just before World War II, another referendum changed the named back to Orangefield.




  It was sometime during this period that strange things began to happen in Orangefield — usually around the time of Halloween. There was the disappearance of the entire Cutler family in 1940, who left behind warm tea and a game of Monopoly in progress. Just after the war there was the murder of Amos Stone by his three children, wearing Halloween masks, aged seven, five, and four, who then went on to murder one another, leaving a knife-induced bloodbath. In 1951 there was the brand-new Sullivan house which went up in flames on its first All Hallows Eve, was rebuilt, and burned down again the following Halloween. And then again. (The plot was left fallow after that.) These and other similar stories are covered in the first two volumes of this history.




  There were, and continue to be, many tales of Samhain, the Celtic Lord of Death and master of Halloween, and many so-called ‘Sam Sightings.’ It has been said that Samhain somehow owns Orangefield, had claimed it before man of any kind — native American or Englishman — had laid plough to the land. There occurred, during the writing of this history, the case of Hattie Ivers, and many others, who have claimed direct confrontation with Samhain.




  And then there was perhaps the worst thing that ever happened in Orangefield, which concerned in part my own father, as well as the Pumpkin Boy, the children’s book writer Peter Kerlan, the police detective Bill Grant, as well as the three chosen by Samhain himself….




  — Thomas Robert Reynolds, Jr.




  Occult Practices in Orangefield and Chicawa County, New York, Volume Three




  Part One




  “Something’s Coming”




  Chapter One




  Too warm for October.




  Staring out through the open door of his house, Peter Kerlan loosened the top two buttons of his flannel shirt, then finished the job, leaving the shirt open to reveal a gray athletic tee-shirt underneath. Across the street the Meyer kids were re-arranging their newly purchased pumpkins on their front stoop — first the bigger of the three on the top step, then the middle step, then the lower. They were jacketless, and the youngest was dressed in shorts. Their lawn was covered, as was Kerlan’s, with brilliantly colored leaves: yellow, orange, a dry brown. The neighborhood trees were mostly shorn, showing the skeleton fingers of their branches; the sky was a sharp deep blue. Everything said Halloween was coming — except for the temperature.




  Jeez, it’s almost hot!




  Behind him, out through the sliding screen door that led to the back yard, Peter could hear Ginny moving around, making an attempt at early Sunday gardening.




  Maybe it’s cold after all.




  He opened the front screen door, retrieved the morning newspaper he had come for, and turned back into the house, unfolding the paper as he went.




  In the kitchen, he sat down at the breakfast table and studied the front page.




  The usual assortment of local mayhem — a robbery, vandalism at the junior high school, a teacher at that same school suspended for drug use.




  In the back, Ginny cursed angrily; there was the sound of something being knocked against something else.




  “Peter!” she called out.




  He pretended not to hear her for a moment, then answered, “I’m eating breakfast!” and began to study the paper much more closely then it deserved.




  On the second page, more local mayhem, along with the weather — sunny and unseasonably warm for at least the next three days — as well as a capsule listing of the rest of the news, which he scanned with near boredom.




  Something caught his eye, and he gave an involuntary shiver as he turned to the page indicated next to the summary and found the headline:




  Hornets Attack Preschoolers




  Another shiver caught him as he noted the picture embedded in the story — a man clothed in mosquito netting and a pith helmet holding up the remains of a huge papery nest; one side of the structure was caved in and within he could make out the clumped remains of dead insects —




  Again he gave an involuntary shiver, but went on to the story:




  (Orangefield, Special to the Herald, Oct. 7) Scores of preschoolers were treated today for stings after a small group of the children inadvertently stirred up a hornets’ nest which had been constructed in a hollow log. The nest, which contained hundreds of angry hornets, was disturbed when a kick ball rolled into it. When one of the children went to retrieve the ball, the insects, according to witnesses, “attacked and kept attacking.”




  Twenty eight children in all were treated for stings, and the Klingerman Pre School was closed for the rest of the day.




  The nest was removed by local beekeeper Floyd Willims, who said this kind of attack is very common. “The nests are mature this time of year, and can hold up to five hundred drones, along with the Queen. Actually, new drones are maturing all the time, and can do so until well into fall. With the warm weather this year, their season is extended, for another few weeks at least. The first real cold snap will kill them off.”




  Willims continued, “Everyone thinks that yellow jackets are bees, but they’re not. They’re hornets, and can get pretty mean when the nest is threatened. At the end of the season, next year’s Queens will leave the nest, and winter in a safe spot, before laying eggs and starting the whole process over again with a new nest.”




  As of last night, none of the hornet stings had proved dangerous, and Klingerman Preschool will reopen tomorrow.




  Peter finished the story, looked at the picture again — the bee keeper holding the dead nest up with a triumphant grin on his face — and gave a third involuntary shiver.




  Ugh.




  At that moment Ginny appeared at the back sliding door, staring in through the screen. He looked up at her angry face.




  “I can’t get that damned shed door open!” she announced. “Can you help me please?”




  “After I finish my breakfast—”




  Huffing a breath, she turned and stormed off.




  “Aren’t you going to eat with me?” he called after her, hoping she wouldn’t turn around.




  She stopped and came back. “Not when you talk to me with that tone in your voice.”




  “What tone?” he protested, already knowing that today’s version of ‘the fight’ was coming.




  She turned and gave him a stare — her huge dark eyes as flat as stones. She was as beautiful as she had ever been, with her close cropped blonde hair and anything but boyish looks. “Are we going to start again?”




  “Only if you want to,” he said.




  “I never want to. But I don’t know how much more of this I can take.”




  “How much more of what?”




  She stalked off, leaving the door open. After a moment, Peter threw down the paper and followed her, closing the sliding screen door behind him and dismounting the steps of the small deck. She was in front of the garden shed, a narrow, four-foot-deep, one story-high structure attached to the house to the right of his basement office window.




  “Well, I’m here,” he said, not at all surprised that she momentarily ignored him.




  Jeez, it is hot! he thought, looking up at a sun that looked summer-bright, and then surveying the back yard. The colored leaves fallen from the tall oaks that bordered the backyard looked incongruous, theatrical. There was an uncarved pumpkin on the deck of the house behind theirs; it looked out of place in the heat.




  Peter turned to stare at Ginny’s little garden, to the right of the shed, which displayed late annuals; they were a riot of summer color which normally would have been gone by this time of year, killed by the first frost which had yet to come.




  “I’ve been weeding by hand,” she explained, “but I’d like to get some of the tools out and get ready for next spring. I’ve been having trouble with the shed door again.”




  He stepped around her, pulled at the structure’s wooden door, which gave an angry creak but didn’t move.




  “Heat’s got the wood expanded; I’ll have a look at it when I get a chance.” He gave it a firmer pull, satisfied that it wouldn’t move.




  “Isn’t there anything you can do about it now?”




  “No.” He knew he sounded nasty, but didn’t care.




  She reddened with anger, then brought herself under control. “Peter, I’m going to try again. We’ve been through this fifty times. You’re punishing me, and there isn’t any reason. I know it’s been rocky between us lately. But I don’t want it to be like that! Can’t you just meet me halfway on this?”




  “Halfway to hell?”




  She was quiet for a moment. “I love you,” she said, “but I just can’t live like this.”




  “Like what?” he answered, angry and frustrated.




  “No matter what I do you find something wrong with it — all you do is criticize!”




  “I…don’t,” he said, knowing as it came out that it wasn’t true.




  She took a tentative step forward, reached out a hand still covered in garden loam. She let the hand fall to her side.




  “Look, Peter,” she said slowly, eyes downward. “I know things haven’t been going well for you with your writing, believe me I do. But you can’t take it out on me. It’s just not fair.”




  Male pride fought with truth. He took a deep breath, looking at her, as beautiful as the day he met her — he was driving her away and didn’t know how to stop.




  “I… know I’ve been difficult—” he began.




  She laughed. “Difficult? You’ve been a monster. You’ve frozen me out of every corner of your life. We used to talk, Peter; we used to try to work things out together. You’ve gone through these periods before and we’ve always gotten through them together. Now…” She let the last word hang.




  He was powerless to tell her how he felt, the incomprehensible frustration and impotence he felt. “It’s like I’m dry inside. Hollow…”




  “Peter,” she said, and then she did put a dirt-gloved hand on his arm. “Peter, talk to me.”




  He opened his mouth then, wanting it to be like had been when they first met, when he had poured his heart out to her, telling her about the things he had inside that he wanted to get out, the great things he wanted to write about, his ambition, his longings — she had been the only woman he ever met who would listen to it, really listen to it. He had a sixth sense that if he did the wrong thing now it would mean the end, that he had driven her as far away as he dared, and that if he pushed her a half step farther she would not return.




  He said, “Why bother?”




  Again she reddened with anger, and secretly he was enjoying it.




  “I’m going out for the day. We’ll talk about this later.”




  “Whatever you say.” He gave her a thin smile.




  She turned away angrily, and after a moment he heard the screen door slide shut loudly, the front door slam, and the muted roar of her car as she left.




  Why did you do that? he asked himself.




  And a moment later he answered: Because I wanted to.




  Chapter Two




  The computer screen was still blank.




  At his desk in his basement office, Kerlan sat staring at the white clean sheet of the word processing program. It was like staring at a clean sheet of paper. Maybe that’s why they settled on that color, so that writer’s block would be consistent in the computer age.




  He cringed at the words: writer’s block.




  After a moment he looked up over the top of the monitor at the casement window over his desk. Outside the sky was high and pallid blue and the window itself was open, letting the unnatural warmth in. It felt more like late August.




  While he watched, a hornet bumped up against the window screen, followed by another. After tapping at the unbroken screen in a few spots, trying to find entry, they moved off with a thin angry buzz.




  Not gonna get in here, boys.




  Again the thrill of a shiver went up his spine as he remembered the story from the morning paper.




  Too bad I can’t turn that into a piece for Parade magazine…




  The phone rang.




  He grabbed at it, as much in relief from the prospect of work as in annoyance.




  “Pete, that you?” a falsely hearty voice said.




  “Yeah, Don, it’s me.”




  His agent Don Revell’s voice became guarded. “I hesitate to bother you on a Sunday, but…”




  “I’m not finished with it, Don.”




  A slow long breath on the other end of the line. “They need the story by Tuesday, Pete. Halloween’s only three and a half weeks from today and they have to coordinate graphics with it and—”




  “I know all that, Don,” he said, with annoyance. “It’s just going slow is all.”




  “All that local research stuff you found — did it do you any good?”




  “Fascinating stuff. But it hasn’t helped me yet. I just can’t seem to get a handle on this one.”




  “Jeez—” Revell started to sound frustrated, but held it in check. “Come on, Pete. You’re one of the most popular children’s horror authors on the planet. Your stories have sold in the millions in every language on Earth. You can do this stuff in your sleep. Bogey man, a nice little scare, kids save the day, end of story. Tuesday. Two days from now. Can you do it?”




  “Sure I can do it. In their hands Tuesday.”




  “You sure, bud?” Revell sounded doubtful.




  “No problem.”




  There was a hesitation. “You… sure you’re all right, Pete?”




  “Why do you ask?”




  “You sound… weird. A little strange.” A pause. “You been drinking?”




  “Hell, no.”




  “Everything okay between you and Ginny?”




  Maybe I should ask you that, you bastard.




  He said, with sarcasm, “Sure, Don. Just fine.”




  “Oh.” After a long moment, Revell added, “Anything I can do?”




  “Fifteen percent worth of advice?”




  “No need to get nasty, Pete. I’m just trying to help.”




  Before Kerlan could stop himself it came out: “You’ve already helped plenty, Don.”




  The longest pause yet. “I told you, Pete, there was never anything between Ginny and I.”




  “You know how much I believe you, Don? Fifteen percent.”




  “Perhaps we shouldn’t work together any longer, if that’s the way you feel.”




  “You really want that, Don?”




  “Actually no, I don’t. But if you can’t get over this idea that Ginny and I had an affair, I think we’d better think about it.”




  Something far in the back of his mind, in the place that still was rational and mature, told him to stop.




  He took a long breath. “Let’s just forget it,” he said, reasonably.




  There was a long breath on the other end of the line. “I’d like that, Pete. Get back to where things were.”




  Continuing in a reasonable tone, Kerlan said: “I’ll have that piece in by Tuesday.”




  “Tuesday it is, bud. Maybe we can meet up early next week for a Halloween drink?”




  “Sure, Don. Whatever you say.”




  “Talk to you soon.”




  “Right.”




  There was a click and the phone went dead.




  He held it in his hand for a moment, staring at it. Did she have an affair with him or not? The truth was, he didn’t know. He was smart enough to know that the root of his problem with Ginny was deeper than that — deeper in himself. She was perfectly correct when she told him that all of his problems were rooted in his own frustration with his writing. He knew that was true. But didn’t everything else flow out of that? He’d always been a grouch — but had his moods grown so dark in the last months that he was actually driving her away from him?




  Wasn’t it reasonable to suppose that if he was driving her away, she would be driven into the arms of someone else? Someone like Don Revell, who was handsome and younger than he was, and made plenty of money?




  Did it matter that he had absolutely no evidence of an affair between the two of them, except for that fact that he realized he was such rotten company that she had to fall into someone else’s arms?




  That and the fact that he’d seen Revell put the moves on Ginny once?




  God, Kerlan, you’re an asshole.




  He still loved Ginny, still loved her with all his heart — but had no idea how to tell her that.




  The phone receiver still clutched in one hand, he lowered it slowly to its cradle and reached for the half empty fifth of Scotch, which had been open since noon. He poured two fingers of the honey-colored liquid into the tumbler to the left of the keyboard.




  I do think I’ll have that drink with you now, Don, he thought, staring at the white sheet of the computer screen in front of him.




  Chapter Three




  Four more fingers of Scotch and two hours later, he was no closer to filling the white blank space with words, but was at least enmeshed in the research in front of him.




  Why the hell can’t I get this down on paper?




  It was fascinating stuff, the legends of Halloween and how they eventually became the relatively benign children’s holiday of the present age. It was not always so. Halloween’s roots were deep in pagan ritual, specifically the Celtic festival of Samhain, the Lord of Death. Samhain had the power to temporarily return the souls of the dead to their earthly homes. The Samhain festival had eventually turned into Halloween.




  Why can’t I turn this into a nice, not-too-scary children’s story for the Sunday supplements?




  He’d tried it a thousand ways — with pets, with witches, with scary monsters — but always it came out too frightening, too strong for children. Always it came out with Samhain as something not benign at all — but rather a hugely frightening entity to be feared more than life itself.




  How the hell do you turn the Lord of Death into a warm, fuzzy character?




  How the hell do you keep making a living, and straighten your life out, you dumb, useless bastard?




  After another two fingers of Scotch, and another two hours, he gave up, went upstairs, and fell asleep on the couch in the living room, dreaming of endless white pages filled with nothing.




  Chapter Four




  He heard Ginny come in, heard her hesitate as she beheld his prone body on the couch, heard her mutter, “Wonderful,” and waited until she stalked off to the bedroom and slammed the door before trying to rouse himself. Blearily opening his eyes, he saw the orange sun setting through the living room window. It looked like a fat pumpkin.




  Maybe there’s something I can use there, he thought blearily. A fat old pumpkin named Pete….




  He closed his eyes and drifted back to sleep.




  A noise roused him. He knew it was much later, because it was dark through the window now. A dull white streetlight lamp glared at him where the sun had been.




  He stared at the grandfather clock in the adjacent dining room, and saw that it was nearly eleven o’clock.




  He heard noise off in the hallway leading to the front door.




  He hoisted himself into a sitting position on the couch. Head in his hands, he saw the empty Scotch bottle on the floor on its side between his legs.




  “Wonderful indeed,” he said, remembering Ginny’s use of the word hours before, as the first poundings of an evening hangover began in his temples.




  He stood, and discovered he was still mildly drunk.




  And there, piled in the hallway leading to the front door, was much of what Ginny owned, neatly stacked and suit cased.




  Holy shit.




  He suddenly discovered he wanted another drink. He found his way to the liquor cabinet, and was rooting around for an unopened bottle of Scotch when Ginny returned.




  In a cold, even tone, she said, “Don’t you think you’ve had enough to drink for one day?”




  “Just one more, to clear my head,” he said. “I get the feeling I’m going to need it.”




  She was beside him, her hand on his arm as he removed the discovered fifth of Dewers. To his surprise, her grip was gentle.




  “Please don’t,” she said, and moved her hand down to take the Scotch from him.




  Sudden resentment and anger boiled up in him. He pulled the bottle away, keeping it in his own hand. He turned away from her and twisted the cap off, looking unsteadily back into the living room for the glass tumbler he had used.




  Ginny, amazingly, kept the gentle tone, but it had hardened slightly into urgency: “Please don’t, Peter—”




  “Just one!” he said, swiveling back to take a fresh tumbler from top of the liquor cabinet, where they stood, cut crystal sparkling like winking eyes.




  He poured and drank.




  “I really can’t take this any longer,” Ginny said quietly, and the continued mild tone of what she said made him focus on him.




  “Take what? Me?”




  “Yes.”




  He grunted a laugh. “So you’re going to — leave?”




  “I think I have to.”




  “You gonna run to your lover? Fall into Don Revell’s arms?” Even as he said it, even with his drunkenness, he knew it was a mistake.




  Silence descended on the room like a cold hand. “I told you, Peter—”




  He poured another drink, downed it. “You told me! You told me!” He waved the tumbler at her. “What if I don’t believe you?”




  With iron control she motioned toward the dining room table. “Sit down, Peter.”




  He moved the neck of the Scotch bottle to the tumbler, but her hands were firmer this time, yanking the bottle and glass out of his grip.




  “Sit down.”




  He did so, fumbling at the chair until she pulled it out for him. He sat, and watched her sit on the opposite side of the table. Startled, he saw that there were tears in her eyes.




  “I’m going to say this for the last time, Peter,” she began, and suddenly he was focused on her as if he’d been struck suddenly sober. He knew by everything — by her posture, her voice, the tears in her eyes — that this was the pivotal moment they had been moving toward for the past weeks.




  “I’m listening,” he said, the fight out of him before it had even begun.




  She studied his face for a moment. “Good. Then please listen closely, because this is the best I can do to explain what’s happened to us.” She took a deep breath. “First of all, I never had an affair with Don Revell, and never would. He’s your agent, and, quite frankly, I don’t like him. He’s smart but he’s ruthless, and the only reason he’s with you is that you’re making him money. We both know he would drop you in a second if you stopped producing.”




  Kerlan thought of his conversation that afternoon with Revell. “You’re right about —” he began, but Ginny cut him off.




  “Let me finish. I was merely being polite to him at that party in September. He tried to kiss me and I didn’t let him. End of story.”




  “I saw—”




  “You saw him try. I turned my cheek and let him peck me there. That’s what you saw. After you turned away I told him as nicely as I could that if he ever tried to kiss me again I’d knee him in the balls.”




  Kerlan felt an odd urge to laugh — this sounded so much like the old Ginny, the one he had fallen in love with. But instead he just stared at her.




  “You said that? You never told me—”




  “You never let me tell you. For the last month you’ve been treating me like a leper. Ever since you started that Halloween magazine assignment Revell got you.”




  He found that his head had cleared to a miraculous extent. It was as if the importance of the moment had surged through him, canceling out the liquor.




  “You know I’ve been having trouble with it—”




  Ginny laughed. “Having trouble? Like I said this morning, you’ve been nothing but a monster since you began researching it.”




  “The money’s too good—”




  “To hell with the money — and to hell with Don Revell! Just tell him you can’t do it!”




  “I’ve never had trouble with anything before—”




  She leapt on his words as if she had been waiting for them. “Isn’t that what this is all about, Pete? Isn’t this all about you not being able to pull the trigger when you want to? It’s always come easy, hasn’t it? You’ve always been able to write when you wanted or needed to — and now for the first time you’ve got… writer’s block—”




  “Don’t say that!” he nearly screeched. She had touched the nerve, and even she seemed to know she had gone too far.




  “All right then,” she said, backing off. “Let’s just say you’re having trouble with this one. Isn’t that the root of all our problems lately?”




  After a moment, when he found there was nothing else he could say, he said, “Yes.”




  She seemed to give a huge sigh of relief. In the gentlest voice he had ever heard her use, she said, “Peter, do you think we can stop fighting?”




  His eyes were drawn to the pile of her belongings waiting in the hallway. He found that the last thing in the world he wanted was for her to leave. To hell with his work — to hell with everything. He wanted her to stay.




  “I… love you, Ginny. I’m… sorry for everything I’ve done.”




  Then suddenly she was around the table and holding him, and they both were crying.




  “Oh, Peter, it’s all right, everything’s going to be all right.”




  “Yes, Ginny, I promise…”




  “And you’ll tell Revell you can’t do that piece?”




  He stiffened, and she pulled away from him.




  “You’ll tell him that?” she repeated.




  The old anger tried to boil up in him — all the feelings of inadequacy, of helplessness, of everything that was mixed in with it, of him hitting middle age, getting older, afraid of losing his talent, afraid of losing her —




  With a huge effort, he brought himself under control and said, “If it doesn’t work in the next day or so, I’ll toss it.”




  “You mean it?” Her huge beautiful eyes were searching his own, studying him, begging him —




  Again he had to control himself, and knew she sensed it. She was waiting for him —




  “Yes.”




  She hugged him tighter. “I can’t tell you how happy I am. I didn’t want to leave. I was going to go to my sister’s, and you know I can’t stand her—”




  “Neither can I,” Kerlan said dryly, and Ginny laughed.




  “I love you more than anything in the world, Peter,” she said, kissing him. “Don’t ever doubt that.”




  She kissed him again, and Peter said, “I love you, too. More than you’ll ever know.”




  She pulled away from him, smiling, and said, “I’ll put everything away in the morning. It’s Monday, and I want to get the rest of my gardening done early, before I go to work. I’ll put my stuff away after I get home tomorrow night, all right?”




  “All right,” he answered, smiling back at her.




  “You coming to bed?”




  He almost said yes, sensing from the look in her eyes that she might want more than sleep, but instead he said, “I’m going to spend a little time in my office.”




  Her face darkened slightly. “You’re not going to—”




  “If it doesn’t work immediately, I’m giving it up. Let’s call this a last stand.”




  He could tell she was thinking of arguing, but instead she nodded. “All right, Peter. Give it one more try.”




  “I’ll be up later.”




  She stopped, looked back at him. “I’ll wait up for you, if I can keep my eyes open.”




  “See you later.”




  She went down the hall to the bedroom. Kerlan, grunting with the continuance of a well deserved hangover, made his way downstairs.




  Chapter Five




  At three in the morning, he was finally ready to give up. The piece, no matter how he came at it, was just much too dark. The more he delved into the character of Samhain, the more frightening the Celtic Lord of Death became. There were hints of human sacrifice as tribute for good crops and prosperity. There were various dark tales of horrible deaths and evil perpetuated in his name. There was just no way to lighten him up. Peter tried making him into a character with a black cloak and pumpkin for a head — but when he read over what little he had written, the Lord of the Dead was just too scary for children. It just seemed that no matter what he tried to make the Samhain character do, he always ended up surrounded by death.




  The real stuff.




  And if little kids didn’t like one thing, it was the real stuff.




  He stared at a sketch he’d made of Samhain to help him, with the folds of his bright pumpkin head set back into the dark shadows of his cowl, a horrid sickle grin on his cut-out face, a spark of terrifying fire deep in the ebony eye sockets, stark white bone hands reaching from beneath the folds of the cloak, and shivered.




  “Hell,” he muttered to the picture, at the end of his rope, realizing that it just wasn’t going to work, “I’d even pay tribute to you, Sam, if you’d help me finish this damn story.”




  Suddenly, as if a switch had been thrown, it came to him.




  Sam.




  That was it!




  Call him Sam.




  Just like in the local Orangefield myths and legends about Samhain, which the locals called ‘Sam sightings.’




  Almost before he knew it, he was tearing through the story, and, in what seemed like no time at all, it lay all but finished in front of him.




  He came out of what felt like a trance, but what must actually be, he realized, a mixture of waning work-adrenaline, the remains of a Scotch hangover, and just plain tiredness. Through the window above his desk, the sun had already circled the globe and come up over the back of the house. Brighter than it had been the evening before, when it had hovered in the living room window, it now resembled a happy pumpkin.




  By the clock, he saw that it was eight in the morning.




  I worked five hours straight. Amazing.




  Three tiny shadows passed by the window in front of the sun, hovering briefly before the screen, and he saw that they were yellow jackets. Briefly, he remembered the newspaper story from the day before. A shiver started, but was suppressed by tiredness.




  He stretched, suddenly remembering Ginny.




  I hope she just drifted off to sleep, and didn’t wait for me.




  He rose, stretched as if his frame had been locked into a sitting position for a year, rubbing his eyes while yawning, and left the office, tramping upstairs.




  He thought of making coffee, but knew he would never stay awake while it brewed.




  In the front hallway, he walked around Ginny’s pile of belongings, noting with curiosity that the front door was open.




  Upstairs, Ginny was not in the bedroom.




  She was nowhere in the house.




  On the pile of her belongings, perched like a bird, was a note: Peter, I’m sorry, but I have to leave….




  Chapter Six




  “And there’s a possibility the note may have been written the previous night, before your reconciliation?”




  “Yes.”




  “Thing I don’t get is, Mr. Kerlan: why’d she leave without her things?”




  Detective Bill Grant had been nice enough in the beginning, even solicitous; but now, standing with the man in the front hallway of the house, Peter sensed a change in the atmosphere, an aggressiveness that hadn’t been present before. At first all the questions had been about Ginny, where she might have gone, why she would have left, but now, Grant couldn’t seem to take his eyes off the pile of belongings in the hallway. Peter could tell it stuck like a wad of gum to the roof of the man’s mouth.




  “I told you, detective, we had a fight Sunday. A big one. I was sleeping on the couch when she came home, and when I woke up all of her stuff was in the hallway—”




  “She packed while you were asleep—”




  “Yes. And when I woke up we started the fight all over again. By the end of it we had squared things away, I thought. Ginny went up to bed and I went down to my office to work —”




  “This was late, almost midnight—?”




  “Yes.”




  “And you worked through the entire night—” Grant said, referring to his notes. “And when you went upstairs —”




  He looked up at Kerlan from his pad, and for the first time Peter sensed a faint belligerence from the man.




  “When I went upstairs she was gone.”




  The detective snapped his fingers. “Just like that?”




  “Yes.”




  “Left her belongings, her car, just took off after you had supposedly settled everything?” He gave a twist in emphasis to the word “supposedly,” making it sound almost sinister.




  “That’s exactly right.”




  “And you called us after you spent yesterday looking everywhere she might have gone, including her sister; an…” he consulted his notes “…uncle in Chicago, her best friend from college, and even your own mother.” He glanced sideways from his notebook at Kerlan. “Your mother?”




  “My mother and Ginny are very close. I could see her going there, yes. Ginny’s own parents are dead.”




  Grant nodded briefly, went back to his notes. “You called all the local motels and hotels… that about the whole story?”




  “Yes.”




  Grant straightened, turning his notebook to a new page. “Well, maybe not exactly, Mr. Kerlan. I’d like to fill in a few blanks, if you don’t mind.”




  “Anything you want.”




  “All right, then. Let’s see…” Grant was running his eyes down a notebook page, flipped back to the previous page and did the same. He had the sallow, heavy-lidded look of a heavy drinker. But his eyes, which were bright blue in a rough, stubbled face, making them startling, pinned Peter suddenly.




  “Let’s start with you being asleep on the couch on Sunday. You were taking a nap?” Again the emphasis on a word, this time “nap,” which made Grant sound incredulous.




  “I’d had a few drinks, and was sleeping that off.”




  “Ah.” This seemed to satisfy Grant and he went on searching his notes. Kerlan had the feeling that the detective already had a list of laser sharp questions in a neat list in his head, and was only scanning the notebook for effect.




  “You had two fights with your wife that day?”




  “One at breakfast time and then another that night.”




  “You fought a lot?”




  “Recently, yes.”




  “Marital… trouble?” Grant let this hand in the air, waving his pencil in a little circle to make the question more than it was.




  “I’ve been having trouble with my work. It carried over.”




  “Any other obvious difficulties? Money? Sex life? You having an affair, maybe?”




  Kerlan blinked, surprised at the question. “No. Nothing like that.”




  “Nothing like that.” Grant nodded to himself, making a note on his current page. “You drink a lot, Mr. Kerlan?”




  Again, he was taken aback. “No. Occasionally I have a few.”




  “Have a few…. You ever hit your wife? Slap her around?”




  Now Peter became angry. “No.”




  Grant nodded, made a note.




  “You can’t think of anywhere else she might have gone, anyone else she might have gone to see?”




  “No.”




  The detective eyed the pile of goods stacked in the hallway for perhaps the twentieth time. “Any idea why she left her stuff behind, Mr. Kerlan?”




  “That’s the part I don’t get.”




  “Me too. If you were running away, would you leave all your things behind after spending the time and trouble to stack it all up in the hallways by the front door?”




  “No, I wouldn’t.”




  Suddenly the detective straightened again, turning it into a stretch. He flipped the notebook closed and pocketed his pen in the side pocket of his jacket. His tie was loosened, Peter noticed.




  Without warning, Grant smiled, making Peter blink.




  “Thanks, Mr. Kerlan. I’ve got everything I need for now. We’ll check over everything you’ve done already, and widen the motel and hotel search a little into the next county. It’s kind of early yet to be too worried. I’ll be in touch.” He suddenly winked, and held out his hand. “If she shows up give me a call, will you?”




  Peter went to shake the hand but then saw that there was a business card in it, which he took automatically.




  “I will, detective.”




  “Do that.” Grant turned on his heels and was out the front door and into his sedan almost before Peter could answer. Peter saw him light a cigarette as he climbed into the car.




  He watched the detective pull out of the driveway over a mat of yet-raked leaves. In the last two days the trees had almost denuded themselves completely, leaving a riot of reds and yellows on his lawn. Peter idly noticed that the Meyers’ had cleared and bagged their own front yard, the neatly clipped grass of which showed yellow green. Their three pumpkins had settled into a neat row — smallest at the top, fattest of the three at the bottom. In their picture window were Halloween cut-outs: a jointed white skeleton with a toothy grin, a black-clad witch riding a broomstick angled up toward a sickle reddish moon.




  Halloween was only three weeks away.




  And it was still too damned hot.




  He turned away from the front door, confronted by the mute pile of Ginny’s belongings.




  For a moment, tears welled up in his eyes.




  Ginny, where are you?




  I thought we had fixed it? I thought we were okay?




  The boxes, the suitcases, the bags of clothing, remained mute.




  Chapter Seven




  He first felt not a sting, but the vague, insistent, faint, tiny itch of an insect on his leg.




  He swiveled in his armchair, bending his left leg and at the same time brushing at the itch; something small, dark and solid dropped from his leg and melded with the carpet beside his desk. It wriggled there for a moment, righting itself in a tiny lifting of small wings, and he bent to examine it, suppressing a sudden shudder.




  It was a hornet, not much past pupae stage, its tiger stripes muted into almost orange and black.




  He remembered the story in the newspaper; the children stung by a legion of hornets from a nest they had disturbed—




  “How in hell—” he said, lifting his carpeted slipper almost without thinking to grind the insect into the carpet before it could advance or, possibly, take flight.




  Suppressing another shudder, he drew his foot away, dragging it across the carpet to rid the slipper’s bottom of the creature’s remains. A diminishing line of bug guts, looking dry and powdery and papery, trailed the low cut gray rug till they came to a point and disappeared.




  Have to clean that later, he thought, turning back to his work.




  The basement office’s single screened window was open above his desk, and for a moment he idly heard a buzz and looked up.




  There, outside, was a fat bumblebee, just bumping the screen before lumbering airily off.




  Before turning back to his work he let his eyes roam over the screen, looking for torn corners or holes; there were none.




  Didn’t get in that way.




  He turned back to his work, which was still going well; after sending the Halloween story to Parade magazine on Monday he’d discovered he had more to say on the subject of Samhain — or, as he called his own cute little version, Sam.




  Almost immediately the phone rang, and he clutched his pencil, almost throwing it down angrily, before dropping it on the desk and, with a sigh, picking up the receiver.




  “Yes?”




  It was Revell on the other end of the line, asking after him.




  “I’d be doing a lot better,” Peter said, trying to keep the testiness out of his voice, “if I didn’t have people like you bothering me.”




  Revell said with false concern, “I’m just worried about you, Pete.”




  Are you?




  “Thanks for the concern.”




  “You heard anything more from the police?”




  “No. They don’t have anything new.”




  Unless Ginny’s with you after all, you bastard.




  “Well, let me know if you need anything,” Revell said. “I—”




  Peter cut him off. “I really have to get back to work.”




  “Nothing wrong with that. Take your mind off what you’re going through. Actually, that’s the reason I called—”




  Of course it is, you bastard. He recalled what Ginny had said: “He would drop you in a second if you stopped producing…”




  “I’ve got to go. I’ll call you soon.”




  Like hell I will.




  He half-slammed the phone down, stared at the wall next to his desk.




  Something was crawling up it, above the wooden filing cabinet that held his printer, muted orange and black stripes—




  “What the fu—”




  He reached out a palm, hit it flat; the hornet, still whole, tumbled from the wall behind the metal filing cabinet and was lost to view.




  He was on his feet, pushing his swivel chair back and pressing his head against the wall to try to locate the insect behind the cabinet; unable to, he stalked from the office in anger and went to his messy workbench at the other end of the basement, pushing objects aside — a power screwdriver, coffee tin of miscellaneous nails — until he located a flashlight. He turned back toward the office, flipping the flashlight switch, which produced a click but no light beam.




  “Shit!”




  He reversed stride, rummaged through the wreckage on top of the workbench, then pulled drawers open until he found an opened four pack of D cells; he unscrewed the flashlight’s top, turned it over impatiently, dropping one of the two batteries within from his waiting palm to the floor where it rolled beneath the bench.




  “Shit! Shit!” He kicked the bench once, pulled back his slipper to kick it again before breathing deeply and turning his attention to the new batteries, which he shoved viciously into the flashlight’s tubular body before screwing the head back on and flipping it on once more.




  Light shone this time, blinked out until his smacked the tool against his palm, hard.




  The beam stayed on.




  He strode back to the office and played the beam on the wall above the filing cabinet. Getting closer, he was about to shine it behind the cabinet when he saw an immature hornet crawling over the printer’s paper tray, and another on the wall beside it.




  He cursed, put the flashlight down on the desk, looked for something to hit the insects with, and found a recent trade journal, which he rolled up, smacking the two hornets with it.




  One dropped away to the rug; the other lay squashed against the printer’s paper roll.




  Wary now, he looked in increments behind the printer; saw another insect making its way up the wall behind, and what looked like two others below it, showing movement.




  Shivering, he drew back, moved away from the desk and toward the office’s door, his eyes glancing at the rug, the walls, the ceiling.




  He closed the door behind him, dropped the rolled up magazine and climbed the steps to the house’s first floor two at a time.




  He made his way to the front door, pushing his way past piles of Ginny’s clothes, Ginny’s books, her CDs.




  He yanked open the front door, pushed open the screen, descended the porch’s four steps and walked quickly to the western rear corner of the house, which fronted his basement office and the bedroom above it.




  The cable television and phone line entry, as well as the house’s gas main, were clustered near the side corner. He examined them, seeing no entry for an insect where the wires and gas line led into the house’s siding; everything was sealed and caulked.




  He moved closer; a hornet flew past him, then another, and he spotted the entry, below the siding level. He watched a moment, saw a hornet fly to a spot near the corner of the house, where foundation met siding, land and crawl underneath the siding.




  Edging closer, he crouched nearly to the ground, turning his head to examine beneath the siding.




  There was a gap there in the wooden sill plate on which the house rested above the concrete foundation; it looked like the two boards which met at the corner had either not been properly butted, or that the butting board had shrunk, leaving an opening into an area between the house’s first floor and basement.




  “Jesus,” he said, as a hornet crawled out from the space, flying past him with a rush as another crawled into the opening.




  They had obviously built a nest back there.




  “Damn.”




  Filled with fury and resolve, he got to his feet, returned to the house and kicked his slippers off in the living room, looking for his deck shoes; they were nowhere to be seen and his searched down the hallway, almost reaching the back bedroom before finding the shoes nestled one against the other just outside the bedroom door.




  He slipped them on, checked the pockets of his shorts for his car keys and then moved back outside, slamming the house door behind him.




  I’ll take care of you, you bastards.




  He got into his Honda, nearly leaving rubber as he backed out of the driveway, and was back in twenty minutes with two cans of Hornet and Wasp Killer. Barely reading the instructions, he pulled the safety tab from the top of one can, shoved the thin, hard plastic straw that came with it into the can’s top nozzle and shook the can as he marched back to the outside corner of the house.




  Want to eat this? Enjoy it!




  He stopped before the spot, watched a hornet alight and then crawl into the hidden opening, watched another crawl out and fly off. He crouched, thrusting the can’s nozzle forward and awkwardly trying to fit it under and into the opening.




  The hard plastic straw missed, sliding away as a hornet, angered, crawled out, followed by another.




  Flinching, he pressed the nozzle, watching the acrid spray cover the two insects; they froze and dropped to the ground.




  And now the rest of you bastards.




  Still spraying, he crouched lower, his eye level below that of the foundation, and found the opening.




  He angled the nozzle’s straw in and tightened his grip on the can’s trigger.




  A single hornet fought its way out, dropped immediately to the ground. Another, coming from the outside, circled the opening, caught a whiff of escaping spray and also dropped.




  He emptied the can, pushed himself back as three returning hornets began to circle the hole widely; one of the insects ventured into the hole, immediately retreated and then dropped to the ground. There was a long stain of spilled pesticide spray down the foundation under the hole, which began to dry as he watched.




  A cloud of hornets circled the sprayed opening, darting toward it, landing tentatively on the lowest level of siding over the opening, took off again.




  He shook the can, let a final spray cover them; all but one dropped to the ground as the remaining one flew off.




  That’ll take care of you.




  Breathing deeply, the adrenalin rush that had sustained him for the past hour receding, he went into the house, scooping up the second can of insect spray where he had deposited it on the front stoop, in time to hear the telephone begin to ring.




  It was Don Revell again.




  “Pete, I’m sorry to bother you again but you didn’t let me finish before. Parade was so wild about that Halloween piece you did that I showed it to Doubleday and they flipped. They’d like you to do more, and turn it into a book. We’re talking high five figures, maybe low six for this one—”




  “I’ll think about it.”




  “Jeez, what’s to think about? Just say yes and I’ll take care of the rest. They’re talking about publishing next Halloween, cash register dump display, a real push. These characters of yours could become perennials — you could turn one out every Halloween, have the kids waiting in line—”




  “I said I’d think about it—”




  “I know you’re worried about Ginny, bud, but this one could set you up with a guaranteed every year for the next five years at least. Can I at least negotiate a three-book deal?”




  He said nothing, and Revell went on: “The characters are great, Pete! A real Halloween character! Named Sam no less! And I love Holly Ween! I’ve got feelers out already to television, and I think we can expect a big bite on that — half hour like ‘It’s the Great Pumpkin, Charlie Brown.’ We’re talking ancillary — lunch boxes, tees, the whole nine—”




  “Do whatever the hell you want!” Kerlan shouted, and slammed down the phone.




  He gripped the receiver tightly as he suddenly began to cry.




  If she wasn’t with Revell, she was with someone else.




  And he’d driven her away.




  She’s gone and I know it.




  Gone for good.




  He let the second can of bug spray slip to the floor as he covered his face with his hands and wept, and kept weeping.




  Chapter Eight




  After trying to watch television, and trying to eat, he went to bed early and as a consequence rose early the next morning.




  With a tepid cup of instant coffee in his hand, he made his way down to the basement office.




  Even before reaching it, the faint, acrid smell of bug spray tickled his nostrils.




  “Christ,” he said, wincing as he walked into the room; it was even worse than the faint, musty odor the basement room sometimes held in the summer months, when the foundation walls behind the sheet rock-covered studs picked up humidity from the ground. The smell had been particularly noticeable this year.




  He stood up on his swivel chair, cursing sharply as it tried to turn sideways with his weight, then leaned out over his desk to open the room’s single casement window.




  “Shit.” he said, recoiling; in the casement box were the bodies of five small hornets, all but one seemingly dead; the live one moved feebly, its small wings opening once, then again. Behind the casement, somewhere behind the room’s wall, he heard a faint buzzing sound.




  He climbed down from the chair, nearly ran to the workbench area, and returned with the basement’s wet-vac.




  He plugged the vacuum into the wall socket between his desk and the printer stand, turned it on, and angled the hose nozzle up into the casement, sucking up all of the hornets.




  His eye caught movement by the printer, and he saw another small insect body crawling up the wall over the machine.




  I thought I wiped you bastards out yesterday!




  He covered the hornet with the sucking nozzle, then looked wildly around the walls, then at the floor.




  “Shit!”




  There was a cluster of dead bodies fanned out in the corner just to the left of the printer stand, where a heat register ran across the wall at floor level; two live hornets were just crawling out of the bottom of the register itself.




  “Shit! Shit!” he said, fighting an uncontrollable chill, thrusting the vacuum head around the area and plugging it into the corner under the register as far as it would go.




  He heard the tap of insect bodies rushing up the vacuum’s soft plastic accordion hose and into the wet-vac’s drum.




  Another crawled out onto the rug from behind the printer stand, and he speared it, then put the nozzle back into the corner. He kept it there, feeling another tiny body sucked up into the machine, and then another.




  He gave up all thoughts of work, and fled the office; at the doorway he saw a feebly moving hornet on the rug by the sill, and mashed it with his foot, closing the door behind him.




  Chapter Nine




  “Sounds weird enough, Mr. Kerlan, but they all sound weird to me. One time—”




  “Can you come today?” Peter said into the phone, cutting the beekeeper off before he went into yet another anecdote. “This infestation is in the place I work, and I need it taken care of.”




  “Sure,” the other said, slowly. “I suppose I can be there this afternoon. We’ll take care of you.”




  “I hope so,” Kerlan said, slamming down the phone.




  He stole a glance into his office, opening the door a crack. By now all sorts of nightmares preyed on his mind: the room filled with flying insects; a swarm waiting for him, covering him as he opened the door—




  All inside seemed quite; the casement window threw a rectangular shaft of light against the far wall’s built-in bookcase.




  He opened the door wider, listening for buzzing.




  Maybe I wiped them out after all.




  His relief was short-lived; as he stepped toward his desk his foot covered three squirming hornet bodies, and he saw a few more scattered here and there, some unmoving, others moving as if drugged; there were three or four on the walls, also, and more, perhaps a dozen, covering the casement’s window itself, silhouetted dots against the light.




  He reached for the wet/dry vac, recoiled as a hornet brushed his hand as it fell from the hose; others were crawling over the instrument’s drum, one hiding coyly by one of the rolling wheels.




  Once again he fled, and closed the door.




  “What you’ve got here is a classic case of wall infestation,” the beekeeper, whose name was Floyd Willims, said. He looked like a beekeeper, was tall and thin-haired and preoccupied when he stepped from his dirty white van; and now even more so, dressed almost comically in a pith helmet whose brim was ringed with mosquito netting; from the back of his van he pulled a thick pair of rubber gloves from a soiled box. He held up the gloves for inspection. “Triple thickness,” he said, almost proudly; “stingers can’t get through.” After retrieving a powder filled canister and what appeared to be a pump hose from the van, he turned back to Kerlan and said, “Proceed!”




  Kerlan had already showed him the corner of the house where the hornets had gained access; they returned to that spot now and the beekeeper knelt, put the thin end of the hose which led into the canister in the opening, and began to puff powder into it.




  “This’ll kill ’em dead,” he said. “Whichever ones return will carry the powder into the nest and spread it to the others.”




  As if on cue, as the beekeeper removed the hose from the opening a hornet alighted and crawled into it.




  “Now let’s have a look at the nest,” the beekeeper said, heading for the house with Kerlan.




  They had already studied the office on the beekeeper’s arrival, and the beekeeper had helped Kerlan move furniture so that the upper corner of the wall, behind which the beekeeper said they would find the nest, was exposed; luckily, there would be access through a nearby panel, behind which the house’s electrical box was located. To either side of the box was packed insulation, which the beekeeper began to remove.




  The smell of insect spray became stronger in the room.




  The beekeeper laid the strips of insulation on the floor; Kerlan was repulsed to see hornets crawling feebly over the pink spun glass fibers of its back.




  The beekeeper held up a strip, examined the five hornets on it carefully.




  “You zapped them pretty good with that off-the-shelf stuff you sprayed into the nest yesterday,” he said. “If you’d gotten them at dusk, when they were all in the nest, you might have killed them all. What we’re looking at are the dregs, I think.”




  “How did they get in here to begin with? How many openings does the nest have?”




  Willims had shown him a picture of a typical paper hornet’s nest; a nearly round structure with a single opening, usually at the bottom.




  “They either made another exit, or left an opening near the top,” he said. “This isn’t quite a typical nest. They were drawn to the light in your office.” He pointed to the baseboard, the corner of the floor where the heat register butted the wall. “There’s an opening down there, I’m sure. Doesn’t take much, just a quarter inch.” He squinted through his mosquito netting at the molding along the rug where the printer stand had been before they moved it. “There may be others. Like I said, a quarter inch is all they need.”




  An involuntary chill washed over Kerlan as a hornet crawled onto the beekeeper’s glove and onto his shirt sleeve. The beekeeper regarded it for a moment and then flicked it to the floor. “Like I said, you must have hit them good. If they were healthy they’d be all over us, because of the light.” He turned to Kerlan as if having a sudden thought. “Sure you don’t want to leave?”




  “I’ll stay, if you think it’s safe.”




  The beekeeper laughed. “Safe enough. If they pour out of the walls when I remove the rest of this insulation, I’ll yell and you can run.”




  Kerlan’s eyes enlarged in alarm but the beekeeper added, “Not likely to happen.”




  At that moment the beekeeper pulled the last strip of insulation out with a grunt.




  Nothing happened; the beekeeper angled his head, aiming a flashlight up into the exposed cavity, and called back, “Yeah, you hit ’em pretty good.”




  Kerlan leaned over, trying to see; pulled back and a fist shaped clutch of dead hornets fell from the space between the open cavity and the beekeeper’s body.




  The beekeeper angled his arm up into the cavity.




  “I’ll… get it out if I can—”




  He pulled a huge chunk of dark papery gray material out of the cavity; let it drop to the floor.




  “Nest,” he said in explanation. It was followed by a bigger chunk, mottled and round on the inside; within its crushed interior were dead hornets and a few feebly live ones.




  “Ugh,” Kerlan said.




  “Pretty big nest,” the beekeeper said, continuing to pull sections of the structure out. Mixed with the leavings now were the familiar honeycombed sections that Kerlan knew contained the pupae. Most but not all were empty. “About the size of a soccer ball. They built it right up in the corner beneath the floor above. As they built the nest it forced the insulation back. Amazing critters.”




  He continued his work, and Kerlan shivered.




  An hour later the office was more or less back to normal, and Kerlan was writing the beekeeper a check.




  “You’ll want to caulk that hole they used in a couple of weeks,” Willims said. That powder I sprayed around it will take care of any stragglers.”




  “Why not plug it now?”




  “Well, you could, but there could still be a few females outside the nest; they’d just start another one.”




  Kerlan had forgotten that each nest held a queen.




  “Didn’t we kill off this nest’s queen?”




  “You can be pretty much certain of that. But even so, any female can become a queen. They’ll just start another nest.” He grinned. “Hornet season’s not quite over, you know. I’ll be getting calls like yours ’till mid-November, if the heat holds out.”




  “Christ.”




  The beekeeper folded the check and turned toward his dirty white van. Kerlan had a sudden thought.




  “You’re sure my nest is dead?”




  The beekeeper shrugged. “Pretty sure. You may see a few strays wander out of your baseboard gaps looking for light, but believe me, that nest is dead. Only other problem you could have is if two females got in there originally and the second one started another nest somewhere else inside the wall, farther down.” Seeing Kerlan’s eyes widen he laughed. “Not likely that happened, though. Plug the gaps in the baseboard if you can; you can use a wad of scrunched up cellophane tape. Call me if you have any more problems.”




  Kerlan nodded as the van drove off.




  A single yellow-jacket brushed by his face as he entered the house.




  Chapter Ten




  The next morning he entered his office to work. The evening before, he had moved along the edge of the baseboard where he could get at it, pushing cellophane tape into anything that looked like an opening. By the baseboard he had found a huge hole surrounding the heat pipe which let into the register; around it were tens of dead yellow jackets and a very alive spider as big as a thumb nail, feeding on them. There was a sour smell emanating from the vent: a mixture of fading bug spray and the strong damp smell from the cavity behind. After recoiling he cleaned the area out with the wet/dry vac and then plugged it with insulating material. The smell receded.




  He vacuumed the rug thoroughly, sucking up dead hornet bodies, and then replaced his furniture and turned on his computer.




  There came a tapping at the casement window above him and he started, looking up; it was just a fat bumblebee, probably the same from the other day, which ambled sluggishly off.




  He let out a deep breath and turned to the screen.




  He typed out the words Sam Hain and the Halloween that Almost Wasn’t and suddenly, for the next hours, he was lost in the characters as words poured out of him in a torrent. Nothing like this had happened to him in the last twenty years. Page after page scrolled down the screen, and he knew they were all good. He finished one story and the ideas for two others came into his head unbidden. He typed so fast his fingers began to ache — something he hadn’t felt since the days of electric typewriters, when the constant kickback of the keys would rattle his knuckles and literally make his fingers sore. It was a marvelous feeling. And still he wrote on, completing outlines for two more stories before finally letting himself fall back into his swivel chair, breathing hard. It was as if he had run a marathon, and he couldn’t believe the mass of material now stored on his hard disk.




  Without thinking, he sent it all as an attached file to Don Revell, with a curt note: “Like I said, do whatever the hell you want.”




  He knew that would keep the bastard busy for a while, and off his back.




  Even now, he felt another itch at the back of his brain, which would turn into more work tomorrow. He knew it. It had been so long since this had happened to him, this creative torrent that he’d forgotten what it was like.




  Oh, Ginny, if only you were here now! The problem’s gone! I can write again!




  It was the only sour note in what had been a marvelous day. He looked up at his casement window and saw that night had fallen, and that a waxing moon was rising. It looked huge and orange-tinged, and even that gave him a new idea for a story: Sam and Holly and the Halloween Moon.




  Quickly he wrote it down in outline, and when he looked up again the moon was high and the clock said it was midnight.




  He stumbled upstairs, past Ginny’s things, and walked down the hall to bed, where he dreamed of black and orange things, and a cute character named Sam Hain, a squat fellow that looked like a comical skeleton with a wide happy grin and a spring in his step, who danced through a children’s Halloween world with his blonde-curled friend Holly. It was a world of orange and yellow and red, of perpetually falling leaves that danced and dervished, and trick or treat bags that were always open and bottomless, and jack o’lanterns that never sputtered or grew burned black inside or soft rotten, and winds that were blustery and just cold, and clouds that made the fat full moon wink, and a night that was always All Hallows Eve, with hoots in the air, and scary costumes that weren’t really scary at all—




  — and in the dream Sam Hain changed, even as the night changed, as he grew from a fat happy children’s character into a monstrous terrifying thing, black and tall and cold as space, his bone hands bone white and hard as smooth stones, his eyes deeper than black empty wells, his grin not happy but ravenous, his breath ancient and colder than space, and sour with death as he bent to whisper into Kerlan’s ear something soft and horrible, and which made him scream even as it filled him with joy—




  Two days, it said. You’ll see her in two days.




  He awoke, covered in sweat, with the moon higher than his window and the night suddenly chilly, and for a moment he thought he saw something that looked like Ginny lying on the bed next to him, something which turned to writhing tiny balls of dust and then vanished.




  He sat up in bed breathing heavily, drenched in cold sweat, eyes wide with fear, and then he lay down again, and the room grew warm, and he slept again, dreamless.




  Chapter Eleven




  The day next he sat in front of his screen again oblivious, until a sound, a tiny insistent buzzing, made him look up.




  He already had outlines for two more Sam Hain stories, and was in the middle of a third. Groggily, he glanced up at his window and saw a hornet buzz by outside the screen.




  He went back to work, but the tiny insistent buzzing remained. It was like an itch at the back of his mind.




  If anything, the weather had grown even hotter. The radio, which he had listened to briefly while making coffee, mentioned a record-breaker of 82 degrees for this date, October 12th. The leaves on the front lawn were wilting, turning dry and crackly like they normally did in deep winter. The Meyer kids, he barely noticed, were now all in shorts and short sleeve shirts.




  As he worked, the faint buzz remained, but he tuned it out, and kept tapping at the keys.




  Sometime in early afternoon, after ignoring two phone calls, he hit a lull and reached blindly for the phone when it rang again.




  “Yes?” he said curtly.




  There was a slight pause, and then a voice said: “Mr. Kerlan? This is Detective Grant.”




  For a moment that meant nothing to him, but then he focused on the name.




  “Are you there, Mr. Kerlan?” the detective asked.




  “Yes, I’m here.”




  “I was wondering if you’ve heard from your wife.”




  He remembered the dream from the night before. “Have you heard from her?” he said with hope.




  Again a pause. “No, I haven’t. Frankly, I don’t see why I would. I’m just checking in to see if by any chance she made contact with you, or anyone else you know.”




  “I haven’t heard from her.”




  “That’s too bad.” Another pause, which Kerlan waited patiently through.




  “Mr. Kerlan, do you mind if I ask you a few more questions?”




  Peter’s attention now was on everything Grant said. His hands left the keyboard reluctantly. “Sure, go ahead.”




  “Thank you. I was… wondering if perhaps your wife had gone to… someone other than a family member?”




  “Like who?”




  “Someone… perhaps she was…” Grant laughed with slight embarrassment. “I don’t know quite how to say this, except to just say it.”




  Peter waited.




  “Mr. Kerlan, was your wife having an affair?”




  He instantly thought of Revell.




  “Who told you that?”




  “Well… I shouldn’t say this, but one of her relatives told me that there had been some… friction between your wife and yourself lately over the question of her, perhaps, seeing someone else…”




  A kind of relief flooded through him; he’d though perhaps the detective had dug up facts when, in fact, he had obviously been talking to Ginny’s big mouthed sister, who would have known about their problems.




  “Did Ginny’s sister Anna tell you that?”




  Grant said, “Well…”




  “If she did, there’s nothing to it. I had a fit of jealousy but there was nothing behind it.”




  “That’s what your agent said when I talked to him, but you never know with these things. People try to… keep things quiet sometimes…”




  “Revell.”




  “Yes, Charles Revell. So as far as you know your wife wasn’t having an affair with Mr. Revell?”




  “Absolutely not.”




  “But you did think he was, for a time.”




  “For a brief time, yes. I was wrong.”




  “Jealousy, you said…” Grant replied, and Peter could picture the man consulting his cursed note pad, flipping pages…




  “Is there anything else, detective? I’m busy—”




  “Just a few more questions. Unless you’d like me to drop by later…”




  Peter sighed. “That’s all right. I’ll answer whatever you want now.”




  “Thank you for taking the time, Mr. Kerlan. Now…”




  Peter could hear the rustling of notebook pages. He waited.




  Grant finally said, “Ah. What I wanted to know was, if it possible, I mean, could it be possible, that your wife is not missing, but has been murdered?”




  Peter’s vision went black for a moment. “What?”




  “What I mean is,” Grant said, in the same casual tone, “do you think it’s possible?”




  “Murdered? By whom?”




  “That’s the question, isn’t it? But what we’ve got here, Mr. Kerlan, is a woman who threatened to run away, who may have had an affair, and, when she did finally leave, did not go anywhere logical, to family or friend, or even to the man with whom she may have been having an affair—”




  “I told you, there was no affair. You talked with Revell, didn’t you say?”




  “Oh, yes, he was very helpful. Told me just what you’re telling me now. But what I’m thinking is that, if there was the perception of an affair, even for a time…”




  “Detective Grant, I may be dense but I’m not that dense. Are you telling me you think I killed my wife?”




  “Not at all!” Grant gave a falsely hearty laugh. “Did I say that?”




  “Not in so many words. But the way you’re talking…”




  Another pause. “Let me put it this way, Mr. Kerlan. Usually when we have this kind of situation, a missing person the way we have here, a few logical possibilities usually present themselves. The most logical in this case is that your wife left, and went to someone close to her. That hasn’t happened. Another logical possibility is that she took off on a whim, and went to a faraway place, on an airplane, perhaps, or a train or bus. Since she didn’t take her car, this is the way we think. We’ve checked on this end as far as we could, and that doesn’t seem to have happened. And if it had, usually after two or three days she would have contacted you, or one of the other people close to her, to talk or just to let someone know she was all right. This is the kind of logic we use. After those two scenarios are excluded, there’s another which often presents itself. That is, of course, that she never left at all. That she was…”




  “Murdered. By me.”




  “Or someone else, Mr. Kerlan. Is there anyone else we should be looking at?”




  “Could it have been a random thing, a serial killer—”




  He had the feeling Grant almost laughed, but instead the detective said, “That’s not a logical scenario at the moment, Mr. Kerlan. Like I said, is there anyone else…?”




  “No. Nobody I can think of.”




  “Then if you were me, and thinking logically…”




  “You think I killed her. You think I went into a jealous rage, and murdered her, and hid her body, chopped it up with an ax, put it in a blender…”




  Grant wasn’t laughing on the other end of the line, and Kerlan suddenly realized the man might take him literally.




  “I write horror fiction for a living, detective.”




  “Yes, I know.” The voice was a bit harder-edged.




  “I didn’t chop her up and put her in a blender.”




  Silence.




  “Should we be talking further about this, Mr. Kerlan? With perhaps a lawyer present?”




  “I didn’t kill my wife, detective.”




  Almost all of the civility was gone from Grant’s voice. “Didn’t you, Mr. Kerlan?”




  “I didn’t.”




  “Can you blame me for thinking such… well, horrible thoughts?”




  “I can’t, but you’re wrong. If Ginny is dead I didn’t kill her.”




  “Do you think she’s dead, Mr. Kerlan? After what I’ve said?”




  His voice caught. “I don’t know. I hope to God she isn’t.”




  “I’ll be in touch, Mr. Kerlan,” Grant said, and there was an ominous note to his voice.




  The line went dead.




  Tomorrow, Peter thought, the previous night’s dream coming into his head. The one in the dream said I’d see her tomorrow.




  He worked the rest of the day and into evening in a fog. Two more complete Sam Hain outlines rolled across his monitor, along with sketches for three more which already begged for his attention. And all the while he heard the faintest of buzzings, going so far as to stop his feverish work at one point and search his office. But No matter where he searched the buzzing was faint and out of reach, and finally he went back to pounding the keys until exhaustion made him stop, with yet another moon, even fatter, rising across the window over his desk.




  Without eating, he fell into bed and dreamed again of the black shrouded specter, the bleach-bones fingers gripping his shoulder, the whispering voice, dry as August in his ear: Tomorrow….




  Chapter Twelve




  He awoke.




  Something was different. He noted a slight cooling in the air, and saw with surprise that the sky was the deep sapphire blue of a true autumn day. The radio promised dropping temperatures all day, into the forties by dusk. Perfect fall weather.




  Across the street the Meyer kids were busy, along with every other kid on the block. The streets and lawns were full of children suddenly possessed, with the suddenly seasonal weather, with mounting decorations, stringing pumpkin shaped lights, transforming the neighborhood into the festival of orange and black it always became this time of year. Pumpkins seemed to have sprung up everywhere — not only on stoops and porches but in windows, perched on flower boxes, back decks, and, at one house, lined along the entire front of the house, an orange army guarding the lawn and fallen leaves. At the house next to the Meyers, a huge spiders web of pale rope was being erected, pinned from the highest bare tree limb and reaching to the house’s gutter, anchored in three places on the ground to make it stretch like a sail; two boys were hauling a huge and ugly black plastic spider from the garage to mount in its lair.




  A steaming mug of coffee in his hand, Peter watched the frantic progress that would continue all day and culminate in a wonderland of coming Halloween by the time the moon replaced the sun.




  He felt the first tendrils of cold weather coming, and shivered for many reasons, turning to go down to his office and work.




  When he entered he heard insistent buzzing, and the chill down his spine broadened.




  It’s got to be in my mind.




  He sat down before his monitor and began to work.




  Another Sam Hain outline. And another. Sam and Holly on Mars. Sam and Holly Meet the Undergrounders. Sam and Holly and the Halloween Comet.




  The buzzing wouldn’t go away.




  Morning melted into afternoon. Through the open casement window he heard shouts and laughter, and, finally, felt a cold breeze which deepened to the point where he had to close the window. For the first time since the previous winter, the house was chilly. Somewhere upstairs he heard the heat tick on.




  Have to close those windows later.




  At the casement window, leaves rattled against the screen, and something else bumped it and stayed.




  A hornet.




  He stared at it, as another joined it, crawling, half flying, almost hopping, from the left of the window to cling to the screen.




  What the—




  The hornets, looking sluggish, crawled off, one of them making an attempt at flying before falling back with the aid of the wind to cling to the screen before dropping from sight.




  He remembered what the beekeeper had said: that they would be active until the first cold spell, which would slow them down and then kill them off.




  Another hornet appeared, and another.




  With effort, he turned his mind back to the screen and continued to work, pausing to bundle what he had done for the day and send it as an attachment to Revell. He was rewarded with an almost instantaneous return email which effused: “Keep ’em comin’, son! They love everything I’ve showed them so far! You’ll be doing these wonderful things for the next ten years — THE KIDS WILL EAT THEM UP!”




  He erased the message and went back to work.




  In the back of his mind, like a growing hope, was the promise of the dream, that today he would see Ginny.




  Please, he thought, please let her come back.




  But the buzzing sound increased, becoming insistent, almost angry now. He paused once, thinking to do anything necessary to make it stop — rip the walls out, burn down the house, but the computer screen drew his eyes back:




  Sam and Holly and the Texas Tornado.




  Sam and Holly Meet the Leprechauns.




  Sam and Holly and the Hornets of Doom.




  He stopped, breathing hard, and stared at the screen.




  That’s it, he thought. Enough.




  He pushed himself away from the desk, turned in his swivel chair and got unsteadily to his feet.




  The buzzing sound was getting louder.




  “Stop!” he shouted, putting his hands to his ears.




  He pushed himself from the office, stumbled to the basement stairs, somehow dragged himself up to the main floor.




  The house was dark, and cold, and suffused only by orange light from outside.




  For a moment he was disoriented. Then he remembered the frantic neighborhood activity of the day.




  He staggered to a window, closed it, and looked out.




  A wonderland of orange met his eyes.




  The lights in the neighborhood had been lit — strings of them in trees and across gutters and around door frames, orange and white. And pumpkins were everywhere, as if the town had turned a single color. As he closed another window he could almost smell the way they would become in a few weeks, their scooped insides sweet-cold and wet, the smell of whispered cinnamon, allspice.




  For a moment he was lost in the smell and lights, and tears ran down his face and he was cold and helpless—




  Ginny, come back to me!




  Through the window he noticed a car parked in front of his house.




  A curl of cigarette smoke rose from the open window on the driver’s side, and he saw the man sitting there looking his way now and then.




  It looked like Detective Grant, but he couldn’t be sure, until the man tilted what looked like a flask to his mouth.




  Go to hell, you bastard.




  The night grew colder, more blustery; leaves began to dance around the lawn like dervishes.




  Then, abruptly, it was quiet. The wind ceased. The car in front of Kerlan’s house remained, along with the curl of smoke.




  Some of the strung pumpkin lights went out, leaving the block more eerie.




  Kerlan locked the front door; closed the remaining windows, found a sweater in his bedroom and went back down to his office.




  It was cold inside — and was filled with the sound of buzzing.




  When he stepped into the room, his foot crushed something alive and wriggling on the carpet.




  A hornet.




  Others were moving over the rug, crawling slowly up the walls from behind the couch; one made a feeble try at flying up toward the light but fell back, exhausted, to land on the coffee table which held manuscripts in front of the sofa.




  “What in God’s name—!”




  He ran to his office phone, rifled through the stacks of papers on his desk, looking for the phone number of Willims, the beekeeper.




  A hornet was crawling tiredly across the front edge of the desk, and he swatted it angrily to the floor.




  There were more yellow jackets, scores of them, moving toward the desk from the far end of the office, more climbing up the walls—




  He found the number, punched keys, waiting impatiently.




  Be there, dammit!




  A sleepy voice answered the phone, yawned “Hello?”




  Peter identified himself, and almost shouted into the receiver: “They’re back, dammit! All over the place! What the hell is going on?”




  The beekeeper yawned again. “Fell asleep in front of the TV,” he explained. “Watching ‘Frankenstein Meets the Wolfman.’ Good flick.” He laughed. Another, more drawn-out yawn. “You say they came back? Impossible. We killed that nest dead.”




  “Then what the hell is happening?”




  A pause. “Only thing I can think of is that there was a second nest, like I mentioned to you. Real unusual, but it does happen. Two females, probably from the same brood originally, established nests near each other. This ain’t the original nest we’re talking about, but a whole new one. Wow. Haven’t seen this in a long time.”




  “Can you get rid of it?”




  “Sure. What’s probably happening now is the cold is killing off the drones. You must have missed a spot in the baseboard, and they’re being driven from the nest to the light and heat in your office. Why don’t you look for the opening in the baseboard while I get over there — plug that up with tape and that’ll take care of your office. Then we’ll find the new nest and knock ’em out in no time. They’re on the way out anyway.” He laughed shortly, giving a half-yawn. “Wow. Two nests. That’s somethin’…”




  “Just get over here!”




  Peter slammed down the phone and stalked to the sofa. He moved the coffee table in front of it, then angled the couch out, away from the wall.




  A mass of sluggish hornets were clustered on the rug in front of a gap in the baseboard.




  More in anger than in fright, he grabbed a wad of papers from the coffee table, rolled them into a makeshift tube and cleared the front of the opening of hornets. They moved willingly. He ran back to his desk, retrieved a length of cellophane tape, and, with a practiced motion, wadded it as he went back to the baseboard.




  Already another hornet, followed by yet another sluggish insect, was crawling through the space.




  Peter thrust the wadded cellophane at the opening, pushing the two new intruders backwards as the hole was plugged.




  The sound of buzzing was very loud behind the wall.




  And now, being this close to the wall, he noticed another sound.




  A rustling movement, a thin sound as if someone was scratching weakly against the other side of the wall.




  And then a pained, tepid whisper:




  “Peter….”




  “What —”




  He stood up, brushing a few slow-crawling hornets from the wall and put his ear flush against it.




  It came again, the thinnest of rustling breaths heard behind a thick chorus of buzzing: “Peter, help me…”




  “Ginny!” he shouted.




  “Yes….”




  “My God—”




  “Peter….”




  He drew back from the wall, balling his fists as if he would smash through it — then he turned, throwing open the office door and dashing through and up the stairs. He ran for the back sliding door, nearly tripping over Ginny’s things in the hallway, his mind feverish.




  “My God, Ginny…”




  He pushed himself out into now-cold night, a full October chill hitting his face as he shouted, “Ginny!”




  The backyard was lit by the sharp circle of the moon, by a few orange and white lights still lit in houses behind his visible through denuded oaks.




  “Ginny, where are you!”




  He heard a rustle to his right, against the house, in darkness.




  He stumbled down the back deck steps.




  “Ginny!”




  “Here, Peter, help me…”




  Breathing heavily, he found himself standing before the garden shed, its bulk looming in front of him. The sound of buzzing was furious, caught in the cold wind.




  “Peter…”




  He screamed, an inarticulate sound, and pulled at the shed’s door, which wouldn’t budge.




  My God, she must have been caught inside the shed. The door must have closed on her and trapped her inside!




  His mind filled with roiling thoughts. He pulled and clawed and banged at the door, trying to open it.




  “Help me please, Peter…”




  “Jesus!” The door wouldn’t move. He looked wildly around for a tool, something to pry it open with — and then spied the short handle of a spade lying close by on the grass.




  He picked it up, noting faint scratches on the spade’s face — this must have been how Ginny had gotten the door open originally…




  “Peter…”




  “I’m coming!”




  Mad with purpose, he pried the spade into the thin opening between wooden door and jamb, began to work it back.




  There was a creaking sound, but the door held firm.




  “Dammit!”




  “Peter, please…”




  He hammered on the handle of the spade, driving it deeper into the opening. He angled it sideways and suddenly the wooden handle broke away, leaving him with the metal arm which had been imbedded in it, attached to the blade. He pushed at the blade, getting faint purchase but shouting with the effort.




  “Dammit!” The handle slipped, slicing into his hand, but he ignored the pain, the quick line of blood, and kept pushing and banging.




  The door gave a bit, but still wouldn’t open.




  Buzzing filled his ears, an angry sound now — he realized that when he opened the door the hornets might rush out at him but he didn’t care. H drove the thought from his mind.




  “Peter…”




  The voice was growing fainter.




  He shouted, and became aware that lights were going on around him — still he beat at the handle.




  The door gave way another fraction; it was almost open—




  “Jesus! Open, dammit!”




  With a supreme effort, which caused the broken metal handle of the spade to push painfully into his open wound, the door opened with a huge groaning creak and flew back on its hinges.




  “Ginny!”




  “Peter…”




  There was darkness within, a seething fog of flying things — and then something stumbled out into his arms, something white and alive, a human skeleton with a skin made of hornets. Writhing alive orange and black insects covered her skull, her arms, her fingers which gripped him tightly as he stumbled backwards screaming in its embrace. The thing walked with him, holding him tightly, hornets making Ginny’s face, boiling alive in the empty eye sockets to make eyes, and hair, and lips on the skeletal mouth.




  The mouth moved, the opening jawbone hissing with the movement of hornets. The writing face showed something that was almost tenderness.




  “Kiss me, Peter. Kiss me…”




  He screamed, pushing at the thing which would not let him go, aware suddenly that there were others nearby. He turned his head to see Detective Grant and the beekeeper Willims standing side-by-side, rooted with horror to the spot they stood in, flashlights trained on him.




  “Kiss me, Peter. Samhain let me come back. The Lord of the Dead let me come back, but only for a little while. I never stopped loving you…”




  The thing covered in hornets turned and looked straight at Detective Grant. There was a sudden hard look to the writhing features.




  “Samhain says something is coming. He says stay out of it. If you don’t, he will kill your wife and everyone close to you.”




  And now Peter felt the first stings as the hornets began to peel away from Ginny’s skeleton, covering his own face, attacking him—




  “Help me!” he screamed.




  Ginny melted away in his arms, the bones collapsing to a clacking pile as Peter fell to the ground, covered in angry hornets. Through his burning eyes he saw the beekeeper standing over him, wide-eyed, waving his arms, his flashlight beam bouncing, shouting something which Peter could no longer hear through his swollen ears, his screaming mouth filled with soft angry hornets, his throat, his body covered inside his clothing.




  He gave a horrid final choking scream, and was silent.




  Chapter Thirteen




  “And that’s the way you’d like the record to read?” District Attorney Morton said. He was shaking his head as he said it — but then again, he had been shaking his head since the informal inquest had begun two hours ago.




  Detective Grant spoke up. “This will be sealed, right?”




  Morton laughed shortly, a not humorous sound. “You bet your ass it will be. We’re lucky nobody from the press got wind of this.” He looked sideways at the beekeeper. “We’re not going to have any trouble from you, are we, Mr. Willims?”




  The beekeeper nearly gulped. “Are you kidding? If Detective Grant hadn’t been standing next to me, do you think the bunch of you would even be listening to me? I’d be in a looney bungalow right now.” He turned to face Grant. “Tell them what that thing told you. The message from Samhain it gave you.”




  Tight-lipped, Grant said nothing.




  Morton kept his eyes on Willims. “Yes, Mr. Willims, without Detective Grant you would now be in a straight jacket. Especially since you’re the only one making all these claims about ‘Samhain’ and such. But since the two of you saw this strange killing take place —”




  The beekeeper gulped again, and Grant nodded curtly.




  “At least I don’t think Kerlan killed his wife,” Grant said. “It looks to me like she got herself stuck in that gardening shed, and the hornets got to her.” He looked at Willims, and suddenly everyone was looking at the beekeeper.




  “You want me to tell you this all could happen? Sure, I’ll tell you — but I still don’t believe it. Could hornets strip a human body clean in a few days? Well, maybe. Usually hornets won’t eat human flesh, but if the opportunity presents itself, I guess they might. They probably stung her to death after she got trapped in the shed. And then the body was in there with them…so, sure, I guess it could happen.”




  “And what about the supposed…” Morton consulted the papers before him. “…mobility of the skeleton…?” He let the question hang, and Grant finally spoke up.




  “The damn thing looked like it stumbled out of the shed. But it could have been a trick of the light. If the skeletal remains had been propped against the door when Kerlan opened it, which would have been consistent with his wife’s trying to get out of the shed until she was overcome by the hornets, then, sure, it could have tumbled out into his arms.”




  He looked over at the beekeeper, who looked at his shoes. “Yeah, I guess that’s what I saw too.”




  Morton addressed the beekeeper: “And the bees covering Mrs. Kerlan like skin — that could have been a ‘trick of the light’ too?”




  “Well…”




  Willims looked up from his shoes to see Grant glaring at him.




  “Sure, I guess so. And I guess the words we heard her say could have been in our minds —”




  For a moment he looked defiant, before collapsing. “All right. It was all in our heads.”




  “Fine,” Morton said. He had gained a satisfied look. He turned to the medical examiner. “Jim, you’re okay with the cause of death in both cases as being extreme toxic reaction to hornet stings?”




  The M.E. nodded once.” “Yep.”




  “And there was nothing the two of you could have done to save him?” he asked Grant and Willims.




  The beekeeper said, “By the time we got to him he’d already been stung hundreds of times. I was able to get some of them off, but it was too late. The weirdest thing is that they wouldn’t respond to light, which threw me. When I shined my flashlight on them they should have flocked to it.”




  “But they could have been so angry at that point that they would have ignored the light, correct?” Morton said sharply.




  “I guess so. But I still say they should have attacked the light, and left Mr. Kerlan alone.”




  “But you’re fine with the way we wrote it up in the final report?” Morton said, daring the beekeeper to contradict him.




  “Yes, I suppose so.”




  “Good. Anything else?” Morton patted his knees, making as if to rise, daring anyone in the room not to let him end the proceedings.




  There was a glum silence. Once again the beekeeper was staring at his own shoes.




  “I want to re-emphasize, Mr. Willims, that you aren’t to speak to anyone of what went on in here today. We’re all sworn to secrecy. This record will be sealed. Whatever was said in this room remains in this room. I don’t want to see anything in the newspapers about humans made out of yellow jackets or…” here he consulted his notes again, “…Samhain, the Lord of the Dead. You understand?”




  Without lifting his gaze, Willims answered, “Sure.”




  Letting a hard edge climb into his tone, Morton said, “If any of this finds its way into the press, or anywhere else outside this room, I’ll know who to call on, won’t I, Mr. Willims?”




  The beekeeper nodded. His gaze shifted momentarily to Grant, whose face was blank.




  “Just so you understand,” Morton continued. “There are licenses and such in your profession, and I would hate for you to have trouble in that area.”




  The beekeeper nodded again.




  Morton’s tone switched suddenly from hard to hearty. “All right, then — that’s it!” He stood and stretched, glancing at the M.E. “Jim — lunch?”




  “Yep,” the M.E. said.




  The rest of them rose, and as Grant passed Willims he leaned close and whispered sharply, “We both know what really happened. I’ll take care of it.”




  On the way out of the room the District Attorney put his arm briefly around the beekeeper’s shoulder and said, “Just forget about it, Willims. Chalk it up to professional strangeness.”




  Willims looked up at the D.A., and for a moment his face was haunted.




  “The thing I can’t get over,” he said, “is the stuff she was saying about the Lord of the Dead, how she’d been brought back from the dead —”




  Morton’s scowl turned to an angry frown. “I warned you in there, Willims—”




  “I heard you,” the beekeeper said resignedly. “Believe me, I heard you.”




  Morton removed his arm from the other man’s shoulder, giving him a slight shove forward. “Just don’t forget what I said.”




  They were in the marbled hallway of the court building, leading toward the revolving doors to the outside world. Morton watched Willims go through them, slouching with unhappiness.




  The M.E. came up behind him and tapped him on the shoulder.




  “Meet you at the restaurant,” he said laconically. “I’ve got to dip into my office upstairs for a minute.”




  “Fine.”




  The M.E. peeled off into another hallway, his footsteps echoing away on the polished stone floor.




  After a moment, the D.A. composed himself into his public face of smiling bluster, and drove through the revolving doors.




  Outside it was cold and bright, early November chill making the recent October heat wave a memory.




  The D.A. shivered, wishing he had remembered his topcoat. But the restaurant was only a block away.




  He began to descend the wide stone steps of the courthouse, which led to the street, when something small and striped orange and black, an insect, brushed by his ear and settled lightly there.




  He heard the faintest of whispers before he swatted it away — as if someone were talking to him from a far distance. Later, until the voice came again and he was sure, he would wonder if he had heard it at all:




  “I may want you to do something for me…”




  Part Two




  False Leads




  Chapter Fourteen




  Perhaps it was the wind that first brought him to the town of Orangefield, a wind that made leaf tornados, dervishing colors from denuded trees. Or perhaps it was the chill in the air, the first cold tendrils of coming winter that were Autumn. Or perhaps it was the children bedecked in autumn — or the windows with cutouts, or the pumpkins, wet and cold sweet inside, orange, firm and smiling on the outside. Or the season, or the fact that the town had briefly been called Pumpkinfield.




  Or perhaps it was because he needed somewhere to serve his Master.




  Or maybe it was the special evening that would soon be here.




  His evening.




  There are many ways to skin a cat.




  Yes, the other voice answered. Indeed. But I am becoming tired of your failed efforts.




  This Halloween will be different. I feel the power within me for this. This time I will succeed.




  And then? the other voice asked.




  And then everything. And I will give it over to you, Dark One.




  Do you really think you can do it directly? Without passing through that… other place?




  I feel powerful. As powerful as ever.




  You’ve said this before.




  This time I have three sure ones to help me. The girl Wizard and two others. And…




  And?




  I have what you might call… insurance.




  But if, like the last time, one of them fails—




  Everything will succeed.




  We shall see.




  There is only one problem, and it will be solved soon. This man Grant, this detective, there is something about him…




  You can handle him?




  Not in the usual way. He is one of the strong ones, unlike Kerlan, who was disrespectful, and weak. Grant must be pushed aside.




  Do it, then.




  It will be done. I am only your servant.




  True words. A servant without a choice. I will watch your progress with interest, Samhain.




  The voice laughed, a mirthless sound as cold and dead as space.




  Or should I call you Sam?




  Chapter Fifteen




  Jody Wendt, five years old, saw the Pumpkin Boy through the window over the kitchen sink, outlined against the huge rising moon like a silhouette against a white screen. Jody had climbed up onto the counter next to the basin to reach the cereal in an overhead cabinet. Now he stood transfixed with a box of corn flakes in his hands, mouth agape.




  The Pumpkin Boy had a bright orange pumpkin head with cold night steam puffing out of the eyes, nose and mouth cutouts, and a body consisting of a bright metal barrel chest and jointed legs and arms that looked like stainless steel rails. Even through the closed window Jody could hear the creaking noises he made. He moved stiffly, like he was unused to walking: his feet were two flat ovoid pads, slightly rounded and raised on top, made of shiny metal. As Jody watched, one of the feet stuck in place in the muddy ground; the Pumpkin Boy, oblivious, walked on, and then toppled over with a sound like rusting machinery. He lay on the ground like a turtle on its back, making a hollow chuffing noise like Saaaafe, saaaafe, saaaafe. Then he slowly righted himself, rising to a sitting position and then turned slowly to search for his lost foot. Finding it, he fell forward and clawed his way toward it. He closed his hands around it. His head fell forward and hit the ground, rolling away from the body, and the hands immediately let go of the foot and grabbed the head, realigning it on the stilt body with a ffffffmp.
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