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For Leann, who never let me give up the dream of telling stories—who sometimes nudged and other times dragged me along this path, and who believed in this particular story even when I did not.

I wish you were here to see it, dear friend.

You are a part of these words, as you will be part of all the stories I have yet to tell.


PREFACE

The story of Pound of Flesh includes depictions of supernatural horror and violence. And in its telling, it also deals with spousal and child abuse, both psychological and physical. If you are the victim of abuse or someone traumatized by abuse, please be aware that you will come across some of that within these pages.

For me, those scenes of such abhorrent (and downright evil, in my opinion) behavior in the book were the hardest to commit to the page. I endeavored to do so in an effective but measured manner, highlighting not only the abuse but the effect it has on the characters and how they respond to it. The worst horrors of this world are not supernatural—they are the ones we inflict upon each other as human beings. Without question, it is what terrifies me the most.

Having said all this, I want you to know that Pound of Flesh also deals with the proven mettle of abuse survivors. It deals with the complicated and often incremental triumphs of their surviving. It also reveals the good in the world that stands against such evil, the sacrifices made, and the lives reclaimed from broken bones and broken psyches. Above all, it trades in the love, commitment, kindness, and friendship we can give to one another. And that, more than anything, is what I hope you take away from the story.

Well . . . that and maybe a couple creepy feelings or troubled dreams. After all, it is a scary story.

D. Alexander Ward,

Hanover, Virginia

January, 2022


PART I:

MANIFESTATION

“In any case life is but a procession of shadows, and God knows why it is that we embrace them so eagerly, and see them depart with such anguish, being shadows.”

—Virginia Woolf, Jacob’s Room
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October

THE AUTUMN AIR was thick with the decay of flora, the wet leaves silent underfoot as—with weapons in hand—the young boys stalked each other through the woods. After a long week of middle school, Noah Belton and his friend Tommy Wren were playing war games in the forest near Cady’s Run, the trailer park where they lived. 

Noah was hunkered down in a ditch when he caught a glimpse of the two fair-haired children; young ones whose blond mops went streaking by as flashes of gold between the breaks in the trees. They were running and giggling in the carefree way children do but Noah sensed something odd about them—something out of place. He’d never seen them around here before and certainly didn’t recognize them from school or the bus stop. It was clear to him they didn’t belong.

And the blond children were running, so Noah gave chase.

As he followed them, Captain Red of the Galactic Marine Corps—Noah’s war games moniker—held a rusted and unloaded old BB rifle in the crook of his arm. He had been sneaking down a shallow ditch toward Carl Wright—a boy from school who was only occasionally cordial to Noah and Tommy—when he had spotted the blond children. Taking long strides and hopping over fallen trees and limbs, Noah kept an eye out for Carl since he suspected that this afternoon’s cessation of hostilities with the stout boy had more to do with Carl itching to shoot one of them with the paintball gun he had brought to the game. An actual paintball gun, while Noah and Tommy were equipped with lousy BB guns and no ammo, leaving them with only the very best pew-pew-pew sound effects that their mouths could produce.

But there was no sign of Carl and the blond boys were outpacing him with every step.

As the dim forest broke open to the sun and the ragged shore of Ashwood Lake, Noah caught sight of Tommy crouching behind a rotting stump along the wooded edge. He barreled past him and then stopped, the heels of his high-top Chucks digging into the soft earth. The two blond boys emerged from the woods and now stood together by a black gum tree at the edge of the forest, their backs to him, not more than twenty feet away. The taller boy’s hands were by his side, fingertips just about level with the cuff of his rolled-up shorts. Noah couldn’t see the younger one’s arms, which were in front of him maybe clutching something close to his chest.

“Hey, Carl!” Noah shouted into the woods. “There’s two kids down here. Lost, I think. Don’t shoot them.”

Noah glanced over at his friend but found Tommy’s face screwed up in confusion.

“What kids?”

“The blond kids.” Noah pointed.

Tommy’s eyes followed Noah’s finger, but now there was nothing to see. Noah’s mouth fell open in surprise.

“What the—”

A burst of splashing sounds interrupted him. Footfalls running through shallow water. He turned in the direction of the sound, but only ripples on the water remained. The blond children had disappeared from view.

“So, where are these kids?” Tommy asked, tucking the long bangs of his raven-black hair behind his ears.

Noah scanned the edge of the woods. A moment passed and Carl crept from the forest, plodding toward them, winded from the dash down to the lake. Noah’s eyes searched the trees for any sign of the little boys, hopeful that he might catch a quick blur of yellow hair through the branches, but there was nothing.

Tommy looked at Carl and motioned behind him. “Lake’s a safe zone.” 

“Not from me it ain’t.” Carl brought up the pistol and pulled the trigger, splattering Tommy right in his chest. Then he squeezed off another round that burst dead-center on his forehead.

Noah gasped, both surprised and impressed. That was some pretty good shooting, he had to admit.

“What the hell, Carl?” Tommy said, wiping orange paint away from his eyes and glasses.

Noah looked up at the bully, knowing the next shot would be for him.

Carl raised his gun. “Where you want it, queer?” 

Noah scowled and shook his head, closed his eyes and winced in anticipation.

Carl squeezed the trigger but the resulting pop was flat and muted, the pistol having misfired, and orange paint now oozed out of the barrel.

“Shit!”

Carl held the gun with the barrel down, letting it all spill onto the dead leaves. Without another word, he turned and lumbered toward the woods to return home—now that his weapon of intimidation had been rendered useless.

“Hey, Carl, did you see those two little kids?” Noah called after him.

No answer.

“Well, did you?”

Carl didn’t even turn to offer his final taunt. “Nope. Just you two lovebirds running through the woods like a couple of tree huggers. Later, dipshits!”

After Carl departed, Tommy knelt down by the water’s edge and scooped some up in his hands, splashing it on his face. The orange thinned and ran down his cheeks and the long slope of his nose.

“Such a dick.”

Noah shook his head. “I told you not to invite him.”

“Yeah.” Tommy dipped his black-framed glasses in the water and wiped them off. “Guess you called that one right.”

“Don’t worry about Carl, Sergeant Black,” Noah said. They had come up with their war games monikers—creatively enough—based on the color of each boy’s hair; Tommy’s a slick, dark flop and Noah’s a buzzed flat-top of bright red. “At least he didn’t kick us in the nuts this time.”

“Yeah, true,” Tommy said, and the two boys walked back toward the woods.

“I still don’t understand where those kids could have gone, though.”

“Again with the kids?”

“Yeah.”

“Well, what’d they look like?”

“You really didn’t see them?”

Tommy shook his head.

“Brothers, maybe,” Noah said. “With blond hair.”

“What, like the Von Trapp family?”

Noah laughed loudly. As was the case with most boys his age, he despised The Sound of Music, though his mother watched it every year when it came on the television. Still, Noah had to concede it wasn’t a bad comparison.

“Yeah, a little like that. Plus . . . ” he lingered a moment, turning over a thought.

“Plus what?”

“They just . . . they didn’t look like they belonged here.”

“What’s that mean?”

“Well, for one thing, they were wearing summer clothes.”

“Summer clothes? Well, that is weird.”

Noah nodded. “Hey, maybe you can mention it to your dad?”

Tommy’s father was a deputy with the Bedford County Sheriff’s Department and part of the Maritime Patrol for Ashwood Lake. Deputy Wren drove a cruiser home most of the time but kept the patrol boat docked at a marina that was within walking distance of the trailer park. Sometimes, when Tommy’s dad knew it was going to be a quiet day, he would take the boys out on lake patrols, which they thoroughly enjoyed.

“Sure. I’ll tell him to put out an APB on the Von Trapp twins right away.”

Noah cracked a smile. “I’m serious, though, Tommy. Those kids have to be lost or something.”

His friend nodded. “All right, all right. I’ll mention it to him. Right after he grounds me for getting paint on my glasses.”

As they entered the woods and began to climb the hill toward home, Noah turned and looked back at the lake and its empty shores. He sure hoped those kids would be okay. These woods were no place for lost children. There were black bears that roamed at dusk, coyotes, wolves, and not to mention the afternoon was dimming toward sunset and the forest would soon be dark and cold.
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Sunday was church day. This was a fact for most of the country but especially for the South where churches of every denomination would fill with sermons of warning and hymns of praise. Afterward, fathers and sons would loosen their ties and cast off their sport coats to toss around a football or baseball in the backyard. Sunday fried chicken, collard greens, biscuits and the enticing aromas of other Sunday food staples would waft from the kitchens of most homes and after lunch, such a lazy day might even include a nap on the couch as the television or radio droned on in the background. Yes, indeed, Sunday was a day that many looked forward to—even those whose church attendance was in question. For most, it was a day of meditation and rest.

For Noah Belton, however, it was quite the opposite.

Without fail, every Sunday the Belton family piled into Hugh Belton’s old Ford truck and rambled along the mountain roads, then parked alongside other vehicles in the crowded, gravel clearing outside of the Pentecostal Church of the Evening Star. It had been called Ashwood Pentecostal Church when Noah was younger and, from what he could recall, not an altogether unpleasant experience back then. At such a young age, he had sat in his mother’s lap where she gently bounced him on her knee to keep him calm during the service. Afterward, he would be ushered off into Sunday School groups with other children where they learned about scripture and were allowed some playtime. During this time, the grown-ups would gather to pray, and it was then that the pastor would direct the congregation to surrender to the Holy Spirit and speak in tongues. Once, when Noah had been sent inside to use the bathroom, he had spied on the grown-ups. He had peered through a crack in the door to the sanctuary, where they were all gathered together in a tangled mass. Some convulsing and shaking, eyes rolled back in their heads, while others milled about uttering words that were not really words . . . at least no words Noah could recognize. Although he didn’t fully understand what he had seen, he was not troubled by it, and continued about his business.

Noah had thought the pastor a decent and pleasant sort of man who always seemed to have a kind word to spare. But the old pastor had up and died a couple of years back. There one day and gone the next. A new and unfamiliar pastor was brought in and from that day forward the church changed.

Unconcerned with “the trappings of this world,” Pastor Gorman allowed the small church building to fall into disrepair and uncleanliness, quickly ending the Sunday School groups for the children and insisting that they join with their families for the entire experience. Noah’s father had explained that Pastor Gorman wanted to immerse his flock in the blood of the Lamb and to make Christian soldiers of every man, woman and child. For Noah, though, under this new pastor, the church had grown strange and bent and it was no longer a place of solace. Sunday service had become something to be survived rather than celebrated.

Noah had invited Tommy along to church a while back, hoping it’d be more bearable with his best friend present. It proved to be the one and only time Tommy attended. What he saw there had given him nightmares for days afterwards.

Today, Pastor Gorman was all smiles and handshakes and slaps on the back as the flock entered through the front door. The notion of brotherhood seemed to end there, though, as the rest of the sermon was fueled by rage and accusations against the pastor’s flock. Shifting his aching bottom in the unforgiving seat of the metal folding chair, Noah loosened the shirt collar that was so tight around his neck. Up front, the pastor leaped left and right, waving his hands in the air maniacally.

“I ask you, brothers, are you Christian soldiers?”

Various responses from the congregation; spoken affirmatives and nodding heads.

“Are you? Are you really?”

Silence from the congregation.

“Because if you are, then our Christian nation, our Christian world is in awful sad shape. I’m not looking to create a lot such as you! Soldiers, you say? Ha! Look more like Girl Scouts to me. You think I’m looking to create a Girl Scout troop full of believers? That what y’all think?”

Shaking heads.

“I ain’t interested in my soldiers going out there into this world riddled with evil and selling their little cookies of truth and righteousness to everyone no matter who they are. Damnation, no! I’m trying to muster up a Force Recon, a . . . a Navy Seals of Christendom. I want you all out there armed with swords and rifles of faith, ready and willing to skewer and shred the non-believer, the sinner, the homosexual, the communist, the feminist. Love thy neighbor and thy brother, I say unto you . . . so long as they follow the way of the Lord!”

An eruption of support. “Hallelujah! Preach on! Amen.”

“But though you are to be soldiers, you are not, yourselves, pure. It is our worldly burden, ain’t it? A sickness visited upon all humanity, springing from that one day in the garden when Eve took a bite from that apple. When she surrendered to temptation. And all the world has been a flood of misery ever since. It was weakness. As black and terminal as a cancer—that is what weakness is. And it lies inside of every one of you.”

Acknowledgement. Nodding heads. “Pray for us sinners.”

The pastor quietly surveyed the flock, his eyes wide and dark, set deep into his sweating brow.

“But do not give into the weakness. Do not give in, because if you do . . . if you do, brothers, I will take you up to the mountain and let you stare into a deep chasm in the rock where you might see your future! A future at the hands of demons and the minions of Hell who will delight in an eternity of stripping the flesh from your bones, my brothers. Those are the wages of weakness . . .  of frailty . . .  of sin. When temptation comes calling, are you gonna answer?”

Hands raised and people stood up, shouting, “No!”

“When that devil, Old Scratch, comes a’knockin’ on your door, are you gonna say ‘Well, sure thing, Brother Scratch! Come on in and make yourself at home?’”

“No! God save us!”

“That’s right you ain’t! You’re gonna pick up the sword that the Lord has given you, the one that I sharpen like a razor every Sunday, and you’re gonna gut Old Scratch like a fish! Lo! You will see spilled from his entrails all the blood and the darkness of humanity from the beginning of the beginning!”

Noah shifted in his seat again. He knew what was coming. Now in a frenzy, they would soon begin the laying of hands on the sick and the cursed. And as far as Pastor Gorman was concerned, they were all sick. All cursed.

“When the Devil comes calling, what you gonna do? Let me hear you say it!”

“GUT HIM LIKE A FISH!” 

“What are you gonna do?”

“GUT HIM LIKE A FISH!”

Noah was mouthing the words. He knew his father might be watching and he didn’t want to seem uncommitted.

“GUT HIM LIKE A FISH!”

Somewhere, the music began playing on a stereo, and the people—now worked into a lather—milled about, grabbing hold of one another. The eyes rolled back in the heads of some and their mouths opened, spilling the unintelligible language of tongues and shrieking as if in pain. One young woman collapsed onto the floor and others gathered around her, laid their hands upon her and prayed for the relief of her sickness and the salvation of her soul.

The ocean of people in the grip of the Holy Spirit surrounded Noah. They babbled, some with lidless eyes of white and others with scowls of determination. They touched his brow, bending his head back and exposing his neck.

For Noah, the scene bore a disturbing resemblance to all the zombie movies he had ever snuck a peek at. To him, the moans and screams and shouts filling his ears were not the music of the Holy Spirit. They were sounds of agony and torment. As always, Noah succumbed to the faithful, letting them prod him and pray over him.

As the flock, with its many arms and grasping fingers, lifted him, prone, above their shoulders, through the throngs, Noah glimpsed his father staring over at him, smiling.

***

After church let out, it was their custom to hop in the truck and head straight home to Cady’s Run. Occasionally, Noah would be allowed to go outside and play but more often than not, his father would instruct him to go to his room and read over the Bible passages that may have been touched upon in Pastor Gorman’s sermon. Noah would comply without protest or comment and spend the rest of the afternoon daydreaming or reading some comic book contraband if he had any available. Later, he would be permitted to watch one hour of television before supper, though the show and its content was always subject to his father’s approval.

Today was different, though. Sitting in the cramped back seat of the pickup, staring out the window, Noah noticed that his father had neglected to make the left turn toward their home. He had done so without saying a word and Noah wondered if he hadn’t realized his mistake, but waited, thinking his mother would surely mention something any minute now. The radio was tuned to a talk radio program where a man with a pinched voice pontificated about the state the country would be in under the leadership of the new liberal President. Noah didn’t understand much of it and didn’t care to. Politics was a thing rife with argument and conflict and Noah had enough of that in his life on any given day of the week.

After a few more minutes passed, Noah decided to speak up.

“Where are we going, Dad?”

Noah saw his father’s eyes glance at him in the rear view mirror and Noah could almost feel the words in his mind. Don’t tell me my business, boy. I know where I’m headed. But his father said nothing and looked over to his mother instead.

His mother turned around, her shoulders raising and dropping as if she was about to perform an act of great effort.

“Well, Noah, you know how Friday was your dad’s last day at the mill?” 

Noah nodded.

“The good news is that he’s found another job.”

“Where?”

“Whitetail,” she replied.

Noah had heard of Whitetail High School out in Westlake. They were fierce rivals of the Bedford High Cougars football team. Westlake was a good ways away from Cady’s Run and Chesterton Junior High, though. A cold feeling began to grow in his belly.

“We have to move, don’t we?”

“It’s just across the lake.”

“But not in Bedford.”

“No,” she relented, allowing only the slightest frown to form on her face. “not in Bedford.”

“It’s not even in Whitetail, really,” his father added. “It’s outside of it. Real country living.”

His mother glanced quickly at her husband and then back to Noah, her eyes full of compassion.

“Right. Well, the new job is in Whitetail but the place we’re looking at living . . . it’s on the lake. But it’s a little bit out of the way.”

“Out of the way?” Noah asked.

“Not too far from the dam.”

“The dam? But there’s nothing out by the dam. Everyone knows that!”

Noah could see his mother’s eyes pleading for him to remain calm. She didn’t want him to upset his father. But it was too late for that.

“Dammit, boy, don’t you make me pull over and straighten you out! The job’s in Whitetail and that’s where we’re going! Understand?”

Noah was afraid to meet his father’s eyes in the rear view mirror but he knew that it would only make things worse if he didn’t. He looked up and found that stern brow staring at him, eyes trembling with brewing anger.

“Yes, sir,” he replied, meek and diminished.

After a moment, he turned back to his mother. “Where am I gonna go to school?”

She didn’t even turn to look at him, kept her gaze straight ahead as the road unfolded.

“Not exactly sure about that just yet. We’ll figure it out.”

“But it won’t be Chesterton, will it?” He knew the answer perfectly well but he was a little bent out of shape and still wanted to make his disapproval known.

“No, son,” she said, her voice going sweet. “But we might be living in a brand new housing development. In a house all our own. Not a rented trailer for once. We’re going to go see it now. That’s where we’re headed.”

“Uh-huh.” The dam at Cross Mountain. There was nothing out there but thick woods, campgrounds and logging roads. A housing development? He had never heard of any neighborhoods out there. It all sounded more than a little odd to him.

“Does it have plumbing?” he asked.

His mother turned and fixed him with a glare that told him to shut his mouth.

“Yes, son. It has plumbing.”
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After they turned off the main road, they traveled for some time before Noah’s father announced they were getting close.

Noah sat in the back quietly, looking out of the window with a furrowed brow as the old Ford wound down lonely roads dark under the cover of trees. Since turning onto the back roads, Noah hadn’t seen a single car pass. As they wound around a sharp curve, blue sky broke the shroud of trees ahead and after a mile they saw the entrance to the neighborhood. It was flanked on either side by tall, black metal fencing made to look like wrought iron. A carved wooden sign was posted to the right of the entrance in a bed of mulch full of bright, freshly planted mums. Cedar Banks, it read. The outline of a tree was artfully depicted next to the development’s name. Below were a score of wavy lines meant to suggest water.

It looked nice so far, Noah had to admit, and his spirits perked up a little.

As they passed through the entrance and the development came into full view, Noah’s skepticism returned. A small group of single-story houses dotted the land that sloped down toward the lake. Not all that much bigger than their trailer home, they looked like the on-base military housing Noah had once seen on a field trip to the Army base at Fort Lee.

Hugh wound around the circular road and Ada sat forward in her seat with anticipation. “Oh, tell me it’s one of the baby blue ones, Hugh,” she squealed.

“Afraid not, Ada. It’s this one coming up right here.”

Noah peered over the front seat and saw a green sedan parked in the gravel drive of a home with light brown siding. A man in a suit stepped out of the house and waved at them as his father turned and pulled the truck to a stop behind the car.

After cutting the engine, his father got out of the truck and his mother followed, leaning the front seat forward for Noah to climb out.

“Mr. Belton?” the tall man with the balding head asked, extending his hand.

“You the real estate agent?” his father asked, even as the man aggressively clasped his hand.

“Tom Marley,” he said, making eye contact.

“Hugh Belton. Good to meet you, Mr. Marley.”

“Please. Call me Tom,” the man said and then motioned to Noah and his mother. “This your family?”

Noah’s father looked back and nodded. “That’s them. My wife, Ada, and my boy, Noah.”

“Missus Belton,” Tom said, and stretched his hand out to her. She declined the gesture, but bowed just a little and raised her hand in a quick wave. Noah knew that his father was not fond of her touching other men, no matter the circumstances.

The real estate agent smiled and dropped his hand, nodding likewise. “Ma’am,” he acknowledged, and then turned to Noah, who stood with his hands in his jacket pockets.

“Noah, go on and greet the man proper,” his father barked, and Noah raised his hand.

“Pleased to meet you, Mr. Marley,” he said, as the agent took his hand in his own.

“What a fine, young man,” Tom said, a grin sweeping over his face. “And so polite!” 

Hugh grimaced at his son.

“Indeed, Tom,” his father said with special emphasis on the man’s given name.

The agent stood for a moment, silent and awkward with his practiced salesman’s grin frozen on his face.

“Well, Tom, how about we see the house?”

“Of course!” the agent said, jerking as if suddenly woken from a dream. He stretched out his arm toward the stone walkway that led up to the covered front porch of the house. “After y’all.”

His father stepped forward and his mother gestured for Tom Marley to go ahead. She glanced back at her son.

“Do I have to go?” he asked, shifting uneasily, his hands now jammed back into the pockets of his jacket.

She got a familiar look on her face and started to insist, but his father interjected.

“Let the boy run, Ada. Been cooped up like a hen for the past couple hours.”

Noah looked up at his father who stood with Mr. Marley before the front door. It seemed an unusual allowance from him, but then over the years, Noah had noticed that his father tended to be more permissive when other grown-ups were around.

“Thanks, Dad.” He nodded and turned back down the walkway.

“Don’t wander far, Noah,” she shouted after him. “Stay in the neighborhood.”

Noah scoffed at the idea of the few houses being called a neighborhood and walked on.

“Don’t you worry, Missus Belton,” he heard the agent say. “It’s safe as can be around here. Lots of space for a young man to roam.”

Noah heard the front door open and close behind him as he rounded the house and headed down toward the banks of the lake.

***

Here and there around the water’s edge, patches of reeds grew with a thick layer of other plants like a wild hedge behind them. In the backyard, a short, wooden dock extended from the grass out above the surface of the water and Noah sought it out immediately. It looked new. The planks were tight and stable and the wood fresh and bright, untouched by algae and the weathering of age. Attached to the outer pylons were metal cleats where a small boat could be tied up. 

Standing on the dock, the lake seemed greater in size than it appeared from the narrow cove where Cady’s Run was situated. From Cedar Banks, the lake looked almost like a sea; vast and twinkling in the afternoon light with nary another bit of shore to be seen. He could not help but smile as he beheld its majesty. Looking to the west, the view was dominated by the long, hulking shape of Cross Mountain, which he had been unable to see from the old neighborhood. From here, though, the mountain was a dark and gigantic thing dominating the horizon with its wide, flat ridge that spanned the length of the lake and beyond.

Though the sight of it made him feel small and cold, he could not deny its beauty. It would be a perfect place for his and Tommy’s war games.

Noah and Tommy had come up with the premise of their war games when they were both very young, after some birthday sleepover Tommy had gone to where the parents let all the boys watch the movie Aliens. Although they were now older—perhaps too old to be running around in the woods playing pretend—they had continued their adventures. Quite simply, there had never been much else in Cady’s Run for the boys to do, and nothing else that ever interested them.

The world they had created was inspired by the movie Tommy had seen that night—which Noah had never and would never be permitted to watch—and Tommy’s Sgt. Rock comics, a few of which Noah had read on the sly without his father’s knowledge.

Captain Red and Sergeant Black were officers in the Galactic Marine Corps, who defended Earth against threats from outer space. The greatest of these threats was a race of giant, zombie space insects called the Horde, who were nearly un-killable except by the Galactic Marines’ special, glowing rounds of ammunition. Nuke bullets, the boys called them, although neither of them had ever given much thought to exactly what that meant. The nuke bullets, when they hit their mark, got stuck in the armored flesh and limbs of the creatures and, in minutes, reduced them to piles of foul-smelling jelly that bore more than a little resemblance to a loogie hocked up and spat upon the ground.

Theirs was a war game born from the imaginations of two boys who had no other close friends and who could not bear the thought of warring against each other. From a young age, Noah and Tommy’s enemy had always been a common one, even if only imaginary.

Noah glanced around at the deep woods and the vast lake, the dark mountain dominating the horizon, and it sparked his fantasy. This remote place was just the sort the Horde would choose as ground zero for their invasion of Earth. Yes! In fact, the Horde had already sent a scouting party. They were scrambling down the mountain, the clicking of dozens of monstrous legs like ice pebbles falling through the trees. And now, trapped deep in the forest as he was, and without his brother-in-arms, the fate of Earth rested solely on Captain Red’s narrow but capable shoulders.

He cast about the woods for an appropriately sized and shaped stick, found it, and snatched it up. Cradling the stick-as-rifle in his arm, he smirked.

“Brotherhood! To the last man!” he shouted, and let loose a barrage of fire that mowed down the front line of his enemies a hundred yards distant.

But their numbers were many. After all, they were called “the Horde” for good reason.

Within seconds, he would be attacked, so he raced along the edge of the lake in search of some proper cover. Noah found it in the woods, in the hollow of an old tree. He ducked in, pinned himself against the natural alcove, and waited. As the enemy approached, the only sound audible beyond the collective whisper of their stealthy limbs was the sound of his own breath. Shallow and quiet.

A twig cracked somewhere in the distance. Not an imagined twig, nor a sound he had planned. It took him by surprise, certainly, but not as much as the playful laughter that followed—a bout of giggling he recognized.

But how was that possible?

Noah stepped out of the hollow and scanned the woods. He saw nothing, and all was silent for a moment, then he heard the children’s laughter again. At the periphery of his vision, he saw fast-moving shapes of ivory skin and yellow hair dash between the trees. He wanted to chase them but something in him, some instinct, grounded his feet to the earth where he stood.

Then came another crack and Noah turned to look up the bank. What he saw, he could hardly believe, and he blinked his eyes a few times to banish the strange sight from his mind. But it remained there still.

A figure slipped through the trees along the crest of the bank above, sending crows scattering from among the branches. A long, graying beard hung from a weathered face, its head crowned by a small, gray pillbox cap that had seen better days. Before Noah even noticed the manner of the figure’s dress, he recognized the cap as that of a Confederate soldier from the Civil War. The soldier glided along through the fallen leaves, bending and stooping, holding something close to his chest, clothed in the drab, gray wool coat of a Civil War infantryman.

Noah took a step backwards and then dropped the stick clutched in his hand to the ground where it landed with a rustle. The soldier seemed to hear it and looked up from his wandering, searched the woods until his gaze settled on Noah standing there by the hollowed tree. It was then that Noah realized he could not see the houses, for he had made his way far down and along the banks of the lake. Probably, he was not even in the neighborhood anymore. A feeling of remorse came over him. Without intending it, he had done exactly the opposite of the last thing his mother asked of him. He had wandered too far.

Noah watched as the phantom soldier cocked its head, studying him for a moment. Then it moved through the trees toward him.
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The inside of the home at Cedar Banks was clean and the beige-toned walls smelled of fresh paint. The hardwood floors were old but had been restored, giving a uniform shine to them and smelling of Murphy’s Oil Soap.

Ada looked the living room over, pleased with what she saw. Hugh walked about, though, stone-faced and checking the corners and crevices for details like cracked seams in the plaster and poorly laid trim along the baseboards.

“It’s a three-bedroom, just like the others,” the agent said. “Obviously, you have the main living room here.”

“Look, Hugh,” Ada said, “there’s a fireplace.”

She pointed to a white-painted brick fireplace against the far wall. She loved the idea of a crackling fire on a cold winter night but Hugh glanced at it only a moment before muttering under his breath about the “filthy, troublesome things.”

Deflated, Ada walked the kitchen, checking out the cabinet space.

“Mr. Marley, what were all these houses built out here for?”

“Oh, I guess your husband didn’t tell you?”

She looked over at Hugh, but he didn’t even acknowledge her. He was running his hands over one of the living room walls searching for any unevenness that would indicate repairs.

“Never got ‘round to it,” Hugh said.

“Ah, well then, Missus Belton, all these homes used to be sleeping quarters for workmen. See, this was a workers camp under the Work Projects Administration during the 1930s and 40s. One of the nicer ones from what I hear. They housed them here, fed and clothed them in exchange for their labor.”

“What were they working on?” Ada asked, sensing that since she had lived nearby all her life, she ought to know—but then, history was not something that had ever interested her very much. Besides, she was from Eastlake and unless one got around a lot, that might as well have been a whole different state.

“Cross Mountain Dam,” Tom replied and pointed in the general direction of the mountain. “They dammed up the Roanoke River, called the Ash River around these parts. Created all of Ashwood Lake that way. I think they also worked to clear trails and logging roads on the mountain and in some of the nearby National Parks and Forests.”

She nodded. “Interesting.”

Tom followed them as they walked through the house.

“Yep, these homes here have been rebuilt from the inside out. They kept intact the good parts; the foundations, the stone chimneys, the framework and such. But they re-framed the inside and changed the two-room sleeping quarters into the cozy, three bedroom cottages you see here today. It’s secluded and quiet. Only phone is located up at the manor house, though. Unless you folks want to pay to have a line run to the house here.”

“Don’t care too much for the damned things myself,” Hugh said.

“What’s the address here?” Ada asked.

“Number 5 Cedar Bay Drive,” he said, “on account of the open area of the lake out there that folks call Cedar Bay.”

They were in the largest bedroom, presumably the master, and the room included a wide window from which Ada could see Ashwood Lake glittering in the distance. Ada stood before it. She raised her hand and touched the cold glass.

“Well, you know that five is my lucky number, Hugh.”

He came to her and stood next to her, gazing out of the window.

“Your people still prepared to let this go as a lease-to-own? Same price we discussed over the phone?” Hugh asked the agent, though he did not turn to meet the man’s eyes.

“Yes, sir. Just like all the properties at Cedar Banks. They’re not exactly selling like hotcakes, being so out of the way and all. They’d make fine vacation homes for some of the well-off, but with times being as lean as they are right now . . . ” 

“We’ll take it,” Hugh said.

Ada turned to face him, even more surprised with the abrupt decision than the agent. After all, Hugh hadn’t exactly been singing praises about the house.

“Well, congratulations, then!” Tom Marley smiled and reached out his hand. Hugh Belton took it and gave it a quick, firm shake.

“You all are going to be very happy here, I think,” the agent said as they returned to the front door.

“Are there many other families that live here? I didn’t notice much traffic on the way in.”

“No, ma’am,” the agent replied. “You all are the first family in.” He opened the door for them as they stepped onto the porch. “In fact, you’re the only owners living here at all. Well, besides—”

“Noah?” Ada blurted out. “What in the world?” 

Following her eyes, Hugh and Tom saw the boy coming from the woods at the crest of the banks sloping down to the lake. He walked toward them not alone but beside a tall, gangly man dressed from head to toe in the gray uniform of a Confederate soldier.

“Ah! I see your boy’s met Mr. Winston. He’s the other resident I was about to mention. He’s also the property manager here. You get a busted pipe during the winter or your kitchen stove is on the fritz, Mr. Winston here will get you all fixed up.”

“What’s with the uniform?” Hugh asked, almost chuckling.

The agent nodded and smiled. “It’s true Mr. Winston is a bit eccentric. Dresses like that quite often. He’s a Civil War reenactor, but he’s one heck of a good man to have around. Been here a good while. And he knows this place better than anybody.”

“And he’s our only neighbor?” Ada asked, still looking askance at the old man in rebel gray who walked beside her son.

The agent nodded. “Real quiet, too. Except for maybe a musket firing every now and then.” 

Tom Marley had a good laugh at his own joke and even Hugh joined in the chortling.

“Yes, ma’am, y’all are gonna find it real nice up here,” he said, waving the property manager toward them to meet the new residents.

“Nice and quiet.”
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On the ride back to Cady’s Run—to his real home—Noah’s parents broke the news to their son that they had decided to take Mr. Marley’s offer on the house and they would be moving into it as soon as they could get all their things packed at the trailer.

This came as no surprise to Noah. The new place was much nicer than their trailer home and he knew from his father’s rants that it was better to own a home than rent one belonging to someone else. It was something his father called equity, although Noah didn’t quite understand what that meant. Everything about the house had seemed fresh and bright and clean, which Noah had to admit was pretty nice. The view of the lake was gorgeous and the woods were vast and thick and full of wonder. The house had its very own dock on the lake, where Noah imagined he could sit and fish or maybe even someday get a little john boat that he could take out and explore the many coves and creeks of Ashwood Lake.

The only problem was that Noah had to imagine doing all of this alone.

As he had discovered, there were no other kids, not even any other families that lived at Cedar Banks. No one except for the strange old man, the property manager who the real estate agent called Mr. Winston. When the man had run across Noah playing in the woods, though, he had introduced himself as Clay. Before he spoke, Noah had been convinced he’d stumbled upon a Civil War ghost. And why not? A teacher of Noah’s had once said that in the state of Virginia, you could hardly walk a country mile without coming across some old house with important history or a cemetery or a pasture that was once a battlefield.

Upon seeing the old man, Noah had been terrified, unable to move as he came his way. But then the soldier called out to him and asked him if he was lost and from where he had come. Once his breath had returned to him and his thrumming heart calmed in his chest, Noah had explained that his parents were looking at a house close by. It was then that the soldier introduced himself and offered to lead the way back.

Noah had wanted to ask the old man about the uniform he wore but he was shy and also unsure if doing so would be considered rude. His parents later explained that Mr. Winston was a Civil War reenactor.

After they got home, later that night, Noah rested his head on the pillow and went to sleep with a heavy heart. He knew the next day would begin a change that involved him packing all his things into boxes to be transported to the new house. It meant no more Chesterton Junior High and it also meant saying goodbye to Tommy—his only friend in the whole wide world.

***

Halloween came and went, although the holiday—rooted as it was in paganism—was not observed in the Belton household. Noah had become resigned to this long ago, but not without some amount of bitter longing whenever the time of year came around. No Jack-O-Lanterns adorned the trailer steps, no cut-outs of black cats or whimsical witches were hung on the front door, and absolutely no candy was dispensed to the children of the neighborhood, who knew better than to go knocking on the Beltons’ door on All Hallows’ Eve.

It took them the better part of a week and a half to round up all of their things. When moving day came, Noah’s father borrowed a trailer and hitched it to his truck. A buddy of his from the saw mill also showed up with a box truck. The vehicles were loaded with cardboard containers of every size and shape, furniture, their refrigerator and their washer and dryer.

While his father was packing the last of it into the truck, Noah and his mother said cordial goodbyes to their neighbors and when it came time to say farewell to Tommy, Noah fought hard against the lump in his throat. He couldn’t break down. Not where his father could see. He would surely be taunted endlessly for it. Maybe even worse. So, he shook hands with his friend, his comrade, his brother-in-arms, and in their parting, Tommy slipped him a folded scrap of notebook paper on which he had written his phone number and address.

“You know,” Tommy said with a smirk, “in case you forget.”

They drove away from Cady’s Run and the eastern shore of Ashwood Lake, bound for the lonely woods of the west and none of them said a word. The space between them was filled with a reflective silence. For Noah, it was like leaving the freshly covered grave of a loved one behind, faced with the immutable fact that life will go on and do so, unimaginably, without the deceased as part of it.

It was barely November, but there with his parents, in the cab of his father’s truck—there in those moments of silence—Noah could feel the warm familiarity of autumn suddenly slip away and the icy claws of winter come scratching at the window.
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November

Nearly a week had passed and still they were unpacking. Noah didn’t remember it taking so long any of the other times they’d moved, but this time the process of settling in had become a grueling exercise in culling and organization. It wasn’t that they were being lackadaisical; there was just so much to go through. His mother unpacked things and stowed them away in the new spaces available to her, trying hard to organize the hurricane of clutter that their trailer at Cady’s Run had been. It also meant much of the same effort for Noah. When packing to move, he discovered a half dozen sealed boxes of miscellany hiding in his closet, which had been heaved onto the truck along with all the others. Now, having unpacked all of his clothes and books and a few old toys, he was left with a row of boxes from a room cleanup more than two years ago. They should have gone into the throw-away pile back at Cady’s Run but had somehow come along in the move.

Noah reached into his pocket and unfolded the small Buck knife. He slit the first box open and peered inside. Books. Thumbing through, he recognized them all as children’s books that he’d had from years back. The second box was much the same. He pulled a few items to which he had a sentimental attachment—a few volumes of the Hardy Boys’ mysteries, Choose-Your-Own-Adventure and Dr. Seuss—and slid the two boxes into the hallway next to the other boxes that were to be carried off to Goodwill.

Opening the third box, he slumped down and began picking through the intermingled mess of old, half-broken toys and rocks, sticks and various objects picked up during his playing in the woods and saved for some strange but unrealized purpose. Then something bright and shiny at the bottom of the box caught his eye. An old model rocket in the shape of the space shuttle Columbia. A remnant of something he and Tommy had built together. There had been another one—launched down by the lake quite successfully, though it was inevitably lost to a watery fate. The rocket was small but in reasonably good shape for having been at the bottom of the box for so long. He flipped it over; the propellant cartridge was still lodged in the tail of the rocket. A long fuse protruded from it and, as he twirled it around his finger, an idea came to him.

What better way to break from the boredom and tedium of unpacking than to launch that sucker into the sky by the lakeshore? He would dedicate the launch to Tommy.

Of course, there were a few elements missing, most notably the stand that provided a level surface and a guide wire to get the rocket off the ground on a straight path. No matter. He snatched a shirt from his closet and tore it from the hanger. Unwinding the hanger, twisting it until it was mostly straight, he whipped it through the air and smiled. Problem solved.

He ran down the hallway into the kitchen, rummaged through one of the drawers and found a pack of strike-anywhere matches. His mother was on a step-stool in the living room, struggling with hanging a picture. Noah kept the rocket hidden behind his back. It wasn’t that he cared if she knew what he intended to do but he didn’t feel like suffering through her hundred questions about it and likely insistence on watching over him as he did it.

“I unpacked three boxes, Mumma.”

“You did, huh?” she said, a nail stuck between her teeth as she attempted to level the painting of a pastoral countryside in winter.

“Can I go outside for a while?”

“Okay, Noah. Don’t go too far.”

“Mom,” he groaned. He was fourteen years old, after all, but she still mothered him like he was ten.

Outside, he surveyed the area for as flat a spot as he could find and settled on a barren patch of ground about ten feet from the water’s edge. There hadn’t been much rain, so jamming the straightened clothes hanger into the hard ground was more of a chore than he had reckoned. After some twisting and pressure, he had it down and bent it out toward the lake.

He slid the rocket down the wire through the plastic sleeve glued to the fuselage and stretched out the fuse string as far as it could go. While it was not shaped precisely like the space shuttle, it was certainly reminiscent of it and Noah was excited to see the thing blast off into the air above the lake. Kneeling down at the end of the fuse, he struck a match that flamed to life with a sulfur stench and cupped his hand around it as he lowered it to the fuse. After a second of contact with the fuse, the string began burning and sparking as it quietly hissed and disappeared inches at a time.

Noah stepped back several feet and watched.

After a moment, the fuse reached its end and the propellant cartridge began to smoke at the base of the rocket. For a brief second, Noah thought that it had been sitting too long and had lost its potency but just as he bent down for a better look, white fire spat out of the tail and lifted the shuttle off the ground along the makeshift guide wire. Gray smoke came in a rush along the ground as the rocket was propelled high into the air.

Noah grinned wide as the craft flew high, growing small against the sky. Higher and higher it would climb until the fuel was spent and then its nose cone would pop open and the plastic parachute would guide it down gently to the lake.

But something was wrong.

Maybe it was the wind or maybe it was the rocket’s design, but it had flipped over and was now careening back toward the shore, wobbling but still spitting fire as it came. The celebrated toy had become a missile.

Noah ran up the banks toward the house, watching the craft as it spun out of control in his direction. It passed him so close that he could feel the heat from the propellant.

His heart sank when he saw where it was headed.

***

“Moving sure is a bitch.” 

Ada looked around the living room and adjoining kitchen at boxes which still needed unpacking. She grinned a little at her own words, feeling the cheap thrill of uttering foul language. She would never say such a thing in the company of others, though. Let alone Hugh. Her husband did not approve of women using such language.
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